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TECHNOLOGICAL AND SCIENTIFIC
CONSULTATIVE FORUM

The FCCyT is integrated, at the same time, by a Board
of Directors that consists of 20 representatives of the
academy and the business sector, 17 of them are directors
of diverse organizations, and the other three are researches
elect of the National System of Research (SNI).
In this sense, the FCCyT is part of the General Council of
Scientific Research and Technological Development in
charge of governing the grants that the Federal Government
is required to give in order to support, strengthen and
develop scientific and technological research in general in
the country. The FCCyT is in charge of presenting before the
General Council of Scientific Research and Technological
Development the opinions of the scientific, academic,
technological and productive sector communities to make
proposals concerning scientific and technological research
policies and programs.

The FCCyT has three fundamental functions in accordance
with the Law of Science and Technology:
Its first fundamental function is to be an autonomous and
permanent consultant organism of the Executive Branch
–with the direct collaboration of CONACYT, several State
secretariats and the General Council of Scientific Research
and Technological Development–, but it also serves the
Legislative Branch.
Its second fundamental function is to be an expression
and communication organism for the science, technology and
innovation system (CTI). Its purpose is to favor the dialogue
between the members of the National System of Research and
legislators, federal and state authorities, and businessmen,
fortifying this way the collaboration relationships between
the members of this three-element system –academygovernment-business.
It is important to highlight the continuous and permanent
work with the legislators of the states of the Republic,
particularly with the members of commissions in charge
of reviewing education and CTI matters in the different
states. This relatively close relationship, positions FCCyT as
a pertinent actor to contribute, together with some other
elements, to CTI federalization and financing advancement.

9

The Law of Science and Technology, published in June,
2002, proposed some important modifications to the
legislation on this matter, such as: the creation of the
General Council of Scientific Research and Technological
Development, the identification of the National Council of
Science and Technology (CONACYT) as head of the science
and technology sector, and the creation of the Scientific and
Technological Consultative Forum (FCCyT).
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In this sense, it is possible to contribute to the work of
CONACYT, and to the work of the Ministry of Economy, and
Science and Technological state councils to update local
laws, in a way they can become more consistent with the
Federal Law of Science, Technology and Innovation.
The FCCyT has as well started to work on finding
mechanisms to establish international links through
diverse multilateral agencies. All of these, oriented to
the permanent search of consensus regarding actions
and plans proposed in the Special Program of Science,
Technology and Innovation (PECiTI).
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Regarding the third fundamental function –CTI
communication and dissemination– the Forum uses
different means, from direct communication through
forums, workshops and other work meetings, to the
use of mass communication and internet. To provide
just an example, our new website offers now a greater

diversity of services to users, including a great variety of
mechanisms (summary of CTI news, Gaceta Innovación
(Innovation Gazette), statistics (section known in Spanish
as Acertadístico), CTI evolution data, information about
legislative chambers and states of the Republic, blogs,
among others) in order to allow a more accurate analysis
of our development in this area. An unequivocal sign of
advancement is the increasing number of visits to FCCyT
website, in more than one order of magnitude.
Summarizing, The FCCyT is an autonomous and impartial
authority in charge of examining CTI development in the
country. However, our challenge is to increase the social
awareness on this matter, always starting from the premise
of the social commitment of science, because knowledge
per se loses part of its value if its utilization and application
to improve the conditions and sustainability of the life in
the country is not achieved.
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The Consultative Forum also organized the Latin American
Academic Meeting to Measure the Progress of Societies and
the Well-Being of its Citizens as a previous event in October
2010 in Mexico City. Many distinguished researchers
Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Chile, Ecuador,
Mexico, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela attended the

meeting and a very productive dialogue took place around
measuring progress and well-being in the region. The
meeting generated 34 papers, which we present today in
this book untitled The Measurement of Progress and WellBeing: Proposals from Latin America. Within the aims of
the Global Project, this book’s purpose is to contribute
in the developing of economic, social and environmental
indicators which allow us to fully appreciate the situation
and evolution of well-being in societies.
The following pages provide an enriching journey on
how progress and well-being are currently measured and
how they could be measured in the near future in Latin
America. Most authors begin by defining concepts such
as progress, well-being, happiness, eudemonia, freedom,
and fairness. The authors then move on to study issues
such as objective and subjective well-being, needs and
essential human capabilities, universal needs, agency,
human wealth and poverty, the standard and the quality
of life, human flourishing, and many others. A rigorous
study of the role of subjective indicators is done, and
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In 2008 the Technological and Scientific Consultative
Forum (FCCT in Spanish) joined Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development’s Global Project
on Measuring the Progress of Societies as a correspondent
organization. In 2009 and thanks to the collaboration of
28 distinguished Mexican researchers, we published the
book Measuring the Progress of Societies: Reflections from
Mexico, which got the Best New Initiative Award at the
3th OECD World Forum which took place in Busan, South
Korea. During this Forum, the organization of a regional
Latin American Conference on Measuring Well-Being and
Fostering the Progress of Societies was proposed. Many
other organizations joined this venture and in May 2011
the regional conference took place in Mexico City.
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the authors insist in the incorporation of measures of
such factors as: equity conditions, gender equality and
freedom, mental and physical health, family life, the
environment, the role of relational goods, safety and
transparency, and many others.
The authors coincide in pointing out to the challenges
faced by the measurement of the progress of societies,
such as: the need to establishing a clear relation between
progress and well-being and between progress and
fairness; the urgency of recognizing education as the
main factor promoting well-being; the important role
played by the youth in the progress of societies; the need

to considering and fostering the progress and well-being
of workers in Latin America, and others.
The final aim of all these reflections is to find out better
indicators to appropriately measure progress and the
well-being of people so that policy makers in each country
can count on relevant information and useful instruments
to design public policies oriented towards the progress
and well-being of people, societies and nations.
This is, in consequence, the contribution from scientific
knowledge to the procurement of well-being in societies.

Juan Pedro Laclette
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General Coordinator
Technological and Scientific Consultative Forum
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INTRODUCTION

During the past decades the concern about the
predominance that indicators associated to the production
and availability of economic goods play in assessing
people’s well-being and the progress of societies has risen.
This is not a trivial concern, it reflects a desire for reviewing
the final aims of social organization as well as the goals
public policy must set to attain. The escalating call for
reconsidering the way we assess the progress of societies
reflects a profound reconsideration of substance -about
what well-being is- and of its epistemological foundations
–about how a person’s well-being can be known-.
The call to reevaluate the predominance of economic
indicators such as GDP arises from several fronts:
politicians and public officers find that their success in
achieving economic growth and mass consumption are
not equally appreciated by citizens when judging their
administration. Citizens, in their turn, do not fully identify
with all the benefits that they are assumed to be getting
according to the political discourse and to academic
constructs; in addition, citizens do experience some
costs which are neither in the political discourse nor in
the academic constructs. Furthermore, new well-being
approaches support the longstanding skepticism some
academic communities have regarding the accuracy of
the GDP as an indicator for progress in societies.
Five major academic movements which have questioned
the predominance of GDP as an indicator of progress
and the using of income as an indicator of well-being
may be highlighted. The first one is the social indicators’

movement, which arose in the seventies in the last
century, and that postulates the need of incorporating
further social and political indicators to evaluate societies’
progress. This movement gave birth to the construction of
lists of social indicators and to a concept of quality of life
based upon the possession and the access to a large set of
goods, services, and other satisfiers. The capabilities and
functionalities’ approach constitutes a second academic
movement. From this approach, progress is associated
to the expansion of those human capabilities that allow
people to perform adequately in their desired areas of
functioning. Lack of clarity in defining the list of relevant
capabilities has always been a flaw in this approach. A
third movement comes from the literature on human
needs, which maintains that the expansion of GDP is
not a sufficient condition for ensuring the satisfaction
of basic human needs and that, in consequence, it is
necessary to look at the situation of those sectors of the
population whose basic needs are not being satisfied.
A fourth movement states that the environmental
consequences of the production of goods and services
need to be incorporated into any consideration of
progress; this movement also criticizes the false promise
that the planet’s resources are enough to ceaselessly
elevate the consumption levels of the whole world
population. Subjective well-being constitutes the fifth
movement which questions the predominance of GDP as
an indicator of progress of societies. The subjective wellbeing movement states that progress must be conceived
in terms of elevating people’s well-being, and that wellbeing must be assessed on the basis of indicators such

13

Mariano Rojas
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as life satisfaction, happiness and positive affective
states. In methodological terms, this approach proposes
to directly ask people about their own well-being; and
empirical findings from the approach show that income
cannot fully explain people’s well-being.
Beyond the interests and motives existing in the
political environment and the theoretical and empirical
discussions in the academic environment, a detachment
is perceived between progress as it is measured by
traditional indicators, such as the GDP, and the several
expressions of people’s well-being. That’s why the wish
to reformulate the notion of progress and to adequately
measure people’s well-being is not only a subject
promoted by academics and public officers, but it is also a
demand based upon citizens’ concerns.

14

It might seem that the change of millennium generated
a favorable framework to canalize all these queries
about the use of the GDP as an indicator of progress and
welfare. During the first decade of the century, many
initiatives have appeared which are oriented towards
reformulating the concept of progress in societies. For
instance, the Organization for Economic Co-Operation
and Development (OECD) promoted the global project
called Progress Measurement in Societies, the European
Commission (EC) launched the project called Beyond
the GDP; the Quito Group stated the need to generate
alternative indicators to account for people’s well-being
in the region; the Kingdom of Bhutan became famous
for their proposal to measure the “Gross National
Happiness”; the President of France commissioned a
group of Academics – including five Nobel Prize winners
– in order to rethink the measurement of economic
performance and social progress; the Prime Minister
in the United Kingdom has encouraged people to
incorporate happiness in the country’s national accounts;
in short, initiatives proliferate everywhere.
Undoubtedly, there is a big desire to modify perspectives
regarding the concept of well-being and the measurement
of progress in societies. Any change, even if it is a partial
one, would have huge consequences in the definition
of the models to be followed in the evaluation of good
practices and in the design and application of public
policy. This change would have an influence on academic
topics, on the information compiled by statistics’ offices
and on policies’ design, but above all and most important,
it would have significant consequences for the present
and the future welfare of human beings.

Within this environment the Technological and Scientific
Consultative Forum (FCCT in Spanish) has promoted
discussion on the measurement of progress in societies
and people’s well-being. At the beginning, efforts were
focused on the Mexican academic environment and then
it was considered enriching and necessary to incorporate
researchers from all over the Latin American region to
this initiative.
Three principles guided the elaboration of this book:
First, it is considered a right and an obligation of each
society to question themselves about what they want
to consider as progress. Even if feedback is convenient
between societies, the answer to such a fundamental
question for citizens’ welfare must not be left in alien
hands; therefore, the academic community of the
region is responsible for providing ideas and analytical
frameworks for communities to be able to answer the
question through decisive participation mechanisms.
Second, there is a firm conviction that the Latin American
community has a lot to contribute to the discussion
about people’s well-being and societies’ progress, which
is arising worldwide. There is huge wealth in the culture
and the lifestyles of the peoples in the region, which must
be shared with the rest of the world community. There
is also an important conglomerate of Latin American
research that, without detaching itself from global
tendencies, allows for a contribution to the international
dialogue on progress measurement in societies and
people’s well-being. It may be affirmed that this Latin
American research is universal knowledge – in the sense
that it feeds on and contributes to world knowledge – and
that it is also local knowledge – in the sense that it is not
detached from its immediate rich environment.
Third, welfare and progress are inherently human topics;
therefore, and due to the huge compartmentalization of
knowledge, it is highly inconvenient to delimitate the study
to a single particular subject. It is convenient to adopt a
multidiscipline approach to fully cover the complexity of
these human topics. Two strategies have been used for
this: the book gathers the contributions of a group of
researchers educated in several disciplines; besides, each
author shows a clear tendency towards transcending the
borders of their own specialty. That’s why this book is a
compilation of the contributions of a group of carefully
selected researchers, who perform relevant investigations
on the concept of the measurement of people’s well-
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Therefore, this book compiles a set of proposals made
by consolidated Latin American researchers about the
way of conceiving people’s well-being and measuring
societies’ progress. Their purpose is to contribute to and
encourage the necessary discussion in the region, both
inside the academic community and in the political and
social actors’ community, as well as among Statisticians.
These contributions deal with three essential questions:
What do we want to consider as progress in the 21st
Century? What should we measure? And how may this
knowledge and those measurements be used in public
policy? It is to be expected and even convenient that each
researcher should approach topics from different points of
view and with different degrees of focus, which is precisely
what happened here. These heterogeneous perspectives
and focuses, added to the authors’ prestige, generate a
great abundance of knowledge, views and proposals.

It would be useless and unproductive to try to synthesize
such wide knowledge. The reader will find 35 valuable
contributions about topics such as happiness and
satisfaction in life, quality of life, well-being, people’s
capabilities and flourishing, the environment and
ecosystems, human relationships, social support networks
and social integration, equality and inequality, mental
health, urban life, time use, labor conditions, human
needs and satisfiers, education, political institutions and
citizenship, empowering and agency, solidarity, degrowth,
dignity levels, and many other topics. These topics are
approached from different points of view and in some cases
emphasis is placed on some age groups, or from the point
of view of gender and ethnicity. There are also important
epistemological and methodological discussions.
The book as a whole constitutes a contribution of the Latin
American academic community to their societies and to
the rest of the world, with the purpose of generating
and stimulating discussion about the measurement of
progress in societies and their people’s well-being.

15

being and societies’ progress. These authors have wide
research and reflection experience on said topics.
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René Millán
Well-being as the new “object” of progress. Five reflections

1. On progress

Given the large variety of dimensions implied in social
performance and improvement, the task to be carried
out (and implicitly evaluated) was not, and has not been,
easy. Because of its nature, there is no objective analysis
that is independent from our interpretation, capable of

truly, faithfully and coherently articulating the numerous
variables (from science to freedom) that operate with the
same notion of progress. This is why it was imperative
to reduce its complexity and limit it analytically as an
“object” of study and observation. And that object was
precisely the social movement, the development that
led from one stage to another, and the key factors that
fomented it; that is, what was known as “social dynamics”
(Comte, 1839/1967). By identifying progress with the
changes resulting from human activity, another demand
was naturally introduced: in the attempt to condensate
all the skills of the time, each change necessarily led to a
higher stage without questioning; that is, non-valorative.
Progress, as a change in all dimensions of social life, was
objective (or it was not progress). Advancements were
achieved objectively and towards more positive states
each time.
Despite this notable conviction we did not take long to
realize that not all social dynamics led to improved times;
that reason did not rule human development in everything
and because of everything; that progress advanced
accompanied by an immense flow of consequences which
were not desired: and not only did it not lead many, but
furthermore it was based on the exclusion of many. By the
beginning of the 20th century it was believed that rational
evolution and progress did not advance together. For some
authors (Hobhouse, 1906) there was no objective reason
-that is, valid in itself- to consider progress, or passing from
one stage to the next, as a positive thing, except for the
evaluation of individuals themselves. The revelation of a
less virtuous side of progress presented a very important

19

In its origins the idea of progress emerged because of a
need to designate something completely new in the history
of humanity. After the French Revolution this need became
even more pressing. This pressure was dictated as much
by the undeniable evidence that societies could change as
by the full conscience that the determinants of this change
did not obey divine design (as confirmed by tradition) but
instead the action of man himself. The idea of progress,
the notion it embodied, was therefore born as a response
to the need to unite two dimensions: human action and
destiny. It emerged as a result of man’s conscience that
we are the engineers of social order and our future. This
“illustrated” conscience considered the physical and social
world -was it never had before- as a manipulative universe,
comprehensive in its own terms. Progress was therefore
appointed the gradual and unstoppable unfolding of the
intrinsic human capacity. According to the parameters
established by a newly inaugurated rationality, these new
times warned that the gigantic social task could only be
achieved by following multiple paths: science, economy,
industry, skills, social organization, institutions, universal
values, rules of coexistence. Facing the magnitude of
the situation, a rapid conclusion and great demand were
imposed. Progress should not only be a real and gestational
process, but a way for new society to observe itself, and
verify its own modernity and development.
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lesson: the (technical, scientific, economic) “advances”
that motivated change could not be considered objective
elements of social improvement themselves. Even today,
this distinction strongly marks some political and ideological
positions on the environment and development.

20

In great measure, mechanically identifying change
(scientific, technical, social) with progress was due to the
fact that, under the imperative of observation, privilege
was granted to the need to identify an “object” which
would allow analysis and the corresponding evaluation
parameters were subordinated. In other terms, we
learnt that it was necessary to identify or build certain
measurements of our own social performance. And in
time we identified one that appears equally objective
but evaluative: wealth (expressed as the Gross Domestic
Product). Generally speaking, the study of progress was
made concrete since then by the analysis of factors that
increased (or unlocked) the performance of economic
activity. And with this, a new demand was introduced: the
production of wealth was considered as the unequivocal
indication that a better life was attained for all. But this
assumption quickly showed us its lessons: distribution
problems, heterogeneous growth, increase of risks,
environmental deterioration, inequality, exclusion,
poverty, among others. After two crises separated by
time, but of similar magnitude, we also learnt that wealth
does not always have solid bases and may vanish; that it
was essential to create more refined information systems
and appropriate controls for the financial systems. And
most importantly: wealth is not (objectively) a solid and
consistent indicator that our lives are improving.
Perhaps the two above experiences (social dynamics and
wealth) lead us swiftly to conclude that there is no sense
in appealing to the idea of progress. Instead they demand
a more precautious and measured attitude towards
progress. The idea of progress is useful even if only because
it forces us (for lack of a better word) to observe ourselves
as a third party would: it gives us a pretext to reflect on
our performance and expectations, on the means we have
to achieve and identify the consequences which we must
or must not permit throughout this trajectory. The idea
of progress is useful because it induces us to evaluate our
path, but it does not necessarily tell us how to proceed. In
order to prevent the same mistakes being repeated, we
cannot insist on considering a perfectly rational, oriented
and planned development of humanity. It is the result
of many different forms of rationale and -by nature- it
registers very high contingency levels.

However it may be understood, it is clear that progress is
a highly complex process with many sides to it. It is varied
and non-linear. A society’s set of activities and functions
do not have a central orientation, an ultimate objective
towards which it is driven. Not all human activities,
individually or in groups, are carried out in order to
improve our life conditions. It is hasty to assume that the
sale of “junk” food in supermarkets is motivated by the
ultimate meaning of life or history. Many political decisions
are not governed by this criterion, as can be testified
everywhere. Therefore, we must not try to define progress
as a synthesis or a real condensation of all our aspirations
and demands because there is no area in which they can
be objectified without contrasts. We should also not try to
define it with precision and comprehensively because this
will result in an impossible endeavor. As progress cannot
respond to any other demand, we should try to keep it as
a heuristic idea which is useful, but only in the condition
that we are capable of limiting it with relative precision for
observation and study. That is, to limit it to an “object” of
analysis and in such a way that there is control over the
demands we put on said limits. And in this way it should be
possible to measure progress coherently and cautiously.

2. About the new “object” of progress
Perhaps today there is no more appropriate way of
considering progress than through well-being. Perhaps it
is also important to not demand anything from it. In this
sense, an extended agreement has been in the works on
the fact that well-being constitutes the new “object” which
progress defines for its observation and measurement.
However, well-being is not self-evident data, and there are
many ways of assuming, conceptualizing and evaluating
it. Therefore, the fact remains that the extension of the
new limitations of progress, and of the variables to be
included in it, is not so clear. For some, the analysis of
well-being is almost equivalent to an information system
of the economic and social performance of the society
as a whole. The underlying idea is that macro indicators
constitute objective variables that are translated -without
mediation- into a non-objective well-being of society. For
others, the analysis of progress implies verifying whether
these objective variables are effectively expressed as
people’s well-being (Stiglitz, 2009). And yet others find it
is also necessary to include variables of a subjective order
(Derek, 2010).
According to the latter I propose that in this work the
new object of the study of progress must be referred to
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The Commission on the Measurement of Economic
Performance and Social Progress, with Stiglitz as President,
A. Sen as Adviser, and J.P. Fitoussi as Coordinator,
established the use of classical variables for the
measurement of progress and well-being: “The commonly
used statistic may not be capturing some phenomena,
which have an increasing impact on the well-being of
citizens. For example, the traffic jams may increase GDP
as result of the increase use of gasoline, but obviously
not the quality of life… then statistical measures which
ignore air pollution will provide an inaccurate estimate if
what is happening to citizens’ well-being… Then, GDP is
not wrong as such, but wrongly used”. (Stiglitz, 2009: 2).
On one hand this fragment draws attention to the urgent
need to abstain from confusing the scale and precision of
the indicators we use, especially regarding the economic
order, as commonly occurs. On the other, it warns us of the
distance there is between certain indicators of individual
economic performance and well-being.
In more than one sense this distance is at the center
of the debate on how we should measure well-being
and, therefore, how it should be understood. The
above mentioned Commission concluded the following:
“However, there often seems to be a marked distance
between standard measures of important socio economic
variables like economic growth, inflation, unemployment,
etc. and widespread perception. The standard measures
may suggest, for instance that there is less inflation or
more growth than individuals perceive to be the case,
and the gap is so large and so universal that it cannot
be explained by reference to money illusion or to human
psychology” (Stiglitz, 2009: 1, my underlining).
On another level, but in line with the above, this paragraph
establishes the deficit of objective indicators -that is, those
which disregard people’s perception- for the opportune
measurement of well-being and, in contrast, confirms the
convenience of using some which are subjective (consult
the Commission’s chapter on quality of life). In favor of this
use, and of our idea of progress as individual well-being, we
can refer to the following deficits in the objective indicators:

a.

Indicators are not always created in such a way that
they effectively inform us of the variables they intend
to explain. For example, the GDP does not inform us
fully of well-being as we have drawn from the above
statements. Income does not do this either in times
of high inflation, and when needs are not known. The
employment rate is deceptive when counted starting
at one hour of work per week.

b.

Contrary to the actual tendency, objective indicators
should inform directly and avoid the long chain of
deductions which characterize many, or at least their
use (with wealth it is assumed there is productivity,
employment and market, and therefore consumption,
and with all this well-being).

c.

The use of indicators must be controlled. We often
prove that what is defined as an indicator tends to
substitute the object it indicates in its interpretation
and in the construction of its arguments. However, we
know that a fever indicates the possibility of infection,
but it is not the infection itself. In order to take the
necessary methodological precautions, a firm warning
must be maintained, that indicators are never equal
to the phenomenon they indicate.

d.

On the subject of well-being, as we have mentioned,
it is definitely convenient to include the distance
between the ways in which individuals experience
certain phenomena (such as employment) and what
the exclusive use of objective indicators reveals.
Among other things, this assumes not only verifying
whether certain variables have a truly positive effect
on the well-being of individuals, but also assuming
the evaluation that they make of their life experiences
as part of the parameter of well-being.

In contrast with objective ones, the use of subjective
indicators has several advantages:
a.

They constitute an area of precise exploration in which
it can be verified whether the macro and objective
variables are effectively concretized as persons’ wellbeing. They can therefore save us this distance or provide
extremely useful information regarding said distance.

b.

In typical terms, no one is in a better position to
determine the general state of well-being than the
individual himself. Due to the variety of meanings that
can be implied in well-being, it cannot be predefined

21

individual well-being. Despite the enormous prejudice
surrounding individual dimensions, especially in Latin
America, it is clear that the individual (or person) also
constitutes a limited, identifiable unit of analysis and that
in this measure he or she contributes to giving precision to
well-being as the object of progress. There are also other
good methodological reasons to support this affirmation.
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from the outside (Veenhoven, 1997) and much less
attributed. In this sense, if they are correctly designed,
subjective indicators are very close to the “object”
they intend to measure, and therefore they propitiate
the limitation of arbitrariness of the “deduction chain”
which is inevitably reached with other indicators, and
generally in most interpretations.
c.

In validating their evaluation, they avoid giving wellbeing a transcendental vision that suppresses the
concrete experience of the individual. This implicit
relativity may be dangerous or inconvenient for those
who see in it a possibility of introducing irrational
parameters or to anyone that assumes they know as
much as the individual about the ultimate meaning
of good living and the horizon of human experience.
Democracy itself is founded on the risk of election
of bad governments; but this does not cancel out
its elective principle. Something similar occurs with
subjective indicators. The point, as we will see, does
not lie anywhere near the idea of discarding individual
evaluations; rather it is to define the conditions in
which this evaluation takes place.

d.

Subjective indicators include variables that go
beyond the strictly economic, and related to the
“life experience” (affection, relationships, physical
conditions, social and political environment, etc.);
that is, non-material factors referring to that which,
as a principle, makes one’s own biography more
“livable”. These factors are undoubtedly related with
well-being.

e.

These indicators incorporate diversity, a key element
in the construction of modern societies because
it accepts a range of parameters that make up
satisfaction with life.

f.

They provide extremely useful information for the
knowledge of elements that are valued in assessing
well-being.

To these advantages we may add two considerations
that also favor the use of subjective indicators. Under
any parameter in which it takes place, the self evaluation
of life, or of an area of experience (such as family of
government policy), is an operation which provides us
with synthesized information with a density that due to
the amount of variables it groups and ponders on, results
unmanageable at a certain point when based on strictly

objective indicators. Finally, the fact that the topic under
observation is subjective (how many individuals believe
that Mr. X will be president?) does not imply that it is not
subjected to being treated objectively, so that it is similar,
if not equal, to hard indicators.1

3. Subjective well-being indicators
Because of tradition and development, the use of
objective indicators is fully consolidated. Even though they
require adjusting, it is well known how they are designed
and measured. It would be difficult to sincerely support
that they are of no consequence in the analysis of wellbeing and what we generally understand as progress. Even
when not linked to it, the knowledge of economic or social
variables -such as inequality- is indispensable in order to
understand our societies and develop better evaluations.
However, we must also admit the fact that if we wish to
define progress more precisely and provide a clear unit of
analysis we must make reference to individual well-being.
This reference limits us to assuming that individual wellbeing should also be considered as subjective well-being.
Since evidence supports this, it is time to stop identifying
subjectivity as “unreal”, as something with less relevance
in social order and future.
In this sense, we have two types of indicators that are
sufficiently developed to analyze subjective well-being:
happiness (self proclaimed) or satisfaction with life, and
quality of life (Cummins, 1997; Veenhoven, 1997; Tella
et al., 2003; Diener, 2000; Inkeles, 1993; Argyle, 1996;
Blanchflower and Osward, 2000; Rojas, 2007). Before
discussing which may be the most convenient and inclusive,
it is important to note that these subjective indicators are
also justified because they generally maintain a specific
relationship with the objectives. That justification,
however, presumes that its use and interpretation are
exempt from any complications, many of which have not
been fully resolved.
For example, it is undeniable (and inadmissible) that large
segments of society are excluded from the minimal benefits
1 The objectivity of an indicator refers to the increase in the possibility

that an evaluation made by a third party has the same results as the
first: to count apples. Information on perceptions has at least one
binary character: yes or no. The possibility that the first evaluation
does not coincide with the second is more extensive. Information,
therefore, will be more dispersed and variable.
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Veenhoven (2005) has studied the differences in the
average happiness between wealthy cities and poor cities
in western countries, and has concluded that while there
are still notable inequalities in income, the difference
in terms of life satisfaction is not as alarming. Other
analyses have concluded that the increase in income has a
marginal performance regarding happiness. For example,
it has been demonstrated that following a reasonable
period of adaptation, those who earn considerable
amounts of money by way of the lottery do not feel
more satisfied with their lives than other less fortunate
people (Brickman, Coates and Janoff-Bulman, 1978). We
can add another inconsistency to these: countries which
are similar in wealth levels, such as Denmark and France,
reported considerable differences in 2002 regarding the
level of happiness; 64% of Danes responded to being in
this condition, while only 16% of French people felt they
were happy (Kahneman and Thaler, 2006).
The previous examples appear to reveal two sides of the
same phenomenon. On one hand, they reliably illustrate
the knowledge that individuals’ “evaluation” of their own
lives is extremely important not only because it reveals
factors which objective variables (consumption, income)
do not highlight, but also because they can warn us more
opportunely of the changes taking place in the evaluation
parameters of future needs and demands. Even though

this is assumed as mere “perception”, its importance
is clear. Perceptions are real and they have enormous
consequences. Subjective perception and evaluation
of candidates determines the path of entire countries
by way of their elections; it accelerates crises because
it alters confidence in the institutions and measures
taken to attend to status of emergency and permanent
problems. Knowing the evaluation that individuals make
of their lives and society helps to define public policies.
Otherwise, the same examples present some difficulties in
the management of subjective indicators that we need to
ponder on. We can summarize these as follows:
a.

Apparently, there is considerable variation between the
relationship or association between objective indicators
of well-being (medical services, income, consumption,
employment) and levels of satisfaction or happiness.
This point is irritating especially when considering public
investment or policies such as government efforts made
to increase well-being. Alternately, this information
illustrates two facts: on one hand happiness reveals
its own, highly subjective nature; and on the other, it
appears to be achieved by way of the interiorization
process of experiences that disconcert public policies
(or at least the traditional ones).

b.

It has not been easy to determine to which variables
happiness or satisfaction are most associated. As
stated by Derek (2010: 19): “…investigators have
arrived at a number of conclusions about which
activities and experiences contribute to feelings
of happiness or unhappiness and which are most
responsible for the differences among people in
the satisfaction they feel about their lives”. The
conclusions make reference to hedonistic aspects as
much as to the achievement of status or affective
aspects. If we do not want to remain in the simple
confirmation that a given country or sector is happier
than others, it is important to identify the variables
associated with the definition of satisfaction in one’s
own life.

c.

Generally, people are not clear on what makes them
happy. We show tremendous difficulty in defining
the extension of our happiness or our dissatisfaction
regarding ordinary events. In contrast, we tend
to concentrate our evaluation on singular and
extraordinary events (Kahneman and Thaler, 2006). In
the same way that thousands of citizens may purchase
a sport car to increase their subjective satisfaction,
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which contemporary societies are capable of providing.
It is without a doubt an urgent and immediate task to
guarantee employment, health, education and housing.
We cannot deny that in societies where the majority of the
inhabitants do not reach these minimum levels of wellbeing, their impact on the level of satisfaction with life
is considerable. However, various research studies show
that below a certain standard investment in these areas
is not strongly linked with happiness (Derek, 2010). This
paradox is also expressed in a specific relationship with
income. Richard Easterlin (2005) found that in the case of
the United States, while the average happiness levels have
increased very slightly in the last 50 years, a considerable
increase in income per capita has been recorded. At the
same time it was noted, however, that the wealthiest,
as a group, declared that they were happier than poor
people, despite the fact that the happiness rate had been
maintained practically without any variations. Along these
lines, Rafael di Tella and others (2004) show that while
inequality of income has increased considerably in the
United States in the last 35 years, the dissatisfaction or
unhappiness rates have not increased significantly.
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and end up some time later as dissatisfied as before,
certain public demands, which are strongly felt, once
satisfied do not necessarily produce the anticipated
well-being.
d.

Methodologically, it is vitally important to include
time so that the self-evaluation of happiness is
referred to periods of life and clear experiences,
and not hurriedly to one’s entire biography. The
same individual may respond more positively to an
evaluation at one time, and give a contrary answer
regarding his or her whole life a couple of years later.

e.

The indisputable relativity of the parameters with
which happiness is considered among individuals,
and above all, between countries, notably limits the
validity and horizon of these possible comparisons. As
we will see below, this fact raises the problems of the
relationship between classical subjective indicators
and the notion of progress.

4. About happiness and progress
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Among the unresolved problems of subjective indicators
there is at least one that requires particular attention as
it presents a deeper issue than those we have mentioned.
According to Aristotle it may also arise from a strictly
contemplative existence. Effectively, there are regions
of the world even today that place special importance
on this lifestyle. Despite the fact that it is highly unlikely
that in those countries the majority is dedicated to
contemplation, it is a useful reference. In the extreme it is
irrefutable that happiness may come from a radical act of
subtraction from social life. Monastic experiences confirm
this. In other terms, due to the fundamentally subjective
character of happiness, it would not be difficult to darken
and maybe even dissolve the link between the individual
and social performance at the center of well-being, for the
effects of observing progress.
From other angles, this problem is also expressed as a
constant recording of the variety of cultural parameters
used to evaluate happiness or satisfaction with life. For
example, it is predictable that Bedouins, in coming and
going through the desert, register high levels of satisfaction.
This situation is indifferent from the consideration -which
we are obliged to stand by- that there is no existing point
of view outside of the individual that is objectively valid
in the definition of well-being. After all, there is honestly
no reason to assume that happiness is an exclusive

phenomenon of societies that show good performance
or high levels of progress. Foreseeable, happiness -and its
subjective states- existed before this notion, and it is not
proven that they encompass historical time. In contrast,
the parameters on which happiness, or satisfaction,
are measured subjectively are of vital importance when
considered as a measure of progress and well-being.
In seriously assuming this liaison, and the problems it
presents, we introduce a dimension that must be attended
to and is on a completely different level from the attempts
at external attribution of the criteria for well-being.
It is my conviction that this point cannot be ignored. In
order to solve the problem of difference in parameters,
the indicator of happiness should introduce factors of a
reflexive order in its evaluation. For example, it would be
convenient to investigate the variety of options that have
been subjectively included or considered as available when
building a biography and making decisions which mark it;
the validity with which rights are subjectively incorporated
as rights and the range of their possibilities; civic liberties,
the strength of individualization processes and tolerance
levels and pluralism in which each human makes decisions.
The intention is to identify grades of reflection (in the
measure in which the options which are socially available
are internalized) and ranges of individual liberty (in the
measure in which it reduces the cost of each decision).
Profoundly fanatical individuals and communities, by
definition, will have a more marked contraction of the
horizons of possible experience in one’s own life: from
access to free sexuality to the everyday use of technology.
There is no doubt that happiness based on a reduction
of possibilities of experience is not less valid than one
built by following a different path. Reflexive factors are
introduced by simply identifying whether what supports
the evaluation of happiness, or satisfaction, whatever the
reason, is either elective or not. This consequently opens
up the possibility for weighting according to the parameters
of societies that, one way or another, remain tied to the
general notion of progress. At the same time, it excludes
the external evaluation of any parameter. In other terms,
introducing a “reflective” variable assumes the weighting
of those inter subjective and cultural resources we count
on to observe ourselves “as from the outside”.
In the same manner, we can attend to the problem,
intimately associated with our interior, that satisfaction
has a notably low standard of expectations as a source.
Including the indicated variables here denotes and effort
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It is precisely because of the need for a more reflexive
dimension that the individual life satisfaction indicator
is more accurate than that of happiness. However, we
know they provide very similar values, which is why they
could be used without distinction. For this, satisfaction
assumes, in principle, an evaluation of one’s own life
as less emotional and puts cognitive factors into play
in a more marked manner (Rojas, 2010). At the same
time, investigating satisfaction permits the inclusion of a
variety of dimensions which, in a certain sense, open up
the possibility of reflection, albeit not completely. The
idea of exploring the so called “domains” was developed
along these lines (Cummins, 1997). They constitute areas
of activity and interaction (such as employment, family,
friends, health, leisure time, habitability conditions, etc.).
There is no agreement on the pertinence of domains
which must be explored, and this is an immediate, first
order task. However, its evaluation in terms of satisfaction
with life introduces a more complex body of variables and
extremely useful information both for the identification of
dimensions that affect individual well-being, as to verify
such information with objective indicators.
But above all, as I have already mentioned, they introduce
a certain reflexive guideline. However life satisfaction is
defined, it must be considered that it is the result of a specific
evaluation in diverse environments of different nature
(income, social status, employment, affection, etc.). In this
sense, it is a result -a measurement- that finds its unit, to
put it this way, on a second order. Not in work, not in being
a citizen or part of a family, but in pondering the various

areas of experience. It is the result of a group of processes
which find their synthesis or unity in a second moment
of meaning and, therefore, by way of a reflexive process
(although not necessarily conscious). Being a measurement
of second order (synthesizing) it is convenient to know
which objective conditions are being evaluated. In this
sense, it must be completed with indicators of that type.
From this, a way of carrying out the investigation would be
to consider if one is satisfied with certain conditions such as
income, employment, and housing.
Of course, the recourse to “domains” would have greater
significance if research on satisfaction was accompanied
with reflexive dimensions as we have mentioned above.
This would provide two advantages. In principle it would
be clearer if satisfaction levels were a product of a second
order process, not only because they are the addition of
different experiences (in employment + in the family), but
because subjectively they can have different meanings, or
if not, there is no possibility: the experience is immediate.
Secondly, when making reference to objective planes
and considering the evaluation parameters, it would help
maintain the liaison -of unity and difference- between
individual and society. The relationship is important
because we assume that individual well-being must show
some connection with the performance of a modern
society. Using subjective indicators in this way allows
us to attend to well-being as an individual dimension
but with a connection to the variables that also make
it socially possible. The phrase can be stated in reverse:
subjective well-being is also the result of the second order
of contributions and possibilities of experience -usually
disconnected- which progress generates (in its strictly
objective dimension). This is why objective indicators
require an order of coherence, of conceptual unity, which is
not provided by the same indicators but by the individual’s
subjectivity (built by way of social experiences).
Only in a society in which there are no options of any kind
would life satisfaction not result from the second order,
a synthesis of our own experience. This is precisely why
no one sincerely expects satisfaction to be expressed
as anything more than a perfect overlapping between
individual and social dimensions; or between subjective
and objective dimensions. If we look at the issue carefully
we can see that this overlapping is not even desirable.
Related literature has given evidence that the amount
of investment in health, to give one example, does not
correspond vis-à-vis to individual satisfaction on this
plane. The same goes for other areas. However, it would
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to clarify the reflexive capacity of the parameters with
which one’s own life is judged; it assumes maintaining the
individual linked with social performance. In other terms,
it implies recording the way in which the resources that
are objectively available in the context of a society or
community (cultural, material, legal, social) are subjectively
perceived. If institutional and legal frameworks penalize
a set of liberties, such as divorce for example, and the
option is subjectively assumed, it is logical to assume that
satisfaction with life with a partner is governed by a more
reflexive (and elective) parameter than in communities
where such a possibility does not exist. Reflexive is not
necessarily better. The link between progress and subjective
well-being definitely requires observing a reflexively based
happiness, not just any kind of happiness. Reflection is
necessary only when the possibility is admitted -at the
level of one’s own experience- of building meaning or
pleasure or pain differently in face of one same event.
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be possible to build averages of this difference in time and
compare them with each other and with other countries.
The average of differences, by and between countries, may
result in an additional indicator of progress or sign of alarm.
Something similar occurs with the studies that correlate
macroeconomic variables with well-being (stress, health,
trust and others). In any case, the point is to maintain the
firm exploration of subjective dimensions because, in face
of the well-known indicators, they add information and a
better understanding of our own development.
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Quality of life can be treated similarly to the above
arguments. In principle, the attraction of the concept lies
in the fact that a combination of objective and subjective
dimensions of individual well-being is being search for. In
this sense it covers a larger scale than that of happiness;
in principle it visualizes a more complex scene. The
well-known report by Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi started
from the idea that quality of life depends primarily on
objective conditions and that their indicators are fully
known (health, education, material conditions: income,
consumption and wealth, the environment and insecurity).
At the same time, a call was given to make a “substantial
effort” to measure three dimensions that are also central
to quality of life: personal activities -including leisure
time-, political conditions of citizens, and social capital.
According to the report, these three factors will allow us to
predict satisfaction with life, at least partially. The central
idea -which justifies the set of objective and subjective
dimensions-, was that the important element for quality
of life is a range of opportunities and liberties among
which certain functions and activities may be selected
and exercised. This is similar to the reflexive dimension we
have mentioned.
It is common (Powell and Sanguinetti, 2004) to link quality
of life with determined utility functions resulting from
the evaluation made by inhabitants (in terms of market
cost), for example, in inhabiting a given neighborhood. In
this way, in the end, it tends to be analyzed under almost
strictly material conditions. It is evident that if one lives
in a clean, good, well-communicated neighborhood, in a
building with a pool and a gym, one has a good income
and lives in a prosperous and stable country, it can be said
that one has good life conditions. But quality of life is not
only the improvement of material conditions that are,
evidently, key. It is also not similar or equivalent to luxury
or higher income. Quality of life assumes a modification
of the criteria for the evaluation of social and individual
life. For example, we can indicate -as done in the HDI- that

the health conditions of a country are strong because life
expectancy has been considerably increased. However,
and given that medications help life prolonging, if we ask
about the quality of health (extension of diabetes, obesity)
the perspective may change for many individuals and this
may modify their own evaluation.
If we give more strength to a subjective dimension of
quality of life, this does not refer to material comfort
(which is relative in itself), but to the fact that, under
given minimal and selective conditions, it finds sense in
the relationship between identity, lifestyles and areas
of experience that facilitate the realization of these
dimensions. If so desired, this is where its utility function
may be found. But confirming objective possibilities of
experiences that are subjectively seen as satisfactory is to
make priority allusion to the three following dimensions:
time, freedom and quality of social relationships. This is
why these three dimensions should be included in the life
satisfaction “package”.

5. Strengthening some of the dimensions of analysis
In line with the above, and under the principle that what
matters, regarding progress, are the options and liberties
on which one may choose, the conditions which make
this range of selection and experience possible, as well as
satisfaction with life under the terms which, in this range,
each individual sets, there are other indicators which must
be reinforced.
a.

The first term is what is referred to as social capital
(Putnam, 2000), or more precisely the quality of social
relationships. Doubtless, the problem of quality of
relationships with others is present and affects the
possibility of satisfactory experiences in every area:
employment, neighborhood, and the exercise of our
identity. They are also keys to good social performance.
It is absurd, and arbitrary, to pretend that the need for
social ties is covered by family and friends.
What is important is measuring the quality of
relationships. We need to see if those relationships
exude trust, if they are governed by values which
express rights and freedoms, opportunities of
association and cooperation; reciprocity codes are
created and phenomena of respect are promoted and
whether they show a range of selection or not. This
is why it is convenient to analyze social relationships
(and interchange) according to the perspective of
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determining whether they are included or not as
a resource for a more satisfactory life experience
inasmuch as they contribute to certain functions.
Even on this level, individual perception is vital. The
mere fact that a relationship implies interpersonal
trust predictably reduces transaction costs (North,
1999/2006) and may make the business experience
of a business transaction, joint cooperation, or simple
encounter, more pleasant. The quality of social
relationships is not, therefore, a variable which can be
ignored in the analysis of individual well-being.
b.

Rights and institutions. Institutions are formal and
informal standards that impose regulations on
individual behavior (North, 1999/2006). In this sense
they also imply a contractual dimension and a certain
quality of the social relationships they support.
The degree of validity of these standards, as well
as the rights themselves, embody and regulate the
relationships which modulate social coexistence, and
it is indispensable in defining ranges of selection and
resources (including material ones) that each individual
has for the development of his or her life and to form
the parameters with which this life is evaluated. In
this sense, there is a close connection between the
rights and institutions and life quality and satisfaction
that must be explored from a subjective evaluation
provided by individuals. We need to investigate
whether, in these terms, individuals assume that the
institutional contexts (and here I include rights) favor
their life experiences in terms of satisfaction, freedom
and exercise of identity; whether they have been useful

or not in building their own biography according to
their expectations.
c.

Finally, no matter how individual (and even social) wellbeing is measured, there is a dimension that is related
with sustainability, that is, its capacity to be reproduced
from its own resources and in controlled contingency
ranges. More than conditions of lack of natural
resources or of the environment, this sustainability
makes reference to the uncertainty there is regarding
the possibility that tomorrow we will have, at least,
the same level of well-being. It is hard to imagine life
satisfaction when one is convinced that in a few days
one’s luck will change (because of a revolution, crisis or
any other event). Undoubtedly, the inclusion of time
(the expectation of duration of my present condition)
influences my evaluation of my own life. In this sense
we must also investigate the elements (institutions,
public policies, personal efforts, relationships, chance)
on which individuals base their certainty regarding the
possibility that life will be as satisfactory as it is now, and
the evaluation they make of such elements. This refers
to a sort of subjective sustainability of our own life.

Final consideration
In synthesis, if we look at all the elements involved in
subjective indicators as a whole, including the ones we
have recently mentioned, we may attempt a certain
level of order so that we can visualize the dimensions of
subjective well-being more adequately. This whole may be
represented as follows:
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TABLE 1. SUBJECTIVE WELL-BEING
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Mariano Rojas
Beyond income: progress and subjective well-being

1. Progress and well-being

In this article I am not going to address the issue of
the importance of well-being in any conceptualization
of progress. My interest is in exploring the different
conceptualizations for well-being and in building an
argument for subjective well-being. Subjective wellbeing provides a well-being conception which is not alien
to that concrete people who constitute society. Hence,
by following a subjective well-being conception we are
assured to end up with an assessment of progress people
can relate and identify with.
This article also states that income is not sufficient as an
indicator to grasp people’s well-being. The argument is a
simple one: people are much more than mere consumers.
Income may be a good instrument to assess the wellbeing of those disciplinary agents that generally appear
in textbooks and that we call the consumers; however,
income constitutes a very poor instrument to assess the
well-being of people. This is so because persons do not
only buy products -out of necessity, desire, or cravesbut they also have children, spouses, families, friends,
neighbors, hobbies and interests. Persons are also raised
in families and communities and within a culture and, in

consequence, hold specific values and goals, as well as
specific physical and cultural roots. Furthermore, persons
experience emotions and moods; and they enjoy and
suffer in many aspects of human existence.
The critique is not exclusive to the using of income as a
proxy for a person’s well-being. The same critique may
be extended to other approaches; some of them may
have even incorporated the term “human” to their name;
however, they end up being very limited when dealing
with people’s well-being and very restrictive in considering
heterogeneity across people and along regions.
Subjective well-being is based upon a positive rather than
a normative approach to well-being. Therefore, subjective
well-being allows for the scientific study of well-being; it is
possible to advance theories and to empirically verify and
reject hypotheses. It is possible to modify and enhance
theories on the basis of empirical research. It is, in
consequence, possible to identify the relevant explanatory
factors for well-being. Thus, rather than studying human
beings as the abstract object of some experts’ imagination
or as experts would like human beings to be, subjective
well-being allows for the study of human beings as they
are and as they experience well-being.
Subjective well-being also allows for putting prescriptive
approaches into perspective by pointing out whose value
judgment is being made: Is that the value judgment
of the expert prescribing or is that the value judgment
of the person being prescribed? It is important not to
confuse the values of the experts which are implicit in
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People’s well-being is, without any doubt, a criterion
that needs to be included in any analysis about progress
in societies. It may be argued whether it is a sufficient
criterion, but it is impossible for me to imagine a discussion
about well-being being not being a necessary criterion in
any assessment of progress. In fact, it is difficult to conceive
that a society is progressing while the well-being of its
people is stagnated or in a steady downward tendency.
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prescriptive approaches with those of the persons who are
experiencing well-being; this in itself is an improvement in
the epistemology of well-being.
Hence, this chapter deals with the following topics: the
traditions of imputation and presumption in the study
of well-being, subjective well-being and its levels of
appreciation, the limitations of income, as well as of
other social performance indicators, for assessing wellbeing, the consideration of other explanatory factors of
well-being beyond the economic ones, the relevance of
subjective well-being for public policy, and the proposal of
some guidelines for the construction of national accounts
of well-being.

2. The traditions in the study of well-being
The study of well-being has been historically dominated
by the imputation and the presumption traditions
(Dohmen, 2003; Veenhoven, 2003). The imputation
tradition has its roots on ethics and reflections about the
good life elaborated by the philosophers (Tatarkiewicz,
1976; McMahon, 2006). It seems it is a typical human
attitude to judge the well-being of others without any
verification whatsoever. The presumption tradition bases
its assessment of people’s well-being on uncorroborated
theories which are academically grounded.
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2.1 The Imputation Tradition
In this tradition, highly used in ethics and in doctrinaire
and moralistic movements, the life of persons and their
well-being is judged by a third party (Annas, 1993). The
philosophers or the experts appeal to their knowledge
and convincing capacity to justify the criteria they end
up using in their imputation of other people’s well-being.
Within this approach, it becomes irrelevant to know
how people assess their own well-being. In many cases,
arguments such as people’s inability to judge their own
well-being or people’s lack of adequate standards to make
a right judgment are used to justify not using people’s
own assessments. The argument of people being unable
follows the same logic which was used to forbid some
people’s participation in electoral processes; while the
argument of people lacking adequate standards assumes
that the person passing judgment does have those
adequate standards. It is a clear that a vision of superiority
mixes-up with a compassionate outlook in this approach.
In consequence, in this approach well-being is judged by
applying the expert’s own criteria.

The imputation tradition has resulted in what is called
a substantive approach to well-being (Haybron, 2000).
In substantive approaches the expert defines a list of
constitutive features of well-being, and by complex
processes of information handling a well-being assessment is
made. The proliferation of indices and long lists of well-being
indicators usually emerges from following this tradition.
2.2 The Presumption Tradition
The second tradition in the epistemology of well-being
is the presumption of a person’s well-being. Within this
tradition those assessing people’s well-being are in fact
interested in the well-being experienced by people.
However, rather than directly asking people about their
well-being, experts resort to theories and models about
human nature and behavior in order to define the factors
that are relevant to approximate people’s well-being
(Rojas, 2009a). Theories and models are accepted as valid
without any verification. Rather than questioning the
biases and limitations of their theories and assumptions,
the discussion quickly turns into how to measure those
factors which are considered relevant to well-being; and
efforts are concentrated in the construction of indexes,
and the design, follow-up and evaluation of programs that
have an influence on those factors. A clear example of this
tradition is the Theory of Utility in economics, which even
if it is merely ordinal it is still a source of inspiration to
justify the importance economists attribute to income as a
proxy to well-being.
2.3 Risks Related to Imputation and Presumption
There is a high risk of incurring in the following errors when
a third party assesses somebody else’s well-being, either
under the imputation or the presumption traditions.

•

First, it is likely for an erroneous prediction to be
made. This error refers to the wrong estimation that
a third party makes of the importance certain factors
have in another person’s well-being. This error is
magnified due to the excessive simplification that
the expert necessarily makes about people’s lives.
Human life is very rich and the relationship between
a person’s well-being and its explanatory factors is
non-linear (complex); however, experts tend to think
in terms of linear cause and effect relationships when
it comes to predicting the impact of certain factors on
somebody else’s well-being.
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Second, there is the risk of making an error from
abstraction. This kind of error emerges when the
expert neglects or underrates many aspects that are
relevant to people. Experts may not grasp the whole
richness and complexity of each human being’s life;
that’s why they make abstractions and they end up
leaving many relevant aspects for people’s well-being
out of their consideration.

•

Third, there is the risk of making an error from
perspective. This kind of error may arise because
the expert cannot avoid the influence from their
own standpoint when making the judgment. It is
impossible for the expert to judge from the person’s
standpoint. Hence, experts assume that what is
relevant for them – in their own circumstance – is
also relevant for everybody else. When assessing
somebody else’s well-being, experts tend to visualize
other people’s situation from their own point of view.

•

•

Fourth, there is the risk of making an error from
ethnocentricity. This error arises when experts
consider that what is relevant within their own
cultural framework is also relevant in other cultures.
Experts tend to think in terms of their own values
and standards when assessing somebody else’s wellbeing. It is common to appeal to universalism, which
denies the existence of major differences across
people and cultures in the sources of well-being. This
error may have drastic consequences when experts –
or politicians and nations– mix-up this universalistic
belief with the tendency to justify their intervention
on the basis of enhancing other people’s well-being,
even when these people’s own assessment of their
life is not taken into consideration. In these cases,
imposing on others is seen as a justified practice.
Fifth, there is the risk of making a focus erroneous.
This error appears when the experts exaggerate the
importance of their discipline; in doing so, the expert
ends-up evaluating the well-being of a disciplinary
agent instead of the well-being of a person; and the
expert ends up overstressing the importance of those
factors which fall within his/he disciplinary area of
concern. This error is magnified by the specialization
and compartmentalization of knowledge, as well as by
an institutional framework which is highly segmented.
Experts think and judge from their own knowledge
when evaluating other people’s well-being.

•

Sixth, there is the risk of lack of verification. Maybe
the most dangerous error arises from none of the
two traditions being subject to the scientific criteria of
proposing and verifying hypotheses. That’s why these
traditions are forced to rely on persuasive arguments and
convincing theories to establish which factors, attributes
and behaviors are relevant to people’s well-being.

•

Seventh, there is the risk of reducing people’s
empowerment. In these traditions people are
deprived of the right – which is perhaps a human
right – of being the authority for evaluating their
own well-being. The consequences from this risk are
vast: people’s own sense of power and self-esteem
is diminished; in addition, there is a potential for
expert’s own interests and incentives prevailing in the
well-being assessment.

2.4 Consequences for the Concept of Progress
There is a clear association between the notion of progress
and the idea of the members of a society enjoying
greater well-being. The judgment and the presumption
traditions have generated concepts of progress that are
vulnerable to the risks mentioned in the previous subsection. An evident example of this is the association
between progress and the expansion of consumption
capabilities. This association starts from a disciplinarily
compartmentalized vision of human beings and their wellbeing. The direct and close association assumed in many
theoretical models between well-being and income is
taken for granted without any verification whatsoever. The
notion of a person’s well-being has even been replaced by
that of a consumer’s well-being.
The imputation and presumption traditions are insufficient
to generate a notion of progress which is close to people’s
experience of well-being; the notions of progress which
these traditions lead to mostly reflect the views, concerns
and values of the experts. They are not conceptions of
progress people can identified with and which the impact
people’s experience of being well.

3. Subjective well-being. A new foundation for progress
Subjective well-being is an alternative to the imputation
and presumption traditions on well-being. It is based upon
a conception of well-being as a human experience, and it
feeds on the report made by the person in order to obtain
information about that experience.
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3.1 Well-Being as a Living Experience
People experience well-being. We can distinguish three
kinds of non-exclusive experiences: the cognitive, the
affective and the hedonistic experience (Rojas, 2008). A
fourth kind of experience, not very thoroughly researched
yet, is the mystic experience (James, 1997). These
experiences are non-exclusive, in many cases they overlap
and in some they may even conflict with each other. In
addition, these experiences present themselves with
different degrees of intensity.
Well-being is subjective due to the fact that it is a subject’s
experience; it is not possible to talk about well-being if
there is no person experiencing it (Summer, 1995, 1996).
For this reason it is said that well-being is intrinsically
subjective; as a matter of fact, it is incorrect to talk
about objective well-being, because well-being does not
take place in the realm of the objects but in the realm
of subjects. What may be said is that there is a group of
variables the measurement of which is objective and they
are related to well-being.
The report a person provides is a synthesis about his/her
own well-being experience, which includes hedonistic,
affective, cognitive and mystic experiences. People
summarize this life experience in concepts such as life
going well, being happy or being satisfied with life.
This overall assessment about how well life is going is
important as an evaluation of life and as information to
take important life decisions, such as changing their work,
migrating, marrying or splitting, having children and others
(Veenhoven, 1997; Haybron, 2003).
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It must be observed that well-being is therefore an
appreciation made by the interested party on their own
life experience. Thus, it is not correct to speak about the
perception of well-being a person has, less so to qualify
this as a correct or incorrect perception of the person’s
life on the basis of its closeness to an expert’s judgment.
Being the person the authority for judging his/her own
experience of being well, this qualification of correct or
incorrect perception of a person’s well-being should apply
to the expert’s judgment but not to the person’s own
assessment.
Live is full of experiences. Hedonistic experiences involve
the using of the senses: smell, sight, touch, hearing and
taste. Well-being is positively associated to pleasure and
negatively associated to pain. This kind of experience

caught the attention of utilitarian philosophers, such as
Bentham. Affective experiences refer to emotions and
moods. These are daily experiences for human beings and
they involve very well-known and recurring emotions, such
as love, pride, hate and envy. Psychologists have classified
them in positive and negative emotions; well-being is
positively associated with the first ones and negatively with
the second ones. Cognitive experiences are associated to
reaching goals and aspirations (achievements) or to the
impossibility of doing so (failures). Well-being is favorably
associated with achievements and negatively associated
with failures. It is clear that cognitive experiences depend
upon a person’s aspirations, as well as upon the standards
they use to evaluate their own situation. A fourth type
of experience, less thoroughly studied, is the mystic
one, which is associated to spiritual experiences and to
flow states. As it was previously said, these four types of
experiences do not exclude one another; in most cases
they overlap and reinforce and complement each other,
and in other cases there may be a conflict between them.
It is this experience of being well which is relevant for
human beings, who are capable of making a synthesis
of their situation in statements such as I am happy, I am
satisfied with my life, I am at ease with myself or I like the
life I have. That’s why it is affirmed that each subject is
the authority to judge their own well-being. The role of
the expert is not to judge the well-being of others, but to
provide theories and verify hypotheses that enable us to
understand well-being.
Erroneously, in an attempt to standardize criteria and avoid
the complexities implied by subjectivity, some approaches
have chosen to use objective variables to deal with
people’s well-being. There is no doubt that many factors
-the measurement of which may be considered objectiveare relevant for the well-being experienced by people;
however, these factors are not the well-being experienced
by people but its potential sources. Therefore, well-being
must not be confused with its causes. Distinguishing
between well-being and its potential causes allows us to
properly address issues such as the relevance of different
factors and the existence of heterogeneity across persons
and cultures in the importance of these factors. Rojas
(2007a) has shown that the impact of income on the
level of satisfaction depends upon the person’s values.
Therefore, the approach to well-being made within the
environment of objective measurements may lead to
serious appreciation errors. Furthermore, the relevance
of the explanatory factors must not be evaluated in
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3.2 The Well-Being Report
As it was previously stated, people are capable of making
an overall synthesis about their own well-being; this
synthesis, in general, is made in terms of happiness or
satisfaction with the life they lead. This kind of well-being
is not a sophisticated academic or ethical construction,
which people do not understand and which only the experts
may evaluate. This type of well-being as an experience is
close to the people and to their daily experience; that is
why people respond very easily to questions about their
happiness and satisfaction with life, and that is why their
answers provide useful information about their well-being.
The subjective well-being approach incorporates an
idea of empowering for all people in the world; instead
of having their well-being evaluated by others – in many
cases by others living in different cultures and who have
been raised with different values -, their well-being is
evaluated by themselves, based upon their own values,
aspirations and standards. There is also a clear sense of
respect towards heterogeneity among people living in the
same country and across different countries.
It is important to point out that the relevant well-being we
are referring to is the person’s experience of being well and
that the variable at hand is the well-being report. For that
reason it is necessary to acknowledge that there may be
“noise” between the well-being experience and its report
and that it is necessary to minimize this “noise” by keeping
control of the normal biases presented in surveys (Ferreri-Carbonell, 2002; Hollander, 2001). Luckily, these features
have been widely studied, not only by subjective wellbeing researchers but also by survey-design specialists.
That’s why it is possible to adequately administer surveys
in order to obtain relevant information about how well the
person assesses his/her own life experience.
3.3 People’s Evaluation Layers
People may make a general appreciation of their own
well-being in terms of how well their life is going,
how happy they are or how satisfied they are with it.
People also make specific appreciations. Veenhoven
(2001) distinguishes between an appreciation of life
as a whole and an appreciation of life aspects, such as

the marital situation, work and others; the first one is
a general and the second one is a specific appreciation.
Veenhoven also distinguishes between transitory and
long-lasting life enjoyment. The transitory dimension
refers to emotions, whereas the long-lasting dimension is
related to satisfaction assessments. This way, Veenhoven
distinguishes four layers of evaluation:

Specific life aspects
Life as a whole

Transitory
Enjoyment

Permanent
Enjoyment

Instant satisfaction

Satisfaction in life
domains

Peak experience

Life satisfaction
(Happiness)

In this approach, people’s satisfaction may be studied
from different layers of evaluation. For example, instant
satisfaction inquires about satisfaction derived from
certain events, such as in an enjoyment park, a hotel room,
enjoying a cup of coffee, a movie and more. Satisfaction
in life domains inquires about satisfaction derived from
work, from the relationship with a spouse, from the city
where people live in and so on. The peak experience refers
to what Csikszentmihalyi (1988) has called a state of flow,
which involves an intense and brief experience where
both emotions and the idea of wholeness are included.
Long-lasting evaluations comprehending life as a whole
are called life satisfaction or happiness. It is clear that
the four layers are related to one another. It is possible to
inquire about these four layers of well-being.

4. An explanation of well-being, beyond income
4.1 The Relationship between Income and Well-Being
It has been assumed that income, both when measured
at household and at personal levels, and when measured
in an aggregate manner for a country (National Income or
Gross Domestic Product) is closely related to people’s wellbeing. The belief in this assumption has been so strong that
for more than a few economists income is the best proxy
for people’s well-being, and income is used to make wellbeing comparisons across people and countries. The rate
of growth of income has also been a common indicator to
evaluating the progress of societies (Rojas, 2011a, 2012a).
Subjective well-being has allowed for the verification of
two central hypotheses in economic theory: first, that
there is a positive relationship between well-being and
income and second, that there is a very close relationship
between income and well-being.
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accordance with the objectivity of its measurement but
based upon how closely related they are to people’s
experience of being well.
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Empirical findings on the positive-relationship hypothesis
are not conclusive. It has been found that the coefficient
of the income-happiness relationship is positive and
statistically significant in cross-section studies, but this
coefficient is much smaller in longitudinal studies. This
suggests that to a great extent income plays a role of
status marker rather than of a resource allowing access
to satisfiers (Graham, 2011; Rojas, 2009a). Cross-section
studies do show that the relationship between income
and life satisfaction is logarithmic, which suggests that
the capacity of income to generate well-being, tends to
decrease from certain income levels.
What I consider most important is the strong rejection
of the second hypothesis, which states that the
relationship between income and well-being is a close
one. Micro-level studies show that income has a much
reduced explanatory capacity. This indicates that it is
impossible to infer a person’s well-being on the basis
of information about his/her income. It is clear that the
importance of income in explaining well-being has been
overrated as a result of an economic theory that deals
with consumers instead of dealing with real flesh and
bone persons. Why do income and well-being not have
a close relationship?
4.2 There is more to Life that the Standard of Living
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People are much more than mere consumers, and their
well-being comes from the satisfaction they have in all the
aspects where they act as human beings. The literature
on life domains argues that life satisfaction may be
understood as the result of the satisfaction that the person
experiences in those domains where they act as human
beings (Cummins, 1996; Van Praag, Frijters and Ferrer-iCarbonell, 2003). The enumeration and demarcation of
life domains is arbitrary; in general, a small number of life
domains are used in the analysis, and they cover the great
majority of a person’s life activities or facets. The definition
and the number of life domains essentially depend on the
purposes of the research; however, it is important to point
out that any delimitation of life domains should not be
alien to the way in which people understand their own
lives (Rojas, 2007b). In general, seven life domains are
used; these are associated to health, economic situation,
job or occupation, close family relations (spouse, children,
and parents), extended family relationships, friends and
neighbors, availability and gratifying use of free time, and
community or national environment conditions.

Research concludes that there is more to life than the
standard of living, and that for many people there are
aspects which are more important than their economic
situation (Rojas, 2006a, 2006b, 2007b). Specifically, the
information from Mexico and Costa Rica shows that in
the explanation of life satisfaction, the so-called relational
domains (satisfaction derived from the relationship
with a spouse, with the children and with parents) are
more important than economic satisfaction (Rojas and
Elizondo, 2012). Satisfaction derived from health and
from the availability and the gratifying use of free time
is also more important than economic satisfaction,
whereas satisfaction derived from work is as important as
economic satisfaction.
4.3 Not All the Basic Needs Are Material Ones
It is widely acknowledged that there is a group of material
needs that are basic, such as feeding, dwelling and clothing.
It is also acknowledged that the lack of satisfaction of
these needs generates a substantial reduction of wellbeing. However, the recognition of the existence of basic
psychological needs is relatively recent. Deci and Ryan
(1985) and Kasser (2002) have suggested that the needs
for competence, relationship and autonomy are basic
ones; their studies show a substantial decrease in wellbeing when these needs are not adequately satisfied
and that income is not a good instrument for ensuring
the satisfaction of these basic psychological needs. Thus,
people with high income may have low well-being if their
psychological needs are not being satisfied.
4.4 There Are Other Goods apart From Economic Goods
By definition, a good is something that provides wellbeing. Economic theory has given a fundamental role to
economic goods, which have a positive price and which
are traded in markets. Hence, well-being can be attained
by purchasing economic goods; that’s why income is
assumed to be a good proxy for well-being. However,
subjective well-being has reminded us of the fact that
not all goods are economic; a recent literature shows
the importance of the so-called relational goods; that
is, interpersonal relationships may be a source of wellbeing or discomfort (Uhlaner, 1989; Bruni and Stanca,
2008; Rojas, 2012b). Satisfactory interpersonal relations
generate positive affective states and they allow for the
satisfaction of basic psychological needs. Relational goods
are non marketable goods; being goods associated to
love, emotional support, tenderness, feelings retribution
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It is necessary to make a distinction between relational
goods and social capital. The theory of social capital
arose in order to justify the importance that interpersonal
relations of trust play in the reduction of transaction costs
and in the consequent expansion of markets (Fukuyama,
1995). For that reason, it is argued that social capital is
important for economic growth. Therefore, from a socialcapital perspective, human relations are instrumental,
and their quality is evaluated in terms of the possibility of
increasing people’s income. The theory of relational goods,
in its turn, states that human relations may be gratifying
in themselves and that they directly generate well-being;
that’s why they have an intrinsic value; independently
of their impact on a person’s income. Even more so, it is
affirmed that interpersonal relations which are motivated
by ulterior monetary motives are less rewarding than noninterested relationships.

5. Subjective well-being’s importance for public policy
The incorporation of subjective well-being as one of
the criteria to assess the progress of societies and the
performance of governments further demands for a
reformulation of the design of public policy and the
election of development strategies. Rather than making
cost-effectiveness analyses from an economic perspective,
it will be necessary to make an analysis of the well-being
costs and benefits that accompany each public policy. The
objective will be not so much to attain economic growth
but to attain a society in which people are satisfied with
their life.
5.1 Additional, Useful and Relevant Information
Based upon the Gallup 2007 survey, Rojas (2012c) uses
the average country data for Latin America about life
satisfaction, affective status and the evaluative appreciation
of life. Likewise, data on per capita income (Ypc) and the
Human Development Index (HDI) are incorporated.

The correlation between variables shows that Ypc
and HDI are highly correlated in Latin America (0.91
correlation), which suggests that in spite of the huge
effort made to calculate human development figures, few
additional information is obtained from that indicator.
Besides, even if there are substantial differences in the
views that justify them, both per capita income and the
human development index tend to evaluate countries’
development in a similar manner, and they end up
propose similar development standards.
It is also found that the correlation between life
satisfaction and Ypc and HDI is rather low (0.24 for Ypc,
and 0.22 for HDI). That’s why it would seem that life
satisfaction contains information that is not only relevant
for people but also that is not contained in Ypc and HDI
statistics. One possible explanation for this is found in the
low correlation that exists between the affective states
– an important component of life satisfaction – and Ypc
(0.14) and HDI (0.18). This suggests that the traditional
social-performance indicators do not provide adequate
information about people’s affective states, which must be
considered as an important flaw of these indicators, since
the affective state is a core experience and an important
motivation for people’s behavior.
Evaluative appreciation of life is a cognitive-orientation
variable, as it refers to purposes, objectives, and
achievements. Life appreciation shows a correlation of
about 0.5 with Ypc and HDI. This correlation cannot be
deemed to be very high or very low and it suggests that
Ypc and HDI do not adequately manage to grasp the
cognitive appreciation that people make about their own
lives in their own countries.
5.2 Reformulation of Development Strategies
Latin America presents an example that illustrates the
importance of taking subjective well-being indicators into
consideration. Chile is regarded as an economic miracle
in the region; its per capita income is one of the highest
in the region and it has recently shown relatively high
economic growth rates. Chile has also followed a profound
pro-market and privatization reform strategy. Based upon
performance indicators such as per capita income and the
Human Development Index, Chile is a role model in the
region. However, subjective well-being indicators tell a
different story: compared to other countries in the region,
Chileans have a low level of life satisfaction, their affective
state is substantially low, their life appreciation is average in
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and others, their capacity to generate well-being is
substantially affected when there is an intention to trade
them in the market. Besides, in order to have rewarding
interpersonal relations it is necessary to have enough time
for friends, spouse, children, relatives, colleagues and
neighbors; that’s why the production of relational goods
may compete against the production of economic goods
in the allocation of people’s limited endowment of time
(Becchetti and Santoro, 2007).
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the region, their level of satisfaction in relation with health
is extremely low and their economic satisfaction is low.
Subjective well-being indicators suggest that the Chilean
model may have hidden costs that are not shown by income
per capita or human development indicators (Rojas, 2012c).

may only be understood from an economic cost-benefit
analysis is incorrect, since there are important wellbeing benefits and costs that remain hidden to the
economic analysis.

Subjective well-being allows for the reevaluation of the
development strategy based upon indicators which are
closer to people, such a satisfaction with life and affective
states. Reforms and strategies that look successful from
the point of view of economic growth are not necessarily
so from a subjective well-being perspective.

6. Towards the construction of a system of national
well-being accounts

5.3 Design and Evaluation of Social Programs
Social programs have been designed and evaluated with
a focus on their economic impact. For example, povertyabatement programs have proliferated in Latin America;
they are based, among other things, upon granting
conditional transfers. Many of these programs have been
designed with an income poverty conception; that’s why
graduation criteria for these social programs are based
upon income and human capital indicators.
On the basis of information from Mexico and Costa Rica,
Rojas (2008) suggests that income poverty is insufficient
to measure people’s well-being deprivation. In addition,
it is shown that people may get out from income poverty
without experiencing a raise in their well-being. Based
upon this argument, Rojas states that social programs
not only have to worry about getting people out from
income poverty but also about placing them in a
satisfactory life situation. Rojas (2009b) enumerates
a series of factors that must be incorporated into the
design and monitoring of social programs, with the
purpose of enhancing their impact on the subjective
well-being of the beneficiaries.
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5.4 Understanding Human Behavior
Being life satisfaction a final aim, it is expected for
people’s behavior to be motivated by the pursuit of
greater life satisfaction. That’s why important decisions
made by people, such as where to live, whom to marry
with, what career to follow, whom to vote for, and
whether to migrate or not, take into consideration the
well-being expectation that such decision entails. That’s
why the study of subjective well-being would allow for
a better understanding of personal actions as well as of
social movements. The assumption that human behavior

A system of national well-being accounts is based upon the
idea that it is possible to appreciate, understand, explain
and have an influence on people’s subjective well-being.
In consequence, it is necessary to measure subjective
well-being but also to measure a group of additional
variables that in a coherent way allow for understanding
and explaining subjective well-being and for providing
information relevant to designing public policies and
programs to raise subjective well-being. Coherence also
requires for distinguishing between the appreciation of
a person’s well-being and the gathering of information
about those factors that even if relevant for explaining
well-being they are not well-being themselves.
Three levels for gathering and arraying information may
be conceived in a national well-being accounting system.
The first level seeks to generate information about the
well-being of a country’s citizens. This would be perhaps
the most innovative level, as it refers to gathering new
information that allows us to grasp what the subjective
well-being of a country’s citizens is; this is something that
few statistical offices do nowadays –as a matter of fact,
they could probably be count on the fingers of one hand-.
In consequence, in order to do this it is necessary to be
informed about overall assessments people in a country
make about their own well-being using questions about
life satisfaction, happiness and evaluation of life. It is also
convenient to have information about people’s satisfaction
in domains of life –which refer to long-lasting life-specific
assessments-, as well as about affective states – which
refer to transitory states-.
Life satisfaction and happiness are two key variables in
well-being appreciation since they tell us about the overall
assessment a person makes of his/her life. Questions of
the following type are usually used: taking everything
into account, how satisfied are you with your life? And,
taking everything in your life into consideration, how
happy are you? In general, the question is made directly
and spontaneously (Ferrer-i-Carbonell, 2002). It has also
been observed that the cognitive load –associated to
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It is common to use a numerical response scale (for
example, within the range of 0 to 10), where 0 represents
the lowest level of satisfaction (less happiness) and
10 represents the highest level of satisfaction (more
happiness). Some researchers prefer to work with a
categorical response scale (such as Likert scale) which
presents options that go from extremely unhappy to
extremely happy. These researchers are inclined towards
an answer with a reference that may be clearly identified.
Likewise, it is convenient to have information about
cognitive and affective appreciations that people make
of their own lives. Cognitive appreciations emphasize
success or failure in achieving goals as well as comparisons
people make on the basis of their own standards; they are
associated with the evaluation people make about how
well their lives are going. It is common to use the kind of
questions called best-worst life question to inquire about
these features. The person is asked to place their life on
a scale where the highest value corresponds to the best
possible life scenario and the lowest value corresponds to
the worst possible life scenario. Further questions about
attainment of goals and sense of distance to aspiration
states may be incorporated. Information about affective
states can be gathered by asking about experiencing
emotions and moods. It is common to use sets of
questions, such as: Would you say that yesterday you felt
(anguished, sad, bored, depressed, angry, proud, joyful, in
pain, loved...) most of the day? In general, dichotomous
response scales are used for these kinds of questions. It
is also convenient to have information about satisfaction
in specific domains of life, such as satisfaction with family
relations, with economic situation, with the occupation a
person has, and others.
Lack of response to subjective well-being questions is
very low, much lower than in responses for questions
about household income. People can respond quickly
to these questions, which is not surprising since these
questions refer to matters that are familiar to people
and close to their experience of life. That’s why the cost
of implementing subjective well-being questionnaires is
relatively low.

Several issues which may show up in the application of the
questionnaire have been studied; for example, that the
time and place in which the instrument is used, as well as
the order of the questions have an influence on people’s
answers (Schwarz and Strack, 1991 and 1999). Knowledge
of these issues allows for the reduction of their impact,
with the purpose of optimizing the useful information
about people’s well-being which is compiled through
the questionnaires. Unless there is some direct reward
implied in the answer, it is not to be expected for people
to respond in a strategic manner to the questions.
A second level of information gathering and arraying in
the national well-being accounting system must provide
information about the state of the explanatory variables
of well-being. The literature is extensive on the vast list
of factors that impact a person’s experience of being
well; it suffices in this chapter to state that this factors go
beyond the economic variables most national accounting
systems incorporate to include information about human
relations, social and co-existence practices, recreational
infrastructure, availability of free time, commuting times
and nature of the transportation system, health, and so
on. It is common for countries to keep track of this kind
of information; however, a great effort is required to
integrate all these variables into a coherent accounting
system to explain well-being.
The third level in the national well-being accounting
system must provide information about those variables
which policy makers may control so as to influence the
explanatory variables of well-being. Having information
about these variables as well as having theories and
research that allows us to understand how these control
variables impact the explanatory variables of well-being
would permit the design of an effective public policy in the
achievement of well-being.

Final comment. Towards a notion of progress people can
relate to
Well-being is a human experience rather than a
sophisticated academic construction. Human beings
experience well-being and therefore they are in the
best position to let us know about their experience. It is
amazing that for centuries the study of well-being has
ignored the valuable information that human beings may
provide. This practice has rested on the idea that it is
more important to transform rather than to understand
human beings. I believe that understanding human beings
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achievements and failures is larger in the life satisfaction
response than in the happiness response, the later has a
relatively larger affective load –associated to experiencing
positive and negative emotions-. That’s why, even if both
variables are highly correlated there are differences in
their information contents (Argyle, 2002).
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and their well-being is a necessary step for any discussion
about the need, convenience and way to transform
them. I also consider that it is advisable not to mix-up the
topic of the experience of being well people have with
the transformation proposals that respond to mental
structures established by philosophers or experts and to
political and economic interests. The separation of these
two scenarios will allow for a more ordered and coherent
dialogue about the search of progress in societies.

The incorporation of subjective well-being as a necessary
criterion in the assessment of progress in societies does
not only empower the peoples of the world, but it also
makes it possible to promote a kind of progress people
may identify with. This is: countries and governments will
end-up procuring a kind of progress their citizens may feel,
experience, and appreciate.

References
1.
2.
3.

4.
5.

6.

7.
8.
9.

10.

11.

12.

38

13.

Annas, J. (1993), The Morality of Happiness, Oxford
University Press.
Argyle, M. (2002), The Psychology of Happiness,
Routledge.
Becchetti, L. y Santoro, M. (2007), “The WealthUnhappiness Paradox: A Relational Goods/Baumol Di
sease Explanation”, en Bruni, L. y Porta, P.L., editores.
Handbook on the Economics of Happiness, Elgar, pp.
239-261.
Buss, D. (2000), “The Evolution of Happiness”,
American Psychologist 55 (1) 15-23.
Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1988), Optimal Experience:
Psychological Studies of Flow in Consciousness,
Cambridge, UK, Cambridge University Press.
Cummins, R. (1996), “The
Domains
of
Life
Satisfaction: An Attempt to Order Chaos”, en Social
Indicators Research 38, 303-332.
Deci, E. y R. Ryan (1985), Intrinsic Motivation and SelfDetermination in Human Behavior, Plenum Press.
Dohmen, J. (2003), “Philosophers on the ‘Art-ofLiving’”, Journal of Happiness Studies 4, 351-371.
Ferrer-i-Carbonell, A. (2002), “Subjective Questions to
Measure Welfare and Well-Being”, Tinbergen Institute
discussion paper TI 2002-020/3
Graham, C. (2011), “Does more Money make you
Happy? Why so much Debate?”, en Applied Research
in Quality of Life, por publicarse.
Grinde, B. (2002), “Happiness in the Perspective of
Evolutionary Psychology”, en Journal of Happiness
Studies 3, 331-354.
Haybron, D. (2000), “Two Philosophical Problems in
the Study of Happiness”, The Journal of Happiness
Studies, 1:2, 207-225.
Haybron, D. (2003), “What Do We Want from a Theory
of Happiness?” Metaphilosophy, 34:3, 305-329

14. Hollander, H. (2001), “On the validity of utility
statements: Standard theory versus Duesenberry’s”,
Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization 45,
227-249.
15. James, W. (1997), The Varieties of Religious Experience,
Touchstone.
16. Kasser, T. (2002), The High Price of Materialism, MIT
Press, Cambridge.
17. McMahon, D. (2006), Una Historia de la Felicidad,
Taurus, Madrid.
18. Praag, B. van, P. Frijters y A. Ferrer-i-Carbonell (2003),
“The Anatomy of Subjective Well-being,” en Journal of
Economic Behavior and Organization 51, 29-49.
19. Rojas, M. (2006a), “Life Satisfaction and Satisfaction
in Domains of Life: Is it a Simple Relationship?”, en
Journal of Happiness Studies 7(4), 467-497.
20. Rojas, M. (2006b), “Well-being and the Complexity
of Poverty: A Subjective Well-being Approach,” en M.
McGillivray y M. Clarke (eds.) Understanding Human
Well-Being, United Nations University Press, 182-206.
21. Rojas, M. (2007a), “Heterogeneity in the Relationship
between Income and Happiness: A Conceptual
Referent Theory Explanation”, en Journal of Economic
Psychology 28(1), 1-14.
22. Rojas, M. (2007b), “The Complexity of Well-Being:
A Life-Satisfaction Conception and a Domains-ofLife Approach,” en I. Gough y A. McGregor (eds.)
Researching Well-Being in Developing Countries,
Cambridge University Press.
23. Rojas, M. (2008), “Experienced Poverty and Income
Poverty in Mexico: A Subjective Well-Being Approach”,
World Development 36(6), 1078-1093.
24. Rojas, M. (2009a), “Economía de la Felicidad: Hallazgos
Relevantes sobre el Ingreso y el Bienestar”, en El
Trimestre Económico, vol. LXXVI (3), 303, 537-573.

BEYOND INCOME: PROGRESS AND SUBJECTIVE WELL-BEING

32.

33.
34.
35.
36.
37.

38.

en N. Strack et al. (eds.), Subjective Well-Being. An
Interdisciplinary Perspective, Pergamon Press, 27-48.
Schwarz, N. y F. Strack (1999), “Reports of Subjective
Well-Being: Judgmental Processes and Their Metho
dological Implications,” en D. Kahneman et al. (eds.),
Well-Being: The Foundations of Hedonic Psychology,
Russell Sage Foundation, 61-84.
Sumner, L.W. (1995), “The Subjectivity of Welfare”, en
Ethics 105(4), 764-790.
Sumner, L.W. (1996), Welfare, Happiness and Ethics,
Oxford University Press.
Tatarkiewicz, W. (1976), Analysis of Happiness,
Martinus Nijhoff.
Veenhoven, R. (1997), “The Utility of Happiness,”
Social Indicators Research 20, 333-354.
Veenhoven, R. (2001), “Happiness in Society”, en:
Jutta Allmendinger (Hrsg.), ‘Gute Gesellschaft?
Verhandlungen des 30 Kongresses der Deutschen
Gesellschaft für Soziologie’, Leske + Budrich, pp.
1265-1314
Veenhoven, R. (2003), “Arts-of-Living”, en Journal of
Happiness Studies 4, 373-384.

39

25. Rojas, M. (2009b), “Enhancing Poverty Abatement
Programs: A Subjective Well-Being Contribution”,
Applied Research in Quality of Life, 4(2), 179-199.
26. Rojas, M. (2011a) “The Relevance of Happiness:
Choosing between Development Paths in Latin
America”, International Social Science Journal, por
publicarse.
27. Rojas, M. (2011b), “Income, Happiness and Beyond”,
Applied Research in Quality of Life, por publicarse.
28. Rojas, M. (2011c), “Happiness in Mexico: The
Importance of Human Relations”, en Helaine Selin
(ed.), Happiness across Cultures: Views of Happiness
and Quality of Life in Non-Western Cultures, Springer,
por publicarse.
29. Rojas, M. (2011d), “Bienestar Subjetivo en América
Latina”, en M. Puchet, M. Rojas, R. Salazar, G. Valenti,
y F. Valdés (eds.), América latina: problemas centra
les y oportunidades promisorias, FLACSO-México,
por publicarse.
30. Rojas, M. y M. Elizondo (2011), “Satisfacción de Vida
en Costa Rica: Un Enfoque de Dominios de Vida”, en
Latin American Research Review, por publicarse
31. Schwarz, N. y F. Strack (1991), “Evaluating One’s
Life: A Judgment Model of Subjective Well-Being,”

40

THE MEASUREMENT OF PROGRESS AND WELL-BEING . PROPOSALS FROM LATIN AMERICA

Eduardo Lora
How subjective indicators can help measure social progress

1. Introduction

Although the quality of life of individuals has increasingly
preoccupied medical, psychological, and social research
since the 1970s, there is still no general consensus
on how to define the term, as each discipline has
emphasized different aspects of the phenomenon.
However, the various accepted meanings of the term
recognize that it is a broad concept embracing more
than the “living conditions” approach, which focuses on
the material resources available to individuals. Quality
of life also includes the circumstances in which people
lead their lives. Accordingly, quality of life is considered
a multidimensional concept, not only because it calls
for various aspects of people’s lives to be taken into
consideration, but also because it comprises aspects that
are external to individuals and the interrelations among
them. There is, however, no agreement on what these
dimensions should be, or how they should be selected
or weighted to obtain a synthetic measure of the quality
of life. Although the inclusion of subjective indicators to
measure some of these dimensions or quality of life as
a whole was the subject of much debate up until a few
years ago, it is now accepted that subjective indicators
are also relevant, and that the combined use of objective
and subjective indicators provides a more comprehensive
view than either alone.

A variety of taxonomies have been proposed in different
disciplines to order the different elements involved in
quality of life. A typical example of the measures of quality
of life, from a medical point of view, is Health Survey SF36 (Ware, 1998), which assesses the quality of life of the
respondent through its mental and physical components.
The physical component is measured on the basis of 22
questions on physical limitations in regard to performing
everyday tasks and work, the presence of pain, and
perception of health status. The mental component
combines responses to 14 questions regarding vitality,
emotional or physical limitations to social functioning,
emotional limitations to work performance, whether the
respondent characterizes him- or herself as nervous, and
his or her degree of enjoyment of life.
A well known psychological scale for measuring quality
of life, proposed by Cummins (1997), considers quality of
life an aggregate of objective and subjective components.
Each component includes seven domains: material wellbeing, health, productivity, intimacy, safety, place in the
community, and emotional well-being.
Another outstanding effort to measure the progress
of societies is that developed by Richard Estes of the
University of Pennsylvania through his Weighted Index of
Social Progress (WISP), which covers 163 countries. WISP
consists of 40 indicators that constitute 10 sub-indices
of the following quality of life components: education,
health status, situation of women in the society, military
expenditure, economy, demography, environment, social
chaos, cultural diversity, and welfare effort.
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Improving quality of life is inseparable from social progress.
In fact, the progress of any society is equivalent to improving
the quality of life, as it is a goal that everyone considers to
be desirable for themselves, their families and for society
as a whole, even though each individual may have their
own opinions about what is a good quality of life.
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A common objective of these classifications is to organize
the variables so as to later construct a comprehensive
measure of quality of life. However, there is no need to
construct a synthetic measure to study quality of life. On
the contrary, given that there is no agreement on the
definition of quality of life, the dimensions that make up
the concept, or how they should be combined with one
another, the construction of synthetic indices contributes
very little to understanding the complexity of the factors
and viewpoints that influence quality of life.
The usefulness of a taxonomy of elements connected
with quality of life lies in ordering the different meanings
and dimensions of the concept of quality of life and of the
variables involved. To quote Veenhoven (2000: 2), “Since we
cannot force the use of words, we can better try to clarify
their meanings.”
The 2008 Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) study
Beyond Facts: Understanding Quality of Life proposed the
taxonomy summarized in Table 1. The central structure of
the table is provided by the distinction between individual
and “national” variables (columns) and by the distinction
between “objective” variables and opinion variables (rows).
Whereas individual variables refer to a particular
individual’s personal characteristics, living conditions,
or opinions, “national” variables are aggregates for the
country (and occasionally for the city or state, hence the
use of quotation marks). In some instances the “national”
variables consist of the sums or averages of individual
variables, but this is not always the case. Policies or national
institutions, for example, are not measured by statistical
aggregation of individual observations. Individual variables
that prove relevant to the concept of quality of life are not
only those internal and specific to the individual, such as
age, income or one’s opinions of oneself, but also those
referring to the individual in relation to others, such as
marital status, relative income position, and one’s opinion
of others or of society as a whole.

42

In principle, the distinction between objective and
subjective variables is that the former are verifiable
or externally observable, while the latter are not.
Sociodemographic characteristics of individuals, inflation
or gross domestic product are objective variables.
Opinion variables are by definition subjective. However,
the distinction is less clear than it seems at first glance.
For example, most indicators of the quality of public

institutions contain elements of subjective judgment
by experts. Elements of subjectivity are also present in
attempts to measure externally the abilities or knowledge
of individuals. Nonetheless, for want of a better term,
for the purposes of this chapter “objective” covers all
those variables that constitute the foundations of life for
individuals or society, as well as the observable results
of their individual and collective actions and behaviors.
The taxonomy proposed in Table 1 is useful because it
makes it possible to situate some of the concepts most
commonly used in quality of life studies and relate them
to the variables used in this chapter.. In this taxonomy
the use of subjective variables does not substitute for
approaches based on objective variables but instead
complements them.
The capabilities with which individuals confront life,
such as their personalities, health, education levels, and
experiences (the upper left-hand portion of the table)
relate to the concept of quality of life understood as the
“ability to live” (Veenhoven, 2000). Amartya Sen (1985) in
particular has highlighted the importance of this aspect of
people’s quality of life by emphasizing the development
of capabilities as a necessary condition for personal
fulfillment and social development. The capabilities
approach inspires the well-known Human Development
Index of the United Nations.
The material conditions of life, which include income,
consumption, housing, access to health and education
services, and employment conditions, are based on
objective results at the individual level; these measures
have attracted the attention of economists, sociologists,
and anthropologists since the 1970s. This approach
provides the conceptual foundation for indexes of Unmet
Basic Needs, which are used in many countries.
Observing the quality of the economic, social, and
institutional environment in which individuals live is
another approach to defining quality of life. In this case,
the approach involves objective conditions external to
individuals that shape their existence and include both the
policy and institutional variables that are the foundations
for the functioning of society and the “national” results,
whether economic, social, or environmental, for the
country as a whole. This set of variables (the upper righthand portion of the table) reflects, in a term of Veenhoven
(2000), how “livable” a society is.

HOW SUBJECTIVE INDICATORS CAN HELP MEASURE SOCIAL PROGRESS
In contrast to objective variables, or “facts,” are opinions
(shown in the lower portion of the table). Within the
opinion variables, the most important section in quality of
life studies is related to individuals’ assessments of results

in regard to themselves (the lower left-hand section of the
table), that is, individuals’ subjective evaluation of their
life in general or various “domains” of their lives (material
standard of living, health, education, employment,

TABLE 1. A TAXONOMY OF QUALITY OF LIFE VARIABLES
Individual level variables

Objective variables

Key variables
for individual
and social
outcomes

Individual characteristics

Relations between the
individual and
other people

“National” variables

Capabilities

Family conditions

Policy variables

• Age

• Marital status

• Economic (fiscal, economic regulation)

• Gender

• Children

• Labor (job market regulation)

• Personality

• Household structure

• Social (security and social protection)

Other interpersonal
conditions

• Health
• Education

• Friendships

• Rule of law

• Knowledge and experience

• Community engagement

• Political institutions
• Quality of public service

Material life conditions

Objective
outcomes

Relative life conditions
• Income quintile

• Economic (GDP, inflation)

• Consumption

• Reference group income

• Human development (life expectancy, infant mortality,
school enrollment)

• Housing characteristics

• Segregation

• Labor (job informality, unemployment)

• Social services access
(health, education, social
security)

• Discrimination

• Social (poverty, inequality)
• Environment quality (natural, urban)

Individuals’ outcomes appreciation
Of individual outcomes

Outcomes
appreciation

“National” results

• Income

• Job conditions

Opinion variables

Institutional variables

Of social outcomes

“National” averages of individuals’
outcomes appreciation
Of individual outcomes

Of social outcomes

• Happiness

• General situation of the
country

• Happiness

• General situation of the
country

• Life Satisfaction

• Economic situation of the
country

• Life Satisfaction

• Economic situation of
the country

• Satisfaction with life
domains (standard
of living, health,
education, job,
housing)

• Opinion regarding social
domains (health system,
educational system,
labor policies, housing
policies, etc).

• Satisfaction with life
• Opinion regarding social
domains (standard of living,
domains (health system,
health, education, job,
educational system, labor
housing)
policies, housing policies, etc).
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Source Beyond Facts: Understanding Quality of Life, Development in the Americas, Inter-American Development Bank.
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housing, etc.). In the past, this type of variable was
the virtually exclusive preserve of psychologists and
philosophers, but it is increasingly attracting the attention
of economists as well. When the assessment refers to
life as a whole, more precise terms are used, such as
“life satisfaction,” or concepts of “happiness” or “overall
happiness,” all of which are employed interchangeably
(depending solely on the questions in the survey). More
precisely defined, “overall happiness is the degree to
which an individual judges the overall quality of his/her
own life as a whole favorably. In other words: How much
one likes the life one leads” (Veenhoven, 2007).
In recent years remarkable progress has been made in
measuring happiness (or satisfaction with life), which
represents the only way in which an encompassing
evaluation of quality of life can be attempted. In none
of the other approaches (through abilities, material
conditions of life, or quality of the economic, social, and
institutional environment of the country) is it feasible
to have a measure that encompasses the whole set of
variables, simply because it is not possible to define a
priori which components are valid and which are not, or
how to assign a relative weight to each component. Nor
does it make sense to combine indicators belonging to
different approaches, although this has been the practice
in the production of the hundreds of available quality of
life indicators.
Although one’s level of happiness or satisfaction with
life is an encompassing assessment of the quality of life
of individuals, this does not imply that public policies
should be designed to produce maximum happiness or
satisfaction, as will be discussed in this chapter.
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It is important to recognize, from the starting point,
that happiness or satisfaction with life reflects quite
imprecisely—and sometimes inconsistently—individuals’
opinions on the situations of their countries or societies
(individual assessment of results in regard to the situation
of the country or society in the lower portion of Table 1).
Also, these opinions fail to clearly reflect the variables
with which the quality of the economic, social, and
institutional environment of a country is measured. The
same holds true for individuals’ opinions regarding the
different dimensions or domains of their lives or within
their societies.
This may explain why governments and analysts have so
far paid very little attention to individuals’ perceptions

regarding their own quality of life or regarding the
situations of their countries or societies. The failure
to take individual opinions into account, however,
represents a deficiency that for several reasons must be
corrected if we wish to obtain a complete picture of social
progress. First of all, perceptions by definition reflect how
individuals view themselves and their societies. Second,
perceptions can influence the policies that are adopted
in a democratic system, through the impact of voters
on public decisions and on the control of government
officials and public institutions. Third, perceptions can
influence the effectiveness of policies and their results,
not only for the reasons already stated, but also because
perceptions can affect individuals’ expectations, their
trust in institutions, and their attitudes of cooperation
with state entities. Lastly, perceptions can provide
information for the public debate on whether or not the
policy objectives of the government correspond to the
objectives of the people in their pursuit of well-being or
to people’s perceptions of happiness.
While in the remainder of this chapter it is acknowledged
that subjective information has serious limitations as a
tool for measuring the progress of societies, that does not
means such information should be discarded. Instead,
perceptions help to measure aspects of quality of life
that could not be considered if only objective indicators
were used. Given the capabilities and limitations
and possibilities of subjective information, the paper
concludes with a list of priorities for action in using
subjective information to measure social progress.

2. Limitations of subjective information in measuring
progress
The effective use of subjective information requires
recognition of its many limitations. As discussed in
this section, perceptions are not a direct reflection of
reality. They are instead strongly influenced by cultural
patterns and subject to ambiguities of interpretation and
confirmation bias. Perceptions are additionally affected
by expectations and aspirations, as well as strongly
influenced by personal factors that may be inconsistent
with the decisions that individuals make. These limitations,
however, should not lead researchers to reject subjective
information, as it can complement objective information
to enhance understanding of how individuals judge their
own progress and that of their societies.

HOW SUBJECTIVE INDICATORS CAN HELP MEASURE SOCIAL PROGRESS

In some quality of life dimensions, the national averages
of people’s opinions tend to reflect objective indicators
quite well (see Table 2). For example, the correlation
between general satisfaction with life and GDP per
capita (with country data for over 100 countries) rises
to 81 percent. In other cases, however, the correlation
is much lower: for example, the correlation between
the opinion expressed about the general situation in
a country and its GDP per capita is 59 percent. In still
other dimensions the correlation is startlingly low: only
22 percent between the opinion of a country’s economic
situation and its GDP per capita, and only 13 percent
between perceptions of a country’s economic situation
and its annual rate of economic growth. In some cases,
an unexpected relationship is observed between objective
indicators and opinions: satisfaction with one’s personal
standard of living is negatively correlated with economic
growth in one’s country.1 There are very low correlations
when perceptions of personal health or national medical
services are compared with life expectancy or rates of
infant mortality, or when opinions on the education system
are compared with average years of schooling. Therefore,
perceptions are not a direct reflection of reality and
cannot be used as a substitute for objective information.
Perceptions are Strongly Influenced by Cultural Patterns
In certain dimensions of the situation of a country or
its people, opinions are likely to reflect the country’s
cultural leanings rather than traditional objective
indicators. This is especially true in the case of collective
dimensions. For example, the opinions (on average, per
country) that people around the world have about the
economic situations of their countries can be explained
to a greater degree by the measurement of cultural bias2
(59 percent) than by levels of income per capita or by
the countries’ economic growth rates. In the same way,
at least 60 percent of the differences between countries
in confidence levels in the national medical system, the

1

Underlying this correlation is the so-called “Unhappy Growth

Paradox,” discussed below.
2

Which are measured by an econometric method that computes

the bias in opinions once all its possible (objective) determinants are
taken into account.

education system, or the role of government policy in
job creation can be explained by cultural differences
between countries, and very little by traditional objective
indicators. However, as will be noted shortly, this is also
because these indicators do not fully capture the quality
of services or the aspects of those services that people
value most.
Consequently, when perceptions of quality of life are
being compared across countries, it is crucial not only to
recognize the importance of cultural bias, but also to bear
in mind that the same bias has a greater influence on the
ways in which people judge their societies than on how
they assess their own personal lives.
Perceptions are Subject to Ambiguities in Interpretation
Among the numerous factors that influence perceptions
are ideological differences, varying ways of interpreting
questions, and differences in tastes and life objectives.
Subjectivity is inherent in the more general perceptions
of quality of life, but instead of being treated as a
deficiency, it should be considered part of the wealth of
this sort of information.
For example, the degree of satisfaction with their own
lives that people express through opinion polls can help
to identify the aspects of life that are of greater or lesser
importance to them. This has been studied extensively
by the new “Science of Happiness” (see Diener and
Diener, 2008; Graham, 2010; and van Praag and Ferrer-iCarbonell, 2008).
In the same way, when responses about satisfaction with
housing are compared to objective information about
housing characteristics, it is possible to deduce the aspects
of housing that are most important to respondents.
Similarly, when individuals’ responses about satisfaction
with their neighborhood are compared with information
about the state of the roads, the diversity of available
services, or levels of public safety, the relative importance
that individuals assign to each of these aspects of urban
life can be established.
The ambiguities of interpretation are very important and
can be very revealing in the case of opinions on public
policy. In Latin America, the majority of people have
favorable opinions about the education system, despite
the region’s modest educational attainment and the poor
academic performance of Latin Americans in international
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tests such as the PISA (Program for International
Student Assessment). When parents are asked about
the variables they take into account when judging the
quality of education their children receive, it is found
that traditional objective variables such as academic

performance of students on academic tests have little
importance. Taking a much different perspective, parents
appear to base their satisfaction in this area on whether
their children are safe at school and are treated with
respect. Similarly, the vast majority of Latin Americans

TABLE 2. CORRELATION AMONG OPINIONS, OBJECTIVE INDICATORS AND CULTURAL BIAS
Correlation with
cultural bias
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Correlation with objective indicators
Satisfaction with own life

Per capita GDP
Human Development Index

0.81
0.79

0.29

Satisfaction with the situation in the country

Per capita GDP
Human Development Index

0.59
0.60

0.44

Satisfaction with own standard of living

Per capita GDP
Annual economic growth rate

0.65
-0.30

0.51

Satisfaction with the economic situation in the country

Per capita GDP
Annual economic growth rate

0.22
0.13

0.59

Satisfactionwith own health

Life expectancy
Infant mortality rate

0.21
-0.16

0.39

Confidence in medical system

Life expectancy
Infant mortality rate

0.29
-0.28

0.60

Satisfaction with local education system

Years of schooling
Scores on PISA test

0.38
0.42

0.68

Satisfaction with own work

Unemployement rate

-0.26

0.36

Satisfaction with government policy on job creation

Unemployement rate

-0.44

0.66

Satisfaction with own housing

Coverage of basic servicesa

0.76

0.41

Availability of affordably priced good homes

Home ownership rateb

0.23

0.51

Subjetive Human Development Index-Individual

Human Development Index

0.55

0.63

Subjetive Human Development Index-Social

Human Development Index

0.41

0.73

Source: Authors´calculations based on Gallup (2006, 2007), World Bank (2007), and UNDP (2007). Countries are the unit of observation. Each correlation is
calculated for all countries in the world for which information is available.
aDrinkable water, electricity, fixed telephone line (Gallup, 2006, 2007).
bAvailable only for Latin America and Sub-Saharan Africa.
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As shown by these examples, the inconsistency of
individuals’ opinions with traditional objective indicators
is in itself a source of valuable information for identifying
the standards people use to judge their own situation
and overall social progress. Of course, those standards
differ across societies and over time, and to be successful
the measurement of social progress must take those
differences into account.
Perceptions are Subject to Biases of Self-Complacency
One of the constants of human behavior must be borne in
mind at all times: the marked tendency always to be more
critical of society than of one’s own situation.
When individuals assess different dimensions of the
quality of life, they tend to be more positive in regard
to their own conditions than they are in regard to their
country, city, or community. In some respects, the
differences are marked: whereas 83 percent of Latin
Americans express satisfaction with their work, only 35
percent believe that governments are doing enough to
“increase the number and quality of jobs available.”
The systematic differences registered in favor of one’s own
circumstances are present as much in the more general
aspects as in each of the more specific life dimensions.
This characteristic is not unique to Latin America: in all
world regions, people in general hold a higher average
opinion of their own personal situations than they do of
the situations of others in all aspects of life. In the words
of Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein, authors of Nudge,
“unrealistic optimism is a pervasive feature of human life;
it characterizes most people in most social categories”
(Thaler and Sunstein, 2008: p. 33).
Perceptions are Affected by Expectations and Aspirations
As might be expected, individuals belonging to higher
socioeconomic groups express more favorable perceptions
of all aspects of their personal living conditions. However,
perception curves are noticeably flat in comparison to
differences in income or consumption. Based on the 2006

and 2007 Gallup World Polls, in Latin American countries
the quintile of highest income earners in each country
receives an average of almost 57 percent of the country’s
total income, whereas the poorest quintile receives only
4 percent. Differences in perceptions between these
quintiles, however, are very slight: the highest quintile
rates its level of life satisfaction at 6.5 (on a 0–10 scale),
whereas the lowest quintile rates its life satisfaction at
5.0. Similarly, 79 percent of individuals in the quintile of
highest income earners in the country express satisfaction
with material living standards, compared to 57 percent of
those in the quintile of lowest income earners. The same
can be said for each of the more specific dimensions
of personal life, which implies that the lowest-earning
groups have a higher optimism bias than higher-earning
groups. What explains this seeming contradiction is
that—although higher levels of income are associated
with greater satisfaction in all important dimensions—
the relationship between income and satisfaction is
tempered by expectations and by the points of reference
whereby individuals compare themselves to one another.
In regard to perceptions of living conditions and policies
of the countries, the poor tend to have an opinion similar
or even more favorably than the rich, which is a real and
disturbing “paradox of aspirations.” For example, in Latin
America the lower quintiles express more confidence than
the higher ones in the medical system or the efforts of
governments to facilitate the creation of more and better
jobs. When the poor are more accurately distinguished
from the non-poor on the basis of income or access to
goods and services, the poor also have a more positive
view of poverty reduction policies. The differences are
not negligible, ranging from 7 to 9 percentage points.
Those differences may exist because government policies
are effectively pro-poor. Alternatively, this may occur
because of differences in information, the influence of
government or politicians on the opinions of the poor, lack
of information among the poor regarding the limitations
of social policies, or disagreement between the poor and
non-poor on the design and orientation of policies.
This divergence could also reflect different expectations
of what governments can or should do. The paradox of
aspirations is most evident in education policy. While an
overwhelming majority of those with only a few years
of education believe that most children in the country
receive a good education, virtually no one with complete
university education agrees with this statement (see
Figure 1).
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might feel content with their work, in spite of high levels
of employment informality and low levels of affiliation
with the social security system, because many people
place more value on their independence and flexibility
than on the potential benefits of a health insurance policy
or a pension plan.
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FIGURE 1. SATISFACTION WITH QUALITY OF PUBLIC EDUCATION

Perceptions are Strongly Influenced by Individual Factors
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In spite of great differences found between the richest and
poorest countries in the world across all life dimensions,
divergence of opinion on life dimensions is much greater
among individuals in a given country than among countries
of the world. This holds equally true for private life
dimensions as in collective life dimensions.
According to IDB (2008), based on Gallup World Poll data,
differences between the average values for countries
account for only approximately a third of all divergence
of opinion expressed by the world’s individuals in any
given dimension of the quality of life, whether private or
collective. For example, in a private dimension such as the
level of satisfaction with one’s own life, only 37.7 percent
of the variance is due to differences in average values
between one country and another. The rest is made up of
the differences among individuals within the same country.
In a collective dimension such as the overall situation in
one’s home country, nearly the same percentage (36.8
percent) is attributable to differences between countries.

It can thus be concluded that individuals’ perceptions of
both their own lives and the state of society are strongly
influenced by personal factors. The many individual
factors that influence perceptions include not only
ideological differences and interpretation of questions,
as noted above, but also differences in tastes and goals,
all of which may be associated with personality traits.
This represents less a deficiency than an aspect of the
richness of this type of information in measuring and
understanding social progress.
Perceptions may be Inconsistent with the Decisions of
Individuals and with the Predictions of Economic Theory
An unsettling aspect of perceptions is that they are often
internally inconsistent and may contradict decisions
made by individuals. Traditional economic theory is
based on the assumption that individuals are “rational”
in the sense that they make decisions in order to pursue
their own well-being in a coherent manner. According
to this approach, the behavior of individuals is sufficient
for deducing what advances their well-being (“revealed
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This approach assumes that, because individuals are
rational, their decisions must generally coincide with the
objective of improving their utility or quality of life. It
assumes that people’s decisions, rather than their opinions,
reveal what brings them well-being and what does not.
It is therefore unnecessary and may even be misleading,
to try to measure directly the well-being that individual’s
experience, or to attempt to compare the well-being of
some individuals with that of others. These conclusions,
however, are debatable. Using a different approach,
a growing school of psychologists and, more recently,
economists and political scientists has attempted to
determine individuals’ patterns of behavior of individuals
vis-à-vis their consumption decisions or their attitudes
toward risk. This school has also tried to measure, using
various methods, the sensations and perceptions of wellbeing, and it is exploring their relationship with individual
factors and with the economic, social, and cultural
conditions of individuals. This new approach, although
still lacking the elegance and conceptual coherence of the
theoretical apparatus of traditional microeconomic theory,
is opening new horizons for understanding such paradoxes
as “unhappy growth” or satisfaction amid poverty as the
result of a lack of aspirations.
Economists’ circumspection in regard to opinion surveys
is based not only on theoretical reasons but also on
biases in people’s opinions of their satisfaction vis-à vis
the different aspects of their own lives or the situations
of their countries, as well as on errors in measuring such
opinions. Survey results may be affected by respondents’

morale at the time the survey is conducted, or by the
phrasing or order of questions. These difficulties have
been reduced, however, by the development of improved
statistical and econometric methods. Additionally, a
growing number of surveys have yielded highly consistent
results for phenomena once considered impossible to
measure, such as happiness. The opinions people have
of their well-being tend to reflect accurately the positive
and negative sensations that they experience inwardly or
that they express physically. These opinions also match
those of close family members or friends in regard to the
individual’s well-being and are associated with physical
measures, such as high blood pressure or pulse rate.

3. IMPLICATIONS FOR MEASURING SOCIAL PROGRESS
The numerous limitations of subjective indicators are no
reason to dismiss them as valuable sources of information
for measuring social progress of societies. Nonetheless,
it is important to consider the implications of those
measurements and their use.
First, happiness or satisfaction cannot be considered the
objective of public policy or a summary measure of social
progress, even though reported satisfaction or happiness
provides the only comprehensive assessment of quality
of life that does not require the more or less arbitrary
mixing of several indicators. The availability and utility
of such indicators does not, however, mean that public
policy should be guided by the objective of maximizing
happiness or satisfaction with life, or that social progress
can be measured by the happiness of citizens. Many of the
most important aspects of life such as friendship, family
life or religious beliefs, do not do not lend themselves to
government interference (at least not in Latin American
societies). Moreover, individuals’ evaluations of their
own lives can be externally manipulated and are subject
to inconsistencies and contradictions. Evaluations are
additionally affected by cultural bias, complacency and
lack of aspirations, especially among individuals with
limited opportunities and education and those who are
socially isolated. For all these reasons, the measurement
of social progress is not aided by ranking countries
according to subjective variables or using changes over
time as a measure of progress. It is for those same
reasons that politicians and governments should try
to understand how perceptions are formed and how
they influence individuals’ attitudes and relationship
with institutions and public policy. People’s opinions
must further be understood in light of the extent to
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preferences” in economic jargon). Thus, if people work
more, this implies that the well-being they derive is greater
than that which they would have obtained through the
leisure they sacrificed. If individuals spend the income
received through this additional effort on luxury cars or
upscale clothing instead of on a larger or better-located
home, it is because they see the former as having greater
utility than the latter. It is deduced, in accordance with
traditional theory, that the higher the levels of income or
consumption of any individual are, the greater his or her
well-being will be, because of the increased options for
choosing what will produce greater satisfaction or utility
that the increased levels of income or consumption will
provide him or her. If all individuals increase their levels
of income or consumption, it is deduced that this group
of individuals will necessarily have greater utility, that is, a
better quality of life (i.e., the situation is “Pareto superior”
in the abstruse parlance of economists).
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which their well-being is shaped by circumstances they
cannot control, such as macroeconomic instability and
inequality, and by behaviors and outcomes that are
impossible to explain with a purely economic approach,
such as addictions or obesity.
Second, it is important to note that subjective indicators
are not limited to measuring happiness, satisfaction
with life or the feelings of individuals. The opinions of
individuals are a valid means for understanding aspects
of personal and national life that are considered relevant
to social progress, ranging from the level of material life,
education and health to social cohesion or the quality
of political processes and debate. However, subjective
indicators cannot be mixed directly with objective
indicators in an attempt to obtain summary measures of
quality of life and social progress, since opinions are not
a direct reflection of reality and are subject to biases of
various kinds (cultural, complacency and aspirations, to
mention only the most important).
Third, subjective indicators can bring to light issues not
captured by conventional forms of measurement. In
education, for example, traditional indicators of academic
performance and coverage can be complemented with
indicators of physical quality of schools and security
conditions in and around the campuses, as these issues
influence families’ decisions on their children’s education
and can be measured more or less objectively. While
other aspects of school life, such as the environment
of discipline, respect, tolerance and identity to which
students are exposed, may be more difficult to
measure fairly, they also should be taken into account
since they influence not only parents’ perceptions but
also academic performance and patterns of student
development. A more complete picture of the quality
of education can facilitate dialogue between parents,
school authorities and governments. The final section of
this document proposes a list of measurement priorities
in other policy areas.
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4. AREAS WITH POTENTIAL FOR IMMEDIATE RESEARCH
Given the state of knowledge on perceptions and their
relationship with objective indicators, the inclusion of
subjective indicators of social progress should pursue a
strategy with two components. The first is to concentrate
subjective data collection efforts in areas seen as having
the greatest potential to influence public policy. The
second component is to identify further research efforts

in promising areas that can improve the measurement
of perceptions and illuminate their relationship with
objective indicators. These two components can be
complemented by efforts to expand the collection
of objective information using knowledge about the
formation of perceptions, an issue not discussed here.
Priority Efforts in Collecting and Reporting Information

•

Satisfaction with life and its various dimensions.
The first priority in this area is to gather information
from a representative population sample on
life satisfaction and the main domains of life of
individuals and societies that are relevant to public
policy. Table 3 reproduces the text of the most
relevant questions included in the Gallup World Poll,
which could be used as a model for other surveys.
It would be desirable, however, to employ the 0-10
scale for all questions (done so far only in the general
domain) and refine the formulation of questions to
reinforce the parallelism in each domain between
the perceptions of individuals about themselves
and societies. The proposed set of questions
could be included in countries’ regular household
surveys covering employment status and income
variables, provided those surveys also included the
usual demographic questions (sex, age, education,
marital status, number of children) and some other
variables that appear in the empirical literature as
important determinants of satisfaction with life (e.g.,
friends, religious beliefs, access to basic services).
Alternatively, this set of questions could constitute a
separate survey (such as the Gallup World Poll).

•

Subjective Human Development Index. An attractive
and easy use of subjective information would be the
construction of a Subjective Human Development
Index. A precedent is available in the United Nations
Development Program’s Human Development Index
(HDI), possibly the world’s best known and most widely
disseminated quality of life index. The HDI combines
objective information on income, education and health
to measure, very simply, the development capacities
of a population. Applying an identical methodology
to subjective information in the same domains would
permit the construction of an Individual Subjective
Human Development Index and/or a Social Subjective
Human Development Index, depending on whether
available measures of satisfaction in the same three
domains cover individuals or society.
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TABLE 3. QUESTIONS ON SATISFACTION IN GALLUP WORLD POLL
Self-perceptions and perceptions
of inmediate surroundings

Perceptions of society and
other external circumstances

General

“Please imagine a staircase with the steps numbered from
zero to ten, where zero is the lowest step and ten the highest.
Suppose that the highest step represents the best possible life
for you and the lowest step represents the worst possible life for
you. On what step of the staircase do you presently see yourself?”

“Imagine a staircase with the steps numbered from zero to
ten, where zero is the lowest step and ten the highest. Suppose that the highest step represents the best possible situation for your country and the lowest step represents the worst
possible situation for you country. Please tell me the number
of the step where you believe your country at this time.”

Standard of living

“Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with your standard of living,
that is, with all the things you can buy and do?”

“¿Would you say that current economic conditions in your
country are good, or not?”

Health

“Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with your health?”

“Do you have confidence in the medical and health system of
your country?”

Education

No questions in this area

“In the city or area where you live, are you satisfied or
dissatisfied with the education system and the schools?”

Work

“Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with you work or job?”

“Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with efforts to increase the
number and quality of jobs in your country?”

Housing

“Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with your housing or the
place you currently live?”

“In the city or area where you live, are you satisfied or
dissatisfied with the availability of good homes at affordable
prices?”

Area

Source: Gallup (2006, 2007) World Poll questionnaire.

•

Health Conditions. A second priority for data
collection is the health status of the population
in general. The most widely used objective health
indicators are life expectancy, infant mortality
rates and causes of mortality. In contrast, only a
few countries collect information on morbidity or
prevalence of specific diseases. These objective
indicators can be supplemented at low cost with
proven tools, such as the EQ-5D or EQ-36D, which
generate profiles of health states using interviews
respectively consisting of 5 or 36 simple questions.
Box 1 reproduces the EQ-5D questionnaire used in
2007 by the Gallup World Poll in 19 Latin American
countries. Not surprisingly, health status is found to be
a determinant of subjective well-being, productivity
and the ability of individuals to function in society.
Using the valuation approach of satisfaction with life,
discussed below, this information makes it possible
to quantify not only the economic and productivity
losses but also the well-being losses associated with
different subjective states of health, therefore, thus
providing a more comprehensive basis for health
policy decisions.
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Figure 2 presents these two versions of the Subjective
Human Development Index and compares them with
the traditional HDI, thus determining how closely
perceptions match a country’s objective measures of
development. In line with previous observations in
this chapter, subjective HDIs do not accurately reflect
their objective counterpart, largely because the
former are strongly influenced by cultural differences
among countries. As usual, individuals’ perceptions
of their own situation are more positive than their
perceptions of society at large. Since the Subjective
HDI is based on individual perceptions, however,
sub-indices can be calculated for different segments
of the population. When this exercise is performed,
the gradient for the individual version of the HDIs is
normal overall but remarkably flat when underlying
income inequalities are considered. The social version
of the Subjective HDI, however, displays a negative
gradient, illustrating the “aspirations paradox”
whereby the poor have a more positive view of public
policy than do the rich. In this way, the Subjective
HDI makes it possible to identify the factors that
shape opinions on the quality of life; it also provides
a convenient way to disseminate this information
and stimulate debate on its interpretation and value.
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FIGURE 2 SUBJECTIVE AND OBJECTIVE HUMAN DEVELOPMENT INDICES

HOW SUBJECTIVE INDICATORS CAN HELP MEASURE SOCIAL PROGRESS

BOX 1. HEALTH PERCEPTIONS
The Gallup World Poll, 2007 asked about perceptions of health through the set of EQ-5D questions, which go verbatim as follows:
“I am going to ask you a few simple questions about your health TODAY. Please indicate which statements describe your own health Today:

•
•
•
•
•

MOBILITY (your ability to walk around; select only one): I have no problems in walking around / I have some problems in walking around / I am
confined to bed.
SELF CARE (ability to take care of yourself; select only one): I have no problems with self-care / I have some problems washing or dressing myself / I
am unable to wash or dress myself.
USUAL ACTIVITIES (work, study, housework, family, or leisure activities; select only one): I have no problems with performing my usual activities / I
have some problems performing my usual activities / I am unable to perform my usual activities.
PAIN/DISCOMFORT (select only one): I have no pain or discomfort / I have moderate pain or discomfort / I have extreme pain or discomfort.
ANXIETY/DEPRESSION (select only one): I am not anxious or depressed / I am moderate anxious or depressed / I am extremely anxious or depressed.

Using a scale from 0 to 10, in which the best condition you can imagine is represented by 10 and the worst state you can imagine is represented by 0, could
you tell me how good or bad your health is today?”.*

•

Quality of work. A third priority is to learn about
job quality. Traditional objective indicators of
informality, underemployment and participation in
various social security and well-being programs can
be supplemented with a set of up to 13 questions to
measure workers’ perceptions of workplace quality.
The set of questions (see Table 4) is drawn from
Gallup consulting studies of hundreds of companies
around the world; in those studies the dimensions
of work environment discussed in the questions
were found to affect companies’ performance
(Buckingham and Coffman, 1999). Several of these
dimensions also affect job satisfaction and income
(or productivity) at both the aggregate and individual
levels. Those dimensions markedly differ from formal
work conditions, which seem to have no influence on
either job satisfaction or productivity.3

Promising Areas for Research

•

Using life satisfaction to value assets that have
no market. Subjective information holds great
3

See Chaparro, Juan Camilo and Eduardo Lora (2010), “Killing Two

Birds with One Stone: Human Resource Management Practices that
Lead to Job Satisfaction and Productivity”, Research Department,
Inter-American Development Bank

potential for identifying variables that influence
the well-being of individuals. For example, IDB
(2008) found that Latin Americans’ satisfaction with
life depends on, among other variables, personal
income, marital status and employment, whether
they have friends to trust and whether religion is
important in their lives. The regression coefficients
found in these relationships can be used to “value”
those factors that affect satisfaction but have no
market. This valuation involves a simple calculation
of compensation for the well-being loss associated
with forgoing a component of life satisfaction. For
example, a typical Latin American woman values
her friendships at about 7.6 times her income.
Consequently, if a woman who receives an income
equivalent to US$163 per month (the average for
Mexico) ran out of friends, it would be necessary for
her monthly income to reach US$1,246 in order to
recover her previous level of satisfaction with life.
The same approach can be applied to other variables
that affect life satisfaction. In addition to friendships,
Figure 3 shows the valuations of other hypothetical
changes in the life of a Latin American woman, such
as losing her health, experiencing a divorce, losing
her religious beliefs, losing durable assets and losing
her job. In this context it should be noted that assets
and jobs have an effect on personal satisfaction
beyond their direct impact on wealth or income.
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* The Gallup survey adopted a 0-10 scale rather than the 0-100 scale used in the EQ-5D.
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TABLES 4. QUESTIONS TO MEASURE THE QUALITY OF THE WORK ENVIROMENT AS PERCEIVED BY WORKES
Overal Satisfaction. On a five-point scale where “5” is extremely satisfied
and “1” is extremely dissatisfied how much satisfied are you with your
workplace?
5. Extremely satisfied
4. Satisfied
3. Average
2. Dissatisfied
1. Extremely dissatisfied
On a five-point scale where “5” is I strongly agree and “1” is I strongly
disagree. How much do you agree with the following phrases?
I know what is expected from me at work
5. I strongly agree
4. I agree
3. I don’t agree nor disagree
2. I disagree
1. I strongly disagree
I have the materials and equipment needed to do my job well
5. I strongly agree
4. I agree
3. I don’t agree nor disagree
2. I disagree
1. I strongly disagree
At work I have the opportunity to do my best every day
5. I strongly agree
4. I agree
3. I don’t agree nor disagree
2. I disagree
1. I strongly disagree

In my workplace my opinions seem to count
5. I strongly agree
4. I agree
3. I don’t agree nor disagree
2. I disagree
1. I strongly disagree
The mission/purpose of the place I work for makes me feel that my
job is important
5. I strongly agree
4. I agree
3. I don’t agree nor disagree
2. I disagree
1. I strongly disagree
My colleagues are committed to quality work
5. I strongly agree
4. I agree
3. I don’t agree nor disagree
2. I disagree
1. I strongly disagree
I have a best friend at work
5. I strongly agree
4. I agree
3. I don’t agree nor disagree
2. I disagree
1. I strongly disagree

In the last seven days I have been recognized or praised by my
good work
5. I strongly agree
4. I agree
3. I don’t agree nor disagree
2. I disagree
1. I strongly disagree

In the last six months someone at work talked to me about my
progress
5. I strongly agree
4. I agree
3. I don’t agree nor disagree
2. I disagree
1. I strongly disagree

My supervisor, or someone at work, seems to care about me as a
person
5. I strongly agree
4. I agree
3. I don’t agree nor disagree
2. I disagree
1. I strongly disagree

In the last year I have had opportunities to learn and grow at work
5. I strongly agree
4. I agree
3. I don’t agree nor disagree
2. I disagree
1. I strongly disagree

Source: Gallup
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There is someone at work who encourages my development
5. I strongly agree
4. I agree
3. I don’t agree nor disagree
2. I disagree
1. I strongly disagree
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Life satisfaction indicators are particularly useful in
assessing the health status of the population. An
important finding in this matter is that some health
states that receive little attention, like anxiety, can
represent subjective well-being losses equivalent to
2.7 times income if it is moderate or 13.5 times income
if it is intense. As 16.8 percent of Latin America’s
population suffers from moderate anxiety—and 2.6
percent experience severe distress—this condition
deserves priority attention to improve quality of life
in the region (Graham et al., 2011).
Life satisfaction indicators are also very useful in
evaluating public goods such as urban infrastructure,
safety or quality of urban public transportation, as
discussed immediately below.

•

Methods for monitoring the quality of urban life. An
area of applied research with great potential, based
(partly) on subjective information, is monitoring
quality of life in cities. In many countries worldwide
there already exist quality of life monitoring systems;
these include the Eurostat Urban Audit, the Quality
of Life Report of the Cities of New Zealand and the
growing Cómo Vamos (How are we doing?) program
in Colombian cities. The main shortcomings of these
systems, however, are the lack of interconnection
between objective and subjective information and
the inclusion of many issues without clear criteria
for aggregation.
Moreover, the search for a universal set of indicators
offering viable comparisons between cities at the
national or international level is not very promising
due to the enormous differences in geographical,
economic and socio-cultural factors, and because
many aspects of quality of urban life are qualitative in
nature. One possible solution is to use participatory
approaches to elicit residents’ degree of concern
regarding various dimensions or their relative
importance. Another possible solution, however,
applies statistical methods to both objective and
subjective information (housing market prices
and individuals’ life satisfaction, respectively) to

determine the relative importance of various aspects
of life in a given city.
A city’s housing rental or sales prices represent
a synthesis of how the market values a range of
characteristics or attributes pertaining not only
to the dwelling itself but also the neighborhood
in which it is located. Housing prices therefore
provide a valuable summary measure of the quality
of urban life, provided that such prices reflect all
the characteristics of a city that affect well-being.
The relationship between housing prices and
neighborhood characteristics can be established by
statistically analyzing the correlation between those
prices and characteristics ranging from the condition
of sidewalks and transportation facilities to the
environment of safety and trust among neighbors.
This is the so-called hedonic pricing approach, which
can be used to build indexes of quality of life for
neighborhoods and calculate various public goods’
contributions to home values.
Of course, housing prices do not reflect all of the
neighborhood characteristics that matter to people.
This is where life satisfaction measurement comes
into play, recognizing that housing and city of
residence are only two components of well-being.
This wider perspective can additionally deduce the
value of various public goods from the perspective of
individuals’ well-being.
Lora et al (2009) reports the results of pilot case
studies. The volume additionally discusses in more
detail how to carry out such research and how to
implement a system for monitoring the quality of
urban life that is easy to operate and affordable, based
on solid conceptual foundations. Such a system,
the ideal of many scholars and observers of urban
problems, may soon become a reality. An effective
monitoring system should allow local governments,
analysts of urban issues and communities to engage
in an informed debate on cities’ problems and how
to solve them. The proposed system can answer
specific questions such as what areas of a city
and what population groups are most affected by
various problems and could most benefit from their
solutions. It also helps to establish which public goods
can be financed through property taxes and what
kind of implicit transfers between neighborhoods
and between social groups occur as a result of the
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The result for employment is of particular interest
because it indicates that, contrary to traditional
economic theory but in keeping with common sense,
work represents a source of personal fulfillment
rather than a necessary evil.
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FIGURE 3. AMOUNT OF INCOME NEEDED TO MAINTAIN INDIVIDUAL’S INITIAL LEVEL OF SATISFACTION
WHEN FACED WITH CHANGE

provision and financing of public goods and how they
are financed.
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The proposed monitoring system can therefore be
used regularly to measure the progress of the city
and neighborhood. It is additionally important to
note that the method allows comparison of quality
of life in different cities, and therefore cannot
provide rankings of cities, and it assumes that
people in different cities place different values on
various aspects of urban life. Although the proposed
method does not allow comparisons between
cities, it does allow comparison of problems within

a city. This makes it possible to obtain a ranking of
those problems’ importance from the perspective
of the market and according to the perceptions of
individuals and social groups. As proposed here, the
main data collection effort required to establish a
quality of life monitoring system should take place
during the initial stage of assembly rather than
during regular operation. The value of a monitoring
system lies not in trying to cover all sorts of topics,
but in covering the key points based on a careful
examination of the determinants of housing prices
and individuals’ satisfaction with life or with the city
where they live.

HOW SUBJECTIVE INDICATORS CAN HELP MEASURE SOCIAL PROGRESS
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Eduardo Wills
The challenge to collectively construct
and measure social well-being

1. Introduction

I will start by stating that development is a multidimensional
concept. The economic or materialistic facet of it has
dominated the literature on development. I consider
that it is not the only dimension that matters to citizens.
An exaggerated emphasis on the economic dimension
of development and its associated way of thinking that
privileges the fulfillment of individual interest over all
other values is probably causing the important crisis we
see today at the financial, social and environmental arena.
To redefine development it is necessary to start saying that
there are limits to economic growth, to over-consumption
and to individualism seen as opportunism. The depletion
of natural resources must be stopped. Social injustice
has to be reversed. It is necessary to change the existing

paradigms about progress. New ways and visions of seeing
things from a humanistic perspective are necessary. We
must start considering what matters more to people in
their daily lives.
I propose to understand development as a process of
change where each individual is an agent that participates
in a social construction of development by public
deliberation. For achieving this it is necessary that each
individual becomes an agent of her own development.
That means that the person has the freedom to choose
from the best alternatives and opportunities that are
present in the environment and that can be used to fulfill
her live vision. Development is a social process in which
each individual participates with his personal objectives
and expectations. He is constricted and encouraged by the
social structure in which he lives. But the individual has
the power and capacity to change the social structure by
participating in public deliberation to construct with their
peers a collective sense of what matters more for society.
Arenas for deliberation occur preferably at the local levels
where citizens can come into contact to hear and discuss
the preferences of their neighbors. Representatives of
institutions and organizations shall also participate and
come into dialogue in this deliberative process. The
ends and means of development have to be collectively
defined. It is necessary to discuss the meanings of what
each individual or group considers as a life well lived. In
this process of definition and change, individuals must
confront their deepest values and attitudes and if it is the
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To measure the progress or development of societies
is a complex and difficult matter. For me, progress as a
concept is not a good approach for development since
progress entails in its ontology, to maintain things as
they are, to privilege the statue-quo of societies. This is
a situation particularly critical for Latin-American societies
where inequality in the income distribution, social conflict,
violence, exclusion and poverty affect the majority of their
population. Current crisis are associated to the model
of economic progress that has been followed in the last
decades and these crisis are signaling that the way of
thinking and acting associated to self-interest, egoism and
individualism must be reversed and that alternatives to
the statue-quo must be sought.
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case, change them, consequently making this a cultural
change process as well.
I prefer to see development as a process of change that
is constructed by social, political and institutional actors.
The role of institutional entrepreneurs, those persons who
can propose new rules of the game or change the existing
ones is crucial. Change, seen as a process, does not imply
to achieve more material good as measured by GDP, but
to create those conditions that allow all the citizens of a
particular nation to live the life each person desires and
deserves. They need to have enough liberty to choose
those alternatives that satisfy most the feelings of wellbeing each person posses. In this process it is discovered
that for individuals, non-material values are also significant
for their well-being and development.
I propose in this brief essay to center our attention in the
discussion about the concept of subjective well-being
(SWB), as a concept that can guide the achievement of the
desired ends of the development of societies. I propose
that there is the need to establish a new approach
that discusses and integrates philosophical, ethical,
institutional, sociological, psychological and economical
perspectives in an interdisciplinary vision to measure
societies’ development.

2. A pertinent concept to measure development:
subjective well-being
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What is SWB? Essentially, it is a subjective evaluation of
how each person feels and evaluates his/her satisfaction
with life as a whole. It requires that each person fulfills
the minimum material conditions of life so that from there
on, each individual can strive to obtain the maximum
satisfaction with his life including different domains such
as health, security and spirituality. Each individual can
freely develop positive experiences in life (“feel satisfied
with life”) if he/she develops the appropriate capabilities
and skills to function well in society (at the city, country or
local community of residence). The level of SWB will be
conditioned by structural aspects of the society in which
the individual lives and by the quality of the institutions
that influence the possible courses of action.
It is important to highlight that there has been a significant
advance in the scientific literature about the discussion,
delimitation and understanding of the concept of
subjective well-being during the last years. Research
is currently being published in some of the following

journals: Journal of Happiness Studies, Social Indicators
Research and Applied Research in Quality. More basic and
applied research is necessary in order to solve the diverse
dilemmas that exist within this concept.
For instance, it is important to have a measurement of
development according to the economic perspective.
However, it is clear that this is not the only approach. GDP
as a measure of development has limitations because it
does not value appropriately non-material values that
people consider high for their well-being (See for instance
the criticism to economic approach by the National
Accounts of Well-Being produced by the New Economics
Foundation and the Stiglitz Commission Report designated
by President Sarkozy, Diener, 2006). Therefore it becomes
necessary to include the people’s feeling and thinking
about their well-being in a new measure. (. In this regard
not only theoretical considerations are important. What
people feel directly about their own development is also
important to be taken into account.
I agree with the idea of human development which
considers that change processes shall have a focus on the
human beings senses and necessities. A concept originally
introduced by Sen (1999), it proposes, as opposed to
approaches based on the economic concept of utility,
to consider the concept of well-being in terms of the
individuals’ abilities and capabilities to conduct valuable
acts in order to reach valuable well-being conditions. The
capabilities of a person will reflect the possible combinations
of his functionings (what a person can be or what he can
do). Each person is able to develop his/her own life plan,
understanding development as a progressive extension of
her freedoms. Sen (1999) explains that quality of life is not
only the result of what a person can reach during his/her
life but also the result of the opportunities and different
life alternatives that he/she is able to choose from the
environment. In this sense there are four basic concepts
enshrining the concept of well-being: i) achievements, ii)
freedom to reach well-being, iii) agency achievements, and
iv) freedom to exercise individual’s agency.
My approach towards understanding development
processes has been influenced by my experience in
formulating and executing public policies regarding
development in conflictive rural areas of Colombia. Some
years ago I had the opportunity to manage the National
Plan of Rehabilitation (PNR) in Colombia, a plan designed
to achieve social inclusion and reconciliation in the regions
with more social conflict in the country (Wills, 1989).
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Rapidly, through dialogue and deliberation with the
community where people were directly asked about what
was their biggest need, it was found that the satisfaction
of material needs was important, but that the inhabitants
expected foremost to be respected by the State, they
expected being treated with dignity and to be recognized
as valid speakers, as citizens in relation to the State. They
wanted to be listened to, to be recognized as people able
to generate autonomous changes, to be recognized as
autonomous agents who maintained their fighting spirit
and their ability to overcome environmental adverse
conditions. These adverse conditions existed particularly
in rural areas, where colonization processes occur. They
wanted to keep their identity and to receive training to
create capabilities for their own change. When we asked
about their idea of how progress or development should
be understood and measured by indicators, we found
out that they stressed their plans for a good life and the
capacity to be autonomous and choose with freedom
about their alternatives. The current development
theories at the time, that stressed material gains, did not
include such ideas.
It became clear the need to re-conceptualize the sense of
development and try to understand bottom-up processes
that occurred (Brief et al., 1993), asking directly to the
people about what they thought and felt about how
they lived their lives. That is to say to have an idea about
the individuals and groups’ feelings, their subjective
perceptions concerning their level of satisfaction with life
in general. Self-esteem, self-efficacy, the generation of

capabilities, autonomy, and social inclusion appeared as
important new concepts to add to the multidimensionality
of development. Concepts and definitions that come from
the social-psychology literature including resilience seem
important to be incorporated to the economic perspectives.

3. Subjective well-being as a proposal
The good life of each individual as an essential dimension of
development invokes the notion of well-being. To include
perspectives of well-being on development highlights the
fact that it is mainly a subjective dimension. Each individual
is able to experience and feel well-being. This subjective
level of well-being shall in turn be discussed with other
members of the community in order to build socially, which
are the facets and dimensions of satisfaction with life that
matters most for the majority of people. Increasing the
level of subjective well-being may constitute in turn the
ultimate and most important purpose of any development
process. Each person must have freedom to decide
which the best or more convenient lifestyle for her/him
is. Accordingly, each person will develop the capabilities,
functionings, responsibilities (Wills, 2007) and power
required to reach the vision of a good life. According to
this concept of development, individuals’ subjective
evaluations of what a good life constitutes, acquires a
special relevance. Under this perspective, the concept
of well-being combines objective conditions as well as
subjective perceptions and evaluations.
Subjectively, each person develops feelings of fulfillment,
satisfaction and meaning. How a person lives (for example,
his level of satisfaction with health and security), what a
person does (as part of his/her occupations and the different
levels of commitment whit what he/she does), and how
the person performs (his/her capabilities) are aspects that
acquire a special preponderance to measure well-being.
But the point is not only to maximize individual values or
purposes. It is necessary that individual well-being can
be translated into social well-being. Individual well-being
cannot be pursued at others’ expense. At the same time
it is necessary to develop social mechanisms that are
able to aggregate the individual level of well-being into
social well-being. Each individual in society lives under a
particular social structure and under particular institutions.
These structures and institutions influence how a person
lives and acts. These structures have also the power to
empower or restrict the level of individual well-being.
It is important to recognize that as individuals we are
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The purpose of this plan was to implement regional and
local plans of development made on a participative basis,
that is to say that the content, goals and processes of
the plan were directly discussed with the communities
at the local level. The plan included those regions where
the State had not had an effective presence, due to lack
of integration to the national market. These areas were
very poor as compared to national standards and it was
possible to identify processes of exclusion from a social,
regional and economical basis. The plan was formulated
with the participation of individuals and communities
using a top-down approach. Rapidly it was discovered that
what experts thought of proper goals for development did
not coincide with what people thought. Experts thought
that the first and most essential priority for these persons
and communities was the satisfaction of population’s
basic needs through material projects improving housing,
infrastructure, access to public services, schools, and so on.
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embedded into social structures that are able to empower
or limit us (Grannoveter, 1983). The level of well-being that
can be reached will depend on the quality of the current
institutions in each society together with the capacity
and freedom of each agent to achieve her ideal of a life
well lived. In this process, the ability that each individual
or groups develops to start, maintain and empower the
processes of change is crucial. In other words, the process
of change must allow individuals to be agents of their own
development. Each person can identify different paths
to reach such goals. In this way, development can be
understood as a learning and social construction process,
constructed with others and performed with others.
Looking at development from a public policy point of view,
it is possible to state that one of the main challenges is to
create a multidimensional scale that takes into consideration
the economical, psychological, sociological, political and
cultural aspects affecting the level of subjective well-being.
I consider important to assess well-being directly from
people, not through the opinion of experts or elites that
concentrate the power of making decisions.
3.1 Subjective Well-being. From the Individual and from
the Social Point of View
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Public policy shall be designed to help the poorest people
of our countries, in a way they can develop and reinforce
their sense of self-efficiency, hope, and resilience. This is
important to create conditions that help them to overcome
daily adverse environmental conditions. It is necessary to
provide them with the minimum material conditions, to
be in a better position to take charge of their life, become
autonomous agents and start change processes which
allow them to overcome their current adverse conditions
and increase their level of SWB. The state and society must
in turn implement structural and institutional reforms to
guarantee more just societies. It is desirable that persons
and groups become autonomous agents while, at the same
time, they can decide regarding their life plans, either they
are conventional or not.
The purpose of public policy should be to strengthen
individual capabilities of agents that can believe they are
able to achieve what they decide (self-efficiency); establish
goals that go beyond conformism with their adverse
situations, and have the capabilities and performances to
achieve such goals. They also have to find a sense in what
they do, have social relations of high quality to support
their daily life. In this sense, we need to understand the

role of social networks to build high quality relationships
is very important.
Feeling well-being does not only belong to the private
sphere of individuals. Individuals are embedded
(Granoveter, 1983) in a social structure, in communities
which can empower or restrict them. These societies
and communities are created by the same individual
acting together with others (Keyes, 1998). Therefore,
the measure that indicates how integrated an individual
is with his/her community is very important. Also we
have to establish the benefits that generate from this
association, from acting within the community, belonging
to social networks, in other words, the benefits of forming
a social capital.
Society shall permit the expression of the values and life
styles that each individual intends. For this reason social
acceptance is a fundamental part of well-being. Those
who develop social acceptance trust others more; they
consider that others are capable of respecting them
and that it is possible to work as a community towards
common goals.
Using the concept of satisfaction with life is not enough.
Achieving satisfaction requires comparing expectations
or goals with the interest to reach them. The feeling of
flowing, when time passes without perceiving it for a
person occupied in something, is an important element
to consider. Self realization (Deci & Ryan, 2000) requires
that the need of autonomy, competency and relations of
an individual or groups can be fulfilled.
3.2 Subjective Well-Being: Not Only Pleasure
There is a current discussion in the literature about the
philosophical groundings of SWB. There is an important
stream that locates it in relation to hedonic feelings.
I consider that it does not only denote pleasure but
particularly it considers the feelings of satisfaction within
different domains of the life circumstances of a person.
Additionally it also includes performances and capabilities
of individuals (Sen, 1983).
Some authors state that happiness basically consists of
experiencing pleasure. For example, the hedonist school
mainly establishes that well-being is both pleasure and
happiness (Kahneman et al., 1999). Diener (1984) is
the researcher who originally proposed the concept of
subjective well-being consisting of three main components:
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i) satisfaction with life, ii) a positive state of mind and iii)
the absence of negative states of mind and emotions.

with their deep values and convictions and when they are
totally committed in their fulfillment.

Other researchers propose that subjective well-being is
basically derived from expectations to reach important goals.
Other researches link the concept with the main values of a
person. Other schools of thinking relate well-being to virtue
and others finally, to contemplation, intellectual exercise
and the correct use of reason. Regarding the last one, I
connect the concept of subjective well-being under the
concept of “eudaimonia” which proposes that an individual
is and acts according to his/her own spirit (“demon”). The
Aristotelic vision of eudaimonia, also defined as flourishing,
proposes that happiness is part of a virtuous or ethical
vision of life. For Aristotle, the ultimate purpose that must
guide human actions is the search of happiness. But we are
not talking about a transitory happiness consisting only of
feeling momentary pleasure. According to Aristotle, in order
to define happiness exactly, we must understand human
nature first with all its complexity. Acting according to
reasoning is acting in a virtuous way. Aristotle understands
happiness as the exercise of the faculties of the soul in
accordance with excellence. This judgment shall persist
throughout life. We are not talking about momentary
feelings of pleasure. The search of the ultimate purpose
of happiness must have practical implications in the way
of living. Happiness is expressed in the concrete world,
not in the world of ideas as Plato proposed. Under this
perspective, a good life consists of living life in a virtuous
way. And exercising virtue does not consist of following preestablished rules or laws, but it means acting in a virtuous
way in different circumstances, at the right moment with
the right persons and in a right way. Eudaimonia, also
understood as blossoming or personal growth, is the action
of living well, living in a virtuous way. Virtues can only be
developed freely, not under coercion; this is an important
similarity with Sen’s thinking. The search for wealth and
honors becomes a mean to reach eudaimonia’s which is
the ultimate purpose, to know how to live well. Virtuous
persons will have a higher capacity to solve misfortunes or
disgraces. In this last approach, the works and research of
social psychologists stand out: Deci and Ryan (2000), with
their theory about persons’ self-determination, Ryff (1989)
with her research work about psychological well-being, and
Keyes (1998) who proposes to measure well-being socially.
Another important author is Waterman (1993), who has
developed the notion of eudaimonia looking for what
is transcendent and spiritual in each person. Waterman
(1993) states that eudaimonia achievement is possible in
individuals when the activities they carry out are consistent

4. Proposal of variables and indicators
It is necessary to develop and validate new measures. An
interesting proposal has been the development of the
International well-being index which has been validated
in more than thirty countries (Cummins et al, 2003).
A research that is still in its exploratory phase should
increase the theoretical and methodological spectrum
to include new variables and indicators to complement
the satisfaction with life scale as a whole developed by
Diener and his team (Diener & Seligman, 2004)a s well
as the International Well-being Index (Cummins et al,
2003). I propose to include new variables and indicators
in an exploratory research based in the work developed
by Huppert, Marks, Clark, Siegrist, Stutzer, Vitterso (2009)
in their proposal for the personal and social module of the
European Social Service Wave 3 Questionnaire and from
my own research (Wills, 2009, Wills et al., 2009).

Deci and Ryan (2000) propose the concept of selfdetermination to include willpower, stating that there is
a capacity to motivate, guide, and advice oneself through
actions at the highest level of reflection and participate in
actions with a full sense of freedom and election. That is
to say, it is possible to start from the principle that persons
have innate tendencies towards their own growth and wellbeing, and that they are willing to actively face the risks of
their environment in order to integrate these experiences
within a consistent notion of their own being. At the same
time, Ryff (1989) works from a perspective of eudaimonia
in his notion of psychological well-being which includes
six items: i) autonomy, ii) control over the environment,
iii) personal growth, iv) positive interpersonal relations,
v) purpose in life, and vi) self-acceptance. Keyes (1998)
proposes that the notion of well-being does not have to
be understood from an individual perspective exclusively,
but social variables and interpersonal relations are the
ones that have more importance to explain it. This way,
the author proposes to incorporate notions such as social
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SWB is conceived as a multidimensional measurement
integrating objective conditions of the environment as
well as feelings, perceptions and attitudes. We already
have enough information about the material conditions
which can support the well-being of persons, but we do
not know enough about how citizens experience and feel
their life at the individual and social levels.
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integration, social consistency, social contribution, social
acceptance and social growth.
Summarizing, it is necessary to conduct a deeper research
about the consolidation of reliable multidimensional
variables able to complement the global indicator of
satisfaction with life that up to this day has been mostly
used. It is true that material conditions can explain an
important part of the variation in the subjective wellbeing of persons, but it has been demonstrated as well
that intentional activities that we develop as individuals,
in other words, the way we function in our daily life, are
variables which need to be taken into consideration.
The proposal consist of creating an internationally valid
and inter temporarily multidimensional index, such as it
has been done to measure poverty (Oxford Poverty and
Human Development Initiative), in order to measure
the progress of societies, not under negative terms but
according to a positive perspective of capabilities. Its
construction includes psychosocial variables of groups
and individuals, the vitality of the community’s life, safety
indicators. The challenge is to incorporate new variables
in a multidimensional scale. Science advances step by
step. With methodological rigor it is possible to construct
valid measures. A lot of research work is still necessary to
validate such index. But right now is the moment to start
doing it.
Some of the dimensions that are proposed to be included
are as follows:
The perception that each person has about how she/he is
performing, how much control she/he has over her/his life
activities, the level of sense they perceive concerning their
activities, if these are significant and able to transcend, are
very important to create the sense of well-being.
Another important dimension is the need to be related to
others, to feel able as a person to function properly and
the sense of autonomy and control over one’s own life.
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The notion of quality of work is as important as the
measurement of the equilibrium existing between time
spent at work and other activities, as well the conflicts
arising around these matters.
It is also relevant to include the dimension of subjective
safety as an important variable to take into account. This
variable can be part of the human safety dimension and

it is divided as well in perceptions about personal safety,
political safety, safety in the community, and economic
safety. (Wills et al., 2010).
The contribution of each one of these factors varies
according to the country and culture; therefore it is
also important to take into consideration intercultural
variables.
In an exploratory study and following the proposal
for the European Social Survey subjective well-being
module (Hupert et al., 2009), I propose below some of
the indicators that have to be incorporated to build the
multidimensional index of subjective well-being. I propose
five dimensions (personal perceptions and feelings,
performance, safety perceptions, social networks and the
quality of social relations, transcendence):
1. Personal Perceptions and Feelings

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

I assume a positive attitude towards myself (Selfesteem. Rosenberg Scale, 1965)
How satisfied are you with your life in general?
(Diener, Life Satisfaction scale)
How satisfied are you with your life standard?
(Cummins, PWI, 1997)
What is your sense of confidence in your community?
How satisfied are you with the balance between your
work and the rest of your activities?
Only a few times I have the time to carry out the
activities that interest me the most in my daily life
How satisfied are you with your work? (work
satisfaction)
How often do you find your job gratifying?

2. Performances

•
•
•
•
•
•

I feel free to decide how to live my life (Deci & Ryan,
autonomy)
I do not have too many opportunities in my daily life
to show how able I am to get things done (Deci &
Ryan, competency scale)
Every day I have a feeling that I was able to reach my
goals with what I am doing (Deci & Ryan)
How absorbed do you feel with your activities during
your free time?
When I face adverse conditions in life, I overcome
them easily (resilience)
When things go bad in my life, it takes me a long time
to go back to normality
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•
•

I have plans and purposes in my life
I feel that what I do is valuable almost always

3. Perceptions of Safety (Wills et al., 2010)

•
•
•
•
•
•

People are afraid for their life in this municipality
I feel that it is safe to leave my children at home at
night in this municipality
I feel safe participating in political activities
I feel safe participating in my community
In this municipality people can associate with each
other to develop productive activities
In this municipality I have been persecuted due to
certain political or religious beliefs

4. Social Networks and Relations

•
•

There is no group to which I can feel I belong to
(Keyes, anomy)
There are several persons in my life that really worry
about me (Deci & Ryan, feeling that person is taken
into account)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

When I face difficulties I feel that my family or close
group support me
I fully enjoy the time I spend with my close group or
family
I feel that people mutually support each other in my
community
In my community, how often do I find somebody who
supports me or helps me when I am in trouble?
I feel that the members of my close group treat me
with respect
I feel that the members of my close group are fair
regarding my requests
I voluntarily affiliate to associations in order to carry
out work favoring the community
I try to provide practical help or support to persons in
my community or neighborhood
I share information and support with other members
of my community

5. Transcendence and Spirituality ( Ryff, 1989, Wills, 2009)

•

How satisfied do I feel with my religion or spirituality?
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Antonio Elizalde
PROGRESS FOR THE XXI CENTURY:
CONCEPTS, INDICATORS AND PUBLIC POLICY

1. Poverty and equity = inclusion
The main dilemma facing modern societies is the exclusioninclusion dilemma. Depending on which side we are located
in the tension, it completely reconfigures the imagery of
human needs in terms of the priorities that emerge there.
To critically review in reference to the paradigm of human
rights and from the demand for inclusion of those for
whom these rights are just fine words but not facts, one
by one, every fundamental human need, institutions and
policies of integration and its potential for empowerment
of the excluded, is an essential task to perform.
It is essential to gain insight into the effects of these two
evils and in what areas you can see its consequences,
which parts of our society are the most damaged and
which individuals are most affected. Which values are
necessary to combat the situation and what is the role of
each one of them? I am convinced that both poverty and
exclusion are not problems that only affect people who
suffer, but they are key issues for improving the welfare
of society as a whole, since we cannot forget that the
exclusion is fed from our cultural imagination for our own
lifestyles. Gilles Lipovestky, in his latest book published in

Spanish La felicidad paradójica. Ensayo sobre la sociedad
de hiperconsumo (The paradoxical happiness. Essay on the
overconsumption society), states the following:
On the one hand, the youth from the poor neighborhoods
of large cities assimilate mass standards and consumer
values. At the same time, the precarious life of poverty
prevents them from participating fully in the activities
of consumer and commercial amusements. This
contradiction arises with force a stream of feelings of
exclusion and frustration, together with criminal type
behavior. Since they do not know more than academic
failure and the precariousness, the youth in “problem
neighborhoods” are neglectful of work, tend to justify
the petty crime, robbery and “tinkering” as easy way
to get cash resources and participate in the dominant
lifestyle that the media bombard us with every day.
Why alienate his life and freedom with a job that
brings so little? Neglecting the working conditions
and workplace culture, rejecting the politics and trade
unionism, the “marginalized” youth build their identity
around consumption and “pasta”, around street smarts
and fiddle ... the urban youth claim crime as a way of
normal life in a world perceived as a jungle in which they
cannot live “like everyone else” (Lipovestky 2007: 184).
The mass media through their contests
[...] They make us dream of a rich life, films and soap
operas portray the lifestyles of the middle classes.
How is it possible that this over exposure to images of
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The progress of the XXI century will require us to
harmonically combine several dimensions, demands
and requirements installed and / or to be installed in the
collective imagination of mankind. I will outline those
that to my understanding are most crucial and necessary
to consider.

THE MEASUREMENT OF PROGRESS AND WELL-BEING . PROPOSALS FROM LATIN AMERICA
happy money and consumption does not increase the
discomfort of the excluded, not exasperate the desires
and frustrations of young people with fewer resources?
What encourages real violence is not so much the
landslide of violent images as the difference between
reality and what is speculation as an ideal model, the
gap between the consumer appeal of the real cost of it.
(Lipovestky 2007: 186)
We can therefore argue that poverty is rooted in social
exclusion generated by societies like ours, where it suits
them well the neologism coined by Alguacil and others
(2000: 19) from “excluding” societies. The opposite of
exclusion is inclusion, the tie-up, the relationship, but this
could be done even without the participation of those who
are seeking to include, i.e. from a passive, purely receptive
attitude and without a change of mental and emotional
residence of those likely to be beneficiaries of inclusive
politics. From that point on we then have need for an
antidote to neutralize the practices of the policy to fight
poverty, functional and bureaucratic tendencies which
may give rise to a lack of real solidarity; on the other hand
we should make way for justice according to each human
being, leading effectively to those who are now excluded
by their poverty to full citizenship status that give them the
real and effective exercise of their human rights.
This antidote is the democratic character of socially
constructed relations and requires, as a necessary but not
sufficient condition, the participation of those involved in
the operation of any public policy.
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In societies like ours, organized around the idea of
contract in any of the social spheres, the poor, the truly
different in each one of them, is that who has nothing
interesting to offer in return and therefore has no
real ability to hire”. Indeed, the key to understanding
the phobia against poor people is that in most areas
of social life there are those who have power to pact
and there are those who do not, some people have
something that can appeal to the powerful and others
do not have anything that could be interesting to
them. The result is that the áporoi, the poor, are those
excluded from trade, the ones which are not taken into
consideration because they lack, even temporarily, in
exchange capacity “ (Martínez, 2002: 20).
The fight against poverty and inequality must become one
of the pillars of our culture and our democracy, because
after all it is but one aspect of the fight against injustice.

Any public performance always passes through the filter of
their distributional effects. The inequality, however, is not
a one-dimensional, but has a distinctly multidimensional
and interdisciplinary character. It can be treated as income
and wealth inequality, but also as gender inequality, age,
social class, ethnicity or nationality. A large number of
policy measures are directly aimed at reducing poverty
and inequality or to prevent them, either through public
production (education or health policy) or public funding,
both from the standpoint of expense (income maintenance
programs: unemployment insurance, retirement benefit,
etc.) and the income (personal income tax).

2. Sustainability
The central question to ask about sustainability is: how to
keep (preserve) through time those things and entities,
whether tangible or intangible, which we consider
valuable? By expanding the notion of sustainability in
the above sense, flows from this expanded notion, the
existence of several dimensions of sustainability.
Eco-environmental sustainability that has to do with
nature and the built and / or modified environment by
human intervention. The essential question to be asked
here is how much of it is natural and how much is artificial,
this question is not only related to the environment that
surrounds us and allows us to live, but also to the socalled human nature. Pressing questions in the near future
are: How much nature, after a few generations, will be
unleashed once we accommodate the dynamics of our
genetic makeup? What is the degree of prosthesis built
which will continue to consider “human” a smart living
being? How necessary is the preservation of our planet
“Mother Earth”, after opening the stage for the conquest
of the galaxy? How to preserve biodiversity and especially
the evolutionary potential of those forms of life are not
“profitable” in the short term?
Cultural sustainability is related to cultural identity and
language systems. This dimension has several themes to
be questioned. How important is a language to preserve a
cultural identity? Can varied cultural identities coexist in a
world that is increasingly globalized and begins to configure
a single global identity? How to avoid condemning the
quality of samples in a zoo or museum, which have
identities markedly different from the hegemonic? How to
avoid falling into a “conservatism” that seeks to preserve
cultural identities condemning some humans to not
benefit from the progress of civilization? How to learn from
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Political sustainability, which is related to the state, the
relations of power, legitimacy and governance. What state
will still need to continue pursuing the common welfare,
which is slowly becoming the least common benefit?
Who if not the State can articulate and harmonize the
multiplicity of interests in any society, which in turn
become increasingly more complex? What are the forms
of legitimacy to replace the existing? How to enhance
governance in a context of increased discredit of the
political and the role of the State? How much legitimacy is
necessary for a society to be governable?
Economic sustainability is related to the market, growth,
production of goods and services, consumption and savings
and investment. Are there biophysical limits that the
economic operation cannot transcend? Are there natural
cultural or ethical limits, to scientific and technological
progress? Should there be limits to growth and production
of goods and services? What new forms of distribution
will replace the job you are leaving gradually to be the
dominant form of work? Who and how may regulate the
growing and massive concentration of global capital? Can
the market cover all types of human activities? Is it possible
to democratize the market operations? How?
Social sustainability is related to civil society, social actors
and movements. It is worth asking here about how to
strengthen the diversity and pluralism of civil society,
but also how to reduce the enormous socio-economic
differences in terms of assets, income and quality of life
that still exist in our societies and are even more likely to
increase. Moreover, how to encourage the emergence
and development of new social actors and movements,
understanding that society is enriched and made
more sustainable while better expresses the different
perspectives and approaches that address the same issues
people have. We should be able to answer fundamental
questions such as: Are there natural limits to the social and
cultural diversity that can contain a human community? Are
there natural limits to tolerance or acceptance of diversity?
Are there limits in terms of inequality and concentration of
wealth that a human society can bear?
The above questions are some of many that can be asked,
and they are necessary to answer to make our current

lifestyle sustainable. No to ask or answer them is not
consistent with our status as rational beings capable of
exercising their free will. Possibly sooner than you think,
many of them will become part of the dominant topics or
conversations in our culture, the western.

3. Human dignity and human rights
The Line of Dignity is a proposal that has emerged in the
debate held between North and South in the process of
building a comprehensive framework for sustainability.
Its origin is in the Sustainable Southern Cone Program,
which has prompted the launching of several works1 to
advance the conceptualization of this proposal and in
some events where it has been discussed with a broad
group of specialists, its possible utility and potential for
progress towards a better redistribution of resources of a
finite planet.
As noted by one of the creators of this concept,
The Dignity Line corresponds to a conceptual
development that seeks to reconcile the objectives of
environmental sustainability with distributional goals
of social equity and participatory democracy ... The
line is intended as Dignity positioning organizations in
the South in the North-South debate on sustainability
and is a contribution to building a framework of
environmental sustainability. The emphasis on the
development of this concept are on the challenge
of meeting basic human needs and redistribute the
environmental space; and the challenge of achieving
social and environmental equity between the societies
of North and South societies (Larraín, 2002:89).
Its conceptual development seeks to “[...] set the
parameters for a new social indicator, which raises the
level of satisfaction of needs identified in the “poverty
line” to a new baseline, conceived as human dignity, and
established with a focus expanded human needs. This

1 The works include: Costa, D.H. (2000), Linha de Dignidade

- Version

1. Programa Brasil Sustentable Río de Janeiro; Olesker, Daniel (2000),
Una propuesta para el cálculo de la línea de dignidad, Programa
Uruguay Sustentable, Montevideo; Wautiez, Françoise (2000), La
equidad socio-ambiental en Chile: una tarea pendiente, Programa
Chile Sustentable, Santiago; Carvalho, Isabel (2000), Documento
Síntesis: Línea de Dignidad, Programa Cono Sur Sustentable.
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those cultures other than Western respecting and avoiding
on one hand, expropriate some of their identity wealth
and their contributions to business and on the other hand,
trivialize them?
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brings the traditional concept of social equity from the
formulation of the minimum life (merely overcoming the
poverty line) to the formulation of a dignified life “(Larraín,
2002:89). But, it also provides a differential weight in the
effort to develop for sustainability in terms of being over or
under it, so that should also be understood as a reference
distribution or a line of convergence. The convergence
line that helps lower consumption from the ones on top,
and raise up from the ones below. There is indignity, so
not only under-consumption of the poor but also on the
overconsumption of the rich. The Dignity Line would
then have a conceptual tool to move towards greater
international equity in North-South relations, but also on
internal equity in the countries of the South, to establish
a policy regarding what would be ethically acceptable as a
level of decent or dignified human consumption.
Ivan Illich in a magnificent text - El mensaje de la choza de
Gandhi “The message from Gandhi’s hut” says:
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•

This hut denotes the pleasure that can be derived
when it is at par with society. Here the self-reliance is
the rule of the game. We understand that unnecessary
items and goods that a man has, reduces their ability to
derive happiness from the environment. Thus, Gandhi
said repeatedly that productivity must be maintained
within the limits of desire. The way of production
is such that today it has no limits and increases
unhindered. All this has been tolerated until now,
but it is time that mankind must understand that by
relying more and more on the machines is advancing
toward his own suicide ... People should realize that,
for the good of the individual and society, it is better
that people keep for themselves only what is sufficient
for their immediate needs. We have to find a method
in which this thought can be expressed, in order to
understand the values of the world ... Gandhi’s hut
shows the world how the dignity of the common man
can stay afloat. It is also a symbol of happiness we can
derive from the practice of the principles of simplicity,
service and reliability.

I think an element of absolute centrality to consider in
terms of building an index of human dignity is related to
the work and measure of its various manifestations for
several reasons. Firstly, because as stated by Schumacher
in his essay on Economía budista (Buddhist economics), its
value is threefold: a) gives a person the ability to use and
develop their faculties; b) allows them to exceed their selfcenteredness by joining with others in a common task,

and c) they produce goods and services necessary for a
dignified existence. Moreover, also because work is a multi
satisfactor, as we noted in the Human Scale Development,
and in that sense it contains within itself a potential
synergistic possible to deploy, provided that conditions are
created cultural, political and materials so that everyone
can do it.
In this perspective maybe we can combine in a relatively
simple index, three central ideas that are related to
dignity. The first is the notion of work, obviously not
work-employment, and the dominant form in industrial
capitalist societies, but work as a creator of personal and
collective wealth. The second idea is the notion of life; what
capitalism destroys today and proves to be increasingly
unable to recognize is life, the fundamental basis of all
efficiency. Life is pure negentropy novelty and uniqueness
that provides ordering information and enters synergy
(streamlines) in any system. The third is the notion of
creation, emergency of the new or potential deployment
contained in something. From this statement, it would only
be worth what through the creative work point to life. So
it will be worthless (condition or action), everything that
destroys or helps destroy life in all its forms, human life and
all other forms of life.

4. Quality of life
The concept of “quality of life” has an ambiguous,
polysemic and contradictory character; its application
expresses its great subjectivity. What do I mean by this?
First, it is an elusive concept, difficult to grasp, seeks to
explain reality as something blurred, changing, and not
necessarily obvious. It has implicit or tacit dimensions
that are not easy to manifest. Secondly, the same reality
can be seen by someone who is in a more precarious or
deprived condition as something desirable to all views, but
for those who actually live in difficulty the reality is viewed
as an undesirable condition. Third, there are ways of life
that can be considered appropriate and desirable by those
accustomed to live in it, being, however, derided and even
alien or unacceptable to people not accustomed to these
forms of existence.
Using the aforementioned as background, I believe that
it is possible; however, to jot down some ideas that allow
us to clarify what we mean and partly derive several
proposals to achieve a better quality of life. We think that
quality of life consists of an octahedron with the following
dimensions located in each of its faces:
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Goods consumption: quantity, quality, and variety,
exclusivity (vector shifted from quantity to quality);

b.

Friendliness, safety, hospitality (host), affection,
acceptance and mutual recognition;

c.

Personal freedom, autonomy, ability to move, time
for yourself, exercising rights and duties;

d.

Environmental quality: physical space, landscape,
biodiversity, and social space, space of time (respect
for diversity of pace and time);

e.

Health: physical, mental and collective

f.

Cultural wealth, access to information, knowledge,
wisdom, symbols and rituals, identity;

g.

Self-esteem: self-assessment, property identity,
personal history, sense of accomplishment, and

h.

Transcendence: the meaning of life itself, be
reflected in others, sense of belonging to something
immeasurably greater than oneself (comprehensive
or cosmic)

A Spanish sociologist, Julio Alguacil (2000), has made
significant contributions to advance the operationalization
of the new concept of human needs proposed both by MaxNeef, Elizalde and Hopenhayn (1986), as well as by Doyal and
Gough (1994). Julio Alguacil identifies 3 major dimensions
of quality of life: a) environmental quality is related to
the territorial area and the scale of the phenomena; b)
the welfare conditions in terms of articulation; and c)
cultural identity, understood as the existence ties and
social relations. To objectify them, builds 36 parameters
and standards that identify the dimensions of the quality
of urban life and intends for each of them a system of
indicators that make it possible to visualize their current
condition and their chances of advancement or decline.
However, it seems fundamental to the task both in terms
of ideas and the proposals of the concrete and achievable,
advance to discover or design a similar composite index in
its power to GDP per capita. Human Development Index
points in this perspective and has meant a significant
contribution, but it is too complex in its construction
and it doesn’t allow their operation at scales below the
national level. The Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare
proposed by Daly and Cobb can be used as a proxy, but the

fundamentally oriented to measure negative externalities,
makes purposeful use. Something similar happens
with the Ecological Footprint given by Wakernagel and
Rees. Intuition, so far, to work a line of dignity seems to
be a theoretical and methodological orientation most
promising to move towards global sustainability and the
non inclusive.

5. Outline of a proposal
From the distinction made in the Human Scale Development
in the theory of basic human needs, differentiating three
subsystems: the needs, satisfiers and that of goods, it is
possible to distinguish the existence of three types of society.
The first is the western society that has succeeded in
implementing the model throughout the world giving
rise to the present consumer society in which there is an
oversized subsystem of goods, resulting in an undersized
factor for the other subsystems: the needs and satisfiers.
Such society is the one built the west and where we live
today, where the excess of property is weakening us both
spiritually and emotionally.
Rifkin (1990: 246) notes in this connection that,
The cultivation and expansion of needs is the antithesis
of wisdom. It is also the antithesis of freedom and
peace. Every increase of needs tends to increase our
dependence on outside forces over which we have
no control, and therefore increases existential fear.
Only through a reduction of the needs we can achieve
a genuine reduction in those tensions which are the
root cause of conflict and war.
This is society of the “must have” as it was called by Erich
Fromm (1978), but it has even become a society of the
must have to appear. You have to pretend to have what
society requires demonstrating success and normalcy in
life, essential values in a civilization oriented to “progress”
and homogenization.
Wealth is conceived as the largest amount of goods
possible, not even to collect and dispose but to consume
and dispose of2 and on the other hand poverty is the lack
of the goods considered essential for survival (although the

2

Zygmunt Bauman and Gilles Lipovestky, among others, work this

questions.
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determination of what is indispensable is almost always
done from an ethical perspective and not emic.
It is a type of society in which, however, despite its enormous
technological potential it is absolutely unsustainable
over time, generating these levels of environmental and
social entropy, which seems impractical politically and
psychosocially. To better understand the aforementioned,
you can use as reference the destruction of the biodiversity
global climate change, the enormous concentration of
income, between many other unwanted effects.
These companies generate situations such as the one in
Brazil currently, in which Josué de Castro said that half
of its population does not sleep because of hunger and
the other half did not sleep for fear of the hungry. There
more than 60 million live in poverty, of which more than
20 live below the poverty line or extreme poverty. The
globalization of the economy has been responsible for
the increase of social apartheid and has not been able to
generate income or employment.
It is also inevitable to wonder what kind of impact it will
have on global climate change and the planetary risks,
incorporating the two demographic giants, China and
India, to the “western lifestyle”, if they do so with the style
relatively surpassed in the first world countries, but that
left us a legacy of high levels of pollution and environmental
degradation that we see today. And that only benefited a
population contingent five times smaller.
A second type is the ascetic society that still exists in some
places in the east and to the native cultures throughout the
world, societies that overemphasize the subsystem needs,
hence resulting in undersized goods and satisfactions. In
these visions of the world there is a dominant cultural
tendency to denial of desire, a negation of necessity and in
this way to obtain higher degrees of freedom, but this is done
at the expense of the subsystems of goods and satisfiers.
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In this regard Jeremy Rifkin (1990: 245) states:
Conventional wisdom, reflected in all major world
religions have long taught that the ultimate meaning
of human life is the satisfaction of material desires,
but rather on the experience of liberation that is
achieved by becoming one with the metaphysical
unity of the universe. The goal is to find ‘the truth will
set us free’, find out that we really are and identify
with the absolute principle that encompasses all

existence, to know God. In Sanskrit, this is expressed
in a very concise: Tat tvam asi (Thou art that). Knowing
this at the very root of our being and direct our lives
in accordance with this transcendent reality, such is
human development that results from adhering to
conventional wisdom.
Wealth is understood here as additional degrees of
freedom in relation with the wishes, I am richer as I
less desire because I am free. Poverty is on the contrary
submission and subservience to the wishes, the more I
desire I am less happy and less free.
On the other hand, we cannot forget that these companies
were so brutally impoverished by the imposition of
the conception of the world from Europe. Hence, it
seems necessary to make a new proposal for social and
cultural organization, which is being made possible by
global changes we are experiencing, while the levels of
consciousness that humanity is approaching. This proposal
is presented below and receives temporarily the name of
sustainable society, ecological or eco-socialist.
This would be a society where what will be prioritized
preferentially is the supply of satisfaction in both quality
and quantity, of what it is to enrich the ways to realize
human needs. It is important to note the following: the
satisfiers as the intangible elements of a culture have
no material weight; they don’t create a burden on the
environment. Satisfiers are cultural forms, the most truly
human because that’s what we create culturally.
The wealth in these societies would be seen as a higher
quality and quantity of satisfiers available. Inversely
poverty would be a low quality and low diversity of
satisfaction available.
Going further on this proposal, one could argue that the
satisfactions of higher quality tend to be more Endocentric,
i.e. depending on the operator’s own body and spirit, being
less dependent on goods and artifacts (materials) to reflect
the need. While exocentric satisfiers are more related to
their efficient operation in the availability of external
factors such as material goods.
Such societies could account also of what Rifkin says as
necessary to move towards low-entropy societies (1990: 245):
The fundamental ethical principle in a low-entropy
worldview is to minimize the flow of energy; an excess
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of material wealth is recognized as an irreversible
decline of the planet’s precious resources. In a
society of low entropy, the expression ‘less is more’
is not taken by a cliché, but the truth of the highest
magnitude. A society does not favor low-entropy
material consumption; in it the slogan is frugality.
Human needs are satisfied, but not capricious and
extravagant desires, like those now seen in every mall
in the country.

From the indigenous viewpoint social improvement
is a category in permanent construction and
reproduction. It has the game of life itself. Following
this holistic approach, the diversity of items that are
conditioned to human actions conducive to the Good
Life, material goods are not the only determinants.
There are other values at stake: the knowledge, the
social and cultural, ethical behavior, and even spiritual
in relation to society and nature, human values, vision,
among others. The Good Life appears as a category in
the philosophy of life of ancient indigenous societies,
which is losing ground as a result of the practices and
messages of Western modernity. Their contribution,
however, without reaching a wrong idealization, invites
us to take other “knowledge” and other practices.

In short, human needs are something that is printed in our
nature, is something that we were given. On the other hand
produced goods are somewhat culturally produced just
like the satisfiers. The problem I have is that goods have a
limit or threshold set by its materiality, which is what they
forget who confuses growth and development. However,
the satisfiers have no limits, since they are immaterial
forms by which we account for our needs.

But the Andean vision is not the only source of
inspiration to promote the Good Life. More and more
voices rise even from circles of western culture that
could be somewhat in line with this vision, indigenous
and vice versa. In the world we understand, slowly, the
overall infeasibility of the dominant development style.

6. The sumak kawsay: a new sense of life:

Welfare and good living are different concepts. They
are concepts that deserve to be clarified. We in the
Constituyente de Montecristi, for over a year, have
discussed these issues and urge changes by opening
the door to debate. “The starting point was to recognize
the cultural contributions of indigenous peoples
and nationalities. In Ecuador, the Kichwas speak of
“Sumak Kawsay”. In Bolivia, the Aymaras speak of
“Suma Qamaña”. Worldviews are seeking greater
harmony of man with himself, of his fellow human
being and human nature. That is a vision that emerges
from these indigenous proposals. With that said, we
understand that the understanding of the meaning it
has and should have the lives of people, in indigenous
societies there is no concept of development. That is,
there is the concept of a linear process that establishes
an earlier or later. There isn’t the vision of a state of
underdevelopment to be overcome. And there is not
any developmental stage to be reached. There isn’t, as
in the western view, this dichotomy that explains and
unlike much of the ongoing processes. For indigenous
peoples there is not the traditional concept of poverty
associated with lack of material goods or wealth tied
to their abundance.

7. Need for a cultural revolution
The magnitude of the crisis we face demands a profound
cultural revolution, which is being caused by shortages
of energy and natural resources whose stars are our
children. This revolution, already underway, will radically
transform many of the values herein are considered
untouchable, including:
1.

The concept of renewability acquires absolute
centrality in the system of values: human and
technological any action based on the renewability of
matter and energy will be ethically valid,

2.

The laws of thermodynamics will be guided by the
production options,

3.

A powerful idea to replace the development is the
concept of “limits to growth”, biophysical equilibrium
(or steady state), and even decrease;

4.

There will be the attempt to achieve a steadystate population, where population growth will be
considered ethically unacceptable

5.

The direction of future culture will not start the search
to improve other as has been until now, but in the
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In this perspective I consider important to consider the
proposal of the Good Life or Sumak Kawsay. Alberto
Acosta, in an interview with Matthieu Le Quang says:
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effort to improve ourselves; while for the former
there are limits to the latter there are no borders of
any order;
6.

The issue of scale and the principle of subsidiarity
acquire absolute relevance to technical solutions,
political and economic due to “energy diseconomies” of
the larger scales, surpassed a certain size or threshold;

7.

The concept of human dignity will constitute the north
of all political efforts since it reconciles the objectives
of environmental sustainability with distributional
goals of social equity and participatory democracy,

establishing a differential weight in the effort to be
undertaken towards sustainability concerning the
redistribution function and convergence lines, lines
of convergence that can lower consumption of those
above and raise that of those below. There is indignity
not only in under-consumption of the poor but also
on the overconsumption of the rich. The concept of
dignity is absolute and prevents further relativization.
A condition of life is worthy or unworthy. There is no
alternative. Retrieve the ethical strength contained in
the words as an expression of human aspirations, is
also a necessary and liberating task to confront moral
relativism, which always at the service of the powerful.
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Julio Boltvinik
A view of social progress from beyond the paradigm of economic
well-being. A new approach to poverty and human flourishing

1. Introduction
My point of departure has been Marxist philosophical
anthropology, seeking the essential features of the
human being. I have tried to understand how this human
essence manifests itself in history, although this task has
been completed to a far lesser extent than the previous
one. The understanding thus obtained is the basis that
makes it possible to identify the constitutive elements of
human flourishing.
The arguments wielded throughout the First Part of
Broadening our Look have led me to opt for a vision
of human flourishing as the development of human
capacities and needs, understood as an interactive unit
of the human beings passive and active sides. I have
reviewed several theories of human needs and evaluated
their strong and weak points. In the first three sections of
Chapter 11 of Broadening our Look, I have comparatively
analyzed the schemes of needs postulated by the analyzed
authors, their answers to the foundational questions
and their handling of analytical spaces. In Chapter 10 of
Broadening our Look, I analyzed the currents of thought
that reject human needs (or hate the concept, as David
Wiggins says), as well as those which problematise them,
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Systematic reflection on the bases of poverty, undertaken
in the first part of Broadening Our Look. A New Approach to
Poverty and Human Flourishing (Boltvinik, in preparation;
henceforth referred as Broadening Our Look) has
increasingly led me to think that poverty should not be
studied in isolation. Although I continue to maintain the
view of poverty (which I now call economic poverty) as
the condition below a normative cut-off point on the axis
of living standards, I now regard this axis as the economic
perspective of the axis of human flourishing, whose
constitutive elements are human needs and capacities. I
also hold, as I have done for many years, that in order to
build a proper foundation for these needs (to which I have
now added capacities) one needs a clear vision of what
a human being is, of human essence, and what makes
human beings different (and what makes them similar)
to other animals. I have conceived of this shift towards
the more general and more abstract as Broadening Our
Look, hence the title of my book in preparation. Precisely
because the concepts of poverty and living standards
assume a partial look of human beings, they must be
based on a holistic look. Truth, as Hegel used to say, is
the whole.
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and I have critically appraised both. On the basis of Marx—
particularly through the masterful interpretation of his
works performed by György Márkus as well as by Agnes
Heller1 —, Wiggins, Doyal and Gough, Max Neef, Maslow,
Fromm, Malinowsky, I have shown that the concept of
human need is essential to understand our species and
to evaluate the human condition. These reflections,
discussion, critique and reply have strengthened my
conviction that human needs are an irreplaceable
concept; that they cannot be replaced by desires,
preferences, capabilities or functionings. But I have learnt
with Marx, Márkus, Heller, Maslow, Fromm, Maccoby,
Max Neef, Doyal and Gough, Terrail, and Nussbaum that
human beings need to go beyond the satisfaction of their
deficiency needs. That for human flourishing, for a person
to achieve his potential, the satisfaction of deficiency
needs is a necessary but not a sufficient condition. That it
is necessary, that through work or love or a combination
of both, the person actualises his potential as a human
being and as a creature who shares the essence of the
species: his potential for universality, freedom, creativity
and consciousness.
Economic poverty is only the first hurdle to overcome
to make this possible. But it is an obstacle that the vast
majority of the world’s inhabitants have yet to overcome.
1

I relied mainly on György Márkus book Marxism and Anthropology.

The Concept of Human Essence in the Philosophy of Marx (Van
Gorcum Ltd. Assen, The Netherlands), following the excellent Spanish
edition Marxismo y ‘antropología’, (Grijalbo, Barcelona, 1973; Mexico,
1985, superbly translated by Manuel Sacristán)). Márkus and Agnes
Heller are the two most prominent members of the Budapest School
which was formed around György Lukács and though Heller is much
better known than Márkus, because his work is much more prolific, I
think Markus is more profound and precise. Two fundamental works
by Agnes Heller related to Marx and needs are The Theory of Need
in Marx (Allison and Busby, London, 1976) and Towards a Marxist
Theory of Value, (Special Issue of Kinesis, 1973, Telos Books), although
in the first case I consulted also the Spanish translation (Teoría de las
necesidades en Marx, Ediciones Península, Barcelona, 1978, and in
the second case exclusively the Spanish version (Hipótesis para una
teoría marxista de los valores, Grijalbo, Barcelona, 1974. In the latter,
the author argues that from the prime ontological category wealth
(not empirically derivable from other things) are derived, based on
two axiological axioms which have at their core this category, all
values and all value judgments that Marx accepted. Heller defines
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“wealth” in similar terms as Márkus: as “multilateral deployment of
the essential powers of the species” (p. 27).

Afterwards there are many more obstacles, the most
important of which is alienation. If the immense majority
of the people in the world have to sell, in order to survive,
the only thing they possess, which is their own body and
mind, with the skills and knowledge, however much or
little, that they have been able to develop; if the only
thing a person has is used by someone else for 8 or more
hours a day, what is the person? If this use of his/her
human capacities by another person does not make her/
him feel fulfilled, does not make him/her feel that her/his
essential forces are transforming the world and self, if he/
she only feels tired and bored. If she/he regards the result
of his/her work as something alien and is, in fact, alien,
since it belongs to the employer, what sense does it make
that the payment received is enough to survive if the next
day, and the next year, the situation will be the same? This
is what Marx called alienation. Poverty and alienation are
the two main obstacles to human flourishing.
The hope of many human beings, who live to survive,
is based on free time. Fleeing from the work they do to
survive, they think like Luis Buñuel, when he produced
films he called “feeding films” or Kafka, who wrote in the
spare time left over from a job he hated, that in their free
time they will be able to do what they always wanted
to do or become what they always wanted to be. Most
of them, however, end up wasting that valuable free
time in front of the TV watching junk programmes that
impoverish their intellect.
These reflections highlight the importance of widening
our look. This is the most important lesson drawn from the
complex research involved in the First Part of Broadening
our Look. I have concluded, for example, that dealing
directly with the living standard axis is a mistake, since it
does not even allow us to correctly identify the economic
requirements derived from human needs, because,
having begun where we began, we do not know what
human needs are. How are we going to define the poverty
threshold if we do not even know what human beings
need? It is hardly surprising, then, that the procedures
for defining this threshold are increasingly the reflection
of total arbitrariness: this is the case of the World Bank,
the OECD and the European Union. In these last two
institutions, arbitrariness takes the form of defining a
proportion of the mean or median household income
as the poverty line. Those that have run away from the
challenge of knowing, understanding and measuring
poverty have no other choice but to take a route like this.

A VIEW OF SOCIAL PROGRESS FROM BEYOND THE PARADIGM OF ECONOMIC WELL BEING
The reflection undertaken in the First Part of Broadening
our Look has made me think that the individual factor
that most severely restricts the development of this
line of research in academia is researchers’ fear of
being discredited for daring to incorporate normative
judgements into their analysis. Despite being conceptually
defeated, logical positivism continues to dominate
scientific research in the social sciences. It has also been
impoverished by economists’ domination of the subject of
poverty. Economists are perhaps the social professionals
most fearful of incorporating normative judgements into
their work and the least prepared to do so rationally.
This paper contains the key ideas of a radically new path
for the study of poverty, closely linked to the concept of
human flourishing.
In the remainder of this paper I will: 1) distinguish
between economic wealth/poverty and human wealth/
poverty; 2) distinguish two conceptual axes: that of
human flourishing and that of living standards; 3) identify
human wealth/poverty on the axis of human flourishing
and economic wealth/poverty on the axis of living
standards; 4) define the development and expansion of
human needs and capacities2 as the constitutive element
of the human flourishing axis; 5) each of the axes will
be sub-divided according to two criteria: the level of
aggregation (societal and individual) and the existential
dimension (circumstantial and structural states of being);
and 6) Discuss the measurement challenge that the new
approach implies and outline a research agenda to met
this challenge. The distinction between the dimensions
of structural and circumstantial being are related to the
degree of permanence of the features studied, with
transitory or circumstantial conditions grouped within the
category of circumstantial being and the more permanent
or essential features being classed under structural being.
They correspond to what in Spanish is called estar and ser.

2. Constitutive elements of the human flourishing axis (hfa)
I have developed the concept of human poverty, which
has its counterpart in the concept of human wealth, on
the basis of one of Marx’s ideas systematized by György
2

When I speak of human capacity in this paper I refer to something

Márkus, as described in Chapter 2 of Broadening our
Look. Márkus has provided a masterful interpretation
of Marx’s conception of the human being, undertaken
from the perspective of philosophical anthropology.
This interpretation shows how the mediated nature of
human work (in other words, aimed only at the indirect
satisfaction of human needs through mediations) and
which contrasts with the beast that directly seizes the
prey on which it feeds, creates the possibility of the
steady expansion of human activities to make them
universal, whereby the human being turns all of nature, and
all the non-natural objects created by himself, into objects of
his activity and therefore of his capacities and needs. From
this, one can derive an essential feature of the human
being, his/her tendency towards universality, expressed in
the constant expansion of human needs and capacities.
For Marx, it is this mediated nature of work what opens
the possibility of human history, of progress, as it permits
the accumulation of tools, other means of production and
constructions, enabling the new generations to start at
the point their predecessors reached. But beyond this, the
mediated nature of human work creates the possibility, by
overcoming the animal fusion between subject and object
of needs, of human consciousness both of the world that
surrounds him/her and the self-consciousness, from which
another essential feature of the human being is derived,
that of being a conscious being, consciousness that also
tends towards universality, meaning that the human being
is a creature with a potentially universal consciousness.
Thus the history of the human being can be seen, at
least for the species as a whole, as the trajectory of
the universalisation of his activities, his capacities, his
needs, his social self and his consciousness. Thus for
Marx, stressing needs for the moment, a rich human being
is one who needs a lot while a poor man is one who needs
very little:
“From a material point of view, wealth consists merely of
the multiplicity and variety of needs.” 3
By applying this conception, we arrive at a double
criterion of poverty: being structurally poor and being
circumstantially poor. Individuals who need little are
structurally poor. Those who do not meet their needs,

different than what is implied by Amartya Sen’s concept of
capabilities. I speak of capacities in the same sense as educators or

3

psychologists do, or as we all do in everyday life.

Márkus, op. cit. p. 25.
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Karl Marx, Grundrisse, vol. I, pp. 425-426; quoted by György
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whatever their level, are circumstantially poor. Those
that are both circumstantially and structurally poor are
in the worst human condition. At the other extreme,
those that need a lot and also satisfy these broad needs
are structurally and circumstantially rich.4 Something that
Agnes Heller highlights (see footnote 1) is that from the
point of view of Marxist axiological theory, the supreme
value, from which all the rest is derived, is human wealth.
Similarly, Márkus said that the development of human
essential forces is what must become the criterion
of development of societies. If it is the highest value,
it is what we have to put in the centre of a concept of
social progress. Although one can contest the thesis
that human wealth is the highest value, the arguments
for it are very strong, because it is neither more nor
less than the deployment of human potentialities, the
development of human beings, their flourishing, which
constitutes that wealth. It is difficult to find something
that can be posited as more valuable, with a higher rank.
What both György Márkus and Agnes Heller say is that
this central value would allow us to judge any situation,
any element, in terms of whether or not it benefits the
human wealth, the development of human essential
powers. Thus it would allow us to say whether what is
happening is good and valuable, whether it supports or
not the development of the highest value. This approach
has not been applied. It has not even been discussed
in the extensive bibliography on poverty. In poverty
measurement, the standard practice is to measure the
degree of satisfaction/unsatisfaction of the same set of
needs for all members of society.5 This procedure could
be classified as identifying those who are circumstantially
poor given a standard package of needs.
It is time to eliminate the unilateral emphasis on needs.
Once again, I quote Márkus, who has said that:
It is very characteristic of the Marxist conception of
man that it does not separate categorically needs from

capacities and instead regards them as reciprocally
conditioned determinations of the concrete, active
individual. In the Economic-Philosophical Manuscripts,
Marx often refers to the two together using the term
“essential forces” (Wesenskräfte). Man is an active
creature, in other words, capable of satisfying his needs
exclusively through the development of certain capacities,
and therefore the transformation of his already developed
faculties or capacities into real activity is a specific need for
him... The abyss or split between capacities and needs is a
consequence of the division of labour and of alienation.6
The conception I have adopted of human poverty and
wealth refers therefore to the development of the human
essential forces. A person who is structurally humanly poor
is one who has not developed his essential forces; one
who is circumstantially humanly poor is one who does
not meet his (already) developed needs and/or does not
apply his developed capacities.
Economic poverty can be seen as part of the conceptual
living standard axis. Economic poverty is present below a
certain living standard threshold. The living standard axis
is the economic perspective of the broader conceptual
human flourishing axis. For living standards and economic
poverty to be concepts with their own specificity, they
should cut their field of interest (reducing their object of
study) to refer to not more, but not less than the economic
perspective of human flourishing.
The foundational search for the definition of the
constitutive elements of the human flourishing axis usually
leads one to theories of human needs (to which, as I have
pointed out, it is necessary to add human capacities),
which in turn, at least for certain authors among which I
include myself, leads to the even more basic question on

6

György Márkus, op. cit. Note n° 25, chapter “Man as a Universal,

Natural Being”, p.34. I have preferred to translate this paragraph
from the Spanish translation as the English version is not very clear.
This conception recalls that of Max Neef et al., “Needs evince the
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4

They are not, necessarily, the conventionally rich. They could

constant tension between lack and potentiality”, but goes beyond

include artists, scientists, spiritual leaders and some (probably a few)

it. This contrasts sharply with Amartya Sen’s position on capabilities

politicians.

and functionings. Note the phrase on the need to transform into real

5

The same set of needs can incorporate quantitative and qualitative

activity (apply) his already developed capacities, which coincides

differences between individuals regarding the requirements of

with the concept of self-actualization of Abraham Maslow, and which

satisfiers (e.g. different quantitative food requirements given

constitutes yet another element in the dynamic interaction between

different body masses).

needs and capacities.
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the human essence, which places us within the sphere
of philosophical anthropology. Figure 1 shows the two
conceptual axes and their links as well as the cut-off
operation and the cut-off point, the last of which defines
the threshold separating the poor from the non-poor.
An answer to the question on the human essence
provides better tools to address the question on the
constitutive elements, or contents, of the conceptual human
flourishing axis. But it is not on this conceptual axis that
we have to establish the cut-off point that distinguishes
the economically poor from the non-economically poor, but
rather on the living standard axis. The difference between
the two axes lies in the fact that on the flourishing axis,
if we agree that human needs and capacities are the
constitutive elements, we have the human being with all
his/her needs and capacities, the whole human being, seen
from all perspectives, whereas in the living standard axis
the entire human being is seen only from an economic
perspective, i.e. from the point of view of economic
resources and economic conditions.
It is necessary to precise the difference between the
new approach adopted here and the usual one. The
new approach does not consist in cutting-off needs or
dimensions of human well-being in order to retain only
the (misnamed) material dimensions of life but rather
to cut-off perspectives in order to be left, on the living
standard axis, only with the economic perspective,

which, in its normative dimension refers to the economic
requirements of human needs and capacities (resources
and opportunities). Human needs such as love, whose
central satisfiers are relationships rather than goods
and services, are not eliminated through the cut-off
operation described here, as is usually done. The cut-off
operation consists in reducing perspectives so that we are
left only with the economic perspective, so that we stop
being interested in the psychological and sociological
aspects (to give two examples only) of love and are left
with its economic requirements alone. We thereby limit
economic poverty, conceived as a standard living so low
that it is incompatible with human dignity, in the same
way as it is limited in everyday language, so that it does
not include all human suffering, but only those that can
be explained by the insufficiency of resources and/or lack
of opportunities. The inclusion of capacities, rather than
just needs, also involves a reformulation of the concept
of economic poverty, by adding the italicized words in the
previous sentence.
Why should not one then begin directly with the living
standard axis? This is in fact what nearly all poverty
researchers do, as is evident in the measurement of
income poverty, which implicitly eliminates all the
aspects of life that are not related to income. In my view,
this direct, obvious route prevents us from reaching
an adequately founded conception of the constitutive
elements of the living standard axis and of the cut-off
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FIGURE 1. CONCEPTUALES AXES OF HUMAN FLOURISHING AND LIVING STANDARD
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point separating the poor from the non-poor.7 Among
other reasons that force one to take the roundabout route
that posits the question on the human essence is the
fact that the human being is an indissoluble unit which
cannot be understood by breaking it up to begin with,
as an initial assumption. That is why economic poverty
—understood as the deprivations and human sufferings
derived from the insufficiency of economic resources—
precisely because it assumes a partial view of the human
being, can only make sense if it is derived from an integral
conception of the latter.

3. Societal and individual dimensions of the human
flourishing axis
Human flourishing (although they don’t call it that way)
is conceived by Marx-Márkus as the realisation of the
human essence in the concrete individual existence,
i.e. the extent to which the individual unfolds freely
and multilaterally. This deployment is expressed in
the development and expansion of his/her needs
and capacities, which tend towards universality. Her/
his consciousness and sociability also tends towards
universality. However, during the long period of
alienation, of the prevalence of the spontaneous social
division of labour, the growing universality of the “human
being,” i.e. social multilaterality, may coexist with the
growing unilaterality of individuals.
Therefore, Márkus considers necessary to undertake
social evaluation at both a societal and an individual
level. I have adopted this position and have therefore
sub-divided the human flourishing axis into these two
levels. In order to facilitate dialogue with other authors, I
suggest keeping the name of human flourishing for the axis
as a whole and call the societal level social progress and
the individual level development of human essential forces.
M-M have conceived social progress as the constitution of
the conditions for a rapid, unrepressed development of
human essential forces. Needs, (sometimes defined as

7 As one can see in Chapters 7 and 8 of Broadening our Look, Amartya

Sen goes to the extreme of considering that the study of poverty
has a narrower look than that of living standards. In other words,
that poverty does not form part of the of living standard axis, and
instead constitutes a separate axis. Thus in order to shift from the
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living standard axis to the poverty axis, certain elements would have
to be cut-off.

impulses aimed at the objects which are essential for
human beings), together with capacities (which Márkus
defines as the transposition of certain natural connections
in the sphere of the subject’s activity) constitute the
human essential forces. Both needs and capacities (which
mutually conditioned each other) determine the concrete
active individual. As an active creature, the human being
can only satisfy his needs through the development
of certain capacities. Both needs and capacities are
“produced” by work. An individual is not a human individual
except insofar as he appropriates the capacities, forms of
behaviour and ideas created by previous generations and
assimilates them into his activity. A rich person is one
who needs a lot (qualitatively and quantitatively) and has
developed his capacities in depth and breadth (he has
widely appropriated the capacities generated by previous
generations). Figure 2 expresses this subdivision of the
human flourishing axis.
Marx posits the concept of human wealth as the breadth
and depth of human needs and capacities (N&C). I have
complemented this idea with the opposite extreme,
which I have called human poverty. I have interpreted
both as forming a scale that ranges from being structurally
rich to structurally poor. But in addition, if we add
something closer to the traditional view of poverty, we
can conform, as I said earlier, another continuum ranging
from being circumstantially rich to being circumstantially
poor, which reflects the extent to which the subject meets
his effective needs and applies his effective capacities.
Doing this distinction does not cut-off anything, it implies
making a distinction only. We therefore continue on the
individual level of the human flourishing axis which we
have called the development of human essential forces
but now we have divided this level into two dimensions:
the structural dimension of being of the development of
human essential forces and the circumstantial dimension
of being of the development of human essential forces.
The other level of the axis of human flourishing, i.e. the
societal level, should also be divided into two: on the one
hand the creation of the conditions for the development of
N&C and, on the other, the creation of the conditions for
the satisfaction of needs and the application of capacities.
I have therefore divided each of the two levels (societal
and individual) into the dimensions of structural and
circumstantial being. The dimension of structural being
refers to the development of human essential forces:
needs and capacities. The dimension of circumstantial
being refers to needs satisfaction and application of
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FIGURE 2. THE TWO LEVELS OF AGGREGATION OF THE HUMAN FLOURISHING AXIS

Including capacities rather than just needs and doing
so not only from the perspective of satisfaction and
application but also of development (both of needs and
capacities) greatly expands the analytical perspectives.
For example, although education within one’s family and
at school, intervene in the development of capacities,
the key element for their subsequent development
is their application. Thus, at least partially, capacities
development is not unrelated to their application,
although we have formally separated these areas (this
is the meaning of the arrows going from subaxis 4 to
subaxis 3, Graph 3).
We are used to think about needs in terms of satisfaction
or unsatisfaction. We think of them in static terms, as if
one always had the same needs and as if they were not
developed throughout life; as if a newborn baby had the
same needs as an adult. In order to explain what is meant
by the development of needs, we can speak about their
breadth and depth. If, for example, we take Maslow’s
scheme of needs (physiological needs, safety needs, love
and belonging, esteem, self-actualization, plus two groups
not included in the hierarchy: cognitive and aesthetic
needs) then clearly not all adults have developed the seven
groups of needs: The “poor in economic terms” (the more
extreme their poverty, the more emphatic what follows
is) may be dominated by physiological needs and safety
needs, while the other needs may almost not exist. Other
persons that are not poor in economic terms may have been
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capacities. This is expressed in Figure 3, which defines
the contents of the four sub-axes of the axis of human
flourishing: 1) structural societal-being: creation of the
conditions for the rapid, unrepressed development of
human essential forces (capacities and needs: C&N); 2)
circumstantial societal being: creation of the conditions
for the satisfaction of effective needs and the application
of effective capacities; 3) structural individual-being:
development of the individual’s capacities and needs (C&N);
4) circumstantial-individual being: needs satisfaction and
application- and subsequent development- of individual’s
capacities. Between this sub-axis and the previous one,
I have drawn arrows marking the key feed-back that
needs satisfaction and the application- and subsequent
development -of capacities have in the development of
C&N. Abilities like reading and writing, atrophy when they
are not applied, while those capacities which are applied
intensely develop fully. One learns how to write by writing.
If we accept Maslow’s hierarchy of needs as valid, the
satisfaction of lower needs (such as physiological needs,
and the needs for security, affection and belonging)
are an essential condition for the emergence and
development of higher needs (where, in addition to the
needs for esteem and self-actualisation, we can include
certain cognitive and aesthetic needs). Persons whose
need for affection is unsatisfied (particularly if this lack
of satisfaction originated in childhood) will be trapped in
the search for its satisfaction, while their higher needs
will remain latent and blocked.
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trapped in an unmet need, such as affection, and may not
have developed the need for self-actualisation. Many do
not develop aesthetic needs while as for cognitive needs,
the majority remains at the elementary level, namely the
level associated with the satisfaction of initial basic needs.
It is therefore possible to speak of the development of
needs as referring to their breadth. A person with broadly
developed needs will have the seven needs in Maslow’s
theory, and in his life growth motivation will predominate,
with self-actualisation being the dominant need. Note that
self-actualisation is a very different need than deficiency
needs, because its main satisfier is the subject’s own
activity, in which he applies (and further develops) his
fundamental capacities. It is a more elaborate way of
expressing the need, noted by Márkus, to bring into play
the capacities already developed.

But by development of needs, we must also understand
their qualitative development, their progressive
humanisation or, perhaps more clearly, their deepening.
Take the need for understanding or as formulated by
Erich Fromm, the need for a frame of orientation and
devotion. Many people cling to the religious education
they received and regard this need as having been
satisfied. For others, however, it is an endless search.
Juan, the physical anthropologist I invented in Broadening
our Look to illustrate my new approach (see infra), soon
discarded the Biblical myth of Adam and Eve and strove
passionately to understand deeply the origin of human
beings. There is therefore a broad range within this need
and virtually in all needs, including physiological ones,
which are always humanised in human beings, as shown
by the gourmet’s attitude towards food.
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4. The standard of living axis
Let us see if it is useful to reduce perspectives by
performing a cut-off in the human flourishing axis that will
leave us only with the economic perspective. If we were
to eliminate complete needs, as is usually done with the
logic which states that there are material and immaterial
needs, the sense of the concept of human wealth, of the
person that needs a lot and has developed his capacities
a great deal, would lose meaning. If we were to do this,
a rich person would become a person that needs many
material goods for a few needs. With respect to capacities
(as conceived by M-M) a usual cut-off operation is not
practiced because capacities have not been incorporated
into the academic study of poverty, despite Sen. Since we
would not cut-off food, it would seem that we believe
that a structurally rich person is one that needs more than
the usual amount of food for his personal characteristics:
a glutton. A person who is circumstantially rich would be
one that satisfied these expanded needs for food: a fat

person. Or less crudely, a gourmet who needs extremely
sophisticated food. In this case, rather than true human
wealth, we would be identifying expensive tastes or, at
best, human flourishing in the area of pleasure.
This reasserts, then, the fact that one should not cut-off
needs or dimensions of human life and instead, cut-off
perspectives, as noted supra. If we eliminate perspectives
in order to be left with the economic perspective only,
we would have the axis of the economic perspective of
human flourishing, which we could tentatively continue
to call the living standard axis. Let us keep within this
axis the two levels and the two dimensions within each
level to see if they make sense. At the societal level,
what we would have is the constitution of economic preconditions for the development of N&C in the dimension of
structural being and the pre-conditions for the satisfaction
of needs and the application of capacities in the dimension
of circumstantial being. This makes a lot of sense. At the
individual level, in the dimension of structural being, we
would have the economic perspective of the development
of human essential forces, whereas in the dimension of
being, we would have the economic perspective of the
satisfaction of needs and application of capacities, as
expressed in Figure 4.
To clarify the above, let us rephrase it as follows. By
performing a cut-off in the four sub-axes of the human
flourishing axis (HFA) in order to isolate the economic
perspective (but in the broad sense of “economic”) one
creates a living standard axis (LSA) subdivided into four subaxes, parallel to those of the HFA: 1) the societal sub-axis
of structural being, which consists of the constitution
of economic preconditions for the development of human
essential forces (N&C); 2) the societal sub-axis of
circumstantial being, which consists of the establishment
of economic pre-conditions for the satisfaction of needs
and the application of capacities; 3) the individual subaxis of structural being, access to economic conditions
and resources (or sources of well-being) compared with
the requirements of conditions and resources for the
development of capacities and needs corresponding to
Sub-Axis 3 of the HFA; this sub-axis identifies economic
poverty/wealth on the dimension of structural being;
4) the individual sub-axis of circumstantial being, access
to economic conditions and resources (or sources of wellbeing) compared with the conditions and requirements
for the satisfaction of needs and the application of effective
capacities corresponding to Sub-Axis 4 of the HFA: this
sub-axis identifies economic poverty/wealth in the
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Thus, for sub-axes 1 and 2 of the human flourishing axis
(HFA), we must not only think, as we tend to, about the
social conditions for the satisfaction of needs, but also about
those required for the application of capacities. Above all,
we must now add the conditions for the development
of needs and capacities. And we must not do so in a
mechanical sense: more education equals more capacities,
which is inaccurate because it is static, but in a dynamic
sense that takes into account, for example, the fact that
in Mexico, due to the country’s technological dependence,
engineers undertake activities associated with operating
industrial plants and perhaps with detailed engineering
but are almost never involved in basic engineering tasks,
far less in technological innovation activities. As these
engineers are also the university professors that train
the upcoming generations, their own limitations in the
application of their capacities (which prevents their
subsequent development) is reflected in their students’
level of training. In this example, technological dependence
at the national level, which should be analyzed by specific
branch of activity (since, for example, the situation is
different in the construction industry and therefore in civil
engineers’ actual levels of training) illustrates the type of
analyses that must be carried out in sub-axis 1 to deal with
the pre-conditions for the development of capacities at
the societal level. In other words, we should not only speak
of individual capacities but also of national capacities. The
latter must be contrasted with what we could call the
capacities of the species.
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dimension of circumstantial being. When situations of
economic poverty are identified in Sub-axis 3 or 4, this
is likely to be the explanation of the human poverty
identified in the respective sub-axes of the HFA.
Note that in sub-axes 3 and 4 of the LSA, the evaluation is
carried out (from the economic perspective) of economic
conditions required for the possibility of that what was
established in the respective sub-axes of HFA. From the
economic perspective, we now have to consider at this
individual level, in sub-axis 4 of the LSA, not only the
resources to satisfy effective needs, but also the conditions
(or opportunities) for applying effective capacities (such
as the availability of jobs and work characteristics, like
capacities that it mobilizes and develops, and its level of
alienation). As for sub-axis 3 on the LSA, we must consider

the resources that individuals require at different stages
of life in order to develop their capacities and, which is
far more difficult, the individual (and familial) economic
perspective of needs development. The corresponding
sub-axis of the HFA includes, for example, the general
cultural environment which, for example, can influence
whether individuals have a greater or lesser need to seek
new frames of orientation and devotion or are satisfied
by the visions of official religion. For example, comparing
the cultural environment of the Franco era in Spain with
the situation today shows that today’s situation improves
the probabilities for a search of frames of orientation
and devotion that go beyond Catholicism. The cultural
wealth or poverty of the media to which most of the
population effectively has access is a determining factor
in needs development. A more general example and one
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FIGURE 4. THE FOUR SUB-AXES OF THE LIVING STANDARD AXIS
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But most important, if the media promote the function
of human labour as a means of obtaining income and
a person’s worth or success is judged by the amount
of income obtained rather than by their degree of selfactualization, then national culture does not promote the
need for self-actualisation which, as Michael Maccoby
points out, are not even achieved by the top ranking
employees of transnational companies in the area of
high technology (See Broadening our Look, Chapter 5).
What is very difficult to achieve and what hardly anyone
achieves, full or nearly full self-actualization tends to
be discarded from the population’s aspirations. Hardly
anyone aspires to self-actualisation. Opportunities for
creative work are an essential feature at the societal level
in the determination of the actual possibilities of human
flourishing.

5. An hypothetical example: juan a physical
anthropologist
In order to clarify matters a little, let us take up the example
of Juan and analyse his condition in the two axes. Juan is
a 35-year-old man who is deeply motivated to understand
the evolution of the species, particularly that of homo
sapiens (which constitutes his fundamental cognitive
and self-actualisation need). That is why he pursued and
obtained a Ph.D. in physical anthropology. Moreover, like
everyone else, he has developed, to an average level, the
universal human needs: physiological, security, affection,
love and self-esteem, to use Maslow’s scheme.

The following paragraphs describe Juan’s possible
locations on the four individual sub-axes, two on the HFA
and two on the LSA:
1.

In terms of the HFA sub-axis 3, the sub-axis of
individual structural being in human poverty/wealth,
Juan is at a high level, near the top end of human
wealth, since he needs a lot and has developed highly
his capacities. He is structurally rich in human terms.

2.

In terms of sub-axis 4 of HFA, Juan could be in two
opposite conditions:
a.

He manages to work as a physical
anthropologist, engaging in fieldwork, which
entails a constant challenge and encourages
him to increasingly develop his capacities. Juan
is applying and developing his best capacities
and becomes realized as a full human being.
He has also achieved human wealth as regards
circumstantial being. Within this option, in terms
of the economic resources to which he may have
access, let’s posit dichotomous possibilities:
economic poverty or non economic poverty in
terms of whether he has the economic resources
to be able to satisfy his needs, including that of
self-actualisation.
i.

The salary he earns is enough for the
economic requirements of both the subaxis of structural and circumstantial being
of the HFA, in which case his situation in
the LSA, on both sub-axis 3 and 4, is noneconomic poverty, which enables him to
have sufficient resources to be able to
adequately satisfy his deficiency needs
and undertake activities (such as travel),
purchase goods (books, records, computer,
home Internet access) which support his
personal development.
In this situation, which combines 1, 2a and
i), Juan is in an optimal human situation: he
is both structurally and circumstantially rich in
human terms and has no economic restrictions
on his flourishing (although he may have
many restrictions on satisfying his desires,
whims and pressure to compete with his
neighbours or family, etc.). According to
this scheme, it is possible to reach an
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that is more important in countries such as Mexico is the
satisfaction of basic needs. Let us begin with Maslow’s
first three needs: physiological, security and love and
belonging. If these needs are not satisfied for a significant
sector of the population, the other needs will not develop
or only slightly. Thus, in sub-axis 3, we see the conditions
of satisfaction of the basic needs of individuals as a
precondition for the development of needs. Once this
level has been overcome, the economic conditions that
limit needs development would be analysed. For example,
if nourishment is satisfied with traditional diets and
exquisite food is reserved for large celebrations among
the popular strata, while “fast food” is gaining ground in
the population’s diets, particularly among children, the
possibilities of developing the food need in the gourmet
direction are limited. If good music, the plastic arts and
literature are ignored in the media and appreciation for
them is not promoted, we cannot expect aesthetic needs
to develop.

THE MEASUREMENT OF PROGRESS AND WELL-BEING . PROPOSALS FROM LATIN AMERICA
optimal level of human flourishing without
being economically rich. Non-economic
poverty suffices, understood as having the
resources and conditions to be able to meet
all the person’s needs.
ii)

His salary is insufficient. He is in economic
poverty in relation to both sub-axis 3 and
sub-axis 4 of the HFA. He lacks the economic
resources both to be able to fully satisfy his
deficiency needs and to complement his
personal development.
In this situation, Juan is in a contradiction
that may become extremely tense and may
limit his development in other areas (such
as having a family, for example), which
may lead to disastrous solutions, such as
accepting a better paid job yet one without
opportunities for self-actualisation.

b.

He does not manage to work as a physical
anthropologist. He does not manage to apply his
capacities and does not continue developing as
a human being. In the circumstantial being on
the HFA, he is classified as being in a situation of
human poverty. Despite being structurally humanly
rich, Juan is (circumstantially) humanly poor. Since
the conditions to enable Juan’s structural being
to coincide with those of his circumstantial being
have not been met, one might be inclined to
assume that the only relevant needs are those that
coincide with his circumstantial state. However,
Juan’s deepest aspirations will continue to exist,
for some time at least, and in the options that
follow, iva and ivb, in which he does have some kind
of work, he will try to cultivate his call for physical
anthropology one way or another. That is why, in
the HFA, it is useful to evaluate his situation both
in relation to the requirements in axis 3 of human
flourishing, of what Juan is (structurally), and in
terms of 4, which reflects his current effective
situation. In this situation, unlike in a), he needs
to get a job first.
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Thus, three options are created: He does not get
a job, he gets a job with an adequate salary and
he gets a job with an inadequate salary.

iii. He does not get a job. He is unemployed.
In economic terms, he ends up in extreme
economic poverty, in both sub-axis 3 and
sub-axis 4 of the LSA. Not only is the need for
self-actualisation unmet, but also the need
for esteem and security and physiological
needs; his love relations and his need for
belonging may also be affected. If he has no
family support or does not wish to depend
on it and lives in a society in which there is no
unemployment benefit, or any other form
of support for people without income, he
will become dominated by his physiological
needs and seek survival by begging or
similar means or through illegal activities.
He would be a humanly (structurally) rich
person, who is (circumstantially) humanly
poor and is in a structural and circumstantial
state of extreme economic poverty.
iv. He gets a job (as a bureaucrat) in which
he actualises or mobilizes some secondary
capacities but not his fundamental ones. He
thereby manages to maintain his self-esteem
at a minimal indispensable level. Note that
here, in comparison with iii), the difference
is created by an economic condition
(whether or not he gets a job, in nearly any
field) and this difference is what determines
the situation of the first four basic needs.
At this point, it is worth positing the two
options regarding salaries:
v.

The salary is inadequate for the economic
requirements of both subaxes 3 and 4 of the
HFA. He lives in economic poverty, but unlike
iii) it is not extreme poverty. A humanly rich
person, who is in a circumstantial humanly
poor state, is economically both structurally
and circumstantially poor.

vi. The salary is adequate for the economic
requirements of subaxes 3 and 4. He is not
poor in economic terms and can, with better
opportunities than in iva try to cultivate his call
as an activity in his free time. A humanly rich
person, who is in a circumstantial humanly
poor state, and is not economically poor.
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One conclusion that can be drawn from the example
of Juan is that by introducing capacities (not in Sen’s
sense but in the usual sense of the term) to establish the

8

Writing novels, stories, poetry or plays may be a free-time activity

that leads to self-actualisation, as in the case of Kafka. It is far more
difficult and in fact virtually impossible to achieve something similar
in physical anthropology, whose central activity involves fieldwork
and/or access to fossil remains.

capacities-needs dyad, and also by making it quite clear
that the living standards axis is only an axis derived from
that of human flourishing, the logic of the study of these
issues (poverty, living standards, human flourishing)
changes enormously, becoming much more complex but
also much more interesting. First of all, the interactive
circle between needs and capacities closes. A well-fed,
healthy and educated person can have certain work
capacities. Here it is quite clear how needs satisfaction
makes the development of people’s capacities possible.
But in capitalist societies, individual capacities have to be
sold on the labour market in order to be able to be applied.
If this sale is done to perform the work of survival (as
when Juan works as a bureaucrat) the individual will only
apply some of his lower capacities. If it is done to carry
out the work of self-actualisation (as when Juan works
as a physical anthropologist), the individual will apply his
fundamental capacities. But capacities have to be sold,
not only to be applied but to permit the satisfaction of
needs, which in turn permits the reproduction of capacity.
This circularity, this integrality between capacities and
needs is lost in approaches that only look at one side of
the dyad, as in most approaches to needs.
We are now going to explore a bit the role of the societal
levels of both axes and in both dimensions. First of all,
the high level of Juan’s human wealth in the structural
dimension of being (unless it were an exception that
could be explained by exceptional family factors or
exceptional individual faculties) must have some
connection with sub-axis 1, concerning the creation, at
the societal level, of the pre-conditions concerning the
development of N&C. In order to make the link more
explicit, let us introduce additional information about
Juan. Both Juan’s father and mother were elementary
school teachers. His vocation arose when, as a child he
overheard a deep, heated discussion between his father
and a priest on the origin of man. The distinctive feature,
apart from Juan’s innate talent, was his father’s search
for truth, which profoundly impressed Juan. He cultivated
this vocation from secondary school onwards, as best he
could. Endowed with an enormous intellectual talent,
Juan did not find it difficult, after completing a bachelor’s
degree at the National School of Anthropology and
History, to obtain a scholarship to pursue a doctorate
in the US. What stands out in this story, from a societal
point of view, is the existence of a public education
system that made it possible for Juan to complete his
education in Mexico with the scant economic resources
of the two salaries in his family and the existence of a
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As a result of the comparison between economic
requirements —in terms of resources and conditions
(opportunities) derived from the corresponding
dimension on the HFA — and the resources and
conditions effectively achieved by him, Juan will
be located on the two dimensions (structural and
circumstantial being) of the LSA. In the structural
dimension of living standards Juan will be located as
a result of the comparison between the economic
requirements (resources and opportunities) of his
structural state of being (which can only be identified
on the HFA) and the economic conditions he has
effectively achieved. The economic requirements of
Juan’s structural being would be higher than those of
the average person (since they include anthropological
trips, books on the subject, and the need for a computer
and access to Internet). The Juan who does not manage
to work as a physical anthropologist, who ends up
working as a bureaucrat to subsist (if he is married and
has children, his subsistence requirements will greatly
increase), in a job in which he is not self-actualised, can
try to maintain physical anthropology as an interest in
his free time. The economic requirements of his call will
continue to be present, but now as a free-time activity.8
On the axis of circumstantial being, then, Juan’s deep
needs become diluted and all that remains are the
common requirements of family life, in which Juan will
not be distinguished, in the poverty experts’ eyes, from
anyone else without well-defined interests regarding
his self-actualisation. Juan’s family will be a number of
equivalent persons or adults, which will determine his
requirements for resources to prevent him from falling
into economic poverty. Whereas human poverties
(being structurally and circumstantially humanly poor)
are located on the HFA, economic poverties (being
structurally and circumstantially economically poor)
are located on the LSA axis. We thus have four concepts
of poverty. (Table 1)
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TABLE 1. TYPOLOGY OF CONCEPTS OF WEALTH/POVERTY
Type of wealth/poverty

Structural being

Human

Needs a lot/little and has developed her/his capacities a lot/ Degree of satisfaction of her/his effective needs and aplittle.
plication of his/her effective capacities.

Economic

Does/does not have the resources and conditions for the
development of needs and capacities.

system of public scholarships for graduate studies. These
are conditions that enable some to be able to broadly
develop their capacities although in a narrow speciality.
The quantitative scope of these opportunities and their
dynamics in time is extremely important.
In option a) of point 2, in which Juan obtains employment
as a physical anthropologist, we can identify another
positive feature at the societal level: the division of labour
and therefore the development of specialties, in this case
of research, is sufficiently developed to enable certain
persons to perform these highly specialized activities that
are extremely significant in terms of self-actualisation.
Once again, the breadth of the opportunities for highly
creative jobs in society is extremely important, not only
in the field of research but in services, industry and all
the other sectors, and to what extent access to these
opportunities is based on genuine capacities, rather
than personal relations. In option a) i), the existence of
adequate remuneration for these highly specialized jobs
in the public sector would reflect social recognition of
these activities. Obviously the negative options in both
employment opportunities as a physical anthropologist
and in salary levels would reflect the corresponding
negative societal features. As for employment, situation
b), could reflect the inexistence of working opportunities
for physical anthropologists throughout the country or
that those that existed were already occupied. Societal
evaluation would differ between the two situations.
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Circumstantial being

If prevented from working in his specialty Juan failed
to obtain a job, option iii), this could be reflecting
structural problems in the economy that fails to
achieve full employment, which causes great harm to
many people. Even if an unemployed person does not
experience poverty, because of the non-basic assets he
has accumulated or family support, the personal harm
to his self-esteem and self-actualisation could be severe.
Once again, if he gets a job as a bureaucrat, which is the
option posited and the options regarding the adequacy

Does/does not have the resources and conditions for the
satisfaction of his/her effective needs and application of
her/his effective capacities.

of his salary, these would reflect the basic characteristics
of the conditions that social development creates for
the development of capacities and needs and for the
application of capacities and needs satisfaction.
This exposition suffices to show that an entirely new
approach is in the making for the study of human flourishing,
and as part of it, of the four types of poverty analysed.

6. Conceptual bases for the measurement of human
wealth/poverty
To identify the determinants of human wealth it is
possible to rely on Maslow’s9 theory of needs and place
people in that scheme. Maslow himself said that most
people remain at the lowest levels of needs, which are
the survival or physiological, safety, and the needs for
love/affection and esteem. These are called deficiency
needs: deprivation is identified because people are
in a deficit situation: they lack affection, esteem, and
food. This deficiency needs contrast sharply with the
growth needs, which Maslow reduced to a single need:
self-actualisation. In addition to these requirements,
but outside the hierarchy of prepotency, Maslow adds
the cognitive and aesthetic needs. Self-actualisation is

9 Maslow’s conception of needs, and the criticism it has received, are

discussed in detail in Chapter 3 of Broadening our Look. The central
books in which Maslow explained his thinking in this regard are: Motivation and Personality, Third edition, 1987, Addison-Wesley Longman, New York (First edition, 1954, second edition, 1970), in Spanish,
published by Díaz Santos, Madrid, 1991 with the title Motivación y
personalidad; and Toward a Psychology of Being, third edition with a
Preface by Richard Lowry, 1999 (Original edition, 1968). The Spanish
version of the book was edited by Kairós, Barcelona, 1972, eleventh
edition, 1995, with the title El hombre autorrealizado. Hacia una psicología del ser.
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a concept that can be handled as a synonymous with
human wealth and human flourishing. The advantage
of Maslow’s scheme is that he described in great detail
how self-actualised persons are. It is fascinating what he
says about self-realised people: for example, that they
no longer need to constantly reinforce self-esteem with
the applause of others. These are the people who make
great scientific revolutions, conceptual and political,
because they have a goal and go for it, and do not care
what anyone says, because they don’t have this need to
be applauded. Those who need the applause will always
do what generates applause and they won’t do what is
necessary to meet the objectives.
Relying on Maslow’s scheme, or a modified one, we open a
way for measuring the degree of development of needs in
individuals, exercise in which cognitive and aesthetic needs
should also be included. Starting with a very clear idea
about what one wants to capture, it would be necessary to
use complex surveys, both structured and semi-structured
questionnaires, open interviews, focus groups.
Another way to measure human wealth is found in the
work of Fromm, who draw a scheme of human needs
and a concept closely related to human wealth.10 Fromm
defined, according to Freud, a typology of individual
characters, but goes further and also draws a typology
of social characters: the receptive character, which
is a variant of what Freud called the oral character;
then there is the character that Freud called anal and
Fromm called hoarding; followed by the exploitative and

10 Conceptions on human needs by Erich Fromm and Michael Macco-

by (a different conception) are discussed in Chapter 4 of Broadening
our Look. The main works in which Fromm outlined his conception of
needs are: Man for Himself. An Inquiry into the Psychology of Ethics,
Owl Books, Henry Holt and Company, New York, 1990. Original edition in English, 1947, published in Spanish with the title Ética y psicoanálisis, Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1953, Colección Breviarios,
N° 74. The Sane Society, Henry Holt and Co., Nueva York, 1955/ 1990,

marketing characters. The last one, not found in Freud’s
characterology, entails a complex concept close to the
concept of alienation in Marx, but focused on dynamic
psychology. A person dominated by the marketing
character feels himself/herself as a commodity to be
sold in the market. Success in life is to sell oneself well.
Freud saw the process of evolution/maturation of the
personality as stages marked by the location of sexual
energy, which culminated in the genital character,
reflecting maturity. It was a mechanical biologicist
conception. Fromm replaced the genital character by
the productive character, which describes a person no
longer driven by neurotic passions, and is able to love,
create, maintain positive relationships with others and
the natural world. This concept of productivity is very
similar to those of self-actualisation and human wealth.
In this approach by Fromm (and Maccoby) they open up
a possible way to operationalise a measure of the status
of individuals.11 The operationalisation at the social level
is more complicated, even though in the book quoted by
Fromm and Maccoby these authors attempt to explain
the social factors that explain the degree of productivity
of individuals. We would need to be able to identify very
clearly the social factors, both negative and positive, in
the absence of negative factors to the development of
individual productivity. In the absence of negative factors
one would say that there are no barriers to human
flourishing, but we should have identified, as well, the
presence of certain positive stimuli. Some very clear, also
identified by Fromm and Maccoby, are located in the
cultural dimension. They note, for example, people with
receptive (oral) character need a lot of deep-level cultural
stimuli. The junk media does not wake up their interest,
on the contrary, causes lethargy and destroys the human
capacity to feel, dream and live intensely. For example,
children’s and youth orchestras of Venezuela have helped
the flourishing of human beings, whose real options in
the absence of these very deep cultural stimuli, were so
poor and negative, that many of them would have ended
as criminals. Instead, these symphonic orchestras open
up for them a real and concrete way to develop their
skills and enter the world of creativity. It connects with

published in Spanish with the title Psicoanálisis de la sociedad contemporánea. Hacia una sociedad sana, Fondo de Cultura Económica,
Mexico, 1956. Written with Michael Maccoby, Fromm published Social Character in a Mexican village, Prentice-Hall, Englewood Cliffs,
New Jersey, 1970, published in Spanish with the title Sociopsicoanáli-

11

sis del campesino mexicano: Estudio de la economía y la psicología

state of Morelos, for the book cited in previous note. In the book they

de una comunidad rural, Fondo de Cultura Económica, Mexico, 1973.

measure the degree of productivity/improductivity of individuals.
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Erich Fromm and Michael Maccoby conducted fieldwork in the
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something as valuable as good music, elevating them
above the pettiness of everyday life.
Participation in civic and political life can be important
factors in the pathway to human flourishing. Human
flourishing consists to a large extent, in detaching from
oneself and getting deeply involved with valuable external
goals that can be humanitarian, civic, political, scientific,
artistic, and so on. The human beings in the process of
flourishing are those that no longer think of themselves
but in the sake of their polis, their city.

7. The new approach and the challenge of measurement
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New concepts are generally difficult to measure. In this
section of the paper I identify some of the measurement
challenges posed by the new approach. It is a first draft of
something which requires a lot of additional work. A first
list of measurement challenges is the following:
1.

Regarding economic poverties, should one move
from current economic poverty to the two economic
poverties identified in the new approach, or
maintaining the current economic poverty, to three
economic poverties?

2.

Identifying and measuring the development of
needs.

3.

A typology of capacities is required.

4.

Identifying and measuring the development and
application of capacities at the individual level.

5.

How to arrive at an overall measure that reflects,
at the individual level, all the dimensions involved:
needs (development & satisfaction), capacities
(development and application).

6.

How to deal with the societal level? How is one to
judge about the constitution of the pre-conditions
for the development of the human essential forces
(HEF). How to identify the repression (or stimulation)
of the development of HEF?.

In Table 2 the first point is broached. In columns (2) to (4)
the three types of wealth/ poverty are included. In the
bottom of the table the necessary steps to move from
column (4), which constitutes current measurement,
to column (3), the circumstantial (estar) being wealth/

poverty and to (2), the structural wealth/poverty being,
are stated: to move from (4) to (3) one needs to add
application of effective capacities and replace the standard
package of needs by effective needs. To move from (4) to
(2), one needs to abandon the standard package of needs
and switch to individual development of needs and also one
has to add individual development of capacities.
The question remains whether one should retain the
current poverty measurement, and thus have three
poverty measures or whether one should stay only with
the two new economic poverty/wealth measures only.12
On point 2, development of needs can be seen in two
dimensions: extension & deepening. Extension: one could
attempt to arrive, on the base of a chosen needs scheme
(e.g. Maslow’s) and applying survey questionnaires,
at a dichotomic score for each need: developed, not
developed, and count for each individual the number of
needs he/she has developed. With respect to deepening
a multichotomic score could be developed on the base of
in depth qualitative interviews (e.g. not developed at all,
slightly, medium, high, very high development). The final
score for an individual would be a bi-dimensional one
reflecting both dimensions of the development of needs:
number of needs developed and degree of development
of each need.
On 3, a typology of capacities is required, the first step is to
find out if in the psychological and pedagogy literatures
there is something similar to the theories of human
needs: i.e. theories of human capacities. Nussbaum,
although she refers to capabilities, has distinguished:
basic (innate); internal (developed through life); and
combined capabilities (internal plus external conditions).
A more thematic typology (compatible with the
Nussbaum distinctions) could be something like: abilities
(know how’s); cognitive; artistic; affective; and social/
civic/political capacities.
12 In “Elementos para la crítica de la economía política de la pobreza”

[Elements for the critique of the political economy of poverty],
(Desacatos, N° 23, January-April 2007, pp. 53-86) I show that IPMM
(the Integrated Poverty Measurement Method, which I developed
in the beginning of the nineties and have been applying since then)
takes into account all the needs in Maslow’s scheme on which we
can reasonably assume a consensus among the various human
needs theorists (all needs in his scheme except the aesthetic). See
sections 6 and 7 of this work.
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On 4, identifying and measuring the development and
application of capacities at the individual level, once
a capacities typology has been built, the empirical
identification (through surveys and in depth qualitative
interviews), of the development of capacities at the
individual level should be no problem. Measuring the
degree of development of a specific capacity can also be
done through qualitative interviews. The goal would be
to identify the level of this development in a scale such as
null, very low, low, medium, high, very high. In trying to go
from the list of developed capacities (and the degree of
development of each one) to the overall characterisation
of the individual in terms of development of capacities,
one has to confront the question of the value of multidimensional vs. one-dimensional human wealth. Is medium
development of capacities in many areas worth more
than very high development of one capacity or in one
area of capacities?
On 5, how to arrive at an overall measure that reflects,
at the individual level, all the dimensions involved: needs
(development & satisfaction), capacities (development
and application), the individual will be characterised by
four indicators: 1. development of needs, 2. satisfaction
of needs, 3. development of capacities and 4. application

of capacities. Numbers 1 & 3 represent the development
of HEF or the wealth/poverty location in the structural
(ser) scale. Numbers 2 & 4 will represent his location
in the circumstantial (estar) dimension of the HFA. This
can either stand as a four dimensional representation
(mathematical or graphical) or an attempt can be made
to arrive at a single qualitative characterisation or at a
single number. In the last case, the problem of weighting
appears. The most neutral possibility is equal weights
to all four dimensions. I don’t have (for the moment) a
satisfactory solution to arrive at a single number.
Lastly, the most difficult issue is 6, How to deal with the
societal level? How is one to judge about the constitution
of the pre-conditions for the development of the human
essential forces (HEF). How to identify the repression
(or stimulation) of the development of HEF? A critical
approach is certainly required and there does not seem to
be easily replicable paths. The type of analysis, although
embedded in the best of Marxism and critical theory,
has to be built and some techniques and analytical
styles discovered as one goes through. The last two large
paragraphs of section 4 and what was said in section 6
show some of the elements that would be involved in this
type of analysis.

TABLE 2. ECONOMIC WEALTH/ POVERTY: MOVING FROM IPMM CURRENT MEASUREMENT
(SHOULD IT BE MAINTAINED?) TO CIRCUMSTANTIAL AND STRUCTURAL BEING ECONOMIC POVERTIES
Type of wealth/ poverty
(1)
Economic

Structural (ser) Being
(2)

Circumstantial (estar) Being
(3)

Current IPMM measurement
(4)

Needs a lot/little and has developed
her/his capacities a lot/little and has
developed her/his capacities a lot/
little

Degree of satisfaction of her/his effective needs and application of his/her
effective capacities

Degree of satisfaction of a standard
package of needs; application of capacities is not included.

In order to move from column (4) to (3) one needs to add application of effective capacities and replace the standard package of needs by effective needs.
In order to move from (4) to (2), one needs to add individual development of capacities, abandon the standard package of needs and switch to individual
development of needs.
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Introduction

The second question asked to the contributors of
this issue was: What are the relevant indicators for
measuring progress of societies and the well-being of its
inhabitants? Our research group has been studying from
an emic perspective1 what different societies consider as
1

In relation to a variable of study, the emic perspective does not

impose a priori categories as valid content in a population under
examination; on the contrary, it extracts the categories from the
population itself.

well-being and progress. These results provide evidence
that they differ, and even oppose with some axioms and
ideals of progress widely accepted in theory and practice
of international development. Our results suggest three
levels in well-being and development. They are: universal
needs (1), its realization in the historical, geographical
and cultural context of societies (2) and situational
factors that define the development expectations of the
people (3). In relation to the first level, present paper
will discuss how biomarkers are objective measures of
well-being that can operate in different cultural contexts,
and can also being used as well-being indicators in other
nonhuman mammal species. The way how universal
needs are realized in every society and culture can be
assessed through the index of subjective life satisfaction,
an emic methodology that identifies what each society
considers necessary to achieve happiness and evaluates
the subjective satisfaction of achieving them, using a
statistical test to define three states: dissatisfaction,
balance and satisfaction. At the third level, to assess the
situational dimension, we propose the development
subjective satisfaction index, a method that follows the
same logic of the second dimension, but discusses the
expectations of immediate progress of a community.
The third question we should answer in this book was: What
are the opportunity areas for the incorporation of these
indicators in public policy? Together, the three proposed
indicators allow for a precise diagnosis that serves as
a baseline for the design of an intervention program.
This constitutes “a fundamental tool for the campaigns
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This book was based on three questions to the contributors
to this issue. The first was: What do we consider as
progress in the XXI century? While it is a central theme
in the international development agenda, I consider
it to be a wrong question. It is not important what the
intellectuals, “experts” in development and social policies
consider as progress. What really matters are the ideas of
progress that different societies and cultures have. Then,
from them, we should analyze objectively which of these
conceptions of development are those that have empirical
evidence that is associated with a lasting change in the
well-being of societies. So, my answer to the first question
will not be a personal reflection adorned with academic
modes that support the supposed objectivity of my ideas
of progress, a product of my culture, my personal trauma
and success. In contrast, it will be an attempt to outline a
methodology to capture the native conceptions of wellbeing and development, along with the synthesis of some
empirical evidence in favor of this approach.
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of political candidates”, a research-based guide for
conducting development programs for local governments
and international cooperation. Also, and especially, it is a
shift from a social marketing perspective based on gurus
that guess the needs and expectations of the development
of people, towards a social marketing science, based on
empirical studies and accurate longitudinal assessment
of the impact of different well-being programs and the
perception of progress of people. This, as demonstrated
by commercial marketing, is a big step toward selfsustainability. Additionally, it is an opportunity to create
a convergence between powerful motivations that are
usually opposed in some Latin American countries:
political interests and needs of the population.

Needs: the universal dimension and its realization in
the context
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There is broad agreement on the importance of the
needs in human functioning and well-being (Doyal &
Gough, 1991; Kasser & Ryan, 2001, Ryan & Deci, 2000,
Schwartz & Bilsky, 1987, Sheldon, 2002). However, there
is an open debate about what those universal human
needs are. The Self-Determination Theory (SDT: Deci &
Ryan, 1980 Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008) summarizes the
universal needs of greater acceptance in the AngloSaxon literature: autonomy, competence and relations.
In this direction, international development models are
based on assumptions about what the universal needs
are. For example, the millennium development goals of
the United Nations has proposed in first place, a goal of
economic development, secondly, an educational goal
and, in third place, a goal of gender equality. Behind these
goals are subsumed assumptions about universal needs
that can fit in with the ideas of the SDT. A person living
with equity, education and prosperity may joy autonomy
and competence.
Our research team has found empirical evidence against
the universality of the SDT, based on studies in rural
Andean groups, peri-urban and shantytowns with little
formal education (Yamamoto & Feijoo, 2007) and in rural
communities in Bangladesh and Thailand. Autonomy,
the most important need for the SDT (Deci & Ryan,
2008a, 2008b), it is not seen in our study as a necessity
but as a negative evaluation value, that contrasts to the
ideal of Andean collectivism. This Andean Collectivism,
unlike the Asian Collectivism (Markus & Kitayama, 1991,
Triandis, 1996) does not involve the subordination of
the individual over the collective, but the articulation

of the individual and group benefit. It is for this reason
that in Latin America, unlike Asia, rapid changes from
collectivistic behavior to competitive individualism can be
observed in migrants from small traditional communities
to massive cities.. A farmer will not need the labor of his
neighbor for planting and harvesting, when struggling
haphazardly to sell some low-cost products at a traffic
light, offering the same as their neighbors. The neighbors,
in this context, instead of a needed support to satisfy their
needs, become interference and cooperative behavior
disappears. Therefore, autonomy is not a universal need,
in rural Andean communities where we studied; it is a
negative value.
In order to identify needs with less cultural bias, our
research team developed an emic approach, based on
ethnographic studies and advancing through open-ended
interviews, which allowed construction of a psychometric
battery of well-being components that reflects the cultural
context. Using this approach in different samples, with low
educational levels and relatively little contact with Western
culture, we found two cross-cultural needs: a good place
to live and to raise a family (Yamamoto, 2006, 2007). In
a process of post-hoc2 theorization, evolutionary theory,
a model underserved in international development, is
the model of better fit with our results. The search for
the offspring to ensure survival and the search for an
appropriate environment for the development of the
individual and his lineage is consistently observed not
only in humans but also in all species. These two universal
needs are specified into goals according to environmental,
cultural and circumstantial conditions. For example, a good
place to live means to have an adequate transport. In the
rural Amazon, the seasonally flooded land and vegetation
make the canoe as the primary mean of transportation,
and wood to build it is their main resource. In contrast,
migrants who are located in the outskirts of cities often
invade vacant land. There, to have urban transport
companies that come close to their homes is the main
mean of transportation, and negotiation in order to get
such service is the relevant resource.

2

It is not based on a particular theory that seeks to be tested

empirically. Methodology is designed to obtain data with theoretical
relative neutrality. Subsequently, the results allow an evaluation of
the theories that best fit the phenomenon under investigation.
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According to the previous discussion, social development
has been constructed on the basis of the Western view
of progress and this vision does not match and even
contradicts the emic perspectives of the communities
that we studied. American vindicatory movements,
like the psychology of liberation, don’t provide a viable
alternative, since their Marxist inspiration implies the
change of one western bias for another, only with a
little more local garment. Therefore, the solution is not
ideological but methodological. It’s impressive how in
the XXI century that observed the creation of the first
synthetic organism by Craig Venter’s team, and the
development of experimental behavioral genetics, the
international development is far from being a science
and becomes an agnostic pseudo-religious extension of
the religious missions and ideological imperialism. A truly
Developing Science should be based on precise universal
needs diagnosis, and how those needs are related to
specific goals in the time and space of each population
under intervention rather than assuming axiomatically
postmodern versions of the commandments, such as
gender equity or the ten Millennium Development Goals.
The proposed methodology is relatively simple, but far
more complex than the common practice in international
development. The complexity is not only related to the
methodology, is also related to subjectivity. It assumes
the capacity to isolate values and development beliefs
of development agents, a very difficult issue to achieve,
particularly in dogmatic mentalities, possibly overrepresented in some kinds of agnostic postmodern
missioners of international development. It is about needs,
resources and needs achievement perception diagnosis
from the point of view of the community, integrated in a
model. Based on this model, a sustainable development
program is designed. After its implementation, an impact
evaluation is conducted and leads to an iterative fine tuning
of the intervention effectiveness and productivity in the
logic of a complex intelligent system (Yamamoto, 2008a)
In addition, we have found that the exploration about
“what the community and the persons in the community
need to be better” brings specific information of the
circumstantial dimension of development: collects the
immediate expectations about a better life. We have
found that those goals are very dynamic, as they are
achieved, the goals are not perceived by the controlled
(conscious) system and probably pass to an automatic

(non-conscious) system, leading to new personal and
community development goals.
Biomarkers of Well-Being
In recent years the behavioral sciences are undergoing
an epistemological and methodological revolution with
consequences of major impact for the psychology of
well-being and international development. Psychiatry
has been considered a second-class citizen in medical
science. Their diagnoses were based on subjective
reports, from the perspective of both the patient and
the evaluator, unlike other areas of medicine that have
objective diagnostic as imaging or endocrine indicators.
However, in the last decade there was a significant
change, incorporating biomarkers in psychiatry (Singh &
Rose, 2009) with prospects of expanding into other areas
of behavioral science.
A biomarker is an objective biological measure that is an
indicator of a syndrome under evaluation or diagnose.
Stress is one of the psychiatric and psychological problems
that has benefited from the biomarkers, and serves as
an illustration. It is one of the main problems of modern
society, dramatically affecting the health (OMS, 2004).
The diagnosis is often difficult because people are not
always aware of stress. Evidence from the investigation of
stress is very consistent in pointing to the hypothalamicpituitary-adrenocortical (HPA) as the main circuit of
stress (for review, see: Gunnar & Quevedo, 2007) and the
glucocorticoid cortisol is a reliable biomarker of its activity
(Hellhammer, Wüst, & Kudielka, 2009, Kirschbaum &
Hellhammer, 1994). As cortisol describe a pronounced
circadian cycle, cortisol awakening response is a
measure widely used as a biomarker of stress (Kudielka,
Hellhammer, & Wüst, 2009; Strahler, Berndt, Kirschbaum,
& Rohleder, 2010; Thorn, Hucklebridge, Evans, & Clow,
2009). Stress is a major source of negative effect, impairing
not only the well-being, also the physical and mental
health (Latham & Pinder, 2005). Therefore, cortisol, along
other indicators can constitute well-being biomarkers that
serve as objective measures of the progress of societies.
Here are two fundamental problems. The first lies in the
validation of cortisol as a biomarker of well-being. In
this line our research team is developing studies that,
together with measures of subjective well-being, cortisol
samples are collected in groups of higher and lower wellbeing. This is to identify consistent patterns that differ in
both groups. The second problem is to find the diagnostic
parameters for interpreting the cortisol measures. This
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will require diverse and large samples that require further
coordinated research of different teams in the world.
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Stress is an important mechanism for well-being but it’s
far from being the only one. Groundbreaking studies,
focused on older adults, have analyzed biomarkers such
as epinephrine, norepinephrine, cortisol, DHEA-S and
its relationship to well-being (Ryff et al., 2006; Seplaki,
Goldman, Weinstein, & Yu-Hsuan, 2004). Epinephrine has
been found at a higher level in couples who later divorced
(Kiecolt-Glaser, Bane, Glaser, & Malarkey, 2003). The
increase in norepinephrine is related to the improvement
of depression symptoms (Nutt, Demyttenaere, Janka,
Aarre et al., 2007, Stahl, 2007). DHEA-S is a precursor
of steroid hormones; it is the product of higher steroid
secretion of the adrenal gland and has been associated
with various indicators of stress and mood. Seplaki et al.
(2004) found biomarkers associated with the functional
status of older adults, especially in terms of stress. Ryff
and colleagues (2006) found that well-being and ill-being
were significantly correlated with various biomarkers.
Also, both can be correlated with biological patterns.
For example, they found that people with better social
relationships had lower weight, and those with more
depressive symptoms had more weight.
Additionally, oxytocin, serotonin, dopamine and opioids
are important candidates for biomarkers of well-being.
Oxytocins, along with vasopressin, have been widely
associated with attachment and long-term relationships
(Insel & Hulihan, 1995; Pedersen, Caldwell, Walker, Ayers
et al., 1994, Peterson, Mason, Barakat, & Pedersen,
1991; Porges, 1998), and they were positively related to
well-being. Moreover, we have found that oxytocin is a
mediator of the benefits of positive social interactions
and emotions (Guastella, Mitchell, & Mathews, 2008,
Porges, 1998, Uvnäs-Moberg, 1998) and, especially,
have been found that oxytocin interacts with social
support to suppress cortisol and subjective response to
stress (Heinrichs, Baumgartner, Kirschbaum, & Ehlert,
2003). Serotonin is widely known as a neurotransmitter
system that orchestrates the emotional activity (for
review, see: Murphy & Lesch, 2008). Has been linked
with depression (Carver, Johnson, & Joormann, 2008,
Caspi et al., 2003; Munafo, Clark, Roberts, & Johnstone,
2006, Nutt et al., 2007), anxiety (Leonardo & Hen, 2006,
Lesch, Bengel, Heils, & colleagues, 1996), aggression
(Ferris, Stolberg, & Delville, 1999, Jensen et al., 2008),
stress (Armbruster et al., 2009, Barr et al., 2004, Caspi et
al., 2003), among others. Dopamine has been previously

used as a biomarker of well-being (Ryff et al., 2006);
there is evidence of its relationship with motivation and
positive emotion (Burns et al., 2008, Morris, Na, Grippo,
& Johnson, 2006; Wermer, Thorén, Olson, & Bren, 2000).
It is important in the reward circuits and has been linked
consistently with hedonic adaptation processes (Bevins,
2001, Dalley et al., 2007, Leri et al., 2007; Wang, Volkow,
& Fowler, 2002), a mechanism important to understand
the unhappiness in terms of abundance, as found in
the self-appointed first world. Opiates are by definition
the pleasure hormones. Are linked to the emotions of
pleasure (Bender et al., 2007; Nocjar & Panksepp, 2007;
Sauro & Greenberg, 2005) and form a single substrate
with circuits of pain (Leknes & Tracey, 2008), consistent
with dialectical nature of happiness. Opiates are activated
by neurotransmitters described above, such as oxytocin
(Uvnäs-Moberg, 1998) and dopamine (Barbano & Cador,
2007). Its hedonic effects are so potent that opioids are
highly related to developing addictions (Ingram, Macey,
Fossum, & Morgan, 2008, Koob & Le Moal, 2008; Wermer
et al., 2000, White, 2004). Generally, this overview
suggests that the potential of biomarkers in well-being
and development is not aimed as general indicators
of happiness, but that biomarkers are indicators of
specific aspects of a multidimensional well-being and
development construct. For example, one can speculate
that opioids are indicators of hedonic response in wellbeing, also that dopamine is an indicator of motivational
arousal in the challenge towards a goal and that oxytocin
and vasopressin are mediators between goals and
hedonic response.
The evidence on the relationship between well-being
and biomarkers, in addition, provides evidence of the
universality of needs, because these biomarkers are
not only present in humans but widely distributed in
mammals and other species. Research in neuroscience of
well-being, before coming to the evidence in humans, is
done with laboratory rats, wild rodents and nonhuman
primates. These universal needs in social non-human
mammals and humans, systematically points to the
importance of social networks, starting with the family
to form lasting pair bonds mediated by vasopressin and
oxytocin, which then leads to offspring becoming even
more intense with the care of children. Additionally,
forming friends and support groups in a community, a
cornerstone of a good place to live, are also mediated by
these neurotransmitters. MacDonald & Leary, studying
the neurobiology of social exclusion, conclude:
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This is a profound criticism of those who propose autonomy
as a universal need and individualism as a superior value.
Criticism based on neurobiological and evolutionary
evidence. The people who are experimentally induced to
social exclusion activate their system of pain, feeling the
same experiences and activating the same neural circuits
that occur in front of the physical pain. Social exclusion
has been so damaging in human evolution that the higher
level alert circuits, like physical pain, have been associated
with it. Thus, support networks, family first and then the
community, emerge as needs product of evolution, and
vasopressin with oxytocin arise as candidate biomarkers.
Cultural Indicators: The Universal in Context
In a previous chapter we had mentioned that our
research team developed a methodology to study the
universal needs in context. The methodology consists
in two phases: a qualitative and quantitative. Two
variables of analysis: the subjective life satisfaction and
subjective satisfaction of development. The qualitative
phase investigates, through questions with open-ended
response alternatives, each of the study variables.
After a content analysis, the open-ended responses are
summarized into categories. These categories become
the items of a psychometric battery that is applied to the
study population. In this psychometric battery, subjective
life satisfaction is composed of two variables. The first
investigates the importance each individual ascribes to
the goal that has been found in the qualitative phase
and the second evaluates the perception of achievement
of each goal, according to the individual. The life
satisfaction index (Yamamoto, Feijoo, & Lazarte, 2008)
is the statistical contrast between the two variables that
can result in three conditions: dissatisfaction (perceived
achievement is significantly higher than the importance
of the goal), satisfaction (the reverse case) or equilibrium
(no significant difference between the two variables).
The subjective satisfaction of development (Yamamoto,
2010) follows the same logic, i.e., breaks down into two
variables: the importance of development goals (which

emerged in the qualitative study) and the perception
of achieving them. The statistical test helps identify
the states of dissatisfaction, satisfaction and balance.
Our research team has observed that the subjective
satisfaction of development is very sensitive to context.
As a need is satisfied, another goal is set. Therefore,
the content of the needs, obtained from the qualitative
phase, changes very quickly. In contrary, the content of
the goals of subjective life satisfaction tends to be stable.
Although long-range longitudinal studies are required,
preliminary evidence suggests that subjective life
satisfaction assesses the universal facet in its context, and
the subjective development satisfaction measures a more
contextual facet. The first is proposed as an indicator of
well-being, and the second as one of progress.
From Measuring to the Intervention
The indicators that show dissatisfaction are the starting
elements for the design of a development program.
However, its implementation is not so linear. There
is evidence that the satisfaction of certain needs is
associated with a sustainable increase of well-being as
forming a family (Yamamoto et al., 2008), whereas other
needs, such as more consumer like, generate the opposite
effect (Brickman, Coates, & Janoff-Bulman, 1978; Kasser &
Ryan, 1993; Yamamoto, 2008b). Development programs
are not mere mechanical application of some targets
being met, but a science of development cannot ignore
this information. The choice of strategic development
targets, their sequence and interaction in a coordinated
effort with the population, ensuring the exercise of free
will and determination of people, is a very important
ethical, practical and procedural matter.
This approach keeps the potential to solve several
problems of the critical agenda of development. The
problems of self-sustainability may arise mainly because
of the lack of sinthony of development programs with
the development expectations of the community.
Development programs are conducted assuming that
the ideals and ideas of those who design and finance
are universal, and every community and person will (and
should) appreciate them. This bias can include persons
from both international cooperation and local politicians.
Humans are ethnocentric and suffer from a naive realism
that limits the understanding of subjective status of our
own ideas. Also suffer from a false consensus, i.e. the belief
that most humans agree with our own ideas (Triandis,
1996). In contrast, the proposal we have raised here,
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Those of us living in individualistic societies are inundated
with messages trumpeting autonomy and individuality.
Yet, a picture is emerging that people are so vitally
important to each other that social needs are ingrained
in our very biology. We hold social pain to be one such
example of our deep, physical need for each other
(MacDonald & Leary, 2005: 218).
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does not assume the expectations for development, but
focus on identifying them. The inclusion of development
programs based on these lines supposed a significant
motivational difference. In fact, modern marketing starts
with this principle. It’s not about creating needs to sell
products or services anymore. Rather, it investigates
the latent needs in a market, to offer products and
services that match and satisfy them. Solid foundations
for customer loyalty start in a successfully tuning of the
latent need in the population with the product or service.
If well-being and particularly development are changing
variables, the measurement of indicators should
be longitudinal, allowing us to follow a dynamic of
continuous development. Additionally, these timeseries measurements, considering the interventions that
are made between measurements, allow an ongoing
refining of interventions. Learning what works and what
does not, constitute an intelligent system of continuous
improvement, i.e., scientific and intelligent sustainable
development.

Conclusion
Progress in the XXI century is not what a group of
diplomats and experts from different countries consider
being the fate of societies. Progress is an extremely
complex process with huge cultural geographical, national

and circumstantial variants. Progress is a dynamic and
nonlinear process of universal needs satisfaction in its
cultural and circumstantial context. Therefore, it requires
indicators of the proper functioning of the universal
factors, of the universal in their cultural context, and of the
circumstantial issues. The universal functions, consistent
with its nature, can be measured using biomarkers. The
universal functions in its cultural context can be measured
by subjective life satisfaction. Circumstantial functions
can be analyzed through the subjective satisfaction of
development. This approach requires the change from
a less political and less ideological epistemology into a
more scientific and methodological one. Assumes a less
naïve Intercultural approach, that is, to get away from the
belief that a decalogue can summarize the complexity and
variance of native development conceptions on the planet,
proposing a more complex methodology, realistic but
achievable. It offers a great opportunity for incorporation
into public policy. It is no mystery to note that politicians,
who ultimately define the policies, are aware that getting
in synchronization with the expectations of development
in a population is a central process for election and reelection. The proposed methodology started with this
diagnosis. Thus, the tuning of the underlying political
motivations with the development motivation of societies,
in a longitudinal and intelligent development model, will
give us high opportunities for integration, joining the evil
side of politics with a scientific and systematic facet.
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David Barkin and Blanca Lemus
A heterodox approach to understanding progress in the 21st century

At present, the most frequently used indicators
of progress are generally those associated with
employment, hunger, capabilities; in short, the
population’s well-being. In recent years, environmental
quality indicators are frequently added, including
deforestation, water and air pollution, and the
proportion of primary products that are exported. For
this presentation, we consider it important to focus on
the underlying factors that define the way in which we
can advance towards an improvement in each one of the
selected indicators.

To begin with, it is useful presenting an alternative proposal
for measuring well-being, in contrast to the measures of
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) or its components. We refer
to the proposal that emerged in the Kingdom of Bhutan,
proposed in 1972 by King Jigme Singye Wangchuck, to
implement an alternative system to assess a country’s
richness according to an index of “Gross Domestic
Happiness” (GDH). This concept proposes to measure the
richness of nations by evaluating the real well-being of
their citizens, their happiness, measuring smiles instead of
money or material possessions, as does the GDP. The initial
idea was to assure that “prosperity is shared by the whole
of society and well-balanced concerning cultural traditions
conservation, environmental protection with a government
that responds to the needs of those being governed.”1
1

Revkin, Andrew C., “Happy Little Kingdom” NY Times, Oct. 4,

2005. We thank Gabriel Torres González of CIESAS-Occidente for his
discussion of this topic and his contributions that made include this
material in this note. He is in the process of conducting a study of this
phenomenon in Mexico.
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Raising the question “What is progress?” presents a huge
challenge in the current situation. The definitions of
the concept are conditioned by the political contexts in
which we operate, or, in some cases, by the proposals of
new strategies that we would like to use in order to (re)
build the world. In this short essay we focus on the latter:
those proposals that can guide us in moving forward to
overcome the growing socio-political, economical, and
environmental obstacles that prevent current societies
from advancing towards good living or “buen vivir”.
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Although personal income in Bhutan is one of the lowest in
the world, life expectancy increased around 20 years from
1984 to 1998, from 43 to 66 years; the literacy rate jumped
from 10% in 1982 to 60% today, and the infant mortality
rate fell from 163 deaths per one thousand inhabitants
to 43.2 This change in approach to development has
been reinforced by the country’s strong commitment to
environment conservation. Bhutan’s legislation defines
70% of the country as “green areas”, including 60% as
forests. Although the this small country faces a very high
unemployment rate, the perception of its inhabitants
concerning their quality of life as “good” has been
significant enough for the indicator GDH to be considered
seriously in many other countries.
In the World Values Survey, a project in process since
1995, Ronald Inglehart, a political scientist at the
University of Michigan, found that Latin American
countries, for example, recorded much more subjective
“happiness” than their economic levels would suggest.3
In the same manner, a multinational team organized
by the Inter-American Development Bank published an
extensive report evaluating the process, using their own
methodology, concluded that the data regarding individual
perceptions and values in a variety of countries of the
region reveal huge discrepancies with statistics concerning
living conditions or the opinions of government agencies;
certainly there is a large gap between income and people’s
levels of satisfaction; these differences are not limited to
monetary questions, because they include, in accordance
with the studies, questions about the nature of the
sources of employment and the quality of urban life,
among others.4 We can add, quoting Albert Einstein, “not
everything that can be counted counts; and not everything
that counts can be counted”. And this is because measuring
happiness includes subjective aspects, not material ones,

2 Consulted

in the Web, at: http://www.elenamoreno.net/2009/12/

el-fib-vs-pib-felicidad-contra-desarrollo/comment-page-1/
3

“Human beliefs and values: A cross-cultural sourcebook based on

the 1999-2002 Values Surveys” Study conducted at Survey Research
Center de la Universidad de Michigan.
4

Lora, Eduardo, (Ed.), Beyond Facts - Understanding Quality of Life,

Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press for the Inter-American
Development Bank and David Rockefeller Center for Latin American
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Studies, Harvard University, 2009, in http://idbdocs.iadb.org/wsdocs/
getdocument.aspx?docnum=1775002

such as the influence of social relations, autonomy, and
self-determination, among others.
This is not the moment to review the endless discussions
about poverty indicators or their meaning. In many other
circles, scholars are trying to understand what makes
people happy and the determinants of a good quality
of life. The academic community seems incapable of
defining, because of our inability to incorporate concepts
of uncertainty. It is clear, however, that there is a growing
sensation that current definitions dominant in the social
sciences do not contribute to an appropriate understanding
of the theme.
In this situation, then, new definitions of progress are
more urgent than ever. An essential question is: What
elements would offer an advance in our understanding?
It seems clear that an answer would include some of the
GDH’s index components, such as education and medical
services. This would require a change in emphasis of social
policy; as in Bhutan, where life expectancy increased
as a result of the new priorities in public policy. Similar
results were achieved in Cuba, demonstrating the lack of
correspondence between social benefits and economic
growth. It is now clear, however, that our efforts to advance
towards a better quality of life cannot be limited to these
instruments of the social policy; in spite of improvements
in education and medical care, it is evident that throughout
the world we are suffering a deterioration in our quality
of life, resulting from the weakening of the social and
solidarity networks (with a direct increase in personal and
social violence). The inability to guarantee a basic package
of social services and economic assistance accompanied
by a shocking deterioration of environmental quality
have extreme effects on the quality of life in virtually all
of our countries. This is a multi-factorial theme and, for
this reason, questioning the essential meaning of progress
requires a multidisciplinary vision and revaluing some of
the fundamental elements that we normally associate
with the “traditional” society.
Generally speaking, when problems such as well-being
or progress are being discussed, we must refer to the
development policies that create the social dynamics that
prevent improvements in the quality of life. These policies
are promoting a form of development that seems to
distance us from their stated objectives. It is evident that
the principles of economic advance offered by economists
do not offer appropriate solutions. This is clear once
we examine the process of development; Gilbert Rist
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describes this process with an enlightening definition of
development in his classic work:5
‘Development’ consists of a set of practices, sometimes
appearing to conflict with one another, which require – for
the reproduction of society – the general transformation
and destruction of the natural environment and of social
relations. Its aim is to increase the production of commodities
(goods and services) geared, by way of exchange, to effective
demand. (p. 13, italics in the original).
It is not necessary to analyze this definition in greater
detail -as Rist did in his classic analysis of the conceptto realize how inappropriate the present development
policies to promote a better quality of life are. Rist offers
an interesting explanation, starting by pointing out that
although cooperation and international help are necessary
and often valuable, they “have little impact, compared
with the many measures imposed by the implacable
logic of the economic system” (p. xi). Without pretending
to reproduce his argument completely, it is enough to
highlight three suppositions in development practice and,
therefore, in the measure of progress: social evolutionism,
individualism and economicism (p. 9).
In the rest of this article we propose to introduce
reflections related to two paradigms offering alternatives
to “development”; these alternatives are philosophical
and analytical approaches emerging to stimulate the
intellectual work that must accompany the search for
new ways of understanding. Even though these notes are
limited to the academic literature, it is important to note
the relevance of the social movements motivating and
triggering scholarly work and the resolute resistance from
official institutions which are not willing to explore the
possibilities of alternative models. These two important
alternatives are: Degrowth and “Good Living”, as it is
called by the Andean groups where the term originated
(in Kwichwa and Amayra). Two areas of academic work are
related to these two paradigms: ecological economics and

social and solidarity economics;6 an extensive literature
has been accumulating around these two ideas, a process
that threatens them as many new contributors are
trying to expand their scope in an effort to try to bring
them closer to the methodologies and contents of the
mainstream analysis.

Degrowth
The ‘new’ field of “degrowth” emerged from the critical
diagnosis of the current situation:
An international elite and a “global middle-class” are
causing havoc to the environment through conspicuous
consumption and the excessive appropriation of human
and natural resources. Their consumption patterns lead to
further environmental and social damage when imitated
by the rest of society in a vicious circle of status–seeking
through the accumulation of material possessions.7
In the international meeting where this statement emerged,
the followers of this school of thought offered a critique
that extended to transnational corporations, financial

6

In fact, some consider that “degrowth” is a response to the

disenchantment with the colonization of “ecological economics” by
many analysts of a neo-classical (orthodox) tendency who ‘escaped’
from “environmental economics” due to its inability to incorporate
matters of biological diversity and social justice into its analysis;
frequently, these analysts make this transition or academic migration
without transforming their methodologies or even their paradigms.
Similarly, “social and solidarity economics” is suffering from a confusion
generated by competing or incompatible social and political objectives;
the notions of solidarity and equality that motivated cooperative and
union movements of the past are being compromised by present-day
social policies of the State, by community organizations at the service
of corporations, and by religious charities. Recently, other academic
and political groups have intensified their attempts to influence the
evolution of these alternative approaches by accepting the participation
of transnational companies that claim their own right to participate
with their “social and environmental responsibility” investments that
make them worthy of strictly controlled (by them) rewards as “socially

The History of Development: From Western origins to global faith,

responsible companies” (their Mexican denomination).

ondres, Zed Books, 3rd Edition, 2008. The first version was published

7

in France in 1996 and this translation of its third edition is a testimony

Conference on Economic Degrowth for Ecological Sustainability

of its importance and impact. A Spanish translation of a previous

and Social Equity convened in Barcelona in March, 2010. For more

edition was published in 2002 (El desarrollo: historia de una creencia

information about this paradigm, see www.degrowth.eu among

occidental. IUDC-La Catarata, Madrid), but it did not circulate in Mexico.

other sources.

cf. “Declaration of Barcelona, 2010” produced during the Second
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institutions and governments, insisting on the profound
structural causes of the crisis. Likewise, they indicated that
the measures to confront crises by promoting economic
growth will only deepen social inequalities and accelerate
environmental degradation, creating a social disaster and
generating economic and environmental debts for future
generations, especially for those who live in poverty.
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Those attending the Conference declared that the main
challenge of this current moment is how to conduct the
inevitable transition (as they see it) to economic degrowth,
which will have beneficial effects for the environment, in a
process that will be implemented in an equitable manner
at national and global levels. The proposals offered by
participants in this school of thought embraced all the
dimensions of productive and social activity. A significant
part of the persons proposing these alternatives are
optimistic with regard to the possibility of implementing
changes in life styles and community organization to
reduce the ecological footprint of the different social
groups. In their critique of the current model there is a
clear tendency to protect and strengthen individuals’ rights
and to reduce the scale of social and productive activity,
emphasizing the local over the global. At this Second
Conference on Economic Degrowth, however, there was
a persistent effort to focus on the design of reforms that
could be discussed and implemented within the current
organizational framework of rich societies from which
most of the participants came; the few efforts to question
the possibility of implementing these changes in the
current system of capitalist organization came to naught.
Although this school of thought takes its intellectual
impulses from the field of ecological economics, it does
not propose mechanisms to challenge the fundamental
contradictions arising from current organization of
society and its economy. On the basis of their ambiguous
commitment to reduce the scale of production and
consumption of the wealthy in the “advanced” countries,
their proposals are committed to the possibility of a soft
transition towards a “de-scaling”, towards a “stationary
state” economy. This school of thought proposes the
possibility of reorganizing “rich” societies to release
resources that would create political and productive spaces
so that they could redeploy their energy to their own social
fulfillment and guarantee appropriate living standards for
their people. Many of their proposals are technological,
offering new physical and productive solutions that ignore
institutional and corporate structures that would prevent
these changes, while also completely ignoring their

dependency on the countries from the “south” for even a
more austere lifestyle.

Good living (sumak kawsay)
The concept of “Good Living” is a translation or adaptation
of the expression in kichwa, the language of descendents of
the Incan peoples in Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia. It is defined
in the preface of the new Ecuadorian Constitution as “a new
form of citizens’ coexistence, in harmony and diversity with
nature, in order to achieve a good life, or sumak kawsay”.
Elevated to constitutional principle,8 sumak kawsay
recognizes the “Rights of Nature” and a new complex
citizenry, “that accepts social as well as environmental
commitments. This new citizenry is plural, because it
depends on its multiple histories and environments, and
accepts criteria of ecological justice that goes far beyond
the traditional dominant vision of justice.”9
As expressed by Alberto Acosta, one of its important
protagonists in the Ecuadorian scene,
The basic value of an economy, in a Good Living
regime, is solidarity. A different economy is being
forged, a social and solidarity economy, different
from economies characterized by a supposedly free
competition, that encourage economic cannibalism
among human beings and feed financial speculation.
In accordance with this constitutional definition, they
hope to build relations of production, exchange and
cooperation that promote efficiency and quality,
founded on solidarity. We talk about systematic
productivity and competitiveness, based on collective
advances rather than individuals who are arbitrarily
added together as is often the practice at present.10
In contrast to current policies for facing the problem of
the existence of growing segments of society that require

8

The Bolivian counterpart, “good living” (from aymara language

suma qamaña), is the base of it new Magna Carta.
9

Gudynas, Eduardo (2009), “La ecología política del giro biocéntrico

en la nueva Constitución del Ecuador”, Revista de Estudios Sociales,
N° 32, Bogotá.
10

Acosta, Alberto (2010), “Sólo imaginando otros mundos, se

cambiará éste - Reflexiones sobre el Buen Vivir”, Sustentabilidad(es),
N° 2, Bogotá. For more reflections regarding this topic, see the joint
contribution of Gudynas and Acosta in this volume.
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charity or official transfer payments for their survival,
this approach towards a social and solidarity economy
offers a stark contrast with the proletarian organization
of community life. Its approach far exceeds the reforms
proposed by many participants in the debates based on
economistic visions which do not consider abandoning
individual or corporate accumulation at the expense of
collective well-being. Sumak Kawsay requires reorganizing
social life and economic production, transforming the
essential function of the market, shaping it so it can serve
society rather than determining social relations, as it does
at present.11
Sumak kawsay is a concatenation of economical, social, and
political equalities, which support a different organization
of society and its relationship with nature. These equalities,
expressed in our political language, would include equality
and freedom, social justice (productive and distributive) as
well as environmental justice; it is evident that dramatic
actions are required to reverse the currently existing
inequalities (Acosta, 2010). If this principle were applied, it
would constitute a solid base for reorienting the productive
apparatus and political and cultural relations, reversing
inequalities that violate rights and prevent the possibilities
of an effective democracy. Progress, in this sense, would
be defined in terms of a social and productive organization
that generates equality directly, that produces social
justice through direct democracy.

Operationalization
The principles examined in this text are integral part of a
long tradition: declarations from social movements. They
take us back to the dawn of the French Revolution in the
Paris Commune, to Richard Owens’ commune and to the
intentional communities of Protestant and Jewish sects,
as well as to the workers’ struggles in the 19th century.
Most of them were suppressed in one way or another
with tragic massacres committed by forces at the service

11

This point is central in Karl Polanyi’s works where the need to

of a particular model of the concept of “progress” that has
betrayed humanity and the planet.
Today, individuals who are looking for another model of
progress realize that Schumacher’s “Small is Beautiful” still
has a lot to teach us.12 We are also obliged to consider that
Marshall Sahlins’ affirmation might now be truer than ever:
hunter-gathers offer a model of a really affluent society:
The world’s most primitive people have few possessions,
but they are not poor. Poverty is not a certain small
amount of goods, nor is it just a relation between
means and ends; above all, it is a relation between
people. Poverty is a social status. As such it is the
invention of civilization. It has grown with civilization,
at once as an invidious distinction between classes
and more importantly as a tributary relation that can
render agrarian peasants more susceptible to natural
catastrophes than any winter camp of Alaskan Eskimo.13
Might we not ask, as do some scholars and critics: Did
medieval peasants work less than today’s industrial
working-class?
In accordance with the instructions of the seminar, we
suggest that these reflections can provide some indicators
and many gaps or questions. In order to document the
fruitless dynamic of current efforts of programs such
as the “goals of the millennium”, or the destructive
effects of society’s current organization, we can turn to
measurements of life expectancy, educational levels,
morbidity and mortality rates by age, social or gender
groups. Similarly, we can include diverse indicators of
economic and geographic inequality, and of indices of
access to social and cultural infrastructures. We can
add diverse efforts to identify the relationship between
production and human well-being; for example, variables
related to the freedom of association in unions and their
effectiveness to protect internationally recognized working
rights; the quantification of measures of healthiness and
work safety, and a welfare system after workers retire,
would also be associated with this dimension.

“embed” the market in society once again is emphasized, instead
of the current organization of economy, which allows it to dominate
social relations (cf., La Gran Transformación, México, Fondo de Cultura

12

Económica, 2003). An extensive discussion of the “good living” topic is

mattered, New York, Harper & Row, 1973.

presented in the magazine, América Latina en Movimiento, published

13

in Ecuador and available on line at http://alainet.org ; numbers 452-

Piedra, Madrid, Akal, 1983), available at http://www.eco-action.org/

454 of 2010 are highly recommended.

dt/affluent.html

Schmacher, Ernst F. Small is Beautiful: Economics as if people
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Most of these measurements, however, avoid the fundamental
criticism of alternative visions; in other words, a description of
society’s current organization and its productive apparatus,
with all measurements already mentioned, does not consider
the way in which the process contributes to the enrichment
of a few at the expense of the majority. After all, while this
concentrated (and dynamically growing) control persists, the
possibility of reverting the deepening poverty and exclusion
of huge social groups will be minimum (or null).

underpaid environmental services from producers in the
Third World. It would be necessary to become much more
critical about the use of current environmental quality
indicators in order to try to establish processes to really
advance towards “progress”. If we were to insist on a global
ethic, it would not be permissible to postpone recognizing
every human being’s moral right to satisfy his/her basic
needs, to fulfill his/her wishes of having a better life, to
conserve the necessary vital functions of ecosystems, and
to have a fair access to global resources.

But true social and environmental progress will also require
taking note of society’s dependence on the extraction of
natural resources, both renewable and non-renewable.
It would be necessary to reduce this dependency, along
with the generation of diverse pollutants, and especially
the most toxic of these, in addition to the emission
of greenhouse gases. It would also be important to
develop mechanisms to identify the need for ecosystem
rehabilitation and the possibilities of effectively protecting
some vulnerable areas and species in danger of extinction,
incorporating processes to integrate local populations
in these tasks, taking advantage of their knowledge
and own organizations, with appropriate recognition
that would allow them to live with dignity. Not all these
tasks are readily quantified, in spite of our recognition
of the importance of revaluing the significance of these
environments relative to material production.

To conclude, this reflection about “progress” offers a critical
and pessimistic vision of the possibility of understanding
and measuring the concept within today’s dominant
epistemological context. It rejects the orthodox evaluation
of the growth of production, which equates basic needs
with superfluous ones, accepting the discrimination against
diverse social groups and gender, and condemns most
current indicators to a fatal distortion. We also criticize
the tendency to underestimate the consequences of (ab)
using natural resources and “sub-altern” groups; when the
environment is degraded by human activity, it contributes
to degrading individuals and their societies; in other words,
this degradation limits the possibility of “good living”. We
reject the vision of centering our hope to overcome current
contradictions on technological innovations. This vision
leaves us with insuperable difficulties.

In contrast, there are other indicators in the process of
development in international circles, to facilitate the
challenge of identifying environmental problems. Some
include the indicators already mentioned above, as well
as the energy intensity of production and the volume of
greenhouse gases generated globally and by different
productive sectors. Current mechanisms to control global
emissions, however, are allowing major polluters to
continue their practices and their customers to maintain
their consumption patterns, by simply purchasing

The search for alternative strategies, such as those
mentioned in this document, do not offer solutions that
are consistent with existing political structures, served by
accounting agencies and social and economic performance
assessment agencies. For that reason, after all is said and
done, in the context of our contribution, an effort to measure
“progress” would require people, their communities, and
their regions to forge their own “niches of sustainability”
in a sea of social disintegration and inequality plagued by
problems of environmental degradation.
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Gilberto Gallopín
Measuring the progress of societies. A systemic approach

This work contains a brief summary of the notion of
progress as applied both in natural sciences and social
sciences, highlighting its two essential components:
directional change and improvement. A working definition
is proposed below in order to help define indicators to
measure the existence and trends of progress, and also,
when applicable, its non-existence and setbacks. Thirdly,
the document introduces the concept of socio-ecological
system as a conceptual systemic frame that helps to
identify indicators of sustainable progress of societies,
based on the recognition that the progress of societies
today cannot be understood in isolation from the other
subsystems that constitute the broader system.
In the following section, the document analyzes the
notion of quality of life (which depends on the fulfillment
of -material and non-material- needs, desires and
aspirations), and discusses the implications of this
concept on the relation between progress, sustainability,
economic growth and non-material economic growth.
Next, the document discusses the use of the socioecological system framework to identify sustainable
progress indicators, and the relevance of differentiating
between indicators of “progress” and of “sustainability”.
This is illustrated for the case of Honduras as part of a
project of Latin American scope coordinated by the author.
The document ends with a summarized presentation of
the main conclusions obtained on the basis of the above
reflections as well as from the author’s experience.

What do we want to consider as progress
in the 21st century?
The notion of progress and the existence of long term
trends of progress are very controversial topics, mainly
among social scientists, but also among natural scientists
(i.e., specialists in biological evolution). The very idea
of progress is relatively new; although it is possible to
track its precedents as long ago as ancient Greece, the
idea of progress only emerged with strength during the
Iluminism in the 18th century. In other cultures, as well
as in the Western culture before that, theories conceiving
societies as declining from a “golden age” of innocence
and simplicity prevailed: such primeval or initial state was
considered more desirable than the current one, and even
doctrines regarding an eternal return through historical
cycles were important. However, it is not the intention of
this work to present a historical analysis of the concept of
progress, but to emphasize its main elements, based on
a systemic analysis allowing us to advance towards the
definition of indicators.
The notion of progress, either regarding the evolution of
living beings, or the history of societies, science or culture,
contains two main components: 1) the idea of directional
change, and 2) the notion of “improvement” or “advance”
towards something better (Ayala, 1988). The existence or
non-existence of a directional change is a problem that
can be analyzed under scientific terms, while the notion
of improvement introduces a clear normative element
based on a value judgment (as evidenced, for example,
in the position that establishes that progress is measured
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according to the degree of technological development
and social differentiation).
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It is important to emphasize that directional change,
if it exists, is not necessarily continuous and even less
lineal , but it can happen “through leaps” as proposed
by the theory of “punctuated evolution” (Gould 1982)
or through qualitative transformations, as proposed by
Ilya Prigogine’s dissipative systems approach (1977) or
by T. Kuhn’s (1962) paradigm replacement theory for
scientific revolutions . The existence of a directional
change in the evolution of species and societies is still a
topic under debate. Regarding evolution, even though
intuitively it seems obvious that there is a general trend in
the evolution of life towards forms increasingly complex
and more efficient in the use of resources, empiric
evidence and theoretical studies do not support the
idea of a universal sequence of progress. It seems that
directional and progressive trends do exist in individual
lineages in particular periods of their evolution (Mayr,
2001). On the other hand, many evolutionary lines show
simplifying or retrogressive trends, (as is the case of
many very specialized animals such as parasites or those
adapted to life in caves) as well as the extinction of whole
phylogenetic lines. Evolution favors organisms that can
adapt to their local environment; when the environment
changes, the direction of trends can change as well. Also
in the case of human societies, there have been declining
episodes and even whole civilization extinctions, while
others have prospered, and many social scientists prefer
to focus on specific changes in particular societies ruling
out the idea of directional change.
The component of improvement or advance included in
the notion of progress is, of course, much more debated.
In biology, for many, progress is indicated by an increase
in complexity, a greater work division of labor among
organs, a better use of environment’s resources and a
better general adaptation. However, older and more
primitive organisms, such as bacteria, are among the most
successful and better adapted organisms, with a total
biomass that exceeds that of all other organisms together
(Mayr, 2001). In social sciences, the idea of progress
postulates that the advances in science and technology,
in social organization, and in the complexity of societies,
lead to an improvement of the human condition.
Historically, the idea of progress was often linked to a
supposed preeminence of Western Civilization, as the
most “advanced”, in comparison with other societies and
cultures, seen as more “primitive” which should aspire

to follow its path. This point of view which led, among
other things, to colonialism, is currently being questioned
due to the failures of industrial society (e.g.World War I
and II) and more recently, for the clear evidences of the
unsustainability of the prevailing consumption patterns
of the so-called “advanced” societies. Even in terms of
the level of satisfaction of the individuals composing a
society, the supposed superiority of industrial or postindustrial society is not obvious at all. Of course some
undeniable advances have occurred regarding life
expectancy, material conditions, or human freedom, but
in terms of the quality of life of the persons (including
the satisfaction of both material and non-material
needs), the improvement is arguable for many thinkers
and, in any case, rather unequal . Clearly, the value
judgment of what is considered “good” and “bad” deeply
conditions the acceptance of the notion of progress and
its characterization, including the indicators chosen to
measure it.

The progress of societies
Given the ambiguities and controversies surrounding
the concept of progress and its very existence, this
work does not intent to provide a universal definition of
progress, nor the existence of a progressive and general
trend inherent in human history will be assumed (even
though this trend cannot be denied in some realms –
for example, the scientific-technological realm– and
according to some criteria). We will not discuss either
whether societies’ progress represents a rise towards
a given state of perfection (and therefore it has a
limit), an indefinite process that, broadly, represents a
trend towards the improvement of societies, or a local
phenomena that depends upon each society and its
internal and external circumstances.
This work will propose a working definition to help to
define relevant indicators useful to measure the existence
and trends of progress, as well as its non-existence and
setbacks, if applicable.
For the purpose of this work progress of societies will
be understood as the integral improvement of the
socio-ecological system to which societies belong,
improvement assessed through the increase of the
persons’ quality of life, as well as through the quality
and functionality of the different subsystems which
provide the satisfiers of the human needs, desires and
aspirations. There is a worldwide consensus on that
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this improvement must be sustainable throughout time.
Therefore, the concept of progress is closely linked to –
and it can even be considered as a synonymous of- the
broad concept of sustainable development adopted by
the United Nations.1 In this document emphasis will be
put upon highlight the concept of progress or sustainable
development, understanding by this term a progress that
can be maintained, in principle, indefinitely.
In this definition of progress, people’s well-being is the
ultimate normative reference. This does not imply an
individualistic position, but the acknowledgement that,
even though individuals acquire their whole sense when
they organize socially, the quality of such society is
assessed in the terms of its contribution (or lack of it) to
people’s well-being.
In this current historical stage, it seems evident that the
notion of societies’ progress involves different scales,
including at least three basic levels:
1.
2.
3.

Individual (person)
Society (either local, national or international
community)
Humanity or, even more, the human species

Additionally, in the 21st century, is not reasonable
anymore to try to understand (and in consequence, to
manage) a society in isolation from its environment, at
any scale. Increasingly evidences accumulate showing
that societies and their environment, at every scale,
operate as strongly coupled subsystems of a larger
system: the socio-ecological system. Global environmental
changes phenomena, as well as the economic and cultural
globalization, and their non-anticipated impacts, show
dramatically the consequences of ignoring the strong
nonlinear relationships between socio-ecological systems
components. This systemic frame is the one proposed in
order to help define indicators of sustainable progress
(development) of societies.

The socio-ecological system
We understand as socio-ecological system (SES)
(Gallopín, 1991) the total system constituted by nature
and society, including its relevant subsystems, as well as
the interlinkages between them. From a systemic point
of view, four main subsystems can be differentiated:
social, economical, institutional and environmental.
These subsystems correspond to the four basic categories
proposed by the Sustainable Development Commission
of the United Nations as the fundamental dimensions of
sustainable development. In this very simplified proposal
(Gallopín, 2006) subsystems are defined as follows:
The first subsystem is the social one, defined broadly
as including the variables of quality of life (satisfaction
of material and non material needs of human beings),
income and its distribution, demographic aspects, and
social organization. This subsystem is different from the
others because, apart from its instrumental role, it is
the normative reference subsystem due to the fact that
it includes the ultimate objective of development and
of the definition of progress, which is people’s quality
of life. The economical subsystem includes goods and
services production and consumption, commerce,
the general state of the economy, infrastructure and
human settlements (built environment) and the wastes
generated by consumption and production.2 The
institutional subsystem includes society’s formal and
informal institutions, laws, regulations, and policies, as
well as the main societal processes (sociopolitical agency,
political processes, power structures, etc.), and society’s
knowledge and values. Obviously this subsystem may
also be seen as part of the social subsystem, but it was
decided to conceive it as a specific category because it
represents the subsystem that regulates the functioning
of the whole socio-ecological system. The environmental
subsystem includes the natural environment in its
manifestations of natural resources, ecological processes,
vital support conditions, and biodiversity.
The main functional flows, interrelationships, or couplings
between the subsystems of a socio-ecological system

In contrast to the more limited concept of “environmentally

in the social subsystem, following another, equally legitimate,

sustainable development”. See item 5 at http://www.un-documents.

criteria; we opted to include them in the economical subsystem for

net/jburgdec.htm

graphic simplicity.
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FIGURE 1. THE SOCIO-ECOLOGICAL SYSTEM WITH ITS MAIN SUBSYSTEMS AND INTERRELATIONSHIPS

at a national scale can be represented3 as Figure 1. The
two short arrows going from and to the large box that
represents the total socio-ecological system represent
interactions between the system and its external world (for
example, at a national scale SES, they denote exchanges
with the global environment, international commerce,
energy and materials inputs and outputs, etc.).

flows between some subsystems (for example, wastes
from the economy or inputs of natural resources to the
economy); on the other hand, information, control signals
and/or actions generating changes in the variables and
organization of receiving subsystems also flow between
subsystems (for example financial flows, regulations and
taxes, ecosystem legal protection).

The interrelations have been selected in order to be as
neutral and universal as possible. They belong to a two
basic types: on the one hand, material and/or energy

Arrows between the economical and institutional subsystems
represent interrelationships such as policies, economic
instruments, price setting in one direction, and monetary
flows (such as tax collection) in the opposite direction.

3 Flows have been specified with much more detail in previous works

(Gallopín, G.C. and K. Christianson, 2000), but this very simplified
representation is enough for the purposes of this discussion.
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See also the animation at http://www.eclac.cl/dmaah/noticias/
discursos/4/13064/ses.swf

Arrows between the economical and environmental
subsystems include, among others, environmental goods
and services flows (such as natural resources) going towards
economical production or direct consumption, and, in the
opposite direction, wastes generated by consumption and
production, flowing towards the environment.
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Arrows going from the environmental subsystem to the
social one include interrelationships such as the impact of
the quality of the natural environment on human health.
Arrows between the institutional and the social subsystems
include the effects of the institutional subsystem on social
environment of the persons (education, security, value
systems) and the impact of quality of life’s on institutions
(influence of poverty growth on social demands).
Finally, arrows between the institutional subsystem and
the environmental one include phenomena such as direct
institutional and political impacts on the environmental
subsystem (protected areas, environmental impact of
military and terrorist actions).
Most arrows between subsystems represent reciprocal
influences between them, and thus, they are bidirectional.
Two of the arrows represented are unidirectional; that is
the case of interrelationships between the institutional
and social subsystems with the environmental subsystem.
The institutional subsystem has a direct effect on the
environmental one, but the reciprocal effect is not
present: the diagram supposes that changes in the
environmental subsystem influence the institutional
subsystem only through their repercussions on the social
subsystem (for example, impacts of pollution on human
health) or on the economical subsystem (for example,
impact of soil degradation on agriculture).
In the case of the social subsystem, the effects of
the environmental subsystem on the social one
are emphasized, but inverse direct effects are not
proposed, because it is supposed that influences of the
social subsystem on the environmental subsystem are
channeled through the consumption processes, included
within the economical subsystem.

The concept of quality of life, its relationship with socioecological subsystems and with economic growth
Generally, quality of life is conceived as the result of
an individual’s level of health and his/her satisfaction.
Here, health is understood in accordance with the World

Health Organization (WHO),4 as physical, mental and
social positive well-being5 resulting from the satisfaction
of material needs (food, housing, etc.) and non-material
ones (affection, sense of belonging, self-esteem, etc.).
Satisfaction is determined by the person through the
subjective evaluation of the level of satisfaction of his/
her desires (immediate and concrete) and aspirations
(future). Therefore, quality of life includes both objective
elements (“living conditions”) and subjective elements.
Anyway, both are quantifiable, either through concrete
conditions measurements, observations or suppositions,
or through surveys of the satisfaction of the persons with
their situation (Campbell et al., 1976; Hankiss et al., 1978,
http://worlddatabaseofhappiness.eur.nl).
The socio-ecological system (which includes the persons)
generates (in adequate quantity and quality or not) a
large part of the satisfiers of the human needs, desires
and aspirations. Other satisfiers are internally generated
by the person (according to his/her genetic makeup, vital
history, and current psychosomatic status). A satisfier
is a material or non-material element whose use or
consumption satisfies a need, desire or aspiration; it
represents a generalization of the goods and services
concept (Mallmann et al., 1978). Human beings’ needs,
desires and aspirations can be achieved through a
variety of material and non-material alternative satisfiers
(Maslow and Lowery, 1998). The relationship between
socio-ecological system’s subsystems and quality of life is
schematically represented in Figure 2.
Starting from the premise that the notion of progress is
intimately linked to the quality of life concept, that such
quality of life depends on the satisfaction of the needs,
desires and aspirations (not only the material ones but,
equally important, the non-material ones , and considering
the finitude of the planet and natural resources, as
well as the environmental unsustainability of current
consumption patterns, it is clear that sustainable progress
is not a synonymous of economic growth; development
or progress implies qualitative transformations in the
unfolding of the human potential,6 and not only growth,
which is essentially a quantitative increase.

4 World Health Organization.
5 Not merely the absence of pathologies.
6

This entails the need to complement the use of quantitative

indicators with qualitative indicators.
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Arrows between the economical and social subsystems
include consumption effects on quality of life,
employment supply and demand, and impacts of the
urban environment on quality of life.
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FIGURE 2. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE SUBSYSTEMS OF THE SOCIO-ECOLOGICAL
SYSTEM SUBSYSTEM AND THE QUALITY OF LIFE OF THE PERSON

On the other hand, economic growth is not necessarily
synonymous of material economic growth; the latter
implies a growing energy and materials throughput
through the economy, and an indefinite increase of
material consumption per capita. Non-material economic
growth has been increasing in the recent past. This is clear
when considering the incipient trends to dematerialize
economies due to the growing participation of services
in the Gross National Product (GNP) and to the delinking
between economic growth, energy consumption, and
carbon emission, particularly in Europe. Currently,
material economic growth faces source limitations
(exhaustion of natural resources) and sink limitations
(saturation of the natural capacity to dilute and neutralize
pollutants and waste).

capital depreciation, and the operation of material
services. It is obvious that most human beings live
currently at material consumption levels clearly inferior
to the ones considered as satisfactory, while the rest of
humankind shows levels of material over-consumption7
(this has even been recognized by some industrialized
countries and the concept of “sustainable degrowth”
is currently being discussed at many forums). In other
words, a satisfactory level of per capita material
consumption should be reached both “below” and from
“above”.8 This inevitably puts the focus on the issue of

This means that, once satisfactory levels of material
consumption required for the correct psychosomatic
health and full incorporation of every person to his/her
society have been reached, material economic growth
should be kept at the necessary level to compensate

but also that cannot be generalized to the rest of human beings due

7

A consumption level that not only exceeds basics requirements to

have a satisfactory life, even generating pathologies in some cases,
to saturation and exhaustion of environmental goods and services.
8

The excess material consumption of the rich minority can be

reduced by decreasing the material consumption individual levels
and/or by increasing economy’s material and energetic efficiency.
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redistribution of wealth and entitlements, intra-countries
and inter-countries (as well as inter-generations) as the
center of the problem of progress.

FIGURE 3. DEVELOPMENT, SUSTAINABILITY,
ECONOMIC GROWTH AND QUALITY OF LIFE
REPRESENTED AS A VENN DIAGRAM

Thus, sustainable progress does not necessarily imply
zero economic growth; an essentially stationary material
economy within a non-material economic growth is the
logic implication of sustainable progress. While global
demographic growth and material economic growth
must be eventually stabilized, cultural, psychological and
spiritual growth are not constrained by physical limits.
Figure 3 represents the basic relationships between
development or progress, economic growth, and material
economic growth as a Venn diagram. In principle,
regarding the economic aspect, sustainability increases
along the axis material economic growth–non-material
economic growth– zero economic growth. The graph is
useful to map possible economic growth combinations
and quality of life variations (Gallopín, 1996).
One could say that underdevelopment occurs when
neither quality of life increases nor economic growth
takes place, a situation that affected many Latin American
countries during the eighties and continues to plague
many countries today, mostly in the south.

The combination of non-development with non-material
economic growth (non-material non-development?) is
rare. However, it could characterize the situation of some
fiscal heavens or countries with service-based economies
whose population have a stagnant quality of life.
The combination of an increasing quality of life with
material economic growth is what is usually viewed as
development or progress. It currently occurs mostly in
the industrialized countries, but also in some developing
countries. However, in the long-term this situation is
environmentally unsustainable, and in some instances
(i.e., global climate change) critical environmental
thresholds may have already been surpassed.
In the very long-term, there are two basic types of truly
sustainable progress situations: increasing quality of
life with non-material economic growth (but no net

material economic growth)9 and zero-growth or stationary
economies (no net economic growth at all -Daly, 1971)
Sustainable development needs not imply the cessation of
economic growth: a zero-growth material economy with
a positively-growing non-material economy is the logical
implication of sustainable progress. While demographic
growth and material economic growth must eventually
stabilize, cultural, psychological and spiritual growth is
not constrained by physical limits. Those situations are
represented in Figure 4.
After considering diverse alternatives, the only
realistic path for developing countries to achieve a
sustainable development or progress is the path from
non-development to development with material
economic growth and then to development without
material economic growth. The paths examined and

9 Only the necessary to replace existing capital’s depreciation.
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The situation where there is material economic growth,
but quality of life does not increase, can be defined as
maldevelopment; it occurs both in industrial countries
and emerging ones.
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FIGURE 4. THE DIFFERENT GUISES OF DEVELOPMENT
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the alternatives to which industrialized countries and
developing countries have access in principle are
represented in Figure 5.
Industrialized countries should try to change from
ill-development or from development with material
economic growth towards development with nonmaterial economic growth (or, if society so prefers,
the transition could be a zero growth economy). Even
the possibility of sustainable degrowth is already being

debated for industrialized countries. Sustainable
degrowth can be defined as an equitable scale reduction
of production and consumption that increases human
well-being and improves ecological conditions at local
and global levels, in the short and long terms (Schneider,
Kallis and Martínez-Alier, 2010); in other words, nonmaterial economic growth, or no economic growth, but
with development, as it was represented before at the
top part of Figure 5.
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FIGURE 5. ALTERNATIVE PATHS OF DEVELOPMENT

Indicators of societies’ sustainable progress or
development in a systemic frame
With the recognition of the systemic nature of societies’
progress, and the dependency of quality of life on the
different subsystems that constitute the socio-ecological
system, the need to use an organized set of indicators to
characterize sustainable progress becomes evident. In
addition and maybe more as a synthesis than as its face
value, we could use some combined indexes summarizing
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In most cases developing countries will not be able to
go directly from underdevelopment to development or
to economies of zero growth without material economic
growth due to the fact that in order to maintain
development it is necessary to have achieved some level
of accumulation and material economic activity. Even
though it is possible to go from non-development to
flawed development, this is obviously an inappropriate
path. Nevertheless, many countries still continue trying
to follow this trajectory.
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TABLA I. INDICES SINTÉTICOS DE PROGRESO
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Regarding the organizing frames of the indicator sets,
many have been used, but most of them are taxonomic,
classifying them in areas and sub-areas, but they are not
systemic. There are only a few really systemic frames
and, to the best of this author’s knowledge, only two of
them have been officially used by countries: the Monet
model (Switzerland)10 and the socio-ecological system
(Argentina11 and the Catalonia region, Spain -Generalitat
de Catalunya, 2006). The Pressure-State-Response
model and its versions, so widely used by the OCDE, is
neither systemic nor appropriate –due to conceptual and
epistemological reasons (Gallopín, 1997) –to measure
societies’ sustainable progress.
In what follows, a proposal to help select a set of
sustainable progress indicators organized according
to the socio-ecological system systemic framework is
presented; this is based upon prior research work of the
author with ECLAC12 for the Latin American region.
Given that the term “sustainable progress or sustainable
development” includes two different concepts, progress
and sustainability, is not easy to identify an indicator that
can report the two faces of sustainable progress by itself.
Due to this situation is more appropriate to try to identify
a system of indicators capable to provide, collectively,
the required information. An appropriate strategy for
this situation is to define two types of indicators for each
subsystem of the total socio-ecological system:

•

Of Progress, Development or Performance (i.e. life
expectancy at birth, GDP growth rate, natural
resources endowment), and

•

Of Sustainability (i.e. fiscal deficit as % of GDP,
demographic dependency relation, change in forest
area/total forest area)

10 http://inderscience.metapress.com/link.asp?id=xk0583543t853h57
11 http://www.ambiente.gov.ar/?idarticulo=591
12 Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean

This differentiation is important, because there are
cases in which progress is apparently successful, but
it is achieved eroding its environmental or social basis
(making it unsustainable). Most sustainable progress or
development indicator systems used do not differentiate
between both categories, making difficult to interpret
trends and to identify policy implications.
The changes in the values of the progress or development
indicators represent an improvement (or deterioration)
which is clear in normative terms, but do not necessarily
provide information about sustainability. For example, a
reduction in the indicator of poverty is clearly desirable,
is an improvement, but this does not say anything about
the sustainability of such reduction; is an indicator of the
component “progress” of sustainable progress, but not of
the component “sustainability”.
On the other hand, the indicator “total emissions of
carbon dioxide” does not have an intrinsically desirable
direction of change, but it provides important information
concerning a country’s (or region, or city according to the
case) contribution to global sustainability.
Exceptionally some indicators can be used to show trends
for both components of sustainable progress. One
of those few is the indicator of income inequality of a
society (Gini index or others) because when it increases it
indicates a risk of growing conflicts and social tensions and
therefore a potential social unsustainability, but this is also
inherently undesirable from a normative point of view.
Continuing with the systemic perspective, besides
indicators of subsystems, it is convenient to identify a
minimum number of indicators that inform about the flows
or interrelationships between subsystems, for example
dangerous waste generation (flow from the economical
to the environmental subsystem), or commercial
wood production (flow from the environmental to the
economical subsystem). Both excessive and insufficient
flows represent a lack of balance in the total SES.
Finally, Intensity or Efficiency indicators (some of
them corresponding to the so-called indicators of
“decoupling”) are identified in this approach, basically
of two types : indicators of Economic Intensity (per unit
GDP) for example, energetic intensity of the economy,
measured as energy consumption (joules/GDP/year), and
Demographic Intensity (or per capita), such as energy
consumption (joules/person/year).
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societies’ sustainable progress in one number; however,
the indexes currently used (see Table I) do not seem to
appropriately reflect the systemic-complex nature of the
problem.
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Summarizing, the information provided by the set of
indicators includes:

•

Evolution of the performance in each subsystem

•

Evolution of the sustainability for each subsystem

•

Evolution of important physical and information
flows between subsystems

•

Evolution of efficiencies

Beyond the relevance of the information provided by
each indicator individually, the set of indicators allows
us to have a panoramic view of the national socioecological system path, in its most important dimensions.
Sustainable progress indicators measure, collectively,
the desirability of the trajectory (the “progress” or
development component) and its sustainability.
For example, looking simultaneously to the indicators
of the subsystems allows us to detect if the progress
of the national (or global, regional or local, according

to scale being used) system is harmonious in its social,
economic, environmental and institutional dimensions,
or if progress seems to be happening at the expense of, or
accompanied by, the deterioration of some subsystems.
The examination of the interrelationships between
subsystems can evidence, for example, that energy
production becomes increasingly insufficient to satisfy
national demand, or that the volume of marine fish
captures is decreasing, giving signs of possible sources of
unsustainability (or at least pointing at supply problems)
of some subsystem, for example the economic one.
In other words, sustainable progress indicators,
considered under the ordering frame of the socioecological system, can help to provide a holistic vision of
the progress and its sustainability of the local, national
or global socio-ecological system and of its subsystems,
identifying as well some interrelationships that are
becoming problematic.
For example, Figure 6 presents the situation of the national
socio-economic system for the case of Honduras (Gallopín,
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FIGURE 6. A HOLISTIC VIEW OF THE SUSTAINABLE PROGRESS SITUATION IN HONDURAS
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FIGURE 7. LIST OF SUSTAINABLE PROGRESS INDICATORS
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2006), where the trends of the subsystems indicators
and of the links, as well as the efficiency indicators, are
chromatically represented as red (deterioration), green
(improvement) and yellow (maintenance). Gradient
colors indicate that some element indicators showed
different trends. Blank elements are those that did not
have an indicator available.
The complete list of the indicators of the national socioecological system proposed for Latin America and the
Caribbean appears on Figure 7. It is important to emphasize
that the list does not include ideal indicators, but only
a selection of indicators considered more appropriate
among the indicators available in time series and in a
comparable way for most of the countries of the region.13
In other regions, particularly in the European Union, there
is much more information available and more appropriate
indicators can be selected. But it is clear that even in those
regions there are big gaps regarding indicators availability
when we try to apply a systemic, integrated perspective to
the measurement of the sustainable progress of societies.
For example, most of the indicators available with a
suitable periodicity are concentrated in the subsystems,
and particularly in the aspects of progress or performance,
and it becomes much more difficult to document the
trends of the sustainability of the subsystems and of the
interrelationships between subsystems.

take into consideration the multiple functional
interrelationships between different subsystems that
compose the total socio-ecological system, as well as
its structural and functional complexity.
3.

The progress or development of societies cannot be
reduced to economic growth, and economic growth
is not synonymous of material growth.

4.

As a consequence of the scientific recognition of
the existence of planetary limits to material and
energetic consumption (independently of whether
there is or there is not an agreement concerning
the value of those limits), the deeply-rooted idea
that every nation of the world can “progress” and
enjoy the same conditions of life and consumption
of the “advanced” societies is finally revealed as
a big myth, unless the model of development or
progress and the prevailing consumption patterns
are qualitatively changed. Otherwise, the gap
between those who have and those who have not
will never close (despite currents growth trends in
the so called “emerging” nations) and probably such
gap will continue expanding. Obviously, this changes
the global political perspectives, and it questions the
traditional notion of universal progress.

5.

Statistics and indicators currently generated by
countries and international organisms are not
suitable to allow a measurement and evaluation
integral and comparative of societies’ sustainable
progress, understood as the integral and sustainable
improvement of the socio-ecological system of which
societies are part (improvement evaluated through
an increase on the persons’ quality of life, as well
as of the quality and functionality of the different
subsystems that provide the satisfiers of the human
needs, desires and aspirations ).

6.

Generally speaking, there has been a strong trend
to exclude qualitative indicators, even restricting in
many cases the concept of indicator to what can be
represented by a numeric value. Given that many
relevant aspects of the socio-ecological systems (for
example, several cultural and political phenomena)
are not quantifiable in the current state of science
(and maybe some of them are inherently nonquantifiable) it is essential to consider and study
qualitative indicators of progress, complementary
of the quantitative ones. This deserves careful

In any case, a representation such as the ones shown in
Figures 6 or 7 allows us to take, in a qualitative and holistic
way, a first look at the whole, a panoramic picture of the
country’s progress and sustainability. Obviously, as with any
holistic perspective, it does not replace but complements
the detailed analysis made using additional indicators.

Conclusions
1.

2.

In the 21st Century, societies’ progress or development
should be defined not only in terms of improvement,
but also according to its long term sustainability.
The current state of scientific knowledge concerning
the complexity and connectivity of social and natural
systems makes evident that the measurement of the
sustainable progress of societies should necessarily
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13 Many countries have important information gaps, and data quality

and periodicity is not always appropriate.
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considerations and research, but it is clear that
qualitative indicators can be scientifically as rigorous
as quantitative indicators (Gallopín, 1996).
7.

8.

A systemic vision of the progress of societies cannot
omit the consideration of the importance of the
different scales of reality, as well as the “vertical”
interactions between them. In this 21st Century more
than ever, it is obvious that actions and consequences
at each scale (from the local to the global) crossinteract. This means that different indicators may
be necessary for different levels of organization
of the reality, and that an indicator defined at a
determined scale may not make sense at other higher
or lower scales. The institutional implication is that it
becomes necessary to coordinate between organisms
generating statistics and indicators at each scale.
In the current state of knowledge, composite
indexes are premature and potentially deceptive.
They could be eventually useful to symbolize or
summarize some trends, but they cannot be used

with purposes of diagnosis or as decision-making
tools. The measurement of development or progress
of societies requires a group of indicators carefully
selected based upon a holistic ordering framework.
9.

Currently there is a generalized lack of indicators that
consider the systemic links affecting the progress and
sustainability of societies; this is a priority area for
research and collection of statistics.

10. There is almost absolute lack of indicators of
fundamental systemic properties. We are not talking
about composite indexes that are usually used,
such as GDP, HDI or others (which are mostly simple
aggregations of sub-indexes), but rather of indicators
of the situationand trends of the progress of societies
in the context of the socio-ecological system itself,
for example indicators of the resilience, vulnerability,
or systemic health of the SES. This is an area that still
requires deep scientific research, basic and applied,
but that should have high priority.
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José Balbino León
Progress, quality of life and environment:
a perspective for the study of progress of societies

We hope that this contribution -which is located within
a set of very proper and supported opinions, from those
whom today participate in this meeting of distinguished
researchers- is welcomed with kindness, since it is,
perhaps a very different way of appreciating what it
seems has an embedded notion of progress. It is not
easy to swim against the current and we are sure that our
proposals may raise strenuous criticism; however, we will
try to explain our intentions as best as we can.
Consistent with the formal logic, it is compelling to place
the reader of this work in the departing point which
allows him/her to understand our position. The basis
for these ideas begin with some well known elements
and with other more innovating ones which come
from the conception proposed by the environmental
science, which proposes a new scientific paradigm
and as a consequence, calls for a different view to the

1

It starts to look as if making a living may also mean loss of life, that

the material satisfactions are accompanied by spiritual dissatisfaction, that the creation of an external good creates an internal badness, that the increase in quantity determines a decrease in quality…
Edgar Morin, Éthiquete, La méthode 6, Paris, Seuil, 2004, p. 151 (free
version)

environmental problem, while demystifying positions
which are a bit simple such as contamination, destruction
of the resources, the ecologic “equilibrium”, ecology as
a thing and not as a discipline, etcetera; which confuses
us even more and distorts the real environmental issues.
Our contribution is based on some of the contributions
offered by a global, integral, energetic and systemic
science which values three basic concepts: Energy,
matter and information as components of the universal
energetic flow. Energy in its more wide sense as a
revitalizing element of the real world; matter as the
solid state of the energetic flow, and information as the
genetic and/or cultural component capable of producing
an action in energy or in matter.
The new science is dynamic, and as a consequence it
considers that everything flows towards the most plausible
states by means of non static systems which process
energy, matter and information flows, thus conforming
the physical, biotic or socio cultural conditions. Physical
conditions as an inert matter, biotic conditions as live
matter and socio cultural conditions which assume the
living species and in particular mankind. Having said that,
now we move on to the main subject.

Concerning the notion of progress
The Dictionary of the Spanish Royal Academy defines
“progress” as: “move ahead, advance, perfection,
increase… to progress, to improve”. A dictionary of
synonyms considers it as: “civilization, illustration”.
Another one of Philosophy deems it as: “development
(without value appreciation)… The progress of
analphabetism (or illiteracy), of criminality… gradual
transformation in the sense of a better… the progress of
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Il commence á nous apparaître que gagner sa vie peut
asussi signifier la perdre, que las satisfactios materiélles
s’acompagnet d’insatisfactions spirituelles, que la
realization du bien-étre exterior suscite un mal-être
intérieur, que les accroissements en quantité déterminent
diminutions en qualité…1
Edgar Morin
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the human spirit”. The Little French Litré defines it as: “…
moving forward, advancing in time… all sorts of increase”.
We understand that the notion of progress in a society
–which is what we care for- must necessarily be
accompanied by an element of comparison, which, as we
are already accustomed to see, it answers an economic
specification, linked to the growth of the indicating or
depicting figures. We assume that the followed strategy
is to compare some indexes with their prior ones, or to
compare them with those belonging to other societies
and analyze their behaviors. If such is the case, we must
always consider that such society grew in relation with
another given society.
As a result of this all, we find that the action needed
to determine the progress is a task which demands a
deep thorough thinking process. Talking about my own
Country, for example, any determination turns out to be
unreasonable, even in economic terms. To say that we
have progressed in the past years is a bold statement;
the oil barrel reached extraordinary figures which appear
within the economic indexes but which are not depicted
as a social improvement which is related to the amount
of the received income: Just to mention some examples,
20 thousand homicides in the last year, malaria increased
without measure and there is a deficit of 2 million
households, a number which does not get any smaller.
Many of the indicators used by the United Nations
concerning aspects such as mortality, morbidity, child
mortality, hospital beds, work, education level, housing,
etcetera, tend to provide ideas about what is going on in
the society, however, these are indexes based on great
generalities which we already have tried to achieve.

Progress or quality of life
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I think that rather than being interested in the fact that
we advance to a certain model which we will be able to
recognize as progress, we still have our doubts about
progress as a state or as something in motion. The idea of
progress makes us think that it is something which moves
from one place to another. Supposedly the benchmark
moves as well; if such is the case, the gap between one
another remains the same. Or is there a static level we
need to reach?
The outdated notions of development, development
without destruction, eco development and even the

newest sustainable development insist upon the same
topic without any contribution concerning what we
could consider as progress. Unless otherwise, I will
allow myself to propose that we speak about quality of
life, but understood under the eyeglass of certain wider
parameters, which are larger than those that we usually
read about, especially concerning this concept and which
the majority usually repeats each time without any
greater analysis.
The term “life quality” or “quality of life” is also a very
complicated one, but it allows us to place ourselves a
little bit closer to that which may concern us, as well as to
approach the concept of “well-being” (yet another hard
to define concept) of mankind. In this sense we accept
that our point of view will be an anthropocentric one -a
liberty we take which may be prone to criticism- from our
global point of view about the environmental crisis, but
we will use it as a wild card or joker to understand such
thing as “quality of life”.
With my students at the University we used to go on field
trips to a town near Caracas. One time they asked an old
inhabitant if he was aware of any progress achieved in the
town during the past decades. The old man emphatically
answered No. –Before, there was a Doctor who lived here
on town and came to our homes when we called him;
now there are six; they all live in Caracas and leave at 3
in the afternoon. -But there are two High Schools. -Yes –
answered the man-, but there are many drugs, fights and
an unhealthy language. -And what about work? -There
is a little more, but there is also more crime and many…
Thus we see the loss of quality of life which apparently
already existed before.
We are sure that measuring Progress of Societies using
those parameters which conform only some aspects of
quality of life is in itself a task which merits a great deal
of effort, not only a change in the method, but a new way
of thinking. Making obvious what we already have said
before -a totalistic approach in order to present some
ideas of quality of life from the environmental point
of view- we will present some aspects which may be
improved or completed, that is, if we accept such ideas.
We will begin by saying that humans are a bio system
inserted within a wider ecosystem, which in turn is
contained in other larger systems until reaching the size
of the entire planet. Hence, from their interdependence
arises the impossibility of being able to isolate them
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But since humans have been evolving more and more, each
time they make requirements to their ecosystem which
exceed their needs as a bio system, such needs became
exosomatic demands. They got dressed, used fire to feed
themselves, built basic houses and thus their demands
constantly increased at the same time they evolved.
The problem gets bigger when “progress” reaches the
levels of these current days. Thus, one Liter of Gasoline is
the same as 10,000 Kcal. And to produce one small car of
1.5 Tons we require 32 million Kcal. Under these conditions,
the energetic demands made to the ecosystems turn out
to be immeasurable. But it is not only the energy; with
matter the same thing happens: It has been calculated
that for the printing of the Sunday edition of the New
York Times, 5 hectares of forest are needed to produce
the required paper pulp. Not to mention the information,
whether technological, scientific or cultural, that cannot
be processed by humans. The advances in new discoveries
simply overwhelm societies: Internet, nanotechnology,
informatics and holography collapse the human capacity.
An ecologist friend of mine calculated that the amount
of scientific articles concerning environmental issues
exceeded the 1 million mark.
Here it is worth mentioning what we have considered
as premature obsolescence. We have barely acquired a
costly and complicated gadget which sometimes we have
not even paid for, when a new, even more expensive and
complicated version is out on the market, thus leaving
us frustrated. All of this has a high environmental price.
And here we have to make a deviation in order to clearly
establish two confronting notions: the economic cost
and the ecologic cost. Apparently the first one is easy to
measure; the second one is very hard to calculate and not
even contemplated.
The worst of all are the non specific concepts used today.
So we talk about “global warming” and about “clean
energy”, when the real problem is the unchecked use of
energy, no matter the energy source.

Towards a method for defining quality of life
In order to comprehend how hard it is to calculate
quality of life I usually refer to the water quality. Water
for drinking purposes should be colorless, odorless and
tasteless -at least that is what they tell us at primary
school-, but… what about the water from Vichi, or the
water from sulfur hot springs, or the sulfated one from
Brins… they ignore such qualities, and how do fish prefer
their water. Ian McHard used to say that drinkable water
-an asset which we strongly demand- was a chlorine soup
with dead bacteria!
It is to say, that some efforts have been made to determine
anthropocentric parameters to depict the conditions in
which a society lives in. They respond to the immediate
requirements of humans and they are oriented towards
the satisfaction of the endogenous needs.
The main idea of this work is the proposal of the creation
of a normative model which depicts the basic conditions
which must satisfy the demands of an individual to reach
a proper quality of life. In this work we present two points
of view: First, a classic one which relates humans with
their environment in search of a determined well-being;
and a second part which contemplates some variables
which, from the purposes of the environmental science,
play a role in the quality of life. All of them are subject to
adjustments and modifications, but they seem essential
to reach a proper level.
It should be noted that we only point out some
quantification and qualification indicators. The work to
be done is more complex and requires a deeper study to
correctly determine which the indexes to be selected are.
In this manner we can have an instrument –the normative
model- which although wide and general it may derive
local models of quality of life which are in accordance
with the dominant physical, biotic and socio cultural
conditions of each place.

Some well known indicators
Access to health: Without leaving aside the criterion of
the WHO, in the sense that health is not only the absence
of disease, whether mental or physical, this parameter
necessarily tends to refer to the disposition of an efficient
and competent service of the organisms in charge of
health care. Indexes such as hospital beds or doctors
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from their context in their ecosystem and analyze them
as well. As a biotic element they make demands to the
ecosystem which imply but a small fraction. It is well
known that the human body can subsist satisfactorily
by using 2,500 to 3,000 Kcal conveniently distributed in
lipids, carbohydrates and proteins plus air and water. This
is what we call endosomatic metabolism.
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per a determined number of inhabitants are simply
not enough; the same happens with the geographic
distribution of services and qualified staff. Maybe we
should add that disease, in most cases is in a way the
inability of the human bio system to relate with the rest
of the eco systemic factors.
Life expectancy: Easy to calculate, with the necessary
adjustments it can be integrated without any problem to
a regulating model, because without any doubt, it gives a
very good idea of the health conditions, including other
factors linked to satisfaction and the endosomatic needs.
Education: It is a tricky index to measure since its
measurement, at least in Latin America is merely
quantitative and not qualitative. I insist on the example
of Venezuela, a case, I happen to know on a personal
level. A couple of years ago the announcement was made
that the illiterate population had simply disappeared, a
statement which was not true; even more, a system was
implemented which taught the illiterates to write their
names and to read just a few phrases, but they could
not even understand the meaning of the words they
read. On the other hand, it has been announced that
for the following year 8 thousand new “communitarian”
medicine doctors will graduate, all of them trained with
intensive programs. In the same manner the amount of
high school students who learnt in time frames between
two or three years and with half time learning have
increased as well. Well now, remembering some of
the information theory, the knowledge offered in such
studies has been transmitted efficiently to the student
and the question is whether she/he is capable of using
such knowledge? It is necessary to create an index which
may depict this relation.
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Household: It represents one of the aspirations most
longed for by the society, whether an apartment, house,
“housing solution” or “progressive” household. Huge
multifamily super blocks and small houses of barely 50m²
are accounted for in the survey for life quality. Anything
else is more desirable than the ranch, poor Villa, ghetto,
or the hood where a large part of the Latin American
society lives in. The variable to be considered requires a
new definition of what a household is or should be, since
it is not enough to say that 13m² per person is enough to
constitute a home.
Work: It is another classic index to be considered for the
analysis of the social conditions of a population. Just as

it happens within the other parameters, the working
conditions are not graded: Schedules, condition of
the “working environment”, proper legislation, wages,
purchasing power, social benefits. It is not enough to
say that there is a proper index in societies in which the
amount of informal jobs is greater than the amount of
formal jobs.
Population density: There are many studies which have
been already made concerning the minimum and the
maximum amount of people who may share a location,
such as the uncomfortable elevator situation, the subway
car during rush hour or the feeling we get when we are
alone in the middle of a football stadium. As a result
we find that such index is equally hard to grade, even in
relative terms. Without any doubt we must relate this
variable with the rest of the conditions which surround
the individual.
More recently, other parameters have been added which
further deepen into the most essential conditions a
society should have in order to reach certain well-being:
Leisure: It has been proven that this variable is essential for
humans if they want to enjoy life, either as a daily activity
or in those periods we call “vacations”. How long is the
time needed to satisfy a person and in which conditions?
Safety: In Latin America the levels of danger which
impede people to enjoy life increase each day. The cities
of Caracas, Bogota or Mexico City are excellent examples
of a dangerous media which cancels many of the personal
and familiar well-being parameters. Great immigrations
from the inhabitants who leave the large cities and move
to those smaller yet less dangerous towns are a common
occurrence with a great social mobility. Sometimes, such
immigrations take along the evil characteristics of the larger
cities. All of this is further fed with an inefficient legislation,
impunity, unbelievably crowded prisons and a bad criminal
enforcement. This is another variable which needs to be
further developed in order to obtain a proper index.
Access to the cultural manifestations: Within the
sense of the wide notion, it is considered that culture is
everything which is manmade, from the first stone knife
to space rockets, or from cave paintings to computers.
In this paragraph, and with some liberties, when we say
access to culture we refer to the traditional concept,
maybe in a wider sense to all those manifestations which
are manmade, from a ritual dance to an opera and from
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Very few studies about life quality have started to use
other values such as the scenic beauty of a location or
a city. Evidently a good index concerning an orderly or
spontaneous city which presents a wonderful scenario
has yet to produce a variable which will affect life itself,
and some have already incorporated climate factors as
important aspects when measuring the quality of life;
their measurement is complex since the introduction of
artificial climates based on a large energetic usage tend
to change such given parameters.

The contribution of the environmental factors
As a matter of fact, there are many contributions which
may be used to measure –in another sense- the state of
“progress” or quality of life of a society. The factors we have
previously pointed out may be redefined, augmented and
reevaluated. Thus, for example, concerning nourishment
in the inter-tropical environment, the performance of
one acre of Yucca (Manihot esculenta) may reach 60, 000
kg per ha. this because the way the plant is developed
and its adaptation allows it to do so, on the other hand,
the potato (Solanum tuberosom) does not have the same
benefits which, even being indigenous to America its
highest performance is located in the middle of high
altitudes. Paradoxically within our environment, we
prefer potatoes.
A famous French ecologist used to say that raising bovines
in our inter-tropical environment was a crazy idea, and
even more that it was impossible to think in meat based
diet for the entire population. Why not eat the Chiguire
(Hydrochoerus hydrochaeris) with a high meat content
and well adapted to our tropical environment? Many
cereals are efficient protein sources. These and many
other considerations should be taken into account to
define a feeding pattern for some of the Latin American
societies. Some cases, such as the Peruvian Sardines or
the Chilean “Hot Dogs” partially made with fish flour are
good examples of how to take advantage or even how to
waste the valuable resources.
The indicators which come from the implementation of
the environmental factors turn out to be more complex

and introduce new concepts. We name some of them,
even when they seem to be utopian.
Above all we must consider humans as participants
of the ecosystem where they live, a being who makes
endosomatic and exosomatic demands. Depending on the
real productive possibilities of the ecosystem, Humans
must adapt to such circumstances. Thus, for example,
we all want to own a personal Vehicle without having to
think about how expensive will it be for us to pay for the
necessary energy to move it; besides, it has been proven
that in a city where everyone owns a car and decides to
go out for a ride in the main streets at the same time, it
would result in total chaos.
The ever increasing use of energy –which sometimes
is taken as an index for progress- for the exosomatic
metabolism has caused the overflowing of vast fertile
and productive valleys in order to build dams and to
generate energy needed to satisfy the energetic needs,
while saying no to the construction of nuclear plants used
to satisfy the energy waste. From all of this, the following
question arises: Which would be the equilibrated use
of energy that would not produce instability within the
ecosystem? We should not forget that an energetic
process –we insist- implies an excess in heat.
Each ecosystem has certain capacity to process energy,
matter and information. That which is left unprocessed is
just contamination, not only garbage, filth or heat. When
the ecosystem is efficient, there is no waste. When we
introduce money (information) in an ecosystem which
does not have the capacity to process it there is a special
kind of contamination: Inflation!
We have already discussed the premature obsolescence.
When too much information is introduced in the
ecosystem, whether it is scientific or cultural, we also
end up with some sort of waste. We just receive the data
but the system cannot process it, which gives way to an
information contamination, since we do not understand
it or we do not have the capacity of giving good use to it.
There are many examples of the destruction we cause and
of the excess of matter we use. It is well known that the
amount of sugar cane needed to produce one liter of fuel
is something incredible, fuel that in barely half an hour
is consumed during a traffic jam. We are also amazed of
what happens with cats and dogs which have changed
their prior ecosystem habits and now, as lords or royalty
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horoscopes to the shaman magic. For each town or
civilization there are aspects which humans demand,
particularly those which give people satisfaction or wellbeing, therefore we have to consider culture amongst the
parameters which conform the quality of life.
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they are not capable of practicing their ancient tradition
of hunting down their own food and require a special diet
which in England alone moves thousands and thousands
of millions of British pounds in food and cosmetics.
These considerations must serve as an introduction to
depict some ideas for the measurement of life quality;
however, there are other parameters introduced by the
environmental science and which necessarily must be
included within the new conception of quality of life.
Efficiency in the ecosystem: A point of great importance
which needs to be expanded is the efficiency of the
ecosystem, it is important to say that humans find
themselves in an environment which can supply all of
their endosomatic and exosomatic requirements. Such
demands are those which they have adopted in their real
lives. The variability of this parameter may introduce evil
behavior in the life of humans, because, if the ecosystem
is not enough for everyone, them some lacks will arise
and they might affect their quality of life. Or perhaps
some excess may surge which might produce energy,
material or cultural contaminants.
Stability in the ecosystem: Closely related to the prior,
the ecosystem must show behaviors which do not surpass
the tolerance limits. Nor the excessive use of energy or
the exaggerated consumptions allow the pleasure derived
from the conditions of a model system. Humans must live
together with the limitations and potentialities of the base
of the ecosystem. The measuring of these conditions is of
great importance to prove the way life develops.
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Taking advantage of the potentialities of the ecosystem:
Humans must and can take advantage of the many
resources offered by the ecosystem. Their behavior
regarding the potentialities of the ecosystem will
determine their capacity to eternally remain within
their habitat. Without any doubt, this is a quality which
allows us to know their permanence within the ecology
systems. The greater their adequacy to the ecosystems,
the greater their quality of life, since they will have less
things to worry about in their lives.
Diversity: It is an axiom in ecology which states that the
greater diversity of the components in an ecosystem, the
greater the possibility of their maintenance. Systems which
usually depend on just one source tend to disappear when
the initial system disappears, for example, we can mention
the sugar industry or the oil extraction. The quality of life

of those humans who may rely on several possibilities,
rather than just on one or a few, is ever more secure.
An obstacle which needs serious analysis is the difficulties
for measuring the majority of these parameters. René
Passet proposes with an example the difficulties of the
conversion of variables such as the ones mentioned in
measurable units. It shows that the calculations made,
depict that producing one dollar requires 10,000 Kcal and
the inverse is that 10,000 Kcal have a value of one dollar.
With such price, the value of one acre of the Centenario
Forest will be estimated in $590,000 and the value of just
one Centenario Tree will be of $3,000.
Following these conditions we should ask ourselves which
is the value of one working hour of a miner, a driver, a
space engineer and in which way can we include them in
a model in which we consider as work not only the wages
or the time dedicated to their activities.

Ideas for the creation of a regulatory model
From a serious study made concerning the endosomatic
and exosomatic demands of a standard and equilibrated
population we may obtain a listing of those demands
that a normal human makes to the environment without
exceeding the tolerance limits of the ecosystem, it is to
say that their consumptions and uses must sway between
a maximum and a minimum where such humans live.
The minimum must represent the essential to live
(2,500 to 3,000 Kcal) for their endosomatic metabolism
(conveniently distributed) and the maximum when
they require perhaps some more for their faithful dogs,
besides from a certain amount of Kilocalories needed to
move themselves in a rural or urban transportation in
order to go to work, if such is the case, which will never
be less than a 200 HP vehicle to drive to work. Maximums
and minimums represent problems as elements for
qualification of the variables which must be considered
to create the ruling model. To all of this we must add
the problems added by the measuring units and the
expression of each variable, while taking into account
that the ideal is to get closer to the equivalent units which
make such model operational.
Many of the variables should be represented in an
interrelated way respecting the indicative factors; thus, it
is not enough to point out a determined variable if it is not
linked to other variables; for example, education-work. Is
there a correlation between the education levels and the
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offered job posts? Or the other way around? It seems
to be necessary to build a model with a double entry
where the variables cross each other, so in this manner
we are able to detect the effects between the indicators,
for example, cross check nutrition with child mortality, or,
disease with scenic beauty or stability of the ecosystem.
The creation of a ruling model is a very complex job
which requires a trans-disciplinary team, it is worth to
mention that where the disciplines allow an incursion of
other contributions of science and disciplines in which

the product is an overlapping of knowledge. The synergy
amongst the ruling variables must produce factors which
depict the productive conditions.
For last, as I have already pointed out, there must be a
respect for the local characteristics and peculiarities of
the environment.
I hope that these lines may produce discussions and
conclusions as a contribution to the search of solutions to
the problem of how to measure the “Progress” in societies.
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Victoria Giarrizzo
Economic well-being measurements:
an alternative to complement growth indicators

1. Introduction

However, the relationship between these indicators
and well-being is not always so direct or virtuous.
The evidence shows that growth does not always
translate into improvements in sensitive areas such as
employment or poverty, and at the same time, even if it
translated into improvements in income or employment,
economic growth doesn’t always generate perceptible
improvements in population’s well-being.
In the last decades, the thought that growth and well-being
could not have such a close relationship led to inquiring
more deeply into that bond, searching for more direct
evidence of their connection. The principal methodology
chosen to inquire into the deepest foundations of this
bond were the empiric surveys, which consist basically of
systematized questionnaires which allow us to understand
the individual perception that people have of their quality
of life. The basic statement of these works was: in order
to know if positive variations in growth, employment
or income generate perceptible improvements in wellbeing, the best thing is to ask the individuals directly.

A large amount of evidence has presented from these
studies confirming the hypothesis: economic growth
does not always translate into perceptible improvements
in well-being. The same thing happens with employment,
poverty or distribution: people do not necessarily
always perceive the improvement of said variables as an
improvement to their well-being.
In the last ten years, surveys and tests carried out in
different countries of the European Union and the
world revealed initially paradigmatic situations which
nowadays seem to be common patterns: Individuals do
not often perceive the GDP increases of those nations as
improvements in their quality of life, and in many analyzed
periods, said growth even combines with a deterioration
of the perception of individual economic well-being.
The dissociation between growth and well-being began to
be more evident as the amount of field work increased.
Nonetheless, as the amount of evidence confirming
the rupture of said relationship grows, the planners of
economic politics continue to support the traditional
view of assessing well-being through objective indicators.
But, regardless of this decision, the paradox is settled:
the well-being analysis carried out by way of objective
indicators, traditionally considered to be the best
‘proxies’ of well-being, does not always agree with the
evaluation of each person or family of what happens in
their lives, and that forces us to lead the analysis towards
other directions.
The concern for the evolution of people’s well-being is high
in most of the governments, and this is understandable:
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Economic science usually establishes a straight-line
relationship between economic growth and well-being.
When a country develops, we expect said development
to reflect in a greater creation of employments, less
poverty and an increase in income and wealth levels,
automatically resulting in improvements in population
well-being. From that perspective, in order to assess the
impact of the economic performance of a nation on wellbeing, it would be enough to analyze a group of objective
indicators related to the activity, such as Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) growth rate or income evolution.
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one of the final purposes of economic politics is precisely to
improve the quality of life of the individuals. And economic
well-being is a central component in the quality of life of
the people. However, the clearly lost link between what
the objective indicators reflect and what the subjective
perceptions captured in surveys reveal, makes the need
for a change even more urgent. French president Nicolas
Sarkozy recently took the initiative and suggested we stop
estimating the performance of an economy only through
the evolution of the GDP. As an alternative, he proposed the
replacement of said measurement for a holistic indicator
of well-being. Therefore, he assigned a well-recognized
group of economists to elaborate a measurement which is
alternative to the GDP which allows capturing population’s
well-being more closely. It was maybe the first attempt
of the planners of economic politics to incorporate the
subjective dimension of well-being into the group of
indicators that are normally analyzed.
Finding the most suitable well-being indicator in order
to dethrone GDP as a measurement is not and will not
be an easy task. Not only because of the methodological
difficulties of defining it, but because of the resistance
against the most orthodox current of thought which
still dominates economic science. Nonetheless, the
following statement can be quite useful in moving
forward along this path: searching for an alternative
measurement or developing a unique indicator which
combines the objective and subjective dimension in one
sole measurement is not necessary, but it is sufficient
if we provide parallel indicators which can be analyzed
separately and together at the same time. Objective and
subjective indicators cannot be replaced one by the other;
nevertheless, they constitute essential complements to
understand the dynamics of well-being in a society and
the power it has to influence its evolution.
Following that idea, the purpose of this work will be
to propose an indicator for the measurement of the
population’s economic well-being, in an attempt to
objectify in this measurement the subjective assessments
that the community makes of its perception. The Index of
Economic Well-being (IEW),1 as we will call this indicator,
is elaborated from direct surveys and allows us to observe
the evolution of well-being perceived by these population
1

This indicator was developed together with economist Dardo Fer-
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rer, at the Centro de Economía Regional y Experimental (CERX for its
acronym in Spanish) created to develop this kind of works.

groups through time, while exploring which are the
areas of well-being where people find more strengths
and weaknesses. The above mentioned indicator was
developed for the Argentine economy since late 2005
with interesting results which allow more adequately
knowing up to which point the economic growth spillover
affects well-being. Compared with objective data, we
can observe the trajectories that both indicator groups
(objective and subjective) have traveled and obtain
useful lessons to improve the strategies of economic
politics. The Argentine experience is quite illustrative,
since between 2003 and 2010 the country went through
a period of towering expansion (with the exception of
2009). However, said growth only partially translated
itself into well-being improvements: between 2003
and 2006, growth and well-being headed towards the
same direction, but as of 2007, despite the fact that the
economy continued to grow in an accelerated manner,
the population stopped perceiving said improvements.

2. Criticism and defense of subjective indicators
One of the main purposes of economic politics is to
improve people’s well-being. But in order to improve
the effectiveness of the politics applied to that end, it is
necessary to carry out a good diagnosis on the situation
of well-being and its evolution throughout time. The
Economic well-being assessment of a society may be
carried out using different indicators, which we could
divide into two large groups:

•

Objective indicators: they can be monetary such
as absolute or relative lines of poverty, economy’s
growth rate (measured by the evolution of Gross
Domestic Product) or non-monetary indicators such
as the measurements of Unmet Basic Needs (UBN),
Human Development Index (HDI) or anthropometric
indicators.

•

Subjective indicators: they are built using surveys
which reveal the individual perception that every
individual has of its own well-being.

Objective indicators are the ones which are most accepted
and used as a reflection of well-being. The fact is that there
is still a certain consensus that considers that the economic
well-being of a population group is better measured using
these indicators. However, it is very common that these
indicators confront us with paradoxes between their results
and what population truly perceives. The increases in GDP
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These and other situations, common in an economy, mainly
in less developed economies with fewer regulations, pose
methodological problems on the representativeness
of objective indicators as a measurement of wellbeing, leaving space for complementary subjective
measurements that allow us to learn the impact of
macroeconomic improvements in perceived well-being
regarding the economic agent.
Nonetheless, subjective measurements are usually
discouraged by economists and planners of economic
politics, who question their methodological validity, that
is, data collection methods (generally surveys) and the
possibility that people have to adequately define their
well-being. However, in defense of these alternative
measurements, it can be said that many of the above
mentioned difficulties are similar to the ones presented in
the construction of objective indicators. A deep look shows
that objective indicators are not always so objective: they
are also built by data collection through surveys, and the
truthfulness of their answers is usually uncertain.
For example, it is true that subjective measurements
are supported by population surveys where the polled
individual is requested to define his/her situation by
generally placing him/herself in some point of a previously
defined qualitative scale. Criticism has been made on the
degree of representativeness of these surveys, as well
as the consistency of their answers. That is a common
difficulty, but it is also presented in objective indicators.
The measurements used to build both objective and
subjective indicators, are carried out based on surveys,

which in most cases are formed of questionnaires. The
data to calculate growth rates arise from surveys carried
out in companies or business organizations which not
always have precise and substantial data; the data to
estimate unemployment rate is based on surveys carried
out in households where individuals do not always
declare their “real” situation. The data to estimate the
levels of informality also arise from surveys carried out
in households, knowing the difficulties that workers
have most of the times to notice if their jobs are formal
or informal. In order to estimate the activity of the
industry or of construction, the information is gathered
from questionnaires applied in companies and the levels
of production are determined upon them. There are
indicators such as the Consumer Price Index where surveys
seem to be more objective, since surveyors reveal
prices in sight, but they do not cease to demand their
representativeness and avoiding bias (which businesses
are being polled, how many, in which zones are they
located or if the shopping basket considered for their
confection is representative of a family shopping basket
as well as the fact involving the surveyor to properly apply
the questionnaire).
A common criticism of subjective indicators is the extent
to which people are able to define their own well-being
situation. However, there is a certain consent that
indicates that the ones who can best evaluate their wellbeing as well as which are their unsatisfied needs are
the individuals themselves or the families to which the
economic politics are being intended for.
Certainly, subjective measurements require assured
methodological safekeeping, such as properly defining
response scales, that the question is accurately formulated
and that the surveyor makes the questions in a suitable
way, without inducing any answers. They are aspects
where there is certainly a lot to improve upon, but where
very good results can be achieved if the methods were
internationally agreed on, as it happened with objective
indicators and it converged into a situation where instead
of each analyst executing their own method, parameters
would be defined so that these measurements could be
built in the future.
The extensive amount of subjective measurements of
well-being which have been carried out in the last years
in most countries around the world clearly shows that
there is no opposition between objective and subjective
indicators, but that it is important to start accepting their
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or in consumption are usually interpreted as improvements
in population well-being, when it is not necessarily that way.
An economy may grow in a strong and sustained way, but
without letting the population perceive any improvements
in their well-being. GDP may grow quickly, but the profits
of said growth may not be reinvested in increasing the
economy’s stock capital, therefore not generating a
wealth increase. Unemployment may decrease, but with
bad work quality, reducing the perception of well-being.
Consumption may increase, but without people perceiving
an improvement in their economic well-being through this
increase, because in contrast they have gotten into high
rate debt and they find it difficult to face such obligations.
Or it is just that the determinants of a family’s well-being
can be modified throughout time, and the applied politics
may not be capturing the new structure of people’s needs
and preferences.
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ability to complement. Objective indicators may not
be more representative of well-being than subjective
indicators, nor do well-being perceptions need to be
more representative than the information released by
objective indicators, the fact is that the richest and more
representative information of the real situation may be
obtained from the complementarity of these two groups
of indicators.

CHART 1: AREAS OF ECONOMIC WELL-BEING

3. Development of the index of economic well-being
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Having accepted the need to have subjective well-being
measurements and having cleared some doubts about
the methodological validity of said measurements,
in this section, we will develop a possible Index of
Economic Well-being (IEW) to analyze the evolution of
the population’s well-being. The purpose of the IEW is to
evaluate the quality of life perceived by the population
regarding the principal areas that have an influence on
their economic well-being: health, education, income,
housing and employment. Even if the personal positive or
negative well-being evaluation that the individual carries
out depends on other factors which are separated from
income, this work will only analyze the factors linked to the
consumption capacity, which in turn depend on monetary
income, which is the way in which economic wellbeing is studied both in classic and neoclassic thinking.
Thereby, the purpose of IEW will be to summarize in a
measurement the population’s well-being, just as society
perceives it.
The easiest and most direct way of elaborating a well-being
indicator would be asking the families how they evaluate
their economic well-being. But probably said way would
undermine representativeness to the measurement
since the concept of well-being is very broad and not
necessarily interpreted the same way by each person.
What an individual understands by well-being is not
necessarily what another individual understands, mainly
when they belong to different social strata. Taking into
account the conceptual diversity generated by the word
“well-being”, we will arbitrarily break up economic wellbeing into five large areas: income, housing, employment,
education and health. In other words, the Economic Wellbeing of a person will be considered to be determined by
his/her perception of these five items which define his/
her quality of life. Then, what will be evaluated will be
the population’s level of satisfaction with the particular
access that his/her household has to those large areas
which determine the people’s quality of life.

Even if the choice of the five areas which determine family
well-being was arbitrary at first, the measurements that
have been carried out since December 2005 show that
they enclose aspects of high significance in family life.
3.1 Data Collection
Economic Well-being measurements are taken from
direct surveys applied to heads of families using a
structured questionnaire. The target population is
households, both personal and collective, and the survey
method is randomized, through “random walk”. In order
to homogeneously capture the satisfaction of the families
in each one of the five areas which comprise economic
well-being, and since this satisfaction evolves throughout
time, we will use qualitative scales. The polled individual
must respond questions such as: How do you evaluate
your access to a health system? with options such as “very
good”, “good”, “regular”, “bad”, or “very bad”; Depending
on your expenses at home, do you consider the income of
your home is? Very bad, bad, regular, good or very good.
The questionnaire leads families to assess their access
to the five areas which comprise Economic Well-being
through qualitative scales. The use of these scales
allows the homogenization of answers to later obtain
balances of negative and positive responses. From these
balances of responses we can obtain sub-indexes for
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2.

“very good”, “good”, “regular”, “bad” or “very bad”;
“more, “less”, or “yes”.

3.2 Structure of the IEW
The structure that guided the construction of the index is
the following: The answers “yes”, “good” or “very good”
are considered as “positive”. In turn, responses are as
considered “negative” when the respondent answers
with the options “less”, “more”, “no”, “bad”, or “very
bad”, depending on the question. This way, “neutral”
responses, when the polled individual answers with the
options “equal” or “regular”, are eliminated, thereby
obtaining a relative value of the indicator.
Positive responses= “yes” / “very good”, “good”/
Negative responses= “no” / “very bad”, “bad”/ “less”, “more”
Five sub-indexes are elaborated following this scheme:
health sub-index (health IEW), education sub-index
(education IEW), housing sub-index (housing IEW),
income sub-index (income IEW) and employment subindex (employment IEW). The sub-index corresponds to
each area being evaluated; it is built according to the
proportions of “positive” (p) responses over the sum of
“positive” (p) and “negative” (q) responses. The formula
would be the following:
IEW Sub-index = 50*(p - q + 1)
Where,
p= proportion of positive responses over the total amount
of polled individuals
q= proportion of negative responses over the total
amount of polled individuals

For example, if in the health item all the polled individuals
answered the question positively (that is, if all of them
considered their access to a health system as “good” or
“very good”) then the proportion of positive responses
would be a 100% and the one of negative responses
would be 0. In other words, p=1; q=0. In that case, the
index would obtain a value =100, reflecting that the wellbeing perceived by the population in that area is quite
optimum. On the other hand, when the value of p=0 and
q=1, the value of the index would be equal to 0 and would
indicate that the population’s perception of well-being
in that area is null. Each sub-index can obtain a value of
0 to 100, where 0 indicates total absence of well-being
and 100 indicates total well-being; the latter is obtained
if all the polled individuals evaluated their satisfaction
with the surveyed sub-area in a positive way (example, if
everybody positively evaluated their access to the health
system, then the value of the health IEW would be 100).
3.3 Weighting and Aggregation
Once each one of the sub-indexes has been calculated,
the IEW is obtained as a weighted average of these
partial indicators. Taking into account that the concept
of Economic Well-being varies through the different
segments of income, which implicitly determine several
socio-cultural consumer patterns, the first step before
estimating the general IEW is to consider what the
significance that socio-economic groups confer to the
components of well-being is. The final result of the IEW
will then depend, primarily, on the degree of significance
(weighting) assigned to each one of the five aspects of
Economic Well-being.
Weightings are permanently estimated in each
measurement according to the value of priorities that
the polled individuals grant each of the five areas which
comprise their Economic Well-being. For that end, we use
questions where the polled individual is given the option
of appraising which area he/she would assign an increase
of income to. If the answers where the expenses are
destined for housing increase in one measurement, then
the weighting of the housing sub-index will increase. This
variable weightings methodology allows us to define in
time the aspect that society considers most relevant for
its well-being, capturing at the same time the change that
can be produced in well-being through the improvements
perceived in said particular aspects. It is logical to expect
that if a society has employment problems, this item will
weigh more; but in the measure that unemployment
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each of the mentioned items (income, health, education,
employment and housing). Thereby, each one of these
five groups will be assessed by way of a sub-indicator.
In fact, in order to elaborate the IEW we followed a
simple methodology, mainly used for the construction
of qualitative indicators of trust. This type of indicator
is commonly used to measure the trends in demand
or expectations and allows us to obtain an index from
the information gathered from qualitative scales. The
essence of these indicators is working with balances of
responses. Thereby, in the case of the Economic Wellbeing survey, the responses have the following scales of
answer, depending on the case:
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decreases and labor quality improves, other aspects of
its economic well-being are weighted, aspects which
compared to unemployment were of second order of
significance. Table 1 describes the weightings assigned
to each area in the measurement of IEW corresponding
to the first semester of 2010 according to surveys carried
out in Argentina:

TABLE 1: WEIGHTINGS OF EACH AREA OF ECONOMIC
WELL-BEING
Ponderadores Primer Semestre de 2010
Health

Educations

Income

Employment

Housing

7%

8.1%

49.9%

14%

21%

As can be seen in the table, according to the polled
population, income (weighting of 49.9%) is the variable
that has the greatest incidence in its level of Economic
Well-being, followed by housing (weighting of 21%) and
employment in the third place (14.0%). Weightings do
not remain the same for future measurements. Which
of the five areas is most relevant to well-being will vary
according to the changes in value the population places
on them over time. For example, in the first measurement
carried out on December 2005, the income factor
weighted 39% compared to a 50.4% three years later, but
the employment factor’s weighting was very similar to
the one of the second semester of 2008.
In Table 2, we can observe the evolution of the weightings
between the second semester of 2005 and the first
semester of 2010:

Pn being= weighting
This way, the IEW measures households’ satisfaction
with their income levels, with their access to education,
infrastructure, employment and to a health system. The
final value of the IEW will be placed on a scale from 0 to
100. How to know if the obtained value is good, regular
or bad?
3.4 Areas
In order to categorize the obtained value from the general
IEW, as well as from the sub-indexes which comprise it,
the scale from 0 to 100 was divided into five areas. If the
value of the IEW (general or partial) is between 0 and
19.99 points, this means that the economic well-being
(general or partial) is in an “Intolerable” area. For example,
it can be expected that with high levels of performance,
employment IEW is in an area of these characteristics,
as may have happened in Argentina during 2002,2 when
unemployment exceeded 20% of the Economically Active
Population (EAP). Even when the measurement of the IEW
began, in December 2005, the employment IEW recorded
a value of only 21.4 points, very close to an area of
intolerance. With the values of the IEW oscillating between
20 and 49.99 points, it can be said that well-being is in a
”Vulnerable” area. With values varying from 50 to 59.99
points, the IEW will be in an “Acceptable” area, between
60 and 79.99 it will be in a “Good” area and if it exceeds
the 80 points, the level of well-being of that population
group would have reached an “Optimum” area.

TABLA 3.DIMENSIONS

TABLE 2: EVOLUTION OF THE WEIGHTINGS
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IEW = health IEW*health Pn + education IEW*education
Pn + housing IEW*housing Pn+ income IEW*income Pn +
employment IEW*employment Pn.

Sub-index

2nd half 2005

2nd half 2008

Income

39,9%

49,9%

Housing

25,0%

21,0%

Employment

11,2%

14,0%

Education

13,1%

8,1%

Health

10,8%

7,0%

Once the weightings have been applied, the sub-indexes
will be averaged according to these and will give place to
the IEW. The formula would be the following:

IEW
value
Area

6079

80-100

Intolerable Vulnerable Acceptable Good

Optimum

0 – 19

20-49

50-59

The importance of monitoring indicators of this kind over
time is that they allow us to continuously investigate the
way households perceive the satisfaction of their needs
and how they value their well-being, not only through
2 The measurement of the IEW started on the second semester of 2005.
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4. Economic well-being in argentina
The first measurement of Economic Well-being to elaborate
the IEW was carried out in Argentina in December 2005.
At that time, the country presented a sustained growth for
the third consecutive year leaving behind one of the worst
economic crises of its history: the one recorded during
2001 and 2002. In this expansive context, the intention
was to evaluate by way of the IEW how the population
perceived the achieved macroeconomic improvements,
which also reflected in a systematic reduction of the
poverty and unemployment rates.
In order to carry out the IEW, a survey was applied to 650
heads of families of Greater Buenos Aires. The results

GRAPH 2. ECONOMIC WELL-BEING INDEX GBA-II
SEMESTER, 2006

were illustrative of a growing economy, but in terms of
well-being it was still in levels of vulnerability. In fact, on
that occasion the Index of Economic Well-being (IEW)
was of 45 points (in a scale from 0 to 100), placing it over
a “vulnerable” area (according to the definition of areas
that was previously explained) and marking an important
distance to cover in order to improve the economic quality
of life of the society. In terms of well-being, despite the
economy recording its third consecutive year of significant
growth by the end of 2005, most of the population
perceived that the quality of their employment was not
very satisfactory, that their access to the health system
was “bad” or “regular”, that the conditions and quality of
their housing were insufficient and that their income was
not enough to cover necessary expenses.
Taking into account the five previously defined areas
as determinants of the economic well-being, the worst
results of the IEW in that first measurement were obtained
regarding the labor market, where unemployment, overemployment and the bad labor quality were a generalized
perception and contributed to obtain an employment
sub-index (employment IEW), of only 21.4 points which
placed it over a highly vulnerable area, almost to the limit
with that which was defined as intolerable (from 0 to

GRAPH 3. EVOLUTION OF THE ECONOMIC WELLBEING INDEX
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income, but according to the type of access they have
to the labor market, education, health and housing.
Although it might seem that this situation depends
entirely on income and socio-cultural differences, the
different values and the State action through the provision
of some of these goods and services, it makes well-being
differ between social strata and income, and therefore,
society’s well-being differs in the needs that different
households need to satisfy.
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19.99 points). That result is not surprising for an economy
in which by the end of 2005, 10.5% of the Economically
Active Population (EAP) remained unemployed and 45.5%
of the workers had an informal employment.

•

In turn, the economic well-being of households increased
boosted by the sub-index related to the educational
system (education IEW), which reached a maximum of 55
points (placing over what would be an “acceptable” area)
and the housing sub-index (housing IEW), which with a
value of 51.9 points, also reflected an “acceptable” level
of satisfaction.

During 2005, the Argentine economy grew 9.2%
accumulating a variation of 29.5% in three years (2003,
2004 and 2005). Growth combined with a reduction
in poverty and unemployment and with a generalized
improvement of the principal macroeconomic variables,
salary among them. In turn, inflation remained at
low levels, which permitted real improvements in the
population’s income. The first well-being measurement
was carried out in that year, 2005, and we found a IEW
of 45 points, still in the vulnerability area but with a clear
increasing trend, as it was confirmed the following year.
In fact, during 2006, the economy continued to grow
(GDP increased 8.5% that year) maintaining the same
conditions it had in 2005 and resulting in a new increase
in Economic Well-being: By the second semester of 2006,
the IEW reached a value of 52.2 points, 16.1% higher than
the one recorded in that same period of 2005 and once
more allowing growth to be translated into well-being
improvements. That is, macroeconomic improvements
were directly and indirectly perceived by the population
as well-being improvements. In turn, with a IEW above the
50 points, Argentina would have entered a new stage: the
indicator finally moved up from “vulnerable area” to be
placed over an “acceptable” area, where social-economic
fragility was contained in a better perception regarding
income, employment, infrastructure and health.

Subdividing the IEW by income strata, the smallest value
was reached in sectors of medium income, where the
index got 39.5 points and placed over a “vulnerable”
area. In the lowest sectors, the IEW surpassed the one
of medium sectors, reaching a value of 42.5 points;
while in the strata with the greatest income it reached a
maximum of 52.8 points, placing it over an “acceptable”
area. The best evaluation obtained by the lowest strata
of the population regarding the medium strata is not
surprising and has everything to do with the expectations
of both social groups. In low income sectors, the small
economic improvements usually generate greater wellbeing profits, compared to what small variations generate
in medium sectors, where a more prominent change is
expected, mainly regarding economic quality.
From the time of this first measurement of Economic
Well-being, the IEW has been carried out periodically. At
first it was quarterly and, as of 2007, the index was carried
out each semester.3 The results show two differentiated
stages of Argentine growth:

•

Between the second semester of 2005 and the
second semester of 2006, Argentine economy grew
with noticeable improvements in well-being.

•

During 2007 (1st and 2nd semester) the economy
continued to grow strong, but that growth had a
very low impact on the well-being perceptions of the
population.
3 During 2006, the measurement of the IEW was carried out quarter-

ly. As of 2007, it was considered that although the changes between
quarters were relevant, they remained captured in a semestral mea-
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surement and, due to reasons of cost, the frequency of the survey
was prolonged.

As of 2008, the economy grew but well-being
perceptions deteriorated.

4.1 Growth with a High Impact on Well-Being

However, although the improvement of the IEW had to
do with the good performance of the economy, in general
terms, the well-being indicator kept on marking certain
economic restrictions: For example, by the end of 2006,
73.4% of the population manifested not having enough
income to cover for necessary expenses; more than half of
the workers felt over-employed and 78.9% of the people
evaluated their own economic well-being as “bad”, “very
bad” or “regular”.
4.2 Growth with a Low Impact on Well-Being
By the end of 2006, the economy started to show
certain weaknesses. Inflation began to accelerate, to
initiate the year 2007 with a significant and perceptible
price pressure. Thereby, although the GDP and the
employment continued to grow in 2007 (the economy
grew 8.7% that year and unemployment placed in 7.5%
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by December 2007), real income improvements became
more difficult. The population tried to beat the inflation
by over-consuming, entering into all kinds of debt, which
gave way to an extraordinary growth in consumption.
But this conduct was boosted by reasons which were not
very genuine: without favorable conditions for savings,
without any possibility to have access to own a house
(property prices were displaced regarding salaries and
mortgages were limited) and without any expectations of
exchange rate devaluation, the families chose to consume
in order to avoid money’s spending power.
In terms of well-being, that need was immediately
reflected: the first well-being measurement of 2007 was
carried out in June (the IEW began being carried out
semiannually that year) and obtained a value of 52.3
points with an improvement of only 0.2% compared
with the value reached at the end of 2006. Economic
Well-being cut the path towards the recovery that it had
shown since the measurement was first taken (December
2005), indicating that after the significant improvements
achieved in 2005 and 2006, the growth and employment
creation cycle exhausted its possibility of automatically

improving well-being, which was found at the top of
its structure. The greatest perception of inflation had
a negative influence on well-being: 62% of the families
manifested that price increases were the factor that
worse affected their level of economic well-being.
Inflation during 2007 showed a significant acceleration
compared to 2006 and despite the official measurements
not reflecting them, the perceptions and expectations of
inflation were on a permanent increase. Towards the end
of 2007, the IEW reached a value of 53.7 points, which
would become the highest value of the series, but at
the same time the last increase that would be recorded
in Argentina in economic well-being. In general terms,
population’s perception of well-being varied between:
optimism because of the convincing dynamics of the
economy; discretion because there is more work but the
income remains insufficient; and pessimism because of
the impact of the inflation in the spending power and the
increase in the household debt levels.
Thereby, in 2007, Argentina reached its sixth year of
growth, but with a lot to improve in terms of well-being.
Basically, at the end of this year:
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•

74.5% of the population claimed that their homes
did not have enough income to cover for necessary
expenses.

•

46.5% of the working population claimed working
more hours than they should and another 17%
claimed working less. At the same time, 55.6% of the
working people were not satisfied with the quality of
their jobs.

•

65.7% of the polled individuals evaluated their wellbeing as “regular”, “bad” or “very bad”.

•

73.4% of the families manifested that the main
factors that reduced their well-being were: Inflation
and the low levels of income.

The same situation continued in 2009 and 2010. In 2009,
worsened by the aggressive reduction of the growth
rate (according to the official measurements, GDP only
grew 0.9% in 2009), the IEW decreased to 45.3 points
during the first semester. Meanwhile in 2010, despite the
economy grows to rates that exceeded 10%, the IEW only
reflected that growth increasing to 47.6 points, which still
places well-being over a vulnerable area.

5. Conclusions

As of 2008, the relationship between growth and wellbeing substantially changed in Argentina. That year, the
economy grew 7% according to the official measurements
and unemployment obtained a 7.3% of the EAP by the
end of December Poverty rate had the same evolution.
However, well-being suffered a regression: by the second
semester of 2008, the IEW decreased to 48.1 points,
10.4% less than 2007 and recovered vulnerability levels.

Economic literature shows a growing interest on
measuring subjective well-being. These measurements
promise to become an essential supplement to objective
indicators, although the use government makes of them
is still scarce. However, in the last years, there has
been a certain trend to build indicators which permit
us measure consumer perceptions, such as consumer
confidence indexes, which synthesize in an indicator
people’s perception of their income and expense levels.
In developed countries, companies observe these
subjective indicators to make consumption, investment
or production decisions and the governments use them
to investigate the degree of satisfaction people have with
the politics being applied. In less developed countries,
the measurements are more recent, but their use is
expanding. Meanwhile, there are countries which have
incorporated modules of subjective measurement of
poverty and well-being, which are carried out in parallel
to the common measurements with a certain frequency.

This drop can be explained: despite the growth (which
anyways would have been between 2 and 3 points smaller
than what the government declares), the economy
practically stopped creating employments that year,
while the inflation, estimated to have been of 26% per
year (the official measurements stopped being reliable),
cleansed all the nominal improvements in income. Hence,
in 2003, the real income of the families fell for the first
time. That caused a significant increase in poverty, which
according to data of the Centro de Economía Regional y
Experimental (CERX) reached 32.1% by the end of 2008
(almost twice the 15.3% that the government declares).
The drop in the IEW determines the end of a continuous

Thereby, governments seem to be promoting awareness
on the little it is known about subjective perception,
definition and evaluation of well-being and understand
that investigating the issue would help in the elaboration
of more precise economic politics. Clearly, since people
are the ones who experience well-being and towards
whom the instrumented politics are directed, their
evaluation and perception needs to be taken into account.
People’s perceptions constitute an indispensable element
of analysis and in response to that need, subjective
indicators may be a very good complement of objective
indicators. The economic politics which are being
implemented should take into account the real needs of

During 2007, the improvement in well-being was of only 2-8%
while the economy grew 8.7% and unemployment reached
a new bottom that year. That slight increase in well-being
perceptions was boosted by a progress in the perceptions
of income since salary renegotiations were being carried out
with very significant increases, the rest of the items which
comprise the IEW remained stable or decreased.
4.3 Growth with Deterioration on Well-Being
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improvement of well-being cycle which began in 2005
and which is one more confirmation of what ceased to be
an economic rule: economic growth is not always paired
with well-being improvements.
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the population and not only the reading that researchers
and analysts make of objective indicators. Objective
indicators are necessary but not enough to understand
the dynamics of well-being. GDP may increase, income
may increase, and poverty may decrease without any
of those improvements being perceived by society. And
when that happens, what seems to be efficient (for
example, growth) may result insufficient.
The objective of this work was to present the Index of
Economic Well-being (IEW) and the results obtained in
systematic measurements carried out in Argentina since
2005. The evolution of the IEW in the last three years and
a half has shown the limitations that economic growth
has in translating into well-being improvements and the
manifestation of other deep problems related to labor
quality, the lack of income, inflation, housing ownership
problems or over-employment. From the results of the
IEW we can read the changes in people’s priorities: when
unemployment decreased in 2005 and 2006, household
well-being priorities changed to issues linked to labor

quality or income. But towards the end of 2007, income
appeared again as the priority variable.
Economic literature has shown a growing interest on
the relationship between objective indicators and the
subjective well-being that people perceive. In the last
years, several subjective indicators have been created,
searching to objectify different subjective variables in
an index. However, only in very few countries have the
governments gotten involved in these measurements. In
the rest of them, they remain as theoretical developments
or private measurements which for budgetary reasons
may hardly have wide statistic coverage as the one they
would have if they were created by official organisms
(INDEC in Argentina). Probably, in a near future, subjective
indicators will be incorporated as additional modules
in government statistics permitting us to improve the
quality and accuracy of economic plans and politics.
However, from a methodological perspective, there is still
a long way to go.
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Natalia Melgar y Máximo Rossi
Individual perception of well-being
and macroeconomic performance

Introduction

Methodology

There is a wide range of literature regarding well-being
that focuses its attention on per capita income and
GINI index evolution. Both measurements alone are
insufficient given the fact that in the first case we are
talking about an average that does not assess distribution
and, in the second case, distribution is considered, but
not how much is distributed. Therefore, it is necessary to
consider both measurements simultaneously.

We will observe that dependent variables are binary or
multinomial; therefore, probit models or ordered probit
models are estimated. The estimated parameters do not
provide direct information about independent variables
impact on the set of independent variables; substantive
interpretations on these effects arise by estimating the
marginal effects.

According to these questions, we have conducted several
research works, their objective is to show the incidence
of macroeconomic performance in individual attitudes
such as the reports of happiness, depression, confidence
in other people (or misanthropy), moral fiscal, perception
of corruption, attitudes toward immigrants, etcetera.
Such research work will be summarized in accordance
with these documents’ objectives.
This document is structured as follows: section 2 describes
the employed methodology; sections 3 to 5 present three
previous works in the following order: misanthropy,
depression and happiness; finally, conclusions are
described in section 6.

Finally, in order to compare results, in each case, two
versions of the models are estimated. The first version
includes dummy variables per country of residence,
and the second version includes variables representing
characteristics of these countries (because we want to
examine the influence of macroeconomic performance).

Case i: misanthropy
a. Context
Misanthropy is defined as unhappiness or distrusts
towards other people. Our research (Melgar, Rossi and
Smith, 2010) was motivated by the following facts: 1)
misanthropy is by definition a social phenomenon, and
2) its influence in individual behavior has increased and
changed. Smith (1997) shows that misanthropy has
registered a positive trend since the 1970s.
From social sciences’ point of view, analyzing these
attitudes is relevant because it is correlated to social
capital erosion. In accordance with Glaeser et al. (1999)
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Beyond the advantages and disadvantages of these
indicators, the need to go beyond their use as well-being
measures and examine whether there is a significant
relationship between the macroeconomic performance
and a certain individual attitude arises; if that is the case,
it is important to try to measure this impact.

THE MEASUREMENT OF PROGRESS AND WELL-BEING . PROPOSALS FROM LATIN AMERICA

INSERT TABLE 1.1 MISANTHROPY: ANSWERS DISTRIBUTION
How often do you think that other people try to take advantage of you if they have the opportunity and how often do you think that
they will be fair?
Categories

Frequencies

They will always be fair

11.21%

They will be fair most of the time

47.83%

They will take advantage most of the time

31.24%

They will always take advantage

9.72%

Total

100%

Generally speaking, would you say that it is possible to trust people, or you have to be careful when dealing with others?
Categories
It is always possible to trust others

3.96%

In general, it is possible to trust others

37.53%

In general, you have to be careful

42.53%

You have to be careful always

15.98%

Total

100%

social networks are not the result of historical accidents,
but they arise as a result of individuals’ effort to connect
with others.
Therefore, in order to understand the dynamics of social
capital, we will start from analyzing individual’s decisionmaking process; such individual determines if he/she
invests time and energy in social capital. Misanthropy
is undoubtedly a negative external factor, influencing
decision making in the same negative way. In accordance
with Heitmeyer (2003), the social effects of structural
crises have been underestimated, as well as their effect
on social networks (cohesion crisis).
b. Data Source
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Frequencies

Our data source is the national identity module of the
survey conducted in 2003 by the International Social
Survey Program. The micro-data set includes more than
30 thousand answers obtained in a heterogeneous group
of countries. In order to build our independent variable,
answers to the following questions were used, they reflect
opinions regarding a fair treatment and trust towards
others, respectively: 1) “How often do you think others
try to take advantage of you, if they have the opportunity,
and how often do you think they will be fair?”, and 2)
Generally speaking, would you say that it is possible to
trust people, or you have to be careful while dealing with
others?”. Table 1.1 shows answers distribution.

In order to analyze the impact of independent variables
in this attitude, the following strategy was implemented:
first, a new continuous variable that includes both
dimensions of misanthropy was generated after analyzing
the main components.1 From this analysis we can see that
both dimensions recorded the same relative importance.
c. Results
Firstly, we can observe that there is a set of individual
characteristics that increase the possibility of being
misanthropic, these characteristics are: being a man,
divorced, part of a minority group, catholic, unemployed,
self-employed, or a person who identifies with the
left or right wing regarding politics, while misanthropy
decreases among adults and senior citizens, among those
with better socioeconomic status, married people and
those who attend religious services often.
Secondly, models show that misanthropy is influenced
by other factors such as the context in which individuals
live and the characteristics of the country of residence.
Different levels of violence, hostility between groups,
standards of living, inequity, etcetera, seem to condition
individual attitudes because there are significant
differences between countries.
1 Answers to categories “I don’t know” or “I cannot decide” were not

considered for the analysis.
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TABLE 1.2 MISANTHROPY: MARGINAL EFFECTS (continues...)
Marginal
Impact

Model 2

Standard
deviation

Marginal
Impact

Model 3
Standard
deviation

Marginal
Impact

Standard
deviation

Woman

-0.054***

[0.013]

-0.048***

[0.013]

-0.051***

[0.013]

Age

-0.003***

[0.0004]

-0.003***

[0.0004]

-0.003***

[0.0004]

Education

-0.026***

[0.002]

0.063***

[0.017]

-0.032***

[0.002]

Income

-0.049***

[0.008]

-0.015***

[0.003]

-0.069***

[0.010]

Married

-0.057***

[0.014]

-0.073***

[0.014]

-0.054***

[0.014]

Divorced

0.073***

[0.024]

0.059**

[0.024]

0.072***

[0.024]

Left

-0.112***

[0.016]

-0.110***

[0.015]

-0.125***

[0.015]

Right

-0.048***

[0.016]

-0.083***

[0.016]

-0.094***

[0.016]

Unemployed

0.146***

[0.035]

0.165***

[0.035]

0.169***

[0.036]

Private sector

0.063***

[0.014]

0.051***

[0.014]

0.014

[0.014]

Own account

0.102***

[0.020]

0.111***

[0.020]

0.087***

[0.020]

Atheist

-0.007

[0.020]

0.065***

[0.018]

0.026

[0.018]

Catholic

0.021

[0.019]

0.140***

[0.014]

0.116***

[0.015]

Religious

-0.061***

[0.017]

-0.048***

[0.015]

-0.095**

[0.015]

Minority group

0.153***

[0.044]

0.100**

[0.043]

0.072

[0.044]

Chile

0.655***

[0.051]

Brazil

0.596***

[0.053]

Poland

0.475***

[0.056]

Slovenia

0.402***

[0.060]

Slovakia

0.362***

[0.063]

Bulgaria

0.323***

[0.058]

México

0.224***

[0.052]

Uruguay

0.186***

[0.059]

Philippines

0.157***

[0.053]

Russia

0.126***

[0.048]

South Korea

0.102**

[0.051]

Latvia

0.101*

[0.061]

Czech Republic

-0.085*

[0.050]

New Zealand

-0.132***

[0.041]

Ireland

-0.136**

[0.055]

Canada

-0.176***

[0.054]

Finland

-0.212***

[0.042]

Sweden

-0.214***

[0.042]

Norway

-0.269***

[0.046]

Germany

-0.377***

[0.047]

Denmark

-0.388***

[0.046]

Holland

-0.399***

[0.046]
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TABLE 1.2 MISANTHROPY: MARGINAL EFFECTS (ends)
Model 1

Model 2

Marginal
Impact

Standard
deviation

Austria

-0.520***

[0.057]

Switzerland

-0.546***

[0.043]

Cyprus

-0.550***

[0.052]

Model 3

Marginal
Impact

Standard
deviation

Marginal
Impact

Standard
deviation

GDP_pc

-0.124***

[0.020]

GDP_pc * education
GINI

-0.010***

[0.002]
1.101***

[0.281]

GINI * income

0.101***

[0.029]

Remarks

28,884

28,884

28,884

R-square

0.160

0.123

0.110

Note: * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
The omitted variable is the United States and, therefore,
results should be interpreted with respect to this country.
According to model 1, residents in 12 countries tend to be
more misanthropic that the Americans and inhabitants
of 13 countries are less misanthropic. In addition, there
are no significant differences between residents in the
United States and the following countries: Australia,
France, Hungary, Israel, Japan, Portugal, Spain and United
Kingdom. As the table shows, Chileans are the most
misanthropic individuals, while those who live in Cyprus
showed the lowest level of misanthropy.
From these countries’ ranking we can observe that all
Latin American countries are in the first half and the same
occurs in the case of almost all former socialist countries
of Eastern Europe and Russia. Even when some of these
countries belong to the European Union, they are recent
members therefore these results show that other past
effects have greater influence, those effects include the
history of corruption, economic instability, relatively
lower per capita income levels, lower rates of human
development, etc).
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In the case of Asia we find that those who live in the
Philippines or in South Korea tend to be more misanthropic,
while Japan and Israel were not significant. Again, this
result can be linked to different economic performances.
Among the countries which recorded a negative sign, are
Canada and New Zealand (former British colonies), as well
as the majority of countries that have had good economic

performance such as: Ireland, Finland, Sweden, Norway,
Denmark, Germany, Holland, Austria and Switzerland.
Regarding the macroeconomic features two indicators
were selected: Gross Domestic Product per capita (GDP_
pc) and the GINI index. In addition, interactions between
the first one with the level of education and the second
one with the level of income were generated. We find
that while the GDP_pc adversely affects misanthropy,
inequality increases it. The first interaction shows that
the most educated people who live in richer countries are
less misanthropic, and the second one indicates that the
richest people living in countries with high inequality are
more misanthropic.

Case ii: depression
a. Context
Depression is one of the most frequent mental illnesses
affecting world’s population due to very different reasons.
The importance of analyzing this phenomenon is based, on
one hand, on the fact that depression has a strong negative
impact on the quality of life and happiness of people and,
secondly, this research can be useful to identify risk groups
and design specific health policies for them.
In 2001, the World Health Organization (WHO) projected
that for the year 2020, depression will be the first cause
of mental illness in the developed world, and in 2003 this
organization estimated that the total cost of depression
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treatments was between 3 and 4 percent of the Gross
World Product.

being depressed, higher rates of people between 15 and
64 years-old have the opposite effect.

The main contributions of this work (Melgar and
Rossi, 2010) are three: first, from a broad set of data,
previous results linked to individual characteristics are
verified. Secondly, we examine how the probability of
being depressed is affected by the context in which the
individual lives. Finally, this work shows that inequality
shows an indirect effect that depends on whether the
person lives in an urban area where social problems tend
to be more visible, reinforcing the importance of social
networks to handle these problems.

Considering the effects by country of residence, we
obtained a ranking of countries, and from this ranking we
created the map presented as figure 2.1, where the darker
areas show higher probabilities of feeling depressed
(United States is the omitted variable and results should
be interpreted with respect to this country).

b. Data Source
The dataset comes from the 2005 GALLUP database,
which has a large coverage level including more than
90 countries. The question used to identify whether
the individual was depressed or not was: “ Have you
experienced any of these feelings most of the day
yesterday? Did you experience depression?” The set of
answers included: “yes”, “no”, “I don’t know” and “no
answer”. Given that our goal is to assess the elements that
shape the probability of being depressed, we consider
only the answers to the first two categories and create
the following binary dependent variable:

From the ranking obtained it is possible to observe that
a large group of countries does not show significant
differences with the United States (those marked white on
the map). Ethiopia took the first position (29.6 percentage
points), while Mauritania took the last position (-13.7
percentage points).
In accordance with previous results, the ranking shows
that those individuals who live in the three most equitable
countries of the sample (Denmark, Norway and Sweden)
show relatively low probabilities of being depressed. On
the other hand, Bolivia, one of the sample countries with
higher levels of inequality, recorded a high probability of
being depressed.

Case iii: happiness in latin america.
a. Context

DEPRESSION = 1 if answer is “yes” and 0 if answer is “no”
Available data allowed us to include 93 countries and
more than 80 thousand observations. This wide database
includes countries on five continents with very different
economic performances, political contexts, etcetera.
Table 2.1 shows the distribution of answers by country.

Latin America is known as the most unequal region of
the world. However, the effects of this characteristic
regarding the well-being of its population remain an
open question. This work (Gerstenblüth, Melgar and
Rossi, 2010) analyzes the relationship between income
distribution and individual well-being according to the
level of happiness reported by individuals.

c. Results

Secondly, new evidence is provided on the effects of
the country of residence. While lower inequality levels,
higher ratios of religious people and high rates of people
older than 65 years tend to reduce the probability of

The main contribution of this work is that we assess not
only the direct effect of economic performance (measured
through per capita income level, human development,
poverty incidence and inequality), but also the indirect
effects of these macroeconomic characteristics through a
subjective income scale, this effect has not been analyzed
by the in previous literature.
Accepting that the income is a good approximation of
the utility has important restrictions if we want to fully
understand which the economic and non-economic
determinants of individuals happiness are.
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Firstly, just as previous literature showed (Al-Issa, 1982;
Miech and Shanahan, 2000; Myers et al., 1984; Turner
and Turner, 1999 and Van de Velde et al., 2009) we can
see that personal attributes play a relevant role. Women,
the elderly, divorced, widowed, unemployed, those
who have no potable water or telephone, have a higher
probability of being depressed.
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TABLE 2.1 DEPRESSION: ANSWERS DISTRIBUTION (continues...)
Total

1

Total

85,37

14,63

100

Total

0

1

Total

85,37

14,63

100

1 Mauritania

97,27

2,73

100

48 Costa Rica

85,95

14,05

100

2 Denmark

96,94

3,06

100

49 Nepal

85,80

14,20

100

3 Albania

96,79

3,21

100

50 Czech Republic

85,78

14,22

100

4 Austria

95,98

4,02

100

51 Rumania

85,76

14,24

100

5 Sweden

95,61

4,39

100

52 Estonia

85,52

14,48

100

6 Switzerland

95,49

4,51

100

53 United States

85,29

14,71

100

7 Holland

95,08

4,92

100

54 Italia

85,24

14,76

100

8 Senegal

94,77

5,23

100

55 Kazakhstan

85,16

14,84

100

9 Laos
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0

94,38

5,62

100

56 Macedonia

85,01

14,99

100

10 Germany

93,87

6,13

100

57 Chile

84,94

15,06

100

11 Ireland

93,51

6,49

100

58 Sri Lanka

84,35

15,65

100

12 Mozambique

92,97

7,03

100

59 Uruguay

84,17

15,83

100

13 Canada

92,70

7,30

100

60 Venezuela

84,03

15,97

100

14 Burkina Faso

92,68

7,32

100

61 Croatia

83,92

16,08

100

15 Uzbekistan

92,62

7,38

100

62 Russia

83,91

16,09

100

16 Norway

92,24

7,76

100

63 Georgia

83,79

16,21

100

17 Poland

92,10

7,90

100

64 Colombia

83,73

16,27

100

18 Slovenia

91,69

8,31

100

65 Ukraine

83,34

16,66

100

19 New Zealand

91,61

8,39

100

66 Pakistan

82,79

17,21

100

20 Niger

90,92

9,08

100

67 Malawi

82,24

17,76

100

21 Kenya

90,85

9,15

100

68 Jordan

82,22

17,78

100

22 Panama

90,31

9,69

100

69 South-Africa

80,87

19,13

100

23 Brazil

89,82

10,18

100

70 Byelorussia

80,85

19,15

100

24 Great Britain

89,71

10,29

100

71 Uganda

80,35

19,65

100

25 Mali

89,53

10,47

100

72 Burundi

79,99

20,01

100

26 Belgium

89,26

10,74

100

73 Hungary

79,97

20,03

100

27 Spain

88,86

11,14

100

74 Tajikistan

79,55

20,45

100

28 Paraguay

88,57

11,43

100

75 Moldavia

79,37

20,63

100

29 Zambia

88,48

11,52

100

76 Dominican Republic

79,30

20,70

100

30 Israel

88,41

11,59

100

77 Egypt

78,81

21,19

100

31 Benin

88,38

11,62

100

78 Portugal

78,74

21,26

100

32 Finland

88,37

11,63

100

79 Madagascar

78,55

21,45

100

33 Nigeria

88,34

11,66

100

80 Guatemala

78,53

21,47

100

34 Honduras

88,04

11,96

100

81 Singapore

77,07

22,93

100

35 Latvia

87,95

12,05

100

82 Nicaragua

77,00

23,00

100

36 Kyrgyzstan

87,85

12,15

100

83 Ecuador

76,75

23,25

100

37 Argentina

87,61

12,39

100

84 Azerbaijan

76,30

23,70

100

38 Ghana

87,40

12,60

100

85 Zimbabwe

76,18

23,82

100
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TABLA 2.1 DEPRESSION: ANSWERS DISTRIBUTION (ends)
39 Tanzania

87,05

12,95

100

86 Haiti

76,09

23,91

100

40 El Salvador

86,60

13,40

100

87 Turkey

75,94

24,06

100

41 Vietnam

86,43

13,57

100

88 South Korea

75,56

24,44

100

42 Slovakia

86,41

13,59

100

89 Peru

75,00

25,00

100

43 Bulgaria

86,23

13,77

100

90 Rwanda

74,61

25,39

100

44 Jamaica

86,13

13,87

100

91 Bangladesh

72,36

27,64

100

45 Greece

86,03

13,97

100

92 Bolivia

71,85

28,15

100

46 Cameroon

86,01

13,99

100

93 Ethiopia

48,74

51,26

100

47 India

85,98

14,02

100

TABLE 2.2 DEPRESSION: MARGINAL EFFECTS (continues...)
Model II – Characteristics by Country

Marginal Impact

Standard deviation

Marginal Impact

Standard deviation

Man

-0.017***

[0.002]

-0.015***

[0.003]

Age

0.005***

[0.000]

0.004***

[0.000]

-0.00004***

[0.000]

-0.00003***

[0.000]

Married

-0.016***

[0.004]

-0.014***

[0.003]

Divorced

0.044***

[0.006]

0.047***

[0.006]

Widower

0.027***

[0.006]

0.034***

[0.006]

Unemployed

0.038***

[0.003]

0.036***

[0.003]

Urban

0.014***

[0.003]

-0.015

[0.011]

Religion

0.002

[0.003]

0.005*

[0.003]

Religiosity

-0.004

[0.003]

0.003

[0.003]

Water

-0.025***

[0.004]

-0.024***

[0.004]

Electricity

-0.021***

[0.005]

0.005

[0.003]

-0.020***

[0.003]

Age squared

Telephone

-0.032***

[0.003]

Ethiopia

0.2960***

[0.027]

South Korea

0.1268***

[0.021]

Bolivia

0.1198***

[0.022]

Turkey

0.1081***

[0.020]

Singapore

0.1029***

[0.020]

Portugal

0.0976***

[0.019]

Egypt

0.0908***

[0.020]

Bangladesh

0.0902***

[0.020]

Guatemala

0.0796***

[0.020]

Ecuador

0.0732***

[0.019]

Peru

0.0683***

[0.020]

Azerbaijan

0.0682***

[0.019]

Moldavia

0.0619***

[0.018]
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TABLE 2.2 DEPRESSION: MARGINAL EFFECTS (continues...)
Model I – Country Effects

154

Marginal Impact

Standard deviation

Nicaragua

0.0545***

[0.019]

Hungary

0.0498***

[0.017]

Zimbabwe

0.0461**

[0.018]

Jordan

0.0427**

[0.018]

Rwanda

0.0413**

[0.017]

Byelorussia

0.0351*

[0.017]

Brazil

-0.0276*

[0.013]

Cameroon

-0.0296*

[0.013]

Great Britain

-0.0296*

[0.013]

Argentina

-0.0307*

[0.014]

Ghana

-0.0310**

[0.013]

Finland

-0.0319**

[0.013]

Latvia

-0.0333**

[0.013]

Uganda

-0.0341**

[0.014]

Kyrgyzstan

-0.0350**

[0.013]

Nigeria

-0.0416**

[0.013]

Jamaica

-0.0454**

[0.017]

Malawi

-0.0470***

[0.013]

Slovenia

-0.0493***

[0.012]

Honduras

-0.0551***

[0.012]

Belgium

-0.0568***

[0.011]

Paraguay

-0.0569***

[0.012]

Tanzania

-0.0602***

[0.012]

Panama

-0.0620***

[0.012]

Canada

-0.0643***

[0.010]

Poland

-0.0654***

[0.011]

Norway

-0.0659***

[0.011]

Zambia

-0.0662***

[0.007]

New Zealand

-0.0693***

[0.011]

Benin

-0.0714***

[0.011]

Ireland

-0.0738***

[0.010]

Mali

-0.0804***

[0.009]

Uzbekistan

-0.0812***

[0.009]

Germany

-0.0816***

[0.009]

Kenya

-0.0941***

[0.008]

Mozambique

-0.0947***

[0.008]

Switzerland

-0.0956***

[0.008]

Níger

-0.0957***

[0.008]

Model II – Characteristics by Country
Marginal Impact

Standard deviation
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TABLE 2.2 DEPRESSION: MARGINAL EFFECTS (ends)
Model I – Country Effects
Marginal Impact

Standard deviation

Switzerland

-0.0993***

[0.008]

Burkina Faso

-0.0994***

[0.008]

Austria

-0.1043***

[0.007]

Laos

-0.1052***

[0.008]

Senegal

-0.1073***

[0.007]

Holland

-0.1120***

[0.007]

Denmark

-0.1164***

[0.006]

Albania

-0.1165***

[0.007]

Mauritania

-0.1371***

[0.004]

Model II – Characteristics by Country
Marginal Impact

Standard deviation

-0.000

[0.002]

GINI

0.074***

[0.022]

GINI * urban

0.065**

[0.027]

Catholic _80

-0.0003***

[0.000]

Muslim _80

-0.0001***

[0.000]

Protestant _80

-0.0009***

[0.000]

0.001**

[0.000]

-0.001***

[0.000]

GDP_pc

Population 15-64
Population more than 65
Remarks

83,429

83,429

0.06

0.02

Pseudo R-square

Note: * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
Only significant countries are included (non-significant countries are: Bulgaria, Burundi, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Croatia, Czech Republic, Dominican
Republic, El Salvador, Estonia, Georgia, Greece, Haiti, India, Israel, Italy, Kazakhstan, Macedonia, Madagascar, Nepal, Pakistan, Romania, Russia, South
Africa, Slovakia, Spain, Sri Lanka, Tajikistan, Ukraine, Uruguay, Venezuela and Vietnam).

b. Data Source
We used the Latino-barometer survey carried out in 2008 in
18 Latin American countries. The questionnaire includes the
next question about happiness: “Generally, you would say
that you are: ... 1) very happy, (2) quite happy, (3) not very
happy, and 4) not happy at all.” Table 3.1 shows answers’
distribution for both the total sample as well as by country.

As shown in table 1, answers concentrate in the category
“quite happy” (41.09%) and percentages of individuals
indicating answers “not happy at all” or “does not
know/no answer” are low. If we consider answers
by country of residence, we can observe that only in
six cases, frequency is higher for the “very happy”
category (Guatemala, Mexico, Colombia, Honduras, El
Salvador and the Dominican Republic). It is important
to highlight that we cannot find any South American
country in this group.
According to this matter we built the following variable to
be used as dependent variable:
HAPPY = 1 if answer is “very happy” or “quite happy” and
0 for any other case
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As proof, there is a vast literature -mainly for developed
countries-, that shows that countries with higher rates of
growth in the last 50 years have not shown as a result
improvements in levels of happiness (Frey and Stutzer,
2002). A greater availability of goods and services allows
us to satisfy preferences at lower cost than in the past,
while at the same time economic progress can stop wellbeing through individuals’ dissatisfaction.
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FIGURA 2.1 MAP OF DEPRESSION
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TABLE 3.1 HAPPINESS: ANSWERS DISTRIBUTION
Very happy

Quite happy

Not very happy

Not happy at all

NS/ NC

Total

Guatemala

45,30

37,00

15,10

2,20

0,40

100

México

42,83

36,50

18,67

1,83

0,17

100

Colombia

42,17

36,50

17,92

3,00

0,42

100

Honduras

40,30

26,90

27,40

4,50

0,90

100

Venezuela

38,75

41,67

16,67

2,83

0,08

100

Costa Rica

36,80

40,40

19,40

2,80

0,60

100

El Salvador

34,60

31,10

28,10

5,90

0,30

100

Dominican Rep

33,10

29,10

32,60

4,90

0,30

100

Panamá

32,60

44,40

20,80

1,60

0,60

100

Nicaragua

28,20

34,70

29,70

7,00

0,40

100

Paraguay

25,08

47,00

24,00

2,67

1,25

100

Argentina

25,00

54,58

17,58

2,17

0,67

100

Uruguay

21,33

57,25

17,42

3,33

0,67

100

Chile

21,08

52,67

23,83

2,00

0,42

100

Ecuador

20,25

34,33

40,42

4,58

0,42

100

Peru

19,33

29,92

42,00

7,75

1,00

100

Brazil

18,77

67,28

11,88

1,91

0,17

100

Bolivia

12,75

30,92

48,17

7,33

0,83

100

Total

29,49

41,09

25,11

3,77

0,53

100
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c. Results
Table 3.2 shows the results obtained in five estimated models.
Regarding personal characteristics, we find that
happiness decreases up to the 54 and 56 years-old range.
The probability of being happy is higher among the most
educated, married, inactive and very religious individuals
(although the religious group with which the individual
identifies himself is not relevant), meanwhile is lower for
divorced or widowed individuals.
In accordance with the obtained results, Guatemalans
and Uruguayans are those who have highest levels of
happiness in Latin America, while Bolivia has the last
ranking position.

It is important to highlight the main contribution of
this work to literature: macroeconomic conditions are
important both directly and indirectly. On one hand, living
in a country with a higher product per capita, a lesser
proportion of people below the poverty line, and higher
human development create favorable conditions that
make people happier. On the other hand, even though
inequality in Latin America does not play a direct role
on individual happiness as it happens in other regions,
the indirect effect through the subjective income scale is
relevant. Those individuals who are placed higher on this
scale tend to report higher levels of happiness, in spite
of the fact that this effect is attenuated by the inequity
existing in their country.

Age
Square age
Woman
Education2
Education3
Education4
Education5
Married
Divorced/ Widowed
Unemployed
Inactive
Non-practicing

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

-0.011***

-0.009***

-0.011***

-0.010***

-0.011***

[0.002]

[0.002]

[0.002]

[0.002]

[0.002]

0.000***

0.000***

0.000***

0.000***

0.000***

[0.000]

[0.000]

[0.000]

[0.000]

[0.000]

-0.009

0.001

-0.001

0.001

0.002

[0.014]

[0.011]

[0.013]

[0.013]

[0.013]

0.017

0.043**

0.032*

0.034*

0.032*

[0.011]

[0.021]

[0.018]

[0.020]

[0.019]

0.073***

0.077***

0.052**

0.063***

0.053***

[0.013]

[0.021]

[0.021]

[0.023]

[0.019]

0.093***

0.075***

0.058***

0.063***

0.057***

[0.018]

[0.022]

[0.023]

[0.022]

[0.021]

0.143***

0.128***

0.113***

0.120***

0.113***

[0.013]

[0.021]

[0.021]

[0.020]

[0.022]

0.030**

0.031**

0.028*

0.029**

0.028**

[0.015]

[0.013]

[0.014]

[0.014]

[0.014]

-0.087***

-0.072***

-0.083***

-0.079***

-0.080***

[0.014]

[0.013]

[0.013]

[0.015]

[0.013]

-0.014

0.000

0.005

0.008

0.008

[0.034]

[0.035]

[0.033]

[0.034]

[0.034]

0.007

0.044**

0.020

0.027

0.032*

[0.014]

[0.017]

[0.016]

[0.019]

[0.018]

0.016

-0.013

0.014

0.009

0.002

[0.018]

[0.030]

[0.023]

[0.023]

[0.026]
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TABLE 3.2 HAPPINESS: MARGINAL EFFECTS (continues...)
Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

Practicing

0.051***

0.023

0.058**

0.053**

0.045*

[0.018]

[0.028]

[0.022]

[0.021]

[0.025]

Very practicing

0.093***

0.074***

0.108***

0.103***

0.098***

[0.021]

[0.028]

[0.022]

[0.022]

[0.024]

0.003

-0.025

-0.029

-0.020

-0.031*

[0.022]

[0.019]

[0.019]

[0.019]

[0.018]

0.009

-0.014

-0.003

-0.004

-0.006

[0.024]

[0.022]

[0.026]

[0.025]

[0.023]

Incomes

0.033***

0.192**

0.032***

0.033***

0.034***

[0.004]

[0.078]

[0.007]

[0.007]

[0.007]

Guatemala

0.024***

Catholic
Protestant

[0.010]
Colombia

-0.030***
[0.011]

Panama

-0.046***
[0.009]

Mexico

-0.048***

Argentina

-0.058***

[0.012]
[0.010]
Costa Rica

-0.071***
[0.010]

Chile

-0.083***
[0.009]

Venezuela

-0.089***

Honduras

-0.127***

[0.011]
[0.010]
Paraguay

-0.130***
[0.012]

Nicaragua

-0.152***
[0.012]

El Salvador

-0.170***

Dominican Rep

-0.200***

[0.011]
[0.010]
Ecuador

-0.283***

158

[0.012]
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TABLE 3.2 HAPPINESS: MARGINAL EFFECTS (ends)
Model 1
Peru

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

-0.338***
[0.013]

Bolivia

-0.441***
[0.011]

Brazil

-0.008
[0.009]

GINI * income

-0.367**
[0.175]

GINI

1.927
[1.377]

GDP_pc

0.097***
[0.032]

POORNESS

-0.103**
[0.042]

IDH

0.672*
[0.381]

Remarks

9484

9484

9484

9484

9484

Pseudo R-square

0.11

0.05

0.07

0.06

0.06

Notas: errores estándar robustos entre paréntesis * significativo al 10%; ** significativo al 5%; *** significativo al 1%

Conclusions
Research works presented show that the characteristics of
the country of residence determine individual attitudes,
specifically when we talk about happiness and depression
self-reports as well as trust in other individuals.
Particularly, direct or indirect incidence has been
demonstrated (through another individual feature)
observed in variables such as the per capita income
(measured by Gross Domestic Product per capita) or
income distribution (measured by the Gini index).

population’s well-being. For example, policies that have
the objective to improve income distribution, not only
will improve well-being for the most disadvantaged
individuals directly, but they will have this effect on the
entire population as a whole considering their indirect
effect on happiness. At the same time, more favorable
conditions would be created generating more confidence
among individuals and better conditions to invest in
social capital. Given this fact, a virtuous circle where such
greater social capital promotion could help to improve
society’s living conditions can be generated.
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From the above-mentioned statements, some politics
implications arise with the potential to improve
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Guillermo Alves, Matías Brum
y Andrea Vigorito
Inequalityty and the progress of societies. A proposal of
dimensions and indicators to be assessed

Introduction1

Progress and inequalty in the 21st century
During our participation in the work groups throughout
the discussions held at the Latin-American Researchers
Meeting within the frame of OCDE’s Global Project
“Measuring the Progress of Societies”, it was concluded

1 This work is part of the research conducted by the group Ética, Justi-

cia y Economía, composed by researchers of the Facultad de Humanidades y Ciencias de la Educación and Facultad de Ciencias Económicas, Universidad de la Republica (Uruguay).

that the concept of progress is under construction.
Beyond the debate on whether it is possible to talk about
the progress of societies and the dimensions to evaluate
it, we consider that the notions of equity and inequality
must be considered when comparing countries.
Several authors have emphasized the importance of
considering these aspects both from the theoretical–for
example, Sen (1992)– and empirical point of view. In
the case of Latin America, the latter approach has called
attention into the exceptionally high levels of income
inequality, the high disparities regarding education and
the access to a set of basic goods and services, as well
as the lack of participation in the social life –for example,
Londoño y Székely (2000); De Ferrantis et al. (2003); López
Calva and Lustig (2010).
However, appreciations about the evolution of equity
and inequality in diverse societies will depend on the
evaluative spaces or informational basis taken into
consideration (Sen, 1992) to assess them. At the same
time, such appreciations will be explicitly or implicitly
based upon a concept of equity or distributive justice.
For this reason, in this contribution we propose a series
of disaggregated dimensions and a system of indicators
to evaluate inequality in the light of the main theories
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Within the multiple spheres that could be considered
to assess the progress of societies, we will concentrate
in this contribution in the aspects relative to inequality
comparisons. From that perspective, we will approach
the three questions raised by organizers of this volume:
What do we want to consider as progress in the 21st
century?; Which indicators –already existing or to be
established– are relevant to measure societies’ progress
and their inhabitants’ well-being ?; What are the areas
of opportunity to incorporate these indicators in public
policy? The three sections contained in this document are
organized around each of these questions.

THE MEASUREMENT OF PROGRESS AND WELL-BEING . PROPOSALS FROM LATIN AMERICA
of justice present in the contemporaneous debate.
In this way, we are trying to understand the different
dimensions to be considered according to the selected
approaches, as well as to determine those that can be
considered common to several of them and, therefore,
can be consensual.
Due to space constraints, in this work we will concentrate
our analysis in utilitarianism and welfarism, Rawls’
egalitarian liberalism, Sen and Nussbaum’s capabilities
approach, and Roemer’s concept of equality of
opportunities.2 We believe that consideration of these
approaches will allow us to establish a list of reasonable
dimensions and indicators in order to assess equity,
because they also remit us to discussions present in some
approaches not considered in this research work.

A system of indicators to conduct periodical equity
assessments
First of all we will talk about the principles that should
guide the proposed system of indicators. Secondly, we
will propose a set of dimensions and indicators based on
reviewing the above mentioned concepts.
Principles Guiding the System of Indicators
When trying to conduct a systematic follow-up of social
exclusion in the European Union, Atkinson et al. (2002)
proposed a group of desirable properties that a system of
indicators and its components should have. This is a good
starting point to define a balanced and communicable
system, because when selecting a group of dimensions
and indicators that transcends interpersonal comparisons
based exclusively on income, there is a risk to generate an
infinite and unmanageable list.
Within the principles referring to the system, Atkinson et
al. (2002) consider the following rules balance in terms of
the chosen dimensions; consistency between the selected
indicators; accessibility and transparency of the system
for all citizens. Meanwhile, the principles applicable to
individual indicators consist of: capacity to identify the
2

In a more detailed work, prepared for the Ministry of Social devel-

opment of Uruguay with the purpose to compare justice assessments
and apply them to the Uruguayan case, we also analyzed Nozick’s lib-
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eralism, egalitarian liberalism in the version of Dworkin and Roemer’s
equality of opportunities approach (Alves, Brum and Vigorito, 2010).

essence of the problem and have a clear and accepted
normative interpretation; their methodology must be
understandable by citizens; they must be statistically
robust and valid; they must be sensible to effective political
interventions without being easily manipulated; and they
must be comparable with international standards. Finally,
they should be subject to periodical revision mechanisms
and their construction shall not imply a very heavy burden
for the involved countries, statistical offices, companies
or citizens.
Proposing indicators within each approach will imply
two basic steps: i) the selection of “pertinent personal
characteristics”, and ii) the definition of the way in
which there are combined to arrive to the indicator.
For example, in the case of utilitarianism, the personal
relevant characteristics would be summarized in utility
and income (i), and the operator used to combine them
would be an addition (ii).
Proposed Dimensions and Indicators
a. Equality of well-being
Within the approaches that base interpersonal
comparisons on individual utility, two versions are
important: utilitarianism and welfarism. While the first
one focuses on the global sum of individuals’ utilities,
the second one focuses on its inequality or dispersion.
The distinctive feature of both approaches is the use
of subjective information. However, during a long
period of time, economic research used income or
consumption as an approximation to measure utility. In
recent times, the interest on subjective comparisons has
been recovered in the framework of the new happiness
economics. Currently, both perspectives coexist within
the mainstream economics.
Among the first utilitarians, such as Bentham, Marshall,
Jevons and Pigou, utility was understood as a mental state
consisting of the happiness reached by each individual
(Sen, 1985). Later on, Sidgwick and Hare proposed that
evaluations should concentrate in the force of the desire
that is being fulfilled instead of the intensity of the
happiness generated.
The operationalization difficulties of this approach carried
out Pareto first, and Samuelson later, to propose an ordinal
vision of utility, where it could be evaluated in relation to
the observed choices (or revealed preferences) made by
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individuals. This criterion leads to the abandonment of
the evaluation of mental states, and the focus, instead, on
the measurement of the bundle of goods individuals have.
The reasons why income can be considered as the metric
of utility are not simple and their detailed description
goes beyond the objectives of this work. A reconstruction
of the conditions under which the utilitarian assumptions
are compatible with the income metric can be found in
Bérgolo et al. (2006).3
Thus, the dimensions that will be used in the case of
welfarism and utilitarianism are, on the one hand,
individuals’ subjective well-being and, on the other, their
access to income and other material resources.
The principle of aggregation in utilitarianism is the addition
of individual utilities, regardless of their distribution.
Meanwhile, in the case of welfarism, reference to the
distribution of utilities or resources is made. Table 1
summarizes a proposal of dimensions and indicators that
could arise from these two approaches.

situations. However, this kind of data is not usually
available in most developing countries.
Per capita income has been also questioned as a well-being
indicator because it does not take into account the differences
in the needs of individuals, and the existence of economies
of scale in households’ expenditure and consumption.4
The convenience of measuring well-being through
income or consumption has extensively been subject of
discussion in economics and so, thus both dimensions
have been included in this document (Deaton, 1997).
However, if life cycle theories are empirically verified and
households save in certain stages of their life and spend
their savings in other periods, consumption should be a
better long term well-being indicator than income.
At the same time, with few exceptions, countries do
not have precise estimates of personal wealth. Due to
this reason, it is necessary to use much more limited
approximations such as the possession of durable goods.
b. Egalitarian liberalism

Regarding the second dimension -access to resources-,
wealth and income were selected according to the most
recent formulations used to collect data in household
surveys. It is clear that the income stated by households
has diverse limitations, for example recalling errors
in regard to the amounts received by each household
member and each source of income, due to the fact
that only one person answers for the whole family; or
the possible instability of monthly income, mainly in the
lower strata and for some sources of income such as selfemployment earnings.
The character of flow of income and its strong variations
in short periods of time implies that having longitudinal
or panel data is necessary to evaluate chronic poverty

In this section we will focus on theories basing
interpersonal comparisons on the equality of means
as formulated by John Rawls. After that, we present
indicators compatible with this view.
Rawls’ two principles of justice establish the dimensions
to assess individual well-being (Rawls, 1970; Brighthouse
and Robeyns, 2010). The first principle implies the
predominance of basic freedoms above the remaining
aspects (lexicographic priority). The second one establishes
two functioning conditions necessary to tolerate social
inequality situations: equality of possibilities to access
to jobs and positions for all members of the society,
and the difference principle. The latter establishes that
inequalities can be tolerated only if they redound in a
higher benefit to the most disadvantaged members of
the society. The informational basis under which these
inequalities will be assessed are primary goods. Among
4

3

Equivalence scales can be estimated based upon normative, sub-

Considering homothetic preferences or fixed relative prices, the

jective and econometric criteria. These two last ones are used more

economic level index allows us to transform consistently a vector of

often and they have been exhaustively analyzed in the works written

goods in a utility cardinal expression. For this reason, income metric

by Angus Deaton, who is skeptical regarding the success to identify

is only easy to assimilate with utilitarianism under the approach of

satisfactory equivalence scales. See, for example, Deaton (1997) and

revealed preferences and under the suppositions mentioned.

Deaton & Paxson (1998).
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Regarding the first dimension considered –subjective
well-being– the existing literature operationalizes these
variables as happiness, life satisfaction.
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TABLE 1. UTILITARIANISM AS MAXIMIZATION OF THE SUM OF INDIVIDUAL UTILITIES AND
WELFARISM AS INDIVIDUAL UTILITIES BECOMING EQUAL
Dimension

Subjective well-being

Objective well-being

Variable

Utilitarianism indicator

Welfarism indicator

Life satisfaction

Rate of persons stating they are very satisfied
or satisfied with their lives

Rate of persons stating they are very satisfied or
satisfied with their lives

Level of satisfaction with life in certain
Adjustment between domains (see next box – right) and their
satisfaction and desires ordering in a list of priorities designed by
interviewee

Average and dispersion of wealth indicator.
Wealth indicator is calculated through a linear
combination of weights multiplied by the
possession of a group of assets

Wealth

Average of wealth indicator (see next box –
right)

Income

Average and Gini index of household’s per capita
Average of household’s real per capita income income Generalized Lorenz curves (they combine
average income and dispersion)

Perception of economic Rate of persons stating that they perceive it as
situation
good or very good
Consumption

Final private consumption expenditure per
capita

them, Rawls includes the social basis for self-respect,
income, and wealth. Therefore, they constitute the
guiding dimensions for the operationalization task.
The justice criteria just described poses several
problems for equity measurement: i) the identification
of the less advantaged members of the society; ii) the
unidimensionality of the disadvantage (since it is only
based on income comparisons); iii) the tolerance to high
inequality levels as long as the difference principle is
not ruled out. This third point would put aside the use
of conventional inequality indicators in order to analyze
its evolution, as long as they use information from the
whole distribution of the variable, instead of focusing in
the lowest tail of the distribution, as Rawls suggests.
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Level and dispersion of satisfaction with
life by domains (life in general, education,
neighborhood, work, etc.) and their ordering in a
list of priorities designed by interviewee

Regarding freedom indicators, we can start with the
list of the so called first generation rights (Universal
Declaration of Human Rights; United Nations General
Assembly of 1948) and then add new dimensions.
Therefore, the dimensions used here are: guarantee
of fundamental freedoms, validity of a judicial
system, freedom of circulation, freedom of expression
and association and the right to strikes and public
demonstrations, economic freedom, and guarantee

Rate of persons stating that they perceive it as
good or very good
Average of final private consumption expenditure
per capita. Gini coefficient of consumption
expenditure.

of property rights. Indicators regarding competition
regulations and mechanisms to access jobs in the public
and private sectors were added. Access to positions
is proposed according to educational attainment in
order to determine differences in opportunities by
socioeconomic levels. Table 2 includes the list of
indicators considered regarding freedoms.
The second aspect to explore lies in the access to the
remaining primary goods: income, wealth and the social
basis of self-respect. Table 3 contains the indicators
proposed to assess these dimensions and includes levels
for the whole population and also distance measures
for groups that could be considered as having different
advantage levels. Following the strict formulation of
Rawls, we consider as disadvantaged those groups with
lower income. In order to offer a contrast, given the
limitations of this identification criterion, we add as well
openings according to education level, sex and age.
c. The Capabilities approach
As it was already mentioned, this approach considerably
broadens the informational basis used to conduct
interpersonal comparisons. In Sen´s view, this perspective
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TABLE 2. FREEDOMS DIMENSIONS AND INDICATORS IN EGALITARIAN LIBERALISMd
Dimension
Validity of the judicial system

Indicator
Existence of an independent judicial power.
Productivity of the judicial power

Economic freedom

Index of economic freedom

Freedom of expression

Value of the freedom of expression index and place of the country in the international ranking

State’s guarantee of fundamental freedoms

Existence of discriminatory laws against groups of the population; existence of regulations allowing
slavery

Limitations to the rights of life

Rate of homicides per year per each 100 thousand persons

Limitations to freedom of association

Laws or regulations restricting freedom of association, and the right to participate in demonstrations
or as a citizen

Existence of laws regulating competency

Existence of laws and institutions regulating competency

Validity of a constitution guaranteeing equality of
opportunities

Indicators based upon the rights guaranteed in the constitution

Validity of property rights

Indicators based upon regulations regarding property rights, limitations, etc.

TABLE 3. DIMENSIONS AND INDICATORS OF PRIMARY GOODS IN EGALITARIAN LIBERALISM
Dimension

Indicator

Equal access to positions

Proportion of public positions offered by open concurrence. Proportion of private positions offered in
open concurrence
Total and by educational attainment

Income gap by gender and education

Difference in average income by education level and gender

Income

Average household per capita income

Income

Distribution of income by deciles and deciles ratio

Autonomous Income

Average household income minus public transfers relative to the poverty line

Income

Proportion, gap and severity of income poverty

Focalization of income coming from public
transferences

Type I and type II errors in public transfers targeting

Wealth

Average wealth index
Distribution of wealth index and decile ratios
Evolution of average wealth of the first decile

Taxation

Average level of taxation and progressiveness of the tax system

Public transferences

Public income transfers relative to GDP and public expenditure

also implies distinguishing well-being and agency aspects
for the chosen dimensions. In spite of its advantages, the
capabilities approach presents operationalization difficulties
in conceptual and empirical terms. Also, singling out a set
of relevant capabilities requires is currently an open debate.
Even though Sen refers in his various writings to the
importance of defining a group of capabilities that will
serve as a basis to assess human well-being, he has been
reluctant to define the specific dimensions (Sen, 1999).

Sen has based his position on the idea that the approach
has to be discussed without having the list of capabilities
available. As long as a specific list would probably
represent a particular vision of the world, the risk of over
specification might be present, and he leaves this task to
communities and researchers. However, Sen (1985) has
specified basic capabilities when referring specifically to
poverty, understood as capability deprivation. He has
mentioned a group of dimensions that include nutrition,
housing, health, participation in community life and
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Wealth
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others connected to self-respect, such as appearing in
public without shame.
Alkire (2002) argues that it is necessary to come to an
agreement on the dimensions of human development
and capabilities in order to make the approach more
attractive. She bases her view on three main arguments:
the recent acknowledgement on the multidimensionality
of well-being by the main schools of economic thought;
the need to provide effective methodologies allowing
communities to evaluate trade-offs between diverse
objectives of development; and, recalling that, from the
perspective of the political economy of ideas, those that
are “user friendly” are the ones that expand.
Also, under the assumption that the expansion of the
approach requires some agreement regarding the
capabilities to be considered, Martha Nussbaum has
proposed a list of combined universal capabilities that she
understands as valid for all cultures (Nussbaum, 2001). In
contrast with Nussbaum, Robeyns (2005) has stressed the
importance of establishing strict criteria in order to define
lists and the role of communities and consultations in
defining the relevant capabilities. Alkire (2002) provides
a comprehensive summary of the existing lists. Anand et
al (2009) also present a proposal for operationalizing the
measurement of capabilities.
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If capabilities refer to the group of available options
for each person, a relevant aspect is how they are
quantified. The counterfactual nature of the approach,
attractive from the theoretical point of view, is one of
the main difficulties for its operationalization. Comim
(2001) suggests some alternatives, none of them
exempt of problems, to build interpersonal ordering
based on capabilities: the value of the most valued
element; the number of options; comparing the number
of available options per person with a maximum
(hypothetical) number of possible options; the option
selected; a predefined list. Another relevant aspect to
consider relies in the fact that human diversity should
be reflected by the chosen indicators. Such diversity
should be translated in a plurality of conversion rates of
means into achievements.
It is important to highlight that subjective well-being are
not a valid informational basis to conduct interpersonal
comparisons from this perspective, due to the potential
presence of adaptive preferences in answers. However,
appealing to communities to define the relevant capabilities

to be considered would open a door to subjective
approaches. At the same time, and in dialogue with the
new economics of happiness, Sen has recently recognized
that happiness can be considered as a dimension or
capability, but never as the key comparison space.
In addition to the mentioned dimensions, Atkinson
(2003) points out that multidimensional well-being
measurement requires the definition of a weighting and
aggregation criterion. However, considering well-being as a
multidimensional space does not necessarily imply that it is
necessary to build aggregated indicators. On the contrary,
some authors tend to consider dimensions separately.
Based on the literature previously quoted, we have
operationalized
capabilities
through
observed
achievements or functionings. This is an important
limitation as it contradicts the counterfactual nature of
the approach and makes it similar to other perspectives
that also propose multidimensional analysis. However,
data availability makes another form of assessment
impossible. As we have stated, the capabilities approach
presents huge informational requirements, and fulfilling
them would require an important effort on the side
of national statistical offices across the world. The
information to be collected would include the diverse
dimensions to evaluate agency and capabilities, as well as
focus groups information, given the fact that the approach
is focused on individuals but it also refers to groups.5
To build a list of relevant indicators, those previously
presented in Table 3 covering freedoms are considered
also in this context, although they are not reproduced
here due to space constraints but they would be equally
valid under this perspective. We add to them some
indicators regarding presence and participation in t
public life or in civil society organizations, whose role
is highlighted by Sen in several works and especially in
his book Development as Freedom (1999). The proposed
indicators are listed in Table 4.
In order to determine individual capabilities indicators, in
this work we have considered the minimum dimensions
defined by Sen (see above), as well as those that are

5

This approach is suitable to be operationalized from a qualitative

perspective. However, due to the objectives of this document and to
author’s disciplinary direction, those aspects are not tackled here.
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TABLE 4. INDICATORS OF FREEDOMS
Dimension

Indicator
Associability index
Conflictive index
Existence of unions and companies groups and evolution of the number of members in
relation to the objective population and % of members

Level of civil society organization

Existence of NGOs and rate of evolution of their number
Existence of local commissions and rate of evolution of their number
Existence of school development commissions and the evolution of participation in such
commissions
Existence of women’s organizations, sexual diversity organizations, ethnic minorities rights
advocacy organizations, and environmental conditions advocacy organizations

Interference of civil society in public debate

Number of referendums per legislation

Gender empowerment measure

GEM (methodology taken from the UN)

In the same way, this approach highlights the importance
of human agency, understood as “what a person is free to
do and achieve while seeking goals and values considered
important. The aspect of agency of an individual cannot
be understood without considering his/her desires,
objectives, loyalties, obligations and –in a broader
sense– his/her conception of good” (Sen, 1985: 203). This
aspect would contribute with an additional dimension
to interpersonal well-being comparisons, because we
can find cases of persons with high levels of well-being,
in terms of achievements and capabilities, and very little
freedom to determine their own lives.
As opposed to Sen, other authors that support
this approach –such as Nussbaum– consider that
capabilities refer us immediately to agency and wellbeing dimensions. As dimensions of her list of universal
combined capabilities, Nussbaum highlights that practical

reason and affiliation organize and are necessary to reach
the other dimensions, making their search a real human
one. These two dimensions have a basic content of
agency while they refer us to purposes to follow and the
capacity to achieve them.
Practical reason refers to the capacity to shape a conception
of the good and carry out a critical reflection about the
planning of one´s own life. Affiliation is understood in
accordance with two aspects. The first one refers to being
able to live with others and for others, recognizing and
showing concern for other human beings and joining
different forms of social interaction; from a political point
of view it implies the protection of institutions favoring
these forms of affiliation and freedom of expression and
association. The second aspect refers to the social basis of
self-respect and dignity based on the protection against
different forms of discrimination.
Following Burstin et al. (2010) and Burdín et al. (2009),
we add to these dimensions, according, control over the
environment. This refers to the capability to participate
in political elections governing the life of the people
involved and to have real opportunities of expression,
rights and employment. Assets availability or access to
credit can also be considered within agency indicators,
because they increase the freedom of a person to face
urgent situations, and allow to have at one’s disposal
options to retreat in certain contexts of negotiation,
including the interruption of economical relations that
result unsatisfactory or under which the individual feels
coerced and feels that his/her values are violated. From
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common in diverse lists, including health, housing
conditions, social participation, social integration,
employment, income, and education. In the future,
some field work can be conducted with the purpose of
determining relevant dimensions. In a survey conducted
in households with children in Uruguay, Burstin et al.
(2010) found that health, education and income are the
most valued dimensions by adults. These dimensions are
analyzed from the perspective of the average level of
well-being and its dispersion in the corresponding cases
(Table 5). The approach has stressed the existence of
ethnic and gender inequalities, therefore all indicators
must be disaggregated for those groups.
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TABLE 5. PERFORMANCE INDICATORS
Dimension

Indicator
Access to sanitation. Percentage of persons in households with access to sanitation

Health and nutrition

Proportion of children from 0 to 3 years –old with size deficit according to their age
Infant mortality rate, including its dispersion by geographical areas
Psychological Insecurity. % of persons that state being worried or very worried

Housing conditions
Social integration

Quality of housing combined indicator
Crowding
Proportion of young people that do not study nor work/ unemployed without coverage /
senior citizens without retirement coverage
Under employment

Employment / income

Lack of social security coverage
Income poverty
Autonomous income
Average years of education passed for individuals older than 23 years-old

Education

Net rate of individuals attending the second cycle of secondary school (only high school). 15
to 17 years-old.
Proportion of students that have minimum skills in the PISA test

Participation

Proportion of the population that participate in activities of the civil society. Total and by
education level, and type of activity
Proportion of individuals older than 18 years-old that voted in the last elections

Environmental life conditions
the angle of well-being assessments, assets and income
should be conceived as means to reach achievements that
are considered valuable. However, from the perspective
of agency, availability of physical or financial assets grants
more freedom to the person, since it multiplies the set of
available possibilities.
Alkire (2002) and Ibrahim & Alkire (2007) have discussed
and made specific proposals in the construction of agency
and autonomy indexes. These contributions constituted
the starting point of the operationalization used in the
works conducted by our group for Uruguay and that are
retaken here (Table 9 and Annex).
In Burstin et al. (2010) and Burdín et al. (2009) our
research group conducted several agency and autonomy
operationalizations for Uruguay based on a specifically
designed survey.
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d. Roemer’s Equality of Opportunity
In this approach, compensation should be given for
those aspects outside people’s control or circumstances.

On this basis, the level of effort applied by persons to a
determined purpose would allow them to reach levels
of advantage that will be considered as “tolerable”
inequality. It should be guaranteed that those applying
the same level of effort should obtain the same
achievements regardless of circumstances. Then, a first
step consists of determining which aspects of a persons’
life will be considered circumstances and which ones are
effort. The possibility of being able to set this difference
presupposes separability, that would allow us to identify
the too independently.
An operationalization separating individual circumstances
from effort exceeds the objectives of this work, both
because of the methodological difficulties that this
represents as well as due to its difficult transmission,
which would not justify its inclusion in a system of
indicators. For this reason, we concentrate in providing
inequality of opportunities indicators which include
potential effort as well as circumstances indicators. Once
again, the selection of relevant dimensions constitutes a
key item not resolved yet by the researchers making this
proposal. However, the discussion regarding the spheres
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TABLE 6. AGENCY INDICATORS
Dimension and variable

a. Practical reason

Indicators (base question)

Observations

Persons can change things in their community

Reflection about a plan of life and concept of good

Self-perception about the exercise of power (9 levels)

Dimensions must be established

He/she believes that individuals can build their own
destiny

Perception of self-determination

He/she can imagine changes at a personal level

Perception of self-determination

He/she feels comfortable with persons sharing house
He/she feels that his/her opinions are not considered at a
family level or by his/her friends
b. Affiliation

Capability to live with others, care about them and have
self-respect social basis

He/she feels that has an important role in family events
He/she feels that he/she was not able to participate in
diverse events because he/she did not have appropriate
clothes

c. Control over the
environment

Autonomous income (work income) in relation to the
poverty line

Material

Composite index of wealth (durable goods).

Material

At what level he/she feels that he/she can make decisions
at home (RAI index).

House environment

At what level he/she feels that can make decisions
regarding assets at home (RAI index)

Material

At what level he/she participates making decisions?

Political

Reasons to participate

Political

Source: Burstin et al. (2010)

TABLE 7. EQUALITY OF OPPORTUNITIES ACCORDING TO ROEMER
Dimension

Indicator
Proportion of individuals in houses with access to the public sewage network per type

Health

Average self- perceived health condition in the last twelve months per type
infant mortality rate per geographical area by type
Low birth weight per type
Income poverty per type

Income

Men/women labor earnings gap and unemployment gaps per type
Average earnings and unemployment gaps per type
Proportion of inequality between type
Average completed years of schooling for individuals elder than 23 years-old per type
Net attendance rate to high and upper higher school. 15 to 17 years-old per type
Rate of school attendance 4 to 5 years per type
Rate of school course repetition per type
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Education
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under which opportunities can be analyzed has been
much less extended than its parallel one concerning the
capabilities approach. The empirical literature has been
concentrated on the first two aspects (Ferrando, 2011).
In this work we propose to estimate income and
educational inequality for groups according to observable
circumstances, as:, sex, age, parental education, ethnic
group, etc. Each group formed by the combinations of
variables will conform what Roemer denominates “types”.
In theory, between-group inequality would measure
differences in both circumstances and effort while withingroup inequality would measure effort differences. In
order to carry out this association, we should suppose
that variables indicating circumstances do not omit any
information. This assumption is very difficult to maintain
given the fact there are some unobservable elements
such as, for example, contacts, access to credit, etc.,
not being considered in the proposed classification. If
between-group inequality s decreases, we can conclude
that inequality of opportunities decreases as well.
The dimensions that we have selected are based on the
examples proposed by Roemer in his book Equality of
Opportunity and correspond to health, education and
well-being. The equality of opportunities would occur in
a frame of freedoms where indicators proposed in Table 3
are retaken; they would also be valid in this approach and
should also be included in this evaluation.
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e. Synthesis
The analysis of several approaches to justice has taken
us through some dimensions that are necessary in order
to compare equality between persons and countries
throughout time. Even though Rawls, Sen and Roemer’s
approaches have differences, they have strong elements
in common that can establish the basis to put together
a preliminary list of dimensions. In fact, in a recent
contribution by Pogge (2010) claims that the similarities
between Rawls and Sen’s approach are remarkable and
that the differences have been extremed by the capabilities
theorist. In response to this proposal, several capabilities
theorists have argued that considering primary goods
and means as evaluative space has left behind the strong
interpersonal variability (Brighthouse and Robeyns,
2010). In accordance with the consideration of a wider
evaluative space, we believe that the list of dimensions to
be proposed can have a good argumentative point in the
capabilities approach. However, we have to remember
that the differences between the different approaches do

not necessary have empiric consequences and, therefore,
they might not be observed in empirical analysis.
According to our review, consider that dimensions to be
observed should include three areas in which evaluate
inequality: freedoms, capabilities and access to means.
In the first group we would include: i) aspects linked to
rights or formal freedoms as listed in table 2, ii) social
organization forms that render an account of participation
as listed in table 4, and iii) freedom of agency, as included
in table 6. Secondly, we would consider achievements
included in table 5. Alternatively, if with the equality of
opportunities approach is preferred, this would lead us
to table 7. Finally, in relation to means, dimensions and
indicators proposed in table 3 would be considered.

Areas of opportunity to incorporate these indicators in
public policy
An important opportunity area comes from the recent
acknowledgement by the international community of the
caveats of international rankings based on income or GDP.
This opens an opportunity area for approaches based on a
multidimensional perspective such as the ones reviewed
in this document. However, the selection of dimensions
and its basis should have a clear normative reference,
otherwise a confuse message can be delivered and the
system of indicators can be even manipulated in relation
to variables in which different countries or communities
have advantages. As it was already mentioned in the
discussion of the principles that must guide the system,
indicators must show sensibility to effective policies
interventions without being easily manipulated.
A second topic to be considered is the convenience of
constructing aggregated indexes, such as UNDP’s Human
Development Index, or using systems of multiple indicators
instead. The convenience of having multidimensional
well-being or poverty indexes has been elaborated
in previous research. Generally speaking, it has been
argued that if the final objective is to obtain population
or household orderings, aiming to inform policy-makers,
it is necessary to have an aggregate index allowing for
a total ordering. On the contrary, if the purpose of the
analysis is the detailed scrutiny of a particular dimension,
aggregation will be useless. It can be argued as well, that
the multidimensional nature of the capability approach,
for instance, would be consistent with partial orderings
(Comim, 2001) because interpersonal variability can
differ by domains too. In this sense, we believe that it is
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more convenient to work with a system of indicators even
when from the point of view of communication clarity
and orderings production, a single multidimensional
index can be more attractive for policy makers.
The third point refers to the information sources that
are needed in order to create the system. Both the
capabilities and equality of opportunities’ approaches
are the most demanding in terms of new informational
requirements. These can be ordered in five groups:
individual and household data; organizations and
establishments’ data (surveys and census conducted
to companies, non-governmental organizations, local
commissions, etc.); aggregate statistics coming from
the national accounting system; administrative records;
laws, regulations and decrees. Many of the indicators
proposed can be generated in accordance with existing

data sources, but some others will necessary require
the creation of new surveys. This can limit the capacity
of the system of indicators to reflect the dimensions
originally proposed. Advances should promote both the
creation of new indicators and the generation of data
bases allowing us to define them. Household surveys
are usually conceived from a more traditional well-being
point of view concentrating in income, employment,
education, and housing. A module periodically attached
to household surveys considering additional dimensions
of well-being and agency can be a good solution.
Comprehension and operationalization advances for
the Latin American case would also be a contribution to
the current discussions between researchers and policy
makers in diverse parts of the world.
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Irma Arriagada
Gender equality as a key indicator of development and well-being

In this work we adopt the concept of development to
show the vast heterogeneity of processes of change,
which explains that advances, regressions or stagnations
occur simultaneously in different social environments
and according to the forms and perspectives of analysis.
The concept of well-being allows us to examine both
the forms in which development is distributed and the
way in which it affects the advancement of capacities
and the exercise of freedom among different segments
of the population. The concept of well-being, or of the
individual and social agency, has a prior condition of the
guarantee of equality.
The world’s inequalities have been categorized into
three primary dimensions: vital inequalities, related
to life and death; existential inequalities, which refer
to unequal treatment of humans as individuals, and
inequality of resources including income, education and
social networks, and other factors. The mechanisms
that operate in order to reinforce these inequalities are

differentiation, hierarchy, exclusion and exploitation
(Therborn, 2006).
A central and relational trait that is recognized in Latin
America is the coexistence of different dimensions and
types of inequality: vital, existential, and of resources;
there is wide consensus on the existence of structural and
persistent inequalities. It is estimated to be the region
of the world with the greatest degree of inequality,1
an issue which has promoted research that attempts
to deepen our understanding of several existing forms
of inequality, their causes, consequences and possible
methods of approach (UNDP, 2010, CEPAL, 2010a, 2010b
and 2010c, Paes de Barros and others, 2008). The reports
refer to issues of different levels: macroeconomic, social,
institutional, individual and collective, contexts, social
classes and social structures, family origin, education and
employment, in order to explain the different ways in
which inequality is expressed and the ways in which it is
produced. An important branch of these studies focuses
on the design of public policies aimed at reducing income,
ethnic-racial, etary and gender inequalities.

1

A comparative analysis between the magnitudes of GDP per capita

and the distribution of income in various regions, carried out by CEPAL
with data from 2008, shows a low GDP per capita for the Latin American region in comparison to developed countries, and a difference of
more than 34 between the wealthiest quintile and the poorest (CEPAL, 2010a). The last UNPD report highlights the fact that 10 of the 15
countries with greatest level of inequality are located in Latin America
and the Caribbean, and that the countries with the greatest inequality
in the region are Bolivia, Haiti and Brazil (PNUD, 2010).
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The debate about the relationships between growth
and well-being and the way in which they should be
addressed has already continued over several decades in
Latin America. New concepts of development have been
created in the attempt to escape the growth or well-being
polarity. These new concepts challenge the way in which
we conceive of growth and how we measure it. They
question the idea that growth is a linear process through
which the countries of Latin America can progress
towards development levels similar to those of developed
countries. They also question that it can be measured by
macro indicators (GNP, GDP and GDP per capita) that hide
the inequalities generated by social structures at the level
of the population’s well-being.
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A World Bank study indicates that reducing inequality
is one of the greatest development challenges in Latin
America. It maintains that “inequality is everywhere,
it is difficult to eradicate, and many consider it to be
fundamentally unjust. Despite this reality, the political
debate and discussions on whether inequality should be
reduced, how and to what degree are frequently polarized
(Paes de Barros, and others, 2008: p. 15). Political trends
differ on the importance, weight and magnitude of the
redistributional policies that should be implemented
or if they should be implemented at all. The positions
regarding inequality and redistribution are so dissonant
that they have prevented a more rapid advancement
towards decreasing inequality in Latin America.

Gender inequality
Gender inequalities, which are increasingly recognized,
are among the most severe in the world today. Although
advances have been made towards equal rights and
opportunities between men and women, according to
the UNDP gender development indices and the World
Economic Forum, there is no country in the world today
where women have the same opportunities as men
(Haussmann, Tyson and Zahidi, 2008). Equality has
sometimes been achieved in judicial terms, but not in
real terms. Therefore, women occupy fewer positions
of responsibility, both in politics and in the economy,
they receive lower salaries than men for similar jobs,
they are more affected by unemployment and they
carry the greater share of domestic work. Women in
the labor market face a double work shift: remunerated
work and unpaid domestic tasks which, given the ageing
of the Latin American population, demand more time
and resources.
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Likewise, it has been stated that women’s inequality
“constitutes a special case among other forms of social
discrimination. Effectively, in contrast to other cases,
women do not constitute a social class, or a specific group;
they are not a community or a social or racial minority,
they cover all groups and peoples and, in all of them,
they are an inseparable half. Eradicating the conditions
that have permitted this social and political inequality
would be, after freeing slaves, the greatest emancipating
revolution.” (Villoro, 1997, quoted in CEPAL, 2010b).
The Global Study on the Role of Women in Development,
carried out by the United Nations (2009: p.5) states that
“there is a powerful accumulation of proof that indicates

that gender equality in the distribution of economic and
financial resources not only contributes to well-being
and the empowerment of women, but also has a positive
multiplying effect on a range of key goals of development,
including poverty and economic growth. Proof has also
been accumulated of the decisive importance of women’s
remunerated and non-remunerated work, access to
resources and control over them in the recovery of families
in economic crisis in recent decades.” Therefore gender
equality is not only a measure destined to improve justice
between genders but it also has favorable effects on
development and equality for the population as a whole.
The organization of relationships between genders in
present-day societies implies that while women are in
charge of domestic tasks, men contribute with resources
brought from the outside. These resources are defined as
scarce, accumulative, and of higher symbolic value than
those provided by women. Female tasks, associated with
the continuity of life, are defined as natural, not scarce
or specialized and not cumulative. In this way, the sexual
and reproduction patterns are clearly differentiated:
for women, are associated with sexuality, reproduction
and maternity. In men, this relationship depends on the
connection with wives and children. If the conjugal link is
broken, the children will remain with their mother and the
father has a greater chance of forming a new family. And
we add to this the fact that gender segmentation of the
social and political space privileges men (Fuller, 1999). As
we have mentioned, today the growing participation of
women in remunerated work has generated subordinate
labor participation and double work shifts for women
who continue with domestic tasks and caregiving.
Several analyses show various types of gender inequality
can be grouped in different ways. In relation to this,
Amartya Sen (2002) mentions seven specific gender
inequalities:
1.

Mortality inequality, referred to the fact that in
certain parts of the world (North Africa, Asia,
including China, and Southeast Asia) there are
disproportionately higher levels of female mortality.

2.

Birth-rate inequality when parents prefer male
children and carry out selective abortions of female
fetuses.

3.

Inequality of basic needs, prohibition or inequality
of access to basic education and health care, to the
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4.

Inequality of special opportunities, difficulties or
prohibition to access to higher education.

5.

Professional inequality in access to the labor market
and to high-level positions.

6.

Inequality of access to property and land.

7.

Inequality in the household, reflected in the division
of labor by gender, where women are exclusively
responsible for domestic work.

From all the literature that has been systematically
reviewed, we can state that the explanation of gender
exclusions, inequalities and discrimination lies in five
decisive factors (Arriagada, 2009):
1.

Gender division of remunerated and non-remunerated
work, which almost exclusively assigns domestic
tasks of a reproductive and care-giving character to
women, which as well as overburdening them with
work, contributes to the lack of available time for other
activities. It also has an influence on reducing options
of obtaining more diversified work positions and
income levels equal to those of men for similar types
and complexity of occupations. It reduces the potential
for women to develop their own internal resources and
their potential for autonomy and self-esteem.

2.

The unequal distribution of access, use and control
of productive resources (work, land, capital,
information, new technologies, natural resources,
housing), with a direct effect on reducing the options
women have to generate income, take up business
activities, and obtain benefits according to the
contributions they make, as well as to accelerate the
process of upward mobility.

3.

The unequal distribution of power between men
and women, and the obstacles to women actively
participating in decision-making processes, at the
level of the household, local community or society as
a whole. The absence of women is especially notable
at high levels of political decision-making.

4.

The distance between de jure and de facto aspects
that prevent women from exercising their rights and
citizenship present an obstacle to the development
of their autonomy. Therefore, recognizing formal
equality confronts the inequalities in the full exercise
of these rights. If the gender system is a system of
power, it reflects the ways in which it is structured
and is exerted with related and recognized contexts.
That is, it is necessary to look at the definitions of
individual and citizenship as subjects with rights
and responsibilities, in the forms and content of
participation in the public sphere, in the State,
the political system (in political parties) and in the
political culture (Barbieri, 1996).

5.

A cultural system that reproduces diverse forms of
gender inequality. Family or hierarchy type power

We should add to these the inequalities in social networks
and geographic (urban-rural) inequalities, among others.
The division of activities, between productive (market
related) and reproductive (caregiving related) is
projected in the patterns of women’s participation in the
labor force and the resulting devaluation of their work
in the labor market. Recognizing that there is a close
connection between remunerated and non-remunerated
work reveals the negative consequences of domestic
obligations on the working life of women: halted careers,
lower salaries and poorer quality employment.
From the gender perspective, male and female
relationships are not based only on differences, but also,
and above all, on inequalities. Domination/subordination
and strategies of power to maintain this situation is part
of the matrix of these relationships (Bonino, 2000).
The existing forms of gender inequality in Latin America
and particularly the inter-generational transmission of
these gender inequalities are issues that have received little
academic study. Much of the research on issues of inequality
does not consider the different behavior, conditions and
situations of men and women in their analytical models,
and this weakens the analysis. On the other hand, the
advances made by gender theoreticians and researchers
on the diverse expressions and manifestations of gender
inequalities have managed to penetrate the main social
research trends. In this way, the critical contributions of
feminist theory to understand our reality - the existence of
dual power, the ideology of the radical difference between
men and women, and division of work by gender - are not
included or considered within the theoretical framework in
which inequality is analyzed (Bonan and Guzmán, 2007).
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development of personal talents or social functions
within the community, and others.
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not only structures social relationships within the
family by means of gender socialization, nor does it
operate exclusively in social relationships between
the sexes. It crosses other relationship structures,
such as those in education, employment, between
classes, races, generations, in public services, in
the judicial and criminal systems, in State decisionmaking structures. It configures formal and informal
norms that regulate the conditions of the lives of
men and women and their access to resources.
It is also at the basis of the negation of autonomy,
political participation and citizenship of women and
their being considered as a subordinate social group.
There is a significant accumulation of quantitative
information, mainly from household surveys carried out
regularly and systematized and standardized by United
Nations organizations. More recently, new surveys on time
use provide data on remunerated and non-remunerated
work by men and women in several countries in the region.
However, this information has not been standardized in
terms of the reference periods, coverage and tabulation
methods. On the other hand, there are surveys of opinions
and values surveys from several countries in the region
that also provide useful information (Latinobarometer,
quality of life surveys and others), as they provide data
on satisfaction with public policies, perceptions of social
and gender inequality levels, and other issues.
A recent study related quantitative data to subjective
data about the perception of inequality gaps and stated
that “when analyzing subjective data and its relationship
to economic growth and social gaps, it can be observed
that the relationship between objective and subjective
variables is mediated by the distribution of material wellbeing within and among countries” (CEPAL, 2010c).
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As Atkinson and Merlier (2010) pointed out, it is
important for gender-based studies to disaggregate data
and define appropriate indicators. Therefore indicator
disaggregation by gender is as important as the creation
of new indicators to measure specific aspects of gender
inequality. For example, time use measurement acquires
special relevance as it establishes the magnitude of nonremunerated activities that generate value but are not
quantified or evaluated in national accounts.
It is important to mention two basic functions regarding
indicators: to establish the “state of affairs” at a given
moment , and take measurements over time to evaluate

the effects of public policies or the absence of such
policies, the drag effects and others. It is fundamental
to have ongoing statistical inputs, which in the case of
surveys about time use do not meet this requirement.
However, there are invisible phenomena in gender
inequalities such as the one mentioned by Amartya Sen
some time ago which refers to “the hundred million
women who are missing” in the world due to abuse,
violence, deficient health levels or simply the selective
assassination of female fetuses (Sen, 1991). This implies
carrying out continuous revision to examine the advance
towards gender equality, as well as being alert to the
creation of new sources of inequality, such the digital
gender gap.
Another problem is related to the unit of analysis used
in well-being research. For a long time poverty was
calculated from the household, under the assumption
that distribution within the household is equal. The
studies on poverty from a gender perspective have shown
a very different situation: the distribution of resources,
decision-making and access to goods within the home
is regulated in function of the degrees of power granted
according to gender and age. Therefore, it is not sufficient
to consider poverty beyond the household, instead it
is necessary to consider the internal distribution and
poverty of individuals; in this way, for example, a woman
with no income, even if she lives in a household that is
not poor, has a high vulnerability level.
INDICATORS
Having considered the five factors mentioned above,
we now propose a selection of indicators that measure
progress in the reduction of these inequalities both
quantitatively and qualitatively. We propose, as an
example, a reduced set of indicators, which in some cases
must be built by compiling new information, and in other
cases have been used in research and already exist in the
majority of Latin American countries.
1.

Gender division of remunerated and
non-remunerated work.

Main indicators:

•
•
•

Economically active population by gender
Unemployment by gender and age
Segmentation of occupation by gender
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•
•
2.

Income levels by occupation and gender
Hours dedicated to domestic work and caregiving by
gender
Hours destined to remunerated work by gender
Time use in main activities by gender
Unequal distribution of access, use and control of
productive resources
Main indicators:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
3.

Housing ownership by gender
Land ownership by gender
Population without their own income by gender and age
Social security coverage by gender
High level management by gender
Population distribution by quintiles of income and
gender
Poverty femininity index
Unequal distribution of power between men and
women

Main indicators:

•
•
•
•
•
•
4.

State ministers and secretaries by gender
Members of parliament by gender
Judges at high levels of judicial power by gender
Existence of gender quotas: in parliament, political
parties and unions.
Decision making in the home regarding the purchase
of durable goods, child education, by gender.
Participation in social networks by gender and
network type
The distance between de jure and de facto aspects
that prevent women from exercising their rights and
citizenship present an obstacle to the development
of their autonomy.

Main indicators:

•
•
•
•
•
•

Life expectancy by gender
Unsatisfied demand for contraceptives
Maternal mortality
Feminicides (death at the hands of the partner or
spouse) per 100 inhabitants
Existence of legislation on domestic and intra-family
violence
Existence of legislation on labor harassment

•

Processed and executed cases of domestic and intrafamily violence and labor harassment
Existence of legal abortion

•
5.

A cultural system which reproduces diverse forms of
gender inequality

Main indicators:

•
•
•
•
•

Degree of perception of gender discrimination
Existence of sexual education programs and of nondiscrimination by gender in the education system
Gender images and stereotypes in the education
system
Presence of women in communication media and
high levels of management
Gender images and stereotypes in the communication
media

With these examples we have attempted to show that it
is possible to differentiate the factors of gender inequality
by way of diverse indicators, among them we note the
indicators of material well-being, time use and perception
of well-being and quality of life.
Generally, most of these indicators, especially the
quantitative ones, are already available in a many
countries in Latin America,2 even in the case of the
surveys on time use which must undergo significant work
to standardize information, in terms of representability,
reference period, coverage, minimum age of interviewees,
and interview method (see annex).
As has been observed, this proposal includes both
quantitative and qualitative indicators for the
measurement of development and well-being, which for
the effects of the measurement of gender inequality are
considered supplementary.

2 In this respect it is important to mention the ISOQUITO index, whose

objective is to measure advances on the terms of the Quito Consensus for the progress of women, August 2007, within the framework
of the 10th Regional Conference on Women in Latin America and the
Caribbean, organized by CEPAL. A baseline was established with information from 2007 with three dimensions or sub-indices: a political
dimension, measured by parity in decision making, an economic and
labor dimension measured by economic and work parity, and a social
dimension measured by the social well-being of women.
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We conclude with some recommendation regarding
information sources. First, we require continuous,
systematic surveys on time use, quality of life, values
and opinion, which are comparable among countries.
The main difficulty for the execution of this type of
survey is the cost; however, several initiatives have been
carried out (see the annex) and we require that these
isolated efforts be made within a common framework of
definition that allows for comparability. In this sense it is
important to highlight the initiative of the United Nations
in standardizing the definitions of time use (ICATUS).

The proposal is to include a module of time use in the
household surveys carried out regularly in Latin America.
This module has several advantages: firstly, the data can be
correlated to well-being and characteristics of the surveyed
population, and secondly the module is less costly and
would provide great advances in the measurement and
follow-up of gender inequality in the region.

TABLE 1. TIME USE SURVEYS IN LATIN AMERICA 1998-2008
Country

Year

Representativity

Type

Reference period

1

Argentina

2005

Buenos Aires City

Module

Average day

2

Bolivia

2001

National

Inquiries

Previous day

3

Brazil

2001-2005

National

Inquiries

Week

4

Chile

2007

Metropolitan Area

Independent Survey

Previous day

5

Colombia

2006-2008

National

Module

Week

6

Costa Rica

2004

National

Module

Previous day

7

Cuba

2001

Pinar del Río, San Juan y Martínez, Old Havanna

Independent survey

Day of the interview

8

Ecuador

2005

Quito, Province of Esmeraldas and rural area

Module

Previous week

Ecuador

2007

National

Module

Previous week

9

El Salvador

2005

National

Module

Normal weekday

10

Guatemala

2000

Regional and national coverage

Module

Previous day

Guatemala

2006

Regional and national coverage

Module

Previous day

11

Mexico

2002

National

Module

Previous week

12

Nicaragua

1998

7 macro-regions

Module

Previous day

13

Panama

2005

National

Module

14

Uruguay

2003

Montevideo and metropolitan area

Independent survey

Previous week

Uruguay

2007

National

Module

Day

Venezuela

2008- 2009

National

Independent Survey

Weekday

15
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Source: Vivian Milosavlejvic (2009) Time use surveys in Latin America, presented at the VII Expert Meeting on Time Use Surveys, Mexico.
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Susan Pick
THE HUMAN BASIS FOR THE EXPANSION OF OPPORTUNITIES, CAPABILITIES,
AND FREEDOMS1

Traditionally, efforts to define, facilitate and quantify
progress have given priority to economic factors
(Soubbotina, 2004; Pick and Sirkin, 2010, 2011) at the
expense of other variables, thus limiting the opportunity
to make the desired changes in quality of life. Just as
democracy is not an automatic cure for political apathy,
the provision of new schools does not solve problems
of education, nor does a sound legal system constitute a
1 The author would like to thank Ype H. Poortinga for his observations

and Mathew Gajdowski for the translation of this article.

formula for a culture of legality. Contextual or structural
changes, such as clinics, schools, highways, laws or
employment are just one aspect of the path to social and
economic progress, and they are in no way the magical
solution that many expect. Progress requires citizens who
are willing and able to participate in the building of their
future, and people who understand and internalize the
fact that a major part of change comes from within.
For centuries, people have searched for alternatives and
presented proposals that emphasize the level of well
being that individuals seek to attain by using indicators
that go beyond the merely economic. These include
environmental (Comim, 2008), social (Barro, 1997; Barro
and Sala-i-Martin, 2004), happiness (Wangchhuk, 2010),
expansion of freedoms (Sen, 1999) and psychological
(Kagitcibasi, 2002; Fernández-Ballesteros, 2002)
indicators. The Human Development Report issued by the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) points
out the disadvantages of interpreting development from
a purely economic perspective:
As Aristotle argued, “Wealth is evidently not the
good we are seeking; for it is merely useful and for
the sake of something else.” That “something else”
is the opportunity of people to realize their potential
as human beings. Real opportunity is about having
real choices—the choices that come with a sufficient
income, an education, good health and living in a
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Without freedom, an individual cannot choose which
path to take. The absence of freedom undermines the
possibilities of achieving real human development, and
therefore, integral and sustainable progress. Furthermore,
consciousness of the ability to make autonomous decisions
translates to choices, which leads to concrete action in
line with that decision. The incorporation of rights and
freedoms as part of the definition and measurement of
any of these concepts is fundamental. Simple economic
support is insufficient for sustainable development, and it
cannot act as the main yardstick for measuring quality of
life, well-being, progress or wealth. This article provides
the foundations of a model that integrates and measures
indicators of integral development from a psychosocial
perspective that facilitates freedom, opportunities and a
reduction of barriers and “unfreedoms.”
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country that is not governed by tyranny. (UNDP,
2006, p. 263).

The human capabilities approach as a basis for indicators
and quality of life and development policies

In the modern age, Amartya Sen (1987; 1992; 1999),
1998 recipient of the Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences,
is probably the individual most responsible for the
development of a focus on factors that go beyond the
economic. One of Sen’s fundamentals is that the ultimate
goal of development consists of the expansion of human
freedoms; economic factors are merely a vehicle for
attaining this goal. Through the expansion of freedoms,
rights become reality; indeed, they become entitlements.
In other words, individuals possess, feel in control of, and
fully exercise their rights through human capabilities.
Sen has undertaken this endeavor as part of the “Human
Capabilities Approach” (Sen, 1999; 2003; 2004). For the
improvement of life options, alternatives or opportunities,
individuals need tools in order to be agents of their
decisions, to create opportunities, to choose between
existing options and have access to these options, and
to increase the predictability and control that they have
over their lives in accordance with their needs. Personal
agency is a process and a state through which individuals
autonomously makes informed decisions (Pick and Sirkin,
2010, p. 69); it is a process and a state of personal power
that allows individuals to have control over their own
lives, a state in which the individual ceases to be a mere
object of exchange and becomes an agent that actively
participates in an exchange.

Sen (1987, p. 36) approaches the study of poverty in
terms of deprivation of freedoms, which he defines as
“the real opportunities one has in relation to the life
one leads”;3 that is, the opportunity each individual to
develop his or her potential. Freedoms depend on both
contextual and personal support. From this perspective,
poverty is regarded as a lack of freedoms and capabilities
not only in terms of deprivation of income, utility or
commodities. Even in the midst of economic poverty,
if an individual is able to develop her capabilities, she
will be able to broaden her freedoms based on her own
choice, in accordance with her own needs and interests.
Having food is not enough; progress implies the ability to
choose between foods. A nearby clinic is also insufficient;
one must have the tools to decide to use the clinic and to
know how to do so. Progress implies understanding that
one has the right and the freedom to access that food
or that clinic, ask questions and choose from different
options, all based on the conviction, capabilities and
knowledge necessary to analyze, choose, communicate
and assert a choice.

The opportunities that open up based on improvements
in context must be “positively taken advantage of in order
to achieve the desired effect”2 (Sen, 1999, p. 155). Thus,
people must truly understand and assume the right to
access these changes within their respective legal, cultural,
economic, social and political contexts, and they must
possess the personal and social tools that facilitate such
access. Local and national organizations and governmental
systems and institutions are an integral part of the
development process, but in order to achieve sustainable
changes, the people that make up these bodies must have
personal agency and intrinsic empowerment both for
their own progress and in order to strengthen policies and
programs that facilitate the development process in and
with the communities they serve.

For Sen (1999) freedoms are the basis for development
and the “functionings” and “capabilities” are the means to
attain them. There are two levels of functionings: doings
and beings. These are the most stable characteristics
of a person. An individual’s capability is understood as
“the different combinations of functionings that he or
she can attain”4 (Sen, 1992, p. 40). A capability is what
a person is in a position to do, regardless of whether he
or she decides to do it or not; it is what a person has the
potential to choose to do, regardless of whether or not he
or she does it. Capabilities, not income, can give rise to a
person’s desired goal and thus, his or her well-being. It
is capabilities that can truly measure the particular goals
that an individual values and wishes to attain.
The Human Capabilities Approach is a general guide
applicable to sustainable development and quality of life,
given that one of its primary objectives is the extension
of capabilities. By placing importance on both individual
3

“what real opportunities you have regarding the life you may lead”

(Sen, 1987, p. 36).
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2

“be positively grabbed in order to achieve the desired effect” (Sen,

1999, p. 155).

4

“various combinations of functionings that a person can achieve”

(Sen, 1992, p. 40).
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Framework for enabling empowerment (free)
Investing in the extension of capabilities and freedoms
and, thus, in the development of individuals’ potential has
an effective and sustainable impact on their development
and that of their families and communities (OECD, 2001;
Pick, Givaudan and Poortinga, 2003; Pick and Pérez, 2006;
Pick et al., 2007; Rychen, 2003; Saith, 2001; Sen, 2001;
Sen, 1999; Zambarloukos and Constantelou, 2002). This
vision of development as well as its measurement is
based largely on the individual as an agent of change.
The Framework for Enabling Empowerment (Pick
and Sirkin, 2010, 2011) presents an integral vision of
contextual and individual indicators of well-being and
provides a guide for expanding peoples’ capabilities in an
integrated and sustainable fashion through a dialectical
relationship between the individual and his or her
context. The context includes the individual’s immediate
collective level as well as more distant levels, from the
immediate family, the community and institutions to
society. Its components are of an economic, political,
educational, and sociocultural nature. Personal agency
and intrinsic empowerment are key concepts in this
framework, and highlight the central role of the human
being in development programs. The individual agent
is a pillar of well-being as a state and of progress as a
process, as they are the very people responsible for the
development of programs and policies that understand
rights and obligations; responsibilities and decisions
can lead to progress and well-being, in both their own
lives and in their communities and institutions. The FrEE
emphasizes the importance of personal agency and
intrinsic empowerment for development, with a focus
on the real freedoms that people enjoy or can enjoy. It
represents a tool for the analysis, design, implementation
and measurement of sustainable development programs
and policies in accordance with the United Nations
Millennium Development goals and the guidelines of the

World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank
(UNDP, 2010; World Bank, 2007; IADB, 2010).
By recognizing each individual’s potential, the FrEE goes
beyond the traditional focus of paternalistic programs
and the administration of services that regard people as
passive agents that receive a service. The FrEE is based
on the complementary, dialectical relationship that
exists between the empowerment arising from external
stimuli and the empowerment that is developed by the
individual’s internal motivation. Development programs
have generally been geared toward the promotion of
external systematic sources of motivation (e.g. economic
and normative), but empowerment is developed from
within the person; it has an internal base in the individual
and has greater probability to undergo sustainable growth
and development in the short, medium and long term.
In order to design, implement and evaluate development
programs, the FrEE uses individuals’ specific needs with
respect to their education, health, citizenship, culture
and productivity as a base. It utilizes a participatory
and experiential methodology based on the facilitation
of abilities for life, information and the reduction of
psychosocial barriers such as fear, guilt and shame. In this
way, people set and seek to attain their own objectives
in accordance with their family, community, institutional
and social contexts. The more restrictive the sociocultural
context (Pelto, 1968), the greater the pressure to act in
accordance with psychosocial barriers, which means less
support to understand and assume the right to make
decisions in an autonomous, informed and responsible
fashion. Strict external control creates a high degree of
shame, guilt and fear. These feelings may be manipulated
in order to restrict the functionings of people and to limit
their freedoms. We may all fall victim to psychosocial
barriers, and we may require support to develop the
abilities necessary to overcome them, from the politician
or bureaucrat who is afraid to delegate for fear of losing
control and for what others may think, from the fathers
and mothers who are afraid to let their children grow up,
from the authoritarian teacher who controls students’
initiative to the boss who only knows how to lead by
humiliating and degrading his or her employees. Through
the knowledge and the abilities for decision-making,
introspection, reflection, self-expression, negotiation,
problem solving, facing different types of barriers
and concrete and interactive experiences with their
contexts, individuals direct their progress and well-being
and that of their institutions and communities toward
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factors and contextual factors, such as policies, programs,
and evaluations that lead to social change, this approach
provides development with a valid and sustainable base.
Since 1984, IMIFAP, a Mexican NGO, has put this approach
into practice through a psychosocial focus based on
people and by using an experiential methodology. This has
been successfully applied in the design, instrumentation,
evaluation and distribution of education, health and
productivity programs with over 19 million people in 14
countries (www.imifap.org.mx).

184

THE MEASUREMENT OF PROGRESS AND WELL-BEING . PROPOSALS FROM LATIN AMERICA
sustainable development. This knowledge, these abilities,
interactions and advances take shape sporadically rather
than lineally, with setbacks and stalls. This makes it
important to have constant measurements at different
levels, from the micro, or individual level, the meso, or
family and community level, and the macro, or societal
level, as well as at different degrees of objectivity, from
the most clearly observable to those that hinge upon the
very perception of the subject.

her different contexts. Initially, this effect occurs in the
micro-environment (e.g. the family) and little by little,
extends to other members of the community. The person
can create new opportunities in response to his or her
needs instead of simply using those that already exist.
Through the acquisition of knowledge, the discovery of
abilities and their implementation, FrEE and the “I want
to, I can” programs stemming from it have applied the
Human Capabilities Approach.

“The FrEE is based on the following principles:

In Sen’s terms, the intrinsic empowerment process that is
developed based on personal agency can be interpreted
as a capability to convert the goods and rights of a context
into entitlements so that individuals can make rights their
own, given that personal agency allows the perception of
goods as opportunities in which a person can assert his
or her rights. Intrinsic empowerment is thus an individual
freedom as well as a capability (a means to attain more
freedoms), both of which are the goal of progress and
well-being. Intrinsic empowerment leads us to expand
the use of human capabilities and entitlements in each
of the contexts with which we have interacted and with
which we plan to interact. Beyond just a mere tool, it
itself must be an objective of development programs.

•

People must understand and experience the different
ways in which they can overcome psychological and
social barriers. Through this awareness, they become
contributors in their own growth process and in the
social, economic and political development of their
communities.

•

In order to develop a greater capability of choice
and exercise it in different situations, people must
have and believe that they have the abilities and
knowledge not only to exercise, but also to demand
the fulfillment of their rights and their access to
services.

•

By developing key capabilities and having
opportunities to reduce psychological barriers, the
person links his or her needs with the newly acquired
abilities and with the opportunities offered.

•

People first change their behavior in concrete
situations. Later, they can extend their learning to
other spheres. This expansion is developed through
success in specific situations and through a growing
sense of personal agency.

•

As people improve their capabilities, they are
more able to create new contexts in which making,
updating and maintaining their choices will be easier.

•

It is necessary to maintain personal changes so that
the sustainability of development will be possible”
(Pick and Sirkin, 2010, p. 83).

In addition to personal agency, the FrEE views intrinsic
empowerment as central to sustainable human,
economic and social development. This reflects the
way in which personal agency extends beyond the
individual so that he or she can have an effect in his or

The most practical way of measuring advances is through
changes in behavior. Changes represent the clearest way to
render the rights and opportunities of people operational.
We thus conceptualize behavior as a means to render
choice operational. Successful development programs
lead to behavioral changes, while the perception of
success in the achievement of such advances in turn leads
to personal growth, thus expanding their reach (Prochaska
and DiClemente, 1982). Even programs that focus on only
one objective, such as those that merely seek to reduce
the incidence of teenage pregnancy or to increase actions
of personal savings have the potential to affect a wide
range of behaviors as well as the way in which individuals
see themselves. In FrEE, personal agency is added as the
means through which individuals discover that they have
and can make choices and different alternatives of action
from which to choose. Personal agency develops hand in
hand with real and perceived success by implementing
new choices that lead to repeated successes in behavioral
change. Personal agency extends to other behaviors
when individuals experience how that sense of agency
can be applied to different situations. For instance, when
an employee begins to understand that she can earn a
greater income by selling a certain product, her ability
and motivation to participate can be generalized to
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other contexts both within and outside the employment
sphere. Similarly, a student who understands and solves
a problem of interpersonal relationships in the classroom
can apply the sense of success and personal agency when
dealing with other situations.

When I discovered that taking care of myself is up to
me, and once I learned to do it, things were different.
First I take care of myself, then my children. Nowadays,
I also talk about what I learned with my husband and
my friends, and about how we can teach others.

When choosing to engage in new behaviors that respond
to a range of needs and interests, feelings of self-efficacy,
autonomy, competence and self-esteem increase. These
are central parts of personal agency. A key change occurs
in a person as she discovers that contextual and personal
growth and development is in her hands; she becomes
aware of how control of her life comes from inside of
her. This discovery can serve as a powerful call to action.
This multifactorial concept of personal agency arose from
research and years of field experience. It is consistent with
the “Human Capabilities Approach” and incorporates
elements of personality and social psychology theory
by explaining personal characteristics, such as control
(Rotter, 1966), autonomy (Kagitcibasi, 2005) and selfefficacy (Bandura, 1997).

Participant in the “I want to, I can… start my own
business” program, Hidalgo, Mexico.

By developing personal agency, individuals become more
able to see themselves as agents of change, with the
ability to contribute to progress in their social groups and
to expand their opportunities:

I no longer wait for others to tell me if I’m right or
wrong. Now I know that I can decide for myself. I
realize that I can make plans and know what I have
to do without having to wait for others’ opinions. I’m
confident in how I manage my time, and I know that
soon I’ll be promoted at work. None of this would be
possible if I hadn’t learned that I could make decisions
and analyze and solve problems. Now I understand
why in Spanish we say “we take decisions” (tomamos
decisiones) instead of “we make decisions” (hacemos
decisiones)… it’s as if we took them from someone.
Now I “make” (hago) decisions and I know I have the
right to do so. I’m also certain that if I’m wrong, I’ll
accept it and make it right.
Participant of the “I want to, I can… prevent
violence” program, Mexico City, Mexico
One of the World Bank’s definitions of empowerment
states that “if a person or group are empowered, they
have the capability to make effective choices” [italics
added for emphasis] (Alsop and Heinsohn, 2005, p.
6). Similarly, the WHO defines empowerment as the
integration of “psychological empowerment [italics added
for emphasis] related to the organization and changes at
the community level and in multiple spheres of people’s
lives” (Wallerstein, 2006, pp. 7-8), and Alkire (2005,
p. 222) suggests that “empowerment is an increase in
certain kinds of agency that are considered particularly
instrumental for a specific situation.”
Here we will add a distinction between the individual and
contextual levels of empowerment. The FrEE distinguishes
between personal agency and empowerment. Personal
agency is necessary to create initiatives that have a
sustainable influence on the social environment. However,
the development of personal agency does not imply that
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Agency implies autonomy, i.e. freedom and independence,
as well as the ability to make informed decisions. These
factors in turn generate a greater sense of control over
the individual’s environment. As choices and actions
are gradually made through agency rather than as mere
responses to the wishes and commands of others, people
develop greater personal responsibility (the way in which
the individual is responsible for the consequences of her
decisions, both positive and negative). In turn, people
develop greater control over their lives and increase
their freedoms. Comim (2001, p. 4) shows that agency “is
behind individual initiative and social efficacy.” A person
who establishes a more holistic conception of herself
– and who fosters her personal agency – has a greater
probability of seeing herself as a member of a greater
entity, as someone likely to have a say. The resulting
transformation implies a change that goes from “I was
told to…” or “I should do/be…” to “I want…” or “I can…”.
This sense of capability allows the individual to produce
and sustain greater changes in herself, in her family
and her community; in her personal and professional
development. A supportive context can accelerate this
process, while a restrictive context diminishes potential.

This reconceptualization of oneself can also be extended to
the way in which one constructs his or her self-evaluation,
reflection and feedback, and can lead to new behaviors:
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it should be applied to the promotion of community
objectives. Before she can change the context, before she
feels that this is even possible, the individual develops
the self-awareness that she can be an agent of change
for herself. Later on, she can gradually look at ways to
change her environment and have an effect on it. It is
through a vision of agency of oneself that the individual
accumulates the necessary power that allows her to
transition from someone who expects others to take
action to a citizen that questions norms and practices
that she used to accept without question; it allows her
to decide, participate and contribute to the community.
The FrEE also differentiates between change that arises
intrinsically – or from agency – and change that derives
from external factors. We thus propose a term that goes
beyond just personal agency or just empowerment:
intrinsic empowerment. The differences in types of
empowerment are based on Hartman’s value typology
(1967): extrinsic, systemic and internal. This is the source
of the three different types of empowerment: extrinsic
and systemic (created from external motivation) and
intrinsic (created from internal motivation). IMIFAP’s work
through the “I want to, I can” programs with communities
in Latin America has shown that the distinction between
these three types of empowerment is fundamental for
the design and evaluation of development programs.
In extrinsic empowerment, behavior is motivated by
external, generally material, factors; elements such as
money or short health or education campaigns are the
basis for generating empowerment (which is temporary)
and encouraging action. This type of program fosters
dependence on sudden external stimuli or material
compensation and are rarely sustainable. When
goods and services are regarded as privileges and not
entitlements, people feel incapable of possessing and
exercising social, economic and political rights. Instead,
policies and programs can be developed to facilitate a
behavioral change based on abilities and reduction of
barriers in order to encourage personal agency, and thus,
a sense of sustained empowerment that is maintained
even when the program is over. Núñez (2007, p. 6)
documented the following testimonial of a poor woman
in Campeche, Mexico:
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I come… [to this political rally] because they’ll give us
money, and if not, we still want it… We want it because
it will help us, we’ll have electricity, we’ll drink, we’ll go
out dancing.” (quoted in Pick and Sirkin, 2010, p. 77).

This comment illustrates the expectation of material
compensation in exchange for participation.
Systemic empowerment shows that the motivation that
leads to behavior is rooted in sociocultural norms. In these
cases, motivation is in terms of “this must be done,” or
“they expect me to do this,” “It’ll make me look good if I
do this.” The words of a high school student illustrate this:
When the teacher is watching us, we behave as he
expects us to. But when he leaves the classroom, we
do whatever we want.
Social norms, socialization and the system provide
external motivation from the system: the teacher and her
rules in the classroom, instead of responsibility stemming
from personal conviction and responsibility.
Systemic empowerment is rooted in structures such as
laws, norms and sociocultural traditions. These norms
serve as external motivators. Once the external motivation
disappears, its associated behaviors disappear along with
it. Both extrinsic and systemic stimuli can be positive
(e.g., obeying the law is fundamental to the functioning
of a community, as it implies the existence of an ethical
framework in which freedoms are exercised). Intrinsic
motivation and personal agency allow an understanding
and questioning of norms and laws, and provide a basis
for exercising and assuming rights and freedoms.
The two types of external empowerment are insufficient
to facilitate the freedoms and capabilities necessary
to exercise an entitlement, to possess the right to
choose, and certainly not to do so sustainably. Intrinsic
empowerment comes from the person herself, allowing
her to autonomously make informed, responsible
decisions with a corresponding sense of, and right to,
freedom. Intrinsic empowerment in turn facilitates
individual freedom and the acquisition of entitlements. It
is based on the premise that behaviors (or in Sen’s terms,
the functionings of the doing) are a consequence of
individual sociocultural and economic capabilities of the
context in which actions are taken, while they are also
precursors to such actions.
Intrinsic empowerment is an inherent part of citizenship
and productivity. The participants of programs such
as “I want to, I can” develop a more integral sense of
themselves (and of their role within their families and
communities), leading to a sustained impact on their
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Externally generated empowerment and internally
generated empowerment are mutually reinforcing; one
can help potentiate the other. If there is no responsibility
generated by the person, it will be difficult for her to
attain sustainable human and social development; when
external factors are not present, it is rare for someone
to assume responsibility for occurrences; no one will feel
responsible for what occurs, whether in her own growth
or in the environment, education, communications or
healthcare system. The interaction between personal
and contextual factors creates a virtuous circle that
supports and facilitates sustainable personal, economic
and social growth; it leads to self-realization and thus,
human flourishing. Social and educational policy with a
focus on agency will lead to a citizenry that understands
and assumes the choice as a right, and thus, a sense of
control and social responsibility. Figure 2 contains four
boxes: Context, Tools for Addressing Situational Demands,
Behaviors and Person (Pick and Poortinga, 2005; Pick,
Givaudan, and Poortinga, 2003; Pick and Sirkin, 2010):
Context refers to the circumstances in which human beings
live. One of the key factors of context is economy (e.g.,
Berry et al., 2002). Inequality in the distribution of resources
between different groups or social classes within a society,
along with a lack of predictability and control over what occurs
in the context, stand out as contextual problems. Aspects of
context include: education (existence of schools, presence
of teachers in the classroom, academic performance),
health (number of clinics, changes in incidence of different
diseases, mortality and morbidity), political systems
(alternation in power, the right to vote) and sociocultural
variables that are shared within a society and that make
up the basis for the norms and beliefs of a community (i.e.
gender roles, religiosity). In order to understand the barriers
that limit changes in behavior, it is necessary to understand
the norms that dictate conduct, especially regulatory norms
(Marín, 1993). The capabilities that make up context are

crucial for individual and social progress and well-being.
These capabilities are thus traditionally measured to provide
the aforementioned variables with a sense of dimension
(Pick and Sirkin, 2010). In addition, many of them stand out
among the indicators that are more easily quantified; this is
another reason for which they have gained favor.
Tools to Address Situational Demands refers to the knowledge,
abilities and opportunities to reduce psychosocial barriers
that individuals require to face different situations.
Knowledge can only have an effect at the behavioral level in
conjunction with the appropriate abilities; it cannot have an
effect by itself. Knowledge and information based on facts
serves to shed light on beliefs and myths, which although
inaccurate, often influence or even determine decisions
and actions. The abilities that lead to someone reacting
effectively in accordance with her own norms and with
the results she hopes to achieve include: decision making,
direct, open and assertive communication, empathy,
expression of emotions, self-awareness and negotiation.
These abilities flourish in a participatory and experiential
environment, and help to overcome psychosocial barriers
such as fear, shame and guilt. By facilitating each of
these abilities, individual capabilities and the probability
of accessing contextual capabilities and creating new
capabilities, freedoms and opportunities are expanded.
There are currently many varied, psychometrically valid
and reliable questionnaires and scales (Givaudan, Barriga,
and Pick, 2008; Leenen, et al., 2008; Marteau, Dormandy,
and Michie, 2001; Miller, 1991; Rubin, et al., 1993; Triandis,
1996¸Venguer, Pick, and Fishbein, 2007) for measuring each
of these abilities, but their use is not as widespread as that
of contextual variables.
Behaviors refer to action. Behavioral changes are
typically encouraged through extrinsic or systematic
empowerment. This external process leads to a less
sustainable change in behavior due to the fact that there
is no internal motivation. An example of behavioral
change arising from extrinsic empowerment is sending a
child to school in exchange for monetary compensation,
or going to a health clinic to appease a friend or family
member. In Figure 1, however, behaviors or actions
occur as a response to a change not only in context, but
also, and most importantly, at the individual level. This
encourages a sense of responsibility for the decisions
that lead to these changes, which in turn contributes to
their sustainability. Behavior is the way in which the FrEE
operationalizes Amartya Sen’s doing functionings.
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immediate environment (families and communities) as
well as at a more macro level, such as regional or national
politics. Internally motivated actions develop a sense
of obligation and sustainable social responsibility; they
contribute to development by empowering individuals so
they can assume the right and obligation to participate
in the proper functioning of resources, organizations and
institutions. The lack of personal agency and intrinsic
empowerment leads to low levels of success of many aid
and development programs in the medium and long term
(Alkire, 2005; Zimmerman and Cleary, 2006).
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Person refers to the characteristics that lend stability to an
individual’s characteristics and their personal norms and
attitudes. These characteristics tend to be stable, and they
are a product of the influence of different external factors.
In this figure, which refers to aspects of the person, FrEE
operationalizes the concept of being functionings from
Sen’s Human Capabilities Approach. The measurement
of variables in this category has a lengthy tradition and
includes measurements of personality traits, particularly
those included in the Big Five model Fiske, 1949; Norman,
1967; Smith, 1967; Goldberg, 1981; McCrae and Costa,
1987) and personal norms and attitudes (Fishbein and
Ajzen, 1975; Hemert, et al., 2002).
Let us now look at the arrows. The first arrow in Figure 1
represents the influence of context on the development
of tools in order to approach situational demands such
as proximity to a school, the existence of health clinics
providing quality services or roads that facilitate access to
schools or clinics. They represent contextual factors that,
when combined with support at the individual level, can
lead to behaviors or actions that increase quality of life.
The second arrow goes from Tools to Address Situational
Demands to behaviors, given that these tools are key to
this sustainable change in accordance with the needs
of individuals and communities. Control, abilities and
knowledge have repeatedly been proven to be the basis
for behavioral change (Prochaska and DiClemente, 1982;
Prochaska, DiClemente, and Norcross, 1992; Fawcett et al.,
1999; Flay, 2002). This perspective is compatible with those
of the World Bank (World Bank, 2007; Cabañero-Verzosa,
1999) as means to facilitate health and nutrition services.
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Development of personal agency occurs as a result of
success and perception of success in behavioral change.
The circular arrows between Behaviors and Person refer
specifically to the fact that the repeated practice of one or
multiple behaviors leads to successful experiences. Based
on feelings of personal agency, which gradually extend
beyond a specific behavior, personal agency becomes more
generalized. This can occur as a result of different actions,
which in turn hinge upon personal opportunities, needs
and interests. When personal agency is developed, support
is lent to the implementation of behaviors that lead to new
situations, thus resulting in an expansion of its effect.
The last arrow that goes from the Person to the Context
serves as an expansion of personal agency. It reflects the
role and the power of the individual in the development
and implementation of sustainable contextual changes.

It represents the process through which an individual
applies her capabilities to the promotion of changes in
her environment(s). Thus, empowerment is motivated
intrinsically, and it arises from an individual acting with
agency. This last arrow demonstrates how public policy
can be “influenced by the use of effective participatory
abilities by the public” (Sen, 1999, p. 18).
The process of development of personal agency contrasts
with extrinsic and systemic empowerment and externally
motivated processes of change. Extrinsic and systemic
factors (e.g. material compensation, norms and laws)
can affect behaviors by creating opportunities at the
contextual level, but without the intrinsic component
they are unlikely to sustainably lead to rights becoming
entitlements. There must be personal conviction, abilities
at the individual level, the introjection that one has the
right to expand her freedoms and possess the personal
and contextual tools to do so.
The main empirical evidence to measure personal agency
and intrinsic empowerment comes from testimonials
and quasi-experimental studies with control groups
and measurement before and after the implementation
of “I want to, I can” programs as well as the use of
psychometric scales that measure each of the FrEE’s key
concepts (Pick et al., 2007). There have been advances
in the quantitative measurement of these concepts.
The ESAGE scale (Pick et al., 2007) is available, and
there are currently efforts to make general and specific
measurements of these variables (Universidad Autónoma
de Aguascalientes, 2009), such as nutrition and mother
child health (Universidad Autónoma de Aguascalientes,
2010). One of the most recent studies of this issue in
Mexico found that over 70% of a sample displayed very
low levels of personal agency (locus of control, taking
initiative, self-efficacy and autonomy) (Romero, Leenen,
and Givaudan, 2010).
The final goal of the programs derived from FrEE goes beyond
addressing specific demands. Furthermore, it implies having
the bases to access and expand options under different
circumstances. The alternative of conceptualization and
indicators for development proposed in this article respond
to the actual needs of populations living in different degrees
of marginalization. They also serve to operationalize Amartya
Sen’s Human Capabilities Approach, and can be applied as a
supplement, or even as a substitute for many welfare policies
and programs through formal and informal educational and
training systems.
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Isidro Soloaga
Measuring the progress of societies:
what cannot be seeing also matters1

1. The process matters
Households’ development is restricted by a number of
conditioning factors. These effective restrictions may be
caused by: i) the limited availability (or sheer absence)
of public goods and services to be used by them; ii) the
restricted capabilities that may be observed in households
themselves or in many cases, iii) a combination of both.
These elements may be considered as observable (or
easily observable) restrictions.
However, the human development analysis framework
calls for an assessment of the importance of processes
that have an influence on people’s acts. These processes
include both the capacity of people to generate goals that
they consider valuable, and the effective capacity that
those people have in order to act on reality to attain said
goals. This article deeply analyzes certain factors coming
from the context in which people live, the subjective
expressions of which are difficult to observe. Our
approach emphasizes both the importance of freedom
of opportunities and the freedom of process aimed at
people’s well-being.
Restrictions arising from cultural processes where
individuals are immersed make it necessary to consider the
interrelated impact of inequality among people. This means

taking into account not only the individual as a member of
a certain group, but also the way in which the individuals
in that group are related to each other and on which terms
that group encounters other groups.2 These contexts and
reference frameworks in which households operate have
an influence on aspirations to reach other levels of wellbeing and also on perceptions about the possibility of
reaching the goals set. Therefore, it is important to highlight
the existence of subjective elements that in certain cases,
due to the influence they have on household decisions
reinforce the dynamics of the heterogeneous reproduction
of achievements among individuals.
If, for instance, public policy was only confronted by the
existence of objective restrictions it would be enough to
“level the playing field” by providing equal access to the
human and physical capital for all individuals; in this way
it could be possible that these individuals, as autonomous
actors, could be free to achieve the levels of functioning
they aimed at by making the efforts they deemed
necessary to do so. However, this will rarely be the case

2 Appadurai (2004) uses the phrase “terms of recognition” to describe

the adverse conditions in which the poor negotiate with the rules that
frame their social development. One similar application is found in

The following is based on a joint work with Luis Felipe López Calva

imply a lower performance in general knowledge tests for African

(Regional Human Development Report for Latin America and the Ca-

Americans (Steele and Aronson, 1995), and in mathematics for wom-

ribbean, 2010)

en (Spencer et al., 1999).
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the work on “the stereotype threat”, which indicates that stereotypes
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and in order to promote equality in human development
in general, it will be necessary to take into account the
limitations to the goal-generating capacity and to the
means people have to carry it out. These limitations, even
though they appear on an individual basis, clearly come
from the social environment. From this standpoint, the
equal opportunities approach is then a particular case of
the capabilities’ approach, which is a guide to this article.3
The empirical analysis proposed in this article in order to
measure progress is based upon the use of two concepts,
which are tightly related to each other and which are
essential components of the capabilities’ approach:
people’s aspirations and the agency role. Aspirations are
the part of culture that looks towards the future (as
opposed for instance to customs and rituals); they are
the engine that drives people to make decisions in order
to move from a present situation to another desired
situation (both for themselves and for their children). The
agency role in its turn indicates the effective capacity of
people to act on reality, with the purpose of making real
the goals and values they consider important (Rao and
Walton, 2004). Within this conceptual framework, these
elements form an important part of the transformation
function that turns the access to goods and services into
“states of being or doing”. It must be clear that whereas
aspirations and the agency role are individually expressed,
they are established by the social context and it is here
where public policies may have an impact in order to
achieve the expansion of people’s capabilities.
Aspirations and the agency role play an essential part
in this article’s methodological proposal for human
development measurement. We propose the evaluation
of the extent to which public policies expand people’s
aspirations and agency role, which are essential
components of the freedom of processes in which people
may develop. These elements are briefly discussed below.

2. Aspiration gap, effort, connected societies, stratified
societies
The aspirations concept is used both to reflect the kinds
of functions the people would like to have access to in
the future and those they want for their children or for
society. Aspirations are oriented towards the future and
as such, they form an important element of change
in societies and in people: they help build a map for
moving from the individuals’ present situation towards
the one they would like to be immersed in, i.e. a map
for identifying and promoting actions that lead to their
own and their children’s well-being. This implies certain
knowledge of the available opportunities, as well as
the connections existing between different groups of
opportunities. Given that this knowledge (due to the
same reasons that determine the existence of poverty
and inequality levels), is unequally distributed among
the different social groups, the aspiration capacity may
be considered as socially determined and as belonging to
the group of people’s capabilities (Appadurai, 2004).
For one part of the population, poverty and inequality
imply fewer possibilities to modify the conditions
on which their life is led, or to influence on those on
which their children’s lives will be developed. This may
generate a vicious circle that, coming from poverty levels
in easily observable functions (such as housing quality
or educational levels) or from functions that are more
difficult to observe (linked to processes such as the
capacity to generate goals and act on them), in time,
generate similar poverty levels.4
Several questions are relevant in this context. It is
particularly important to analyze the way in which people
shape up their aspirations and if the latter have an impact

4
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It must be clear that this approach is completely different from the

In its empirical application, the equal opportunities’ approach eval-

“culture of poverty” approach, which “blames” the poor for being

uates the inequalities that exist in the access to services and other

poor (Lewis, 1961; Valentine, 1969). The agency role and aspirations

development indicators for young people, by using variables beyond

have an expression on households and they help determine their ca-

their control, such as parents’ schooling and occupation, the eth-

pabilities as they are part of the transformation function. However,

nic group, sex and family’s geographic location (World Bank, 2009).

the fact that people capabilities are socially determined implies that

Even if collective attributes related to people’s groups (such as ethnic

public policy that is necessary to improve people’s capabilities must

groups) are recognized in them, in fact it is implicitly assumed that the

be directed towards a large number of households at the same time.

individual is an autonomous actor, free to reach any goals they set for

The evidence of polarized or stratified societies in Latin America and

themselves, which results in the recommendation that it is enough to

the Caribbean suggests there is a huge challenge that has to be con-

level the playing field.

fronted in this area.
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on the key decisions that affect their own well-being (for
example, how much money to be saved or how much
effort to be dedicated to different activities, including the
time devoted to their children). On the other hand, it is
also important to analyze to what extent a higher level of
society´s connectivity (or a higher social mobility) affects
the aspirations formation process, and if the changes in
people’s aspirations in their turn have an influence on the
society in which they live.

This logic generates an additional element for analysis,
which may be called the aspiration gap. In simple terms,
this gap represents the distance between the present
situation (for example, a child who has finished primary
education) and the desired situation (for example, that
the same child reaches in the future a post-graduate level
of education). Considering that aspirations are useful
for generating changes from one situation to another, at
least three things may happen in the presence of this gap.

The variety of achievements to which people aspire is
originated in a social context, i.e., to a certain extent it is
modeled by other people’s experience and observation,
by their ways of life, social rules and socioeconomic
conditions. At the same time, people tend to feel more
influenced by those who are more similar to them, or by
those who have experiences that are relevant for their
own lives. In this sense, it is natural to think that, for
instance, in their aspirations-building process for certain
functions, people take into account what they see around
them, in their neighbors, friends, relatives and colleagues.

First, if the distance between the present situation
and the desired situation may be reasonably covered,
people will have incentives to make an effort and close
the gap. Otherwise, if the distance is very big and the
effort required to close it is simply out of people’s reach,
the gap will remain uncovered. Finally, there is also
the possibility for the effort to be inhibited due to the
absence of alternatives in people’s environment (Genicot
and Ray, 2009). In this article, development is understood
as the expansion of people’s capabilities to choose
between alternative kinds of life. From this point of view,
the last two cases (gap impossible to be closed and lack
of alternatives) indicate lower well-being levels as they
represent a reduction of the group of said capabilities.

That aspiration window for the particular case of education
may be composed by several levels. For example, in the
aspirations of the levels of schooling desired for children,
it may go from the successful completion of the first
level of the secondary school (observed, for instance, in
neighbors or friends) to a post-graduate level (observed,
for instance, in relatives or colleagues). Taking into
account the current level they are in, which provides
information of the inherent difficulty or the economic
effort required in order accessing to the different
educational levels, people generate an aspiration for
their children’s level of schooling.

5

There is a vast literature of sociologic works on the role of aspira-

tions and on goals’ accomplishment (see for instance Sewell and
Shah, 1968; Vaisey, 2009 and the publications they refer to). The
topic has been recently analyzed also from the economic standpoint (Genicot and Ray, 2008; Jaoul-Grammare, 2007; Atanassio
and Kaufman, 2009).

This idea immediately refers to the “connected societies”
notion, which helps understand the importance of
aspirations in Latin America and the Caribbean societies.
A society on which the income distribution is connected
everywhere, in such a way that in the neighborhoods
that belong to the income level of each individual or
household there are always other income levels that are
relatively close, will generate wider aspiration windows
with at least one accessible upwards portion for each level
of effort; this is due to the fact that people will be capable
of observing a continuum of possibilities around them
that do not imply such big and impossible leaps. From
the point of view of capabilities, the fact that there are
wider aspiration windows is equivalent to having a group
of wider capabilities.
The contrast between this situation and another one in
which society presents high levels of stratification with
relatively high leaps between the different functioning
levels is shown in Figure 1. The higher panel shows that
around each individual there is a continuum of possibilities
in the effort levels to have access to higher functioning
levels, whereas the lower panel shows a plateau of
aspirations in similar individuals and the presence of
unattainable leaps in the effort levels to have access to
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Information coming from personal and social relationships
(added to that coming from other sources, for example
the media) opens a range of possibilities for aspirations,
or what may well be called an aspiration window (Genicot
and Ray, 2009).5
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different functions. Which of these two situations are
Latin American societies in? Do they resemble more the
higher or the lower panel in Figure 1?
Several indicators show the presence of a high degree of
stratification in Latin American countries (for instance,
educational and income polarization measurements and
measurements of access to goods and services from
different population quintiles).
It may be assumed that “connected” societies in which
individuals perceive the existence of other attainable
lifestyles generate higher levels of effort and a greater
social mobility than “polarized” societies, where population
groups are observed, for example, around certain levels of
income.6 But, does this really work that way?
Recent studies arising from some social programs indicate
that learning positive experiences from other individuals
who are relatively close through social interaction may
favor changes in aspirations and model positive attitudes
towards the future, as they encourage investment in
education and income generating activities. This has been
observed for example in Nicaragua, where the success
shown by the activities performed by a group of women to
which a social program provided resources for economic
activities, opened the aspiration window for other
people without the access to these resources (Macours
and Vakis, 2009). Along the same line, there are some
results for Mexico, which show that frequent discussions
with physicians and nurses within the framework of the
“Oportunidades” (Opportunities) Program has a positive
influence on the educational aspirations that people have
for their sons and daughters (Chiapa et al., 2010).7
These cases show, on the one hand, that people may react
positively to the expansion of the capability set for them
to choose from. In the previous examples, said expansion
was determined by the existence of public local programs
that opened new ways to progress towards people and

6

their children’s well-being (in terms of the lower panel in
Figure 1, this situation would be equivalent to a reduction
of the distance between steps B’ and A’). However, even
though these steps forward are important per se, they
may be limited in relation with what needs to be covered
in order to achieve a really more connected society. Both
aspirations and agency are generated in a social context
and only a general public policy that, again in terms of the
lower panel of Figure 1, shortens the distance between
successive steps making them visible and attainable, will
be able to expand people’s freedom effectively.

3. Agency role and autonomy
Defining agency as “something a person is free to do
and to get in order to achieve any goals and values
they consider important” (Sen, 1985) evidences its
importance for the analysis of poverty and inequality.
Relatively lower levels of agency, generally observed in
people in poverty conditions, just add another element
to the limited group of these people’s capabilities
that inhibits their capacity to participate, negotiate,
influence and make the institutions that affect their lives
responsible for it (Narayan, 2002). In the analysis by
Sen, agency is considered as freedom of process, and the
purpose of development is its expansion together with
the expansion of capabilities (freedom of opportunities).
The agency role constitutes a complex phenomenon: it
is multidimensional, intrinsically interrelated (resulting
from interaction with others) and its scope and form of
exercising it is associated to cultural guidelines (Samman
and Santos, 2009). Sex, socioeconomic level, religion and
ethnic origin are some of the features that may affect
the relative agency levels. In progress measurement,
the analyses referred to the relative position of poor
people in their capacity to exercise agency have special
significance, particularly the different features of the
agency role related to people’s power and decision
making process, as well as their possibilities to make
changes in their environment.

The concept of polarized societies refers to cases in which there

are groups with two well-defined features: on one hand, they have a
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sense of belonging to a group, whereas on the other hand they have a
sense of distance or alienation towards other groups.

6 Otros estudios realizados para Estados Unidos, Inglaterra y Australia

7 Other studies carried out for the United States, England and Austra-

muestran que existe una alta correlación entre las aspiraciones edu-

lia show that there is a high correlation between people’s educational

cativas de las personas y lo que sucede luego en la vida de éstas (Khoo

aspirations and their subsequent life events (Khoo & Ainley, 2005).

& Ainley, 2005).
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4. One proposal
This article is based upon the fact that what cannot be
seen also matters for policy design.
We suggest that certain idiosyncratic features generated
in and limited by a socioeconomic context in which
people are immersed are important for the generation
of goals and the self-confidence level that is necessary

to attain them. By using the Income Polarization Index,
which reflects the social stratification degree of a society
when in its estimation for population groups, it considers
the degree of homogeneity in terms of income within
each group as the degree of difference between these
relatively homogeneous income groups, several studies
show that the polarization levels in Latin America and the
Caribbean are among the highest in the world (Shubhasree
and Decornez, 2003; Gasparini et al., 2008). Specifically,

Source: Altamirano, López Calva and Soloaga (2009)
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FIGURA 1. BRECHA DE ASPIRACIONES EN SOCIEDADES CONECTADAS Y EN SOCIEDADES POLARIZADAS
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Gasparini et al. (2008) have shown that the average
polarization index in Latin America and the Caribbean is
higher than 40% of the average for developed countries.
This analysis highlights the fact that the more polarized
country in Europe (Russia) has a polarization level which
is similar to the less polarized country in Latin America
and the Caribbean (Uruguay).
Given the stratification found, the idiosyncratic features
are elements that need to be contemplated when
measuring progress. There are important gaps in people’s
aspirations, generated both by their social context and by
the limited individual functioning of the people who live
in the less favorable socioeconomic conditions. Given the
distance observed in aspirations, especially of the more
distant groups in SEL (socioeconomic level), these gaps
may be difficult to cover with the available resources (both
from the family and from the supply and accessibility of
public services).
However, there are recent experiences in which
closeness to people and experiences with better relative
achievements (either through observation of community
leaders’ behavior or through talks with professional staff
previously absent in the site) show some clues as to how
public policy may have an influence to close said gaps
(Macours and Vakis, Chiapa et al.). These cases show
on one hand that people may react positively before

the expansion of capability set from which to choose.
However, as it was previously mentioned, these steps
forward may be limited in relation with what is needed to
cover in order to achieve a really more connected society.
Once more, both aspirations and agency are generated
in social contexts and only a general public policy that
shortens the distance between the successive steps by
making them visible and attainable for people may be
able to expand their freedom, and then it will be possible
to speak about progress. Intermediate public policies
with this general logic might be included in, for instance,
the implementation of a compensatory role for schools
(expansion of their cultural institution feature) in terms
of the expansion of capabilities of people coming from
relatively disadvantageous households.
This shows the need for a social policy with a wider vision
that takes into account not only the easily observable
factors (housing conditions, household schooling,
distance from markets, family group composition, etc.),
but that is also concerned with understanding the
processes through which people reach certain behavior
by seeking educational and occupational levels, among
other goals. These elements include both people’s
aspirations building and agency capacity and as such are
harder to assess but not less important for the success of
any public policy.
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Alicia Puyana
About progress and how to measure it

I believe that humanity has progressed in many ways
and I adhere to several principles on progress of
enlightenment that put reason and science in the place
formerly occupied by the creeds and religious codes.
The French Revolution’s: liberty, equality and fraternity,
constitutes a no so remote base of the welfare state, a
solid pillar of democracy, of inclusion and trust. These
three basic principles tried to resolve, with fraternity, the
tensions between those who demanded more freedom
and those who concentrated power. Equality can be
seen the seed of inclusion and the basis for trust which
Adam Smith identified as an essential foundation for the
perfectly competitive market. For Amartya Sen equality
and trust are the fertilized land in which freedom of

choices flourish, is socialized and instrumented. I believe
that the great concentration of wealth, generating
insurmountable disparities which overrides this freedom
of choices and reduces the space of trust and sociability
and, by doing so, constrains progress.
This time, my thoughts are darkened by the global financial
crisis that started in mid 2007 and hit Latin America in 2009.
The effects of this trauma still persist and we can’t see the
light at the end of the tunnel yet. The following notes also
reflect my long and illuminating talks with my children and
their friends. They have grown up in an environment of
repeated economic crisis and, no matter the degree of skill
or specialty; they experience the threat of unemployment
or short-term employment. Nuclear physicists, artists,
mathematicians, medical doctors, psychologists, with
masters of doctoral degrees, all suffer job and income
insecurity. What about the elderly? Some, the less
unfortunate, are overwhelmed by the predicament of
not knowing for sure the amount of resources that will be
available at their retirement, or purchasing power of these,
since the programmes of private savings for retirement
do not provide certainty; not to mention the workers
which were victims of their employers, who misused and
squandered their savings, or those who rooted in the
informal economy have no support or, perhaps, will receive
some help bordering on destitution.
The ravages of the crisis, in terms of welfare losses
are, to say the least, long range: ten to fifteen years.
Even if growth takes up again the lost revenue will not
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Since my last contribution to this project (Puyana, 2009a)
I have delved into how to define and how to measure
progress. And now, more firmly than two years ago, I
am convinced that this inquire constitutes an intimate
meditation on how each person hopes the future
should be. Here, this ought to be picture of the future,
concentrates the hopes and worries of an unorthodox
economist, concerned with the specific problems of
developing countries former colonies of great empires,
today dependents of on the centers that generate ninety
five percent of world technology, hubs of economic and
political power. We have to insert in our consideration
on progress, the effects of the so sterile responses to
the obstacles of development of the autistic economics,
which have served as foundation of development plans
and programmes in place since independence.
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recover. With the passive acceptance with which we
react to a fatal event, an eclipse, an earthquake, for
example, governments and multilateral organizations
are talking of a lost generation, as the necessary effect
on employment, of the global financial crisis. And the
one that is being lost is the most educated generation
on record! The measures to overcome the crisis were
timid, tepid and fruitless. With the pretext of preventing
inflation new measures are under way to quickly reduce
the fiscal deficit, when interest rates are close to zero and
the economies of developed countries are far away of the
full employment of productive factors. The main thrust is
been put in cutting the unemployment benefits, freezing
wages, reducing social security and raising the costs of
public services (to multiply by three enrollment fees
of English public universities); governments are asked
to suspend infrastructure works and to privatize what
remains of public property. These policies will hamper the
fragile symptoms of recovery and suggest that authorities
opted for solutions whose costs fall disproportionately on
labour. The socialization of the losses and privatization of
profits are revealed clearly in the adjustment programs
in all Europe and on the discussions on public debt and
public finances in the USA.
As in wars of attrition, crisis is used to discredit, with
false and untenable assumptions, the arguments of these
opposing theses austerity plans (Alesina, 2006). In short,
big financial capital has taken full advantage of the crisis
to this crisis to accelerate the complete dismantling of
the welfare state, one of the greatest social achievements
of the twentieth century: “In effect, the welfare status as
we know, is a major achievement of European civilization,
is one of Europe’s great contributions to the world. The
rest of the world has taken this direction, imitating
increasingly positive values, in many respects, what has
happened in Europe since World War II ended “(Sen,
1999: 1). And the welfare status “... means to provide
some protection to people whom without the help of the
State may not be able to have a minimally acceptable life
according to the criteria of modern society and create
conditions of mutual trust interdependence and social
responsibility required by the market to work and be a
vehicle for freedom and equality. According to Sen, for
Smith “... market economy is not just a matter of trade, it
also incorporates the production, creation of institutions
that enable exchange and the durable. This requires
mutual trust “(Sen, 1999: 2). Our proposal is that the
concentration of wealth that distorts the market nullifies
freedom, and does not allow building trust.

Having said that, it rests to ask: what may offer us the
present and what could we expect from the future? What
would be our reading of the about the progress? After the
crisis, “will the economy return to “equilibrium”? and life
will be back to” normal “? To that normality of “jobless
growth” and declining incomes for the majority while the
privileged centil of population amass wealth?
In Latin America the progress and welfare involve first
reducing extreme concentration of wealth and income
and the inequality in opportunities that concentration
generates once and again. Progress means to eliminate
extreme poverty and reduce relative poverty. Without
controlling inequality in means and resources progress is
not feasible, for reasons that will be mentioned further
ahead. As concluded by the Group D at the meeting
about progress in Latin America, “... progress is the
socially acceptable and legitimate path towards a society
with lower levels of inequality in several dimensions. It
becomes, therefore, in rights and duties of citizens. It is a
process of “social convergence”, which is built by ensuring
universal access to resources, goods, and basic services
necessary for a dignified life, regardless of employment
status or age. Progress is a continuous and dynamic
process, which will procure, within these principles, to
meet the new challenges of society. “
To define progress and to suggest the parameters for
its measurement is useful as long as it contributes to
improving our understanding of social developments, to
identify the reasons why so far the world failed to thrive in
what society considered its ultimate goals. It has to help
us refine our understanding of the real interest behind
the genesis and implementation of public policies and to
understand their effects on progress.
Does the new the concept contribute and improve
the concept of development set for by the pioneers of
development economics, which were concerned with
growth, capital accumulation and industrialization, as
means towards “modernization” and convergence with
the metropolitan countries. How much value does the
idea of progress add to the theoretical proposals of
those authors who thought about the important role of
the state and its institutions in promoting and planning
structural and social change? In what way does the
concept of progress contribute to the concerns of those
economists who “free of the growth fetish”, equated
economic development with the growth process leading
to the elimination of poverty, unemployment and
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From my perspective, a comprehensive definition of
progress should allow us to focus our analysis on the
causes and reasons why Latin America continues as the
most unequal region in the world and has help us to
explain why even during the periods of rapid growth,
inequality in means, income assets and opportunities is
maintained, even increased. The exercise is positive if the
debate on progress helps us delve into the real roots of
social and economic inequality and to focus our analysis
in the theories and policies that breed these inequalities
and to find those that will reduce them.
I therefore propose to ponder how different is that
Latin America today, than the one found by the Baron
of Humboldt in early nineteenth century. According to
Baron of Humboldt’s Ensayo Político Sobre el Reino de la
Nueva España (Humboldt, 1822) the concentration of
wealth and power, and the consequent division of races
and castes in New Spain and Peru, was greater than in
Britain or any European possession in India“... Mexico
is the country with most inequality. Perhaps nowhere
has more frightening flow distribution ... “and added
that these divisions based on wealth“... became an
inexhaustible source of hatred and discord, “from which”
... was born an upset and a roughness that disrupt the
satisfactions social life “ (Humboldt, 1822: ch. 7, p. 4).
For the Illustration, and Humboldt was a man of the
Illustration, humans are naturally inclined to society,
they are social by nature and human sociability is a
virtue. Thus for Humboldt, the lack of sociability, rooted
in the concentration of wealth and power, filled the life
of the inhabitants of New Spain of distrust, insecurity
and bitterness. More recently, Bridsdall suggests that
extreme inequality in wealth and income in Latin America

is a negative feature, which eliminates any possibility of
social mobility and cohesion, inhibits the emulation and
innovation, constricts growth, reduces the potential for
reducing poverty and restricts fields of democratic action
(Bridsdall, 2005). For her it is clear that, first, that the
liberal, export oriented model and globalization have
benefited the most developed and richest leading to
greater divergence between countries and within them.
In the same direction a senior IMF official, had suggested
that the concentration of income and wealth induces
serious negative economic and political issues that affect
social development. And he adds “But perhaps the most
pernicious cost of inequality is its impact on the political
system. In highly unequal societies, a small minority of
the population not only controls a significant share of
economic resources, but also is likely to organize more
effectively and act with a single, coherent voice in the
political process. “ (Ramcharan, 2010), which - adds the
author – “… the rich can more easily act collectively than
can poorer segments of society. This combination of
large resources and effective collective action can give
the rich an outsized voice in the political process, which
can engender economic policies that benefit a few at the
expense of the majority. On top of that all Ramcharan
adds:”... But high inequality also has the potential to alter
the political process, giving the rich a relatively greater
voice than the less homogenous majority. This imbalance
of power can produce policies and economic institutions
that benefit a few at the expense of the broader society.
These policies can in turn further skew the income
distribution and ossify the political system, leading to
even graver political and economic consequences in the
long run. This political power has been clearly showed
the battles to prevent greater regulation to the global
financial system and, more seriously, to our work on
defining progress, they have the power to reduce funding
for the provision of public goods such as education or
health, which is funded by taxes and further favors the
poor. As the latest battle over the increase of USA public
debt did show, the rich and powerful have the muscle to
reduce entitlements under the false pretences that social
expenditure is to blame for the increase of USA fiscal
deficit ignoring both, the causes of the crisis and costs of
the Iraq and Afghanistan wars.

Why discern progress from crisis?
There are clear compelling reasons to consider the causes
and effects of the global financial crisis before giving a
sound definition of progress. The most straightforward is
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inequality and perfected the concept by including the
dualism, urbanization, the transformation of agriculture,
education, health, unemployment, etc., as factors of
development and not as appendixes of the central thesis
of growth (Scott 2010) and of those that since the eighties,
include sustainability and environmental preservation as
a vital component of development. Today we must ask
whether if by focusing the discussion on progress we are
contributing to better understand the adverse effects of
the redrawing the economic borders of the State. The
State weakening reforms will re-invigorating the fetishism
of the market and by that, it would be impossible to
reintegrate fairness and efficiency in an indivisible unit
and to endogenize social policy in models of development
and public policy.
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that, despite the evidence, there is a renewed insistence
on keeping practically untouched the very model that
generates crisis, reproduces the concentration of wealth
and income and maintains social exclusion. Therefore, the
model hinders progress. I reiterate: something is wrong
with the discipline of economics and with economic
policy, and solutions drafted within the framework of
the existing model are not sustainable solutions (Shiller,
2007). As Greenspan (2008) regretted it in his dramatic
appearance before the Senate of the United States, on
October 23rd 2008, the theoretical foundations of both
economic policy and political economy of the past 25
years did collapsed en 2007 and with them, also fall down
the intellectual structure that housed economic policies
for over 25 years, The crisis brought into question the
conception of economics based on the democratizing
effects of a market, wrongly assumed perfect and free,
and discredited the profession of economics. Several
initiatives have been launched to study the effects of the
crisis on the global economic order, a summary of which
is presented in Puyana, 2010.
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The economic theory, from Smith and Ricardo, is based
on “metaphors of physics”. The market’s invisible hand
governs the society and is the mechanism that creates
balance and harmony and automatically restores them
both, when they break. In the seventies the economic
science submerged in the project of assimilating the
macro to micro economy. It accepted that, for analyzing
and solving the problems of growth, inflation, economic
cycles and external shocks, employment, income
concentration it was enough to study the behavior
of individuals. In this view, economists tried, so as
did the physicists, to find the one law that explained
everything. And “... just a theory could do it: one based
on extreme rationality and market efficiency. Another
theory, whatever that was, should consider and account
for market imperfections, economies of scale, failure
information and the irrationality of the actors from faulty
or inadequate information “(Kay, 2009).
Three events have shaken the modern economy and
transformed the way of doing things. First, the crisis of
the thirties, the Great Depression, which gave the final
blow to Say’s Law and the belief that the supply creates its
own demand. The second was the stagflation of the midseventies that led to the debt crisis, derailed the Phillips
curve and the supposed direct relationship between
inflation and employment. And the third was the crash of
stock markets in 2008. It is not clear yet which is the creed

to be buried. Some outdated ideas remain as if they were
zombies. Here are some points in debate: It is proposed
to bury the course of a labor market in balance and in
full employment and recipe as normal a recovery and the
return to steady growth without employment.
Some economists take a more comprehensive approach
and point to two central ideas of the pre crisis conceptual
economic scaffolding which had been widely discredited
by reality: first, the dogma of the “Great Moderation”
which economic agents adopt in periods of instability
of the product, employment and other variables. This
dogma led to the view that monetary policy was the
necessary and sufficient instrument to ensure stability,
and that fiscal policy should be limited to guarantee fiscal
equilibrium. The second idea in crisis, and sustaining the
dogma of the “Great Moderation” is the efficient market
hypothesis (EHM or the acronym in Spanish HME), which
originated in the investor’s rationality gave birth to the
axiom that prices are always correct, and provide the
information needed to the optimal allocation of factors
of production. The author of this thesis and laureate by
modeling it is the economist Fama (1970). Greenspan,
in his explanation of the 2007-08 crisis, identified the
efficient market hypothesis and the rationality of the
individual economic agent which derives from it, as
the causes of the collapse of markets. Many authors
have added to this criticism (Greenspan, 2008; Tahler,
2009; Fox, 1998, Bernstein 1996). Applied to financial
markets, the EHM gave the green light to deregulation
and the adoption of the Hedge Funds and derivatives
and is responsible for the resource-intensive growth,
deforestation, pollution and climate change (Woodward
et al. 2006). After the panic of the crisis, which was
partially solved with the Keynesian type measures, we
see again and again the use these dead ideas, which
zombies, are still roaming around (Quiggin, 2010a).
Finally, there is a strong questioning of the teaching of
economics and nature of the economists that universities
are creating. Experts from the likes of Ronald Coase, Milton
Friedman and Wassily Leontief lamented, at the end of
the eighties, that the economy had become a branch
of applied mathematics totally detached from world
events and real institutions. They sponsored in 1988,
the initiative of the American Economic Association to
establish a High Level Commission to assess postgraduate
teaching of economics in the United States. In 1991
the Journal of Economic Literature published the report
of the Commission, which said, “graduate programs
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In our perspective on the organizational model and
macroeconomic management in Latin America there
are three strains that have not been properly addressed.
These conflicts have make it impossible to achieve the
ultimate goal of any economic policy: raising the welfare
and progress of the entire population. The first tension is
the instrumentation of economic policies centered almost
exclusive in ensuring the highest economic growth, based
on exports and foreign investment. This policy has not
created the right conditions to guarantee the kind of
economic growth needed to generate employment, raise
incomes and to steadily reduce inequality. The second
tension is to condition the reduction of inequality and
poverty to the economic growth targets, transforming
growth from an important instrument into to the ultimate
policy objective. In fact, the elimination of inequality
and poverty has not been set as a policy per se, but an
alternative strategy for economic growth. And growth
cannot be disturbed, with regulation or with distributive
policies. And thirdly, as a result of the previous two, the
management of social policy is consider as an exogenous
policy a cost which contradicts economic goals if not
tamed (Kanbur, 2006).

What do i consider to be progress?
From the foregoing, the elements that I consider crucial
for measuring progress of societies are ‘freedom’, ‘equity’
and ‘security’ as realities that should cover all members
of society and as have been studied from different
perspectives and emphasis by Amartya Sen and others
who have worked these issues through the lens of social
justice, ‘exclusion’ and ‘poverty’ (Sen, 1993; Cohen,
1993; Nussbaum et al., 1993, Korsgaard, 1993). From my
perspective as an economist and based on the authors
pointed out, progress is therefore first and foremost, a
subject matter of philosophical reasoning. Secondly, it is a
policy objective for political purposes. The economy and
economic policies are only the instruments for bringing
the whole society towards this political objective,

according to available means and the parameters or rules
agreed upon and accepted by society.).
And the political objectives change over time and
circumstances. Much has changed in the world; say in the
last 30 years, with the crisis and the gradual dismantling
of the welfare state, the collapse of the socialist camp and
the technological revolution in communications and many
other fields of knowledge. Suffice it to review the treatment
of employment in the founding documents of the OIT and
compare it with existing models. And today we witness
the progressive dismantling the welfare state, under the
pretences of its fiscal cost ignoring its economic, social and
political benefits. It is the triumph of efficiency over equity
and the privatization of profits and socialization of costs.
The most recent example of this strategy is the protracted
discussion to authorize the debt increases in the USA and
the insistence on the reduction entitlements.
I consider as a key task the integration of the concepts
of freedom and security with the idea of progress and to
draw the indicators able to properly measure each other
and to capture their synergies.
I proposed to consider liberty no in the terms of the old
liberalism for which “…the purpose of the state is to
allow each citizen to pursue his or her own conception
of the good, In a non-liberal theory, some conception of
the good is taken as philosophically established, and the
goal of the state is to realize that conception” (Korsgaard,
1993 pag 55). As the same author adds, in the lines of
the new liberalism, there is the urgency to insist in: “…
to employ a rich positive conception of freedom, and on
the idea that certain welfare conditions must be met in
order to achieve what Rawls calls the “worth of liberty”,
the real possibility of taking advantage of one’s rights and
opportunities” (Korsgaard, 1993 pag. 58).
As I noted in my previous considerations about progress
(Puyana, 2009), it is impossible to speak of progress
when, for most people, it is still long the way toward
solving the “economic problem “, i.e. the struggle for
survival (Keynes ...). Or in the words of Sen, most of our
population has not yet achieved freedom: “.... freedom
from hunger or to be free from malaria” (Sen, 1993: 44).
That freedom is essential to the quality of life, of sociability
which is a human need. That freedom is related to the
level of satisfaction of basic needs. “… Unless certain
basic welfare conditions are met and resources and
opportunities’ provided, we cannot seriously claim that
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will produce generations of idiot savants, well versed in
techniques but innocent of actual economic events. “ The
major shortcomings are not teaching history, philosophy,
institutions and economy, nor the classical authors: Smith
and Ricardo, or Litz and Keynes, of course, Marx should
be ignored. From these doubts, there emerge a intensive
discussion on the nature of economists as scientists,
carriers of a rationality and truth supported by an exact
science, as I elaborated in my last contribution.
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society is preserving and protecting everyone’s freedom”
(Korsgaard, 1993).
Freedom is in Sen’s Development as Freedom “a process
of expanding the real freedoms that individuals enjoy.
“ Hence, consider that the expansion of freedom is,
first, a primary goal, and second, the principal mean of
progress. Thus, individual freedom is an “incorporation”
of the primary purpose of development and genuine
development requires that the agency of individuals is
totally free. Freedom is restricted when there is absolute
poverty and deprivation and when the concentration of
wealth cancels market competition and cancels out the
supposedly democratizing and liberating effects free
markets could deliver. These effects of free markets have
been the ideological foundations of welfarism.
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Poverty results from insufficient income which cannot
guarantee a life without deprivation. But, as Sen (2000)
said, in the Aristotelian perspective, a life of poverty is
a life without the freedom to carry out the important
activities that a person has reason to value and poverty
can generate social exclusion. For Sen, there is a
connection between poverty, exclusion and deprivation
by the effects of poverty on social relations. Therefore,
social exclusion can be a part of capability poverty.
Social exclusion includes material deprivation but also
the precariousness of opportunities, capabilities and
freedoms, because it makes it more difficult to interact
socially in a constructive way, and marginalizes large
sectors of the population from the areas where decisions
are taken and decision are implanted on main issues
affecting collective and individual welfare.
My proposal is that the concentration of wealth and
income restricts freedom and limits the “worth of liberty”,
the possibilities to freely take advantage of their rights
and opportunities in order to enjoy rewarding activities
or perform the work that both the individual and society
value and reward. For its effects on political power,
concentration of wealth and income, restrict democracy
and limits the ability to exercise civil rights. Concentration
of wealth sponsors the adoption of policies that don’t
favor the interests of the majority, especially the poorest.
Wealth inequality allowed replacing universal rights for
focalized conditional cash transfers to the extremely poor
population and opening the door the commoditization of
public goods. The programmes of targeted transfers which
because are focalized to benefit only to the absolute poor
do not have the support of the entire population and does

not enjoy full legitimacy, therefore can be reduced or
eliminated any moment. On the other hand, it is difficult to
conceive that under conditions of extreme inequality and
restricted citizenship, there is scope for social cohesion,
based on the equality of all citizens.
In this way, and departing from the above definition of
progress and to deepen their measure, I think we need
a deeper knowledge and understanding of inequality in
wealth, income and their economic, political and social
effects in the terms presented before. Labor is the only
income of the vast majority of households, so I subscribe
to the proposals by Graciela Bensusán and Ívico Ahumada
in this book. But, I would like to add that it is necessary
to link the labor market and the opportunities it provides,
from the perspective of power upon the labour market
held by those who concentrate financial, industrial,
human capital and land. Suffice it to think that they
have the power to define the production function, and
capital intensity of production. Since the early eighties
macroeconomic policies have discriminated against
labor and favored capital accumulation (Ramcharan,
2010). Since then, informal employment and income
concentration has intensified (Ramcharan, 2010).
I suggest we make a formal commitment on the need
to improve the collection, distribution and analysis of
statistics on the concentration of wealth and income
to the as much disaggregation as possible. Data on
concentration of income by deciles, tell us little, very
little about the real scope of concentration, even less
useful is the information by quintiles of income. It’s
a joke, a cruel joke that I, with my meager income of a
university professor, belong to the same decile in which
Mr. Slim is, and he is the richest men in the world. So,
the distribution of income and expenditure must be
submitted in percentiles or tenths of percentile and
establish new procedures for calculating the distribution
so as to eliminate existing distortions, as Julio Boltvinik
and Araceli Damián have worked extensively.
But the most important is to measure the concentration
of wealth and income, and its market power plus their
ability to influence the design of economic policies
and the legitimating of economic doctrines that have
prevailed in the last thirty years (Fitzgerald et al., 2005).
There would be progress in economic thought and
economic policy and thus in society, if - as suggested
by John Quiggin - instead of rational expectations they
developed economic models that take into account and
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integrate the” animal spirits “ i.e. take the human being
as it is with fears, hopes, capable of exuberant optimism
followed by pessimism. The author adds that the economy
needs to accept that “social phenomena such as trust
and security in institutions are crucial to understanding
the macroeconomic phenomena “(John Quiggin, 2010b).
While it might not be measured with the elegance and
parsimony of dynamic general equilibrium models, they
cannot be ignored. In this context, the author suggests
that economists should focus more on realism and less
in rigorous rules, more equity and less on efficiency, and
more humility and less arrogance.

What concentration indicators do i suggest?
In terms of indicators, I will only propose some to
measure the concentration of wealth, trace its trajectory,
and enable assess its impact on freedom, equity, security
and cohesion. I also suggest some on income.
1.

Income distribution percentile or greater
disaggregation feasible. Individuals and households.

2.

Income distribution percentile or greater
disaggregation feasible before and after taxes and
government spending, people and households.

3.

Differences in pay and social security.

4.

Distribution of wealth, according to sectors and
activities. Also in the highest disaggregate level
possible. Examples of what makes up the wealth:
land, bank deposits, vehicles, real estate, mutual
funds, capital goods and stocks, pension funds.

5.

Savings by individuals and households.

6.

Debt owed by individuals, households and corporations,
with the highest possible level of breakdown.

7.

Net wealth, i.e., the total wealth minus debt. This
tends to be more concentrated than gross wealth.

8.

Calculations of average wealth and the medium and
its evolution.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

Alesina, A. et al. (2006), “Who Adjusts and When?
On the Political Economy of Reforms”, Working Paper
12049, http://www.nber.org/papers/w12049
Bridsdall, N. (2005), “The World is not Flat: Inequality
and Injustice in our global Economy”, Wider Novena
Lectura Annual.
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Finance, vol. 25 No. 2: 383-417.
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16.
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18.
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Giulietta Fadda
Quality of urban life and progress

Reflection on progress and quality of life
In the following pages I will develop a few ideas on QOL
and its indicators. As a starting point, I will refer to some
observations on progress presented in various articles by
authors featured in Midiendo el Progreso de las Sociedades.
Reflexiones desde México (Rojas, 2009-a).
There is broad consensus among these authors on the
conceptualization of ‘progress’, which they conceive
as a change in how people live that implies advances
and improvements over their previous situation. Thus,
progress can be defined as a passage from a condition
considered as inferior to one that is considered as superior
(Rojas, 2009-b: 71), but also as a process of betterment
by the population of its living conditions, and not merely in
material terms (Izazola, 2009: 79); and even as the rights
of human beings to gain material and social improvements,
better health, culture and all that contributes to a life that
is free of discrimination, in which there is justice (González,
2009: 41). In other words, as Castañeda sustains, a society

progresses to the extent that it grows more equitable,
tolerant and harmonious, and implements sustainable
development (2009: 155-158).
It is along this line of thought that de la Fuente (2009:
45-47) must be understood, when he notes that the
concept of progress is often associated to those of wellbeing, prosperity, QOL, sustainable development, personal
and collective attainments, thus articulating the theme of
QOL with that of ‘progress’.
It should nonetheless be kept in mind that, if we wish to set
aside a utilitarian and simplistic notion of the term ‘well-being’,
many authors now prefer the term quality of life, especially in
consonance with their opposition to measurements of wellbeing that have employed purely economic concepts, such
as GDP per capita (Nussbaum and Sen, La Calidad de Vida,
1996: 22). Nussbaum and Sen likewise state that a nation’s
prosperity and its inhabitants’ QOL are aspects that are
irrevocably entwined (Pichardo, 2000).
It is on the basis of the above affirmations that I posit that
the concept of QOL and its applicability to the evaluation
of human well-being represents a potential instrument,
an aid for evaluating progress. This assertion is based on
the link between progress and well-being, as well as on
the condition that ad hoc indicators of QOL are possible
to generate, according to the case to be studied, and the
possibility of measuring these two elements. It should
be noted that the term ‘quality’ in these investigations
implies qualitative measurements, and, by extension,
qualitative research methods; and that the concept of
QOL is consequently eminently evaluative or estimative,
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This paper presents reflections on Quality of Life (QOL),
addressed as a referent of progress. Following a review of
some of the contributions from the preceding publication
of the Scientific and Technological Consultative Forum
(Rojas, 2009-a), an operative definition of the concept
of QOL is formulated. It is then used, along with one
case studied in a previous research work, to elaborate
a proposal for the application of certain QOL indicators.
A description is given of how these indicators were
measured and, in conclusion, some suggestions are
presented for their application in public policy.

THE MEASUREMENT OF PROGRESS AND WELL-BEING . PROPOSALS FROM LATIN AMERICA
capable of encompassing a number of multidisciplinary
and multidimensional phenomena, above and beyond
those that fall neatly under any field of specialization.
Therefore, the expert who employs it is obliged to
provide an operative definition, as well as to specify
the indicators on which said definition rests (Quintero
and González, 1997). Further, QOL has been defined
per se as a comparative concept (Szalai, 1980: 19); and
unlike ‘progress’, may be good or bad, better or worse,
depending on the terms of comparison. Thus, there will
be progress only when a positive change occurs in the
indices of QOL.

Quality of life indicators
The indicators I propose for evaluating the QOL of the
groups studied are supported by three investigations
performed on the QOL of specific social groups, in the
urban habitats of Santiago and Valparaiso, Chile.
These investigations are:
1.

FONDECYT #1980865/1998. “Calidad de Vida y
Género en Sectores Populares Urbanos. Estudio
de Caso en Santiago” [QOL and Gender in Popular
Urban Sectors: A Case Study in Santiago] (Fadda, G.
and P. Jirón).

2.

FONDECYT #1000414/2000 “Estudio Comparativo
de la Tríada ’Calidad De Vida-Género-Medio
Ambiente en Tres Comunidades Urbanas del Gran
Santiago”´[Comparative Study of the ‘QOL-GenderEnvironment’ Triad in Three Urban Communities in
the Greater Santiago Area] (Fadda G. and P. Jirón); and
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3.

FONDECYT # 1061179/2006 “Calidad de Vida del
Adulto Mayor en el Hábitat Urbano: estudio del caso
de Valparaíso” [QOL of Older Adults in the Urban
Habitat: Case Study of Valparaiso] (Fadda, G., M.
Carmona, A. Cortés and A. Olivi);

The investigations were coordinated by myself between
1998 and 2009 in collaboration with an interdisciplinary
team. Each investigation dealt with different target groups,
and different socioeconomic strata were selected within
each one. In each case, socioeconomic disparities were
contrasted with the spatial conditions in the respective
urban zones, linking the latter with the subjects’ wellbeing and integratedness in the urban environment.
Thus, a first research objective was to inquire into how

certain conditions of the urban habitat affect QOL for the
group under study. A second objective was to elaborate a
QOL assessment methodology. And finally, the resulting
diagnostic and assessment from these preceding
objectives gave rise to a third -- the generation of QOL
indicators that emerged from an open process and
that included information sources from the community
itself and from experts. We will focus here on the last
of these objectives, to give an account of the process
of generating the indicators which were important for
measuring the various social groups’ well-being. These
indicators, in turn, exert an impact on society’s general
progress. However, a preliminary step is required, which
is that of reviewing the process from its beginnings; and
to this end, some background information follows.
The first two studies (Fadda and Jiron, 1999; Fadda
and Jiron, 2001), carried out in Santiago, focused on
demonstrating hypothetical gender inequalities. The last
one (Fadda, Cortés and Olivi, 2007; Fadda and Cortés,
2009), performed in Valparaiso, focused on age-related
inequalities. In all three an inquiry was made as to the
positive or negative incidence of urban habitat conditions
on the QOL of the group under study. This proposal of
QOL indicators was thus configured on the basis of
concrete cases and included both universal and specific
aspects of the individual subjects’ QOL. While all three
investigations inform this summary, we have taken the
most recent study as our preferential reference.
To successfully propose the abovementioned indicators,
it was necessary to start by defining our concept of QOL.
The definition and its theoretical grounding provided the
overarching guides regarding the major fields of indicators
to consider in evaluating and measuring people’s QOL.
The research objectives, together with interviews with
community representatives and experts, provided the
most specific aspects to consider. It is important to bear
in mind that because of its complexity, the concept of
QOL can be interpreted in various ways, depending on
the evaluative factors considered regarding the life of
an individual or community (Brock, 1996). Moreover,
QOL will unfailingly be contextualized in a specific social
milieu together with its norms, degree of technological
development, values, sociopolitical system – in sum, with
its environment (Victoria Garcia-Viniegras, 2008: 15). This
was particularly evident in our researches, in which the
urban environment’s impact over the target group was
one of the studies’ objectives.
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For Glatzer and Zapf (1984), QOL is a multidimensional
term for well-being, signifying satisfactory ‘objective’ living
conditions, together with a high degree of ‘subjective’
well-being. Moreover, it includes collective well-being
in addition to the individual satisfaction of needs. In
synthesis, aside from being a multidimensional concept,
QOL includes material and non-material, objective and
subjective, individual and collective aspects that condition
the well-being of persons in a determined environment.
It is bound up with the social norms and values that the
individual must accept, with their personal aspirations and
degree of satisfaction with respect to the most important
domains within which they live out their lives. It therefore
follows that objective indicators are indispensable but
insufficient, and require an indisputable complement. In
other words, it must be clarified how the objective aspects,
which are largely linked to the socio-economic aspects,
are expressed in the individual, and how important such
indicators are for him (Victoria García-Viniegras, 2008:
112). From the conception of QOL adopted, it is inferred
that we must measure people’s degree of well-being from
the perspective of objective conditions (needs) as well as
from that of subjective ones (perceptions).
On the other hand, given the interdisciplinary nature of the
knowledge of QOL and its inclusion of all aspects of life, some
authors recommend circumscription to sectoral studies
(Scheer, 1980), albeit applying an interdisciplinary approach.
Following this criterion, in our case the QOL assessment
was done from the perspective of the urban environment,
specifically focusing on habitat at the neighborhood level
(See discussion in Fadda and Cortes, 2007).

With the concept of QOL thus defined, it becomes of
enormous validity to assess the conditions and wellbeing of social groups in a determined environment.
This is because analyzing a community’s ‘quality of life‘
means studying, not merely the physical and objective
conditions, but the subjective experiences that individuals
have of living in their habitat as well. It implies assessing
how individuals live, their expectations of transforming
their living conditions, and the degree of satisfaction
gained. In this sense, it is necessary to develop QOL
indicators by means of both quantitative and qualitative
methodological tools.
A key question for approaching the problem of QOL and
its indicators in praxis is: what type of circumstances
provide good conditions for living (Scanlon, 1996: 245)?
In our case, this question was framed in accordance with
the objectives of each one of our studies.
Without losing sight of the preceding conceptual
approaches, our researches formulated QOL as a social
construct that is largely shaped by each target group,
and in which qualitative, subjective indicators have been
present, aside from quantitative and objective indicators.

Generation, use and scope of qol indicators
To propose the pertinent indicators for each case, an
attempt was made to develop a referential framework
with elements having global validity, supplemented with
others that were specific to each study.
With regard to the general framework, the Final
Report of the UNESCO Expert Meeting on Indicators of
Environmental Quality and Quality of Life (1978: 91)
presents a scheme that seemed useful to apply as a guide
for data collection and QOL indicator selection. It was our
starting point for the first research project (FONDECYT #
1980865 / 1998) and was subsequently integrated into
the projects that followed.
The framework brings together objective elements
(mainly aimed at measuring environmental
conditions) and subjective elements (aimed at
assessing environmental quality) in the evaluation of
individuals’ well-being. Milbrath (1978) had already
formulated a basic distinction between “environmental
conditions”, which can be measured objectively, and
“environmental quality”, which should be evaluated
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The concept of QOL emerged in the 1970s as a reaction
to economicist and quantitative criteria applied in ‘social
reports’ or studies on living standards. In 1970, the OECD
stressed that economic growth was not an end in itself but
an instrument for creating better living conditions; thus
its quality aspects had to be emphasized (Rueda, 1998).
This affirmation situates the problem beyond the bounds
of a merely technocratic stance. However, many current
approaches have used the concept in an ambiguous,
indiscriminate and/or reductionist manner, divesting it
of its real meaning. It has often been associated solely
to conditions of a quantitative order and of the physical
environment. However, if we are to access a totalizing,
holistic and more current conception of QOL, we must
also include those conditions that emanate from social
relations, developmental expectations and perceptions of
individuals or communities.
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TABLE1. TYPES OF FACTS AND DATA
Type of fact
Type of data
Researcher’s direct observation

Verbal reports by individuals

Objective facts regarding material things

Things that people do, say or believe

Counting, measurement or illustration of physical
things
Behavioral observations
(Clearly objective)
1. Responses to questionnaires
2. Content analysis
3. Debate
(Clearly

Verbal reports on things

Source: UNESCO 1978

TABLE 2. INDICATOR SELECTION CRITERIA
1. Significant environmental elements
Catalogued in five fields: human, sociocultural,
natural, physical and economic-financial

2. Objective indicators: needs
(Counting, measurement, illustration and reports
on environmental conditions and facts)

3. Subjective indicators: perceptions
(Observation, surveys, interviews and
discussions)

Source: Fadda and Jirón, 1999; adapted from Milbrath and UNESCO
on the basis of subjective perceptions. For example,
“environmental conditions” are degrees of cleanliness
of air and water, GNP per capita, the average number
of square meters of housing per person and so on.
“Environmental quality”, on the other hand, refers to
qualitative aspects as measured by users’ perception;
for example, housing, garbage collection, paving,
facilities, etc.
Table 2 consists of three columns to be filled out with the
respective significant environmental elements and the
subjective and objective indicators in each investigation.
This scheme shows the criteria adopted for selecting
indicators, in line with those of Table 1.
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In general, predominantly quantitative methods were
used to gather the objective data, such as secondary
information, census data and field observations
of physical aspects of the areas for study. For the
recommendation and systematization of the subjective
indicators, the starting point was theoretical discussion
and the review of aggregate results of qualitative
methods, in which the opinions of the participants and
experts consulted were important.
Given the complexity of the QOL study, no single
indicator can be established but rather a set of indicators,
selected and configured according to each study’s
specific objectives. It was also necessary to combine

and complement various methods and data sources,
applying a triangulation to reduce possible analytical and
methodological biases and raise the results’ validity and
confidence level.
In our case, the choice of specific indicators varied according
to the objectives of each investigation. In all of them a uniform
classification into ‘fields’ was maintained, in accordance with
the primordial domains wherein people conduct their lives
(Adapted from IDS, 1997), as follows: human, sociocultural,
natural, physical, and economic-financial.
In a first stage of the most recent research (FONDECYT
#1061179-2006), and following the study of the QOL
definition for each group included in the sample, the
instruments for collecting quantitative and qualitative
field data were designed. Included in the former
were: field observation data cards, case files and data
cards for the compilation of hard data (statistical and
bibliographic information, etc.). The latter included
Delphi questionnaires and in-depth interviews, Focus
Group seminars (see Fadda, Cortes and Olivi, 2007),
brainstorming. All of these methods provided inputs for
elaborating the indicators and the questionnaire and
methodology of the perception survey to be applied
to 480 seniors in selected areas of the city. The second
stage, essentially consisting of field work, was a study of
the existing interactions between the urban structure and
elderly QOL in Valparaiso. The third stage focused on the
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relationships between ‘habitat/QOL/support networks’
and on identifying adverse and/or favorable conditions
for older adults’ QOL in the city.

in the survey of older adults’ QOL perceptions for
Valparaiso. The latter provided the basis for statistical
analysis and measurements.

Using a dump table (See Table 3), the primary and
secondary information gathered was organized in five
fields, superimposing the guideline for Table 2, classifying
the information as objective (needs) or subjective
(perceptions). Indicators and sub-indicators were also
defined, which gave rise to the questions to be included

QOL indexes were prepared, based on the results of the
perception survey for each of the indicators and subindicators, providing a quantified assessment of the results.
At the same time that the survey provided a quantitative
approximation to the analysis, this last was also

TABLE 3. QOL INDICATORS EMPLOYED IN FONDECYT RESEARCH PROJECT #1061179-2006 (continues...)
Fields

Indicators

Sub-indicators

Older adults per residence
CHARACTERIZATION

No. of Homes
Group of persons in residence: age, head of household (HOH), gender of HOH
Educational level
Social problems

• Alcoholism
• Delinquency

The city

• Access
• Use
• Difficulties

Ageing

•
•
•
•
•

Expectations
Satisfaction
Feeling heard, valued, considered
Self-esteem
Emotional life

Use of free time

•
•
•
•

Activities during free time
Frequency of activities
Satisfaction with activities
Lack of activities

Health (physical and mental)

•
•
•
•
•

Self-care vs. Independence
Preventive Health Care
Doctor Visits
Mental Health: Depression, Anxiety
Disability

Health Service

• Opportunities of Access
• Services Received (How OA are treated)
• Prevention

Training

•
•
•
•

Activities

• Type of Activities Engaged In
• Active Ageing
• Passive Ageing

Emotional life

• Intimacy
• Close Relationships

Skills, knowledge, work capabilities,
health

Support from Institutions
Information
Access to Training Centers and Workshops
Ongoing Training
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TABLE 3. QOL INDICATORS EMPLOYED IN FONDECYT RESEARCH PROJECT #1061179-2006 (continues...)
Fields

Indicators

Sub-indicators
• Community Bonds
• Relationships
• Cross-generational Relationship
• Participation
a) Formal
b) Informal

Social Networks
Identify existence and characteristics

• Territorial Bonds
• Identity
• Rootedness
• Family and Social Roles
• Isolation and Segregation
• Friendliness:
• Sharing with Neighbors
• Sharing with Friends

SOCIOCULTURAL
Social networks, ability to take action
(empowerment), roots and identity.
Heritage City and Culture

•
•
•
•
•
•

Neighborhood:
Tranquility
Safety
Beauty
Cleanliness
Noise

• Connectivity and Transport
• Rights to the City
Public Safety

• Pockets of Crime
• Police
• Fire Fighters

Opportunities for Recreation
Authorities in relation to Problems of
Older Adults
Sports Services

ENVIRONMENT

Empowerment

• Participation

Aire

• Air Pollution

Environmental Health

• Micro Garbage Dumps in Neighborhood
• Garbage Collection (Quality)
• Pests and Stray Animals

Noise

• Noise Pollution

Topographical
Vulnerability

•
•
•
•
•

Slope
Ravines
Hills
Plain
Official Measures for Disaster Prevention

•
•
•
•
•

Roads and City Transport (Accessibility)
Distance to Basic Infrastructure and Services
Plain-Hill Connectivity
Public transport
Transportation Most Used
Signage

Environment and Sustainability
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PHYSICAL
Equipment and infrastructure

Ease of Access
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TABLE 3. QOL INDICATORS EMPLOYED IN FONDECYT RESEARCH PROJECT #1061179-2006 (ends)
Fields

Indicators

Sub-indicators
•
•
•
•
•
•

Equipment Availability
Condition of Urban Fitment Construction
Service
Green Areas
Pedestrian Areas
Bicycle paths

Housing

•
•
•
•
•

Size
Construction
Heating - (Existence, Type, Consumption)
Habitability
Risks

Infrastructure and Basic Services

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Surface Drains
Storm water Runoff Canals
Electricity
Water
Sanitary Sewers
Street Cleaning
Lighting
Garbage Collection
Mail Delivery

Pension and Retirement

•
•
•
•

Income
Level of Indebtedness
Access to Loans or Credit
Savings Capacity

Poverty and Homelessness

• Overcrowding
• Poverty
• Homelessness

Administration and Family Budget

•
•
•
•

Urban Fitment
a) Access
b) Existence
c) Quality

PHYSICAL
Equipment and infrastructure

Privacy

Financial Resources

supplemented with the results from other instruments,
especially qualitative ones (i.e., Focus Group and InDepth Interviews), thus constituting a triangulation. The
complementation between quantitative and qualitative
results was designed to create a feedback loop between
number and significance for each indicator and subindicator. Overall, the results of the survey and the
qualitative instruments were coherent and posed no
significant contradictions.
A statistical formula assigned a value to each response
to the perception survey, from 0 to 1. The ranges for the
scores were as follows:

0.00
0.25
0.50
0.75

to
to
to
to

Managing the Family Budget
Contributing to the Family Budget
Allocating a Portion of Income to the Family Budget
Making Family Budget Decisions

0.24 = Very Poor QOL
0.49 = Poor QOL
0.74 = Good QOL
1.00 = Very Good QOL

From the analysis of the research results (Fadda and
Cortes, 2009), referred to the five major fields under which
QOL indicators for the elderly were grouped together,
the economic-financial and environmental indicators
received the lowest average ratings. Highest rated was
the ‘human’ sphere, referred to the respondents’ skills,
knowledge, job capabilities and health (See Table 4). The
ratings scale went from 0 (lowest) to 1 (highest).
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TABLE 4. INDEX OF ELDERLY QOL BY FIELD
Field

Index

Economic-Financial

0.48

Environmental

0.48

Sociocultural

0.52

Physical

0.59

Human

0.68

Fuente: Fadda y Cortés (2009)

Table 5 and Figure 1 show the data broken down into 21
indicators (in the investigation they were divided into
104 sub-indicators, presented in Table 3) for evaluating
QOL of Valparaiso’s elderly. For a more comprehensive
analysis, see Fadda and Cortes, 2009.
Table 5 and Figure 1 show the Indexes by indicator,
differentiated by City Zone (Columns 1 to 4) and the
overall average value (Column 5). They are sorted in
ascending order according to this latter value, from the
lowest rated (participation in organizations), to the best
perceived (Use of Free Time). The order is represented by
a spiral, as illustrated in Figure 1.

TABLE 5. INDEX ORGANIZED ACCORDING TO PERCEPTIONS ( VERY POOR / VERY GOOD)

Very poor

Poor

Good

Very Good

C°V

Pl E

Pl V

General
Index Value

Participation in organizations

0,09

0,06

0,11

0,08

0,09

Neighborhood needs

0,23

0,09

0,19

0,27

0,20

Neighborhood safety factors

0,33

0,17

0,18

0,17

0,21

Pollution

0,33

0,35

0,22

0,20

0,28

Consideration for your perceptions

0,52

0,39

0,35

0,46

0,43

Educational level

0,57

0,35

0,44

0,45

0,45

Vulnerability to catastrophes

0,55

0,39

0,42

0,44

0,45

Economic situation

0,50

0,43

0,39

0,50

0,46

Family income

0,57

0,31

0,47

0,52

0,47

Quality of services in your neighborhood

0,61

0,58

0,55

0,56

0,57

Expectations for the future

0,69

0,56

0,60

0,59

0,61

Health conditions

0,68

0,57

0,61

0,67

0,63

Evaluation of your life experience

0,72

0,59

0,68

0,68

0,66

Environmental hygiene

0,72

0,60

0,62

0,70

0,66

Perception of your neighborhood

0,86

0,55

0,67

0,64

0,68

Affective support

0,79

0,69

0,66

0,68

0,70

Opinion of your neighbors

0,82

0,72

0,75

0,70

0,75

Age discrimination

0,88

0,82

0,78

0,81

0,82

Support given to others

0,88

0,74

0,91

0,87

0,85

Privacy of the home

0,96

0,94

0,94

0,91

0,94

Use of free time

1,00

0,96

1,00

0,96

0,98

Indicator

* C ° E: Financially Stable Hill
* Pl V: Economically Vulnerable Plain
* C ° V: Economically Vulnerable Hill * Pl E: Financially Stable Plain
Source: Fadda and Cortés (2009)
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Index value according to Urban Zone
C°E

Perception
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FIGURE 1. INDICATOR INDEXES ARRANGED IN ASCENDING ORDER

These graphs point to the significant differences in how
different aspects of the QOL of Valparaiso’s older adult
residents are rated. If we observe the spiral in Figure 1,
we can say that the most negatively evaluated elements
(those closest to the center = 0) are those concerning
participation in organizations, equipment and neighborhood
safety requirements. These are followed in ascending
order by pollution, lack of consideration for their views,
family income, economic status, educational level and
vulnerability to disasters. These indexes remain below the
median of 0.5. At the other extreme, perceived as very
good are: absence of age discrimination; the support that
the elderly can give to others; privacy of the home, and use
of their free time. In general it may be inferred that, unlike
the lowest-rated factors, the best-perceived elements are
those that are more contingent on the elderly’s individual
initiative than on the intervention of local government.

Out of all the respondents, 78.3% said they considered
it a friendly city to live in. However, quality of life in
Valparaiso was rated 0.47, which chalks up as “poor QoL”.

To close the survey, queries of a general sort were posed
to measure whether Valparaiso was or was not perceived
as being a friendly city to older adults, and the QOL it
offered them.

When provision is made for the observance of these
conditions, the indicators and sub-indicators as well
as their respective resulting measurements prove to
be of decisive importance for a broad range of sectoral

Proposal for Incorporation of Indicators in Public Policy
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While the indicators worked with in this particular
investigation, above all those designated as sub-indicators,
were specific to its objectives, they were generated over
overarching theoretical and methodological elements
that can be useful as a platform for defining ad hoc
indicators for other cases of public policy in this same
area. It may be affirmed that the methodology and more
general indicators would be valid for any case of QOL
studies on the city, and for generating additional or more
global indicators. Many of the sub-indicators can likewise
be applicable to other cases, following due evaluation.
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authorities, whether local or central, concerned with
making public policy decisions regarding habitat
(i.e., housing, city planning, health, education, socioeconomics, history, heritage, etc.). The index values
obtained are a reliable basis for formulating pertinent
recommendations to local or central agencies, for
implementing improvements in urban development
policymaking and for the management and design of
the urban environment, orienting these toward the
improvement of older adults’ urban QOL.
According to the positive or negative results yielded by the
measurements, corrective measures and/or conciliating
public policies may be proposed, as appropriate to each
set of circumstances.
By way of an example in our specific case, if we wish to
improve older adults’ QOL, the worst-evaluated indicators
should be considered priority areas to be addressed by
local government public policies. It is undoubtedly of great
importance to promote synergy between community
participation and the remedial measures adopted to
reduce the detected deficits. A joint action plan might be
jointly envisioned by local authorities and this age group
for implementing interventions at the local or national
level in order to:

•

Encourage this age group’s participation in organizations.

•

Promote and strengthen their social networks.

•

Invest in urban infrastructure and an efficient public
transport system specifically.

•

Plan the development of green areas, especially in
the most underserved parts of the Valparaiso hills.

•

Schedule activities in sports and cultural centers
specifically aimed at these sectors.

•

Implement strategies for the improvement of public
safety, especially in public spaces frequented by large
numbers of the elderly.

•

Propose dynamic and innovative continuing education
programs, especially aimed at the adult population.

•

Tackle other critical issues directly related to the
preceding point, such as the economic situation and
insufficient pensions.

•

Replicate favorably-evaluated experiences, such as
outpatient health services, in other areas.

Allow me to conclude by quoting Arlette Pichardo
Muñiz (2000):
Quality of life, understood as the ultimate goal of sustainable
human development, and not as the exclusive right of some
minorities, can become a powerful tool to guide those
who bear the responsibility for making decisions, both
institutionally and nationally. The proposal of converting
its conceptualization and measurement into the subject of
studies on sustainable human development represents a
challenge and an opportunity.
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Ruben George Oliven
Progress and happiness

Well-being: 1. State of full satisfaction of the body and/
or spirit; 2- Sensation of safety, comfort, tranquility; 3.
Material condition able to provide a pleasant existence;
prosperity.
Happiness: 1- Quality or state of happy; state of
a completely satisfied conscience; satisfaction,
contentment, well-being; 2. Good fortune, luck; 3.
Favorable outcome, to get something right, success. 4.
Wishes of good fortune; congratulations; 5. Everlasting
fortune, eternal salvation.1
In the center of the Brazilian flag you can read “Order
and Progress”. Those words reflect the influence that the
positivist philosophy had on the military that proclaimed
the republic in 1889. Positivism was a philosophy that
1 Houaiss Dictionary of the Portuguese Language

served well the objectives of Republicans in Brazil. It
was based on an evolutionist model of mankind in which
societies would begin on a theological state; would then
go through a metaphysical stage until they finally reached
the positive or scientific stage. This model met the
interests of the Brazilian elite because it would help them
face the issue of Brazil’s “backwardness”. As long as they
followed a model that was created upon scientific laws,
the country would be able to progress.
The motto of Augusto Comte, father of Positivism, was
“Love as the principle, order as the basis; progress as
the goal”. In 1993, when Brazil began to make progress
through urbanization and industrialization in a very fast
pace, Noel Rosa, one of the greatest Brazilian samba
composer, wrote the song Positivism and here is part of
its lyrics:
Love comes as a principle, order as the basis
Progress is what must come as the goal
You despised Auguste Comte´s Law
And you went away to be happy far away from me

When making a parody with a basic principle of
positivism, Noel was raising awareness, using humor;
that the reasons of the heart do not obey the rigorous
Comtian philosophy.
In the beginning of the seventies in the twentieth century,
I wrote an article entitled “Progress, Happiness, Inc.”.
In that paper I discussed the frequent use of the terms
“progress” and “happiness”. I questioned the idea that
the first would necessarily lead to the next:
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Progress: 1. Act or result of making progress, progression,
progressing; 2. Movement forwards, advance; 3. The fact
of expanding, spread, spreading, expansion; 4. Change of
the state (of something) that moves it onward to a superior
standard; growth; 5. Change considered desirable or
favorable; advance, betterment, development; 6. Inclusion
in people’s daily routine, of new discoveries made in
technology, healthcare, construction, transportation, etc.
7. The enrichment process of a city, region, country, etc.
thanks to industrialization and new businesses, urban
transportation, roads, means of communication, etc.;
development; 8. The evolution of mankind, of civilization,
modernization; 9. Increase in the amount or intensity of
(something bad), worsening.
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There does not seem to be such positive correlation between
the economic and technological progress and happiness.
There is nothing to prove that societies making progress
in their technique can actually make their inhabitants any
happier. As far as happiness is concerned, I understand
the definition from Camus when he stated: “But what is
happiness if not a simple agreement between a being
and its own existence?” This definition seems to be very
objective to me and it does not establish value judgements
(Oliven 1974: 32).
This brings us to some of the main questions asked by the
organizers of this event: “What do we want to consider as
progress in the 21st century?” “Which indicators - existing
or to be structured - are relevant to measure progress in
societies and the well-being of their inhabitants? Which
are the areas of opportunity for the incorporation of those
indicators in the public policy?” We know nowadays that
there are many models of development, and that some of
them, created and imposed by elites, often well intended,
have resulted in disaster for the populations targeted by
them. Therefore, to discuss the effect that progress has
on different populations is a subject of great relevance.
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Progress is a western concept and it is relatively new.
Traditional or pre- modern societies do not follow the idea
that it is always necessary to improve the state of things.
Even in western cultures, the concept of an evolution in
which societies would gradually improve, is quite new and
consolidated itself with the creation of modernity. The
knowledge of progress evokes the image of the Sisyphus
myth: each time we reach a certain desired level, it is no
longer a goal therefore, new and more challenging goals
need to be set. When analyzing the British rule in India,
Marx criticized severely the spoliation process that the
British enforced over that country. But, reflecting the
prevailing ideas of his time, he said that what redeemed
British colonization was the fact that India was actually
being rescued from its “millennial lethargy”. What lies
beneath this statement is the idea that nothing had
happened in that territory before the English had arrived.
We know however, the weight that “progress” has on
the populations that before the arrival of the colonizers
weren’t blessed by its holy presence. What did India
really gain after waking up from its so-called lethargy?
Behind the notion of progress, we have the so-called
dichotomy or contrast theories. They usually compare
societies, opposing their characteristics through
dichotomies or in a contrastive way: traditional/rational;

backward/modern, community/society, rural/urban,
sacred/secular, mechanical solidarity/organical solidarity,
etc. This type of theories tries to explain social changes
based on a linear evolution that would happen on a
continuum in which societies would gradually move from
one pole to another. Reality, however, is more complex:
in the same society traditional and modern, secular
and sacred attitudes and values, among other, coexist.
What is relevant is precisely the combination of aspects
that seem to be antagonistic, but in reality coexist in an
articulate and complex way.
Happiness is also a cultural concept created in the West.
Aristotle saw in “eudemonia”, that is happiness, the
objective of human being’s actions. Jeremy Bentham, the
British philosopher from the 18th and 19th century, and
advocate of the utilitarianism, believed that happiness
was the greatest asset of all while the main goal of
public policies should really be to provide well-being
for the population. According to Bentham, the greatest
happiness of the majority defined what was right or
wrong. The Declaration of Independence of the United
States begins with the statement that among people’s
unalienable rights, it is the pursuit of happiness.
In 1930 Sigmund Freud published his last book “Civilization
and Its Discontents”. This book was completed a few
weeks before the crash of the New York Stock Exchange
in October 1929, which made history because it affected
the life of millions of people, not only in the United
States but also all over the world. When Freud wrote this
book Nazism was growing strong in Germany and that
probably had some influence in the dark mood reflected
in his book. In it the father of psychoanalysis analyzed
the meaning of human life and stated that human beings
pursued happiness. In his own words: “They strive after
happiness; they want to become happy and to remain
so.” (Freud 1989: 25). But, the pursuit of happiness is
difficult because it is limited by a series of hindrances:
“Thus our possibilities of happiness are already restricted
by our constitution. Unhappiness is much less difficult to
experience. We are threatened with suffering from three
directions: our own body, which is doomed to decay and
dissolution and which cannot even do without pain and
anxiety as warning signals; the external world, which may
rage against us with overwhelming and merciless forces
of destruction; and finally from our relations to other
men. The suffering which comes from this last source
is perhaps most painful to us than any other. We tend
to regard it as a kind of gratuitous addition, although it
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Reality has changed a lot in the last eighty years. A few
weeks before Freud passed away; the World War II had
begun, it ended with the atomic bomb and the beginning
of the cold war. Those times brought an important increase
of the population and a rapid urbanization process. All of
that was followed by a remarkable development in science
and the creation of new technologies. Those should be at
the service of the progress and well-being of people. But,
it didn’t really work that way; the new technologies were
often used for war purposes, and the benefits of scientific
and technological growth were unequally distributed
among and within countries.
One of the promises of modernity was that thanks to the
increasing use of technology we would have more time
and more money available. Unfortunately, what really
happened was the exact opposite. According to Cross,
“time and money are great scarcities of modern life”
(Cross 1993; 1). He argues that in the period between the
two great world wars, individuals from different social
classes in the United States and Western Europe believed
that industrial productivity would make a historical
dream come true: the satisfaction of physical human
needs. That would create more free time and bring more
opportunities for leisure. But, in the middle of the 20th
century it became clear that those initial ideas about time
were never achieved. This failure is directly related to the
creation of a society of mass consumption. This society
has proved wrong the common belief that people had
limited needs, on the contrary, they have increased the
demand, and the consequence was that consumers had
to work even harder to satisfy their own needs.
On the same note, I would like to mention that aside
from the obvious advantages brought by modern
communication technology, they increased costs, resulted
in less free time and loss of individual autonomy. Let us
begin by mentioning the financial issue. The computer
and technology gadgets require a significant individual
investment that we did not have. Before, people in a
middle class household needed to have objects like:
furniture, stove, fridge, radio, television and telephone.
Nowadays, besides the aforementioned utensils we
also need: freezers, microwaves, washing and drying
machines, dishwasher, cable or satellite TV, DVD’s, cellphones, plus a bunch of other computer and technology

gadgets. These ones are very expensive and get outdated
amazingly fast besides the fact that they constantly
demand the use of new software. At the same time that
a car could last for ten years, as long as it is well taken
care of, we cannot expect the same from a computer that
may become obsolete in a couple of years plus won’t run
the latest software package. What all those equipments
mean is that we need to think carefully before making
“the right choice” when purchasing them; they also
require constant updating and we need to know how
to use the software. If we calculate the useful life of a
computer in five years with a price of 1,000 US Dollars,
we’ll have an approximate cost of 17 US Dollars per
month only for the machine. To that we would have to
add the subscription of the web provider plus access to
broadband software that may cost almost 30 US Dollars
per month. If we add those to the purchase of software
plus other types of equipment, we’ll see that the cost for
the item computer/technology in our domestic budget
will be higher and higher.
We can say something similar about time. What is the
average amount of hours that a person spends reading
their email? How many hours are dedicated to surfing the
web? What is the average amount of information that we
use when we see millions of entries about a certain topic
on Google? How many hours do we spend on such great
amount of information? What to do with this excess of data?
When we discuss the real benefits of technological
progress, we can also mention the harmful impact on the
environment caused by rich countries and their practices
through hyper consumption and planned obsolescence.
Therefore, it is normal to wonder if we really need to
change cars every year, buy new stereos, etc. The issue
is that from a different perspective, vast segments from
the poorest sectors of the population in less developed
countries really want to move up in the consumption
scale. They want to buy their first refrigerator, washing
machine, television, car or computer. From that same
perspective, to move up in the consumption scale
means to conquer one of the dimensions of modern
citizenship. But, consumption alone does not mean
happiness: It is very common to see that populations
with a high consumption level report to be less happy
than populations in the beginning of their consumption
life. Again, it is difficult to generalize about the meaning
of the consequences of progress, and if it actually brings
any happiness at all.
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cannot be any less fatefully inevitable than the suffering
which comes from elsewhere” (Freud 1989:26).
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As we can see, the concepts of progress and happiness
are complex and certainly difficult to manage. For that
reason, maybe it would make more sense to talk about
the well-being instead of progress or happiness. The
reason is simple: as long as progress and happiness are
highly ethnocentric concepts and hard to manage, it is
easier to decide what we understand as well-being and
create indicators to measure it. The notion of well-being
is obviously dated and located, but there is a certain
amount of ingredients that are far more consensual. It
is about setting criteria, constantly reformulated by each
society, and by the group of agencies that represent them
worldwide in order to define the parameters which would
be considered good for a certain number of societies. The
conception and measurement of the well-being could then
be used in public policies in order to benefit populations
without imposing models that are alien to them.
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In spite of the difficulty to have a consensus around how
to measure well-being, we live in a world that is more
and more globalized in which the comparison among
different societies is always in place; and to compare we
need indicators. Then we ask the question: how to make
indicators that can be applied to different societies? How do
we make sure that those indicators are not ethnocentric?

case of immigrants who usually compare themselves to
their previous situation in their country or place of origin,
instead of comparing themselves with the inhabitants of
their new country or region). In that sense, deprivation
is also relative. Immigrants who work long hours, and
have low income in comparison to the local population
do not compare themselves to them; they do compare
themselves to the people they left behind; they also hope
their sons and daughters to have a better future. What
counts here is not only their current situation, but also
how they perceive it.
In spite of the risks involved in any measurement,
especially the ones with complex concepts, such as
the progress of societies and the well-being of their
populations, its measurement is a challenge that deserves
to be taken. For methodological purposes, perhaps we
could group the indicators in some categories as follows:
1.

Economic indicators: a) Gross domestic product, b)
inflation; c) unemployment rates, d) per capita income;

2.

Social and Economic indicators: a) income distribution,
b) wealth distribution, c) access to basic consumer
goods, e) access to housing; d) working conditions;

Clearly we have certain phenomena that we wish to
see as little as possible, such as: homicide, suicide,
alcoholism, drug use, abuse to women and children;
pollution, unequal money distribution, poverty, illiteracy,
unemployment, disrespect to human rights, etc. But,
many of these indicators are problematic. We know that,
for example, poverty is a relative concept. A certain income
would be considered under the poverty level in a given
country while the same amount could be considered high
income in another country. As per the concept of human
rights, in countries like China for example, they insist that
such concept is a western creation. On the other hand, in
the United States they see themselves as the paladins of
human rights, and yet they have one of the largest rates
of incarceration and death sentences (Oliven 2010).

3.

Social indicators: sanitation, air quality, housing, etc.;

4.

Health indicators: a) life expectancy, b) infant mortality;
c) access to health services, d) care of the elderly
population/senior citizens program; e) leisure facilities;

5.

Educational indicators: a) illiteracy rate, b) average
schooling level of the population, d) access to
higher education;

6.

Indicators of mental health: a) suicide rate, b)
alcoholism rate, c) drug use, etc.;

7.

Human Rights Indicators a) violence rate, b) abuse
and disrespect to human rights;

When we discuss well-being, it is important to bring up
the satisfaction level of inhabitants in a certain region
of the world. The concept of satisfaction is relative. It is
relative to what type of situation the previous generation
(especially the parents) was in when they were our age; it
is relative to the people of our generation who are closer
to us (brothers, cousins, friends, colleagues, neighbors,
etc.). It is relative to our previous situation (this is the

8.

Citizenship indicators: a) access to judiciary, b)
corruption rates; c) freedom of speech, etc.

9.

Recognition, respect and strengthening of minority
groups and the historically excluded: a) policies of
social inclusion;

10. Satisfaction at work;
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11. Future expectations: comparison between the past
and the vision of the future.

resulted from reality and the context where they would
be applied later.

In order to make these or other indicators relevant, both
scientifically and methodologically, it is necessary to study
them regionally. If we compare them globally, we would
probably run into a lot of problems. It is also necessary
to have these indicators built upon the same populations
researched. This would give us tools and indexes that

Finally, it is necessary to realize that progress, happiness
and well-being are relative concepts. They are relative
to time, context, reality, values, etc. They are constantly
changing under those circumstances. Therefore, the
creation and implementation of indicators require
constant debate and updating.
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Subjective wellbeing or happiness as the supreme goal
of the progress of societies
“Our object in the construction of the State
is the greatest happiness of the whole,
and not that of any one class.”
Plato, The Republic

The idea of progress
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motivates children to learn, offering a reward. The same
goes for politicians in their presidential campaigns:
creating motives in citizens, by way of offerings, so that
they will vote for them. In both types of motivation the
motivated person is guided towards goals or objectives
with the intention of achieving them. Current theories
have gone further in the explanation of intrinsic and
extrinsic motivation in the measure in which individuals
reach their goals and enjoy reaching them (see Herrera &
Matos (2009); Gargurevich, Leyten, & Corveleyn (2009)).

Motivation for progress
By analyzing the word ‘progress’ we may infer that for
there to be progress, either individual or collective,
individuals or institutional leaders who promote change
must be highly motivated to develop actions, often long
term ones, they must promote defined objectives and
achievable goals, and the possibility of obstacles must
be foreseen. There are certain factors which are often
mentioned in the execution of this process: commitment
towards the achievement of a goal, trust in oneself and
in the final success, proposal of important and attractive
goals. The wish to succeed is supplemented by persistence
and perseverance, even in face of adversity. It is important
to mention that the re-evaluation of objectives, and
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The Diccionario de la Real Academia Española (the Royal
Spanish Academy Dictionary or DRAE according to its
Spanish acronym) defines the word ‘progress’ as “the
action of advancing forward / 2. Advancement, step
forward, perfecting”. If we analyze this definition we can
see that it is an action or process which tends to produce
a satisfactory change forward, through the individual’s
intervention, which leads to personal improvement.
This activity was traditionally called “will” or “voluntary
action” because it is foreseen and premeditated by one
person with the aim of reaching a self-proposed goal.
Today, instead of will, we prefer to use the term “intrinsic
motivation”, which has the mentioned qualities. It differs
from the construct “extrinsic motivation” because in
the latter the person is motivated from the outside to
carry out an activity thought up by a motivating agent.
Generally speaking, motivation is the operation of creating
“motives”, where the motivated person acquires the
energy needed to execute an activity directed towards
a goal or the satisfaction of a specific need. The teacher
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the value of obtaining successful results, increases the
person’s tenacity and confidence in his or her own human
potential. Within the context of Positive Psychology,
Carver & Scheier (2007) mention that people must have
confidence in the possibility of overcoming adversity.
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Despite the energy invested in achieving a purpose, some
goals are unattainable; this leads a person to doubt their
own capacities and even chose to abandon the attempt.
In present day society, abandoning a purpose is badly
seen; nobody wants to be a “loser”. On the other hand,
it is likely that at some point we have given up on the
insistence of what we attempted to achieve, after an
honest evaluation of the problem and of our own human
resources. Abandonment cannot always be seen as
failure; failure is often an important lesson because we
learn from adversity when handling difficult situations.
Being unable to achieve a goal, one on which we have
placed high value, is always painful, it can generate a level
of frustration as high as the value attributed to the goal.
Since there will be no progress without the achievement
of the proposed objectives, but failure and frustration
instead, the priority problem is to avoid failure, which
given its magnitude may generate traumatic behavior.
Some experts have observed that there are always
alternative goals which offer personal satisfaction
(Shower & Ryff, 1996; Affleck, & Tenenen, 1996; Carver &
Scheier (2007)). These should be turned to for the good of
the proponent’s mental health, as well as in consideration
of possible negative reactions from citizens.
In order to begin activities towards progress, it seems
obvious that individuals and group or country leaders
must be highly motivated and committed to the
progress of the country and its citizens, as well as
proposing attainable goals towards which their efforts
are directed. According to this, personal progress must
be highlighted, which corresponds to individuals with
their own interests and aspirations, ideal perceptions of
their lives which contribute to the expectations of their
role in the world. Collective progress is found on the
other side of this equation, related to the community of
individuals, which gathers the same individuals to form a
group with social and political values, often different, but
with strong emotional ties towards the nation, with the
same language, history and traditions, the same national
heroes, same national anthem, all on the same soil and
with a common social culture which provides beliefs,
customs, values and ancestral ethno-science (DíazGuerrero, 1972; Díaz-Guerrero & Pacheco,1994). This

immense multi-cultural group, sometimes with different
ethnic groups and their own languages, form many of the
countries of Latin America. The State establishes the goals
of progress, but how do we establish them with citizens
who portray cultural diversity and zones or regions with
different development rates? Therefore, developing
countries prioritize their needs and propose reducing
illiteracy, improving public education, reducing poverty
indices, improving housing. Cultural and development
diversity appear to be obstacles in the formulation of
univocal progress policies for Latin America, seen as a
Continental People, as in the case of Antenor Orrego,
a Peruvian thinker of the 1930’s. We are a Continental
People with dissonance and convergence, congruence
and differences. Let us search for the common needs, and
establish the goals of the progress of our societies from
this basis.

Satisfaction of human needs as goals of progress
Literature of psychology on the subject of human needs is
wide and varied, and there is opposition in its theoretical
bases. Here we will use the theory of hierarchy of needs
proposed by Maslow (1954, 1968), one of the founders of
Humanistic Psychology. His theory of human needs is still
valid today, regardless of the years that have passed. He
identified five human needs shown in order of hierarchy
in a pyramid in Figure 1. The first four needs, starting at
the base of the pyramid, are common to all human beings.
He called these the “basic needs”, “deficiency or physical
survival needs”. All human beings must satisfy their need
for food, water, housing, clothing, sexuality, sleep and
oxygen. Everybody needs to have security, to love and be
loved, to feel a sense of belonging to a family or group;
everybody needs to be esteemed and recognized. Selfrealization is at the apex of the pyramid, it is the most
elevated, and in contrast with the other four, it depends
on each individual. It assumes a personal longing for selfrealization, using one’s potential found in a virtual state
and once activated push the individual towards higher
goals which represent the person’s intimate desire.
Human life cannot be understood if the higher ambitions
are not considered.
Self-realization refers to the need for growth and
development of one person understood as a whole or
an integral unit, supportive, with a tendency towards
singularity; self-realization means perfection or the search
for plenitude; compliance or satisfaction resulting from
finishing something or reaching a goal; justice, which
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is honor, balance and legitimacy; life understood as a
process in development, spontaneity, self-regulation and
full functioning capacity; goodness, which means honesty
and benevolence; and, as well as this, beauty, singularity,
truth and modesty. Self-realization can only be aspired to
and has value when the previous needs in the hierarchy
are satisfied. As you can see, self-realization is a complex
process with numerous characteristics.
Later, throughout his work, Maslow proposed the term
peak experience in contrast with self-realization; while
the latter occurs in experiences which are rationally
understood, and the person is interested in unfolding
their possibilities, the peak experience is not accessible to
reason, it includes activities such as mystical and spiritual
perception, ecstasy and meditation. Peak experience
is not the habitual state of consciousness; it is the
expression of a reality of human beings which normally
remains hidden from complete reality.
Several authors accept self-realization as a goal of
human beings, although they do not all assign the same

characteristics. According to Bühler, self-realization
assumes the realization of the individual’s highest potential
and expresses the greatest intimacy of the Self; it signifies
creative expansion. However, for Bühler, the individual
aspires to plenitude more than to self-realization. Goldstein
believes that the main motive of human life is selfrealization. Human beings are permanently and constantly
oriented towards their inner possibilities; this main motive
not only determines the direction of development, but
also manifests the fact that self-realization is a unitary and
complete process. For Rogers, the tendency towards selfrealization is towards goals such as health, satisfaction of
needs, bodily and spiritual development (see Quitmann,
1989; Auer, 1993, 1997).
The proposals of humanistic psychology are attractive
and valuable to human development conceived as
a whole; however, some theoretical constructions,
especially those related to the peak experience, are
inspired on philosophical approaches which stem from
phenomenology and existentialism, or on religious
sources such as Judaism, Taoism and Zen Buddhism,
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FIGURE 1. PYRAMID OF HUMAN NEEDS, ACCORDING TO MASLOW
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which are hard to summarize into operational definitions
aimed at measurement and quantification. It is pertinent
to remember that humanistic psychology rejects
the scientific method, experimentation, correlation
research and statistical treatment in the analysis of data
obtained by way of empirical observation. It resorts to
the phenomenological method to capture the essence
of psychic phenomena, and a variety of psychotherapy
techniques for patient treatment.
From the above mentioned needs, those which interest
us the most are the basic needs, as they are common to
all individuals, while always promoting the needs of selfrealization or growth. A first task would be to evaluate
up to what point the basic needs mentioned by Maslow
have been satisfied. This list could be discussed and
supplemented with needs that have not been mentioned,
such as the need for recreation, rest, socializing, leisure
time, play and others, in order to advance progressively
towards individual self-realization.

Effects of dissatisfaction of basic needs on behavior
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Numerous psychological investigations have been carried
out in order to determine the effects of dissatisfaction of
basic needs due to poverty on human behavior. The most
researched problems have been the determination of the
effects of malnutrition on cognition, school learning and
physical health and the brain of malnourished children.
The term ‘poverty’ basically denotes the lack of material
goods considered necessary to support life. This situation
is generated by very low economic income, which
determines the lack of adequate coverage of certain
primary needs such as food, clothing, housing, health
and education. Therefore, poverty is associated with
malnutrition, low family educational levels, precarious
housing and overcrowding, deplorable clothing,
unemployment and migratory occupational activities as
means of acquiring some money for daily sustenance.
These facts reflect a low quality of life and the typical
behavior which develops among people living in this
situation. We will only present some of our findings.
The effects of poverty on human behavior are well
known among psychologists, especially in the area of
cognitive psychology. When poor children begin school
their intellectual skills show serious retardation in their
development, they have difficulty understanding, paying
attention and concentrating, their vocabulary is limited as
well as their information, they are incapable of defining

verbal concepts, their numerical reasoning is limited and,
generally, their intelligence quotient is significantly lower
when compared with that of children of medium and
high social status. Something similar occurs with school
performance among children in public schools, where
children from the popular class attend, and in private
schools, where we find the children from the middle and
high classes. There is considerable empirical evidence
that socio-economic disparity creates a hierarchy of
cognitive, motor and scholar performance in children,
on a gradient on which the highest scores belong to the
wealthier sectors and lower scores correspond to children
from poorer groups.
The low and high intellectual execution performance
levels have been explained by a constellation of factors:
conditions of extreme poverty, malnutrition with severe
calorie-protein deficiency, the social environment in
which these children live does not provide the necessary
stimulus to promote the development of their cognitive
functions. Low maternal school level and lack of family
organization; the low Spanish comprehension level
of the family group (in groups of Quechua speaking
migrants) determines the children’s limited vocabulary
and linguistic development. Children’s curiosity, their
constant questions on the things and phenomena which
they observe do not generally have correct answers. Not
only are cognitive functions affected by poverty; its effects
also include significant retardation of height, weight and
neurological development (Pollitt, 1974; Alarcón, 1988;
Majluf, 1993).
Research on energy-protein malnutrition, iron and
iodine deficiency in retardation of cognitive functions,
physical development and school performance has
been intensively studied by Pollitt (1980, 1984, 1988,
2002). A critical evaluation of research on the effects of
malnutrition on brain development and behavior, carried
out between 1970 and 1980, was presented by J. Brozek
& B. Schürch (1984).

Between poverty and happiness or subjective wellbeing
Recent studies, in line with Positive Psychology, have been
interested in understanding the relationship between
happiness and poverty, postulating the hypothesis that
poverty affects happiness. We will begin on this subject
by defining the concept of ‘happiness’ as it is currently
understood in areas of psychology. It is defined as
“subjective wellbeing” (SWB); in this sense, happiness is
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A semantic analysis of the concept of “subjective
wellbeing” (Alarcón, 2006) lets us see that this phrase
does not express the complexity of happy behavior; it is
richer in content than the term “subjective wellbeing”.
We will briefly summarize our line of argument.
According to the Spanish Language Dictionary, 22nd
edition (Royal Academy, 2001), the word ‘bienestar’
(wellbeing) means: “1. group of things needed to live. 2.
Comfortable life or life supplied with that which leads to
living well and in tranquility. 3. A person’s state in which
the correct functioning of their somatic or psychic activity
is apparent”. The Diccionario Enciclopédico Santillana
(Santillana, S.A, 2000) defines ‘wellbeing’ as: 1 “State
in which one is pleased, rested and in good health. 2.
Good economic position. 3. Group of material, social,
cultural goods, etc, which provide an adequate quality
of life”. The definitions of the word ‘wellbeing’, as found
in the dictionaries, mention factors which contribute to
happiness. In fact, enjoying economic wellbeing, social
wellbeing, physical wellbeing, does not always imply that
a person is happy.
The Spanish Language Dictionary defines the word
‘happiness’ (felicidad) in the following terms: 1. “State of

mind which is satisfied by acquiring a good: 2. Satisfaction, at
ease, content. Luck. Happy”. The Diccionario Enciclopédico
Santillana is more emphatic; ‘happiness’ is: 1. “The state of
a person whose life is as they desire it to be. 2. Satisfaction
felt by a person when they achieve what they like. 3. Thing
or action which produces satisfaction or contributes to this
state. Absence of disagreeable events”.
All this considered there are clear semantic differences
between ‘wellbeing’ and ‘happiness’; however, the
psychology community uses both terms interchangeably,
although the term subjective wellbeing (SWB) is used more
frequently. “Subjective wellbeing” is often considered as
the “science of happiness”, although the most important
publication on the subject is called the Journal of
Happiness Studies.
We have conceptualized happiness in the following
terms: it is an affective state of complete satisfaction
experimented subjectively by the individual in possession
of a desired good. An analysis of this definition allows
us to distinguish the following properties of happiness:
a) it is a feeling of satisfaction experienced by a person,
and only one person, in their internal life; the subjective
component individualizes happiness between people;
b) the fact that it is a “state” alludes to the temporality
of happiness, it can be lasting, but at the same time, it
is transitory; c) happiness assumes the possession of
a “good”, one is happy inasmuch as one possesses the
desired good, it is the possession of the desired object
which makes a person happy; d) the good or goods
which generate happiness are of varied nature (material,
ethical, aesthetic, psychological, religious, social, etc).
They are things or goods to which people attribute
axiological qualities or positive value. This means that a
“thing” becomes a desired good according to the value
a person attributes to it, from which we infer that the
desired thing does not necessarily possess intrinsic
value and that one same good does not always generate
happiness in all individuals; and, e) we do not reject
that at one given historical time and in one specific
socio-culture, collective aspirations may coincide in the
desire of one good or set of goods. We estimate that
this definition gathers the fundamental characteristics of
happiness (Alarcón, 2006: p. 3).

Poverty and happiness: empirical evidence
Various research reports that economic income correlates
positively with happiness or subjective wellbeing: the
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the subjective evaluation made by a person of their own
life as a whole, or of some facets of life, such as marriage,
work, family, economic situation, relationships with
others, personality traits, bodily image and one’s general
concept of one’s self. Subjective wellbeing, according to
Diener (1984, 2000) is formed by separable components:
satisfaction with life (general opinion of life), satisfaction
in important areas (satisfaction with work, marriage, etc),
positive affections (pleasant experiences which produce
joy and satisfaction) and negative affections (disagreeable
or unpleasant emotional experiences). Satisfaction is a
positive emotional response, of moderate intensity, felt
when a need or important desire of the individual is
fulfilled. Therefore, positive affections imply agreeable
or pleasant qualities for the individual. Strictly speaking
it is not the things which are intrinsically agreeable or
disagreeable; it is the individual who attributes these
qualities to them. People subjectively attribute value or
lack of value to things, events and other people. This
evaluation includes cognitive and affective elements;
although affective elements have more weight in
happiness: there cannot be happiness without a pleasant
emotional tone. Diener conceptualizes subjective
wellbeing according to variables which co-vary positively
in that construct.
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greater the income the greater the level of happiness
(Schyns, 1998; Cumming, 2000; Herdtham & Johannesson,
2001). Diener & Oishi (2000) reviewed the literature on
the relationship between economic income and subjective
wellbeing; they found that people in wealthy countries
are happier on average than people in poor countries;
that income inequality inevitably produces negative
effects; that satisfaction of needs increases happiness,
and that obtaining a good income, as a goal, produces
satisfaction. Argyle (2004) observes that social class has
a higher effect on happiness in highly stratified countries
and where there is greater inequality of salaries. Inglehart,
quoted by Myer (2000), affirms that in USA, Canada and
Europe, the correlation between economic income and
personal happiness is surprisingly weak and insignificant.
Veenhoven (1996) mentions that, as a consequence of
bad distribution of wealth, in poor countries there is a
lower number of people who are very happy, and a high
number of people who are slightly happy and unhappy.
Generally, citizens in developed countries are happier
than those in developing countries. The mentioned results
of the effects of socio-economic inequality on happiness
are in keeping with the results we obtained in Lima. We
found that average happiness scores differed significantly
on a gradient ordered according to socio-economic level:
high, M=113.7; medium, M= 107.0; low, M= 98.15. The
difference between the happiness averages in the socioeconomic strata, calculated with ANOVA, was highly
significant (F = 11.14; p<.001) (Alarcón, 2005).
Research on the impact of poverty on happiness has
not yet reached univocal conclusions. Some researchers
speak of causal links between wealth and happiness,
maintaining that wealth generates happiness. On the
other hand, it is put forward that it does not generate
happiness, although it does promote it. Effectively, we
estimate that a certain level of economic security, which
permits covering human needs, favors personal wellbeing
and psychological tranquility. It is a necessary condition
for happiness.
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Personal satisfaction and socio-economic inequalities
We have found that socio-economic inequality, express
in high, medium, low levels and extreme poverty, is
associated with personal satisfaction levels in variables
of health, family, emotional life, economic situation, with
oneself, and social life. It is a personal evaluation that
each individual makes of the important aspect of his or
her life. The degrees of satisfaction were expressed on

a five point Likert Scale: very satisfied (5), satisfied (4),
neither satisfied nor unsatisfied (3), unsatisfied (2) and
very unsatisfied (1). Here are some results:
Health. There is a highly significant association between
socio-economic levels and degrees of satisfaction
with individual health (χ² = 60.25; p<.001). 87% of the
high social stratus states that they are satisfied or very
satisfied with their health. Dissatisfaction with health is
more frequently associated with the lower stratus: 57%
are unsatisfied or very unsatisfied.
Family. The association tests (χ² = 37.46; p<.001; RV =
35.22, p<.001) indicate that there is a highly significant link
between socio-economic levels and levels of satisfaction
with the family. From all the considered social strata,
the extreme poverty sector presents the lowest level
of family satisfaction; while 85% of the medium socioeconomic level sector declares that they are satisfied
or very satisfied with family life. This group shows the
highest level of family cohesion.
Economy. The economic situation is the variable which
determines social level; the test values reflect this link,
although it is not as strong as we expected (χ² = 27.8;
p<.01). This variable has a greater effect on extreme
poverty: 51% confirm that they are unsatisfied with their
economic situation. However, 24% of this sector states
that they are satisfied or very satisfied with their economic
state; this group corresponds to those that Argyle refers
to as the happy poor. This fact has been interpreted as
a state of acquired resignation, generated by a long
experience of not being able to reach anything (Olson &
Schöber, 1993). However, there are also the resilient poor
who, despite being at the bottom of the abyss are not
satisfied with their luck and they resist, they do not give
up, and they manage to succeed in overcoming misery.
Self-esteem. The question “are you satisfied with
yourself?” entails a process of self-evaluation of how
we perceive ourselves; it is an issue of self-esteem.
Statistical data shows a high association level between
socio-economic status and satisfaction with oneself (χ² =
56.19, p<.001). The percentage data indicates that 75.5%
of the high level stratus is satisfied with the self: while
on the opposite pole, 47.8% of the very low level sector
is satisfied with the self. Kenny (2004) observes that
happy people have higher self-love and feel they control
life. There is effectively a positive correlation between
happiness and a positive self-esteem.
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We have shown some of the negative effects of poverty on
human behavior which are often overlooked in projects of
social and economic development of people. I believe they
should be highlighted for a human development project.

Measurement of happiness of subjective wellbeing
In previous pages we have provided a definition of
happiness which unites classical thinking with the
results of current empirical research. This definition
was operationalized with the objective of building an
instrument for its measurement. The result was the “Lima
Happiness Scale” (EFL according to its Spanish acronym),
which appeared in the magazine Revista Interamericana
de Psicología (Alarcón, 2006). That same year, the EFL was
presented in a conference we gave on the occasion of the
First Ibero-American Conference on Positive Psychology,
which took place at the University of Palermo, Buenos
Aires (Augusts 4th and 5th, 2006).
The Lima Happiness Scale is formed by 27 Likert type
items, with five alternative answers. It was applied to 709
university students, both men and women. It possesses
high psychometric values. Reliability was calculated by way
of item-Scale correlations; all r values are very significant
(p< .001, two tailed). The correlation average is equally
high (r = .511; p< 001). These values are interpreted in the
sense that reagents measure the indicators of one same
construct. Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients of each of the 27
items are highly significant; their range varies from de .909
to .915. The total Scale presents high internal consistency
(α = .916, for standardized items). The construct validity
was high in a Factorial Analysis. The analysis of Main
Components identified 4 components with Eigen values
varying from 1.50 to 8.59; the first component explains the
31% variance, and furthermore, all four added together
explain the total variance of 49.79%. The Varimax Rotation,
of the matrix of components, coherently grouped the 27
elements into four independent factors, which we will
briefly describe below.
Factor 1. Positive Sense of Life. Being happy means
avoiding mental and physical suffering and being free
from states of deep depression and feelings of failure

and pessimism. Happy people possess a positive feeling
towards themselves and towards life. They are happy
with their past, they live the present happily and their
future is seen positively.
Factor 2. Satisfaction with Life. It means being satisfied
with what one has achieved and believing that one is
where one belongs, or, also, a feeling that one is close
to reaching their ideal life. Expressions such as “life
condition is excellent”, “I am satisfied with who I am”
and “life has been good to me” reflect positive subjective
states of satisfaction.
Factor 3. Personal Realization. Feeling happy is selfrealization, it is what may be called complete satisfaction
and not temporary status of happiness. “I feel like a selfrealized person”, “I think I am not lacking anything”, “if
I were born again I would hardly change anything in my
life”. These phrases indicate self-sufficiency, autarky,
emotional tranquility, placidity; all these are conditions
for achievement of complete happiness.
Factor 4. Joy of Living. The name of this factor refers to
optimism and expresses the wonders of living this life.
The four observed factors express the complex structure
of the construct of happiness; in truth, what we call
happiness is having a positive sense of life, being satisfied
with life in its numerous expressions, considering
oneself a realized individual and living life with joy. Let
us not forget that happiness is a subjective and very
personal experience: this makes me happy and that is
why I am happy. Ancient Greek philosophers understood
happiness as eudemonia, a term which refers to the
delight and satisfaction experienced when obtaining a
desired good. We adhere to this point of view; we believe
that, as Aristotle proposed, there is no happiness without
obtaining the desired object.

Subjective wellbeing or happiness as the supreme goal
Perhaps the greatest inspiration of human beings is
reaching happiness or tending naturally towards it. IT is
noteworthy that happiness has been a subject of debate
of several ancient and contemporary thinkers. Plato speaks
of individual or personal happiness and differentiates it
from collective happiness, which is for all citizens and not
just a small group (Plato 1962). In this sense, Adam Smith
says: “No society can surely be flourishing and happy, of
which the far greater part of the members are poor and
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Social life. The value χ² = 39.74; p<.001 indicates that
there is a highly significant link between socio-economic
level and social life. High and medium groups declare they
are satisfied with their social lives, while there are higher
levels of dissatisfaction in the sector of extreme poverty.
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miserable.” The newest school of thought of Positive
Psychology, which emerged in 2000, has revived the subject
of happiness, and numerous researchers from around the
world are working in this area. It searches for the subjective
wellbeing or happiness that people aspire to.
Proposing happiness as a goal of progress in Latin
American societies in the 21st century is not an attainable
ideal as we are only at the close of the first decade of the
century. We may ask: Why are the citizens of developed
First World countries happier than citizens of the Third
World? The obvious answer could be: because they
are more developed; that is, development generates
happiness. This appears to be the most coherent answer
given the reported empirical evidence found in research
on poverty and happiness in different countries around the
world. There will certainly not be happiness or progress in
countries where social and economic inequality, illiteracy,
and social marginalization predominate, as well as low
incomes which do not allow for the satisfaction of basic
needs, interpersonal lack of trust, lack of trust in State

institutions, pessimistic perception of the future and so
many other negative variables which do not promote the
wellbeing of citizens. In order to overcome this situation,
critical poverty must first be overcome, satisfying the
primary needs of human beings, and progressively
advancing towards higher goals which lead to personal
realization and happiness of citizens.
The theory of the State of Wellbeing has been proponed
as a means to achieve social equality and a more
egalitarian society. An egalitarian society means that all
citizens have the same opportunities in life, by way of the
redistribution of power, of knowledge and of income. The
aim is that people have a better “quality of life” or level
of prosperity (Veenhoven, 1992). On other terms, it is
also said that the State of Wellbeing searches to achieve
social and economic security of citizens, to reduce socioeconomic inequality and to eliminate or reduce poverty
(Ochando Claramunt, 2002). This is a proposal that should
be considered rationally.
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y Francisca Dussaillant
Happiness, mental health and family life

Introduction

In the area of psychiatry and psychoanalysis, human
progress is always related to the degree of psychic
stability, mental health and, in classical psychopathology,
absence of symptoms. In recent years there has been
more and more insistence on defining mental health
in positive terms, giving preference to concepts such
as subjective wellbeing or happiness. Sigmund Freud
defined mental health as “the capacity to love and work”,
and later Carl Rogers added “and to play”: the proper use
of free time is another characteristic of a psychologically
healthy and stable individuals. A person’s individualist,
consumerist and materialist vision is centered on his
or her own needs, and easily leads to the narcissistic

development that is so frequent today. The common
expression “that is not my problem” illustrates the
mentality that everybody is concerned only in satisfying
their own needs, and maximizing personal pleasure.
Individuals are social beings and their progress must take
place within a community, inserted in social networks
which enable growth. The closest social network for
everyone is the family, followed by the work community,
friend network, neighborhood and then national and
global macro-communities. Today we should add virtual
networks (Facebook, Twitter, Linkedln and others in
which we sometimes interact on a daily basis). Human
progress has allowed for technological advances which
permit the supply of basic biological needs, for at least
a portion of humanity; but it must be directed towards
providing psychosocial growth, which is interpersonal
growth by definition. This growth, which takes place on
the extra-material level, as well as the spiritual level,
involves balanced psychosocial development. Man needs
great myths or ideals, which are traditionally provided by
religions, utopias or vast political or cultural projects.
A tentative answer to the question “What do we want
to consider as progress in the 21st century?” is that we
should consider individual desires on the psychosocial
and spiritual planes, more than just material needs
which may be supplied by social engineering. This leads
to a proactive attitude: desires are always individual and
changing, always grow, and cannot be satisfied if a person
is not capable of controlling and self-regulating them.
The goal of education, in the classical sense, has been
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Human progress goes beyond the mere material
advancement of people and communities: their subjective
wellbeing, or in classic Aristotelian terms happiness or
eudaimonia, has been an issue of concern for many and
recent authors. Progress measured as income per capita,
GDP, and other economic growth indicators, is incomplete;
and the growing concern for quality of life of citizens
must be directed towards their complete development,
not only regarding material aspects but also cultural and
extra-material reality. Sustainable growth also implies
that progress should not only consider the consumerist
accumulation of belongings -which necessarily leads to
competition for these goods and interpersonal or group
conflict, as well as the deterioration of the environmentbut also open up a world of culture and social exchange,
giving people the potential for growth and a more
peaceful and happy life.
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this capacity of self-control and self-domination, and has
been seen as the primary function of the family, and then
of school.

Relevant social progress indicators

investigated the issue with a focus on confrontation
and prevention.4

•

The measurement of quality of life, subjective
wellbeing, vital satisfaction, social wellbeing, are
all part of a terminology related with happiness,
that attempts to acquire ontological status by
way of clarifying the concept and their capacity
to measure it. Despite endless controversy, there
are some lines of consensus today: 1) Wellbeing
would have a basic and general dimension which is
subjective; 2) Wellbeing would be composed of two
basic facets: one centered on affective-emotional
aspects (referred to the individual’s mood or state of
mind) and another centered on cognitive appraisal
aspects (referred to the evaluation of satisfaction
the individual makes of his or her own life). Both
facets would be related to the subjective dimension.
Some authors, such as Casullo5 would add a third
dimension: the capacity for bonding.

There are indicators used to measure the material
progress of societies and they are ever more sophisticated
and extensive. On the psychosocial level, they have
evolved progressively from a more negative and
psychopathological focus to a positive one concentrated
on personal growth and development. Below we mention
several existing indicators:

•

Indicators of mental health as the absence of illness:
The American Psychiatric Association has a five-axis
disease classification, centered firstly on clinical
pathologies, secondly on personality problems,
biomedical problems on the third level, psycho-social
stress events fourthly, and on the level of positive
functioning prior to a clinical event on the fifth level.
The last one is formulated as a scale (GAF), which
accommodates the options from better to worse,
quantifies the level of individual functioning between
0 and 100, in terms of satisfying basic needs, relating
with others, performing work and earning a living,
and finally developing a full and balanced life. Initially
developed by the psychologist Lester Luborsky,1 it
has been generally used in the last two decades by
the DSM III and IV classifications.2

•

Indicators of Stress and Eustress. The measurement
of psychological stress level is another area of
research with progressive significance. Several scales
have been designed that correlate not only with
mental or psychological symptoms, but with medical
pathologies and with higher stress level.3 This leads
to the measurement of the opposite concept, which
is not the absence of stress, but eustress, which
represents sufficient vital tension needed for life
to feel fulfilled and active. In Chile, Carlos Cruz has

The Illinois Group studies6 provided a complete view of
“who is happy” and “who is satisfied” in different cultures.
Prior research did not examine systematic variations
in individual’s functioning in different cultures. These
authors had two goals initially: 1) to identify psychological
describers of the wellbeing of individuals in different
cultures, and 2) examine the universality of the theory
of self-determination7 and the multidimensional model

4

Cruz, C. (2004), Los atributos del psiquiatra moderno: Estudios en

gestión y psiquiatría de enlace, Santiago de Chile, RIL Editores.
5

Casullo, MM., Brenlla, ME., Castro Solano, A.; Cruz, Ms., González,

MR., Maganto, C.; Martín, M.; Martínez, P.; Montoya, I.; Morote, R.
(2002), Evaluación del bienestar psicológico en Iberoamérica, Buenos
Aires, Paidós.
6

Diener, E.; Diener, M., and Diener, C. (1995), “Factors predicting the

subjective wellbeing of nations”. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 69; 653 – 663; Diener, E., and Fujita, F. Resources, “Personal
striving, and subjective well-being: A nomothetic and idiographic approach”. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 68; N5, 926
– 935; Diener, E.; Suh, E. M.; Lucas, R. E.; Smith, H. L., “Subjective well-
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of wellbeing.8 Their hypotheses were related with the
following questions: Do individuals with goals related
to financial success and social reputation have less
psychological wellbeing throughout cultures? Are people
with goals related to community service and relationships
psychologically healthier throughout cultures? The
universalist model of wellbeing foretells that autonomy
and quality relationships are wellbeing indicators
throughout cultures. On the other hand, the goal as
moderator model foretells that autonomy will be a strong
predictor of the wellbeing of individuals in individualist
cultures, while the quality of relationships with others will
be a strong predictor in collectivist cultures. In order to
examine the above mentioned questions, the importance
of intrinsic goals was evaluated (such as self-acceptance
and orientation towards relationships), as well as extrinsic
goals (orientation towards power and conformity), in the
scale of individualism–collectivism9 in data picked up by
39 countries. The subjects studied by Diener and Colls.
(n=6.782) were university students in 39 countries (2.625
men and 4.118 women) who represented a selection
from two countries in North America, four countries in
South America, 14 in Asia, 13 in Europe and 5 in Africa.
The original survey was prepared in English by Diener, and
translated into Spanish, Japanese, Korean and Chinese. We
can mention the following from the study’s conclusions:

•

IH or autonomy is positively related to life satisfaction
in more individualist countries (USA, Australia,
Germany and Finland).

•

IH is not associated with life satisfaction in more
collectivist countries (China, Colombia, Pakistan,
Korea, Peru, Ghana, Tanzania, Bahrain, Singapore,
Turkey, Taiwan and Japan).

•

CH or orientation towards relationships is not linked
to life satisfaction in more individualist countries and
is positively associated in some collectivist countries
such as China, Colombia, Portugal or Taiwan.

8

•

IV or competitiveness was negatively related to life
satisfaction in more individualist countries such as
Norway and Finland.

•

CV or conformity was positively related to life
satisfaction in Colombia, Spain and Hungary; whereas
it was negatively linked to life satisfaction in Indonesia,
Taiwan, South Africa, Puerto Rico and Denmark.

Several groups have performed research on this
subject in Ibero-America: Dolores Avia in Spain,
Martina Casullo in Argentina and other countries, and
us in Chile.10 Casullo and her collaborators developed
an instrument in Argentina and applied it to 1270
adolescent secondary level students in Buenos Aires,
Tucuman and the Argentinean Patagonia. Their survey
explored five dimensions: autonomy (the capacity to act
independently), control of situations (sensation of control
and self-competence), psychosocial bonds (quality of
interpersonal relationships), projects (life goals and
purposes) and acceptance of self (sensation of wellbeing
with oneself). When analyzing the reliability and validity of
the scale, an adequate convergent and recurrent validity
was found when comparing it for example with the SCL
90 r of DeRogatis, as well as an adequate discriminating
analysis when comparing adolescents in risk in their
responses. Later, this scale was also applied in Peru, Cuba
and Spain with methodologically satisfactory results.
The above mentioned survey was applied to 207 university
students in the Chilean sample; they were mostly women
(71.9%) and their ages fluctuated between 18 and 27. No
significant differences were found in score according to
gender, age or family income level. It was observed that
most students had a positive perception of their lives.
For example, in the affirmation “my life is close to my
ideal”, 44.7% agreed or strongly agreed, 28.4% agreed
to a certain extent and only 8.2% disagreed. For the
affirmation “I am satisfied with my life”, 45% agreed or
strongly agreed, and 27.3% agreed to a certain extent.
Only 11% disagreed. Regarding the affirmation “my life
conditions are excellent”, 45% agreed or strongly agreed,
27.3% agreed to a certain extent and only 11% disagreed.

Ryff, C. D., and Keyes, L. M. (1995), “The structure of psychological

well-being revisited”. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 69:
719-727, in: Oishi, S. 2000.
9 Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E.L. (. 2000), “Self determination theory and the

10

facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social development, and well – be-

well-being revisited”. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 69:

ing”, American Psychologist, 55; 68-78.

719-727, in: Oishi, S. 2000.

239

Ryff, C. D., and Keyes, L. M. (1995), “The structure of psychological

THE MEASUREMENT OF PROGRESS AND WELL-BEING . PROPOSALS FROM LATIN AMERICA
As we can see, there was clear consistency in the results
between one item and another. These results were
obtained in a population of students from two universities,
one public and the other private, and therefore they do
not represent a sample of the general population.
The concept of quality of life, as indicated by Velarde
et al.,11 has gained importance as the survival of the
population has improved at the expense of a larger
number of people with some degree of disability, and of
people with chronic diseases who suffer from the effects
of their illness and its treatment. In 1948 the World Health
Organization (WHO) defined health as the complete state
of physical, mental and social wellbeing, and not only the
absence of disease, which made the term evolve from a
conceptual definition to objective methods developed by
way of surveys or instruments which generate scales and
indexes that allow the measurement of dimensions which
constitute health. Today a person’s health is evaluated
beyond physical capacity and social context and mental
health are considered. Measurements can be based on
direct patient surveys, with reference to the onset of the
disease, its diagnosis and symptom changes through time.
Given that quality of life is based on measurements with
variable subjective loads, we require valid, reproducible
and reliable evaluation methods. A better understanding
of the evaluations needed to measure quality of life
would allow us to include these instruments in the
comprehensive appraisal of individuals, in clinical trials
and in health services research. The following are some
of the instruments used to measure quality of life:

•

WHOQOL. This instrument was developed in 1994
by a WHO working group and it concentrates on the
quality of life perceived by the person. This group
defined quality of life as the individual’s perception
of their position in life within the cultural context
and system of values in which they live and with
respect to their goals, expectations, standards and
precautions. It provides a profile of quality of life,
providing global grading to quality of life, to the areas
and facets which make this life. It was designed to be
used on the general population as well as on patients.
The questions were obtained from opinion groups
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11 Velarde-Jurado, Elizabeth MC, Ávila-Figueroa, Carlos MC, DC, Salud

Pública de México / vol.44, no. 4, July-August, 2002.

from two populations: people in contact with health
services and people from the general population.
The WHOQOL was developed simultaneously in 15
countries, and today it exists in 30 languages in more
than 40 countries. Both versions of the WHOQOL are
authorized in Spanish: Whoqol-100 and Whoqol-Bref.
The Whoqol-Bref has a total of 26 questions, one
question from each of the 24 facets included in the
Whoqol-100 and two global questions: global quality
of life and general health. Each item contains 5 Likert
type ordinal answer options and they all produce
a profile with 4 areas: physical health, psychology,
social relationships and the environment.

•

SF-36 Health Survey. The SF-36 Health Survey
was developed in the United States for use in the
Medical Outcome Study (MOS, Ware y Sherbourne,
1992) and has been translated and adapted for
international use by way of the International
Quality of Life Assessment (IQOLA) project. It is a
general scale which evaluates the profile of state of
health. It is used on the general population as well
as patients, in descriptive and evaluation studies.
The SF-36 survey is widely used to evaluate quality
of life related to health (CVRS) at a global level, in
different populations and in specific subgroups
with various diseases, detecting the health benefits
produced by a wide range of treatments, as well as
the assessment of the state of health of individual
patients. The survey consists of 36 questions (items)
which detect positive and negative states of health.
It was developed by way of an extensive battery of
questions including 40 concepts related with health.
So that it would be efficient, the minimum number
of concepts was selected needed to maintain
the validity and operational characteristics of the
initial test 12. The final survey covers 8 of the most
important and broadly used concepts or dimensions
of health, centering its content on functional state
and emotional wellbeing. The Functional State is
represented by two dimensions: Physical function (10
items), social function (2 items), rol limitations caused
by physical problems (4 items), and rol limitations
caused by emotional problems (3 items). Emotional
Wellbeing includes the following dimensions: Mental
health (5 items), vitality (4 items), and bodily pain (2
items). Finally, the General Health evaluation includes
the dimension of Perception of General Health (5
items) and the change of health over time (1 item)
which does not form part of the final punctuation.
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Indicators that measure satisfaction with family life
•

In Argentina, Kornblit and colls.12 have studied
psychosocial risk, which they have linked to family
vulnerability, defined as a state of the family group
in which it is defenseless in face of the demands of
child upbringing and their proper care. These authors
carried out a comparative analysis between three
samples of the population (150 cases in total) one
belonging to a locality of San Martin de los Andes,
described as a semi-rural region, and two from the
suburbs of the city of Buenos Aires. Psychosocial risk
was characterized based on six variables: degree of
alarm of the family group, degree of containment of
the primary social group, type of family organization,
critical concomitant situations, degree of family
isolation and cultural accessibility. These authors
concluded that semi-rural families are generally at
greater risk, having less access to health services.

•

In Brazil, De Almeida Filho13 and his team in Bahia
have studied the relationships between parents’
mental health and that of their children in an urban
population of Salvador. To this end they studied
a representative sample of 1516 adults and 829
children who lived in a low income area. Trained
interviewers applied a family questionnaire (with
20 items with demographic and socio-economic
information) and symptom screening scales to the
493 families which made up the sample. To this end,
they applied the QMPA (Adult Psychiatric Morbidity
Questionnaire) and the QMPI (Infant Psychiatric
Morbidity Questionnaire). Both questionnaires were
previously studied regarding their local validity and
reliability. The results showed that the mother’s
mental health scores, the family size and the child’s
age were the variables with statistical significance
in the employed regression model. It is interesting
that in this study, the father’s score showed a higher
correlation with the children’s mental health than
the mother´s one.

•

In Chile, Maddaleno and colls.14 have validated an
instrument of family functioning: Smilkstein’s APGAR
in primary adolescent care. This screening test was
applied in this validation, and it consists of five
questions which allow three alternative answers
(always, sometimes and never), with assigned scores
of 2, 1 and 0 respectively, and a possible total from
0 to 10. It was applied to 469 adolescents from the
community of Peñalolen in the East Zone of Santiago
de Chile, to 269 consultants in fourth middle year at
an educational establishment and to 209 consultants
at the adolescent unit of the district’s health
consultancy. The correlation between satisfaction
with family life, measured with the APGAR test,
and the presence of family relationship problems
showed a significant Pearson’s r, as well as finding
a correlation between high scores on the scale and
the presence of drinking problems on the side of the
father, as well as mental health problems. Further
studies (1988) have corroborated the test’s utility,
when applied to a sample of 499 medical students
at the University of Chile, where high levels of
satisfaction with the family were found.

•

In Chile, the CTF and CSF questionnaires (“Como
es Tu Familia” and “Como es Su Familia” according
to their Spanish acronyms) have been studied by
Valdés, Florenzano and colls.15 These questionnaires
were prepared in a study developed at the Faculty
of Medicine of the University of Chile, with the
sponsorship of FONDECYT, the Pan-American Health
Organization and the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, in the
90’s.16 They are two family measurement instruments,
one long version for research, and a short one for
clinical practice use with special focus on primary
level of care and health. The abbreviated versions
of the instrument “What Your Family is Like” and
“What Their Family is Like” were developed to obtain
14
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a brief and easily applied and interpreted screening
instrument for the calculation of the risk which was
statistically associated to determined perceptions
of family functioning. The criteria for item inclusion
in the brief instrument were established by way of
a factorial analysis carried out on the variables of
the initial model (CTF – original version). From the
analyzed factors, the only ones considered were
those which related to the highest explained variation
percentages. These factors are: Communicationconnection: This factor was defined as the form, space
and availability of family interaction and satisfaction
level generated among its members, between the
parents and between parents and children. Roles
and rituals: This factor was defined as the frequent
and systematic activities carried out by the family
as a whole and that contribute to the formation of
its identity. Flexibility: this factor was defined as the
capacity of the family system to adapt functionally to
new requirements coming from within the family or
from their environment. Order and hierarchy: this
factor alludes to the recognition of a multigenerational
organization of the family, with recognition of the
norms developed by the parents and the adjustment
of roles of the younger generations.

Econometric analysis
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On our part, we have also wanted to carry out a
quantitative analysis of the determinants of happiness of
and wellbeing of people, with an emphasis on the effect
it would have on the family composition, including the
conjugal or marital status of the interviewee. We have
a very complete database, representative of the Chilean
population (at a national and regional level) collected for
the “Oxford Poverty & Human Development Initiative”
project of the University of Oxford, with the contribution
of the Centro de Microdatos of the Universidad de
Chile. Unfortunately the database is cross-sectional, and
therefore the analyses we carry out will not permit us to
establish causality. However, it will shed some light on
the relationship between happiness and various factors
in Chile.
The sample of homes selected for the survey is
representative of Chilean households at national and
regional levels. The survey gave preference to the heads
of the selected households and their spouses, although on
rare occasions (46 of the 2052 surveyed households) the
interviewee has a different role or position (son, father,

brother of the head of household, etc.) Even though
many of the questions were answered only by the main
interviewee, sufficient information of the family group
was gathered, including income, education, conjugal state
and age of each member, among others. However, only
the main interviewees answered questions associated
with wellbeing, therefore the main analysis only includes
them. 51.8% of the main interviewees were women, with
ages ranging from 19 to 93 years of age (with an average
of 47.6). Table A1 (see appendix) presents the descriptive
statistics of the data.
Table 1 presents the results of the study. A probit
regression was estimated with “happiness” as the
dependent variable. This variable was built based on the
question: “Taking all things together, would you say you
are: very happy, fairly happy, not very happy, not at all
happy?” The variable has the value of 1 if the interviewee
answers “very happy” or “sufficiently happy”.
There are numerous dependent variables including
gender, age, religious activity, location of household (by
way of a Rural-Urban and Metropolitan Region17 -Other
Regions dichotomic variables), education, number of
children under age 6 in the household, variables which
indicate physical, intellectual or psychological difficulties,
subjective appreciation of health, interaction between
income (per capita in the household) and income quintile,
partnership situation and position in the household (head
of household or not).
The results are as interesting as they are intuitive and
are in line with aspects identified in other studies. They
are also quite resistant to changes in specifications and
models.18 Table 1 shows the results of the regression.
Given that the coefficients of a probit are difficult to
interpret, we preferred reporting the marginal effects
which emerged from this evaluation.19 The previously
mentioned estimators correspond to an average of
17 Chilean geography is divided into 15 regions, the most populated of

which is the “Metropolitan Region” where Santiago, the Capítal city,
belongs.
18

Analysis which use other models (linear probability, multinomials)

or other dependent variables (for example “satisfaction with life”
which emerges from another question in the survey) or independent
variables are available from the authors upon request.
19

In any case, it is worth mentioning that significant results were ob-

tained from the original regression, with a pseudoR2 of 0.1537.

HAPPINESS, MENTAL HEALTH AND FAMILY LIFE

The results of the evaluation show us that happiness
predictors are similar to those obtained in other studies,
and are reasonably intuitive. Although neither gender nor
position in the household (represented by the variable
indicating head of household), or age, are significantly
correlated with happiness of the individual, residence
location is important. Those who live in rural areas have a
probability of being happy of 4 percentage points higher
than those who live in urban areas. At the same time, those
who live in the Metropolitan Region have a probability of
being happy 5 percentage points lower than those who
live in other regions of the country. Below we will analyze
the relationships of the remaining independent variables
with the wellbeing of Chileans, separating them into
three large groups: the first is related to education and
income, the second to the health of individuals and the
third with marital status or type of partner relationship of
the interviewee.

Relationship between education and income and the
happiness of chileans
The education level of the interviewees is also a good
predictor of happiness. Those with higher education,
whether or not it has been completed, have a significantly
higher probability of stating they are happy than those
who have completed only school level education. In
fact, higher level education increases the probability of
happiness by 15 to 20 percentage points (with respect to

whose with complete basic education or less), and more
than 7 points with respect to those who have studied
at least a portion of secondary level education (or have
completed it but decided not to continue studying).
Education is generally quite closely related to the income
level of individuals, so these results may be indicating that
income is a determining factor of subjective wellbeing of
individuals. In addition to the above, we may add that
the effect of the “relative” income (represented by the
variables “income per capita quintile”) is also a good
predictor of wellbeing. Although the first three quintiles
(the most disadvantaged) do not vary significantly
regarding the sensation of happiness, those in the
fourth and fifth quintiles are significantly happier than
their counterparts. Those in the fourth quintile have a 7
percentage point higher probability of being happy than
those in the poorest quintile. On the other hand, those
in the wealthiest quintile have a probability of being
happy 13 percentage points above those in the poorest
quintile. Finally, it is worth mentioning that apparently a
person’s working status is not relevant when predicting
their wellbeing.

Relationship between health levels and happiness
of chileans
Health is one of the most powerful predictors of happiness.
By examining the results in the table we observe that
psychological difficulties decrease the probability of
happiness by more than 38 percentage points. On the
other hand, those with intellectual difficulties have
a probability of being happy 16 percentage points
higher than those with normal intellectual abilities. It is
noteworthy, however, that those with physical difficulties
of any kinds do not appear to be unhappier than those
without them.
Finally, regarding the subjective perception of health,
the results are quite definitive. Health is one of the most
powerful predictors of happiness. A person with very bad
health has a 28 point lower probability (according to the
model) of being happy than one in very good health.

Relationship between family relationships and the
happiness of chileans
It is interesting to corroborate how important the partner
relationship is as a predictor of a person’s happiness.
Apparently married people are the happiest, followed by
those in a cohabiting partnership. Those with the lowest
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the marginal effects obtained for each individual in the
survey. Interpreting these is much more transparent: the
reported estimators tell us how much the probability
of happiness varies between someone who has one
specific characteristic and someone who doesn’t have
it.20 It is important to clarify that these effects are ceteris
paribus, that is, they represent a partial effect, as if all the
other variables involved remain constant. We must also
be careful when interpreting the effects. The estimates
presented and analyzed below does not allow us to infer
causality, it only enables us to establish correlations
between variables. For example, even when we show
a significant effect of marital status as a predictor of
happiness, we cannot say whether it is the marriage
that causes happiness, or whether those who are
intrinsically happy tend to create more stable partnership
relationships and to get married. The same applies to
the relationship between health and happiness. Not only
does illness decrease wellbeing, but it can also be argued
that unhappiness may cause health problems.
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probability of happiness are people who are separated,
divorced, or have had an annulment (18 percentage points
lower than married people). Finally, it is noteworthy that
the number of children in the household (lower than six
years of age) does not appear to be correlated with the
wellbeing of interviewees. Also, those who say they practice
religion actively also have a higher probability of being
happy (4 percentage points with respect to those who do
not practice, although this is only marginally significant).
There is ample evidence on the relationship between
marriage and happiness21 and also between marriage
and other attributes associated with happiness, such as
physical and psychological health and life expectancy.22
Frey and Stutzer23 refer to a large series of specific
studies in different countries in which the correlation
between marriage and happiness has been highlighted.
A complication to analyzing these studies is, however,
that they are not capable of determining if marriage is
the “cause” of happiness or simply that “happier” people
tend to marry more. Furthermore, if both mechanisms
are operating in parallel, it is difficult to measure them
separately, as the correlation in the standard analysis
reflects the addition of the two.
There is certain evidence that there could be a significant
causal effect between marital status and happiness.
Easterlin,24 for example, argues that if in fact those who

21

choose to marry are inherently “happier” than those who
do not, then if more people in the cohort begin to marry,
average happiness of the remaining single people should
fall, and therefore the average happiness of a generation
should remain constant. With data of American women
born between 1953 and 1972, the author shows that
the average happiness of the cohort improves with age
during the first decade of adult life (between 18 and 29
years of age), indicating that there is at least some causal
effect of marriage on happiness.
Another argument given by Easterlin is that if those
who choose marriage and maintain it are happier
only because of their personality and not because of
marital status, we would find that widows would vary
significantly from those who are divorced or separated,
regarding happiness. However, data shows that the level
of wellbeing of both these groups is similar.25
On the other hand, there is a study which specifically seeks
to establish to what degree the correlations between
happiness and marriage are causal (Frey and Stutzer).26
In their analysis, the authors find significant selection
effects (the happiest are precisely those with the highest
probability of getting married). Despite this, and even
considering the existence of this selection effect, the
authors highlight a significant difference between the
wellbeing of single people and of those who are married,
which appears to indicate the existence of a positive and
noteworthy effect of marriage as a cause of individual’s
wellbeing. The positive effect of marriage on happiness,
according to the authors, is greater when the partner is
similar in educational level, beliefs and values.

Diener, E., Gohm, C.L., Suh, E.M., Oishi, S. (1998), “Similarity of the
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Stack, S., Eshleman, J.R. “Marital status and happiness: A 17-Nation
study,. Journal of Marriage and the Family 60 (2), 527–536.
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TABLE 1. PROBIT RESULTS. “HAPPINESS” AS DEPENDENT VARIABLE
Marginal effect

Standard error

Head of household

0.0371

0.0284

Woman

0.0274

0.0269

Age

-0.0001

0.0009

Rural area (reference: urban)

0.0357

0.0191

*

Metropolitan region (reference: all other regions)

-0.0513

0.0199

***

0.1959

0.0554

***

Education (reference category: basic, complete or incomplete)
Special
Medium, complete or incomplete

0.0781

0.0258

***

Higher, incomplete

0.1531

0.0421

***

Prof. Institute or tech. Prep. Center title

0.2098

0.0295

***

University title

0.1514

0.0420

***

Active religion

0.0355

0.0205

*

Number of minors under age 6 in the household.

-0.0159

0.0188

*

Physical difficulties

-0.0092

0.0245

Intellectual difficulties

0.1583

0.0185

***

Psychological difficulties

-0.3838

0.1191

***

Works

0.0385

0.0239

Second quintile

0.0191

0.0337

Third quintile

0.0364

0.0339

Fourth quintile

0.0723

0.0330

**

Fifth quintile

0.1287

0.0326

***

Income per capita quintile (category of reference: first quintile)

Health (reference category: very good)
Good

-0.0274

0.0271

Regular

-0.1036

0.0304

***

Bad

-0.1683

0.0513

***

Very bad

-0.2849

0.1006

**

Cohabits

-0.0548

0.0273

**

Single

-0.1047

0.0466

**

Widowed

-0.1218

0.0666

*

Separated/annulled/divorced

-0.1840

0.0509

***

Marital status/partner (reference category: married)

Final remarks and conclusions regarding public policy
The data analyzed in this document sheds light on the
determinants of the happiness or wellbeing of Chileans.
On one hand it is quite clear that as health and educational
level increase, so do the possibilities of happiness. Both

health and education are determining factors, and they
are determined by the income of the individual and the
income of the country. This is reinforced when observing
our results which show precisely that those in the higher
income level quintiles have a greater probability of being
happy. In this sense we cannot forget that, given that we
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*p<0.1 , **p<0.05, ***p<0.01
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are still a developing country, growth and overcoming
poverty are goals which we should continue to pursue.
However, a community’s wellbeing is achieved alongside
a series of factors which add to the complexity of the
challenge. Growth and wealth would not necessarily
ensure psychological health, which as we saw in
the analysis is closely linked with the happiness of
individuals. The difference between the happiness of a
psychologically healthy and a psychologically ill person
is greater than the difference between the happiness of
a person reporting very good health and one reporting
very bad health (keeping all the other variables constant).
Likewise, returning health to a psychologically ill person
is equivalent to delivering a happiness which is greater
than that of giving university level education to someone
who only has basic education. Health policies which
support good mental health are fundamental, and in our
country, although they are developing bit by bit (today,
for example, the national AUGE plan covers pathologies
such as depression), there is still a long way to go.
On the other hand, the results associated with marital
status are quite relevant as they show a significant
relationship between the marital situation of Chileans
and their wellbeing. Public policy in our country has not
been directed, at least in recent times, towards fostering
family wellbeing. In fact, social security tends to give
more protection to single-parent families than to twoparent families. For example, the children of adolescent
mothers (generally single) have privileged access to state
nurseries, social welfare protection cards with better
access to single-parent housing subsidy, etc. The situation
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is complicated given that single-parent households
are undoubtedly the poorest and most vulnerable. The
problem here is that, by having this “privileged” position
in the social security network, Chileans perceive marriage
as a high-cost commitment. The housing policy in Chile
is an extreme example of the above: all Chileans who do
not own housing can access some form of subsidy for the
acquisition of a house or apartment. However, subsidies
are seen as one per family, therefore when two people
get married they renounce the possibility of having two
properties. What generally occurs is that Chileans don’t
get married until each member of the partnership has
their own household. This can mean years of postponing
the commitment.
It is not easy to suggest solutions to this. An integral policy
must be developed which favors marriage and two-parent
families without leaving single and adolescent mothers
unprotected. On the other hand, care must be taken to
ensure that the benefits of single and adolescent mothers
or single-parent heads of households are not so great that
their propagation is induced. As previously mentioned,
the objective is clear, but the design of its policy is far
from trivial: we must balance two counterbalanced
objectives. The diagnosis for Chile is that at present, policy
is unbalanced towards the protection of single-parent
homes. Without eliminating their benefits, our proposal
for the short term is to present public policies which
promote long-lasting unions. This can be carried out by
delivering taxpayer awards and incentives to two-parent
families, thus benefiting them in the score received in the
social protection card (score which defines their access to
social services programs), etc.

HAPPINESS, MENTAL HEALTH AND FAMILY LIFE

APENDIX. TABLE A1: DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS
Variable

Average

Standard deviation

Type

Happy

0.8215

0.3829

Dichotomic

Head of household

0.6553

0.4753

Dichotomic

Woman

0.5326

0.4989

Dichotomic

Age

47.3423

13.2152

Dichotomic

Rural area

0.0757

0.2645

Dichotomic

Metropolitan region

0.4104

0.4919

Dichotomic

Special

0.0042

0.0644

Dichotomic

Middle, complete or incomplete

0.4883

0.4999

Dichotomic

Higher, incomplete

0.0526

0.2232

Dichotomic

Prof. Institute or tech. Prep. Center title

0.0364

0.1874

Dichotomic

University title

0.1076

0.3099

Dichotomic

Active religion

0.6088

0.4880

Dichotomic

Number of children under age 6 in the household.

0.2962

0.5477

Continuous

Physical disability

0.1653

0.3715

Dichotomic

Intellectual disability

0.0043

0.0653

Dichotomic

Psychological disability

0.0104

0.1013

Dichotomic

Works

0.6250

0.4841

Dichotomic

Second quintile

0.1784

0.3829

Dichotomic

Third quintile

0.1880

0.3907

Dichotomic

Fourth quintile

0.2073

0.4054

Dichotomic

Fifth quintile

0.2398

0.4269

Dichotomic

Good

0.4235

0.4941

Dichotomic

Regular

0.2929

0.4551

Dichotomic

Bad

0.0691

0.2536

Dichotomic

Very bad

0.0165

0.1273

Dichotomic

Cohabits

0.1850

0.3883

Dichotomic

Single

0.0665

0.2491

Dichotomic

Widowed

0.0334

0.1797

Dichotomic

Separated/annulled/divorced

0.0723

0.2589

Dichotomic

Education (reference category: basic, complete or incomplete)

Income per capita quintile (reference category: first quintile)

Health (reference category: very good)
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Marital status/partner (reference category: married)
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Why should relational goods be considered indicators of progress?

When talking about the technical and material aspects
of progress, the indicators are very clear and so are the
ways to evaluate them. The implementation of strategies
and policies are designed to reduce the incidence of
certain diseases or conditions of life such as poverty or to
increase the consumption capacity of individuals and the
sustainability of the countries or regions. However, when
talking about well-being, the assessment must necessarily

include the person’s subjective aspects. According to Rojas
(2007) the focus of progress as experienced well-being
comes from the concept that the important well-being
is the one that people experience (hedonic, cognitive
and affective). People sum up their experience through
concepts such as happiness or satisfaction in life. Within
this approach, progress is the movement towards a
situation where people are more satisfied with their lives.
From science is impossible to adopt a normative position
that points the way in which “to live”, what should be
the sources of satisfaction and well-being and how to
avoid the discomfort, which is why social scientists take
an empirical approach. We propose to discover the
differences between people, to explain why some people
experience a feeling of wellbeing while others primarily
experience feelings of discomfort.
In the last decades the number of investigations has
proliferated that account for the determinants of
subjective well-being. While the objective of this work
is not to delve into them, we can say that subjective
well-being is determined roughly by socio-demographic
characteristics of people (social status, age, education
level etc.), life skills (personality traits, health, etc.) and
environmental factors (social, political freedom, social
equality, security, etc.), among others.
These aspects are closely related to determining the
well-being of individuals, in such way that for example,
satisfaction with social relations not only depends on the
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Progress is a concept that can broadly be defined
as the passage of a lower well-being state to one
for improving in the human condition. There are
numerous indicators that have been proposed or used
to measure the progress of a society. One of the most
used has been the Gross Domestic Product (GDP),
which is an indicator of economic activity in a country,
and it joined many others, including those contained
in the Millennium Development Goals that guide the
progress on issues such as eradication of poverty and
hunger, reduction of child mortality, obtaining primary
education for all, increasing levels of maternal health,
ensure environmental sustainability, gender equality
and the eradication or at least the decrease in the
incidence of diseases such as HIV and malaria. While
these indicators are the minimum conditions necessary
to ensure the well-being of people, they are not enough
to ensure progress. The progress cannot be referred only
to material or economic aspects. It is also necessary to
incorporate the psychological, social and environmental
aspects. In this regard it is imperative to know how much
these aspects can be evaluated and encouraged.
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availability of social support networks in the environment,
but also on the ability of individuals to interact with others.
In the last decades there has been abundant literature
showing that social networks and social support available
have a decisive impact on subjective well-being of
individuals. This paper aims to highlight how they play an
important role, which is why indicators of progress should
include such measures
We begin by defining what we understand by social
networks, social support and relational goods. The
series of personal contacts through which the individual
maintains his social identity and receives emotional
support, material support and information services are
called “social networks” (Guzmán, Huenchuan, & Montes
de Oca, 2003).
On the other hand, social support refers to the potential
support that an individual has (Hansen, Fallon and
Novotny, 1991; Reyes, Cienfuegos, Díaz and Sánchez,
in press), first through his/her partner and/or his/her
family, (Ahluwalia, Dodds and Baligh, 1998; Fernández
del Valle and Bravo, 2000) and secondly, through his/her
close friends, community and other groups to which the
individual is near such as neighbors or co-workers (Briggs,
1998; Lemos, 1996; Sinibaldi, 2001).
Becchetti, Pelloni & Rossetti (2008) refer to the ‘relational
goods’ as the company emotional support, social approval
and solidarity, a sense of belonging, the desire to be loved
or accepted by others.
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Meanwhile, the literature on the subject (Guzman et
al., 2003, Cutrona & Suhr, 1992, and Armstrong, BirnieLefcovitch, & Ungar, 2005) distinguishes four categories
of support or transfers: material, instrumental, emotional
and cognitive.

•

The material support involve a flow of monetary
resources (cash, either as a regular contribution or
not, remittances, gifts, etc.) and nonmonetary, in
various forms of material support (food, clothing,
utility payments, etc.).

•

The instrumental support may be in transportation,
assistance in household chores and the care and support.

•

The emotional support was expressed, for
example, through love, trust, empathy, and feelings

associated with the family and concern for others.
It can take different forms, including periodic visits,
demonstration of physical affection and others.

•

The cognitive support refer to the exchange of
experiences, transfer of information (meaning), tips
for understanding a situation, and others.

•

The sources for such support systems, according to
the literature, can be formal and informal:

•

The formal system of support has a bureaucratic
organization, provides specific objectives in certain
areas and uses certain professionals or volunteers
to ensure the achievement of their goals. I.e. it
comprises a group of individuals with the same
function within an institutional framework (Guzmán
et al., 2003; Sousa 2005).

•

The informal system includes individuals with
personal affinities, in a non-institutional context.
It consists of personal and community networks as
unstructured support programs, such as the family,
networks of friends, neighbors and community
(Sousa, 2005, Guzmán et al., 2003)

Social support and well-being
Several studies have shown that individuals who
perceived high levels of social support have a high selfconcept, coping style more appropriate to stress, greater
self esteem and confidence, greater personal control and
subjective well-being and better health in general. Those
who report higher levels of anxiety, depression, high blood
pressure and heart rate and irrational thoughts and even
suicidal ideation perceive stressful situations reported
to perceive low levels of social support (Acuña and
Bruner, 1999; Aduna, 1998, Holtzworth-Munroe , Stuart,
Sandin, Smutzler and Mclaughlin, 1997; Díaz Guerrero,
1986; Green and Rodgers, 2001; Latkin and Curry, 2003;
Orthner, Jones-Sanpei, and Williamson, 2004; Sarason,
Levine, Bashman and Sarason, 1983, Solomon, Mikulincer
and Avitzur, 1988).
On the other hand, the optimistic and assertive
individuals, with high self-esteem, and social skills are
adequate, they are outgoing and tend to perceive high
levels of support from various social networks and
reported feeling more satisfied with it (Acuña and Bruner,
1999; Aduna, 1998; Gurung, Sarason and Sarason, 1997;
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On the other hand, anxious individuals with depressed
mood, low self-esteem, external locus of control and /
or low levels of satisfaction with life, often receive lower
amounts of social support and tend to explain this lack
through the general and permanent factors as their
personality or their physical and social characteristics,
which could be negatively affecting the perception of
their personal value (Aduna, 1998, and Sinibaldi, 2001).
High levels of stress and anxiety tend to negatively
affect the social skills of individuals, because they make
the individual be perceived as someone unable to have
safe relationships, reducing their well-being and access
to social support. The aforementioned promotes,
meanwhile an increase in stress levels, creating a vicious
cycle that can affect individuals significantly (Daniels and
Guppy, 1997; Green and Rodgers, 2001; Orthner et al.,
2004; Singh and Pandey, 1990, Solomon et al., 1988).

the quality of relationship and reciprocity among members
(Ahluwalia et al., 1998; Dabas and Najmanovich, 1995,
Daniels and Guppy, 1997; De Lomnitz, 1993, Dominguez
and Watkins, 2003 and Green and Rodgers, 2001). Social
support provided adequately can be considered, then,
as a necessary resource for the subject’s adaptation to
environmental requirements.
Also, Krassoievitch (1998, cited in Guzmán et al., 2003)
emphasizes that the effectiveness of social support as
well enhancer depends on subjective interpretation
and evaluation of this support on each person. Support
that is unnecessary, unwanted or wrong, even if well
intentioned, can have harmful effects to produce units
and negatively affect self-esteem. Also, if one realizes
that the aid provided has hidden motives or it is acting
forcefully, or if the help offered brings pejorative
implications about the competences of the receiver, or
constrains the freedom of action or the decision making,
the intervention will not be seen as supportive. Equally
important, psychological and social context marked by
these features, offer the necessary conditions for the
development of relationships (Cohen et al., 2000; Asili &
Julián, 1998, Barron, 1996, Cutrona & Russell, 1990; Terol
& López-Roig, 2000 and Solomon et al., 1988).

Several studies have shown the existence of a close
relationship between social support and subjective
wellbeing (Ahluwalia et al., 1998; Asili and Julián, 1998,
Barrón, 1996; Davis, Morris & Kraus, 1998; Henly, Danziger
and Offer, 2005, Li-fei Wang, Heppner and Berry, 1997).
It was established that an increase in subjective wellbeing promotes a high perception of control over the
environment, which allows the subject to have greater
access to social support networks and experience as
fewer stressful events (Bolger and Schilling, 1991). On
the other hand, social support also affects the well-being
experienced by the subject (Sanchez, 1998), because
through him, knowledge is transmitted to improve the skills
of individuals to address problems, enhance social bonds
and makes possible to change attitudes (Barron, 1996).

Social support has been also conceived as a “cushion” of
stress, psychological distress and loneliness, which limits
the physical and psychological well-being. Given this,
many theorists have emphasized that social support is
transactional, meaning that the nature of the stressor, the
social characteristics and personality and other attributes
of receiving social support resources within the network,
the types and sources of social support available, the
quality of relationship and reciprocity among members,
influence the way in which social support functions
(Armstrong et al., 2005 and Ahluwalia et al., 1998;
Dabas & Najmanovich, 1995; Daniels & Guppy, 1997; De
Lomnitz, 1993; Dominguez & Watkins, 2003; Green and
Rodgers, 2001, 2007).

For social support to be effective, it must be taken in
the direction, quantity, quality and time that the subject
requires it (Asili and Julián, 1998, Barron, 1996, Cutrona
and Russell, 1990; Terol and López-Roig, 2000, Solomon
y cols, 1988), otherwise, it may be perceived as weak,
supervisory or enforcement (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984,
Solomon y cols., 1988). This fact will influence several
factors, among which are the social and personality
characteristics of subjects, resources within the network,

According to Finch (1998) there is a correlation between
satisfaction with social support and positive mood,
whereas negative mood is associated with social conflict.
He also suggests that the relationship between emotional
health and social support or conflict is reciprocal. That
is, if a person tends to maintain positive affect, they
will be both a cause and effect of successful social
interactions, also, the opposite will happen, if it tends to
negative affect. Social support also plays a role in risk and
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Sarason, Levine, Bashman and Sarason, 1983). Likewise,
when their expectations for support are not met, they
often explain through specific factors of short duration
(Hartlage, Alloy, Vazquez, and Dykman, 1993; Latkin and
Curry, 2003, Van Baars, 2002).
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recovery of physical illness, and that social relationships
influence behavior with implications for health such as
diet, exercise, alcohol and tobacco intake, the sleep, and
adherence to medical schemes (Cohen et al., 2000).
Finally, the feeling of belonging to a social group
strengthens the self-concept of individuals and promotes
“social identity”. Several social identity theorists have
proposed that social identities provide structure and
behavior to individuals and society, helping individuals
to avoid the tension caused by being exceeded by the
social complexities (Greenfield & Marks, 2007), the social
identity is a buffer against the harmful consequences of
certain risk factors, including perceived discrimination
and criminal victimization (Greenfield & Marks, 2007),
also the time spent in production and consumption of
relational goods generates positive and significant effects
on satisfaction with life (Beccheti et al., 2008).
The aforementioned are reasons that explain the
importance of social relations to maintain physical and
mental well-being of individuals and communities.
Hence, it is necessary to pay attention to the subject,
both to encourage and to help them to hold it together,

it is also necessary to review the nature and satisfaction
of family and friends relationships, cross-generational
human relationships and of the communal dimension, as
well as the fulfillment of the basic rules of coexistence
and respect among the members of a society, the density
and strength of the social fabric and the ties of solidarity,
in order to better understand the processes behind
them and promote them from different perspectives
(government, social, family, etc.).
We would like to finish by stating that while there are
many definitions of progress, none is complete unless
it includes the experience of individuals, the one
experienced and reported by them. Progress could not
ever go alone, if not accompanied by subjective wellbeing, in turn, there is no subjective well-being without
social relations. The only way to know if the behavior
of a set of economic indicators is assessing progress is
to compare them with happiness of individuals living in
that (those) region (s) of the planet. It therefore follows
that the measurement of progress must include aspects
of subjective well-being and its measure must necessarily
evaluate relational goods of individuals.

References
1.

2.

3.

4.

252

5.

Acuña, L., & Bruner, C. (1999), “Estructura Factorial
del Cuestionario de Apoyo Social de Sarason, Levine,
Bashm and Sarason in Mexico”, Revista Mexicana de
Psicología (Mexican Psychology Magazine), 16 (2),
267-279.
Aduna, A. (1998), “Afrontamiento, Apoyo Social y
Solución de Problemas en Estudiantes Universitarios.
Estudio Experimental”, Masters Thesis, Mexico,
Universidad Nacional Autonoma de México - UNAM.
Ahluwalia, I., Dodds, J., & Baligh, M. (1998), “Social
Support and Coping Behaviors of Low-income Families
Experiencing Food Insufficiency in North Carolina”,
Health Education and Behavior, 25 (5), 599-612.
Armstrong, M., Birnie-Lefcovitch, S., & Ungar, M. T.
(2005), “Pathways Between Social Support, Family
Well Being, Quality of Parenting, and Child Resilience:
What We Know”, Journal of Child and Family Studies,
14 (2), 269-281.
Asili, N., & Julián, T. (1998), “Apoyo Social y Bienestar
Psicológico en la Juventud y la Vejez”, La Psicología Social
en México (The Social Psychology in Mexico), 7, 423-428.

Barrón, A. (1996), Apoyo social (Social Support),
Madrid, Siglo XXI.
7. Bechetti, L., Pelloni, A., & Rossetti, F. (2008),
“Relational Goods, Sociability, and Happiness”, Kyklos,
61 (3), 343-363.
8. Bolger, N., & Schilling, E. (1991), “Personality and
Problems of Everyday Life: The Role of Neuroticism in
Exposure and Reactivity to Daily Stressors”, Journal of
Personality, 59, 355-386.
9. Briggs, X. (1998), “Brown Kids in White Suburbs:
Housing Movility and the Many Faces of Social
Capital”, Housing Policy Debate, 9, 177-221.
10. Cohen, S., Gottlieb, B. H., & Underwood, L. G. (2000),
“Social Relationships and Health”, en S. Cohen, B. H.
Gottlieb, & L. G. Underwood (Edits.), Social Support
Measurement and Intervention. A Guide for Health
and Social Scientists (pp. 3-25). New York, Oxford
University Press.
11. Cutrona, C., & Russell, D. (1990), “Type of Social
Support and Specific Stress: Toward a Theory of
Optimal Matching”, in I. G. Sarason, B. R. Sarason, &
6.

12.

13.

14.

15.
16.
17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

G. R. Pierce, Social Support: An Interactional View (pp.
319-366), New York, Wiley.
Dabas, E., & Najmanovich, D. (1995), Redes: El
Lenguaje de los Vínculos hacia la Reconstrucción y el
Fortalecimiento de la Sociedad Civil, México, Paidós.
Daniels, K., & Guppy, A. (1997), “Stressors, Locus
of Control and Social Support as Consequences
of Affective Psychological Well-Being”, Journal of
Occupational Health Psychology, 2 (2), 156-174.
Davis, M., Morris, M., & Kraus, L. (1998), “Relationshipspecific and Global Perceptions of Social Support:
Associations with Well-Being and Attachment”,
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 74 (2),
468-481.
De Lommitz, L. (1993), Cómo sobreviven los
marginados, (12a ed.), México, Siglo XXI.
Díaz-Guerrero, R. (1986), El ecosistema sociocultural y
la calidad de vida, Mexico, Trillas.
Domínguez, S., & Watkins, C. (2003), “Creating
Networks for Survival and Movility: Social Capital
Among African-american and Latin-american Lowincome Mothers”, Social Problems, 50 (1), 111-135.
Fernández del Valle, J., & Bravo, A. (2000), “Esrructura
y Dimensiones de Apoyo de la Red Social en los
Adolescentes”, Anuario de Psicología (Psychology
Yearbook), 31 (2), 87-105.
Finch, J. (1998), “Social Undermining, Support
Satisfaction, and Affect: A Domain-specific Lagged
Effects Model”, Journal of Personality, 66 (3), 315-334.
Green, B., & Rodgers, A. (2001), “Determinants
of Social Support Among Low-income Mothers:
A Longitudinal Analysis”, American Journal of
Communitary Psychology, 29 (3), 419-442.
Greenfield, E., & Marks, N. (2007), “Religious Social
Identity as an Explanatory Factor for Associations
Between More Frequent Formal Religious Participation
and Psychological Well-Being”, International Journal
for the Psychology of Religion, 17 (3), 245-259.
Gurung, R. A., Sarason, B., & Sarason, I. (1997),
“Personal Characteristics, Relationship Quality and
Social Support Perceptions and Behavior in Young
Adult Romantic Relationship”, Personal Relationship,
4, 319-339.
Guzmán, J. M., Huenchuan, S., & Montes de Oca,
V. (2003), “Redes de Apoyo Social de las Personas
Mayores: Marco Conceptual”, Notas de Población, 29
(77), 35-70.
Hansen, F. J., Fallon, A. F., & Novotny, S. L. (1991), “The
Relationship between Social Network Structure and
Marital Satisfaction in Distressed and Nondistressed

Couples: A Pilot Study”, Family Therapy, 18 (2), 101-111.
25. Hartlage, S., Alloy, L., Vázquez, C., & Dykman, B. (1993),
“Automatic and Effortful Processing in Depression”,
Psychological Bulletin, 13, 247-278.
26. Henly, J., Danziger, S., & Offer, S. (2005), “The
Contribution of Social Support to the Material WellBeing of Low-income Families”, Journal of Marriage
and Family, 67, 122-140.
27. Holtzworth-Munroe, A., Stuart, G. L., Sandin, E.,
Smutzler, N., & Mclaughlin, W. (1997), “Comparing the
Social Support Behaviors of Violent and Nonviolent
Husbands During Discussions of Wife Personal
Problems”, Personal Relationship, 4, 395-412.
28. Latkin, C., & Curry, A. (2003), “Stressful Neighborhoods
and Depression: A Prospective Study of the Impact of
Neighborhood Disorder”, Journal of Health and Social
Behavior, 44 (1), 34-44.
29. Lazarus, R. S., & Folkman, S. (1984), Estrés y procesos
cognitivos, Nueva York, Springer.
30. Lemos, S. (1996), “Evaluación Psicológica de Riesgos
para la Salud”, in G. Buela-Casal, V. Caballo, & J. Sierra,
Manual de Evaluación en Psicología Clínica y de la
Salud, Spain, Siglo XXI.
31. Li-Fei Wang, P., Heppner, P., & Berry, T. (1997), “Role
of Gender-Related Personality Traits, Problem-Solving
Appraisal, and Perceived Social Support in Developing
a Mediational Model of Psychological Adjustment”,
Counseling Psychology, 44, 245-255.
32. Orthner, D., Jones-Sanpei, H., & Williamson, S. (2004),
“The Resilience and Strenghs of Low-income Families”,
Family Relations, 53 (2), 159-167.
33. Palomar, J., & Cienfuegos, Y. (2007), “Pobreza y
Apoyo Social: Un Estudio Comparativo en Tres
Niveles Socioeconómicos”, Revista Interamericana de
Psicología Inter-American Journal of Psychology, 41 (2),
177-188.
34. Reyes, N., Cienfuegos, Y., Díaz-Loving, R., & Sánchez,
R. (in press), Definición y medición del apoyo social en
la pareja.
35. Rojas, M. (2007), “The complexity of Well-Being: A
Life-Satisfaction Conception and a Domains-of-Life
Approach”, en I. Gough, & A. McGregor, Researching
Well-Being in Developing Countries: From Theory
to Research (pp. 259-280), Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press.
36. Sánchez, F. (1998), “Apoyo Social, Integración Social y
Salud Mental”, Revista de Psicología Social (Journal of
Social Psychology), 13, 537-544.
37. Sarason, I. G., Levine, H. M., Bashman, R. B., &
Sarason, B. R. (1983), “Assessing Social Support: The

253

WHY SHOULD RELATIONAL GOODS BE CONSIDERED INDICATORS OF PROGRESS?

THE MEASUREMENT OF PROGRESS AND WELL-BEING . PROPOSALS FROM LATIN AMERICA

254

Social Support Questionnaire”, Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 44 (1), 127-139.
38. Singh, A., & Pandey, J. (1990), “Social Support as a
Moderatorof the Relationship Between Poverty and
Coping Behaviors”, Journal of Social Psychology, 130
(4), 533-541.
39. Sinibaldi, G. J. (2001), “Miedo, apoyo y estigma en
personas con VIH/SIDA”, tesis de Licenciatura Instituto
de Terapia Familiar CENCALLI, México.
40. Solomon, Z., Mikulincer, M., & Avitzur, E. (1988), “Coping,
Locus of Control, Social Support and Combat-Related Posttraumatic Stress Disorder: A Prospective Study”, Journal
of Personality snd Social Psychology, 55 (2), 279-285.

41. Sousa, L. (2005), “Building on Personal Networks
When Intervening Whith Multiproblem Poor
Families”, Journal of Social Work Practice, 19, 163-179.
42. Terol, M., & López-Roig, S. (2000), “Apoyo social”,
Revista de Psicologia Social Aplicada (Journal of
Applied Social Psychology), 44-76.
43. Van Baarsen, B. (2002), “Theories on Coping with
Loss: The Impact of Social Support and Self-Esteem
on Adjustment to Emotional and Social Loneliness
Followin a Partner’s Death in a Latter Life”, The Journal
of Gerontology, 57b (1), S33-S42.

George Zarur
Progress as the social production of happiness

1. Introduction: progress and the nation state in the
20th century1

The well-being of the ordinary person was not a priority
while the nation state was perceived as a sacred entity.
National wealth and power were viewed as the main
objective of societies, while the well-being of individuals
was a secondary concern. GDP measures the wealth
and the potential power of the nation state without
considering the well-being of the average citizen. Thus,
from the perspective of the sacred nation state, measuring
progress solely by GDP made perfect sense.
The nation state changed its role in the second half
of the 20th century. Democratic advances inverted the
relationship between individuals and the state. Citizens
were no longer supposed to sacrifice themselves blindly
on behalf of the abstract nation. A historic turning point
was the reaction of Americans to the Vietnam War and on
the other hand, the European political values stressing the
social role of states spread around the world. Nowadays
1 I am grateful to Susan Casement Moreira for her competent revision

of this paper.

it is the state that has to justify its existence to citizens.
Thus, well-being indicators became a political need.
Those who favor the use of GDP alone as an indicator of
progress sometimes argue that growth by itself, would
necessarily bring general well-being. This conception
reflects a most optimistic view of the self-regulating
market as justice maker. Historical Brazilian economic
figures, for example, show the opposite: economic growth
may be associated with the worsening of social indicators.
Common sense infers there is no well-being without a
minimum level of wealth to be distributed. This is only
partially true because the size of the economy has no
direct relationship with the level of well-being. US per
capita income is more than fifteen times that of Cuba,
but Cuban health and education standards are equal or
superior to those of the US, even though for housing,
transportation and other sectors Cuban indicators fall
far below the global average. What makes the difference
is not the isolated GDP size, but political decisions
concerning the amount of the budget to be allocated to
social expenditure. Increases in GDP do carry weight but
are not crucial.
State intervention aiming at well-being became a moral
paradigm for 20th-century economic policies despite the
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Concepts are cultural artifacts designed in political and
historical contexts. The concept of progress expresses
implicit assumptions concerning human nature and the
role of the state.
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state’s retreat of the last two decades. The nation state’s
commitment to its citizens has led to the adoption of
well-being indicators on housing, food, education,
health and other aspects. These indicators are useful
not only for international comparisons, but also to
orient social policies.
Thus, the 20th century witnessed an advance in the
concept of progress as assessed by the commitment of
states to the well-being of their people.
However, this is not enough for the 21st-century concept
of progress because of the growing awareness that
economy and society exist for human happiness.
This paper has the following objectives:

•

Demonstrate that happiness is socially produced;

•

Demonstrate that the community, as exemplified
throughout this paper by the example of so-called
“primitive societies”, is the social unit for the
production of happiness;

•

•

Explore the possibility of the existence of communities
as happiness producing units in contemporary
complex societies;
Explore the role of economic indicators for wealth,
material well-being and happiness as well as some
consequences of their use.

2. The social production of happiness
Happiness is the new aspect to be added to the concept
of progress in the 21st century.
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It is far from simple to define happiness because the
concept is relative to individuals, cultures and different
social positions in different cultures. Asking individuals
if they are happy, that is, using a subjective indicator
resulting from polls, would provide misleading results
due to the unequal perception of happiness between
societies and within a given society.
The above problem may be illustrated by the
warriors’ concept of happiness, which depends on the
unhappiness of his enemies. Besides, happiness is easily
confused with euphoria. A state of euphoria resulting
from the continuous use of drugs or from consumerism -

as portrayed by smiling people in advertisements - is not
happiness. The addiction of the American population to
consumption recalls the Chinese addiction to opium in
the 19th century. The hysterical human herd rushing
through the doors of department stores on cut-price
sales days is a remarkable and unique phenomenon.
Usually a short period of intense satisfaction (“a high”)
resulting from drugs or from shopping is followed by a
period of depression until the next drug shot or the next
act of buying. This is not happiness. On the other hand,
the widespread use of legally prescribed anti-depressive
drugs exposes an unambiguous symptom of collective
unhappiness. It operates as a sort of anesthesia for an
otherwise unbearable pain.
Happiness is socially produced, that is, it does not arise
from the relationship between man and things. It rather
depends from the relationship between human beings.
The relationship between man and things contributes
to happiness only when it intermediates a satisfactory
relationship between man and man.
However, it is necessary to identify the type of human
organization which brings the most pervasive distribution
of ongoing happiness. Traditional societies teach
important lessons about this subject.
The discussion about the use of GDP or well-being
indicators for measuring progress would make no sense
at all to most of humanity, because in most places
the economy has always been seen as the means to
fulfill society’s basic function, that is, to provide a safe
environment where people can live in accordance with
a culturally defined criterion of happiness. Material wellbeing is considered as the first obvious step towards
happiness, because food, shelter, health and education
are universal human needs to be fulfilled by all societies
in their own cultural terms.
A big GDP is not a condition for material well-being and
much less for happiness. Traditional societies do not have
a big GDP, but can provide fair social conditions. What
matters is the destination of the economic surplus. The
concept of “surplus” is usually equated with the wealth
produced above subsistence level. For the purposes of
this paper I will consider as economic surplus the wealth
above the level of basic material well-being, that is, the
available expendable wealth above what is used on
housing, food, health and education.

PROGRESS AS THE SOCIAL PRODUCTION OF HAPPINESS

Simple reproduction economies characterized by a low
average income – several don’t even have a currency
to measure their income – may present optimum wellbeing levels. Studies on the Xingu River tribal Indians of
the Brazilian Amazon, among whom I have lived, have
shown that under normal conditions there was no hunger
and very few native diseases. Nutrition levels are still
higher than those in wealthy industrial Brazilian cities.
Male daily labor averaged two and half hours and the
remaining time was used for conviviality, music, dances
and handcrafts. There is nothing more misleading than
the stereotyped image of the “starving primitive man”,
despite the fact that now and then hunger may occur due
to natural disasters.
In traditional tribal and peasant societies there are no
hospitals, schools or universities, but there are efficient
mechanisms for health care and education. Health
professionals are amongst the first specialists to appear in
the social division of labor, but all adults know treatments
and medicines, such as plants and roots. Learning is
normally by imitation, as among the Upper Xingu Indians,
where the boy has the same bow and arrows for fishing
as his father. The size of the equipment varies according
to the age of the fishermen and the size of the fish.
The social environment of traditional kinship-based
societies in peace with other societies and in balance
with nature offers conditions of psychological protection
that are rarely found in complex contemporary societies.
It is possible to link the idea of happiness with the notion

of “peace” as the “tranquility of order” following Saint
Augustine’s celebrated definition. From a sociological
viewpoint, “the tranquility of order” means the continuous
exchange of affection and solidarity.2 It implies living in a
society where people know what to expect from life in
accordance with a cycle that flows from the protection of
children to respect for elders. It presupposes a childhood,
adulthood and old age lived in serenity, and if there is an
interruption of the cycle due to premature death, there
will be an assurance that others will care for the living.
Social roles are well defined in the same way as time and
space references such as the village creek, the territory
and the seasons. The “tranquility of order” means that
people and things must be in the right place at the right
moment of their lives as prescribed by their culture.
Human life cycles follow those involving the natural and
agricultural year and associated rituals.
Traditional societies commonly feature extended kinship
unities that are greater than the nuclear family made up
of father, mother and children. Although individuals do
know who their biological mother and their social father
(frequently the probable biological father) are, a large
group of women are called by the term for “mother” and
a large group of men are called by the term for “father”. It
is not out of the question to suppose that in these smallscale communities, kinship terminologies reflect and
affect concrete social relationships. Then classificatory
parents do love, protect and feed the children they call
“sons” and “daughters”. There is always a “mother” or a
“father” around to care for the children as there is always
an adult “son” or “daughter” to care for an aged parent.
2

Saint Augustine’s definition of peace is the following (The City of

God, XIX, 13, pg 690): “The peace of the body then consists in the duly
proportioned arrangement of its parts. The peace of the irrational
soul is the harmonious repose of the appetites, and that of the rational soul the harmony of knowledge and action. The peace of body and
soul is the well-ordered and harmonious life and health of the living
creature. Peace between man and God is the well-ordered obedience
of faith to eternal law. Peace between man and man is well-ordered
concord. Domestic peace is the well-ordered concord between those
of the family who rule and those who obey. Civil peace is a similar
concord among the citizens. The peace of the celestial city is the perfectly ordered and harmonious enjoyment of God, and of one another
in God. The peace of all things is the tranquility of order. Order is the
distribution which allots things equal and unequal, each to its own
place.” Saint Augustine, 1950, The City of God. New York: Modern Library (Marcus D. D. Dods - transl.)
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Surplus is redistributed In Karl Marx’s “simple
reproduction”, when economy and society do not go
through a permanent structural process of change. Karl
Polanyi identified “redistribution” as one of the central
forces in non-market economies. In tribal and peasant
societies, surplus is redistributed in fiestas and in other
rituals. In European pre-market societies alms and
donations fulfilled the redistributive function. In some
cases the surplus is destroyed in the act of raising the
status of its previous owners – the classic instance is the
potlatch ritual of the North-Western American Coast
Indians. In other circumstances, the surplus is sterilized,
as in the building of great pyramids or cathedrals. The
Catholic Church has been an important surplus sterilizer
by accumulating real estate. In Marx’s “amplified
reproduction”, accumulation becomes investment and
there arises an endless spiral of reinvestment, economic
growth, wealth and poverty.
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These organizational forms are very efficient at setting
up social protection networks. In the Indian village
where I lived this was evident, as it is in most traditional
communities around the world. For this reason, following
the ideas of Arensberg and Kimball3 (1967), I have
worked on the hypothesis that the basic unit of human
organization is not the family (nuclear or extended)
but a group involving two sexes and three generations,
a community usually larger than the family. It is a first
condition for happiness to belong to a group that supplies
a permanent exchange of reciprocal care. The community
fulfills this function. Thus the community is the elementary
social unit for the production of happiness.
The solidarity found among members of tribal and
peasant societies contrasts with the loneliness of our
urban populations. In the US, for example, there is a
radical opposition between generations. Young men are
supposed to leave home and elders are segregated in
institutions sometimes called “nursing homes”. In parts of
Europe, family values still survive, but the individualization
process is growing fast. The average member of today’s
western society lives in fear of the future, of threats
of unemployment and hunger. He lacks a permanent
reference group to provide the support that all human
beings need, not only in crisis situations but in everyday
life. The very notion of “life crisis” is characteristic of
western contemporary culture.
Nevertheless, efficiency in the production of happiness by
traditional societies does not mean that economic growth
should be considered evil. Even if economic growth (as
measured by increases in GDP) brings unhappiness, it
remains an absolute need because a worldwide market
economy is inevitable and traditional communities
cannot live in isolation.
The contrast between traditional society and culture and
the new world born from the industrial revolution was
studied by Karl Polanyi in his 1944 masterpiece “The Great
Transformation”.4 For Polanyi the consideration of land,
labor and money as commodities - in the way expressed
by economics since the eighteenth century – threatens not
only human happiness but nature and even the survival
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of the human being, as the wars of the 20th century have
shown.5 The transformation of land, labor and money into
bought and sold “fictitious commodities” characterizes a
highly artificial system. After the Industrial Revolution, for
the first time in history, the importance of the economy
would prevail over society’s solidarity values.
In Polanyi’s model, the main function of the state is
the protection of individuals against the consequences
of the transformation of land, labor and money into
commodities. The present economic crisis dramatizes the
need for state protection against unregulated currency;
today, social policies are considered necessary to protect
labor; and there is consensus nowadays that state action
should protect nature and ensure a secure food supply.
Besides, states may protect people against other states.
Stronger states may be highly predatory, as we Latin
Americans bitterly know. Polanyi explains 20th- century
European wars by the state’s fear that their populations
would be treated in the same way as the colonial people
of Africa, Asia and Latin America. Thus economic growth is
desirable to strengthen national power in order to protect
a country’s resources for the use of its own people. The
bigger a national economy and the faster its growth
rate, the better its resistance against external menaces.
Colonialism is related to weak pseudo-states. Stateless or
pseudo-state nations may watch the death of their entire
populations or disappear as viable political unities.

3. Conclusions: evaluating progress in the 21st century
Evaluation of progress must consider three main aspects:
First, economic growth: sizeable and developed
economies set the conditions for states to protect their
people against the market and against other states.
GDP is the way to measure the size and strength of the
economy and the putative power of the state, despite
the fact that state power has been frequently applied to
oppress people. However, the worst condition is that of
the colonial stateless or pseudo-state countries;
Second, material well-being: measured by social
indicators. It is the basic and evident objective for all

Arensberg, Conrad and Kimball, Solon T. 1967- Culture and Com-

munity.

5

4 Polanyi, Karl. 2001- The Great Transformation. New York: Beacon Press.

munity.
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Third, happiness: Time allocation is the key to building a
quantitative cross-cultural methodology for measuring
happiness. Experience drawn from traditional societies
teaches us that happiness depends on the daily amount of
time allocated to sociability and to creative activities. The
more time allocated to non-creative repetitive tasks, the
higher the level of unhappiness. Conversely, the greater
the “leisure” time allocated to creative communitarian
activities, the higher the happiness level. Creative work
such as arts and crafts may be individually performed, but
must always be recognized and valued by a surrounding
community. Besides, the daily amount of time spent
on exchanging personal information and feelings in
community networks is essential for happiness. The
intensity and frequency of routine collective activities like
parties and rituals is another happiness indicator.
It would not make sense to ask individual Indians and
peasants, nor indeed recent urban immigrants around
the world - which may encompass most of the population
of several countries – about their subjective level of well
being. The social unit to be consulted may be a legitimate
community leader that speaks in its name or some type of
entity like an “elder’s’ council” or other similar body that
represents the community. The point to be stressed is
that the culturally acknowledged social unit is not, in such
cases, the individual but the community that comprises
smaller units such as the family.
In order to foster happiness, society must guarantee the
right to diversity and to multiple identities.6 Identities
define community membership. Communities are
both associations and happiness production units.
Therefore, the right to free association, that is, the right
to join or create communities, is one of the requisites
for happiness.
Racism limits the right to free association and to
arranging communities freely. Forced ethnic identities
build marginal stigmatized communities. Ethnicity and
cultural identity must be considered as a primary value,
but race or religious communities forcibly imposed
6

On Multiple Identities see Amartya Sen – 2006. Identity and

Violence. Norton & Co, London and New York

on individuals represent an aggression against the
right of free association. For such a reason the Latin
American tradition of miscegenation and cultural
syncretism must be considered as a great advantage.
Besides, happiness in contemporary society implies
the liberty to change identities and, by consequence,
communities’ affiliations.
Traditional society and culture survive in Latin
America in small rural Indian, peasant and Indianpeasant communities. In the cities, traditional kinship
communities and cultures survive adapted to the new
environment. In several cases extended kinship groups
have evolved into church-based symbolic kinship
communities of “brothers and sisters in Christ”. The
recent boom in non-Catholic church congregations
all over Latin America expresses a peculiar form of
community organization in the region.
Community members share a set of values and beliefs
that keep them together. For this reason, religion may
be an essential ideological resource for setting up nonkinship communities, as it is for the cohesion of traditional
kinship-based communities.
State institutions were well known by Andean, Mexican
and Central American indigenous people long before
the Europeans arrived. State and community were
complementary. The contradiction between state and
community appears when the state does not play its
protective role.
Originally, most American Indian societies were constituted
by land-owning communities. Land guarantee and support
for traditional economies featuring an adequate food
supply and a well-balanced relationship with nature must
be considered as a qualitative way to assess collective
happiness. Land-owning may be a primary condition to
preserve particular cultures, identities and communities.
A combination of state-protected community-based
traditional rural production systems with a dynamic
entrepreneurial sector can be a virtuous target for
progress. Some countries have successfully applied their
own version of such an arrangement.
Since progress is identified with an increase in general
happiness, communities deserve particular attention
because they are the human organizational units that
continuously provide care, affection and peace, representing
the tranquility of order for their participant individuals.
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economies. Human development indexes (especially in
their newer versions) represent a fair way to combine the
assessment of income and social well-being indicators;
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Enrique Leff
From the Measurement of Progress
to the Construction of Sustainability

With his caustic, ironic and radical style, Jean Baudrillard
expressed the social crisis resulting from the excesses of
progressive growth:
We are governed not so much by growth but by growths. Our
society is founded on proliferation, growth that continues
even though it cannot be measured against any clear
objective. It is an excrescent society whose development
is uncontrollable, which occurs regardless of its selfdefinition, where the cumulative effect goes hand in hand
with the disappearance of its causes. The result is its gross
systemic congestion and malfunctioning caused by [...] an
excess of functional imperatives, by a sort of saturation. The
root causes tend to disappear, to become indecipherable,
causing the intensification of processes operating in a
vacuum. While there is a failure in the system, a deviation
from the known laws governing its operation, there is always
the prospect of transcending the problem. But when the
system precipitates on its basic assumptions, overflowing
their own purposes so that there can be no remedy, then

we are not contemplating a crisis but a catastrophe [...]
What we call crisis is indeed the anticipation of its absolute
inertia (Baudrillard, 1993: 31, 32).

With the institutionalization of economic rationality in
modernity, progress was instituted in the heart of human
life: in a way that it has lost its meaning and in a logic
that has unhinged by creating a crisis in the sustainability
and in the meaning of life. If metaphysics introduced
in the world the idea of emergency, of an evolutionary
process of nature, as “generativity of Physis”; if biology
was to establish a paradigm of the evolution of nature
that creates an ongoing process of creation of new
life-forms –a randomly open teleonomy of genetic
mutations– the economy started to shape, with the
paradigm of “development “, a process of wealth growth
as a means to achieve the well-being of the people, in an
increasing supply of “commodities” to satisfy the needs
and demands of a growing population. Thus, economic
rationality was inscribed and instituted in the social order
and became the guiding purpose of human existence in an
overrunning process of economization and technification
of life that has reached its peak with globalization of an
instrumental rationality, constraining the emergence of
other possible worlds.
Thus, the institutions responsible for ensuring the
functioning of the economic order have incorporated
progress measurement in their tasks. Progress was
essentialized and codified in the gross domestic product,
as the measure unit of the value of all “things of the
world”, as a measure of the market value of production
that, more than just its use-value, its means of production,
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“It is only possible to measure the size of the toad when
it’s dead”, says the African proverb. However, since
the invention of agriculture led to the measurement
of land, human civilization has been obsessed with
measuring everything ... even life itself. By measuring
the progress of modern society on track of uncontrolled
and unsustainable growth that has led to environmental
crisis, we are performing its autopsy ... or at best, trying
to resurrect it, for which it is worth to take its pulse. But,
the progress cardiogram fails to provide a diagnosis of its
vitality and to give us the measure of the changes needed
to revive it.
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and its intents to internalize “natural capital”, it includes
the value of war production and of other means of mass
destruction of the world and nature; but ignores the
environmental costs and the generation of entropy that
destroys the ecological web of the planet and produces
global warming. Today, with rare exceptions –the shift of
GDP to GNH (Gross Domestic Happiness) at the heart of
life in Bhutan; the emergence of the concept of well-living
(vivir bien) in Bolivia and Ecuador)–; in spite of the more
complex indicators of human development and quality
of life, and beyond the rhetoric about happiness as a
measure of progress, no government of the world shows
signs of intending to delink from the straitjacket imposed
by measuring the success of their economies and the
progress of their societies in terms of economic growth.
How to understand and then measure progress when it
has become an eco-destructive process, the production of
des-satisfiers, of dis-ease and un-happiness? Well-being
derived from progress lead to associate, by implication
in its concepts, causal effects that do not correspond to
intrinsic –and therefore real and true– relations between
the economic process and its socio-cultural-environmental
conditions for ecological and human sustainability. Thus,
it has been acritically assumed that economic growth
reduces poverty, generates employment, distributes
wealth, meets needs, produces well-being ... and is a
condition of sustainability.
From this idea of the dominance of the economy and
of economic growth as a condition for integrating social
equity and ecological balance in the purpose of achieving
sustainable development in a more comprehensive
concept of progress, derives the meaning of sustainability
advocated by environmental economics –the neoclassical
economics of the natural resources– stating that:
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Sustainability cannot be achieved if there is no economic
growth. For sustainability requires the alleviation of
poverty, a decline of fertility rate and the replacement of
natural resources for human capital, an effective demand
for environmental quality, and ductility required in the
offer side. It is not possible to achieve these changes in a
sustainable manner without growth (Panayotou, 1994: 185).

However, this concept of “sustainability” coded in terms
of an economistic rationality is very far from furnishing
incontrovertible criteria and of being unanimously
accepted. On the contrary, very different schools of

thought are critical of the progression of progress
driven by economic growth, as the major cause of socioenvironmental unsustainability and seek new ways to
build sustainability from other economic, social and
environmental rationalities, proposing even as a condition
the decrease and the deconstruction of the economy
(Latouche, 2006, 2009, Leff, 2008). From this perspective,
progress is not synonymous with improvement of the
conditions of life and greater well-being. This is evident in
social and environmental demands of indigenous peoples,
where their social imaginaries and political claims of
“living well” and their questioning of the idea of “living
better”, interpreting “better” as an encouragement of
greed, where the will for more is at the expense of other
having less (Huanacuni, 2010). Thus, idea of “progress for
all” and of “sustainable progress is questioned.
¿Is it possible then to conceive of progress in another
direction and measure it another way, if we refuse to
abandon the idea and purpose of having a unitary measure
and a common sense, to guide and justify the activities of
institutions involved in the production human well-being?
Development has become a controversial concept and
process. Thus, institutions in charge of guarding progress
have been looking for ways to measure a more complex
process, beyond the single measure of economic growth,
including its equitable distribution, environmental costs
and environmental values; ecological distribution and
regional balance. Thus, in recent decades, international
institutions have been creating new methods of measuring
a corrected GDP, revised and designed to generate
indicators of human development, environmental
sustainability, quality of life, health and education; these
have served as input for the global reports of the United
Nations, including the Human Development Reports of
UNDP, UNEP’s GEO reports on the environment or the UN
Millennium Development Goals.
Thus, new interdisciplinary and multi-development
indicators have been derived to measure quality of life
and environmental impact assessments as conditions of
investment projects. It has been more difficult to make
more compatible and to effectively implement a set of
ethical principles, social and environmental standards
–the precautionary principle, the polluter pays– to the
modus operandi of the decision making processes, to
redress and reorient progress guided by the imperatives
of economic rationality and the power of technology.

From the Measurement of Progress to the Construction of Sustainability

At the same time we question the effects of economic
rationality in creating unnecessary needs in hyper
consumption and its deviations from human well-being.
Beyond the methodological problems of measuring the
subjective objectives of well-being –the realization of
desires and aspirations, social relations and relations with
nature, physical and mental health, habitability in the
world and the meaning of human existence, participatory
democracy and collective rights, identity and culture– in
a multivalent indicator or in a battery of multi-criteria
indicators, a difficulty arises in trying to give coherence
to a measure of progress as a progressive process that
generates collective meaning and shared subjective values
in the context of a culturally diverse world order. It is the
obvious blunder –rather than a tour de force, a twisting of
reason– to try to replace the GDP with a measurement of
happiness, that beyond rhetoric simulation, involves the
need to change the conception of the world order nested
in the concept of progress, and to redirect the process of
civilization to other purposes and values, and overall to a
global world integrated by different cultural rationalities.
With the purpose of opening the objectified world order
into “another development” and to de-commodify
human well-being through a review of real human needs,

Max-Neef, Elizalde and Hoppenhayn (1993) redefined
them in a matrix of nine basic needs –subsistence,
protection, affection, understanding, participation,
creation, recreation, identity and freedom–, in order to
define a human scale development. Surely the needs so
redefined approach the idea of “happiness”. However, the
measurement of happiness can be bent to the technological
control of the body and the self. In the desire to control and
measure subjective world and measure happiness, we can
follow the allegory of the Happy World of Aldous Huxley.
To be sure, today technology is capable of measuring and
regulating the discharge of adrenaline, depression and
bursts of passion, sexual power and intensity of orgasms,
using organic markers. Cosmetic surgery is aimed at the
production of prosthesis self: the design of the ideal body
image for self endosomatic consumption of the egological
ego. By measuring the quality of life, we will be able to
dose pain and suffering, and cry only the just amount of
tears. We will be able assess happiness and achieve peace
on earth through technology.
But we must ask ourselves whether by embracing and
being carried by progress towards an economized and
technological world we are not disrupting the intimate
and profound sense of human beings and their lifeworlds that are still trying to resist the perversion of the
codification of their cultural meanings by the technoeconomic colonization of life. For every measure implies
the need to objectify what is intended to be measured.
And that means violating the symbolic meaning that
sustains human life.
The critique of development involves a question of
progress as inertia of the ongoing established paths and
running processes, even the attempt to integrate and
balance them with indicators of socio-environmental
complexity. This critique involves questioning prospective
analysis as the extrapolation of processes organized
by the instituted social rationality, within which are set
sciences and disciplines that generate the domineering
knowledge of the social order. Therefore, the measures
to be taken to open ways for “other developments” –the
social construction of other world-lives– is not only to
add new indicators for processes that were ignored by
conventional indicators (domestic work, the productivity
of nature, ecological balance, quality of life and sense of
being), but to create new processes that engender their
own forms of assessment and common sense, rather
than new ways of measuring progress.
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Beyond the criticism of the shortcomings of these
methods of correction of GDP and its application to
measure –and thus reorient– economic processes,
questions about progress arises from the very meaning
of a concept that implies a progressive-proliferativeexcrescent process, which since its inception and its
“development”, diverts its path and does not reach its
objectives. In this sense, progress is questioned as the
progress of economic rationality that has been introduced
in the world. This criticism comes from the sense in
which the notion of development was transferred from
the field of biology to that of the economy, its impact on
underdevelopment, the environment, poverty, hunger
and inequality in the Third World, opening the way for
the deconstruction of development and the invention of
an era of post-development (Escobar, 1995). Today, the
concept of development and progress, encapsulated
in the cumulative process of capital, the economy of
abundance and the inertia of growth, is being questioned
as a desirable goal for humanity; and not only for its
uneven distribution, but because economic growth is the
major cause of ecological imbalance and the entropic
death of the planet.
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According to the dictionary of the Royal Spanish Academy,
progress is the action of going forward, of increasing or
perfecting. It means that progress could be understood
as the improvement, development or increase of an
already established state of affairs. A state of affairs
could not be thought of as a becoming subject or a world
transformation brought about by phenomenological
intention or by a transcendental dialectic, i.e. logic
capable of operating an internal change that will produce
a new “state of things” other than the progression of the
same, but its transcendence towards a different social
order. Progress is thus trapped in the mechanical idea of
the paths already drawn, carried by its inertia in place.
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¿Can progress change skins, decode its meaning, abandon
its paved ways and name new purposes because the
meaning of life has changed, because the sustainability of
life is in question, because it is imperative to rename the
world and deconstruct the established social rationality
in order to reinstall the conditions to life in the planet?
¿Can we think this social change –the deconstruction
of modern unsustainable rationality– as progress? ¿Can
we measure that change and the new goals for the
construction of a sustainable world? If sustainability
implies a paradigm shift, its processes could not be
measured with the measurement standards of the old
paradigms. Just as the phenomena of relativistic physics
are not measurable with the instruments of mechanical
physics, socio-environmental sustainability is not
measurable in terms of economic value or even of mere
ecological equilibrium.
The measurements of the processes involved are not
neutral: they emerge from the paradigms of knowledge
that build the objects of knowledge that account for
processes that are objectified in this way and that in their
measurements define possible objectification. These
measures relate to heterogeneous and incommensurable
processes, as well as to different social orders: economic,
social, legal, ethical, religious, ecological, cultural. Each
one of these orders, “orders” a different kind of social
action relating to their meaning and their purposes, as
a result of the construction of the rationales set up by
the paradigms of science, as well as by other forms of
knowledge and identities that give meaning to different
cultural imaginary. Paradigm shifts require new ways
of valuing and measuring, and require new indicators.
But the new values that are redirecting the meaning of
civilization by facing the environmental crisis, not only
deal with incommensurable targets and values; they also

reflect lifestyles configured through different perceptions,
assessments and cultural meanings, shared but distinct,
that are not translated into the old measurement
standards and domains of knowledge.
So, recapitulating on the intention of measuring the wellbeing of society, we must reflect on two difficulties: a)
the measurement of well-being as a state of being to be
attained applies not only to the satisfaction of objective
requirements, biological and cultural –endosomatic and
exosomatic consumption of commodities, but implies,
beyond the redefinition of needs, incommensurable
subjective perceptions and values, difficult to quantify
and meet objectively; and b) needs and well-being are
culturally defined through historical, ecological and
social conditions that are incommensurable in economic
terms, and are impossible to standardize and quantify
as objective needs. In this sense, beyond the goal of
optimizing consumption and putting in the center of
the greening of production an “aware, informed and
responsible consumer”, the link between sustainable
production and consumption implies the reconfiguration
of different productive and cultural rationalities.
These difficulties in defining progress in terms of economic
well-being led to the formulation of a broader and more
complex concept of quality of life. This concept should
derive in a set of assessment criteria to include, among
others, satisfaction and access to basic goods such as
food, housing, education, transportation, employment,
adequate sanitation, health services; the access to
cultural goods, such as leisure, affection, creativity and
recreation, through family, work and social relationships,
and with nature; and ethical-political goods, which
include access to information, political participation in
collective causes, in local management of civil life and in
building sustainable societies.
Thus, through the criteria of quality and sustainability
of life, institutions are beginning to try to integrate the
objective and subjective conditions of being, expressed
in the everyday life of individuals embedded in the
socio-environmental and building sustainable societies.
However, despite the efforts made in social theory
and environmental sociology, there has not been an
important contribution of studies on quality of human
life that effectively induce specific processes and actions,
translating its goals and indicators of progress toward
building a sustainable future.

From the Measurement of Progress to the Construction of Sustainability

The opening of the economic order towards a new social
order –more complex and sustainable– that breaks with
the absolutism of the economic process as a generator
of social well-being, has opened the way to new forms of
assessment driven by multi-criteria and inter-processual
indicators (Munda, 2005). However, sustainability
demands, more than just balancing growth measures
with indicators of ecological conservation and social
equity, to redefine well-being from the reinvention of
the ways of being in the world, from the very sources of
production and social power relations with nature, which
give meaning to a sustainable life. The weakness of the
notion of “sustainable development” understood as the
integration of economic, socio-political and environmental
spheres and variables, lies in the fallacy of the principle
of substitution and complementarity between economic,
social and ecological capital. However, sustainability
conceived in a more robust and less economistic fashion,
requires the development of indicators based on
assessments of natural patrimony and cultural heritage of
the peoples that are incommensurable with the measures
of economic capital.
Thus, not all concepts generated to guide the social
construction of sustainability produce homogeneous
criteria and indicators. Often not even result in observable
objects and measurable objectives, such as the “degree”
of environmental rationality that guides actions oriented
toward sustainable practices, ecological consciousness
or social imaginaries of sustainability. However, this does
not mean abandoning all attempts to identify and assess
social processes towards the construction of local and
global sustainability.

It is possible to build some indexes of sustainability as
indicators of ecological processes that are the condition
of a sustainable economy. In this sense, some basic
concepts have been translated or constructed, generating
indicators of sustainability, such as carrying capacity,
ecological footprint and ecological productivity, which are
approximate measures to the complexity of the processes
that define sustainability. In this regard, it should be
possible to establish a set of categories of analysis that
can be translated into measurable objectives through
indicators of sustainability. These include the following
concepts, some of which have already generated
measurement and evaluation methodologies, as well as
heuristic indicators of economic calculation that open
to the incorporation of the ecological potentials and
socio-environmental costs for decision-making processes
oriented, beyond the maximization of economic benefit, to
criteria of sustainability and quality of life that incorporate
other social, cultural and environmental values.
If we consider as progress the transition towards
sustainability, this implies a shift of economic calculation
(environmentally corrected GDP) to the assessment of
sustainability. This will go through the evaluation of the
direction of change: from weak to strong sustainability;
from the meaning of sustainable development understood
as an integration of economic, social and environmental
spheres, processes and variables, to the construction of
sustainability oriented and supported by an environmental
rationality (Leff, 2004). Each category of analysis leads to
the development of different methodologies from which
process indicators could be derived, to measure, quantify
and evaluate them.
In this space it will be impossible to develop these
concepts and its possible indicators, as well as their
application to different alternative strategies for building
sustainability. I will limit myself to sketch out only 12
concepts, approaches, methodologies and indicators
in the hope that it will open the way to “improve the
measurement of progress and well-being” with the intent
to operate a transition to sustainability:
1.

Environmental impact assessment

This is the most widely procedure used in economic and
development institutions to respond to the environmental
imperative. Without attempting to reconcile economic and
environmental objectives or to internalize environmental
costs in economic benefits, it is intended to provide
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Redefining progress as the projection to a desirable state to
be achieved –a world composed of sustainable societies–,
implies then redirecting the processes involved not only
in its quantity and quality, but in the reformulation of
its intentions and transformational actions to achieve
its objectives. This means putting on the basis of this
social reconstruction processes the principles and
values, as well as objective and subjective criteria which
underpin a sustainable world. To call these processes
of transformation towards sustainability, “progress”
or “development” is surely a forcing and simulation of
the meaning of these concepts. But it may be useful to
keep linked to these changes the social sectors that are
reluctant to abandon these words to reassure their place
in society and their purpose in life.
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criteria that legitimate investment projects based on an
assessment of potential environmental impacts that are
socially acceptable.
2.

Environmentally adjusted GDP

It refers to a set of methodologies aimed at correcting
the economic calculations based on a measurement
of the social and environmental costs derived from the
exploitation, use, wear, degradation and depletion of
natural resources. These “green accounts”, intended
to correct the economic production indexes with an
assessment of the ecological costs involved, are none
the less usually measured in economic terms, rather
than in their intrinsic values or by integrating socioenvironmental and cultural values to the evaluation of a
sustainable process of production.
3.

Accounts of the patrimony of ecological and socioenvironmental resources

These accounts attempt to assess and measure the
economic cost and potential value of natural resource
assets. Beyond the assessment of the costs of destruction
and environmental degradation in projects and ventures
promoted and evaluated in strictly economic terms, these
accounts allow to discover and value (with economic
and extra-economic criteria) of the ecological potential
of nature and guide it towards alternative sustainable
development projects (CEPAL (1991); Sejenovich, H. & G.
Gallo Mendoza, 1996).
4.

Conservation of biodiversity, biomes, natural
reserves and protected areas

It refers to indicators of erosion and ecological
conservation of biodiversity, the diversity of biomes and
its biotic resources, and preservation of protected areas
of biological, ecological, recreational or eco-touristic
value. These conservation indicators are generally parallel
to economic indicators, but can be integrated into general
social well-being indicators.
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5.

Matter and energy balance in the economicecological metabolism

This is one of the main axis of ecological anthropology
and ecological economics in the analysis of flows and
balances of matter and energy in economic-ecological
metabolism, especially that related to energy expenditure

involved and not valued in the total production cycle.
These include energy analysis of production in traditional
societies (Rappaport, 1971), in modern agricultural and
industrial production, and in the global economy; it
emphasizes the loss of energy generated by the economic
process, including unaccounted energy subsidies for the
economy and in the calculation of GDP (Martinez Alier
and Roca, 2000).
6.

Dematerialization of production

The idea to dematerialize production was launched by
the Wuppertal Institute in Germany and the “Factor 10
Institute”, in order to promote a revolution in efficiency
through technological innovations to lower economicnature inputs per unit of production –first by a factor of
4 and then a factor 10– as a means to achieve economic
sustainability (Weiszsäcker, Lovins & Lovins, 1997, SchmidtBleek, 2008). This project has set a goal of stabilizing the
annual per capita consumption of materials, limiting the
ecological footprint at 1.8 hectares, the consumption of
nonrenewable materials to 5-6 tons and greenhouse gas
emissions to 2 tons of CO2. Dematerialization involves the
calculation of the limited materials available on Earth and
its consumption by the economic system. It is measured
by indicators of material inputs per service offered at the
micro level, annual material flow and costs per unit of
service or utility.
7.

De-growing economy

Related to the principle of dematerialization, the proposed
decrease of growth not only proposes a counter objective
of the economic process, looking at the same time to
reduce the amount of matter and energy that enters
the production system and to lower consumption and
superfluous luxury commodities. Beyond that purpose,
it aims to move towards new forms of production and
consumption, more in harmony with the ecological
supply and the conditions of sustainability of production,
with a more frugal consumption and a more austere life,
according to the potentials and constraints of nature
(Latouche, 2006, 2009).
8.

Entropic degradation, ecological risk and socioenvironmental vulnerability

This approach seeks to evaluate and measure rates of
degradation and ecological risk. These assessments
include the loss of primary productivity, ecological
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stability and soil fertility as a result of the forms of
human appropriation of biomass (Vitousek et al., 1986),
the degradation processes of matter and energy in the
ecological and industrial metabolism of production
(throughput) as a measure of entropic degradation
induced by the economic process (Georgescu-Roegen,
1971), the ecological footprint as a measure of demand,
capacity and occupation of environmental space by the
scale of production and consumption of a country or city
(Rees, 1992, Wackernagel, 1994), and a measure of GHG
emissions, environmental risk and socio-environmental
vulnerability generated by the effects of the economy in
climate change.
9.

Conservation and sustainable productivity of
ecosystems (resilience, vulnerability, risk, ecosystem
efficiency)

Based on stricter ecological categories, this approach
seeks to have a measure of the conservation status,
health, vulnerability, resilience of ecosystems, both its
effects on ecological conservation and in the efficiency
of ecosystems as a concept and indicator for an evolvingsustainable-ecological productivity.
10. Negentropic productivity (eco-technological-cultural)
This category seeks to refocus sustainable development
from the concept of environmental rationality. This shift
in the paradigm production is based on the articulation
of interrelated ecological, technological and cultural
productivity levels. Beyond counterbalance the economic

process that generates the entropic degradation of the
planet, the concept of negentropic productivity is built
from primary production based on photosynthesis,
ecological organization and cultural creativity, generating
new inter processual indicators of sustainability (Leff,
1984, 1994).
11. Local sustainability
Beyond global indicators, national and regional
sustainability indicators are needed to induce local and
specific processes of sustainability assessment, based
on the ecological, cultural and political conditions in
each territory, following the principles of autonomy, selfreliance, cultural diversity, diversification, participatory
management and sustainable management of regional
resources (Barkin 1998).
12. Variety of processes for sustainability
Global sustainability will result from the integration of the
various processes of local sustainability. Beyond general
indicators of biological and cultural diversity, and the
assessment of ecological conservation success cases, it is
necessary to generate indicators for the diversity of social
processes involved in building local sustainability. This
means accounting for the variety of concepts that, within
cultural diversity, drive the process of sustainability, from
deep ecology and the concept of a bioregion, to the social
and cultural imaginaries of sustainability (Leff, 2010), such
as those of living well and good living put into political
action and planning in Bolivia and Ecuador.
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María Eugenia Ibarrarán
Towards a sustainable progress

Introduction

However, from a pragmatic point of view, although the
contexts that define progress are important, a common
definition is needed that is both useful and relevant,
in order to create public policies capable of improving
the life conditions of large groups of the population.
Therefore, the aim is that people attain sustainable ways
of life and wellbeing. This implies on one hand that the
aim is not to have more, but to have what is required
for better life conditions, and that the impact of actions
related to this form of life have the least possible impact
on our environment and on others. Therefore, in order
to achieve wellbeing and a sustainable form of life we
need to include at least two dimensions of analysis:
environmental and social. These are categories we also
decide upon when selecting a form of life, often indirectly
and without awareness, but often with significant
consequences to our own lives. Thus, even though I

consider that people should be the central point of
analysis when measuring satisfaction with life and their
impact on the environment, it is necessary to create
aggregate categories that allow us to study the way in
which social groups are affected, and to this extent be
able to suggest public policies which cannot be centered
on the individual. Therefore, the rest of this note is based
on social aggregates.
This reflection presented here highlights the relevance of
the environmental dimension in the conceptualization of
progress. In the first section I describe what I understand
by sustainable development and establish the way in which
it relates to progress, defining the elements of progress
that make it sustainable. The second part refers to progress
and vulnerability, especially in face of the preponderance
of disasters, often motivated by environmental imbalance
caused by our lifestyle and organization. The third section
describes several efforts in the construction of sustainability
indicators that measure the environmental and sometimes
social dimension of progress, and it discusses several
aspects related to such measurement.

Progress and sustainability
A person progresses if she increases or improves the
coverage of intermediate objectives (defined in the
document Midiendo el progreso en las sociedades:
reflexiones desde México [Measuring the Progress
of Societies: Reflections from Mexico], part 4) which
would be physical and mental health, income and
wealth, human relations, democracy and rights, leisure
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Earlier stages of this project have included a great
range of definitions of progress. From my point of view,
and in agreement with the corresponding arguments,
progress implies a change of status to something better, a
multidirectional advancement in the condition of human
life, which must consider the group that defines it, and
to that extent it presents difficulties in its search of a
universal definition. Progress is generally defined by the
achievement of certain life satisfiers in different areas;
but the concept of progress, from the theoretical point of
view, has many other components which vary in definition
and in importance according to different disciplines, from
one socio-economic level to another, and across cultures,
i.e. according to different contexts.
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time, work and its conditions, identity and culture,
education, and habitability in the home and the
community. In principle this will lead towards satisfying
ultimate objectives such as subjective wellbeing and
human realization.
The progress of a community or society must attain
advancements of the individual satisfaction of these
objectives, both intermediate and ultimate, recognizing
the need for balance with nature and the environment
and without compromising social stability. Therefore, if
progress is hard to achieve because of the above mentioned
intrinsic multidimensionality, attempting to achieve the
sustainability of progress is even more complex because
it includes environmental and social dimensions. Thus
referring to the environmental dimension, and following
the texts written by Aldo Leopold in the 1940s, people
must recognize the privileges they have from the Earth
(and I would add from society), but also their obligations
towards these sources of privilege. This implies that the
much used but fuzzy concept of sustainable development
must be redefined.
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Sustainable development, as defined by the Brundtland
Report in 1987, requires three pillars: ecological, social and
economic. Therefore, economic and social development
must be respectful of the environment. Furthermore,
from my point of view and as reflected by a vast amount
of related literature, economic activity must be respectful
of social justice as well as of the environment, and there
lies the redefinition of the concept of sustainability. It is
only considering these aspects that economic growth can
lead society to a better situation. Ultimately, these are the
necessary conditions for progress and the only way that
economic activity could continue to fulfill the objectives
of this and future generations.
In order to be able to continue producing these
satisfiers, energy and raw materials need to be
transformed into goods and services required both at
an individual and societal level. It is worth mentioning
Solow’s article, written in the 1970s, which states that
sustainability is possible inasmuch as physical, human
and social capital can be substituted by natural capital,
and that technological advancements (achieved by
way of an increase of human and physical capital)
permit the continuing production of the satisfiers for
this and future generations. This position has already
been surpassed as it has been broadly recognized
that there are substitution limits between natural and

physical capital, even in the presence of substantial
technological advancements. I consider that a healthy
environment is needed in order to produce satisfiers
and for people’s enjoyment. Progress, therefore, is not
only consumption of the environment, but it also implies
the enjoyment of nature itself. Balance is fundamental,
such that technological advancements do not come at a
cost of environmental deterioration.
Solow’s article refers primarily to the environment as
supplier of production inputs, but there is another
important area regarding the impact of production
and our lifestyle on nature. A society which satisfies
its needs by way of an excessive deterioration of the
environment is not sustainable as it cannot continue to
work in the same way even in the near future: at some
point it will face problems obtaining raw materials or
from waste intoxication. This implies that this lifestyle
is being attained at the expense of the contamination
and deterioration of its own environment, and the
environment of others, even though this may not
always be evident. In this sense it appears as though
we fall into a game in which the wellbeing of some is
achieved at the expense of the quality of life and means
of subsistence of others. A clear example of this is the
generation and disposal of garbage. For many, the
generation of trash is not a problem because a collection
system disposes of it and to all practical purposes it
disappears. However, this garbage ends up in landfills,
generally far away from the city, but where people live
and suffer its consequences. Also, local ecosystems
become compromised, such as the phreatic layers for
example, and the overall city’s water sources may be
affected. This is a significant problem at a national level
given that many landfills where the municipal waste
ends up have already reached full capacity. This is the
case of Mexico City and Puebla among others.
On the other hand, I do not believe that progress implies
the conservation of nature at any cost. It is sufficient
to know how national parks were created in the United
States and the way in which this model has been replicated
around the world. In the interest of the conservation
of nature, the rights of local communities have been
infringed, the rights of those which have inhabited these
regions and lived from these resources, often sustainably,
since immemorial times. This has equally affected
communities in Africa, Latin America and Mexico, when
predominantly indigenous, and often poor, communities
have had the basis of their livelihood removed. The
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This leads to additional refinement of the conceptualization
of progress: we need to include people’s access to
intermediate and ultimate objectives without transgressing
their beliefs, culture, and lifestyles, but observing universal
values recognized by international agreements, perhaps
even over their own particular values. The danger lies
in falling into a form of relativism, where a system of
beliefs may hinder advancement for some groups of
the community, and that, in the interest of customs and
traditions, basic human rights continue to be violated.
The question is whether we can achieve “progress for
everyone” or the best of both worlds, i.e. tradition and
modernity, where conservation and everyday life of
communities coexist, respecting their environment.
Integrating these objectives is complicated because it
implies increasing the production of goods and services to
improve the life of a large part of the world’s population
(and, therefore, increase the use of resources), and at the
same time conserving nature and respecting the lifestyle
people choose. These concerns are difficult to reconcile,
but achieving this should be a goal in itself.

Progress and vulnerability
As we have already mentioned, although progress is
advancement with respect to the social and physical
environment, it also implies the use of natural resources
and the exploitation of the environment for the
satisfaction of human needs, generally in an attempt
to improve the way people live. However, this can have
opposite and completely unexpected effects in some
areas. For example, the Inter-American Development
Bank has celebrated the 40 years anniversary of the
development of Cancun with an exhibit in Washington DC.
Although this was a trigger to economic activity, the main
beneficiaries have not been the locations inhabitants, but
instead multinational hotels. But above all, this project has
put the sustainability of the beaches at risk, as well as the
health of local ecosystems, especially the coral reefs. Vast
amounts of sand must be transported from other places
each year so that tourists in Cancun continue to enjoy its

beaches, because the ocean takes the sand away. In a few
months these beaches disappear once more due to the
ocean’s activity, and more sand has to be extracted from
other beaches, leaving them more devastated. Therefore,
in Mexico and in the world, developers have resorted to
removing mangroves to establish their projects as close as
possible to the ocean. As a result, natural disasters have
increased their toll: hurricanes and tsunamis sweep away
everything that has been built without natural barriers to
protect them, affecting coastal communities and other
inland populations, as happened in Thailand and often
occurs in Mexico.
On the other hand, urban development is often
understood as progress but invariably leads to greater
vulnerability, at least of some groups. For example, some
areas of Tabasco and Veracruz are flooded year after year,
causing great losses of lives and belongings. The growth
of Villahermosa, for example, has occurred along the river
delta, so flooding will continue to occur while the city
expands along that direction. Given this and similar other
experiences during the rainy seasons, progress in Mexico,
understood as urban -and therefore modern- life, has been
more of a cause for greater vulnerability for many of its
inhabitants, especially the poor. This urban vulnerability
is often the result of waves of migration towards large
Mexican cities seen since the 1950s, when people in
search of a better life settled in high risk zones where they
were more exposed than in their place of origin.
Progress of an individual, or collectively for society, would
necessarily have to reduce the conditions of vulnerability
of people facing environmental shocks. Climate change
and extreme climate conditions are affecting many
thousands of people every year in Mexico and the rest
of the world. Hurricanes and torrential rains have caused
flooding in Monterrey, Veracruz, Oaxaca, Chiapas and
other places. This has also caused many communities,
homes and individuals to find themselves suddenly in
bleak situations. In this regard, a society that achieves
progresses must be capable of protecting its population
from these environmental pressures, offering measures
to prevent disasters and ways to cope with natural events
in such a way that people are not affected irreversibly and
for the long term as a result of a natural event in their
area. This can be seen, for example, in the case of the
earthquakes in Haiti and Chile in early 2010. Although the
earthquake in Chile was stronger than the one in Haiti,
Chile’s socio-political conditions contained the damages
of this disaster.
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problem lies in the fact that conservation is important,
but that the key is understanding the way that this can
affect local communities, and the effect of displacing
them from their places of origin; even when this may be
seen as providing access to better life conditions, it often
leads to worse conditions in a different place, especially
poor urban areas, reducing their wellbeing.
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Coexistence of many aspects
Therefore, progress must fulfill several conditions. On one
hand, it must imply the coverage of people’s basic needs.
On the other, it must protect nature, as it is from nature
that basic inputs are obtained for the satisfaction of our
needs, and also enjoying nature is a satisfier in itself for
many people. All this must take place with respect for the
form of life of different groups, each with different sets of
values. These, along with a balance between economic
and technological advancement and the protection of the
environment, are some of the aspects to be considered
when evaluating the degree to which societies have
achieved progress.
In order to measure the progress of a society from
the point of view of environmental sustainability, it is
necessary to include information about the health of the
environment. This may be achieved by calculating a base
line of key environmental variables and measuring their
change in quality or availability within a certain period.
Many of these indicators already exist for air and water
quality and biodiversity, for example.
There is another series of concrete indicators, such as the
Green (or ecologically corrected) Gross Domestic Product,
which attempts to reflect the environmental impact of
economic activity (El Serafy), the Sustainable Economic
Wellbeing Indexes (Daly and Cobb), which incorporate
quality of life indicators, and the National Wealth Accounts
which include a new economic sector in the input-output
matrix where nature is reflected (Sejenovich). Even
though this may impose technical problems concerning
the way in which problems (pollution, destruction), and
goods (employment, salaries) should be treated, it can
be interesting. However, these indicators overlook the
significant challenge of combining a wide diversity of
units of the environmental system to a common unit,
generally monetary or in the form of an index, among
other critiques.

272

Bio-physical sustainability indicators have also been
established. For example, the “Ecological Rucksack”
(Wuppertal Institute), which measures tons of inputs
used in different products and services of the economy
in relation to their life cycle. The Ecological Footprint

(Wackernagel), on the other hand, calculates the land
or water area required to attain the raw inputs and
process the waste generated by both production and
consumption. It is therefore a concept that analyzes the
impact of individuals and social groups on their natural
environment. The Environmental Space (Spangenberg)
measures the amount of renewable and non-renewable
natural resources that can be used (and the levels of
waste and pollution produced) without depriving future
generations of the right to the same use of natural
resources. This indicator considers energy and nonrenewable raw materials, woods and agricultural products,
and water. The critique made to these indicators is that
they are generally academic exercises, and a significant
share of the information needed for their calculation is
not available.
Even though there are indicators of environmental quality
and sustainability, at least theoretically, they could be
improved inasmuch as better information can be obtained
for their calculation. Additionally, these sustainability
indicators should be complemented with other indicators
of social justice and of wellbeing, in order to achieve
a true measurement of progress, which should not be
summarized as a single number. The use of some indicators
suggested here may contribute to broaden the concept of
progress and reflect the degree to which the wellbeing
of some is achieved at the expense of quality of life and
environmental quality of others as well as one’s own.
Lastly, even though I believe that measuring progress
is a difficult task, because of the various aspects which
must be incorporated as well as the tendency to compare
indicators in different contexts, it is necessary to measure
the progress of societies with a certain degree of
universality. Measuring without comparing with others,
that is, analyzing the relative changes of a community with
respect only to itself may be an attractive option which
makes the relevance of context explicit. However, these
indicators would be as diverse as the existing contexts.
Therefore it is crucial to have universal indicators to
evaluate the path we have taken and at the same time
guide public policy.
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Ana Patricia Noguera
and Jaime Alberto Pineda
Measuring the progress of society. From environmental reports to
environmental tales: proposal for a new way of seeing ourselves in
tone with the abyayala community’s vital expansion

We shall ask ourselves then, from the key points of our
alternate environmental way of thinking, what society,
what progress and what measurement are we talking
about and how does the environmental way of thinking
warns us of the need to exit from these three paradigms,
from these three terms, to think of us as an AbyaYala
community in vital expansion.

First movement: measurement of society’s progress.
Dominion and control of the world-object by the
mathematical subject
Carlos Augusto Angel Maya passed away on the evening of
September 11th, 2010 in Cali, Colombia. He was 78 years-

old. He was a MASTER OF MASTERS of a Latin-American
Environmental Thought which was closer to life, closer to
Ataraxia (title of one of his latest works published in 2005
by the Western Autonomous University, in Cali), closer
to the enjoyment of life in life itself, than to any form of
development. Augusto Angel opened the possibility of an
Environmental Thought for Colombia and Latin America,
derived from the complexity of the webs of life as he
explained in its book Trama de la vida, published in Bogota
in 1994, by the Ministry of National Education. Likewise,
in 1998, Fritjof Capra published his work The Web of Life,
through this book, just as Augusto Angel, Capra wanted to
demonstrate that life is full of interlocked complexities. The
dense web of life, which is still being written after millions
of years, is demanding from us, from this metaphysical
culture that we have thought ourselves to be, a culture
which the poet-prophet Hölderlin defined at the beginning
of the XIX century, the height of the enlightenment, as “an
ungrateful, malicious and restless race who believes it
knows it all”, a profound transformation of all its symbols,
of its entire webs, of all its stories, its foundations, its
teleologies, its basis and fantasies.
Carlos Augusto Angel Maya –environmental philosopherwas the one who opened the window of the residual
facilities of the National University of Colombia, near
1987, to an anomalous thought, one without apodictic
bases or foundations, without teleologies or universal
axioms, a philosophical thought which has remained and
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The environmental crisis, as an expression of the civilizing
crisis that humanity is living, has called up for the emergence
of a new stamp thought, a thought which inquires about the
way in which the humans we are, are inhabiting the Earth,
and if that way is poetical or tyrannical. It demands the official
environmentalism, emerging from world conferences on
environment, the abatement of environment into a resource,
the reification and objectification that has generated the
idea that the environmental crisis can be solved with a
change of the development model, an abatement that has
led to a quantification of the development in tone with,
on one side the economical growth, and on the other, the
amount of natural resources and of humans willing and
available for society’s progress.
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shall remain at the margins of the object and subject
philosophy, of the philosophy in which reason is the
starting point, single route and ending point. This window,
interstice, threshold, this ambiguous and dissolving place,
is the window to a way of thinking that challenges the most
valuable creations of modernity, on the basis of its already
famous phrase, which in resonance with the opening
phrase expressed by Edmund Husserl in the 1935 Vienna
conference, can be beautifully joined together as follows:

only an environmental crisis, but above all a civilization
crisis. Maybe, this work announces the greatest disaster
of scientific and technological modernity, the disaster
of modern culture -meaning by culture the place where
reasoning controls, resolves, orders, constitutes and builds
an objective world: the war in which the sustained scream
of millions of human beings, victims of the most refined
scientific and technological development (atomic bombs
and massive destruction weapons), remains unheard.

“The crisis of the sciences- said Husserl in 1935- is not
a method crisis,1 but rather a meaning crisis” “The
environmental crisis – stated Augusto Angel in his book La
fragilidad ambiental de la cultura published in 1995- is not a
natural resources crisis, but rather a civilization crisis”2 It is
the environmental crisis that begins to undermine the most
genuine and even untouchable philosophical principles
of modern philosophy; for example, in philosophical
modernism, the object-subject couple has changed its
place, it has changed its order, it has been synthesized
into object-subject, constituting an absolute reasoning,
a dialectical reasoning, a transcendental intersubjectivity
and world … all of these emerging figures of the objectsubject Cartesian ratio, trajectories that Michel Foucault
dares to dissolve under archeological and genealogical
terms in order to uncover the power, domain and control
strengths that sustained them for more than 300 years.

The objectification of the world for scientific, technological,
industrial and mercantile progress received strongest
support from another philosophy, which reduced thinking
to logical-mathematical reasoning, and philosophy to
epistemology, one that Husserl called the prostitute of
science in the book that emerged from the conference
held in 1935, La crisis de las ciencias europeas y la
fenomenología trascendental: Positivism. Together with
the fact that war is one of the most profitable businesses
ever imagined, the development resulting from the
progress of nations, announced by Napoleon Bonaparte at
the beginning of the 19th century, had modern philosophy
as its best ally, particularly after Kant. In his Critique of
Practical Reason, Kant concluded that freedom implied
the rupture that humankind needed to do from nature.
Reduced to an object, to res extensa, the nature-object
of Descartes, the mechanistic and deterministic nature
of Kant, contemporary of Newton, would contaminate
reasoning to the extent that (human) freedom would be
imprisoned by nature’s determinism.

This marginal philosophy, which emerges from the
mourning heart of a European continent devastated by
the infamous holocaust of two World Wars and national
socialism; devastation beautifully and painfully announced
by romantic artists of the 19th century and the first
decades of the 20th century, is the philosophy that does
not question the way we understand earth but rather the
way we inhabit it.

Environmental crisis as a science and civilization crisis
The work of the Norwegian painter Edvard Munch, The
Scream, painted in 1893, closes the 19th century and opens
the 20th century of European modernity. It announces life
devastation and the emergence of a crisis, which is not
1 Edmund Husserl, “La filosofía en la crisis de la humanidad europea”,

in Filosofía como ciencia estricta, Buenos Aires, Editorial Nova, s/f.
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2Augusto

Breaking “chains” with nature, as Kant himself used to say,
will be the way to achieve reason. The modern reasoning
project, as absolute and autonomous reasoning, shall be to
think in such a way that those thoughts are not determined
or contaminated by nature, or culture as pathos.
Such concept of the world unchains the idea of
Enlightenment as a “coming of age of man, of which
he is the sole responsible. Youth rests on the fact that
humankind is incapable of using the ability to understand,
without the guidance of another” wrote Kant in 1784.
Richard Sennet, in his work El artesano,3 uses Kant’s
affirmation when he writes “The emphasis depends on
the act of reasoning. Freedom of reasoning improves
understanding by discarding childhood certainties”.

Ángel Maya, La fragilidad ambiental de la cultura, Santafé

de Bogotá, EUN Editorial Universidad Nacional Instituto de Estudios

3 Edmund Husserl, “La filosofía en la crisis de la humanidad europea”,

Ambientales IDEA, 1995.

in Filosofía como ciencia estricta, Buenos Aires, Editorial Nova, s/f.
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The measurement and quantification of Earth constitutes
the modernity project. The mathematization of the world,
thanks to Galileo Galilei’s sentence: “Nature is an open
book written in mathematical language”, this statement
allows the wonderful possibility of re-presenting the
world (task performed by modern science thanks to the
object-subject epistemology) and reduces that worldobject to the mathematical language re-presentation
available for technology, in other words, for instrumental
reasoning. Science as a mathematical form, un-enchants
the world, because the language of the Earth is reduced
to the language of reasoning, which is the language of
objectification through measuring, domination and control.
The idea of universality: Universal theories, universal
truths, universal models… is beginning to devastate
uniqueness and biodiversity, destroying the difference of
other knowledge, finishing other cultures, other lives,
and imposing just one type of knowledge a knowledge
that can be measured, dimensioned, mathematical, moregeometric, as the world has also been called since the birth
of modernity.
The “management” and “control” of the entire Earth-life, for
its exploitation, trading and sale, according to the principles
of Francis Bacon in his work New Atlantis, published in the
17th century, in which this English philosopher proposed

that nature needed to be transgressed in order to obtain
its secrets, is consistent with the words of Galileo Galilei.
The Project of modernity, which Francisco de Goya so
critically and beautifully expressed in his work El sueño
de la razón produce monstruos of 1799, 10 years after
the French Revolution, where the great ideals of liberty,
equity and fraternity cleaved as the pyrrhic flag of Liberty
leading the people, of Eugene Delacroix, work painted in
1830 where liberty defeats death, the destruction of all
forms of living, under a tormenting sky which announces
the civilization crisis, has left a greatest mark on two logics
which are based on the Cartesian subject: The logic of line
and cumulative production, proper of capitalism and the
logic of progress and development of modern nations.
Both logics are nurtured by the modern Project, which is
-I repeat- nature being read by science and technology ,
nature as an open book written in mathematical language.
We owe the comfort of the first world society to these
two logics that complement and feed each other; the
absolutely extravagant way in which it produces-consumes,
reducing bodies to consumerist bodies, such as the so
called “third world” bodies are reduced to exchangeable,
anonymous, market bodies; we also owe these two
globalizing and globalized logics (two words which refer to
the expansion of the universality of the scientific laws and
the transcendence of the philosophical subject) the misery
and suffering of the majority of the people who inhabit this
planet, the devastation of the webs of life, of nature, of the
entire earth, the scream of nature, the scream of others,
in order to sustain the production and consumption of the
societies of the so called first world.
The magnitude with which the environmental crisis begins
to manifest itself almost takes a society trapped in the
American dream of comfort, commodity and consumption,
founder of the capital accumulation, by surprise. Society
defines the environmental crisis as a crisis of natural
resources, in its reductionist, instrumentalist and
economicist definition, because it is just like her, just like
that first world society, that Kantian transcending subject,
who thinks earth is an available resource for liberty selffulfillment of the transcending subject.
Romanticism -that beautiful and tragic display of human
pain, reduced to a knowing subject, and nature reduced
to a tradable object, portrayed that poetical need to
dissolve subject in nature through the artistic creations
of Coleridge, Byron, Beethoven, Schubert, Chopin,
Wordsworth, Victor Hugo, Millais, Caspar David Friedrich
and Hölderlin. The romantic expansions of Monet’s
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El reencantamiento del mundo, allows us to take a look
to the modernity project proposed by Kant in this 1784
conference, from the environmental thought point of view,
and we reveal how this modernity project -which uncovers
reasoning over itself, reasoning incarnated as part of the
scientific, political and philosophical subject- is the display
of all the forms of domination, power and control that
the subject must exercise over every object, including as
object the other that so disrupts the Kantian freedom. The
other in every form: As another human being, another
culture, a different knowledge and other forms of living
and life, will be subject to the control of the transcending
subject, apparently universal, not contaminated by any
kind of experience, pure subject of pure reasoning, the
thá-matéma-thá subject, this Greek word which means
experience previous to any other experience; first,
apodictic certainty… The world, reduced to an object in
the philosophical modernity project, must be willing to
be re-presented and transformed by that thá-matéma-thá
subject announced by Descartes in his Discourse of the
method, 5th part, and by Kant in his Critique of Pure Reason
of 1787 and in the conference of 1784.
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impressionism, Van Gogh’s fauvism, Edvard Munch’s
expressionism and the dissolution of every subject
and object in the compositional traces of Schöenberg’s
dodecaphonic and atonal music, or Kandinsky’s abstract
painting are all poetical announcements of life’s
desperation, in accordance with the environmental crisis
as well as the civilization crisis.
The aesthetic labor that romanticism initiated is the first
attempt of Husserl’s phenomenology to reconcile, dissolve
and fade subject and object, this attempt was first seen in
the first decades of the 20th century, during this period, the
Husserl of the crisis that we announced at the beginning
of this paper, was trying to blend subject and object,
allowing things to emerge, in other words, the lebenswelt,
the world of life.
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The philosophical subject and its universal ideals of liberty,
equity, justice, truth and beauty, among others, turn into
a mere chimera or, as Mary Shelley tragically expresses
it in her novel Frankenstein, written at the same time in
which Goya paints his Desastres de la guerra and his Sueño
de la razón produce monstruos, the dream of reason as
something endless, sovereign, capable of accounting for
all which exists, progressively creates a monster, a fickle
and fearless, “devious, know-it-all” subject-monster, or as
Hölderlin also expressed it at the same time that Shelley,
Goya, Newton and Kant, the subject controls the entire
world of life, the subject who is capable of killing life, in
order to perpetuate himself. This is a tragic paradox of
modern science and technology.
In her novel, Shelley warns us about the tragedy of modern
man: he seeks infinite knowledge, being a finite creature.
He aims for eternity while he is absolutely mortal. He
wishes to be immortalized in the memory of humanity,
when knowledge is transient, changeable and perishable.
He plays to be God, but he is simply human. The author of
the novel makes a profound criticism of reason, which in
its feverishness produces monsters. The belief that nature
is a sum of parts is terribly and poetically expressed in
Shelley’s novel. Victor Frankenstein, student of medicine
and obsessive and rigorous investigator, promises to find
the method to make human life last forever. Horrified
by the death of his mother, Victor finds refuge in his
laboratory for several days and nights in order to give life,
through the use of electrical power (the modern form of
Prometheus’ fire) to a being built with different parts of
human corpses. A new being, monstrous, terribly ugly,
arises from Frankenstein’s intelligence and knowledge,

at a time in which science and technology emerge as a
panacea for all human existence problems.
Frankenstein as a tragic metaphor is the harsh nature,
nature speechless by the tongue of the thá-matéma-thá
reasoning, submitted to the dream of reasoning. The
monster created by the doctor loses control and it ends
up killing everything that Victor loved the most. Likewise,
nature and earth are progressively becoming monstrosities
that, just as in the novel, will bring an end to the human
within us as the only way of persisting.
The dream of modern reasoning: eternity of human
life, regardless of how it is achieved, is the metaphor of
the progress of modern society. It is also the metaphor
of development, including sustained and sustainable
development. It is a metaphor of a form of reasoning that
dreams of becoming God, and opens a Pandora ’s box in
order to achieve it, in order to discover those things that
are hidden to the eyes of reason: The inscrutable secrets
of nature. This dream wants to know it all, penetrating the
innermost places on earth, sounding the impenetrable
mysteries of life, explaining all the phenomena of
life, dominating geography with logical-mathematical
reasoning, in order to achieve freedom.
Freedom, emerging from this télos of reasoning, is
only possible as absolute reasoning. A universal mode
of reasoning which explains and specifies it all: Some
kind of god, also monstrous, amputated from life, from
beauty, from poetry, from love and from fascination; a
geometrician, calculating engineer god. It is the Kantian
freedom incarnated in the bourgeois liberty which
supports capitalism in all of its forms. Freedom, in order
to be carried out, mortgages life; life webs that since 2
thousand 800 million years ago, have been evolving as
dance or music, and composing their own choreographies,
their own rhythms, their own melodies. Freedom, in
order to achieve the ideals of reason of absoluteness and
universality, devastates and destroys the symbolic-biotic
biodiversity that we are; the Babel of languages is now
the language of earth. The red flag of liberty of Delacroix
has the color of blood of all living beings that must die in
order to contribute to the development of the first world,
consistent with cruelty, atrocity and violence typical of
first world’s voracity. Their terrible death is not the death
of life itself. Their death is the expression of the maximum
level of domination and slavery, of the freedom of the
subject (development, progress, wellbeing, comfort).
It’s a terrible death… genocides, massacres… which can
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only be expressed in the monstrous paintings of Alfonso
Quijano, Carlos Correa and Pedro Alcántara in Colombia,
Guayasamín in Ecuador and Frida Kahlo in Mexico.4 It
is ecocide, bio-cide in all its magnitude, the expanding
monstrosity of the Frankenstein of Mary Shelley.5
As Michel Serres denounces,6 Earth’s devastation and the
annihilation of cultures define the project of modernity in
another way: Modernity is, in accordance with our complex
-aesthetic environmental thinking, the greatest cultural
catastrophe, because in order to achieve domination and
control of the whole Earth, it has declared war against
nature including all human beings, because we all are part
of nature as well.
War is the indecipherable sign of these modern times, of
these times that Heidegger used to call times which give
us so much to think about, but unfortunately we are not
doing it.7
Environmental thought, which is to think environmentally
and not according to development, whether it may
be sustained or sustainable, is a poetical-philosophical
invitation to rethink what we have already thought about.
And how can we avoid thinking about what has been the
ultimate project of modernity, incarnated in scientific and
technologic research? How can we avoid thinking about
one of the greatest developments of modern science and
technology, such as nuclear and atomic physics… and how
can we help thinking that this development is one of the
greatest environmental catastrophes of our civilization?
Is it possible not to think about war in spaces like this
one; where scientific and technological refinement has
reached its maximum development together with the
maximum development of atrocity, devastation and
annihilation of life? A linear thought would not find any
relationship between the atomic bomb and modernity
4

Jaime Pineda Muñoz, “La monstruosidad en el arte colombiano so-

bre la violencia”. Manizales, Conferencia en el Seminario Permanente
de Pensamiento Ambiental “Augusto Ángel Maya”, 2010.
5

Ana Patricia Noguera de Echeverri, “La monstruosidad en la cien-

cia y en la técnica moderna”. Manizales, Conferencia en el Seminario

as a disaster, as the greatest catastrophe of civilization. In
tune with complexity, we have found a painful relationship
between the Cartesian subject, Frankenstein, mechanistic
science, progress, accumulation, development, limitless
consumption, nature’s devastation and war… and we
reaffirm what Michel Serres states in his work The
Natural Contract: that war, another technologically and
scientifically refined monstrosity of modernity, war of
humans against humans, is also a war against the entire
nature. Eurocentric narcissism, the west looking at its own
reflection, Europe continues to see itself as a universal
model; Europe as a mirror is in crisis. This is the time to
look-feel-think differently.

Second movement: expansion of the abyayala
communities in order to comprehend the language of
earth
At this time, the environmental crisis, as a crisis of the entire
modern culture, a crisis that includes everything from
life’s webs to the symbolic weave of science, technology
and politics… is a crisis that Heidegger expresses when
he asks: Does humankind inhabit Earth in a poetic way?
And a purely ethical-environmental answer emerges:
Humankind does not inhabit Earth due to its own merits,
but due to Earth’s own merits…
However, the urban environmental concern emphasizes
planning methodologies or environmental politics
regarding public spaces or urban furnishing, while it forgets
the need to build an ethical-aesthetic-environmental-urban
methodology, which questions the way we inhabit earth
and the ways in which the living city questions our ways of
inhabiting it. Making a loop, it arises in the need to think of
us as inhabitants-habits-habitation-habitat-inhabited, and
to think of urban aesthetics as the ethos and ethos as the
aesthetics of inhabiting. To ask ourselves: Who inhabits?,
how do they inhabit?, where do they inhabit?, what is
being inhabited?, what does inhabit mean?
Are these questions the key of our education? Or are
production, accumulation, economic success and
competitiveness the key of our education? In the book
Educación estética y complejidad ambiental8 (Noguera,

Permanente de Pensamiento Ambiental “Augusto Ángel Maya”, 2010.
6 Michel Serres, El contrato natural, Paris, Pretextos, 1991.

Martín Heidegger, “Qué significa pensar” “What Is Called Thinking”

in Conferencias y artículos. Translation into Spanish of Eustaqui Bar-

8 Ana Patricia Noguera de Echeverri, Educación estética y complejidad

jau. Barcelona, Serbal, 1994.

ambiental, Manizales: Universidad Nacional, 2000.
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2000) we express with certain anguish, typical of these
times that demand meditation, the urgency of transforming
education, an education which remains a scientistic one,
with goals such as individual success, competitiveness and
enrichment consistent with domination, quantification
and exploitation of nature, reducing nature to an object.
This work draws a path that has allowed us to make a revision, re-evaluation and re-consideration of the emerging
proposals of the AbyaYala world: A re-enchantment of the
world, whose priority is the recovery of the body and the
world of life in times of disdain for those two in accordance
with an ethical-aesthetic: Ethos, which was necessarily
aesthetic in an extensive, environmental sense, that is,
an ethical-aesthetic that emphasizes the question about
the ways in which we inhabit the earth and that earth
inhabits us. These stories, emerging from the world of life,
re-enchant the environmental world because they create
a life experience out of the environmental report: a tale,
a story and not only an indicator, a number, an account.
In our adventure through the environmental thought of the
world of life and the body, a powerful gap opened by Husserl
in The Crisis of the European Sciences and The Transcendental
phenomenology, we find that, after 2 thousand years of
disdain for these two important aspects of life, we really
need a sort of conversion of philosophy, of thinking, of
education and in general of culture regarding the body and
the world of life, related to their aesthetic expansions and
contractions, in other words, the different ways of the same
thing: Life in its poetical ways of being told.
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It’s the body and the world of life, for us, expansions and
contractions of the same skin: Nature. This means an
infinite number of ways of being bodies that are worlds
and worlds that are bodies. The world of life isn’t the mere
correlate so bodies can exist; the world of life is the bodiesstories, the expressive-bodies, the language-bodies, the
biotic-symbolic bodies and the biotic-symbolic body is
the story of the world of life. Bodies narrate life and life
narrates bodies starting from its emerging configurations.
Bodies rise from soil, because bodies are soil, and soil tells
its story through the bodies, as a speechless tongue.
However, the ways of inhabiting earth in the times of
modernity and ultra modernity, are ways of exploiting it,
reducing it to merchandise, to data, to a number, as in the
case of Rio Tinto in Utah. The scream of the wounded,
exploited, plundered earth is also the scream of the
modern Antigones, women infuriated by the absence of
their brothers, sons and daughters, husbands or parents.

“The aesthetic, in other words, corporeity in all its forms of
language, and life in all its different ways of being, conform
an inseparable and structuring base which will end the
gap between sacred and profane, between man and the
world, between object and subject, between nature and
society, between culture and ecosystems..”9
The world’s re-enchantment rises from our symbolicbiotic-body-world-of-life proposal (Noguera, 2004) since
the colligation between body and world, nature and
culture, the possibility that conflict between ecosystemculture can become more poetical every time and less
and less tyrannical each time, rises from re-enchanting
the world.
Our view today of the concept-image of symbolic-bioticbody-world-of-life, in accordance with the aesthetical
trajectories that we have carried out, specially while
trying to re-enchant the world, re-enchant thought, even
the environmental one, has had several variations. One
of those variations is the emergence of a re-enchantment
of the world consistent with the Abya-Yala word that
means in Cuna language Generous Land, Prodigious Land,
Flowering Land and Good Living.
Jose Luis Pardo says:
There is no language without history, there is no nature
without history, but nature has its own history and language.
Nature without history is like the mythical mountain of
eternity, solid as a stone, before having received any kind
of impression (affection, contact, according to our thought).
The rain crashes against one of its surfaces and each drop
evaporates instantly: the mountain has not felt anything. It
is necessary to repeat this action over and over again, until
one day, after crashing against the mountain, water leaves
an imprint, a channel is opened, leaving a sign, a graph on it.
That impression is at the same time a gesture, an expression
of the mountain: water is being expressed or, rather, the
strength of water crashing against the mountain…10

This is world re-enchantment. And here, every environmental
discourse needs to be paused, in order to allow the voice of
earth, the language of earth, the stories of earth; the ethics
of earth… the poetics of earth emerge from silence. The
9 Ibid., p. 47
10 José Luis Pardo, Sobre los espacios pintar escribir, pensar.

Barcelona, Serbal, 1991, p. 45

MEASURING THE PROGRESS OF SOCIETY

In our book, El reencantamiento del mundo we propose
that the stitches between nature and culture have to be
done on the skin. But this is a poetical skin; a skin that
expresses, displaces, folds and unfolds...we are talking
about a threshold, ambiguous, enigmatic skin, a skin that
exists only because it means contact, touch, an imprint, a
memory. This skin is a surface of contact, a stitch between
nature and culture.
When facing environmental politics, our environmental
thought has turned into environmental poetics that have
stopped, just as the flying butterfly, in poetics regarding
human inhabiting, poetics of south-habiting, geopoetries of inhabiting, physis-polis, contact geographies
and body-earth. Images-concepts-precepts-affections
which have emerged from our wanderings through an
alternative environmental thought for Latin America,
where we colligate the body with the world on the skin,
the place where nature and culture have been stitched, in
accordance with aesthetics. We are folds and creases of
the skin of life.
Our work “Afecto-Tierra. Potencias del Pensamiento
Ambiental”11 approaches the idea that such skin and those
stitches made by the skin between nature and culture, the
deepest meaning of skin (Valeri), the skin as common
sense (Serres), as rizomatic expansion and contraction of
life in its infinite drifts (Deleuze and Guattari), skin, as a
stratum, as poetic geography, as soil over soil is plot, loopweb of life, colligation between body and earth, the earth
emerging in bodies and conflict dissolution in the bodies
of earth. This is the emerging proposal in our latest works,
which we have called “earth-body”.

11

Noguera P., Pineda J., Echeverri J., Valencia J., Vázquez M, Obra

inédita.Manizales, Universidad Nacional.

And how are these bodies on earth? Those buried, terrified, mined, cemented, de-skinned, chained, unchained,
tamed, baroque and tragic bodies?
The work of art, the imaginary and the myths, have
helped us to understand the tension between earthbodies in Latin America, tensions announced in tune with
biopolitics and noopolitics… body domination due to
violence, war, global market, marketing… subjugation of
the bodies, exploitation, massacre of the bodies of life…
the work of art allows life as the emergence of the tragic
stress between the Apollinian and Dionysiac.
The work of art is the only object capable to allow us
to dissolve in the webs of life and earth, without dying.
The imaginary and the myths, aesthetics of life created
throughout thousands of years of collective life by the
original AbyaYala people (Cuna name of these lands before
the arrival of Americo Vespucio , which means Generous
Land, Prodigious Land and Good Living), have showed us a
world of life full of senses and meaning, hidden behind the
veil of modern reasoning; a powerful world that, however,
knows how to celebrate the advent of voices of different
tones, doing the labor of re-existence and art. To re-exist:
to exist again, to be empty again, to move out from the
center, from inside, to navigate through the margins of
the unthinkable by the dominating culture… being part of
a collectivity that strengthens us, being part of the poeticpolitics and politic-poetics… in the communities of life,
capable of configuring re-existence poetics as poetics of
inhabiting earth without owning it.
Boaventura de Souza Dos Santos, Portuguese born in
Coimbra in 1940, doctor of the University of Yale and
professor at the University of Coimbra where he has
elaborated “Other” way of thinking consistent with the
social movements, stated earlier this year in Cochamba,
Bolivia, within the framework of the World Conference
on the Original People to Think of a Climate Change, that
establishing a dialogue of knowledge among the original
people and the Latin American environmental thought
could be very interesting, if academics could finally make
discursive-imaginative proposals, which could include
domestic words such as AbyaYala in the Inter-American
Development Bank in order to use them as new power
instruments. Boaventura affirmed that decolonizing a
word means to decolonize… politics, economy, the ways
of inhabiting Earth… he also stated that it was about time
to build new nouns, because until now, development
remains an hegemonic paradigm of the first world, with
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speechless tongue of earth, mentioned by Pardo in this text,
requires the silence of every instrumentalizing discourse of
life; for example, discourses of modern science or those
regarding unicist and Universalist technology, as well as
sustainable and sustained development. Inhabiting inhabits
us. Human beings do not determine an ethos. Earth is the
ethos. Therefore, we are inhabitants inasmuch as we build
ways of inhabiting and that is only possible when we allow
inhabiting to inhabit us.

THE MEASUREMENT OF PROGRESS AND WELL-BEING . PROPOSALS FROM LATIN AMERICA
“adjectivizations” that got lost in the traps of the noun
power of the word itself.
But, what does ABYA YALA, term of the Cuna Indians of
Costa Rica, Panama and Colombia, mean?, Where does its
ignition force lie? Why is this word an ethos with such a
deep environmental power in these times of environmental
thought? AbyaYala is a term with two meanings which
have just one meaning at the same time: Abyayala means
good living. The AbyaYala means generous, prodigious,
flourishing land. Abyayala means inhabiting. AbyaYala is
the habitat. Abyayala is ethos. AbyaYala is home. Abyayala
is the way of inhabiting a place and AbyaYala is the way in
which inhabiting inhabits us. Abyayala is a complex Word
because it expresses the complexity of inhabiting.
For Cunas people, the original Abyayala people, one
concept cannot exist without the other. AbyaYala is the
loving and caring act of mankind towards earth. AbyaYala
is the generous mother, the motherland.
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The dialogue between the west-critical-academic
knowledge and the original-sacred-mythical-southern
knowledge permitted the word AbyaYala to create a
rhizome, a movement that began in the year 2000, in
Cochabamba. If the 20th century had been the century
of the maximum possible scientific and technological
development just in accordance with a profound
devastation of the webs of life, due to the power and
domination relationship of the subject-I-reason over
the world-object-nature, the 21st century started with
the First Continental Summit on Indian Populations and
Nationalities of the AbyaYala, held in Mexico, this is the
century of the AbyaYala: the century of Good Living,
generous and flourishing land, and the language of earth.
If in the 19th and 20th centuries, the concept of the right
to progress and development, imposed as a colonizing
tongue, was the concept of the rights of the modern
subject, a reductionist, Eurocentrist concept which
reduces life to the European human life and therefore
deprives earth t from its product: Life; AbyaYala emerges
at the dawn of this century, stronger than we can
imagine, immersed and subdued to the reductionism of
a rationalist and Euro-anthropo-centrist thinking, as a
creator power.
The environmental movements in Latin America are
emerging with strength in Mexico, Guatemala, Colombia,
Ecuador, Brazil, Peru, Bolivia and Argentina, at a moment
in which on behalf of democracy and the rights of nations,

the discourses of scientific and technological development
begin disguising new forms of colonization of the
AbyaYala lifestyle, in order to hide the thirst for power and
domination over a Latin America that has been subdued
and colonized since its “discovery”, 500 years ago.
Boaventura de Souza Dos Santos said that the mirrors used
by the Spaniards to amaze the AbyaYala people during
the tenebrous beginning of the conquest has continued
–changing its names and ways of colonization- until our
time, where the idea of celebrating the bicentennial
anniversary of the independence of American people from
the Spaniard burden is still present, this way we forget that
it is not one war or many wars which decolonize people,
but a deep transformation, a deconstruction of the
language, the deconstruction of the ways of inhabiting, of
thinking, according to what the colonists force us to forget.
Augusto Angel, in Desarrollo sostenible o cambio cultural,
says that the environmental problems that we are living as
colonies of the first world will not be solved with sustained
or sustainable development, but with a deep mutation of
the culture web of symbols.
The emergence –aesthetic in a broad sense– of the
word AbyaYala, as a word-event, word-territory, wordcommunity of life, foundation of life, cannot be silenced
by the great discourse of science and technology, now
using the word environmental as an adjective. Arrogant
statistics, indicator forms and technological solutions
keep reducing the environmental problem –which is a
problem that questions how humans inhabit a place– to
a technological and instrumental problem of an object
nature. Their proposals talk about taking over the home
and devastating it as well as devastating everything that
inhabits it. The earth-home, the earth-language-home,
is still being reduced in those discourses to wealth,
resources, private property, reports, indicators, teleologies
of accumulation, production and consumption.
During two hundred years, while all the Latin-American
nations’ States were being created, the constitution or
fundamental letters of the republics were based on the
declaration of political and economic autonomy of modern
rising states; such autonomy was based on the right to own
property. Modern freedom –which has been the greatest
fallacy of capitalism and modernity, a fallacy present in
Kant’s thinking– has its basis in the gap between man and
nature, the only way in which man can submit nature.
Despising nature, its reification and objectification, the
notion that earth is something vile, established the idea
that culture was not nature, and above all, that culture’s
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However, as Santiago Castro proposes in his work Hybris
del punto cero, while this happened throughout two
hundred years as one way of colonization, knowledge was
emerging underground , as an outsider it was emerging on
the margins, on the places of enigmatic darkness, in the
middle of the mountains or in the heart of the AbyaYala
jungles, knowledge remained at the beautiful inhabitinghabitat complexity, the AbyaYala. The good living of the
Cunas or the living good of the Aymaras, but in any case
(and here lies the problem of the limitation of our reduced
language, not the case of the Cuna, Aymara, Mapuche
or Maya languages), living life is always sacred, always
grateful with life itself.
Our proposal then suggests an aesthetic-complex geothought that pauses modern rationality allowing the voice
of earth, the language of earth, the ethics of earth… the
time of earth, the poetics of earth to emerge from silence
and to face the imminent decline of all the resources of
modern development, which have reduced earth, this
overabundance of worlds of life, to resources available for
a culture addicted to wealth and production, to the infinite
consumerism of objects and therefore to the infinite
production of merchandises, where life itself is reduced to
a merchandise.
The communities of life, the communities which continue
to expand as part of nature, bring us closer to ancestral
resonances, echoes originated in an emerging word which
already existed since time immemorial, the time of a
land that was chanted, danced, painted and dreamed. An
insurmountable obstacle, a dense and tragic barrier: The
language of trade, of development, of modern progress
alienates us, making us feel like strangers in our own land
or simply missing a native land, poetically and magically
named... a land we are made of, but we already lost due to
the plague of forgetfulness of our own ways to name while
we quantify...
Earth as habitat-inhabitant-habit-habitation is not only
inhabited by us, but by earth herself through the many
different ways she can name herself. Inhabiting inhabits us.
Human beings are not the ones who determine an ethos.

12 Cf. Manuel Kant, Crítica de la razón práctica, México, Porrúa, 1972.

Earth is the ethos. Therefore, we are inhabitants because
we build ways of inhabiting and that is only possible the
moment in which we allow inhabiting to inhabit us.
As we re-enchant the world, we find out that the stitches
between nature and culture have necessarily to be done
on the skin, a poetic skin, poiesic, stratum-skin, tissue-skin,
weave-skin, tactful-skin-contact; skin that expresses, skin
that displays, skin that folds and unfolds… skin –threshold,
ambiguous, enigma. Skin-touch, geography-skin, imprintskin, memory-skin, expanding-skin, folding and unfolding
skin; everything is made with the same material: earth,
we are earth, earth-bodies, po-ethics that inhabit earth
in accordance with the colligations-dissolutions-stresses,
which settle up these earth-bodies that we inevitably are.
The presence of the AbyaYala, making a place, re-existing
the sudden attacks of progress, of development, of society
itself, reminds us of the need to progressively abandon the
language of trade, the language that quantifies the earth
for trading purposes, to start or re-start naming the world,
once again, now standing on earth, consistent with the
language of earth.
For native peoples, living is staying in touch. There are
no individuals. There are groups, families, the word “I”
doesn’t exist. There is a “we” that includes their animals,
their homes, their tools, their gods, their dreams. There
is no inside or outside. There is a threshold. There is no
separation between being asleep or awake; there is a
permanent connection, permanent bridges that make the
earth-bodies, nomadic-bodies, metamorphosis-bodies,
changing-bodies, to be in transit… in trance. Being asleep
is the moment of greatest wakefulness and dreams are the
masters of the decisions that the community makes.
Time is nature elapsing. It is a polyrhythmic and ritual time,
where every second is sacred. Present is a fabric of events
that configure now, the current situation, the present, as
something continuous, as the only vital instant. Time is
rite , time is sacredness elapsing: life, in all its ways. We
are always waiting for the future, which is the voice of the
earth-gods, which sparks the brevity of the eternal: The fly
of the eagle, the birds singing, the rattle of the snake, the
roar of the puma, the sound of the trees when touched by
the wind, the flutes of earth, played by water and wind.
The voices of earth, the language of earth. Who inhabits
earth? The language of earth. Language is the home of
being. The language of earth is the home of the earthbodies that inhabit earth –inhabiting themselves.
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project was to surpass and hopefully break any connection
with nature. Here we find Kant once again.12

THE MEASUREMENT OF PROGRESS AND WELL-BEING . PROPOSALS FROM LATIN AMERICA

The unpoetical, enslaved, exploited without truce or
pause south still has, hidden in its folding, powerful
emergences of an environmental thought which goes in
the opposite direction of the environmentalism of the
north. For the north, the south does not mean more than
the most important source of resources of the world. For
the emerging environmental thought of such southern
marginality, south is a wonderful place of eco-poetical
configuration of inhabiting life.
The south, a beautiful word that also expresses uprooting,
sadness and loneliness, is a place-word ritual. Southinhabiting is to inhabit the margins, to inhabit the
enigma… to inhabit the magic. South-habiting is to inhabit
the silence of reasoning. South-inhabiting is to inhabit
the same web of life in its symbolic-biotic plenitude, not
as owners of earth, but as its children, as a thread in the
complex plot of life... as earth-bodies.
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South-inhabiting is to inhabit the language of earth. We
inhabit the musical language of earth. It is the rhythmical
landscape of life. It is the music of water, of earth-men,
of the sea, coming out through the holes of earth, as the
wind through the holes of a flute. The chords of a guitar,
its chords, its silences, and the singers’ voice rising from
the ashes of the southern war, also with no truce, and in
the middle of those wars: northern invasions, the pain of not
being what one desires to be, life emerges claiming for a
poetical inhabitance.
Music expresses collectivity dissolving in fire, wind, water,
the puma, the snake, the frog, the plot of life. The ritual,
which sanctifies the earth-bodies that we are, emerging
of colligations-dissolutions-conflicts of the earth-bodies
that they are while they exist; the ritual connects the gods
and the living beings, in one dance, in one place of doing,
in a permanent celebration of life; it is the way through
which the AbyaYala inhabitants write, sing, the poetry of
inhabiting what inhabits them. There is no gap between
inhabiting and the habitants of the mountain, valley or
jungle. Inhabiting expands in habits and suspends itself
during hundreds and thousands of years, because the
time that elapses is not the time of the sons of earth.
The time of the sons of earth is the time that creates,
the time of a present that folds and unfolds, of a body
that expands and contracts itself, dancing and loving
life, the life. The time of the sons of earth is the time
of the condor, the puma, and the time of the storm or
waterfall. It is the time of life, breaking through, making

way for itself, and that is the place of human inhabiting
which is the complexity of the conflicts between culture
and the ecosystem, conflicts present in all ways of the
human inhabitance on earth. It is the rhythm marked by
the loop of life, of the earth-bodies inhabiting themselves
in the colligation-dissolution-tension.
This loop, this colligation between body and earth, is the
tension between being humans and being nature. Human
and nature -the human emerging from nature, the human
as nature- need to be thought from an environmental
point of view. The environmental thought focuses on these
conflicts which are present in every culture. The inhabiting
ways of the Maya, Aztec or Inca peoples, as Augusto Ángel
narrates it in his beautiful book La fragilidad ambiental
de la cultura,13 the intercultural wars for symbolic-biotic
territories, the forms of accumulation that the agricultural
empires generated in America as well as in Europe and
Asia, the growing domestication of animals and plants, the
forms of slavery of human beings are all forms of slavery
of earth itself. “There is no civilization that has not rotten
itself”, says the environmental poet-philosopher Augusto
Ángel Maya in a recent interview.14 And this is another
moment of the loop of life: Rotting oneself.
All forms of life generate ecological imbalances. That
explains the existence of adaptive emergencies, the
transformations of the plots of life, the new ways of life.
However, the modern-western-human way of life has a
characteristic that makes it peculiar: Its ways of inhabiting
earth have been producing such transformations on the
plots of life, that life itself is about to unweave. And, of
course, the deepest transformations in the same web of
life, carried out by human culture, have been made by
modern culture.
Therefore, it has been necessary to restrain and
subjugate the earth-bodies we all are in order to carry
out the télos of progress and development. The history
of America’s colonization is expressed in the permanent
subjugation and restriction of the bodies through slavery,
the subjugation to other languages, other gods, other
conflicts with earth, to the reduction of all earth-bodies to
13 A. Ángel Maya, Op. cit.
14

Environmentalthinkinggroup “EnvironmentalThinking and Poetics

of Life”, Video, Homageto a Augusto Angel Maya, Manizales, Universidad Nacional Sedes Bogotá–Manizales, 2009.
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The south that inhabits, the south that we are is uninhabited
because of the habit of war. Rituals that build the nature
of the sacred inhabiting, the habit of inhabiting of the
sons of earth, who are cruelly tyrannized by free trading
and marketing logics of an empire that is progressively
annihilating the home of the AbyaYala. The sacred cities
turn into ruins, places of death and destruction for millions
of living beings, under the hands of invaders. The mythical,
magical and ritual world, even though is not less tragic or
painful, at the end is an affective-biotic-symbolic world,
that is progressively being destroyed and, in turn, the
world of misery, death, genocide, hunger and disrespect
rises for every form of life that is being commercialized,
measured, quantified and reduced to wealth.
In the same AbyaYala, where temples to the sun, the
condor, the eagle or the rain were once built; temples to
money, death, and industrial production are standing now,
leaving totally devastated and devastating landscapes. An
unfortunate love for things and a total despise for life are
imposed over the southern forms of inhabiting, whose
home is progressively being taken, in the name of power
and domination of the modern subject, that under the
mask of progress and development has generated all sorts
of infamies since the times of the Conquest of America.
However, the language of the sons of earth is the language
of earth. The bird’s high and gentle flight is not simply a

metaphor of human freedom. The fact is that freedom is
not exclusively human anymore. Freedom is just freedom.
And during that coming and going, being is life. The
possibility of being as part of life appears as a difference,
an expansion, a contortion, transfiguration, transformation
and emergence.
Poets are the ones that best express the language of earth.
The essential loneliness of the life that creates life, earthaffection colligations, earth-body dissolutions and the
conflicts between human and earth can be understood
when, for example, we listen to the poem “Palma Sola”
written by Nicolas Guillen rather than when we read the cold
and accounting-rendering environmental reports submitted
by the experts to PNUMA or to the Ministry of Environment.
Indian languages describe relational events. Subject,
nouns, predicates and adjectives are characteristics of
the languages originated in Europe. They comply with
the formal logics and talk about the world, but they are
not the world. Indian languages describe the trajectories
of a river, the processes of life in its different moments
just with one word. And the speaker is not a subject
talking about an object, but rather a living being who
has received the gift of a specific type of language: an
articulated language, the language of life itself, a language
which is part of the speaker, one of its forms. Words are
sacred and magical, because they are the language of
earth, just as color belongs to flowers, singing to birds or
music to the wind.
Western thinking places man outside earth, outside
nature, outside life as a permanent emergence. It places
us as subjects learning about nature, dominating and
possessing earth, manipulating and using life for our
service. In modernity, Europe and the regions colonized
by it (not only geographical regions but also geo-poetic
ones, places used by colonizers to impose their “culture”:
their knowledge, their gods, their technologies, their
rituals and forms of symbolic organization, earth, nature,
and life) are reduced to resources available for the
subject, which for Europe needs to be universal, just as
its universal way of colonizing.
Earth as a father, mother and home; earth as inhabiting;
earth as wisdom, nature as wisdom, all these forms are
reduced to the logics of the current global market. Things
of life, things emerging from human hands -so very
appreciated in our original cultures, always made in a way

285

merchandise… and that subjugation, that reduction is not
only carried out with physical violence. Institutions such as
the State, school, hospital, economy, church or the family
are dedicated to this subjugation of earth, subjugating
the bodies emerging from it. Plants, animals, cultures,
rivers, mountains, jungles… everything is subjugated to
the prescriptions of the dominant subject, under the
false figure of development, a specifically European and
anthropocentric way of inhabiting. Development, word
full of the teleologies of modernity, begins to tear down
inhabitance, to annihilate it fearlessly. The sacred places
of the Indian cities, sacred cities, places where gods
inhabit in men, in animals, in plants and in soil, as part
of an e inhabiting that allows being inhabited, places
founded to permit inhabitance are all now uninhabited
and disaccustomed: development has penetrated its
innermost part in such a way that it has finished with
everything, leaving behind prints, marks, presence: misery,
hunger, desolation and a landless and godless culture, two
things that had been just one.
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consistent with life- are now transforming into market
articles, objects for sale. Our ways of inhabiting are being
traded, are becoming a touristic spectacle... as Cesar
Moreno writes in his book Tráfico de almas,15 the south is
being seen as a spectacle through the industrialization and
marketing of the southern-culture: the exuberant, strange,
irrational… otherness which becomes merchandise-desire
for the north. The coloniality of knowledge, as Santiago
Castro reminds us,16 penetrates all gaps and breaches of
our AbyaYala (good living), in order to reduce the most
sacred and daily things to merchandise.
In the daily ways of being earth, terms such as
‘Btsanamama’ which means mother earth for the
Kamentsa people expresses a vital connection (colligationdissolution-tension) between the wisdom of life, earth,
nature and the community (humans, animals, plants,
earth, gods). Earth talks and through its language earth
builds the ethos knowledge as a habitat, inhabitant and
habit. The time of earth is a time that makes instead of
elapsing. And, what is the time that makes? It is the time
of the farmer, fisherman, marine… it is the time that
constantly changes; a language of earth that does not
understand the marketing and savage capitalism language
in which we all are immerged. Therefore, global warming,
the climatic imbalance specifically produced due to the
tyrannical inhabiting way of the multinational industries
and imperialist governments, has appeared. The times
of earth have not been the times of those who believed
that they could dominate the world with technological and
scientific rationality. This has caused the civilization crisis
we are experiencing, as one of its different expressions:
global warming, which is accelerating and delaying the
climatic transformation processes that are fundamental for
the planet’s life, this process can be perfectly understood
as Icarus returning from the sky of metaphysics, his wings
burned because he wanted to renounce to earth getting
too close to the sun.
When we abandon the mother tongue, the motherland,
a gap between the sacred world and the profane world is
produced, this happens because the motherland-tongue is

15 Cf. César Moreno, Tráfico de almas. Ensayo sobre el deseo de alteri-

the territory of life. Colonization begins and finishes here.
Colonizing a language is dominating a territory. Language
is territory; a way of inhabiting earth, language belongs to
earth. Mercedes Sosa, one of the most important singers
of the AbyaYala in America, passed away not too long ago.
Her songs, that were and still are everybody’s songs, are
songs of life. How was her voice able to chant this huge
message? Because she expressed from a feeling, from
sensitivity, from the body, from earth itself, the voice of
America singing to the mother earth.
Thinking becomes earth on earth and earth is thinking. And
that is the way of south-inhabiting. The southern-ethos
does not need the following adjective: environmental,
because it is already environmental. However, the voices
of the southern-peoples remain being silenced, even
by northern environmentalism. The ways of carving,
scratching the earth, the poetic geographies of south,
educational proposals consistent with life, the critical
thinking of every kind of colonialism, of domination, of
exploitation, are not an environmental thought centered
on the preservation of the natural resources or sustainable
development, which are the concerns of the European and
North American environmentalism.
An earth-thought, a thought centered on decolonizing the
sustainabilist environmental discourses of the first world,
is the one that recalls a geo-thought, bringing it to the
spotlight: ethos of the AbyaYala. And singers, painters,
writers… in other words, the Latin-American poets, are
the ones who also teach us how to poetically inhabit earth.
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Antonio Paoli
Education as a well-being promotion factor

different deeds which allow us to show the students
multiple capabilities.

It seems to me that progress should be understood
as a life process oriented towards human’s social and
psychological harmony.
3.

This education will promote art understood as
a human activity in which a personal vision is
expressed; this vision represents a lived or imagined
reality. This expression and representation will be
given by means of a great variety in plastic, dancing,
written or spoken, musical (sung or instrumental)
arts. Art is not only the practical realization which
tends to be perfected; it is also intellectual reasoning
and interpretation oriented to understanding these
practices and to provide them with an explicit
and communicable sense by means of the logos.
Frequently it will be convenient to provide their
analysis as part of the lived experience, they may be
interpreted by means of logical reasoning, in order to
better understand the implied relations which define
or start a valuable action.

4.

There must be novelty and nice surprises: new
songs, dance steps and moves; recently invented
games which are enjoyed as something brand new
never experienced before; better and more loving
relations with the family, thanks to new ways (which
add value) introduced into their daily lives; nice
cooperation ways which surprise us by the unusual
benefits they leave.

Measuring the efficiency of such progress oriented
towards social harmony supposes a large amount of
indicators which should be applied with the purpose of
revealing a contrast between the “less developed” past
and a “more developed” present. Here, we postulate
a set of principles which according to our sociologic
and pedagogic experience would have to provide an
education which creates a social and pedagogic harmony
around the world.
These principles may be considered as indicators, and
in case they are fulfilled they would highly help to boost
social progress.

The art of a positive view
1.

The experience of positive value, experienced as
a reason occurrence which widens horizons and
promotes the development of positive attitudes.

2.

A progress-oriented education will suppose constant
creativity in teachers, students and parents. It
would be inclined to develop skills, virtuosities and
capabilities useful for acting, interpreting or making

Novelty and context
5.

These novelties suppose an implicit break from tight
and unmovable atmospheres and must create sense
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An education oriented towards progress, which is focused
on the generation of social and psychological harmony,
would suppose several regular practices whose efficient
enforcement would sponsor the following:
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scopes where happiness rules and it is promoted by
fun and respectful ways of expression, by pedagogic
dynamics which produce cooperation symbols,
enthusiasm and friendship between teachers,
students, administration staff and parents.
6.

7.

Paradoxically, novelties must be contextualized, the
appearance of aspects which have never been seen
before must be prepared; this in a way which allows
for a wide coherent frame which provides a plausible
surprise and renews our horizons.
The now of the creative process always inaugurates
or re-inaugurates life processes. It is an affective and
social reconfiguration which must be experienced. It
is like the moment just before a race, when you say:
“on your marks, set, GO!” The GO! places us facing
the future, it sets us in the expectation mode, in the
effort, in the novelty which will come, and which we
are already waiting for.

allow us to overcome problems caused by the lack of
cooperation, trust and transparency.
11. An education understood as creator of social and
psychological harmony will seek to boost the ability
that the Greek called kinesis, the capability of
orienting oneself with serenity towards the search of
new potentials, new senses.
Kinesiotherapy is what we call the therapeutic method
which employs active and passive movements of the
entire body or one of its parts. This kind of therapy
boosts and promotes the flow of energy, reestablishes
movement, equilibrium and coordination capabilities
as well as the harmonic integration of oneself and
the articulation with other people. Dance is a type of
Kinesiotherapy, dismemberment or at least a smoothing
of those deformations caused by fears and defense
mechanisms created subconsciously.
Conversation and reason

Horizon renewal
8.

9.

An education understood as a creator of social
and psychological harmony will always widen the
horizon when it relates in a new way, which serves
as a means of experimentation and understanding
of ways never seized before. Then, we can see
and enjoy new points of view from everything.
In this way, new ways for creation, invention and
perfection are opened for the students and their
societies. A new positive and good horizon, they
discover better ways of understanding, of projecting
time, of organizing space, of associating themselves
with those who surround them.
A new horizon supposes the adoption of a different
way in which they see events and the way they build
news about them. The horizon which incorporates
human values to the vision allows us to draw new
and more efficient ways used to project and guide
the way, to plan voyages; ways of imagining which
easily thrill us.
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Renewal of horizons and their harmonizing and
therapeutic sense
10. An education which is understood as a generator
of social and psychological harmony will want to
promote the development of capabilities which

12. Therapy requires horizons to know in which direction
it should guide movement; it also requires regular
exercise so we are able to walk in the path our
intellect set for us. The teacher may offer suggestive
questions and some new dance steps, he/she may
also smoothly correct postures and he/she may
dance at least a little bit.
13. It comes down to incorporating new ways of
understanding the external and internal, a way of understanding me as an entity which plays and harmonizes
with the environment and people, it also comes down
to objectiveness and subjectivity. Objectiveness and
subjectivity which always are in process, in evolution in
a predictable and mysterious synchronicity.
Future and current times
14. With questions and dialogue tendencies of the
future, changes in attitude towards coming events
become tacitly outlined. We ponder from the now
referred towards tomorrow. And now is not only a
start in the present; rather it is a way which speaks
about the future.
15. An education understood as creator of social and
psychological harmony will constantly provide nice
and fun experiences. The ongoing moment of an
experience is an undeniable fact in which a new

EDUCATION AS A WELL-BEING PROMOTION FACTOR

“The now - according to Santayana - has within itself,
emotionally, all the happiness of material change,
it escapes the past as if it were impatient for not
having arrived there before, and goes towards the
future with agility, as if it were certain of not loosing
anything while moving forward. Since it is clear that
the real succession can only contain nows…”1
16. The fun pedagogic dynamic offers a vision with future
expectation. However, each student will update
and make his/her own synthesis depending on his
configuration of memory and project, depending on
the way he/she understands his/her environment,
culture and the circumstances in which he/she
foresees his/ her actions.
17. It will not start from the memories and immediate
past from children, which are frequently invaded
by thousands of television hours where they see
hundreds of crimes, bitterness and frustrations. The
now form games played will start from a current
happiness, given by leisure and relaxed present,
which everyone has a right to.
18. Our students require clean and fresh water to build
another reality of friendship, cooperation and respect,
an experience built intra-subjectively which marks a
new reality, that may be lived in the now.
19. In an education understood as creator of social and
psychological harmony not only we will play with
fun fantasies and fantastic ideals, but with concrete
realities which may have a contrast with their
bitterness. We strengthen the experience of shared
happiness which gives us the possibility of a new
positive configuration of dramatic experiences, that
is, form the attitude of our students and that of the
entire education community.
1

Jorge Santayana: Los reinos del ser. México, Fondo de cultura

Económica, 1985, p. 229

20. In an education understood as creator of social
and psychological harmony there will be many
games with a way of association where the other
one is recognized as valuable and such value will
be noted from different points of view. This entire
set of ideas tends to be remembered as a symbol
of happy and respectful friendship. It will be like
opening possibilities, promising futures, live images
and guiding thoughts, always done by children and
understood by them.
21. In this education, respect will lose its sense of distance
and solemnity, turning into pleasant closeness. In
this situation, the education community will have to
experiment and comprehend that friendship can be
respectful, pleasant and fun at the same time. This
will not be understood just because it is accepted in a
speech, but rather because the new synthesis in this
playful and fun reality will be experienced; this will
cause a group consideration.
22. In this context, the child will adopt words and
linguistic constructions which were not common to
see associated in the children’s language. And above
all, it was not plausible; it was not credible that they
could pleasantly adopt them in their language.
Preaching is not the teacher’s purpose
23. Many children answer with great seriousness to
questions made about their aesthetic experiences
which they gladly experienced in a group. Normally,
this group pays attention to the answers given
by their classmates and accepts their reasoning.
However, when the teacher pretends to explain
these questions without even making them, it will be
common for children to care less about the teacher’s
explanation. This will cause that the teacher, in order
to maintain and increase his/her authority, will
have to ask and converse with the students while
respecting their answers.
24. The personal answer given by each child, to the
teacher and the rest of the group will stimulate the
rational thinking and the clarification of relationships
in which it is appreciated or it is sensible to
appreciate in one way or another. This exercise
encourages the tendency to think coherently and
with precision.
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reality is created. It cannot be created in the past
or in the future. Creation is current, personal and
collective. With games made out of fine arts, musical
rhythm dance, singing, spontaneous laughter and
other always expected factors, collective movement is
created, where we experience together the integration
and the now that everyone will gladly remember.
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25. In an education understood as creator of social
and psychological harmony, the teacher will have
to listen respectfully to the student’s answers, will
repeat them and when he/she sees coherence in
them he/she will openly approve them. This action is
very meaningful for the students, since they need a
grownup’s backup which gives them security.
26. From the experience obtained in workshops, dialogues,
drawing, singing and dancing a new dimension is
prepared which helps a deeper conversation. The new
dialogue will be created, like the other ones, thanks to
the teacher’s questions and the spontaneous answers
from the children and there will be new pleasant
experiences which will cause a tendency to encourage
the adoption of new positive attitudes.
Personal commitments
27. In an education understood as creator of social
and psychological harmony there will be implied
and explicit personal commitments, concerning
the way people act upon what they experience,
reason and share; they will also tend towards what
is perceived as a personal and social asset. Because
the spontaneous initiative of children, motivated by
experience and questions will allow that elements
taken from their environment, their culture and the
reality they have lived will flow constantly.
Active family participation
28. In an education understood as creator of social and
psychological harmony, family tasks are an important
factor which tends to create a common ground for
cooperation from where the following will rise:
experiences, judgments, goals, languages and an
appropriate symbology for the systematic integration
in the entire education community. In this manner,
family will be offered a way in to know the materials
and the imagery used at school; besides, with the
family tasks done each week, home is included in
such work; a new language for the family-school
relations is created and children are stimulated on a
regular basis.
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Generosity and moral
29. With dialogue, the idea and experience of service for
everyone is incorporated, and not only limited to just

a few beneficiaries. It will start from the principle that
moral is a guide towards the common good. Not only
for my group, but for my entire community as well.
However, while acting on behalf of the wellbeing of
the entire human kind, will also see that my partners
and I will be benefited.
As Emil Durkheim said: “there are only truly moral goals
within collective goals; there is no truly moral motive
outside the group adhesion […] Believing in a society is
believing in a social ideal and there is a some amount of
that ideal in each one of us […] The adhesion to a group
implies in an indirect manner and almost necessarily, the
adhesion to the individuals.” 2
30. In an education understood as creator of social and
psychological harmony, we will seek generosity as a
service towards others, not only to my children and
my friends, but to everyone. The edifying person,
and in this sense, “moral”, is generous and serving.
Even when this person serves itself and his/her
relatives, he/ she does this with the consciousness
of encouraging them to be serving and that everyone
serves humanity as well, because he/she knows
that you may only be happy with a generosity not
limited to just a few. Happiness supposes that we feel
gratefulness and that we create gratitude feelings
towards others. No-one can be happy without being
a systematic giver, a giver; of respect, peace of mind,
comprehension, friendship; joint cooperation with
people and the environment.

Program playing and experiencing values
The vivid experience of positive values and the daily
discussion about them are ways to foster the healthy
development of the individual and society. It is essential
to encourage experience and reflection in several
ways through games, tales, questionnaires, songs,
dances, family tasks and reflections about the language
associated to respect, friendship, peace, responsibility
and many other values, as it has been done in Chiapas
with the Program called Playing and Experiencing Values
(JVLV, Spanish acronym).
This program is about the daily experience and discussion
about several aspects that each value contributes to the
1 Emil Durkheim, Educación y moral, México, Editorial Colofón, p. 95
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school and to the group of students’ families, like symbols
of encouragement, and the systematic confirmation
that it is possible to improve attitude. It also offers the
possibility to improve our emotional intelligence, to
generate hope, to practice several forms of cooperation
and to arise enthusiasm.
What are “values”?
Experiencing values allows us to appreciate, respect and
dignify personal and social life. We will provide examples
of how the JVLV program presents exercises to honor
people, society and the environment.
Both art and reasoning require values, forms of
appreciation. Feelings immediately appeal to appreciation
forms: “beautiful”, “great”, “authentic”, “friendly”, “and
loving”. Everything acquires significance when reason
associates things to values. We see meaning in a
cultivated field or in a house built because we understand
that nutrition, shelter and home intimacy, are values.

The JVLV Program promotes learning several subjects
but through respect, appreciation and love for people
and things.
We want a kind of education that does not categorize
reality. We do not want to form knowledge robots but
people with feelings, thoughts, who understand harmony
and that, in consequence, are dignified and able to dignify
others and the environment. Only from this meaning of
dignity it is possible to understand friendship, good family
and school habits; only in this sense civility, duty and law
may be appreciated.
We will present recreational forms of living what is worthy
of appreciation with boys and girls, some arts will be
introduced in order to experience it within the context
of a game and to judge it as worthy of appreciation in an
environment prepared for enjoyment and satisfaction. Our
effort and our wishes are aimed at living in gratitude and
honoring life with what is more worthy of appreciation.
Which is the highest value?

Not only do we see people and things, but we also
appreciate them and provide them with meaning.
Ortega y Gasset explains that “the canvas, the lines,
the colors and the shapes are the real ingredients of a
painting: beauty, harmony, grace, simplicity are the
painting’s values. A thing is not a value but it has values,
it is valuable. And those values living inside things are
unreal qualities. The painting’s lines may be seen, unlike
its beauty: beauty is “felt”, it is appreciated”.3
People, societies and things are appreciated by the
values attributed to them. If we had not experienced and
understood values, we would not be able to appreciate
anything; same as if we couldn’t see, colors would not
exist for us. Values are forms of appreciation.

Ortega y Gasset say that elegance is a value but “honesty
is worth more than elegance, it is superior to the latter.
That’s why we appreciate both but we prefer honesty.”4
The JVLV Program aims at including all forms of positive
appreciation, but it has been focused on the ones
deemed to be the highest ones: respect, because it sees
the value in others, love, because it turns us into the
world’s benefactors, gratitude, because it ratifies and
rewards the one who possesses it as well as the others,
joy, because it is always looking at our personal and social
achievements, peace, because with it we enjoy creative
calmness, cooperation, because it brings friendship
together with a collective and a generous power, honesty,
because it belongs to those who want to be and serve
better every day, and many other forms of appreciation.

Knowing and appreciating
Values should be experienced and discussed
The school has mainly focused on knowing and relating
things, on locating them geographically and on knowing
their history. It has devoted itself to narrate how people,
things and societies are. But it has paid little attention to
the ways of appreciating and loving those things.

To represent values as aspects that are enjoyed within
the classroom and in the whole educational community,
will make it possible for children to gladly adopt them.
And said values, when exemplified through narration,

Occidente, 1981, p. 120

4 Ibid., p. 122
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songs, dances and other arts, will encourage them to
create their own and new aesthetic forms, their ways to
appreciate people and nature with their own styles, sui
generis, with originality and with expressions never seen
before. These techniques, unknown to them, imply the
stimulation of skills, the capacity to surprise others with
unsuspected moves, the talent to generate styles of their
own and new aptitudes.
These forms of expression are not only shown as the
personality fruits of a particular subject which expresses
their inner self more satisfactorily and easily, but as a
shared experience, inter-subjectively developed and
capable of creating a community.
The teacher’s authority
In order to conduct the formation processes adequately,
the Teacher needs to be the object of appreciation and
admiration for the students and for the whole educational
community. They also need students to extend their
self-imposed duties, i.e., that they should subtly and
systematically extend the responsibilities that give them
more freedom, in the context of their society.
We are not speaking about the responsibility for obedience
– that one will have its own space and time-, but about
taking the adequate initiatives in order to develop
their sense of responsibility to fulfill their objectives
autonomously and maturely, sensibly and formally. We
are referring to a sense of duty that does not depend only
on an external authority, but also on our own free will.
Let’s examine an example of this autonomous kind of
responsibility taken from a song of stage 3 Teacher’s
Guide for JVLV in Third Grade Elementary School; one of
the stanzas says the following:
Responsibility for my words,
responsibility for my attitude,
responsibility for my joy,
responsibility for my health.
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How can we increase both the teacher’s and the students’
authority? What principles should be sought to achieve
it? What types of didactic sequences from the JVLV
Program are put into practice in order to succeed in this
double-purpose approach?

Authority and integration
Teachers will show the child that still lives inside of them,
without neglecting their authority as teachers. The
pedagogic techniques of the JVLV Program provide them
with resources and suggest some moments in which they
can be children, and others in which they clearly have
to be the process guides. Students require that kind of
relaxing and order. Sometimes the teacher will be able to
be childish for a few seconds only.
The teacher’s hierarchy demands identity and integration
with their students and with the whole educational
community; it implies being respectful of all actors and
being respected by them, and even better, loving them
and being loved by them.
The teacher always needs to be an authority but at the
same time being playful, candid and childish is essential
for them. This versatility is one of the key factors in order
for the teaching of values to be efficient and rewarding.
The teacher’s authority requires good manners to be
exercised without causing antipathy, anger, resentment
or grudges in their students or in the students’ parents.
To proceed appropriately, respectfully, and to be open to
dialogue helps to generate a good attitude in all participants
and in all environments of the educational community.
The teacher has the authority to assume specific roles,
without threatening the children or their families’ dignity,
their communities, habits or culture. They shall take
control of several processes in the classroom: they shall
be referees in certain environments and judges in others,
or interpreters of the work plan, guides, time supervisors,
creators of environments prepared for the learning
process; but in other environments they will have to
delegate coordination to one or several students.
The teacher will also encourage the students to assume
responsibility for the solution of several problems,
according to the regulations discussed and approved
by the group, as well as the ones established by the
teachers themselves.
Cooperation and trust
Without cooperation between the actors it is difficult to
achieve legitimate control. Children’s joyful cooperation
and help is essential to the learning process, and it is even
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a key factor for the teacher to gain the power to teach and
to increase their capacity to encourage the development
of positive attitudes.

present time of the games we play in the JVLV Program
starts from the current joy provided by recreation and
solace every human being is entitled to.

To form a clear alliance, with clear rules and well-defined
association systems is essential in order to make their
relationship with students and with the whole educational
community easier and more efficient.

Our children’s immediate memory is, to a great extent,
a field full of tragedies. For example, there is a primary
school in Mexico City, Xochimilco Delegation, where
the program has been implemented with excellent
results, and the Headmaster has informed me that
90% of the children live in a single-parent family, most
of them with their mother only. This situation implies
a great deal of human misfortune, which I will not
mention here. Our students require clear air in order
to build another reality of friendship, cooperation
and respect, an inter-subjectively built experience
which marks a new reality that may be lived in the
present time.

Through questions and dialogue future tendencies and
attitude changes are tacitly outlined. We reflect from the
present in reference to the future, and this moment is
not only a beginning in the present but also a path that
speaks about the future.
With games that combine fine arts, music, dance, songs,
spontaneous laughter and other unexpected factors a
collective movement is created where we experience
the integration in the present time that will be gladly
remembered by everyone.
“Now –Santayana says – contains emotionally in itself
all the joy related to material change, moving out of the
past as if it was impatient for not having arrived earlier
and it goes promptly into the future as if it was sure it
is not going to lose anything by moving forward. It is
evident that the real sequence cannot contain more than
present times...”5

The enjoyable pedagogical practice offers a vision with an
expectation for the future. However, each person updates
and synthesizes it in accordance with their memory and
their projects, and with their own understanding of their
own environment, culture and circumstances as a context
for their actions.
The creation of promising perspectives
We do not start from the children’s memories and
immediately preceding past as the majority of them are
invaded by thousands of television hours where they have
seen hundreds of crimes, bitterness and frustration. The

5

Jorge Santayana, Los reinos del ser, Mexico, Fondo de cultura

Económica, 1985, p. 229

Tragic reality is still there, but we will face it from a new
point of view and with a different approach.
Not only do we play with joyful dreams and fantastic
ideals but with concrete realities, which may be
contrasted with bitterness. We reinforce the shared joyful
experience, which gives us the possibility of a new positive
configuration of the tragic experiences, i.e., of our students
and the whole educational community’s attitude.
It is like a heuristic fascinating perspective of here and
now, which seeks to make a new reality caused by this
enjoyable game reality, a game in which the positive
value of friendship is experienced and discussed.
Understanding implies the dynamism of “here”
projected towards “there”. The respectful short-story
telling is surrounded by a lively song, a dynamic theater
performance and dancing.
The JVLV Program offers many games of this kind where
the other is recognized as a valuable being, and this
valuable being shall be highlighted from several angles.
All this set of ideas tends to be remembered as a symbol
of respectful and joyful friendship.
This is like opening possibilities, promising futures,
vital images and guiding reflections experienced and
understood by the children. We cannot deny or simply
ignore deterioration, but we can use it to contrast it,
to provide viable alternatives to it and to rework our
best relationships.
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The present time of games and the meaning of life
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Edgar Morin said that “we live by using our
decomposition process in order to become young until
we cannot longer do that. The same happens with love
that is constantly reborn.”6
The mutual appreciation language
In this new context, the child may adopt words and
linguistic constructions, which were uncommon in
children’s language, and above all, they were unlikely to
occur. It was not credible that seven year old children
could adopt them, and incorporate them gladly to their
everyday language.
It is evident that vocabulary, the words of the language, is
subject to specific grammatical rules, and when following
these rules we form phrases and we structure several
forms of verbal communication. Besides the syntactic
articulation forms, the JVLV Program presents discursive
articulation models that show happiness, integrity,
loyalty, solidarity: a set of universal and positive values
aimed at a hopeful horizon.
Verbal communication is performed with phrases or
sentences that to some extent are aligned to grammar,
but it is also achieved because those sentences invite us
into forms of unity, of self and mutual appreciation.
In order to encourage these kinds of linguistic forms, we
present stories in which there are model cases and songs.
The teacher makes questions about the story and
subsequently about the text of the song sang and danced,
in order to provide a wider meaning to the game.
We intend subsequent reflections to show the flavor of
the joyful experience that transmits energy to the mind.
The game is experienced in an attractive present and
reason is projected towards the future.

is generated, like the others, thanks to the teacher’s
questions and to the spontaneous answers from the
students, but now there are new elements, new “present
times” that open promising futures. Why do we say that
new promising futures are opened?

•

Because there are new inter-subjective joyfully
experienced references, through which the adoption
of positive attitudes is encouraged. They are explicit
or tacit “agreements” or “concordances”, as we call
them in chapter 6.

•

Because personal implicit and explicit commitments
to act in accordance with what has been experienced,
reasoned and shared are gladly been embraced, as
well as a tendency to what each one perceives as
personally and socially good.

•

Because they adopt linguistic construction models
with a wide vocabulary and oriented towards the
construction of self-confidence relationships based
upon their own authenticity and integrity.

•

Because the spontaneous children’s initiative,
motivated by experience and questions allows for
the constant flow of elements taken from their
environment, their culture, their experienced reality.
Therefore, the program in real life will always be
much more than what the teacher’s guides say.

•

Because they get used to seeing the constructive and
assertive side of things. Therefore, they tend to have
an optimistic and enthusiastic look. As the wise man
in The Republic would say:

“He who takes the contemplation of truth as their only
object of study does not have time to look down on people
and disapprove of their behavior and fill themselves with
hatred and bitterness against them.”7

Going deeper in dialogue
From the workshops, dialogue, drawings, singing and
dancing experience a new dimension for a deeper
communication is prepared. The new kind of dialogue

296

6 Edgar Morin, Amor poesía y sabiduría, Barcelona, Seix Barral Editors,

2006, p. 25
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Laura Schwartzmann
Measuring the progress of societies from individuals’
subjective perspective
“I do not have more enemies than those
who oppose to public happiness”.
José Artigas

What do we want to consider as progress in the 21st
century?
When we think about progress in the 21st century we
cannot avoid thinking about the way in which communities
and persons live, particularly in our Latin America.
Reflecting about progress implies a “diagnosis” of the
current situation and from such diagnosis, to evaluate

the distance to a “good life” for the whole population.
The means to achieve this goal are not within the focus of
this presentation. It is said that very often urgent matters
make us forget the important ones, but in the continent
with the highest inequality, we cannot avoid thinking of
the eradication of poverty as a “necessary though not
sufficient” condition to think about progress. Poverty is not
merely economic poverty and this is an aspect in which the
academic community seems to be reaching a consensus
towards a new paradigm which sees beyond economic
variables to evaluate complex phenomena such as poverty.
Many years ago, J. Labbens (1982) already stated: “To
be poor, it is necessary to lack fortune and employment
(class), social power, audience and respectability, all at
the same time”. We may add that being poor also implies
“feeling poor”, even when this statement might seem a
tautology. Feeling poor is frequently associated with loss
of self-esteem and a sense of fatalism and resignation, one
of the components of poverty reproduction.
Progress, as we conceive it, implies human well-being
as the ultimate purpose; this requires social, cultural
and environmental conditions. However, it is clear
that the notion of well-being will be influenced by the
characteristics of each culture and it has to be defined
by each society, there is no a “one size fits all” model.
How can we reconcile the aspects of universality and
particularity then? Among different possible approaches,
the concept of universal human rights can be considered
as a way to guarantee a consensual “minimum common
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Thinking about measuring the progress of societies requires
necessarily reflecting about the meaning of progress in
our Latin American societies of the 21st century, as well
as defining concepts such as well-being, quality of life and
poverty, in different stages of life. Philosophically accepting
that some things exist outside our consciousness, the
perception of reality however is extraordinarily complex,
and the subjectivity of the “observer” or “observed” as
well as the theoretical framework from which observation
is made, necessarily influence the assessment. That is why
we welcome this meeting where the diversity of views
concerning our societies can contribute to the creation
of inter and trans-disciplinary knowledge allowing us to
deepen in the complexity of the subject to be studied.
Coming from the health sciences and having to think in
terms of populations and beyond the concept of health
(resisting the strong tendency to “medicalize” societies),
we feel very close to the movement that economists are
starting to change from GDP as sole indicator of nations’
well-being to more comprehensive criteria including
individuals’ well-being.
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denominator”: The assurance of basic human rights
for every person (vg the right to life, freedom, health,
education, a job valued by the person and the community)
as well as equity access to opportunities.
However, a further step would be to know the “needs”
as defined by the individuals and the level of satisfaction
they aspire, providing a bottom-up approach to define
the priorities of each society. This approach would be a
good step towards a society where people live better and
perceive it that way, communities actively participate to
achieve their purposes and human beings be the focus,
since the beginning of their lives; where today’s well-being
might be sustained tomorrow, in the economic, social, and
ecological sense.
The full development of this way of conceiving progress
presupposes that individuals have the capacity to evaluate
their “external reality”, having all necessary information
available and simultaneously be capable of evaluating their
“internal reality” through the appropriate self-knowledge. In
this way, Sen’s1 proposal might become real, allowing “the
possibility of people being free to decide the options that
will influence their lives”. One aspect we want to emphasize,
considering our research field, is that societies should assure
all their members the right to a full brain development
(especially in the first years of life) allowing persons to
properly evaluate circumstances and make decisions.
The above affirmation implies a very special focus
on childhood. It will be necessary to guarantee the
opportunities to achieve “capacities” and “abilities”
(capabilities), giving special priority to child development
from the early start. The provision of favorable psychosocial
environments along with the satisfaction of biological
needs and access to high quality educational programs can
guarantee the best results for our children, maximizing the
nature-nurture equation. The comprehensive assessment
of child development, from 0 to 5 years of age, especially
in poverty conditions, should be a strong indicator of the
progress of a society. Children are privileged indicators
of the progress of societies, in their double situation of
“being” and “becoming”, as subjects of rights today and
at the same time, as future citizens. They are the most
sensitive indicators of cultural changes while also showing
a stronger psychosocial vulnerability. The extent to which

children are granted the right to fully develop their
capabilities will characterize the compromise of a nation
with the sustainability of progress.
If childhood situation is examined, either in Latin America
and the other so-called developing countries or even in
central countries, there is an alarming tendency to place
on the most vulnerable sectors of societies the weight of
reproduction. In our country (Uruguay), more than 50% of
children are born in the lowest socio-economic quintiles
of population. In spite of the improvement of economic
indicators, childhood poverty has not decreased significantly.
In 1996, as co-director of the Interdisciplinary Group
of Psychosocial Studies (GIEP), we published the book:
“Cuidando el Potencial del Futuro: El desarrollo de niños
prescolares en familias pobres del Uruguay urbano” (Taking
Care of the Potential of the Future: the development of
preschool children in poor families of urban Uruguay).2
The findings of this research, confirmed once and again
in later studies, are still completely valid. The study
included a representative sample of 1000 under five year
old children and their families living in urban poverty at a
national level. All children were assessed through validated
tests of psychomotor development. Results showed that
50% of those children between ages 2 and 5 already had
psychomotor development problems which, if not reverted,
would significantly affect later incorporation to school and
society. The prevalence of psychomotor development
problems in children of poor sectors was significantly
higher compared to children of families living two and
a half times above the “poverty line”, boys being more
affected than girls. The failures in the test presented mostly
in those items measuring aspects of the symbolic function,
pre-requisite to access abstract thinking. These indicators
are well-defined and they have been repeated throughout
different studies, confirming their validity and reliability.
This study also confirmed the deleterious effect of adverse
environmental conditions, showing a bigger gap among
poor and non-poor groups as age increases. Unfortunately,
repeated diagnoses conducted in subsequent years
continue showing the same prevalence of problems in early

2

Bernardi, R.; Schwartzmann, L.; Canetti, A.; Cerutti, A.; Zubillaga,

B.; Roba, O. (1996), Cuidando el potencial del futuro: El desarrollo de
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Clarendon Press.

niños prescolares en familias pobres del Uruguay, Ed. GIEP, Talleres
Graphis.
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childhood as well as high rates of grade repetition when
entering formal education. Secondary Education shows
a previously non-existing high desertion-rate. Around
20% of youngsters between ages 15 and 25 neither study
nor work. The results of the PISA evaluation for the year
2006,3 showed the existence of an enormous dispersion of
results, according to the socio-cultural environment of the
education community. This fact evidences a strong social
segmentation of the Uruguayan education system. In the
subjects of Reading and Math, 46 % of students were below
the minimum acceptable level according to PISA standards.
These numbers indicate a strong correspondence with the
psychomotor development problems detected earlier,
when children are between 2 and 5 years old.
Are societies really offering their children the opportunities
to have a full development of their capabilities? Recently,
the advances in the neuroscience field confirm the crucial
importance of the first years of life in brain maturation
including the creation of conditions which will be basic
for the possibility of a successful insertion in the current
world. Modern research has highlighted the importance of
synergy between nature and nurture to develop the central
nervous system and their implications in the maturation
of an individual. The quantity and quality of stimulus
received by a child, his/her nutrition, in terms of food,
and equally important, the way in which the environment
is processed through affective nurturing are highlighted.
Traditionally, numbers such as infant mortality, the number
of institutional deliveries, etcetera, have been included,
undoubtedly they provide important data; however,
more than 20 years ago the famous work of Robert Myers
“The Twelve who Survive”4 appeared challenging all of us.
Infant mortality rate has been reduced but how will these
surviving children live?
Essentially, and taking the words of Cozolino,
“In contemporary society the real challenges are
multitasking, balancing the demands of work and family,

3 Administración Nacional de Educación Pública, “Uruguay en PISA 2006.

information management and coping with stress. We
need to maintain perspective, pick our battles carefully
and remain mindful of ourselves in the midst of countless
competing demands. What prepares us best for these
demands? . . . early nurturance, which plays a vital role in
the development and integration of the diverse systems
within our brain.”5

The brain develops its complex functions through a high
level of integration. Emotional well-being, social skills and
cognitive linguistic capabilities that appear in the first years
of life, are important pre-requirements for school success,
and furthermore for the social construction of the brain
allowing to appropriately reflect and evaluate the reality
in which this human being is developing.
Neural networks established precociously will significantly
affect the future physical, emotional and social
development, compromising the present and future of a
child. Although neural plasticity is kept throughout life
and it is always possible to generate some modifications,
there are critical or sensitive periods in which these neural
networks establish their connections. Once patterns have
been established, new learning implies modifying these
patterns; this process is possible but it requires more effort.
On the other hand, adverse situations determine a
physiological response to stress, preparing the body to
face threats through fight or flight, rapidly going back to
baseline, after the risk situation is controlled. But when
these responses remain activated during long periods
of time, such as it happens in the case of chronic stress
(extreme poverty, continued family conflict, lack of
affection, etcetera), negative effects are produced. A
controlled amount of stress, within a frame of stable and
supportive relationships, can promote child development,
helping self-affirmation and the capacity to face problems.
On the contrary, chronically maintained stress and the lack
of contention by a supportive adult, can have devastating
effects in psychic structure and brain architecture. Under
these conditions, stress and brain structure affectations
may lead to learning, memory, and emotional regulation
difficulties, in the short span, and at the long term, they

Primeros resultados en Ciencias, Matemática y Lectura del Programa Internacional de Evaluación de Estudiantes. Informe Ejecutivo”, located at:
ipes.anep.edu.uy/documentos/noticias_portada/vinculo.../int_pisa.pdf
Myers, R. (1995), The Twelve who Survive: Strengthening Programmes

of Early Childhood Development in the Third World, High/Scope Press,

5

2nd edition.

chap.1,pp.14, New York, W.W. Norton & Company.

Cozzolino, L. (2006), The Neuroscience of Human Relationships,
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might expose the person to a higher risk of aggressive
behaviors, mood disorders and addictive behaviors.6
According to our research, the negative impact on
development was not observed in children of the control
group, located two or three times above the poverty line.
Therefore, the hypothesis of the association between these
results and poverty seemed plausible. However, a direct
relation between income (except when individuals were
below the indigence line) and psychomotor development
problems was not found. The effects of poverty seem to
be mediated by a series of social and family factors, which
lead us to propose 15 years ago the need to conceptualize
poverty beyond the lack of money.
Essentially we found out that the existence of a series of
psychosocial risk situations, amplified by economic poverty,
was the most solid explanation for the problems observed
in those children. Not every poor family had children
with problems, but such problems mainly concentrated
in a group characterized by depressed mothers, hopeless
regarding their own achievements, unhappy with their
spouses, and who visualized them as negative examples
for the children. Fathers appeared to have difficulties to
assume the parental role, being physically and emotionally
absent. Family environment tended to be violent, with
lack of social support for child-raising and scarce physical
and communicative spaces. Currently, several researches
have shown that both chronic poverty and negative social
mobility leading to poverty situations facilitate child raising
styles which are violent and inconsistent, associated to
parents’ bad-tempered mood.7
Social segmentation, increasingly evident in our societies,
potentiates the absence of social support among different
economic sectors. As an example, Uruguay, in relation
to childhood, is far from being the integrated society
of the first half of the 20th century, where most people
attended “secular, free and compulsory” public schools.

6 GIEP (Álvarez,

M.; Canetti, A.; Navarrete, C.; Roba, O.; Schwartzmann,

L.) (2007,), “Desarrollo infantil e integración en la sociedad uruguaya
actual”, en Sobre cercanías y distancias: Problemáticas vinculadas a la
fragmentación social en el Uruguay actual, Compiladores: De Martino,
M; Morás , LE., Ed. Cruz del Sur, Montevideo, Uruguay, pp. 85-100
7

José P. Varela (Uruguayan education’s reformer in the
19th century) used to say: “Those who have shared the
desks at the same school, where they attended because
sharing the same rights, get used to consider themselves as
equals”. Nowadays the differences between the public and
private education system have become prominent. More
and more, the students’ social composition reproduces
the social composition of the neighborhood where the
school is located. Fragmentation is also expressed in
the particular modality of immigration which combines
geographical mobilization and negative social mobility.
These changes impact on the subjectivity of the implied
persons, already vulnerable due to previous traumatic
experiences and which the disorganization of the family
system for the migration potentiates. The impact takes
place at a trans-subjective level also; usual social networks
allowing integration disappear conducting to the loss of
previous social ties, roles and identities.8
In accordance with our experience and due to the
essential importance of ensuring a good start, we insist
on the initial stage as the basis to guarantee human wellbeing. However, the notion of well-being changes, not
only among different cultures, as we already mentioned,
but also at different moments of the vital cycle. For this
reason we conceive progress with universal characteristics
concerning the opportunities and rights, but with specific
aspects in different stages of life as well as in diverse
cultures. The model of ecologic infant development
can also serve as a basis for a model of systemic human
development, in which needs change, but they are always
located in a bio-psycho-socio-environmental context.

What indicators are relevant to measure and understand
the progress of societies and the well-being of their
inhabitants?
Having reflected on the concept of progress, it is necessary
to advance on the ways of measuring this progress
through indicators. According to Bunge an indicator is
“an observable variable which we presume indicates or
calculates another variable, usually not observable in a
direct way”. The possibility of having good indicators and
using them longitudinally would allow to evaluate their
variability or sustainability throughout time and to know
the efficiency of diverse interventions.

Matthews et al. (2010), “Are psychosocial factors mediators of
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socioeconomic status and health connections? A progress report and
blueprint for the future”, Ann, N.Y., Acad. Sci., 1186 146–173.

8 GIEP, op.cit.
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FIGURE 1. INTERACTIVE MODEL OF THE DETERMINANTS OF CHILD INTEGRAL DEVELOPMENT

9

Stiglitz, J.; Sen, A.; Fitoussi, JP. (2010), Report by the Commission on the

Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress, at www.
stiglitz-sen-fitoussi.fr

Our work in the healthcare area and particularly in the
mental health field has taken us to actively use diverse selfreported well-being measures. Health, according to WHO
(World Health Organization) definition, approved in 1947, is
a “state of complete physical, mental and social well-being
and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity”. It is
evident that this definition is a utopia, but it is important
because it re-establishes first of all the monist notion of
human beings: mind and body are not separate entities,
well-being or ill-being, in any sphere, influence other areas;
the multidimensional character of the notion of health,
including at least physical, psychological and social aspects,
and finally the introduction of an academic discussion, not
concluded yet, about the definition of ¨well-being¨.
When we define “physical well-being”, are we referring
to the ¨perception” of the person considered or to the
evaluation conducted by others, a physician, for example,
of this person’s health condition? Both evaluations can
coincide or not. The person can have a diagnosable disease
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What’s new and should be incorporated to the traditional
field of economic and social indicators? The report
of the Stiglitz9 Commission poses clearly the need
for better economic measures in the framework of a
complex economy, the necessary inclusion of indicators
of education, health, housing and sport services and the
fundamental evaluation of the quality of these services.
However, the following definition is most impressive:
“the moment has arrived to change the emphasis made on
economic production towards the measurement of persons’
well-being”. This means to accept people’s subjectivity as
a measurable phenomenon and conceiving human wellbeing as an essential outcome measure to evaluate the
progress of societies. This is certainly new!!
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such as diabetes and have as well, at that moment, the
symptoms of his/her illness, perceiving himself/herself as
“ill”. In this case both evaluations coincide. On the other
hand, the doctor can detect high blood pressure numbers
indicating arterial hypertension but the person does not
have any symptoms, therefore he/she is not feeling “ill”.
In this case, the disagreement between both evaluations
might be an indicator of a possible difficulty in treatment
adherence. We emphasize this point because it introduces
the historical debate of “objective” vs. “subjective” at
the moment of establishing indicators. In medicine, the
need to incorporate patient’s perception to evaluate
treatment results gives birth to the research field known
as “Health Related Quality of Life” (HRQL). In this report
we do not pretend to extend on the advantages, critics
and limitations of the HRQL concept, but to focus on the
consensus reached by researchers regarding the need to
have diverse approaches to a situation to reflect reality in
a better way and act on more solid grounds.10
When we talk about HRQL, researchers agree that
we are referring to a subjective concept, a person’s
perception concerning his/her level of performance and
well-being. There is also agreement that the concept is
multidimensional, dynamic, variable across time and that
incorporates positive and negative aspects. Research
shows how the interrelation between diverse dimensions
gives rise to different results, even when facing the same
medical diagnosis. In 1994 the WHOQOL group defined
quality of life as the “individuals’ perception of their position
in life in the context of the culture and value system in
which they live and in relation to their goals, expectations,
standards and concerns”. This is a broad spectrum concept,
affected in a complex way by physical health, emotional
condition, independence level, social relationships, as well
as the relation of the person with distinctive aspects of his/
her environment”.11 Illness can be perceived as a highly
negative experience, full of physical and mental suffering
by some persons, while for others, the same situation

can originate the revaluing of determined aspects of life,
which compensate negative aspects, enabling a positive
evaluation. The factors which most affect this perception,
besides the specific characteristics of the disease itself,
are related to the perceived quality of social support,
the presence or absence of psychopathological disorders
and the degree of personality flexibility. Maybe the
essential difference between evaluating the quality of life
of persons having a disease and the quality of life of the
general population is the “treatment”. While in the former
case, favoring the process of adaptation to the situation,
contributing to a more realistic expectation and therefore
diminishing the gap between the evaluation of the current
situation and unrealistic expectations is absolutely licit and
a good therapeutic practice, in the latter it is highly arguable
if a person’s negative evaluation concerning objective
negative situations, which should not exist, are legitimately
sensitive to approaches which facilitate adaptation.
As a matter of fact, among the critics of subjective wellbeing self-report, it has been argued that the lack of
expectations or the lack of knowledge about other
possibilities, can lead people to a positive self-assessment
of the level of well-being, even in the middle of extreme
poverty situations. Michalos12 in his article “Education,
Happiness and Wellbeing” describes four possible
“evaluation” scenarios according to two variables: life
conditions and the assessment and behavior of persons
regarding them. We quote part of his article, totally
agreeing with it:
“If people’s living conditions are bad, and people
inaccurately perceive and think about them as good, feel
good, but act inappropriately with bad results, we may
describe that as the classical Fool’s Paradise . . . . . . . This
notion is based on the common sense (epistemological
realist’s) view that there is a real world, however roughly
apprehended and partially constructed, and that there are
good reasons for believing that some perceptions, etc. are
more warranted, reliable, valid and reasonable than others
. . . . . . The good life that we must want and achieve for all
people is not, I think, just a life in which people feel good,
no matter how terrible their real life conditions are, but one

10 Schwartzmann, L.; Olaizola, I.; Guerra, A.; Dergazarian, S.; Francolino,

C.; Porley, G.; Ceretti, T. (1999), “Validación de un instrumento para
medir calidad de vida en hemodiálisis crónica: Perfil de impacto de la
enfermedad”, Revista Médica del Uruguay, Vol.15, Nº 2, pp. 103-109.
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Organization”, Social Science and Medicine, 41 (10), 1403–1409.

Indic Res 87:347–366.

Michalos, A. (2008), “Education, Happiness and Wellbeing”, Soc
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in which they feel good with the best of all reasons, because
the objectively measurable conditions of their lives merit a
positive assessment.”

In so considering we have to highlight that, even though
there are statements such as the following by M. Rojas13
who affirm that “subjective well-being approaches
only require that persons can be able to evaluate their
satisfaction with life or their level of happiness”, the
possibility of being able to evaluate appropriately self
satisfaction with life, is not something that is necessarily
a birthright for all human beings, although it should be.
As a consequence, when we talk about subjective wellbeing, it is important to make sure that the person has
had the opportunity to access to good knowledge and self
knowledge as to appropriately evaluate his/her situation.
This is a matter of justice and social equity we cannot
resign. We have already stated in another paper14 that it
would not be ethical to consider that if somebody living in
poverty were satisfied with his/her situation in life, society
as a whole or the particular government at any time would
not be responsible for modifying this situation. These facts
reaffirm once more the need to combine diverse indicators
in order to account for a topic as complex as the well-being
of persons.
Eckersley15 points out the contradiction between the
evaluation of satisfaction of youngsters in diverse studies
and the coexistence, in those same groups, of different
mental disorders such as depression, anxiety, alcohol
and other drug related problems. This situation raises
the question of the relationship between subjective wellbeing and mental health, related but not identical terms.
Even though there is no a single and accepted definition,
mental health might be defined as the state of well-being
allowing individuals to perform their capabilities, face

13

Rojas, M. (2004), “The Complexity of Well-being. A Life Satisfaction

Conception and a Domains-of-Life Approach”. Paper for the International
Workshop on Researching Well-being in Developing Countries, Hanse Institute for Advanced Study, Delmenhorst, Germany, 2-4th July 2004, at:
www.flacso.or.cr/fileadmin/documentos/.../Luis_Mariano4.pdf
14

Schwartzmann, L. (2003), “Calidad de vida Relacionada con la Salud;

the normal stress of life, work in a productive and fruitful
manner and contribute significantly to their communities”.16
In accordance with this positive meaning, mental health
would be the basis to value well-being properly. The
existence of this gap whereby someone can say he/she
is satisfied with his/her situation in life while he/she
cannot execute his/her capabilities, face stress, etcetera,
shows us the need to incorporate other indicators besides
well-being self-assessment. In other words well-being selfassessment is an essential aspect but it does not exclude the
need of other measures such as the incorporation of physical
and mental health indicators as well as objective indicators
regarding the conditions in which people live.
It has been demonstrated that in poverty situations
associated with low education, social inequalities,
unemployment, fast social changes that leave out of the
market large sectors of unqualified workers, the feelings
of insecurity and hopelessness and the lack of recognition
of their basic human rights are factors impacting on
mental health. This situation may interfere with people’s
assessment of well-being in relation to the social and
cultural environment in they live, producing adaptive
mechanisms such as resignation, which make them accept
as “satisfactory” life conditions morally unacceptable.
We must recognize however that what people perceive
and think determines their actions, and those actions
influence their lives and other people’s lives, therefore it is
of paramount importance to know the personal assessment
of individuals of a community regarding their well-being as
well as be familiar with the value system regarding things
they consider essential. The lack of correlation between
objective and subjective measures does not mean that
the last ones are less valid. As a matter of fact, we can
conceptualize both measures as two thermometers which
measure different processes in the same body. Even when
it is considered that a distorted perception of reality exists,
such perception is anyway an inherently valid opinion
which improves the understanding of how persons
perceive and report their vision of the world.
It is evident that a universal consensus does not exist yet
regarding the definition of such terms as “well-being”,

Aspectos conceptuales”, Ciencia y Enfermería, Revista Iberoamericana de
Investigación, Nº IX.

16
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Mundial de la Salud (2004), “Invertir en Salud Mental”, at http://www.

Soc Indic Res 94:1–12

Departamento de Salud Mental y Abuso de Sustancias, Organización
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FIGURE 2. QUALITY OF LIFE MODEL

“satisfaction with life”, and “quality of life”. However the
definition established by Diener17 in his 2006 paper begins
to get closer to the 1994 WHO Quality of Life Group
definition, mentioned above. Diener states that subjective
well-being refers to the diverse types of assessments, both
positive and negative that persons do concerning their lives.
According to this definition, well being includes cognitive
assessment, such as the evaluation of satisfaction,
interest and commitment with life and work as well as the
assessment of affective reactions to life’s events, such as
happiness and sadness. From this point of view, subjective
well-being becomes an “umbrella” term with enough room
for the different assessments people do of their lives.
Suzanne Skevington,18 who proposes this, at least
apparent, coincidence between the definitions of the
17 Diener,

E. (2006), “Guidelines for national indicators of subjective

well-being and ill-being”, Journal of Happiness Studies, 7(4), 397–404.
18 Camfield

& Skevington (2008), “Quality of life and Subjective well-
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being”, Journal of Health Psychology 13(6), downloaded from http://
hpq.sagepub.com at University of Bath on April 16, 2010.

WHO Group and Diener, also points out to the need to
obtain more empirical data allowing to give answers to
the international debate about whether a simpler, clearer,
though more restricted definition of satisfaction with life
is more appropriate in terms of its operationalization than
the more comprehensive concepts of quality of life and
subjective well-being. Therefore it is necessary to agree
on the operative definitions, to clarify what we refer
to with each term in order to allow for longitudinal and
transcultural measures.
We consider necessary to develop generic indicators of
well-being as well as specific ones, according to the life
cycle of individuals. There are certainly differences in the
relevant aspects of each life stage, and they have to be
considered in the measures. We will present briefly our
research experience to identify indicators in different
stages of life.

Childhood
In Uruguay, as we already pointed out, within contexts
of poverty, almost 50% of children have developmental
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The Interdisciplinary Center of Infancy and Poverty of
the University of the Republic (Uruguay) aims to create
a system of indicators, to be used at a national level, to
follow up longitudinally the development of all children.
Given the small number of inhabitants of the country as
well as the existence of several information systems, this
goal is attainable. The main purpose is to combine macro,
meso and micro indicators as independent factors with
children’s outcomes as child development and quality of
life, including positive and negative aspects. (SINADIBI –
National System of Child Comprehensive Development
and Well-being).
Our group is working on an interdisciplinary basis to select
and test in the field, the most valid, reliable and easily
collectable indicators. Some indicators are already defined.
But qualitative studies are still required to approach in
a better way other aspects such as the characteristics of
present-day families, in different social sectors. Research on
characteristics of self social image perception in excluded
sectors as well as the perception of other social groups
would allow improving equity and stigma indicators. The
indicators which we are already in a position to evaluate at
a population level include some specific child psychomotor
development items, validated instruments to explore
rearing styles and practices and quality of life assessments
by proxies or same child, according to age. At present,
existing quality of life instruments have confirmed their
validity with 8 year old children and older. However, some
studies are currently being conducted to obtain a better
validity of these instruments at younger ages. The report
from parents and/or educators can be used as proxies,
until better measures are available.
Diverse indicators have been used in isolated studies; our
objective is to incorporate them in a common framework,

TABLE 1. INSTRUMENT
Domain

Aspect

Global Quality of Life
and General Health

Global Quality of Life
and General Health

Physical

1. Pain and Discomfort
2. Energy and Fatigue
3. Sleep and Rest
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Body image & appearance
Positive Feelings
Negative Feelings
Self-esteem
Thinking, learning, memory and
concentration

Level of Independence

1.
2.
3.
4.

Mobility
Daily life activities
Medication or treatment dependency
Ability to work

Social Relations

5. Personal relationships
6. Social support
7. Sexual activity

Environment

1. Economic resources
2. Physical security
3. Health and Social Services: accessibility
and quality
4. Home environment
5. Opportunities to acquire new
information and skills
6. Recreation and free time participation
and opportunities
7. Physical environment (pollution, noise,
traffic, climate)
8. Transportation

Spirituality

1. Spirituality, Religion, Personal beliefs.

Psychological

enabling longitudinal follow-up, achieving a proper balance
between present children right and well being measures
and indicators of child development, education and
socialization, as predictors of sustainability of well-being
in the future. As ultimate goal, the project will seek to
strength connections between academia and state divisions
in charge of implementing social policies in order to make
real the functioning of the informatics system (SINADIBI).

Adolescence
Assessment should continue during adolescence, with the
same holistic and ecologic approach proposed for infancy.
Therefore, it is necessary to apply and validate health
and well-being measures, contextual (family, education,
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problems which, if not remediated, will negatively impact
on subsequent school performance and social adaptation.
When evaluating school enrollment rates, dropout,
repetition, we are already arriving late. Evidence indicates
the need to incorporate childhood indicators from the
early start as well as the need to evaluate the psychosocial
characteristics of the family environment to try to
understand in which ways these psychosocial factors affect
child development. There is enough evidence related to
the consequences of infant poverty in adult life, essentially
showing how a psycho-affective altered environment may
cause mental health disorders. Rearing practices have
been shown as good indicators of family functionning.

THE MEASUREMENT OF PROGRESS AND WELL-BEING . PROPOSALS FROM LATIN AMERICA

TABLE 2. FOCUS GROUPS RESULTS
Positive Factors
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Have emotional support
Get old with family, in their own homes
Feel useful
Be valued/respected
Maintain self-validity
Have inner strength
Keep social relations
Have enough meaningful activities
Importance of spirituality

and community environment) and behavioral indicators,
both positive and negative, besides the more traditional
measures of risk, morbidity and mortality. Uruguay is
validating a self assessment quality of life instrument for
adolescents and Chile19 is conducting a national study on
Chilean adolescents, which will surely provide indicators
about the well-being of this population. This type of studies
might be replicated in other Latin American countries.

Adulthood
The cultural validation of the WHO’s Quality of Life
instruments in Uruguay allowed us to prove the validity
of the domains identified in the WHOQOL project for our
population.20 In accordance with its definition of Quality
of Life and following a combined process of experts and
focus groups’ opinion in several countries, the WHO
Quality of Life Group field tested a questionnaire to assess
quality of life. As a result of this process an instrument
evaluating six domains was generated, including 100
questions (WHOQOL 100, 1995) as well as a 26 items short
form (WHOQOL-BREF) which demonstrated appropriate
psychometric properties regarding reliability and validity
for population use.21

19 Molina, R. (2010), “Proyecto Domeyko Calidad de Vida en la adolescencia

con énfasis en Salud – Universidad de Chile”. Presentación en la V Reunión
Iberoamericana de Calidad de Vida Relacionada con la Salud, Santiago de
Chile, 1 y 2 de setiembre 2010.
20 Bagnulo, A. y Schwartzmann, L., “Preliminary analysis of the cultural vali-

dation of the WHOQOL-100 in Uruguay”, Quality of Life Research 10, N 3,
2001, pp. 281
21 Skevington, SM.; Lotfy, M. & O’Connell, K. & The WHOQOL Group (2004),

Negative Factors
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Loneliness, abandonment
Loss of spouse
Mobility restrictions
Loss of sensorial functions (especially sight and hearing)
Pain and other health problems
Economic problems
Lack of appropriate medical attention
Be treated as children and/or abused by their caretakers
The study conducted in Uruguay, in a small sample (N: 300)
allowed us to have an initial vision of those aspects which
mainly contribute to self assessment of quality of life in
our country, taking as dependent variable the first item of
the WHOQOL questionnaire: “How do you evaluate your
quality of life in general?”. Answers are given through a
5 option Likert scale going from very bad to excellent. We
highlight the explanatory power of variables such as Selfesteem, Feeling with Energy, Spirituality, Social Relations,
the importance of Free Time, as well as the Quality of
Services available.

Old age: whoqol-old
During the validation process of WHOQOL-OLD
questionnaire, we conducted focus groups with older
adults in order to know their priorities related to quality of
life.22 The following table summarizes the results:
The field study conducted with a sample group of 300
older adults was indicative of the priorities in this stage
of life and also of the noticeable differences with younger
adults. As an example, the results in the group of adults
older than 79 years are presented. The explanation power
reached at 90% of the observed variance.

What are the areas of opportunity to incorporate these
indicators in public policy?
In Uruguay, the government is interested in academic
contribution to situational diagnosis, provision of accurate
indicators as well as evaluation systems in order to
contribute to the definition of policies and the evaluation
of interventions. It is possible to think that the data
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“The World Health Organisation’s WHOQOL-Bref quality of life assessment:
Psychometric properties and the results of the international field trial. A

22 Schwartzmann, L.; Caporale, B.; Suárez, A.; Lucero, R. (2003), “Quality of

Report from the WHOQOL Group”, Quality of Life Research, 13 (2), 299-310.

life of Older Adults”, Quality of Life Research, vol. 12, Nª 7, pp. 733
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FIGURE 3. HOW DO YOU EVALUATE YOUR QUALITY OF LIFE?
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FIGURE 4. WHOQOL-100 AND OLD MODULE PREDICTORS OF OVERALL QL IN OLDEST-OLD
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TABLE 3. MEDIAN, MEAN AND IC95% OF EACH DIMENSION OF SF12 ACCORDING TO SEX
Dimension 1: Physical Function
Dimension 2: Role limitations due to physical
problems
Dimension 3: Bodily pain
Dimension 4: Perception of overall health
Dimension 5: Vitality
Dimension 6: Social function
Dimension 7: Role limitations due to
emotional problems
Dimension 8: Mental health

IC 95% of mean

N

Median

Mean

Inferior

Superior

Man

5.691.297

100

90,0

89,0

91,1

Woman

6.292.116

100

80,3

78,9

81,6

Man

5.691.297

100

80,5

79,2

81,8

Woman

6.292.116

75

73,5

72,2

74,9

Man

5.691.297

100

83,5

82,5

84,6

Woman

6.292.116

75

75,5

74,3

76,8

Man

5.691.297

61

52,2

51,2

53,3

Woman

6.292.116

61

46,7

45,7

47,8

Man

5.691.297

75

71,7

70,5

72,9

Woman

6.292.116

75

64,5

63,3

65,8

Man

5.691.297

100

80,1

78,9

81,3

Woman

6.292.116

75

73,5

72,2

74,8

Man

5.691.297

100

85,3

84,3

86,3

Woman

6.292.116

88

78,3

77,1

79,5

Man

5.691.297

75

72,5

71,5

73,5

Woman

6.292.116

63

65,9

64,9

67,0

N: 2.935
obtained through the usual Home Surveys done by the
National Statistics Office might give additional information
by incorporating some subjective indicators, simple
enough but at the same time valid and reliable, which
can allow to obtain comparative data concerning people’s
well-being assessment as well as the degree of satisfaction
with the quality of the offered services.
In Chile, the Ministry of Public Health has already conducted
population’s quality of life surveys twice, using the SF-1223
as an evaluation instrument, in a representative sample
of Chilean homes, integrated almost by three thousand
persons. Besides other interesting data, this study allowed
having national measures which can be taken as norms to
compare population’s change over time as well as results
of future interventions in specific groups.
As a final remark, we would like to highlight the
advantages of the approximation between different
disciplinary fields such as HRQL and subjective well-

being, both to select indicators as well as to incorporate
these measures in key sectors.
As active members of the scientific community of HRQL
research, we point out the scarce contact between this
group and the rich theoretical work regarding Quality of
Life, summarized by Cummings24 and Veenhoven25 as well
as the research works of Diener, Michalos, and others.
Both academic communities seem to be ignorant of their
mutual contributions, thus delaying the advancement in
this field. While researchers of the well-being field have
made big contributions on the topic of the conceptual
aspects, HRQL field researchers have been more concerned
with the development of solid, valid, reliable and transculturally adapted psychometric measures, even when
sometimes it seems that the sense of why and what for
are we measuring is lost.
24

25
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23

Ministerio de Salud, Chile, II Encuesta Nacional de Calidad de Vida y

Salud 2006. Informe De Resultados (Versión preliminar).

Cummins, R.A. (2000), “Objective and subjective quality of life: an

interactive model”, Social Indicators Research 52: 55–72
Veenhoven, R. (2008), “Healthy happiness: effects of happiness on

physical health and the consequences for preventive health care”. J
Happiness Stud 9:449–469.
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Different instruments were designed in accordance
within the framework of WHO health definition, some
of them have been used widely as HRQL measures, such
as the SF-36 (Ware et al) and its different versions and
the WHOQOL instruments. Currently, a mega project,
PROMIS,26 financed by the National Institute of Health
of the United States, has defined a series of dimensions
(physical, mental and social), proposing and testing a big
bank of items to measure the level of satisfaction in the
so-called “Patient-Reported Outcomes” (PRO), allowing
to select the most appropriate items to the situation or
population to be evaluated.
It is evident that the field of Health-Related Quality of Life is
a narrower field of human well-being, due to the fact that it
essentially refers to persons having an illness, but there are
common areas and both scientific communities would benefit
each other of an exchange of their respective knowledge.

Summarizing, from our point of view, we share the need to
evaluate the progress of our societies through a longitudinal
approach which can permit us to see the current situation
and its sustainability throughout time, starting with early
childhood. We conceive a system of subjective indicators,
centered on the perception of well-being and the level of
performance of human beings, also containing “objective”
indicators as well as psychosocial indicators, showing
the degree in which are our societies really “advancing”.
Undoubtedly, this system would be much more complex
regarding its instrumentation and interpretation in
comparison with current existing measures and it would
be necessary to establish it progressively, but at the same
time it would reflect in a better way the current complexity
of societies.
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Dina Krauskopf
Youth and the progress of societies:
approaches and dimensions for the development of indicators

In order to improve the quality of life we need to include
all social actors, the phenomenon of their capacity to
make an impact on transformations with a political voice,
and the fight against different sources of inequality, for
which it is necessary to battle the marginalization of
youth. Another contributing factor to this marginalization
is the lack of a more profound analysis of the determinants
of a population’s wellbeing starting from the life cycle
and its impact on several generations which make up the
societies of the 21st century.

The importance of the life cycle in the progress indicators
of societies
We wish to show that the three levels we have
identified for the achievement of progress are linked
by evolutional aspects of the development of people in
their societies. Comprehensive development during the
life cycle takes place on several dimensions: biological,

psychological, emotional, spiritual and socio-cultural. It is
in the development of groups or persons that potentials,
vulnerabilities and numerous possibilities are presented
in order to modify reality and be modified by it. These
characteristics are manifested according to situations which
provide diversity, such as age, gender, socio-economic
condition, culture, ethnicity, geography, and so on.
UNICEF (2001) has operationalized the focus of
development within the framework of the division of the
life cycle by ages from childhood to age 18 in accordance
with its target population, following the regulations of the
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CDN according to
its Spanish acronym) which establishes that childhood
lasts until age 18. Doubtless, these categories are only
used as a guideline, because –as Hart (1999) confirmsthere cannot be any universal notions of what people
are capable at different stages of their development.
On the other hand, it is a fact of age that, although it
is not sufficient information to describe the stages of
development processes, it is necessary information for
research, policies, programs and legislation.
It is necessary to go beyond the age limit established
by UNICEF. We need to introduce indicators of youth as
a stage in the life cycle; young people are a more and
more crucial period within a relevant range of years,
given the context of the changes of globalization and
modernization, especially the extension of life. If we don’t
have the focus of the life cycle, adulthood becomes the de
facto predominant age of the population as represented
by progress measurement indicators. Old age is a period
of life which is as marginal as youth.
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There are at least three interacting levels implicit in
the progress of societies: advances in achievement of
biological, psychological, social and economic plenitude
(quality of life), advances in the equal distribution of
these achievements among the population and between
countries (deepening of democracies), and strategies
which promote the achievement of these two objectives
(public policies and programs). As well as general
processes which permit the achievement of economic,
technological and material wellbeing, the progress of the
quality of life of youth demands other specific processes
which must contribute to the advancement of their
positioning within societies.
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When the lack of youth progress indicators has been
recognized, it is methodologically considered that it is the
same void which is present in different specific cultural
communities, such as ethnic groups or sectors with
differentiated situations in social reality, such as migrants.
Without ignoring the importance of these indicators
for specific population groups, we believe that the
perspective is different from the focus of the life cycle, as
it places youth and old age on dimensions of development
which correspond more to common methodological
considerations at a socio-economic and gender level and
not to specific groups.
The following table presents the conditions for
development and those responsible of protection
according to different times of life: childhood, adolescence
and youth. It is a schematic representation (with the
limitations this recourse has) which follows an age
sequence in order to systematize priorities and modalities
of efforts for comprehensive protection and the promotion
of development.
The juvenile stage (adolescence and youth) is one of the
most mistaken of the life cycle, and the invisibilization

of the contributions of young people as social subjects
foments a negative visibilization by way of emergent
behaviorals which are in conflict with the established
order; such as the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse:
drugs, alcohol, violence and promiscuity (Dávila, 2006).
Paraphrasing Stigliz et al., when they say that old age is
not a risk in itself, we can say the same thing about youth.
And we will add to this that the risk for the progress of
societies is failing to include them in development and
citizen practice.
Introducing specific youth indicators facilitates the correct
visibility of juvenile realities and provides a better support
for the development of pertinent and equitable public
policies. In this sense the contribution of programs and
policies must be evaluated by strengthening the focuses
which recognize the young individual as a strategic
actor, search for generational equity –of gender and
ethnic group in the exercise of rights-, recognize the
important relationship between youth and democracy
and the political system, develop an orientation towards
their inclusion, channels for the proposal of initiatives,
strengthening of institutionalization modalities and
legitimizing participation with the forms of connectivity.

TABLE 1. THE LIFE CYCLE AND DEVELOPMENT IN CHILDHOOD, ADOLESCENCE AND YOUTH
Category
Early childhood

School age children

Adolescence

Youth

Age

Development condition

Responsible of protection

It is society which must focus the efforts directed towards guaranteeing a good beginning to life that provides the basic necessities • Family
0-6 years of age
and ensures survival within an environment with adequate condi- • State
tions of physical and mental health and emotional security.
Age 6-12

Efforts must be focused on offering the opportunity of good quality
basic education, maintaining the protection of physical and mental
health and emotional security, and expanding social wealth.

•
•
•
•

Family
State
Community
Social organizations

Age 12-18

Development opportunities must be fomented and production
and reproduction capacities oriented, appropriate and safe means
must be promoted to contribute to and participate in the family,
school, the community and society, considering their opinions and
considering the person as an active and creative subject.

• Protection and enforceability of rights
• Family and inter-generational
collaboration
• State and the community
• Adolescent participation

Age 18-25

Continuity must be given to the accumulated experience, decisionmaking is broadened, opportunities must be found to express
oneself, participate, and transfer experiences to new generations,
training should be provided and strengths exploited in order to
satisfactorily assume ones autonomy, innovative capacity, personal
and social projects and to contribute to collective development.

• Full citizenship
• Inter-generational collaboration
• Inter-sectorial response on the part
of the State
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Krauskopf, Dina and Muñoz, Sergio, based on UNICEF (2001), Adolescencia en América Latina y el Caribe: Orientaciones para la formulación de políticas.
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Martín Barbero (1998) highlights that for centuries
being young was identified with denying responsibility
and productivity, as well as popularly consisting of the
exclusion of wealth, education and culture. Along these
lines, Lütte concludes that adolescence is a “marginal
phase which derives from social structures based on
inequality”, which occurs in societies in which there are
clear hierarchies (including gender), work specializations
and socio-economic differences. The author adds: “it has
never been proven that the privileges of adolescence
require a period of marginalization from and deprivation
of adult responsibilities” (1991:35, 65). The great
difficulties seen in the possibility of a real inclusion of
youth into participation channels and public voice are
generally a result of the difficulty presented in accepting
a generational redistribution of political and economic
power, as it has a bearing on the redefinition of the
basis of authority in order to include intergenerational
collaboration in our societies.
The above statements question the traditional concept
of psycho-social moratorium (Erikson, 1974) which, from
an adult-centric focus, recognizes youth as subjects who
lack social maturity and are inexperienced, including
them predominantly as a pre-project of tomorrow’s
adults (Krauskopf, 2004). Policies based on strategies
derived from the paradigm of the expected future
(embodied in present day adulthood), as a guiding
focus for preparing our youth, observe a lowered
effectiveness in face of the lack of predictability which
stems from the speedy interaction of world-wide factors
and the modern extension of life. This is more marked
in the case of development of young people who grow
up excluded, where life extension is not an existential
promise, ephemeral gratifications (often times risky)
are predominant and psycho-social urgency is favored
against psycho-social moratorium.
Salazar has identified the culture of death, where the
distance between life and death is shortened for young
hired assassins, members of the Maras,1 and so on. I quote
Perea: “It is youth destroying their own environment, their
own generation, and the references of their lost identity”
(1998:164). Reguillo (1999) agrees when she mentions
1 Term which emerged in Central America, originally in Guatemala, to re-

fer to youth gangs.

that for those who do not have options and are looked
upon as disposable, death becomes a stronger experience
than life.
The concept of psycho-social moratorium is present in
our social imaginary; it contributes to the postponement
of citizen responsibility and favors the age discrimination
which affects youth. Resistance by way of active
disconnection is an important expression in the absence
of proposals which truly include youth. Follower
dissatisfaction, self-organization –gangs and groupswhich revolve around social transgression and violence as
terrifying empowerment in response to the invisibilization
and exclusion (Krauskopf, 1996). These conditions are
harmful to young people themselves as well as to social
quality of life as a whole, which stems from democracy.

The age problem in the use of youth indicators
Modern societies approach the issue of person’s
development by etary ranges in the corresponding
policies. Age, as we have pointed out, is necessary data
but not sufficient, and it has different values in different
societies, socio-economic strata, cultures. On the other
hand, although they dominate etary criteria in the
indicators referred to youth in public policy, these criteria
are contradictory, as there is no focus on the life cycle
congruent with the progress processes developed in
each stage. It is the case of legislation and institutions
of protection, health and sexuality. The new juvenile
criminal legislation tends to establish an age limit under
which the person is not considered responsible for their
actions, but different countries have different age limits.
After age 18 people are judged as adults, reproducing
the problem of the ambiguity in recognizing the young
subject, in virtue of the dual character of their sociolegal condition, which favors their invisibilization in social
planning (Krauskopf, 2003b).
In 1985, the United Nations General Assembly for the
International Year of Youth adopted the limit of 14 years
of age to define childhood, and from age 15 to 24 to define
youth. The distinction was made within this last category
to define young adults between ages 20 and 24. The WHO
defines adolescence between ages 10 and 19 years 11
months (coinciding with the approximate ages in which
sexual modifications begin to occur and that mark the
culmination of this growth period), and youth is defined
from ages 15 to 24 years 11 months. The Convention on
the Rights of the Chile establishes childhood up to age 18,
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Predominant perspectives which present obstacles for
the social inclusion of youth
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and the codes derived from it establish childhood up to
age 12 and adolescence up to age 18. The Ibero-American
Convention on the Rights of Youth covers ages 18 to 24
(Krauskopf, 2003a).

in the present and represents the strongest changes of
modernity. They require the validation of their quality
as social subjects and project their future based on the
present sense of their lives (Krauskopf, 2003b).

We can observe that the discourse on youth presents
an etary superposition of adolescence and youth. It
is considered that youth includes adolescence, but
adolescence does not include youth. This has consequences
in the concretion of policies: there is a predominance
of programs for adolescents which contribute to the
development of youth, but the crucial periods of life of the
young are not reached, those subsumed in the category
of adults (op. cit.). Our proposal is to include adolescence
and youth as a young person phase which doubtless has
sub-stages.

Traditional policies marginalize the realities of youth in
national development because they isolate specific actions
for youth from the rest of the State apparatus. This is
reflected in the functions of official youth organisms, their
limited relationship with the State sectors and with higher
levels of government hierarchy. We may add that in Latin
America, institutions in charge of youth are generally the
weakest in the administration structure of governments.

In most legislation, people are considered adolescents up
to age 18, and after this they are adults. Consequently,
alter age 18 they acquire the status of formal citizenship.
However, there are also countries such as Nicaragua and
Ecuador where the capacity to vote is acquired at age 16.
The reduction of the voting age to 16 is being studied in
several countries such as Argentina, Colombia, Brazil,
Peru and Venezuela. There are also age variations in the
delivery of the full identity card.
The panorama is hazy. The specifics of youth tend to be
diluted in the sectorial design of social, economic and
labor policy directed towards the entire adult population
without differentiation. There are some specific,
isolated and compensatory programs (frequently youth
employment and adolescent health) where the age
problem can also be appreciated. Youth policies in various
countries present varying age limits. Registration by age
of the government administration sectors is organized
in similar ranges. All this fragments the criteria for the
attention of development; investments are lost which have
been made in one stage by not creating continuity and
deepening policies for the following, and there is evidence
of a gap that must be overcome for the development of
effective youth indicators.
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Regular focuses which limit the progress of youth
The frequent view of youth (and adolescence) as a
preparation period for persons in transition involves
the postponement of action and subordination of the
participative contribution of the young citizen. We still
require the acknowledgement that youth is placing itself

The traditional focus of policies gives way to dissociated
social representations of the experience and meaning of the
young persons’ view of the world. Young people are seen as
the relief generation for adults, and it is considered that they
will only become social subjects once they reach adulthood.
The goal is to become an adult as interpreted by social
stereotypes. This is an adult-centric focus and an adultist
relationship (op. cit.). However, paradoxically, contemporary
adults do not correspond to fixed identities either.
Among the policies with incidence on the situation of youth,
those which imply that the youth is not a social subject are
significant; they are situated in national defense training,
such as military service, or in preparation for insertion into
adult society, as is the case with education. The traditional
socializing power of education has been affected by this;
as Parra (1998) points out, juvenile culture operates at
high speeds in tension with the slow moving curricular
plans. We agree with Kent (2001) in saying that as well as
indicators on the school years, it is important to consider
indicators on the quality of the scholar experience, in
order to identify –among other things- what is transmitted
to students regarding levels of congruence between what
is taught and what is practiced, where we believe that the
recognition and fomentation of young subjects’ capacities
does not seem to have relevance.
Generational distances from adults have been modified;
now young people know things that adults do not. This
makes juvenile participation not only a clear right, but
also an irreplaceable part of the knowledge of situations
and alternatives (Krauskopf, 2003a). The educational
environment limits its perspective to students or pupils and
has difficulty integrating the coexistence of preoccupied
social subjects with their own expectations. Several authors
have highlighted the fact that a reconsideration of progress
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The prevalence of implicit, omitted and isolated policies
maintains the invisibility of young individuals who become
visible by altering the social order. Therefore youth becomes
the threat of the present from the moment the education
paradigm is seen as a promise for the future. Contemporary
measures arise –provoked by a sense of urgency in several
emerging situations- which often appeal to social control and
repression in order to portray an image of social protection,
thus contradicting official approaches which are declared as
adherence to the rights. The lack of spaces for positive visibility
and for social inclusion of the skills and abilities of excluded
children and youth can make of the street, the school, or the
jail their university (Sosa and Rocha, 2001). The terrifying
visibility becomes an option for empowerment and intense
gratification becomes more important than the preservation
of life (Krauskopf, 1996). It is from this negative visibilization
that answers emerge for public policy dedicated to attend
to juvenile deficit, risk and transgression with reactive,
reductionist perspectives. Youth is seen as a problem stage.
With this focus, attention lends itself to specific problems,
it develops from sectorial and compensatory policies
and the relevant target groups are among popular urban
youth. This translates into programs aimed at risk and
transgression behavior, its assistance and prevention,
and programs inspired on authority matrixes for youth
rehabilitation. Actions from police or even the army
directed towards controlling delinquency fall heavily upon
our youth. In countries where punitive populism prevails in
confronting youth (Santa Cruz, 2003) there appears to be
a weakening of the possibilities for developing sustainable
strategies to implement advanced youth policies.

Inclusive focuses which favor the incorporation of quality
of life for youth
In contemporary societies the juvenile stage occupies
more and more years within the life cycle; puberty is
presented in younger ages and entering adulthood is no
longer a linear, ordered process. The bio-psycho-social
characteristics of the period of youth enable the liberation
of psychic energies, which in turn accelerate the change.
Adult life is prolonged in the context of the speed with
which changes occur, which is why it is not a stable period
and is instead subjected to significant transformations.
The changes of puberty are a starting point from which to
assume a new social role and construct one’s own identity:

the productive and reproductive self emerges, and for
the first time the adolescents have their own capacity
to conduct their existential process, fill gaps left in the
foundations of life’s experience and refocus on situations
from childhood as well as from the present.
Modern age societies require individuals who are
capable of learning to learn, of recycling their abilities
and behavior flexibly. The creation of identity finds new
channels in cyberspace; there is cultural expression and
knowledge that is used by new generations with agility. In
recent decades young people have grown in an ecosystem
of communication technology; they easily confront
the obsolescence of knowledge and adopt innovative
responses. Experience is no longer the only reference for
the expansion of knowledge, and adults are also impelled
to make their identity processes more flexible in order to
include new transitions from the contemporary world into
the context of life extension. More strongly than in the
past, youth today is a central axis in our new development
strategies (Rama, 1992, quoted in Bango, 1997).
The focus of state responsibilities has seen changes by
setting new parameters, such as the priority inclusion of
human rights toward strengthening the social identities
of children, women, ethnic groups and youth among
others. This has resulted in the fact that sector policies
have been forced to join the construction of actor policies.
This historic change is backed by the present democratic
inclusion of children, adolescents and youth in the
Convention on the Rights of the Child (1998) and the
recent Ibero-American Convention on the Rights of Youth
(OIJ: 2005) held between seven Ibero-American countries.
Ever since the Comprehensive Protection Doctrine, action is
taken by granting protection of rights, instead of protecting
children and adolescents as persons as stated in the Doctrine
of Irregular Situation for Minors. It refers to protection and
prevention supported by the empowerment which derives
from promoting conditions for the capacity of decisionmaking and participation. Social protection must recognize
that removing inadequate proposals requires this being
followed by an offer to rethink the perception of problems
and options, along with more satisfactory responses to
the needs of vulnerable populations. Restitution of the
violated rights is also considered, which therefore leads us
to reparatory actions.
The accumulation of experience and systematization
of knowledge are evidence that the implementation of
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implies a reconsideration of the value of education, as well
as the individual’s access to excellence in education.
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these advances requires precision regarding the concept
of participation in order to move from the appearance
of effectiveness to the development of intergenerational
strategies of collaboration. Now, as well as formal
citizenship with the right to vote, the development of
integrated children, adolescents and youth has been
given centrality. The recognition of the productive and
cultural contribution of youth and their role as strategic
actors of development translates into programs which
include social integration processes for young people and
promote the exercise of citizenship. Social participation
and the exercise of citizenship reincorporate youth into
the political field, they reestablish social bond and provide
cohesion and democratic governance. Even though several
organizations and governments recognize that youth
require participation in social processes which affect their
lives, there are still few facts and actions which include
such participation (Krauskopf, 2008).
A result of this new revision of the role of youth in the
progress of societies is reflected in the importance which
it has been given recently as a demographic bonus
(World Bank, 2007). In many Latin American countries the
demographic pyramid has not yet been inverted, which
places the adolescent and juvenile population in the window
of opportunity for a demographic bonus. In this way, the
increase in the investment for the rescue of human juvenile
capital is a strategy for the resolution of problems regarding
the development of countries which will later confront
having a growing layer of population who is older, who will
demand more services and depend on the contribution of
today’s youth to our societies. The increasing population
of elder citizens will depend more and more on the socioeconomic participation of young people, as well as their
capacity to contribute their own development.
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Construction of indicators of quality of life for youth
We point towards indicators which measure the degree,
distribution and advancement of the wellbeing of youth
as part of their quality of life, human development
and citizenship, for which it is fundamental to have the
conditions that result from the interaction between social,
political, economic and cultural circumstances. We agree
with Buvinic (1981) in saying that these indicators point
to social problems and are political: collective values and
goals guide their definition. Therefore, in our proposal we
consider that it is pertinent to have qualitative indicators
as well as quantitative ones. In this way there will be
information on how near or far the conditions or life are

from established goals or standards, the scope of sociopolitical intervention, as well as valuing the subjective
wellbeing of young people based on their own judgment,
opinions and experiences. Both types of indicators are
complementary. An example can be seen in the objective
measures, such as the incidence of youth not participating
in the elections, and subjective measures may be such as
the reasons youth has for not voting.
A methodological aspect is the generational focus which
has been introduced in some health instruments in the
quality of life of adolescents, which translates into their
participation in the construction of indicators (Hidalgo,
2008). When indicators are directed to the general public
they are generally constructed by adults and answered by
adults. In the case of the juvenile stage, the knowledge
of young people is needed regarding the implications
that quality of life has for them, as well as the language
in which stimuli are decoded. A considerable difference
is therefore recognized which stems from the concept
of life cycle and provides the necessary contribution for
inter-generational collaboration in the construction of
knowledge about youth.
The situation of young people has been measured by way
of censes, surveys or inventories (gender, ethnic group,
rural, urban, etc). Indicators of youth on the progress
of societies require being the result of a specific and
intentional elaboration of the available statistics. Let us
consider that those must be applied which reveal the
reality behind numbers, show differences and disparities,
show the scope of public actions and follow progress in
the eradication of inequalities, as well as advances in the
inclusion of youth in their societies. Given the complexity
of these conditions, we wish to contribute with the
proposal of a few guidelines which permit the elaboration
of indicators as signs used to look at the quality of life of
youth within their societies.
According to what we have presented throughout this
work, we propose the inclusion of indicators which inform
us on the following areas:
•

Situation indicators2 per life cycle and specific
groups, mainly those affected by:

2 The social analysis on the results of indicators is fundamental; that is in

order to explore the relationship between the situation in life of youth
and the historical-political, social and economic causes which define it.
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• Inequality3
• Socio-economic polarization
• Gender
• Cultures
• Special needs
Consider:
• Window of opportunity for demographic bonus
•
Possible analysis by five year periods.
•

•

•

Policy Indicators4
Indicators of actors:
• Youth policy
• Citizen participation
• Discriminatory practices
Indicators of sectors:
• Focus5 of the inclusion of youth in the sectors of
administration of the State of education, health,
employment,6 culture, s ocial protection, justice
Legislation:
• Youth Law
• Criminal Youth Law
• Other laws which affect juvenile life: labor,
electoral, military service, etc.
• Implementation of the legislation
Institutions:7
• Hierarchy of institutions for youth
• Administrative dependence of institutions of
youth8
• Budget and stability of youth programs
• Inter-sectorial coordination for youth

The Youth Policy may be the main instrument of reference
of a system of guided actions for youth, where multiple
components exist under one common orientation. For this
analysis, we consider the importance of having applicable
and coherent indicators, among which are the following:9
•

•

•

•

•

•

3 To contribute to the promotion of equality of opportunities
4

Social intervention is evaluated, defining policy objectives and goals of

programs which promote development and wellbeing, as well as evaluating
5

•

We propose the following focuses: preparatory period, problem stage,

subject with rights, strategic actor for development, life cycle.
6

It has been observed that unemployment has a great deteriorative

effect on the wellbeing of individuals and nations. Youth often lead this
type of statistics, especially in periods of crisis.
7 It is evaluated whether institutions and their solutions work appropriately:

policies and intervention programs.
8

An additional element that merits analysis is when the etary and policy

adscription criteria of key members within these youth organisms displace
technical capacity. This may occur in relation with weak government

•

A representation of youth and their citizenship
reality, exempt from stereotypes and
discrimination.
A legal framework which promotes and
supports the realization of the condition of
citizenship for young persons. Frequently a
Youth Law which can contribute to confirming
a State Policy which includes youth.
A Youth Law which specifies the development
of policies. The binding character of the Law is
important; the high level assigned to the youth
authority for coordination of the policy and its
respective budget in accordance with policy
development.
A guiding framework for program offers which
guarantee the exercise of social, cultural
and economic rights of youth, by way of
management models open to the participation
of young persons themselves and their social
environment, with gender sensitivity.
Construction and coordination of local and
sectorial policies with clarity regarding budget
assignation.
A policy for specific sectors which must be
made explicit and formalized according to the
realities of the sector within the framework
of national and local policy guidelines in order
to coherently articulate different inter-sector
projects and those with civil society.
Institutional and management mechanisms for
youth, based on a clear rectory with high range
and able to set horizons and permanently deconcentrate actions and responsibilities.
An articulate set of public communication
mechanisms which allow the following:
a) information on the situation, legislation
and existing opportunities regarding youth
development; b) learning the operation of the
law and public policies for youth; c) the visibility
of the incentives; d) citizen structurability

support of the development of youth policies. In these cases the required
must be complied by youth organisms are not guaranteed.

9 Extended and based on the Costa Rica Public Youth Policy, 2003.
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technical and cultural capital for the complex and pioneer functions that
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regarding the use of resources, results and
evaluation of actions.
It has become necessary to build indicators for measuring
the presence and characteristics of juvenile participation
and to provide follow-up. The role of youth as actors of
co-management must be evaluated in order to enrich the
space for public action and democratic development. Three
components can be seen in the participation process: 1)
political power, the controller of participation channels and
agreement execution; 2) planning or technical personnel
in charge of proposing and receiving alternatives from
youth; and, 3) the population, with the right to formation
and information needed to exercise their participation,
from the acknowledgement of authentic constructive
form lived by and proposed by youth.
In the existing projects and programs it has been
appreciated that participative inclusion presents a gradient
of commitment and empowerment (Krauskopf, 2008) in
which youth:
•
•
•
•
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•

Have a decorative presence
Have a symbolic and testimonial presence
Receive and provide information and feedback for the
improvement of results and objectives
Are consulted upon in order to establish, prioritize
and define objectives, to make decisions, coordinate
with other participants and be co-responsible for the
results.
They begin actions, develop their own mobilizations,
projects and proposals, establish objectives,
methodologies, express themselves in their own
codes if necessary, they look for support, counseling,
adult accompaniment when so required.

The study on the indicators of the quality of life of youth
is relatively recent and has begun with the most force
as a result of adolescent concern in the field of health.
This has been possible since the Alma Ata meeting in
which the definition of health as the absence of illness
was abandoned, giving way to transformations of the
paradigms which traditionally defined health residually
(Krauskopf, 2003a). Social participation emerges as a
strategy in the field of health with the modernization of
the state apparatus and strengthening of the democratic
system, with the aim of achieving social wellbeing,
inclusion and integration. These focuses of the PAHO/
WHO contribute to the pioneer introduction of programs

and policies directed towards comprehensive health of
adolescence and youth in Latin America and the Caribbean.
Interestingly, this does not occur in the field of education,
considered by excellence the policy for the development
of young generations.

Final considerations
In the 21st century, the articulation of identity sources is
less and less sustained by the linearity of development and
discriminations established by the patriarchy. This leads to
the need to confront the re-distribution of power implied in
authentic juvenile participation, gender equality, channels
for inter-generational collaboration which values youth
citizens, their flexibility in the incorporation of knowledge
and innovative contributions.
The obstacles against the progress of quality of life of youth
are related to the present difficulties in Latin American
societies regarding the recognition of the contribution of
youth to socio-economic development, as well as a weak
presence of youth policies and programs which contribute
to their social integration. We must develop reviews
and methodologies that are beyond descriptive (the
most frequent in relation with youth) and which include
explicative and prospective methodologies with indicators
that have not only a technical value but also a political
value in order to permit the definition of priorities in the
aim of social inclusion of youth for progress.
The positioning of youth in the progress of societies is
reflected in indicators of quality of life which evaluate
the advancement of collaboration relationships between
generations and signal towards the establishment of links
which strengthen social ties and cohesion, reduce the gaps
of inequality with a perspective on equity in face of the
difficulties generated by the fragmentation of societies,
exclusion and poverty. A re-democratization of spaces
is needed, which includes youth and their communities,
fomenting the responsibility of subjects toward their most
immediate environments, the identification of problems,
needs and their own possible solutions. Not doing so
deepens the social conflict, creates obstacles against
juvenile development and their strategic contribution
towards the progress of their own societies.
Quality of life is the product of many dimensions and it
is constituted as part of the unavoidable social goal. In
order to achieve the progress of societies and measure
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it, it is necessary to consider the inclusion of the needs,
capabilities and opportunities of young people in every
public policy. This involves the analysis of the results of
policy and social action for a clear confrontation of the

obstacles against juvenile development, expressed in the
articulation of public policies which focus on transversality,
equity and sustainability in order to favor the key
dimensions in the inclusion of young persons into society.
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Julio Cotler
Institutional indicators: inequality,
citizen security and transparency

It is well-known that concepts such as social welfare and
progress were originated in the 19th Century with the
Modern Times, and that their specific definitions have
varied in time and according to traditions, conflicts and
aspirations shaped up by societies and social groups
– either religious, ethnic or class-conscious ones –
throughout their particular development. This means that
said concepts depended on the particular heterogeneity
of the different social contexts.

situations of lack of social standards and social alienation;
besides, globalization and neoliberal policies have made
environmental problems worse, which has affected even
more the unstable life conditions of the poorest.

This configuration has recently experienced a drastic change
due to the fact that the multiple and dramatic effects
produced by globalization, by its protagonists and by the
social layers benefited from said process simultaneously
pretend to establish a rule on what must be understood by
well-being and progress that tout court allegedly responds
to the general interests of today’s human beings; that’s
why the neoliberal “single thought” concept has special
affinity with the “end of history’s” utopia.

These situations have produced several reactions that have
led to the constitution of different types of groups, which
oppose globalization and pursue the recovery of previous
conditions, whereas other radical groups reject capitalism
point blank and promote the realization of several utopias
based upon other possible worlds. Among said extreme
positions, social and political groups, intellectuals and
technocrats close to social-democratic positions aim at
“refounding” capitalism, by smoothing over the sharp
neoliberal confrontations whereas they incorporate liberal
political structures in said refounding project, as the only
realistic and democratic alternative in order to solve the
problems generated by globalization.
For such purpose, there is a need to create (1) the
necessary institutional conditions to enable State, market
and society development in order to attack and solve the
problems that prevent societies from reaching well-being
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Nevertheless, disorders and threats generated by
globalization have contributed to the formation of several
types of actors that, with different features and to different
degrees confront the neoliberal burden. This happens
because the deep changes caused by said phenomenon
undermine the institutional bases of relationships that,
for better or worse, support collective and individual
identities, by contributing to the development of

For those reasons, there are many analysts who insist on
the fact that these deep technological, social, political
and cultural transformations constitute signs of a crisis in
civilization that predict a change of historical era.
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and progress aspirations for the majority of the population,
such as: (2) inequality and poverty, (3) insecurity, and (4)
lack of transparency of the public sector.

political power against the capitalist market regulations is
defined as a “mercantilistic” regime which is a reminder of
the ancient regime.

Institutional development

This is how this kind of institutional nature contributes
to reproduce the concentration of power and to confirm
the exclusion of the majority of the population from
the alleged public resources, by ensuring the continuity
of the traditional social inequality (ethnic, gender, and
regional inequality); on the other hand, this institutional
organization causes safety to be dependent on the
distance existing between the individual and the political
power, and the “normal” link between people – not to
speak about citizens - and the authorities is based upon
what we currently call corruption (the sentence does not
make sense, review syntax!).

There is consensus in that the existence and the quality
of institutions are decisive factors in order to evaluate
the degree of well-being and progress that societies and
individuals enjoy and may reach; moreover, in order to
change social existence, it is necessary to work on and
modify the nowadays fashionable institutional nature of
the State and society.
For this purpose, institutions are classified according to
the particular or universal criteria that rule their actual
functioning, beyond what is written down in the textbooks.
In the first case, institutions are characterized by their
authoritative, hierarchical and therefore anti-liberal nature,
to the extent in which the definition and the procedures of
the authority are personalized. This is effectively expressed
through sayings such as “the law obeys the king’s orders”
and the Mexicanism: “for my friends, everything and for
my enemies, the law”. In these cases the political leader
– ruler or president – certainly monopolizes and controls
the political regime in person, and for such purpose they
establish patron-client relationships with the group around
them, that in turn must offer frequent signs of personal
loyalty by obeying and carrying out the leader’s particular
interests in exchange for securing their position and their
eventual social promotion.
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In this picture the existence of “the others” or the
adversaries is not legitimately acknowledged, and they are
qualified as unwanted elements and enemies who must
be dominated and / or eliminated in order to preserve
social order and public health.

That’s why bureaucracy’s incompetence for implementing
social and economic development programs is common,
as it is stated by an infinite number of reports issued by
international organizations, which, in turn contributes to
justify the reduction of the alleged “philanthropic ogre’s” role.
These factors combine and cause societies to be
divided, and their fractures are exposed through the
violent polarization as through the social and political
confrontation, which at the same time, translate into a
perception of pessimism and collective stagnation. There
are plenty of examples in Latin America.
In contrast with this particularistic institutional structure,
the one that is ruled by universal criteria is characterized
by its liberal and democratic nature, since it rests on the
general enforcement of the anonymous and impersonal
law as the only criterion for the bureaucracy in charge
of enforcing it, with bureaucrats recruited pursuant to
equally impersonal criteria.

Therefore, inequality is the basis of social and institutional
order, and it causes safety to be dependent on the
authority’s discretion, whereas the concept of rendering
of accounts is non-existent. That’s why businessmen
associate with the authorities in order to secure their
investments and to benefit from economic opportunities
by sharing with their associates the monopoly revenues
which mainly arise from the extraction of natural resources.

The alternation in power through the participation of
subjects with rights and obligations as citizens in general
elections and political pluralism are conditions that enable
the exercise of the horizontal and vertical control of public
institutions, mentioned by Guillermo O´Donnell; these
conditions promote and prop up a social order based upon
the legitimate existence of multiple actors and interests
that must establish cooperation rules in order to reach their
respective goals peacefully under the state regulations.

Consequently, in accordance with Hernando de Soto,
businessmen’s association and dependency on the

In these conditions, the decentralization of power enables
the state systems to develop universal social policies that,
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To sum up, the development of liberal and democratic
institutionalization contributes to strengthen social
cohesion, society and civic culture, with the subsequent
generation of feelings of self-esteem and social progress.
Before moving forward it is good to give some warnings.
Firstly, it is evident that this typology is “ideal” and
therefore it does not correspond to reality, since in some
cases, certain institutions may perform differently from
the way they should be expected to do so. It is well-known
that in typically liberal societies there are particularistic
organizations and behaviors that generate monopoly
profits and promote public corruption; for example, drugdealers or businessmen’s mobs associated with public
officers to avoid regulations, as it has been observed
during financial crises. On the other hand, societies
where particularism prevails may have institutions that
embrace universal criteria, although, in general, they
respond to the established authority interests, such as in
sports, health or the scientific and technical education in
totalitarian regimes.
This means that in their daily functioning institutions
present several types of combinations that determine
societies’ tendency towards the adoption of particularistic
formulas, which are typical of one-man leadership systems,
or towards universalism of democracy’s anonymous
laws. In this sense, this is indicative of the fact that social
expectations validate one or the other form of behavior:
for example, in cases where particularistic criteria prevail,
“corruption” acts are considered natural (“they steal but
they do work”…), whereas if universal criteria prevail
those same acts are treated as scandalous, and they give
way to scandal, public complaints and judgment.
Secondly, the limits of liberalism and democracy are wellknown, even more in Latin America nowadays, due to
globalization and to the crisis of capitalism. If liberalism
was previously the political and ideological expression of
the oligarchic education with the corresponding social
exclusion, nowadays popular sovereignty’s capacity to
reach its goals is limited and shortened by interests, global
and local de facto powers, which causes the inability of
democratic institutions to attend to citizens’ demands, with
their subsequent loss of prestige, as it is observed in several
countries, and which is growing more and more worldwide.

In spite of said restrictions, countries where institutions
are characterized by their alignment to more universal
than particularistic criteria, have a bigger capacity to
negotiate with said de facto powers by virtue of their
social and political integration: in fact, as it has been seen,
in these cases the authorities have the support of political
coalitions, which legitimate and strengthen the activity
of the state machinery, while they promote the sense of
belonging to a nation-state community.
Having said that, it is required to elaborate indicators
related to institutions’ quality as a necessary condition to
confront inequality and poverty, citizen’s insecurity and
the lack of “transparency” of the national, regional and
local governments.
For this purpose, in the first place it is necessary to evaluate
the degree of congruence that exists between the official
rule and the exercise thereof, in such a way as to be able
to establish the degree of formality or informality of
institutions; this is because as it is well-known, the lack of
compliance with legal provisions is too frequent in Latin
America, in accordance with the old colonial formula
that states that law is “accepted but not obeyed”, i.e.
institutions’ enforcement capacity and the degree of social
acceptance and consent.

Inequality, safety and transparency
At this point, it is commonplace to maintain that the
deep inequality that prevails in Latin America in several
institutional environments constitutes the touchstone of
the regional problems and that the solution of said issues
would represent an indubitable sign of progress. In this
sense, national reports, as well as comparative regional and
international reports are continuously being generated,
and they point out the social disparities that exist regarding
income and participation in the gross domestic product
between the city and the country inhabitants, between
regions and genders, between the young and the elderly,
between indigenous people, African Americans and those
who do not belong to any of said groups.
In turn, some studies progress towards determining the
disparities that exist between sectors, for example, in
education, in the access to health care services, in relation
with housing and drinkable water; however, there are
not enough analyses related to the differences existing
between social sectors and their access to a certain social
resource: for example, what is the Gini coefficient between
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together with the development of market regulations,
contribute to the reduction of poverty and inequality,
whereas they promote social mobility.
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the urban young and elderly people in relation with citizen
safety and health?

of the existing opportunities in the different instances of
society and the market.

Besides, it is necessary to perform studies and generate
indicators that make a contrast between the participation
in areas such as citizen safety and transparency. The
unusual growth of the number of murders committed
by organized crime and by ordinary crime has made it
necessary to perform the respective compilation and
analysis, in spite of the well-known difficulties to obtain
reliable information, with the purpose of informing the
public about these events and to attack them with their
support; to that extent, progress has also been made in
the detection of human rights’ violation crimes. However,
limited progress has been made to determine the incidence
and distribution of such serious problems in relation with
certain social environments.

These conclusions suggest that the acute degree of
inequality is due to particular personal features, so that,
consequently, the individuals are responsible for their own
luck, which is a tautology as it does not explain the reasons
why the same people always have certain privileges,
unless we resort to reasons such as genetics, geography
or culture.
A few studies try to solve this situation by associating the
high concentration of resources and social opportunities
with “colonial heritage” and with the existence of
“predatory elites” that have the means to acquire social
resources and therefore, they ensure the continuity of the
institutional organization that allows them to maintain the
status quo.

Besides, whereas successive opinion polls account for the
levels of trust and approval of justice and the police force,
there are a few studies related to the functioning of justice
and the police in relation with different social layers that
may generate a Gini, for example, on the differentiated
access that the several social layers have in relation with
courts and police force protection.

If this was the case, the approach of which is shared by
us, apart from the very unequal distribution of social
resources, the degree of social and political pluralism,
the capacity to recognize the legitimacy of the demands
made by the subordinate layers, and to said extent,
the possibility to establish agreements, contracts and
coalitions which facilitate the redistribution of income
and resources, ensuring that safety and transparency
are accessible to the general public may be indicators
of the rigidity and / or flexibility of said elites and their
counterparts to freeze or to modify the current situation,
by reinforcing the particularistic features or by progressing
in the establishment of universal guidelines in institutions.

Along the same line, there are survey results on public
opinion regarding corruption and transparency of the
public administration, which in some countries are among
the main concerns of the citizens; however, we do not
have indicators on the distribution of corruption acts by
social categories.

326

In general, studies on inequality reach similar conclusions:
a fraction of society gets the major part of income and
resources that, in some cases, may be more than half the
gross domestic product, since they have the capacity to
access health care services, education, communications,
and in general to the technological development that is
out of proportion and it allows them to take advantage

To sum up, nowadays, well-being and progress are concepts
related to the efficient and universal performance of
institutions capable of reducing inequality and poverty, by
offering legal safety and by mitigating corruption, in such
a way that conditions for the development of self-esteem
and autonomy are created, while the sense of belonging
to a national community arises.

Agustín Salvia
Measuring human progress in the social dimension
as a measure of rights compliance

Although the meaning of “social progress” is still vague,
while that of “well-being” is recognized as limited, the
goal of achieving a more realistic and comprehensive
assessment of social and human functionings is in
itself important because of its academic and political
consequences. But, the main difficulty of this theoretical
analysis consists in objectively identifying not only the
human dimensions of social progress and how, to what
extent and at what level each one of them should be
developed, but also at identifying the institutions and
resources necessary to satisfy them.
In my opinion, only ethical-epistemological and theoreticalmethodological definitions will allow measuring the degree
of progress of a society and estimating the development
inequality gap, its incidence and depth, in a particular
social group, community, nation or region of the world.
However, despite the undeniable contribution that social
sciences have made to the creation of lists of the resources,
needs and capabilities that are a material part of human
development, there exist very few agreements on this

issue since such formulations are always “purposeful” and
often “speculative”.1
However, we believe that there are good epistemological
reasons to argue that the identification of the elements
that are part of the progress of societies can arise from
descriptive scientific studies rather than from philosophical
speculation, due to the deeper knowledge that social
sciences are gaining of social life, its reproduction
conditions and of human history itself.2
In this sense, the list of basic dimensions that must be
assessed cannot be absolute but relative to the historical
period of civilization and cultural-national field that
give a special meaning to that period of time. Thus, it
is assumed that the needs, capabilities and even the
social resources that can meet said shortcomings, are
1 For example, Max-Neef (1987) in terms of universal needs, Desai (1990)

in terms of basic capabilities, Doyal and Gough (1994) in terms of intermediate needs, and Nussbaum (2002) in terms of core functionings,
among others. In Latin America, Boltvinik (2003) has proposed a series of
classification criteria, differentiating economic poverty from human poverty, both expression of the axes of quality of life and human flourishing,
respectively.
2

Needless to say that Marx’s contributions to the understanding of his-

torical development, Maslow´s (1970) to theories of human needs, or
Sen´s (2000) to theories of capabilities and human freedoms, motivate us
to keep making efforts in this regard.
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An important part of current studies on human
development is oriented towards social progress
representation associated with the concept of “quality of
life “, extending the classical “economist” view on “wellbeing.” But this seems to be insufficient when, from a
historical perspective, it is deemed that human progress
has no limits, and that it is socially built by the same
people that enjoy or suffer its consequences.
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always present in human evolution and make history,
affecting even the possibility of recognizing the “possible”
and “necessary” parameters of social progress in each
historical period. Hence, the possibility of identifying
what should be considered as part of progress is a matter
related to historical time, the discovery of which requires a
systematic study of the human condition as well as of social
functioning and conflicts. It is only after such identification
that we shall be able to add up “intersubjective”
consensuses that, though not easy to be achieved, will
have an objective field of knowledge that can be used to
justify both agreements and disagreements.
For instance, the Report of the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi
Commission - and the Initiative for Measuring Progress of
Societies, as well as the document “Measuring the Progress
of Societies: A Mexican Perspective” (Rojas, 2009) are
full reflections that the concerns for the content of social
progress, though they may be proclaimed universal, have
an underlying historical political matrix. It is in the context of
our deepening knowledge and awareness of globalization
benefits and limitations -among them, its coexistence with
an ongoing lack of opportunities and achievements in
human development and with growing inequality gaps- that
these proposals gain recognition and legitimacy.3
From our point of view, recognition of human needs and
capabilities unmet in the micro social space, sooner or later
brings resistance, prompts action and claims rights in the
socio-political macro space. Such claims can be considered
as acceptable “approximations” to the ideology of progress
that human society postulates with every advance of
civilization. Robust identification of the urgency of such
needs and systematic demonstration of their historical
transformation into claims of rights constitute the main
contribution that social sciences can make to human
progress (Salvia and Lépore, 2008).
In recent years, as an expression of the same process,
several definitions of global justice have been formulated

3 As an example, among many other initiatives, it is worth mentioning the

(Pogge, 2005), which, taking up the studies done by
the theories of development, promote an approach
to poverty based on rights as a concept opposite to
development (OACDH, 2002, 2004).4 In this regard, the
right to a “dignified” life is a social demand, and, at the
same time, it involves the fulfillment of a broader set of
civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights with
growing international recognition. This perspective comes
from finding that the economic and social poverty that
affects an important part of the world’s population, causes
a damage to the development of life, people´s dignity,
economic growth, political and institutional community life
and finally, to the progress of people, and therefore they
constitute violations of people´s rights, besides affecting
the quality and sustainability of the global ecosystem.
So, my contribution to the Latin American Meeting on
Measuring Progress of Societies assumes the existence of a
close relationship - one that is epistemological, theoretical
and empirical - between the problems referred to by
the social progress approach and those that the human
rights approach seeks to put on the agenda. In particular,
I uphold that the representation of social progress, in its
comprehensive sense, is the historical result of human
societies that, when faced with the postponement,
deprivation or denial of their right to share the benefits of
economic, social and cultural development of humankind,
claim the right to live a full, active and dignified life in a
framework of global equity, expressing it in concrete
demands of social progress.

What should be considered progress in the xxi century?
While there is no single way to define the “progress” of
societies at the present stage of historical development,
human progress would require the existence of a number
of conditions, the access to and exercise of which by
individuals, families and social groups are a source
to prolong life, human dignity and social integration.
Achievements generated by such conditions allow a
starting point that provides the human being with “a
lucid dealing with himself and the world” (Corona,
2004), and therefore allows his active participation in the

consensus reached at Copenhagen Social Summit, held in 1995. In this
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context, the Millennium Development Goals (2000) renewed the stated
purposes related to human development, but the statement adds more

4 For example, in this line the United Nations High Commissioner for Hu-

emphasis on the effects of globalization, because, as noted, although it

man Rights aims to create a framework that allows using an approach

offers great opportunities, its benefits and costs are very unevenly distrib-

based on human rights to evaluate and develop strategies for poverty

uted among the members of society.

reduction (OACDH, 2002, 2004).
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Following this reasoning, it is worth wondering which are
the resources, needs and basic skills that, due to their
social function should be assured in order to have access
to the current historic horizon of progress. As indicated
above, it is not possible to measure achievements in the
area of human needs without a normative definition of
the standards against which some functionings should be
deemed either deficits or achievements of progress. But,
at the same time, as also noted, historical dimension plays
a central role in setting a “list” of the demands of progress,
while the fair distribution of human development
capacities at family / community / national / global level
may involve or even require different weights to evaluate
the priorities of progress in each particular society, as well
as access to satisfiers of different nature. However, it is
worth noting that such specificity cannot fail to ensure the
realization of the resources, needs and abilities, whether
symbolic or tangible, that makes sense of said demands.
Moreover, of no less importance to note is –regarding
any consideration related to the goals of “social progress
“- that in Latin America, as in other places in the world,
poverty, in a context of high inequalities, would be the main
-though not the only- denial of human development and
social progress. This situation entails a number of social
demands that define the minimum level of justice that
should be guaranteed. In connection with this, economic,
political and social demands are permanent and recurrent.
The capabilities to sustain, prolong and improve quality
of life in a context of greater equality of opportunities,
including the distribution of physical, human and social
capital, do also boost the progress of societies.
Precisely, focusing our analysis on Latin America, we
note that not only economic but also social and cultural
poverty, as well as inequality of opportunities conditional
on circumstances of origin, in a framework of an unequal
society that claims to eradicate poverty and demands
greater social equity, convey specific meaning to the
definition of progress. From this perspective, and regardless
of a dimension related to relational and inter-subjective
issues, dimensions of progress can be expressed in terms
of civil, economic, social, political and cultural rights that
promote the eradication of human poverty worldwide.

Following this line of reasoning, Pogge (2005) proposes
to examine poverty using a core criterion of justice based
upon the human rights approach. The author upholds the
convenience of a morally plausible criterion of justice based
on the “ordinary means” and not in the “components “ of human flourishing- as an all-encompassing expression
of the quality of “human life” - and to this end, the
language of human rights is especially appropriate given
its wide international acceptance. He argues that a core
criterion of justice based on the human and social rights
approach guarantees, on the one hand, respect for the
diverse cultures of the world, and at the same time makes
it possible, on the other hand, the development of a
substantive, though constructive, criticism of the national
and international institutional order aimed at fighting
exploitation, poverty and social exclusion (Pogge, 2005:
72-73).5
Furthermore, the set of international rules recognize at
least three major areas of global rights already constituted
or under the political process of construction and
legitimation:
1.

Economic rights of nations to participate in a selfsustainable development both in production and
in social and environmental matters, under rules of
sovereignty, but also under rules of responsibility
and solidarity in production and exchange of goods
and services.

2.

The political rights of nations to build their own history
under sovereign conditions and also under democratic
systems of governance that enable institutional
development to ensure respect for civil, economic,
social, political and cultural rights of the population.

3.

Civil, economic, social, political and cultural rights of
people to live a dignified life free of poverty, where
they can develop human capabilities under conditions
of freedom of action and participation, equal
opportunities conditional on circumstances of origin,
and respect for multicultural diversity.

5 In a similar sense Nussbaum reasons when she refers to the role of “area

of agreement” played by the language of human rights in the international public discourse, while there is still a debate about the appropriate
type of analysis for a more specific level (Nussbaum, 2002: 149).
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reproduction, distribution and consumption of goods and
services, both tangible and symbolic, generated by the
development of civilization. A system of this type requires
a social equity growth while ensuring distributive equity
and development sustainability.
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In the light of this multidisciplinary and multilevel scheme,
it should be noted that, given our line of specialization, this
article will address the problem of the definition and ways
to measure social progress - from the perspective of rights
- only for the third of the identified dimensions, which
will be called in this article the social dimension of human
progress. Table A below shows the main recognizable
links between the social dimensions of development and
a series of human and social rights widely enshrined in
international rules.6

Which indicators - existing or under construction - are
relevant to measure the progress of societies?
In order to meet the challenges posed by the systematic
analysis of the social dimensions of human progress, as
they have been defined, it is important to address at least
two theoretical and methodological issues: a) what are the
valid and reliable concepts and indicators to be examined
to measure human progress in the social dimension? and
b) what are the thresholds to be used to assess whether or
not the standards established in each case are met?
According to the aforementioned statements, in order to
achieve a satisfactory development in the social dimension,
the States should guarantee all persons safe access to the “
necessary minimums “ for the development of a dignified
life. In the current context of globalization, the normative
dimensions listed are increasingly global as long as
societies pursue their applicability, international bodies try
to attain their enforcement and national governments are
encouraged to subscribe to them. Yet, it is still a problem
that, despite their universal character, social rights can
be attributed different meaning in different theoretical
frameworks, that is, depending on the type of approach
used, such rights may refer to different types of facts and,
therefore, result in different legal, political, social and
moral obligations..
Likewise, the dimensions of social rights might not go
beyond the level of abstract formulation if we fail to
determine, in concrete terms, how to assess compliance
and what should be the ordinary means for achieving
them, and the thresholds to be used to assess the degree
of realization. That is, if social progress is to be more than
6 In particular, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and
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the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, both
developed in the framework of the Declaration of Human Rights.

a set of expectations or good intentions, not only must
it be translated into legal commitments, but it should
also be feasible to standardize it by setting variables and
thresholds to be used to assess the level of progress or
reverse, equity or inequity, justice or injustice, compliance
or noncompliance with such objectives at both national
and international levels. Besides, it is clear that progress
brings together many different aspects that can be
described differently depending on the socio-culturalhistorical context that makes it meaningful. However, this
socio-cultural-historical context cannot contradict what
the development of civilization recognizes as inalienable
rights of individuals and nations.
Thus, following the approach proposed, the degree of
fulfillment of the associated rights should be a concrete
and as close as possible representation of the definition
of human progress established in each social dimension.
The theoretical and methodological problem is then to
define and agree on the observable attributes that can be
represented for each right, as well as the levels, scales and
degrees that can and should be used to assess fulfillment. It
seems reasonable that the unit of analysis is the individual
himself in its many and varied functionings, although in
some variables households should be such units, or, for
practical reasons, households should also constitute the
sampling units of social surveys.
On the other hand, once we get information about the
stage of progress in social dimensions, the development
of a single or abridged measure of it, though plausible,
results in unreliable outcomes or even arbitrary in a
comparative sense. Likewise, this type of measurement
makes it impossible an accurate representation of human
progress in each of the different social dimensions,
and its evaluation in terms of contradictions, advances
and setbacks, instabilities, and so on. Therefore, it is
particularly recommended that, before attempting an
abridged measure, efforts should be made in order to
classify and give theoretical consistency to the different
demands of human progress expressed in terms of rights.
In order to bring to this discussion the very own experience
of social research - of interdisciplinary character - we then
propose a classification that arranges the social dimensions
considered most relevant to human progress, and a selection
of operational indicators that allow progress in the direct
measurement of the level of fulfillment of many of the social
rights mentioned above (Observatorio de la Deuda Social/
Argentine Social Debt Observatory -UCA, 2005, 2010).
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TABLE A. LIST OF SOCIAL RIGHTS DIRECTLY RELATED TO THE SOCIAL DIMENSION OF HUMAN PROGRESS (continues...)
1) Right to life and personal integrity.

The lives of people living in poverty are often affected by food shortages, the risk of
disease, hazardous work and precarious living conditions. They experience violence of all
• Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 3;
kinds, including attacks, harassment, intimidation, and discrimination, in some cases,
• International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Article 6. even death threats and murder. Poor women are particularly vulnerable to domestic
violence and other forms of gender violence.
2) Right to adequate food and nutrition.
• Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 25;
• International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights, Article 11.
3) Right to a satisfactory state of health and care of it.
• Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 25;
• International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights, Article 12.

Adequate food is necessary for human survival and healthy living. People who do not
have adequate nutrition are often unable to access other rights, including access to a
decent standard of living, a proper education and decent work, while hunger can lead to
malnutrition and even death.
Poor health is one of the most important causes of poverty since it restricts the education
possibilities of people and significantly reduces their life chances. Similarly, poor health
is often caused by poverty, with health services for the poor inaccessible and inadequate
or ill-equipped.

4) The right to adequate shelter and adequate housing. Housing for poor people is often built with inferior materials, without running water,
sanitation and electricity, while usually located in unhealthy environments and far
• International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
from health care services and educational institutions. Thus, poor living conditions have
Rights, Article 11.
consequences for other fundamental social rights, such as health, education and work,
• Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 27.
preventing their full realization.
5) Right to education and vocational training.
• Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 26;
• International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights, Articles 13 and 14.
6) The right to an adequate standard of living (minimum standard socially valued).
• Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 25.

Access to education is limited for those living in poverty. This situation particularly affects
children from poor households, who usually are forced to participate in the daily search
of a livelihood or to work outside their homes. Education enables the realization of other
fundamental rights such as the right to work, health and political participation and it is
one of the most effective means to promote a process of upward social mobility.
People living in poverty are often poorly paid for their work, malnourished and have
inadequate access to clothing, housing, water and sanitation, health care and social
services. This impacts negatively on their ability to claim other rights, such as education,
health and the work itself, thus reinforcing the vicious circle of poverty.

7) Right to social work with labor and social protection. Obtaining employment in the formal sector of the economy is often impossible for the
poor as a result of social discrimination and lack of educational credentials. Therefore,
• Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 23;
the poor are forced to seek work in the informal sector. This work is characterized as low
• International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
skilled, insecure, hazardous and low income job that often does not ensure adequate livRights, Articles 6, 7, 8 and 9.
ing conditions. Since people living in poverty often lack capital, but own only their work,
it is essential to guarantee the right to a decent work for the enjoyment of other rights,
such as Social Security, including food, health and own housing without state assistance.

• Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 6;
• International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights,
Articles 16 and 24.
9) The right to justice and legal protection.
• Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Articles 10 and 11;
• International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights,
Articles 14 and 15.

Because of the lack of legal domicile and the high direct and indirect costs of civil registration, people living in poverty are often not recognized before the law and face serious
obstacles in registering their children. Failure to appear registered, i.e. not having a legal
identity, makes it difficult to attend school, obtain employment, have access to social
services, exercise political rights, exercise parenthood, marry, travel within and outside
borders, be assisted by the courts or even to avoid being imprisoned. The recognition of
this right is therefore a prerequisite for the realization of many other rights.
People living in poverty are especially vulnerable to violations of their rights and are often
unable to use the most effective mechanism to defend against such abuses, judicial protection. Their access to justice is hindered by financial constraints and access to information, the complexity of administrative procedures, distrust of institutions and fear based on
their experience of the judicial system and the slow pace with which justice is imparted.
This is particularly worrying as people living in poverty are more likely than others to be
discriminated against and their fundamental rights are violated with impunity.
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8) Right to recognition before the law and access to
identity documents.
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TABLE A. LIST OF SOCIAL RIGHTS DIRECTLY RELATED TO THE SOCIAL DIMENSION OF HUMAN PROGRESS (ends)
10) Right to intervene and participate in politics and
community affairs.
• Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 21.

11) Right to belong to a family and a community, sharing in the economic, social and cultural development
of the same.
• Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 22;
• International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights, Article 15.

Because of the lack of information and social power, people living in poverty are unable
to participate meaningfully in decision-making processes. Social discrimination, lack
of housing, education and lack of civil registration are other obstacles to the exercise
of political rights. So the poor cannot influence policy in their own interest, and their
specific needs are not taken into account. Moreover, the very poor are also more exposed
to manipulation and patronage.
As a unifying force in society, culture is an important component of social integration
and serves as protection against social exclusion. However, the cultures of minorities
and indigenous groups are often not respected and people living in poverty frequently
lack the basic capacity to actively participate in the social, cultural and political life of
their communities.

Source: OACDH (2002), extended by Salvia and Lépore (2008).

An approximation exercise: material and symbolic areas
of social progress
Through the program of the Argentine Social Debt
Observatory , we have addressed the study of human
progress in the social dimension (human and social
development) from two areas of analysis: a) the material
conditions of life, and b) human social integration. Both are
intended to measure the degree of access of households
and / or individuals to a number of conditions, resources
and capabilities available in society but not always
accessible, which can provide individuals with a dignified
life as active members of an economic, social, cultural and
political community.7
The area of the material conditions of life refers to a series
of needs that require economic satisfiers generated by
the households themselves or distributed by the State
or community. These are material and social conditions
without which human beings cannot survive, develop their
capabilities, interact with others and avoid social exclusion
(work resources, habitat, health, education and livelihoods).
It is in this way that we address the matter of the so-called
material prerequisites of autonomy, self-realization and
social integration, as high ideals of human beings.

7

The differentiation between material conditions and issues related to

human and social integration is widely referenced by both the Social Debt
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program and by other studies or researches on poverty and human development (see ODSA, 2007).

Moreover, the area of human social integration is
essentially expressed in the development of relational
and psychosocial capabilities of human beings in the field
of social life. From this perspective, integration is related
to the range of opportunities offered by social life at the
psycho-social or cultural level, or related to personal
integrity, community confidence, political participation,
civic freedom, among other functionings. Then, a more
integrated society at the human level is the one where
patterns socially valued in terms of human relations are
realized and in which there exists a balance between
economic, political, social and cultural goals, as well as an
equitable distribution of material and symbolic resources,
including non-formal training of human capabilities
necessary to make use of personal and social resources.
•

The Area of the Material Conditions of Life

The analysis of the material conditions of life implies the
evaluation of a set of human functionings related to the
level where the public space as well as social or private
space, offer people safe access to conditions, resources
and opportunities to sustain life, develop health, attain
decent housing conditions, get educational training,
the necessary consumption of goods and services, have
access to public means of social inclusion, a decent
work, job skills training and a successful achievement of
a minimum economic autonomy. Although it includes
indicators of monetary income, the definition of human
and social development used is much more complex, and
includes a broad range of economic satisfiers and material
achievements by individuals and their families.
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TABLE B. AREA OF THE MATERIAL CONDITIONS OF LIFE
Sustainable habitat conditions, health, education and economic
resources for households (List of Rights: 1 - 6)

Conditions for habitat development, health, education and consumption
necessary to ensure households reasonable levels of well-being and social
inclusion, as well as tools to develop and carry out a full, independent and
healthy life, according to applicable national and international standards.

Socially useful work, fair remuneration, protection, social security
and permanent professional training (List of Rights: 6 and 7)

Conditions for career, professional, and subjective development, to ensure
individual reasonable levels of economic and job security and professional
achievement, as well as tools to lead a productive independent life, according to national and international rules, with access to all benefits of social
security.

•

The Area of Human Social Integration

The analysis of human social integration involves the
systematic examination of personal perceptions associated
with psychosocial capabilities and the degree of exercise of
citizens’ political rights. Therefore, at this level we include
a set of functionings associated with relational sources of
“symbolic” well-being which also find fulfillment in private
or public space as well as in the social field. In particular,
we evaluate here the degree of subjective well-being
reflected by the existence of psychosocial capabilities,
physical and psychological safety, bonds of mutual support
and political freedom of citizens. It also evaluates the level
of political credibility conditions acceptable to ensure the
proper functioning of a representative democratic system.
This assessment area encompasses two basic dimensions
which include the concepts of: psychosocial resources for
human development and social, political and community
life as defined in Table C.
The analysis of the four conceptual dimensions mentioned
above can be approached from a number of indicators
whose theoretical validity rests on the listed rights. While
the list of indicators presented below (Table D) is not
exhaustive and may warrant corrections or additions, it
has the virtue of being the result of careful preparation
that has collected international standardized indicators,
whose findings have been subject to tests of statistical
validation, and which has made a systematic monitoring
of the results achieved (ODSA, 2005-2009).

We have alternative methods to measure these attributes.
In most cases, these are concepts which, by their nature,
are measured in ordinal categorical scale (from lowest level
of achievement to a higher degree of accomplishment),
representing their categories different levels, situations
or positions relating to the achievement or satisfaction
of the human need subject to monitoring. Based on
this information, it is possible to establish the minimum
degree of normative compliance or scales of compliance
of a group, community, region or country by estimating
the percentage of households and / or population that
reach each of the scale positions. From this perspective
we can also identify the percentage of population and /
or households that are below the minimum regulatory
thresholds, thus resulting in an estimated level of nonfulfillment of human rights that must be guaranteed in
a context of progress (unfair deprivations that should be
subject matter of claims).8
As regards the normative compliance / noncompliance
threshold required by human progress for each indicator, it
doesn’t seem advisable to set the same in the “maximum”
well-being that allegedly could be attained by society, but at
the “minimum” level socially accepted and that all members
of society should be able to achieve. However, should the
regulatory minimum” be a local, domestic or international
parameter? There is no doubt that this is an issue that
opens a broader framework of study and debate, given the
differences in levels of welfare existing in the world.
8 These measures provide relevant comparisons both regarding temporal

level and on the level of compliance with regulatory thresholds between
groups, classes, communities, regions and / or countries. On the other
hand, experience shows that, through household surveys, it is possible
to carryout a systematic survey of information that can allow us to give a
response to indicators of the type proposed here.
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This field of assessment includes two basic dimensions
which encompass the following concepts: habitat, health,
education and household economic resources, and decent
work, social security and professional training for people, as
they are defined in Table B.
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TABLE C. AREA OF SOCIAL AND HUMAN INTEGRATION
Civic, cultural, political and community life (Bill of Rights: 9-11)

Conditions for the development of a social, cultural, political and full community life to achieve proper integration of people and groups into society,
including political life of citizens, which entails free access to channels of
social participation, cultural production and consumption, information,
access to justice and political activity.

Psychosocial capabilities and safety for human development (List
of Rights: 1, 6 and 8)

Conditions for the development of psycho-social components necessary
to attain a basic level of personal well-being, reflected by the presence of
adaptive psychological resources, low risk of psychological distress, physical
and psychological safety and a sense of social inclusion.

TABLE D. INDICATORS OF HUMAN PROGRESS (SOCIAL DIMENSION)
Habitat, health, education and financial position of households
•
•
•
•
•
•

Food and nutritional security of children and adults.
Access to water, gas, sanitation and electricity.
Secure tenure of adequate housing and a healthy habitat.
Health care and access to a comprehensive public or private health care system.
Access to a comprehensive system of education and training.
Social consumption guaranteed as additional expenses on food, education, health, clothing, recreation and transportation.

Decent work and social security for people
•
•
•
•
•
•

Decent and productive employment with access to social security (unemployment insurance).
Access to means of production, credit and job training
Satisfaction and personal development through economic activity.
Access to fair labor wages socially agreed upon.
Free unions and right to participate in unions, associations or cooperatives.
Integration of women into economic activities and due recognition of their reproductive functions.

Civic, cultural, political and community life
•
•
•
•
•
•

Protection against insecurity and sense of security.
Access to information and public communication with freedom of speech.
Confidence in civic institutions of political and union representation.
Access to free political, social and community participation and involvement in public affairs
Access to legal protection, to the courts and the right of defense.
No legal discrimination based on race, gender, ethnic or cultural identity.

Psychosocial resources and safety for human development
•
•
•
•
•

Not feeling lonely and having emotional support networks
Autonomy of agency, positive beliefs of external control and coping skills.
Psychological well-being and satisfaction with one’s own capabilities
Personal realization and joy of living
Ability to develop personal, family and collective long-term projects.
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What are the opportunity areas for the incorporation of
these indicators in public policy?
Assessment of progress of human capabilities in the
two areas proposed is aimed at objectifying the field of
resources, access and performances actually achieved by
households or individuals in what we call social dimension

of human progress, but it is reasonable to assume that
both areas are a necessary indirect function of the other
two global dimensions of progress: sustainable macroeconomic performance (economic dimension of progress)
and performance of the economic, social and political
institutions in the context of a democratic system (sociopolitical dimension of progress).

MEASURING HUMAN PROGRESS IN THE SOCIAL DIMENSION AS A MEASURE OF RIGHTS COMPLIANCE
In this sense, although we have focused on the social
dimension, each of the global dimensions referred to at the
beginning of this article must be weighed as a particular
area of assessment where progress of societies shall be
measured, while representing a necessary framework of
meaning for fully understanding the other dimensions of
the civilization development. In this regard, it is worth
highlighting the integral nature of measurements of
human progress: developments in one dimension or area
cannot be justified at the expense of the development in
another dimension or area, as it would imply the violation
of other rights and guarantees. Along with the advances
of this kind of theoretical and methodological exercises
in both Latin America and globally, there is an increasing
number of research studies that provide an increasingly
wider recognition of: a) the multiple ways in which a wide
range of social groups demand access to basic capabilities
for sustaining life and human development, and b) the
conditions that prevent the exercise of fundamental
human and social rights and the consequences that, in
terms of sustainability, development and quality of life,
derive from the impossibility of exercising such rights.
By identifying such conditions as violations of human
and social rights, including not only absolute deprivation,
but also those of relative character that involve partial
compliance with the rules, they bring to the surface
an increasingly broad knowledge of their content and
historical significance for the progress in a society. In turn,

these circumstances make it possible that such rights be
enforceable, and that their fulfillment by States become a
legal obligation or, at least, morally or politically necessary.
From this perspective, the very definition of the right to
social progress as a paradigm opposite to social exclusion
or marginalization, and a determined fight against such
deprivations, oblige us to seek, through the development
of serious and robust surveys- both qualitative and
quantitative- a greater descriptive and explanatory
understanding of the meanings of human progress and
its relationship with social conditions. Hence, areas of
opportunity in public policy will exist as long as social
actors, academic activity, media and governments operate
concurrently in the political scene in a way aimed at raising
the horizon that proposes development in terms of growth,
employment and income, in an attempt to guarantee the
right not to be poor in any human dimension.
We deem that this is the only way to elucidate the
differences existing for identifying the multifaceted
situations that block or deny progress, as well as to establish
concurrent actions that allow their effective eradication.
Hence, the problem is largely political, while the progress
of societies must be based on the full fulfillment of human
and social rights, free exercise of which must be effectively
guaranteed through solidarity and equity, while historical
processes - including the advance of social demands and
the development of social research - continue to expand
the references, content and meaning of such rights.
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Ívico Ahumada-Lobo
y Graciela Bensusán
Workers progress and well-being in latin america

In this paper we address the three main questions proposed
by Rojas (2009) and we explore them in their relationship
with the world of work. What do we want to consider
as labor progress in the 21st century? Which indicators –
existing or to be created – are relevant to measure workers
progress and well-being? What opportunities exist for the
incorporation of these indicators into labor policy?
In order to identify exactly what we understand by the
term ‘progress’ in the world of work of the 21st century we
start with what it meant during the 20th century, and then
we ask ourselves if this definition is still valid today. This
will allow us to explore, incidentally, what features of the
world of work we have to change, and what elements of
labor policy we must reconsider, maintain or strengthen
in order to achieve progress. Accordingly, progress is seen
not only as an advance or improvement of a preexisting
situation, but also implies an aspiration to protect
those institutions that have been useful and effective in
promoting workers well-being.
We consider that progress in the labor sphere cannot be
achieved without considering other dimensions at the
same time, such as the economic, political and social.1
Thus, the attainment of well-paid formal job depends on
economic development policy having coincident goals. The
access to healthcare, pensions and universal social rights

hinges on the social policy.2 Similarly, the importance
we assign to the workers’ capacity to act collectively,
express themselves – which we see as an essential part
of their “political voice”, and participate in the decision
making processes that affect them, is an objective in itself,
but at the same time it is an important part of a truly
democratic regime, and not only an aspiration linked to
the achievement of a well-paid job.3
Today, progress in the world of work must be examined within
the context of globalization, which imposes restrictions
but at the same time opens opportunities for selecting
priorities and establishing universal goals to be achieved in
the near future. On the one hand, globalization universalizes
expectations which have been fulfilled to a greater or lesser
degree in more developed countries, especially in reference
to social rights (health, pensions, education, minimum
wages, and unemployment insurance) which contribute to
2

The design and goals of the social policy are critical in relation to the

working conditions under which the population may access to other
rights as well. For example, the access to a universal citizen income may
be a condition for workers to become truly citizens and to freely take advantage of other rights. However, this condition has not been generalized yet in Latin America; access to a good job is still the main way in
which people define their own identities and their position within society
(Levaggi, 2006, p. 27).
the social dialogue at different levels –sector, region and national level-

and social actions can be critical to the realization of rights and to the

are part of the labor process because they allow workers to influence poli-

pursuit of the broad objectives of decent work and adequate living for

cies that affect their working and life conditions, thus moving forward in

working people”.

the consolidation of a labor citizenship (Sen, 2000, p. 136).
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3 The collective expression of the workers voice within the workplace and
1 Sen (2000, p. 127) states that “the linkages between economic, political
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increase the well-being of working people; these social rights
have not been guaranteed universally nor to the same level
in the Latin American region. On the other hand, the effect of
globalization on the quality of jobs and, therefore, on the wellbeing of workers, depends on each country’s insertion in the
world economy, the validity of social rights and the quality of
democracy. This implies that national governments continue
to have a great margin for the construction of institutions and
the adoption of public policies that address the implications
of globalization on workers’ well-being, reinforcing positive
effects and counteracting the negative ones.
Globalization requires that labor progress has a universal
vision, in order to avoid the possibility that downward
competition jeopardizes improved workers’ rights in
the developed countries, and blocks their attainment in
the less developed ones. This universal vision is an old
aspiration that led to the creation of the International
Labor Organization (ILO) in 1919; however under the
current circumstances it assumes critical importance,
which has led to this organization adopting the Declaration
of Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work of 1998 and
the Declaration on Social Justice for a Fair Globalization of
2008. These declarations confirm the universality of the
decent work agenda and the promise of all members to
promote policies based on the following four strategic
objectives: employment, social protection, social dialogue
and rights at work (ILO, 2008c).
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In parallel to the objectives of the ILO declarations, we
should consider subjective dimensions which are equally
important for workers well-being. There is a wide consensus
that employment should not be regarded only as a source
of income; therefore, the reduction of unemployment and
increases in income are insufficient parameters to measure
progress. This implies that, besides emphasizing the
importance of working conditions as a measure of progress,
a job should also be considered as a source of satisfaction,
self-realization and social recognition - basic components of
the workers well-being. However, the incorporation of such
aspects within the new agenda for labor progress should
not make us forget that in the Latin American countries the
lack or insufficiency of income is still the greatest problem,
which should be addressed with all the imagination and
decisiveness of governments, businesses, international
organizations, and social organizations.
The challenge is to evaluate the progress in the world of work
considering equally the most objective and subjective aspects
of workers’ well-being. This requires us not only to recover and

improve the existing indicators about improvements in the
areas of job creation, income levels and working conditions,
but also to incorporate new, complimentary indicators that
give a better view of the situation and evolution of the most
subjective aspects of work, which are harder to quantify and
will require new instruments for the collection of information.

Improvements and regressions within workers well-being
If we have learnt anything about labor progress, it is that
nothing that was accomplished regarding workers well-being
during the past century remained permanently achieved. At
the same time we learnt that not everything was lost forever
or in the same way for everyone, as is shown by the changes
in the protection of labor rights and in their expression
in the quality of jobs. The issue is that the problems
historically faced by the labor markets, associated with their
heterogeneity and low absorption capacity, were combined
with others provoked by the increasing deterioration of
formal and protected jobs in the largest companies.
An analysis of the 2008/2009 world crisis shows clearly that
it was not related to labor problems, but the workers were
once again the principal losers as a consequence of the
adjustments that companies had to implement which caused
unemployment, deterioration of the working conditions of
those that remained employed, and a weakening of union
power to negotiate in a collective manner. As stated by the
CEPAL (2010), the problem is that the recovery of jobs is
always slower than that of economic growth, suggesting an
adverse immediate future for workers.
Some of the premises or instruments of labor progress
which seemed permanent were challenged and are still
disputed. For example, although the protection for workers
through the acknowledgment of their rights expanded
during the first half of the 20th century in developed and
developing countries, serious regressions have been
experienced within the past two decades.4 Once again the
4

The World Bank in its known Doing Business Index assumed that pro-

tection in the job was a negative factor for attracting investments and
reduced the position on of this index of those countries with the higher
protection levels, contradicting the efforts made by ILO to achieve the
ratification and enforcement of the international agreements. This perspective has been strongly criticized for its theoretic and methodological
deficiencies which end in the absurd. Thus, countries like Haiti appear
within the Doing Business Index with a more favorable climate for investment than Finland (Berg and Cazes, 2007).
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In order to guarantee long-term progress in workers
well-being, the legitimacy of labor protection should be
preserved and during a period of crisis the elimination or
reduction of the labor achievements accomplished during
the good times should be avoided. As numerous experiences
demonstrate, this could be promoted through the presence
of unions or other types of collective organizations useful
for counteracting the most harmful effects of economic
crisis and globalization.5 These are necessary conditions for
sustained progress in the world of work.

The quality of jobs in latin america
The idea of progress in the world of work continues to be
strongly associated with the improvement of the quality
of jobs, and not only to the volume of employment
generated at any given time. Of course, the attributes of
the quality of jobs tend to change through time. The levels
of such attributes change as well, which depend on the
characteristics of the local context. Although progress or
improvements have a universal character, they cannot be
evaluated outside of their specific labor situation, which is
very heterogeneous in Latin America. For example, while
only 7% of the employed were poor in Chile during 2006,
this percentage reached 63% in Honduras (CEPAL, 2008:
29). Likewise, in Argentina, Chile, Costa Rica, Panama and
Uruguay – countries with low well-being disparities – on
average a little more than 40% of the employed are in the
informal sector and more than 64% of people in the urban
areas have access to retirement funds, while in Bolivia,
Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua,
Paraguay, Peru and the Dominican Republic typically more
than 65% of the workers are in the informal sector and
only 14% have access to a retirement fund. The differences
are equally strong in other indicators used to measure
well-being (CEPAL, 2010: 203).
Considering this data, it is clear that the expectations
concerning the level of well-being were not and are not
5 Refer to Aidt and Tzannatos (2002) concerning the role that unions may

play in the protection of the quality of jobs.

the same throughout the region. For millions of Latin
American workers during most of the 20th century and in
the most developed countries of the region, the concept
of labor progress meant that the head of the family was
able to access a full-time formal job, with a sufficient
income to satisfy the basic needs of the family, while at
the same time having protection against the main risks of
a working life – loss of employment, sickness, or old age.
Not only was this situation not reached in the undeveloped
countries of the region, but it also lost viability in the rest
during the last three decades. Some governments even
openly promoted self-employment as a goal, and informal
jobs were considered a voluntary option for workers rather
than an unavoidable consequence of exclusion due to the
lack of better opportunities.
Along with economic liberalization and labor reforms
towards greater flexibility, the problems in the labor
market – some already evidenced by the model of import
substitution – were aggravated, causing progress to stop
and in some cases to regress. Latin American countries
experienced a situation of generalized job insecurity,
increasing inequality in the labor market (between work
and capital as well as among workers themselves) and
the fall into poverty of large numbers of workers and
their dependents.
Among the most serious problems we carry with us into
the 21st century (with different emphasis according to the
perspective used to analyze them) we find the insufficient
generation of formal, protected, productive and wellpaid jobs; the adverse effects of labor precarization and
informalization; the increasing wage gap between skilled
and non-skilled workers and between men and women;
the low level of wages; employment instability; the
reduced coverage of social security; the deterioration of
the organizations representing workers; and the massive
migration of workers towards more developed countries,
without the protection offered to capital mobility (Garcia,
2006). Thus, in Latin America in 2002, the average rate of
open unemployment was 11%; seven out of 10 new jobs
were informal and the great majority of people lacked
social security and some means of representation. Besides
this, the purchasing power of the minimum wage was
continuously diminished, although in some countries it has
started to recover. Industrial wages were also steeply falling;
the greatest decreases took place in Argentina and Uruguay
(-14%) as a consequence of the high inflation rate (18.5%
and 23.1%, respectively), and were not compensated by the
nominal increase in wages (ILO, 2003).
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response to the impact of the world crisis has led to the
most developed countries – as it happened in the nineties
in Latin America – to make labor and social security
reforms, accompanied by the freezing of wages, reduction
of labor benefits, deterioration of pension systems and a
reduction in the cost of redundancy.
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Although the economic paradigm did not change
significantly during the first decade of the 21st century,
some governments of the region re-recognized the
importance of state intervention for the attainment
of well-being, at the same time that labor and social
policies as instruments to fight poverty and inequality
were revitalized. The persistent and elevated economic
expansion in the region during the five year period of
2003-2008 brought improvements in several aspects of the
labor market: Fall in open unemployment, and expansion
of employment due to the generation of formal jobs and
increment of real wages in several countries, even though
minimum wages remained insufficient to fulfill basic needs
(ILO, 2008a). However, the differences between countries
are still very large and not all registered improvements in
these indicators (CEPAL, 2010).
The traditional expectations of workers towards improving
their labor conditions – and not only of those with a wage
contract – still remain today, but they are combined now
with demands from a new environment characterized by
greater labor market instability, mass access of women
to paid activities, transformation or flexibilization of the
traditional family, massive migrations in search of better
job opportunities and increasing economic insecurity.
In the end, the financial crisis that occurred between 2008
and 2009 affected the regional economies and the world of
work, although with differences according to the different
ways countries interact with the global economy, the public
policies adopted to fight the crisis and its effects, and the
socio-demographic and occupational characteristics of
the population. Most countries have already shown a
clear economic recovery which may be translated in the
improvement of the workers well-being, but the old and
new problems which characterize the labor markets and
affect the quality of jobs are still unsolved.

340

The conceptual frameworks used for the analysis of the
labor situation
Among the conceptual frameworks used to analyze the labor
situation in Latin America, three of them have had a greater
influence (Garcia, 2006). The concept of social exclusion
originating in France in the context of restructuration and
deterioration of the welfare state, which left out people
that used to have social protection, takes on a different
perspective within the Latin American region. According to
Garcia (2006), this is due to the fact that in these countries
social integration has not yet taken place, and to the fact

that social exclusion, which has been analyzed previously by
other concepts such as social and economic marginalization,
cannot be separated from other phenomena like the
type of insertion in the world economy. Social exclusion
is associated with the weak labor absorption capacity of
the Latin American countries, mainly in the eighties. The
concept of social exclusion has the advantage of pointing
out the importance of the civic, political and, above all,
social rights, as normative instruments for inclusion and
progress in the world of work, just as happened previously
in the more developed countries.
The concept of social vulnerability is useful to study
labor markets because it emphasizes the dynamism
of inequalities and it highlights the importance of
pointing out those groups that have greater probability
of falling into poverty, unemployment, insecurity and
lack of resources. From this perspective, the analysis of
social vulnerability considers the resources (assets) and
strategies that individuals utilize to deal with external
events that affect them, as well as other structural aspects
(structures of opportunities) which restrict them. In this
way, the objective and subjective conditions which affect
social vulnerability are easily distinguished.
The third concept is “decent work” as developed by the
ILO, whose theoretical foundation, as explained by Sen
(2000) is based on the universality of the rights of all the
workers, which emphasizes an ethical dimension. It has
the advantage of including a gender perspective which
the other concepts do not consider (fairness in terms of
employment, wages, occupations and reconciliation of
work and family life), besides facilitating the construction
of indicators to measure labor progress. Therefore, this
concept gives a solid grounding for some of the indicators
proposed in the following section. It is important to mention
that the ILO (1999, 2004, 2008b), as a part of its efforts
to conceptualize and measure a good job (or a decent
job, in the ILOs terms),6 includes an economic dimension
(quality of employment), a normative dimension (focus on
rights) and a participative dimension (centered on social
dialogue). With this purpose the ILO has summarized the
following components of labor and social protection, which
are part of the expectations of workers even though they
6

The development of this concept seek to “promote opportunities in

order to allow men and women to find a decent and productive job
in conditions of freedom, equality, security and human dignity” (OIT,
1999: 4)
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Dimensions of progress in the world of work

Unemployment and Underemployment
The existence of an economically active population
(EAP) without a job is a major problem of the Latin
American economy and society, since for most people
a job is the main source of the income needed to
satisfy their material needs as well as an important
element of personal satisfaction. Progress in the world
of work requires a reduction in the percentage of the
EAP without a job, especially of those who are the main
economic support of their families and those who are
experiencing greater difficulties in finding work, such
as young workers; this implies an improvement in the
following indicators:

Although the ILO and other organizations have developed
indicators which correspond to the concept of decent
work, reflected by the information that the surveys usually
provide, we consider that in addition it is important to
point out specific aspects which tend to be neglected
when they are included in general indicators, such as
those related to subjective aspects like satisfaction.

•

The propositions of these organizations are a useful
source to review the possible dimensions of progress
within the world of work, as done on the following
pages. It is important to make clear that the normative
dimension of the decent work agenda considers that the
labor rights and standards are acknowledged through
the acceptance of the international agreements within
national legislation; however this criteria is by itself not
very informative of what actually happens, due to the high
levels of labor informality in the region (Bensusán, 2006
and 2009). Besides the difficulty of measuring the degree
of fulfillment of the national and international norms,
as well as the lack of comparable information (except in
some very specific cases, like for social security coverage),
we assume that there are different ways of regulating and
implementing the workers’ rights according to the specific
context in which they operate; therefore, we have decided
to verify the attainment of workers’ rights indirectly,
through the results expected from the legal protection
and the Government intervention. In this way, instead of
including indicators that measure the capabilities of the
government, which do not always reflect what we want
to measure – for example, using the amount of inspectors
or the budget for inspection as a measure for quality of
enforcement – we favor other indicators which give a better
idea of what is actually happening; for example, change in
the quantity of job related accidents and diseases.

•

•
•
•

•

Open unemployment rate amongst men who are the
head of the family.
Open unemployment rate amongst women who are
the head of the family.
Open unemployment rate amongst men who are
between 18 and 24 years old.
Open unemployment rate amongst women who are
between 18 and 24 years old.
Percentage of men between 18 and 24 years old who
do not study and do not work.
Percentage of women between 18 and 24 years old
who do not study and do not work.

The insufficient demand for labor services, in terms of
working hours or product demand, prevents that everyone
in the EAP works his or her elected quantity of working
hours, which in turn has negative consequences similar
to those caused by open unemployment. This implies
that in order to evaluate progress in the world of work
the following indicators for underemployment are also
required, similar to those proposed for open employment:
•

•

Percentage of employed men who are the head of the
family and are available and willing to accept working
more hours than those they already work, at the same
income per hour.
Percentage of employed women who are the head
of the family and are available and willing to accept
working more hours than those they already work, at
the same income per hour.

In some cases migration to other countries could be
unrelated to the world of work, but often the cause of
migration is a lack of adequate employment opportunities in
the home country. Then, labor progress implies a reduction
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differ in specific contexts and emphasize different aspects
of well-being: Security of income during employment and
unemployment; security in the labor market associated
to the aspiration of achieving full employment; security
of protected, permanent and full-time employment;
security of protection for avoiding job-related accidents
and diseases; security of job competences (options to
acquire knowledge and skills on the job and to be able to
use them); security in the opportunity to pursue a career
advancement, and security of collective representation
(autonomy to organize and negotiate without pressure
from the management or authorities).
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of migration for economic reasons, which is taken into
account in the following indicator:
•

Percentage of workers with respect to the EAP that in
a given period migrated to another country seeking
better employment opportunities.

•

•

Labor Income
There are regulations that establish that the minimum
wage should be enough to provide for the basic needs
basket of an average sized family, but it is possible that
the mandatory minimum wage is not sufficient for this
purpose,7 or that there are workers with an income lower
than the mandatory minimum wage. This is especially
critical in the case of workers who are the main income
source of their families. The following indicators are
proposed in order to measure this situation:
•

•

•
•

Percentage of men who are the head of the family
that receive an income lower than the cost of the
basic needs basket of an average sized family.
Percentage of women who are the head of the family
that receive an income lower than the cost of the
basic basket of an average sized family.
Percentage of salaried men with a wage lower than the
cost of the basic needs basket for an average sized family.
Percentage of salaried women with a wage lower
than the cost of the basic needs basket for an average
sized family.

Percentage of workers located in the lowest level of
the income scale and with more than five years in the
labor market with a real income per hour greater than
the one they had five years before.
Percentage of salaried workers located in the lowest
level of the income scale and with more than five
years in the labor market with a real income per hour
greater than the one they had five years before.

Social Security
Progress in the world of work implies that a larger
proportion of workers must be insured against the main
risks which may impede them to have the income required
to satisfy their material needs, including health services.
For this reason we propose indicators that measure the
change in the proportion of workers who are insured
against the three main possible risks that can occur during
their working life.
•
•

•
•

Percentage of employed workers who have health
insurance.
Percentages of salaried workers who have health
insurance, when there is not a universal health
insurance.
Percentage of employed workers who have the right
to a retirement fund due to old age or disability.
Percentages of salaried workers who have
unemployment insurance.

Working conditions
It is important for workers to have a career development
that allows them to improve and utilize their labor
competences; therefore, we require indicators that
measure if there is an improvement in their career
trajectory. Even though it is a partial indicator, the evolution
of real income may show if there are improvements in the
career trajectory. The relevance of having an increasing
real income is even higher for those who are located in the
lowest level of the income scale. Therefore, we propose
an indicator which measures the evolution of the income
within this group:

Regardless of the availability of an insurance to maintain
an income if a labor risk occurs, job related accidents and
diseases affect directly workers’ well-being; therefore,
working conditions should have a low probability of
labor risks occurrence. The following indicators measure
in an indirect manner the improvement of the working
conditions related to labor risks.
•
•
•

7

ILO (2008a) states that in none of the Latin American countries the
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mandatory minimum wages is enough to provide for the basic needs
basket of an average size family.

•

Percentage of employed workers who had job related
accidents or diseases within a given period.
Percentage of salaried workers who had job related
accidents or diseases within a given period.
Percentage of employed workers who are permanently
disabled due to a job related accident or disease
within a given period.
Percentage of salaried workers who are permanently
disabled due to a job related accident or disease
within a given period.
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concerning several attributes of their working life. The
measuring of these aspects requires indicators which
must be constructed from perception surveys and indirect
valuation techniques. We propose the following indicators:
•
•
•
•

Average of hours per week that the members of
the EAP wish to allocate to job related activities,
considering their income needs and hourly income
estimates.

•
•

Percentage of workers who consider that their job
matches their education.
Percentage of workers who consider that their job
matches their working experience.
Percentage of workers who are satisfied with their
expectations about their career development.
Percentage of workers who consider that anytime
they wish they will have a job as a source of income.
Percentage of workers who feel themselves protected
against the risk of losing their jobs.
Percentage of workers who consider that they have
access to adequate health services.
Percentage of workers who consider they have a
supportive working environment in their jobs.
Percentage of workers who consider that their
opinions and inputs are appreciated in their jobs.

The fact that there are workers who must work a number
of hours higher than the average in order to obtain an
income necessary to afford their basic needs implies that
their low income per hour makes them work an excessive
quantity of hours per week. The following indicators
measure such situation.

•

•

Collective representation and social dialogue

Percentage of employed workers who receive an
income higher than the cost of the basic needs basket
and who would not receive it if they worked less than
the average number of hours per week that members
of the PEA allocate on average to job related activities.
Percentage of salaried workers who receive an income
higher than the cost of the basic needs basket and
who would not receive it if they worked less than the
average number of hours per week that members of
the PEA allocate on average to job related activities.

•
•

A negative aspect in the labor market is the existence
of people who due to restrictions and rigidities in labor
contracts must work more hours than those required to
obtain the income necessary to satisfy their material
needs. For that reason, progress in the world of work
must also include the reduction of excess working hours,
although that could imply a lesser total income.

The existence of unions has been one of the main ways
for workers to counteract the employers’ power in the
negotiations with them, to express collectively their
voice and mind and to influence public policies. However,
the conventional measures for unions’ existence – rate
of union membership of the salaried workers and the
coverage of collective negotiation – do not indicate what
obstacles exist to attain a collective representation – a low
rate of union membership may also be the result of the
workers’ decision – nor the quality of such representation.
Therefore, besides the already mentioned indicators, the
surveys directed to the workers must allow us to know
if they are really able to organize themselves freely, if
they elect their leaders by democratic methods (secret
and universal ballot) and if they are satisfied with their
collective representation.

•

•

•

Percentage of employed workers who wished they
worked fewer hours per week, but maintaining the
same hourly income.

•

Job Satisfaction

•

Job satisfaction, a fundamental element for measuring
progress in the world of work, comprises subjective aspects
for which it is required to know workers’ perception

•

Percentage of workers who declare that they freely
joined their preferred union.
Percentage of unionized workers who declare they have
chosen their leaders by universal and secret ballot.
Percentage of workers who consider that the leadership
of their union adequately represents their interests.
Percentage of workers covered by collective negotiation
with respect to the total number of salaried workers
with the right to negotiate collectively.
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People tend to allocate too many hours for their jobs
while sacrificing their time available for other activities
which may improve their well-being, such as personal
care, family time and recreation. A goal in the world of
work should be that people assign less hours to working
activities (including transportation to and from their
working places, training and other job related activities) to
satisfy their material needs. In order to evaluate progress
in such aspect we propose the following indicator:
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•

Percentage of salaried workers who declare that they
know their collective labor agreement with respect to the
total number of workers covered by collective negotiation.

Effectiveness of Labor Legislation
An improved effectiveness of labor legislation implies
progress in the world of work because workers and
employers have more certainty concerning their rights and
obligations,8 which affects the quality of labor relations.
Given that the literature shows that the affiliation to
a social security system is linked to a greater access to
other rights (such as job stability and labor benefits), and
it reveals the capability of the government to enforce the
labor legislation, two indicators for effectiveness would be:
•

•

Proportion of salaried men who, having the right to be
affiliated to a social security system, are actually covered
by this system.
Proportion of salaried women who, having the right to be
affiliated to a social security system, are actually covered
by this system

Impartial and Opportune Legal Mechanisms for Conflict
Resolution
The existence of impartial and timely legal mechanisms
for solving labor disputes – individual or collective – is a
condition for settling them with the least possible cost for
the workers and the companies; therefore, this condition
is part of the labor progress. The following indicators are
proposed for its measurement:
•

•

8

Average number of days between the initiation of a legal
demand for unjustified firing and the definitive sentence
which ends the demand.
Proportion of definitive sentences executed in demands
for unjustified firing with respect to total number of
definitive sentences.

The indicator which is usually used to measure the effectiveness of

labor law is degree of compliance of the minimum wage law (percentage of salaried workers who receive less than the minimum wage).
However, this indicator may signal the proximity of the minimum wages
to the market wages of the lowest paid workers (lower the distance,
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greater the fulfillment level) and not the level of effectiveness of the
labor legislation.

•
•

Average duration per strike.
Average number of days between the official end of
a strike resulting from a collective conflict and the
reestablishment of the normal working process.

Conclusions
The indicators proposed in this paper do not pretend to
be an exhaustive list, but rather to offer some measures
to examine essential aspects of progress in the world of
work, emphasizing the situation of those workers in the
worst position within the labor market. It is possible to
calculate most of these indicators with the instruments for
collecting information on the labor market designed and
implemented by countries and international organisms.
The most important effort in this direction was done by
the ILO and it created the methodology for measuring
a decent job (2008c). However, in the majority of the
countries there is a deficit of statistics related to the
workers’ perceptions about their working conditions and
their job satisfaction; it is clear that new instruments are
required to tackle this deficit.
The dimensions considered for measuring labor progress
show that all aspects of the world of work are interrelated
with each other and linked to public policies. In order to
reach a higher level of labor progress, the employment
policy, associated with the macroeconomic policy and
the strategy for development, should give priority to
the creation of good formal jobs, as it is shown with the
recent economic history of the Latin American region
examined in several studies (Tokman, 2004). The wage
policy, especially the increase of minimum wages, should
be a critical instrument to reactivate domestic markets,
guaranteeing to every family the income necessary to
cover the basic needs basket and reduce the inequality
in the labor market. The adoption of an unemployment
insurance system could be a policy to protect workers in
labor markets with high job turnover rates in which the
traditional protection methods are not appropriate; for
example, dismissal compensations which require long and
complicated labor trials. Both labor inspection and labor
courts are instruments that should be strengthened to
ensure greater certainty for workers and employers. The
social security organizations should work together with
those in charge of labor and tax inspection to increase the
compliance of firms, and with those in charge of social
policies to expand health services and retirement plans
to all workers, regardless of their type of employment
relationship. The acknowledgement of unions as
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representative speakers and the opening of spaces for an
authentic social dialogue would allow the strengthening
of labor citizenship and an improvement in the power
of workers to negotiate a fair distribution of costs and
benefits at different levels.
In a global scenario, such as the present one, the
formulation of labor policies should go beyond national

frontiers, and even beyond the regional ones, if we really
want them to be sustainable. A positive factor is that the
membership to the ILO by the Latin American countries
makes them adopt the decent work agenda,9 which agrees
with the Millennium Development Goals of the United
Nations, and the declaration of Social Justice for a Fair
Globalization, which the ILO adopted in 2008.
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policies based on the strategic objectives – employment, social protection, social dialogue, and rights at work. At the same time, it stresses a
holistic and integrated approach by recognizing that these objectives
are ‘inseparable, interrelated and mutually supportive’, ensuring the
all of them”
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Rubén Lo Vuolo
The necessary reformulation of the concept of progress
in latin America

1. Considerations for the debate on social progress in
latin america

The everyday use of the idea of progress is not very
useful. Progress tends to be synonymous with advances
regarding certain specific, well defined objectives that
are considered as indisputably valuable. Thus, it is said
that a person “progresses” when they ascend in their
professional career or records advancements in recovering
from an illness condition.
However, this kind of meaning of progress is not appropriate
when applied to social systems and public policies, at
least no more than as the generalized understanding that
progress is any improvement regarding a previous situation.
In principle, the notion of “social progress” is linked to the
development of the modern state and refers to the results of
certain processes guided collectively (politically) and driven
by reason. In this way, the notion of progress opposes to
other ways of understanding social evolution. For example,
religious fatalism which sees social processes as subordinated
to a divine plan, out of reach of reason and human action. Or
ideologies which pretend that social processes are guided by
blind forces or operate automatically (for example, through
numerous market adjustments).

When one speaks of social progress one alludes to rational,
intended and deliberate political processes, which are
inseparably linked to public policies. In contrast to the
common use of the term, comprehension and consensus
regarding social progress is not a simple matter, at least
for four main reasons: 1) not all social agents share the
same objectives in the intended direction of progress,
and therefore that which constitutes progress for some
may be regression for others; 2) there is also lack of
consent regarding the procedures that one assumes
necessary for progress; 3) social agents are affected
differently by social processes; 4) there is no consensus
on the dimensions which conform the complexity of social
progress and regarding the priorities, compatibilities and
incompatibilities between them.1 It is possible to achieve
progress in one social field and, at the same time, observe
regression in others.
History teaches us that very questionable public policies
are established in the name of social progress, other
more valuable ones are ended, and results are accepted
which are contradictory to those values which social
progress is supposed to achieve. For example, in the name
of social progress, the degradation or even destruction
of the environment is accepted, as well as economic
1

Alkire (2002), for example, discusses the problems of multi-dimen-

sionality in relation with the various criteria used to evaluate human
development.
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What do we consider to be progress in Latin America?
Which are the relevant indicators for measuring and
understanding the progress of societies and persons’
wellbeing? To what extent can the Latin America public
policy be guided by these indicators? It is not an easy
task to answer these questions because there is not even
consensus on the definition of progress.
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“adjustments” where the cost is a burden on the most
vulnerable groups, the lack of an effective guarantee of
health standards, elimination of hunger, etc.
The debate on social progress (and its evaluation
indicators) should not be understood as a question
of mere technique; instead it has very strong political
connotations. This aspect does not have adequate weight
in the most circulated works on this subject (such as
Stiglitz et al., 2009 and Jackson, 2009). In a way, the theme
of progress defines a research agenda which “replaces”
development, a concept which gave rise to so many public
policies in Latin America.
It is relevant, therefore, to advance in the definition of the
term taken into account the context and particularities of
each experience. The way in which we conceive, observe
and measure social progress influences the perception of
social reality and the actions of social agents, as well as
the formulation and implementation of public policies.2
The contrast between the (known) current situation and
the (unknown) future situation serves to arouse political
support, but it is also the seed of the devaluation of political
actions. This occurs this way because differences can be
corroborated between the promises and the evidence
of difficulties (or at least incapacities) in achieving the
promised social progress.
For the same reason, the reformulation of the content and
indicators of social progress results in a reconsideration of
the so called “successful” experiences at a national level. If,
for example, we replace the GDP variations as an indicator
of economic performance with indicators which consider
consumption (and not production), citizen wellbeing,
the subjective perspective of family groups (based on a
representative sample of the entire population and not
just the urban portion) and the distribution of income
(Stiglitz et al., 2009, 39-40), certain experiences which are
currently considered as models to follow would cease to
be seen as such. Furthermore, the reformulation of the
concept of social progress from the position of the least
developed regions may result in the experiences of more
developed countries ceasing to be seen as a goal to reach
and become a reference of the mistakes which must not
be made and the problems that must be anticipated in
order to achieve solid progress.

The idea of progress is linked with advancement and
movement; therefore reference to and evaluation of
change is a central aspect of this issue. Generally, the idea
of change is linked with the construction of something that
does not exist, in such a way that the concept of progress
has been set in opposition to the concept of conservation
far too quickly. In this way, there has been a generalized
image that a progressive person brings action to history;
whereas a conservative person stops it with reactions.3
But this way of seeing the issue provides little to the
reformulation of the idea of social progress.
Why? Because change can not only create but also destroy
elements which deserve to be conserved so that progress
itself can be consolidated and continue with future
changes. Furthermore, change today must be evaluated in
relation to other possible alternatives for change. Social
progress needs to be solidified by past progress and
conserve certain elements in order to be projected into the
future. However, the “platform” which must be reached
today and conserved in order to continue to advance is
different depending on the society.
The latter indicates that the debate on social progress,
inspired on the experiences and information systems of
the more industrialized countries must be adapted when
promoted in Latin America. Considering the above, I will
now continue by making some considerations regarding
certain relevant issues in the debate on social progress as
seen from the specifics of Latin America. The objective is
to use it as work material in the Latin American Conference
on the Measurement of the Progress of Societies held in
Mexico City on October 21st and 22nd, 2010.

2. Criticism of economic growth
Criticism of economic growth as a measure of progress
is a central element of debate in this respect. Displaying
this criticism will not find the same field of action in more
industrialized countries as it does in Latin America, where
economic growth has been weaker and more volatile. This
is even more true at present, when: i) many countries in
the region have returned to economic growth and in this
respect show improvement in the most typical economic
and social indicators; ii) the international crisis seen since
2008 has its epicenter in wealthier countries, while some
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3
2 We have discussed this issue in Cutri and Lo Vuolo, 2006.

The rhetoric implied in these issues has been widely discussed by

Hirschman, 1991.
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When questioning economic growth as a measure of social
progress we must consider that this is not just a measure
of economic performance but also a political measure.
This, which is true of most capitalist economies, is much
more so in Latin America where inequality and poverty are
structural data. In this context, economic growth creates
the illusion that “everybody wins”: capitalists receive high
profit and workers obtain employment and better salaries.
This way it is easier to keep political conflict and the
demands of various social groups latent and controlled.
Economic growth is a political project by way of which
the elite attempts to administrate political stability in
the countries of the region. It is said that if the central
characteristic of the region is poverty, the reasonable
answer is the creation of wealth.
In this context, both the elite and the general population
become accustomed to evaluating social progress looking
to economic growth. In fact, when one speaks of a lack
of “sustainability”, this usually refers in this region to
the impossibility of “sustaining” a maximum growth rate
for a long period of time. Strikingly, this is a discursive
coincidence of both orthodox and heterodox economic
thinking.4 Therefore, questioning economic growth as an
indicator of social progress and promoting the inclusion
of new dimensions in its evaluation, even when technical
foundations are solid, forces us to consider not only the
problems of growth but also those derived from the lack
of it.
In the debate on social progress and alternative indicators
for its measurement in Latin America, we must assume
that the region cannot renounce economic growth
inasmuch as it continues to be a key element for persons’
wellbeing. The issue which must be questions is that it is
directly synonymous with social progress, the distribution
of costs and benefits from growth, as well as the volatile,
inharmonic and unstable character of the stages of
economic growth in the region.
4

I analyze these issues more extensively in Lo Vuolo, 2003 (chapter 7)

and also in Lo Vuolo, 2009 (Methodological Annex).

These are very vulnerable points of those arguments
promoting economic growth as the only route to success:
history shows that in this region it is very difficult to
stabilize economic growth. There is a tendency to repeat
episodes of crisis in which costs unload on the most
vulnerable citizens -who quickly lose what they have
obtained in previous positive phases. Therefore, a central
element in the discussion on social progress in Latin
America touches on the capacity to avoid, administrate
and control recurring economic “crises”. This includes
the need to avoid certain groups obtaining the power to
produce these events.
Taking into account the above remarks, I will argue that,
among other well-known recommendations found in the
literature on social progress, the following ones become
of central importance in order to situate the debate in
the region:
i.

The re-consideration of temporary conflicts between
short and long terms in very volatile economies with
a recurring tendency to suffer “crises”;
ii. The identification of and discussion on basic
standards which need to be reached but also
conserved and defended.
iii. The limited scope of employment as the only form of
access to income and as social relationship defining
the access to social policies and other basic elements
for wellbeing and capacity development;
iv. The centrality of the measurement of income
poverty as the key indicator of privation of the most
vulnerable population.
In my opinion, these are key issues in the debate on the
reformulation of the concept and indicators of social
progress in Latin America. This way of questioning the
issue of economic growth as an indicator of wellbeing also
leads to the reformulation of another central point in the
debate on social progress: the contradiction between the
short and long terms.

3. Contradiction between long and short terms and the
importance of guaranteeing basics
Another central issue in the debate on social progress is
the contradiction between long and short terms. Among
other issues, this point gives way to different arguments
which search to diminish the importance of current flows
in social progress and the larger relevance of stocks of
wealth (material and non-material) transferred to the
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less developed countries (grouped under the euphemism of
“emerging”) are more exposed and even show potential for
growth. Thus, a rebirth has been observed in Latin America
of the known wager that social progress searches for by way
of the re-composition of a sort of virtuous cycle between
growth, employment and reduction of income poverty.
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future. This leads us to diminish the relevance of present
consumption and reevaluate saving, investment and the
need to replace the use and degradation of the resources
transferred for the life of future generations.

as the foundation of political and social order. In this
way, social progress would not be discussed in relation to
certain goals or ideal states to be attained in the future,
but based on effective present situation.

This type of statement deserves certain considerations
when presented in the Latin American context. In the
region, the contradiction between short and long terms
is strongly expressed in the abrupt and repetitive macroeconomic “adjustments” which tend to punish the present
consumption of the most vulnerable groups. The paradox
is that these short term adjustments are presented as
indispensable in order to resume long term economic
growth (and wellbeing). This problem has special relevance
in the region due to the extreme inequality in income
distribution which, in practice, leads to the consumption
adjustments being made on the most disfavored groups,
while irritating consumer privileges persist for the most
favored. The structural problem resulting from consumer
patterns from different social classes and their varying
capacities for resisting macro-economic adjustments as
central in the analysis of social progress and of the region’s
growth regimes.5

The “gaps” between rights established by laws and
practice are an inescapable reference for the evaluation
of social progress. Not only is social progress measured
according to the results obtained, but also to “effective
equality” in procedures to be followed by agents in order
to channel certain achievements. Once more, the issue of
distribution is central here. The possibility of exercising
privileges (and conserving them) is contrary to social
progress. In Latin America we can clearly observe the
issues highlighted in most works on the subject: averages
are not important, and instead we need other indicators
to capture the different situations in the universe of the
people involved.

Present consumption of the most disadvantaged cannot
be postponed; instead it becomes an absolute priority
in the reformulation of social progress in Latin America.
Solid progress cannot be achieved if the consumption of
certain basic elements is not guaranteed for the entire
population and independently of economic growth.
Which consumer goods? I am not trying to make a list of
them or enter into debates concerning “primary goods”,
“skills”, “functionalities”, “opportunities” and so on. 6
Instead I simply state that certain basic consumer goods
cannot be postponed and are therefore a priority, while
the consumer patterns of the most privileged groups
are not.
In any case, the reference to define these basic elements
may be guided by the following: in modern States (or
supra-national institutions), collective actions should be
oriented according to laws and regulations established

5

In fact, this is the center of the analysis of the original Latin American

structuralist school of thought which, among other problems, mentions
the strong dependence on imports in sustaining the consumer patterns
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of high-income groups.
6 See Sen (2009 chap. 10).

The point which must be emphasized here is that social
progress in Latin America may refer to and superlatively
ponder on the lesser or greater tendency to close the
“deficiency gaps” of the most neglected groups at
present, as well as to conserve certain achievements so
that they are not affected by any “adjustment”. In fact,
basic consumption must be considered as indispensable
investments in the redefinition of progress (health,
education, nutrition, etc.). Instead of looking at social
progress as a sort of guiding arrow towards maximum
points, we attempt to give priority to the guarantee of
access to certain universal basics.
In this way, social progress ceases to be seen as an ideal to
be reached on the long term in the name of which present
consumption of certain basic standards is postponed. This
means that the discussion includes not only shortages but
also opulence and collective priorities at the time of the
distribution of the costs and riches of the advances implied
in social progress. We also avoid the endless discussion on
an institutional ideal, and we concentrate on the analysis
of the effective execution of certain collective elections.
On the other hand, the ideal future is unattainable if we
do not have a solid starting base in the present, a sort of
“brake” on the deployment of certain forces. Therefore,
progress is moved from the purely productive paradigm
to another which concentrates on persons’ wellbeing.
Additionally, it ceases to be a concept which points to
change and advancement and begins to incorporate a
conservative and defensive component.
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Another unavoidable aspect in any debate on social
progress is time use and the role of mercantile
employment. Tied to the criticism which questions the
development of production forces and economic growth
as an unavoidable route towards social progress, we
can observe the criticism of the idea that mercantile
employment is the route towards the emancipation of
persons. Both issues are related and ignore the social
complexity and contradictions of social relationships.
For example, employment may be a way of helping people
to stop being oppressed by the need to eat in the immediate
future, but at the same time it can be an instrument of
oppression by the need to work in undignified conditions,
whether in the market or subjected to the arbitrary
political power in turn by way of conditioned assistance
programs (which are so widespread in Latin America).
Once more, here we observe the need to consider, in any
debate on social progress, not only the results but also the
processes: for some access to the satisfaction of material
needs may mean the loss of degrees of freedom and the
potential of autonomy and personal emancipation.
This becomes more necessary in Latin America where
the heterogeneous employment market is a space of
economic inequality and social disqualification for a
large part of the population. This is even more so when
the employment relationship intervenes in access to
social insurance coverage, thus generating an arbitrary
selection process for access to certain social rights. This
clearly expresses that social progress should not only be
measured according to rights and benefits received but
also according to processes. For example, it is not only
important to consider how much income there is access
to, but also the form of access to this income. It is not
only relevant to know if there is access to the provision
of health services, but also to know the conditions of said
access. The diffusion of conditioned assistance programs
and their use in political clientelism, as well as the implicit
repression in the “right to work” when it is impossible to
concretize this right in the employment market or is only
executable in conditions of scarcity and indignity; these
are all elements to be considered for social progress.
The discussion on the use of time in a region where
unpaid work and work outside the market, abounds, has
special characteristics also. Firstly, there are inequalities in
demographic transition processes and the growing trend

of woman’s inclusion in the labor market. Secondly, the
urgent problems in employment devalue the importance
of free time in the region (and free time is considered a
key point in measuring social progress. With this in mind,
a lot can be learnt from the experiences of more advanced
countries in order not to repeat wagers which have already
proven to carry many problems.
The reformulation of the public policy system in line with
an alternative vision of social progress must include two
unavoidable issues: i) all actions which tend to diminish the
role of employment as an intermediary for social rights are
in line with progress; ii) all actions which tend to value work
outside of its position in mercantile employment, as well as
free time, are in line with progress. This leads us to ponder
issues such as unconditional income, the presence of
institutions which facilitate the reconciliation between work
in the labor market and work in the domestic environment,
access to health and education systems in conditions of
equality, etc. The deficiency of public information systems
in the region is a serious obstacle against advancement in
these and other essential issues for the construction of an
indicator system which supports the reformulation of the
concept of social progress in the region.

5. Indicators and public information systems
The issue of the social progress indicator system is
another aspect with heavy debate in the subject. Without
adequate consensus on the concept of progress, it is
difficult to reach consensus regarding its indicators. This
is even more so when the various dimensions which
make up social progress demand much more complex
and articulate information systems than those working in
the region at present. Advances in this regard find many
difficulties; not only technical, but also political ones,
given that in the region we can observe little disposition
to render accounts on the part of political officials. The
deficit of accountability of the region’s governments is a
serious problem for advances in the reformulation of the
concept and indicators of progress.
Without mailing to recognize the efforts made by specialized
organisms on the issue, it is true that in the region there is
great disparity between the technical capacity and political
will to maintain a credible and reliable public information
system. If this is true for elementary indicators which have
general acceptance, it is even more so for innovations in
unexplored areas, such as those related to problems of
the environment, time use, people’s perceptions, etc. This
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is even more important when the consideration of social
progress forces the unfolding of a battery of qualitative
indicators such as those which refer to the quality of
certain stocks.
This is clearly observed when broaching the issue of
the environment. The global characteristic of this issue
increases the difficulties of relating data and agreeing on
methods at an international level. The lack of consensus
within the scientific community regarding the way in
which environmental indicators are incorporated to other
indicators which search to capture economic and social
phenomena, especially regarding causality relations, is
mentioned once and again in works on the subject. This
presents a serious problem for the effective operation
of actions such as: 1) the construction of control panels
which include multiple indicators, 2) the construction
of composite indexes (which manage to represent the
different dimensions involved in the environmental issue),
3) the creation of indexes which exceed the GDP (including
sustainability of economic systems in performance
measurement), and 4) the preparation of indexes which
show the way in which we (wrongly) spend our present
resources (Stiglitz et al., 2009, 62-71).
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This does not refer only to enlisting indicators, but also
to boarding the problems of interdisciplinary work which
requires the creation of such indicators. Consistency and
congruency between diverse indicators is a key element
if we intend to deactivate simple, habitual indicators as
an exclusive measure of political and economic success.
The more concrete and consistent we make the system
of alternative indicators searching to measure social
progress, the more probability there is that it will have
an impact on public opinion and public policies. It is
also necessary to make their relationship explicit with
indicators used at present.
For example, the reformulation of the national accounts
system is an unavoidable step in this sense. It is there that
the present day bias is seen which favors current flow
on “stocks”, the added value measured by price in the
market of wealth which is pondered by other measures
and qualitative indicators. Here we can rehearse a gradual
strategy of searching for a reformulation of the national
accounts systems by following two paths: i) reformulate
the national accounts indicators to favor an alternative
observation point based on certain premises that are
easy to understand and apply (for example, in the sense
proposed by Nordhaus and Tobin, 1972); ii) propose

certain criteria to ponder that which may be called “net
progress”, understood here as a sort of counterbalance
between different selected items.
In any case, with these issues we must be careful not to
violate the “double entry” system. That which is added
or subtracted on one side of the equation must have the
appropriate counterpart in the space which is acting as
a mirror. For example, one can register accounts of the
“negative external factors” of the registered benefits as
“gross progress”, considering the “prejudices” linked to
these “benefits”. It is not enough to simply subtract, for
example, the accounting value of military expenses, but
to consider the impact of this subtraction on employment
and income in these areas. The same can be done with
more qualitative accounts, such as the gross progress
of highway and motorway construction for the transfer
of people, should be placed in opposition to the carbon
emission and the absence of high quality public transport.
We must assume the heterogeneousness of the explicative
wellbeing factors and the fact that full agreement may
not be reached regarding the concept and the indicator
system. In these issues we must attend to the idea of “plural
grounding” or “plural reason” defined by Amartya Sen
when boarding the problem of different “ideas of justice”
(Sen, 2009). The plurality of reasons which support the
need to move in the sense marked by the debate on social
progress should be a motive of enrichment and refraining
from slowing down a process which tends to favor more
elements for pondering diverse situations and diversity.
In any case and as Sen also mentions in the text cited
above, we must not leave these observations only to
those directly involved in the subject. The presence of
“external observers” of the case studies is important in
order to consolidate the trends of change. We must not
only search for greater objectivity, but also an alternative
mode of observation from a different point of view. This
will facilitate the efforts of making a compatible system
of plural indicators, which is at the same time the most
standardized and well accepted as possible.
When confronting the problems of public information
systems in the region, it does not appear reasonable to
expect an immediate dispute on the conciliation of a
synthetic indicator of social progress, or to attempt to
quantify all the dimensions which make it up. Instead,
we should attempt to agree on the need to make both
leaders and the general population more sensitive to the
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regressive potential of the social organization in which
they coexist, in such a way as to persuade them of the fact

that acquiescence and indifference on these issues are not
viable options for social progress.
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Ezequiel Avilés
The basic level of sustainable progress. A methodological
proposal for categorizing and measuring

Introduction. Initial considerations

In general, economic policy makers articulate the inflation
and unemployment rates to develop an index of discomfort,
which is intended to measure the economy’s health status
also measured by Gross Domestic Product (GDP), on its
own, viewed as a good indicator of economic progress
(Mankiw, 2004: 319 and 485).
Politicians and government leaders have become hostages
of growth and its indicator. They may disagree on the
adoption of social programs, but may agree that the main
objective of the government and its economic policy
should be economic growth. The answer to any problem,
whether economic or social, is almost always the same:
“more growth.” In this trend, if the level of unemployment
is high, growth alone can generate more jobs. Public
schools and hospitals cannot improve its services due to
the lack of funds; therefore, the growth will allow greater
fiscal resources. Protecting the environment is prohibitive
and very expensive; hence, the solution is growth. Poverty
is multiplying and income distribution widening; growth
will redeem the poor and generate prosperity for all.
Growth will provide a lifetime of increased leisure and
quality opportunities for personal enrichment and a
lifetime of opportunities to grow. (Hamilton, 2006: 25)
In this context, growth promises are prodigal. However,
abundant empirical evidence, indicates that the
acceleration of the productive dynamics and employment

and lower inflation are necessary, but not enough to have
access to better standards of living and quality of life;
even more: they are not possible warning signs about the
strength of the sustainability of growth in the medium
and long term, regarding the wellbeing and happiness of
society and the possibilities are much less clear.
In Mexico, the promotion of trade liberalization and
market dominance in terms of the decisions of economic
agents, theoretically promised growth convergence.
For instance, it offered a lower regional inequality.
One of the tenets of neoclassical growth models is the
possibility of convergence, since capital tends to move
to less endowed regions, where its marginal profitability
is higher. These flows favor the reduction of territorial
difference and create a tendency toward equalization of
income per capita. However, as predicted by endogenous
growth models, asymmetries in the allocation of human
and physical capital, democratic fragility and discretion
of public policy, among other factors, avoid convergence
and foster the widening of the dispersion in income levels
per capita. The evidence indicates that the processes
are unbalanced; growth and development of a state or
region do not improve neighboring areas. They attract
investments for themselves and more productive
endowments. There is a greater polarization, stimulating
impoverishing convergence clubs, where the persistence
of poverty trap is obvious. (Avilés, 2008: 122-124)
In the absence of transparency and accountability in
terms of social progress, which is rooted in the weakness
and gaps between policy objectives and measurement
indicators as outlined in the Report of the Commission on
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Citizens are increasingly reluctant to accept the orthodox
notion that higher economic growth with price stability,
among other signs of economic efficiency, necessarily
translate into a sustainable social progress and wellbeing.

THE MEASUREMENT OF PROGRESS AND WELL-BEING . PROPOSALS FROM LATIN AMERICA
the Measurement of Economic and Social Progress, there
is a growing interest in redesign, adjust and improve the
traditional measures of economic performance. Particularly,
those based on GDP, and move towards a wider measurement
range, which include categories for assessment both
objective and subjective well-being and sustainability of the
social progress of medium and long term.
While the goal is praiseworthy, it will not be a shortterm task; early stages must be defined in the process of
measuring the economic and social progress. Hence, it is
necessary to work on building a local system of statistical
indicators to complement the traditional aggregate
measures of market activities, including measures focused
on the progress and wellbeing of people, as well as to
capture the sustainability of progress.
At first, the effort should aim to measure, in depth, what is
essential, instead of trying to be virtuous in what is almost
impossible to quantify empirically. In this regard, the trial’s
primary objective is to submit for consideration by the
participants of the Meeting of Latin American Researchers
in the measurement of societal progress and wellbeing
of its inhabitants, a given measurement category which
is called: Basic Level of Sustainable Progress (BLSP) which
encompasses at par, a set of indicators of efficiency, equity
and sustainability.
This proposal, rather than specifying a set of indicators
(which should be the immediate task) attempts to
operationalize the efforts to respond to three questions:
What should be considered as progress? What indicators
—existing or build— are relevant to measure progress of
societies and the wellbeing of its people? What are the
opportunity areas for the incorporation of these indicators
in the work of public policy planning, as an inclusive
approach to the government management?
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The measurement of social progress can be approached
from two perspectives: through a conceptual theoretical
development and/or through the development of the
data. This essay is part of the first orientation. In this
regard, it is worth pointing out from the beginning, that
the design and implementation of a system of indicators
is not only a matter of statistics, it also includes politics
and society, among decision makers, statistical offices at
the local level and between international agencies and
scientific forums, at the international level. Also, among
those that promotes transparency and accountability.

Background. Economic policy, indicators and local
economic development
As already stated in the nineteenth century, prosperity
was not defined solely on material consumption but
also for the stability of social customs and moral values.
Then, Quetelet developed new statistical techniques and
in 1853, Ducpétiaux classified household spending in
three categories: cost of “physical nature and material”
expenses such as “religious, moral and intellectual, “and
type “luxurious and unpredictable”. (Collette, 2000).
The concern for measuring the social, economic and
environmental conditions, with a view to promoting a
better quality of life, formal and permanent employment
plus conditions for progress and economic and social
development was not new in the recent past. The Statistical
Commission of the United Nations, in accordance with the
purposes described above, published in 1954, the report
on the international definition and measurement of living
standards. Interim Guidance, (UN, 1989).
As part of the economic literature, Daly and Cobb (1989),
and following the ideas of Nordhaus and Tobin (1972),
introduced the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare
(ISEW) in an attempt to replace the GDP as an indicator of
social well-being. The index, instead of accounting for goods
and services in the economy, recorded on one side the
consumer spending, the utility provided by the domestic
work and on the other, deducted the cost of externalities
associated with pollution and resource consumption.
However, such global attempts have not been successful
locally. Economic orthodoxy posits that the ideal state of
an economy is one where output per capita increases,
unemployment is low and inflation is minimal and not very
volatile. The sustained growth of real GDP per capita, may
show the transition from a poor to a rich society; it is noted
that reason lies in growth as the compound interest since
this is a process that accumulates the wealth obtained
from previous wealth. In this sense, politicians and policy
makers believe that it’s enough that the macroeconomic
indicators relating to efficiency are positive. Therefore,
they have not a pressing need to generate additional
statistics, relating to equity and quality of progress. Thus,
is infringed by a democratic system in which transparency
and accountability must be a constant. However, the
society, especially in emerging economies, warns that the
prosperity enunciated by the traditional indicators aimed
at measuring economic efficiency do not report sufficient
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evidence to discern the presence of higher levels of social
wellbeing and, furthermore, can survive in the long term.
Further, that people are happier (Coombs, 2006). They are
also aware of the need to promote a more appropriate
measurement of progress, while allowing more accurate
assessment of public policies.
The overarching objectives of economic policy and the
central government’s constitutional powers are far from
the public policies of local governments. The challenges of
macroeconomic policy generally accepted are: economic
growth, low inflation, stable prices, employment and
reduction of government deficits. Indicators used to
evaluate the success of fiscal and monetary policy measure
the economic efficiency and —to a limited extent— equity.
Moreover, the evidence is on a short-term efficiency
of increasingly shorter and more volatile cycles. At this
juncture, the upturn in growth, reducing inflationary
pressures, a lower deficit and more jobs are not necessarily
robust indicators of wellness and sustainability.
In addition to the volatility of growth, the presence of imperfect
markets and a state less able to regulate economic activity,
implement countercyclical policies and meet market failure,
affects the quality of employment, income, consumption,
savings, health, education and safety indicators, all needed
to measure social progress and wellbeing.
In summary, the overarching objectives of economic
policy, aimed towards highlighting the economic
efficiency, do not match the local economic development.
A concept that encompasses more qualitative aspects and
focuses more on equity, sustainability, skills and access to
opportunities for people. When even a democratic system
that doesn’t promote, in this sense, transparency and
accountability, results in the fact that the national systems
of statistics generation do not address the local economic
development items as priority, generally they have a more
qualitative than quantitative assessment. Even more,
those local governments are not committed to formalize
local offices for statistics generation.

Proposal category and methodology for measuring
economic development and social progress in the local
area. The blsp

quality of life, arises the need to use other indicators,
besides the purely economic to analyze social reality. The
study of social indicators has generated a prolific line of
research by social scientists. We do not intend in this essay
to make an exhaustive development of the subject, but
provide a measurement category that links some general
considerations on the relationship between the use of
indicators as a useful methodological tool for the practice
and theoretical concepts of progress and wellbeing.}
Measuring progress through a theoretical concept is
approaching the problem from a conceptual, theoretical
and methodological framework. Most researchers
share the goal of defining an index that summarizes
the topic and issues under consideration; however the
multidimensional and complex social behavior cannot
use a single index such as the GDP. The alternative, they
warn, is the definition of a System of Economic and Social
Indicators (SESI). (Rodríguez Jaume, 2001)
The SESI is a systematic and integrated try, designed to
conceptualize, operationalize and measure, through a set
of indicators, the diversity of aspects that make progress
and social wellbeing (Setien, 1993). The indicators are
shaped as evidence of reality; they are but a numerical
translation of that circumstance. A SESI therefore sets up
a descriptive framework and / or interpretation of a social
phenomenon from the selection of a number of variables
that are considered relevant in order to analyze the
problem, but ultimately reflect the perspective analysis of
this fact, taken by the researcher. (Bauer, 1996)
Indicators should meet the following requirements: be
enrolled in a theoretical framework associated with
the category of measurement, should be specific, i.e.,
be linked to economic phenomena, social, cultural and
environmental impacts on which you want to influence,
to be explicit, so that its name alone is enough to
understand whether it is denomination, rate, rate ratio,
etc., be available for a period of time to distinguish, at
least, the behavior of short and medium terms, relevant
and timely implementation of policies, be clear and
easily understandable for society, technically reliable,
comparable and accurate in their calculation methodology,
and be measurable from the wealth of data available.
(Mondragón, 2002)

When undertaking the intellectual challenge involved in
developing theoretical concepts of social well-being and

From a methodological point of view, before addressing
the procedure for obtaining a system of indicators, it is
necessary to clarify the process of operationalization,
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DIAGRAM 1. OPERATION PROCESS OF INDICATORS IN A STATISTICS INFORMATION SYSTEM

which can be defined as the process whereby an idea
or a concept (in this case the BLSP) may be capable of
being measured. That is, the social fact ceases to be mere
observation to be investigated when subjected to a process
of operationalization (Setien, 1993). This process and the
role of indicators in a statistical information system are
illustrated as follows:

It is no coincidence that the new generation of political
leaders who emerged from the breakup of the political
and economic bipolarity of the last century, are looking
for reflection and global consensus to stop the collision
course between the excessive wealth of a few (the Group
of 4, the 8 or 50 richest countries in the world) and the rest
of the world’s inhabitants.

The object of study - the main questions

The design of public policies and strategies to create
conditions or strengthen development processes and
continuous improvement of quality of life is the important
factor for the construction of a new paradigmatic vision of
progress. Thus, the effort of this essay and in particular the
proposal, is routed to the revocation of the primacy of the
conceptualization of the progress´s conceptualization as a
synonym for indiscriminate accumulation; also the stability
of the macroeconomic aggregates at the expense of social
exclusion and the reduction of civil liberties, environmental
deterioration and the threat of Armageddon caused by a
nearby nature in rebellion.

What should be Considered as Progress?
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The purpose underlying new approaches to measuring
development and quality of life is to radically transform the
concept of progress. The recent global crisis has forced a
rethinking of theoretical frameworks; it has forced a critical
retrospection on the relevance of approaches and processes
about development and growth that prevailed between states
and international agencies during the twentieth century.
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The progress represents a journey from what is considered
inferior to the esteemed as superior (Rojas, 2009). But,
from the point of view of equity, the key to evaluating
social progress is to determine how shared and inclusive it
is. Progress is more than a sum of individual achievements.
Society as a community can have a setback in terms of
equity, governance and environmental degradation, despite
empirical evidence of material progress. (Reygadas, 2009)
Therefore, progress in addition to its expression in
individual wellbeing, which can be reflected in the
reduction of social inequalities and increase social wellbeing, should be shared. Measurements should move in
that direction. Social progress is an opposed paradigm
to the unfair exclusion imposed by poverty and where
development is conceived as a multidimensional process
of change that goes from material things to people
and their needs, also represents a better quality of life
derived from material progress socially inclusive and less
destructive of the environment.
What Indicators, Existing or under Construction, are
Relevant to Measuring Progress of Societies and the
Wellbeing of its Inhabitants?
The failure of the processes and Orthodox mechanisms for
measuring the development, seen and justified through
its flaws and inaccuracies, cause errors that produce
distortions in development planning and implementation
of public policies, it dimensions and justifies the exercise
of creating new and relevant indicators.
For this purpose it is necessary to recognize the primary
challenges, among which may be distinguished the
following: a) conceptualize the elements added to define
and organize the human dimension of development,
b) disaggregating the representative elements and
characterized on a scale of values (quantitative or
qualitative indicators), setting a pace and clearly the causal
links between elements of each concept and the impact or
significance between them and measure the phenomenon
(the development).

The strategic input to face these challenges causes to
value from the beginning the local dimension, a concept
which contains within itself conceptual problems that
currently it is prudent to ignore, but in which is recognized
the virtue of allowing diagnostic and readings closer to
the particularities that culture prints and the associative
forms of social and economic groups in the last instance
of development.
The focus on the local policy does not eliminate the
responsibility of national governments, who in their role
as legal regulations should set the guidelines to local
governments, in general, to all the institutional actors
involved in development planning. Recognizing the
value of the multidimensional definition of the wellbeing
concept, described in the report of the Commission, we
proposes the adoption in the first instance of ten items
comprising the BLSP, accepting that they are not exhaustive
or exclusive.
The indicator system should contain two dimensions: the
general and local. Dimension usually conceived by national
policy makers, regulatory in nature, generating national
policies and governance. The local dimension considered
the definition space-consuming direct expressions of
society and characterizes the accents of different social
and economic groups that are impacted by the state or
municipal governance.
At this stage, it is not important to mention or name
indicators aimed to conclude the concept of well-being;
we are facing a huge variety of approaches, some entirely
asymmetrical, but all respectable on the problems of
measuring development for each country or region Latin
America.
It is necessary to reiterate the presence of legitimacy in
the search for mechanisms and processes for identifying
such indicators. The Commission agrees that a correct
and positive social perception about the creation of
measurement methods of development and its impact
on public policy is a determining factor in their success.
Each space, national or local, should be responsible for the
operationalization of the system.
To capture the dimensions of shared progress will be
convenient to include indicators that measure the degree
of accentuation of inequality. For example, in the case
of growth, will need to measure the convergence of two
expressions: sigma and beta, which allows at least warn the
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The characterization of progress and individual and collective
development should be located in the ethics of the means
used to achieve it. The progress as objective is justified only
if projected in a comprehensive manner to protect humans
and the environment. But in addition, progress must mean
the dignity of fundamental human rights, continuous
practice and State supervision for its protection.
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reduction of inequalities in income per capita, from a smaller
gap in the provision of productive factors. Avilés (2008).

3.

What are the Opportunity Areas to Incorporate these
Indicators in Public Policy?
4.
Incorporate a new and paradigmatic alternative for
measuring mechanisms of development; the social
dimension of it, the quality of life and sustainability of
these concepts is not a simple or short term task.
Areas of opportunity for adding new proposals on
the measurement of progress are limited and highly
bureaucratic, permeated by self-referential barriers,
also by a democratic system that encourages partial
and eventually transparency and accountability. This
situation is compounded when one remembers that the
traditionalism in the measurement of development is not
a sovereign act, but an indication, as a matter of priority,
of the international financial organizations.
The transition from this condition of irremovability to an
evolutionary process of developing measurement system
has its best chance at the local level, in the negotiation of
social forces and levels of government responsible for the
design of spaces for public policy. To have an impact on
higher levels would require organization and promotion of
social action at levels not feasible at this time.

5.

6.

Basis of the proposal
1.

360

2.

Just as established by the Commission on the
Measurement of Economic and Social Progress,
is to recognize the need to transform and evolve
mechanisms for measuring up, now established and
recognized, to evaluate public policies aimed at the
advancement of societies and the evaluation of the
functioning of markets and alternative amendment;
The proposal contained in the essay is directed towards
what the Commission suggests as measuring the
wellbeing of the population beyond the measurement
of economic output. While the latter remains valid as
an important benchmark in the analysis and evaluation
of the strength of the economies, does not satisfy the
need for information concerning factors that limit
or reduce the quality of life of populations analyzed,
thereby distorting the diagnostics which are based the
design of public policies and investment decisions;

The goal of the proposal focuses on the evolutionary
transformation of the concept of social wellbeing and
development, made possible through the recognition,
measurement and comparison of the plurality of
causal elements of the phenomenon being studied;
The perception of citizens, businesses, organizations
and institutions, has given unmistakable signs of
asymmetry respect to the statistics readings of
traditional socio-economic realities. Side effects of
economic growth, among other traditional categories,
mark inequalities that are perceived outside the
current measurements, and not being embedded in
development planning, cause lags and dissatisfactions
and spoil the best design;
The outlook for the future, as an element lacking in
traditional measures, preventing an objective view
of development and prosperity and condemns it
to be a static element. The inclusion of the concept
of sustainability as a complementary tool for the
measurement of wellbeing, in fields such as environment,
is important factor that guarantees robustness in the new
measurement processes of development, it must have a
preponderant role in any proposal, and
If it is true that the proposal does not intend to make
forms or approaches to the treatment of development
problems, it is recognizable that provides material
for making decisions. What is not measured cannot
receive scientific treatment and cannot be assessed;
it is not transparent and is a cause and reason for the
lack of accountability related to social progress.

Construction of conceptual baggage
1.

2.

The conceptual framework of the proposal has its
epicenter in the formulation of the concept Basic Level
of Sustainable Progress (BLSP) as a priority category,
defined as the boundary (or threshold) that divides the
common citizen or social group, including the ability to
access and have the means to ensure the full exercise
of their rights and capacities in a framework of legality
and democracy, and those citizens or groups who lack or
have limiting factors for the full exercise of those rights
and freedoms. It is important to note that these rights
and capacities are referred to, in a first approach, quality
of life, income, consumption and sustainability;
The proposal recognizes the multidimensionality of the
conceptualized category and the adoption of the scale
proposed by the Commission, it adds the transcendent
factors and indicators which are summarized in the
following table:
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TABLE 1. TRASCENDENTAL FACTORS AND INDICATORS
Dimensions

Transcedent factor

Indicators

Family and material life conditions

Satisfaction of basic needs

Family income
Consumption
Savings

Health

Life expectancy
Healthy life

Mortality rate
Morbidity rate

Education

Access to the educational system.
Quality of education

Level of education
Terminal efficiency
Literacy rate.

Labor market

Access to work
Fair remuneration

Employment rate
Real wages

Participation in political life and governance

Freedom of association and political participation.
Democracy

Voter turnout
Political party membership
Level of voting or abstention

Social ties and relations

Social cohesion
Solidarity

Level of resilience
Citizen participation

Environment

Environmental preservation

Protected areas
Recovery of natural resources

Public Safety

Trust
Freedom
Mobility
Impunity

Intentional homicide (murder)
Citizen participation
Perception of insecurity

Migration

Safety for mobility
Institutional support

Emigration and immigration

Corruption and transparency

Level of trust in institutions
Efficiency

Accountability
Citizen watch
Citizens watch agencies and accountability.

The BLSP is defined by the quantitative dimension, the identification and consideration in evaluative scales in those concepts that go beyond
objective measurement.

4.

In addition to these core parameters of a factual nature,
and the perception of others, the proposal adopts the
report of the Commission and adds the concept of
sustainability to the total category (BLSP). Recognizing
the value of this term in the context of quality of life
can generate dynamic information beyond the simple
act of describing the traditional information;
The proposal to incorporate another element of
referential nature that will create a benchmark rating
scale and hierarchy of selectable parameters for
making decisions, which is called transcendental factor.
Its theoretical register is located in the Epidemiological
theory, applied in health sciences, which postulates a
methodology for detection, recognition, measurement,
and prioritization of the so-called risk factors, which

5.

by definition are the factors that transcend in form
directly proportional to the phenomenon studied, and
In the center of the proposal BLSP, the transcendental
factors are the parameters in the low level of
presence, or absence in the dimension of quality of
life of individuals or society, that determine their level
of impoverishment. For purposes of identification
and selection of transcendental factors or factors of
significance, each local or general diagnosis should,
at first, set its range of priorities. In a next phase,
regional consensus will enable an extended BLS.

The objective of the BLSP indicator system is to describe
the conditions of progress and social wellbeing of the target
population; and at the same time, how these conditions
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are perceived by the people; as well as to present the risk
levels, of course. That is, it tries to provide quantitative
and qualitative information of living conditions and social
processes that affect the material, social and political society.

It proposes the implementation of consultation forums
to propose the contributions of the social universe to the
process mentioned before. In this regard it is possible to
issue the following comments:

Implementation

•

The proposal aims to:
•
•

•
•

•

Retrieve the elements of traditional readings of
measuring development;
Add social parameters indicators; make prior
selection to set priorities to measure both local and
national environments;
Construction of indicators must travel internationally
recognized methodology;
The construction of BLSP in each region or country,
upon recognition of general or specific factors that
affect the quality of life, and
Build an alphanumeric scale integrated harmoniously
and causal logic the various parameters that define
the BLSP, and whose reading is designed to show
and examine the information that defines social and
economic reality.

•

•

Final considerations
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The construction of indicators requires a legal framework,
programmatic and normative (national and / or
international) in order to establish the information needs
to measure or analyze the status of the social progress,
for certain values or goals. This should not be the sole
task of social researchers and producers of statistical
information; it should also include the policy makers and
decision makers. In this way, it is necessary to examine the
processes of transparency and accountability, in order to
build a framework in which they may be subjected (the
indicators) to constant review to serve in decision-making
and policy definition, be appropriate for assessing and
monitoring the affairs of private or public administration,
among other matters of extreme importance to the
progress and social wellbeing.
In Mexico, the General Law on Social Development
Planning, published in 1983 and amended in 2003, in its
Article 4 provides that is the responsibility of the Federal
Executive to drive national development planning, with
the participation of different social groups. In Article
20 mentions the need for democratic participation of
different social groups for proper development planning.

•

•

It is true that the Law emphasizes the social
participation as an element of democratic affiliation;
it is shown in most cases only at the declarative plan.
Its regulations, published in 2006, hold the aegis of
the Federal Power, responsible for the design of tools
and processes for development planning and the
adoption of measurement criteria.
It is understandable that in terms of social control, the
state and its institutions prefer to choose to justify and
measure a well-being-oriented policy to supplement
the gaps in the market, instead of modifying the
parameters that underpin the model. In the first case,
it is more convenient to design policies unilaterally
than to be obligated to create the basis for the
design of public policies, changing the concept and
approaches of general categories, such as wellbeing
and social progress.
The feedback, as a democratic process that underlies
in the opening of the planning to other levels of
government and social and academic institutions,
that up to now don`t have verifiable historicity of
results that move us to recognize its effectiveness.
The evaluation processes of the provisions contained
in the Act and its regulations, vested in the National
Evaluation Council. It is inferred because it is not
explicitly described, that this space is the receiver
and analytical of the proposals by those called by
the legislation, however, expresses its absence in the
results. In any case it is in the tangle of bureaucratic
structures where the specifics of the progress
measurement objectives are decided.
The most viable area to change traditional ways of
measuring development in the short term is likely
only in the local scene.

Recently, areas in which significant progress can be seen
are those relating to demography, economy, poverty,
education, health, nutrition and employment, however,
the environment, human rights, democracy and good
governance, by its nature recorded significant lags. The
OECD develops and supports from these forums a second
generation of indicators which transcends the dimension
of the quantitative progress and the results of the
implementation of public policies, as well as sustainability
and costs of implementation.

THE BASIC LEVEL OF SUSTAINABLE PROGRESS. A METHODOLOGICAL PROPOSAL FOR CATEGORIZING AND MEASURING
Finally, to materialize the proposal it is necessary to
promote the incorporation of local governments to
integrate a workshop setting indicators that shape the
BLSP. Only then we can move towards measuring progress,

which will certainly be imperfect, but will undoubtedly
be essential to note the evolution of quality of life and
happiness of society.
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