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Preface

I began my study of comparative social development and well-being in the early
1970s as part of my doctoral studies at the University of California, Berkeley. This
body of research became a central life interest and, following my graduation from
Berkeley, continued to preoccupy me during my early years of employment initially
as an Assistant and then Full Professor in the School of Social Work (now the School
of Social Policy & Practice) of the University of Pennsylvania. My early mentors in
these efforts were the late Harold L. Wilensky (1923-2011), Professor of Sociology
and Organizational Intelligence in the Department of Political Science at Berkeley
(Wilensky, 1975, 2002), and the late John Stewart Morgan, Professor of Comparative
Social Policy at the University of Pennsylvania (Rodgers, Greve, & Morgan, 1968).
Both men taught me the importance of rigor in conducting international and com-
parative studies and provided me with a wide range of skills for achieving that goal
in my own research. They also reinforced another dimension of research for me—
that of translating research findings into positive actions that would work to the
benefit of others, including to the world as a whole, i.e., the foundation on which the
Greek concept of praxis is built (Estes, 2018; Estes & Morgan, 1976).

These intellectually formative years were to shape the entirety of my profes-
sional career, even into my retirement years from Penn. In all my scholarly work, I
have sought to bridge knowledge gained through research into action at all levels of
social and political organization, especially as that knowledge pertains to the hun-
dreds of millions of people living on the margins of society. I have been fortunate in
the many opportunities that this area of research has opened to me including an
invitation from a collaborative group of consultative nongovernmental organiza-
tions to the United Nations to develop analytical tools for measuring the underlying
nature and dynamics of social development, and not just its critical economic com-
ponents (United Nations Development Programme, 2018). Their goal, as was mine,
was to create more valid and reliable time-series measures of development that
would provide a fuller picture of the development at various units of analysis from
the nation-state or country level to the planet. These organizations also were inter-
ested in the creation of new analytical tools for use in measuring the changing socio-
economic conditions of society’s most vulnerable population groups—children and
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youth, the aged, women, persons with severe disabilities, the poor, economic and
political migrants, persons with serious diseases, and the like.

I was very appreciative of the opportunity to serve these organizations while, at
the same time, advancing my own research agenda as an academic and scholar. The
intellectual and methodological challenges before me were many and varied; the
vast array of economic tools that already were available made the task even more
foreboding. The challenges, nonetheless, were met and resulted in the development
of an entirely new set of analytical tools that were applied at the national, regional,
and global levels (Estes & Morgan, 1976). These tools also proved to be effective in
assessing the changing social status of vulnerable population groups and, over time,
to be valuable for unraveling a series of conceptual issues that, at the time, had lim-
ited the area of international and comparative well-being research (Estes, 1984,
1988, 2010, 2018).

Organization

This book is divided into eight parts. Part I introduces the reader to some of the
major challenges and accomplishments that humanity has confronted over an
extended time. Part II lays out the methodology used to carry out the analysis sum-
marized in this book. Part I1I begins the discussion of global social progress focus-
ing on various units of analysis' starting with the world and gradually summarizing
major findings for individual nations over the entire 50-year period, 1970-2020.
Part IV uses the same approach as that adopted for Part III to perform an analysis at
the regional and subregional levels, and Part V focuses on advances in quality of life
and well-being at the country-specific level. Part VI focuses on the social needs and
accomplishments that have occurred among the vulnerable population groups that
are found in all societies, i.e., children and youth, the aged, persons with severe dis-
abilities, the poor, disadvantaged minority groups, and others. Separate chapters
focus on the changing status of women since 1970 (Chap. 8) and on poverty and its
declining distribution around the world (Chap. 9). The data reported in these chap-
ters are highly positive and provide a forward-looking analysis of the improved
status of the large population groups that traditionally have functioned on the mar-
gins of male-dominated and economically advanced societies. Part VII comprises
an overview and general discussion of some of the major findings reported in the
book and puts forward a working agenda for advancing selected aspects of quality
of life and well-being over the near term. Part Backmatter includes Appendix A,
which explains the computational methods in more detail, and Appendix B, which
reports country-specific scores and percent changes in the Index of Social Progress
by major index (ISP, WISP) and for each of the ISP’s 10 subindexes within the

' The unit of analysis is the major entity that is being analyzed in a study. It is the “what” or “who”
that is being studied. In social science research, typical units of analysis include individuals (most
common), groups, social organizations, and social artifacts (Wikipedia, 2018).
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major sociopolitical-economic development groupings to which each country has
been assigned. The data reported in Appendix B are for each 10-year period begin-
ning 1970.

Narberth, PA, USA Richard J. Estes

References

Council on Social Work Education (CSWE). (2010). United States-based concep-
tualization of International Social Work Education. Written by Richard J. Estes.
Repository. University of Pennsylvania, PPP Papers #181. Retrieved September
15, 2018 from https://www.cswe.org/getattachment/459d3db5-d4b8-413d-9ed0-
a7633e306e8c/US-Based-Conceptualization-of-International-Social.aspx

Estes, R. J. (1984). The social progress of nations. New York: Praeger.

Estes, R. J. (1988). Trends in world social development: The social progress of
nations, 1970—1987. New York: Praeger.

Estes, R. J. (2018, February). The social progress of nations revisited. Social
Indicators Network News (SINET), #134, February, 1-7.

Estes, R. J., & Morgan, J. S. (1976). World social welfare analysis: A theoretical
model. International Social Work, 19(2), 29-41.

Rodgers, B. N, Greve, J. & Morgan, J. S. (Eds). (1968). Comparative social admin-
istration. New York: Atherton Publishers.

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). (2018). Human development
report: Statistical Annex. New York: UNDP.

Wikipedia. (2018, March 17). Unit of analysis. In Wikipedia, the free Encyclopedia.
Retrieved September 14, 2018, from https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.
php?title=Unit_of_analysis&oldid=830877005

Wilensky, H. L. (1975). The welfare state and equality: Structural and ideological
roots of public expenditures. San Francisco: University of California Press.

Wilensky, H. L. (2002). Rich democracies: Political economy, public policy, and
performance. San Francisco: University of California Press.

World Bank. (2018). Annual report, 2018. Washington, DC: World Bank.


https://repository.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1185&context=spp_papers
https://repository.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1185&context=spp_papers
https://www.cswe.org/getattachment/459d3db5-d4b8-413d-9ed0-a7633e306e8c/US-Based-Conceptualization-of-International-Social.aspx
https://www.cswe.org/getattachment/459d3db5-d4b8-413d-9ed0-a7633e306e8c/US-Based-Conceptualization-of-International-Social.aspx
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Unit_of_analysis&oldid=830877005
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Unit_of_analysis&oldid=830877005

Acknowledgments

A volume of the scope covered by this manuscript could not have been completed
without the contributions of many people. Central among them is my friend and
colleague at Virginia Tech, M. Joseph “Joe” Sirgy, with whom I have worked on
many other books, seminal articles, and a full series of specialized monographs. We
make a great team, and I deeply value our collegiality and friendship. In his capacity
as Executive Director of the Management Institute for Quality-of-Life Studies, he
made available to me the extraordinary research competence of David Walker, a
graduate in computer science from Virginia Tech and now a specialist in data man-
agement, graphic design, and statistical analysis. David was a great help in the early
stages of data collection, and I thank him for his careful attention to the many con-
ceptual and methodological complexities involved in collecting comparable data
across nations and world regions.

I would also like to acknowledge Joe’s wife and the treasurer of the Management
Institute for Quality-of-Life Studies, Pamela Jackson, of the Psychology Department
of Radford University of Virginia, for her contributions to this volume.

I also appreciated the many and varied contributions made to this research effort
by my colleagues at the United Nations, the United Nations Development
Programme, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and a long list of
stellar colleagues employed by international governmental and nongovernmental
organizations located in various regions of the world. The contributions made by
these people to the current work have been substantial and reflect a richness of
analysis that a single scholar could not have accomplished working alone.

Amy Hillier, Associate Professor of Social Policy and Director of the Master of
Science Program in Social Policy at the University of Pennsylvania, also is acknowl-
edged for her contribution to some of the data presentations made in this book,
especially the geographic information system time-series maps that visually present
the state of global development and human well-being at different time intervals.

Pamela Fried of Protext Editorial Services is acknowledged with a special thank
you for her continuing efforts to help the author present his ideas more clearly and
accurately. Her editorial skills have been without limits in this writing project.
Thank you, Pam.

xi



xii Acknowledgments

I also acknowledge the enormous contribution made by my wife and life partner,
Gail Buchanan Estes, who endured long hours of my absence and distraction while
I worked on this book. Gail contributed to the book in a variety of ways and, at dif-
ficult moments, provided support that sustained my continued work. Thank you,
Gail.

School of Social Policy & Practice Richard J. Estes
University of Pennsylvania

Narberth, PA, USA

October 2018



Abstract Social progress and well-being throughout the world have arrived at a
critical turning point. Following decades of social losses among the world’s poorest
developing countries of Africa, Asia, and Latin America, the majority of these and
other nations now are experiencing significant social gains. Using the author’s well-
established Weighted Index of Social Progress from 1970 to 2018 (WISP2018), the
author traces the net social gains and social losses experienced by the vast majority
of the world’s nations over a 50-year time period, ranging from 1970 to the present.
The data reported draw on the author’s extensive database of historical and contem-
porary social indicators and link the current study to his and other reports of social
progress and well-being that have been published during this time period. Data are
reported at four levels of analysis, i.e., that of the world as a whole, that of the
regions (continents) of the world, the world’s 19 subregions using the preceding,
and, finally, that of selected countries for which the changes have been most remark-
able. The net social gains on the WISP18 and earlier versions of the WISP portray
very positive outcomes for the 162 countries included in the study (representing
95 percent of the world’s total population) for both the near and long terms.

Keywords International - Comparative - Social indicators - Quality of life -
Well-being - Happiness - Development - Social development
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