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Common assumption that economic 
development automatically generates 
social progress

Economic development does not 
always result in social progress 

Social progress may also affect 
economic development

To understand inclusive growth, we 
need to measure social progress 
directly as a complement to standard 
economic measures

ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT

SOCIAL 
PROGRESS

WHY MEASURE SOCIAL PROGRESS?



WHAT IS THE SOCIAL PROGRESS 
INDEX?

GDP BASIC 
HUMAN 
NEEDS

FOUNDATIONS 
OF WELLBEING OPPORTUNITY

GDP + SPI = INCLUSIVE GROWTH
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Social Progress Index design principles
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The Social Progress Index asks universally important 
questions about the success of our societies
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The 2021 social progress index collects 107,000 pieces of social and environmental data from the past 11 years. The 
index measures the social performance of 168 countries and helps us understand how 7 billion people across the 

globe are really living, and who is being left behind.
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Indicator data are drawn from multilateral organizations, 
think tanks, and research institutes
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Four countries 
have made no 
overall social 
progress since 
2011.
Their declines 
are slight, with 
South Sudan 
suffering from the 
largest decline.
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2020

The Social Progress Index captures outcomes related to 
all 17 Sustainable Development Goals in a simple but 
rigorous framework designed for aggregation, making it 
an invaluable proxy measure of SDG performance. 
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The Social Progress Index and the SDGs
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THE CASE OF BARKING AND DAGENHAM
ACTION AND IMPACT 

• The London Borough of Barking and Dagenham has
used a local ward-level Social Progress Index as a
strategic tool since 2016.

• The SPI helped to effectively allocate resources and
tackle issues such as domestic violence,
homelessness, and fuel poverty.

• The Borough reports improved social outcomes and
savings >£3m through preventive measures as a
result.

• SPI is also used to ensure social value in public
procurement.
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The EU Regional Social Progress 
Index

The European Commission DG 
REGIO has developed its own EU 
Regional SPI for the 240 NUTS 2 
regions of the EU, with its second 
edition launched in December 
2020.

A pilot project was conducted in 
10 EU regions. Regional 
stakeholders and public 
administrations across the EU 
referred to SPI as a very useful 
tool that provides a common 
framework and language for all 
European regions to measure 
social progress and prioritise 
social and environmental policies.
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Mapping equity in 
Orange County US
▪ The OC Equity Map is a data 

platform that spotlights social and 
health disparities in Orange County 
neighborhoods through 580 census 
tracts across multiple dimensions, 
focusing on Covid-19.

▪ The Social Progress Index forms the 
foundation of the tool which acts as a 
common base of truth for all sides of 
the government and business 
spectrum, from which policy and 
investment priorities can be 
determined.
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Enabling progress in 
Colombian cities
▪ Social progress tracked over a 5-year 

period in 13 major Colombian cities and 
neighborhoods of Bogota provides a new 
perspective to guide urban and social 
policies and planning, improving social 
conditions for its citizens.

2009 20142011

Bogota Social Progress
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Innovating around the 
Social Progress 
Framework

The Youth Progress Index

This year, we released the 
second edition of the Youth 
Progress Index, our first age 
disaggregated analysis of 
quality of life for a specific 
demographic. 

This flexibility to innovate
and apply the index to 
measure progress in different 
contexts, for different groups, 
is one of the SPI model’s 
great strengths. 

2
8
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Nutrition and Basic Medical Care

Water and Sanitation

Shelter

Personal Safety

Access to Basic Knowledge

Access to Information and 
Communication

Health and Wellness

Environmental Quality

Personal Rights

Personal Freedom and Choice

Inclusiveness

Access to Advanced Education

OpportunityFoundations of WellbeingBasic Human Needs

Social Progress Index Framework
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The Social Progress Index asks universally important 
questions about the success of our societies



INDICATOR SELECTION CRITERIA
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Does the indicator measure an economic, 
social or environmental concept?

It measures an economic concept  
(including employment).

 Eliminate this variable.

This is a social or environmental indicator.

Does this indicator measure an input or an 
outcome?

This source is unknown, uses biased methods,  
or lacks rigorous data collection.

Eliminate this variable.

This indicator is important mainly because  
it signals something else and is therefore an  

input indicator.

Eliminate this variable.

Most data points are more than 5-10 years old.

Eliminate this variable.

Fewer than 95% of the geographic regions  
in the Index.

Eliminate this variable.

This source is widely reputable and the methods  
it uses are sound.

How old is the data?

This indicator measures a concept that we  
are interested in because it is good or bad  

for its own sake.

What is the source of this indicator?

Data is reasonably current.

How many geographic regions does  
this indicator cover?

95-100% of geographic regions. 

This indicator can be included in the Index.

Most data points are 2-3 years old, some 
potentially older.
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THE BEST AVAILABLE DATA – FOR THE BEST POSSIBLE 
MODEL

We need to look for some simple but essential statistical characteristics:

Have more observation units than indicators. (>30)

Have indicators with good distributions

Avoid perfect correlations between indicators

Look for outliers
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PREPARATIONS BEFORE INDEX CALCULATIONS

Imputation of missing data

Identify outliers

Make scale adjustments and transform highly skewed indicators 
(capping, bucketing)

Invert indicators that are negatively related to Social Progress

Standardisation (z-scores) 
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Before calculating the index, it is important to determine the values that would
represent the absolute best case (utopia) and the absolute worst case
(dystopia) for each indicator. In the dataset, two fictitious units should be created
to represent all the best case scenarii and all the worst case scenarii.

UTOPIAS AND DYSTOPIAS

The utopia and dystopia values will be
used to transform scores to the 0-100
scale, where 0 is the worst possible score
and 100 is the best possible score (refer to
“Calculating component, dimension and
index scores”).

This makes the final scores more easily
interpretable and comparable across
components.



APPLYING THE PRINCIPAL COMPONENTS ANALYSIS

Principal Components Analysis (PCA) is used to evaluate the fit of indicators
within components and determine indicator weights within components. If
indicators are chosen well to reflect a component, this method helps us identify
robust and consistent combinations of indicators for each component.

To create indexes with variables that measure similar things (conceptually). To
get a small set of variables (preferably uncorrelated) from a large set of variables
(most of which are correlated to each other)



Each dimension is simply the average of the four components that make up
that dimension; and the overall index is calculated as the simple average of the
three dimensions.

WEIGHTING AND AGGREGATION
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Building the 
concept

Building the 
framework

Validating 
results

Communicating 
results & 
building 
initiative

Assessment 
& impact 

Defining 
goals and 
objectives, 
reaching out 
to key 
partners. 

Database 
development 
and early 
analysis –
testing the 
model. 

Positioning 
the results 
and analysis 
with key 
stakeholders. 

Identifying a 
set of 
indicators 
which 
represent a 
shared vision 
of society.

Refining the 
model and 
documenting 
findings and 
methodology.

Knowing what 
we’ve 
achieved. 
Assessing 
impact of the 
initiative.

Data 
collection & 
index 
calculation

Creating a subnational Social Progress Index
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Storing data

• BHN
• NBMC
• WS
• S
• PS

• FoW
• ABK
• AIC
• HW
• EQ

• Opp
• PR
• PFC
• Incl
• AAE

The Social Progress Index framework offers a useful structuring method for folders, it is very intuitive 
and easy to navigate. Data should be stored according to (Dimensions and) Components.
For example:



41
41

KEEPING TRACK
Storing summary information on indicators in one place – Indicator tracker 
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FEW more tips – see Data Collection and 
Maintenance Guidelines 

• Maintaining original data
• Keeping indicator manipulations separate 
• Bringing it all together and 

Indicator labelling
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Thank you.

Contact
Petra Krylova, Global Research Director
John Lisney, Europe Insights & Partnerships lead
Rory Rolt, Global Insights & Partnerships Coordinator

pkrylova@socialprogress.org, jlisney@socialprogress.org, rolt@socialprogress.org
www.socialprogress.org
@socprogress

mailto:jlisney@socialprogress.org

