


Social Progress Index

The Social Progress Imperative, a collaborative effort from across
countries, disciplines and sectors has for mission “to improve the
quality of lives of people around the world, particularly the least 

well off, by advancing social progress.” They have recently 
launched the Social Progress Index (SPI) for the second year 
running in which they ranked 132 countries, including eight 
from the MENA region. So how does the region fare? In this 
insert, in which we have included the results of the survey,
two of our authors, Steve Almond, chairman of the Global 
Board at Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu and a member of the 
board of the Social Progress Imperative and Rashid Bashir,
partner, head of Strategy Consulting at Deloitte Middle 
East, discuss the importance of the SPI for countries 

in general, and businesses in particular.

Social
progress
The next buzzword
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The quid pro quo
between business
and society

Social Progress Index

It is now widely accepted that business has a
fundamental role to play in building society. And 
in an effort to restore public trust in the aftermath 
of the global financial crisis, an increasing number 
of CEOs are endeavoring to articulate a societal
purpose for their enterprise that is distinct from, 
but does not conflict with, the profit motive. The
Millennial generation, projected to make up 75
percent of the workforce by 2025 is accelerating 
this shift. Deloitte Global’s 3rd global survey of
millennials tells us that they believe the success of a
business should be measured in terms of more than
just financial performance and a focus on improving
society should be among the most important goals
for business leaders. 
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Harvard Business professor, Michael Porter, put it
eloquently when he argued that connecting company
achievement to social progress creates a sense of shared
value that leads to economic success. Simply put–
business does better when society does better.  

But with so many competing issues and challenges–
from resource scarcity and climate change to income
inequality and access to education–where does a
business begin making an impact beyond traditional
corporate social responsibility programs? And, how do
they know where they might have the greatest impact?
In simple terms, there are three key steps to finding out.

1. Use data to determine the issue that best aligns
with the core business. Unilever’s commitment to
making hand washing a habit for 1 billion people
around the globe was based on sound research and
aligns directly with their business. Businesses should
only invest in a new market or a sector when research
tells them there is a match of need or opportunity
with their own skills and expertise. 

The Social Progress Index (SPI) provides a
comprehensive tool to help businesses to determine
where to focus their efforts. Developed by the Social
Progress Imperative in collaboration with Harvard
Business School, Deloitte Global and its member firms
(Deloitte), The Skoll Foundation, among others, the
Index provides an authoritative view of a country’s
social and environmental strengths and weaknesses
based on the issues that matter most. By identifying
the areas that are hindering a particular country’s
progress relative to their peers, it can serve as a
country specific guide to help businesses determine
where to leverage their skills and expertise to greatest
effect. Measuring social progress of over 130
countries, covering more than 90 percent of the
world’s population, the Index considers three key
areas: Basic human needs–such as water and shelter;
Wellbeing–such as health and secondary education;
and Opportunity–the ability people have to improve
their lives–such as through equality and personal
rights.

2. Identify the right partners. The complexity of the 
big societal challenges demands collaboration. The
Index can act as a catalyst in bringing different parties
together to address a single issue, combining the
authority and policy making of government, the
convening power and subject matter expertise of
NGOs and the technical skills and creativity of the
private sector. We have seen this first hand in 
Latin America where Deloitte leaders have been
collaborating with leaders from business, government
and society to accelerate action. For example, the
Paraguay government issued a Presidential decree,
making SPI an official measure of national
performance and committing the government to

Businesses should only invest in a new
market or a sector when research tells
them there is a match of need or
opportunity with their own skills 
and expertise



Deloitte   |   A Middle East Point of View   |   Summer 2014 | 25

work with the Social Progress Network Paraguay,
comprised of 12 NGOs, foundations and businesses,
including Deloitte, to support the implementation 
of the National Development Plan 2013-2018 with
priorities in water, nutrition and sanitation, the key
areas of need identified by the Index. 

3. Measure impact. Businesses plan for and measure
“Return on Investment” (ROI), and stakeholders
expect nothing less. Corporate citizenship should be
no different. There are ways to measure how a social
investment affects brand awareness and reputation.
But stakeholders also want to know that their social
programs have real impact. SPI can serve as a
measurement tool to guide business investment
efforts. For instance, in Brazil, Coca Cola in
collaboration with their local partners have begun 
to apply the Social Progress Index to develop a way 
of assessing the impact of their investment efforts.
Measurement can help businesses further refine their
programs to have a bigger ROI in future years. 

Businesses are becoming increasingly aware of a
symbiotic relationship with social progress and are 
keen to collaborate with governments and NGOs to
address societal challenges. Moreover, responsible
businesses know they must engage their stakeholders
who demand more value and more impact from
business, and demonstrate their contribution to society.
After all, a sustainable and prosperous society needs
thriving businesses–and for business to thrive over a
sustained period, it needs to operate in a prosperous
society.

by Steve Almond, chairman of Deloitte Touche
Tohmatsu Limited’s (Deloitte Global) Global Board of
Directors

Businesses are becoming increasingly
aware of a symbiotic relationship with
social progress and are keen to
collaborate with governments and
NGOs to address societal challenges

Social Progress Index
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35 Greece 52 Colombia

36 Croatia 53 Montenegro

37
United Arab
Emirates 54 Mexico

38 Panama 55 Peru

39 Israel 56 Philippines

40 Kuwait 57 Botswana

41 Serbia 58 Belarus

42 Argentina 59 Thailand

43 Jamaica 60 Armenia

44 Bulgaria 61
Bosnia and
Herzegovina

45 Malaysia 62 Ukraine

46 Brazil 63 El Salvador

47
Trinidad 
and Tobago 64 Turkey

48 Albania 65 Saudi Arabia

49
Macedonia,
FYR 66 Georgia

50 Ecuador 67 Venezuela

51 Romania 68
Dominican
Republic

The Social Progress Index 2014 Results

37TH

40TH

65TH

1 New Zealand 18 Slovenia

2 Switzerland 19 Estonia

3 Iceland 20 France

4 Netherlands 21 Spain

5 Norway 22 Portugal

6 Sweden 23
Czech
Republic

7 Canada 24 Slovakia

8 Finland 25 Costa Rica

9 Denmark 26 Uruguay

10 Australia 27 Poland

11 Austria 28 Korea, Rep.

12 Germany 29 Italy

13
United
Kingdom 30 Chile

14 Japan 31 Latvia

15 Ireland 32 Hungary

16 United States 33 Lithuania

17 Belgium 34 Mauritius
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101 Nepal 117 Mozambique

102 India 118 Iraq

103 Kenya 119 Madagascar

104 Zambia 120 Liberia

105 Rwanda 121 Mauritania

106 Benin 122 Togo

107 Lesotho 123 Nigeria

108 Swaziland 124 Pakistan

109 Malawi 125 Yemen, Rep.

110 Congo, Rep. 126 Niger

111 Uganda 127 Angola

112 Burkina Faso 128 Sudan

113 Mali 129 Guinea

114 Tanzania 130 Burundi

115 Djibouti 131
Central African
Republic

116 Cameroon 132 Chad

69 South Africa 85 Sri Lanka

70 Tunisia 86 Kazakhstan

71 Bolivia 87 Algeria

72 Paraguay 88 Indonesia

73 Azerbaijan 89 Mongolia

74 Nicaragua 90 China

75 Jordan 91 Morocco

76 Guatemala 92 Uzbekistan

77 Honduras 93
Kyrgyz
Republic

78 Namibia 94
Iran, Islamic
Republic

79 Cuba 95 Tajikistan

80
Russian
Federation 96 Ghana

81 Moldova 97 Senegal

82 Japan 98 Lao PDR

83 Lebanon 99 Bangladesh

84
Egypt, Arab
Republic 100 Cambodia

75TH

83RD

84TH

118TH

125TH

Source: Social Progress Imperative

Social Progress Index
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SPI: the alternative
model to measure
development
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Social Progress Index

The most widely accepted measures of development
over the last half-century have been focused on
national economies, with Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) and associated indicators being used as
yardsticks for national performance. This is
understandable, as economic growth has driven the
improvement in living standards for hundreds of
millions across the world. But are these indicators
enough? This author thinks they may be telling an
incomplete story.
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Economists and politicians have widely debated and
contested the often-cryptic notion of measuring a
nation’s welfare and they have done so over the last
200 years. At the heart of this debate is the need for
governments to determine how the utilization of a
country’s human and natural resources is impacting the
standards of living for its citizens and residents. But
while economic indicators remain the dominant and
most pervasive tools to assess national growth,
development and wellbeing, it is increasingly evident
that they do not tell the full story.

An incomplete story
Egypt provides a telling example. The country witnessed
strong growth in per capita GDP and purchasing power
parity (PPP) in the years leading up to the 2011
revolution, yet citizens took to the streets with demands
for better opportunities and a change of government.
The example provided by Egypt is that all across the

world, it is ever more evident that economic growth
alone cannot be a harbinger of a society’s wellbeing,
and that policymakers need broader and more inclusive
models to assess their progress. In this sense, economic
growth must be measured alongside social and
environmental indicators such as human needs, quality
of life, and opportunities for citizens in order to inform
and drive public policies.

The third model 
It is in response to this need for other measurements 
of progress that the Social Progress Index (SPI) was
developed: a comprehensive measurement framework
for the social and environmental performance of a
nation. The SPI is intended to measure social progress
independent of economic development, with 54
indicators rating outcomes across three dimensions:
Basic Human Needs, Foundations of Wellbeing, and
Opportunity. Indicators include health, sanitation, water
access, affordable housing, crime, access to information,
sustainability, personal freedom and tolerance to name a
few. Using all outcome-based indicators across social
and environmental dimensions allows for a better
evaluation of a nation’s ability to meet its people’s 
basic needs as well as the level of access and social
opportunities they are afforded. The SPI, developed by 
a team led by Harvard Business School’s Michael Porter
among other economists, strategists and professors, is
now in its second year, with 2014 results released for
132 countries. 

What can the SPI tell us?
When areas such as personal safety, access to
information and personal rights are considered, it is not
always the wealthiest countries that rank the highest in
social progress. In fact, some of the largest and richest
countries measured did not make it into the top 10 even.

Social progress is the capacity of a
society to meet the basic human needs
of its citizens, establish the building
blocks that allow citizens and
communities to enhance and sustain
the quality of their lives, and create 
the conditions for all individuals to
reach their full potential
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The front leaders of the SPI rankings are relatively small
OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development) countries, with New Zealand, Switzerland,
and Iceland placed in the top three. New Zealand,
ranked first, has a GDP per capita of US$25,857, well
below the United States that has a GDP per capita of
US$45,336, but which ranks 16th and has relatively 
poor scores in areas such as health and ecosystem
sustainability. 

While social progress results are positively correlated
with a country’s per capita GDP, the relationship is by no
means linear and there are many notable deviations. For
the poorest countries, even small gains in GDP amount
to large improvements in social progress, primarily due
to spending on basic human needs such as health and
sanitation. The opposite is true for the wealthiest
countries, where substantial gains in GDP per capita do
not amount to considerable improvements in social

progress. For these countries (where basic needs have
by and large been met), a different and more complex
set of challenges present themselves, such as
sustainability and tolerance. Of the three dimensions,
opportunity (measured by personal rights, freedom,
inclusion) has the highest variation from wealth. 

Social Progress Index

    
  

   

    

 

  

     

  

     
 

   

  

  

    

   

    

   
   

 

    
   

  
  

   
   

  

Basic human needs Foundations of wellbeing Opportunity

- Nutition and basic medical care

- Water and sanitation

- Shelter

- Personal safety

Social Progress Index

- Access to basic knowledge 

- Access to information and 
 communications

- Health and wellness

- Ecosystem sustainability

- Personal rights

- Personal freedom and choice

- Tolerance and inclusion

- Access to advanced education

Does a country provide for
 its people’s mostessential needs?

Are the building blocks in place for 
individuals and communities to enhance

and sustain wellbeing?

Is there opportunity for all 
individuals to reach their full potential?

While social progress results are
positively correlated with a country’s
per capita GDP, the relationship is by
no means linear and there are many
notable deviations
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SPI in the Middle East
For the Middle Eastern countries included in the SPI, 
the greatest challenges observed are in providing social
opportunity for citizens and residents. A number of
factors weigh in on this dimension, such as the unique
political, religious and cultural characteristics which
influence some of the outcomes measured such as
Inclusion and Personal Freedom. Ecosystem sustainability
is also an area of concern, particularly in the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) countries where fresh water
and biodiversity are more scarce, and high emissions are
a byproduct of extensive industrial development. The
GCC countries have made significant strides for the
region in providing basic needs such as housing,
education, healthcare, and utilities. 

As for the select Middle Eastern countries measured in
the SPI, the United Arab Emirates ranks 37th followed by
Kuwait (40th), Saudi Arabia (65th), Jordan (75th), Lebanon
(83rd), Egypt (84th), Iraq (118th) and Yemen (125th).

So what can the SPI tell us about the Middle East based
on these rankings? For one thing, countries throughout
the Middle East are extremely diverse, and represent a
wide range of both social and economic performance,
making any blanket statements implausible. But when
considering social progress relative to economic
performance, there are a few pertinent takeaways 
for policymakers in this region.

The first is that many resource-rich countries do not
perform as well on social and environmental indicators
when compared to countries of similar per capita wealth
which are not dependent on natural resources as a
primary source of income. Saudi Arabia, the UAE,
Kuwait, Iraq, Iran, Russia, Kazakhstan and Angola all
have a notable disparity between their SPI and GDP per
capita rankings. In many cases, regional conflict has
played a role as has the fact that their political systems
are less established relative to their peer groups.
Undoubtedly the abundance of resources has allowed
for substantial improvements in providing basic human
needs, where gains for resource-abundant countries are
the highest. 

Secondly, there is a weak correlation between
government spending and SPI scores, which implies 
that governments inclined to improve their scores will
need to go beyond stimulus, spending and investment
programs to improve social welfare. The GCC has
started to take heed in the area of sustainability, where
new policies and programs aimed at conservation and
sustainable development are increasingly popular.
Masdar city, which aims to be a fully sustainable clean
tech cluster in the UAE is an example of this.  

2014 SPI Rankings for select Middle East countries
(132 total countries ranked where 1 is the highest score and 132 is the lowest)
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Ultimately, the SPI is not meant to 
be a perfect measurement of social
welfare or wellbeing, but to provide a
complimentary view to GDP and other
traditional economic development
indicators
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Lastly, the SPI is a measure of outcomes rather than
inputs, so the indicators do not capture public sector
spending or investment in any given dimension. This is
relevant for the Middle East, and particularly the GCC,
where a considerable amount of public policy and
spending has been devoted to inputs such as
infrastructure development, urban planning and
institutional improvements. This suggests that current
government investments aimed at improving literacy,
health, wellness and safety, if effective, will yield
stronger SPI scores for the GCC in years to come. This
will require robust data to track progress in these areas
and depict a realistic picture of gains achieved on the
ground. 

Ultimately, the SPI is not meant to be a perfect
measurement of social welfare or wellbeing, but to
provide a complimentary view to GDP and other
traditional economic development indicators. While the
measurements used to determine social progress might
not fully capture the myriad developments underway in
the Middle East or the progress it has witnessed, the
underlying message is relevant. Building a thriving and
sustainable society requires the collaboration of
government, institutions, businesses, and people
investing in the region where they live and work. This
requires socially and environmentally stable markets,
which cannot be built through economic development
alone. Expanding the ways in which we measure
prosperity and progress will require more inclusive
models that address the wider facets of society. 

by Rashid Bashir, partner, head of Strategy Consulting,
Deloitte Middle East

Social Progress Index



About the Social Progress Imperative
The Social Progress Imperative’s mission is to improve the lives 
of people around the world, particularly the least well off, by
advancing global social progress by: providing a robust, holistic
and innovative measurement tool–the Social Progress Index (SPI);
fostering research and knowledge- sharing on social progress; and
equipping leaders and change-makers in business, government
and civil society with new tools to guide policies and programs.

2014 Results
The full, interactive dataset from the Index is available at:
www.socialprogressimperative.org/data/spi. Please note that due
to a variety of changes made to this year’s index including the
number of countries covered, the 50-country 2013 Social Progress
Index is not comparable to the 2014 Social Progress Index.

For more information on SPI: 
www.deloitte.com/social-progress
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