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Basic Capabilities Index 2011

Basic Capabilities Index
The world average in the index of essential 
social indicators computed by Social 
Watch only grew 10% in twenty years, 
from 79.3 to 87.1.
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World Trade 
Total world exports multiplied almost five 
times in twenty years, growing from a total 
value of 781 billion US dollars in 1990 to 3.7 
trillion in 2010.

The Basic Capabilities Index: 
It is not about money

The Basic Capabilities Index (BCI) was designed by 
Social Watch as an alternative way to monitor the 
situation of poverty in the world. Most of the available 
poverty-measurement is based on the premise that 
poverty is a monetary phenomenon and they measure, 
for example, how many persons live with an income 
of less than one dollar a day. The BCI is an alternative 
non-monetary measure of poverty and well-being 
based on key human capabilities that are indispensable 
for survival and human dignity. The indicators that 
make up the BCI are among the most basic of those 
used to measure the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs).

The BCI assigns equal weight to three basic 
capabilities: (1) the capability to be well-nourished; 
(2) the capability for healthy and safe reproduction; 
(3) and the capability to be educated and be 
knowledgeable. The index is computed as the average 
of three indicators: 1) mortality among children 
under five, 2) reproductive or maternal-child health 
(measured by births attended by skilled health 
personnel), and 3) education (measured with a 
combination of enrolment in primary education, the 
proportion of children reaching fifth grade and adult 
literacy rate). 

All the indicators are expressed in percentages and 
they range from 0 to 100. Under-five mortality, which 
is usually expressed in number of deaths per thousand 
children born alive, is expressed as 100 minus that 
value. So that, for example, a value of 20 deaths per 
thousand becomes 2% and, when deducted from 
100, yields a basic indicator value of 98. Thus, the 

The boom and the busted 
A lost decade in the fight against poverty

World trade and per capita income grew faster in 
the first decade of the XXI century than the decade 
before, but progress against poverty slowed down. A 
gap widened, due to the unequal distribution of the 
benefits of prosperity. Now the boom years seem to 
give way to a bust. The vulnerable did not benefit from 
the accelerated growth in the economy, but they will 
undoubtedly suffer the most with a new contraction.
The Basic Capabilities Index computed by Social 
Watch looks at basic social indicators. The 2011 
figures show that economic performance and well 
being of the people do not go hand in hand. Progress 

on education, health and nutrition was already too 
slow when gross income was growing fast. While 
using the latest available figures, the Index does not 
capture yet the whole impact of the global financial 
and economic crisis that started in 2008, because 
social indicators are gathered and published much 
slower than the economic numbers. Yet, Social Watch 
is receiving evidence from its members on how the 
crisis is burdening the most those already vulnerable 
and that situation can only become worse if the big 
industrialized countries enter into prolonged stagnation 
or recession.

theoretical maximum value in infant mortality is 100,    
which would mean that all children born alive survive 
until they are five years old. Reproductive health takes 
the maximum value 100 when all women giving birth 
are attended by skilled health personnel. Similarly, the 
education indicator registers 100 when all school age 
children are enrolled in education and they all attain 
five years of schooling. These three indicators are then 
averaged, so the total value of the index will vary 
between 0% and 100%.

BCI for 2011

Countries with basic BCI level have reached a 
reasonable level of human development and have 
basically met the MDG targets way ahead of the 
2015 deadline. Countries with medium BCI level have 
achieved a certain level of momentum to address key 
human development concerns and have a fair chance 
of meeting the MDG targets by 2015. Countries with 
low BCI level are still struggling to provide basic 
services for their citizens and will more likely miss the 
MDG targets by 2015. Countries with very low and 
critical BCI levels will certainly miss the MDG targets. 
Most of these countries, particularly those with critical 
BCI level, are experiencing severe economic difficulties, 
social unrest or wars. Some have just emerged from 
armed conflict and are still transitioning to normalize 
government operations and public services.  

The vertical axis shows the situation in the BCI (infant mortality, primary 
education, attended births), which has a maximum value of 100. The 
horizontal axis shows per capita emissions of CO2 in tons of coal equivalent

BCI and CO2 emissions by regions

Per capita income 
The world average inhabitant more than 
doubled her income from 4.079 US dollars in 
1990 to 9.116 dollars a year in 2010.

The world turns right instead of moving up

With carbon dioxide emissions of three tons of per capita a year, Costa Rica and Uruguay have 
managed to lower their infant mortality to the same level of a country that emits twenty tons a year: the 
United States. At the same time, with the same level of emissions than Norway, South Africa has a set of 
social indicators similar to that of Indonesia, which consumes five times less fossil fuels.

The notion that eradicating poverty and reaching basic dignity for all requires a model of development 
that destroys the environment is wrong. The leaders of the world made that point in Rio twenty years 
ago at the “Earth Summit” and stated that “the major cause of the continued deterioration of the global 
environment is the unsustainable pattern of consumption and production, particularly in industrialized 
countries (...) aggravating poverty and imbalances”.

Between 1990 and 2000 the world’s index of basic capabilities improved five points (from 79 to 84) 
while the world per capita emissions of CO2 actually decreased from 4.3 tons to 4.1. In the first decade 
of the XXI century, world CO2 emissions moved up to 4.6 tons per capita but the social indicators only 
moved up 3 points. In spite of the declared commitment with poverty eradication and the Millennium 
Development Goals, the year 2000 was a turning point for the worse: social progress slowed down while 
environmental destruction accelerated.

World trade

20001990 2011

 World per capita income

 World Basic Capabilities Index

Social progress 
and environmental damage 
The Basic Capabilities Index
and CO2 emissions
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