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W
hat really is social inclusion? From scholars to 
multilateral banks to President Ollanta Hum-
ala of Peru, social inclusion has become the 
term du jour. Implicitly, most of us understand 

it as more than development; it includes elements of po-
litical participation, social rights, civil liberties, and equal 
access—across race, ethnicity and gender—to social ser-
vices and labor markets. 

If we can define it, presumably we can also measure it, 
or at least some components of it. There are a number of 
evolving and sophisticated efforts currently under way to 
measure elements of social inclusion. One of these is the 
World Bank’s excellent Human Opportunity Index that 
measures circumstances affecting access to goods and ser-
vices (education and housing). (See www.worldbank.org/

lacopportunity.) Yet social inclusion also contains an ele-
ment of political voice and freedom that is often lacking 
in more economic measures. 

Here we present the results of measuring multiple di-
mensions of social inclusion from a series of private and 
public meetings held with economists, sociologists, rep-
resentatives of multilateral banks, and political scientists. 
Does it include everything? Does it strive for consensus? 
No and no. For this, the first cut, the point is to begin a 
debate on the concrete dimensions of social inclusion, 
how to measure it and where countries rank. 

Every two years, we will revisit this index to track 
changes in social inclusion. We will also refine it over time, 
adjusting, combining and perhaps adding new variables 
and countries as relevant data become available.  
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In a new regular feature, Americas Quarterly unveils a way to 
measure, track and compare social inclusion in the Americas.  
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Political Rights  
These scores, from 0–40—
with 40 being the greatest 
degree of rights—are from 
Freedom House’s survey of 
Freedom in the World 2011. 
They evaluate a  
country’s respect for  
10 political rights grouped 
into 3 categories: the 
electoral process (3 
questions); political 
pluralism and participation 
(4); and functioning of 
government (3). 

Civil Rights These scores, from 0–60—with 60 representing 
the greatest degree of rights—are from Freedom House’s 
survey of Freedom in the World 2011. They evaluate a country’s 
respect for 15 civil liberties grouped into 4 categories: 
freedom of expression and belief (4 questions); associational 
and organizational rights (3); rule of law (4); and personal 
autonomy and individual rights (4). 

Civil Society Participation 
Based on 2010 survey data from 
AmericasBarometer, this measures 
the average number of associations 
respondents said they participated 
in, out of a possible 6. The survey 
has a margin of error of +/- 2.9%.

Access to Adequate Housing 
Based on household data 
disaggregated by gender and race/
ethnicity. It includes 3 indicators of 
adequate housing: access to water; 
access to electricity; and lack of 
severe overcrowding. 

Government 
Responsiveness 
(efficacy) This is the 
standard measure of what 
is called external efficacy in 
political science. Drawn from 
2010 AmericasBarometer 
survey data, it is based on 
the statement, “Those who 
govern are interested in what 
people like you think,” asking 
respondents to disagree or 
agree on a scale of 1 to 7. The 
survey has a margin of error 
of +/- 2.9%.

GDP Growth A country can only reduce poverty 
and inequality if it is growing economically. The 
first measure of the index takes the average of 
the country’s growth from 2001–2010. 

PERCENT GDP Spent on Social Programs There 
are no measures of the effectiveness of state spending 
on social programs, so we used this simpler, imperfect 
measure of percent GDP spent. Countries were scored 
on a relative basis, since there is no optimal level—
though up to a certain point, more, of course, is better. 

Enrollment in Secondary 
School Since there is near-universal 
enrollment in primary schools in the 
region, we chose secondary school to 
measure access. We used household 
data disaggregated by gender and 
race/ethnicity and analyzed by the 
World Bank (WB). For sake of ease, 
non-minority refers to respondents 
who did not self-identify as 
Indigenous, Afro-descendant or other 
similar terms in specific countries. 

Percent living on 
More than $4 per day 
Based on household data 
disaggregated by gender and 
race/ethnicity (non-minority/
minority). According to 
the WB, over $4 per day is 
defined as above moderate 
poverty—for our purposes a 
better measure than being 
out of absolute poverty 
($2.50/day).

Personal Empowerment 
This is the standard measure of 
what is called internal efficacy 
in political science. Drawn 
from 2010 AmericasBarometer 
survey data, it is based on the 
statement, “You feel that you 
understand the most important 
political issues of the country,” 
asking respondents to disagree 
or agree on scale of 1 to 7. The 
survey has a margin of error of 
+/- 2.9%. 

Introduction Social inclusion is the concept that a citizen has 
the ability to participate in the basic political, economic and social 
functioning of his or her society. It includes not just economic em-
powerment, but also access to basic social services, access to in-
frastructure (physical and institutional), access to the formal labor 
market, civil and political participation and voice, and the absence of 
legally sanctioned discrimination based on race, ethnicity or gender. 

States have the capacity (and responsibility) to directly or indirectly 
affect these conditions. For this reason we have organized the index 
into: Inputs to Social Inclusion (the political environment, eco-
nomic conditions, state policies, and access to services that promote 
social inclusion) and Outputs of Social Inclusion (the econom-
ic, political and policy outcomes that result from policies, rights and 
economic conditions that lead to social inclusion over the long term).

For each of the 15 variables below, we scored all 11 countries 
on a relative scale that we then combined and converted to 0–100 
(with 100 representing the highest a country could score if it were 
to outperform its hemispheric neighbors in all 15 variables). We also 
developed a scale that included the U.S., based on 7 of the variables 
for which we have data. With the exception of the U.S., the 15-variable 
relative score is noted for each country card in the lower right corner. 
(The U.S. score is based only on its performance regionally in the 7 
indicators.) The lower a country’s overall score, the lower its ranking.

On page 122 we rank the 11 countries for which we have data in our 
Social Inclusion Index, overall and by variable. For more on the meth-
odology we used to calculate the scores and rank the countries, and 
the data sources we consulted, please visit www.americasquarterly.
org/social-inclusion-index. 

Percent Access to a Formal Job 
Based on household data disaggregated 
by gender and race/ethnicity. An 
individual between 25 and 65 is 
considered to have a formal job if he/
she will receive a pension. 

inputs outputs
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Generally high levels of secondary school 
enrollment are undercut by differ-
ences by gender and race. Inequality of ac-
cess for Indigenous and Afro-Bolivians 
occurs across education, percent earn-
ing more than $4 per day, access to ade-
quate housing, and access to a formal job.
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Recent years of economic growth have signif-
icantly reduced poverty, as the percent liv-
ing on more than $4 per day and percent with 
access to formal jobs show. Brazil is also a 
leader in percent GDP spent on social pro-
grams—and the results can be seen in ac-
cess to education and adequate housing, though 
disparity by race and ethnicity remains.
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Consistently high rankings across almost 
all indicators demonstrate that Chile has 
harnessed its economic strength and de-
mocracy to ensure better quality of life 
for most citizens. While a small minor-
ity in Chile, the difference by race in ac-
cess to adequate housing stands out—as does 
the low level of civil society participation.
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Colombia’s GDP growth since 2000 marks it 
as one of the strongest performers. Some, 
though, have questioned the validity of 
the WB household data. The low rates of 
enrollment in secondary school, those living 
on more than $4 per day and percent with 
access to a formal job are unexpectedly low. 
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Some have also questioned the valid-
ity of the household data for Ecuador. 
What’s striking is that despite the coun-
try’s level of polarization, the country’s 
rate of economic growth remains high, as 
does the sense of personal empowerment.
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Severe inequalities by race and ethnicity re-
main stark in the outputs and the inputs. 
Percent of GDP spent on social programs re-
mains among the region’s lowest. Indigenous 
and Afro-Guatemalans lag far behind in en-
rollment in secondary school, income per cap-
ita, access to housing and to formal jobs.
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The recession in the U.S. has contributed to 
Mexico’s low rate of GDP growth. Still, pov-
erty levels remain relatively low—though eth-
nic/race-based differences remain. Greatest 
challenge: moving more people to formal em-
ployment. Good news: high levels of GDP spent 
on social programs and access to education.
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Levels of poverty remain some of the high-
est in the region, and the country’s in-
put scores indicate why. GDP growth remains 
low, as do the country’s levels of school en-
rollment and political and civil rights.
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High general rates of enrollment in second-
ary school are undermined by the disparity by 
ethnicity. This disparity holds across pov-
erty levels, access to adequate housing and 
access to a formal job. Can Paraguay convert 
its level of economic growth, civil society 
participation and sense of empowerment into 
more expansive, effective social programs?
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The contrast between the country’s rate of 
economic growth and investment in social pro-
grams could not be starker. Despite this, 
Peru remains strong in all the inputs—educa-
tional access, political and civil rights and 
civil society participation, as well as in in-
come per capita—increasing the chance that 
the other indicators will improve over time.
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GDP growth in a developed economy such as the 
U.S. will not reach the rates of its devel-
oping neighbors, though the economic reces-
sion certainly hurt levels of social inclusion 
overall. And while political and civil rights 
remain high, the extremely low popular sense 
of government responsiveness is noteworthy.
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The country’s deep commitment to social 
justice is reflected in its social spend-
ing, but the sustainability of its efforts 
lies in its rates of economic growth, pov-
erty levels and high levels of politi-
cal and civil rights. The one outlier? As 
in Chile, civil society participation—
a sign of contentment or disengagement?
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How the Countries Rank
We scored each of the 11 countries relatively for all 15 indicators (Inputs and Outputs), giving each country a score of 1–11 and then converting the totals into a 0–100 scale. All variables were 
weighted equally. Below is how each country ranks relative to the others in those totals. To the right below we show how the countries ranked in each of the 15 variables (or, in the case of the 
U.S., in the 7 variables for which we had data). It is within the individual variables that some real surprises occur: Chile lands at 10 in civil society participation, and Bolivia scores well in the 
areas in which Chile scored poorly—civil society participation and government responsiveness. The latter should give hope for the future, the former perhaps some concern about the need 
for political renovation in Chile. (For how we calculated the variables and the rankings visit www.americasquarterly.org/social-inclusion-index.)

Ranking by Other Variables  Variable by variable, this is how the countries stacked up. 
One methodological note: for the indicators secondary-school enrollment, daily income, access to adequate housing 
and access to a formal job, to take into account countrywide rates and differences by gender and race/ethnicity for 
each category, we calculated the differences between male/female and non-minority/minority and then subtracted 
those from the overall national percent. The idea was to score countries by their overall performance with penalties for 
the differences in access by gender and race/ethnicity. The differences were not weighted by population size, based on 
the assumption that differences in the distribution of resources matter regardless of the size of the population.

charticleSocial
Inclusion
The

Index
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Relative Ranking 
on 15 Variables
That Chile and Uruguay rank the 
highest in social inclusion is no 
surprise. The ranking, however, 
obscures the differences among 
the countries. Despite coming in 
third, Brazil’s aggregate score 
of 51.4 is far below Chile’s (71.9) 
and Uruguay’s (71.2). Ecuador, 
in fourth place, was boosted by 
above-average scores in GDP 
growth and secondary-school 
enrollment, though, as mentioned 
earlier, the latter numbers have 
been questioned. Mexico’s 
appearance in the middle of 
the pack is consistent with its 
performance across the variables, 
with one important exception—
living on more than $4 per day, 
which is high even taking into 
account gender and race.

1
Chile
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Uruguay

3
Brazil

4
Ecuador
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% Gdp Growth 
2001–2010, Constant 
Prices

Peru 1

Ecuador 2

Colombia 3Paraguay

Bolivia 4

Chile 5

Brazil 6

Uruguay 7

Guatemala 8

Nicaragua 9

Mexico 10

United States 11

 Includes U.S.

% Gdp Spent On 
Social Programs

Brazil 1

Uruguay 2

Bolivia 3

United States 4

Chile 5

Colombia 6

Mexico 7

Nicaragua 8

Paraguay 9

Peru 10

Guatemala 11

ECUADOR 12

 Includes U.S.

% Enrollment 
Secondary School 
By Gender (Male/
Female) 

Chile 1

Ecuador 2

Peru 3

uruguay 4

bolivia 5

Colombia 6

Paraguay 7

Mexico 8

Brazil 9

Guatemala 10

Nicaragua 11

Does not include U.S.

% enrollment in 
secondary school 
by race (non-minority/
minority)

Chile 1

Peru 2

Ecuador 3

Colombia 4

Brazil 5

Uruguay 6

Mexico 7

Bolivia 8

Paraguay 9

Nicaragua 10

Guatemala 11

Does not include U.S.

Political Rights

Chile 1Uruguay

United States 2

Brazil 3

Peru 4

Mexico 5

Ecuador 6Paraguay

Bolivia 7Colombia

Guatemala 8

Nicaragua 9

 Includes U.S.

Civil Rights

Chile 1Uruguay

United States 2

Brazil 3

Peru 4

Bolivia 5Ecuador

Mexico 6

Paraguay 7

Colombia
8Guatemala

Nicaragua

 Includes U.S.

Civil Society 
Participation

Bolivia 1

Paraguay 2

Guatemala 3

Peru 4

Nicaragua 5

Mexico 6Colombia

Ecuador 7

United States 8

Brazil 9

Chile 10

Uruguay 11

 Includes U.S.

Personal  
Empowerment

United States 1

Uruguay 2

Nicaragua 3

Chile 4

Ecuador 5

Bolivia 6

Guatemala
7

Mexico

Colombia 8

Peru 9

Brazil 10

Paraguay 11

 Includes U.S.

Government 
Responsiveness 
(Efficacy)

Uruguay 1

Bolivia 2

Chile 3

Colombia 4

Mexico 5

Ecuador 6

Nicaragua 7

Brazil 8

Peru 9

Paraguay 10

United States 11

Guatemala 12

Includes U.S.

% living on more 
than $4 per day  
by race (non-
minority/minority) 

Chile 1

Uruguay 2

Brazil 3

mexico 4

peru 5

Colombia 6

Ecuador 7

Bolivia 8

Paraguay 9

Nicaragua 10

Guatemala 11

Does not include U.S.

% living on more 
than $4 per day by 
gender (male/female) 

Uruguay 1

Chile 2

Mexico 3

Brazil 4

Ecuador 5

Peru 6

Paraguay 7

Colombia 8

Bolivia 9

Guatemala 10

Nicaragua 11

Does not include U.S.

% access to a 
formal job, ages 
25-65 by gender 
(male/female)

Uruguay 1

Chile 2

Brazil 3

Colombia 4

peru 5

mexico 6

ecuador 7

Guatemala 8

Bolivia 9

Paraguay 10

Nicaragua 11

Does not include U.S.

% access to  
adequate housing 
by race (non-
minority/minority)

uruguay 1

brazil 2

Chile 3

Mexico 4

Ecuador 5

Colombia 6

peru 7

bolivia 8

Paraguay 9

Guatemala 10

Nicaragua 11

Does not include U.S.

% access to  
adequate housing 
by gender (male/
female) 

Chile 1

Uruguay 2

Brazil 3

Mexico 4

Ecuador 5

Colombia 6

Paraguay 7

Bolivia 8

Peru 9

Guatemala 10

Nicaragua 11

Does not include U.S.

% access to a 
formal job, ages 
25-65 by race (non-
minority/minority) 

Uruguay 1

Chile 2

Brazil 3

Colombia 4

Peru 5

Ecuador 6

Bolivia 7

Mexico 
Nicaragua 8

Guatemala 9

Paraguay 10

Does not include U.S.


