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1. INTRODUCTION 

 In response to the call from the OECD’s Global Project on Measuring the Progress 

of Societies (www.oecd.org/progress) regarding the need of reconsidering the set of 

indicators used to measure the progress of societies, the Foro Consultivo Científico y 

Tecnológico –Mexico’s institution in charge of connecting academic research to public 

policy- launched the Local Initiative Midiendo el Progreso de las Sociedades: Una 

Perspectiva desde Mexico (Measuring the Progress of Societies: A Mexican Perspective) 

(www.midiendoelprogreso.org). The local initiative aims to contribute to the social 

dialogue regarding the answering of two fundamental questions: ‘What should society 

consider as progress in the XXI century?’ and ‘How to measure it?’ The initiative 

recognizes that providing an answer to these questions is a matter that corresponds to each 

society, and its intention is to provide a framework to promote a general and desirable 

reflection in México. It is also presumed that this framework can be useful for the desired 

reflection that needs to be undertaken in other regions of the world. 

The Initiative promoted a reflection on progress within the academic world. It 

started by mapping the research done in Mexico about progress-related themes, and it 

identified consolidated researchers which -by the themes they work on and the way they 
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approach them- were considered as key players for the reflection about progress. The 

selected researchers who were invited to make this reflection come from different 

disciplines and have a great prestige for the research they have done and for their 

inclination to pursue it with approaches which go beyond their disciplinary background. 

The selected researchers were invited to make a reflection; unfortunately not everyone had 

enough available time or motivation to make such a reflection within the required time 

frame.  

 Those who accepted the invitation reflected on the basis of the following two 

fundamental questions which guide the work of the initiative: ‘What should we consider as 

progress in the XXI century?’ and ‘How can we measure it?’. The academic strength of 

each participating researcher guarantees that each reflection is backed up with a wide and 

solid knowledge of the topics under consideration.  

28 reflections were gathered, which without any doubt do not deplete the worries 

and interests of the Mexican academy, but they are indeed an important sample of those 

considerations which about progress and its measurement are done in the Mexican 

academic world. A book which compiles all reflections has been published; it is untitled 

Measuring the Progress of Societies: Reflections from Mexico.  

The reflection exercise provided a broad and very rich answer to the fundamental 

questions. Researchers moved from the concept of progress to the delineation of specific 

conceptions, and in many cases, with different degrees of detail; some even dared to outline 

a set of practices for measuring progress. As is to be expected in the academic world, the 

diversity of ideas, approaches and methodologies showed up, indicating the fruitfulness of 

the reflection. The scope and deepness of the combined reflections was far higher than the 

sum of the personal contributions, and their richness emerged from something which I 

consider a desirable practice when approaching issues that deal with human beings and their 

life in society: the diversity of disciplines in the group of collaborators and the manifested 

interest in many of them of moving beyond the boundaries of their disciplines. 

As it is also expected, many collaborators centered their reflections on their specific 

lines of investigation. Since these collaborators were researchers with a long and solid 

career in the academic world in Mexico, we can be sure that the exercise of reflection not 

only offers richness of breadth as it embraces many disciplines and approaches, but also 
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richness of depth, with their reflections on progress substantiated by thought which has 

been forged during many years of study and investigation. Also, since the reflection 

exercise was based on research carried out in Mexico, we can be sure that it refers to issues 

which are most relevant to the inhabitants of Mexico and, perhaps, to the inhabitants of the 

majority of countries in the world. It is not necessary to claim universality with respect to 

thought generated in Mexico; it is sufficient to recognize its relevance for large segments of 

the world population 

Some of the proposals made aspired to present a general framework to approach the 

issue of progress while others made specific propositions for its measurement. Some 

collaborators opted to give a solid theoretical basis to their contributions while others opted 

to base their reflection on the findings of their research. Many questioned the theoretical 

models of their disciplines. There are even those who were pessimistic about progress and 

even about the reflection exercise. 

It is not necessary to have a consensus; diversity is valuable and constructive. With 

the aim of contributing to the process of social dialogue, the Initiative proposes a taxonomy 

to measure the progress of society. The taxonomy is based on an interpretation of the 

reflections that the book contains. However, this taxonomy does not aspire to be the only 

possible interpretation of these reflections, nor does it aim to be a simple amendable version 

or eclectic solution, and is even less intended to substitute each one of the proposals that the 

researchers made. The taxonomy does aim to make a coherent and useful proposal for the 

process of dialog and definition that, it is hoped, will take place in the near future in order to 

trigger research, discussions and analyses among academicians, policy makers, and society 

in general so as to end up with a new set of indicators to assess the progress of our societies.  

 

2. A TAXONOMY TO MEASURE THE PROGRESS OF SOCIETIES 

2.1 Rationality of the taxonomy 

 A taxonomy seeks to create a coherent classification scheme with the aim of giving 

substance to a concept. The objective is not to make a specific proposal of the variables to 

be used but rather to propose the areas that require monitoring to measure the progress of 

societies. The exercise of variables definition comes after the taxonomy and it also requires 

the participation of statisticians and specialist institutions.  



 
 

4 

 

 When talking of progress it is important to distinguish between the level at which 

progress is assessed and the level at which instruments for fostering progress are defined. 

When assessing the progress of society one must look at those areas where society’s aims 

are defined, rather than at those areas were instruments are identified. 

 Within the level of assessment it is also important to distinguish between final aims 

and intermediate aims. The final aims have an intrinsic value for human beings and do not 

have procedural value; in other words, human beings aspire to these ends for themselves 

and not as instruments to accede to other ends. Regarding final aims there is no space for 

the question as to why they are important; human beings do not need to answer this kind of 

question. The intermediate aims are valuable in that they contribute to the final aims being 

pursued but also may have procedural value. It is worth asking what is the contribution of 

these intermediate aims to the final aims, but it is also worth mentioning that it is important 

to achieve these final aims in one way and not another. 

 Since the progress of societies is a matter of human beings in society, the final aims 

are necessarily people-centered, while the intermediate aims are relevant to people but have 

a broad academic slant that reflects the form of studying and understanding human 

phenomena. Because of this, the level of assessment of progress is fundamentally centered 

on persons, in their roles of beneficiaries and assessors of progress.  

The level of instruments has to do with the definition and design of policies, the 

evaluation of their impact, the establishing of targets, and the investigation into causal 

relationships and intervention impacts. Thus, the issue of finding and defining the 

appropriate instruments is centered on the work of academicians and public officers.  
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GRAPH 1: Rationale for a taxonomy to assess the progress of societies 

 

2.2 A taxonomy to measure the progress of societies 

 The proposed taxonomy focuses only on the arenas of assessment of the progress in 

societies; the theme of identifying instruments and defining policy variables is left to the 

study and discussion by academicians and policy makers. As it was previously mentioned, 

the taxonomy is based on the reading that the author makes of the reflections made by a 

selected group of consolidated Mexican researchers and does not intend, nor can aspire at 

any time, to displace or substitute the ways of thinking and visions that each one of them 

has of progress and its measurement.  
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Graph 2: Taxonomy to assess the progress of societies. 
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2.3 Detail of proposed taxonomy 

 Without exhausting on all the issues worth of consideration, it is essential to 

monitor the following topics within each area under consideration: 

a. Indicators of subjective wellbeing. People’s happiness, as well as people’s 

satisfaction with life and with domains of life. People’s affective state. People’s 

assessments of how well their life goes. 

b. Indicators of fulfillment. People’s development in the space of multiple 

intelligences. People’s capacity for attainting self-realization and for accomplishing the full 

display of their human potential.  

c. Indicators of physical and mental health. Physical health measured not only as 

absence of diseases but also as absence of functionality problems. Mental health as 

evaluated on the basis of degree of stress, anguish and other emotional states. 

d. Indicators of effectiveness of democracy and rights and duties. Indicators of the 

political system, political behavior, and civil coexistence. Full exercise of duties relevant 

for social coexistence. Existence of a state of law and full respect of citizenship rights. 

Respect and complete realization of social rights.  

e. Indicators of income and wealth. Income can be used in a better way. It is 

recognized that income is important for the satisfaction of needs; however, it is essential to 

pay attention not only to the level and rate of growth of income but also to the way income 

is used. In addition, it is also important to keep track of the way in which income is 

generated so as to improve its impact on the other dimensions of the taxonomy.  

f. Indicators of human relations. Human relations are a source of wellbeing and 

fulfillment. It is necessary to keep track of family and friendship relationships; as well as 

interpersonal relations within the community and all kind of inter-generational 

relationships. People’s satisfaction with these relationships. Respect for the basic rules of 

coexistence between members of a society. The density and strength of the social tissue and 

the bonds of solidarity.  

g. Indicators of spare time. Availability of spare time. The time for a reassuring 

dream. The satisfying use of spare time and its use for self-fulfillment. 

h. Work and its conditions.  Work is not only a means to generate income; it can be 

a means of obtaining wellbeing and fulfillment. It is necessary to keep track of the kind of 

human relations at work. Salary and fringe benefits as well as other working conditions 
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such as commuting requirements. Job satisfaction. Importance and dignity of work. The 

existence and conditions of child labor. 

i. Indicators of identity and culture. The relations of cultural and ethnic affiliation. 

The sense of belonging to specific communities. Presenting indicators at the community 

and identity-group level.  

j. Habitability conditions. The surrounding environment is important. Indicators of 

safety, violence, living conditions, community infrastructure, recreational facilities, and 

many more.  

k.  Sustainability. Progress incorporates a preoccupation with future generations and 

the environment. Indicators of environmental destruction, pollution, depletion of non-

renewable resources, and ecological footprint. Respect for other species coexisting with 

humans on the planet. 

l.  Education. A reconsideration of the conception of progress also implies a 

reconsideration of the value of education as well as the type of abilities education ought to 

provide. Education that provides human beings with the abilities to have a happy life and 

for self-fulfillment. Education that offers capacities for coexistence and civic life, for 

mental enjoyment and for critical thinking. Education that generates social and 

psychological harmony. Education that teaches the appreciation of nature.  

 

 Two additional issues need to be present in any assessment of the progress of 

societies. They do not constitute specific areas of assessment of progress; however, they are 

basic constituents of any assessment of progress.  

 

 Shared progress. Special attention should be paid to inequalities in all the areas of 

progress assessment. There should be indicators of inequality (gaps and distribution 

indicators) for all areas where progress is assessed and not only for the income domain. 

There should also be indicators of exclusion for specific demographic and ethnic groups. 

Deprivation is, in consequence, defined in all areas and not only in the income and 

economic wealth area. In this way inequality and exclusion, in dimensions such as health, 

happiness, human relations, and effectiveness of civil, social, political and legal rights, need 

all to be kept track of.  
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 The assessment of progress should also have a global perspective. Globalization 

makes it necessary to measure progress at geographical levels beyond the normal country-

level jurisdictions. It is necessary to create and keep track of global-level indicators that 

recognize that we all live in an interconnected world and that we have a shared destiny.  

 

 Need for qualitative studies. A final methodological consideration needs to be 

made regarding the construction of indicators. Although the need and convenience of 

keeping track of quantitative indicators is recognized, it is also acknowledged that they do 

not completely grasp all human aspects that are relevant in the assessment of the progress of 

societies. The quantitative follow-up of progress should be complemented by periodic and 

systematic qualitative studies on themes of relevance to progress. Qualitative studies are 

especially useful when dealing with socially fragile groups (such as the situation of 

homeless people) and in studying issues where quantitative indicators are insufficient to 

appraise their complexity. Particular attention deserves the situation of children.  

 

3. FINAL CONSIDERATION 

The objective of this taxonomy is neither to settle down the debate nor to give a 

definitive answer to the fundamental questions of the Initiative regarding ‘What should 

society consider as progress in the XXI century?’ and ‘How to measure it?’; on the contrary 

its objective is to stimulate the research and the discussion on progress which needs to be 

done in the social and public-action spheres. It is also desirable to extend the reflection to 

all spheres of the society. Thus, its objective is to contribute to the reflection that society 

should have on what is to be considered as progress in this century, and, because of this, to 

the general discussion on where we want to go as people and as a society. It is considered to 

be imperative that a general and inclusive reflection is made and that this is carried out with 

the aim of reaching agreements on the conception and measurement of progress. 

Let’s hope for this taxonomy about progress to make a contribution to the progress 

of societies, as well as to promote the general reflection and productive dialog on the issue 

of progress.  

 


