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EXECUT IVE  SUMMARY

T he world has seen dramatic, global human 

progress across a broad range of indicators in 

recent decades, but have those gains been widely 

shared? The Inequality of Human Progress Index 

(IHPI) measures relative gaps in global development. It 

surveys international inequality across a greater number of 

dimensions than any prior index. By analyzing inequality in a 

multidimensional way, the IHPI takes inequality more 

seriously than those indexes that focus on income inequality 

alone. The IHPI considers material well-being and seven 

additional metrics: lifespan, infant mortality, adequate 

nutrition, environmental safety, access to opportunity (as 

measured by education), access to information (as measured 

by internet access), and political freedom. Across all but two 

of those dimensions, the world has become more equal since 

1990. Globalization and market liberalization over the past 

few decades have not only raised absolute living standards 

but also reduced overall inequality.
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I NTRODUCT ION

The evidence of dramatic, global human progress across a 

broad range of indicators (e.g., mortality, income, education, 

political liberties) in recent decades is well-established. Less 

known is that the gains have been widely shared rather than 

accruing mainly to a small elite.1 Globalization and market 

liberalization over the past few decades have not only raised 

absolute living standards but also reduced inequality by 

many meaningful measures.

In spite of that decline, inequality concerns have received 

increased attention from opinion-makers in recent years.2 

According to Harvard University’s Steven Pinker, between 

2009 and 2016, the share of New York Times articles men-

tioning “inequality” increased tenfold.3 Google’s Ngram 

viewer tool shows a marked rise in the use of the word 

“inequality” in English-language printed sources starting 

in 1955 and continuing through the most recent year of 

data, 2019 (see Figure 1).4

Not only are worries about inequality on the upswing, 

suggesting widespread confusion regarding the direction in 

which inequality is trending, but many conversations sur-

rounding inequality remain restricted to income inequality. 

This narrow view compounds the well-documented 

problem that people are spectacularly wrong in assessing 

both trends in living standards and their distribution.5 Many 

people fail to note not only the substantial rise in income 

levels since the 1980s but the decrease in inequality on a 

global scale.6 In addition, frequently advertised data series 

on inequality overstate levels and trends, contributing to 

unduly negative perceptions.7

However, looking at income levels and distributions 

understates the improvements in living standards levels and 

distributions. Simply put, income is not the best way to 

capture overall differences in well-being. Living standards 

(or well-being or human welfare) encompass more. Accord-

ing to economist and philosopher Amartya Sen, a higher 

standard of living is achieved when the set of possibilities 

open to us increases.8 An extra dollar of income, by opening 

up more consumption choices for an individual, increases 

the choice set available to that individual. However, an 

individual in poor health will not gain as much from an 

extra dollar in terms of choice as a healthy person. Someone 

crippled by a debilitating disease will not be able to enjoy 

those choices as fully. Similarly, someone who is illiterate 

The use of the word “inequality” in print sources has risen dramatically in recent years
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is less able to discover or unveil consumption possibilities 

opened up by an extra dollar of income. These relationships 

between different dimensions of choice possibilities explain 

why economists eschew the temptation to state that income 

fully speaks to living standards and why they emphasize a 

richer conception of living standards.

Inequality, in short, is multidimensional rather than 

purely monetary. Thus, thinking about inequality in terms 

of overall well-being makes more sense than myopically 

focusing on income inequality; income is only one (though 

admittedly important) aspect of well-being. And as econo-

mist P. T. Bauer famously noted, the death of a child raises a 

household’s per capita income—a poignant reminder that 

income and well-being are not the same.9 Income is ulti-

mately an imperfect proxy for access to the things that add 

up to a high quality of life. Looking beyond that imperfect 

proxy and directly examining the constituent elements of 

well-being avoids such contradictions.

Those elements may include high life expectancy, a strong 

likelihood of surviving childhood, adequate nutrition, edu-

cation, access to information, and political freedom, among 

others. All these indicators speak to a broader definition of 

development that asks the question, how large is the realm 

of choices open to individuals? 

A direct, comprehensive, and accurate way of measur-

ing differences in well-being casts a net that includes 

nonincome forms of inequality. Yet, until now, little effort 

has been made to capture the global state of inequality in 

human progress across a broad range of indicators. The 

Inequality of Human Progress Index (IHPI) seeks to rectify 

that omission by measuring how inequality has changed 

globally in a multidimensional manner. The index consid-

ers inequality across eight distinct dimensions: longevity, 

health, nutrition, environmental quality, education, internet 

access, income, and political freedom. By surveying inequal-

ity across a greater number of dimensions than any prior 

index, this project measures relative gaps in human progress 

with unprecedented breadth.

The idea has some precedent. Various scholars pioneered 

the creation of Gini indices to measure nonincome forms 

of inequality. Consider the work of political economist 

Nicholas Eberstadt.10 In his essay, “Longevity, Education, 

and the Huge New Worldwide Increases in Equality,” 

Eberstadt presents data showing that lifespan inequality 

has declined in Sweden and the United States. Economist 

Sam Peltzman found similar trends for mortality inequality, 

and his findings were confirmed by Benjamin Ho and Sita 

Slavov, going as far back as 1900 for the United States.11 Oth-

ers have attempted to measure inequality in the stunting of 

young children’s height in African countries.12 The Clio-Infra 

Project (a group of economic historians) found that, since 

the 1880s, educational inequality has fallen worldwide.13 

And in “A New Data Set of Educational Inequality in the 

World, 1950–2010: Gini Index of Education by Age Group,” 

Benaabdelaali Wail, Said Hanchane, and Abdelhak Kamal 

show that education inequality has declined globally in 

every geographic region.14 

“By surveying inequality across 
a greater number of dimensions 
than any prior index, this project 
measures relative gaps in human 
progress with unprecedented 
breadth.”

In 2014, Finnish political scientist Lauri Peterson found 

that the most comprehensive inequality measurement at 

the time was the United Nations Development Programme’s 

inequality-adjusted Human Development Index (HDI). The 

index examines economic (specifically, income), health 

(specifically, life expectancy), and educational (specifically, 

schooling years) inequality.15 However, even that measure 

is limited, examining only three dimensions of inequal-

ity. Peterson concluded that “well-being indices should 

make further strides to ensure the capture of non-economic 

inequality.” The IHPI does exactly that by taking into 

account additional metrics.

The most ambitious assessment of global inequality in 

broadly defined well-being, however, comes from eco-

nomic historian Leandro Prados de la Escosura.16 Prados de 

la Escosura relies on an augmented definition of the HDI 

that includes political liberties at benchmark dates (i.e., 

not continuously) for a balanced panel of countries since 

1870. His main finding is unsurprising for experts who have 

documented long-run trends in the HDI.17 He confirmed that 

human development has increased substantially. However, 

https://www.cato.org/sites/cato.org/files/pubs/pdf/anti-piketty.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Inequality-Liberalization-Globalization-Development-Economics/dp/0199271410
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1895496
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1895496
http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/IHDI
http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/IHDI
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he innovated in two ways. First, he employed new methods 

to better capture improvements at the very top and bottom 

(e.g., the best-off and worst-off segments of the population). 

Second, he assessed the evolution of the distribution of what 

he calls the Augmented Human Development Index. He 

found that inequality has essentially been falling since the 

late 1920s as major improvements in schooling, life expec-

tancy, and political liberties for the poor manifested before 

major improvements in incomes.

The IHPI builds on Prados de la Escosura’s work by cap-

turing a wider number of indicators that can be tracked 

continuously since 1990. And it confirms his findings of major 

improvements in both the levels and distribution of human 

progress. In fact, the IHPI shows even more dramatic improve-

ments than Prados de la Escosura found. The resulting view of 

the state of global inequality shows with new clarity that the 

global progress of the past few decades has made humanity 

not only more prosperous but more equal.

DOES  INEQUAL ITY  MATTER? 

Given the increasing level of attention that income inequality 

concerns have received in recent years, addressing public mis-

apprehensions about the state of global inequality is an urgent 

matter. Public focus on inequality not only suggests wide-

spread ignorance of the downward trend in global inequality, 

it can also be harmful because absolute rather than relative 

measures of progress remain the best standard by which to 

judge the success of different institutions and policies.

Two points support this claim. First, the empirical litera-

ture tends to show that people are tolerant of highly unequal 

distributions of income.18 However, their tolerance is condi-

tional on the perception that the distribution reflects merit, 

not privilege, and that social mobility is possible. There is no 

evidence of widespread inequality-induced unhappiness. As 

research by sociologists Mariah Evans and Jonathan Kelley 

shows, in developing countries, increased economic inequal-

ity as people rise out of poverty is often seen as a heartening 

sign that upward mobility is achievable—and can coincide 

with greater happiness.19 Other research has similarly found 

“a complete lack of any effect of inequality on the happiness 

of the American poor.”20 As economist Finis Welch eloquent-

ly put it, “inequality is destructive whenever the low-wage 

citizenry views society as unfair, when it views effort as not 

worthwhile, when upward mobility is viewed as impossible 

or as so unlikely that its pursuit is not worthwhile.”21

In response, many economists have started to emphasize 

the importance of the institutional context in determining 

whether inequality could be associated with undesirable 

socioeconomic outcomes.22 Where improvements in living 

standards are widespread and fast, and the rich are not pro-

tected through privileged status in law, income inequality 

appears far less problematic. 

“Measuring the multidimensional 
evolution in inequality of human 
progress rather than income alone 
is crucial to provide a fuller picture 
of the state of the world.”

Such research often studies inequality within countries. 

But many of the loudest voices expressing concern about 

global inequality are, similarly, less worried about inequal-

ity per se than about whether the currently rich countries 

achieved that status through unjust or exploitative means 

(often focusing on the history of colonial ventures). Putting 

aside the question of the conditions giving rise to inequality, 

the IHPI measures a broader conception of inequality in liv-

ing standards than income inequality alone and so captures 

whether improvements are widespread.

Second, and more important, economic development foils 

the relevance of income as a proxy for well-being. Consider 

a simplistic world with two types of economies: subsistence 

and rich. In a subsistence economy, all actors skirt the line 

between survival and death, and all decisions are aimed at 

meeting basic needs.23 No matter how different people are 

in the subsistence economy, the tough constraints they face 

leave little place for differences in outcomes. There is only 

one choice: subsistence or death. Technically, a society in 

which everyone has the same “subsistence income” has no 

inequality. In the rich econ omy, things are very different. The 

wealth in that economy means that individuals have a greater 

variety of ways to maximize their well-being. Some financially 

ambitious individuals devote countless hours to amassing 

wealth to leave to their heirs or to purchase rare and unique 

goods and services. Others dedicate their time to leisurely 
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pursuits or highly enjoyable but less well-remunerated 

professions even if that results in lower incomes. The concept 

of “psychic income”—defined as “rewards (as in prestige, 

leisure, or pleasant surroundings) not measurable in terms of 

money or goods but serving as an incentive to work in certain 

occupations or situations”—helps explain the draw of certain 

low-paying careers.24 The rich society may have greater 

income inequality. However, that inequality is meaning-

less because it results from choices that some people made to 

pursue things other than material satisfaction. Because rich 

societies offer many ways to live a fulfilling life, rich societies, 

in particular, cannot use income as a synonym for well-being. 

“The global progress of the past 
few decades has made humanity 
not only more prosperous but 
more equal.”

This second point helps explain why income inequality has 

been rising in western societies while inequality in life sat-

isfaction and happiness has been falling.25 More-developed 

societies offer more paths to happiness and human flourishing 

than less-developed ones such that income inequality loses 

much of its relevance or meaning with development. However, 

the IHPI mitigates this problem. It aims to directly measure the 

state of well-being and range of choice available to individu-

als worldwide by taking into consideration many dimensions 

of human progress. Thus, we tackle inequality in the way that 

most meaningfully matters to those who are concerned about 

human flourishing. Measuring the multidimensional evolution 

in inequality of human progress rather than income is crucial to 

provide a fuller picture of the state of the world. Simply put, a 

measurement of inequality in human progress takes inequality 

more seriously than a focus on income inequality alone.

CONSTRUCT ING  THE  HUMAN 
PROGRESS  INDEX

To create the IHPI, it was first necessary to construct the 

Human Progress Index (HPI). Like the UN’s HDI, the HPI 

measures different dimensions of human development on a 

scale from zero to one, where higher values are better than 

lower values.26 As with the HDI, all index components are 

given equal weight. For a full discussion of the methods used 

to create this alternative to the HDI, see the appendix. The 

main difference is that the HPI is more expansive than the HDI. 

Generally, the HDI employs three components: life expectancy 

at birth (adjusted or unadjusted for disabilities), schooling 

(generally in mean years of schooling), and income. The HPI 

relies on the same underlying mathematical logic but adds 

more components. 

Components of the HPI and the 
Minimums and Maximums

The indicators were chosen with consideration to the 

availability of data (the extensiveness of each data set’s year 

range and coverage of different countries) and with the goal of 

capturing a broad cross-section of the variables that directly 

constitute life quality.27 Those parameters constrain us to the 

post-1990 period (some variables are not available before or 

are not available for a large number of countries before that 

date).28 Each indicator speaks to a component of human prog-

ress that matters in terms of broadly defined well-being. 

The components are as follows:29

1. Lifespan: life expectancy at birth, years 

2. Childhood survival: infant mortality rate, per 1,000 

live births

3. Adequate nutrition: food supply, per person, per day 

4. Safe environment: outdoor air pollution death rates 

5. Access to opportunity: mean years of schooling, 

number 

6. Access to information: internet users, per 100 people 

7. Material well-being: GDP per person 

8. Political freedom: democracy versus autocracy over 

time, scale 0 to 40 (rescaled from source)

Table 1 shows the minimums and maximums selected for 

each indicator. The values for infant mortality rate are based 

on the range of observed values since 1990. (No country 

exceeded 300 deaths per 1,000 live births.30) We applied a 

similar logic in determining the minimum and maximum for 

outdoor air pollution death rates. The values for life expec-

tancy, years of schooling, and income are based primarily on 

the work of Prados de la Escosura; the exception is maximum 

life expectancy, which we increased from 85 to 87 because a 

https://www.humanprogress.org/dataset/life-expectancy-at-birth/
https://www.humanprogress.org/dataset/infant-mortality-rate/
https://www.humanprogress.org/dataset/food-supply-per-person-per-day/
https://www.humanprogress.org/dataset/mean-years-of-schooling/
https://www.humanprogress.org/dataset/internet-users/
https://www.humanprogress.org/dataset/democracy-versus-autocracy-over-time-2/
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number of countries had exceeded his maximum by 2018.31 

The minimum for calories is based on the range of lower-

bound estimates of basal metabolic rates.32 The maximum 

was chosen arbitrarily as a high value of caloric intake. Inter-

net access and political liberty have near-zero values as their 

minimum and the highest score possible (full marks or full 

access) as the maximum. For internet access, we assumed that 

a value of zero was slightly above zero (0.0001 instead of 0) to 

be able to compute the index. For political liberty, we rescaled 

the Polity5 democracy data to avoid negative values.33

These indicators are combined using the HDI formulation to 

create two versions of the HPI—one with and one without the 

internet access component. The internet variable, because of 

rapid progress in that area since 1990, has a substantial effect 

on the level of the index (see next section). We were able to cre-

ate the HPI for 142 countries continuously from 1990 to 2018.

Measuring Inequality
Once the HPI is calculated, we can measure the evolu-

tion of inequality within that index. Due to a lack of detailed 

distribution data for many countries on key metrics, our effort 

focuses on inter-country inequality and on global interpersonal 

inequality rather than within-country inequality. We use two 

measures of inequality: the mean log deviation (MLD) and the 

Gini coefficient.34 Both measure inequality among the values 

in a distribution, and both represent a situation of perfect 

equality as a value of zero; the Gini coefficient represents 

maximal inequality as a value of one while the MLD takes on 

larger positive values as incomes become more unequal. (In 

a world where everyone has the same income, both the MLD 

and Gini coefficient of income inequality are zero.) The mea-

sures are very similar and are commonly used in the literature. 

Some economists seem to have a slight preference for the 

MLD.35 We are agnostic, as our results appear unaffected by 

which of the two is used (see next sections).

THE  HUMAN  PROGRESS 
INDEX  AND  INEQUAL ITY

Figure 2 shows the average global HPI from 1990 to 

2018. Regardless of the specification used, important 

Table 1

Minimum and maximum values used for scoring each component of the Human Progress Index

Access to information and political liberty

Internet access 0.00001% 100%

Democracy 0 40

Material well-being

Gross domestic product per capita $100 $75,000

Lifespan and childhood survival

Infant mortality rate 0.01 deaths per 1,000 live births 300 deaths per 1,000 live births

Life expectancy at birth 20 years 87 years

Adequate nutrition and safe environment  

Food supply 1,500 calories per day per capita 3,850 calories per day per capita

Outdoor air pollution mortality 0.01 deaths per 100,000 250 deaths per 100,000

Access to opportunity

Mean years of schooling 0.01 years 16 years

Minimum Maximum

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Note: All data sets are weighted equally in constructing the index.
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improvements are evident. Indeed, reweighting the average 

for the population of the different countries does not alter 

the conclusion that significant progress has been made.

Including or excluding the internet access component 

changes only the extent of the progress. Obviously, very few 

people worldwide had internet access in 1990; the pace of 

improvement is far greater when the component is included. 

It also explains why the index starts at such a low floor com-

pared with when the internet access component is excluded. 

Without the internet access component, the improvement in 

HPI is between 35.9 percent (weighted for population) and 

41.8 percent (not weighted for population). With internet 

access, the improvements are between 415 and 509 percent, 

respectively. Although some may argue that the huge 

improvement in this metric skews the index, the incredible 

amount of information, knowledge, and opportunities that 

the internet provides when available is worth considering. 

As such, it does contribute to considerable improvement.

More important, all variants of the HPI suggest larger 

improvements in human well-being than reported in the 

United Nations’ HDI and the estimates from Prados de 

la Escosura’s Augmented HDI.36 Table 2 shows this com-

parison. Prados de la Escosura used the nonlinear form for 

the index we employ in this policy paper in contrast to the 

United Nations, which used the linear form. This switch sug-

gests a mildly faster rate of improvement just from changing 

the form of the index (+24.7 percent versus +22.1 percent). The 

HPI index suggests much faster improvements (+35.9 percent 

to +41.8 percent) than both because of the other components 

of human progress we added (excluding the internet compo-

nent). Overall, the HPI suggests humanity has witnessed more 

progress in living standards than is commonly appreciated.

The Inequality of Human Progress Index
Calculating for inequality in the HPI results in the IHPI. 

Figure 3 shows the evolution of the Gini coefficients for all 

specifications of the HPI. Figure 4 shows the same evolu-

tion but using the MLD instead. Both figures show that the 

world is more equal today than it was in 1990—regardless 

Human Progress Index (HPI) showing improvements in global well-being since 1990, weighted for population, with and 

without internet

Figure 2

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Note: The HPI measures different dimensions of human development on a scale from 0 to 1, where higher values are better than lower values. All index 

components are given equal weight.
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of whether we use the population-weighted or unweighted 

versions of the inequality measures.

The HPI with internet access included suggests that 

inequality initially increased in the early 1990s and then 

began to fall rapidly. Inequality appears to rise because 

only a few countries saw a surge in internet access at first. 

However, as internet access spread to other countries, 

inequality began falling rapidly. By 2018, inequality was 

between 35.3 and 49.4 percent lower than it was in 1990. 

Switching to the HPI without internet access shows a 

more muted but still considerable reduction in inequality, 

between 16.1 and 22.3 percent. 

These findings are important for two reasons. The first 

and most obvious reason is that they show the progress in 

HPI was widely shared. The second and less obvious reason 

is that they show there was momentous progress at the bot-

tom. The nonlinear index form we used for the nonincome 

components of the HPI tends to award greater importance to 

improvement near the top (see Figure A.1 in the appendix) 

whereas identical improvements at the bottom are awarded 

a lower value on the index. If the improvements depicted in 

Figure A.1 were driven by already highly developed coun-

tries, inequality should have increased. If every country 

received the same improvements (e.g., same extra number of 

years), here again inequality should have increased. Given 

the form of the index, a drop in inequality can only occur if 

poorer nations enjoyed substantially larger gains than richer 

nations. As a result, Figures 3 and 4 show a rapidly falling 

level of worldwide inequality.

To consider the importance of this improvement at the 

bottom, it is useful to note the inequality in each of the com-

ponents without any indexes—that is, the inequality in each 

indicator as is (e.g., life expectancy at birth in years; infant 

mortality in deaths per 1,000 live births; GDP per capita in 

real terms). This approach allows us to increase the num-

ber of countries we can look at. As already noted, the HPI 

was computed for a country if it provided a value for each 

indicator for each year between 1990 and 2018. If a variable 

was missing for some years, that country was dropped from 

the entire data set. This is how we ended up with only 142 

countries. By considering each indicator separately, we can 

extend the data set to see if inequality falls in all the indica-

tors when more than 142 countries are available. Figures 5 

(with Gini coefficients) and 6 (with MLD) depict the results. 

These figures suggest momentous reductions in inequal-

ity. For example, the Gini coefficients all fell: life expectancy 

(29.2 percent), school years (29.0 percent), democracy 

(41.1 percent), food supply (30.0 percent), and internet 

access (70.4 percent). Similar reductions are observed 

in Figures 7 and 8, weighted for population. Moreover, 

inequality in income rises initially before falling since the 

mid-2000s. These reductions in inequality are substantial. 

Similar reductions are observed with MLDs. This finding 

essentially confirms that considerable gains in well-being 

went to the poorest in the world.

However, some indicators appear to show trends toward 

more inequality. This is the case for infant mortality and 

mortality from outdoor air pollution. The latter may be the 

result of the environmental Kuznets Curve, which stipulates 

that pollution increases with economic growth until a critical 

point is reached, after which pollution starts to fall. In our 

case, the rising inequality in outdoor air pollution may reflect 

that some countries are undergoing this transition.37 The 

trend in infant mortality may reflect that child mortality has 

not fallen as fast (proportionally) in low-income countries 

as in high-income countries since 1990.38 To be sure, infant 

Table 2

The Human Progress Index shows more progress than the Human Development Index measures of the United Nations 

and Prados de la Escosura

United Nations’ HDI, global average +22.1

Prados de la Escosura’s Augmented HDI, global average +24.7 (1990 to 2015)

HPI without internet, unweighted, global average +41.8

HPI without internet, population-weighted, global average +35.9

Improvement from 1990 to 2018 (percent)

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Note: HDI = Human Development Index.
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Global inequality declined with Gini coefficient in HPI, according to different specifications with and without 

population weights, 1990–2018

Figure 3
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Inequality has declined in many areas (Gini, unweighted)
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Inequality has declined in many areas (MLD, unweighted)
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Inequality has declined in many areas (Gini, weighted for population)
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Inequality has declined in many areas (MLD, weighted for population)
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mortality has fallen globally in absolute terms. But improve-

ments since 1990 seem to have happened proportionally 

faster in high-income countries. These countries have access 

to the latest medical technology, such as state-of-the-art 

neonatal intensive care units that improve the chances of 

survival for premature infants; thus, global inequality may not 

have declined across this dimension post-1990.

How important are the reductions in inequality? One way 

to contextualize our findings is to compare them (again) 

with the United Nations’ HDI and Prados de la Escosura’s 

Augmented HDI. The top two panels of Table 3 show the 

reductions in inequality according to the HDI and Prados de 

la Escosura: 23.7 percent with Gini coefficients (only avail-

able for the HDI) and between 26.7 and 47.8 percent with 

MLDs. In contrast, the bottom two panels of Table 3 show 

our results. We find that inequality fell 16.1 to 35.3 percent 

with Gini coefficients compared with 34.4 to 59.0 percent 

with MLDs. Given the structure of our index, the method-

ologically closest comparison is Prados de la Escosura’s 

Augmented HDI. And we find larger declines than he 

does. Compared with the United Nations’ HDI, we find 

smaller reductions in inequality when the internet access 

component is excluded but larger reductions when it is 

included. Thus, we believe our findings suggest that existing 

series not only underestimate the improvement in human 

well-being (see Figures 2 and 3) but that they also tend to 

underestimate the share of the improvements that went to 

the poorest in the world. In other words, global equality has 

grown more quickly than those measures suggest.

CONCLUS ION

The tendency to underestimate improvements in global 

well-being is widespread. Perhaps even more widespread 

is the tendency to underestimate how widely shared these 

improvements are. The IHPI aims to tackle those tenden-

cies directly.

Indeed, the index comprises a larger number of dimen-

sions than the United Nations’ HDI and Leandro Prados 

de la Escosura’s Augmented HDI and uses an innovative 

methodology to properly capture improvements. This 

richer measure of well-being—or human progress—allows 

us to see that improvements have been greater than is 

commonly appreciated.

Table 3

Changes in inequality according to different measures of human well-being and our Inequality of Human Progress Index

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Notes: MLD = mean log deviations; HPI = Human Progress Index; HDI = Human Development Index; IHPI = Inequality of Human Progress Index.

United Nations

HDI inequality 1990 0.16 0.05

HDI inequality 2018 0.12 0.02

Change from 1990 to 2018 (percent) −23.7 −47.8

Prados de la Escosura

Augmented HDI inequality 1990 N/A 0.15

Augmented HDI inequality 2018 N/A 0.11

Change from 1990 to 2018 (percent) N/A −26.7

IHPI without internet access

HPI inequality 1990 0.27 0.12

HPI inequality 2018 0.22 0.08

Change from 1990 to 2018 (percent) −16.1 −34.4

IHPI with internet access

HPI inequality 1990 0.39 0.24

HPI inequality 2018 0.25 0.10

Change from 1990 to 2018 (percent) −35.3 −59.0

          Gini coef�cient                         MLD              
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APPEND IX

The Human Progress Index (HPI) produced in this paper fol-

lows the same architecture as the Human Development Index 

(HDI) pioneered by Mahbub ul Haq and incorporated into 

Amartya Sen’s work with regard to the definition of human 

development. The HDI uses the following formulation:

HDI =

n∏

i=1

I

1

n

i

where each of the n indicators I is a component of human 

development (e.g., education, income, life expectancy at birth).

The multiplication operator is not just a mathemati-

cal expression here; it carries a deeper conceptual meaning 

about human well-being. Consider the extreme scenario in 

which the most educated person in the world has a perfect 

bill of health but zero income. Such extreme poverty means 

this individual will likely die and that education and health 

provide no value. Mathematically, this person’s HDI would be 

zero (since multiplying by a single zero in an identity yields 

zero), which reflects the utter worthlessness of perfect health 

and immense education in a situation of extreme poverty. 

The multiplicative property suggests that higher values on 

all indicators in the index are better than a concentrated 

improvement in a single indicator.39 Phrased differently, the 

multiplicative operator speaks to the distributive (rather than 

additive) property of human development.

The HPI differs from the HDI in that it employs more 

components. Generally, the HDI employs three components: 

life expectancy at birth (adjusted or unadjusted for dis-

abilities), schooling (generally in mean years of schooling), 

Moreover, we believe that inequality in human progress 

is far more meaningful than inequality of income. Individu-

als in rich societies have far more paths to happiness and 

satisfaction than just income maximization, and examining 

higher incomes alone does not capture those nonmonetary 

aspects of well-being.

Because of its greater multidimensionality, the IHPI 

provides a more meaningful understanding of well-being 

and progress, as well as their distribution. Our index 

makes clear not only that the world is better off than 

many people appreciate, but that the world is also far 

more equal.

Values nearer to the upper limit of a life expectancy at birth of 87 years have higher values in the Human Progress Index

Figure A.1
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