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Global Social Transformation: The Sweet Spot, the
Steady Slog, and the Systemic Shift*

Barry B. Hughes
University of Denver

Alexis de Toqueville, astute observer and prescient commentator on the
human condition, recognized the youth of a global social transformation
that has now reached middle age: ‘‘Although the revolution that is taking
place in the social condition, the laws, the opinions, and the feelings of
men is still very far from being terminated, yet its results already admit
of no comparison with anything that the world has ever before witnessed.
I go back from age to age to the remotest antiquity, but I find no parallel
to what is occurring before my eyes.’’1 The transformation he identified
in the United States has become global. It has proceeded in tandem with
dramatic economic change over the intervening century and a half. The
purpose of this study is to help refine our empirical map and understand-
ing of some of the relationships among the spectacular economic and so-
cial changes underway globally.

It is, of course, to the development literature that we must first look
for contemporary commentary on these transformations and their rela-
tionships.2 Thinking and writing about economic and social development
were optimistic in the early post–World War II period, in sharp contrast
to the theory of the 1920s and 1930s, which had rejected the grand and
optimistic theories of progress that characterized the nineteenth century.3

Postwar authors believed that both economic and social change were
proceeding rapidly, and they saw close relationships between the two
forms of development. Although the arguments had nuance, enthusiasts
of what came to be called modernization theory argued that, in essence,
all good things go together. That is, economic development, demo-
graphic transition, enlightenment of individual belief systems and em-
powerment of those individuals, improved social conditions, installation
of stable democracies, and movement toward more egalitarian incomes
would all ultimately flow from the process of development within and
across countries.
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424 Economic Development and Cultural Change

The highly optimistic versions of such arguments presented an easy
target for subsequent criticism. Disillusionment appeared as early as the
1960s, while many less developed countries still celebrated their inde-
pendence from colonialism. Samuel Huntington noticed numerous re-
treats in the advance of democracy, especially in Latin America but also
in Pakistan and even Greece.4 He built a critique of modernization, in
part on those reversals, even as economic growth continued.5 It did not
appear that all good things do, in fact, go together.

A global economic downturn in the 1970s and a collapse of growth
in many developing countries under the weight of external debt led an-
other set of critics to question not only modernization theory but the
prospects for widespread economic growth itself. The world systems and
dependency theorists, often armed with neo-Marxist logic developed by
P. Baran, A. G. Frank, and many others, pointed to what they saw as a
highly persistent global class system that maintained and even fostered
economic and social underdevelopment.6 B. Moore, Jr., and G. O’Don-
nell carefully traced historical patterns of socioeconomic evolution that
led societies to very different and less happy endpoints than the Western
democracy of early capitalist states.7 The counterpoint of neoclassical
economists such as Peter Bauer, who touted economic miracles in east
Asia, proved unable to dispel the predominant gloom of the development
community.8

The past 2 decades brought still other assaults on earlier develop-
ment theory. Herman Daly questioned the ecological sustainability of de-
velopment.9 Amitai Etzioni pointed to the breakdown of community,
even under conditions of steady economic growth and even within the
so-called developed countries.10 Many see development as an empty
promise.

One major strain of economics literature, however, has gone in a
direction that is more supportive of the traditional modernization argu-
ments, but it is much more sophisticated and nuanced. Specifically, this
literature intensively analyzes the factors that influence the rate of eco-
nomic growth. Some of this work grows out of the neoclassical theory
that all countries will ultimately converge to the same level of per-capita
GNP.11 Sensitive to the failure of many LDCs to achieve growth rates
that would maintain them on a convergence path, studies have sought to
explain the cultural, institutional, or policy factors that determine slower
growth paths.12 Some of this attention focuses also on the consequence
of differential growth rates, as does the work of J. B. Londregan and
K. T. Poole on coups.13

Motivated by more than the theoretical prediction of convergence,
much of this literature has sought to understand the influence of a broad
range of institutional and policy factors on economic growth, recogniz-
ing the value of such understanding for policy formulation. R. Levine
and D. Renelt considered the impact, in particular, of investment rates
and trade.14 G. W. Scully investigated political openness, while R. J.
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Barry B. Hughes 425

Barro looked at the implications for growth rates of human capital levels
and political instability and returned to the interactions of democracy and
growth.15 Another considerable subset of studies looks at the implications
of inequality for growth.16 Still others have explored with care the exten-
sive webs of association among sociopolitical factors and economic per-
formance.17

Although these studies on economic growth quite consistently sup-
port the argument that social and economic transformations interact
closely with each other in the development process (in a bidirectional
manner), the nature of that interaction over the long term remains less
clear than one would like. This study will help clarify one important ele-
ment of that interaction, namely, the sequencing and consistency of two
different types of social development over the long range of economic
development.

Goals and Theoretical Context
It is not the intent of this study to resolve the grand theoretical debates
about development. The purpose instead is more narrowly to revisit, with
the help of substantial empirical data, the critical relationship between
economic and social development. The character of that relationship is
of great importance to the broader debates, and the relationship is both
closer than often acknowledged and more complicated than generally
recognized. The study will show the importance of distinguishing two
aspects of social development: improvement of individual life condition
and restructuring in social organization. The nature of the relationships
between economic advance and these two aspects of social development
contrast sharply.

Because this distinction between social indicators of individual life
condition and indicators of social organization is important to the argu-
ment here, and because it is not commonly made, it needs to be clarified.
All social conditions can benefit from the actions of others and from gov-
ernment policies. This is true of literacy, life expectancy, and fertility
rate, key examples of what I call here individual life conditions. Yet we
can talk about an individual achieving literacy, prolonging a lifetime, ob-
taining enough to eat, or reducing the number of children in a family; our
measures typically aggregate these into a statement of average conditions
across a society, but they remain individual conditions. We cannot mean-
ingfully talk about an individual obtaining democracy, reaching gender
equity, eliminating societal corruption, or redressing income inequality.
All of these latter social changes take place only as societal transforma-
tion, and they typically imply significant changes in social organization
and institutions.

With respect to these two dimensions, I will present data that allow
three conclusions of importance. First, there is a ‘‘sweet spot’’ in the
development process, that is, a zone of GDP per capita within which so-
cial change across a wide range of individual life conditions is especially
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426 Economic Development and Cultural Change

rapid; large numbers of countries, with the bulk of the world’s popula-
tion, have entered and are moving rapidly through that sweet spot. Sec-
ond, within the second cluster, that of social organizational components,
change is a slower and more uneven process—a ‘‘steady slog’’ rather
than relatively predictable movement through a sweet spot (with some
reverses possible, as in any slog); even the most economically advanced
countries continue to struggle with the changes in social structure on this
second dimension. Third, there are also ‘‘systemic shifts’’ occurring in
the social condition of both types that are clearly unrelated to the eco-
nomic condition; one would need to look to forces such as technological
advances and global attitudinal change for their origin; the magnitude of
those shifts has been substantial, even over as few as 20 years.

Thus social development has at least two largely separable compo-
nent clusters and three separate dynamics. Differentiation helps us under-
stand better the continuing divide between those who believe that they
see an empirical reality of global social development as forecast by mod-
ernization theory and those who question the theory and sometimes
doubt the empirical reality of such development. For instance, observers
in the first set are more likely to be looking at individual life conditions
(the social indicators of most data sources fall primarily into this cate-
gory), and observers in the second set are likely to be watching more
truly social relationships and structures.

Theoretically, these findings make sense. As per-capita GDP levels
and personal incomes increase, individuals obviously want to improve
their social conditions. That over which they have the most control is
that which they can to a greater degree accomplish themselves, including
personal attention to education, the size of families, and greater attention
to health. That which will come more slowly (and irregularly) is change
in social organization. Moreover, à la the need hierarchies of A. Maslow
and others, many of those changes in societal organization may simply
have a lower inherent priority for individuals than do their personal life
conditions.18 Barro noted a similar sequencing and suggested that ‘‘polit-
ical freedom emerges as a sort of luxury good.’’19 It should be obvious,
of course, that the contributions of these individual life improvements to
human capital will, as noted in the literature, contribute, in turn, to eco-
nomic growth and development and to further social transformation.

Shifting focus to changes in social organization rather than individ-
ual life condition reinforces the expectation and importance of the se-
quencing explored here. D. Rueschemeyer, E. H. Stephens, and J. D.
Stephens concluded that the cross-sectional relationship between devel-
opment and democracy was too robust a finding to allow rejection of the
conclusion that there are close causal linkages between them.20 At the
same time they argued that the explanation of those causal linkages lies
in careful, comparative study of historical paths of development. Ironi-
cally, authors undertaking such comparative historical studies have con-
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Barry B. Hughes 427

cluded, in contrast to those who use cross-sectional approaches, that eco-
nomic development does not lead to democracy.

The key for Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens to reconciling
these two different conclusions (and explaining how different method-
ological approaches have led to them) lies in a comparative historical
analysis that carefully extends the number of cases and that focuses on
the role of the working class in democratization. It is necessary, they ar-
gued, for the working class to press for full democratization, because the
bourgeoisie will not generally do it on their behalf. In exploring whether
the working class may be positioned to pursue democratization, they
pointed out that ‘‘political democracy inevitably stands in tension with
the system of social inequality.’’21 The advance of literacy, life expec-
tancy, and other conditions of the working class help reduce social in-
equality and thus should make changes in social organization, like de-
mocracy, more probable. Hence here again is the logic of sequencing,
namely, improvements in the individual life condition in advance of fun-
damental changes in social organization.

With respect to the systemic shift, which appears to have acceler-
ated both forms of social transformation across almost the entire range
of economic development, the most obvious explanation in many cases
is technological advance. Obviously, progress in medical technology has
increased life expectancy across the range of GDP per capita. We shall
see, however, that the phenomenon of systemic shift is so pervasive—
across the range of social measures we examine, including those of so-
cial organization—that technological change alone appears an inade-
quate explanation. Although I will not attempt here a research design that
can investigate the hypothesis, it appears highly likely that there is also
a significant ideational component to the systemic shift.22 That is, the
spread of ideas about how to improve social conditions and about proper
social structures is almost certainly having a significant impact on social
conditions around the world. Although it will require a separate analysis,
globalization has probably accelerated the systemic shift.

The organization of the presentation will be (1) an examination of
the systemic (and generally long-term) associations between levels of
economic and social development in recent data (using cross-sectional
analysis of recent data, including some comparative cross-sectional anal-
ysis that also draws on data from 20 years earlier); and (2) an investiga-
tion of the shorter-term linkages between changes in economic and social
conditions (relying on longitudinal analysis of the last 20 years). I begin
by looking at the global cross-sectional relationships and by identifying
recurrent patterns of sweet spot, steady slog, and systemic shift.

Identifying Sweet Spot, Steady Slog, and Systemic Shift
The early development literature relied heavily on GNP per capita to
measure economic growth. Since the work of R. Summers and A. Hes-
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428 Economic Development and Cultural Change

Fig. 1.—GDP in exchange rates and purchasing power, 1992

ton, however, we have a measure of economic condition that better as-
sesses the real purchasing power of consumers around the world.23 When
possible, in this discussion I use GDP per capita as measured at purchas-
ing power parity (PPP). As figure 1 suggests, the relationship between
GDP measured more traditionally at exchange rates and GDP at PPP is
actually very strong. The virtue of using a PPP-based GDP lies as much
in the way it spreads values at low levels of GDP as in its improved
assessment of economic condition. Specifically, as GDP per capita at ex-
change rates climbs to about $2,500, GDP per capita at PPP climbs to
approximately $5,000. In contrast, at higher levels of GDP per capita at
exchange rates, GDP per capita at PPP climbs much more slowly.24

One of the implications of the relationship between GDP per capita
at exchange rates and GDP per capita at purchasing power is that in
countries below $2,500 per capita at exchange rates, citizens gain ap-
proximately $2 in purchasing power for every dollar they gain in per-
capita GDP at exchange rates. Although the GDP in countries with GDP
per capita (exchange rates) below $2,500 did not grow as rapidly be-
tween 1970 and 1990 as that of richer countries, the purchasing power
of the citizens in those countries actually grew more rapidly. Moreover,
as I show below, the individual social condition of citizens in those
countries improved even more rapidly than did their purchasing power.

I will refer to the region below $2,500 GDP per capita (at exchange
rates) or below $5,000 GDP per capita (at purchasing power) as the
sweet spot of individual social development. Although not labeling it, H.
Chenery and M. Syrquin similarly identified a zone of economic growth
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Barry B. Hughes 429

in which most rapid development occurs. They noted ‘‘that 75 to 80 per-
cent of the total structural change takes place within’’ the range of GNP
per capita between $100 and $1,000 in 1964 dollars. Inflating to 1992,
the top end of their range is roughly $4,500 at exchange rates or $7,500
at purchasing power.25 Although part of the analysis here supports the
proposition that the upper end of the sweet spot has dropped somewhat,
to about $5,000 at purchasing power, the zone of rapid social transition
in the early 1990s is remarkably consistent with the Chenery and Syrquin
values of 20 years earlier.

My focus here is largely on sociopolitical change rather than on the
economic change to which Chenery gave most attention.26 Because it is
important, however, to understand that the sweet spot is an economic as
well as a social phenomenon, I comment in passing on the relationship
between GDP per capita (PPP) and the portion of economic product de-
rived from agriculture (see fig. 2). That portion drops dramatically as
GDP per capita rises toward $5,000. This pattern is repeated again and
again. In fact, of course, it is structural economic change, such as move-
ment from agricultural to industrial economies, that drives much of the
social change. Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens are far from alone
in pointing out that traditional agricultural societies, particularly those in
which land ownership is concentrated, are not hospitable environments
for social change.27 Consider also that by one rule of thumb, movement
of average incomes above $5,000 per capital coincides with rapid in-
creases in automobile purchases.28 Surely such purchases have social and
not just economic import.

Fig. 2.—Agricultural value added as a function of GDP per capita
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430 Economic Development and Cultural Change

A

B

Fig. 3.—Literacy as a function of GDP per capita. A, 1970. B, 1990

The Condition of Individual Lives
Literacy is a key aspect of life condition. Figure 3 shows a pattern of
especially rapid progress in the improvement of the literacy rate through
somewhat more than $5,000 per capita (PPP).29 The outliers make it
clear, of course, that GDP per capita in no way guarantees social devel-
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Barry B. Hughes 431

opment. Note also in figure 3 that the pattern is tighter in 1990 than in
1970. This occurs often. Although it might indicate that economic devel-
opment is becoming more important in explaining social conditions
(globalization could be leveling other factors), there could be many ex-
planations, including improved data collection over time.

Turning to demographic development, the total fertility rate of
countries drops very rapidly through the sweet spot, falling in 1990 be-
low three children per woman for most countries above $5,000 per cap-
ita. Note also in figure 4 the clear systemic shift between 1970 and 1990.
In 1970, the total fertility rate at high levels of GDP per capita was at or
above two children per woman, while in 1990, the fertility rate at high
levels of GDP per capita fell near and even below two children. More-
over, the rate of drop in fertility rates through the sweet spot was not
nearly as pronounced in 1970 as in 1990.

It is sometimes argued that social development is strongly influ-
enced by the culture of countries or even that national culture is a more
important factor than economic growth.30 This pair of figures does not
support that proposition, even with respect to fertility, an aspect of devel-
opment on which we might expect culture would have a particularly
strong effect. Note that the systemic pattern appears to be nearly univer-
sal—no regional or cultural grouping of countries has resisted the down-
ward shift in fertility with higher GDP per capita. Considering the shift
in pattern between 1970 and 1990, it is probable that, beyond economic
growth, the key factors shaping fertility rates over the past 2 decades
have been the wide-scale governmental, intergovernmental, and nongov-
ernmental efforts to decrease those rates, along with improvements in the
technology of contraception. If there is a cultural force at work, it may
be a global cultural change with respect to attitudes and beliefs concern-
ing the desirability of large families.

Figure 5 shows that one of the most noticeable aspects of the rela-
tionship between life expectancy and GDP per capita, especially in 1990,
is the tightness of it, that is, the relatively few outliers from the relation-
ship. Obviously, continued life is one of the strongest values that humans
hold and it is even less susceptible to cultural variation than fertility. It
seems reasonable to posit that individuals in all countries act to secure
the longest life expectancy that their means can provide. Again, how-
ever, there is a clear sweet spot, with the transition through it largely
complete by GDP per capita of $5,000 (PPP).

Note that the most rapid change in life expectancy actually occurs
in the first half of the sweet spot, in the range below GDP per capita of
$2,500 (PPP). This pattern appears general. We can further divide the
sweet spot roughly into two subranges: one in which growth is fastest,
up to about $2,500 (PPP), and a second one in which the social condition
approaches that of the most developed countries, between $2,500 and
$5,000 (PPP).
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Fig. 4.—Total fertility rate as a function of GDP per capita. A, 1970. B,
1990.
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Fig. 5.—Life expectancy as a function of GDP per capita. A, 1970. B, 1990
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434 Economic Development and Cultural Change

Fig. 6.—Malnutrition as a function of GDP per capita

Like life expectancy, we would expect food sufficiency to have an
especially high value around the world (data before 1990 are too spotty
to be of use here). If we consider the proportion of children who are mal-
nourished (see fig. 6), we once more see a concentration of change in
that variable at the lower end of the sweet spot. It is somewhat surpris-
ing, however, that there are more outliers on this figure than there are in
figure 5 (all the countries at the very top of the graph are south Asian:
India, Bangladesh, and Nepal). While this might suggest some cultural
norm at work, it is not clear what that would be. It is quite possible that
data reporting standards explain some of the phenomenon.

Urbanization may not seem a human value, especially to those in
developed countries who long for the sylvan life of leisure that the coun-
tryside promises. But for those whose livelihood is tied to backbreaking
toil in the fields, an opportunity for shorter working hours and higher
cash incomes; access to entertainment, medical care, a wide range of
consumer goods; and the fellowship of other humans will all draw peo-
ple from the countryside to the city. In any case, urbanization does in-
crease rapidly through the sweet spot of development (see fig. 7).

Still another human value is access to safe water (see fig. 8). Those
who link environmental deterioration to development tend to focus on
air quality, and especially on the deterioration of that quality with growth
in automobile emissions. It is important to realize, however, that dirty
water generally kills a lot faster than does dirty air. Access to improved
water quality may actually be another positive trade-off that those in
LDCs make with their moves to the city.

Note again the systemic shift in the pattern of transformation to
safer water over the past 20 years.31 Specifically, the curve has become
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Fig. 7.—Urbanization as a function of GDP per capita. A, 1970. B, 1990
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Fig. 8.—Safe water as a function of GDP per capita. A, 1970. B, 1990
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Barry B. Hughes 437

clearly steeper and higher during that period. It has also become a bit
tighter. Leaders and citizens around the world have made a significant
effort to improve water safety.

Theorists have argued that it is not just individual social conditions
that change with development but also individual values, beliefs, and at-
titudes. Although the data that would allow examination of that argument
are limited, the World Values Survey directed by R. Inglehart does allow
some analysis of the proposition.32 There is some tendency, for example,
for both religion and work to become less important as GDPs per capita
increase (see fig. 9).33 Although the figures hint at something equivalent

A

B

Fig. 9.—A, Religion importance as a function of GDP per capita. B, Work
importance as a function of GDP per capita.
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438 Economic Development and Cultural Change

to the sweet spot in attitudes as well, only eight of the 43 countries in
the survey have GDP per capita of less than $5,000 at purchasing power
parity. Thus it is impossible to examine carefully attitudinal changes in
the sweet spot.

The Character of Social Organization
The distinction could easily be overdrawn, but most elements of social
change that I have examined to this point are sampled at the individual
level and then presented for entire countries. I turn now to measures
that are more strictly social or social organizational (including the polit-
ical).

The first measure I consider is democratization. There is now a vast
literature examining the relationship between economic development and
democracy, going back, as said S. M. Lipset in his own classic study, to
Aristotle.34 Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens provided a wonderful
extension, while S. Haggard and K. R. Kaufman and A. Przeworski and
F. Limongi have contributed recent reviews and additions.35

Studies consistently find that democracy is more common at higher
levels of economic development. Przeworski and Limongi attribute the
correlation not to the increased probability of transition to democracy as
GDP per capita increases but to the decreased probability of transition
away from it (that is, to the stability of democracy) and to a bell-shaped
pattern of instability for dictatorships.

Figure 10 draws on the Freedom House for data and sums their
two measures of democracy (political rights and civil liberties), creat-
ing a scale that runs from 14 (least democratic) to two (most demo-
cratic). Although there is a great deal of variation around the central
tendency, a sweet spot in the development pattern is again clear (al-
though the exponential form that fits best here gives a somewhat flatter
curve than most of the curves that we saw in figures 3–9, which repre-
sent relationships at the individual level). Moreover, the top of the
range at which the most rapid change occurs is again about $5,000
(PPP). Of course, the third wave of global democratization, as identi-
fied by Huntington, has shifted that curve downward and to the left in
the past 2 decades and prior waves of democratization have receded—
it is quite possible that the contemporary figure exaggerates the respon-
siveness of fundamental change in social organization to higher GDP
per capita.36

Most of the transformations from authoritarian to democratic gov-
ernments in recent years (like those in Latin America and Eastern Eu-
rope) have occurred in countries shown in the upper portion of the sweet
spot rather than at either end of the range in GDP per capita. Huntington
suggested a zone of transition in which countries confront choices about
government forms.37 Although historical factors, cultural context, and
other characteristics of development condition those choices, external
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Fig. 10.—Freedom as a function of GDP per capita. A, 1970. B, 1990
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440 Economic Development and Cultural Change

factors influence them as well. External factors, including powerful
actors like superpowers as well as near neighbors, may influence large
numbers of choices but leave them subject to subsequent revision. In
short, the long-term curve may be a less good fit and somewhat flatter
than the contemporary one.

Other social indicators, including the status of women, also give
reason to question whether the basic pattern of transformation in broad
social structures is as steep as the contemporary pattern of democratiza-
tion suggests. The United Nations Development Programme assesses
women’s status with the Gender Empowerment Measure.38 Given that
equality of women with men would be reached only with a value of 1.0,
it is obvious that even the most developed societies in the world still
have much development ahead of them. It is interesting that this is the
first measure I have examined where there is no obvious economic zone
of rapid transformation that is followed by a much slower transformation
(see fig. 11). That is, rather than a sweet spot in the development pattern,
it shows a steady slog.

Inglehart’s World Values Survey project (see fig. 12) gives some
information on the attitudinal structures underlying measures on democ-
racy and empowerment of women.39 With respect to human rights, per-
haps the safest conclusion is that expressed approval of the human rights
movement is effectively unrelated to GDP per capita. The fact that ap-
proval for the human rights movement is consistently strong across the
entire range of GDP per capita (the approval scale runs from one to four)
suggests that desire for greater human rights protection is a constant
across all levels of development.

Fig. 11.—Status of women as a function of GDP per capita
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Fig. 12.—A, Support for human rights as a function of GDP per capita. B,
Support for women’s rights as a function of GDP per capita.
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Similarly, approval of the women’s rights movement exists at all
levels of GDP per capita. Surprisingly, it fades a little with higher levels
of economic well-being. Given that the actual condition of women im-
proves at higher levels, this pattern could indicate either a small backlash
against such improvement or against the movement or simply a small
increase in satisfaction with prevailing conditions.

Transparency International and Göttingen University have devel-
oped a 10-point scale of societal corruption that changes with GDP per
capita, much as democracy levels and the status of women change with
this measure.40 This scale (see fig. 13) also indicates a generally linear
pattern of movement toward lower levels of corruption.

The pattern is somewhat similar for income distribution (see fig.
14). It appears that there is no zone of rapid transformation in average
level of the income share obtained by the 20% of the population with
the highest income. There is, however, a zone of transformation in the
homogeneity of countries on income distribution as GDP increases.
Countries above the sweet spot are more alike.41 The same patterns ap-
pear in data from 20 years earlier and in data (not shown) for the poorest
20% of the population (where, however, the increase in share with in-
creasing GDP per capita is markedly less pronounced). Perhaps the most
surprising feature of figure 14 is the systemic shift toward lower income
shares for the rich over time. This is contrary to much understanding of
those decades. However, the number of countries for 1970 is too small
for extended analysis.

Together, the measures of democratization, status of women, level
of corruption, and income distribution suggest that development in social
structure is slower (more of a slog) than development of individual well-

Fig. 13.—Corruption as a function of GDP per capita
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Fig. 14.—Richest as a function of GDP per capita. A, 1970. B, 1990
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being. One criticism that can be raised of this conclusion, and that I can-
not fully address, is that the individual life conditions examined earlier
were all subject to ceiling effects that caused their growth to top out in
advance of the measures of social organization. Measures of life condi-
tion do, in fact, have ceiling effects that explain their leveling. Obvi-
ously, improvements in individual life quality do not stop at GDPs per
capita (PPP) of $5,000. For instance, educational advancement does con-
tinue with higher education, even after the achievement of literacy. Yet
it is very important that, within that range, key measures of life quality
do reach levels found in much more economically developed countries.
And the measures of social organization will eventually reach similar
ceilings: the Freedom House measure of democracy has a limit as does
the corruption measure of Transparency International. Gender equity and
income inequality have ceilings. What is important here is that the attain-
ment of those ceilings occurs much earlier for individual life conditions
than for social organization.

Analyzing Social Change
To this point, I have relied on cross-sectional analysis to investigate the
relationship between economic and social development (although the com-
parisons across time move toward longitudinal analysis). The strong cor-
relations that I show are highly suggestive of a dynamic relationship, but
the data cannot definitively map such a relationship. Therefore, time has
to be introduced into the analysis in order to consider whether changes
in the economic level of countries over time appear to be related to social
change in the same manner as that shown in the relationship across coun-
tries.

I will begin by looking individually at the change over time in eco-
nomic and social conditions. I do this because of the widespread but in-
accurate belief that the 1970s and 1980s economically were lost decades
for less developed countries. I need to establish clearly that there was,
in fact, extensive change in economic levels during that period before I
can expect to associate that variation with changes in the social condi-
tions, and I also will briefly consider the changes in the social conditions.
This will be followed by an examination of the relationship between eco-
nomic and social change.

Historic Economic Performance
Contrary to popular belief, GDPs per capita grew substantially in both
developing and developed countries during the 1970s and 1980s. A.
Maddison divided the period since 1820 into five distinct phases of
global growth and pointed out that the rate of global growth from 1973
to 1994 ranked third, outperformed only by the golden age of 1950–73
and the belle époque of 1870–1913.42 On average, GDP per capita in
constant dollars rose by about 50% (2.0% annually) between 1970 and

This content downloaded from 130.253.34.92 on Fri, 6 Feb 2015 20:25:38 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Barry B. Hughes 445

Fig. 15.—Growth in global GDP per capita over 2 decades (1987 dollars)

1990 (see fig. 15; note that the coefficient in the equation relating GDP
per capita in 1970 to the level in 1990 is 1.503).

It is important to emphasize how really extensive this growth was,
bringing along most less developed countries as well. This can be deter-
mined by an extensive examination of the countries that had a GDP per
capita of $2,500 or less in 1970 (see fig. 16). The growth rate for those
countries was noticeably slower in the 1970s and 1980s than for the
world as a whole (the coefficient of the equation suggests an average rate
of just over 30% or 1.3% annually), but it was substantial.

The countries that did not participate in this growth were primarily
the low income countries in sub-Saharan Africa. With the notable excep-
tion of Botswana (the outlier in the graph), those countries experienced

Fig. 16.—Growth in GDP per capita over 2 decades (1987 dollars) in coun-
tries with GDP per capita below $2,500 in 1970.
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Fig. 17.—Growth in African GDP per capita over 2 decades (1987 dollars)

2 decades of essentially no per capita growth in the 1970s and 1980s—
lost decades for the continent (see fig. 17).

Historic Social Performance
At the beginning of the twentieth century, the average GDP per capita
(at exchange rates and in 1990 dollars) of Western European countries
was only $2,899.43 At best, those countries were at the top end of the
modern sweet spot in social development. Literacy was nearly universal
in Great Britain and the United States by 1900, up from 81% in both
countries in 1870 and from 50% in Britain in the early nineteenth cen-
tury.44 Those countries scored considerably lower, however, on some
technology-influenced social measures than did contemporary countries
with similar income levels. For instance, life expectancy in 1900 was ap-
proximately 50 years in the richest Western European countries, com-
pared with an average life expectancy today of more than 65 years in
countries with a GDP per capita of approximately $2,900 (at exchange
rates) in contemporary dollars. Unfortunately, it is very difficult to obtain
adequate measures of the social condition for even the richest countries
early in the century. The attention paid to data on the social condition is
really a post–World War II phenomenon.

Globally, an average GDP per capita of about $4,500 in exchange
rate terms and an average of $7,000 in purchasing power parity has now
been reached. That might suggest that humanity has passed through the
sweet spot. Global inequality, however, is so great that the averages are
very misleading. In fact, nearly 100 countries, with a total population of
about 4.2 billion people (nearly 75% of the global population), have
GDPs per capita below $3,000. Those countries and peoples remain
within the most turbulent zone of socioeconomic development.

Nonetheless, progress for LDCs through the sweet spot of social de-
velopment has been substantial. Since 1960, global life expectancy has
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increased from 55 to 66 years, the total fertility rate has dropped from
4.9 to 2.9 births per woman, and food calories per capita have increased
by about 15%. In low-income countries, social change substantially ex-
ceeded the global rate on each of these measures and on others. Life ex-
pectancy advanced from 48 to 63 years over the same period, the total
fertility rate dropped from 6.1 to 3.3 births per woman, calories per cap-
ita increased by 25%, and literacy grew from less than 30% to 65% of
the population. Both economic and and social development have been
remarkable success stories.45

The Linkages between Economic and Social Performance
It is important to understand that the relationships suggested by the pre-
vious analysis across countries imply a very long-term connection be-
tween economic condition and social condition. It took most of the nine-
teenth century for the rich countries of North America and Western
Europe to reach the top of the sweet-spot range for GDP per capita. Al-
though many LDCs now have GDP growth rates that exceed those ever
attained by the richest countries of the world, it remains uncommon for
such countries to add more than $2,000–$3,000 to their GDPs per capita
in 20 years. And the database of relatively consistent and extensive mea-
surements in GDP per capita and social condition available for this lon-
gitudinal analysis extends only about 20 years.

One would expect that the relationships found in an analysis over
20 years would be considerably less strong than those found in the analy-
sis across all countries at a single point in time, an analysis that implic-
itly looks at approximately 200 years of development. In 20 years, one
would also expect other factors, such as policy changes, uncertain and
probably variable time lags, and perhaps even some inconsistency in
measurement, to play more important roles.

Another reason to expect weaker relationships in the longitudinal
analysis is that the underlying longer-term relationships seen in cross-
section are highly curvilinear. The longitudinal relationships for individ-
ual countries are in essence tangents to those curves at very different
points on the curves, and one would expect quite variable slopes for
those tangents.

Although I expect all longitudinal relationships to be considerably
weaker than cross-sectional ones, as a general rule one would anticipate
the strongest longitudinal relationships among economic variables,
weaker relationships between economic variables and those of individual
life condition, and the weakest relationships between economic variables
and those of social organization. This expectation grows from my finding
a pattern of decreasing strength of relationships in the cross-sectional
analysis.

The purely economic relationships hold up well in the analysis
across time. First, the relationship between change in GDP per capita at
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Fig. 18.—GDP in exchange rates and PPP (1990–70 ratios)

exchange rates and GDP per capita at purchasing power remains very
strong. As in the figures to follow, figure 18 considers the relationship
of two ratios across all countries for which I have data. In this particular
instance, the independent variable is the ratio of GDP per capita at ex-
change rates in 1990 to that in 1970, and the dependent variable is the
ratio of GDP per capita at purchasing power for the same 2 years (both
in constant dollars).

Note that the best fit in this relationship is a straight line, instead of
the logarithmic function that I fit to the relationship for all countries at
a single time point. Remember again that the longitudinal relationships
are effectively tangents to the longer-term curves that are implicit in the
cross-sectional relationships.

Figure 19 shows the relationship between GDP per capita at pur-
chasing power and value added in agriculture (as a percentage of the to-
tal GDP). The relationship between the two ratios is relatively strong,

Fig. 19.—Agriculture’s share as a function of GDP per capita
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although not as strong or as steep as that shown in figure 2 across the
entire range of GDP per capita. In general, one might expect that larger
proportional changes in the GDP per capita (PPP) will not translate into
similarly large proportional changes in dependent variables. One reason
is that changes in variables dependent on a change in GDP per capita are
likely to lag somewhat behind the change in GDP per capita, and that
lag is likely to be greater when the change in GDP per capita is most
rapid. In addition, one would expect that many of the dependent changes,
including agricultural share, could be resistant to reversal. Thus de-
creases in GDP per capita are especially unlikely to have dramatic im-
pact.

As stated previously, when turning to relationships between a
change in GDP per capita and changes in individual life condition, one
expects them to be less tight. That proves true with respect to infant mor-
tality (see fig. 20). One interesting aspect of this relationship is that the
curve does not pass through the point 1,1 in the figure. Clearly, there has
been a substantial downward shift in the value of infant mortality, re-
gardless of the change in GDP per capita. Presumably this indicates a
global improvement in medical technology.

It may be that the systemic shift is even more pronounced and con-
sistent for life expectancy than for infant mortality, overwhelming any
effect of changes in GDP per capita (see fig. 21). On the whole, there is
an average increase in life expectancy of about 15% over the 20 years,
with no obvious relationship between changes in GDP per capita in indi-
vidual countries and a change in life expectancy in those countries.

Figure 22 shows that the change in the total fertility rate is related

Fig. 20.—Infant mortality as a function of GDP per capita
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Fig. 21.—Life expectancy as a function of GDP per capita

to the change in GDP per capita in a similar way that infant mortality is.
Specifically, while greater increases in GDP per capita correlate with
greater decreases in fertility, there is also a downward shift in fertility
that is independent of GDP per capita. Although that shift could come
from improved contraceptive technology, it is also possible that a global
cultural change is occurring that is leading to a desire for smaller fami-
lies. Any interpretation of the shift is, of course, speculative.

As the final indicator of individual life condition, I consider the

Fig. 22.—Total fertility rate as a function of GDP per capita
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Fig. 23.—Illiteracy as a function of GDP per capita

change in the illiteracy rates in figure 23 as related to the change in GDP
per capita (I use illiteracy data only from 1975 to 1990 because my
source for 1970 was self-evidently incompatible). Once again, there is a
clear shift over time in the social indicator but no relationship with GDP
per capita. It is obvious that in this period the major systemic decrease
in illiteracy (nearly 30% over only 15 years) overwhelms any relation-
ship with GDP per capita. Even when this relationship is examined only
for countries with GDP per capita of less than $3,000 or $5,000 in 1990
(thus eliminating richer countries whose GDP may change but that have
reached the limits of reductions in illiteracy), the result is the same.

Unfortunately, the only measure of social organization for which I
have longitudinal data is freedom (democracy). There is, however, no
relationship in figure 24 between changes in freedom and changes in
GDP per capita for the 1970–90 period. This is not too surprising be-
cause the relationship for the full range of GDP per capita in the early
1990s was not as strong as that for individual life conditions (as shown
in fig. 10).

However, once again there is a shift in freedom that is independent
of changes in GDP per capita. Specifically, the average ratio of freedom
in 1992 is about 90% of that in 1973, indicating a 10% systemic shift
toward more freedom on Freedom House’s inverted scale. In view of the
third wave of democratization, this shift is not surprising and might well
be greater with more recent data.

To summarize, the analysis with changes in data from 1970 to 1990
is generally consistent with my previous analysis across the full range of
GDP per capita in the early 1990s. Specifically, there are close connec-
tions between changes in GDP per capita and changes in other economic
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Fig. 24.—Freedom as a function of GDP per capita

variables, weak connections with changes in individual life condition,
and no relationships with changes in freedom. I had expected the rela-
tionships from the analysis over time to be weaker than those at a single
time point.

In addition, the longitudinal analysis shows the systemic shifts that
appeared previously in the time-comparative cross-sections over the full
range of GDP per capita. The magnitude of those shifts and the relatively
weak relationships in my longitudinal analysis reinforce an earlier con-
clusion: social condition is a function of much more than economic con-
dition.

Economic and Social Development: Caveats and Conclusions
Although this study was never intended to be a defense of the modern-
ization theory, there clearly is a basis for the argument that many good
things go together. I have shown that large numbers of important social
indicators improve in interaction with economic growth and do so in
very similar ways. There is a sweet spot of development in most indica-
tors of individual social condition. That zone of rapid social transforma-
tion generally appears below $5,000 per capita at purchasing power par-
ity and below $2,500 per capita at exchange rates. Most change occurs
in the first half of that zone.

In considering the sweet spot, however, it should be clear that by
no means all good things go together. First, change itself is disruptive
and painful. Thus the zone of transformation to improved social condi-
tions is also a zone of great social turmoil. It is most likely that more
rapid economic and social advances in some communities relative to
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other communities within a country (whether communities are defined
by geographic region, ethnic group, religious affiliation, or economic
class) will contribute to social and political turmoil. Such turmoil almost
certainly helps explain the inability of countries to consolidate change in
sociopolitical structures.

A distinction must be made between what happens to individuals
within a society and what happens to social structures and relationships.
Individual well-being increases sharply and predictably with increases in
income through the sweet spot and beyond. In contrast, as critics of mod-
ernization theory have long emphasized, the linkages of economic
change to aspects of social structure (such as democratization, status of
women, corruption level, and government spending) are much less
strong. The great variation around the central tendency implies that many
other forces are at work and that there is much path dependency in social
structure. Social structures change (on average) so much more slowly
over a wide range of GDP per capita that there is no sweet spot with
respect to them but rather a steady slog. Democratization appears an ex-
ception to the rule, but it is possible that global supporters of democracy
have pushed it forward at levels of GDP per capita at which other, and
often supportive, social change has not yet occurred.

One very important caveat to this discussion of both sweet spot and
steady slog is that there is a relative shortage of both comparative and
longitudinal data on a number of social indicators that might change less
positively with economic growth. It is difficult, for instance, to obtain
extensive comparative data on crime, incarceration, suicide, drug addi-
tion, or divorce rates.46

Many of these missing social indicators are precisely those that de-
velopment programs seldom or never target and that might reflect the
level of anomie in a society. There is some reason to believe that individ-
ual anomie might increase with economic development in more ad-
vanced market economies. In fact, F. Fukuyama, the proponent of the
triumph of liberalism at the end of history, argued that the shift in such
countries to information societies has been a period of ‘‘great disrup-
tion,’’ marked by deterioration for economically advanced countries on
exactly these kinds of individual life condition.47 It would be tragic if
relative success for countries on the steady slog was to be followed by
decay in individual life condition. Although this potential sequel to the
social change of the sweet spot and the steady slog merits investigation,
the cross-sectional relationship between GDP per capita and suicide
(which I have examined but do not show here), as an example, shows
increasing homogeneity at higher economic levels, not higher rates.

Finally, we have seen clearly that social development has proceeded
on many fronts in the last 20 years independently of economic growth.
It is obvious that there has been a systemic shift in social condition that
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has a basis in forces that this study can only speculate about but which
almost certainly include both technological advance and widespread
changes in beliefs and attitudes.

Humanity has moved dramatically into the social transformation
that de Tocqueville and a few others identified early in the nineteenth
century. We are hardly at the end of history, but the movement of hu-
manity through perhaps the most significant transformation of individual
conditions since the Neolithic revolution is very far along. We have by
no means reached the end of social change, but the world can increas-
ingly boast a literate population that is now beginning to stabilize in
size and that is, for the most part, well-fed, heavily urbanized, and long-
lived.

These same individuals are likely to reside in countries less far ad-
vanced in the change of social structures. They nonetheless live mostly
in countries where democracy is increasing (although many of the de-
mocracies remain unstable), the rights of women are gradually improv-
ing (even in the face of some backlash against those rights), and the in-
come share of the middle class is growing (but in the context of still high
and even increasing overall income inequality). These are remarkable
times of social transformation, and they are far from over.

Notes
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