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How well do European nations
do in providing for the basic
social and material levels of
their populations? How do
European levels of social provi-
sion compare with those of the
rest of the world, especially
the other economically ad-
vanced nations of North
Ametrica, Asia and the Pacific?
Are Buropean social trends sub-
ject to significant fluctuations
over time, or do they tend to
remain stable?

These questions and related
ones guided a just-completed
study of Trends in World Social
Development, conducted by the
author for the 15-year period
ending in 1985. The third report
in a series-the first two were
published in 1984 as The So-
cial Progress of Nations (New
York and London: Pracger Pub-
lishers)-the current survey
again found that European na-
tions lead the world as the coun-
tries with the most secure "so-
cial safety nets." That is to
say, the European nations as a
group have been most success-
ful in providing for the basic so-
cial and material needs of their
populations. The United States
ranked 27th in the listing.

The purpose of the study was
to provide hard data concerning
international progress in clos-
ing the gap between the
wortld's richest and poorest na-
tions. Data gathered from the
study will be used for purposes
of helping to redirect interna-
tional development assistance
resources to those nations
and world regions in great-
est need of foreign aid.

Drawing on 36 internation-
ally gathered indicators of social
progress, patterns of social provi-
sion for 124 nations (comprising
98 percent of the world popu-

lation) were studied for the pe-
riod 1970-85. The indicators
were grouped into 10 cate-
gories, focusing on chang-
ing national growth patterns
with respect to access to basic

education, adequacy of health
services, status of women,
economic trends, patterns of
population growth, factors
related to linguistic, religious
and ethnic diversity, the protec-
tion of internationally guaranteed
individual human freedoms, the
availability of formal welfare
programs and services. Factors
also related to the frequency of
natural disasters, including the
number of fatalities and extent
of material losses associated
with those disasters, which
wete also included in the sut-
vey.

The survey also took into con-
sideration national patterns of
military and defense spending.
Expenditures beyond a certain
percentage of gross national
product (GNP) were treated
negatively in the study's ratings
of national social progress on the
basis that excessive levels of de-
fense spending deprive nations of
resources that are needed to fi-
nance domestic social programs.

The European commitment to a
high level of social development is
histotical and is a commitment that
has set an international standard of
social caring for the rest of the
wotld. Today, European models of
social development have been
emulated by less socially ad-
vanced nations.

But levels of social development
in Europe are far from uniform.
Indeed, many European nations
continue to harbor within their
borders substantial pockets of
poverty, illiteracy, even malnutri-
tion. Some nations are charactet-
ized as well by variable access to
quality health services and basic
education. Others  experience
serious problems with respect to
political participation and, for
some, the suppression of inter-
nationally  guaranteed human
rights and freedoms looms
large.

In still other European coun-
tries, national expenditures for
military and defense purposes
far exceeds those of the majority

of nations within the region and
this results in periodic intrare-
gional political tensions and
civil protest campaigns. All of
those problems notwith-
standing, the socially advanced
nations of Northern and Western
Europe continue to dominate the
list of countries that have
achieved the greatest success in
providing the most basic social
and material needs of their peo-

ple.

European "Social Leaders"
Of the 124 nations included in this
survey, all of the top 12 "social
leaders" for the world are located in
Europe.

Favorable rates of national
and regional economic growth and
high levels of political participation,
combined with Europe's history
of constitutionally protected indi-
vidual freedoms, have resulted in
Northern and Western European
countries consistently emerging at
or near the top of the list of na-
tions with the "most adequate lev-
els of social provision." Controlled
fertility, low rates of infant mortal-
ity, high life expectation and
literacy patterns also have
added to the region's favorable
social rating.

Also  contributing is the
comparative  geographic  and
population smallness of the nations
in the tegion. Europe's relative
cultural homogeneity, its socially
secured opportunities for the ad-
vancement of women and the avail-
ability of a well educated pool of
skilled workers also help boost
Europe's advanced social standing
significantly.

Europe's  historical  commit-
ment to the provision of high-
quality, largely tax-supported and
nearly universal programs of
health, education and welfare
services for the aged, disabled,
widows, dependent children, un-
employed workers and for other
groups of socially vulnerable
persons accounts for the re-
gion's high ratings on each of the
three world surveys that have been



conducted since 1970. Denmark,
the Federal Republic of Ger-
many, Austria, France, Ireland
and Belgium head the list of
nations with the most compre-
hensive system of social welfare
programs and services. The
United Kingdom, Italy and the
Nethetlands also have achieved
systems of social provision that
have been emulated by less so-
cially developed nations.

Europe's "Social Laggers"
Not all European nations share top
billing on the list of world social
leaders, however. For a variety of
economic, political and social rea-
sons, a number of Furopean na-
tions can be characterized as
“social laggers,” that is, as na-
tions that are "social under-
achievers" relative to the re-
sources available to them for ad-
vancing social development ob-
jectives within their borders.
Southern Europe figures
prominently on the list of social
underachievers relative to
Northern and Western Europe;
all eight of the Warsaw Pact
nations of Hastern Europe are
among the bottom 10 of the
region's least socially developed
counttries.

Though many of Europe's
“social laggers’ still occupy
very favorable positions rela-
tive to the rest of the world
(eight of the “bottom 10” in
Europe rank among the top 25
percent of all countries world-
wide), by European standards,
there still exists considerable
room for improvement within
these countries.

In the main, the bottom 10
European nations earned less
favorable ratings in the survey
because of lower rates of eco-
nomic growth, declines in per-
capita food production over
earlier levels, lower average per-
capita income levels, less ad-
vanced levels of educational
achievement and serious prob-
lems in political participation and
internal political instability.

Within the Warsaw Pact na-
tions of Eastern Europe, recut-
rent economic problems con-
tributed substantially to their
lower ratings. The continuing
suppression of internationally
guaranteed human freedoms
that exists within these coun-
tries pulled down their ratings
as well. These two factors-
especially in  combination-
threaten to undermine the oth-
erwise impressive social gains
that East European nations have
been able to achieve across a
broad spectrum of national life
(such as health and welfare
services, in patterns of higher
education, status of women).
They even threaten to disrupt
the fragile coexistence that cur-
rently prevails among the many
ethnic minorities that live in the
region.  Albania, Yugoslavia,
Romania, Poland and Bulgaria
performed especially pootly on
the sutrvey's political freedoms
indicators; economic problems
are currently most severe in
Yugoslavia, Poland and Albania.

East European spending for
defense and military purposes
was found to be the highest in
all of Europe. In fact, as a per-
centage of gross national
product, East FEuropean de-
fense spending is nearly three
times that of any other group-
ing of Furopean nations. This
trend is especially troublesome
given the potential unrest that
could easily spread from East-
ern Europe to other subre-
gions of the Continent.

Prospects For The Future

Prospects for even higher lev-
els of social development in
Europe remain high, alt-.:)ugh
it is true that further develop-
ments are not likely to occur at
the same rapid pace as they did
during earlier decades. Ever so,
it is reasonable to expect that
European nations, as a group
at least, will continue to experi-
ence a higher standard of living

than that found in other na-
tions, including that of the eco-
nomically advanced countries
of North America, Asia and
Oceania.

But Europe's imptressive social
gains are not immutable nor are
they guaranteed to last into the
future. Indeed, many of Europe's
most significant social accom-
plishments are being threatened
by region-wide economic prob-
lems, by rapid increases in mili-
tary expenditures in both West-
ern and Eastern Europe and by
the widespread suppression of
internationally guaranteed human
freedoms in Eastern Europe.
These trends add immeasurably
to the sense of "social insecu-
rity"  experienced by many
Europeans vis-a-vis the region's
future. These trends are indeed
ominous and do threaten the very
foundations on which current
social, political and economic
development in Europe rests.

To retain its position of in-
ternational social leadership,
Europe will need to monitor
even more closely the complex
social, political and economic
events that are taking place both
within and outside the region.
In responding to these myriad
events European nations must
be prepared to act decisively
to neutralize intraregional and
international threats to their
high level of social provision.
Only through carefully consid-
ered multinational actions will
Europe continue to serve as the
standard of excellence against
which other nations will assess
their social accomplishments.

Richard Estes is a professor
of social work at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania.



