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Suffering: The Concept 

• The pervasive, incapacitating power of pain 
and suffering suggests that measures of 
human progress and development need to 
include suffering or its reduction.  

• Yet until now, human progress projects have 
avoided suffering “like the plague,” which 
ironically constitutes a symbol of suffering. 
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 Conceptual Framework for Suffering 

Social suffering is 

an attribute of a 

group or society, 

although we 

generally refer to 

pain and suffering 

as an individual 

attribute.  

       At the global 

level are traumas 

or calamities that 

apply globally to 

multiple societies. 
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An Approach to Measuring Suffering 

• Two major components: 

1. Subjective suffering: measured a negative or 
relatively low life satisfaction 

2. Objective suffering: the sum total of calamitous 
events experienced by a society 

• Together these components make up a 
measure called the Multidimensional 
Suffering Index. 
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The Life Satisfaction Index –  
The Gallup Poll Version of the Cantril Ladder Scale 

 

 Subjective Suffering = 11 – (Mean on Above Scale) 5 



Subjective Suffering Index (SSI) 

• A subjective suffering measure was created for 
each nation by simply taking the national 
average on Gallop’s life satisfaction, and 
reversing the scale by subtracting the mean 
from 11, because 11 is one greater than the 
largest scale value of 10. 

 

SSI = 11 – (Life Satisfaction Mean) 
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Objective Suffering Index: Prevalence 
of Calamities & Precipitous Conditions 

Calculated as the geometric mean of the following 
calamity/condition rates: 

1. Assault Rate 

2. Violent Death Rate 

3. HIV Rate 

4. Adolescent Fertility Rate 

5. Multidimensional Poverty Index 

6. No Sanitation Rate (prevalence) 

7. Child (age 0-5) Mortality Rate 

8. Severe Hunger Rate (inadequate energy and nutrition diet) 

• Note: each rate has been scaled to a value between 0 and 1. 
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Calamities & Precipitous Conditions Score 

• Note that natural disasters were not included 
among the list of catastrophes or calamities. 
The purpose is to limit the measure to 
preventable suffering. 

• All calamity and condition rates were obtained from 
the UNDP Human Development Reports for 2010 

and 2011 and associated data files. 
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Results of Factor Analysis of 
Suffering Conditions & Calamities 

Components of Objective Suffering Index Factor 
Loadings 

0.65 

0.18 

0.52 

0.82 

0.86 

0.85 

0.94 

0.64 

Note, this factor analysis produced only 1 factor with an eigenvalue > 1.0,  

which had an explained variance of 53%. 9 



Composition of Multidimensional 
Suffering Index 

• The Objective Suffering Index (OSI) is 
calculated as the geometric mean of the 8 
rates of calamities & precipitous conditions. 

• The Subjective suffering Index (SSI) is scaled to 
a range of zero to one. 

• The Multidimensional Suffering Index (MSI) is 
then calculated as the geometric mean of OSI 
and SSI. 
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Moderately High Correlation between 
Objective and Subjective Suffering Indices 
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2. Operationalization of wealth and Human 
Development Index (HDI) 

 

Composite Index of HDI: 

1. Life Expectancy 

2. Average Years of School 

3. Expected years of school 
4. Gross National Income per Capita 12 



Differences in HDI(Development) are Large 
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          Multidimensional Suffering as a Function of the  

HDI (Human Development Index 

 

Source: UNDP Human Development Report 2010 and Gallup World Poll 2010 
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Note how 

both 

suffering 

and 

inequality 

tend to be 

highest in 

the least 

developed 

nations.  
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Countries at the Top and Bottom of the 
Multidimensional Suffering Index 

 
Ten countries with the 

greatest suffering 
 

1. Congo (Dem. Rep.) 
2. Mozambique 
3. Liberia 
4. Sierra Leone 
5. Tanzania 
6. Afghanistan 
7. Zambia 
8. Zimbabwe 
9. Benin 
10. Togo 

 

 
Ten countries with 

least suffering 
 

1. Denmark 

2. Norway 

3. Ireland 

4. Finland 

5. Switzerland 

6. Netherlands 

7. Costa Rica 

8. Sweden 

9. New Zealand 

10.Austria 
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Subjective Suffering Levels Worldwide (123 countries) 

Darker color signifies greater severity of suffering. 

Countries & their scores can be seen at http://chartsbin.com/view/1337   17 

http://chartsbin.com/view/1337


 Multidimensional Suffering as a function of  

Satisfaction with one’s Social Support Network by Region 

 

Blue dots are European & NA; green dots  are South American; beige are Asian; & purple are African 
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Satisfaction with Social Support Networks 

Darker color signifies greater satisfaction with social support networks. 

The country values can be viewed at http://chartsbin.com/view/1338  19 

http://chartsbin.com/view/1338


          Multidimensional Suffering as a function of Perceived Importance  

of Religion Categories of Christian, Muslim & Mixed.  
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Gender Inequality Predicts 
Suffering (MSI) 
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The Good Society Index, 2012: Background 

 The Good Society Index was first constructed for affluent 
nations in 2009. It emphasizes the social values of social 
responsibility, social cohesion, social solidarity,  
sustainability, cooperation, peacefulness and well-being. 

 Good Societies Index 2012 has the following new features: 

 Expanded from 32 to 48 indicators 

 New emphasis and index on Social Cohesion 

 New future oriented emphasis with indexes on 
sustainability: social, economic, and environmental 

 Integration of caring capital concepts 

 Inclusion the BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, and China) in some 
analyses 
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Good Societies Index 2012 

Twelve Components* (& Sample Indicators) 

1 Economic Sustainability (Income, inequality) 

2 Child Well-Being (Often eating with parents) 

3 Safety (Few homicides) 

4 Health (Self-reported health, incidence of AIDS) 

5 Non-Violence (Low arms exports) 

6 Integrity & Social Justice (Corruption-free organizations) 

7 Civil Society (Freedom of the Press) 

8 Compassion (Caregiving time, also hosting refugees) 

9 Environmental Sustainability (Emissions, renewables) 

10 Education (Reading, graduation rates) 

11 Social Sustainability (Subjective well-being, migration) 

12 Social Cohesion (Trust, tolerance, union membership) 
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Good Societies are likely to have less 
Multidimensional Suffering  

(Source: 20 Richest Nations ) 
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Lesser “Good Societies” are likely to have more 
Multidimensional Suffering  

(Source: 20 Richest Nations plus 4 BRICs) 
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Total Tax Burden (rate) 

Subjective 
Suffering 

One reason people may be happier in countries with 

heavy taxes is that their societies have less suffering, 

as shown by this graph. 
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Average Happiness as a Function of Size of Tax Burden among 20 Richest Nations in 2008 
(Data source is OECD (National Accounts) and UN (Human Development Report)  

 

 
Taxes as a Percent of GDP 

Happiness 

So much for the claim that people don’t like “big government.” 



The Myth that Higher Taxes Hurts the 
Economy and Society 
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Taxes as a Percent of GDP 

GDP per 

Person 

This chart shows that the 

nations with a tax rate 

double that of the USA tend 

to have on average a GDP 

per capita about the same 

as the US. Overall, income 

and tax rate show almost no 

correlation. 

However, the previous chart 

shows that tax rate and 

happiness are correlated. 

People are happiest in 

countries paying the highest 

tax rates. 



HDI Remains a major Component of Suffering + 
Inequality-Adjusted Suffering 
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Suffering/Inequality Adjusted 
Scores Still closely related to HDI. 

Note how lower 

income (especially 

South American 

Countries) are 

dragged down 

economically by 

suffering whereas 

Europe tends to 

escape the effect 

(being above the 

slope). 
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Generally those societies with the most suffering are 
the least likely to give to charity, but there are some 
notable exceptions: e.g., Haiti, Sri Lanka, Morocco. 
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Indicators of Severe Calamities from official Statistics for the 
World, Extreme-Suffering Countries and the United States 

Calamities & Conditions of 
Pain & Suffering 

World  
28 Nations with  
most Extreme 

Suffering 
United States  

 Child Deaths (Under-age-5) 10,530,830        5,618,875                51,331  

 Pollution-related Deaths  5,030,203        1,757,783                43,100  

 HIV Prevalence  32,446,568       14,046,547           1,200,863  

 Homicides  302,093             20,401                16,517  

 Hunger (Nutrition deprived)  743,915,108     106,823,190  NA  

 Refugees (out-migration)          12,757,786         8,932,361                   4,212  

 Internally Displaced Persons          25,297,883        18,201,852  NA  

 Civil war deaths                103,437              61,477  0  

 Suicides                  576,133              13,641  9,138  
Total Estimated  in Severe Suffering 833,765,759 156,486,584          1,329,065  

Total Population     6,595,955,575      746,791,047      317,641,087  
Ratio of Severe  Sufferers  to 
Population 12.6 21 0.4 
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Conclusions: 
From Suffering to Sustainability 

• In 123 countries, we found the following to alleviate suffering: 

humane development, gender equality, and social support 

networks. 

• 24 of 28 countries with the most extreme suffering are located 

in Africa. 

• These 28 countries with extreme suffering have over 50 times 

greater severe trauma than the USA. 

• Yet the USA spends < 1% on  any foreign aid, which is about 

100 times less than it spends on its own social welfare.  

• Happiness, well-being, and reduced suffering might result from 

shifting priorities from economic development to physical and 

social sustainability, especially global social cohesion. 

 

For information, including paper, contact Ron Anderson at 

rea@umn.edu or look for “world suffering” under Compassion 

News on  www.CompassionateSocieties.org   
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