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Extension

World development: making progress? 

The development highway becomes multi-speed
By Simon Nash 

Synopsis 
World Bank statistics show that in 2013, 11% of the 
world’s population lived below the international 
poverty line of $1.90 a day, down from 35% in 1990. 
Falls in poverty levels in all parts of the world led to 
success in meeting the UN Millennium Development 
Goal target of halving extreme poverty globally. This 
was achieved in 2010, five years before the deadline of 
2015. However, progress varies across the world, and 
close to 800 million people continue to live in severe 
poverty. 

Comparisons between countries and regions show how 
important China’s progress is in improving the Asian 
statistics. The contrast between sub-Saharan Africa, 
however, is huge. Different countries are improving at 
very different rates. Many factors control this growth, 
both physical and human, with an increasing emphasis 
on development being sustainable.

Key terms
Sustainable development, gross domestic 
product, GDP/capita, gross national income, GNI/
capita, purchasing power parity, Human 
Development Index (HDI), literacy rate, life 
expectancy. 

Learning objectives
By studying this Geofile you will learn about:

●● Measurements of development/development 

indicators. 

●● Reasons for differences in levels of development and 

the different rates of development.

●● Examples of the differences in rates of development 

between countries.

You will also have explored, and will be able to discuss 

in class or in an essay, changes in the state of world 

development, the factors behind the differences and 

international policy responses.
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World development: making progress?
Progress in world development, as 

evidenced by rates of poverty, has 

been dramatic in some regions of the 

world. Successful economic 

development in China and India has 

helped bring down the rate of poverty 

in East Asia and the Pacific from 61% 

in 1990 to 7% in 2012, and in South 

Asia from 51% to 19%. In contrast, 

sub-Saharan Africa’s extreme poverty 

rate did not fall below its 1990 level 

of 57% until 2002, and in 2012 the 

rate stood at 43%. The levels of 

world poverty equate to 800 million 

people living in severe poverty, based 

on an income poverty line of $1.90 a 

day in 2015. Looking beyond income, 

1.6 billion people are considered poor 

across measures of access to key 

services, with the largest 

concentrations being in South Asia 

and sub-Saharan Africa. 

Progress in development is being 

made across all the regions of the 

world; however, it is not a smooth 

journey, with leading developing 

countries such as Brazil and Russia 

enduring setbacks in 2015-16. By 

contrast, in the poorest region of 

sub-Saharan Africa there is rapid 

progress in some countries. It is 

now evident that there is a multi-

lane highway to development, with 

countries speeding or slowing in 

response to a wide range of factors. 

Reasons for variation in 
development progress
Development is about change over 

time and improvements in quality 

of life. It goes beyond economic 

growth with the world now looking 

for sustainable development, ie 

development which meets the 

needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own 

needs. This has three aspects: 

economic development, social 

fairness and environmental 

protection. 

There are many reasons for 

variation in development progress. 

Physical factors
●● Climate: Any extreme climate 

will restrict agriculture and the 

ability to generate an income. 

Some of the poorest countries, 

like Mali and Chad, are in 

Africa’s Sahel region, where 

drought and desertification limit 

food production. Populations 

living in hot and humid tropical 

climates will be affected by 

diseases such as malaria. Climate 

change will add to the impacts in 

these areas. 

●● Relief: Mountains and steep 

slopes make it difficult to farm. 

Soil formation is limited, and 

what there is may be more easily 

eroded. Higher land often has 

difficult weather: lower 

temperatures, higher 

precipitation and stronger winds.

●● Natural hazards: Areas prone 

to floods, hurricanes, volcanic 

eruptions, earthquakes or 

drought tend to remain less 

developed, as they use their 

income to mitigate the impact of 

events. Development, which 

costs time and money, is often 

impeded. People’s inability to 

afford insurance can leave them 

destitute after a hazardous event. 

Haiti, with its frequent 

earthquakes and hurricanes, is a 

classic hazard hotspot.

●● Landlocked countries: A lack 

of direct access to ports increases 

the cost of trade. There are 16 

landlocked countries in Africa. 

South Sudan, for instance, 

cannot export its valuable oil 

without piping it through North 

Sudan, which is a problem as 

they are political rivals.

●● Natural resources: Areas 

lacking in mineral resources eg 

coal and oil, and areas with poor 

soils, remain less developed. 

Most countries in the Middle 

East have vast oil reserves to 

export, dramatically improving 

their income and scope for 

development. 

Human factors
●● Population: High population 

growth will generally limit 

development, since resources 

such as food, space, and water 

will have to be spread more 

thinly. There may not be enough 

jobs, schools or health clinics to 

serve the population, limiting 

development into the next 

generation. In sub-Saharan 

Africa there is still a need for 

child labour and to care for 

family members.

Figure 1 Global regional trends in percentage of poverty for selected  
years 1990–2012
Source: The World Bank
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●● History and politics: Some 

countries were artificial creations 

of colonial powers, with ethnic 

groupings that led to internal 

tensions and conflicts. This is 

particularly the case in Africa 

where the borders of many new 

nations were drawn on maps 

without reference to existing tribal 

territories. Colonialism may have 

exploited peoples and resources, 

but also brought education, justice 

and healthcare systems. 

● Poor systems of government can 

lead to misuse of funds that can 

be diverted to elite groups or 

spent on symbols of nationalism. 

Internal corruption has been a 

feature of both Brazil and South 

Africa, for instance, whilst in 

various African countries, such as 

Sudan and Somalia, civil war has 

clearly impeded development. 

●● Economics: Economies 

dominated by agriculture receive a 

lower level of income and are 

subject to variations in harvests 

and trade. In addition many 

developing countries are burdened 

with debt repayments. Some 

MEDCs impose tariffs on imported 

goods, which disadvantages the 

producers concerned. Many of the 

leading developing countries such 

as China and India have increased 

income through rapidly 

developing manufacturing 

industry, allowing foreign 

investment and by moving into 

service industries. However, all 

countries are subject to the 

vagaries of international economic 

fluctuations, but developing 

countries are more vulnerable. 

●● International action: Tackling 

inequalities in development has 

been addressed over the lifetime of 

the United Nations (UN) through 

the formation of specialised bodies 

and international strategies. These 

include the September 2000 

United Nations Millennium 

Declaration, setting out eight 

global Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs), including the 

eradication of extreme poverty 

and hunger. The MDGs pushed 

development forward more 

rapidly than had previously been 

the case.

From 2012 the UN set about 

building on the MDGs and in 2015, 

the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development was announced with 

17 Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs). These go further than the 

MDGs, ‘seeking to address the root 

causes of poverty and to bring 

about development that works for 

all people’. They include: 

1. No poverty – End poverty in all 

its forms everywhere.

2. Zero hunger – End hunger, 

achieve food security and 

improved nutrition. 

4. Quality education – Ensure 

inclusive and equitable quality 

education and promote lifelong 

learning opportunities for all.

5. Gender equality – Achieve 

gender equality and empower 

all women and girls. 

6. Clean water and sanitation – 

Ensure availability and 

sustainable management of 

water and sanitation for all. 

13. Climate action – Take urgent 

action to combat climate change 

and its impacts. 

The Human Development 
Index
All individual indicators are limited 

in value, as they tend to be an 

average and can therefore hide 

variations within and between 

countries. Composite indicators 

have two or more separate 

indicators, giving a fuller 

description of development in a 

country. The annual UN Human 

Development Report (HDR) uses 

the Human Development Index 

(HDI) to rank all countries in the 

world. This is a summary measure 

of average achievement in key 

aspects of human development: 

1. A long and healthy life = life 

expectancy at birth.

2. Being knowledgeable = mean of 

years of schooling for adults aged 

25 years or more and expected 

years of schooling for children of 

school entering age.

3. Having a decent standard of 

living = GNI per capita. 

HDI figures range from 0 (worst)  

to 1 (best). In 2014 Norway topped 

the index at 0.944, with the lowest 

being Niger at 0.348.

The use of the HDI in the HDR 

gives an insight in to differences in 

development across the regions of 

the world and the progress that is 

being made in them (Figure 2).

Figure 2 HDI changes by region, 1990–2014
Source: Human Development Report composite trends
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Classifying development 
With considerable variations in 

development, we seek to classify 

groups of countries to allow for 

comparison. In the simplest form we 

can divide the world into countries 

that are more or less economically 

developed (MEDCs and LEDCs). But 

the variation in reasons for 

development levels and in the rate 

of progress has led to many more 

classifications, including: 

➢● rich industrial countries, eg UK

➢● newly industrialised countries 

(NICs), including the BRIC 

countries (Brazil, Russia, India, 

China) and the MINTs (Mexico, 

Indonesia, Nigeria, Turkey) 

➢● oil-exporting countries, eg Saudi 

Arabia

➢● the least developed countries 

(LDCs), eg Niger. The UN created 

this classification in 1971 to 

support its most vulnerable and 

disadvantaged members. There 

are 48 LDCs (Figure 3): 34 in 

Africa, 13 in Asia and one in the 

Caribbean. Together they have 

12% of the world population, yet 

account for less than 2% of world 

GDP and 1% of global trade. 

➢● Heavily indebted poor countries 

(HIPCs). The HIPC Initiative was 

launched in 1996 by the 

International Monetary Fund 

(IMF) and World Bank, with the 

aim of ensuring that no poor 

country faces a debt burden it 

cannot manage. There are 36 

countries, 30 of them in Africa, 

receiving assistance under  

the scheme.

The UN HDR divides the world into 

four levels of development: Very 

High, High, Medium and Low, as 

shown in Figure 4. 

Progress in selected 
countries from the 
developing world 

Mini-case studies
Asia
1. China: Since initiating reforms in 

1978, China has shifted from a 

centrally planned to a market-

based economy and has 

experienced rapid economic and 

social development. GDP growth 

has averaged nearly 10% a year, 

although in 2015 it slowed to 

6.9%. This sustained growth lifted 

more than 800 million people out 

of poverty. China reached all the 

Millennium Development Goals 

by 2015 and made a major 

Figure 3: The least developed countries
Source: UNCTAD

Level of human 
development

HDI value 
(0–1)

Number of countries Examples from the  
2015 Human  
Development Report

1990 2000 2014 

Very High 0.8 and over 12 30 49
Norway 0.944 (highest)  
UK 0.907

High 0.7 to 0.79 35 31 56 
Russia 0.798  
China 0.727

Medium 0.55 to 0.69 47 55 39
Indonesia 0.685  
India 0.609

Low Below 0.55 49 50 44
Swaziland 0.531  
Niger 0.348 (lowest)

Figure 4 Human Development Index classifications 
Source: Human Development Report

Figure 5 Table of individual indicators of development for selected 
developing countries.
Source: Human Development Report

2014 Single indicators 
of development

Life expectancy 
at birth (years)

Mean years 
of schooling

GNI per capita (2011 
PPP US$)

United Kingdom 80.7 13.1 39,267

ASIA

China 75.8 7.5 12,547

Vietnam 75.8 7.5 5,092

Nepal 69.6 3.3 2,311

SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

Rwanda 64.2 3.7 1,458

Niger 61.4 1.5 908

Swaziland 49.0 3.7 5,542
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contribution to the achievement 

of the MDGs globally. It had the 

second highest growth in HDI 

from 1990 to 2014. 

 China recently became the 

second largest world economy 

after the USA and has an 

increasingly important role in the 

global economy. Yet China 

remains a developing country as 

its GNI per capita is still a fraction 

of that in MEDCs. Its reforms  

are incomplete, and according to 

China’s current poverty standard, 

in 2014 there were 70.17 million 

poor in its rural areas.

2.  Nepal: Nepal faces many 

developmental challenges. Being 

landlocked and mountainous, it 

relies on agriculture in a difficult 

environment. Tourism also brings 

in an income (Figure 6). 

However, Nepal is vulnerable to 

natural disasters. Recent records 

show an increasing number of 

droughts, floods and crop 

diseases, mostly affecting the 

livelihoods of the poor. It is also 

in a tectonically active area and 

subject to earthquakes, as 

experienced in 2015. 

 Despite the various challenges, 

Nepal has achieved remarkable 

progress over the last 15 years. 

The country managed to halve the 

percentage of people living in 

poverty in only seven years, from 

53% in 2003–04 to 25 % in  

2010–11 and is continuing to make 

progress, although this slowed 

following the 2015 earthquake, 

taking growth to 3% from a 

highly promising 5.1% in 2014.

3. Vietnam: Vietnam is a 

development success story. 

Political and economic reforms 

since 1986 have transformed the 

country. Its per capita GDP 

growth since 1990 has been 

among the fastest in the world, 

averaging 5.5% a year since 1990, 

and 6.4% per year in the 2000s. 

The economy continued to 

strengthen in 2015, with a GDP 

growth rate of 6.7%. As a result, 

social outcomes have improved 

dramatically with the fraction of 

people living in extreme poverty 

dropping from over 50% in the 

early 1990s to 3%. Access to 

clean water and sanitation has 

risen from less than 50% of all 

households to more than 75%.

Sub-Saharan Africa
1. Niger: Niger is a vast, landlocked 

country. Its agriculture is affected 

by drought, floods and locust 

infestations, and this in part 

caused its economic growth to 

fall back to 3.6% in 2015, from 

7.0% in 2014. It was also affected 

by falls in the price of its natural 

resources, and civil conflict. Its 

population growth rate of 3.9% is 

one of the fastest in the 

world. Despite this, its economic 

growth is projected to improve to 

5.0% in 2016 and 5.5% in 2017.

2. Rwanda: The 2015 HDR shows 

that Rwanda has made the most 

progress of all countries from 

1990 to 2014. This is especially 

impressive, given the deaths 

associated with its internal conflict 

of 1994. Rwandans can now 

expect to live an extra 32 years, 

and spend twice as long at school. 

GDP grew by an average of 6.9% 

in 2015, only slightly lower than 

the 7.2% experienced in 2014. 

3. Swaziland: This is the only 

country listed in the HDR which 

has experienced a fall in HDI since 

1990. This is due to the many 

challenges it faces. It is Africa’s 

smallest country, it is landlocked 

and is almost totally reliant on 

trade with its neighbour, South 

Africa, which accounts for about 

85% of imports and about 60% of 

exports. Droughts affect 

agricultural production and it has 

the highest rate of HIV/AIDS in 

the world, limiting its working 

population. An estimated 63% of 

the population lives below the 

poverty line.

Figure 7 A trekking group in Nepal 
Source: Jen Skym

Figure 6 Human Development Index for selected developing countries.
Source: Human Development Report composite trends

HDI values for selected countries 1990 2000 2014 

United Kingdom 0.773 0.865 0.907

ASIA

China 0.501 0.588 0.727

Nepal 0.384 0.451 0.548

Vietnam 0.475 0.575 0.666

SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

Niger 0.214 0.257 0.348

Rwanda 0.244 0.333 0.483

Swaziland 0.536 0.496 0.531
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Focus questions

1 Describe in detail the differences in development, from 1990 to 2014, as shown in Figure 2, portraying 
regional HDI figures. Comment on the different rates of development across the world. 

2 How can action by the United Nations help bring about more sustainable development? 

3 Explain why countries like Nepal, Niger and Swaziland struggle to achieve high levels of development, whilst 
others like the UK maintain a high level of development.

Learning checkpoint

While you’re reading, consider the following questions: 

1.  What factors affect the development of a country? 
Consider how this applies to levels of development 
in individual countries. 

 1.1  How many people live in poverty/low 
development in the world, and how has this 
changed since 1990?

 1.2  What is sustainable development?

2.  Why is economic development important for all 
aspects of sustainable development?

3.  How will the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) help people living in 
poverty in LEDCs? 

4.  Do you think SDG 1, End poverty in all its forms 
everywhere, will be achieved by 2030? Give 
reasons for your answer. 

5.  What does the Human Development Index 
measure? Why is it a more useful tool than a 
single indicator of development, when considering 
a country’s level of development?

6.  Research the development situations in other 
countries. Suggestions include South Sudan 
(earlier civil war and being landlocked), Cuba (a 
Communist government), and Azerbaijan (a newly 
emerging central Asian state (ex-USSR)).

830921_Geofile_Ext_764.indd   6 04/04/17   10:56


