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Definition

Human development is defined as the process
of enlarging people’s choices and the level of
well-being (UNDP 1990). The most critical
choices are to live a long and healthy life, to be
educated, and to have access to resources needed
for a decent standard of living (ibid.). The other
choices are political freedom, human rights, and
personal self-respect (ibid.).These choices can be
achieved through development. Human develop-
ment is also a process of enlarging people’s free-
dom and opportunities. Enabling everyone to be
capable and free to do things and to be the person
they want to be is the goal of human development
(Neumayer 2012).

Introduction

In this entry, human development and sustainabil-
ity is discussed critically. The concept of human
development was developed by Mahbub ul Haq
(1995). The concept is closely linked to other
concepts such as “human capability,” human free-
dom, human right, poverty, human capital,

economic growth, well-being, and happiness.
Human development is a challenge to sustainable
development. Happiness, well-being, and quality
of life are used synonymously, and these are
closely linked to human development. Human
development is concerned with basic needs satis-
faction, and it is a participatory and dynamic
process (Alkire 2010). Human development and
sustainability go hand in hand. On 25 September
2015, the UN General Assembly adopted the
2030 Development Agenda titled Transforming
our World: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development. The Agenda for Sustainable
Development outlined 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), the successors to
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are intri-
cately linked to human development. The four
pillars of Sustainable Development Goals are
the following: end extreme poverty, achieve envi-
ronmental sustainability, social cohesion, and
good governance. The Sustainable Development
Goal no. 1 focuses on the theme, End poverty in
all its form everywhere (United Nations 2013).
Human development progress can help in achiev-
ing this goal.

In terms of content arrangement, the main text
is organized into six sections. The first section
deals with “Introduction.” Section “Human
Development: Concept and Discourse” focuses
on the concept of human development: its mean-
ing and discourse. This section covers linkages
and discourse between human development and
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capability approach; human development and
economic growth; poverty, human capital,
and human development; and human develop-
ment, human freedom, and human rights. Section
“Measurements of Human Development” focuses
on measurement of human development covering
the Human Development Index (HDI) and Gross
National Happiness Index (GNHI) as the mea-
sures of human development. Section “Human
Development and Sustainability” covers aspects
of human development and sustainability. Section
“Sustainable Human Development” deals with
sustainable human development. Finally, the
chapter concludes with section “Conclusions.”

Human Development: Concept and
Discourse

The concept of human development is broad and
has different meanings. It is a multidimensional
development concept. Human development is
seen as a process, a strategy, an approach, and a
development paradigm. The concept of human
development emerged in the 1980s as a distinct
development paradigm (Srinivasan 1994;
Fukuda-Parr 2003; Fukuda-Parr and Shiva
Kumar 2003). The human development paradigm
covers all aspects of development – whether eco-
nomic growth, trade, basic social services, or
safety nets for the poor (Alkaire and Deneulin
2009). The three foundations for human develop-
ment are to “live a long, healthy and creative life,
to be knowledgeable, and to have access to
resources needed for a descent standard of living”
(UNDP 1990). Human development is about peo-
ple’s choice and providing people with more
opportunities (ibid.). According to Sen (2000),
“human development” involves a systematic
examination of information about how human
beings in each society live. Human development
contains four core principles such as “equity, effi-
ciency, participation and sustainability” (Alkaire
and Deneulin 2009).

As a process, human development enlarges
people’s choices (UNDP 1990; Rannis et al.
2007). Apart from the “most critical” choices
such as long and healthy life, education, and stan-
dard of living, the other choices include access to
income, employment opportunities, clean and
safe physical environment, political freedom,
guaranteed human rights, and self-respect
(UNDP 1990). The process of development
should create an enabling environment for people
to develop to their full potential and make choices.

Human development also refers to the level of
human well-being. Human development means
human flourishing in its fullest sense, and this is
wider than the concept of well-being (Alkire
2002). The first Human Development Report by
UNDP in 1990 introduced human development
approach for advancing human well-being, and it
starts with the simple premise that “people are the
real wealth of a nation” (UNDP 2010a). Human
development as an approach is much broader than
other approaches such as human resource, the
basic needs, and the human welfare (UNDP
2015). The concepts of human well-being and
human development reinforce each other. Well-
being includes two broad areas: objective and
subjective well-being. The objective well-being
is defined in terms of basic human needs, e.g.,
health and education, while subjective well-
being refers to satisfaction and happiness
(McGillivray and Matthew 2006). The terms hap-
piness, well-being, and quality of life are used
synonymously. They are closely linked to human
welfare and development and contribute much to
human development progress. Quality of life is an
overarching term for the quality of the various
domains in life that can be achieved through
development. It is a multidimensional concept
that defines a standard level for emotional, phys-
ical, material, and social well-being (Anand
2016). The term happiness is largely concerned
with life satisfaction and closely linked to well-
being. Human development approach includes
both alleviation of poverty and enhancement of
well-being.
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Human Development and Capability
Approach
Human development approach is greatly
influenced by Amartya Sen’s capability approach.
Sen’s capability approach provided philosophical
foundations of human development (UNDP
2010b). Human development is described as peo-
ple’s range of choices based on strengthening
their basic capabilities (Deneulin and Shahani
2009; Mosteanu et al. 2014). Development con-
sists of the expansion of individual’s set of capa-
bilities or freedom, from which an individual
makes choices (Stewart 2013).

Human development is basically development
of people through building human capabilities
such as health, education, and skills. Human
development and human capability are, thus, intri-
cately linked to each other. Capability refers to a
person’s or group’s freedom to promote or achieve
valuable functionings (Alkire 2002). In Sen’s
(1985, 1993) capability approach, development
is not defined as an increase in per capita income
or in consumption, health, and education, but as
an expansion of capability (Alkaire and Deneulin
2009). Human development is the formation and
expansion of human capabilities (UNDP 1990:
10). Human development therefore has two
sides: (a) the formation of human capabilities
such as improved health, knowledge, and skills
and (b) the use of people to make of their acquired
capabilities for work or leisure and productive
purposes. Fuller use of human capabilities
requires sustained economic growth and invest-
ment on human beings (ibid.: 26).

The capability approach developed by Sen
(1999) and Nussbaum (2000) provides the theo-
retical foundation of human development. Sen’s
(1985, 1993) basic capabilities of survival such as
“the ability to live long, the ability to avoid mor-
tality during infancy and childhood, the ability to
read and write and the ability to benefit from
sustained schooling” are linked to analysis of
poverty and human development. Sen (1985)
argued that a capability set should not be evalu-
ated according to the actual achievements of a
person (well-being achievement) but according

to the set of real opportunities (e.g., well-being
of freedom). Capabilities and happiness are
closely linked (Sen 2008).

The human development paradigm is mainly
concerned with building up human capabilities
through investment in people and using those
human capabilities fully (Alkaire and Deneulin
2009). Sen’s capability approach contains three
central concepts: functioning, capability, and
agency. Sen (1999: 75) referred functioning as
“the various things a person may value doing or
being.” A capability is “the various combinations
of functionings (beings and doings) that the per-
son can achieve. Capability is thus, a set of vectors
of functionings, reflecting the person’s freedom to
lead one type of life or another. . ..to choose from
possible livings” (Sen 1992: 40). Agency is a
person’s ability to pursue and realize goals. The
human development approach “tends to focus on
functionings rather than abilities,” since function-
ings can be observed and measured (Stewart
2013: 1). Social institutions and social competen-
cies are important in determining individual capa-
bilities (ibid.: 3). Like the capability approach, the
human development approach “maintains that
freedom of individual choice is a central aspect
of satisfactory development” (Stewart 2013).

Human Development and Economic Growth
The link between human development and eco-
nomic growth is not automatic (UNDP 1990).
Economic growth does not automatically improve
people’s lives. Countries achieve progress in eco-
nomic development, yet human crisis in terms of
poverty and health, e.g., obesity, diabetes, depres-
sion, and other ills of life, continues (Helliwell et
al. 2012: 3). Higher average incomes do not nec-
essarily improve average well-being (ibid.). Peo-
ple contribute to growth and growth contributes to
human well-being (UNDP 1992). Income is only
one option and important for people to avail other
options like access to food and social services
such as education, healthcare, and water. It is a
necessary condition to help people expand their
choices but not the sufficient condition for human
development. Aristotle and Buddha taught
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humanity that “material gain alone will not fulfill
our deepest needs” (Helliwell et al. 2012: 3).
Income is thus a means and human development
the ends. Development must be a people-centric
process. The human development concept is
derived from the fact that income is not a direct
measure of quality of life. Economic growth
therefore is essential but not sufficient for achiev-
ing human development. There exists a two-way
relationship between economic growth and
human development. Growth is not an option
but an imperative. The issue is not only how
much economic growth but also what kind of
growth. Therefore, it is more about quality growth
rather than quantity. The problem in ensuring
human development is to develop sustained pro-
duction and consumption (UNDP 1998). In order
to enrich human development, the economic
growth requires effective policy management
and the human development to be durable; it
must be continuously nourished by economic
growth (UNDP 1990). Human development
requires economic growth and vice versa.Without
economic growth, no sustained improvement in
human well-being is possible. More equitable
economic growth and more participatory devel-
opment can achieve sustained human develop-
ment. Growth with equity can accelerate human
development, and there is a need of closer policy
integration of economic growth and human devel-
opment (ibid.).

Economic growth is only a subset of human
development paradigm. Human development
regards economic growth as essential but empha-
sizes its quality and distribution and analyzes its
link with human lives and its long-term sustain-
ability (Alkaire and Deneulin 2009). Human
development approach is about “expanding the
richness of human life, rather than simply the
richness of economy in which human beings
live” (UNDP 1990). Human development is
concerned with needs satisfaction as well. Life
satisfaction is the degree to which various
domains of life give satisfaction and contribute
to one’s subjective well-being. Life satisfaction
has remained nearly constant during decades of
rising gross national product (GNP) per capita
(Helliwell et al. 2012). Development should be

more than just expansion of income and wealth
and needs to focus on people. People should be
placed firmly at the center of development. In
other words, it should not only focus on economic
growth and development but also on human
development. Human development needs to
make development more democratic and partici-
patory, which is a unifying concern for both devel-
oping and developed countries. Bhutan, for
example, embraced “development with values”
based on the Gross National Happiness Index
that builds on four pillars: good governance, sus-
tainable and equitable socioeconomic develop-
ment, cultural preservation, and environmental
conservation (Beaglehole 2015).

Poverty, Human Capital, and Human
Development
Human capital that refers to skills, knowledge,
and other attributes such as capacity to work,
health, and education is a production factor that
contributes to the creation of goods and services.
Human development brings together the produc-
tion and distribution of commodities and the
expansion and use of human capabilities (UNDP
1990). Theories of human capital formation and
human resource development view human beings
primarily as means rather than ends (ibid.).Work
and human development are synergistic, and work
contributes to human progress and enhances
human development (UNDP 2015). Human
development by “enhancing health, knowledge,
skills and awareness enhance human capital and
in turn, broadens opportunities and choices”
(ibid.: 3). There is a need for integration of
human capital and human development (Tomer
2016).

Poverty and human development are closely
intertwined. Poverty from a human development
perspective is “more than a lack of what is neces-
sary for material well-being,” and it is more
than income poverty; it is “the denial of choices
and opportunities for living a tolerable life”
(UNDP 1997: 2). Human development is devel-
opment of the people, for the people, and by the
people (UNDP 1993). “Development of the peo-
ple means investing in human capabilities.
Development for the people means ensuring
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economic growth they generate is distributed
widely and equitably. Development by the people
means giving everyone a chance to participate”
(ibid.). Participatory development needs to be
enlarged putting people at the center of develop-
ment. A participatory approach including involve-
ment of NGOs and civil society is crucial to any
strategy for successful human development.

Globalization offers opportunities for human
development. It is an interdependent world.
People are increasingly becoming connected,
globally. Globalization is linking people’s lives
more deeply and expanding their choices
(UNDP 1999). Information and communication
technologies and networks drive globalization.
Communication networks can foster advances in
health and education (ibid.). Globalization opens
to the flow of ideas, knowledge, and skills and, in
turn, the human capital (Tomer 2016). It also
opens to culture and creativity. The growing
interdependence of people’s lives calls for shared
values and commitments to the human develop-
ment. Globalization is creating new threats
to human security and development as well. In
addition to income and personal insecurity, glob-
alization creates social, cultural, health, and envi-
ronmental insecurity (UNDP 1999). Human
development is undermined by multiple shocks,
vulnerabilities, and risks such as epidemics and
health risks, e.g., coronavirus pandemic (Covid-
19), noncommunicable diseases, and economic
and financial crises (UNDP 2014).

Human Development, Human Freedom, and
Human Rights
Human development focuses on improving the
lives of people and giving people more freedom
to live lives. Human development and human
freedom are closely linked (Sen 1999). Human
development is about the real freedom that the
ordinary people to decide who to be, what to do,
and how to live (Measure of America 2020).
Human freedom is a critical dimension of human
development, and human development can be
achieved within the framework of human free-
dom. Human development can expand people’s
freedoms to live long, healthy, and creative lives
(UNDP 2010b). Human development requires

that people have the freedom and choices to fulfill
their needs, desires, and wants (ibid.).

Human development and human rights have
much in common (Anand and Sen 2000b;
UNDP 2010b). The concept of human develop-
ment is directly linked to the observance of fun-
damental human rights (Mosteanu et al. 2014).
On the other hand, the principles of human rights
complement human development by providing
absolute safeguards (UNDP 2010b). The critical
link between the two is that human development
focuses on individual and group empowerment,
while human rights on structural safeguards
(ibid.).

Measurements of Human Development

The human development concept derived from
the fact that income is not a direct measure
of quality of life (Sen 1985). The Human
Development Index (HDI) is a widely used mea-
sure of well-being and human development. Haq
(1995) argued that existing measures of human
progress failed to account for the true purpose of
development, i.e., to improve people’s lives. He
believed that the commonly used measure of gross
domestic product (GDP) has failed to adequately
measure human well-being.

Human Development Index (HDI)
The measurement of human development by the
United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) focused on three essential dimensions
of human life – longevity, knowledge, and decent
living standards. The Human Development Index
(HDI) as developed by UNDP is a composite
index that combines three indicators such as lon-
gevity (life expectancy at birth), knowledge (adult
literacy rate and average years of schooling), and
income (real gross domestic product per capita in
purchasing power) (UNDP 2018a). The three
dimension indices – that include life expectancy
index, education index, and GNI index – are cal-
culated. The scores of these three dimension indi-
ces are then aggregated into a composite index to
derive HDI (UNDP n.d.-b). Income is used as a
proxy for access to resources for a decent living
standard.
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The HDI encompasses only three rather basic
aspects of human welfare (Rannis et al. 2007).
However, it has been recognized that HDI is an
incomplete measure of human development as it
excludes many other aspects of life and human
welfare that are of fundamental importance
(ibid.).

Various indices such as the Human Poverty
Index (HPI), Multidimensional Poverty Index
(MPI), Sustainable Development Index (SDI),
Gender Inequality Index (GII), Gender Develop-
ment Index (GDI), Gross National Happiness
Index (GNHI), Global Freedom Index (GFI),
Global Peace Index (GPI), Environmental Perfor-
mance Index (EnPI), Environmental Protection
Index (EPI), and Happy Planet Index (HPI) are all
linked to human development. The GDI, for exam-
ple, measures gender gaps in human development
achievements by accounting for disparities
between women andmen in three basic dimensions
of human development using the same component
indicators as the HDI (UNDP n.d.-a). GDI is the
ratio of the HDIs calculated separately for females
and males using the same methodology as the HDI
(ibid.). Both the HDI and Human Poverty Index
(HPI) use information relating to human develop-
ment such as characteristics of human lives and
quality of living. HPI must not be seen as a substi-
tute for the HDI; rather the characteristics are used
in HDI in a “conglomerative” perspective, while in
HPI it is used in a “deprivational” perspective
(Anand and Sen 1997).

Gross National Happiness Index (GNHI)
Happiness of citizens is taken as a measure of
development (Schimmel 2009; Helliwell et al.
2012). The philosophers Jeremy Bentham’s prin-
ciple of utility or greatest good (happiness) of
the greatest number and Stuart Mill’s Greatest
Happiness Principle are the utilitarianism princi-
ples that evaluate actions based on their conse-
quences and measure of right and wrong
(Helliwell et al. 2012). Happiness according to
Bentham is a matter of experiencing pleasure
and lack of pain. The three principles or “funda-
mental axioms” are that (a) pleasure or happiness
has intrinsic value; (b) actions are right insofar as

they promote happiness, wrong as they produce
unhappiness; and (c) everyone’s happiness counts
equally (ibid.). Bhutan adopted the goal of Gross
National Happiness (GNH) rather than gross
national product (GNP) since the King declared
in 1972 as the goal of happiness over the goal of
wealth (Helliwell et al. 2012: 7). Bhutan oriented
its national policy and development plans toward
GNH (Zurick 2006). Since then happiness has
become an organizing principle for governance
and policy-making (ibid.).

The concept of happiness is complementary to
human development approach in the evaluation of
poverty, wealth, and development (Schimmel
2009). The Gross National Happiness Index
(GNHI) is the measurement of happiness.
Happiness, though a subjective experience, can
be objectively measured and assessed (Helliwell
et al. 2012: 6). The Gross National Happiness
measures “the quality of a country in a more
holistic way (than GNP) and believes that the
beneficial development of human society takes
place when material and spiritual development
occurs side by side to complement and reinforce
each other” (Helliwell et al. 2020: 111). There are
two broad measurements of happiness: (a) effec-
tive happiness (i.e., ups and downs of daily emo-
tions) and (b) evaluative happiness (i.e.,
individual’s overall evaluation of life) (Helliwell
et al. 2012: 6). The GNHI includes 9 domains with
total 33 indicators. The domains include psycho-
logical well-being, health, time use, education,
cultural diversity and resilience, good gover-
nance, community vitality, ecological diversity
and resilience, and living standards (Helliwell et
al. 2020: 112).

Physical health and happiness reinforce each
other. Physical health may improve happiness,
while happiness improves physical health. Many
other variables such as social trust, quality of
work, freedom of choice, and political participa-
tion have more effect on happiness (Helliwell et
al. 2012: 9). While basic living standards are
essential for happiness, happiness varies more
with quality of human relationships than income
(ibid.). Social capital is thus one of the key ele-
ments in human development.
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Progress in Human Development
The major concern of human development is
assessing progress. The level of human develop-
ment based on HDI can be grouped into three:
low, medium, and high. According to UNDP
(1990) Report, the human development experi-
ence in various countries reveals three broad cat-
egories: (a) sustained human development, (b)
disrupted human development, and (c) missed
opportunities for human development. The num-
ber of people living in low human development
has been declined by more than 2 billion, and the
number of people in high and very high human
development has increased more than triple, from
1.2 billion to 3.8 billion between 1990 and 2017
(UNDP 2018b). The developing countries have
made significant progress toward human develop-
ment in the last few decades, and people now live
longer, and more children are in school, and more
people have access to basic social services
(UNDP 2016). Moreover, the North-South gaps
in basic human development have narrowed con-
siderably in the last few decades. However, the
disparities in human development in the develop-
ing countries between rural and urban areas, men
and women, and rich and poor still remain. There
exists substantial variation between countries in
quality of education, healthcare, and many other
key aspects of life (UNDP 2018b). A significant
human progress coexists with widespread human
deprivation, and the human progress has been
neither uniform nor smooth (UNDP 2015: 4).

Human Development and Sustainability

Sustainability is one of the four pillars of human
development, others being equality, productivity,
and empowerment (UNDP 1990, 2019). Human
development and sustainability – social, eco-
nomic, and environment – go hand in hand, and
they are inseparable. Human development and
sustainability reinforce each other (Neumayer
2010). Human development is essentially what
sustainability advocates want to sustain. Both
human development and sustainability are closely
intertwined. According to Neumayer (2010),

without sustainability, human development is not
true human development. Sustainable human
development is different from sustained human
development. Sustainability of development and
human development are thus vital. Economic sus-
tainability is often seen as a matter of
intergenerational equity (Anand and Sen 2000a).
The literature on human development reminds
sustainability proponents that intragenerational
equity is as important as intergenerational equity
(UNDP 1994; Anand and Sen 2000a).

Sustainability is based on the idea that human
activities are dependent on surrounding environ-
ment and resources (Mosteanu et al. 2014). A
critical relationship does exist between human
development and sustainability. The HDI, a
widely used measure of human development,
however does not take into account of environ-
mental sustainability. Various scholars empha-
sized a need for linkages of HDI into
sustainability measures (Neumayer 2001, 2010;
Morse 2003; Maccari 2014). Neumayer (2010)
put forward a proposal to link human develop-
ment and HDI with measures of sustainability.
According to Neumayer (2010), the empirical
results show that the low HDI countries face prob-
lem of weak unsustainability and countries with
high and very high HDI on the other hand appear
to be strongly unsustainable as measured by eco-
logical footprints. The Environmental
Performance Index (EPI) now measures the envi-
ronmental health of a country. Maccari (2014)
merged EPI with HDI and introduced a new quan-
titative measure, i.e., the Environmental Human
Development Index (EHDI), which takes into
account both human development and environ-
mental sustainability.

The Happy Planet Index (HPI) is an index
measuring human well-being and environmental
impact. It is a measure of sustainability and sus-
tainable well-being. The index reflects how
nations are doing at achieving long, happy, and
sustainable lives. There exist wide variations in
HPIs across the world. Many wealthier countries
achieved higher economic growth and HDIs, but
low in HPIs with high ecological footprints. In
contrasts, many middle-income countries achieve
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high life expectancy and well-being with much
smaller ecological footprints (Helliwell et al.
2012).

The new phase of the world termed the
Anthropocene in which humanity has become
driver of changes of the Earth’s physical systems
including climate changes (Helliwell et al. 2012).
If humanity acts responsibly, the environment can
be protected and help in raising quality of life and
well-being: social, economic, and environmental.
This can be achieved by adopting appropriate
lifestyle and technologies that can improve
happiness or life satisfaction while reducing
environmental unsustainability (ibid.). More
contextualized policy efforts are needed for
environmentally sustainable growth that
delivers high levels of human well-being
(Helliwell et al. 2020).

Poverty is one of the greatest threats to the
environmental sustainability and sustainability of
human life. Poverty and environmental
unsustainability reinforce each other. Poverty
reinforce environmental degradation and poor
environmental quality and the vice versa. In
developing countries, poverty often causes envi-
ronmental degradation such as deforestation, soil
erosion, desertification, and water pollution.
Therefore, elimination of poverty is the key issue
in achieving sustainability and sustainable devel-
opment. A people-centered strategy for eradicat-
ing poverty needs to build various assets of the
poor: physical, productive, financial, social, and
human capital. The Sustainable Development
Goal no. 1 aims at ending poverty in all its forms
everywhere.

Sustainable Human Development

The concepts of “human development” and “sus-
tainable development” that have evolved over the
past three decades are mutually reinforcing. Both
are gradually enriching into the idea that develop-
ment cannot be “sustainable” unless it is “human”
and it cannot be “human” unless it is “sustain-
able.”Human development and sustainable devel-
opment are thus interdependent to each other. A
two-way relationship exists between them.

Sustainable development is the combination of
human well-being and environmental sustainabil-
ity (Helliwell et al. 2012). It is a much broader
concept than the mere protection of natural
resources and physical environment. Sustainable
development must include protection of future
economic growth and future human development
(UNDP 1990). The World Commission on
Environment and Development (1987) defined
sustainable development as development that
fulfills the needs of the present generation without
limiting the potential for meeting the needs of
future generations (WCED 1987). The concepts
of “needs” are understood as basic material needs
as well as psychological needs and can be linked
to the definition of capabilities (Lessmann and
Rauschmayer 2014). In Sen’s capability
approach, the concept of need is replaced by
“capability” (ibid.). Human development and sus-
tainable development share the basic view that
development is about enabling people to enlarge
choices (Neumayer 2010). “There is no tension
between human development and sustainable
development. Both are based on universalism of
life claims” (UNDP 1994: 19). Universalism is at
the heart of human development (Anand and Sen
2000a; Neumayer 2012). In the 2030 Develop-
ment Agenda, the human development approach
remains useful in articulating the objectives of
development and improving people’s well-being
by ensuring equitable and sustainable conditions
(UNDP 1990). The GNP growth accompanied by
reasonably equitable distribution of income is
generally the most effective path to sustained
human development (ibid.). Well-structured pub-
lic expenditures and sound social policies can
enhance human development. In the absence of
satisfactory economic growth, countries may
achieve significant improvements in human
development through well-structured public
expenditures and sound social policies (ibid.).
According to Anand and Sen (2000a), there is
significant evidence that the statistical correlation
between GNP per head and human development
tends to work through the impact of GNP expan-
sion on higher public expenditure.

Human development and sustainable human
development cannot be separated (Neumayer
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2012; UNDP 2010b). Sustainable human devel-
opment is about making sure that future genera-
tion lead long, healthy, and fulfilling lives (Anand
and Sen 1996). Economic growth is fundamental
in achieving sustainable development (WCED
1987). People should be fully involved in accel-
erating economic growth and social development
to achieve sustainable human development.

The search for happiness and human well-
being and human development are intimately
linked to the quest for sustainable development.
The human development and capability approach
emphasize the expansion of people’s capabilities
simpliciter, which is questionable in view of envi-
ronmental sustainability (Peeters et al. 2013;
Pelenc et al. 2013). The concepts of needs and
capabilities remain within the debate on human
development (Rauschmayer et al. 2011). Pelenc et
al. (2013) noted that sustainable human develop-
ment requires innovation within capability
approach. Sustainability is a challenge to capabil-
ity approach (Lessmann 2015; Lessmann and
Rauschmayer 2014) and human development as
well.

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment and Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) are used as tools for measuring environ-
mental sustainability and progress in human
development. The UNDP’s 2015 Human Devel-
opment Report identifies sustainable work, which
promotes human development as a major building
block of sustainable development (UNDP 2015).
The link between work and human development
is synergistic. Work “enhances human develop-
ment by providing incomes and livelihoods, by
reducing poverty and by ensuring equitable
growth” (ibid.: 3). Human development, on the
other hand, “by enhancing health, knowledge,
skills and awareness increases human capital
and broadens opportunities and choices” (ibid.).
Sustainable Development Goal no. 8 puts explicit
emphasis on work, i.e., to “Promote sustained,
inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full
and productive employment, and decent work
for all.” Sustainable Development Goals are
linked to well-being, both objective and subjec-
tive. All SDGs are important but some SDGs may

be more relevant to well-being (and human devel-
opment) than others (Neve and Sachs 2020).

Inequalities in human development are most
profound, and disparities within countries are
one of the biggest obstacles to improving
the human conditions (UNDP 1990, 2019).
Inequality of happiness and inequality of
well-being are more important than income equal-
ity. Effects of happiness equality are often larger
than income inequality (Helliwell et al. 2019: 18).
Helliwell et al. (2019: 18) noted that the social
trust is found to be lower where income inequality
is greater. Well-being inequality significantly
reduces life evaluations suggesting that people
are happier to live in societies with less disparity
in the quality of life (Helliwell et al. 2020: 4). City
dwellers are generally happier than rural dwellers
in most countries and sometimes reversed in num-
ber of richer countries (ibid.: 9). Selim Jahan,
Director of the Human Development Report
Office at UNDP, said, “inequality in all its forms
and dimensions, between and within countries,
limits people’s choices and opportunities, with-
holding progress” (UNDP 2018b). Gender
inequality remains one of the greatest barriers to
human development (ibid.). The inequalities in
human development are a roadblock to achieving
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
(UNDP 2019: 1). Actions to achieve long-term
sustainability vary widely. It is more prevalent
among countries with much happiness (Helliwell
et al. 2020). Actions required achieving the lon-
ger-term Sustainable Development Goals are
more likely to be met in those countries that
have higher level of social and institutional trust
(ibid.).

A focus on quality is “essential to foster sus-
tainable and sustained human development pro-
gress” (UNDP 2018b). The elimination of poverty
is the basic requirement for achieving human
development, sustainable human development,
and sustainable development (Mestrum 2003).
Eradicating poverty everywhere is more than a
moral imperative, and it entails among other
things “removing barriers that deny choices and
opportunities for living a tolerable life” (UNDP
1997). Sustainable human development needs to
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give priority to human beings and environmental
sustainability. Environmental protection is vital as
it is a means of promoting economic growth and
sustainable human development. The sustainable
human development thus requires breaking the
interdependence between economic growth and
environmental degradation.

Conclusions

Human development is complex and a multi-
dimensional concept. As an approach, human
development focuses on people and the enlarge-
ment of their freedom, opportunities, and choices.
Human development is closely intertwined with
the concept of “human capability.” Development
can create an enabling environment for people to
develop their capabilities. Economic growth is
essential but not sufficient for achieving
human development and human well-being.
Universalism is key to human development, and
human development for everyone is achievable.
There has been significant progress made toward
human development especially in the Global
South and the narrowing of North-South gaps in
basic human development in the last few decades.
However, in the midst of human development
progress, a widespread human deprivation does
exist.

Human development, human well-being,
and sustainability go hand in hand. The Human
Development Index (HDI) as a quantitative mea-
sure of human development is incomplete as it
excludes environmental and many other aspects
of life and human welfare. The Gross National
Happiness Index (GNHI) and the Environmental
Human Development Index (EHDI) reflect better
picture of human welfare and development and
environmental well-being.

Poverty is one of the greatest threats to sustain-
able human development and environmental sus-
tainability. Both poverty and inequality in human
development pose challenges to achieving the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and
Sustainable Development Goals. Attainment of
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) no. 1 End
poverty in all its form everywhere may achieve

sustainable human development and “human
development for everyone.”

Cross-References
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