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Human development is all about enlarging human choices—
focusing on the richness of human lives rather than simply 
the richness of economies. Critical to this process is work, 
which engages people all over the world in different ways and 
takes up a major part of their lives. Of the world’s 7.3 billion 
people, 3.2 billion are in jobs, and others engage in care work, 
creative work, and voluntary work or prepare themselves as 
future workers.

From a human development perspective, the notion of work 
is broader and deeper than that of jobs or employment alone. 
The jobs framework fails to capture many kinds of work that 
have important human development implications—as with 
care work, voluntary work and such creative expression as 
writing or painting.

The links between work and human development are 
synergist ic. Work enhances human development by 
providing incomes and livelihoods, by reducing poverty, 
and by ensuring equitable growth. It also allows people to 
participate fully in society while affording them a sense of 
dignity and worth. And work that involves caring for others 
builds social cohesion and strengthens bonds within families 
and communities.

Human beings working together not only increase material 
well-being, they also accumulate a wide body of knowledge 
that is the basis for cultures and civilizations. And when all 
this work is environmentally friendly, the benefits extend 

across generations. Ultimately, work unleashes human 
potential, human creativity and the human spirit.

But there is no automatic link between work and human 
development and that some work, such as forced labour, 
can damage human development by violating human rights, 
shat tering human dignity, and sacrificing freedom and 
autonomy. Some work, such as work in hazardous industries, 
also puts people at risk. And without proper policies, 
work’s unequal opportunities and rewards can be divisive, 
perpetuating inequities in society.

The fast changing world of work, driven by globalization of 
work and the digital revolution, presents opportunities, but at 
the same time poses risks. The benefits of this evolving new 
world of work is not equally distributed and there are winners 
and losers. Addressing imbalances in paid and unpaid 
work will be a challenge, particularly for women, who are 
disadvantaged on both fronts. Creating work opportunities 
for both present and future generations would require moving 
towards sustainable work.

Work can enhance human development when policies 
expand productive, remunerative, satisfying and quality work 
opportunities—enhance workers’ skills and potential—
ensure their rights, safety, and well-being—and specific 
strategies are targeted to particular issues and groups of 
people. But it would also require pursuing an action agenda 
for a New Social Contract, a Global Deal and Decent Work.

”Women are disadvantaged in the world of work—in both paid and unpaid work. In the realm of paid work they are engaged in the 
workforce less than men, they earn less, their work tends to be more vulnerable and they are underrepresented in senior management 
and decisionmaking positions. In terms of unpaid work they bear a disproportionate share of the housework and care work."
 —United Nations Development Programme Administrator Helen Clark

“Child labour is not an isolated problem and cannot be solved in isolation. The international community must realize that if we 
cannot protect our children, we cannot protect our development. We have to end violence against children.”
 —2 014 Nobel Peace Prize recipient Kailash Satyarthi

“The notion of creative work may be problematic and difficult to conceptualize, but that should not deter us from treating creativity 
as a key measure of human development. Today, we value our creativity as an essential component of human development.”
 —2006 Nobel Prize in Literature recipient Orhan Pamuk

“Just like women’s invisible work in the household, women’s work in community building and conflict resolution, which has 
significant human development implications often goes unacknowledged.”
 —2011 Nobel Peace Prize recipient Leymah Gbowee

“Work, not just jobs, contributes to human progress and enhances human development. But there is no automatic link between 
work and human development.” —Report lead author Selim Jahan
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The 2015 Human Development Report is the latest in the series of global Human Development Reports published 
by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) since 1990 as independent, analytically and empirically 
grounded discussions of major development issues, trends and policies.
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The cover reflects the basic message that work is a fundamental dynamic 
driver for enhancing human development. The background reflects figure 
2.2 in the Report, which shows, based on a panel of 156 countries covering 
98 percent of the world population, that over the past 25 years more 
countries and more people have moved out of the low human development 
category (from 62 countries with more than 3 billion people in 1990 to 43 
countries with a bit more than a billion people in 2014) and that at the same 
time more countries and more people have moved into the high and very 
high human development categories combined (from 47 countries with 
1.2 billion people in 1990 to 84 countries and more than 3.6 billion people in 
2014). In the background the bottom band in light blue represents the first 
trend, and the green band at the top represents the second trend. In the 
foreground the circle of human figures as workers in various activities, 
including creative work and voluntary work, not only is a reminder that 
their work contributes to the human development progress depicted in 
the background, but also reflects the dynamism of work and the mutual 
synergies of various kinds of work.
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Foreword
Twenty five years ago the first Human 
Development Report in 1990 began with 
a simple notion: that development is about 
enlarging people’s choices — focusing broadly 
on the richness of human lives rather than 
narrowly on the richness of economies. Work 
is a major foundation for both the richness of 
economies and the richness of human lives but 
has tended to be conceptualized in economic 
terms rather than in human development 
terms. The 2015 Human Development Report 
goes beyond that convention in directly link-
ing work to the richness of human lives.

This Report starts with a fundamental 
question — how can work enhance human 
development? The Report takes a broad view 
of work, going beyond jobs and taking into ac-
count such activities as unpaid care work, vol-
untary work and creative work — all of which 
contribute to the richness of human lives.

The Report highlights impressive progress 
on human development over the past quarter 
century. Today people are living longer, more 
children are in school and more people have 
access to clean water and basic sanitation. Per 
capita income in the world has gone up, and 
poverty has gone down, resulting in a better 
standard of living for many people. The digital 
revolution has connected people across coun-
tries and societies. Work has contributed to 
this progress by building people’s capabilities. 
Decent work has provided people with a sense 
of dignity and an opportunity to engage fully 
in society.

Considerable challenges remain, from per-
sistent poverty and grinding inequalities to cli-
mate change and environmental sustainability 
in general, and to conflict and instability. These 
all create barriers to people fully engaging in 
decent work, and as a result huge amounts of 
human potential remain untapped. This is of 
particular concern for young people, women, 
people with disabilities and others who may 
be marginalized. The Report argues that if the 
potential of all people is harnessed through 
appropriate strategies and proper policies, hu-
man progress would be accelerated and human 
development deficits would be reduced.

The Report reminds us that there is no au-
tomatic link between work and human devel-
opment. The quality of work is an important 
dimension of ensuring that work enhances 
human development. Issues such as discrimi-
nation and violence, however, prevent positive 
links between work and human development. 
Some work is very damaging to human devel-
opment, such as child labour, forced labour 
and the labour of trafficked workers, all of 
which constitute serious violations of human 
rights. In many cases workers in hazardous 
conditions face serious risks of abuse, insecuri-
ty and loss of freedom and autonomy.

All these issues are becoming even more 
critical to address as the world of work, driven 
by globalization and technological revolution, 
is undergoing rapid changes. Globalization 
has generated gains for some and losses for 
others. The digital revolution has created new 
opportunities, but has also given rise to new 
challenges, such as irregular contracts and 
short-term work, which are asymmetrically 
distributed between highly skilled and un-
skilled workers.

The Report makes a strong case that women 
are disadvantaged in the world of work — in 
both paid and unpaid work. In the realm of 
paid work, they are engaged in the workforce 
less than men, they earn less, their work 
tends to be more vulnerable and they are 
underrepresented in senior management and 
decisionmaking positions. In terms of unpaid 
work, they bear a disproportionate share of the 
housework and care work.

The Report identifies sustainable work, 
which promotes human development while 
reducing and eliminating negative side effects 
and unintended consequences, as a major 
building block of sustainable development. 
Such work would expand opportunities for 
the present generation without shrinking 
those for future ones.

The Report argues that enhancing human 
development through work requires policies 
and strategies in three broad areas — creating 
work opportunities, ensuring workers’ well-be-
ing and developing targeted actions. The first 
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area focuses on national employment strategies 
and seizing opportunities in the changing 
world of work, while the second area covers 
such important issues as guaranteeing workers’ 
rights and benefits, expanding social protec-
tion and addressing inequalities. Targeted 
actions should focus on sustainable work, ad-
dressing imbalances in paid and unpaid work 
and interventions for specific groups — for 
example, for youth and people with disabil-
ities. Above all, there needs to be an agenda 
for action pursuing a New Social Contract, a 
Global Deal, and the Decent Work Agenda.

This year’s Report is particularly timely, 
following shortly after the UN Sustainable 
Development Summit, where the new 
Sustainable Development Goals were adopted, 
including Goal 8’s explicit emphasis on work: 
Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth, full and productive employ-
ment, and decent work for all.

In this context there should be serious discus-
sion about the challenges created by the ongoing 
changes in the world of work. Opportunities 
should be taken to strengthen the links between 
work and human development. During the 
past 25 years the human development concept, 
reports and indices have generated considerable 
debate, dialogue and discussions around the 
world on development challenges and policy 
issues. I expect this year’s report to be no ex-
ception in its capacity to generate dialogue and 
debate around the concept of human develop-
ment and strategies to advance it.

Helen Clark
Administrator
United Nations Development Programme
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