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We are faced with a development paradox. Even though 

people are on average living longer, healthier and wealthier 

lives, these advances have not succeeded in increasing peo-

ple’s sense of security. This holds true for countries all around 

the world and was taking hold even before the uncertainty 

wrought by the COVID-19 pandemic.

The pandemic has increased this uncertainty. It has imper-

iled every dimension of our wellbeing and amplified a sense 

of fear across the globe. This, in tandem with rising geopo-

litical tensions, growing inequalities, democratic backsliding 

and devastating climate change-related weather events, 

threatens to reverse decades of development gains, throw 

progress on the Sustainable Development Goals even fur-

ther off track, and delay the urgent need for a greener, more 

inclusive and just transition.

Against this backdrop, I welcome the Special Report 

on New threats to human security in the Anthropocene: 
Demanding greater solidarity, produced by the United 

Nations Development Programme (UNDP). The report 

explains this paradox, highlighting the strong association 

between declining levels of trust and increased feelings of 

insecurity.

It suggests that during the Anthropocene—a term pro-

posed to describe the era in which humans have become 

central drivers of planetary change, radically altering the 

earth’s biosphere—people have good reason to feel inse-

cure. Multiple threats from COVID-19, digital technology, 

climate change, and biodiversity loss, have become more 

prominent or taken new forms in recent years. 

In short, humankind is making the world an increasingly 

insecure and precarious place. The report links these new 

threats with the disconnect between people and planet, 

arguing that they—like the Anthropocene itself—are deeply 

entwined with increasing planetary pressure.

The contribution of this report is to update the concept 

of human security to reflect this new reality. This implies 

moving beyond considering the security of individuals and 

communities, to also consider the interdependence among 

people, and between people and planet, as reflected in the 

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

In doing so, the report offers a way forward to tackle to-

day’s interconnected threats. First, by pursuing human secu-

rity strategies that affirm the importance of solidarity, since 

we are all vulnerable to the unprecedented process of plan-

etary change we are experiencing during the Anthropocene. 

And second, by treating people not as helpless patients, but 

agents of change and action capable of shaping their own 

futures and course correcting.

The findings in the report echo some of the key themes 

in my report on Our Common Agenda, including the impor-

tance of investing in prevention and resilience, the protection 

of our planet, and rebuilding equity and trust at a global 

scale through solidarity and a renewed social contract.

The United Nations offers a natural platform to advance 

these core objectives with the involvement of all relevant 

stakeholders. This report offers valuable insights and analy-

ses, and I commend it to a wide global audience as we strive 

to advance Our Common Agenda and to use the concept of 

human security as a tool to accelerate the achievement of 

the Sustainable Development Goals by 2030. 

António Guterres
Secretary-General

United Nations
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As the Covid-19 pandemic got under way, the world 
had been reaching unprecedented heights on the 
Human Development Index (HDI). People were, on 
average, living healthier, wealthier and better lives 
for longer than ever. But under the surface a growing 
sense of insecurity had been taking root. An estimat-
ed six of every seven people across the world already 
felt insecure in the years leading up to the pandemic 
(figure 1). And this feeling of insecurity was not only 
high — it had been growing in most countries with 
data, including a surge in some countries with the 
highest HDI values.

The Covid-19 pandemic has now affected every-
one, imperilling every dimension of our wellbeing 
and injecting an acute sense of fear across the globe. 
For the first time, indicators of human development 
have declined — drastically, unlike anything experi-
enced in other recent global crises. The pandemic 
has infected and killed millions of people worldwide. 
It has upended the global economy, interrupted ed-
ucation dreams, delayed the administration of vac-
cines and medical treatment and disrupted lives and 
livelihoods. In 2021, even with the availability of very 
unequally distributed Covid-19 vaccines, the eco-
nomic recovery that started in many countries and 
the partial return to schools, the crisis deepened in 
health, with a drop in life expectancy at birth. And the 
HDI, adjusted for Covid-19, had yet to recover about 
five years of progress, according to new simulations 
(figure 2).

It is not hard to understand how Covid-19 has 
made people feel more insecure. But what accounts 
for the startling bifurcation between improvements 
in wellbeing achievements and declines in people’s 
perception of security? That is the motivating ques-
tion for this Report. In addressing it, we hope to avoid 
returning to pathways of human development with 
human insecurity.

In the background of the human development–
human security disconnect looms the Anthropocene, 
the age of humans disrupting planetary processes. 
Development approaches with a strong focus on eco-
nomic growth and much less attention to equitable 
human development have produced stark and grow-
ing inequalities and destabilizing and dangerous 
planetary change. Climate change is an example, and 
Covid-19 may very well be. The 2020 Human Devel-
opment Report showed that no country has achieved 

a very high HDI value without contributing heavily 
to pressures driving dangerous planetary change. In 
addition to climate change and more frequent dis-
ease outbreaks that are linked to planetary pressures, 
we confront biodiversity losses and threats to key 
ecosystems, from tropical forests to the oceans. Our 
pursuit of development has neglected our embedded-
ness in nature, leading to new threats as a by-product 
of development: new health threats, increased food 
insecurity and more frequent disasters, among many 
others. Recognizing that our development patterns 
drive human insecurity forces us to revisit the human 
security concept and understand what it implies for 
the Anthropocene.

When introduced in 1994, the human security ap-
proach refocused the security debate from territori-
al security to people’s security. This idea, which the 
UN General Assembly endorsed in 2012, invited se-
curity scholars and policymakers to look beyond pro-
tecting the nation-state to protecting what we care 
most about in our lives: our basic needs, our physical 
integrity, our human dignity. It emphasized the im-
portance of everyone’s right to freedom from fear, 
freedom from want and freedom from indignity. It 
highlighted the close connection among security, de-
velopment and the protection and empowerment of 
individuals and communities. This Report explores 
how the new generation of interacting threats, play-
ing out in the Anthropocene context, affect human 
security and what to do about it.

Part I of the Report shows how the human security 
concept helps identify blind spots when development 
is assessed simply by measuring achievements in 
wellbeing and suggests ways to enrich the human se-
curity frame to account for the unprecedented chal-
lenges of the Anthropocene context. Part II discusses 
four threats to human security that are superimposed 
on the Anthropocene context (figure 3): the down-
sides of digital technology, violent conflict, horizon-
tal inequalities, and evolving challenges to healthcare 
systems. While the underlying challenge of each 
threat taken individually is not new, the threats are 
novel in the expression that they acquire in the An-
thropocene context and their interlinked nature, 
which has been building over time. Current develop-
ment journeys have often missed that point, focusing 
on addressing problems in silos when designing or 
evaluating policy.
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Figure 1 Perceptions of human insecurity are widespread worldwide

Source: Human Development Report Office based on data from the World Values Survey, waves 6 and 7 (mostly pre-Covid-19 data; see 

annex 1.2).

People feeling secure

People feeling moderately or 
very insecure

Low and medium
HDI countries

High 
HDI countries

Very high
HDI countriesOut of 100 people

More than 6 in 7 people worldwide perceived feeling moderately or very insecure 
just before the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic.
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The Covid-19 pandemic makes these interconnec-
tions more apparent and unmasks new accumulat-
ing threats to human security. The uneven pain and 
devastation have been widely documented. Women 
face the brunt of adaptations to remote work and the 
dramatic increase in violence against them. Informal 
workers are left outside social protection systems. 
People living in urban poverty are hit particularly 
hard by the health and economic consequences of the 
pandemic. Yet Covid-19 is only one manifestation of 
the new Anthropocene context. The Report includes 
novel work and estimates of the scale of the threats in 
the Anthropocene context.
• Hunger is on the rise, reaching around 800 million 

people in 2020, and about 2.4 billion people now 
suffer food insecurity, the result of cumulative so-
cioeconomic and environmental effects that had 
been building before 2019 but were boosted by the 
pandemic in 2020 and 2021.

• Climate change will continue to affect people’s vital 
core. Even in a scenario with moderate mitigation, 
around 40 million people worldwide could die, 
mostly in developing countries, as a result of higher 
temperatures from now to the end of the century.

• The number of forcibly displaced people has dou-
bled in the past decade, reaching a record high of 

82.4 million in 2020.1 And forced displacement may 
be further accelerated as long as climate change 
remains unmitigated.2

• Digital technologies can help meet many of the 
Anthropocene challenges, but the rapid pace of 
digital expansion comes with new threats that 
may exacerbate ongoing problems related to, for 
example, inequalities and violent conflict. Not only 
did the ongoing pandemic accelerate a digital shift 
in the productive economy, but cybercrime also 
skyrocketed, with annual costs projected to reach 
$6 trillion by the end of 2021.

• The number of people affected by conflict is reach-
ing record highs: today approximately 1.2 billion 
people live in conflict-affected areas, 560 million of 
them outside fragile settings, reflecting the spread 
of different forms violent conflict.

• Inequalities are an assault to human dignity. 
Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex 
people and members of other sexual minorities 
face particular risks of harm to their person in soci-
eties where diversity is not tolerated.3 In 87 percent 
of 193 countries,4 they lack the right of recognition 
of their identity and full citizenship.

• Violence against women and girls is one of the cru-
ellest forms of women’s disempowerment.5 Subtle 

Figure 2 The Covid-19 pandemic has caused an unprecedented decline in Human Development Index values

Source: Human Development Report Office (see box 1.1).
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forms of violence and so called microaggressions 
build up to such severe forms of violence as rape 
and femicide.6 In 2020, 47,000 women and girls 
were intentionally killed by their intimate partner 
or their family. On average, a woman or girl is killed 
every 11 minutes by an intimate partner or family 
member.7

• The gap is large and growing between very high 
and low HDI countries in the universalism of 
healthcare systems. Countries with weaker, less 
universal healthcare systems also face the great-
est challenges in health: the increasing burden 
of noncommunicable diseases and the effects of 
pandemics.
The Report argues for expanding the human secu-

rity frame in the face of the new generation of inter-
connected threats playing out in the context of the 
Anthropocene. It proposes adding solidarity to the 
human security strategies of protection and empow-
erment proposed by the 2003 Ogata-Sen report.8

Solidarity recognizes that human security in the 
Anthropocene must go beyond securing individu-
als and their communities for institutions and poli-
cies to systematically consider the interdependence 
across all people and between people and the planet. 

For each of us to live free from want, from fear and 
anxiety and from indignity, all three strategies must 
be deployed — for it is protection, empowerment and 
solidarity working together that advances human 
security in the Anthropocene. Agency (the ability to 
hold values and make commitments, regardless of 
whether they advance one’s wellbeing, and to act ac-
cordingly in making one’s own choices or in partici-
pating in collective decisionmaking) lies at the core 
of this framework (figure 4). Emphasizing agency is a 
reminder that wellbeing achievements alone are not 
all we should consider when evaluating policies or as-
sessing progress. Agency will also help avoid the pit-
falls of partial solutions, such as delivering protection 
with no attention to disempowerment or committing 
to solidarity while leaving some lacking protection.

This proposal for enriching the human securi-
ty frame is made in a very particular context, where 
perceptions of human insecurity are associated with 
low impersonal trust, independent of one’s financial 
situation.9 People facing higher perceived human 
insecurity are three times less likely to find others 
trustworthy,10 a trend particularly strong in very high 
HDI countries. Trust is multifaceted and essential for 
everyday life, but given this association, trust — across 

Figure 3 The new generation of human security threats

Source: Human Development Report Office.
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people, between people and institutions, across 
countries — may enable or hamper the implementa-
tion of protection, empowerment and solidarity strat-
egies to enhance human security.11

The Anthropocene context, with interlinked 
human security threats, calls for a bold agenda to 
match the magnitude of the challenges, put forward 
with humility in the face of the unknown. The alter-
native is accepting fragmented security approaches, 
with responses likely de-equalizing, likely reactive, 
likely late and likely ineffective in the long term. Per-
manent and universal attention to an enriched frame 
of human security can end the pathways of human 
development with human insecurity that created the 
conditions for the Covid-19 pandemic, the chang-
ing climate and the broader predicaments of the 
Anthropocene.

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
and the Sustainable Development Goals provide an 
ambitious set of multidimensional objectives that 

inform action at all levels (from the local to the na-
tional) and mobilize the international communi-
ty. But efforts remain largely compartmentalized, 
dealing separately with climate change, biodiversity 
loss, conflicts, migration, refugees, pandemics and 
data protection. Those efforts should be strength-
ened, but tackling them in silos appears insufficient 
in the Anthropocene context. It is imperative to go 
beyond fragmented efforts, to reaffirm the principles 
of the founding documents of the United Nations, 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 
UN Charter, which are also the central ideas un-
derpinning the concept of human security. Echoing 
the UN Secretary-General’s Our Common Agenda, 
doing so in the Anthropocene implies a systematic, 
permanent and universal attention to solidarity — 
not as optional charity or something that subsumes 
the individual to the interests of a collective, but as 
a call to pursue human security through “the eyes of 
humankind.”

Figure 4 Enriching human security for the Anthropocene

Source: Human Development Report Office.
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Just before the Covid-19 pandemic hit, as the world 
reached unprecedented development levels, six of 
every seven people around the world felt insecure. 
Indeed, as many development indicators were mov-
ing up, people’s sense of security was coming down. 

The pandemic put a stop to progress in human devel-
opment, deepening the continuing onslaught on peo-
ple’s perceptions of security (box 1.1).

It is not hard to understand how Covid-19 has led 
people to feel more insecure.1 But what accounts for 

Box 1.1 The Covid-19 pandemic as a deep human security crisis continues into 2022

The Covid-19 pandemic has affected nearly everyone 

and turned into a full-fledged human security and 

human development crisis. The most tragic impact 

has been a worldwide death toll of more than 10 mil-

lion (the excess mortality in 2020–2021).1 But impacts 

go well beyond this distressing record. Most countries 

have suffered acute recessions. School closures and 

restrictions on people’s movement have disrupted 

the education of millions of children worldwide, with 

the resulting costs to learning still to be assessed. 

Many countries turned to remote learning, but an 

estimated two-thirds of the world’s school-age chil-

dren lack internet access in their homes.2 There have 

been serious setbacks in women’s empowerment 

and gender equality and increasing violence against 

women.3 Women have also been disproportionately 

affected by job losses.4

It is possible to track part of the pandemic’s effects 

on human development through the Covid-19-adjusted 

Human Development Index. The index retains the 

standard Human Development Index (HDI) dimen-

sions but modifies the expected years of schooling 

indicator to reflect the effects of school closures and 

the availability of online learning on effective at-

tendance rates. In 2020 there was a sharp reduction 

across all the three dimensions of the HDI: health, 

knowledge and living standards.

The crisis continued in 2021, with human develop-

ment levels (as measured by the Covid-19-adjusted 

HDI) remaining well below pre-Covid-19 levels. Even 

with the availability of — very unequally distributed 

— Covid-19 vaccines, the economic recovery that 

started in many countries and the partial adaptation 

of education systems, the crisis deepened in health, 

with a continued decline in life expectancy at birth. In 

2021 the global Covid-19-adjusted HDI value had yet 

to recover the equivalent of approximately 5 years of 

progress, according to new simulations (see figure).

The Covid-19 pandemic has caused an unprecedented decline in Human Development Index values

Source: Human Development Report Office. Updated from UNDP (2020c, 2020f). Simulations for 2020 and 2021 are based on data from the 

Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, the International Monetary Fund, International Telecommunication Union, the Human Mortality Data-

base, the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization.

Notes
1. IHME 2021. 2. UNICEF and ITU 2020. 2. UN Women 2021b; Vaeza 2020. 3. ILO 2021a.
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the startling bifurcation between the improvements 
in people’s wellbeing and the declines in their per-
ception of security that was unfolding before the pan-
demic? That is the question that animates this Report.

To address it, the Report takes the premise that 
the concept of human security provides a unique per-
spective that is both insightful and fruitful in suggest-
ing how to advance human development with less 
insecurity. And in so doing, building on decades of 
analytical and policy work, the Report also aims to 
enrich the frame of human security.

“ The Report takes the premise that the 
concept of human security provides a 
unique perspective that is both insightful 
and fruitful in suggesting how to advance 
human development with less insecurity

There may be many reasons for people to feel inse-
cure, and they will vary according to social and indi-
vidual contexts. They are manifestations of objective 
threats. Some social imbalances2 have been build-
ing for decades, as the 2019 Human Development 
Report highlighted.3 But awareness is now growing 
about dangerous planetary changes that compound 
other well-identified drivers of human insecurity. For 
example, social tensions and their implications for 
conflict interact both with climate hazards (droughts, 
wildfires, storms) and with what the energy transition 
means for jobs and opportunities. Or indeed, how a 
global pandemic that followed more frequent out-
breaks of new or emerging zoonotic diseases is linked 
to pressures on biodiversity.4 As pandemic response 
veteran Richard Hatchett notes, “Except we’re now 
in a different world. This is definitely not a once-in-
a-century problem. Covid-19 is the seventh global 
infectious-disease crisis of the 21st century: SARS, 
avian influenza, swine flu, MERS, Ebola and Zika 
preceded it. It looks like roughly every three years 
you’re going to have a global infectious-disease crisis, 
and that tempo is probably increasing.”5

As the 2020 Human Development Report ex-
plored,6 dangerous planetary changes result from 
human pressures on planetary processes — from the 
climate system to material cycles disrupted by the use 
and introduction of materials at an unprecedented 
scale and speed and to the threats to the integrity of 
ecosystems from tropical forests to coral reefs and to 

entire oceans. Those changes are so unprecedented 
in human history and in the 4.6 billion year geological 
timeline of the planet that they have been described 
as a new geological epoch or event: the Anthropo-
cene, the age of humans. There are glaring inequali-
ties in contributions to planetary pressures — now and 
historically — and in power between those overextract-
ing and those bearing the consequences. This hap-
pens across countries but, crucially, within countries 
as well, with some groups systemically more affect-
ed than others. Human rights violations overlap with 
the destruction of ecosystems, as with the forced and 
slave labour in the very fishing fleets that are destroy-
ing ocean ecosystems. Biodiversity losses often par-
allel not only the destruction of livelihoods but also 
cultural losses, such as the disappearance of languag-
es, affecting many indigenous peoples and local com-
munities. Collective decisions, national and global, 
that could ease planetary pressures are more difficult 
to reach and implement, thus slowing, or even pre-
venting, action to ease planetary pressures.

With this the dichotomy of “human development 
with human insecurity” may appear far less puzzling 
— because the patterns of development that we have 
been pursuing inflict many of the drivers of insecu-
rity we are confronting. This chapter explores how 
the human security concept is a useful lens through 
which to understand this new context, elaborated 
further in chapter 2, and how the human security 
frame can be enriched to provide new perspectives 
on specific threats to human security that play out in 
this new context and are interconnected, global and 
mostly human-made — threats explored in part II of 
the Report.

This chapter has two main findings. First, the 
human security frame points to the limitations of 
evaluating policies and measuring progress by look-
ing at wellbeing achievements alone. The chapter 
identifies the neglect of agency as a major blind spot 
and suggests making agency a central focus of atten-
tion for decisionmakers. Second, the human securi-
ty frame itself can be enriched by addressing a blind 
spot of its own: the neglect of the new Anthropocene 
reality and what that implies. The chapter reaffirms 
the relevance of the individually centred approaches 
of protection and empowerment to advance human 
security. It suggests adding an approach based on 
solidarity — beyond borders and across peoples, 
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cognizant of our interdependencies in a globalized 
world and our common fate on a planet undergoing 
dangerous changes as a result of our actions.

Becoming richer amid a vast 
sea of human insecurity

An age of widespread — and growing — 
perceptions of human insecurity

Human security is about living free from want, free 
from fear and free from indignity. It is about protect-
ing what we humans care most about in our lives. In 
2012 the UN General Assembly reflected a consensus 
that human security would be considered, “The right 
of people to live in freedom and dignity, free from 
poverty and despair. All individuals, in particular 
vulnerable people, are entitled to freedom from fear 
and freedom from want, with an equal opportunity 
to enjoy all their rights and fully develop their human 
potential.”7 Annex 1.1 provides a brief account about 
the origins and progression of the human security 
concept, which continues to evolve.

“ Human security is about living free 
from want, free from fear and free from 
indignity. It is about protecting what we 
humans care most about in our lives

When the human security concept was introduced 
in the 1994 Human Development Report,8 it was 
rapidly recognized as a radical departure from the 
predominant view of security at the time, because it 
shifted the focus towards the real subjects — people — 
and away from territorial security. That seminal work 
also emphasized three additional characteristics of 
human security — universal, multidimensional and 
systemic — which have heightened relevance today 
as issues affecting people’s security become part of a 
new set of interlinked threats on a planet undergoing 
dangerous changes because of human pressures.

Using a human security lens implies considering 
people’s views.9 What constitutes fear, want and dig-
nity depends largely on people’s beliefs, which are 
formulated based on a combination of very specific 
and objective factors, along with elements that may 
be more subjective. But this is not a problem because 
attention to subjectivities — considering how people 

themselves view and understand their situation, vul-
nerabilities and limits — is core to the analytical fram-
ing of human security.10 As argued in more detail later 
in the chapter, beliefs are important elements influ-
encing people’s choices, values and commitments. 
In fact, Kaushik Basu, in exploring the relationship 
between law and economics, has argued for the cen-
tral role of beliefs in shaping even attitudes towards 
the law:

“The might of the law, even though it may be 
backed by handcuffs, jails, and guns, is, in its ele-
mental form, rooted in beliefs carried in the heads 
of people in society — from ordinary civilians to the 
police, politicians and judges, intertwining with 
and weaving into one another, reinforcing some 
and whittling down others, creating enormous ed-
ifices of force and power, at times so strong that 
they seem to transcend all individuals, and create 
the illusion of some mysterious diktat enforced 
from above. In truth, the most important ingredi-
ents of a republic, including its power and might, 
reside in nothing more than the beliefs and expec-
tations of ordinary people going about their daily 
lives and quotidian chores.”11

So, it is useful to explore how living free from 
want, living free from fear and living free from indig-
nity relate to beliefs and interact with one another, 
starting by considering dignity, which is most direct-
ly a belief.
• Dignity. Dignity is grounded on the universal belief 

that everyone has equal inherent worth and value, 
enshrined in Article 1 of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights: “All human beings are born free 
and equal in dignity and rights.”12 Its importance 
was reiterated as a central aspiration of the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development: “to ensure 
that all human beings can fulfil their potential in 
dignity.”13 Threats to one’s dignity emanate not only 
from objective deprivations (such as not having 
basic needs met, linking to the aspiration of being 
free from want) but also from stigma. Sometimes, 
the very interventions that seek to address material 
deprivations may hurt people’s dignity by stigma-
tizing them and inducing emotions of shame,14 
especially when poverty is attributed to negative 
individual dispositions.15 Dignity goes beyond 
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avoiding being physically harmed or shamed to 
having autonomy16 and agency — a central idea 
that is the core of arguments developed later in the 
chapter. Implications of this understanding of dig-
nity include that interventions aimed at addressing 
freedom from want with dignity imply the need to 
both mitigate stigma and promote empowerment 
and that interventions need to be culturally sensi-
tive and responsive.17

• Fear. Beliefs are also important in triggering emo-
tions (even if not the only determinant; percep-
tual elements also matter). The emotion of fear 
involves beliefs about bad things that may happen 
in the future (if something bad is certain to happen, 
it is likely to trigger an emotion of despair),18 often 
associated with perceiving “low certainty and low 
sense of control.”19 Thus, the emotion of fear, a 
powerful driver of behaviour,20 is influenced by a 
host of factors, from individual cognitive processes 
to external and contextual conditions. People form 
beliefs about the possibility that painful and harm-
ful events may unfold in the future, often based on 
objective elements that can give them reason to be 
fearful.21 This includes the possibility of suffering 
“assaults on their sense of dignity,”22 once again 
showing the interlinkages across the three aspira-
tions that define human security.

• Want. Beliefs also come into play when assessing 
want, which is determined not only by meeting 
basic metabolic needs but also by individual aspi-
rations and relative assessments of what people in 
a community are expected to achieve. As Amartya 
Sen has often reminded us, Adam Smith’s defini-
tion of not being in poverty was to be able to wear 
a linen shirt — not because linen protects someone 
from the elements but because it is required to 
interact socially in the community, without shame. 
Thus, there are interlinkages between freedom 
from want and living in dignity. This echoes anthro-
pological perspectives on want. As Mary Douglas 
put it, “At the local level, wants are part of a feed-
back cycle between the relations of production and 
consumption. Wants and needs are not ordered 
according to private preferences. Other people 
collectively try to solve problems of coordination, 
the solutions impose ordering on ego’s preferences. 
The cultural process defines wants, and poverty is 
culturally constructed.”23

“ In addition to being high, the perception 
of human insecurity has increased over time 
for most countries with comparable data

The formulation of beliefs is thus clearly the result 
of a complex constellation of factors. It is not easy, 
and it may be impossible, to measure beliefs with 
the precision that we can assign to objective indica-
tors such as income or education achievements. But 
that does not imply that there are not objective vul-
nerabilities that stimulate particular beliefs and that 
this is often the result of well-reasoned processes. As 
argued later in the chapter, and more extensively in 
chapter 2, there are strong reasons to associate the 
new context of the Anthropocene, and the inequali-
ties that characterize it, as the background against 
which a new generation of threats to human security 
is playing out.

The Index of Perceived Human Insecurity

To get a sense of how people understand and per-
ceive their security beyond what can be grasped from 
objective indicators of achievements in wellbeing, 
this Report introduces the Index of Perceived Human 
Insecurity (I-PHI; see annex 1.2 for details).24 It is 
based on population- representative data from the 
World Values Survey for 74 countries and territories 
covering more than 80 percent of the world’s people. 
It captures perceived threats across different dimen-
sions of daily life in citizen security, socioeconomic 
security and violent conflict.

The results are striking.
Most people in the world feel insecure: fewer than 1 

in 7 people at the global level feel secure or relatively 
secure.25 More than half of the global population feels 
affected by very high human insecurity, as specified 
on the I-PHI.26

Perceived human insecurity is high across all 
Human Development Index (HDI) groups, with more 
than three-quarters of the population feeling inse-
cure, even in very high HDI countries (figure 1.1). But 
lower HDI countries register even higher perceived 
human security, suggesting a negative association be-
tween HDI value and I-PHI value (figure 1.2).

In addition to being high, the perception of human 
insecurity has increased over time for most countries 
with comparable data. This increase registered across 
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all HDI groups, but some of the largest increases were 
in very high HDI countries (figure 1.3).

This suggests that the positive association be-
tween HDI value and I-PHI value gleaned from the 
cross-sectional analysis may not reveal much about 
the extent to which achievements in wellbeing can 
insulate people from feeling insecure. In fact, when 

individuals, rather than countries, are grouped by 
I-PHI value, the higher the perception of human se-
curity, the higher the level of trust in others tends to 
be, a result that holds for different levels of satisfac-
tion with the financial situation (figure 1.4). But the 
opposite is not the case: for people who feel very in-
secure, greater financial satisfaction is not associated 

Figure 1.1 Even in very high Human Development Index countries, less than a quarter of people feel secure

Source: Human Development Report Office, based on World Values Survey, latest available wave.
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Figure 1.3 Human insecurity is increasing in most countries— and surging in some very high Human 
Development Index countries

Note: Bubble size represents the country population. 

a. Refers to the change between waves 6 and 7 of the World Values Survey for countries with comparable data.

Source: Human Development Report Office based on World Values Survey data (see annex 1.2).

C
ha

ng
e 

in
 In

de
x 

of
 P

er
ce

iv
ed

 
H

um
an

 In
se

cu
rit

y 
va

lu
ea

0.500 0.600 0.900 1.0000.700 0.800

Human Development Index (HDI) value, 2019

Increase in 
perceived
insecurity

Reduction in 
perceived
insecurity

Very high
HDI countries0.15

0.10

0.05

0

–0.05

–0.10

Figure 1.4 Where human security is higher, trust tends to be higher, regardless of satisfaction with one’s 
financial situation

Note: Pooled individual-based data with equal weights across countries.

Source: Human Development Report Office based on World Values Survey data (see annex 1.2).

0.13

0.19

0.26

0.15

0.24

0.35

0.16

0.25

0.44

0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4

Dissatisfied
Moderately 
dissatisfied Satisfied

Relatively secure

Pe
rc

ep
tio

n 
of

 in
se

cu
rit

y

Moderately insecure

Very insecure

Satisfaction with financial situation

Level of trustLevel of trust Level of trust

1 8 NEW THREATS TO HUMAN SECURITY IN THE ANTHROPOCENE /  2022



with a significant jump in trust. This strong link be-
tween human security and trust also holds when in-
come and life satisfaction are controlled for.27 Given 
the importance of this finding for the conclusions 
later in the chapter, it is crucial to be clear about the 
meaning that emanates from answers to the World 
Values Survey’s trust question, how it can be inter-
preted and the cautions that must be borne in mind.

What is trust?

Trust is yet another belief.28 But what is trust, exact-
ly? It has been defined in multiple ways in different 
contexts (box 1.2). In the context of the World Val-
ues Survey, it is measured by answering the ques-
tion, “Generally speaking, would you say that most 
people can be trusted or that you can’t be too careful 

Box 1.2 Trust’s many faces

Trust is a complex concept. As sociologist Blaine 

Robbins wrote, “Despite decades of interdisciplinary 

research on trust, the literature remains fragmented 

and balkanized with little consensus regarding 

its origins.”1 Even with this lack of consensus in 

the definition and origins, there is widespread 

belief that trust has been an important element in 

the development and sophistication of societies 

throughout history — mainly because it has been 

essential for cooperation and collective action.

One of the purported paradoxes around trust 

relates to there being higher trust than a rational 

agent model where people pursue their self-interest 

would suggest. Most economic theory assumes 

that trust arises when people are optimistic about 

the trustworthiness of others, but evidence shows 

that people trust at higher rates than predicted 

by reasons to be trustworthy (including past 

behaviour). This excess trust seems to be driven by 

norms — either social or moral.2 This result provides 

reason for optimism: this excess trust could be a 

lever for increased cooperation among strangers 

and beyond the close ties usually associated with 

reciprocal relationships.

The result has been reflected, for instance, in 

the voluntary payment of taxes. In 1972 Michael 

Allingham and Agnar Sandmo modelled tax evasion 

under a standard rational utility maximization 

framework where the agent conducts a cost-benefit 

calculation between the cost of being caught 

evading tax systems and the monetary benefit of 

the evasion.3 But empirical evidence has shown that 

the model consistently underestimates the amount 

of taxes people pay. This paradox has promoted the 

literature on tax morale — or the reasons beyond 

pure rational maximization of self-interest driving 

people to comply with the tax authorities.

Trust has been important both in interpersonal 

relations and in institution building. Institutional 

evolution is closely linked to trust in at least two ways, 

as Benjamin Ho explains. First is that institutions rely 

on trust to function — modern money, for instance, 

depends on the belief that it will be accepted as a 

medium of exchange regularly and independent 

of who carries it. The second is that institutions are 

often designed to create and facilitate trust, in ever 

expanding scales of complexity.4

Not all trust is good, though, and institutional 

development has been imperfect across time and 

countries. Some institutions have been designed 

to expand trust among groups sharing similar 

traits — known as in-group trust. In-group trust can 

thus promote polarization, be detrimental to equity 

and democracy and be exploited by some political 

leaders.5

The challenge when promoting trust in the 

context of human security strategies is to promote, 

support and use existing generalized trust and 

address the behavioural biases and institutional 

designs that favour in-group trust. Cosmopolitan 

views and moral universalism — altruism towards 

strangers compared with altruism towards in-group 

members — may be invoked when designing and 

implementing strategies to advance human security, 

as elaborated later in the chapter. Some evidence 

shows that universalist views are associated 

with demographic characteristics: age, place of 

residence, religious beliefs and income level.6 Yet a 

recent study by the United Nations Children’s Fund 

and Gallup shows that young people are almost 

twice as likely as older people to declare their 

identification with the world as opposed to local or 

national community.7

Notes
1. Robbins (2016, p. 972). See also Ho (2021). 2. Dunning and others 

2014. 3. Allingam and Sandmo 1972. 4. Ho 2021. 5. Gjoneska and 

others 2019. 6.  Enke, Rodriguez-Padilla and Zimmermann 2021. 

7. UNICEF and Gallup 2021.

CHAPTER 1  — HUMAN SECURITY:  A PERMANENT AND UNIVERSAL IMPERATIVE 1 9



in dealing with people?” The answer appears to con-
form to actual behaviour when people interact with 
others.29 It captures what has been characterized as 
generalized trust (the trust placed in others in general 
and not for a particular reason or interest30) or imper-
sonal trust (establishing a default way of interacting 
with strangers31).

Understood in this way, it is clear that social life, 
in any context, would be very difficult, if not impos-
sible, without impersonal trust.32 Trust matters be-
cause it enables cooperation, which “is conditional 
on the belief that the other party is not a sucker (is not 
disposed to grant trust blindly), but also on the belief 
that the other will be well disposed towards us if we 
make the right move.”33 Therefore, trust is not some-
thing that should always be maximized: even for in-
dividual welfare too much or too little trust is shown 
to be harmful.34 And we may want less trust among 
groups that are threatening us (when engaged in illicit 
activities, for instance), so it is not possible to say that 
more trust is always desirable.35

Given the importance of trust for cooperation, dif-
ferences in impersonal trust across countries are as-
sociated with several economic and social outcomes. 
Higher average impersonal trust for countries is posi-
tively correlated with income, economic productivity 
and government effectiveness and negatively correlat-
ed with corruption. Evidence suggests that impersonal 
trust is part of a cultural and psychological package of 
pro-social norms, expectations and motivations that 
are historical antecedents of these outcomes.36

This cross-country analysis needs to be interpret-
ed carefully, for trust increases when individuals are 
socially closer.37 And the answer to the World Values 
Survey question in some contexts — particularly in 
East Asia — is interpreted as trusting others premised 
on the existence of dense social networks that create 
social and economic interdependence, as opposed 
to trusting “strangers” unconditionally. More impor-
tant, there are very large differences in trust within 
countries, even larger than across countries.38 Factors 
associated with individual preference “types” (being 
more or less altruistic, for instance) appear to account 
for a large amount of variation in trust across people, 
more than can be explained by the country where 
people live.39 In this context it is crucial to emphasize 
again that the findings of an association between high 
human insecurity and low interpersonal trust are at 

the level of individuals — not based on a cross-country 
analysis.

The individual-level association between human 
insecurity and impersonal trust matters for four main 
reasons.
• First, evidence suggests that there are low and 

declining levels of trust related to important in-
stitutions and policy outcomes, especially those 
predicated on cooperation.40

• Second, while motives, interests and incentives 
are crucial for cooperation, even if people (or 
countries) have the appropriate motives and inter-
ests, they still need to “know about each other’s 
motives and trust each other”41 — this takes us back 
to Kaushik Basu’s emphasis on the importance of 
beliefs noted earlier in the chapter — even if laws 
are codified and enforced.

“ A human- development- with- human- insecurity 
duality emerges from how the advancement of 
human development has been pursued and from 
fragmented security approaches that focus on 
wellbeing achievements while neglecting agency

• Third, as this chapter develops later, agency is 
central to implementing strategies to advance 
human security. It is predicated on people having 
freedoms, which include the possibility of disap-
pointing and frustrating others. That is why trust is 
closely associated with freedom, having even been 
described as a “device for coping with the freedom 
of others,”42 something that acquires heightened 
relevance in contexts of uncertainty.43

• Fourth, the importance of trust is likely to increase 
in coming years, given that “in the twenty-first 
century, remote collaboration with both unknown 
and known counterparts is increasing (in part due 
to the recent pandemic), and much economic life is 
now happening outside the boundaries of organiza-
tions, regions, and nations, making trust a ubiqui-
tous concern.”44

Reasons to feel insecure: The Anthropocene context 
and a new generation of threats to human security

This section argues that a human- development- with- 
human- insecurity duality emerges from how the 
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advancement of human development has been pur-
sued and from fragmented security approaches that 
focus on wellbeing achievements while neglecting 
agency. Along with a persistent upward trend in well-
being achievements across regions, a new generation 
of human insecurities has been emerging, to a signifi-
cant degree as a byproduct of how development was 
being pursued. This is evident from the emergence 
of the Anthropocene context, in which new threats 
to human security emerge, all linked to human ac-
tion and, for the most part, to activities that have until 
now fuelled improvements in wellbeing.

The unprecedented context of the Anthropocene 
is the backdrop for a new generation of threats that 
are global, systemic and interlinked. This new reali-
ty gives strong objective reasons for people not only 
to perceive high human insecurity but also to believe 
that wellbeing achievements — previously conceived 
of as development achievements — are insufficient to 
address human security concerns. This section high-
lights threats related to digital technologies (though 
much good can also come out of their diffusion), vi-
olent conflict, inequalities across groups (to focus 

on the notion of social imbalance) and inadequacies 
in current healthcare systems. All these exhibit new 
characteristics compared with what was covered in 
previous seminal reports on human security, nota-
bly the 1994 Human Development Report and the 
2003 Ogata-Sen report,45 but are not meant to be an 
exhaustive list. Rather than organize the discussion 
around groups of people, the focus is on these four 
threats, as elaborated in part II of the Report, be-
cause this approach allows for a more flexible under-
standing of the structural challenges and the possible 
structural responses (figure 1.5).

“ Ensuring that people live free from want, 
fear and indignity requires a comprehensive, 
systemic approach. We have come to realize 
that higher incomes, for instance, do not 
automatically bring about peace and that a 
society without violent conflict is not a sufficient 
condition for people to live in dignity

These four threats, in their interconnectedness, 
present a growing challenge for decisionmakers, for 
the development journeys unfolding have often un-
derplayed not only agency but also the interactions 
across threats. The attention of the public and pol-
icymakers has been on separate aspects when de-
signing or evaluating policy, leading to the pursuit of 
solutions to problems in silos, failing to recognize the 
possibility that each solution may have unintended 
consequences and may exacerbate other problems.

To address this challenge, the relevance of the 
human security concept becomes apparent in part 
because one of the most important aspects empha-
sized since its inception is the recognition that the 
three aspirations that define it cannot be thought of 
independently, as noted above.46 Ensuring that peo-
ple live free from want, fear and indignity requires a 
comprehensive, systemic approach. We have come to 
realize that higher incomes, for instance, do not auto-
matically bring about peace and that a society with-
out violent conflict is not a sufficient condition for 
people to live in dignity.47 As Oscar Gomez and Des 
Gasper write, “Even a human development perspec-
tive, focused on improvement for persons in all major 
areas of life which they have good reason to value, 
rather than centred on measured economic growth or 
technological display, is insufficient for dealing with 

Figure 1.5 A new generation of threats to human security 
is playing out in the unprecedented context of the 
Anthropocene

Source: Human Development Report Office.
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the real world of interconnecting threats and recur-
rent crises, if it retains the linear model.”48

One could argue that everything has always been 
connected to everything else, but the Anthropocene 
context heightens the importance of recognizing 
these interdependencies. Virtually all people’s efforts 
to find solutions to development problems result in 
actions that are mounting planetary pressures in one 
way or another.49 The 2020 Human Development 
Report argued that industrial societies today meet 
their energy and material needs in ways that result in 
planetary pressures that drive dangerous planetary 
change.50 To meet our energy needs, we continue to 
rely primarily on fossil fuels, which results in green-
house gas emissions that are driving climate change. 
And we use materials with little concern for the dis-
ruptions to material cycles: the use of nitrogen in fer-
tilizer is just one example. For an illustration of how 
the solving-one-problem-at-a-time approach may be 
problematic, consider how the increased use of re-
newable energy and batteries is leading to increased 
extraction of minerals that we know are limited and 
for which we have few substitutes at present, often in 
contexts where there are massive threats to biodiver-
sity and violations of human rights.

As countries have increased their Human Devel-
opment Index value, planetary pressures have inten-
sified, on average, as measured by a new index of 
planetary pressures (figure 1.6). This index combines 
two indicators, carbon dioxide emissions (to account 
for the pressures emanating from the reliance on fos-
sil fuels for energy) and material footprint (to indicate 
the extent to which we do not consider the disrup-
tion to material cycles). No country has been able to 
reach a very high HDI value without exerting high 
planetary pressures. These pressures are now causing 
new forms of risks linked to climate change (storms, 
floods, heat waves), biodiversity loss (irreparable but 
also with implications for the productivity and resil-
ience of ecosystems) and zoonotic diseases (of which 
Covid-19 is the latest in a series of more frequent 
events).51

“ No country has been able to reach a very 
high HDI value without exerting high planetary 
pressures. These pressures are now causing new 
forms of risks linked to climate change (storms, 
floods, heat waves), biodiversity loss (irreparable 
but also with implications for the productivity and 
resilience of ecosystems) and zoonotic diseases

It is against this background that part II of the Re-
port explores the nature and implications of four 
types of threats to human security.
• Digital technolog y threats. Advances in digital 

technologies have been key to advances in many 
dimensions of human development (from access 
to health and education services to fostering 
capabilities linked to access to information and 
communication), but they carry significant risks. 
Some aspects of new information and digital 
technologies are reshaping social and family inter-
actions, working conditions and leisure activities. 
The concentration of power among some new 
corporate players and the speed of the changes un-
folding create challenges for policymakers and so-
cieties. These dynamics affect those immersed in 
the digital world as well as those outside (3 billion 
people without access to internet).52 Some of these 
changes present negative side effects on many 
fronts: abuse of power and political domination 
can result from the concentration of the control of 
information and data by technological providers 

Figure 1.6 Higher Human Development Index 
values have come with higher planetary pressures

Note: The index of planetary pressures is based on carbon dioxide 

emissions and material footprint (both per capita).

Source: Human Development Report Office based on UNDP (2020).
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and governments, curtailing liberties, widening 
inequalities and spreading misinformation that 
fuels polarization.

• Violent conflict. Higher income co-exists with 
growing numbers of people affected by conflict — 
today, more than one in four people in the world is 
affected by conflict. In 2020 the number of forcibly 
displaced people — many of whom are fleeing from 
violent conflict — reached 82.4 million,53 twice the 
level in 2010.54 Killings of environmental activists 
(linked again to the intersection of violence and 
the Anthropocene context) have risen consistently 
over the last two decades.55 Nonstate conflict fatal-
ities have shot up in high HDI countries (figure 1.7).

• Inequalities across groups. This Report primarily 
explores inequalities across groups as assaults on 
dignity because there is no reason to treat people in 
a discriminatory way simply because they choose 
to self-identify as a member of or are otherwise 
associated with a group (among possibly many 
others). These inequalities remain pervasive today. 
This is true across countries but also within coun-
tries. Inequalities in power relations also hurt the 

dignity of people, sometimes independent of their 
socioeconomic status, if they are insufficiently 
empowered. The #MeToo movement has shown 
the pervasive gender inequalities across industries 
and societies. Even a group of highly accomplished 
women faced hidden forms of violence and, for 
a long time, did not believe that conditions per-
mitted them to expose their aggressors. That this 
happened in the high-profile entertainment in-
dustry, where women are visible and have millions 
listening to what they say, highlights the day-to-
day abuse elsewhere when women are voiceless. 
It is also a reminder that what we consider success 
often hides areas of deep insecurity, and it pro-
vides a concrete example of the duality of human 
insecurity with income achievements. This Report 
shows how many other groups remain consistently 
and historically marginalized, suffering systematic 
assaults on their dignity and therefore their human 
security.

• Healthcare systems. The effects of Covid-19, de-
clared a pandemic in March 2020, have spread 
to nearly everyone in the world, attacking all 

Figure 1.7 Nonstate conflict fatalities have been increasing in high Human Development Index countries

Note: Excludes very high Human Development Index countries because of the lack of reported data over time. The very high HDI countries 

with reported nonstate conflict fatalities over this period are Canada (52 people reported killed in 1995 and 1998), Georgia (64 people reported 

killed in 1997 and 1998), Israel (299 people reported killed in 2006, 2007 and 2009), the Russian Federation (529 people reported killed in 1990, 

1991 and 1994) and Serbia (795 people reported killed in 1991 and 1992).

Source: Human Development Report Office based on Uppsala Conflict Data Program Non-State Conflict Dataset version 21.1.
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dimensions of human development.56 By the sec-
ond quarter of 2020, most economies were con-
tracting at record rates, and 90 percent of children 
were unable to physically attend schools. This is 
unprecedented because it was mediated by a high-
ly interconnected and globalized world with the 
highest level of human development on record. It 
exposed the limitations of health systems, nation-
ally and internationally, especially the widespread 
lack of coordination at many scales, reflected more 
glaringly in large disparities in vaccine access 
across countries and in vaccine use within some 
countries.
The corollary is that improvements in wellbeing, 

measured by, say, the HDI, do not guarantee human 
security.57 And this gap between human develop-
ment and human security could be exacerbated by 
the reinforcing dynamics among the four threats. 
For example, climate change adds pressure to the 
forces displacing people and to the scarcity of some 
resources. However, this does not imply that human 
development should not be pursued or that human 
development never promotes human security. To the 
contrary, the two can be compatible and complemen-
tary. That is why, in advancing human development, 
human security should be a consistent — indeed a 
permanent — focus of attention.

“ Not every “security action” leads to greater 
human security, particularly if it leads to 
greater security for one group at the expense 
of the security of other groups or if it promotes 
some freedoms while restricting others

However, the human security concept’s ability to 
account for the complexity of today’s world and gen-
erate agency cannot be taken for granted. Not every 
“security action” leads to greater human security, 
particularly if it leads to greater security for one group 
at the expense of the security of other groups or if it 
promotes some freedoms while restricting others.

Take the siloed or fragmented views of security. 
Policies for food security can increase planetary pres-
sures through deforestation and single crop practic-
es, resulting in greater risks due to climate change 
and biodiversity loss. Policies to enhance economic 
security, such as expanding financial markets to di-
versify risks and smooth consumption, can become 

procyclical and increase systemic risks. National se-
curity policies can generate an arms race, diverting 
resources from human needs. Another case is the 
use of the security narrative to justify hegemony.58 In 
other words we cannot rule out that the true motive 
behind a security policy (including one labelled as a 
human security policy)59 is to entrench power in po-
litical, economic and social institutions. States, com-
panies, political actors and patriarchal structures can 
use “security concerns” to defend or promote priv-
ileges. In such cases short-term protection can be 
achieved at the expense of long-term agency.

The rest of the chapter shows how the human se-
curity concept can illuminate how the gap emerges 
between wellbeing achievements and perceptions of 
human insecurity and how the human security frame 
itself may need to be enriched to account for the new 
planetary and social reality of the Anthropocene.

Towards human security through 
the “eyes of humankind”

The heightened relevance of human 
security: Bringing agency to the fore

The concept of human security is almost three dec-
ades old. It came about in a very specific context of 
geopolitical change. After the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
there was a renewed sense of possibility — with the 
expectation of a new era of peace, including a repur-
posing of military spending for other goals, since the 
cloud of military confrontation between two major 
powers had cleared (see annex 1.1). So, what makes 
it relevant today, in a very different world, with so 
many of the hopeful expectations of the mid-1990s 
shattered?

It is relevant because the expectation — or maybe 
hope — that higher incomes would, by themselves, 
bring about human security has been clearly dashed. 
As documented in part II of the Report, military 
spending shows no signs of abating — instead of a 
peace dividend, we confront a world with violent con-
flict afflicting more than a billion people. As argued 
in the preceding sections, even before the Covid-19 
pandemic perceptions of human insecurity were high 
and growing — and surging in places with the highest 
HDI values. And in 2021, with the world hitting re-
cord high GDPs per capita, deaths related to Covid-19 

24 NEW THREATS TO HUMAN SECURITY IN THE ANTHROPOCENE /  2022



surpassed 5 million people.60 Poverty and hunger are 
greater than just five years ago, and a generation-wide 
education crisis will have long-lasting consequences.

Moreover, the human security concept was not fro-
zen in 1994. Many scholars and practitioners have 
added nuance, extensions and claims that it repre-
sented something that was important to them. It 
evolved to an extent that, as Shahrbanou Tadjbakhsh 
put it, “What was supposed to be a simple, noble and 
obvious idea soon became engulfed in a cacophony 
of political and academic debates centred on its defi-
nitions, their advantages and weak points, and on its 
theoretical and practical applicability.”61

“ Under the background of the Anthropocene 
context, threats to human security are interlinked

And yet the concept survives and gains salience — 
perhaps primarily because it captures the core of the 
intersection of human rights, peace and develop-
ment, building on the UN foundational documents: 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 
UN Charter. Many national governments and inter-
national organizations, as well as civil society and 
academia, have devoted considerable energy and re-
sources to making human security a central part of 
the debate on international cooperation. Over time 
the human security concept has evolved towards 
what may be better described as a discourse with 
many different strands — as a concept and objective, 
as an analytical frame, as a policy philosophy and as 
a policy planning approach.62 These different strands 
remain anchored on a set of ideas tied to the UN 
foundational documents that will continue to evolve.

So, in using the term “human security frame,” this 
Report means those foundational ideas, which have 
been used in different ways to affirm different im-
plementation principles:63 people-centred, compre-
hensive, context-specific, prevention-oriented and 
focused on promoting protection and empowerment. 
The previous section showed the relevance of being 
people-centred and having a comprehensive perspec-
tive, under the background of the Anthropocene con-
text, where threats to human security are interlinked.

The frame of human security acquires heightened 
relevance in light of the protection and empower-
ment strategies underscored in the 2003 Ogata-Sen 
report. In their own words: “Protection strategies, 

set up by states, international agencies, NGOs [non-
governmental organizations] and the private sector, 
shield people from menaces. Empowerment strat-
egies enable people to develop their resilience to dif-
ficult conditions.”64 The preceding section, and the 
analysis in part II of the Report, make abundantly 
clear the major shortcomings that exist today in pro-
tecting and empowering people. So it is crucial not 
only to reaffirm the importance of these strategies 
for human security but also to strengthen them in the 
face of a planet undergoing dangerous changes for 
people and many other forms of life.

These dangerous planetary changes are the result 
of actions by people themselves. The main threats to 
human security today, in the Anthropocene context, 
do not emanate from a massive volcanic eruption or 
an asteroid hitting Earth — which we may even be able 
to prevent. Toby Ord has estimated that, for the first 
time in human history, existential threats to human-
kind are anthropogenic, as opposed to being linked 
to natural hazards.65 As chapter 2 makes clear, the 
implications of these dangerous planetary changes 
are being felt all around, and in many cases they are 
exacerbating inequalities — even if people with high 
incomes are not spared from the harmful effects, as 
they too report feeling insecure, despite having the 
means to cope with many of the threats.

If people are the drivers of dangerous planetary 
changes, they have to be the agents that bring about 
what it takes to implement protection and empow-
erment strategies. It is in this context that agency 
acquires central importance. Agency is used here 
as defined by Amartya Sen: “someone who acts and 
brings about change, and whose achievements can 
be judged in terms of her own values and objectives, 
whether or not we assess them in terms of some ex-
ternal criteria as well.”66

What is agency?

Agency is instrumental in enacting protection and 
empowerment strategies, and in part it means 
meaningful participation at different levels of deci-
sionmaking. When this happens, tensions between 
protection and empowerment may be more appar-
ent than real, because agency implies that protection 
is provided in a context of participation, deliberation 
and dialogue. This is not a mere abstraction (box 1.3), 
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nor does it imply that designing or implementing 
strategies with broad participation, deliberation and 
dialogue is easy. Still, the challenges should not limit 
the ambition of participatory processes and commu-
nity engagement. Some international conventions 
have paved the road for active participation of groups 
in matters that affect them directly. The International 
Labour Organization’s Indigenous and Tribal Peoples 
Convention — commonly referred to by the number, 
169 — includes a clear directive on the participation 
of indigenous peoples in identifying priorities and 
designing policies through free, prior and informed 
consent.67

A focus on agency thus brings legitimacy to specif-
ic strategies and initiatives. A way of summarizing 
the importance of the instrumental role of agency 
for human security is to consider it an enabler of pro-
tection and empowerment strategies that are legiti-
mate and effective. Achievements related to agency 
do not necessarily overlap with those related to well-
being: people can act based on values and commit-
ments that may or may not advance their wellbeing. 

For instance, people care about how others are treat-
ed and about what they see as fair and may care in-
trinsically about many aspects of nature, even if that 
has no bearing on their wellbeing — and may even be 
detrimental to it. If we measure development pro-
gress, or evaluate policies, on the basis of wellbeing 
achievements alone, we can neglect — or even ignore 
— agency. That blind spot was revealed in the preced-
ing sections, and the exploration of human security in 
this section helps illuminate it.

“ Agency is instrumental in enacting 
protection and empowerment strategies, and 
in part it means meaningful participation 
at different levels of decisionmaking

In addition, as Amartya Sen argued forcefully, 
agency matters beyond the achievements that emerge 
from people acting on their value and commitments. 
Not only is it crucial to illuminate the blind spots left 
when outcomes linked to agency are neglected, but 
it is also central to consider the freedoms that people 

Box 1.3 Agency in policy design: An example of participatory development

How could agency and active participation look in 

policy design?

There are some useful examples on environ-

mental policy. Claudia Pahl-Wostl describes the 

European water policy under the Water Framework 

Directive, which “requires public information and 

participation and encourages the active involve-

ment of all affected parties in the development of 

the management plan.”1

Pahl-Wostl clearly differentiates between par-

ticipation of the general public and participation of 

stakeholders. In her words:2

• “General public: Citizen participation involving 

the public at large in issues of general concern 

e.g., citizens in their role as voters who have to 

decide on adopting energy taxes.”

• “Stakeholder participation: involving specific 

stakeholder groups — the various groups are ad-

dressed in their specific roles and relative to their 

stakes in a particular environmental issue — e.g., 

the inhabitants of an area directly affected by 

an air pollution problem.”

An additional aspect of the participatory frame-

work refers to the stage of the decisionmaking 

process that will require the participation of the 

general public and stakeholders. These stages, ac-

cording to Pahl-Wostl, are:3

• “Agenda setting: an early stage of issue definition 

as soon as a problem enters the public agenda. 

The goal of the participatory process here is to 

map out the diversity of arguments and opinions 

on the issue.”

• “Shaping the issue: developing a plan for resolving 

the issue, when implementing an integrated river 

basin management plan for example. The goal 

of the participatory process here is to guarantee 

that the management plan takes the various 

perspectives into account.”

• “Implementation: in conflict situations arising from 

specific issues in relation to the implementation 

of certain measures. The goal of the participatory 

process here is to achieve consensus to emerge 

with a set of measures that can be realized.”

Elements of the participatory framework can 

easily be exported to issues beyond environmental 

policy.

Notes
1. Pahl-Wostl 2002. p. 5. 2. Pahl-Wostl 2002. p. 5. 3. Pahl-Wostl 2002. p. 5.
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have to think and deliberate, whether they decide to 
act or not: “Greater freedom enhances the ability of 
people to help themselves and also to influence the 
world, and these matters are central to the process 
of development.”68 To achieve these freedoms, pro-
tection and empowerment are often essential. There 
is thus a loop: agency is an enabler of protection and 
empowerment, and protection and empowerment 
provide conditions under which agency can be pro-
moted (figure 1.8). Because agency matters intrinsi-
cally (not only instrumentally), human security needs 
to be a focus of permanent concern, something also 
already recognized in the 2003 Ogata- Sen report.69

The discussion thus far has reaffirmed the central-
ity of empowerment and protection and justified the 
heightened relevance of the human security frame 
for today’s world. But it did so within already estab-
lished frames for the human security concept — in 
particular, the 2003 Ogata-Sen report. In the next 
section the chapter concludes by exploring how to 
further enrich the frame of human security for the 
Anthropocene context and how to address more eq-
uitably and effectively the new threats discussed in 
part II of the Report.

Affirming our common humanity on a changing 
planet demands greater solidarity

The virtuous loop between human agency, on the 
one hand, and empowerment and protection, on 
the other, is focused mostly on individuals (or the 
communities they form). But Oscar Gomez and Des 

Gasper have emphasized the need to recognize that 
human security depends on what happens across 
communities that are connected: “One group can 
typically only be secure if the groups with whom it is 
significantly connected are secure too.”70 More fun-
damentally, the human security concept is founded 
in part on highlighting “human interconnectedness, 
including the interconnections of nations.”71 The 
universality of human security was already acknowl-
edged in the 1994 Human Development Report, even 
if its instrumentalization has been rather slow.72

Many aspects of these interconnections are not 
new. In the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, we 
have all heard that if the virus is spreading some-
where, people everywhere are vulnerable. But the 
movement of people has spread new and old commu-
nicable diseases across continents for millennia. Still, 
in today’s world this interconnection is global and ex-
panding to more aspects of life, as a large literature on 
globalization has documented. How to ensure human 
security in this interconnected world? Who partici-
pates in, designs and implements the protection and 
empowerment strategies? Clearly, each sovereign 
state has a central responsibility, with some arguing 
that “human security is best guaranteed in the sov-
ereign state which is governed under the rule of law 
with full respect for the human rights and fundamen-
tal freedoms of those who reside in its territory.”73

States, each on its own, cannot 
guarantee human security

But can each sovereign state, on its own, fulfil this re-
sponsibility? The answer in our interconnected world 
is clearly no, and it is possible to learn about how to 
enhance human security in an interconnected world 
from several efforts exploring how to “manage glo-
balization” in a world governed by sovereign states. 
For example, the recognition of the need to provide 
global public goods can enhance, rather than con-
strain, sovereignty.74 Or how global governance is 
already characterized by an intricate network of mul-
tiple actors.75 Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, Tharman Shan-
mugaratnam and Larry Summers set out a series of 
specific proposals on how to transform multilateral-
ism for what they call a pandemic era — placing the 
Covid-19 pandemic in a broader context of short-
comings in the provision of global public goods.76

Figure 1.8 The virtuous cycle of agency, empowerment 
and protection

Source: Human Development Report Office.
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Recognizing that each state alone cannot fully 
guarantee human security does not absolve states of 
the responsibility to pursue it. Many — if not most — 
of the practical actions that advance human security 
are within the purview of national and subnational 
governments, including local governments. And civil 
society has a key role at the local level, including in 
violent conflict settings. As Mary Kaldor argued while 
defending a broad definition of civil society, “I refer 
to civilians or active citizens who are not involved in 
fighting and who are concerned about the public in-
terest, especially women, and who offer a political al-
ternative to sectarian identities.”77

“ As a new generation of threats to human 
security looms large under the Anthropocene 
context, the response needs to recognize that much 
depends on the relationship between state and 
society — and on the mutual trust between the two

Accepting that several actors and entities are at play 
in enhancing human security, as a new generation of 
threats to human security looms large under the An-
thropocene context, the response needs to recognize 
that much depends on the relationship between state 
and society — and on the mutual trust between the 
two. A good deal has been made about the erosion of 
trust in government institutions, difficult though it is 
to define with clarity the actual subject of trust. Is it 
competence? Honesty? Military institutions are often 
among the most trusted but also the most feared in 
some countries. Is this high degree of trust in insti-
tutions a good thing?78 To complicate things further, 
evidence suggests that government institutions lack 
trust in people’s ability to interpret information and 
act responsibly and therefore to overprescribe with 
much precision the behaviours to follow, further 
hurting trust in government institutions.79

Enhanced social contracts are not enough

One compelling way of strengthening this relation-
ship is renewing the social contract between the 
state and people, as argued forcefully by UN Secre-
tary-General António Guterres in the 2020 Nelson 
Mandela Annual Lecture: “A New Social Contract 
within societies will enable young people to live in 
dignity; will ensure women have the same prospects 

and opportunities as men; and will protect the sick, 
the vulnerable, and minorities of all kinds….Peo-
ple want social and economic systems that work for 
everyone. They want their human rights and funda-
mental freedoms to be respected. They want a say in 
decisions that affect their lives.”80

In that same lecture Guterres recognized that en-
hanced social contracts are not enough and argued 
for a “new global deal,” reflecting that sovereign 
states need to come together in some way to address 
challenges related to our global interconnected-
ness. In Our Common Agenda, the Secretary-General 
fleshed out this broad notion in a series of more con-
crete recommendations, some resonating with the 
reflections noted above about how to manage glo-
balization in a world governed by nation-states.81 It 
is urgent to pursue this agenda, and, as argued next, 
the human security frame can support this effort, es-
pecially if enriched to account for the Anthropocene 
context.

Before elaborating on the implications of the An-
thropocene context, it is useful to reflect further on 
why better social contracts alone are not enough. 
One reason is practical, as already noted. In an in-
terconnected world of sovereign states, internation-
al organizations, treaties and incentives must be 
mobilized to bring states together to address shared 
challenges. But Amartya Sen, in The Idea of Justice, ar-
ticulated a more fundamental set of reasons: “Assess-
ment of justice demands engagement with the eyes 
of mankind. First, because we may variously identify 
with the others elsewhere and not just with our local 
community; second, because our choices and actions 
may affect the lives of others far as well as near; and 
third, because of what they see from their respective 
perspectives of history and geography may help us to 
overcome our own parochialism.”82

Sen’s argument is in the context of the require-
ments for determining the conditions under which 
ethical claims can be seen as impartial and fair, but 
his caution about the limitations of a contractual ap-
proach can apply with force to a reflection on human 
security in today’s world. This is because, as argued 
in this chapter, the world is not only interconnected 
but also characterized by deep interdependencies 
across people as well as between people and the plan-
et. The Anthropocene context gives greater urgen-
cy to recognizing these interdependencies using the 
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“eyes of humankind” as we consider how to enhance 
human security.

Enter solidarity

When it comes to strategies to promote human se-
curity, protection and empowerment may not have 
sufficient force to enable us to enhance human secu-
rity through the “eyes of humankind.” It is not easy 
or obvious what should be added or how. But here we 
propose two elements as a contribution to enriching 
the human security frame. First, to retain the central-
ity of agency, given that the arguments in the preced-
ing section remain even more relevant in light of this 
discussion. Second, we propose to complement pro-
tection and empowerment strategies with solidari-
ty, understood as a commitment to work together to 
navigate the challenges of the Anthropocene. Sol-
idarity sometimes connotes charity, an option that 
people may or may not feel inclined to pursue, or im-
plies the need for collectivized actions that subsume 
the interests of the individual to a collective pursuit — 
neither is implied here. To be clear, solidarity in our 
proposal takes the meaning suggested by Caesar Atu-
ire and Nicole Hassoun: “broadly, a sympathetic and 
imaginative enactment of collaborative measures to 
enhance our given or acquired relatedness so that to-
gether we fare well enough.”83 Central to this under-
standing is that solidarity in this context binds us in 
our shared humanity, above and beyond the many 
reasons for having solidarity within groups.84

“ We propose to complement protection 
and empowerment strategies with solidarity, 
understood as a commitment to work together 
to navigate the challenges of the Anthropocene

The relevance of solidarity echoes the UN Secre-
tary-General’s appeal in Our Common Agenda85 and 
links to the concept of common security articulated 
by Oscar Gomez and Des Gasper.86 A commitment 
to solidarity may appear as something inadequate in 
the face of the unprecedented reality of the Anthro-
pocene and the new generation of threats to human 
security explored in this Report. A more concrete 
recommendation for something more binding and 
definitive certainly has great appeal. But recall the 
quote by Kaushik Basu at the outset of this chapter, 

which reminds us how much we depend on beliefs, 
including when we think about laws and the institu-
tions with the power to enforce them. In addition, 
appeals to protect others from threats appear to be a 
more evocative and powerful motivator for eliciting 
“cosmopolitan behaviour” — meaning, caring more 
about the world as a whole than one’s national in-
group — than appeals to transfer from the well-off to 
those less privileged.87 In other words appeals grant-
ing security to others are more powerful than appeals 
to redistribute benefits.

Moreover, the unprecedented nature of the 
Anthropocene — and the commitments to transform 
our economies and societies — implies uncertainty 
that might even make it impossible to specify with 
precision the policies and institutions needed. Some 
may have to be created from scratch. Adding solidari-
ty to empowerment and protection may not give con-
crete answers about what these might be, but doing 
so may still provide for a systematic commitment to 
consider the reality of dangerous planetary chang-
es. What is important to safeguard is the process 
that enables public deliberation and reasoning from 
where institutions and policies emerge to respond to 
evolving threats to human security, recognizing that 
people, in the words of Albert O. Hirschman, are 
“self-evaluating beings.”88

At the same time, as with the 1994 Human Devel-
opment Report, this proposal is made in a very spe-
cific context. Today we confront a context with, as 
documented earlier in the chapter, a strong associa-
tion between perceptions of lack of human security 
and low interpersonal trust. It is difficult to establish 
causality in this relationship, though it probably runs 
both ways. On the one hand, evidence suggests that 
when insecurity increases, trust goes down. On the 
other, low interpersonal trust spills over to low trust 
in many government institutions and governments 
themselves, creating conditions under which peo-
ple may feel less secure. As discussed earlier in the 
chapter, trust is complex and multifaceted, with great 
diversity in interpersonal trust across and within 
countries. But it is not difficult to accept that, for the 
most part, with the prevailing levels of interpersonal 
trust and other types of trust today, it might be diffi-
cult to make systematic commitments to solidarity.

This section concludes by bringing together the 
threads that led to the proposal to enrich the frame 
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of human security (figure 1.9). Agency remains cen-
tral for human security but is something that enables 
not only empowerment and protection but also soli-
darity. Solidarity, in turn, promotes agency in a way 
that is mindful of the deep interdependencies across 
people, and between people and development, in the 
Anthropocene. In the current context trust demands 
concern and attention. It is not added structural-
ly to the framing, because other relevant issues may 
emerge over time that determine how the framework 
functions — and because, from a more hopeful per-
spective, it may improve to levels that no longer make 
it a concern. What remain central, however, are agen-
cy and the pursuit of protection, empowerment and 
solidarity to advance human security in the Anthro-
pocene context.

Towards the next generation of human 
security: From strategies to actions

The analysis of the previous sections specifies the 
three main strategies for human security in the An-
thropocene: protection, empowerment and solidarity, 

boosted by enhanced agency. But practical questions 
remain about action and implementation: Who acts? 
For whom? Why? How? And with which objective?

“ On the one hand, evidence suggests that 
when insecurity increases, trust goes down. On 
the other, low interpersonal trust spills over to 
low trust in many government institutions and 
governments themselves, creating conditions 
under which people may feel less secure

A revised framework for action in the next gener-
ation of human security is built on the shoulders of 
the 1994 Human Development Report,89 the 2003 
Ogata-Sen report90 and the UN Secretary-General’s 
2013 report on human security.91 The innovations re-
flect not only the analysis previously presented in this 
chapter but also the cumulative learning over the last 
decade, including insights from the Human Security 
Handbook,92 relevant academic work and discussions 
at the June 2021 Symposium on Human Security con-
vened to inform the preparation of this Report.

The human security concept — based on freedom 
from want, freedom from fear and freedom from 

Figure 1.9 Advancing human security in the Anthropocene context: Adding solidarity to protection and 
empowerment

Source: Human Development Report Office.
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indignity — and main principles for action — people-
centred, comprehensive, context-specific and 
prevention-oriented — continue to be as relevant as 
ever (table 1.1).

But the analysis in this Report suggests possible up-
dates in emphasis and some new elements.
• On the agents: Move beyond traditional agents for 

change. While governments and multilateral or-
ganizations retain their fundamental roles, the 
next generation of human security builds on the 
role of a wider set of agents acting in new ways. For 
instance, the Covid-19 pandemic has shown how 
everyone can be an active agent of human security 
by following rules of social behaviour. Similarly, in-
digenous groups should be acknowledged as agents 
of human security through their local actions in the 
sustainable management of forests.

• On the targets: Move beyond human security for 
developing countries. The Anthropocene is global, 
with differentiated (and often interconnected) 
local effects. Several of the compounded effects of 
climate change, biodiversity loss, technology-led 
threats, conflicts, forced displacement, inequalities 
and pandemics require action of global scope from 

multilateral organizations, national governments 
and local actors. This new view should strengthen 
action for human security in developing countries 
— but as part of a broader framework that stresses 
both the universal and intrinsic importance of 
human security and its instrumental role. The 
Covid-19 pandemic shows how the local contain-
ment of new variants can have positive global 
effects.

“ Move beyond traditional agents for 
change: While governments and multilateral 
organizations retain their fundamental roles, the 
next generation of human security builds on the 
role of a wider set of agents acting in new ways

• On the threats: Move beyond siloed security ap-
proaches. Human security in the face of the in-
terlinked threats of the Anthropocene context 
cannot be attained in silos. The human security 
framework for action can be an integrator. Again, 
the health shock of the Covid-19 pandemic affect-
ed all dimensions of human development. Future 
preventive approaches should be integrated across 

Table 1.1 Evolution of the action framework for human security in the Anthropocene context

Component Existing Next generation

Principles  → People-centred

 → Comprehensive

 → Context-specific

 → Prevention-oriented

 → People-centred

 → Comprehensive

 → Context-specific

 → Prevention-oriented

Agents  → Governments and UN entities

 → Nongovernmental actors

 → Governments and UN entities

 → Nongovernmental actors

 → Enhanced role for the agency of people everywhere. 

Integrated networks of agents: networked multilateralism, 

greater emphasis on collective action and greater space for 

social norms at the local and global levels.

Targets  → Universality

 → People, mainly in developing countries

 → Universality

 → People everywhere through common security, for one’s 

security depends on the security of others.

 → Reduce planetary pressures.

 → Enhance resilience of ecosystems

Threats  → Widespread in communities, cross-cutting across 

sectors, mainly physical (excluding Responsibility to 

Protect situations)

 → Widespread in communities, cross-cutting across sectors, 

both physical and mental (excluding Responsibility to Protect 

situations)

 → Anthropocene context of compounded threats

 → Anthropocene risks

 → Advanced technologies

 → Inequalities as an assault to dignity

 → Violent conflict

 → New health challenges

Key strategies  → Protection–empowerment  → Protection–empowerment–solidarity

 → Foster agency to strengthen the links among protection, 

empowerment and solidarity

Source: Human Development Report Office, adapted from Hoshino (2021).

CHAPTER 1  — HUMAN SECURITY:  A PERMANENT AND UNIVERSAL IMPERATIVE 31



sectors, with a global view. For instance, the ine-
quality in the distribution of vaccines in 2021 can 
have enormous costs for human security in com-
ing years if it contributes to the emergence of new 
variants.

“ Move beyond siloed security approaches: 
Human security in the face of the interlinked 
threats of the Anthropocene context cannot 
be attained in silos. The human security 
framework for action can be an integrator

• On the key strategies: Add solidarity for human 
security in an interconnected world. Agency simul-
taneously boosts the strategies of protection, em-
powerment and solidarity. These strategies can be 
expanded and scaled up under a human security 
policy framework if they are backed by a broader 
set of implementation tools. At the global level the 

key strategies should lead to the adequate and eq-
uitable provision of global public goods.
Human security is an intrinsic complement to 

human development in the Anthropocene context. 
Permanent and universal attention to the next gen-
eration of human security can end the development- 
with-human insecurity pathways that produce 
pandemics, climate change and the broader predic-
aments of the Anthropocene. The 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development and the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals set ambitious multidimensional ob-
jectives that not only inform action at these levels but 
also mobilize the international community. But cur-
rent efforts are still largely compartmentalized, deal-
ing separately with climate change, biodiversity loss, 
conflicts, migration, refugees, pandemics and data 
protection. Those efforts should be strengthened, but 
tackling them in silos is insufficient in the Anthropo-
cene. The next generation of human security should 

Box 1.4 Human security and the Sustainable Development Goals

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 

and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were 

agreed in September 20151 because of the rec-

ognition that the world would not be sustainable 

unless “we the peoples” take transformative steps 

in mindset, norms and lifestyle. The 2030 target 

seemed symbolic, but it turned out to be prescient. 

If we, everyone on the planet, fail to change course, 

we may miss the last opportunity to make our world 

sustainable. The 2030 Agenda resolution stressed 

this point succinctly:

Today we are also taking a decision of great his-

toric significance. We resolve to build a better fu-

ture for all people, including the millions who have 

been denied the chance to lead decent, dignified 

and rewarding lives and to achieve their full hu-

man potential. We can be the first generation to 

succeed in ending poverty; just as we may be the 

last to have a chance of saving the planet. The 

world will be a better place in 2030 if we succeed 

in our objectives.

The resolution stresses that “the dignity of the hu-

man person is fundamental,” that “we wish to see the 

Goals and targets met for all nations and peoples 

and for all segments of society” and that “we will 

endeavour to reach the furthest behind first.” It also 

includes elements of resilience and prevention as 

part of the SDGs, though none of the 17 goals refers 

explicitly to crisis management or shock responses.

A systemic approach and a consultative nature are 

two common guiding features from the SDGs and 

of policies inspired by the human security concept. 

The SDGs explicitly recognize the interlinkages of 

current threats and challenges. Moreover, the 2030 

Agenda was the result of a consultative process 

— and the ideas of collaboration and partnership 

are embedded in SDG 17. The SDGs also recognize 

multilayered responsibilities and actions to tackle 

current threats.

Successful implementation of both the 2030 

Agenda and the pursuit of human security would 

benefit from the constant learning between the two 

connected and similar, if distinctive, approaches. 

Specifically, SDG reporting, analysis and policy 

design can use some ideas explored in human 

security analysis: asking people about their 

perceptions of priority values, threats and security; 

identifying hotspots and using indexes; alternating 

comprehensive comparative studies with in-depth 

studies focusing on priorities (an approach called 

flexible focusing); and systematically comparing 

alternative policy routes.2

Source: Human Development Report Office.

Notes
1. UN 2015a, para. 4. 2. Gasper 2011.
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match the interlinked nature of the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals with comprehensive action that has 
a system view (box 1.4).

“ Human security is an intrinsic complement 
to human development in the Anthropocene 
context. Permanent and universal attention to the 
next generation of human security can end the 
development-with-human insecurity pathways 
that produce pandemics, climate change and 
the broader predicaments of the Anthropocene

The role of human security as an integrator is not 
simple — because social and natural systems are 
complex, with high nonlinear interrelations among 
their elements. Sensible implementation warrants 

constant identification of the dynamics within the 
system, by decisionmakers, stakeholders and citi-
zens. And the action framework needs to be embed-
ded within the different layers — local, national and 
global — that affect people’s human security. It is a 
high challenge but one that, as the Covid-19 pandem-
ic has shown us, cannot be avoided.

The human-development-with-human-insecurity 
pathway, paired with the new generation of threats to 
humanity, are powerful drivers to reassess and rethink 
how we take action to ensure that all of humanity lives 
free from want, free from fear and free from indigni-
ty. The rest of this Report uses integrated analysis of 
compounding threats to show how we may respond to 
the epochal changes in the way humans live — together 
and in relation to our natural environment.
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Annex 1.1. A brief account of the 
origins, achievements and challenges 
of the human security concept

Based on Fuentes-Nieva and Lengfelder (2021).

The origins and the 1994 Human Development Report

The 1994 Human Development Report introduced 
the modern concept of human security with a simple 
central idea: moving away from national protection 
towards individual security.93 It was initially based 
on the goals of freedom from want and freedom from 
fear that were part of the foundational narrative be-
hind the creation of the international institutions of 
the post–World War 2 era, including the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, whose preamble en-
visioned “a world in which human beings shall enjoy 
the freedom of speech and belief and freedom from 
fear and want has been proclaimed the highest aspi-
ration of the common people.”94

By 1994 the end of the Cold War had created enor-
mous opportunities to rethink elements of the world 
order. It was time, the 1994 Human Development Re-
port argued, to move away from the discussion of nu-
clear threats and potential conflict between states and 
to start paying attention to the day-to-day plight of 
people around the world. In the report’s own words: 
“For most people, a feeling of insecurity arises more 
from worries about daily life than from the dread of 
a cataclysmic world event. Will they and their fami-
lies have enough to eat? Will they lose their jobs? Will 
their streets and neighbourhoods be safe from crime? 
Will they be tortured by a repressive state? Will they 
become a victim of violence because of their gender? 
Will their religion or ethnic origin target them for 
persecution?”95

The effort to put the individual at the centre of 
security discussions and policies was a radical one 
at the time. As later observers noted, “The overall 
goal was to expand the concept of security, which 
had ‘for too long been interpreted narrowly, as secu-
rity of territory from external aggression, or as pro-
tection of national interests in foreign policy or as 
global security from the threat of nuclear holocaust.’ 
Human security was thus meant to change the ref-
erent object of security ‘from an exclusive stress on 

territorial security to a much greater stress on peo-
ple’s security.’”96

The human security concept was conceived as a 
central part of an ambitious policy agenda under the 
proposal of a new world social charter. This overar-
ching proposal included specific recommendations 
such as increased resources for closing gaps in human 
development to meet a set of global targets (a precur-
sor to the Millennium Development Goals), a global 
human security fund to finance responses to crises 
with a global logic and the establishment of the UN 
Economic Security Council “to review the threats to 
global human security and agree on the necessary 
actions.”97

A fundamental point in the 1994 Human Develop-
ment Report was capturing the peace dividend (the 
savings from military spending) to support human 
development. During the Cold War a large share of 
fiscal resources were devoted to maintaining the mil-
itary balance, with an ensuing arms race. But total 
military spending fell by 15 percent in industrialized 
countries between 1987 (when it peaked) and 1991. 
This change in spending priorities created an oppor-
tunity to relocate these resources elsewhere (and to 
reduce deficits). Most military spending focused on 
national security, and merely suggesting to use some 
of these resources to finance individual wellbeing 
was important. The proposal included setting aside 
this money in a demilitarization fund and then identi-
fying the development needs on where to use them.98

The 1994 Human Development Report highlighted 
four key characteristics of human security: universal-
ism, interdependence, prevention and people-cen-
tredness. Seven dimensions were identified as part of 
a people-centred concept of security:
• Economic security (an assured basic livelihood de-

rived from work or reliable social safety nets).
• Food security (ready physical and economic access 

to basic food).
• Health security (access to personal healthcare and 

protective public health regimens).
• Environmental security (safety from natural disas-

ters and resource scarcity attendant upon environ-
mental degradation).

• Personal security (physical safety from violent 
conflict, human rights abuses, domestic violence, 
crime, child abuse and self- inflicted violence, as in 
drug abuse).
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• Community security (safety from oppressive com-
munity practices and from ethnic conflict).

• Political security (freedom from state oppression 
and abuses of human rights).
This characterization — admittedly overlapping 

and incomplete — was effective to communicate the 
idea of human security on several fronts, by match-
ing common policy portfolios (linked to ministries or 
department titles) and facilitating the generation of 
sectoral agendas.99

Evolution of the concept: The 2003 Ogata-Sen 
report and the UN General Assembly definition

The opportunity to revise the human security con-
cept came in the context of the 2000 UN Millennium 
Summit, as UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan called 
for a world free of want and free of fear. In response, 
the Commission on Human Security was established 
in January 2001, co-chaired by Sadako Ogata and 
Amartya Sen. Its final report, Human Security Now, 
was presented in May 2003.100

Human Security Now offered a new definition of 
human security centred around ensuring the integ-
rity of a “vital core” in human lives, often interpret-
ed as set of basic capabilities: “to protect the vital 
core of all human lives in ways that enhance human 
freedoms and human fulfilment. Human security 
means protecting fundamental freedoms — freedoms 
that are the essence of life. It means protecting peo-
ple from critical (severe) and pervasive (widespread) 
threats and situations. It means using processes that 
build on people’s strengths and aspirations. It means 
creating political, social, environmental, economic, 
military and cultural systems that together give peo-
ple the building blocks of survival, livelihood and 
dignity.”101

This definition was not static; it was meant to be 
adapted to different contexts and to evolve over time: 
“The vital core of life is a set of elementary rights and 
freedoms people enjoy. What people consider to be 
‘vital’ — what they consider to be ‘of the essence of 
life’ and ‘crucially important’ — varies across individ-
uals and societies. That is why any concept of ‘human 
security’ must be dynamic. And that is why we refrain 
from proposing an itemized list of what makes up 
human security.”102

The report also pushed for two reinforcing spaces 
of action. First, empowerment strategies, enabling 
people to act on their behalf — and on behalf of others 
— to develop resilience to difficult conditions. People 
are agents of their destiny if given the tools. Agen-
cy, dignity and opportunities are particularly crucial 
for people facing vulnerability. Second, protection 
strategies, setting up institutions to shield people 
from menaces beyond their control. The report em-
phasized the complementarity of both strategies: 
“People protected can exercise many choices. And 
people empowered can avoid some risks and demand 
improvements in the system of protection.”103 In so 
doing, the report sought to bridge the gap between 
those working in the humanitarian space and those 
working in the development space. Conventional 
approaches had followed separate tracks, with hu-
manitarian crisis responses getting immediate, short-
term, reactive support that was politically driven and 
the development interventions seen as the outcome 
benefits that accrued to, and was afforded by, stable 
countries already on the path towards peace and eco-
nomic prosperity. What was highlighted was the in-
trinsic humanitarian–development–peace nexus: that 
peace was necessary for spurring development and 
that development was critical for establishing lasting 
peace, which the human security approach effectively 
pointed out.

Building on the Ogata-Sen report, in 2012 the UN 
General Assembly reflected a consensus that human 
security would be considered “the right of people to 
live in freedom and dignity, free from poverty and 
despair. All individuals, in particular those facing 
vulnerability, are entitled to freedom from fear and 
freedom from want, with an equal opportunity to 
enjoy all their rights and fully develop their human 
potential.”104

As researchers have argued, since the (re)inception 
of the idea of human security in the 1994 Human De-
velopment Report, three elements are constant in the 
discussion: freedom from want, freedom from fear, 
and human dignity.105

• Freedom from want: conditions that allow for pro-
tection of basic needs, quality of life, livelihoods 
and enhanced human welfare.

• Freedom from fear: conditions that allow indi-
viduals and groups protection from direct threats 
to their safety and physical integrity, including 
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various forms of direct and indirect violence, in-
tended or not.

• Freedom from indignity (human dignity): condi-
tions where individuals and groups are assured 
of the protection of their fundamental rights and 
allowed to make choices and take advantage of 
opportunities in their everyday lives.
These three elements, acknowledged by the UN 

General Assembly’s definition, are the basis for 
current work on human security by international 
organizations.106

Human security in practice

The human security approach has shown practical 
value. First, it appeals to numerous national govern-
ments and international organizations. In the past 25 
years many of these stakeholders and decisionmakers 
have invested financial, human and political resources 
to push forward a human security agenda. There have 
been some achievements as a result of these efforts 
and debates in both practical and analytical terms. 
Recent years have seen the human security approach 
take on a more practical role for programme design 
or policy recommendations.107 A recent survey by the 
UN Human Security Unit found, particularly among 
stakeholders of the UN system and nongovernmental 
organizations, an appreciation for the human security 
approach, specifically in the following areas:108

• As an analytical and planning tool that helps im-
prove the conception, design and execution of 
policies and programmes.

• As a tool that helps identify interlinkages across 
insecurities and promotes multisectoral solutions 
to address interconnected issues.

• As a tool that fosters multistakeholder partnerships 
and improves the coherence of responses across 
sectors.

• As an approach that emphasizes and guides prac-
tical strategies to reach those most vulnerable, 
enhances local capacity and community-driven 
solutions to stem the cycle of crisis and promotes a 
preventive lens essential to reducing vulnerability 
and building resilience.

• As a tool that ensures greater sustainability and 
resilience by combining protection and empower-
ment and enhancing state–society relationships.

The human security approach has been interpret-
ed as a bottom-up approach, mainly because it puts 
people at the centre of security concerns, where the 
process of debate and deliberation in communities 
and people facing vulnerability is just as important as 
the end result of a process. The importance of a bot-
tom-up approach in practice is close to Amartya Sen’s 
idea of agency (or the ability to act on behalf of what 
is important). This flexibility has been useful as a sup-
porting tool for the Sustainable Development Goals.109

A review of the academic literature on human se-
curity shows that the first and most obvious success 
of the human security approach was the fundamen-
tal challenge it represented to traditional security 
studies. It adapted methodologies to understand and 
manage the day-to-day threats that people face in dif-
ferent contexts. “Human security analyses of what 
are or should be priorities bring a focus on questions 
of what it is to be human.”110 By focusing on people 
and not states, the approach allowed a broader un-
derstanding of the requirements to protect and pre-
vent against different and changing threats and risks. 
However, there is no explicit connection with systems 
thinking that provides a common ground for under-
standing the interdependencies and complexity of 
current realities.111

These broad characteristics have particularly ben-
efitted critical studies on security.112 Critical feminist 
literature was an early adopter of the human securi-
ty approach and extended the work of the women, 
peace and security agenda initiated by UN Securi-
ty Council Resolution 1325 in October 2000.113 The 
human security approach allowed critical feminist 
authors to highlight different forms of insecurities, 
expanding the search for empowerment and dignity.

Challenges and concerns over the years

The same ambition and broad perspective that some 
people interpret as strengths of the human security 
approach are interpreted by others as two of the main 
weaknesses. As some observers described it, the con-
cept is so broad and elusive that “everyone is for it, 
but few people have a clear idea of what it means.”114 
Others have argued that by having so many elements 
under the approach’s umbrella, “we end up prioritiz-
ing everything.”115 And that the consequence is “if 
everything is being prioritized, then by definition, 
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nothing is.”116 These types of criticisms came very 
early on during the debate on human security.

A more general contention relates to the idea that 
the human security approach has securitized devel-
opment and human rights, a point that has led to po-
litical disagreement about the scope of the concept. 
This has been reflected over the years in the different 
interpretations by national governments and their re-
spective foreign affairs ministries.

Criticism of the human security approach can be 
grouped into five categories.117

• Conceptual: The approach could be interpreted as 
too wide ranging but without the accompanying 
rigour to provide policy insight or to unpack com-
plex dynamics among peace, development and 
human rights.118

• Analytical: The lack of methodology and recog-
nition of the systemic nature of the approach are 
only partially responsible for the “siloed” analysis 
of the approach’s different elements. Measurement 
also remains unresolved, as it would be difficult 
enough to identify the variables and indicators that 
could describe the elements of human security in a 
meaningful way for the different contexts existing 
in a given moment around the world.

• Political: The approach undermines the traditional 
view of the state as the sole provider of security.

• Moral: Security can be used to promote hegemonic 
interests of some states. Opposed to this concern is 
the idea that the approach could fail to distinguish 
between individual and universal security con-
cerns, which could undermine attention to issues 
of common public good, collective interests and 
solidarity.

• Operational: The broad nature of the approach 
makes operationalization difficult because the vast 
number of elements make prioritization difficult — a 
challenge that afflicts the humanitarian–devel-
opment–peace nexus. Moreover, the many bidi-
rectional interplays among dimensions of peace, 
development and human rights create difficulties 
in identifying specific initial actions.
As the world faces another historic juncture, with a 

truly global catastrophe (the Covid-19 pandemic) and 
the looming climate crisis, we are well poised to revis-
it the concept of human security and the human se-
curity approach. It is in light of these truly collective 
threats and downturn risks that afflict us as a com-
mon humanity, albeit with different resources and 
capability to cope and adapt to the challenges ahead. 
An enrichened human security approach is one of the 
fundamental ways in which we can reconceptualize 
the solidarity needed to tackle these collective chal-
lenges as a truly global, international community.

CHAPTER 1  — HUMAN SECURITY:  A PERMANENT AND UNIVERSAL IMPERATIVE 3 7



Annex 1.2. The Index of 
Perceived Human Insecurity

The experimental Index of Perceived Human Securi-
ty is based on waves 6 (2010–2016) and 7 (2017–2020) 
of the World Values Survey.119 It therefore reflects the 
pre-Covid-19 period for the most part. The index is 
computed for 74 countries and territories, covering 
around 81 percent of the world’s people. Intertempo-
ral comparisons are possible for only 31 countries and 
territories (with 27 percent of the world’s people). The 
index combines 17 variables covering insecurities 
from violent conflict, socioeconomic insecurities and 
insecurities at the personal and community levels 
(table A1.2.1). These insecurities reflect challenges to 
freedom from want, freedom from fear and freedom 
from indignity.
• For violent conflict insecurities the index uses 

variables reflecting worries about a war involving 
the country of residence, a civil war or a terrorist 
attack.

• For socioeconomic insecurities the index uses 
variables representing explicit worries (losing job, 
not being able to give children education) and 

actual deprivations in health, food and economic 
security.

• For personal and community insecurities the index 
uses variables of exposure to crime, changes in 
habits because of security concerns, perceptions 
of safety in the neighbourhood and assessments 
of specific risks, including robbery, alcohol and 
drugs on the streets, abuse by law enforcement and 
racism.
The socioeconomic insecurity variables predomi-

nantly capture challenges to freedom from want. The 
deprivations (hunger, having no money, not being 
able to afford medicines) and worries about the fu-
ture (about children’s education or having a job) also 
indicate a threat to human dignity, in line with the 
common aspirations defined the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights and the 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development.

The variables on violent conflict and personal 
and community insecurities capture challenges to 
freedom from fear. They also capture challenges to 
human dignity and the “right to life, liberty and se-
curity of person,” as acknowledged in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. The variables relating 

Table A1.2.1 Dimensions and subdimensions of the Index of Perceived Human Insecurity

Weights Freedom from:

Dimensions Subdimensions Want Fear Indignity

(1/3) Fear of violent conflict

(1/3) War

(1/3) Civil war

(1/3) Terrorist attack

(1/3) Socioeconomic insecurity

(1/5) No cash income (experience over last 12 months)

(1/5) No access to needed medicines or treatment (experience over 

last 12 months)

(1/5) Not enough food to eat (experience over last 12 months)

(1/5) Worried about giving children a good education

(1/5) Worried about losing/finding job

(1/3) Personal and community insecurity

(1/4) Incidents of insecurity in neighbourhood (robbery, enforcement 

abuse, racist behaviour, alcohol on the streets, drug sale)a

(1/4) Felt unsafe from crime (experience over last 12 months)

(1/4) Changed behaviour because of insecurity (carrying money, 

mobility at night)a

(1/4) Overall insecurity in neighbourhood

a. Each indicator within the subdimension is equally weighted.

Source: Human Development Report Office.
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to incidents of racism and abuse from enforcement 
authorities reflect some of the effects of horizontal in-
equalities on dignity.

The aggregation follows a standardized approach: 
each indicator is transformed into a binary variable, 

with 1 indicating insecurity and 0 indicating freedom 
from insecurity. Then, the indicators are aggregat-
ed using a weighted arithmetic average through dif-
ferent subdimensions and dimensions of insecurity, 
using equal weights (see table A1.2.1).
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Contrary to the general perception, many concrete 
policies, both global and local, already can contribute 
to enhancing the human security interests of those 
affected by the new generation of threats in the An-
thropocene context. Probably the best examples, 
with challenges and achievements, are the local and 
global responses to the Covid-19 pandemic and cli-
mate change. The two challenges are enormous, and 
the efforts are still fragmented. Yet the concept of 
human security, if used strategically, has the power to 
enhance policy outcomes by integrating and aligning 
those fragmented policy efforts to protect the vital 
core of all humans in ways that enhance human free-
doms and human fulfilment.1

New challenges to human security emanate from 
both the Covid-19 pandemic and the climate crisis, 
reflected in the Anthropocene context. Specific is-
sues from different areas show that, while each has 
its distinctive solutions, they are often interrelated. 
Moreover, by putting people at the centre, there is an 
opportunity to explore cross-sectoral collaboration 
(table S1.1). Global implementation and local imple-
mentation have the potential to be connected — and 
linked to the Sustainable Development Goals. Glob-
al implementation of human security approaches 
includes providing global public goods, using global 
governance norms and mechanisms and promoting 
people’s own efforts to change their mindsets and 
pursue more transformative lifestyles. Local imple-
mentation includes the two main human security 
strategies of protection and empowerment, based on 
the existing frame of human security.

Responses to the Covid-19 pandemic include 
pursuing universal health systems, reviewing 

international health regulations, introducing a new 
international pandemic facility and creating new 
mechanisms for vaccine development and distri-
bution, notably the Access to Covid-19 Tools Accel-
erator and COVAX. The global health governance 
architecture, though still in the formative stage, start-
ed sharing vaccines. The World Health Organization 
took the lead, despite many challenges, and other UN 
entities contributed their expertise. Public-private 
partnerships, private foundations, businesses and 
civil society organizations have all worked in tandem. 
And strategic partners have committed to interna-
tional cooperation, even when each state had its own 
domestic challenges.

This type of response could inspire action to tack-
le the climate crisis and other processes of dangerous 
planetary change, with global, macro-level tools and 
local, micro-level tools. The human security frame 
can assist in designing, mapping and implementing 
policy tools for climate action. Consider how many 
people are highly vulnerable to both Covid-19 and cli-
mate change–induced extreme weather events. This 
overlap suggests the possibility of supporting those 
facing multiple crises through a human security lens.

The human security approach is comprehensive. 
Even if a policy is meant to be human-centred, it is 
not part of a full human security approach unless it 
is packaged and implemented to fulfil people’s mul-
tifaceted needs to ensure their freedom from want, 
fear and indignity. As the responses to the Covid-19 
pandemic have shown, a health focus cannot satisfy 
people’s human security unless it is combined with 
socioeconomic measures and measures that uphold 
human rights.

N OT E

1 Ogata and Sen 2003.

S POT L I G H T  1.1

Exploring how the human security approach can illuminate 
the overlaps between the response to Covid-19 pandemic 
and climate change
Based on Hoshino (2021)
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Table S1.1 Promoting empowerment, protection and solidarity in a world of interconnected threats: Example

Health threats: Pandemics, including reference 
to COVID-19 (Sustainable Development Goal 3) Links

Anthropocene context: climate change 
(all Sustainable Development Goals 
directly or indirectly affected)

Global 
implementation

Global 

institutional 

mechanisms 

and public 

goods

A new International 

Pandemic Financing 

Facility

  
Incorporating health issues 

in monitoring climate 

impacts and formulating 

action

Including climate-related 

health threats in pandemic 

preparedness efforts

New compact for climate 

action
   

Network of national 

pandemic coordinators 

who are accountable 

to heads of state and 

government

   
Integrated systems to 

monitor hazards and 

response

 

Risk-sharing mechanisms 

to both address 

adaptation needs and 

promote mitigation

   

Clinical reagents, 

tests, vaccines and 

medicines, COVID-19 Tools 

Accelerator, prenegotiated 

platform for tools and 

supplies

  

New standards to 

consistently measure 

the effects of climate 

change across human 

development dimensions 

and across local areas

  

Global social 

norms

Open data and scientific 

collaboration
  

Cross-disciplinary 

collaborations on climate–

health nexus

Local–global 
links

National 
and local 
implementation

Promoting 

agency

Universal healthcare 

systems
  

Equipping healthcare 

systems to better address 

health risks due to climate 

change

Community participation 

in monitoring hazards 

disaster response, 

mitigation and adaptation

  

Participation and 

accountability in health 

and response measures

   
Inclusion of indigenous 

peoples and knowledge
 

Nature-based solutions
   

Social norms Social distancing and 

masking
 

Social norms based on the 

idea of common security 

and responsible behavior

People’s values can 

contribute to mitigation 

efforts through direct 

action and demands for 

change from companies 

and governments

  

Upholding 

human rights

Right to health
   

Right to life, right to 

self-determination, right 

to development, right to 

health, right to food, right 

to water and sanitation, 

right to adequate housing, 

cultural rights

   

Protection Solidarity

Empowerment Opportunity for integration (health-climate change)

Dissemination of local 

best practices

Institutionalization, 

regional application and 

localization of global 

measures
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C H A PT E R  2

The Anthropocene context is reshaping human 
security



We live in a moment of dangerous and unprecedent-
ed planetary changes. In 2020 the human-made mass 
overtook the total living biomass on Earth, and at 
current rates of growth, it is expected to double over 
the next two decades.1 Current atmospheric concen-
trations of carbon dioxide are higher than at any time 
in at least 2 million years, and increased pollution in 
our air, water and land causes some 9 million prema-
ture deaths a year.2 This new context can be charac-
terized as the Anthropocene — the age of humans.3

With societies closely interconnected, through the 
flow of people, goods and information, the human se-
curity of one group is closely linked to that of others 
(a notion that has been characterized as “common se-
curity”).4 The inequalities and interdependencies be-
tween people and societies have made the relevance 
of common security plain to see, but the analysis in 
this chapter suggests that the Anthropocene reali-
ty adds another more forceful reason to reaffirm the 
importance of solidarity for human security, together 
with protection and empowerment.

The Anthropocene context demands far-reaching 
changes in how we manage human embeddedness in 

nature (box 2.1), moving away from actions that drive 
planetary imbalances in the pursuit of narrow notions 
of development and security. The uncharted territory 
of the Anthropocene makes greater demands on the 
capacity of societies to broaden and reassess what 
it means to pursue development and security amid 
great uncertainty. Solidarity strategies in the context 
of an enriched frame of human security gain special 
significance for navigating this reality, supporting 
deliberations to act responsibly and collaboratively 
so that we are all more secure amid truly existential 
challenges.

“ The Anthropocene reality adds another more 
forceful reason to reaffirm the importance 
of solidarity for human security, together 
with protection and empowerment

This chapter describes some of the dangerous plan-
etary changes already under way and their implica-
tions in several areas that are posing threats to human 
security. It is not meant to be comprehensive in cov-
ering all dimensions of the Anthropocene — but to use 

Box 2.1 Human security for a more-than-human world

In the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, have we 

reached an inflection point in thinking critically about 

our interconnected sense of planetary precarious-

ness? Has the pandemic elicited enough reflection 

on the wider set of overlapping human–environ-

mental crises to have an impact on how we define 

and frame security for our overarching human and 

nonhuman worlds? 

In seeking to build a consensus on visions of se-

curity for the future, it is important to consider how 

global human–environmental security is about 

shared interests and can be enhanced by acting 

collectively, responsibly and cooperatively. In this 

endeavour transcending anthropocentric concep-

tualizations of security could be helpful but would 

necessitate carefully documenting the planet’s inter-

secting human and environmental precariousness 

and detailing why and how we must address them 

holistically. 

Human security strategies in practice have 

typically involved compartmentalized engagements 

with artificially separate human and environmental 

concerns. The concept of human security would 

benefit from recognizing the planet’s intertwined 

human–environmental precariousness. A reframing 

of security in the context of the Anthropocene reaf-

firms the systemic view of humans as part of the 

natural world.

Consider climate change. Confronting it as an 

exclusive concern for environmental security will 

ultimately be ineffective if it ignores other human se-

curity elements such as food security, health security 

and community security, as highlighted in the 2020 

Human Development Report.1 Siloed security strate-

gies for the environment have “become increasingly 

divorced” from their “heterodox and critical roots in 

human security” and thus overlook how security 

threats arise “out of the interconnections between 

different aspects and forces in particular situations.”2 

This is why “the value added from human security 

analysis comes [from its] functioning as a boundary 

concept to transcend those divisions, flexibly.”3 In this 

sense the very elasticity of the concept of human 

security is its strength in responding to nonhuman 

security challenges in context-sensitive ways.

Source: Morrissey 2021.

Notes
1. UNDP 2020c. 2. Elliott 2015, p. 11. 3. Gasper and Gómez 2015, p. 100.
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a few illustrations to unearth what the broad process 
of planetary changes means for human security. It 
highlights agency and the importance of adding soli-
darity to protection and empowerment for human se-
curity in the Anthropocene.

The self-reinforcing interaction 
between dangerous planetary 
changes and social imbalances

Dangerous planetary changes are part of a self-rein-
forcing cycle, resulting from the interaction of plane-
tary imbalances5 and social imbalances (inequalities 
in opportunities, wealth and power across groups of 
people that can have social destabilizing impacts; fig-
ure 2.1). This interaction shows how the Anthropocene 
context compounds threats to human security, which is 
indicated by the arrow flowing from planetary to social 
imbalances. However, social imbalances feed through 
social, economic and political processes that exacer-
bate planetary imbalances (thus the arrow in the other 
direction). Countries with lower human development 
will face the worst effects, due in part to their limited 
ability to adapt. Within countries the negative impacts 
will be felt the most by those already otherwise vulner-
able. Those experiencing the worst impacts are also 

those with less power and opportunity to shape policy 
and decisionmaking. And the lack of agency diminish-
es the prospects of breaking this vicious cycle through 
deliberation and collective action.6

“ Those experiencing the worst impacts are also 
those with less power and opportunity to shape 
policy and decisionmaking. And the lack of agency 
diminishes the prospects of breaking this vicious 
cycle through deliberation and collective action

Dangerous planetary change

Climate change, already considerable, is accelerat-
ing. Without decisive reductions in emissions over 
the next two decades, temperatures may surpass the 
threshold of 1.5 degrees Celsius above preindustrial 
levels — and may do so earlier than previously esti-
mated.7 Even under relatively optimistic scenarios, 
the threshold of 2 degrees Celsius could be reached 
by mid-century.8 Human influence has unequivocally 
impacted the planet, with greenhouse gas emissions 
causing global surface temperature and sea levels 
to rise, Arctic ice area to diminish, extreme weather 
events to multiply and intensify and annual global 

Figure 2.1 The Anthropocene context is reshaping human security through the interaction of dangerous 
planetary changes and social imbalances 

Source: Human Development Report Office.

Dangerous planetary 
change:
- Climate change
- Biodiversity loss/extinction
- Zoonotic diseases
- Pollution and 
  environmental 
  degradation

Human security crises:
- Health challenges: food
  security, physical integrity
- Violent conflicts
- Technology/economic
  security
- Inequalities

Anthropocene context:
compounded effects on

human security

Destabilizing dynamics

Planetary
imbalances

Social 
imbalances
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precipitation to increase.9 In the most ambitious sce-
narios for reducing greenhouse gas emissions (cou-
pled with targeted air pollutant reduction and 
anthropogenic removal of carbon dioxide), air quality 
could improve in the medium term, and ocean acidi-
fication would be reversed. But even in this case, ris-
ing sea levels and ice and glacier loss are likely to be 
beyond the point of reversal and set to continue their 
path for decades or millennia to come.10 This reality 
reframes the context for expanding human develop-
ment11 and advancing human security, as ambitious 
emissions reduction and carbon dioxide removal 
strategies will need to be urgently considered.

Biodiversity loss and threats of extinction are alarm-
ing. The population of species of mammals, fish, birds, 
reptiles and amphibians fell by an average of 68 per-
cent between 1970 and 2016.12 Up to 1 million species 
are estimated to be facing extinction.13 For instance, 
wild mammals today account for only 4 percent of the 
global mammal biomass, while livestock and pets ac-
count for 62 percent and humans the remaining 34 per-
cent.14 This process is driven by human action. A direct 
driver of substantial biodiversity loss has been food 
production, which involves converting animal habi-
tats into agricultural land.15 An estimated 420 million 
hectares of forest have been lost through conversion 
to other land uses since 1990.16 More than a third of 
the world’s land surface and nearly 75 percent of fresh-
water resources are now devoted to crop or livestock 
production,17 increasing pressures on scarce water re-
sources (2.3 billion people live in water-stressed coun-
tries18). These imbalances in the planetary system 
have become the source of threats to human security 
through multiple channels: from disrupting food and 
water systems to the emergence of zoonotic diseases.

“ Greater resilience to natural hazards 
that fit with longer-term historical patterns 
has allowed for the reduction of human 
vulnerability to shocks. But the natural 
hazards, as well as exposure and vulnerability 
patterns, are changing in the Anthropocene. 
Climate- and weather-related disasters have 
increased rapidly in the last few decades

Biodiversity loss is projected to continue, given that 
121–219 species will become threatened under cur-
rent rates of forest loss over the next 30 years in the 

high-risk zones of Borneo, the central Amazon and 
the Congo Basin.19 The intensity of land use and ris-
ing temperatures can also lead to major reductions 
in pollinating species, with knock-on effects on food 
security and resilience, mostly in the tropics.20 The 
diversity of life on Earth also represents a source of 
adaptive capacity to navigate future risks. As biodi-
versity losses increase, this adaptive capacity is un-
dermined, with consequences for human security.

Pollution and environmental degradation have 
reached dangerous levels. Anthropogenic air pollution 
is related to the combustion of various types of fuel. 
Only 4 of 45 megacities with measurements satisfied 
World Health Organization guidelines for air quality.21 
Burning fossil fuels emits pollutants, such as sulphur di-
oxides and nitrogen oxides, which can cause acid rain, 
damage soil and plants and put aquatic life in danger by 
increasing acid levels of rivers and lakes.22 Today the bi-
omass of plastic is double the total biomass of animals 
on the planet.23 Water pollution has worsened over the 
past two decades: it is estimated that up to 400 mil-
lion tons of solvents, heavy metals and other industrial 
waste enter the world’s water each year.24

The effects of natural hazards appear to be at an 
inflection point. Greater resilience to natural haz-
ards that fit with longer-term historical patterns has 
allowed for the reduction of human vulnerability to 
shocks.25 But the natural hazards, as well as expo-
sure and vulnerability patterns, are changing in the 
Anthropocene. Climate- and weather-related disas-
ters have increased rapidly in the last few decades. 
The 2010s had 360 distinct disasters a year, up from 
around 100 in the 1980s.26 Recorded damage and the 
number of affected people (through deaths, injuries 
and homelessness) suggest an inflection point in re-
cent decades — after reductions in most of the 20th 
century — with evidence of more severe events.27

These changes are also reflected in the high number 
of people displaced by natural hazards: 31 million in 
2020.28 Some estimates indicate that 1 billion people 
worldwide could face forced displacement by 2050.29 
Flooding events are expected to increase, threatening 
the more than 1 billion people who live in low eleva-
tion coastal zones.30 They are vulnerable not only to 
average sea level rise but also to fluctuations caused 
by storms and high tides. The number of people vul-
nerable to permanent sea level rise is estimated to 
jump from 110 million today to almost 200 million by 
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2100.31 These changes threaten the very existence of 
some Small Island Development States,32 where the 
livelihoods and basic infrastructure of many commu-
nities are vulnerable to sea level rise, ocean acidifica-
tion and extreme weather events.33

Social imbalances reflect the unequal distribution 
of benefits and costs of planetary change

Social imbalances (reflecting inequalities in human 
development) result from a combination of existing 
distribution of power and the unequal effects of dan-
gerous planetary change across countries and groups 
of people within countries. The distribution of power, 
which determines the ability to take advantage of ex-
isting planetary resources, defines who benefits from 
behaviour that drives planetary pressures, and the 
unequal effects of the resulting planetary changes de-
termine the distribution of the costs.34 A human secu-
rity lens helps capture both.35

Low Human Development Index (HDI) countries 
will face the strongest negative effects of danger-
ous planetary change across multiple dimensions, 
both because of direct impact and because of limit-
ed adaptation capacity. And within countries many of 
those living in already marginal and vulnerable con-
texts will tend to fare worse.36

Higher HDI countries, in turn, are likely to expe-
rience climate change very differently. There will be 
changes in weather patterns, with some substantial 
negative effects for parts of the population. But the 
actual risk to people will, on average, be much lower 
than in developing countries. The typical developed 
country might experience reductions in some dan-
gerous hazards, as in the number of days with ex-
treme temperatures.37 The capacity to adapt to the 
effects of climate change is much greater in wealth-
ier countries than in poorer countries. This depends 
on income and on enhanced capabilities, linked to 
access to technological advances, education and in-
frastructure. In all these areas global inequalities are 
already enormous. And some of the gaps in these en-
hanced capabilities are widening.38

“ While the distribution of costs and 
benefits is asymmetric across countries, no 
country is immune to the human security 
implications of the Anthropocene context

The contribution to planetary pressures by very 
high HDI countries is already large and still growing. 
It is much larger than the contribution of lower HDI 
countries39 (figure 2.2, left panel). The distribution of 
planetary pressures — the emissions of carbon diox-
ide and the consumption of material resources — is 

Figure 2.2 The destabilizing dynamic of climate change: More developed countries tend to capture more 
benefits from planetary pressures and less of their costs

Source: Human Development Report Office based on Carleton and others (2020) and UNDP (2020).
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unequally distributed in favour of higher HDI coun-
tries. As an indicator of the impact of dangerous plan-
etary change, consider the additional days of extreme 
temperatures (figure 2.2, right panel). When it comes 
to bearing the consequences, countries with fewer 
resources to adapt, with lower HDI values, bear the 
brunt of the costs.

“ When planetary imbalances interact 
with intersecting horizontal inequalities, 
they can reinforce historical patterns of 
disempowerment directly linked to recognitional, 
procedural and distributional inequities

Climate change has increased annual econom-
ic growth in richer countries with colder temperate 
climates while reducing economic growth in poorer 
countries with warmer climates. The estimated net 
effect is a 25 percent larger gap between the top and 
bottom deciles of the country-based income dis-
tribution than in a world without climate change.40 
These asymmetries are central when considering the 
human security benefits of acting now to curb climate 
change, which can be huge in countries in the Arab 
States, South Asia and Sub- Saharan Africa (figure 2.3).

While the distribution of costs and benefits is 
asymmetric across countries, no country is immune 

to the human security implications of the Anthropo-
cene context. The effects are widespread, multiple 
and interlinked. A disaggregated view can uncov-
er how some areas of developed countries face high 
mortality risks due to climate change and how some 
territories in developing countries face low mortali-
ty risks (figure 2.4). Moreover, territories with limit-
ed exposure to some risks, such as mortality (Florida 
in the United States and the west coast of India), can 
face high vulnerability to other threats, such as flood-
ing and rising sea levels.

Within countries, group-based inequalities are im-
portant in defining the impacts of the Anthropocene 
context on people (see chapter 5). When planetary 
imbalances interact with intersecting horizontal in-
equalities, they can reinforce historical patterns of 
disempowerment directly linked to recognitional, 
procedural and distributional inequities.41 For recog-
nitional equity women and indigenous peoples face 
barriers to land ownership linked to identities and 
traditional social norms. For procedural equity the 
unequal distribution of impacts from planetary im-
balances exacerbates exclusion and discrimination, 
as with polluting industries locating in areas where 
Black people or indigenous peoples live. For distri-
butional equity different groups face unequal ac-
cess to resources and unequal impacts of planetary 

Figure 2.3 Increasing asymmetries—net lives saved by mitigation

Note: Comparisons are between Representative Concentration Pathways 4.5 and 8.5. Aggregates are weighted by population.

Source: Human Development Report Office based on Carleton and others (2020).
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imbalances, as with the large percentage of women 
facing water shortages, low human development and 
high gender inequality (figure 2.5).

The next section drills down in more detail on how 
the Anthropocene context is compounding threats 
to human security on several dimensions. While cli-
mate change is a focal point, the discussion suggests 
not only the intrinsic importance of this particular 
challenge but also the broader implications of the An-
thropocene context for human security. In addition, 
climate change interacts with biodiversity loss, nat-
ural hazards and pollution, all with compounding ef-
fects on human security.

Compounding threats 
to human security

The impacts of the Anthropocene context on peo-
ple’s lives are yet to be fully understood, but there 
is emerging evidence on their likely effects through 
multiple dimensions that affect human development 
and human security.

From a risk perspective (based on the combina-
tion of hazard, exposure and vulnerability), the An-
thropocene context presents a new reality.42 First, 
the baseline of hazards is changing, given the scale 
of climate change, biodiversity loss and environmen-
tal degradation just described. Second, the exposure 

patterns are shifting. The Covid-19 pandemic — likely 
a  zoonotic disease, one of several to emerge or re-
emerge this century alone — shows the broad implica-
tions of the possibility of facing ever more systemic 
negative surprises. Third, because of the change in 
hazards and exposure patterns and the limited 
knowledge of potential new events and their prob-
abilities, societies are ill-prepared for this complex 
new reality.

Threats to human security in the Anthropocene 
context are multidimensional, because they affect 
people through multiple channels, many of them 
yet to be fully understood; interconnected, because 
they interact as part of self-regulating planetary sys-
tems, including interactions between ecosystems 
and social systems; universal, because they have 
global — though unequally manifested (see the next 
characteristic) — reach; and unequally distributed, 
because their effects are geographically asymmetri-
cal and the impacts on people are mediated by ex-
isting social, economic and political structures. The 
following sections discuss the effects of Anthropo-
cene-related threats on some dimensions of human 
security, including those associated with disrup-
tions to food systems, heightened health threats, 
amplifiers of the drivers of tensions and violent 
conflict, and threats to economic production and 
productivity.

Figure 2.4 The distribution of mortality risks caused by climate change is expected to be unequal between and 
within countries

Note: Data are for 2080–2099 and refer to Representative Concentration Pathway 8.5. 

Source: Human Development Report Office and Climate Impact Lab based on Carleton and others (2020).
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“ After two decades of progress, the number 
of people affected by hunger has increased 
from a low of 607 million in 2014. The 
estimate for 2020 ranges from 720 million 
to 811 million, reflecting the considerable 
effect of the Covid-19 pandemic

Threats disrupting food systems

After two decades of progress, the number of people 
affected by hunger (undernourishment) has increased 
from a low of 607 million in 2014. The estimate for 
2020 ranges from 720 million to 811 million, reflect-
ing the considerable effect of the Covid-19 pandemic 
(figure 2.6). So, the world is getting further away from 
the goal of Zero Hunger by 2030.43 This trend is also 
evident with a broader definition of food insecurity: 
in 2020, 2.4 billion people were moderately or severe-
ly food insecure, up 44 percent (or 723 million people) 
from 2014. In 2020 alone more than 300 million people 

became affected by food insecurity. In 2019, 7.9 mil-
lion people died because of different forms of dietary 
risks.44 Changes in environmental factors alone, even 
when they have implications for food supply, do not 
determine food access and use. A complex set of com-
pounded environmental and social factors (in the An-
thropocene context) underpins these changes,45 with 
effects that can intensify in the future. The main argu-
ment here is that the Anthropocene context presents 
new threats to human security through a range of in-
terlinked factors that affect food entitlements (ranging 
from loss of purchasing power, through a combination 
of higher food prices and lower incomes, through the 
erosion of social and political support for vulnerable 
communities in the face of multiple demands for at-
tention and to the sheer uncertainty and novelty of 
some environmental conditions that underpin food 
production, distribution, access and use).

Changes in temperature and precipitation have al-
tered land quality and crop yields. Intense and fre-
quent extreme events pose a threat not only to the 
production and distribution of food but also to the 

Figure 2.5 A large fraction of the population facing water shortage lives in subnational territories with low Human 
Development Index values and high gender inequality

Note: Bubble size represents the population facing water shortage in each subnational area.

Source: Human Development Report Office based on City University of New York/Human Development Report Office project.
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livelihoods of a large number of people engaged in 
agriculture — in particular, the approximately 3 billion 
people living on 500 million small farms in low- and 
middle-income countries.46 Small Island Develop-
ing States experience a higher frequency of disasters 
than the rest of the world and tend to be more wa-
ter-scarce than other regions — climate change is ex-
acerbating both of these challenges.47

Climate change is already affecting crop production, 
with an average annual reduction of 1 percent in con-
sumable food calories from the top 10 global crops.48 
And estimated availability of calories has fallen in 
nearly half of food-insecure countries.49 Climate var-
iability has reduced income and increased food inse-
curity in Ghana and Ethiopia, which have a large share 
of employment in the agricultural sector.50 In Bangla-
desh and India crop yields have fallen due to temper-
ature changes.51 Smallholder farmers in drier regions 
are particularly affected by climate variability, because 
they depend primarily on rainfed agriculture.52 Below 
normal rainfall is worsening the pre-existing drought 
conditions, and delayed heavy rainfall is flooding 
some areas.53 Therefore, variability in temperature and 
precipitation, as well as more frequent natural haz-
ards, exacerbates threats to human security.

“ Crop diversity is declining; the contraction 
of agrobiodiversity increases people’s 
vulnerability to extreme temperatures 
and weather events, diseases and 
pathogens, and crop failures

Crop diversity is declining, with considerable ef-
fects on food security and resilience to disasters. 
Although our species has evolved to consume more 
than 7,000 species, today just 3 — wheat, rice and 
maize — provide more than half of our plant-derived 
calories.54 Genetic diversity within species is also de-
clining.55 Taken together, this contraction of agrobio-
diversity increases people’s vulnerability to extreme 
temperatures and weather events, diseases and path-
ogens, and crop failures (box 2.2).56

Climate change also drives notable changes in 
oceans, increasing surface temperature, acidification 
and sea level rise. Countries that depend heavily on 
fisheries for protein intake and employment are ex-
posed to these threats.57

New and heightened health threats

The Anthropocene context has multiple effects on 
health.58 Biodiversity loss and land use changes can in-
crease disease transmission.59 For example, the Ebola 
outbreak in West Africa resulted from the transmission 
of viruses from wild animals to humans that spread in a 
context of deforestation and great population density.60 
Forest loss in Bangladesh has drastically reduced native 
habitats of fruit bats, which has increased the chances 
of virus spillover between bats and humans.61 And Am-
azon rainforest deforestation has increased malaria 
transmission in Brazil: a 10 percent increase in deforest-
ation led to a 3.3 percent increase in malaria incidence.62

Figure 2.6 Hunger and food insecurity are on the rise

Source: Adapted from FAO and others (2021) using data for 1991–2011 from FAO (2021a) and UNDESA (2015). 
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Long-term exposure of humans to air pollution 
enhances the risk of cardiovascular and respiratory 
diseases, reproductive and central nervous system 
dysfunction, and cancer — increasing mortality and 
reducing life expectancy.63 Nearly 4.2 million deaths 
occur every year due to ambient air pollution and 
3.8 million due to smoke from dirty cookstoves and 
fuels.64 The global loss of life expectancy due to air 
pollution is 2.9 years compared with a loss of 0.3 year 
caused by violence.65 This can be greatly reduced by 
decreasing the net use of fossil fuels.66

Globally an estimated 80 percent of industrial and 
municipal wastewater is released into the environ-
ment without any treatment, with detrimental effects 
on human health and ecosystems.67 Heavy metals are 
produced by industries and disposed into water bod-
ies without proper processing and treatment, expos-
ing humans and animals to pollution. For example, 
commonly consumed fish in Bangladesh had various 
levels of heavy metals, suggesting a link between the 
consumption of these contaminated fish and cancer.68 
And around the Ankobra River in the Western Re-
gion of Ghana, fish contamination has exceeded the 
suggested safe amount.69 In addition, cholera and ty-
phoid can spread through contaminated water.

Plastic pollution has contributed to soil contamina-
tion, which can reduce the safety of food for humans 
and many other organisms that depend on soil.70 Hu-
mans are also exposed to microplastics via ingestion, 
inhalation and dermal absorption, which can cause 
several health complications. Microplastics may also 
contain vectors for microorganisms and toxic chem-
icals that cause ill health.71 High exposure to mi-
croplastics pollution can affect the central nervous 
system and the reproductive system.72

Climate change alone — beyond the effect of pol-
lution or zoonotic diseases — is expected to have 
substantial effects on mortality. By 2100 the num-
ber of estimated deaths associated with climate 
change (in a scenario with very high greenhouse 
gas emissions)73 could be comparable to those as-
sociated with some of the leading causes of death 
today (figure 2.7).74 Globally, under the assump-
tions of population growth of Shared Socioeconom-
ic Pathway 3 and with moderate mitigation, around 
40 million people cumulatively might die because 
of climate change in the 2020–2100 period. These 
estimates consider current adaptation capacities,75 
which are notoriously insufficient to avert signifi-
cant deaths in the moderate mitigation scenario. 

Box 2.2 Biodiversity loss, food security and disaster risk reduction

The sharp decline of pollinators due to pesticides and habitat loss, documented in numerous recent studies,1 

affects food security and nutrition around the world. Of the leading global food crops directly consumed by 

humans and traded on the global market, 85 percent rely on animal pollination. Without pollinators, production 

of some of the leading global crops would decrease by as much as 90 percent.2 The decline of pollinators affects 

not only absolute food supply but also the availability of nutrients. Pollinated crops account for 35 percent of 

global food production, more than 90 percent of available vitamin C and more than 70 percent of available 

vitamin A.3 

Forests contribute to global food security, as wild foods harvested from forests provide a wide range of nutri-

ents and micronutrients.4 Wild animals, or bush meat, provide more than 6 million tons of food to communities 

in the Congo and Amazon basins alone.5 Yet tropical forest loss is large: since 2002 the world has lost more than 

60 million hectares of tropical forest.6

Biodiversity loss also has consequences for disaster risk. Increased diversity among species in an ecosystem 

generates diverse physical and biological traits and supports ecological resilience and the protective function of 

ecosystems. For instance, seagrass ensures the generation of oxygen and improves water quality by capturing 

sand, dirt and silt particles. Its roots trap and stabilize sediment, reducing erosion and buffering coastlines 

against storms. 

Source: Based on UNDP (2020c).

Notes
1. Soroye, Newbold and Kerr 2020. 2. Potts and others 2016. There were 13 crops in this category: atemoya, Brazil nut, cantaloupe, cocoa, kiwi, 

macadamia nut, passion fruit, pawpaw (Indian banana), rowanberry, sapodilla, squashes and pumpkins, vanilla and watermelon. See Klein and 

others (2007). 3. FAO 2019. 4. Sunderland and others 2013. 5. Nasi, Taber and Van Vliet 2011. 6. Weisse and Dow Goldman 2020.
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Under a very high greenhouse gas emissions sce-
nario the projected net cumulative deaths during 
the same period because of climate change could 
surpass 190 million.76

The climate change burden of disease is expected 
to be greatly unequal. Most territories — with an esti-
mated 80 percent of the world’s population — are ex-
pected to see major increases in death rates.77 In some 
localities in the Arab States and Sub- Saharan Africa, 
death rates due to climate change might surpass to-
day’s leading causes of death (cancer and heart dis-
ease). Meanwhile, the other territories that make up 
the remaining 20 percent of the world’s population 
are expected to record lower net death rates because 
of a reduction in extremely cold temperatures.78

“ By 2100 the number of estimated deaths 
associated with climate change could be 
comparable to those associated with some 
of the leading causes of death today

Threats exacerbating tensions and violent conflict

The Anthropocene context might be a threat ampli-
fier and multiplier behind a new generation of con-
flicts.79 Human-driven pressures on the planet are 
producing a warmer climate, a more volatile natu-
ral environment prone to climate shocks and dam-
aged ecosystems with reduced resilience and fewer 
services to humans, some of which were document-
ed above. Volatility in weather patterns, shocks to 
food supply and distribution, and land and resource 
scarcity — typically interacting with horizontal ine-
qualities and contestation of political power — have all 
been linked to heightened conflict risks.80

While a changing natural environment may in-
crease tensions, it is the interlinkage with structural 
development challenges, socioeconomic-political 
conditions and horizontal inequalities with atten-
dant power imbalances that tends to trigger conflict.81 
Recent meta-analyses and reviews find that climate 

Figure 2.7 In a very high emissions scenario some regions of the world might face climate change–
induced mortality rates similar to those of the main causes of deaths today 

Note: RCP is Representative Concentration Pathway. Includes only areas with increased mortality due to climate change, home to more than 

80 percent of the global population.

Source: Human Development Report Office based on Carleton and others (2020) and data from the World Health Organization.
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change, particularly through warming temperatures 
as well as precipitation changes, is coupled with 
heightened conflict risks.82 But violent conflict out-
breaks are channelled through socioeconomic-polit-
ical conditions, and they are manifested in horizontal 
inequalities, deprivation and exclusion of particular 
groups, and power imbalances between parties to 
the conflict.83 Violent conflict itself may also contrib-
ute to dangerous planetary change, directly through 
attacks on the natural environment or indirectly 
through diversions of political attention and resourc-
es.84 Focusing on the interlinkages helps detect blind 
spots in the ongoing policy debate that might add to 
the factors explaining the development–human secu-
rity gap described in chapter 1.

“ While a changing natural environment 
may increase tensions, it is the interlinkage 
with structural development challenges, 
socioeconomic-political conditions and 
horizontal inequalities with attendant power 
imbalances that tends to trigger conflict

Climate-related hazards, such as large-scale flood-
ing, can increase political unrest85 and instigate vio-
lent conflict when interacting with political exclusion 
of and deprivation among certain groups.86 The cli-
mate change–conflict interrelationship may be par-
ticularly relevant in developing countries with large 
agricultural sectors that depend heavily on rainfall 
and environmental conditions, coupled with low eco-
nomic diversification. In these settings droughts,87 
changes in precipitation88 and dry spells during crop 
growing seasons89 increase conflict risks as liveli-
hoods are threatened and food prices surge,90 and 
food insecurity increases as asset prices drop, leading 
to a loss of entitlements to food and other resources. 
Coupled with horizontal inequalities and perceptions 
of injustice, stressors such as reduced incomes or in-
creased competition can fuel uprisings — and may es-
calate to violent conflict.

Conflicts compound with food insecurity, deterio-
rated livelihoods and other effects of climate change, 
driving the forcible displacement of people.91 Ac-
cording to the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees, about 9 of 10 refugees come from the 
countries most vulnerable to the impacts of climate 
change. These countries also host about 70 percent 

of all people internally displaced by conflict and vi-
olence.92 In 2020, 40.5 million people were added to 
the global population of internally displaced people 
(almost 10 million because of conflict and violence), a 
number expected to continue to increase (figure 2.8).93 
Forcibly displaced people — no matter the cause: con-
flicts, violence, disasters or a combination — face mul-
tiple human security threats in their place of origin 
and in host locations (see chapter 5).

Academic and policy debates on the climate– security 
nexus have focused mostly on fragile contexts and 
low-income and developing countries. Yet the An-
thropocene context is universal, and climate-related 
conflict and violence can occur across countries at all 
incomes. For example, there is an association between 
high temperatures and short-run increases in crime in 
high-income contexts, suggesting that a higher tem-
perature can elevate discomfort and boost hostility and 
violence. A recent study of climate change and inter-
personal violence in 57 countries found that each Celsi-
us degree increase in annual temperatures is associated 
with a nearly 6 percent average increase in homicides.94 
A warming climate also has strong geopolitical impli-
cations, as power balances may shift and new rivalries 
may develop over, for example, rare earth minerals that 
are crucial for low-carbon technologies, affecting coun-
tries globally.95 This illustrates the broader set of threats 
to human security in the Anthropocene context.

Threats to economic production and productivity

The Anthropocene context is affecting human security 
by challenging both the expansion of human develop-
ment and the ability to reduce pressures on the plan-
et. It is already eroding some foundations of economic 
productivity, directly affecting more than just the fac-
tors of production (labour, natural capital and physical 
capital). The threats to economic productivity have im-
plications for dimensions of human security linked to 
income, employment and economic prospects.

The Anthropocene context has — through climate 
change, natural hazards and pollution — reduced not 
only people’s ability to learn and live healthy lives 
(the direct impact on health was discussed above), 
intrinsically important from a human development 
perspective, but also the foundations for econom-
ic production and, in particular, improvements 
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in economic productivity. Short-run temperature 
changes can impair cognitive performance.96 High 
temperatures inhibit learning, with disproportion-
ate impacts on minority students.97 Exposure to high 
temperatures around the time of birth can have long-
term consequences for educational attainment and 
earnings.98 And exposure to pollution in childhood 
has been linked to poorer education performance 
and long-term reductions in human capital.99

“ Academic and policy debates on the climate–
security nexus have focused mostly on fragile 
contexts and low-income and developing 
countries. Yet the Anthropocene context is 
universal, and climate-related conflict and 
violence can occur across countries at all incomes

Climate change is increasing the frequency of ex-
treme weather events. Given that disasters can affect 
education and health outcomes, this can erode labour 

productivity.100 School enrolment often drops follow-
ing a disaster, and child labour increases.101 After the 
1988 earthquake in Nepal, children born in districts 
severely affected by the disaster were 14 percent less 
likely to complete middle school and 10 percent less 
likely to complete high school.102 Only children from 
high caste groups were able to mitigate this negative 
shock in the long run, widening the gap in human 
capital between low and high caste groups.103

Climate change also has an impact on worker pro-
ductivity and labour supply through health impacts.104 
The Arab States, South Asia and Sub- Saharan Afri-
ca are worst affected by heat stress–induced reduc-
tions in worker productivity (figure 2.9, left panel). In 
Australia absenteeism and reductions in work per-
formance caused by heat stress generated $655 per 
person in annual cost, amounting to 0.33–0.47 per-
cent of GDP.105 In Guangzhou, China, an increase in 
daily maximum wetbulb globe temperature (a meas-
ure of heat stress) was associated with a higher risk of 

Figure 2.8 The Anthropocene context affects forced internal displacements

Source: IDMC 2021.
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work-related injuries.106 Under a very high emissions 
scenario declining labour productivity is predicted 
to reduce global gross domestic product (GDP) by 
1.5 percent towards the end of the century relative to 
the reference scenario with no climate change.107 The 
impact of higher temperatures is expected to reduce 
purchasing power in Europe and the United States, 
but the strongest impacts would be felt in low and 
medium HDI countries (figure 2.9, right panel).108

“ The Anthropocene context is affecting 
human security by challenging both the 
expansion of human development and the 
ability to reduce pressures on the planet

In some settings climate change is contributing 
to reallocations of labour supply. In India warmer 
temperatures have contributed to lower agricultur-
al productivity and a shift in labour to nonfarm sec-
tors.109 Individuals whose livelihoods and incomes 
are endangered by climate change may also turn 
to migration. In rural Mexico wage laborers in poor 
rural households were most vulnerable to extreme 
heat. Extreme heat has reduced the probability, in the 

short run, that a person works locally and increased 
the probability of migration to urban areas or abroad.110

Natural systems — in addition to providing food, 
water, fuel and other material goods — provide wider 
ecosystem services such as watershed protection, 
pest regulation, climate control and hazard mitiga-
tion. And in many parts of the world, natural systems 
are of social, cultural and spiritual value to people.111 
But natural capital (understood as the contribution of 
nature to people, recognizing that there many other 
reasons for why nature should be a matter of con-
cern) is being rapidly depleted.112 In 123 countries an 
increase in wealth between 1990 and 2014 was ac-
companied by a decline in natural capital.113 The loss 
of natural capital is evident in deforestation,114 land 
degradation115 and the global depletion of fish stocks.116 
Some forms of natural capital help protect people 
from disasters, and their loss therefore heightens 
vulnerability to natural hazards. For example, man-
groves provide protection from coastal flooding, but 
mangrove forests have declined globally.117 By one es-
timate the loss of mangroves would result in 15 mil-
lion more people facing floods around the world,118 
with Small Island Developing States among those 

Figure 2.9 Climate change is expected to affect’s people ability to work

Note: Aggregates are based on median values. RCP is Representative Concentration Pathway.

Source: Human Development Report Office based on Rode and others (2021a).
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most vulnerable to mangrove loss.119 Desertification 
arising from climate change and other human ac-
tivity is set to diminish dryland ecosystem services 
and reduce biodiversity.120 Between 1982 and 2015 
climate change contributed to the desertification of 
about 5.43 million km2 of land, affecting an estimated 
213 million people, 93 percent of them in developing 
economies.121

Climate change is also affecting economic produc-
tivity through different demands for physical capital, 
particularly in the energy sector. Energy production 
and consumption are the source of three-quarters of 
global greenhouse gas emissions, including from the 
generation of electricity to regulate temperatures.122

The net effect of climate change on energy de-
mand is undetermined, reflecting the opposing forc-
es of reduced heating needs and increased cooling 
needs.123 But even if climate change reduces aver-
age global energy demand, some countries will face 
substantial challenges. Higher temperatures will in-
crease demand for electricity, especially in warmer 
places, such as the tropics and the southern regions of 
China, Europe and the United States.124 But in colder 
regions, such as the Scandinavian countries, temper-
ate weather will reduce demand for heating.125 There-
fore, the burden on increased energy demand falls 
mainly on developing countries, which tend to de-
pend on fossil fuel for energy.126

The limited adaptation capacity in poorer countries 
will make their energy transition harder as they seek 
to increase their productive capacity (to expand their 
human development) because they will have to invest 
more to get the same output. In a scenario with very 
high emissions through 2100, the annual increase in 
electricity consumption (relative to current consump-
tion) due to climate change is expected to be 1.8 per-
cent in the European Union and 2.7 percent in the 
United States — but more than 2,000 percent in Nige-
ria.127 Because of this asymmetry, navigating the chal-
lenges of expanding human development and easing 
planetary pressures will be harder for the typical de-
veloping country.

“ The limited adaptation capacity in poorer 
countries will make their energy transition harder 
as they seek to increase their productive capacity 
(to expand their human development) because 
they will have to invest more to get the same output

Against this background, technology is evolving 
rapidly, with the potential to increase economic pro-
ductivity, opening room for expanding human de-
velopment with lower planetary pressures. Energy 
production might be decoupled from carbon dioxide 
emissions through a mix of renewable sources (in-
cluding solar photovoltaics), new storage systems 
(including lithium-ion batteries), complemented by 
smart grids and technologies that capture and store 
carbon dioxide.128 Other advances can reduce materi-
al consumption — by improving efficiency, enhancing 
recycling and sharing resources.129 In particular, the 
digital transformation promises a more efficient use 
of decentralized resources, through new algorithms,130 
blockchains,131 platforms and sharing apps.132 But as 
chapter 3 discusses, some of these technologies can 
have unintended consequences that might harm 
human security.

Human security in the 
Anthropocene context

Dangerous planetary changes that interact with glob-
al and local social imbalances result in wide inequal-
ities in people’s ability to survive and adapt to the 
compounding effects of the Anthropocene context. 
The planetary and social imbalances of the Anthro-
pocene overlap and interact with the main threats 
described in part II, including health challenges, con-
flicts, digital technologies and horizontal inequalities. 
The Anthropocene context demands transforma-
tions in human security and development — to recog-
nize human embeddedness in nature and navigate 
uncertainty and how to respond to these challenges 
through the eyes of humankind.

Today’s approaches are far from adequate, as high-
lighted the recent Dasgupta Review and the 2020 
Human Development Report.133 Most security ap-
proaches have failed to consider the implications of 
the embeddedness of social systems as part of Earth 
systems in a context where human-induced planetary 
pressures are driving dangerous planetary change. 
This is the case of some narrow views of food securi-
ty, for instance. While livestock production is impor-
tant for food security in many developing countries,134 
mass meat production intended primarily for export 
has contributed to deforestation and had adverse 
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health impacts, including increasing the probability 
of zoonotic diseases.135

Scientific work on Anthropocene risks (with a focus 
on raising awareness of the scale of the problems) is 
not fully informing the preparedness and crisis man-
agement work of multilateral, national and local in-
stitutions.136 The effects of global changes are likely to 
be increasingly heterogeneous both across countries 
and within countries, as documented above, and this 
knowledge beyond averages would need to be sys-
tematically considered when navigating the new con-
text of the Anthropocene.

The human security concept gains heightened rel-
evance in the Anthropocene context, as argued in 
chapter 1, but also needs to be fully cognizant of this 
new context. The compounding effects of Anthropo-
cene-related threats pose clear demands not only for 
protection and empowerment strategies but also for 
solidarity — recognizing that the security of people 
across different parts of the world is connected, as is 
the resilience of ecosystems and people.137

“ In the Anthropocene context agency empowers 
people to drive the transformations needed 
to improve human security for everyone

As chapter 1 argues, agency is the critical node 
bringing together human security strategies aimed 
at protection, empowerment and solidarity in the 
Anthropocene context. Across the globe there is 
overwhelming support for the 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development, with most people agree-
ing that it is important to protect the planet, even if 
this would mean sacrificing income.138 But this wide 
agreement has not been enough to fully shift policy-
making: today, most of the consequential actions are 
not in the hands of those willing and able to build se-
curer systems. Recognizing the centrality of agency 
can help bridge this gap.

The centrality of agency in human security 
strategies in the Anthropocene context

As argued throughout this Report, enhancing agen-
cy has benefits beyond its direct effects in improving 
the human security of groups excluded from or dis-
empowered in decisionmaking. In the Anthropocene 

context agency empowers people to drive the trans-
formations needed to improve human security for 
everyone.

Consider the transformative potential of enhanc-
ing the agency of indigenous peoples. Indigenous 
groups are already greatly contributing to reduc-
ing planetary pressures.139 Indigenous practices over 
many generations have led to comparable or greater 
biodiversity richness in indigenous lands today, even 
compared with protected areas, as shown in Austral-
ia, Brazil and Canada.140 Indigenous land tenure and 
management have been critical to securing forest 
carbon stores in the Amazon forests.141 Indigenous 
practices are being recognized to address the impacts 
of severe wildfires, as through prescribed burns.142 
The wealth of knowledge and experience within in-
digenous communities on coping with environmental 
change is vital for shaping nature-based approaches 
to human security, so our common security depends 
on their empowerment. Indigenous practices focus 
not only on stewardship of environment but also on 
livelihoods, security and resilience of communities 
amid change. These communities are thus well posi-
tioned to shape responses to human security threats.143 
But that requires protecting their rights and expand-
ing their agency.

An important starting point in this respect is pro-
tecting indigenous rights, including land tenure and 
freedom from violence. Indigenous peoples’ initi-
atives to safeguard their ways of living have often 
brought them into conflict with powerful actors and 
interests. Approximately 40 percent of environmen-
tal activists killed in 2019 were from indigenous 
groups, and more than a third of fatal attacks be-
tween 2015 and 2019 targeted indigenous peoples.144 
Indigenous groups have often been excluded from 
environmental movements. Biodiversity conserva-
tion campaigns focused on creating protected wil-
derness areas often involved displacement or forced 
relocation of indigenous peoples from their territo-
ries.145 Indigenous peoples have also been among 
the hardest hit by development policies involving 
large-scale modification of natural environments, 
such as extractive industries. Moreover, indigenous 
groups are exposed to the negative impacts of climate 
change, due to their location in vulnerable areas and 
their exclusion from decisionmaking.146 In this con-
text indigenous activism goes beyond efforts against 
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degradation of nature and biodiversity loss to also ad-
vance human rights and justice.147

“ The wealth of knowledge and experience 
within indigenous communities on coping with 
environmental change is vital for shaping nature-
based approaches to human security, so our 
common security depends on their empowerment

Policies drawing on indigenous knowledge will be 
most effective when they are open and accountable to 
indigenous groups and take into account their long-
term marginalization. Supporting the direct contribu-
tions of indigenous communities, by promoting their 
empowerment and their struggles for justice, is key to 
advancing nature-based human security.

There is also a broad space for local communi-
ties. Involving local actors in policy responses to new 
human security threats is crucial, not only because of 
environmental justice considerations and the impli-
cations for their political capabilities148 but also be-
cause local communities wield enormous strengths 
and assets that are key to the success of strategies to 
face Anthropocene-related threats. Local commu-
nities possess first-hand knowledge of changes in 
weather patterns, demographic characteristics, social 
norms (including women’s roles in the community) 
and skills, practices and resources that may reduce 
vulnerability and increase adaptability to different 
forms of risks.149 Top-down plans that ignore these 
local assets might not have such knowledge. Indeed, 
case studies in Kenya, Myanmar, Pakistan and Sen-
egal have all demonstrated that local communities 
are critical in monitoring local changes, contribut-
ing to early warning systems that help inform crop-
ping, farming practices and evacuation decisions and 
minimizing economic losses and the loss of lives and 
livelihoods.150

Enhanced agency for the stewardship of nature

There are opportunities to promote human security 
through actions that protect, sustainably manage and 
restore natural or modified ecosystems, taking ad-
vantage of nature’s contributions to people.151 Indeed, 
human societies have shaped and sustained most of 
terrestrial nature for much of the past 12,000 years.152 

Today’s biodiversity crisis stems primarily from the 
fairly recent appropriation and intensifying use of land 
once held and used sustainably by many societies.153

These actions can scale up nature-based solutions 
since their results and ability to respond to the mag-
nitude of today’s interlinked threats depend on their 
systemic implementation. The broad framework of 
nature’s contribution to people brings explicit mecha-
nisms to integrate diverse values in the decisionmak-
ing process, including both intrinsic and instrumental 
valuation of nature services.154 This can be a formi-
dable way of achieving both protection and empow-
erment, with initiatives that rely on the agency of 
local communities, including historically disempow-
ered indigenous groups. Some of the following action 
areas — with multiple co-benefits — can help people 
deal with the risks from natural hazards, enhance 
water and food security and mitigate the effects of 
climate change more broadly.
• Managing risks from natural hazards. Expanding 

green areas can be effective in managing extreme 
temperature risks in urban spaces, particularly the 
risks of heatwaves.155 Managing ecosystems is a tool 
of disaster risk reduction: through the conservation 
of vegetation to reduce the risk of landslides. And 
different ecosystems — dunes, floodplains, forests 
and mangroves, oyster and coral reefs, salt marsh-
es, wetlands — are natural defenders of shorelines 
against storms, winds and erosion. They can also 
contribute to food security, economic development 
and carbon storage.

• Employing biodiversity for resilience. Diversity in 
agricultural landscapes and crops is important for 
the adaptive capacity of global food systems.156 For 
example, pollinator-mediated crops are crucial for 
global nutrition and agriculture more broadly, and 
strategies to stem pollinator decline will enhance 
food security.157 Moreover, diversity in species vari-
ety can make ecosystems more resistant to destabi-
lizing risks. For instance, plant species with varying 
types of roots (in thickness, depth and orientation) 
planted on erosion-prone slopes can protect against 
soil slippage and landslides.158

• Improving water availability and quality. The manage-
ment of natural wetlands, soil moisture and ground-
water recharge are some sustainable nature-based 
approaches for water availability.159 In cities catch-
ment management and green infrastructure can 
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help ease pressure on water supply. For water quality 
nature-based solutions offer alternatives to existing 
“end of pipe” water treatment approaches. For 
instance, constructed wetlands mimic natural sys-
tems for filtering runoff rainwater and can remove 
up to 88 percent of suspended solids, 92 percent of 
organic matter, 46–90 percent of phosphorus and 
16–84 percent of nitrogen from water,160 as well as 
pathogens.161 These initiatives should be part of 
blended approaches (combining green and grey in-
frastructure) to adequately respond to water security 
threats in the 21st century.162

“ Adaptation to ongoing dangerous 
planetary change needs to be enhanced 
with a global view; otherwise, there is the 
risk that inequalities will continue to widen, 
creating human crises at the local level and 
humanitarian crises at the international level

• Enhancing food security. Forestry and agricultural 
activity, which support the global food supply, are 
vulnerable to climate change and biodiversity loss. 
Nature-based agricultural practices that support 
food security include regenerative agriculture 
(increasing soil fertility and productive capacity 
over time), agroforestry (growing crops on land 
interspersed with trees) and silvopasture (integrat-
ing trees, forage pasture and grazing livestock on 
the same land).163 These initiatives strengthen the 
resilience of agricultural ecosystems, support bio-
diversity and benefit farmer livelihoods.

• Contributing to climate change mitigation. It is possi-
ble to contribute to climate change mitigation while 
also benefiting communities and ecosystems.164 A 
systemic approach can deliver global outcomes: 
a group of 20 cost-effective actions across forests, 
wetlands, grasslands and agricultural lands could 
provide 37 percent of the global mitigation needs 
of this decade to keep temperature rise below the 
2 degrees Celsius threshold.165 Indigenous peoples 
and local communities have made important con-
tributions to climate mitigation by protecting forest 
areas. Forest conservation efforts, particularly 
in biodiversity hotspots, could be implemented 
alongside, but faster than, the transition from fossil 
to renewable fuel.166 Other nature-based solutions 
include wetland restoration and agroforestry.167

Solidarity — beyond protection and empowerment

The self-reinforcing cycle between dangerous plan-
etary changes and social imbalances lies behind 
climate change and biodiversity loss and other chal-
lenges that continue to be addressed primarily in a 
piecemeal way. Social imbalances are often linked 
to cross-national inequalities.168 Adaptation to on-
going dangerous planetary change needs to be en-
hanced with a global view; otherwise, there is the 
risk that inequalities will continue to widen, creating 
human crises at the local level and humanitarian cri-
ses at the international level. And, similarly, actions 
to ease planetary pressures could build on the Paris 
Agreement to widen coordination mechanisms to re-
duce greenhouse gas emissions with a renewed sense 
of urgency and purpose. Binding state-contingent 
agreements could offer an effective mechanism to 
link global crisis response action (providing finance 
to cope with major shocks, wherever they occur) with 
mitigation efforts (incentives to penalize in the future 
the failure to act today).

An important element in driving the policy and 
broader behaviour response needed to ease plan-
etary pressures is the availability of data-for-hu-
man-security around Anthropocene-related threats. 
Understanding the complexity of human security 
challenges — interconnected, multidimensional and 
universal, with heterogeneous effects on people — 
depends on disaggregated and forward-looking esti-
mates of the effects of the Anthropocene context on 
the planet and on people. In addition, the changing 
nature of threats requires the ability to progressively 
develop policy-sensitive scenarios for policymaking. 
As part of the project behind this Report, the United 
Nations Development Programme is working with the 
Climate Impact Lab to produce a pilot platform that 
will provide scenarios of the effects of climate change 
on people everywhere for the next eight decades.

Moreover, the benchmark for measuring devel-
opment should evolve to reflect the embeddedness 
of people as part of nature. The 2020 Human Devel-
opment Report introduced the Planetary Pressures- 
adjusted Human Development Index to shift the 
coordinates for public policies. This new index is a 
contribution to help reimagine the human develop-
ment journey as one that expands human freedoms 
while easing planetary pressures.169
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“ A strong common narrative of universal 
reach based on solidarity and enhanced agency 
at the local level can be a powerful device 
to successfully address human security

Achieving global goals depends on local action. 
Some of the challenges examined in this chapter are 
monumental, to such an extent that not even the most 
powerful nation-states or private corporations can 
tackle them alone. Coordination and cooperation to 
tackle many of them have proven difficult. If not even 
the most powerful entities can address the threats to 
human security in the Anthropocene context, what is 
left for those with little power to do so? It is unsurpris-
ing to see, therefore, manifestations of disbelief and 
alienation. There is, however, a different perspective: 
by linking global challenges with local action, it is pos-
sible to articulate a new perspective on human secu-
rity.170 Like taxpayers’ demands for accountability in 
the use of their contributions, people working actively 
for human security in their community not only con-
tribute to local change but also can hold more prom-
inent players accountable. This is how community 
resilience can be built up in the face of challenges.171

The Covid-19 pandemic provides examples of 
this in action everywhere. As people did their part 

(following quarantines, waiting in line for vaccines), 
they put pressure on those who used their privileges 
to depart from social norms. A strong common nar-
rative of universal reach based on solidarity and en-
hanced agency at the local level can be a powerful 
device to successfully address human security. And 
there is space for action based on shared aspirations: 
solidarity underpins the recognition of the equal 
worth of all human beings across generations, geog-
raphies and cultures, but in the Anthropocene con-
text it is also crucial to recognize the intrinsic value of 
nature to mobilize action and send strong signals to 
decisionmakers.172

This means that people can play more active roles 
as agents of change, as discussed in the 2020 Human 
Development Report. Relying only on market or gov-
ernment mechanisms misses the power of decen-
tralized action. Cultural change can happen — and 
fast — when there is a clear sense of purpose and an 
alignment of beliefs.173 Again, the Covid-19 pandem-
ic showed that people can change their behaviour in 
dramatic ways.174 The new generation of human se-
curity depends on unleashing the transformation-
al power of local agents in the pursuit of solidarity, 
along with protection and empowerment, recogniz-
ing the centrality of human agency.
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Digital technologies are increasingly central in peo-
ple’s lives as consumers, citizens, workers and entre-
preneurs and even in their personal relationships.1 
Digital technologies can do much to expand capabil-
ities and promote human security.2 They can expand 
human freedoms, boost productivity and facilitate 
humanity’s response to current challenges — such as 
tackling Anthropocene risks and tracking pandem-
ics. Digital technologies can also be enablers. Take 
mobile phones, which can enhance freedom and ex-
pand people’s capabilities to communicate and ac-
quire information — leading to, for instance, access to 
better health care services.3 Digital technologies co-
evolve with values and social practices and thus have 
an indirect bearing on people’s agency.4 Digital tech-
nologies can also affect agency directly — for example, 
increasing opportunities for community participation 
and mobilization.5

As digital technologies become more widely used 
in commerce, governance and social life, they pose 
new challenges for human security. Indeed, re-
spondents to a World Economic Forum survey cited 
technological risks — such as digital inequality, cy-
berattacks, data fraud and theft, and concentrated 
digital power — among the most imminent threats.6 
The security implications of digital technologies are 
often assessed through a national security lens.7 Ap-
plying a human security approach recentres the focus 
on implications for people. For instance, cyberattacks 
on communication networks affect not only national 
security but also people’s access to information and 
freedom of association. Digital technologies can fa-
cilitate harm to people, such as bullying, harassment, 
fraud and misinformation. Other technology-related 
threats to human security can be associated with re-
sponses to the uncertainty generated by technology 
diffusion. For instance, concentrations of control by 
technology providers or governments can disempow-
er or abuse users. In considering how new technolo-
gies may serve as digital public goods, policymakers 
must go beyond technical solutions alone and also 
consider questions of values and ethics—for instance, 
over advancing equality and minimizing harm.8

This chapter discusses some of the threats to 
human security posed by digital technologies. First, it 
explores how common cybersecurity attacks and new 
technological tools can undermine human security. 
It then discusses the potential for human rights to be 

compromised in response to cyberharm and how the 
increasing reliance on artificial intelligence (AI) algo-
rithms can erode human security. Finally, it discusses 
how uneven access to technology impacts human se-
curity, as seen clearly in the uneven access to Covid-
19 vaccines.

Cyberinsecurity and unintended 
consequences of technology

Given global interconnectivity and the large num-
bers of technology users, systems and network com-
ponents involved, cyberattacks can generate harm 
through many pathways.9 With people relying on dig-
ital technologies more than ever during the Covid-19 
pandemic, digital threats have intensified. Cyberharm 
is the direct or indirect result of cyberthreats on in-
dividuals, organizations, communities or states by 
numerous bad actors, among them nation- states, ter-
rorist groups, corporate spies, organized crime syn-
dicates, hackers and hacktivists, as well as accidental 
actions of authorized users.10 Cyberthreats have var-
ying reach and motivations that require multiple risk 
mitigation and control techniques.11

“ With increasing digitalization and many 
more stakeholders potentially affected, 
assessing the impact of cyberevents — criminal, 
political or developmental — is complex.

Cybercrime’s damage in 2021 is estimated at about 
$6 trillion, up 600 percent since the beginning of the 
Covid-19 pandemic in 2020.12 More than half of breach-
es involve identity theft (65 percent), followed by 
account access (17 percent) and financial access (13 per-
cent).13 With increasing digitalization and many more 
stakeholders potentially affected, assessing the impact 
of cyberevents — criminal, political or developmental 
— is complex.14 For instance, attackers use malware 
programs to compromise the networks of large corpo-
rations and public institutions in supply chain attacks. 
An abundance of marketable material can be accessed 
as a by-product of the primary attack, which supports a 
growing market in stolen personal information.15

Cyberharm can be especially damaging for de-
veloping countries and regions. Most digital prod-
ucts, services and technologies are produced or 
designed outside developing countries, limiting those 
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countries’ inputs into security standards.16 And ca-
pacity to detect cyberattacks varies widely across 
regions. In 2020 the global median time taken to de-
tect attacks was 24 days.17 In the Americas it was 17 
days, compared with 66 days in Europe, the Middle 
East and Africa and 76 days in the Asia-Pacific re-
gion. Users in many African countries are dispro-
portionately affected by most forms of malicious 
activity, including malware, cyberattacks and social 
media scams.18 Of the 50 countries with the fewest 
secure servers per million people in 2020, 36 were in 
Sub- Saharan Africa, where values ranged from 0.8 in 
Eritrea to 264 in Botswana. Sub- Saharan Africa’s av-
erage of 799 secure servers per million people is well 
below the global average of 11,516.19 In 2017 an esti-
mated 95 percent of African companies were unable 
to protect themselves from losses.20 Cyberattacks can 
generate substantial human and economic losses, es-
pecially in countries with high cyberinsecurity.21 The 
International Telecommunication Union’s Global 
Cybersecurity Index shows that many countries, par-
ticularly Least Developed Countries, are likely to face 
resource challenges in bridging their cybercapacity 
gaps.22

Digital technologies are altering the dynamics of 
conflict. Cyberwarfare ranges from propaganda to 
espionage, from defacing websites to disrupting elec-
tricity grids and water systems.23 Hacking and relat-
ed activity have become comparable to espionage.24 
The widespread destructive abilities of these tactics 
are evident in recent high-profile ransomware attacks 
on key infrastructure, such as the Colonial Pipeline 
in the United States.25 Particularly threatening are 
AI-powered autonomous lethal weapons. Their use is 
generating new ethical concerns, particularly over re-
placing human ethical judgements during conflicts.26 
Despite campaigns such as Stop Killer Robots and the 
call by UN Secretary-General António Guterres to 
ban them, such weapons mushroom.27

Some digital technologies can have unintended 
negative consequences. Many of the social conse-
quences of new technologies appear only as those 
technologies mature. For instance, quantum com-
puters have considerable computing power and can 
revolutionize whole fields that require such power. 
But they could also be used to crack encryption al-
gorithms of internet sites28 or to attack financial sys-
tems and institutions (for instance, compromising 

the security of mobile banking and e-commerce).29 
Cryptocurrencies such as Bitcoin were designed to fa-
cilitate financial transactions by cutting out interme-
diaries and instead using a decentralized network of 
users to validate transactions. But validating crypto-
currency transactions requires vast computing power 
and uses a lot of electricity as a result. It also generates 
considerable e-waste — by some estimates more than 
that of many midsize countries in 2021.30 Other neg-
ative social consequences have emerged — thefts from 
exchanges, illegal drug trade and ransomware, as well 
as bubbles and Ponzi schemes that profit from price 
volatility. Country responses have been mixed. El Sal-
vador was the first nation to officially adopt Bitcoin as 
legal tender in September 2021.31 Some countries have 
explicitly banned trading or using cryptocurrencies; 
others have imposed an implicit ban.32

“ From a human security perspective, it 
is important to support people’s freedom 
to use and participate in social media, 
while protecting them from harm

Upholding human rights in 
addressing harms on social media

Social media offers countless opportunities for politi-
cal engagement, participation and agency (see box 3.1 
for examples from Estonia). Social media platforms 
can lift the voices of groups that are otherwise mar-
ginalized in public debate. They are virtual civic pub-
lic spaces where participants can exercise their right 
to freedom of expression through online discussions, 
petitions and hashtag campaigns.33 Online civic space 
with tools for anonymous online gathering and com-
munications can provide a refuge for marginalized, 
opposition or minority groups, particularly where 
such voices are suppressed. They can contribute to 
human security and development broadly by fulfill-
ing the need for connectivity, information and busi-
ness opportunities — promoting services, connecting 
to customers and expanding markets for small pro-
ducers. At the same time, social media can amplify 
threats to human security for individuals or groups. 
For instance, social media platforms can facilitate on-
line child sexual exploitation, cyber-dependent crime 
and online radicalization.34 In different parts of the 
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world, social media has been used as a tool for terror-
ist propaganda, coordination and recruitment.35

From a human security perspective, it is impor-
tant to support people’s freedom to use and partic-
ipate in social media, while protecting them from 
harm. However, countering cyberharm — be it due 
copyright violations, the spread of terrorist propa-
ganda, the dissemination of nonconsensual intimate 
images or hate speech — while protecting rights and 
freedoms is challenging. There are multiple actors 
involved, private and public, with priorities that are 
not necessarily consistent with advancing human 

rights. Governments around the world have respond-
ed through a mix of online content regulation and 
expanded surveillance capabilities. These responses 
can be a serious threat to civil liberties.36 Technology 
companies have responded by hiring content moder-
ators and developing new tools for detecting illegal 
content. But in doing so, they are effectively drawing 

Box 3.1 Estonia’s e-governance: Technology follows values

Estonia became the first nation to hold legally bind-

ing general elections over the internet in 2005.1 In 

2014 it became the first country to offer e-residency 

— a government-issued digital identity and status 

that provides access to Estonia’s business environ-

ment, allowing people to start and manage business 

from anywhere, entirely online.2 This is a culmination 

of a process that started in the early 1990s with a bet 

on digital technologies as a driver of development.3

Laying the foundations for e-government began 

in the late 1980s, even before Estonia regained its 

independence. A working group under the auspices 

of the Estonian Institute of Cybernetics determined 

three essential pillars for a durable e-society:4

• A unique mechanism for identifying all citizens 

based on an identity code, in conjunction with 

the Estonian population registry, which then 

serves as a single authoritative information 

source for all government systems.

• Means through which citizens can relate them-

selves with repositories and services (an Estonian 

national identification card). It serves several 

purposes: preserving the confidentiality needed 

to communicate with government systems and 

ensuring a strong tie between the contents of da-

ta and the individual to whom the data verifiably 

belong. By design, it assures that no intermedi-

ary could surreptitiously change any data. In this 

way the owners of digital signatures are always 

able to control the content under their signature.

• A system that permits the wise and meaningful 

utility of data. The system, called X-Road, was 

designed to support all data uses. It minimizes 

the amount of data that needs to be stored and 

avoids data block duplication. The system’s de-

sign, development and deployment eliminated 

the need for massive data stores for repetitive 

or duplicative data entries and reconciliation 

workloads and for duplicate data protection de-

mands. That minimized the need for storage or 

transmission of data, reducing the prospect for 

certain types of data breaches.

These principles have been implemented through 

legal instruments and institutional structures.5 

Estonia’s 1992 constitution established the right to 

view one’s personal data stored by the government.6 

The Personal Data Protection Act entered into force 

in 1996. The Database Act, adopted in 1997, regulates 

the creation and maintenance of digital databases 

and introduced a state register of databases.7 

It stipulates that data can be requested from a 

citizen only once, regulates access to data and 

requires logs that record all data manipulations. In 

1998 Estonia adopted its first information society 

strategy, the Principles of the Estonian Information 

Policy. In February 2000 parliament enacted a new 

Telecommunications Act,8 adding internet access to 

its universal service list.

Estonia shows that an open and transparent 

attitude provides a good foundation for trust. It gives 

more control to the real owner of data — the citizen. It 

also makes the system more resilient. Cyberattacks 

in 2007 did not compromise Estonian citizens’ 

personal data or privacy.9 Data exploitations and 

abuses by users of X-Road were quicky investigated 

and addressed thanks to data access logs.10

Notes
1.  Valimised 2021. 2.  Government of Estonia 2021. 3.  Davies 2019. 

4. Priisalu and Ottis 2017. 5. IDABC 2007; Kitsing 2011. 6. Government 

of Estonia 1992, Article 44. 7. The Database Act was last amended 

in 2007 and incorporated into the Public Information Act (Riigikogu 

2000). 8. Currently incorporated into the Electronic Communications 

Act (Riigikogu 2004). 9. Priisalu and Ottis 2017. 10. Davies 2019.

“ An open and transparent attitude provides 
a good foundation for trust. It gives more 
control to the real owner of data — the citizen. 
It also makes the system more resilient
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the line between legitimate and illegal content, which 
may raise concerns regarding users’ digital rights of 
free speech, access to information and nondiscrim-
ination.37 Political parties often engage in disinfor-
mation through social media channels but are also 
able to shape policymaking and regulation related to 
disinformation.

Measures intended to limit harm should not stretch 
to diminish human security, including the violation of 
human rights. Since government responses may limit 
citizens’ access to information, legislation to address 
disinformation needs to carefully consider several 
challenges, including how to define what “false” and 
“fake” news are and what standards of proof are re-
quired when there are concerns about the intention to 
spread incorrect information or to deliberately mis-
lead.38 Steps that technology companies can take in-
clude integrating human rights impact assessments 
when they evaluate content policies and undertaking 
meaningful public and civil society consultation on 
product and policy development.39

Several existing regulatory frameworks might 
serve as a base for the checks and balances: the Eu-
ropean Social Charter, the Oviedo Convention and 
Convention 108+ protect personal data and privacy. A 
dedicated legal instrument with a global reach could 
set benchmarks for privacy, liability, confidentiality, 
data safety and informed consent.40

Artificial intelligence–based 
decisionmaking can undermine 
human security

If deployed correctly and with human-centric values 
at the core, AI41 can be a vital tool in improving well-
being, narrowing inequalities and enhancing agency. 
For instance, AI has immense potential for improv-
ing economic productivity and addressing concrete 
challenges such as food security by supporting farm 
productivity, smart farming and climate change adap-
tation.42 For example, US-based aWhere and Swedish 
Ignitia employ predictive AI and advanced analytics 
to provide agricultural intelligence and ultra-accu-
rate weather forecasts to smallholder farmers in Af-
rica and Asia.43 Uruguayan agtech startup Chipsafer 
produces wearable technology that tracks livestock 
activity in near real time, detects anomalies in cattle 
behaviour and helps isolate disease outbreaks.44 AI 

is also becoming a key enabler of a new and data- 
related energy industry. With integrated information 
on energy supply, demand and renewable sources, 
the power grid could be controlled autonomously by 
smart software that optimizes decisionmaking and 
operations.45

“ AI algorithms may be good at serving 
some groups in society while failing others

However, AI also brings new challenges.46 AI al-
gorithms that shape how people engage in e-com-
merce, access news and entertainment and engage 
with others in digital social networks can diminish 
people’s wellbeing. For instance, AI algorithms that 
prioritize catching people’s attention are used to gen-
erate economic value by exploiting human cognitive 
biases.47 A social media post that includes indignant 
disagreement obtains almost twice as many likes and 
more than twice the number of shares.48 Adding a 
single moral-emotional word to a tweet increases its 
retweet rate by 19 percent.49 Algorithms that drive at-
tention and engagement can contribute to feelings of 
discontent with social media, with people reporting 
feelings of distraction, resistance to micro-targeting 
and diminished emotional wellbeing.50

Algorithmic bias can compound discrimination

Algorithmic bias has been well documented.51 For 
example, women have been found to be less likely 
than men to receive targeted ads for high-paying jobs. 
AI is being used increasingly in healthcare,52 but AI 
tools can perform poorly when used to diagnose or 
treat people from groups that are underrepresented 
in the data used to train the algorithms. For instance, 
a team of UK scientists found that almost all eye dis-
ease datasets come from patients in China, Europe 
and North America, so eye disease–diagnosing algo-
rithms are less certain to work well for racial groups 
in underrepresented countries.53 And skin cancer–de-
tecting algorithms tend to be less precise for Black 
patients because AI models are trained chiefly on 
images of light-skinned patients.54 There are huge 
data gaps regarding information on women, biases 
even more pronounced in developing countries, com-
pounded by a lack of qualified medical personnel.55
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AI algorithms may be good at serving some groups 
in society while failing others. Facial recognition 
technology performs significantly worse for women 
and for non-White people. The growing use of facial 
recognition by law enforcement has resulted in cases 
of Black people being charged wrongfully for crimes 
they have not committed (box 3.2). An algorithm can 
match a screenshot of security footage from a crime 
scene to a sea of faces from a database but is more 
likely to make an incorrect match if the footage in-
cludes a Black person. Jobs, promotions and credit 
and bail applications are increasingly processed by AI 
algorithms that base decisions on people’s digital pro-
files, which can lead to unjust outcomes.56

AI algorithms can also influence decisions on who 
is approved for a loan, shortlisted for a job or offered a 
promotion. Take the online tech hiring platform Gild, 
which evaluates job applicants by going beyond their 
curriculum vitae and application materials to look at 
their “social capital” in the programming communi-
ty.57 Applicants who frequent a particular Japanese 

manga site receive high scores, a solid predictor of 
strong coding skills.58 Most women are left out, as 
these manga sites tend to be frequented mostly by 
men, could have a sexist tone and are usually avoided 
by women.59

Employers have also been bringing in AI to make 
hiring decisions. The objectives are often to expand 
the pool of candidates, go beyond the usual network 
and channels for hiring and reduce reliance on the 
subjectivity of human recruiters. But the algorithms 
have not had the expected impact. For example, Am-
azon had to scrap an AI recruiting tool that was dis-
criminating against women.60

Algorithmic bias has a more pronounced effect 
when AI applications are introduced in develop-
ing country settings.61 Many AI applications are de-
veloped outside developing countries, and most 
datasets available include people from developed 
countries. This might affect the sensitivity of AI sys-
tems, which could embed algorithms that contain 
the creators’ beliefs and biases. This could in turn 

Box 3.2 Facial recognition technology: dangerous and largely unregulated

Facial recognition, combined with other artificial in-

telligence technologies, has the potential to improve 

lives through expanded access to routine medical 

care, identification of missing persons1 and even 

cross-border digital identification documents for 

displaced persons.2 But rights groups, activists and 

some international organizations have expressed 

concern that this technology is neither accurate 

nor well-regulated. Facial recognition software is 

created by humans and tends to replicate human 

biases. Software developed by US companies has 

been shown to misidentify women and people of 

colour at much higher rates than White men, and 

East Asian software is similarly more accurate for 

male East Asian faces.3 Employing facial recogni-

tion technology in law enforcement can lead to 

unwarranted arrests and imprisonments of people 

of colour.4

More broadly, facial recognition technology raises 

privacy questions. It can allow governments to 

crack down on protesters and political opponents 

or target ethnic minorities.5 That facial recognition 

is so widely used6 indicates that threats of potential 

rights violations are far-reaching. Facial recognition 

may be used for lawful purposes, such as policing, 

border control and antiterrorism. But beyond con-

cerns about misidentification, communities may 

consider the surrender of their privacy unaccept-

able. And special makeup and other measures could 

radically reduce the quality of facial recognition, 

helping those who would like to avoid it.7

Despite the uncertainties associated with facial 

recognition technology, only three countries have 

banned its use.8 Regulation short of a full ban is 

more common but still sparse and ad hoc. Some US 

cities and states have bans, but others continue to 

employ it for law enforcement purposes.9 Likewise, 

the European Commission has issued guidelines for 

facial recognition, but there is considerable varia-

tion in regulation within the bloc.10 For surveillance, 

facial recognition is often used in a clandestine 

manner, making it difficult to ascertain how and 

where it is used. At least 64 governments worldwide 

use the technology, generating concerns about how 

to avoid infringing on human rights.11

Notes
1. Girasa 2020. 2. Juskalian 2018. 3. Madianou 2019; Radu 2019. 4. Hill 

2020. 5. Ghosh 2020. 6. Amnesty International 2021a; Feldstein 2019. 

7. Guetta and others 2021. 8. Girasa 2020. 9. Amnesty International 

2021b; Turley 2020. 10. Girasa 2020. 11. Feldstein 2019.
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lead to discriminatory outcomes if applied to people 
in low-resource settings without their developmental 
input and data.62 For instance, the Mana Data Foun-
dation and UN Women found systematic prejudices 
against women in many programmes in China.63

Digital technologies could require safeguards, such 
as humans in the loop (ensuring adequate human 
oversight and control in AI applications), and pro-
actively embed privacy by design (to anticipate and 
prevent privacy breaches rather than adopt a reactive 
approach).64 And regulatory frameworks could pro-
vide for both technology’s benefits and for user’s pri-
vacy rather than forcing a choice between them.

Making the datasets’ underlying AI-powered tools 
more diverse could help mitigate algorithmic bias 
that emerges from unrepresentative data. Howev-
er, collecting data from underrepresented groups 
poses several additional challenges, including ethical 
concerns over exploitation of people in low-income 
countries and weak privacy protections.65

Digital labour management practices 
can diminish human security

Digital labour management is transforming the world 
of work (figure 3.1). Digital labour management plat-
forms include both web-based platforms (which tap 
into a geographically dispersed pool of workers — for 

instance, in outsourcing clerical work) and loca-
tion-based platforms (which allocate work within 
a specific geographic area, such as food delivery or 
ride-hailing services).66

“ Digital technologies could require safeguards, 
such as humans in the loop (ensuring adequate 
human oversight and control in AI applications), 
and proactively embed privacy by design 
(to anticipate and prevent privacy breaches 
rather than adopt a reactive approach)

Digital labour platforms have given rise to an infor-
mal labour force, in developed and developing coun-
tries, creating new forms of insecurity in the world of 
work.67 Workers on online web-based platforms work 
27 hours on average in a typical week, with about 
one-third of that time (8 hours) spent on unpaid work 
(search). About half of these workers have other 
paid jobs, where they spend 28 hours on average per 
week. Most workers in the taxi and delivery sectors 
work at high intensity and for long hours — on aver-
age 65 hours per week in the taxi sector and 59 hours 
per week in the delivery sector. Unpredictable work 
schedules and hours are a reality for some workers on 
web-based platforms.68

Working conditions for people employed through 
such platforms are shaped substantially by AI-based 
algorithms, which influence working hours, task 

Figure 3.1 Digital labour platforms are growing

Note: Includes only platforms that are currently active.

Source: ILO 2021c, figure 1.3.
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allocation, performance evaluation and pay. Workers 
surveyed in the app-based taxi and delivery sectors 
indicated that they were unable to refuse or cancel 
work on account of the negative impact that doing so 
would have on their ratings, which could lead to re-
duced access to work, lost bonuses, financial penal-
ties and even account deactivation.69 Many platform 
workers encounter unfair treatment, based on evalu-
ation by AI decisionmaking — for instance, people find 
their work rejected based on faulty algorithmic evalu-
ations, subsequently affecting their pay and their abil-
ity to secure more work.70 Workers employed through 
these platforms often fall outside the scope of social 
protection and labour law. Because they are often 
classified as self-employed, many platform workers 
are unable to engage in collective bargaining. Their 
geographical dispersion also poses challenges for col-
lective organizing.

“ Digital labour platforms have given rise 
to an informal labour force, in developed 
and developing countries, creating new 
forms of insecurity in the world of work

Many AI startups rely heavily on digital labour 
platforms and the intelligence of platform workers. 
In fact, digital labour platforms, such as microtask 
platforms, emerged due to the failure of AI to clas-
sify images, sounds and texts, which human intel-
ligence was required to process.71 This outsourcing 
has allowed firms to benefit from the double advan-
tage of reducing costs and building data archives for 
machine learning and training algorithms for future 
automation.72

Typically viewed as the hallmark of platform work 
and the gig economy, AI management practices are 
increasingly employed in more traditional sectors 
such as retail commerce. There are growing concerns 
about these practices, including the effects on work-
ers’ mental and physical health and the violation of 
privacy. AI applications in the workplace include the 
use of algorithms to promote efficiency. For instance, 
AI-based systems can track minute details of a work-
er’s day, including time spent on breaks and the 
speed of completing tasks.73 The constant monitoring 
and pressure to meet productivity goals can increase 
stress and lower job satisfaction. This decline in work 
quality and the infringement on privacy undermine 

workers’ dignity and ability to take pride in their 
work.74 Evidence suggests that these algorithms drive 
workers to pack and sort items at a punishing pace 
under the constant fear of termination. According 
to the US Occupational Safety and Health Adminis-
tration, Amazon warehouse workers have suffered a 
disproportionate number of workplace injuries in re-
cent years, a trend attributed to the pressures that al-
gorithms impose.75

Being trusted to act with integrity is a key source 
of dignity,76 and micromanagement by algorithm 
denies employees this benefit. Some companies use 
AI algorithms to shape decisions over worker dis-
missals.77 In a survey of Union of Shop, Distributive 
and Allied Workers members, only 8 percent of re-
spondents were either “moderately confident” or 
“extremely confident” that they understood how per-
formance-related data were used by their employer, 
while 67 percent were “not at all confident.”78

Enhanced transparency about how algorithms 
make decisions can prevent arbitrary discipline 
and dismissal. Transparency may also begin to re-
pair damaged trust between workers and their su-
pervisors. Regulating the type and quantity of data 
employers can gather, as well as the purposes for 
using such data, can help protect worker privacy and 
dignity.79

Uneven access to 
technological innovation

The lack of access to the latest technology, tools and 
products can amplify inequalities, particularly in 
being able to seize on new economic opportunities 
and in benefitting from the improved wellbeing af-
forded to those able to use new technological innova-
tions.80 The human security implications arising from 
lack of access to technological advancements have 
been clearly demonstrated during the Covid-19 pan-
demic. Even though several factors hamper vaccine 
access, it is striking that Covid-19 vaccine patents 
are concentrated in just a few countries (figure 3.2). 
While vaccines were developed at record speed in an 
impressive feat of modern science, many developing 
countries have not been able to access them to widely 
inoculate their populations (see chapter 6).81

Vaccine availability is no longer constrained pri-
marily by production bottlenecks.82 In fact, there is 

CHAPTER 3 — DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY’S THREATS TO HUMAN SECURITY 7 3



global capacity to produce enough vaccines, but pro-
duction is hamstrung in part by the intellectual prop-
erty rights of a few pharmaceutical giants. A global 
move to suspend intellectual property rights has 
been called for, not just for vaccines but for a range of 
treatments, tests and products related to Covid-19.83

“ It is striking that Covid-19 vaccine patents 
are concentrated in just a few countries

At the World Trade Organization (WTO) attempts 
by India, South Africa and other developing countries 
to suspend patents for Covid-19 vaccines and related 
treatments have been repeatedly blocked.84 The Unit-
ed States has put its support behind patent waivers,85 
but there is opposition from some pharmaceutical 
companies.86 Compulsory licensing is specifically al-
lowed by the WTO agreement on Trade-Related In-
tellectual Property Rights (TRIPS). And public health 
emergencies are explicitly mentioned in the Doha 
Declaration on TRIPS and Public Health as adequate 
cause to issue compulsory licenses that would allow 
other countries to produce essential drugs.87 The 
European Union has made a proposal that builds on 
using existing WTO provisions.88

Vaccine equity will not be achieved without increas-
ing the supply and distribution of safe and effective 
Covid-19 vaccines, especially in low- and middle-in-
come countries. No single vaccine manufacturer can 
produce enough vaccines to cover the globe, and de-
mand has far outstripped supply, with high-income 
countries taking the lion’s share of doses. Sharing the 
know-how behind the vaccines is key to not only scal-
ing up production but also bringing forward the second 
generation of vaccines to address emerging variants.89

WHO has urged member states and current man-
ufacturers to actively collaborate to share know-how, 
data and technologies through the Covid-19 Technol-
ogy Access Pool and mRNA technology transfer hubs. 
The pool was launched by WHO with the support of 
Costa Rica and 40 cosponsors. It aims to enable the 
voluntary licensing of technologies in a transparent 
and nonexclusive way by providing a platform for 
developers to share intellectual property and data, 
including trade secrets and know-how. The technol-
ogy transfer hubs, the first of which is in South Africa, 
were recently announced by WHO, the Coalition for 
Epidemic Preparedness Innovations and the Covid-
19 Vaccines Global Access initiative. But these meas-
ures have so far been inadequate.90

Figure 3.2 Covid-19 vaccine-related patents are concentrated in just a few countries

Source: Human Development Report Office calculations based on WIPO (2021).
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“ Ideally, patent systems would be part of a 
broader set of institutionalized arrangements 
that encourage innovation without relying 
exclusively on monopoly power

Recognizing the limitations of existing patent sys-
tems, some alternative forms of compensation have 
been suggested for policymakers to consider. Not 
all patentholders have the resources or inclination 
to capitalize commercially on their inventions, so 
a more centralized system for people to sell patent 
rights could be considered. This would allow them 
to profit from their intellectual property and make 
it easier for firms and other inventors to access new 
ideas and technologies, which could foster future 
innovation.91

Governments could also consider direct financing 
for future research or tax credits as compensation for 
innovation.92 Knowledge commons would provide 
less tangible benefits that may nonetheless motivate 
people to innovate and share their work, such as in-
creased opportunity for collaborating and demon-
strating skill sets that may be useful for obtaining 
employment.93 Ideally, patent systems would be part 
of a broader set of institutionalized arrangements 
that encourage innovation without relying exclusive-
ly on monopoly power over innovations.94

Examples of these institutional arrangements are 
open-source platforms for software applications 
(such as Apache Hadoop, Nginx and Github), accessi-
ble by digital and nondigital firms at zero cost. Many 
firms and developers use Github, an open-source re-
pository of tools, software and application programs. 
The platform allows them to access, share and cus-
tomize programs and tools, including through team 
collaboration, without substantial investment of time 

and money,95 thus accelerating innovation.96 Many 
leading information technology companies collab-
orate with open-source platforms. This allows them 
to improve their public relations, gain legitimacy and 
learn and align with the latest innovations in their 
field.97 Microsoft collaborates with the Apache Soft-
ware Foundation and makes products and innova-
tions available through this volunteer community of 
developers. Google has opened its Android patents,98 
Tesla has opened its patents to external developers99 
and the US National Aeronautics and Space Adminis-
tration recently made hundreds of patents available,100 
continuing a long tradition.101

*    *    *

In many respects digital technologies promise to ex-
pand capabilities and promote human security. How-
ever, technological advancements also pose new 
challenges. As digital technologies become more 
widely adopted, a human security approach calls at-
tention to how technology can undermine people’s 
wellbeing, rights and capabilities. People are affect-
ed by cyberattacks targeting their information and 
the systems they come into contact with in everyday 
life. Measures to address cyberharms that infringe on 
human rights and freedom diminish human security. 
The increasing use of algorithms in decisionmaking 
can compound discrimination and foster precari-
ous, insecure working conditions. Uneven access to 
vital technologies, such as Covid-19 vaccines, can 
have far-reaching consequences for human security, 
of both individuals and society more broadly. If the 
human security implications remain unaddressed, 
new technologies could fall short in their promise to 
expand human capabilities.
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Unearthing the human dimension of violent conflict



Reducing violence everywhere and in all its forms is 
a prerequisite for human security and a core target 
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.1 
Violent conflicts and interpersonal violence are di-
rect threats to people’s physical integrity. Before the 
Covid-19 pandemic 100 civilians a day were killed 
in armed conflict, and more than 12 times as many—
1,205 people a day—were victims of homicide.2 And 
the ongoing pandemic seems to have sparked in-
creased intrahousehold violence3 and political vio-
lence.4 But the pathways from reducing violence to 
freedom from fear and anxiety, freedom from war and 
freedom from indignity extend well beyond ensuring 
physical safety. Being exposed to violence, directly 
and indirectly, is detrimental to wellbeing and human 
development more broadly. Conflict and violence can 
drive people from their homes, potentially exposing 
them to further security threats in their quest for safe-
ty.5 But fear of violence also restricts people’s use of 
public spaces,6 limiting their agency and full partici-
pation in society. Furthermore, feeling safe is an inte-
gral part of Sustainable Development Goal 16.7

Today, conflict levels are up, and although violent 
conflicts are seemingly less deadly than in the past, 
they are spreading across countries and Human De-
velopment Index (HDI) groups. More people in more 
places are experiencing some kind of conflict, and, as 
seen in chapter 1, a majority of the global population 
feels insecure, often due to threats of violence. This 

chapter centres conflict analysis on people, rather 
than on the contestations, to spotlight the human di-
mensions of violent conflict. Taking well-established 
conflict definitions as a starting point, it expands the 
analysis to compounding human security threats and 
people living in conflict-affected areas. Rather than 
give a full account of violent conflict, it shows how 
the new generation of human security — based on pro-
tection, empowerment and solidarity — can shed light 
on blindspots and support the building of just and 
peaceful societies.

Systemic interaction of conflict 
with threats to human security 
calls for systemic responses

Wars, violent conflict between armed groups, vio-
lence, crime and unrest have often been thought of as 
problems of development. One implication was that 
economic growth would ease conflict and expand 
peace. But as the joint United Nations–World Bank 
report Pathways for Peace argues, recent trends have 
placed this hypothesis in doubt.8 Emerging now is a 
development-with-insecurity trend, where violent 
conflicts increase in parallel with progress in human 
development (figure 4.1). Violent conflicts also seem 
to be spreading to higher HDI countries9 and to in-
creasingly consist of contestations between armed 
groups — so called nonstate conflicts.10

Figure 4.1 Violent conflict is increasing in parallel with progress in human development

Source: Human Development Report Office based on Uppsala Conflict Data Program/Peace Research Institute Oslo Armed Conflict Dataset version 21.1 

and Uppsala Conflict Data Program Non-State Conflict Dataset version 21.1.

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

0.500

0.550

0.600

0.650

0.700

0.750

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

World HDI (left axis) State-based conflicts (right axis) Nonstate conflicts (right axis)

N
um

ber of violent conflicts

H
um

an
 D

ev
el

op
m

en
t I

nd
ex

 (H
D

I) 
va

lu
e

CHAPTER 4 — UNEARTHING THE HUMAN DIMENSION OF VIOLENT CONFLICT 7 9



What is driving this trend? This Report argues that 
the Anthropocene context presents a new reality in 
which human security threats play out. In this setting 
a mechanistic security–development relationship 
cannot be taken for granted. Planetary disruptions in-
teract with conflict dynamics, inequalities and tech-
nological innovation to create new arenas for conflict 
and violence. None of the new generation of human 
security threats on its own is enough to explain why 
violent conflict is on the rise — but in their interaction 
tensions multiply and build.

“ Emerging now is a development-with-
insecurity trend, where violent conflicts increase 
in parallel with progress in human development

The development–security disconnect may be a 
by-product of how development has been pursued, 
compounded by the legacy of historical injustices, 
including colonial rule. Development has not deliv-
ered benefits to all people — and in some cases has left 
groups behind.11 The development approaches that 
have given most attention to economic growth and 
considerably less to equitable human development 
have led to stark and growing inequalities, as well as 
mounting pressures on the planet.12 As seen below, in 
the Anthropocene context risks may heighten conflict 
tensions, and conflicts are closely linked to horizontal 
inequalities, the concentration of political and eco-
nomic power among a few and the exclusion of many.

Human security in this context requires consid-
ering how overlapping threats interact and calls for 
systemic responses that adapt to changing circum-
stances.13 Insights from complexity theory can help 
formulate systemic and adaptive approaches to sus-
taining peace (box 4.1).

Violent conflict hinders solidarity and trust

Chapter 1 argues for introducing solidarity into the 
human security frame and shows how in today’s 
world higher impersonal trust may help foster soli-
darity. This is particularly pertinent because many 
of the new human security threats span borders and 
their drivers lie beyond the control of a single actor. 
With fighting spilling across borders, wars driving 
forced displacement and organized crime spreading 

through transnational illicit networks,14 no country is 
immune to conflict and its devastation. When conflict 
triggers and human security threats are potentially 
global, peace also becomes an international and in-
terlinked aspiration. Confronting the interconnect-
ed challenges that build conflict tensions and sustain 
peace in an era of compounding threats thus requires 
a sense of solidarity, as defined in chapter 1.

Festering fears and anxieties strain social con-
tracts, in part by fuelling polarization and deepening 
societal divides.15 Leaders interested in mobilizing 
groups into violence can politicize societal divides16 
or advance agendas that harm democratic institu-
tions and norms.17 Recent years have witnessed vio-
lations of international norms and human rights and 
oppression of civil liberties, even outside fragile and 
conflict settings.18 Human rights defenders and envi-
ronmental activists have become increasingly under 
attack, a potential strategy to silence protest and po-
litical opponents.19 Indeed, the targeted killings of a 
few can incite fears among many, curtailing agency 
and collective action.

The targeted killings of environmental activists 
may be one of the most abysmal symptoms of the 
interactions among risks, inequalities and violence. 
The very people that are pushing for easing planetary 
pressures are often persecuted, furthering danger-
ous planetary changes that correspond to existential 
threats comparable to the nuclear threat.20 In the An-
thropocene context people’s choices result in pres-
sures on the planet that are destroying the biosphere 
foundations on which societies depend. In the case 
of nuclear weapons, and other weapons of mass de-
struction, the threat of extinction is evident. Today’s 
nuclear risks are at their highest in the past four dec-
ades.21 Risks related to technical malfunction, illic-
it trade, human error, volatile geopolitics and arms 
races can trigger negative human insecurity spirals.

When countries see the need to divert ever more 
resources towards protection and security, invest-
ments in human development that enhance agency 
and empowerment or ease planetary pressures may 
be postponed or never materialize. The world’s mili-
tary spending reached its highest level since the end 
of the Cold War — almost $2 trillion in 2020.22 As the 
public health crisis caused by the Covid-19 pandem-
ic turned into a socioeconomic crisis threatening 
human development progress everywhere, official 
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development assistance also rose to a record in 2020 
— but still amounted to less than 10 percent of mili-
tary spending.23 Furthermore, a substantial portion 
of official development assistance is needed to alle-
viate immediate humanitarian crises, as seen during 
the ongoing pandemic, leaving less room for conflict 

resolution or transformation of underlying conflict 
drivers. Today, military spending is 2.4 percent of 
global GDP,24 whereas protection against a deterio-
rating environment — which in the Anthropocene con-
text may become one of the greatest human security 
threats — is much lower. For example, EU countries 

Box 4.1 Adaptive peacebuilding: Insights from complexity theory for strengthening the resilience and 
sustainability of social-ecological systems

Complexity theory offers new ways of understand-

ing how social-ecological systems function under 

pressure — for example, how climate change–related 

stressors may exacerbate competition over scarce 

resources — and provides a theoretical framework 

for understanding how the resilience and adaptive 

capacity of social systems can be influenced to 

help them prevent, contain and recover from violent 

conflict.

As experiences in Afghanistan and elsewhere 

have demonstrated, it is not possible to undertake 

a project — for example, a community violence 

reduction initiative in Iraq or security sector reform 

in Somalia — and predict the outcome with any cer-

tainty. Nor can a model that has performed relatively 

well — such as the Truth and Reconciliation Commis-

sion in South Africa — be used elsewhere and be ex-

pected to produce the same result. This uncertainty 

and irreproducibility are characteristics of complex 

systems, not the result of insufficient knowledge or 

inadequate planning or implementation. Adaptive 

peacebuilding is specifically designed to cope with 

the uncertainty, unpredictability and irreproducibility 

inherent in complex social change processes. It is an 

approach where peacebuilders, together with the 

people affected by conflict, actively engage in an it-

erative process of inductive learning and adaptation.

Insights derived from how self-organization main-

tains and transforms complex systems suggest that 

for peace to become self-sustainable, resilient social 

institutions that promote and preserve peace need 

to emerge from within the culture, history and social-

ecological context of the relevant society. A society is 

peaceful when its institutions can ensure that politi-

cal and economic competition is managed without 

people resorting to violence to pursue their interests. 

For peace to be self-sustainable, a society thus needs 

sufficiently robust social institutions to identify, chan-

nel and manage disputes peacefully.

Peacebuilders can assist in this process, but if 

they interfere too much, they could cause harm by 

disrupting the feedback critical for self-organization 

to emerge and be sustained. Every time an external 

intervention solves a problem, it interrupts the inter-

nal feedback process. The result may be a missed 

opportunity to stimulate the development of self-

organization and resilience. For example, the more 

effective an international operation is in stabilizing a 

situation, the less incentive there is for political elites 

to invest in the political settlements needed to bring 

about self-sustainable peace. Understanding this 

tension — and the constraints it poses on internation-

al agency — helps explain why some policy initiatives 

may have interfered so much that they ended up 

undermining the ability of societies to self-organize. 

The weight typically assigned to international exper-

tise versus local and indigenous knowledge needs 

to shift. The key to successful peacebuilding lies in 

finding the appropriate balance between external 

facilitation and local self-organization, which will dif-

fer by context.

An adaptive peacebuilding approach does not 

imply that expert or scientific knowledge is not 

important but that understanding how to implement 

evidence-based advice in a specific social context 

matters too. For example, the science may deter-

mine that avoiding close contact between people 

prevents the spread of Covid-19, but in a densely 

populated slum community that can be achieved 

only through adaptive practice and learning in part-

nership and collaboration with that community. The 

empowered agency of the people involved is critical 

for the effectiveness and sustainability of any peace-

building initiative.

Adaptive peacebuilding is thus a normative and 

functional approach to conflict prevention and reso-

lution that aims to navigate the complexity inherent 

in nudging social-ecological change processes to-

wards sustaining peace, without causing harm.

Source: Cedric de Coning based on de Coning (2018).
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spent an average 0.8 percent of GDP on environmen-
tal protection in 2019.25

As military spending has increased, so has the pro-
liferation of arms. The global stock of firearms has 
been growing over the past decade, to more than 
1 billion today.26 Military holdings account for 13 per-
cent of all firearm holdings, and the vast majority of 
guns are in civilian hands.27 However, private security 
solutions, such as acquiring a gun for protection, can 
increase human insecurity. For example, the prolifer-
ation of small arms in four communities in South Asia 
has increased fear, anxiety, suspicion and insecurity.28 
The UN Secretary-General outlined a new agenda 
for disarmament in 2018. With increasingly complex 
and protracted conflicts, rapid technological develop-
ment and persistent nuclear threats, the agenda calls 
for governments to accelerate disarmament at both 
the community and national levels.

Yet several major official development assistance 
donors are also among the world’s top arms export-
ers, and progress on internationally agreed disarma-
ment commitments has been slow,29 indicating the 
prevalence of protectionist concerns over global sol-
idarity and low trust at the global level. There is an 
urgent need to address the trust deficit to reconcile 
communities affected by violence as well as to reduce 
polarization and ease conflict tensions outside direct 
conflict and postconflict zones.

In postconflict settings truth and reconciliation 
programmes may support reconstruction, while in-
creasing intergroup contacts outside political settings 
show promise in generating trust and tolerance.30 
Still, the unintended effects of such actions require 
careful attention, as they have been linked to post-
traumatic stress and other adverse results.31 Without 
a broader process of accountability, safeguarding 
of human rights and ending of impunity for human 
rights violations, conflict-related violence can take 
new forms,32 and resentment and distrust may lin-
ger in social and political institutions, creating latent 
conflict tensions.

Accountability and a global 
commitment to peace are key

Accountability and honouring commitments 
to peace have emerged as key components for 

fostering trust and solidarity. But because long-
standing violent conflicts between nonstate actors 
and perpetual violence from organized crime make 
up an increasing share of the violent conflict land-
scape today,33 questions about leadership and ensur-
ing accountability arise. Scholars are increasingly 
pointing to how criminal governance regimes be-
come embedded in state power, often as a result of 
coercion.34 For example, research has shown that 
cartels in Mexico attack elected officials and politi-
cal candidates to establish control over local territo-
ries.35 When organized crime, local gangs or armed 
groups assume state-like functions of governing, 
ensuring protection and enforcing rules over the 
local community, the state monopoly of violence is 
threatened, and justice systems fail to protect cit-
izens.36 During the Covid-19 pandemic criminal 
organizations have used the public health crisis to 
expand their influence — by, for example, enforcing 
social distancing or distributing goods to local pop-
ulations.37 Similar questions of human rights and 
accountability are raised in relation to the growing 
number of people forcibly displaced by conflicts and 
the use of autonomous systems and artificial intelli-
gence in warfare.

“ Questions of human rights and accountability 
are raised in relation to the growing number 
of people forcibly displaced by conflicts 
and the use of autonomous systems and 
artificial intelligence in warfare

The current multilateral system, built in part to 
save future generations from the scourge of war, sees 
its institutions evolving to face new conflict threats.38 
The triple-nexus humanitarian– development– peace 
approach indicates not only the importance of phys-
ical safety but also a minimum threshold of eco-
nomic, social, political and cultural freedoms in 
promoting a peaceful and just future for all. Insti-
tutional innovations in the climate– security space39 
and in expanding the set of voices at the peacebuild-
ing table — including the Youth Peace and Security 
Agenda,40 the landmark UN Security Council Reso-
lution 1325 on gender-responsive peacebuilding41 and 
recent UN Security Council discussions on new and 
emerging technologies — show how the concept of se-
curity is broadening in the multilateral space.
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Multilateral peacebuilding balances humanitarian-
ism with long-term development efforts. Its effective-
ness can be enhanced by international commitments 
to advance human security and human rights — to 
protecting civilians in conflict, empowering histori-
cally marginalized groups and communities or easing 
planetary pressures. Calls for networked multilat-
eralism stress the responsibility of all social actors 
to uphold human rights.42 Commitments to interna-
tionally agreed conventions on human rights and to 
peace also advance the integrated and indivisible 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. In fact, 
committing to peace is not only a moral obligation 
— it also makes economic sense. Investing $1 in 
conflict prevention today can save up to $16 in the fu-
ture.43 Conversely, the economic cost of conflict and 
violence was estimated to be 10.5 percent of glob-
al GDP in 2019.44 Worryingly, global trends seem to 
point towards slow progress on disarmament and 
multilateralism.45

Agency connects empowerment 
and protection for peaceful lives

The emphasis on empowerment in the context of 
human security also implies empowering people to 
act for peace. Empowering people to act for peace is 
key in the current setting, with a conflict landscape 
that increasingly comprises protracted conflicts with 
a wide array of actors and in which consequences 
spill across national boundaries.46 The last section 
of the chapter argues that centring conflict analy-
sis and peacebuilding on people unearths common-
ly overlooked dimensions of conflict and peace and 
may provide a way of empowering people to become 
change-agents for peace.

Identifying, supporting and amplifying the efforts 
of the principal agents of change at the local, nation-
al, regional and global levels are critical, as is finding 
platforms for constructive dialogue. Doing so also 
requires changing pervasive social norms and power 
hierarchies that limit the agency and voice of histor-
ically marginalized groups. For example, including 
women in peace processes can improve the likeli-
hood of sustainable peace agreements.47 UN Security 
Council Resolution 1325 on women, peace and secu-
rity calls on all actors to incorporate gender perspec-
tives and enhance women’s role in peacebuilding.48

Empowerment-focused efforts to address conflict 
risks need to protect those at risk of victimization 
while holding to account those perpetuating violence 
and violating human rights. So, systemic approach-
es are important not only to reduce conflict tensions 
and risks at a macro scale but also to prevent violent 
behaviours at the individual level.49 Being exposed to 
violence at a young age can desensitize children and 
increase their likelihood of accepting and perpetuat-
ing violent behaviour.50 Lack of economic opportu-
nities can reduce the opportunity costs of engaging 
in violence,51 whereas inequalities and exclusion can 
create grievances that can be instrumentalized by po-
litical actors to foster conflict.52

The dynamics of violent conflict are 
evolving under the new generation 
of human security threats

Human security strategies based on the pursuit of 
protection, empowerment and solidarity can com-
plement current approaches of addressing violent 
conflict. This is particularly pertinent in the current 
context — whether for the turmoil in Afghanistan, the 
future of reconciliation with indigenous peoples and 
First Nations in Canada or the transition measures for 
supporting people and places in managing large-scale 
transformations to ease planetary pressures.

“ Conventional security policies would be 
enhanced by systematically considering how 
overlapping human security threats create 
tensions and compound conflict risks

Conflict is becoming more complex, internation-
alized, multidimensional and fragmented, involving 
more types of actors and persisting longer. A devel-
opment-with-insecurity trend is emerging (see fig-
ure 4.1). Conventional security policies would be 
enhanced by systematically considering how over-
lapping human security threats create tensions and 
compound conflict risks. Similarly, development ap-
proaches that fail to account for planetary pressures 
and inequalities risk further aggravating human secu-
rity threats. The following discussion illustrates how 
the new generation of human security threats inter-
act with evolving conflict dynamics. By no means ex-
haustive, this overview shows how the intersections 
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warrant careful attention, as they may open new are-
nas for addressing conflict risks.

Conflict risks are exacerbated in the Anthropocene 
context; climate change is a threat multiplier

As chapter 2 shows, a changing climate is one fea-
ture of the Anthropocene context. Land and ocean 
ecosystems, as well as the services they provide to 
humans, are changing because of human-induced 
climate change, and biodiversity loss is rampant, 
further eroding ecosystem resilience53 and harming 
human health, livelihoods and wellbeing.54 While 
there is still an ongoing discussion on the direct cli-
mate–conflict link, a large body of research identifies 
several pathways between the two,55 highlighting how 
the Anthropocene context interplays with conflict dy-
namics. This calls for a broader conceptualization of 
human-ecological (in)security that captures the sys-
temic and volatile nature of the Anthropocene.56 Con-
flict can also exacerbate environmental degradation, 
leading researchers to point to possible “vicious vul-
nerability and climate traps.”57 Conflicts are ultimate-
ly related to social imbalances: horizontal inequality, 
power hierarchies and political interests that seem to 
contribute more to environmental conflicts than the 
direct effects of deteriorations in the environment or 
access to natural resources do.58

Climate change disproportionately affects coun-
tries already experiencing armed conflict. At the end 
of 2020, 10 of 21 ongoing UN peace operations were 
in countries most exposed to climate change.59 While 
this is due to geographic location, armed conflict in-
creases the difficulties in managing and adapting to 
climate change and may even exacerbate environ-
mental degradation. Conflict weakens government 
institutions and diverts attention from sustainable 
development to military concerns. Global military 
spending is increasing,60 alongside the military car-
bon footprint.61 Conflict operations may also directly 
hurt the natural environment. For example, attacks 
on physical infrastructure can lead to oil spills, fires 
and higher carbon dioxide emissions.62 Indeed, by 
one estimate, the Gulf War contributed to more than 
2 percent of global fossil fuel emissions in 1991.63 And 
more recent research shows how agricultural lands 
were captured and destroyed by all sides in the Syrian 

war.64 Conflict is also a predictor of declines in wild-
life populations, which hurts biodiversity.65

“ Climate change disproportionately affects 
countries already experiencing armed conflict

A transition to a low-carbon economy is critical to 
curbing climate change, yet conflict may result in bar-
riers to much needed energy transitions and lock in 
outdated polluting technologies.66 The phasing out of 
outdated technologies and shifting from fossil fuel to 
renewable technologies also comes with transition 
risks, which, if not carefully managed, can slow the 
shift and even increase conflict.67 Some regions and 
groups are better equipped to benefit from new oppor-
tunities in low-carbon economies, while others stand 
to lose out if no measures are taken when fossil fuel–
intensive production and related employment oppor-
tunities are phased out.68 If the distributional effects of 
the transition are perceived as unfair and regions and 
groups are left without the support needed to adapt 
to a new economic reality, social unrest may follow.69 
In fragile settings the side effects of renewable ener-
gy projects and local climate adaptation projects may 
heighten conflict risks.70 At the global level the transi-
tion may reshape geopolitics, changing the relative po-
sitions of states and regions and leaving political and 
economic uncertainty.71 In addition, the growing de-
mand for minerals in the wake of a low-carbon transi-
tion may exacerbate or spur new conflicts.72

Digital technologies define new arenas for conflict

Chapter 3 highlights the threats to human securi-
ty from digital technological innovation, which may 
also create new arenas where conflicts play out. The 
same technologies can provide new opportunities to 
ensure accountability and foster peace — through, for 
example, better forecasting of conflict risks73 — but 
military use of emerging technologies may also pose 
serious human security risks. For example, auton-
omous weapons systems and artificial intelligence 
may reduce human involvement in warfare,74 raising 
questions about responsibility and accountability for 
the use of force. Existing regulatory and governance 
frameworks are ill-equipped to address the human 
rights risks linked to such emerging technologies.75
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Some digital technologies can facilitate illicit eco-
nomic transactions and tax evasion, as they allow for 
anonymity and untraceable transactions.76 Online 
sharing and storing of personal data expose individ-
uals to risks ranging from identity fraud and theft to 
hate crimes, attacks and cyberbullying. Half of all in-
ternet users may be victims of a cybercrime.77 Online 
hate speech disproportionately targets women and 
minority groups,78 and online harassment can silence 
social activists and undermine public deliberation.79 
Although major social media platforms have policies 
for banning hateful conduct, regulatory frameworks 
are still lacking for the most part, implying much dis-
cretion by firms that already concentrate substantial 
economic power in arbitrating what is acceptable be-
haviour online and possibly making the internet yet 
another unsafe space for many people.

The algorithms that social media platforms use 
to promote content may create content clusters and 
spread misinformation that can drive polarization.80 
While some research points towards the potential of 
these arenas to spur radicalization and recruitment to 
extremist groups,81 the link between online hate and 
real-world violence and crime is yet to be fully estab-
lished.82 For the victims of cyberviolence, however, 
sharply distinguishing between online and offline vi-
olence may not be useful, as online attacks incite fear 
and restrict people’s freedoms, adversely impacting 
human security.

Large and growing inequalities mount tensions; 
conflict arenas differ across groups

Horizontal inequality has long been thought of as a 
key driver of conflict,83 but the conflict–inequality 
link seems to be multidirectional, with horizontal in-
equality both shaping and being shaped by violence 
and conflict.84 These interlinkages are important 
when group-level inequalities are tied to the system-
atic political, social and economic exclusion or dis-
crimination of particular groups. Fault lines across 
groups can be mobilized by political actors or other 
interests for conflict and violence.85 This should not 
be seen as an argument to curb civil liberties, given 
that the large majority of groups and social move-
ments protesting discrimination, exclusion and ine-
qualities use peaceful methods to make their voices 

heard (box 4.2). Horizontal inequalities alone do not 
automatically trigger violent conflict; other channels 
are needed to translate horizontal inequality into vi-
olent action.

People’s perception of inequality and injustice 
seems to be crucial in furthering conflict risks.86 
Groups perceiving inequalities as unfair are more 
likely to be mobilized to act and more prone to be 
sensitive to political leadership and narratives that 
stir up animosity aimed at triggering violence.87 Hori-
zontal inequality–driven conflict tensions compound 
the interaction with the potential harms of digital 
technology. As seen above, online content clusters 
and widespread misinformation can further exacer-
bate feelings of animosity and alienation.

Conflict affects groups and places differently and 
interplays with existing social and gender norms, at-
titudes and values. Men are more likely to be victims 
of violent crime and homicides and to be killed in 
battle. Yet men also make up 90 percent of homicide 
perpetrators worldwide and commit violent and sex-
ual offences at much higher rates than women.88 In 
warfare systematic sexual violence towards women 
remains an abhorrent human rights violation.89 How-
ever, one of the most egregious yet widely tolerat-
ed violations of human security is violence against 
women and children within their households and in 
the community. About one in three women world-
wide has been subject to physical and/or sexual vio-
lence, most often by an intimate partner.90 Thus, the 
most dangerous place for many women across the 
globe may be their own home.

Conflicts are a growing public health concern

Armed conflict and violence not only pose direct 
threats to health but also interact with other human 
security threats to harm physical and mental well-
being. Conflict may have long-term negative effects 
on important health determinants, such as household 
livelihoods and education. People living in conflict 
areas face compounding health risks. They are dis-
proportionately affected by trauma and injuries as 
well as mental health problems, which may lead to 
long-term disabilities and chronic illness when on-
going violence reduces access to quality healthcare 
services.91 Conflict destroys healthcare infrastructure 
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and services, exacerbating people’s vulnerability to 
trauma and diseases not directly related to fighting. 
Noncommunicable diseases may remain untreat-
ed, and conflict can increase stress and other risk 
factors.92

These adverse health outcomes disproportional-
ity affect already at-risk populations. For example, 
conflict is associated with increased gender-based 
and sexual violence directed towards women, higher 
rates of sexually transmitted diseases and worsening 

maternal health outcomes.93 Food insecurity is high-
er in conflict-affected areas, which may cause mal-
nutrition and adverse health outcomes, especially 
among children.94 Conflict and violence trigger dis-
placement, further exposing people to health threats, 
which can be exacerbated when people live in close 
proximity, leading to contexts that are prone to out-
breaks of life-threatening diseases such as cholera 
and malaria and that could become transmission 
belts for Covid-19.

Box 4.2 Social protests have intensified over the past three years

Over the past 10 years protests have been mul-

tiplying across the world, escalating in size and 

frequency. Largely peaceful, the growing scale and 

scope of protests are symptoms of human insecurity, 

revealing deep cleavages in societies and the failure 

of authorities to address citizen concerns.

Between 2009 and 2019 antigovernment protests 

increased by 11.5 percent a year on average, peaking 

in 2017 and 2019. In 2019 almost a quarter of the resi-

dents of both Hong Kong, China (SAR) and Santiago, 

Chile — 2 million and 1.2 million people, respectively — 

took to the streets, and the social movement Fridays 

for Future registered more than 4 million environmen-

tal protests. These protests parallel declining trust 

in governments and democracy.1 Protest is a form 

of political expression,2 many times a final resort to 

seek social and political change when traditional 

mechanisms have not been responsive. While a 

protest may be triggered by a single event or policy 

change — such as the killing of George Floyd in the 

United States, the increases in metro fares in Chile or 

a proposed carbon tax in France — they often reflect 

mounting grievances, exclusion and discrimination.

The number of protest events has increased in all 

Human Development Index (HDI) categories over the 

past three years, with the largest increase in the very 

high HDI category (see figure). Rather than cooling 

tensions, the Covid-19 pandemic has spurred more 

protests across the world as people have taken to 

the streets to voice concerns about governments 

responses, or lack thereof, to the public health cri-

sis.3 The vast majority of protests are peaceful, and 

only a small fraction turn violent or are met with 

intervention from authorities. How authorities meet 

demonstrations can affect whether they turn vio-

lent, and repression of nonviolent protests has been 

found to trigger further violence.4 When protests are 

met with violence from authorities, human security 

is threatened, and human rights are violated.5

The number of protest events has increased in all 
Human Development Index categories over the past 
three years

Peaceful protests
Protests with intervention from authorities
Violent protests
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Human Rights Committee 2020).
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“ While a protest may be triggered by a single 
event or policy change — such as the killing of 
George Floyd in the United States, the increases 
in metro fares in Chile or a proposed carbon 
tax in France — they often reflect mounting 
grievances, exclusion and discrimination

Public health crises such as the ongoing Covid-19 
pandemic may call for extraordinary policy meas-
ures and restrictions to protect people’s health.95 If 
the measures are perceived as ineffective or unfair or 
fail to recognize adverse distributional effects, social 
and political tensions may increase. And while the 
pandemic dampened conflict events, in 2020 political 
violence rose in more countries than it fell.96 Afghan-
istan, Mexico, Syrian Arab Republic, Ukraine and 
Yemen experienced the most political violence that 
year, whereas Cameroon, the Democratic Repub-
lic of the Congo, Iraq, Mali and Nigeria saw conflict 
events increase by more than 50 percent.97

Putting people at the heart of conflict 
analysis, conflict prevention and 
sustaining peace shows the power 
of the human security approach

After decades of gradual de-escalation, conflict is 
again on the rise (figure 4.2). In 2020 there were 56 

active state-based conflicts in 37 countries, the most 
involving the government of a state since the end 
of World War II.98 Much of this increase may be as-
cribed to the Islamic State engaging in direct conflicts 
with governments in numerous countries. However, 
state-based wars are giving way to conflict between 
nonstate actors. In 2020, 72 active nonstate conflicts 
claimed the lives of 23,000 people. Together, both 
figures point towards violent conflicts that are less 
state-centric and increasingly protracted.99

The conflicts of today tend to be less deadly than 
the wars prior to 1990. Now, most battle- related 
deaths are concentrated in a few countries. Further-
more, crime is now a greater source of violent deaths 
than armed conflicts, and most occur outside tradi-
tional conflict zones.100 The Americas account for 
40 percent of homicides, and homicide rates have re-
mained high and stable in the region while declining 
in the rest of the world.101 Beyond homicides, people 
in Latin America are disproportionately exposed to 
other violent crimes.102

Still, measuring and monitoring conflict are laden 
with political and technical challenges. Traditional 
conflict metrics, such as number of ongoing conflicts 
or battle-related deaths, do not fully capture the reach 
of armed conflicts today, nor do they give a complete 
picture of the scale of the human security implica-
tions of violent conflicts. With protracted conflicts 

Figure 4.2 The number of violent conflicts is rising again

Source: Aas Rustad 2021a.
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and organized crime simultaneously concentrating 
in subnational hotspots and spreading across bor-
ders, data and measurement innovations are needed 
to improve understanding of who is affected by con-
flict. Although there are fewer battle-related deaths 
than in the past, violent conflicts are now more pro-
tracted, lingering on for years. Violent conflict creates 
immense hardship and suffering, including physical 
injuries, mental health problems and trauma, sexual 
violence, and exploitation, as well as generalized fear 
and a breakdown of trust.

This Report introduces one innovation in measur-
ing the number of people affected by conflict that re-
veals stark trends (box 4.3).103 The number of people 

living in proximity to conflict events has more than 
doubled since 1990, and the share of conflict-affect-
ed people has been growing rapidly as well. Today 
about 1.2 billion people live in conflict-affected areas, 
560 million of them in countries not classified as frag-
ile contexts.104 In 2020 people in at least 25 countries 
not facing fragile contexts were living in proximity to 
conflict events. Between 2014 and 2020 the number 
of people living in conflict areas increased by 378 mil-
lion, and 40 percent of them were outside fragile 
contexts. Since conventional conflict analysis and 
peacebuilding tend to focus on fragility, conflict-af-
fected people outside of traditional conflict zones 
may be overlooked.

Box 4.3 Measuring conflict-affected populations

To scale the dimension of people exposed to conflict, 

Østby, Aas Rustad and Arasmith (2021) developed a 

methodology for calculating the number of people living 

in proximity to conflict. In 2020, 4.5 billion people lived 

in countries that saw some kind of conflict. Yet not all 

of those people were equally affected, as conflict events 

tend to concentrate in hotspots (box figure 1).

About 555 million people lived within 50 kilometres of a 

conflict event in 1990, compared with almost 1.2 billion—15 

percent of the world’s population — in 2020.1 The trend is 

even more dramatic for children because conflicts are 

more common in countries with younger populations. 

Some 200 million children lived in conflict areas in 1990, 

compared with 452 million — 19 percent of all children — in 

2020. About 73 percent (864 million) of conflict-affected 

people live in areas with low levels of conflict (1–25 people 

killed a year). But even living in low intensity conflict areas 

can have a big impact on people’s lives. 

(continued)
Box figure 1 Number of people within 50 kilometres of fighting
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Source: Uppsala Conflict Data Program Georeferenced Event Dataset v.20.1; UN World Population Estimates; Østby, Aas Rustad and Tollefsen 2020.
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Living in a conflict-affected area and being exposed 
to violence, directly or indirectly, have negative ef-
fects on important human development outcomes.105 
A reduced sense of safety and adverse mental health 
are common in communities with recurring violent 
events.106 For example, a surge in local homicides in 
Bogotá, Colombia, increased mental health disor-
ders and posttraumatic stress disorder among ado-
lescents, including those without direct exposure to 
violence.107

“ Today about 1.2 billion people live in 
conflict-affected areas, 560 million of them in 
countries not classified as fragile contexts

Violence and fear of violence push people to leave 
their homes and seek refuge elsewhere. The num-
ber of forcibly displaced people has been growing — 
peaking at 82.4 million in 2020 (figure 4.3).108 Chapter 
5 illustrates the multiple human security threats that 
forcibly displaced people face. While the conflicts 
in Afghanistan, Somalia and Syrian Arab Republic 
are thought to be responsible for more than half the 
world’s refugee population, overlapping human se-
curity threats, conflict and violence drive displace-
ment outside war zones. Unprecedented violence, 

widespread criminality and impunity threaten cit-
izen security in Central America and drive people 
from their homes in the Northern Triangle countries.109 

Box 4.3 Measuring conflict-affected populations (continued)

South Asia has the highest number of people affected 

by conflict; however, in Sub-Saharan Africa and the 

Middle East around 30 percent of the total population 

live in conflict (box figure 2). In the mid-2000s the conflict-

affected population in Sub- Saharan Africa rose sharply 

as a result of large increases in nonstate conflicts. The 

Arab countries show an increase after 2011, coinciding 

with the post–Arab Spring period, particularly in Iraq, 

Syrian Arab Republic and Yemen. Around 2016 there was 

an increase in Latin America, due mainly to violence re-

lated to nonstate conflict between drug cartels in Brazil 

and Mexico.

 
Source: Østby, Aas Rustad and Arasmith 2021; Østby, Aas Rustad and 

Tollefsen 2020; Uppsala Conflict Data Program Georeferenced Event Da-

taset v.20.1; UN World Population Estimates.

Note
1. A conflict event is defined as “An incident where armed force was used 

by an organised actor against another organized actor, or against civil-

ians, resulting in at least one direct death at a specific location and a 

specific date” (Aas Rustad 2021a).

Box figure 2 Africa and in the Middle East have the 
largest share of people living in conflict
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Figure 4.3 The number of forcibly displaced 
people is at a record high

Note: The global number of forcibly displaced people is recorded by 

the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees in its Refugee 

Data Finder. It includes data from the United Nations Relief and Works 

Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East on Palestine refugees 

under its mandate and data on internally displaced people from the 

Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre. See UNHCR (2021d).

Source: Human Development Report Office based on UNHCR (2020).
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Internal displacement is also a growing concern, es-
pecially in relation to climate change and environ-
mental degradation.110

“ Fear of violence may reduce people’s mobility, 
dictate how they move in public space and reduce 
their participation in community activities

Yet, fear of violence may also reduce people’s mo-
bility, dictate how they move in public space and re-
duce their participation in community activities.111 
This seems to hold true even in areas where meas-
ured conflict, violence and crime are low,112 show-
ing how insecurity, both measured and perceived, 
can shape behaviour, hamper wellbeing and curtail 
agency. As chapter 1 mentions, human insecurity is 
present across all HDI categories. Furthermore, the 
feeling of insecurity has been growing over time, 
with the largest increases in very high HDI coun-
tries. Crime, violence and terrorism is the second 
most cited risk to personal safety in the latest World 
Risk Poll,113 and more than 60 percent of people 

worldwide are worried about sustaining serious harm 
from violent crime.114

Going beyond the traditional conflict metrics to cen-
tre the analysis on people, rather than on the contesta-
tions, illustrates the power of using a human security 
approach. It shows how violent conflict increasingly 
affects people outside traditional conflict zones, who 
may be overlooked when the focus is where fighting 
takes place. It also identifies how conflict is not only a 
threat to physical safety but may also raise barriers to 
trust, solidarity, agency and empowerment — key prin-
ciples needed to face the new generation of human 
security threats. People-centred conflict analysis puts 
people at the heart of conflict prevention and shifts 
attention towards empowering people to become 
change-agents for peace. Systematic work to source 
locally defined indicators of conflict and peace may 
amplify the voices of those living in conflict (box 4.4). 
Other approaches include measuring the effective-
ness of peace operations on the lives of people, as well 
as on institutions.115 Ultimately, conflict, violence and 
peace are felt, experienced and constructed by people.

Box 4.4 Everyday Peace Indicators

Research by the Everyday Peace Indicators (EPI) project 

shows how villages and neighbourhoods around the 

world perceive peace and peace-related concepts, 

such as coexistence, security and justice. The findings: 

everyday people raise concerns vastly different from 

top-down measures of conflict and peace, hinting at the 

blindspots of conventional security policies that make 

sustaining peace in the long term so difficult.

Traditional indicators such as conflict deaths and other 

conflict events are important to understand macro-level 

trends, but they may not adequately represent the 

priorities of those living in, or affected by, conflicts. For 

example, based on data from 1,500 people in 18 rural 

villages in eastern Afghanistan, EPI researchers found 

that roadblocks (commonly raised by insurgent groups 

to extort travellers) were indicators of insecurity and 

conflict.1 But the ability to access public services or the 

visibility of women and girls in public spaces, such as 

the market, indicated reduced conflict. In Colombia the 

re-emergence of the local market and trade in San Jose 

de Uruma in northeastern Antioquia, previously hit hard 

by internal armed conflict, marked a transition towards 

peace, whereas the EPI researchers argue that piling 

up of trash on the streets may indicate a deteriorating 

situation.2

Source: Firchow 2018; Firchow and Urwin 2020; Vera-Adrianzén and 

others 2020.

Note
1. Firchow and Urwing 2020. 2. Vera-Adrianzen and others 2020.
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Inequalities have a direct bearing on dignity — and 
thereby on human security. This chapter is concerned 
with horizontal inequalities — those experienced be-
tween groups of people based on some shared char-
acteristic, including aspects of how they choose to 
self-identify. The chapter considers inequalities in 
terms of gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation 
and age, among others. It describes how discrimina-
tion, violence and violations of human rights parallel 
horizontal inequalities. It points to the importance of 
understanding intersectionality: because each per-
son’s identity is plural, some face discrimination on 
multiple fronts. For instance, Black women face dif-
ferent forms of sexism from White women and dif-
ferent forms of racism from Black men. Horizontal 
inequalities often persist despite measures to outlaw 
or regulate their underlying drivers (through antidis-
crimination laws, for example). Even when groups 
are formally protected against discrimination, social, 
political and cultural practices of exclusion can still 
erode people’s dignity. Many groups have little to no 
formal protection at all, as is the case for large num-
bers of people who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexu-
al, transgender, intersex or another sexual minority 
(LGBTI+ people) around the world.

Securing lives of dignity for people who suffer hori-
zontal inequalities demands systemic action. This 
chapter argues that this action must be bring the cen-
trality of agency to the fore. An approach based on 
agency affirms that people from excluded groups are 
not passive victims (of forces beyond their control) 
or beneficiaries of support from others — important 
as assistance may be in many circumstances; rather, 
that they are active movers and participants in so-
cial change. The focus on agency makes plain that 
addressing horizontal inequalities is more than im-
proving the wellbeing of groups excluded and dis-
criminated against, important though that is. And a 
focus on agency shows how eliminating horizontal 
inequalities not only is a matter of justice for those 
discriminated against or excluded but also enrich-
es communities and society more broadly, because 
agency is central for broader processes of social 
change.1 An agency-focused approach also recogniz-
es that people hold multiple identities at once.2 That 
people are simultaneously members of different 
collectives provides for solidarity to be built across 
groups over shared values and goals. A foundation 

of agency enhances space for solidarity as people are 
better able to reason about, strategize and participate 
in actions that transform society.

Horizontal inequalities 
undermine human dignity

What does dignity mean? As discussed in chapter 1, 
dignity lies at the heart of human rights. A commit-
ment to human rights is based in part on the recog-
nition that everyone has inherent worth, solely by 
virtue of being human and irrespective of their gen-
der, race or other identity. To quote again from arti-
cle 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: 
“All human beings are born free and equal in dignity 
and rights. They are endowed with reason and con-
science and should act towards one another in a spirit 
of brotherhood.”3 The inherent dignity of all people 
is also the basis for the universality of human rights. 
There are complementary perspectives on dignity. 
For instance, according to Martha Nussbaum, dignity 
is related to respect, agency and equality. So, dignity 
consists of being treated with respect. It also implies 
having control over what people are able to do. And it 
implies respecting the principle that all human beings 
are all equal.4

“ Injustice, oppression and discrimination 
are based on hierarchies of human 
value, which directly affect dignity

Human rights set necessary conditions for what we 
owe to each other — treating each other with respect, 
tolerance and understanding. Realizing these con-
ditions places broad demands on society that can be 
fulfilled not only by legislating and enforcing the pro-
tection of particular rights but also by examining the 
multiple ways that preclude advancing those rights.5 
It is in the context of such examination that horizontal 
inequalities can become relevant, harming the pur-
suit of human rights and, in part as a result, hurting 
dignity. Injustice, oppression and discrimination are 
based on hierarchies of human value, which directly 
affect dignity. Justice and nondiscrimination — as well 
as the principle of equality for everyone — are the core 
values of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights6 
and the global commitment to recognize inherent 
human dignity.
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In addition to legal protection of human rights, 
expanding people’s capabilities also supports digni-
ty. However, dignity can be diminished when some 
groups progress and others fall behind in what counts, 
or is perceived to count, for social worth.7 When new 
generations are more educated but lack access to high 
quality jobs or the ability to afford the living standards 
of past generations, people’s dignity can be affected 
by a sense of unfairness or a sense of failure.8

“ It is important when considering human 
security to account for all voices and 
enable their agency both in the description 
of issues and in policy responses

The frame of human security has not always fully 
accounted for the different concerns of varied social 
groups. For instance, feminist critiques have pointed 
out that policies that claim to serve all people often 
render the specific concerns of women invisible.9 
Security discourses can also fall into gendered, ra-
cialized and colonialist patterns by associating cer-
tain groups of people with victimhood and weakness10 
and by adopting protection strategies that may ulti-
mately disempower those being protected. Many in-
stitutions connected with enhancing security can be 
underpinned by patriarchal, colonial and traditional 
social norms. When that happens, they endow some 
groups with greater power while others are placed in 
a subordinate and submissive position. For instance, 
in patriarchal societies men typically are granted the 
role of protectors of their families and, by extension, 
of leaders protecting a population.11

It is therefore important when considering human 
security to account for all voices and enable their 
agency both in the description of issues and in poli-
cy responses. The fundamental needs of individu-
als for human security differ based on each person’s 
plural identities (sex, gender, race, sexual orienta-
tion, age, ethnicity, ability and residence).12 People’s 
plural identities are a source of strength and enrich 
personal and social life but can also expose some 
people to overlapping forms of discrimination and vi-
olations of human rights.13 In analysing experiences 
of human insecurity and designing policies to tackle 
them, recognizing intersectionality helps overcome 
the dangers of masking overlapping identities14 by ac-
knowledging that ultimately we are all human.15

This chapter describes some forms of discrimination 
and rights violations that are manifested in, and often 
foster, horizontal inequalities. These inequalities bear 
on the human security threats discussed throughout 
this Report (figure 5.1). At a time of increasing severity 
and frequency of hazards linked to the Anthropocene 
context that threaten human security, the gaps in capa-
bilities more relevant to responding to them are wid-
ening.16 Some groups that are falling through the floors 
of basic capabilities are also experiencing greater chal-
lenges to dignity. The chapter highlights inequalities 
in control over resources17 (land, food and water18) 
that affect health, time allocation and possibilities 
for education and work — widening gaps in capabili-
ties.19 It identifies the impacts of economic insecurity 
and greater risk to crises and shocks across different 
groups. Finally, it brings into view the ways the differ-
ent experiences of insecurity and overlapping hierar-
chies of power can undermine human dignity.

Threats to human security 
along the lifecycle

The functional capacity of people (echoing the no-
tion of capability, the ability to be and do what peo-
ple value and have reason to value20) evolves from 
childhood through adult life to older age. But there 
can be wide disparities in people’s functioning due to 
disadvantages and risk factors throughout lifecycle 
(figure 5.2). This section discusses some of the chal-
lenges faced by groups at higher risk of suffering from 
inequalities in functional capacity: children, young 
people and older people.

Human security and wellbeing achievements at 
earlier stages of a person’s life affect outcomes at 
later stages. For example, poverty, violence and men-
tal health disorders earlier in life reduce healthy life 
expectancy, resulting in poorer health capabilities 
later in life.21 For children trauma, stress and ad-
verse childhood experiences impair both physical 
and mental development, with long-lasting impacts.22 
Household and family violence, conflict and commu-
nity violence, insecurity, discrimination, income in-
security, child marriage and gender-based violence 
are just some of the human security threats affecting 
children’s health and development.

Conflict threatens every aspect of children’s lives 
and security. In 2019, 69 percent of the world’s 
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children were living in conflict-affected countries, and 
more than 18 percent were living in conflict zones.23 
Between 2005 and 2020 there were more than 
266,000 verified grave violations against children in 
conflict,24 with the real number likely much higher.25 
Children engaged in armed conflicts face various and 
compounding threats, including death, injury and dis-
ability, as well as deprivations in nutrition, poor living 
conditions, gender-based violence, obligations to take 
part in torture and killings, and dangerous labour.26 
Conflict also deprives children of education.27

Digital technologies are revolutionizing both the 
potential benefits and potential threats of technol-
ogy for children, but the effects are unequal. Digital 
technologies create opportunities for access to educa-
tion, breaking cycles of poverty and social needs for 
children and young people. But digital divides exist 
between low- and high-income countries, reaching 
81 percentage points for children and young people 
(figure 5.3).

Inequalities in access to digital technologies have 
widened inequalities in education during the Covid-
19 pandemic, as the reliance on digital technologies 
for education has grown.28 This corresponds with 
trends showing that differences in school attendance 
between the pre-pandemic period (with in-person 
instruction) and the pandemic period (with online 
teacher-assisted lessons) were more pronounced in 
countries with higher multidimensional poverty.29 
The pandemic further exposed the gender digital 
divide, showing that women and girls are at a dis-
advantage in digital skills, with bigger gaps in more 
advanced skills, hindering their ability to take advan-
tage of technology.30

Protection and empowerment strategies will dif-
fer for every age group. Children, especially those 
in early childhood, depend on external inputs for 
survival and development of basic capabilities. This 
need demands action on the part of caregivers and 
institutions to allow children to develop free from 

Figure 5.1 Different groups of people experience new threats to human security differently

Source: Human Development Report Office.
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human insecurity. This does not mean that children 
are not agents in their own lives and societies. Chil-
dren and adolescents are active participants in socie-
ty through cultural, social and political engagement, 

and in many cases they are also participants in eco-
nomic activity and care work.31 Recognizing their 
agency in these areas is key to protection and empow-
erment strategies for children.

Figure 5.2 The change in functional capacity over the lifecycle has different implications for human 
security challenges and thus requires different policies

Source: Human Development Report Office, adapted from Kalache and Kickbusch (1997) and WHO (2002).
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“ Children and adolescents are active 
participants in society; recognizing their 
agency in these areas is key to protection and 
empowerment strategies for young people

Youth marks the shift to adult life, with a high-
er functional capacity in the transition from school 
settings to workplaces. Having less experience and 
fewer skills than older adults, young people can en-
counter entry barriers to the labour market and may 
have high unemployment rates, pushed even higher 
by the Covid-19 pandemic, which harmed groups that 
tend to suffer from the impacts of horizontal inequal-
ities. For instance, in the United States in May 2020, 
although the unemployment rate declined among 
White young people, the rate among non-White young 
people rose.32 Sectors where young people tend to be 
overrepresented (retail and hospitality) have been the 
hardest hit, with most jobs done by young people in 
these sectors unable to be performed from home.33

Young people are particularly affected by violent 
conflicts and organized crime. They also have gen-
dered vulnerabilities to violence against women and 
girls, sexual assault, human trafficking and forced la-
bour. Crime, violence and drug use have increased 
with Covid-19 pandemic lockdowns, directly linked 
to limited access to employment and the loss of so-
cial and community networks.34 These factors can 
force young people to pull out of civic spaces, reduc-
ing their visibility.35 Young people are often exclud-
ed or given only a token role in civic spaces,36 where 
their voices are not heard to shape their own future.37 
In decisionmaking linked to the Covid-19 pandemic, 

younger generations have not systematically gained a 
seat at the table with policymakers and leaders.38 De-
spite these challenges, young people have demon-
strated that they are critical agents of social change, 
as they seek creative ways to prevent violence and 
consolidate peace around the globe.39

With longer life expectancies and lower fertility 
rates, the global population is ageing. By 2050 an es-
timated 1 in 6 people will be older than 6540 — 80 per-
cent of them in developing countries (table 5.1).41 
Ageing gradually reduces mental and physical capac-
ities and increases disease risks. While ageing is in-
evitable, the process can be widely different in speed, 
nature and characteristics. Genetics play a part in this 
variation, but much comes from a person’s physical 
and social environment and their sex, ethnicity and 
socioeconomic status.42 At the same time, inequal-
ities within population groups carry over into older 
age,43 producing wide ranges in functional capaci-
ties.44 Having higher dependency ratios is usually as-
sociated with greater economic pressure on the active 
population and demands for higher fiscal spending to 
support the older population.45

Health outcomes for older people appear to be 
strongly linked to disadvantages at earlier stages of 
life that could have a cumulative effect.46 Unhealthy 
habits and behaviours that lead to poor health out-
comes in later life, such as smoking, high alcohol 
consumption, low physical activity and diets low in 
fruits and vegetables, have been linked to socioec-
onomic status.47 In some countries where data are 
available, evidence shows that lower socioeconomic 
status is generally associated with increased smoking 

Table 5.1 Number of people age 65 or older, by geographic region, 2019 and 2050

Region

Number of people age 65 or older (millions)
Percent change, 

2019–20502019 2050

World 702.9 1,548.9 120

Northern Africa and Western Asia 29.4 95.8 226

Sub- Saharan Africa 31.9 101.4 218

Oceania, excluding Australia and New Zealand 0.5 1.5 190

Central and Southern Asia 119.0 328.1 176

Latin America and the Caribbean 56.4 144.6 156

Eastern and South-Eastern Asia 260.6 572.5 120

Australia and New Zealand 4.8 8.8 84

Europe and Northern American 200.4 296.2 48

Source: UNDESA 2019.
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prevalence by age, race, ethnicity and region, regard-
less of sex.48 Differences in food expenditure also 
show the prevalence of less healthful foods in lower 
socioeconomic groups.49 Communities with lower so-
cioeconomic status face limited access to affordable 
exercise facilities,50 possibly contributing to higher 
prevalence of obesity and diabetes in lower income 
populations. These risks have greater chances of be-
coming vulnerabilities as age advances, likely leading 
to health deprivations for older poor people.

“ Young people have demonstrated that 
they are critical agents of social change, as 
they seek creative ways to prevent violence 
and consolidate peace around the globe

People facing higher deprivations live shorter lives 
and spend a bigger proportion of their life in poor 
health.51 Healthy life expectancy is associated with 
better mental health. In Denmark men with mental 
disorders lost 10.2 more healthy life-years than men 
without mental disorders, and women with mental 
disorders lost 7.34 more life-years than women with-
out mental disorders.52

People older than 65 need support because of natu-
ral declines in some functional capacities and higher 
risks for some diseases. In Organisation for Econom-
ic Co-operation and Development countries their in-
comes are on average lower than those of the total 
population,53 and their risk of falling into poverty or 
remaining in poverty is significant.54 Older women 
are at a higher risk than men for poverty due to gen-
der inequalities that persist from earlier in their lives. 
Their pensions tend to be lower because of lower 
wages, gaps in employment due to childbearing and 
childrearing labour, and longer life expectancies — 
and their already lower savings are stretched out over 
longer periods of time.55

As the socioeconomic analysis intersects with other 
capabilities such as health, physical and psychosocial 
dependency and support networks, an increasingly 
complex picture forms around the experience of age-
ing on wellbeing and agency. A study on multidimen-
sional poverty and quality of ageing in Peru showed 
that being male, being younger, being more educat-
ed, being employed, not smoking, lacking physical 
disabilities, having proper nutrition, showing high-
er empowerment and self-esteem and being free of 

mental disabilities were all positively related to suc-
cessful ageing for people older than 65 living in multi-
dimensional poverty.56

The internalization of age stereotypes begins early 
in life and is present at all life stages. Stereotypes rep-
resent subconscious ideas about older people that are 
then embodied through attitudes towards ageing and, 
as discussed in chapter 1, represent a direct threat to 
human security. Experiences of ageism have negative 
effects on frailty outcomes for older people through 
negative age stereotypes. More positive attitudes to-
wards and self-perception of ageing have been linked 
to better physical outcomes and less frailty in old age.57 
Knowledge of the ageing process reduces both anxie-
ty about ageing and ageist attitudes themselves.58 This 
points to an important first step in addressing ageism: 
information and education on the ageing process.

A recent example of this has been seen during the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Guidelines for rationing looked 
to maximize the lives and life-years saved, which 
often resulted in making older age and comorbidi-
ties the main determinants hindering access to limit-
ed care services.59 There are also relevant inequality 
components to rationing, which is more likely, more 
severe and more often required in low-income set-
tings, with systems that are less equipped and have 
fewer resources.60

Violence and economic 
discriminations harm the human 
security of women and girls

Gender inequality is one of the most widespread 
horizonal inequalities. Women’s livelihoods are se-
verely impaired by poverty, with around 435 million 
women and girls living on less than $1.90 a day in 
2021 — including 47 million pushed into poverty dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandemic.61 In low-income coun-
tries 92.1 percent of employed women are in informal 
employment compared with 87.5 percent of men. 
In lower middle-income countries 84.5 percent of 
women are in informal employment compared with 
83.4 percent of men.62 Women have lower earnings, 
lower savings, worse working conditions and less ac-
cess to financial accounts, reducing their capacity to 
absorb economic shocks.63 Unequal conditions leave 
women with less protection and resilience against 
unemployment, health emergencies, paid sick leave 
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and other basic rights. Women in many countries 
have low access to bank accounts, with barriers such 
as lack of knowledge of financial services, cultural or 
religious factors and lack of provisions or aversion to 
credit.64 In societies where traditional patriarchal so-
cial norms are pervasive, women are more econom-
ically dependent on men and are constrained from 
making decisions for themselves and their families, 
hurting both their wellbeing and agency.

But gender inequality not only is a glaring injustice 
against women; it also harms society. For instance, 
women’s food insecurity cascades into the poorer 
nutrition and health outcomes of entire families and 
communities,65 and their economic insecurity can 
heavily restrict their agency. The sex gap in access to 
food increased from 2018 to 2019, with women liv-
ing in rural settings the most affected— paradoxical 
since women and girls represent most food producers 
and food providers.66 Still, in more than 90 countries 
female farmers lack equal rights to own land and to 
access other productive resources such as livestock,67 
impacting nutrition and health outcomes of entire 
families and communities.68 Globally, the prevalence 
of food insecurity is higher for women than for men, 
with the largest gaps in Africa and Latin America and 
the Caribbean.69

Natural hazards kill more women than men on av-
erage and leave women at higher risk for displace-
ment because of their dependence on forests, land, 
rivers and rainfall.70 The Covid-19 pandemic has had 
a disproportionate toll on women in critical areas of 
human development. Women have had higher risk 
exposure to the virus by being overrepresented in the 
frontlines of the response. They are overrepresented 
in the hardest hit sectors cwomen account for 39 per-
cent of global employment but 54 percent of total job 
losses during the pandemic.71 Teenage pregnancies 
and violence against women and girls increased sub-
stantially during the pandemic.72 Women’s sense of 
not being in control and living in fear are due to tra-
ditional social norms and patriarchal structures73 that 
result in the existing sex inequalities that harm their 
wellbeing and agency.74

Violence against women and girls, one of the 
most brutal forms of harming women’s wellbeing 
and agency,75 encompasses any action or behaviour 
that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexu-
al or mental harm or suffering for women and girls.76 

Violence against women and girls is the most obvious 
manifestation of deep power imbalances.77 Fear of 
violence is a common experience for women every-
where. In the triangle of violence, direct violence re-
fers to violence that is visible and explicit, including 
manifestations of physical, sexual and psychological 
violence (figure 5.4).78 Indirect violence, or structural 
and cultural violence, is subtle and can be invisible. 
Structural violence is built into social systems and 
power relations; manifests in inequalities in oppor-
tunities, access to services and representation in de-
cisionmaking; and is perpetuated through economic 
violence or child marriage, both of which limit wom-
en’s opportunities. Cultural violence is a result of 
traditional social norms about gender and feminin-
ity, manifest in different forms of psychological and 
emotional violence such as stereotyping, prejudices, 
sexist language and micromachismos.79 All forms of 
violence are interconnected.80 Cultural violence le-
gitimizes both direct and structural violence.81 Subtle 
forms of violence, called microaggressions, build up 
to severe forms of violence, such as rape and femi-
cide (box 5.1).82

“ As the socioeconomic analysis intersects with 
other capabilities such as health, physical and 
psychosocial dependency and support networks, 
an increasingly complex picture forms around the 
experience of ageing on wellbeing and agency

Economic violence, pervasive around the world, in-
volves making or attempting to make a person finan-
cially dependent by maintaining total control over 
financial resources, preventing the person from hav-
ing a financial account, withholding access to money 
or forbidding attendance at school or work.83 It can 
deepen poverty and hinder educational attainment or 
work opportunities.84 Psychological violence involves 
causing fear by intimidation, whereas emotional vio-
lence refers to undermining a person’s sense of self-
worth. Psychological and emotional violence can 
start with microaggressions. Targets of violence have 
named psychological abuse and living under fear as 
more harmful than direct physical violence.85

Intimate partner violence is widespread around 
the world, with 27 percent of ever-married/partnered 
women ages 15–49 years having experienced it. The 
highest prevalence is in Southern Asia (35 percent) 
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and Sub- Saharan Africa (33 percent).86 In some set-
tings social and cultural norms treat violence as a 
justifiable response to women’s perceived misbehav-
iour; these beliefs contribute to intimate partner vio-
lence being treated as a private matter rather than as 
a serious threat to women’s rights and security.87 At 
least 200 million girls and women alive today in 30 
countries have undergone female genital mutilation.88

“ Violence against women and girls is the most 
obvious manifestation of deep power imbalances

Violence is typically underreported because of 
three factors:89

• Stigma: Women who have experienced violence 
can be perceived as dependent, unassertive, help-
less, depressed and defenceless by themselves, 
their families, authorities and society in general.90

• Denial: In different environments women and 
girls might not be aware that routine situations 

are abusive, so they consider it normal and do not 
name it as violence.

• Mistrust: The failure of authorities to recognize 
and address violent actions is one of the main risks 
women consider before reporting.

Inequalities in power across 
race and ethnicity hurt 
everyone’s human security

Race is typically associated with physical character-
istics that become socially significant (such as skin 
colour), while ethnicity is associated with cultural ex-
pression and identification (through language, shared 
traditions or beliefs). Both have been interpreted 
differently over time and are still viewed different-
ly in different contexts, but this chapter emphasizes 
people’s lived experience and how they self-identify, 
recognizing that this process is often extremely con-
strained where social categories of race and ethnicity 

Figure 5.4 Different forms of violence against women and girls: Linking the iceberg model to the 
violence triangle

Source: Human Development Report Office based on Amnesty International and Galtung (1990).
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are associated with specific physical or cultural fea-
tures.91 Analysing race and ethnicity dynamics offers 
an opportunity to use a different lens to understand 
what security means, uncovering assumptions, co-
lonial legacies where relevant and, more broadly, 
power relations.92 Horizontal inequalities between 
racial and ethnic groups often persist over time, 
with effects across many dimensions: political, eco-
nomic, cultural and social.93 When racial and ethnic 
identities become connected to political power and 
mobilization, more powerful groups can thwart the 
advancement, dignity and rights of others. In this 
vein the distribution of power in many contexts, up-
held through colonialism and other historical pro-
cesses of subjugation, has favoured the wellbeing of 
White people at the expense of Black and indigenous 
peoples.94 When political power is distributed along 
ethnic lines, ethnic differences can be manipulated or 
leveraged by political and other leaders as points of 
contestation between groups, generating social ten-
sions, mistrust and violations of rights and dignity.95 
In the most extreme cases invoking these inequalities 
between ethnic groups can foster violent conflict.96

Formal standings and official positions against 
racism can hide the way racial inequality has been 

shaped and reproduced through development.97 It 
is important to recognize how longstanding concep-
tions of development and security have themselves 
upheld racial inequalities.98 Racial identities are gen-
erated in part through a process of “othering,” where-
by groups define and internalize their own identities 
through their social relations to others. Othering is 
closely intertwined with existing power relations. An 
example is the construction of “the west” as a social 
category associated with progress and security, de-
fined in relation to “other” regions that are associated 
with lack of progress and, concomitantly, as places of 
human insecurity.99

“ Analysing race and ethnicity dynamics 
offers an opportunity to use a different lens to 
understand what security means, uncovering 
assumptions, colonial legacies where relevant 
and, more broadly, power relations

This section considers racial inequalities as experi-
enced by Black people and indigenous peoples. Both 
groups are excluded from opportunities and face in-
security shaped by racist and colonial legacies, lack-
ing rights, recognition and representation.100 More 

Box 5.1 Femicide: The killing of women and girls because of their gender

Perpetrators of violence use different forms of abuse to exercise and maintain control and domination. The 

killing of women is the extreme manifestation of this pattern.

The UN Vienna Declaration1 recognizes femicide as the killing of women and girls because of their gender, 

which can take different forms: the murder of women because of intimate partner violence; the torture and 

misogynist slaying of women; killing of women and girls in the name of “honour;” targeted killing of women 

and girls in the context of armed conflict; dowry-related killing of women; killing women and girls because of 

their sexual orientation and gender identity; killing of aboriginal and indigenous women and girls because of 

their gender; female infanticide and gender-based sex selection foeticide; genital mutilation–related deaths; 

accusations of witchcraft; and other femicides connected with gangs, organized crime, drug dealers, human 

trafficking and the proliferation of small arms.

Femicide differs from male homicide in specific ways. For example, most cases of femicide are committed by 

partners or ex-partners and involve ongoing abuse, threats or intimidation, sexual violence or situations where 

women have less power or fewer resources than their partner. In 2020, 47,000 women and girls were intentionally 

killed by an intimate partner or family member, and on average a woman or girl is killed every 11 minutes by an 

intimate partner or a family member.2

Some actions by countries to address femicide are legal changes, early interventions, multiagency efforts, 

and special units and training in the criminal justice system. Latin American countries specifically criminalize 

femicide. Yet there are no signs of a decline in gender-related killing of women and girls.3

Notes
1. ECOSOC 2013. 2. UNODC 2021. 3. UNODC 2018.

CHAPTER 5 — INEqUALITIES AND THE ASSAULT ON HUMAN DIGNITY 1 0 1



than 370 million indigenous peoples rely on commu-
nal land and resources,101 but much of this land is held 
only through customary tenure, leaving communities 
vulnerable to land grabs and expropriation. About 
48 percent of the Quilombolas in Brazil live in se-
verely food-insecure households, with the North and 
Northeast regions of the country facing the most crit-
ical situation.102 About 25 percent of Māori children 
in New Zealand live in poverty, and 29 percent live 
in food-insecure households.103 Indigenous peoples 
have based their survival on traditional occupations, 
such as farming, hunting or fishing. This, combined 
with discrimination, has tended to limit them to wage 
work in the informal economy (domestic work, street 
vending, agriculture and construction), traditionally 
in low productivity industries where they do not earn 
enough to lift themselves out of poverty and food in-
security.104 Informal work increases their vulnerabil-
ity to exploitation and abuse, with lack of respect for 
their work rights and lack of social protection.

Indigenous peoples also face discrimination 
through the repression of cultural identities. When 
dominant or colonial languages were made official, 
indigenous languages were discouraged or made ille-
gal,105 and traditional religions and cultural practices 
were often outlawed.106 Across America children were 
forcibly taken and sent to special schools to assimilate 
the new language and traditions, facing sexual and 
physical abuse or corporal punishment for using their 
native tongue.107 For indigenous peoples in Canada to 
have full citizenship, they had to assimilate to euro- 
Canadian gender, sexual and familial norms.108

With lower representation and opportunities to 
participate in their communities, indigenous peoples 
are less likely to advocate for themselves, height-
ening horizontal inequalities. Indigenous peoples 
around the world are aware of the discrimination 
and lack of representation; they know their rights, 
and they are very active in advocating for them. But 
they face violence from business interests and can 
be dismissed by governments because of lack of rep-
resentation. The number of killings of environmental 
activists has more than tripled since the early 2000s. 
In 2019 a record 212 people were killed defending 
their land and environment; 40 percent of them be-
longed to indigenous communities, and more than a 
third of fatal attacks between 2015 and 2019 targeted 
indigenous peoples.109

“ Racial discrimination through inequitable 
systems that can take the form of structural racism 
affects education, healthcare, employment, income, 
benefits, social protection and criminal justice

Racial discrimination through inequitable systems 
that can take the form of structural racism affects ed-
ucation, healthcare, employment, income, benefits, 
social protection and criminal justice. Expressions of 
racism that shape Black people’s experiences of inse-
curity include the prejudices (negative attitudes), ste-
reotypes (categorical beliefs) and unequal treatment 
associated with their race. Structural racism has di-
rect consequences for human security. For example, 
Black people receive lower quality health care and 
live in racially segregated areas or in geographic prox-
imity to low-quality hospitals.110 Black people face 
exclusion and discrimination in education and em-
ployment. For instance, they are stereotyped as less 
warm and less capable than their peers.111 There is 
evidence that Black populations have borne a dispro-
portionate toll during the Covid-19 pandemic.112 In 
many cases Black people are more likely to be arrest-
ed and incarcerated and face more punitive sanctions 
in the criminal justice system.113

People on the move can be forced to 
follow paths of human insecurity

Journeys of human mobility can take many forms and 
be connected to different and intersecting human se-
curity threats along the way. When migrating through 
irregular channels, people’s dignity and therefore 
human security are especially vulnerable to threats 
ranging from trafficking, abuse, violence and death 
in transit to lack of access to basic services and for-
mal employment, exploitation, discrimination and 
restrictions of basic rights at destination points (fig-
ure 5.5). Although most people migrate voluntarily 
through labour or family migration,114 many others 
are displaced or forced to move115 due in part to the 
impacts of the Anthropocene context (see chapter 2), 
sociopolitical and economic instability or conflict and 
violence.

As dangerous planetary change continues, com-
munities around the world — but especially in 
developing countries — are increasingly affected by in-
tensifying extreme weather events and other climate 
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Figure 5.5 Migration and displacement on a path of insecurity

(continued)

Threats to human security triggering migration and displacement

Threats to human security in transit

Violence, conflict and instability
War, conflict, gang violence, organized crime and human rights abuses are 
forcing people to flee in order to preserve their life and security.

6.6 million people have been forced to flee the Syrian Arab Republic 
since conflict broke out a decade ago.

More than 5 million Venezuelans have left the country amid severe 
sociopolitical instability.

Disaster
Weather-related disasters, aggravated by pressure on planetary systems, 
geophysical disasters and other sudden-onset and slow-onset hazards, displace 
millions of people every year.

In 2020 alone 30.7 million people were internally displaced due to disaster. 
Close to 40 percent of that happened in the East Asia and the Pacific 
region due to typhoons, floods, earthquakes and volcanic eruptions.

Poverty, lack of opportunities and scarcity
Dire development crises of diverse backgrounds create food insecurity, poverty, 
scarcity and lack of resources and opportunities for millions of people worldwide. 
Some turn to migration as a mitigation strategy or a solution in search for a 
better life.

Economic or labour migration dominates some of the most important 
migration corridors in Southern Asia, such as Bangladesh–India, 
Afghanistan–Pakistan, India–Pakistan and Nepal–India.

Hazardous journeys
Migrants and displaced persons attempt dangerous journeys to escape insecurity, 
but they can encounter more insecurity and even death along the way.

Deaths at some of the most dangerous migration routes:
• Mediterranean Sea: 22,977 deaths and missing migrants since 2014, 

18,617 of them in the Central Mediterranean route.
• American continent: 5,822 deaths and missing migrants since 2014, 

3,580 of them in the United States–Mexico border route.

Smuggling, trafficking and exploitation
The absence of sufficient institutional avenues for a way out of insecurity leads 
people to migrate in irregular situations, bypassing formal institutions. This 
exposes them to a range of threats to their human security.

Smuggling networks have become a profitable and complex industry 
(estimated at $6.75 billion a year only for the East, North and West Africa 
to Europe route and the South America to North America route). Migrants 
risk violence, abuse, exploitation and more in the hands of smugglers.
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Compounding risk 
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Northern Triangle

Long-standing violence 
and organized crime

41 percent of migrants from 
the Northern Triangle cite 
insecurity or violence as one 
of the two main reasons for 
migration.

Searching for better 
opportunities

Three of the poorest 
countries on the continent. 
Fleeing poverty and 
the possibility of better 
opportunities is one of the 
main drivers for migration.

Disasters and climate 
change aggravating an 

already dire situation
Drought in 2018 put 3.2 
million people at risk of food 
insecurity in El Salvador
Hurricane season 2020:
Displaced 310,000 people 
in Guatemala and 175,000 
people in Honduras and 
severely affected agriculture 
and fishing in the region. 

“Coyotes y polleros”
75 percent of migrants 
paid smugglers to help 
them make part of or 
the entire journey to the 
United States, paying 
often between $4,000 and 
$8,000.

Northern Triangle 
migrants targeted, killed, 

extorted, kidnapped
Some estimates: More than 
11,000 migrants kidnapped 
in Mexico in 2010; 2,180 
Central Americans 
disappeared in Mexico at 
the end of 2015. More than 
70,000 have disappeared 
since 2006.

Migration and displacement

On a path of insecurity
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phenomena that threaten their lives, livelihoods and 
human security. For example, severe droughts and 
floods endanger water access and food security and 
force seasonal or permanent migration. It is predicted 
that by 2050 around half of the world population, and 
as much agricultural production, will be at risk due to 
increased drought and flood variability,116 a potential 

push-factor for migration.117 Rising sea levels are also 
expected to influence the migration of millions, par-
ticularly affecting Small Island Developing States and 
countries with large coastal settlements.118 Individu-
als, families and communities may thus choose mi-
gration as a way to mitigate their environmental risk 
and protect their human security.

Figure 5.5 Migration and displacement on a path of insecurity (continued)

Source: Center for American Progress 2020; Community Psychology n.d.; Eurostat 2021b; Freedom for Immigrants 2021; García Bochenek 2019; 

Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime 2018; Human Rights Watch 2018, 2019, 2020a, 2020b, 2021; IADB 2018; IDMC 2020, 

2021; International Crisis Group 2016; IOM 2016, 2019b, 2020a, 2020b, 2021; IPUMS USA 2021; Laczko, Singleton and Black 2017; Long and Bell 

2021; Migration Data Portal 2021a, 2021b; Repeckaite 2020; UNHCR 2018, 2021a, 2021b, 2021c; UNHCR and UNICEF 2019; UNODC 2020; US 

Customs and Border Patrol 2021; US Department of Homeland Security 2019.

Threats to human security as an immigrant or a displaced person

Although not the same, migrant smuggling can turn into human trafficking.

• Libya: 76 percent of 1,400 Libyan migrants surveyed in Italy 

experienced at least one indicator of human trafficking (International 

Organization for Migration), and 84 percent suffered inhumane 

treatment, including brutal violence and torture (Oxfam)

Detention, deportation and family separation
Some migrants and displaced persons trying to cross borders into a different 

country are detained.

Across the world cases of inhumane conditions in detention centres, 

families forcibly separated, prolonged detentions of one or more years, 

sexual abuse, tortures and other forms of violence have been reported.

Reports around the world show that deportation processes can be violent 

and abusive, and deportees often face increased insecurity going back to 

no support system, no refuge and even to revenge for having fled.

Dangers and challenges
Undocumented migrants face great insecurity by living outside the protection 

and coverage of most formal institutions and services. Documented migrants 

still face insecurity and inequality due to limitations of their migratory status, 

discrimination and other barriers of formal institutions.

10 percent of human trafficking victims are targeted because of their 

immigration status. This is also used by traffickers as leverage to keep 

exploiting victims.

Undocumented migrants participate mainly in the informal economy, 

which exposes them to unfair wages and working conditions, exploitation, 

lack of social protection and high job insecurity. Shocks such as the 

Covid-19 pandemic disproportionately affect informal workers.

In the European Union the unemployment rate of non-EU born immigrants 

is 13.9 percent, more than double the 6.1 percent of native workers.

Insecurity at refugee camps and temporary settlements
4 million out of 7.4 million school-age refugee children under the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees mandate were out of school 

in 2017.

The enrollment gap between refugee children and children globally 

stands at 31 percent for primary education and 61 percent for secondary 

education.

1

2

3

Rising deportations and 

US Border Patrol encounters

More than 11,700 deported 

to the Northern Triangle 

from the United States 

between 2017 and 2019.

More than 62,000 monthly 

apprehensions or expulsions 

on average in 2021.

Unaccompanied children

The number of 

unaccompanied children 

from the Northern Triangle 

apprehended at the United 

States–Mexico border 

doubled to more than 21,500 

between 2012 and 2017.

66,000 unaccompanied 

children from the Northern 

Triangle registered in 

Mexico since 2015.

Higher unemployment, 

less qualified jobs

Latinos have historically 

had an unemployment rate 

1.6–1.9 times higher than 

that of non-Hispanic Whites

More than 50 percent of 

Northern Triangle migrants 

work low-wage jobs in 

construction, food services 

and cleaning compared 

with 20 percent of all 

migrants.

Access to basic services 

and social protection

Around 20 percent of 

Latinos in the United States 

lack health insurance, 

compared with 7.3 percent 

of non-Hispanics.

Around 60 percent of 

Northern Triangle migrants 

pay taxes in the United 

States, but only 23 percent 

report receiving benefits 

from social protection 

programmes.
* Nonexhaustive list of risks and hazards
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The number of people forcibly displaced due to 
conflict or disaster has trended up over the past dec-
ade, reaching more than 80 million worldwide (see 
chapter 4). More than 86 percent of refugees are host-
ed in developing countries, and 27 percent of all ref-
ugees are hosted in the Least Developed Countries.119 
Managing incoming people presents a complex chal-
lenge for host countries, which struggle to safeguard 
the dignity and human security of those on the move 
and to protect and empower refugees and migrants. 
And the Covid-19 pandemic has brought added op-
erational and financial challenges to the disaster 
displacement response, further exacerbating the 
impacts of displacement on human security and the 
wellbeing of those affected.120

In general, international migration is intimately 
connected with several dimensions of human secu-
rity. Nearly two-thirds of the close to 272 million in-
ternational migrants worldwide in 2019 were labour 
migrants.121 While seeking better opportunities, la-
bour migrants face insecurities ranging from discrim-
ination to barriers in access to basic services such as 
health, education and housing, even though they can 
fill skill and labour gaps and contribute to host socie-
ties and economies.

Discrimination impairs the mental and physical 
health of migrants.122 Migrants are also discriminat-
ed against and subjected to violence because of mis-
information and discriminatory beliefs that they hurt 
the economic prospects of host-country citizens by 
stealing jobs or draining social services.123

Ending discrimination against different 
expressions, behaviours or bodies 
enhances human security for all

LGBTI+124 people face specific human security chal-
lenges, stemming from repressive (and often violent) 
responses to their having identities, expressions, be-
haviours or bodies that are perceived to transgress 
traditional dominant gender norms and roles.125

The human security discourse has not acknowl-
edged the different gender identities and sexual ori-
entations or incorporated LGBTI+ experiences of 
human insecurity.126 In terms of freedom of want, 
LGBTI+ people face discrimination in home own-
ership, credit and financial resources, education 
and employment. They also face impediments in 

exercising the right to full citizenship and in access to 
basic services — as well as increased health risks and a 
greater likelihood of being homeless. They face par-
ticular risk of harm in societies that do not tolerate 
diversity.127

“ The human security discourse has not 
acknowledged the different gender identities 
and sexual orientations or incorporated 
LGBTI+ experiences of human insecurity

To be recognized as a person before the law is a 
human right and key to accessing education, work, 
housing and health services, to political participa-
tion and to protection from violence, torture and dis-
crimination.128 LGBTI+ people do not have the right 
of recognition of their identity and full citizenship 
in 87 percent of the world’s 193 countries.129 In many 
countries trans women reported experiencing vio-
lence when they attempted to get their government- 
issued identity cards, passports or electoral cards.130

LGBTI+ people, especially young LGBTI+ peo-
ple, have a greater likelihood of being homeless due 
to familial rejection; economic and legal issues; dis-
crimination in home ownership, credit and financial 
resources; mental illness; addiction; or eviction.131 
Some 15–30 percent of young people experiencing 
homelessness may identify as LGBTI+.132 In many 
countries LGBTI+ people have low visibility, with 
fewer than 15 percent disclosing their sexual orien-
tation, gender identity or gender expression to their 
families in 2016 and around 5 percent in schools, 
workplaces or communities.133 When employers dis-
criminate or refuse to hire transgender people for not 
having certain documents, this pushes LGBTI+ peo-
ple to less productive positions than they are qualified 
for — such as jobs in the informal sector.134

Gay cisgender men have higher risk of contract-
ing HIV. In South Africa HIV prevalence among 
LGBTI+ people ranges from 10 percent in Cape Town 
to 50 percent in Johannesburg.135 Lesbian and bi-
sexual women have the lowest STD prevention rates 
in Thailand, where 84 percent of bisexual women 
and 90 percent of lesbians have never been tested for 
HIV.136 The stress and trauma LGBTI+ people expe-
rience can result in poor mental and physical health 
outcomes. A study by the US Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention reports that LGBTI+ young 
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people are four times as likely as cisgender students 
to seriously consider suicide.137

Due to stigma LGBTI+ people may be denied ac-
cess to health, education or technology services. 
Health care providers often do not understand their 
unique needs.138 Bullying and exclusion at schools 
can reduce their ability to study or lead them to skip 
school.139 In Thailand 41 percent of LGBTI+ people 
and 61 percent of transgender women reported dis-
crimination as students in 2018.140 Technology-wise 
they are overlooked by automated gender recogni-
tion of artificial intelligence, and the digital divide 
is higher for older LGBTI+ people.141 LGBTI+ people 
are also more prone to online violence and discrimi-
nation, with 64 percent of LGBTI+ social media users 
experiencing harassment and hate speech.142

Regarding freedom from fear, anxiety and indig-
nity, LGBTI+ people endure torture, inhumane and 
degrading treatment, criminalization, targeted phys-
ical and sexual attacks, forced medical interventions, 
conversion therapies and killings. In many countries 
men perceived to be gay have been targets of arbi-
trary detentions, including other forms of violence 
such as electric shocks, beatings, insults and humil-
iations.143 Violence can start early in life in different 
spaces (home, school, work, public spaces, online), 

and the threat of violence and abuse lasts through-
out their lives, with greater risk for sexual violence.144 
LGBTI+ people are stigmatized and pathologized 
through their lives, being perceived as ill, disordered, 
malformed or abnormal.145 The vast majority of 
LGBTI+ people in several countries have been subject 
to violence, with higher incidence for gay men, and 
many have experienced sexual violence.146 Through-
out LGBTI+ people’s lives discrimination reduces 
their access to education, employment and social 
protection and can lead to death (box 5.2).

“ Agency is key for the simultaneous achievement 
of empowerment and protection, placing the 
person at the heart of the security actions

One of the main challenges in assessing the cov-
erage of human rights, discrimination and violence 
is the lack of global and national statistics and data 
on gender identity. And sexual orientation puts pol-
icymakers in uncharted territory as they craft pro-
grammes and policies that affect LGBTI+ people 
and their families. The lack of disaggregated data 
also risks grouping the different identities under the 
LGBTI+ umbrella, despite different needs and expe-
riences of insecurity.

Box 5.2 Understanding transfemicide

Trans and gender-diverse people face discrimination and marginalization every day that can lead to violence 

and death. The murder of transgender people is sometimes reported but often in a transphobic way. In most 

countries there is no formal data collection to describe the nature, frequency or extent of transgender homicides. 

Since 1980 activists around the globe have shed light on transphobic violence. The Brazilian lesbian, gay, bisexual 

and transgender organization Grupo Gay da Bahia and the US Transgender Day of Remembrance website were 

pioneers.

In 2009 the Trans Murder Monitoring Observatory started to systematically monitor, collect and analyse re-

ports of the killing of trans and gender-diverse people worldwide.1 Its latest data show an alarming increase from 

149 in 2008 to 375 in 2021 — or 151 percent. About 70 percent of the recorded murders happened in Central and 

South America. About 96 percent of the recorded murders were trans women or transfeminine people, for whom 

the risk for sexual violence increased because 58 percent of murdered trans women and transfeminine people 

were sex workers.2 Other identities intersect as well: in the United States 89 percent of the trans people murdered 

were Black, and in Europe 43 percent of the trans people murdered were migrants.3

Notes
1. Balzer, LaGata and Berredo 2016; Trans Murder Monitoring Observatory 2020. 2. Trans Murder Monitoring Observatory 2021. 3. These figures 

are incomplete because data are not systematically collected in most countries and because families, authorities and media often misgender 

trans people. It is not possible to estimate the number of unreported cases. Additionally, the Covid-19 pandemic has disproportionately im-

pacted marginalized trans people (those who are Black, sex workers, migrants, young and poor), deepening inequalities. It has complicated sex 

work, on top of the stigma and criminalization that leaves trans sex workers exposed to violence. And it has revealed the lack of legislation and 

protection of trans and gender-diverse people (Trans Murder Monitoring Observatory 2020, 2021).
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Eliminating horizontal inequalities 
to advance human security: 
The salience of agency and 
the imperative of solidarity

The previous sections describe how some groups of 
people experience violations of their human rights 
through exclusion, discrimination and violence. Pro-
tection and empowerment strategies are directly 
relevant to enhancing the human security of these 
groups. Agency is key for the simultaneous achieve-
ment of empowerment and protection, placing the 
person at the heart of the security actions (as dis-
cussed in chapter 1).

When discriminated groups are able to shape de-
cisionmaking, potential tensions between protection 
and empowerment strategies diminish. Putting agen-
cy at the centre of human security actions affirms that 
people are not just victims lacking power over their 
circumstances.147 Nor are they exclusively passive 
recipients of protection. Instead, they can be active 
participants in efforts to improve their own wellbe-
ing and agency. Reaffirming people’s status as agents 
rather than as victims is particularly important to 
eliminate horizontal inequalities, given that human 

security actions may otherwise unfold in disempow-
ering, paternalistic or even hegemonic approaches.148

Moreover, the significance of agency is broader 
than enabling discriminated groups to enhance their 
own human security. Agency empowers people to 
drive social transformations that improve lives and 
the wellbeing of others. When embedded in protec-
tion and empowerment strategies, agency enhances 
people’s ability to deliberate and act on broader so-
cial imperatives. Enhancing agency thus not only re-
duces horizontal inequalities between groups but also 
improves human security for everyone.

Agency can be the basis for solidarity. When agen-
cy is emphasized, there is also more space for ac-
tions that integrate diverse experiences according to 
plural, and sometimes overlapping, identities.149 A 
focus on agency helps incorporate intersectionality in 
human security. It recognizes the different identities, 
their intersections and their practical and strategic 
needs150 and allows policymakers to tackle integra-
tion, respect and meaningful inclusion. Take Brazil 
and South Africa, two countries where Black women 
have higher unemployment rates than White men 
and the national average (figure 5.6). Analysing and 
measuring human security with an intersectional 

Figure 5.6 Black women have higher unemployment rates in Brazil and South Africa, first quarter of 2021

Source: Instituto Brasileiro de Geografía e Estatística (Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics) and Republic of South Africa Department of Statistics.
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perspective can open new possibilities for solidarity 
across groups.

Addressing inequalities under a human security 
lens requires systemic action, not isolated policies, 
embodying a commitment to the broad realization of 
human rights. In the context of longstanding horizon-
tal inequalities, this entails going beyond legislating 
against discrimination. Antidiscrimination measures 
are undoubtedly important because they mitigate un-
justified differences in how certain groups are treat-
ed. However, people can continue to face exclusion 
and indignity even when they are formally protected 
from discrimination. Societal prejudices, econom-
ic insecurity and impediments to political participa-
tion, education and health can all work to perpetuate 

inequalities. In this context achieving broad realiza-
tion of human rights demands action going well be-
yond legal protection.

“ Analysing and measuring human security 
with an intersectional perspective can open 
new possibilities for solidarity across groups

Advancing human security depends on elimi-
nating horizontal inequalities; as they are reduced, 
human security is enhanced. For this cycle to unfold, 
it is crucial to emphasize the salience of agency and 
solidarity. Solidarity strategies have an instrumental 
role in the form of common security: the security of 
one group contributes to the security of other groups, 

Figure 5.7 Building blocks to advance human security by reducing horizontal inequalities

Source: Human Development Report Office based on UN Treaty Bodies and leading documents.
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as the violation of some groups’ rights today leaves 
the space for the violation of other groups’ rights 
tomorrow.151

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights re-
mains one of the most important commitments to 
protecting the dignity of all people. Numerous doc-
uments addressing specific issues or groups have 
since been introduced, seeking to establish shared 
principles and, at times, coordinated policy direc-
tions in light of global challenges affecting people’s 
lives and dignity. They represent key resources to 
advance human security (figure 5.7). They can serve 
as building blocks, as well as guides and sources for 
complementary action, which must also evolve to re-
spond to the evolving human security threats of our 
times.

“ No person is defined solely by being part of any 
social group, and each person has plural identities. 
But there are systematic differences across groups 
of people that harm human security — not only 
of those discriminated against but of everyone

Possible evolution would include, for instance, 
reforming justice systems and strengthening the 
health care response on violence against women and 
girls. This would provide formal protection mech-
anisms for women and girls. However, protection 
policies are not enough for long-term human securi-
ty, since they can ignore underlying causes, such as 
a culture that normalizes violence against women 
and stigmatizes women who have experienced vio-
lence. They also may limit the recognition of agency. 
Therefore, protection should be complemented by ef-
fective instruments to raise awareness and support 
for laws against violence against women and girls, 
to promote women’s rights and to educate society at 
large for an end to the discrimination and revictimi-
zation of women.

For LGBTI+ people there has been a progressive 
reduction of criminalization of different forms of 
gender identity and expression and of consensual 
same-sex sexual conduct around the world. For ex-
ample, the number of countries criminalizing con-
sensual same-sex sexual conduct dropped from 85 
to 67 between 2007 and 2020.152 These measures 
are a step towards human security. But they do not 
address threats to dignity if LGBTI+ people contin-
ue to face discrimination in social life. Thus, these 
measures should be complemented by nondiscrimi-
nation frameworks — based on legal and social norms 
— so that LGBTI+ people have the agency not only to 
lead the life they value but also to drive broader so-
cial change that eliminates the horizontal inequalities 
that are a permanent threat to human security.

*    *    *

This chapter highlights only some of the many hori-
zontal inequalities that characterize our world today. 
No person is defined solely by being part of any so-
cial group, and each person has plural identities. But 
there are systematic differences across groups of 
people that, as the chapter illustrates for a few cases, 
harm human security — not only of those discriminat-
ed against but of everyone. It is right to emphasize 
the importance of addressing this discrimination by 
enhancing the wellbeing of those who suffer the con-
sequences of persisting horizontal inequalities — it 
is a matter of justice. But it is equally crucial to rec-
ognize that people have agency, and in enhancing 
agency not only would there be more of a chance 
for the wellbeing of those excluded or discriminated 
against to be enhanced, but everyone’s human securi-
ty would advance. Eliminating horizontal inequalities 
thus acquires even greater relevance and reaffirms 
the importance of adding solidarity to protection and 
empowerment strategies.
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The concept of human security, as introduced in the 
1994 Human Development Report,1 was conceptual-
ized as universal and centred on people. Universalism 
is a concern for people everywhere, as it encompass-
es the common threats experienced by human beings 
(unemployment, crime, pollution) while recognizing 
the different threats facing women in the person-
al security area related to violence against women. 
Centred on people — a concern for how people live 
and exercise, their choices and how they access most 
markets and opportunities. In this sense it recogniz-
es the important differences in access to markets and 
opportunities — in relation to economic insecurity — 
for women and girls throughout their lifecycle.

Before the concept of human security was coined, 
feminist scholars had challenged the state-centric 
definitions of security.2 Theories of feminist secu-
rity questioned the foundations of the concept that 
reveals an inherent gender bias and androcentric 
framework,3 defying the traditionally gendered hier-
archies embedded in the concept of security that de-
value women’s lives and their economic and social 
contributions to society.4

The gender perspective in human security has been 
debated by different generations of international re-
lations feminists,5 often centring on two aspects that 
have been omitted: gender inequalities and the ways 
different women experience insecurity.

International relations feminists6 started question-
ing the gender biases in the core concepts of state, 
power and security, built in masculine terms. They 
believed that security could be achieved by elimi-
nating gender inequality and distinguishing between 
men as the powerful and women as the weak.7 Re-
search started with the analysis of masculine dis-
course around national security in the military. 
Cynthia Enloe analysed the construction of mascu-
linity in national armies, the treatment of women sol-
diers and the presence of women prostitutes around 
military bases.8 By identifying the strong connec-
tions between the exercise of power over women and 
their bodies and the understanding of security, she 

concluded that women were strongly marginalized in 
the name of practicing security.

The concept of security placed the state as a pri-
mary actor, built on the privilege of masculine traits, 
with women absent from the public sphere. Catharine 
McKinnon called attention to the lack of gender con-
siderations and determinants of the state, acknowl-
edging that the concept of state was male, as “the 
law sees and treats women the way men see and treat 
women.”9 The state and justice system exercised 
male power over women by institutionalizing the 
male point of view in law. So, security from feminist 
standpoints highlights the multiple and overlapping 
hierarchical relationships of power that undermine 
women’s dignity and capabilities.10

Feminist scholars proposed a more comprehen-
sive definition of security “not just as the absence of 
threats or violence, but as the enjoyment of econom-
ic and social justice,”11 recognizing that security de-
pends on the different economic, political, social and 
personal circumstances.12

Researchers also explored the relationship between 
security and gendered bodies,13 which contributed to 
a better understanding of how the concept was ex-
cluding and ignoring women’s experiences with in-
security, arguing that the body could explain several 
aspects of historical oppression on women, where 
sexuality is the effect of historical power relations.14 
And beyond gender, other inherent characteristics 
such as race or ethnicity should be considered and ac-
counted for when conceptualizing human security — 
as humans with different overlapping characteristics 
will experience insecurity in different ways.15

Later, the field of international relations opened 
space for gender as an analytical category to make 
women’s experiences with insecurity visible.16 The 
way to rectify the exclusion of women was by ana-
lysing their everyday lives. Adding women was not 
their main request, as this would just reinforce the 
male experience and viewpoint as the main category. 
Gender should be considered a systematically analyt-
ical category about constructions of masculinity that 
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privilege men and devalue femininity.17 Gender hi-
erarchies shaping behaviour and practices in society 
should be visible, so that different solutions and alter-
natives can be developed to overcome insecurities.18

Feminist theorists had also highlighted that the 
lack of reflection around women’s subordination in 
different spaces (state, family, workplace) is seen 
as an accidental failure of democracy instead of ac-
knowledging gender as an element of how patriar-
chal institutions were built. For human security this 
means reflecting on whose security is being empha-
sized and how. Boys’ and men’s security is prioritized 
over girls’ and women’s because of sexism. All forms 
of insecurity are gendered. And their manifestations, 
patterns and degree of intensity might differ for each 
gender but also depend on the context.19

According to Beth Woroniuk, the key gendered 
dimensions missing in human security discussions 
since the concept emerged were violence against 
women, gender inequality in control over resourc-
es, gender inequality in power and decisionmaking, 
women’s human rights and women as actors not 
victims.20 Also at the beginning of the millennium, 
the Women’s International Network for Gender and 
Security started to redefine security, prioritizing the 
consistency of human security with the principles 
of nonviolence, universal human dignity and sus-
tainable living. The network defined four critical 
feminist dimensions for human security: a healthy 
planet and sustainable living environment, meet-
ing basic human needs for wellbeing, respecting 
and fulfilling human rights and eliminating violence 
and armed conflict in preference for nonviolent 
change and conflict resolution. Other researchers 
have asked for human security to focus on women 
issues of physical, structural and ecological violence 
rather than military security.21 To include gendered 
dimensions in human security means letting go of 
androcentric biases, bringing to the fore the experi-
ences of women and girls shaped by unequal power 
relationships.

Another aspect, in line with the second-wave fem-
inism claiming that “the personal is political,”22 is to 
start with the individual or community rather than 
the state or the international system. Feminist schol-
ars drew on local experiences of women to interpret 
and explain their insecurities and disadvantaged 
positions.

Feminist scholars23 have also argued that women 
cannot simply be added as a category to study inter-
national relations and human security, because both 
are set on masculine constructions of world politics, 
resting on a patriarchal system. The main task of the 
most recent generation of international relations 
feminists has been to deconstruct the traditional un-
derstanding of human security by introducing new 
ways to interpret gender. Continuing the work by pre-
vious generations, third-generation feminists view 
human security through the lens of human relation-
ships and human needs as opposed to a masculine 
view centred on institutions.24

Black feminism25 — led by Kimberlé Crenshaw,26 
who developed the theory of intersectionality, and 
Patricia Hill Collins,27 who developed the matrix of 
domination — proposed a critical approach to human 
security. The insecurities experienced by women 
are shaped not just by their gender but also by other 
identities, such as race, ethnicity, age, sexuality, dis-
ability, physical appearance and religion. These cat-
egories are used as frameworks of domination and 
power that exclude and marginalize those who are 
different.28 For Hill Collins gender has the same im-
portance as race and class in paying attention to the 
power relations that are root causes of sexism, racism 
and classism to understand how insecurity is experi-
enced in people’s daily lives.29

Several scholars have identified violence against 
women as one of the most pervasive threats to wom-
en’s and girls’ security. Worldwide, women live in 
constant risk of experiencing violence at the per-
sonal, community, economic and political levels, a 
violence rooted in the foundations of a system that 
facilitates patriarchal structural violence.30 This risk 
limits women’s and girls’ mobility and agency over 
their own lives.

In the same line of structural violence, gender jus-
tice is one of the key aspects of improving human se-
curity, as women and girls are typically invisible and 
marginalized within judicial processes. Gender jus-
tice refers to “legal processes that are equitable, not 
privileged by and for men, and which distinguish 
gender-specific injustices that women experience.”31 
When a group of people with a common identity face 
discrimination coming from institutions or traditions, 
it is embedded in the social structure. This structural 
violence can lead to suffering and death just as often 
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as direct violence, and though the damage is slower 
and more subtle, it is more difficult to repair.32

Feminist studies of human security have put on 
the table relevant themes for women such as the im-
pacts of armed conflict on women, gender relations 
and gender roles; ways international humanitarian 
actions and peacekeeping operations widen or dimin-
ish unequal gender relations; and women’s absence 
from decisionmaking positions that are central to 
peacebuilding.33 Women experience gendered effects 
in the context of conflicts and are also neglected in 
disarmament, demobilization and reintegration be-
cause they are not recognized as combatants or are 
viewed simplistically as camp followers or wives of 

commanders because of stigma and prejudices about 
their gender.34

The frame of human security stresses the im-
portance of people being able to take care of them-
selves: all people should have the opportunity to meet 
their most essential needs and to earn their own liv-
ing. Empowerment and independence will not be 
achieved by framing women and girls as vulnerable 
victims of the different threats they face but by asking 
women and girls how they are secured or unsecured. 
Hearing women’s voices will tell a different story of 
security, where they enforce the respect of their eco-
nomic, political and human rights and are empow-
ered to achieve their own development.
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United Nations Children’s Fund

The new generation of human security threats in the 
Anthropocene context, including the compound-
ing effects of inequalities, digital technology threats, 
health threats and violent conflict have a unique and 
far-reaching bearing on children and their futures. 
The realization of human security inevitably depends 
on addressing those widespread and cross-cutting 
challenges to their survival, livelihood and dignity, 
with profound effects on future generations.

This is exemplified by the Covid-19 pandemic, 
whose lingering impact has resulted in increasing 
poverty and inequality, which threaten to undermine 
the rights of children. An estimated 100 million more 
children are projected to be living in multidimension-
al poverty today, representing an increase of 10 per-
cent since 2019.1 Along with growing poverty, more 
children are out of school, hungry, abused, made to 

work and forced into early marriage. The global cri-
sis has taken a harsh toll on children and adolescents, 
fuelled by deprivation and loss and heightened by 
racism, discrimination and gender inequality.

Anthropocene risks

The Children’s Climate Risk Index2 revealed that vir-
tually every child on the planet is exposed to at least 
one environmental threat, be it heatwaves, cyclones, 
flooding, drought, air pollution or lead poisoning, and 
approximately 1 billion children live in countries clas-
sified as extremely high risk from the consequences 
of climate change. Children can be particularly vul-
nerable to climate and environmental shocks if there 
are inadequate essential services, such as water, san-
itation, healthcare and education. As it stands, en-
vironmental degradation has contributed to one in 
three children having elevated levels of lead in their 
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Figure S5.2.1 A new generation of human security threats for children

Source: Human Development Report Office based on UN Treaty Bodies and leading documents.
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blood. About half a billion children are threatened by 
flooding, and by 2040 one in four children will live 
amid extreme water stress.

In order to reduce these Anthropocene risks, efforts 
are needed to improve the resilience of the essen-
tial services that children depend on to survive and 
thrive. This includes improving access to water, sani-
tation and hygiene services, as well as introducing cli-
mate-smart health services. Children will also benefit 
from schools and education systems that can respond 
flexibly and adeptly to disasters and from social safe-
ty nets that are climate-responsive. In all these efforts 
children and young people must be engaged as agents 
of change in environmental and climate action, as it 
is their futures that hang in the balance.

Inequalities

Evidence from previous crises (including economic 
shocks and especially the current Covid-19 pandem-
ic) shows that the wide-ranging social and econom-
ic impact is likely to be disproportionally higher on 
children, with groups most likely to be left behind 
suffering the severest consequences in terms of pov-
erty and hunger linked to reduced family incomes, 
job losses and rising inequality.3 The global reach 
of the pandemic means that children in both devel-
oped and developing countries are affected. Poorer 
and marginalized children globally are also more 
vulnerable to loss of education and less able to par-
ticipate in distance learning and access health-care 
services. This is particularly true for the 1 in 10 chil-
dren with disabilities worldwide, who may experi-
ence deprivation and be less likely to be counted, 
consulted and considered in decisionmaking that 
affects them.4

The cost of inaction is high. Children stand to lose 
the equivalent of $17 trillion, or roughly 14 percent of 
global gross domestic product (GDP), from their fu-
ture earnings due to loss of schooling and learning.5 
Almost 9 million more children may end up in child 
labour, 10 million more girls in early marriages, and 
many more children will experience violence and 
suffer negative impacts on their mental health. This 
is not only a loss to children but also to communi-
ties, countries and the world, with productivity and 
growth prospects likely to be reduced for decades.6

Digital technology risks

Digital innovation and technology development are 
accelerating, particularly as the Covid-19 pandem-
ic has caused a shift to distance and remote deliv-
ery systems. Digital innovations and solutions have 
become fundamental to improving children’s lives 
across the spectrum, from health to nutrition, edu-
cation, protection, access to water, sanitation and 
hygiene, and inclusion. Children themselves can use 
technologies, including the internet, for communica-
tion, play, schoolwork, accessing information, train-
ing, skilling and preparation for the world of work as 
well as personal expression.

Widespread school closures during the Covid-19 
pandemic have spurred a reimagination in educa-
tion, including through new digital delivery platforms 
designed to provide children with the education and 
skills they need for the 21st century. The persistence 
of the digital divide, however, means that low- and 
no-tech solutions that are better suited to reaching 
students without internet access must remain viable 
alternatives. Finally, with opportunities come risks 
and threats. Children need to be protected in cyber-
space, with adequate regulation and strategies to 
promote online safety against abuse, bullying, sex-
ual exploitation and other threats, including privacy 
breaches, while protecting the education and health 
benefits of digital technologies.

Health and nutrition challenges

While tremendous progress has been achieved in 
maternal and child health and nutrition over the 
past two decades, inequalities in access to health 
care mean that many groups of children are left be-
hind. Young children, and newborns in particular, 
continue to die from preventable causes stemming 
from inadequate maternal and newborn health care 
and nutrition or from treatable infectious diseas-
es. Moreover, failing to invest adequately in early 
childhood development serves to deny young chil-
dren the stimulation their developing brains need 
to thrive. Progress in immunization for preventable 
diseases has also stagnated, and there is great ine-
quality in the availability and distribution of Covid-
19 vaccines.
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Due to inadequate diets, only half of children ages 
6–23 months receive the recommended number of 
meals per day that they need to thrive and grow well. 
This contributes to there being one in three children 
under age 5 who are malnourished and unable to 
grow well, develop and learn to their full potential.7 
To survive and thrive, every child, including adoles-
cents, should have access to nutritious diets to avoid 
the double burden of obesity and undernutrition, as 
well as quality primary healthcare to promote both 
their physical and mental health. Yet globally, more 
than one in seven adolescents ages 10–19 is estimated 
to live with a diagnosed mental disorder.8 Urgent in-
vestment in mental health services is needed, as is an 
end to the stigma associated with mental illness, to 
promote greater understanding and support of men-
tal health.

Violent conflict

Nearly one in five children in the world lives in a 
conflict zone, where they are at risk of being killed, 
maimed, abducted, subject to sexual violence or re-
cruited into armed groups.9 Armed actors conduct 
deliberate campaigns of violence against children, 
including putting their schools, hospitals, water fa-
cilities and other essential services under attack. 
In 2020 alone the United Nations verified nearly 
24,000 grave violations against children in conflict 
— or about 72 violations per day.10 Women and girls 
face increased risk of gender-based violence during 
humanitarian crises. Added to this are an estimated 

33 million children who were forcefully displaced in 
2020, accounting for 1 in 70 children globally.11 To 
help children process and heal from conflict they 
have experienced, mental and psychosocial support 
for children and adolescents must be integral to any 
humanitarian response.

Children deserve to grow up in an environment 
that is conducive to peace and security. To promote 
sustainable peace within societies, factors driving 
conflict and grievances must be addressed through 
the equitable and inclusive delivery and manage-
ment of essential services, including education, 
health, nutrition, water and sanitation, social pro-
tection and child protection. Institutions must also 
be responsive and accountable to communities and 
allow for inclusive participation in decisionmaking 
at all levels, including hearing the voices of children 
and young people.

None of these threats can be successfully ad-
dressed without the active involvement of children. 
Guided by the Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
as well as other UN human rights instruments, all 
children deserve to be included, without discrimi-
nation, in matters that affect their human security 
and to have opportunities and agency in accordance 
with their rights. For this to be a reality, children and 
young people must be heard on decisions that affect 
their lives and, within an environment of trust, sup-
port and capacity development, be engaged as allies 
and problem-solvers on the issues that concern them 
the most. This will be the most effective way to pre-
pare children for being active citizens and veritable 
agents of change and human development.
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Health is fundamental to human security, which 
is concerned with protecting the “vital core of all 
human lives in ways that enhance human freedoms 
and human fulfilment,”1 and people’s ability to exer-
cise their freedoms depends on their health. In other 
words health directly constitutes people’s wellbeing 
and enables people to exercise agency (that is, the 
ability to pursue what they value in life).2 In contrast, 
ill health not only diminishes wellbeing; it also limits 
people’s agency. Threats to health present some of 
the most critical challenges to human security.

The past few decades have seen major improve-
ments in global health. Child mortality was more than 
halved between 1990 and 2019,3 and life expectancy 
has greatly improved. Maternal mortality rates have 
declined significantly, though they remain unaccept-
ably high in some parts of the world.4 There have been 
large reductions in mortality from HIV/AIDS,5 ma-
laria6 and diarrhoeal diseases.7 Disparities between 
developing and developed countries in basic health 
outcomes have greatly narrowed over time. But a new 
generation of health challenges has come into play in 
the form of more frequent new and re-emerging zo-
onotic diseases (linked to the Anthropocene context) 
and the predominance of noncommunicable diseas-
es, resulting in a mismatch between new health chal-
lenges and the healthcare systems that have propelled 
achievements in basic health outcomes.

The Covid-19 pandemic has been one of the most 
acute threats to people’s health in recent decades, 
but this type of pandemic is expected to increase in 
frequency in the near future.8 Covid-19 started as 
a health shock and has gone hand in hand with an 
enormous setback for human development. In 2021 
Covid-19 adjusted Human Development Index (HDI) 
values remain far below their precrisis levels (see 
box 1.1 in chapter 1), resulting in a clear setback to 
human security.9 The pandemic has shown that with-
out considering threats to human security, gains in 
human development remain vulnerable to reversal.

Health threats are unevenly experienced and their 
impacts unequally distributed, mediated by people’s 
exposure and their ability to cope with and recov-
er from them once they occur. The ability to weather 
poor health and to live a healthy life is connected close-
ly to the conditions for people to grow up, learn, work 
and age—that is, to social determinants of health.10 
In countries at all incomes, poor socioeconomic 

outcomes are associated with poor health outcomes.11 
A substantial and growing body of evidence shows that 
the impacts of Covid-19 on people have been driven by 
inequalities in the social determinants of health.12

Because health outcomes are shaped strongly by 
decisions outside the health sector, efforts to protect 
against threats to health cannot be limited to health-
care systems alone but must also be connected to sys-
temic measures.13

“ The gap between health threats and the ability 
of healthcare systems to address them poses 
a critical challenge for human security. At the 
same time, healthcare systems are among the 
most promising spaces for advancing the new 
generation of human security strategies, combining 
protection, empowerment and solidarity

For instance, the global burden of disease has been 
shifting, with noncommunicable diseases accounting 
for an increasing share of the causes of ill health and 
mortality. Health systems that delivered impressive 
gains in meeting the challenges of communicable dis-
eases, maternal health and child health are evolving 
to address the new challenges of chronic illnesses and 
noncommunicable diseases. Still, while the need for 
affordable and comprehensive healthcare is intensify-
ing, healthcare remains inaccessible to many people 
around the world. Nearly half the world’s people lack 
complete coverage of essential health services.14 Pro-
gress towards the World Health Organization’s (WHO) 
goal of 1 billion more people benefitting from universal 
health coverage by 2023 was slowing even before the 
Covid-19 pandemic.15 Out-of-pocket health spending is 
catastrophic for poor people and is an increasingly sub-
stantial burden for middle-class households as well.

The gap between health threats and the ability 
of healthcare systems to address them poses a criti-
cal challenge for human security. At the same time, 
healthcare systems are among the most promising 
spaces for advancing the new generation of human 
security strategies, combining protection, empow-
erment and solidarity. The aspiration is for health-
care systems that directly protect people against a 
wide range of threats to human security (including 
disasters, chronic illnesses and infectious diseases), 
empower people by supporting the broad expan-
sion of human capabilities and support solidarity by 
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providing a space to share risks and resources. In-
stead of having individuals bear the risks of illness, 
impoverishment or diminished capabilities, collec-
tive resources can insure against risks that individuals 
would otherwise be unable to weather on their own. 
The current context presents a unique opportunity to 
re-evaluate and reform healthcare systems under the 
human security lens. Reaffirming the human securi-
ty lens is especially important in the Anthropocene 
context because the nature of health shocks will con-
tinue to evolve, likely not only in the form of future 
pandemics but also as people confront the hazards 
associated with climate change and other processes 
of dangerous planetary change.

In this vein there has been a resurgence of global in-
terest in the universalization of healthcare and other 
social policies. Countries as diverse as Brazil, the 
Republic of Korea, Spain and Togo have implement-
ed generous cash transfer programmes.16 Moreover, 
a new ethics appears to be gaining ground. A recent 
study in the United Kingdom and the United States 
found substantially higher support for such universal 
policies than in the past, due in part to respondent’s 
experience during the Covid-19 pandemic.17

This is also a fresh opportunity to discuss new ef-
forts to institute an international legal instrument for 
pandemic preparedness and response. The Covid-19 
pandemic has vividly demonstrated the urgent need 
to strengthen multilateral action to address shared 
threats to health. Proactive efforts towards stronger, 
shared measures to tackle human insecurity can now 
make an enormous difference in our ability to with-
stand future challenges.

As economies bounce back from 
the Covid-19 pandemic, people’s 
health remains under threat

Reported deaths due to the Covid-19 pandemic sur-
passed 5 million at the end of 2021.18 Excess mortality 
is estimated to be at least double that number global-
ly.19 Interruptions in health and nutrition services and 
declines in household income due to the pandem-
ic are set to have devastating consequences on child 
nutrition and, in turn, possibly on child mortality and 
long-term health.20 The pandemic has gone from a 
health crisis to a full-fledged human development cri-
sis. In 2020 the world Covid-19 adjusted HDI value 

declined, reflecting impacts from large disruptions in 
education systems to labour market dislocations.21

The year 2021 was expected to be a year of recovery, 
as more information about the characteristics of the 
virus that causes Covid-19 was uncovered and multi-
ple vaccines became available (even if used unequally 
across and within countries). In practice, we are living 
through another manifestation of economic develop-
ment with human insecurity. While most economies 
bounced back and global income per capita reached 
a historical peak, health outcomes reached a new low: 
global life expectancy declined for the second year in 
a row. Based on data on excess mortality in 2021, the 
gap in global life expectancy at birth with respect to 
the non-Covid-19 scenario is an estimated 1.5 years, or 
a 7 year reversal for the world as a whole (figure 6.1).

“ While most economies bounced back 
and global income per capita reached 
a historical peak, health outcomes 
reached a new low: global life expectancy 
declined for the second year in a row

The economic recovery, while substantial, has 
been uneven. Developing economies have had more 
limited emergency fiscal responses than developed 
countries. By mid-2021 countries had spent $16.9 
trillion globally on Covid-19 pandemic–related fis-
cal measures.22 The heterogeneity across countries 
in responses to the economic effects of the pandem-
ic is substantial—in their speed of response, reach 
and, above all, size. Overall, in 2020 advanced econ-
omies spent 23.1 percent of GDP on discretionary fis-
cal measures, compared with emerging economies’ 
9.9 percent of a smaller GDP.23 Low-income countries 
spent 4.1 percent of 2020 GDP. Monetary policy in ad-
vanced economies has also relied on unprecedented 
and exceptional measures to support the fiscal efforts.

Most of the direct fiscal support measures have tar-
geted households (by expanding or creating new cash 
and noncash transfers), businesses (by providing access 
to financial resources and the ability to meet payments 
during the Covid-19 pandemic) and health systems (by 
spending more in the health sector).24 As the pandemic 
worsened and the economic consequences of several 
lockdowns started to hit, countries designed and imple-
mented alternative lifelines to protect households, sup-
port businesses and bolster the health sector.25
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As a result of asymmetries in the fiscal and mon-
etary measures put in place during the Covid-
19 pandemic, high-income economies have 
experienced smaller economic contractions than 
low- and  middle-income countries.26 Low- and 
 middle-income countries have also experienced 
greater disruptions in essential health services dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandemic than high-income coun-
tries and greater challenges accessing life-saving 
medicines and other essential supplies, such as med-
ical oxygen.27 Emergency support measures are also 
winding down earlier in emerging economies than in 
high-income ones. A large part of fiscal support is ex-
piring in Brazil and China, and only in high-income 
economies (France, Japan, Spain, the United States) 
is it being replaced by additional measures or a sub-
stantial extension of existing programmes.28 For the 
remaining emerging economies the extension of fis-
cal measures has been extremely limited.29

Deploying vaccines has been central in making 
economic recovery possible. Therefore, disparities 
in vaccine access and use are not only a morally re-
pugnant situation but also a key driver of divergence 
between countries’ economic recoveries.30 Even 
though there are some remarkable cases of devel-
oping countries expanding vaccination programmes 
at levels comparable to those of wealthier countries, 
the disparities across country groups are stark (fig-
ure 6.2). By November 2021 around 67 percent of 

the population in very high HDI countries was fully 
vaccinated, compared with 46 percent in high HDI 
countries, 30 percent in medium HDI countries and 
only 7 percent in low HDI countries.31 The averages 
also hide large disparities within countries, including 
low vaccine adoption by segments of the population, 
even in very high HDI countries.

“ Deploying vaccines has been central in making 
economic recovery possible. Therefore, disparities 
in vaccine access and use are not only a morally 
repugnant situation but also a key driver of 
divergence between countries’ economic recoveries

Even though at least 10 manufacturers set produc-
tion targets of a billion doses each by 2021,32 access to 
Covid-19 vaccines has posed a considerable challenge 
for several developing countries. Many developing 
countries are still far from the way out of the crisis but 
have not been able to access enough licenced vaccines 
to cover their entire population. The constraints they 
have faced include limited vaccine supply and insuffi-
cient cooperation and investment in global solutions 
to combat Covid-19. In this sense, greater internation-
al cooperation is required to distribute vaccines at af-
fordable prices.33 The main cooperative mechanism 
to combat inequality in access to vaccines is the global 
COVAX initiative, which aims to reach the most vul-
nerable 20 percent of every nation around the world. 

Figure 6.1 The global economy is recovering, but people’s health is not

Note: Estimates and projections of life expectancy at birth are based on excess mortality data linked to the Covid-19 pandemic. For the projec-

tions different models represent scenarios of death distribution for younger populations. Model 1 provides the baseline for ages 15–64, and 

Model 2 uses conservative assumptions for the distribution of deaths in that age group. Model a is the baseline for ages 0–14, Model b uses 

pessimistic assumptions about the effect of Covid-19 on that age group and Model c uses optimistic assumptions about the effect of Covid-19 

on that age group. See Hsu and Tapia (2022).

Source: Human Development Report Office based on data from the Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, the International Monetary 

Fund, the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs and the Human Mortality Database.
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Figure 6.2 The disparities in Covid-19 vaccination across countries and territories are stark

Source: Human Development Report Office based on data from Our World in Data (accessed 10 November 2021).
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But it has faced insufficient funding to purchase vac-
cines and competing national vaccine procurement 
strategies.34 During the Group of 7 Summit in June 
2021, high-income countries announced the donation 
of 1 billion vaccines,35 to be delivered mainly to devel-
oping countries through the COVAX initiative.

Market mechanisms could also help countries ex-
pand vaccine production. Temporary exemptions on 
the protection of intellectual property for Covid-19 
vaccines from vaccine-producing countries and man-
ufacturers could help expand vaccine production (see 
chapter 3), as could raw material exports, technology 
transfers and expanded manufacturing capacity in 
low- and middle-income countries.

An evolving disease burden is driving 
adjustments to healthcare systems

The Covid-19 pandemic brought to the fore the cen-
trality of communicable diseases in human security, 

“ As countries have become better at protecting 
basic health, the biggest health threats have 
shifted to noncommunicable diseases—
primarily cancer, diabetes, cardiovascular 
disease and chronic lung disease

just when healthcare systems were facing increas-
ing pressures from noncommunicable diseases. As 
countries have become better at protecting basic 
health, the biggest health threats have shifted to 
noncommunicable diseases—primarily cancer, di-
abetes, cardiovascular disease and chronic lung 
disease. These diseases, on the rise worldwide 
over the past decades, are rapidly becoming a cen-
tral public health challenge. Globally, the cause 
and distribution of the disease burden are shifting, 
from communicable diseases to noncommunicable 
diseases, and an increasing share of this new bur-
den of diseases is affecting developing countries 
(figure 6.3).

Figure 6.3 More people are dying from noncommunicable diseases today than in the past

Source: Human Development Report Office based IHME (2020).
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Noncommunicable diseases together accounted 
for 74 percent of deaths in 2019,36 most of them in de-
veloping countries (see figure 6.3).37 The pressure of 
these diseases will likely intensify globally because 
the number of people over age 65 is expected to more 
than double by 2050 (see table 5.1 in chapter 5).38 So-
cial determinants of health shape the prevalence 
and distribution of noncommunicable diseases as 
well as the mortality associated with them.39 For in-
stance, the main behavioural risk factors (unhealthy 
diets, tobacco smoking, low physical activity and ex-
cess alcohol consumption) and physical risk factors 
(obesity, high blood pressure and diabetes) for non-
communicable diseases are socially patterned, as is 
exposure to pollutants that cause specific noncom-
municable diseases.40 Mental health has become a

“ The growing burden of noncommunicable 
diseases places new demands on healthcare 
systems, particularly for preventive or chronic care

human security emergency (box 6.1). Having low so-
cioeconomic status or living in a low- or middle-in-
come country increases the risk of developing type 2 
diabetes, chronic pulmonary disease, cardiovascular 
disease and lung cancer.41 Many noncommunicable 
diseases are preventable with policy measures that 
address their main risk factors and underlying social 
determinants. Effective action goes beyond health-
care systems to include justice, education, social wel-
fare, urban planning and environment protection.42

Although people in some developing countries (in 
particular those in Sub-Saharan Africa) were still 

Box 6.1 The mental health crisis is a human security emergency

Addressing mental health is directly relevant to 

advancing human security. Mental disorders place 

a massive burden on every aspect of human lives 

(including relationships, school, work and commu-

nity participation).1 Roughly 10 percent of the global 

population suffers from mental disorders.2 When 

children face hardships or environmental stressors, 

long-term physical health problems as well as 

damage to the developing brain can result.3 Glob-

ally, about 20 percent of children and adolescents4 

and about 15 percent of people ages 60 and older 

have mental disorders.5 These numbers are most 

likely underestimated.6 Social stigma works against 

reporting and diagnosing mental disorders. In many 

countries access to mental health services is so lim-

ited that people do not have the possibility of seek-

ing treatment or being diagnosed.

Common mental health conditions include de-

pres sion, dementia, bipolar disorder and schizo phre-

nia.7 These disorders tend to be associated with poor 

education outcomes,8 low productivity at work,9 

poverty,10 premature and excess mortality11 and poor 

overall health.12 Mental health issues are also esti-

mated to generate substantial losses in economic 

output.13

Some of the leading causes of mental health 

conditions are adverse life experiences (such as 

abuse, trauma, violence and conflict), ongoing 

medical conditions (such as cancer and diabetes), 

substance abuse (such as alcohol and recreational 

drugs), biological factors (such as genes and brain 

chemical imbalances) and isolation and loneliness.14 

Some groups are especially vulnerable. Women, be-

cause they are more exposed to sexual violence and 

other potential triggers of mental disorders than 

men, tend to be more affected by mental health 

conditions (particularly anxiety, depression, post-

traumatic stress and eating disorders).15

Major threats to human security, such as conflict, 

can foster large-scale, long-lasting mental health 

crises. For instance, negative life experiences such 

as the Covid-19 pandemic have been linked to 

anxiety, depression, stress and disturbed sleep,16 

while disrupting mental health services worldwide,17 

particularly in low-income countries.18

Often overlooked as a human security issue, men-

tal health is essential for people to enjoy secure lives. 

So, failing to address mental health amounts to ne-

glecting a major ongoing threat to human security 

and can leave health systems unprepared for future 

mental health crises.

Notes
1. WHO 2021e. 2. Mnookin 2016. 3. Center on the Developing Child at 

Harvard University 2013; National Scientific Council on the Develop-

ing Child 2020. 4. WHO 2021e. 5. WHO 2017. 6. Ritchie 2018. 7. WHO 

2019. 8.  Brännlund, Strandh and Nilsson 2017. 9.  Bubonya, Cobb-

Clark and Wooden 2017. 10. Callander and Schofield 2018. 11. Sax-

ena 2018. 12. World Bank 2018. 13. Estimates of economic loss due to 

mental health issues vary depending on the method of estimation 

used. See Bloom and others (2011). 14. CDC 2018. 15. Mental Health 

Foundation 2021. 16. Rajkumar 2020. 17. WHO 2020a. 18. Kola 2020.
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more likely to die from a communicable disease (such 
as malaria, HIV/AIDS or tuberculosis), deaths from 
communicable diseases have been declining. Mean-
while, deaths from noncommunicable diseases are 
on the rise across all regions (see figure 6.3).43 Some 
countries that are undergoing this transition are fac-
ing a triple burden, with increases in noncommuni-
cable diseases and injuries alongside a substantial 
existing burden from communicable diseases.44 The 
growing burden of noncommunicable diseases plac-
es new demands on healthcare systems, particularly 
for preventive or chronic care. Many national health-
care systems that have historically catered to commu-
nicable diseases and maternal and child health are 
ill-prepared for these new demands.45 Even in some 
developed countries the growth of multiple noncom-
municable diseases—such as cancer—is creating new 
gaps in healthcare outcomes.46

Meanwhile, climate change, biodiversity loss and 
food insecurity are expected to intensify in the Anthro-
pocene context (see chapter 2), with unequal impacts 
across and within countries. Air pollution and warmer 
temperatures resulting from climate change are caus-
ing people’s health to deteriorate through both direct 
and indirect channels.47 By one estimate, anthropo-
genic climate change contributed to 37 percent of 
warm-season heat-related deaths between 1991 and 
2018.48 The biggest increase in heat vulnerability dur-
ing the past 30 years has been in low and medium HDI 
countries.49 Air pollution is a key factor behind excess 
mortality and low life expectancy, in part by exacer-
bating cardiovascular disease.50 Climate change is 
contributing to the decline in yield potential for major 
crops in many parts of the world and in turn undermin-
ing efforts to curb malnutrition.51 As chapter 2 discuss-
es, climate change is expected to become a leading 
global risk factor by the end of this century (though 
with great inequalities in impact across regions).52

Planetary disruptions, health and equity are close-
ly linked. Climate change threatens to undo years 
of progress in public health and sustainable devel-
opment outcomes, and adaptation responses are far 
from adequate.53 These new risks pose serious chal-
lenges to health systems, in addition to disrupting 
the social, economic and political conditions for the 
operation of healthcare systems. Some communi-
ties and countries are better positioned to cope than 
others. First, climate change can drive social and 

economic dislocation—say, by reducing food security 
or access to water. Second, the health impacts of cli-
mate change are not equally borne across people or 
communities. They fall disproportionately on those 
left behind socially, poor people and individuals 
with underlying health conditions.54 Health shocks 
can cause families to become and remain poor and 
in turn be more vulnerable to the hazards associated 
with the Anthropocene context.55 The Covid-19 pan-
demic presents a glimpse of how this new reality can 
exacerbate human insecurity.

Reinforcing human security though 
enhanced healthcare systems

Affordable, comprehensive and equitable healthcare 
is vital for human security, both to protect against 
illness and to promote health more generally. The 
performance of healthcare systems is itself an impor-
tant social determinant of health. Well- performing 
healthcare systems are essential for realizing the 
human right to health: the right to the enjoyment 
of the highest attainable standard of physical and 
mental health.56 The right to health demands that 
healthcare services, goods and facilities be availa-
ble, accessible, acceptable and of decent quality—
and be provided to all without discrimination.57 The 
right to health also calls attention to the need for 
going beyond healthcare systems. As Amartya Sen 
notes, “The policy question points to the fact that 
good health depends on healthcare, and health care 
is something that we can be legislate about. But good 
health does not depend only on health care. It also 
depends on nutrition, lifestyle, education, women’s 
empowerment, and the extent of inequality in a soci-
ety.”58 So the right to health “has […] broad demands 
that go well beyond legislating good health care (im-
portant as that is). There are political, social, eco-
nomic, scientific, and cultural actions that we can 
take for advancing the cause of good health for all.”59

“ Well- performing healthcare systems are 
essential for realizing the human right to 
health: the right to the enjoyment of the highest 
attainable standard of physical and mental health

Still, strengthening healthcare systems is one of 
the central actions needed to fulfil the human right 
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to health. Limitations in the performance or equity of 
healthcare systems pose a pervasive challenge for en-
hancing human security and addressing major health 
challenges, including noncommunicable diseases, 
pandemics and unmet mental health needs. People 
in countries at all incomes experience the implica-
tions of limitations in healthcare systems.60 Contrib-
uting factors include fragmented healthcare delivery, 
shortfalls in the healthcare workforce, ineffective 
health information systems and weak governance 
structures.61 Healthcare systems are often difficult to 
navigate, so much so that they can deter people from 
seeking care altogether.62

“ Healthcare remains prohibitively expensive 
for many people around the world. When people 
lack financial coverage for healthcare, falling ill 
can have catastrophic financial consequences, 
which in turn compromise human security

People in lower income countries suffer the most 
from inadequacies in healthcare.63 In low- and mid-
dle-income countries an estimated 8 million people 
die each year from conditions that should be treata-
ble by healthcare systems, and 60 percent of deaths 
are due to poor quality care.64 About a third of pa-
tients in these countries encounter disrespectful care, 
short consultations, poor communication or long 
wait times in healthcare systems.65 One patient in ten 
hospitalized in developing countries can expect to 
acquire a healthcare-associated infection, compared 
with 7 in 100 in high-income countries.66 In low- and 
middle-income countries 5.7–8.4 million deaths a 
year occur due to poor quality care for a selected set 
of health conditions (including some communicable, 
noncommunicable, and maternal and child health 
conditions).67

Healthcare remains prohibitively expensive for 
many people around the world. When people lack fi-
nancial coverage for healthcare, falling ill can have 
catastrophic financial consequences, which in turn 
compromise human security. Unaffordable health-
care directly impedes people’s wellbeing and restricts 
their ability to work, pursue education, participate in 
social and political life and live otherwise fulfilling 
lives. As stated in Anirudh Krishna’s seminal work: 
“People continue to live only one illness away from 
poverty.”68 In low-income countries 44 percent of 

health spending is met by out-of-pocket payments.69 
If health insurance or other financing is unavaila-
ble, poor people cannot obtain the care they need. 
Where out-of-pocket spending is the primary source 
of financing for healthcare, social inequities arise be-
cause the costs of healthcare weigh more heavily on 
those with low incomes. In Sub-Saharan Africa prob-
lems with affordability were the most frequent barri-
er for people unable to access medical care during the 
pandemic, followed by fear of catching Covid-19.70

The unequitable burden of out-of-pocket spend-
ing is especially disadvantageous in settings where 
the burden of noncommunicable diseases is growing. 
The costs of treating these diseases can heavily strain 
household incomes, contributing to impoverish-
ment.71 The link between noncommunicable diseases 
and poverty can be a vicious cycle: poverty is associ-
ated with risk factors for noncommunicable diseases, 
and the costs of care for these diseases in turn gener-
ate impoverishment.72 High out-of-pocket spending 
is often related to the cost of medicines, especial-
ly burdensome for people with chronic conditions.73 
The unaffordability of medicines is a major obstacle 
for treating many noncommunicable diseases.74 High 
prices and limited availability make insulin, crucial 
for treating diabetes, inaccessible for many people.75

Across countries at all incomes, coping with ill 
health can be a major burden. In Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
countries 20 percent of health spending is paid di-
rectly by households, on average—ranging from less 
than 10 percent in France to more than 30 percent 
in Chile, Greece, the Republic of Korea and Mexico.76 
Evidence from OECD countries shows that private 
health spending, such as private health insurance and 
out-of-pocket spending on health products and ser-
vices, accounts for a growing share of middle-class 
budgets.77 Among OECD countries, middle-income 
households’ health-related spending rose between 
2005 and 2015.78 The increase was largest in Chile, 
Germany, Latvia, the Slovak Republic, Spain and the 
United States.79

Middle-class households are spending more on 
private health insurance than a decade ago. In the 
United States the highest expenses have been asso-
ciated with health insurance premiums and out-of-
pocket expenses when facing illness, and a strong 
association has been documented between economic 
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insecurity and households facing health challeng-
es. Between 2000 and 2010 the average spending of 
middle-income households on healthcare increased 
by 51 percent, whereas household incomes grew by 
30 percent.80 By one measure the mean family health 
insurance premium in 2016 equalled 30.7 percent of 
median household income.81 The increasing costs of 
long-term services and support for the older people 
and their families present a major risk to the econom-
ic security of middle-class families. Family caregivers 
who provide unpaid assistance to family members in 
need of long-term services and support do so at the 
expense of their own economic security.82 And car-
egivers are usually women.83

Unaffordable and low-quality healthcare diminish-
es human security. From the standpoint of enhanc-
ing human security, and in line with strategies that 
are based on solidarity, a key contribution would be 
to move towards universalism in healthcare. Univer-
sal policies are “those that reach the entire popula-
tion with similarly generous benefits independent 
of the instruments used.”84 Universalism is a mul-
tidimensional concept, incorporating elements of 
coverage, generosity and equity.85 A variety of policy 
instruments and strategies can achieve universalism. 
The appropriate reforms to this end are necessari-
ly context-specific, depending on social structures, 
economic conditions, state capacities and initial in-
stitutional arrangements.86

Because high out-of-pocket health spending drives 
impoverishment and poor health outcomes, there has 
been a global push towards universal health cover-
age, which is relevant for advancing human securi-
ty.87 By WHO’s definition, universal health coverage 
is achieved when all people receive the health ser-
vices they need, including health promotion and 
prevention, treatment, rehabilitation and palliative 
care across the life course without suffering financial 
hardship.88 Universal health coverage is one target in 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Cov-
erage of essential services—one of two indicators for 
monitoring universal health coverage in the Sustain-
able Development Goal framework—has improved 
globally since 2000.89 Most OECD countries have 
near-universal coverage of costs for some health-
care services, including consultations with doctors, 
tests and examinations, and surgical and therapeutic 
procedures.90 In September 2019 UN member states 

issued the Political Declaration on Universal Health 
Coverage, reaffirming a commitment to ensure that 
by 2030 people would receive the health services they 
need without suffering financial hardship.91

While universal health coverage seeks to address 
financial protection, the quality of healthcare also 
matters greatly for health outcomes. There is growing 
recognition that expanding coverage alone does not 
translate to better health outcomes, unless healthcare 
is also high quality.92 Fulfilling the human right to the 
highest attainable standard of health also demands 
investments in the quality of care. Improving the qual-
ity of healthcare is important on equity grounds: high 
quality healthcare should be accessible to all people 
regardless of their status and identities, and efforts 
to enhance quality should prioritize people who are 
receiving the worst quality care. Enhancing human 
security thus requires moving beyond coverage and 
towards enhancing quality and equity in healthcare.

“ Improving the quality of healthcare is 
important on equity grounds: high quality 
healthcare should be accessible to all people 
regardless of their status and identities, and 
efforts to enhance quality should prioritize 
people who are receiving the worst quality care

An important issue in advancing healthcare uni-
versalism relates to public or private provision. Public 
provision has long been central in improving popula-
tion health outcomes,93 with implications for expand-
ing human development.94 Private actors have also 
played an important role in health systems, through 
provision of care as well as through insurance cov-
erage, pharmaceutical innovation and service de-
livery, among others. There is evidence that private 
provision can support some dimensions of univer-
salism—namely coverage, generosity and equity.95 It 
can compensate for shortfalls in public provision of 
healthcare services. Private actors often enjoy great-
er capacity to spur innovation, experimentation and 
technological advances in health. Indeed, the private 
sector could play an important role in addressing the 
burden of noncommunicable diseases through inno-
vation in diagnostics, treatment and care.96

In some settings, however, private responses 
can undermine equity, as those able to pay enjoy 
higher quality care than those who must rely on 
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public provision alone. Where private provision has 
long dominated healthcare systems, private actors 
can form coalitions opposing progress towards uni-
versalism, thus maintaining a status quo of insuffi-
cient public provision and high inequality.97 In health 
financing systems funded primarily by public funds, 
expanding voluntary private insurance can contribute 
to higher costs and inequity.98

Strategies to enhance human 
security based on solidarity: 
Towards the new generation of 
universalism in healthcare systems

The Covid-19 pandemic has exposed many long-
standing weaknesses of healthcare systems around 
the world. It has highlighted that nearly anyone 
could face a sudden health threat and that even the 
most well-resourced health systems could be over-
whelmed by a crisis on such a large scale. In the 
Anthropocene context these types of threats are ex-
pected to increase in frequency and intensity, a lack 
of preparedness and vast disparities in people’s abil-
ities to weather a health crisis exposed by Covid-19 
should serve as a wakeup call. Meanwhile the evolv-
ing burden of disease and growing inequalities be-
tween and within countries in addressing disease 
pose additional risks to human security. Beyond 
Covid-19 there is abundant empirical evidence that 
long-term adversities—such as poverty, racism, vio-
lence against women and girls or unsafe neighbour-
hoods—can increase the possibility of a wide range 
of health conditions. These include obesity, diabe-
tes, cardiovascular disease, cancer, substance abuse, 
autoimmune diseases, enhanced inflammation, im-
paired cognition, interpersonal and self-directed vio-
lence, and chronic mental illnesses.99 In this context 
the close relationships among meeting basic needs, 
promoting freedoms and protecting against shocks 
become all the more important. Strategies for the 
new generation of human security must reflect the 
systemic nature of these threats and move beyond 
partial solutions that leave the underlying drivers of 
insecurity unaddressed.

In this vein the new generation of human security 
needs to systematically foster not only protection and 
empowerment (dealing with urgent needs while rein-
forcing agency) but also solidarity. Moving towards 

universalism in healthcare would be a concrete way 
to advance human security in the enlarged perspec-
tive advocated for in chapter 1.

Actions to meet a shared health threat can come 
from a wide range of actors using a variety of instru-
ments, going well beyond healthcare systems alone. 
Efforts to stem the spread and impact of Covid-19 
have come from governments, civil society, the sci-
entific community, industry and individuals acting 
on their own with a common purpose. The success 
of measures such as movement restrictions, social 
distancing and masking relied strongly on public le-
gitimacy, empowerment and accountability. Special 
efforts have been needed to reach those furthest be-
hind, such as people otherwise excluded from social 
protection systems. And the uneven deployment of 
several effective vaccines against Covid-19 around 
the world has highlighted shared (in)security—that 
the security of one group is not guaranteed unless 
that of all others is addressed too.

Linking universalism in healthcare 
with human security

Moving towards universalism in healthcare would di-
rectly enhance human security. A genuinely universal 
healthcare system would provide protection that is 
not conditional, enhancing capabilities through both 
prevention and adequate treatment when needed. It 
would also be empowering because it is based on ex-
panding agency.

“ Universal healthcare is framed as a strategy 
that advances human security through 
protection, empowerment and solidarity and 
links to a broader international consensus 
expressed in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development aspiration to leave no one behind

In exposing structural inequalities and the intercon-
nectedness of human security risks, the Covid-19 pan-
demic has further highlighted the need for universal 
and systemic responses to health threats that do not 
exclude groups and individuals from access to health-
care—not only would that be a direct threat to those 
excluded, but it would also put whole populations at 
continued risk.100 As the inequitable provision and use 
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of Covid-19 vaccines show, excluding someone from 
access can pose continued severe threats to the health 
of many. Experiences during the Covid-19 pandemic 
therefore emphasize the vital importance of effective 
universal access to adequate healthcare, in a context 
of mutual interdependence across countries and peo-
ple when it comes to the conditions that can advance 
the pursuit of health as a human right. And it is in this 
context that solidarity, along with protection and em-
powerment, acquires heightened relevance.

Universal healthcare is therefore framed as a strat-
egy that advances human security through protec-
tion, empowerment and solidarity and links to a 
broader international consensus expressed in the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development aspiration 
to leave no one behind. It is also expressed in Sus-
tainable Development Goal target 3.8,101 in the World 
Health Organization’s UHC service coverage index, 
in the International Labour Organization’s Social Se-
curity for All and in the Global Partnership for Uni-
versal Social Protection launched by the World Bank 
and the International Labour Organization.102

Measuring universalism: Introducing the 
Healthcare Universalism Index

To measure the extent to which healthcare systems 
can be characterized as universal in the sense elab-
orated above, this Report introduces the Healthcare 
Universalism Index (HUI). The HUI, which is based 
on a comprehensive concept of universalism, incor-
porates not only effective coverage but also generos-
ity and equity (see annex 6.1).

The HUI shows a large gap across countries at dif-
ferent HDI values. Norway, Japan and Sweden top 
the index, with values above 0.9, while Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Equatorial Guinea and Nigeria have val-
ues below 0.1. Some developing countries have high 
values, with Costa Rica (0.720), Uruguay (0.703), 
Kuwait (0.691) and Maldives (0.671) enjoying uni-
versalism comparable to that in more industrialized 
countries such as the United States (0.727). Cuba, 
another outlier, ranks seventh, higher than histori-
cal leaders on universal provision of services such as 
Germany and the United Kingdom.

Among the HUI components, generosity appears to 
be the main barrier for healthcare universalism. This 

emphasizes the key argument that coverage alone is 
not sufficient: it needs to be accompanied by sufficient 
investment in quality and accessibility. Low scores 
among developed countries are typically due to im-
balances in achievements across the three dimensions 
of universalism. For example, while Uruguay scores 
almost equally well across coverage (0.69), generosity 
(0.72) and equity (0.70), the United States is charac-
terized by vast differences in dimension scores—espe-
cially between coverage (0.86) and equity (0.46).103

Among developing regions, Latin America and the 
Caribbean stands out with high HUI values, despite 
persistent weaknesses in healthcare systems.104 The 
region is followed by the Arab States, Eastern Eu-
rope and Central Asia, and East Asia and the Pacific. 
Countries in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa are 
lagging behind.

HUI values have improved over time: between 
1995 and 2017 the world HUI value increased from 
0.395 to 0.472. But there are some points of concern:
• Gaps in universalism between developed and devel-

oping countries are widening on average. In general, 
progress in universalism across developing coun-
tries has been too slow to catch up with high HDI 
countries (figure 6.4).

• Progress is heterogenous. On the positive side, 80 
countries substantially improved on the HUI, with 
an increase of more than 0.1. Examples include 
populous countries such as China and Indonesia 
as well as many African countries, such as the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, 
Liberia and Togo. On the other hand, 37 countries 
experienced a deterioration on the HUI, which 
mostly reflects less generous, more unequal and 
overall more segmented healthcare systems. This 
trend is most prevalent among countries with me-
dium universalism in 1995 and especially strong 
in Eastern Europe and Central Asia. Countries 
such as the Central African Republic, Iraq, Sudan, 
Venezuela and Yemen also saw deteriorations.

Making healthcare systems more universal to 
address new challenges to human security

To what extent can current healthcare systems re-
spond to the new generation of human security chal-
lenges discussed in this chapter?
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Recall that healthcare universalism is weaker and 
improving less rapidly in developing countries. In ad-
dition, healthcare systems in developing countries 
seem to be less effective or not fit-for-purpose to deal 
with the challenges arising from the burden of non-
communicable diseases and pandemics.

The current generation of healthcare systems is 
associated with remarkable achievements in human 
security, including the reduction in mortality rates at 
all ages—but the progress is heterogenous. The 2019 
Human Development Report documents two global 
trends. First, inequalities in basic capabilities (prox-
ied by surviving the first years of life, the focus of the 
Millennium Development Goals) are declining: coun-
tries with high initial infant mortality rates are expe-
riencing faster reductions and are therefore catching 
up. Second, inequalities in enhanced capabilities (im-
proving health at old ages, in line with the Sustaina-
ble Development Goals) are growing: countries that 
already had relatively low mortality rates at older 
ages have been recording more progress over the last 
decade than countries with higher mortality rates at 
older ages.105

These patterns may be associated with the univer-
salism of healthcare systems. There is a strong neg-
ative association between HUI value and child (ages 
0– 5) mortality rate, a proxy of basic capabilities, 
up to an HUI value of around 0.6—from there on, 

improvement on the HUI does not change the child 
mortality rate (figure 6.5).

In contrast, improvement on the HUI changes the 
mortality rate at ages 50–80, a proxy for enhanced 

Figure 6.4 Progress with inequality: Widening gaps in healthcare over time

Note: Balanced panel of 185 countries. Aggregates are based on simple averages.

Source: Based on Schillings and Sanchez-Ancochea (2021).

Gap in average Healthcare Universalism Index value with 
respect to very high Human Development Index group

High

Medium

Low
0.34 0.38

0.25 0.30

0.17 0.18

1995 2017

Figure 6.5 There is a strong negative association between 
Healthcare Universalism Index value and child probability 
of death up to an index value of around 0.6

Source: Human Development Report Office calculations based on Schillings 

and Sanchez-Ancochea (2021) and the United Nations Population Division.
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capabilities, very little up, to an HUI value of about 
0.4, but from there on mortality rate drops quickly as 
HUI value increases (figure 6.6). This is an indication 
of the limited universalism (and thus effectiveness) 
of developing country healthcare systems in respond-
ing to emerging health threats to human security that 
are associated with enhanced capabilities.

“ Healthcare universalism is weaker and improving 
less rapidly in developing countries. In addition, 
healthcare systems in developing countries seem 
to be less effective or not fit-for-purpose to deal 
with the challenges arising from the burden of 
noncommunicable diseases and pandemics

The impact of limited universalism on the effec-
tiveness of healthcare systems to address the new 
health threats to human security can be further ex-
amined by considering the burden of noncommu-
nicable diseases and preparedness for pandemics. 
Improvements on the HUI up to about 0.5 reduce 
the age-normalized death rate associated with non-
communicable diseases by very little (figure 6.7), 

but as HUI value increases from that level, there is a 
strong relationship between it and noncommunicable 
disease– related deaths.

A similar pattern is observed between the Global 
Health Security Index (a metric of preparedness for 
pandemic response) and the HUI (figure 6.8).106 Up 
to an HUI value of about 0.4, HUI value is not asso-
ciated with Global Health Security Index value, but 
above that level, the relationship is strongly positive 
and significant. For lower HUI values there is no sta-
tistically significant association.107

The limitations of healthcare systems already ev-
ident in this analysis will determine not only the 
wellbeing and agency of people living in developing 
countries but also how the world will be able to re-
spond to the compounded threats to human securi-
ty going forward in the Anthropocene context. The 
greatest threats to human security are likely to be 
where HUI values are lower (figure 6.9). Hazards and 
challenges likely to be exacerbated in the Anthropo-
cene context will hit harder in countries with an HUI 
value of 0.25 or lower and progressively less as HUI 
value increases.

Figure 6.6 At a Healthcare Universalism Index value of 
about 0.4 and higher, the probability of death at ages 
50–80 drops quickly as index value increases

Source: Human Development Report Office calculations based on Schillings 

and Sanchez-Ancochea (2021) and the United Nations Population Division.
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Figure 6.7 As Healthcare Universalism Index value 
increases from 0.5, there is a strong relationship between 
it and noncommunicable disease–related deaths

Source: Human Development Report Office calculations based on Schillings 

and Sanchez-Ancochea (2021) and IHME (2020).
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But healthcare universalism faces limitations be-
yond developing countries. The pattern of diver-
gence in life expectancy at older age (with groups 
with higher socioeconomic status expanding their 
advantage over the rest) is taking place in other de-
veloped countries, including Canada,108 Denmark,109 
Finland,110 England (United Kingdom),111 the United 
States112 and some other European countries.113 Even 
in Sweden, which has a robust universal healthcare 
system, health outcomes appear to be improving fast-
er among people at the top of the distribution than 
among poorer members of the population.114

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic in societies 
has also depended heavily on socioeconomic status, 
even in countries with relatively universal health-
care systems. There is evidence that some groups in 
Sweden have faced higher morbidity and mortality 
from Covid-19: migrants had higher mortality from 
Covid-19 than people born in Sweden, and this has 
been explained in part by their poorer socioeconom-
ic conditions.115 In the United Kingdom Black, Asian 
and ethnic groups—who are more likely to have to 
low incomes and nonsalaried jobs—are at higher 
risk of death from Covid-19 than White Britons.116

Figure 6.8 Up to a value of about 0.4, Healthcare 
Universalism Index value is not associated with Global 
Health Security Index value, but above that level, the 
relationship is strongly positive and significant

Source: Human Development Report Office calculations based on Schillings 

and Sanchez-Ancochea (2021) and NTI and JHU (2019).
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Affirming solidarity at the core of human security 
strategies to address new health threats

The Covid-19 pandemic has shown that human insecu-
rity can indeed be contagious: the uncontrolled spread 
of the virus in some countries is a threat to the rest of 
the world. This is a moment of shared vulnerability, as 
nearly every human on the planet has been affected 
by a sense of insecurity or its repercussions. It is also a 
moment of shift in the policy mindset. People turned 
to their governments and scientists for guidance and 
protection. In many countries the Covid-19 moment 
brought a new set of social behaviour norms that would 
have been unthinkable prior to the pandemic —also 
under pinned by a shared sense of solidarity.117

At the same time, the Covid-19 pandemic exposed 
the structural limitations of existing multilateral 
mechanisms in the face of an acute global threat to 
human security. By many accounts the pandemic was 
met with a failure of preparedness, cooperation and 
cross-country solidarity, with dire consequences for 
the most vulnerable.118 As this Report describes, the 
new generation of human security challenges involves 
complex multidimensional threats that play out on a 
global scale in the Anthropocene context. There is an 
urgent need for reimagining and reforming multilater-
al systems to meet these challenges. The present mo-
ment is thus a crucial opportunity to reaffirm a human 
security approach in strengthening multilateralism to 
better address health threats to human security.

“ Past major health crises have often been 
followed by the reform of global health systems

Determinants of health include various “transna-
tional norms, policies, and practices that arise from 
global political interaction across all sectors that af-
fect health,” ranging from trade rules to internation-
al aid flows.119 Many of these determinants contribute 
to poor health outcomes among some groups (for in-
stance, intellectual property rules for lifesaving drugs 
or fiscal austerity measures that constrain spending 
on health).120 And many cannot be addressed with-
in national healthcare systems alone. Interventions 
must sometimes be cross-sectoral, outside the health 
sector and cross-country.121

An example of the importance of cross-country 
action is the effort to tackle the Covid-19 pandemic 

through widespread vaccination. The COVAX initia-
tive offered a way of addressing inequitable access to 
life-saving vaccines against Covid-19. The effort has 
reinforced how essential collaboration and solidar-
ity are for navigating a deadly, fast-moving threat to 
human security. However, the COVAX initiative has 
been hampered by entrenched power disparities, in-
stitutional stickiness and weak accountability mech-
anisms.122 Power imbalances between partners in the 
COVAX initiative and its eventual reliance on volun-
tary vaccine donations (as opposed to enabling large-
scale procurement, as initially envisaged) reduced 
COVAX’s ability to secure enough, timely vaccine 
doses.123 The Covid-19 pandemic also exposed the 
limitations of the International Health Regulations in 
coordinating an effective response to an acute glob-
al health crisis.124 These limitations were apparent in 
the delayed reporting of the disease outbreak to the 
WHO in the early days of the pandemic, the delays in 
declaring a public health emergency of internation-
al concern thereafter and the delays in coordinating 
national responses.125 Taken together, this presents a 
failure of protection, empowerment and solidarity in 
the face of a very serious and universal human secu-
rity threat.

Past major health crises have often been followed 
by the reform of global health systems.126 The SARS 
outbreak led to major revisions of the Internation-
al Health Regulations in 2005, and the 2006 H5NI 
avian flu outbreak was followed by the development 
of the Pandemic Influenza Preparedness Frame-
work. Similarly, the global Covid-19 pandemic could 
spur evolution in global cooperation on health. A key 
effort to this end is the establishment of the Inde-
pendent Panel for Pandemic Preparedness and Re-
sponse, through World Health Assembly Resolution 
73.1 in May 2020.127 The panel’s task is to provide an 
evidence-based path forward to help countries and 
global institutions address health threats, which can 
greatly contribute to human security (box 6.2).

The panel’s recommendation on legal instruments 
has renewed efforts to establish a new pandemic 
agreement.128 In May 2021 the World Health Assem-
bly passed a resolution endorsed by 194 countries 
to host a special session devoted solely to an inter-
national pandemic agreement.129 At the Special Ses-
sion on 1 December 2021 the assembly established 
an intergovernmental negotiating body to draft and 
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negotiate a convention, agreement or other interna-
tional instrument to strengthen pandemic preven-
tion, preparedness and response.130

“ As discussions over the form of the new and 
reformed international instruments continue, 
it is critical to retain the focus of this effort on 
human security and on embedding protection, 
empowerment and solidarity as key pillars

As discussions over the form of the new and re-
formed international instruments continue, it is 
critical to retain the focus of this effort on human 
security and on embedding protection, empower-
ment and solidarity as key pillars. A new framework 
agreement for human security in the face of health 
threats must affirm the principle of universalism 

in healthcare and tackle prevailing dysfunctions in 
global governance that undermine health. Of par-
ticular importance is equity—new institutional ar-
rangements must centre the leadership and input of 
those most vulnerable to pressing health challenges, 
whose vulnerability has stemmed in part from their 
disempowerment in global governance structures. 
This entails challenging power disparities that cur-
rently shape health outcomes, including the implicit 
assumption underlying existing international health 
instruments—that pandemics are largely threats that 
emerge from poorer countries and threaten the well-
being of the wealthy.131 In the language of the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, a new institu-
tional arrangement to advance health must leave no 
one behind and reach the furthest behind first in a 
spirit of solidarity.

Box 6.2 From global institutional weakness to the last pandemic

The work of the Independent Panel for Pandemic 

Preparedness and Response is organized around four key 

themes:1

• Build on the past. Learn from previous pandemics 

and the status of the system and actors pre-Covid-19.

• Review the present. Analyse the chronology of events 

and activities in relation to the Covid-19 pandemic, 

the recommendations made by the World Health 

Organization (WHO) and the responses by national 

governments.

• Understand the impacts. Review how health systems 

and communities responded to the pandemic and 

the impacts of response measures.

• Change for the future. Promote analysis and a vi-

sion for a strengthened international system ideally 

equipped for pandemic preparedness and response.

The panel found that the outbreak and spread of 

Covid-19 reflected “gaps and failings at every critical 

juncture of preparedness.”2 Containment measures were 

too slow, as was emergency response funding, and the 

global response lacked coordinated leadership.3 These 

failures, along with gaps in social protection systems, 

led to widening inequalities and disproportionate 

socioeconomic impacts on vulnerable and marginalized 

people around the world.4 At the same time, enormous 

efforts by healthcare workers around the world and the 

expeditious development of vaccines have been major 

strengths in efforts to mitigate the crisis.5 The most 

successful national responses drew lessons from past 

crisis, listened to evidence, engaged communities and 

communicated clearly and consistently.6

The panel called for a set of immediate measures to 

curb Covid-19 transmission, including (but not limited 

to) commitments from high-income countries to deliver 

more than a billion vaccine doses to the Gavi COVAX 

Advance Market Commitment, voluntary licensing and 

technology transfer for Covid-19 vaccines from vaccine-

producing countries and manufacturers, and additional 

resources from Group of 7 and Group of 20 countries to 

the Access to Covid-19 Tools Accelerator.

The panel also presented recommendations for 

preventing future disease outbreaks from becoming 

pandemics:

• Enhancing political leadership for pandemic 

preparedness and response (including through a 

new high-level Global Health Threats Council and a 

Pandemic Framework Convention).

• Strengthening WHO’s independence, authority and 

financing. Investing in national preparedness, with 

universal periodic peer reviews through WHO and 

an evaluation of economic policy response plans 

through International Monetary Fund Article IV 

consultation with member countries.

• Establishing a new agile and rapid surveillance 

information and alert system by WHO with the 

authority to publish information about outbreaks 

with pandemic potential immediately and the power 

to investigate pathogens with pandemic potential.

 (continued)
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Box 6.2 From global institutional weakness to the last pandemic (continued)

• Establishing a prenegotiated, end-to-end platform for 

tools and supplies, supported by technology transfer 

and commitment to voluntary licencing agreements, 

as well as enhanced regional capacities for manufac-

turing, regulating and procuring necessary tools and 

supplies.

• Setting up a new International Pandemic Financing 

Facility to support preparedness and response.

• Making national pandemic coordinators who are ac-

countable to heads of state and government, with a 

mandate to drive whole-of-government coordination 

for pandemic preparedness and response.

Notes
1.  Independent Panel for Pandemic Preparedness and Response 2021a. 

2. Independent Panel for Pandemic Preparedness and Response 2021b, 

p. 2. 3.  Independent Panel for Pandemic Preparedness and Response 

2021b. 4. Independent Panel for Pandemic Preparedness and Response 

2021b2). 5. Independent Panel for Pandemic Preparedness and Response 

2021b. 6. Independent Panel for Pandemic Preparedness and Response 

2021a.

Recommendations of the Independent Panel for Pandemic Preparedness and Response

Make it the
Last Pandemic

Effective national
coordination

Call for immediate actions
to end Covid-19

Elevate leadership
for global health

Strengthen
the WHO

Invest in 
preparedness

now

Establish a new global
surveillance system

Establish a 
pre-negotiated

platform for 
tools and supplies

New
international

financing 
for global 

public goods

Source: Independent Panel for Pandemic Preparedness and Response 2021a.
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Annex 6.1. The Healthcare Universalism 
Index: Coverage, equity and generosity

The Healthcare Universalism Index was developed 
by Tobias Schillings and Diego Sánchez-Ancochea 
in a background paper commissioned for this 
Report on a new generation of human securi-
ty. The index builds on a background paper by 
Martínez Franzoni and Sánchez-Ancochea for the 
2016 Human Development Report. See Martínez 
Franzoni and Sánchez-Ancochea (2016).

Measuring universal health coverage has been a 
key focus in global health literature, at least since the 
adoption of universal health coverage as Sustainable 
Development Goal target 3.8. Target 3.8 aspires to 
“universal health coverage, including financial risk 
protection, access to quality essential health-care ser-
vices and access to safe, effective, quality and afforda-
ble essential medicines and vaccines for all.”132 But a 
universalist approach to health emphasizes the im-
portance of all aspects of health system performance, 
especially effective access throughout the lifecycle. 
The universalist approach thus goes further than uni-
versal health coverage to consider generosity and 
equity in healthcare services. The Healthcare Univer-
salism Index (HUI) combines measures of coverage, 
generosity and equity in a single global index.

Like the Human Development Index, the HUI is 
constructed as the geometric mean of normalized 

indices in each of the three dimensions of universal-
ism (figure A6.1). The selected indicators for each di-
mension of universalism and their rationales are as 
follows:
• Coverage: UHC effective coverage index, which 

assesses health system performance relative to in-
dividual countries’ population health needs.133

• Generosity: Government health spending as a per-
centage of GDP, which signifies public efforts and 
commitment to comprehensive and accessible 
services for all.134

• Equity: Private health spending as a percentage of 
total health spending,135 which indicates the seg-
mentation of healthcare. A large private sector sug-
gests high segmentation in healthcare and inequity 
between wealthier and poorer groups in accessing 
quality care.136 This measure includes out-of-pock-
et spending, which in most countries accounts for 
the bulk of private health spending.
The HUI uses these indicators for three reasons. 

First, they provide high-level aggregate measures of 
healthcare systems that are likely to be central rep-
resentations of universalism across many different 
countries. Second, the availability of good data on 
these indicators allows for comprehensive measure-
ment of healthcare universalism, across both coun-
tries and time. Third, the HUI’s aggregation approach 
favours joint measurement along the three dimen-
sions. Joint measurement reflects the premise that 

Figure A6.1 Dimensions and indicators used to calculate the Healthcare Universalism Index

Source: Global Burden of Disease Health Financing Collaborator Network 2020.

Dimensions

Indicators

Dimension index

Coverage Generosity Equity

UHC effective coverage index Government health spending
(% of GDP)

Coverage index 
(33%)

Private health spending
(% of total health spending)

Generosity index
(33%)

Equity index
(33%)

Healthcare Universalism Index
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the different dimensions depend on each other and 
so should not be considered in isolation—and that 
their combined achievement is necessary to attain 
truly universal outcomes.

The HUI aims to provide a globally comparable, 
macro-level measure of healthcare universalism. 
This high-level measure could be supplemented with 
more granular analyses that capture contextually rel-
evant factors shaping the dimensions of universalism 
within countries. For instance, an important con-
tribution to this effect would be to develop nation-
al health satellite accounts to evaluate the effects of 
health spending on health outcomes.

The HUI uses geometric mean instead of arithme-
tic mean to aggregate the dimension indices because 
geometric means favour equal achievement in all di-
mensions. Simple averages imply that reductions in 
one dimension can be linearly compensated for by 
equal increases in another, whereas geometric means 
reduce the substitutability between the index compo-
nents and make each component’s marginal contri-
bution dependent on the level of the others. Like the 
Human Development Index, the HUI assigns equal 
weight to each dimension index, based on the theo-
retical assumption that all are equally important for 
achieving true universalism.

The HUI’s generosity and equity dimension indi-
ces are calculated by normalizing the corresponding 
variables based on their minimum and maximum 
values. To avoid the impact of extreme outliers, the 
minimum and maximum values are defined as the 1st 
and 99th percentile of all country-year observations 
(table A6.1).

The dimension indices are then calculated as:

ID,ij = 
xij – xmin

xmax – xmin

where ID,ij is the dimension index D for country i and 
year j, and xij is the corresponding observation. Be-
cause the equity indicator (private health spending as 
a percentage of total health spending) measures the 
level of (negative) market segmentation, the result-
ing index is additionally transformed by subtracting 
it from 100 percent.

The geometric mean of the two resulting generosity 
and equity dimension indices and the UHC effective 
coverage index137 are aggregated to create the HUI:

HUIij = (ICoverage,ij * IGenerosity,ij * IEquity,ij )
1/3.

The choice of normalization based on the 1st and 
99th percentile results in the key limitation that zero 
values in one of the dimensions lead to an overall 
HUI value of zero and a loss of information in the 
other dimensions. The pragmatic solution to this 
issue is to add a marginal score to these zero values 
equal to the lowest nonzero country-year observation 
(usually equal to 0.1 percent).

Table A6.1 Limits of the generosity and equity indices

Indicator
Minimum 

(1st percentile)
Maximum 

(99th percentile)

Government health spending as a 

percentage of GDP 0.3 9

Private health spending as a 

percentage of total health spending 5 85

Source: Schillings and Sánchez-Ancochea 2021.

CHAPTER 6 — HEALTHCARE SYSTEMS OUTMATCHED BY NEW HUMAN SECURITY CHALLENGES 1 3 7





Greater solidarity: 
Towards human 

development with 
human security

CO N C LUS I O N

P A R T  I I  —  TA C K L I N G  A  N E W  G E N E R AT I O N  O F  T H R E AT S  T O  H U M A N  S E C U R I T Y



1 4 0 NEW THREATS TO HUMAN SECURITY IN THE ANTHROPOCENE /  2022

CO N C LUS I O N

Greater solidarity: Towards human development with 
human security



The enormous shock of the Covid-19 pandemic has 
unmasked the fragility of progress, touching nearly 
everyone on the planet. This should serve as a wake-
up call in the face of compounded threats to human 
security that are superimposed on the unprecedented 
Anthropocene context. It shows that improving well-
being achievements is not a sufficient condition for 
human security. The pandemic could represent a dry 
run of worse things to come — a series of ever-growing 
waves crashing into the inability of governments and 
the international community to empower and pro-
tect people around the world, but especially the most 
vulnerable.

Yet, the pandemic has also given us a glimpse of 
how bold action could help tackle the challenges of 
our time and improve lives and wellbeing. We have 
witnessed the astonishing production of dozens of 
highly effective vaccines in record time — some of 
them with breakthrough technologies. The vaccine 
rollout has been grossly unequal, but less than a year 
after the vaccination campaign started, half the world 
has received at least one dose of a Covid-19 vaccine 
(see chapter 6). Moreover, the pandemic has opened 
the doors to aggressive policy interventions, and 
many developing countries have implemented some 
sort of income support programme, which in turn has 
decelerated Covid-19 cases and deaths.1

The Anthropocene context, with interlinked 
human security threats, calls for a bold agenda to 
match the magnitude of the challenges, put forward 
with humility in the face of the unknown. The alter-
native is accepting fragmented security approaches, 
with responses likely de-equalizing, likely reactive, 
likely late and likely ineffective in the long term.

This Report argues for expanding the human se-
curity frame in the face of this new generation of 
threats: adding solidarity to the human security strat-
egies of protection and empowerment proposed by 
the Ogata-Sen report (2003).2

Solidarity recognizes that human security in the 
Anthropocene must go beyond securing individuals 
and their communities to systematically consider in-
terdependence across all people and between people 
and the planet. For each of us to live free from want, 
from fear and from indignity, all three strategies 
must be deployed — for it is protection, empower-
ment and solidarity working together that advanc-
es human security in the Anthropocene. At the core 

of this framework is agency: the ability to hold val-
ues and make commitments, regardless of whether 
they advance one’s wellbeing, and to act according-
ly in making one’s own choices or in participating in 
collective decisionmaking. Emphasizing agency is 
a reminder that wellbeing achievements alone are 
not all we should consider when evaluating policies 
or assessing progress. Agency will also help avoid 
the pitfalls of partial solutions, such as delivering 
protection with no attention to disempowerment or 
committing to solidarity while leaving some lacking 
protection.

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
and the Sustainable Development Goals provide an 
ambitious set of multidimensional objectives that 
inform action at all levels and mobilize the interna-
tional community. But efforts remain largely com-
partmentalized, dealing separately with climate 
change, biodiversity loss, conflicts, migration, refu-
gees, pandemics and data protection. Those efforts 
should be strengthened, but tackling them in silos 
is insufficient in the Anthropocene context. It is im-
perative to go beyond fragmented efforts, to reaffirm 
the principles of the UN founding documents — the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the UN 
Charter — which are also the central ideas underpin-
ning the concept of human security. Echoing the UN 
Secretary-General’s Our Common Agenda,3 doing so 
in the Anthropocene implies a systematic, permanent 
and universal attention to solidarity — not as optional 
charity or something that subsumes the individual 
to the interests of a collective but as a call to pursue 
human security through “the eyes of humankind.”

When the 1994 Human Development Report was 
published, the idea of human security challenged the 
conception of security and moved the debate from 
territories to people. As we face new global, system-
ic and interconnected threats, recognizing our com-
mon fate as humanity implies that we have agency 
to shape our future. We will not be able to face the 
systemic, global, interconnected threats individually 
or by focusing only on narrow national interests. For 
each of us to live free from want, from fear and from 
indignity will require that everyone live free from 
want, fear and indignity. As the vaccine inequality 
problem shows, humanity’s problem is not lack of in-
genuity but an inability to see our security in the secu-
rity of others.
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