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HPI, GDI and GEM—that have captured
policy-makers’ attention and created debates on
strategies for human development. 

Human development indicators and
human rights indicators have three common
features. They both share the goal of produc-
ing information that will give policy signals on
how to better realize human freedoms—such
as freedom from want, freedom from fear and
freedom from discrimination. They both rely
on measures of outcomes and inputs to tell the
story—not only literacy and infant mortality
rates, but also teacher-pupil ratios and immu-
nization rates. And they both use measures of
averages and disaggregations, the global and
the local, to reveal information at many differ-
ent levels. But there are three important con-
trasts in approach:
• Conceptual foundations. Human develop-
ment indicators assess the expansion of people’s
capabilities. Human rights indicators assess
whether people are living with dignity and free-
dom—and also the extent to which critical actors
have fulfilled their obligations to create and
uphold just social arrangements to ensure this.
• Focus of attention. Human development
indicators focus primarily on human outcomes
and inputs, drawing attention to unacceptable
disparities and suffering. Human rights indica-
tors also focus on these human outcomes but
bring additional attention to the policies and
practices of legal and administrative entities
and the conduct of public officials.
• Additional information. A human rights
assessment needs additional data—not only on
violations, such as torture and disappearances,
but also on the processes of justice, such as
data on judicial institutions and legal frame-
works and opinion poll data on social norms.
Further, there is even greater emphasis on data
that are disaggregated—by gender, ethnicity,
race, religion, nationality, birth, social origin
and other relevant distinctions. 

The human development indices have long
revealed that economic and social rights are far
from being realized for millions of people. The
human poverty index focuses on deprivations
in the most basic of economic and social neces-
sities: leading a long and healthy life, being
knowledgeable, having the resources for a

decent standard of living and being included in
social and community life. 

Adjusted to the different contexts of devel-
oping and industrialized countries, the compo-
nents of the HPI reveal not only the extent of
human deprivation worldwide, but also that
deprivation exists in every country, no matter
its level of development (see What do the
human development indices reveal?). By creat-
ing summary measures of deprivation, the
human development indices play a vital role in
drawing attention to the gross deprivations of
so many people in the world and have provided
important advocacy tools for promoting
human rights. 

Yet to capture the additional features of
human rights—and to create policy and advo-
cacy tools—indicators are needed that can help
create a culture of accountability. Building
such a culture means exploring the impact that
different actors have on the realization of
rights—and assessing whether or not they are
meeting their obligations to address them. For
the state, these obligations are set out in inter-

The human development index, launched
in Human Development Report 1990,
drew instant attention to how well coun-
tries were doing in achieving social and
economic outcomes. But many asked why
it missed out on political and civil free-
doms, also inherent in the concept of
human development. To balance the
focus, the next two Reports proposed to
complement the HDI with indices of civil
and political freedoms. 

Human Development Report 1991
introduced the human freedom index,
derived from 40 criteria rated in Professor
Charles Humana’s World Human Rights
Guide. Following a critical review and
debate of this source and method, Human
Development Report 1992 launched the
political freedom index, which focused on
five freedoms and drew on the judgements
of a range of experts, scoring each country
from 1 to 10. Why has neither of these
indices been continued? 
• The human freedom index and the
political freedom index were based on

qualitative judgements, not quantifiable
empirical data. 
• Both indices were aimed at analysing
complex issues with summary answers—
either yes or no or a rating of 1–10. But
because no data and examples were pro-
vided, the indices did not empower read-
ers to understand the judgements. 
• The HDI shows clearly where change
is needed through data on its compo-
nents. But neither the human freedom
index nor the political freedom index
could reveal why a country scored yes
rather than no, or 4 rather than 5. So, the
assessments could not be translated into
policy advocacy. 

Assessing human freedoms is
inevitably contentious—all the more rea-
son to make the method transparent and
repeatable by others, to channel differ-
ences of opinion into debate rather than
inflaming dispute. The lessons learned
from the freedom indices must be a clear
guide in creating indicators of human
rights.

BOX 5.2 

The freedom indices: were they tools for the times?

Source: Humana 1992; Human Development Report Office.


