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therefore from the main indicator tables. What

key indicators are available for these countries

are presented in table 30. 

There are many links in the chain from mea-

suring a concept to verifying statistics at the

international level—and no easy ways to reinforce

those links where they are weak. But improving

the statistical capacity of countries is widely rec-

ognized as vital, and so is the need for both

financial and political commitment at the national

and international levels. Also vital is a stronger

relationship between national and international

statistics—often data are available nationally

but not internationally. Steps are being taken to

strengthen this link. In education, for example,

the United Nations Educational, Scientific and

Cultural Organization (UNESCO) is conduct-

ing workshops to help train national statisti-

cians from around the world in the rigours of

international data collection. Clearly, however,

further efforts are needed at both the national

and the international level.

DATA USED IN THE HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

INDEX

The human development index is calculated

using international data available at the time the

Report is prepared. For a country to be included

in the index, data ideally should be available

from the relevant international statistical agency

for all four components of the index. However,

a country will still be included if reasonable esti-

mates can be found from another source. 

As a result of revisions in data and in the

methodology of the HDI over time, HDI values

and ranks are not comparable across editions of

the Report. Table 2, however, presents compara-

ble HDI trends based on a consistent methodol-

ogy and consistent data.

LIFE EXPECTANCY AT BIRTH

The life expectancy estimates used in the Report

are from the 2000 revision of the United Nations

The performance of labour markets has conven-

tionally been assessed on the basis of the unem-

ployment rate. But the relevance and usefulness of

the unemployment rate for this purpose differ across

countries and over time. As currently defined and

measured, the unemployment rate in many devel-

oping countries is lower than rates in OECD coun-

tries. That does not mean that labour markets are

more effective in those developing countries. Unem-

ployment, defined as a complete lack of work, is

only one manifestation of the employment prob-

lems these countries face. 

The concept of unemployment is not always

meaningful in developing countries, for several rea-

sons. First, most developing countries lack unem-

ployment relief programmes, leaving those who find

themselves without formal employment to engage in

informal sector activities to survive. Often this work

will not employ them full time or generate suffi-

cient income for a decent living. Second, a large

share of people are self-employed. When these work-

ers face periods of no work, they tend not to seek for-

mal employment but to engage in alternative

self-employment activities instead, even though these

may generate a lower income than their usual activ-

ities. Third, work in rural communities is often

organized according to traditional arrangements,

with the available labour distributed among all work-

ers at the cost of lowering their average hours. Thus

the problem in developing countries is often sum-

marized as underemployment—a partial lack of

work, low employment income and underutiliza-

tion of skills or low productivity—rather than unem-

ployment as normally measured. 

Underemployment has recently come to be rec-

ognized as an important phenomenon in OECD coun-

tries and Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS as

well, as workers experience downsizings and reorga-

nizations. Many workers in these economies lack

opportunities to perform the type of work that they

could and would like to do. As a result, they may work

less productively or fewer hours than they could and

would like to work, experience unemployment or

drop out of the labour force permanently. 

Although measuring these aspects of employ-

ment is difficult, statistics on underemployment are

being gathered in more than 50 countries around the

world. The next step is to compile these data and

work towards an international database of under-

employment statistics. 

BOX 3 

Measuring unemployment in developing countries—
the limitations of labour statistics
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