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on the pace of development. They also indicate
uneven opportunities, with powerful people
securing more of the benefits of development.
As gaps worsen and reach high levels, they may
destabilize human development as a result of so-
cial unrest, political disputes, biased resource
allocations and violence and conflict (box 2.8).

For these reasons subnational trends de-
serve attention even among countries that appear
to be performing well on the Goals. These coun-
tries may be advancing through a top-down
approach, with policy efforts and resources ini-
tially focused on groups that are easier to reach,
such as non-poor people or urban residents.
This approach can raise national averages enough
to declare the achievement of a Goal or some
other target.

This is a particular concern for health be-
cause the health-related Goals and targets (such
as reducing child mortality by two-thirds and
maternal mortality by three-quarters) seek to
lower average rates and so apply to the entire
population—while those for nutrition, educa-
tion and poverty focus on hungry, uneducated
and poor people. Thus the health targets can be
achieved by targeting any group, including bet-
ter-off people. Some governments may be
tempted to meet the health Goals by concen-

trating efforts among the better off, only later
targeting people who are harder to reach.21

Some analysts argue that such a top-down ap-
proach has its merits because it will allow Goals
to be met at the country level and will eventu-
ally benefit everyone. But that may not be true.

For progress to be sustained and inclusive,
it should take a bottom-up approach, empha-
sizing equity and focusing first on people most
in need of support. In pursuing the health
Goals, the worst-off and hardest to reach peo-
ple should not receive attention only at the last
minute. For policy-makers, putting poor peo-
ple at the end of the queue for social services
is easier and less costly in the short and medium
run.22 But the false progress that results may
prove unsustainable in the long run.

GAPS BETWEEN SOCIO-ECONOMIC GROUPS

Evidence from many countries suggests that
some groups are receiving fewer benefits from
national improvements in income, health and ed-
ucation. Income disparities appear to be
increasing in several countries, indicating wider
gaps between people at the top of the income
distribution (generally middle and upper classes
in urban areas) and people at the bottom (mostly

Since 1992 some 135 countries have used
country-owned processes to produce more than
450 national and regional human development
reports. Many of these reports present data dis-
aggregated along gender, ethnic, age, race, ge-
ographic or other lines, enabling deeper analysis
of country-specific causes of inequality and
poverty—and sometimes revealing systemic dis-
crimination and serious deprivations. The re-
ports have become crucial sources of the most
recent disaggregated country data, contribut-
ing to policy strategies for advancing and tools
for measuring progress on human development.
The following examples show what the reports
can help achieve:
• Since 1997 Brazil has calculated the human
development index (HDI) annually for each of
its more than 5,000 municipalities. In response
the state of Minas Gerais introduced the Robin
Hood Law, which allocates a proportion of tax

revenues to municipalities that rank low on the
HDI and other indicators.
• Nepal’s 2001 human development report
used extensive disaggregated data that revealed
significant inequities in the distribution of re-
sources and opportunities, leading the report
to conclude that weak governance is at the root
of disappointing outcomes in poverty reduc-
tion. The report found that life expectancy av-
eraged 51 years in the most disadvantaged
castes—and 63 years for the Newar ethnic group.
• Egypt’s annual human development reports
disaggregate socio-economic, environmental,
demographic and other indicators for each of the
nation’s 26 governorates. These data and the
reports’ findings form the basis for yearly meet-
ings of the country’s governors to jointly exam-
ine disparities and identify policy responses.
• Lithuania’s 2000 report analysed urban-rural
disparities in human development. Disaggregated

data for key indicators such as mortality, sui-
cide, employment and education showed that
rural Lithuanians are losing their ability to sus-
tain themselves with traditional occupations—and
no alternative, productive, sustainable livelihoods
have emerged. The report warned that this trend
could undermine social cohesion.
• Namibia’s human development reports have
examined human poverty by disaggregating the
HDI across language groups. This disaggrega-
tion reveals high human development levels
among predominantly European groups—people
who speak Afrikaans, English or German—and
very low levels among the San (bushmen). These
findings have led to targeted investments in
health, education and job creation.

Disaggregated data from the reports are
available online at http://sedac.ciesin.colum-
bia.edu/hdr/. (To view national human devel-
opment reports online, see http://hdr.undp.org.)

BOX 2.7

Disaggregated data within countries: national human development reports

Source: Human Development Report Office, National Human Development Report Unit.
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