
14

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2009
Overcoming barriers: Human mobility and development1

lower, than what they would earn as agricultural 
day labourers at home.24 Escaping traditional hi-
erarchies can be an important factor motivating 
migration (chapter 3). 

Moreover, the relationship between move-
ment and economics is far from unidirectional. 
Large-scale movements of people can have pro-
found economic consequences for origin and 
destination places, as we will discuss in detail in 
chapter 4. Even the way in which we think about 
basic economic concepts is affected by the move-
ment of people, as can be illustrated by the issues 
raised for the measurement of per capita incomes 
and economic growth (box 1.2). 

1.3 Development, freedom and 
human mobility
Our attempt to understand the implications of 
human movement for human development be-
gins with an idea that is central to the approach 
of this report. This is the concept of human 

development as the expansion of people’s free-
doms to live their lives as they choose. This con-
cept—inspired by the path-breaking work of 
Nobel laureate Amartya Sen and the leadership 
of Mahbub ul Haq and also known as the ‘ca-
pabilities approach’ because of its emphasis on 
freedom to achieve vital ‘beings and doings’—
has been at the core of our thinking since the 
first Human Development Report in 1990, and 
is as relevant as ever to the design of effective 
policies to combat poverty and deprivation.25 
The capabilities approach has proved powerful 
in reshaping thinking about topics as diverse as 
gender, human security and climate change.

Using the expansion of human freedoms and 
capabilities as a lens has significant implications 
for how we think about human movement. This 
is because, even before we start asking whether 
the freedom to move has significant effects on in-
comes, education or health, for example, we rec-
ognize that movement is one of the basic actions 

Box 1.2 How movement matters to the measurement of progress

Attempts to measure the level of development of a country rely on 

various indicators designed to capture the average level of well-

being. While a traditional approach uses per capita income as a proxy 

for economic development, this report has promoted a more com-

prehensive measure: the Human Development Index (HDI). However, 

both of these approaches are based on the idea of evaluating the 

well-being of those who reside in a given territory.

As researchers at the Center for Global Development and 

Harvard University have recently pointed out, these approaches to 

measuring development prioritize geographical location over people 

in the evaluation of a society’s progress. Thus, if a Fijian moves to 

New Zealand and her living standards improve as a result, traditional 

measures of development will not count that improvement as an in-

crease in the development of Fiji. Rather, that person’s well-being will 

now be counted in the calculation of New Zealand’s indicator. 

In background research carried out for this report, we dealt with 

this problem by proposing an alternative measure of human devel-

opment. We refer to this as the human development of peoples (as 

opposed to the human development of countries), as it captures the 

level of human development of all people born in a particular country. 

For instance, instead of measuring the average level of human devel-

opment of people who live in the Philippines, we measure the aver-

age level of human development of all individuals who were born in 

the Philippines, regardless of where they now live. This new measure 

has a significant impact on our understanding of human well-being. 

In 13 of the 100 nations for which we can calculate this measure, the 

HDI of their people is at least 10 percent higher than the HDI of their 

country; for an additional nine populations, the difference is between 

5 and 10 percent. For 11 of the 90 populations for which we could 

calculate trends over time, the change in HDI during the 1990–2000 

period differed by more than 5 percentage points from the average 

change for their country. For example, the HDI of Ugandans went up 

by nearly three times as much as the HDI of Uganda.

Throughout the rest of this report, we will continue to adopt 

the conventional approach for reasons of analytical tractability and 

comparability with the existing literature. We also view these two 

measures as complements rather than substitutes: one captures 

the living standards of people living in a particular place, the other 

of people born in a particular place. For example, when we anal-

yse human development as a cause of human movement, as we 

do throughout most of this report, then the country measure will be 

more appropriate because it will serve as an indicator of how living 

standards differ across places. For the purposes of evaluating the 

success of different policies and institutions in generating well-being 

for the members of a society, however, there is a strong case for 

adopting the new measure. 

Source: Ortega (2009) and Clemens and Pritchett (2008).


