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Foreword

We live in a tightly knit world. Yet shared, interlinked
global challenges, such as runaway climate change,
are outpacing our institutions’ capacities to respond
to them. We face “a global gridlock,” exacerbated by
growing polarization within our countries, which trans-
lates into barriers to international cooperation.

Why, despite all our riches and technologies, are we
so stuck? Is it possible to mobilize action to address glob-
ally shared challenges in a world that is intensively polar-
ized? These questions motivate the 2023/2024 Human
Development Report. Firmly grounded in the advance-
ment made in its predecessors, the Report reminds us
that our shared aspirations for development need to go
beyond wellbeing achievements to also enable people
to feel more in control of their lives, less threatened and
more empowered to act on shared challenges.

The human toll of this growing gridlock is huge. In
lives lost, in opportunities forgone, in feelings of de-
spair. After 20 years of progress, and for the first time on
record, inequalities in Human Development Index (HDI)
values—which measure a country’s health, education
and standard of living—are growing between countries
at the bottom and countries at the top of the index. Fol-
lowing the 2020 and 2021 declines in the global HDI
value, the world had the opportunity to build forward
better. Instead, this Human Development Report shows
that our global community is falling short. Deaths in
battle and displacement from violent conflicts are in-
creasing, reaching the highest levels since World War Il.
Leading up to a decade of increasingly higher tempera-
tures, 2023 has been the hottest ever recorded. The
path of human development progress shifted down-
wards and is now below the pre-2019 trend, threatening
to entrench permanent losses in human development.

Unless we change course.

We can still redress inequalities in human develop-
ment, but we must rapidly learn some lessons. To
start, the Report argues that we need to capitalize on
our global connections, choosing cooperation over
conflict. The Report shows how the mismanagement
of cross-border interdependencies (the response to
the Covid-19 pandemic, for example) is at the root of
many contemporary challenges, ranging from debt
distress in numerous low- and middle-income coun-
tries to threats to food security to a pervasive sense of
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disempowerment around the world. New analysis in the
Report using data from the World Values Survey shows
that only half the global population feels in control of
their lives and that only one-third of people believe that
their voice is heard in their political system.

Looking ahead, there will only be more globally shared
opportunities and challenges. Besides the high economic
interdependence, two main drivers of interdependence
are likely to shape our future in the decades to come. First,
the dangerous planetary changes of the Anthropocene
are deepening the global connections among societ-
ies, economies and ecosystems: viruses, microplastics
in our oceans and forest fires do not care much for
national borders. As the Report argues, we may choose
to deglobalize, but we cannot “deplanetize.” Second, an
unfolding Digital Revolution has led to a dizzying increase
in the sharing of data, ideas and culture across societies.

To break the gridlock, the Report is an invitation to
reimagine cooperation by pursuing three ideas that it
encourages the world to fight for.

First, it is imperative to pursue common ground while
accepting that people will have the right to retain their
diverse interests and priorities. Piercing a fog of false
differences, or misperceptions, is one of the most effec-
tive ways of changing behaviour towards cooperation
that addresses shared challenges.

Second, we must enable people to pursue their le-
gitimate and natural human security ambitions without
protectionism. It has now been 30 years since the 1994
Human Development Report introduced the notion of
human security. It focuses on what gives people agency
to shape their lives free from fear, want and living
without dignity. From the energy transition to artificial
intelligence, discussion of risks and challenges needs
to be rebalanced with the consistent articulation of the
potential to live, for the first time ever, with a surplus
of energy and with artificial intelligence that augments
what people can do.

Third, we need a 21st century architecture for inter-
national cooperation to deliver global public goods.
This includes the planetary public goods required to
navigate the Anthropocene—from climate change
mitigation to pandemic preparedness to biodiversity
preservation—as well as the digital public infrastructure
and digital public goods that would enable the Digital
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Revolution to be harnessed to enable people to flourish
in more equitable ways. Global public goods are vital for
our interdependent future as global citizens and require
rethinking international finance to complement devel-
opment assistance (supporting poor countries) and
humanitarian assistance (saving lives in emergencies).
Indeed, we need to recognize the undeniable fact
that we now have access to new financial mechanisms,

extraordinary technologies and our greatest asset:
human ingenuity and our cooperative capacities. Yet
today, psychologists warn that many children report
feeling anxious and that they feel they live in a world
that does not care about their future. This Report is a
rallying cry—we can and must do better than this. It
charts ways forward and invites to a conversation on

reimagining cooperation.
Achim Steiner

@QN\' Q
Administrator

United Nations Development Programme
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