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Human development

Development is about expanding the choices people have 

to lead lives they value. Fundamental to doing this is 

building human capabilities: to lead long and healthy lives, 

to be knowledgeable, to have access to the resources 

needed for a decent standard of living, and to be able to 

participate in the life of the community.

UN Human Development Report, 2001



‘What is the central purpose of highly industrialised societies 

when it no longer makes sense for that central purpose to be 

economic production…?  

‘...to advance human growth and development to the fullest 

extent, to promote human learning in the broadest possible 

definition’.

Willis Harman

American futurist

1995



The orthodoxy

 Western liberal democracies represent the leading 

edge of national progress.

 They score highest on most, if not all, of the 

indicators usually used to measure human 

development: life expectancy, happiness and 

satisfaction, wealth, education, governance, 

personal freedom, human rights.



‘Australia’s level of health continues to improve overall. 

Moreover, in most aspects of health Australia matches 

or leads other comparable countries.’

Australia’s Health 2008

AIHW



In 14 international surveys of happiness and life 

satisfaction between 1948 and 2005, Australia’s 

average rank is 4th.

It ranks 4th on the Human Development Index.

Source: Leigh and Wolfers, 2006; UN HDR 2008.



Life expectancy by income

Source: Inglehart, 2000



Subjective wellbeing by income

Source: Inglehart, 2000



Happiness and democracy

Source: Inglehart, 2000



Source: Inglehart et al 2008



The ‘heresies’

 life expectancy is not a valid measure of overall 

health.

 happiness may not be comparable across cultures 

and does not cover all the attributes of healthy 

people or societies.

 other common measures, being mainly structural 

and institutional, do not adequately reflect the 

cultural and moral qualities that shape the more 

intimate aspects of life, and are central to wellbeing. 



Burden of disease in Australia, 2003

Source: AIHW, 2008



Mental health problems

Australia, by age, 1997-2007
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Long-term conditions and 

self-assessed health* (%)

Disease/

Condition

Excellent/

Very good

Good Fair/

Poor

Mood 

disorders

30 31 39

Diabetes 19 33 58

Heart disease 10 27 63

Source: AIHW 2006

*Correlated with life satisfaction



Student social and emotional health,

Australia, Prep to Y12

 89% of students say they are happy 

 40% display ‘lower levels of social and emotional 
wellbeing’.

 From 20-50% say they:
• Worry too much (42%)

• Are very nervous or stressed (31%)

• Have felt hopeless, depressed…stopped regular 
activities (20%)

• Lose their temper a lot…are mean to others (35%)

• Have difficulty calming down (48%)

Source: Bernard, 2007



Satisfaction vs health: ATS

Large, longitudinal study of Victorian children. At age 

19-20:

 Over 80% satisfied with their lives – including lifestyle, 

work or study, relationships with parents and friends, 

accomplishments and self-perceptions.

 50% experiencing one or more problems associated 

with depression, anxiety, anti-social behaviour and 

alcohol use.

Source: Smart & Sanson 2005



East vs West?

How  the US and China compare:

 Satisfaction with own life (7-10 on 0-10 scale):
• US 65%, China 34%.

 Satisfaction with state of nation:
• US 25%, China 83%.

 Satisfaction with national government:
• US 51%, China 89%.

 Next generation better off:
• US 31%, China 86%

Source: Pew, 2007



Declining optimism among young 

Australians

Question/ Year 1995

%

2005

%

QoL in future: better 35 24

worse 34 49

World in 21st C:

‘new age of peace and prosperity’ 41 16

‘bad time of crisis and trouble’ 55 65



Expected vs preferred futures:

A widening gap 

Question/ Year 1995

%

2005

%

‘Growth’ scenario: expect 63 77

prefer 16 11

‘Green’ scenario: expect                            35 23

prefer 81 89



Declining quality of life

 In surveys, twice as many think QoL is getting 

worse as think it is getting better.

 Reasons for decline (in order): 

• Too much greed and consumerism

• Breakdown in community and social life

• Too much pressure on families, parents and marriages

• Falling living standards

• Employers demanding too much

Source: Eckersley, 2000; Pusey, 1998



Perceptions of quality of life

‘Personal aspirations and aspirations for the nation appeared 

to be largely unrelated….Few participants believed that 

Australia would become their ideal society (and) they had 

distanced themselves from this goal….they manage, or 

control, their reactions to social issues so they can maintain a 

comfortable and self-focused life.’

Values and Civic Behaviour in Australia

Brotherhood of St Laurence, 2002.



Perceptions of quality of life

‘Australians fear that Australia’s social fabric is fraying 

under the influence of global economic pressure, rampant 

materialism, drugs and a less courteous, less ethical 

society.’

Ipsos Mackay

Mind and Mood 2006
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Models of human development

 human development model emphasizes 

associations between a single measure of wellbeing 

(happiness or life expectancy) and mainly material 

and structural developments.



Models of human development

 human development model emphasizes associations 

between a single measure of wellbeing… and mainly 

material and structural developments.

 Psychosocial-dynamics model emphasizes 

associations between multiple measures of 

wellbeing and their cultural and moral causes and 

correlates.



‘…the context in which we are living really doesn’t get 

much better. We are among the top few percentiles of the 

luckiest people in the world.’

David Michie

Hurry up and meditate, 2008



Being human and human wellbeing

Dimensions of human health and wellbeing

 Material: food, water, shelter, sleep, activity. 

 Social: friends, family, community.

 Cultural: reasons to live.

 Spiritual: psychic connectedness to the world.



Cultural fraud

‘One of the most important and growing costs of our 

modern way of life is ‘cultural fraud’: the promotion of 

images and ideals of ‘the good life’ that serve the 

economy but do not meet psychological needs or reflect 

social realities.’

Richard Eckersley

Int J of Epidemiology, 2006



Redirecting choice from:

Material progress
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– to this:

Sustainable development

Strong families, 

communities

Altruistic,

cooperative

individualism

Deep

democracy

Growth

integrated 

Wellbeing

A virtuous

cycle

Environmentally,

spiritually

rich


