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Disclaimer: 

 
The views expressed here are those of the 

author and do not necessarily represent the 

views and policies of HDRO or UNDP.  
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“… the issue of measuring human development is so 

important that it must be supported by the strongest 

statistical practice – anything less is to fail the 

peoples of the world.” 

 
“An Assessment of the Statistical Criticisms Made of the HDR 1999” 

 prepared by the Friends of the Chair of the UNSC, November 2000. 

 

 

OBJECTIVES: 

 

• To focus on quality of statistics used in measuring human 

development 

• To bring a number of points, some of them familiar and 

elementary but pertinent nonetheless, relating to the quality of 

measurements of HD  
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OUTLINE: 

 

I  INTRODUCTION 

II  RELEVANCE AND COMPLETENESS 
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V  SUMMARY  

  
. 
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I  INTRODUCTION 
 

The Human Development Reports (HDR): 

 

• Brought to prominence the concept of HD in international policy 

and academic discussions.  
 

• An important and authoritative source of international statistics, 

useful for: 

o policy analyses, evaluation, benchmarking,  

o as well as for the wide-spectrum of research.  
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The HDR indices and indicators have often been critically reviewed by 

international development experts, statisticians,  and social scientists. 

 

Some of these reviews have stimulated the revisions, and the family of 

HD indices has been continuously evolving and improving.  

 

An important part of production of the HDR statistics is monitoring 

and managing statistical quality:  

 

• Relevance and Completeness of the family of HD Indices 

• Methodological Soundness  
 

• Data Coherence and Consistency  

• Accuracy  

• Timeliness  
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II RELEVANCE AND COMPLETNESS 

  

The Human Development index (HDI) is a summary measure of HD 

achievements.   

 

• It is transparent, simple to calculate and interpret, and it is proven to 

be a useful tool for making: 
 

o summaries of the performance of the countries; 

o comparisons of achievements between countries at a given 

time; 

o assessment of the change over time in a given country. 

 

The three dimensions in the HDI represent the minimum set of 

indicators for assessing the aggregate level of HD.  
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The strategy of the HDR team has been, so far, to add the new indices 

instead of redesigning the HDI:  

• For gender inequity in HD, two additional indices  were introduced 

in 1995:  

o The Gender related human development index (GDI), and 

o The Gender empowerment measure (GEM). 

� The GDI is the HDI ‘discounted’ for gender inequities in its 

component indicators.  
  

� The GEM captures gender inequity in three key areas: 
 

- Political participation 

- Economic participation and decision-making power 

- Power over economic resources  
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• For an assessment of poverty level and the degree of human 

deprivation in access to resources, The Human Poverty Indices (HPI-1 

and HPI-2) were introduced, 
 

• complement concepts of poverty. 

 

Chart 1: HD for each country can be characterized by these four indices 

  
Source: HDR 2009 (Author’s own computations and graph) 
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• Although, the HDI represents a significant improvement over income 

(GDP) as a broader measure of HD, it is still under considerable 

criticism often labeled as irrelevant and redundant: 

 

o Is the HDI able to capture change resulting from policy intervention 

or external causes? 

 

o The HDI combines indicators of very different sensitivity to change 

and as such it can hardly capture the short-term improvements: 
  

� Social indicators of longevity and literacy (stock), strictly 

related to demographics,  and  

� the slow social indicator on gross education enrollment, 

�  the fast changing economic flow indicator on living standard. 
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o Further, critics say that the inclusion of education and health 

adds little over the use of GDP per capita, because of the high 

correlations among the indicators of the three dimensions. 

 

� These three dimensions address conceptually different 

aspects of HD, which although correlated do not 

predetermine one another. 
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Chart 2. Countries ranked according to GDP and HDI 
 

Very High HD Countries (38)         Low HD Countries (24) 

  
Source: HDR 2009 (Author’s own computations and graphs) 

 

The Spearman’s rank corr. coefficient: 

Very High HD Countries (38) 0.3141 

Low HD Countries (24) 0.2861 

All Countries (181) 0.9505 

 

The HDI tells a complementary story! 
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III METHODOLOGICAL SOUNDNESS 

 

• The HDI has a simple form of arithmetic mean 

• It assigns equal weights to each dimension 
 

o The three dimensions are equally essential 

o The equal weights allow easy comparison over time and over 

countries. 

o However, achievement in one dimension is perfectly substitutable 

with an achievement in another due to the form of the index 

 → a contradiction of the notion of being essential 

 

• Generalized means (different levels of elasticity of substitution) 

� Equal weighting fits better 

� More robust to weighting (Decancq  and Lugo, 2008) 
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• Rankings arising from the HDI are dependent upon the weights used. 
 

o It is possible to quantify the robustness of the HDI country ranks (Foster, 

McGillivray, Seth, 2009). 
 

o The HDI rankings are quite robust with respect to alternative weighting 

schemes  
 

Chart 3. Robustness of HDI rankings to variation in weights 

 
Source: HDR 2009 (Author’s own computations and graph) 

o The pattern of robustness of HDI remains steady over time (compared 

rankings for 1998, 2004, 2007). 
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• The HDI ignores the inequality in distribution of human 

development across population. 
 

o Major obstacles for not accounting for inequality: 

� lack of appropriate distributional data 

� conceptual difficulties 
 

o The HDR, however, usually reports results of some limited 

disaggregated analyses (e.g., HDR 2006, HDI by income quintiles 

for 13 countries, Grimm et al. 2006).  
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o Several adjustments to the HDI were proposed in the literature: 

� Partially adjusted HDI (HDR 1991) 

� HDI adjusted for inequalities in marginal distributions (Hicks, 

1997; Foster, Lopez-Calva, Szekely, 2005) 

� HDI adjusted for multidimensional inequality (Seth, 2009). 

 

o Alternatives:  

� to calculate and publish a separate index of inequality in HD 

achievements across the country, or 

� to report HDI disaggregated over the income quintiles (Grimm et 

al., 2009)  
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• Heavy dependence on distributional data.  
 

o Such data are available and accessible only for a small number of 

countries (less than 60):  
 

� usually assembled from two or more household surveys (DHS, 

LSMS, MICS,…)  

 

� rely on application of statistical matching methods under  

the hard-to-verify conditional independence assumption. 

 

Approximations?  Modeling? 
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IV MISSING DIMENSIONS 

 

“There is in fact no basic difficulty in broadening the concept of 

HDI […] to accommodate the claims of future generations and 

urgency of environmental protection.” (Sen and Anand, 1996)  
 

• Sustainable human development: 
 

“Development that meets needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs” (Brundtland Report, WCED, 1987, p.43) 
 

o Possible indicators: Green Net National Product, Genuine 

Savings (WB), QALE (WHO) 
 

• Security and vulnerability 

• Freedom from exclusion  

• Political freedom(s) 
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• Ultimately, no single indicator can adequately capture all aspects 

of HD. 

 

Additional dimensions for the HDI should be explored, combined and 

eventually added to the current family of the HD indicators based on a 

coherent quality framework:  
 

� the relevance of the dimension to HD;  

� the logical interconnection with other dimensions as assurance of 

integrity of the HDI;  

� conceptual completeness; 

� the accessibility; 

� the interpretability within the context and as a separate indicator; 

� the reliability of the dimension as assurance of accuracy, precision, 

and stability over time; 

� methodological soundness.    
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V SUMMARY 

 

• Over the last 20 years there was a considerable improvement in many 

aspects of measuring Human Development.  

 

• Constant addressing, managing and balancing all the elements of 

quality is the key of success. 
   

• There will be always unresolved important issues.  
 

• Currently, the most urgent ones seem to be: 

o Bringing the ‘missing’ dimensions into the picture 

o Measuring the inequality in distribution of HD achievements 
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THANK YOU 
Milorad.Kovacevic@undpaffiliates.org 
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