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Abstract 

Since 1990, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has published a series of annual Human 
Development Reports (HDRs) in which the human development index (HDI) is computed for each country. This 
index has become an important alternative to the traditional uni-dimensional measure of development (i.e. the gross 
domestic product). Although the index still fails to include any ecological considerations, it has broadened the 
discussion surrounding the evaluation of development. Unfortunately, over the years, the HDRs seem to have 
become stagnant, repeating the same rhetoric without neces�V�D�U�L�O�\���L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H���+�'�,�¶�V���X�W�L�O�L�W�\�����7�K�L�V���S�D�S�H�U���H�Y�D�O�X�D�W�H�V��
how well these reports have lived up to their own conceptual mandate and assesses the ability of the HDI to further 
the development debate. We find that the reports have lost touch with their original vision and the index fails to 
capture the essence of the world it seeks to portray. In addition, the index focuses almost exclusively on national 
performance and ranking, but does not pay much attention to development from a global perspective.  
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1. Introduction  
 
The first Human Development Report (HDR) of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), 
released in 1990 (UNDP, 1990), was an important document because it reopened various concepts that 
�K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���U�D�L�V�H�G���L�Q���H�D�U�O�L�H�U���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�R�Q�V���L�Q�W�R���D���X�Q�L�I�L�H�G���W�K�H�P�H���R�I���µ�K�X�P�D�Q���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W�¶�����,�W���D�O�V�R��
provided a handy, if preliminary, framework for measuring performance on the dimensions of human 
development through the human development index (HDI). This framework has continued to be the 
keystone of this series of annual reports from the UNDP, of which there have been eight so far (UNDP, 
1990, 1991, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997). In our opinion, the biggest contribution of this series of 
reports has been to carve a place of prominence for the concept of human development in intellectual 
discourse and, to a lesser extent, in international policy discussions. Moreover, individual reports have 
contributed to the human development debate by focusing on and exploring in some detail, selected 
�W�K�H�P�H�V���V�X�F�K���D�V���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�W�L�R�Q�����8�1�'�3�������������������J�H�Q�G�H�U�����8�1�'�3�������������������D�Q�G���S�R�Y�H�U�W�\�����8�1�'�3������������������
In essence, the HDRs have pushed the boundaries of the development debate beyond a traditional 
economic perspective�² the HDI can be considered as a first and important step toward incorporating 
broad notions of sustainability into measures of development. A lively debate on the index, and how to 
improve it was evident in the first few years immediately following the 1990 report. The first HDR had 
promised that future reports would build on the original structure that the concepts would be further 


