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Conceptual Foundations of Human Development

The words growth and development are commonly used
in everyday life to describe change. Everything around
us—plants, cities, nations, and even
individuals—undergoes processes of growth and
development.

However, these two terms do not mean the same thing.
Both refer to change over a period of time, but the
nature of change they represent is fundamentally
different.

Growth is a quantitative concept. It refers to an
increase or decrease in measurable variables such as
size, number, or quantity. It is value-neutral, meaning it
can be either positive or negative.

For example, an increase in population represents
growth, but so does a decline. Growth, therefore, simply
indicates numerical change without necessarily implying
improvement.

Development, on the other hand, is a qualitative
concept and is always value-positive. It refers to an
improvement in the quality of life.

Development cannot occur without positive growth, but
positive growth alone does not guarantee development.
Development implies a transformation that enhances
living conditions, opportunities, and overall well-being.

A clear distinction can be understood through the
example provided in the chapter

If the population of a city increases from one lakh to two
lakhs, it indicates growth. However, if facilities such as
housing, healthcare, and basic services remain
unchanged, then this growth is not accompanied by
development.

Thus, growth without development may lead to pressure
on resources and declining quality of life.

For a long time, development was measured solely in
terms of economic growth. Countries with larger
economies were considered more developed, regardless
of whether this growth improved the lives of their people.

This approach ignored crucial aspects such as equality,
freedom, and quality of life.

A major shift occurred in the late 1980s and early 1990s
with the contributions of Dr. Mahbub-ul-Haq and Prof.

Amartya Sen. Dr. Haq introduced the concept of human
development, defining it as a process that enlarges
people’s choices and improves their lives.

According to him, people are at the centre of all
development, and the primary goal is to create
conditions where individuals can lead meaningful lives.

Prof. Amartya Sen further expanded this idea by
emphasizing freedom as the core of development. He
argued that development should be seen as an
expansion of freedoms or a reduction of constraints that
limit human choices.

His work highlighted the importance of social and
political institutions in enabling individuals to achieve
their potential.

A meaningful life, as described in the chapter, is not
merely a long life but one with purpose and dignity. It
requires that individuals be healthy, educated, and able
to participate actively in society.

People should have the freedom to make choices and
pursue their goals. The illustrations in the chapter (page
3) reinforce this idea by contrasting limited life options
with aspirational and purposeful living.

Human development is thus centered on three key
dimensions:

Health — the ability to live a long and healthy life
Education — access to knowledge and skills
Resources — the means to achieve a decent
standard of living

These dimensions are interconnected and form the
foundation of human development.

However, not all individuals have equal access to these
opportunities. Many people lack the capability and
freedom to make even basic choices due to poverty,
illiteracy, social discrimination, or institutional
inefficiencies.

As highlighted in the text an uneducated child cannot
aspire to become a doctor because her choices are
limited by lack of education. Similarly, poor individuals
may not seek medical treatment due to financial
constraints.

Thus, the central idea of human development is the
expansion of capabilities, which in turn enlarges

www.unidrill.in


http://www.unidrill.in

UniDrill
CUET Preparation Institute in Delhi

CUET Notes for Geography
NCERT | Chapter- 04 | Primary Activities

choices. Without capabilities, freedom remains limited,
and without freedom, development cannot be achieved.

In conclusion, development must be understood as a
people-centric process that focuses not merely on
economic indicators but on improving the quality of
human life. True development occurs only when
individuals are empowered to lead meaningful, dignified,
and fulfilling lives.
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Pillars and Approaches to Human Development

The concept of human development is supported by four
fundamental pillars: equity, sustainability,
productivity, and empowerment. These pillars form
the structural base upon which the idea of human
development rests.

Equity refers to equal access to opportunities for all
individuals, irrespective of gender, income, caste, or
race. In reality, however, such equality is often absent.

For example, in India, women and socially
disadvantaged groups have higher dropout rates from
schools, indicating limited access to education. This lack
of equity restricts their choices and opportunities,
thereby hindering human development.

Sustainability means ensuring the continuity of
opportunities for future generations. It requires the
responsible use of environmental, financial, and human
resources. Misuse or overexploitation of resources can
reduce opportunities for those who come after us.

The chapter illustrates this through the example of girls’
education: if a generation fails to educate girls, it limits
not only their opportunities but also those of future
generations.

Productivity in the context of human development
refers to human labour productivity. It emphasizes that
people are the real wealth of nations.

Improving productivity requires investment in human
capabilities, such as education and health. A healthier
and more educated workforce contributes more
effectively to economic growth and development.

Empowerment is the ability to make choices. It is
achieved through increased freedom and capability.
Good governance and people-oriented policies are
essential for empowerment. Special attention must be
given to disadvantaged groups to ensure they are not
excluded from development processes.

These four pillars are interconnected. Without equity,
opportunities remain unequal; without sustainability,
future development is compromised; without productivity,
economic growth stagnates; and without empowerment,
individuals cannot exercise their choices.

There are different approaches to human
development, each offering a distinct perspective:

The Income Approach is the oldest and views
development as directly linked to income levels. It
assumes that higher income leads to greater freedom
and better living standards.

However, this approach is limited as it ignores inequality
and non-economic aspects of well-being.

The Welfare Approach considers people as
beneficiaries of development. It advocates increased
government spending on social services such as health
and education.

While it recognizes the importance of welfare, it treats
individuals as passive recipients rather than active
participants.

The Basic Needs Approach, proposed by the
International Labour Organisation (ILO), focuses on
providing essential services like food, water, sanitation,
health, education, and housing. Although it addresses
fundamental necessities, it does not consider individual
choices and aspirations.
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The Capability Approach, associated with Amartya
Sen, is the most comprehensive. It emphasizes building
human capabilities in health, education, and access to
resources.

This approach recognizes that development is about
expanding freedoms and enabling people to lead the
kind of lives they value.

Over time, there has been a clear shift from narrow
economic measures to broader, human-centered
perspectives. The capability approach represents the
most advanced understanding of development as it
integrates freedom, opportunity, and well-being.

In conclusion, human development must be inclusive,
sustainable, and empowering. It should focus on
enhancing human capabilities and ensuring that all
individuals have the opportunity to lead meaningful lives

Measurement and Global Patterns of Human

Development

To assess levels of human development across
countries, the Human Development Index (HDI) is
used. Developed by the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP), HDI ranks countries on a scale
from 0 to 1 based on their performance in three key
dimensions: health, education, and access to resources.

Health is measured by life expectancy at birth,
indicating the ability to live a long and healthy life.
Education is assessed through adult literacy rate and
gross enrolment ratio, reflecting access to knowledge.

Access to resources is measured in terms of
purchasing power, indicating the standard of living.

Each of these dimensions is given equal weight, and the
combined score determines a country’s HDI ranking. A
score closer to 1 indicates a higher level of human
development.

However, HDI has limitations. It measures overall
achievements but does not reflect how these
achievements are distributed among the population. It
does not capture inequalities within a country.

To address this limitation, the Human Poverty Index
(HPI) is wused. Unlike HDI, which measures
achievements, HPl measures deprivation or shortfall
in development.

It considers factors such as the probability of not
surviving beyond a certain age, illiteracy rates, lack of
access to clean water, and underweight children.

In many cases, HPI provides a more realistic picture of
human development.

The chapter also introduces an alternative measure
used by Bhutan, known as Gross National Happiness
(GNH).

This approach emphasizes non-material aspects such
as happiness, cultural values, and spiritual well-being. It
highlights that material progress should not come at the
cost of overall life satisfaction.
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human
development is not directly linked to the size of a country
or its income levels.

International  comparisons  reveal that

Smaller countries often perform better than larger ones,
and some poorer nations rank higher than richer ones in
terms of human development.

For example, Sri Lanka has a higher HDI ranking than
India despite having a smaller economy

Countries are classified into four categories based on
HDI scores:

Very High (above 0.800)
High (0.700-0.799)
Medium (0.550-0.699)
Low (below 0.550)
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Countries with very high human development typically
have strong investments in education and healthcare,
stable political systems, and effective governance.

High human development countries also prioritize social
sector spending and good governance.

Medium-level countries often experience transitional
growth, with improving policies but some degree of
instability.

Low-level countries are usually affected by political
turmoil, conflict, and inadequate investment in social
sectors.

The level of human development in a country depends
on several factors, including government expenditure
patterns, political stability, and the degree of freedom
enjoyed by citizens.

Countries with high human development invest more in
social sectors, while those with low development often
prioritize defense due to instability.

The chapter also cautions against attributing low
development to cultural factors alone. Instead, it
emphasizes the importance of governance, resource
distribution, and institutional effectiveness.
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