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Human development is all about enlarging human choices—
focusing on the richness of human lives rather than simply 
the richness of economies. Critical to this process is work, 
which engages people all over the world in different ways and 
takes up a major part of their lives. Of the world’s 7.3 billion 
people, 3.2 billion are in jobs, and others engage in care work, 
creative work, and voluntary work or prepare themselves as 
future workers.

From a human development perspective, the notion of work 
is broader and deeper than that of jobs or employment alone. 
The jobs framework fails to capture many kinds of work that 
have important human development implications—as with 
care work, voluntary work and such creative expression as 
writing or painting.

The links between work and human development are 
synergist ic. Work enhances human development by 
providing incomes and livelihoods, by reducing poverty, 
and by ensuring equitable growth. It also allows people to 
participate fully in society while affording them a sense of 
dignity and worth. And work that involves caring for others 
builds social cohesion and strengthens bonds within families 
and communities.

Human beings working together not only increase material 
well-being, they also accumulate a wide body of knowledge 
that is the basis for cultures and civilizations. And when all 
this work is environmentally friendly, the benefits extend 

across generations. Ultimately, work unleashes human 
potential, human creativity and the human spirit.

But there is no automatic link between work and human 
development and that some work, such as forced labour, 
can damage human development by violating human rights, 
shat tering human dignity, and sacrificing freedom and 
autonomy. Some work, such as work in hazardous industries, 
also puts people at risk. And without proper policies, 
work’s unequal opportunities and rewards can be divisive, 
perpetuating inequities in society.

The fast changing world of work, driven by globalization of 
work and the digital revolution, presents opportunities, but at 
the same time poses risks. The benefits of this evolving new 
world of work is not equally distributed and there are winners 
and losers. Addressing imbalances in paid and unpaid 
work will be a challenge, particularly for women, who are 
disadvantaged on both fronts. Creating work opportunities 
for both present and future generations would require moving 
towards sustainable work.

Work can enhance human development when policies 
expand productive, remunerative, satisfying and quality work 
opportunities—enhance workers’ skills and potential—
ensure their rights, safety, and well-being—and specific 
strategies are targeted to particular issues and groups of 
people. But it would also require pursuing an action agenda 
for a New Social Contract, a Global Deal and Decent Work.

”Women are disadvantaged in the world of work—in both paid and unpaid work. In the realm of paid work they are engaged in the 
workforce less than men, they earn less, their work tends to be more vulnerable and they are underrepresented in senior management 
and decisionmaking positions. In terms of unpaid work they bear a disproportionate share of the housework and care work."
 —United Nations Development Programme Administrator Helen Clark

“Child labour is not an isolated problem and cannot be solved in isolation. The international community must realize that if we 
cannot protect our children, we cannot protect our development. We have to end violence against children.”
 —2 014 Nobel Peace Prize recipient Kailash Satyarthi

“The notion of creative work may be problematic and difficult to conceptualize, but that should not deter us from treating creativity 
as a key measure of human development. Today, we value our creativity as an essential component of human development.”
 —2006 Nobel Prize in Literature recipient Orhan Pamuk

“Just like women’s invisible work in the household, women’s work in community building and conflict resolution, which has 
significant human development implications often goes unacknowledged.”
 —2011 Nobel Peace Prize recipient Leymah Gbowee

“Work, not just jobs, contributes to human progress and enhances human development. But there is no automatic link between 
work and human development.” —Report lead author Selim Jahan
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