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Inequalities have a direct bearing on dignity — and 
thereby on human security. This chapter is concerned 
with horizontal inequalities — those experienced be-
tween groups of people based on some shared char-
acteristic, including aspects of how they choose to 
self-identify. The chapter considers inequalities in 
terms of gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation 
and age, among others. It describes how discrimina-
tion, violence and violations of human rights parallel 
horizontal inequalities. It points to the importance of 
understanding intersectionality: because each per-
son’s identity is plural, some face discrimination on 
multiple fronts. For instance, Black women face dif-
ferent forms of sexism from White women and dif-
ferent forms of racism from Black men. Horizontal 
inequalities often persist despite measures to outlaw 
or regulate their underlying drivers (through antidis-
crimination laws, for example). Even when groups 
are formally protected against discrimination, social, 
political and cultural practices of exclusion can still 
erode people’s dignity. Many groups have little to no 
formal protection at all, as is the case for large num-
bers of people who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexu-
al, transgender, intersex or another sexual minority 
(LGBTI+ people) around the world.

Securing lives of dignity for people who su!er hori-
zontal inequalities demands systemic action. This 
chapter argues that this action must be bring the cen-
trality of agency to the fore. An approach based on 
agency a"rms that people from excluded groups are 
not passive victims (of forces beyond their control) 
or bene#ciaries of support from others — important 
as assistance may be in many circumstances; rather, 
that they are active movers and participants in so-
cial change. The focus on agency makes plain that 
addressing horizontal inequalities is more than im-
proving the wellbeing of groups excluded and dis-
criminated against, important though that is. And a 
focus on agency shows how eliminating horizontal 
inequalities not only is a matter of justice for those 
discriminated against or excluded but also enrich-
es communities and society more broadly, because 
agency is central for broader processes of social 
change.1 An agency-focused approach also recogniz-
es that people hold multiple identities at once.2 That 
people are simultaneously members of di!erent 
collectives provides for solidarity to be built across 
groups over shared values and goals. A foundation 

of agency enhances space for solidarity as people are 
better able to reason about, strategize and participate 
in actions that transform society.

Horizontal inequalities 
undermine human dignity

What does dignity mean? As discussed in chapter 1, 
dignity lies at the heart of human rights. A commit-
ment to human rights is based in part on the recog-
nition that everyone has inherent worth, solely by 
virtue of being human and irrespective of their gen-
der, race or other identity. To quote again from arti-
cle 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: 
“All human beings are born free and equal in dignity 
and rights. They are endowed with reason and con-
science and should act towards one another in a spirit 
of brotherhood.”3 The inherent dignity of all people 
is also the basis for the universality of human rights. 
There are complementary perspectives on dignity. 
For instance, according to Martha Nussbaum, dignity 
is related to respect, agency and equality. So, dignity 
consists of being treated with respect. It also implies 
having control over what people are able to do. And it 
implies respecting the principle that all human beings 
are all equal.4

“ Injustice, oppression and discrimination 
are based on hierarchies of human 
value, which directly a!ect dignity

Human rights set necessary conditions for what we 
owe to each other — treating each other with respect, 
tolerance and understanding. Realizing these con-
ditions places broad demands on society that can be 
ful#lled not only by legislating and enforcing the pro-
tection of particular rights but also by examining the 
multiple ways that preclude advancing those rights.5 
It is in the context of such examination that horizontal 
inequalities can become relevant, harming the pur-
suit of human rights and, in part as a result, hurting 
dignity. Injustice, oppression and discrimination are 
based on hierarchies of human value, which directly 
a!ect dignity. Justice and nondiscrimination — as well 
as the principle of equality for everyone — are the core 
values of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights6 
and the global commitment to recognize inherent 
human dignity.
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In addition to legal protection of human rights, 
expanding people’s capabilities also supports digni-
ty. However, dignity can be diminished when some 
groups progress and others fall behind in what counts, 
or is perceived to count, for social worth.7 When new 
generations are more educated but lack access to high 
quality jobs or the ability to a!ord the living standards 
of past generations, people’s dignity can be a!ected 
by a sense of unfairness or a sense of failure.8

“ It is important when considering human 
security to account for all voices and 
enable their agency both in the description 
of issues and in policy responses

The frame of human security has not always fully 
accounted for the di!erent concerns of varied social 
groups. For instance, feminist critiques have pointed 
out that policies that claim to serve all people often 
render the speci#c concerns of women invisible.9 
Security discourses can also fall into gendered, ra-
cialized and colonialist patterns by associating cer-
tain groups of people with victimhood and weakness10 
and by adopting protection strategies that may ulti-
mately disempower those being protected. Many in-
stitutions connected with enhancing security can be 
underpinned by patriarchal, colonial and traditional 
social norms. When that happens, they endow some 
groups with greater power while others are placed in 
a subordinate and submissive position. For instance, 
in patriarchal societies men typically are granted the 
role of protectors of their families and, by extension, 
of leaders protecting a population.11

It is therefore important when considering human 
security to account for all voices and enable their 
agency both in the description of issues and in poli-
cy responses. The fundamental needs of individu-
als for human security di!er based on each person’s 
plural identities (sex, gender, race, sexual orienta-
tion, age, ethnicity, ability and residence).12 People’s 
plural identities are a source of strength and enrich 
personal and social life but can also expose some 
people to overlapping forms of discrimination and vi-
olations of human rights.13 In analysing experiences 
of human insecurity and designing policies to tackle 
them, recognizing intersectionality helps overcome 
the dangers of masking overlapping identities14 by ac-
knowledging that ultimately we are all human.15

This chapter describes some forms of discrimination 
and rights violations that are manifested in, and often 
foster, horizontal inequalities. These inequalities bear 
on the human security threats discussed throughout 
this Report (#gure 5.1). At a time of increasing severity 
and frequency of hazards linked to the Anthropocene 
context that threaten human security, the gaps in capa-
bilities more relevant to responding to them are wid-
ening.16 Some groups that are falling through the .oors 
of basic capabilities are also experiencing greater chal-
lenges to dignity. The chapter highlights inequalities 
in control over resources17 (land, food and water18) 
that a!ect health, time allocation and possibilities 
for education and work — widening gaps in capabili-
ties.19 It identi#es the impacts of economic insecurity 
and greater risk to crises and shocks across di!erent 
groups. Finally, it brings into view the ways the di!er-
ent experiences of insecurity and overlapping hierar-
chies of power can undermine human dignity.

Threats to human security 
along the lifecycle

The functional capacity of people (echoing the no-
tion of capability, the ability to be and do what peo-
ple value and have reason to value20) evolves from 
childhood through adult life to older age. But there 
can be wide disparities in people’s functioning due to 
disadvantages and risk factors throughout lifecycle 
(#gure 5.2). This section discusses some of the chal-
lenges faced by groups at higher risk of su!ering from 
inequalities in functional capacity: children, young 
people and older people.

Human security and wellbeing achievements at 
earlier stages of a person’s life a!ect outcomes at 
later stages. For example, poverty, violence and men-
tal health disorders earlier in life reduce healthy life 
expectancy, resulting in poorer health capabilities 
later in life.21 For children trauma, stress and ad-
verse childhood experiences impair both physical 
and mental development, with long-lasting impacts.22 
Household and family violence, con.ict and commu-
nity violence, insecurity, discrimination, income in-
security, child marriage and gender-based violence 
are just some of the human security threats a!ecting 
children’s health and development.

Con.ict threatens every aspect of children’s lives 
and security. In 2019, 69 percent of the world’s 
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children were living in con.ict-a!ected countries, and 
more than 18 percent were living in con.ict zones.23 
Between 2005 and 2020 there were more than 
266,000 veri#ed grave violations against children in 
con.ict,24 with the real number likely much higher.25 
Children engaged in armed con.icts face various and 
compounding threats, including death, injury and dis-
ability, as well as deprivations in nutrition, poor living 
conditions, gender-based violence, obligations to take 
part in torture and killings, and dangerous labour.26 
Con.ict also deprives children of education.27

Digital technologies are revolutionizing both the 
potential bene#ts and potential threats of technol-
ogy for children, but the e!ects are unequal. Digital 
technologies create opportunities for access to educa-
tion, breaking cycles of poverty and social needs for 
children and young people. But digital divides exist 
between low- and high-income countries, reaching 
81 percentage points for children and young people 
(#gure 5.3).

Inequalities in access to digital technologies have 
widened inequalities in education during the Covid-
19 pandemic, as the reliance on digital technologies 
for education has grown.28 This corresponds with 
trends showing that di!erences in school attendance 
between the pre-pandemic period (with in-person 
instruction) and the pandemic period (with online 
teacher-assisted lessons) were more pronounced in 
countries with higher multidimensional poverty.29 
The pandemic further exposed the gender digital 
divide, showing that women and girls are at a dis-
advantage in digital skills, with bigger gaps in more 
advanced skills, hindering their ability to take advan-
tage of technology.30

Protection and empowerment strategies will dif-
fer for every age group. Children, especially those 
in early childhood, depend on external inputs for 
survival and development of basic capabilities. This 
need demands action on the part of caregivers and 
institutions to allow children to develop free from 

Figure 5.1 Different groups of people experience new threats to human security differently

Source: Human Development Report Office.
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human insecurity. This does not mean that children 
are not agents in their own lives and societies. Chil-
dren and adolescents are active participants in socie-
ty through cultural, social and political engagement, 

and in many cases they are also participants in eco-
nomic activity and care work.31 Recognizing their 
agency in these areas is key to protection and empow-
erment strategies for children.

Figure 5.2 The change in functional capacity over the lifecycle has different implications for human 
security challenges and thus requires different policies

Source: Human Development Report Office, adapted from Kalache and Kickbusch (1997) and WHO (2002).
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“ Children and adolescents are active 
participants in society; recognizing their 
agency in these areas is key to protection and 
empowerment strategies for young people

Youth marks the shift to adult life, with a high-
er functional capacity in the transition from school 
settings to workplaces. Having less experience and 
fewer skills than older adults, young people can en-
counter entry barriers to the labour market and may 
have high unemployment rates, pushed even higher 
by the Covid-19 pandemic, which harmed groups that 
tend to su!er from the impacts of horizontal inequal-
ities. For instance, in the United States in May 2020, 
although the unemployment rate declined among 
White young people, the rate among non-White young 
people rose.32 Sectors where young people tend to be 
overrepresented (retail and hospitality) have been the 
hardest hit, with most jobs done by young people in 
these sectors unable to be performed from home.33

Young people are particularly a!ected by violent 
con.icts and organized crime. They also have gen-
dered vulnerabilities to violence against women and 
girls, sexual assault, human tra"cking and forced la-
bour. Crime, violence and drug use have increased 
with Covid-19 pandemic lockdowns, directly linked 
to limited access to employment and the loss of so-
cial and community networks.34 These factors can 
force young people to pull out of civic spaces, reduc-
ing their visibility.35 Young people are often exclud-
ed or given only a token role in civic spaces,36 where 
their voices are not heard to shape their own future.37 
In decisionmaking linked to the Covid-19 pandemic, 

younger generations have not systematically gained a 
seat at the table with policymakers and leaders.38 De-
spite these challenges, young people have demon-
strated that they are critical agents of social change, 
as they seek creative ways to prevent violence and 
consolidate peace around the globe.39

With longer life expectancies and lower fertility 
rates, the global population is ageing. By 2050 an es-
timated 1 in 6 people will be older than 6540 — 80 per-
cent of them in developing countries (table 5.1).41 
Ageing gradually reduces mental and physical capac-
ities and increases disease risks. While ageing is in-
evitable, the process can be widely di!erent in speed, 
nature and characteristics. Genetics play a part in this 
variation, but much comes from a person’s physical 
and social environment and their sex, ethnicity and 
socioeconomic status.42 At the same time, inequal-
ities within population groups carry over into older 
age,43 producing wide ranges in functional capaci-
ties.44 Having higher dependency ratios is usually as-
sociated with greater economic pressure on the active 
population and demands for higher #scal spending to 
support the older population.45

Health outcomes for older people appear to be 
strongly linked to disadvantages at earlier stages of 
life that could have a cumulative e!ect.46 Unhealthy 
habits and behaviours that lead to poor health out-
comes in later life, such as smoking, high alcohol 
consumption, low physical activity and diets low in 
fruits and vegetables, have been linked to socioec-
onomic status.47 In some countries where data are 
available, evidence shows that lower socioeconomic 
status is generally associated with increased smoking 

Table 5.1 Number of people age 65 or older, by geographic region, 2019 and 2050

Region

Number of people age 65 or older (millions)
Percent change, 

2019–20502019 2050

World 702.9 1,548.9 120

Northern Africa and Western Asia 29.4 95.8 226

Sub- Saharan Africa 31.9 101.4 218

Oceania, excluding Australia and New Zealand 0.5 1.5 190

Central and Southern Asia 119.0 328.1 176

Latin America and the Caribbean 56.4 144.6 156

Eastern and South-Eastern Asia 260.6 572.5 120

Australia and New Zealand 4.8 8.8 84

Europe and Northern American 200.4 296.2 48

Source: UNDESA 2019.
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prevalence by age, race, ethnicity and region, regard-
less of sex.48 Di!erences in food expenditure also 
show the prevalence of less healthful foods in lower 
socioeconomic groups.49 Communities with lower so-
cioeconomic status face limited access to a!ordable 
exercise facilities,50 possibly contributing to higher 
prevalence of obesity and diabetes in lower income 
populations. These risks have greater chances of be-
coming vulnerabilities as age advances, likely leading 
to health deprivations for older poor people.

“ Young people have demonstrated that 
they are critical agents of social change, as 
they seek creative ways to prevent violence 
and consolidate peace around the globe

People facing higher deprivations live shorter lives 
and spend a bigger proportion of their life in poor 
health.51 Healthy life expectancy is associated with 
better mental health. In Denmark men with mental 
disorders lost 10.2 more healthy life-years than men 
without mental disorders, and women with mental 
disorders lost 7.34 more life-years than women with-
out mental disorders.52

People older than 65 need support because of natu-
ral declines in some functional capacities and higher 
risks for some diseases. In Organisation for Econom-
ic Co-operation and Development countries their in-
comes are on average lower than those of the total 
population,53 and their risk of falling into poverty or 
remaining in poverty is signi#cant.54 Older women 
are at a higher risk than men for poverty due to gen-
der inequalities that persist from earlier in their lives. 
Their pensions tend to be lower because of lower 
wages, gaps in employment due to childbearing and 
childrearing labour, and longer life expectancies — 
and their already lower savings are stretched out over 
longer periods of time.55

As the socioeconomic analysis intersects with other 
capabilities such as health, physical and psychosocial 
dependency and support networks, an increasingly 
complex picture forms around the experience of age-
ing on wellbeing and agency. A study on multidimen-
sional poverty and quality of ageing in Peru showed 
that being male, being younger, being more educat-
ed, being employed, not smoking, lacking physical 
disabilities, having proper nutrition, showing high-
er empowerment and self-esteem and being free of 

mental disabilities were all positively related to suc-
cessful ageing for people older than 65 living in multi-
dimensional poverty.56

The internalization of age stereotypes begins early 
in life and is present at all life stages. Stereotypes rep-
resent subconscious ideas about older people that are 
then embodied through attitudes towards ageing and, 
as discussed in chapter 1, represent a direct threat to 
human security. Experiences of ageism have negative 
e!ects on frailty outcomes for older people through 
negative age stereotypes. More positive attitudes to-
wards and self-perception of ageing have been linked 
to better physical outcomes and less frailty in old age.57 
Knowledge of the ageing process reduces both anxie-
ty about ageing and ageist attitudes themselves.58 This 
points to an important #rst step in addressing ageism: 
information and education on the ageing process.

A recent example of this has been seen during the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Guidelines for rationing looked 
to maximize the lives and life-years saved, which 
often resulted in making older age and comorbidi-
ties the main determinants hindering access to limit-
ed care services.59 There are also relevant inequality 
components to rationing, which is more likely, more 
severe and more often required in low-income set-
tings, with systems that are less equipped and have 
fewer resources.60

Violence and economic 
discriminations harm the human 
security of women and girls

Gender inequality is one of the most widespread 
horizonal inequalities. Women’s livelihoods are se-
verely impaired by poverty, with around 435 million 
women and girls living on less than $1.90 a day in 
2021 — including 47 million pushed into poverty dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandemic.61 In low-income coun-
tries 92.1 percent of employed women are in informal 
employment compared with 87.5 percent of men. 
In lower middle-income countries 84.5 percent of 
women are in informal employment compared with 
83.4 percent of men.62 Women have lower earnings, 
lower savings, worse working conditions and less ac-
cess to #nancial accounts, reducing their capacity to 
absorb economic shocks.63 Unequal conditions leave 
women with less protection and resilience against 
unemployment, health emergencies, paid sick leave 
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and other basic rights. Women in many countries 
have low access to bank accounts, with barriers such 
as lack of knowledge of #nancial services, cultural or 
religious factors and lack of provisions or aversion to 
credit.64 In societies where traditional patriarchal so-
cial norms are pervasive, women are more econom-
ically dependent on men and are constrained from 
making decisions for themselves and their families, 
hurting both their wellbeing and agency.

But gender inequality not only is a glaring injustice 
against women; it also harms society. For instance, 
women’s food insecurity cascades into the poorer 
nutrition and health outcomes of entire families and 
communities,65 and their economic insecurity can 
heavily restrict their agency. The sex gap in access to 
food increased from 2018 to 2019, with women liv-
ing in rural settings the most a!ected— paradoxical 
since women and girls represent most food producers 
and food providers.66 Still, in more than 90 countries 
female farmers lack equal rights to own land and to 
access other productive resources such as livestock,67 
impacting nutrition and health outcomes of entire 
families and communities.68 Globally, the prevalence 
of food insecurity is higher for women than for men, 
with the largest gaps in Africa and Latin America and 
the Caribbean.69

Natural hazards kill more women than men on av-
erage and leave women at higher risk for displace-
ment because of their dependence on forests, land, 
rivers and rainfall.70 The Covid-19 pandemic has had 
a disproportionate toll on women in critical areas of 
human development. Women have had higher risk 
exposure to the virus by being overrepresented in the 
frontlines of the response. They are overrepresented 
in the hardest hit sectors cwomen account for 39 per-
cent of global employment but 54 percent of total job 
losses during the pandemic.71 Teenage pregnancies 
and violence against women and girls increased sub-
stantially during the pandemic.72 Women’s sense of 
not being in control and living in fear are due to tra-
ditional social norms and patriarchal structures73 that 
result in the existing sex inequalities that harm their 
wellbeing and agency.74

Violence against women and girls, one of the 
most brutal forms of harming women’s wellbeing 
and agency,75 encompasses any action or behaviour 
that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexu-
al or mental harm or su!ering for women and girls.76 

Violence against women and girls is the most obvious 
manifestation of deep power imbalances.77 Fear of 
violence is a common experience for women every-
where. In the triangle of violence, direct violence re-
fers to violence that is visible and explicit, including 
manifestations of physical, sexual and psychological 
violence (#gure 5.4).78 Indirect violence, or structural 
and cultural violence, is subtle and can be invisible. 
Structural violence is built into social systems and 
power relations; manifests in inequalities in oppor-
tunities, access to services and representation in de-
cisionmaking; and is perpetuated through economic 
violence or child marriage, both of which limit wom-
en’s opportunities. Cultural violence is a result of 
traditional social norms about gender and feminin-
ity, manifest in di!erent forms of psychological and 
emotional violence such as stereotyping, prejudices, 
sexist language and micromachismos.79 All forms of 
violence are interconnected.80 Cultural violence le-
gitimizes both direct and structural violence.81 Subtle 
forms of violence, called microaggressions, build up 
to severe forms of violence, such as rape and femi-
cide (box 5.1).82

“ As the socioeconomic analysis intersects with 
other capabilities such as health, physical and 
psychosocial dependency and support networks, 
an increasingly complex picture forms around the 
experience of ageing on wellbeing and agency

Economic violence, pervasive around the world, in-
volves making or attempting to make a person #nan-
cially dependent by maintaining total control over 
#nancial resources, preventing the person from hav-
ing a #nancial account, withholding access to money 
or forbidding attendance at school or work.83 It can 
deepen poverty and hinder educational attainment or 
work opportunities.84 Psychological violence involves 
causing fear by intimidation, whereas emotional vio-
lence refers to undermining a person’s sense of self-
worth. Psychological and emotional violence can 
start with microaggressions. Targets of violence have 
named psychological abuse and living under fear as 
more harmful than direct physical violence.85

Intimate partner violence is widespread around 
the world, with 27 percent of ever-married/partnered 
women ages 15–49 years having experienced it. The 
highest prevalence is in Southern Asia (35 percent) 
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and Sub- Saharan Africa (33 percent).86 In some set-
tings social and cultural norms treat violence as a 
justi#able response to women’s perceived misbehav-
iour; these beliefs contribute to intimate partner vio-
lence being treated as a private matter rather than as 
a serious threat to women’s rights and security.87 At 
least 200 million girls and women alive today in 30 
countries have undergone female genital mutilation.88

“ Violence against women and girls is the most 
obvious manifestation of deep power imbalances

Violence is typically underreported because of 
three factors:89

• Stigma: Women who have experienced violence 
can be perceived as dependent, unassertive, help-
less, depressed and defenceless by themselves, 
their families, authorities and society in general.90

• Denial: In di!erent environments women and 
girls might not be aware that routine situations 

are abusive, so they consider it normal and do not 
name it as violence.

• Mistrust: The failure of authorities to recognize 
and address violent actions is one of the main risks 
women consider before reporting.

Inequalities in power across 
race and ethnicity hurt 
everyone’s human security

Race is typically associated with physical character-
istics that become socially signi#cant (such as skin 
colour), while ethnicity is associated with cultural ex-
pression and identi#cation (through language, shared 
traditions or beliefs). Both have been interpreted 
di!erently over time and are still viewed di!erent-
ly in di!erent contexts, but this chapter emphasizes 
people’s lived experience and how they self-identify, 
recognizing that this process is often extremely con-
strained where social categories of race and ethnicity 

Figure 5.4 Different forms of violence against women and girls: Linking the iceberg model to the 
violence triangle

Source: Human Development Report Office based on Amnesty International and Galtung (1990).
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are associated with speci#c physical or cultural fea-
tures.91 Analysing race and ethnicity dynamics o!ers 
an opportunity to use a di!erent lens to understand 
what security means, uncovering assumptions, co-
lonial legacies where relevant and, more broadly, 
power relations.92 Horizontal inequalities between 
racial and ethnic groups often persist over time, 
with e!ects across many dimensions: political, eco-
nomic, cultural and social.93 When racial and ethnic 
identities become connected to political power and 
mobilization, more powerful groups can thwart the 
advancement, dignity and rights of others. In this 
vein the distribution of power in many contexts, up-
held through colonialism and other historical pro-
cesses of subjugation, has favoured the wellbeing of 
White people at the expense of Black and indigenous 
peoples.94 When political power is distributed along 
ethnic lines, ethnic di!erences can be manipulated or 
leveraged by political and other leaders as points of 
contestation between groups, generating social ten-
sions, mistrust and violations of rights and dignity.95 
In the most extreme cases invoking these inequalities 
between ethnic groups can foster violent con.ict.96

Formal standings and o"cial positions against 
racism can hide the way racial inequality has been 

shaped and reproduced through development.97 It 
is important to recognize how longstanding concep-
tions of development and security have themselves 
upheld racial inequalities.98 Racial identities are gen-
erated in part through a process of “othering,” where-
by groups de#ne and internalize their own identities 
through their social relations to others. Othering is 
closely intertwined with existing power relations. An 
example is the construction of “the west” as a social 
category associated with progress and security, de-
#ned in relation to “other” regions that are associated 
with lack of progress and, concomitantly, as places of 
human insecurity.99

“ Analysing race and ethnicity dynamics 
o!ers an opportunity to use a di!erent lens to 
understand what security means, uncovering 
assumptions, colonial legacies where relevant 
and, more broadly, power relations

This section considers racial inequalities as experi-
enced by Black people and indigenous peoples. Both 
groups are excluded from opportunities and face in-
security shaped by racist and colonial legacies, lack-
ing rights, recognition and representation.100 More 

Box 5.1 Femicide: The killing of women and girls because of their gender

Perpetrators of violence use different forms of abuse to exercise and maintain control and domination. The 

killing of women is the extreme manifestation of this pattern.

The UN Vienna Declaration1 recognizes femicide as the killing of women and girls because of their gender, 

which can take different forms: the murder of women because of intimate partner violence; the torture and 

misogynist slaying of women; killing of women and girls in the name of “honour;” targeted killing of women 

and girls in the context of armed conflict; dowry-related killing of women; killing women and girls because of 

their sexual orientation and gender identity; killing of aboriginal and indigenous women and girls because of 

their gender; female infanticide and gender-based sex selection foeticide; genital mutilation–related deaths; 

accusations of witchcraft; and other femicides connected with gangs, organized crime, drug dealers, human 

trafficking and the proliferation of small arms.

Femicide differs from male homicide in specific ways. For example, most cases of femicide are committed by 

partners or ex-partners and involve ongoing abuse, threats or intimidation, sexual violence or situations where 

women have less power or fewer resources than their partner. In 2020, 47,000 women and girls were intentionally 

killed by an intimate partner or family member, and on average a woman or girl is killed every 11 minutes by an 

intimate partner or a family member.2

Some actions by countries to address femicide are legal changes, early interventions, multiagency efforts, 

and special units and training in the criminal justice system. Latin American countries specifically criminalize 

femicide. Yet there are no signs of a decline in gender-related killing of women and girls.3

Notes
1. ECOSOC 2013. 2. UNODC 2021. 3. UNODC 2018.
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than 370 million indigenous peoples rely on commu-
nal land and resources,101 but much of this land is held 
only through customary tenure, leaving communities 
vulnerable to land grabs and expropriation. About 
48 percent of the Quilombolas in Brazil live in se-
verely food-insecure households, with the North and 
Northeast regions of the country facing the most crit-
ical situation.102 About 25 percent of Māori children 
in New Zealand live in poverty, and 29 percent live 
in food-insecure households.103 Indigenous peoples 
have based their survival on traditional occupations, 
such as farming, hunting or #shing. This, combined 
with discrimination, has tended to limit them to wage 
work in the informal economy (domestic work, street 
vending, agriculture and construction), traditionally 
in low productivity industries where they do not earn 
enough to lift themselves out of poverty and food in-
security.104 Informal work increases their vulnerabil-
ity to exploitation and abuse, with lack of respect for 
their work rights and lack of social protection.

Indigenous peoples also face discrimination 
through the repression of cultural identities. When 
dominant or colonial languages were made o"cial, 
indigenous languages were discouraged or made ille-
gal,105 and traditional religions and cultural practices 
were often outlawed.106 Across America children were 
forcibly taken and sent to special schools to assimilate 
the new language and traditions, facing sexual and 
physical abuse or corporal punishment for using their 
native tongue.107 For indigenous peoples in Canada to 
have full citizenship, they had to assimilate to euro- 
Canadian gender, sexual and familial norms.108

With lower representation and opportunities to 
participate in their communities, indigenous peoples 
are less likely to advocate for themselves, height-
ening horizontal inequalities. Indigenous peoples 
around the world are aware of the discrimination 
and lack of representation; they know their rights, 
and they are very active in advocating for them. But 
they face violence from business interests and can 
be dismissed by governments because of lack of rep-
resentation. The number of killings of environmental 
activists has more than tripled since the early 2000s. 
In 2019 a record 212 people were killed defending 
their land and environment; 40 percent of them be-
longed to indigenous communities, and more than a 
third of fatal attacks between 2015 and 2019 targeted 
indigenous peoples.109

“ Racial discrimination through inequitable 
systems that can take the form of structural racism 
a!ects education, healthcare, employment, income, 
bene#ts, social protection and criminal justice

Racial discrimination through inequitable systems 
that can take the form of structural racism a!ects ed-
ucation, healthcare, employment, income, bene#ts, 
social protection and criminal justice. Expressions of 
racism that shape Black people’s experiences of inse-
curity include the prejudices (negative attitudes), ste-
reotypes (categorical beliefs) and unequal treatment 
associated with their race. Structural racism has di-
rect consequences for human security. For example, 
Black people receive lower quality health care and 
live in racially segregated areas or in geographic prox-
imity to low-quality hospitals.110 Black people face 
exclusion and discrimination in education and em-
ployment. For instance, they are stereotyped as less 
warm and less capable than their peers.111 There is 
evidence that Black populations have borne a dispro-
portionate toll during the Covid-19 pandemic.112 In 
many cases Black people are more likely to be arrest-
ed and incarcerated and face more punitive sanctions 
in the criminal justice system.113

People on the move can be forced to 
follow paths of human insecurity

Journeys of human mobility can take many forms and 
be connected to di!erent and intersecting human se-
curity threats along the way. When migrating through 
irregular channels, people’s dignity and therefore 
human security are especially vulnerable to threats 
ranging from tra"cking, abuse, violence and death 
in transit to lack of access to basic services and for-
mal employment, exploitation, discrimination and 
restrictions of basic rights at destination points (#g-
ure 5.5). Although most people migrate voluntarily 
through labour or family migration,114 many others 
are displaced or forced to move115 due in part to the 
impacts of the Anthropocene context (see chapter 2), 
sociopolitical and economic instability or con.ict and 
violence.

As dangerous planetary change continues, com-
munities around the world — but especially in 
developing countries — are increasingly a!ected by in-
tensifying extreme weather events and other climate 
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Figure 5.5 Migration and displacement on a path of insecurity

(continued)

Threats to human security triggering migration and displacement

Threats to human security in transit

Violence, conflict and instability
War, conflict, gang violence, organized crime and human rights abuses are 
forcing people to flee in order to preserve their life and security.

6.6 million people have been forced to flee the Syrian Arab Republic 
since conflict broke out a decade ago.

More than 5 million Venezuelans have left the country amid severe 
sociopolitical instability.

Disaster
Weather-related disasters, aggravated by pressure on planetary systems, 
geophysical disasters and other sudden-onset and slow-onset hazards, displace 
millions of people every year.

In 2020 alone 30.7 million people were internally displaced due to disaster. 
Close to 40 percent of that happened in the East Asia and the Pacific 
region due to typhoons, floods, earthquakes and volcanic eruptions.

Poverty, lack of opportunities and scarcity
Dire development crises of diverse backgrounds create food insecurity, poverty, 
scarcity and lack of resources and opportunities for millions of people worldwide. 
Some turn to migration as a mitigation strategy or a solution in search for a 
better life.

Economic or labour migration dominates some of the most important 
migration corridors in Southern Asia, such as Bangladesh–India, 
Afghanistan–Pakistan, India–Pakistan and Nepal–India.

Hazardous journeys
Migrants and displaced persons attempt dangerous journeys to escape insecurity, 
but they can encounter more insecurity and even death along the way.

Deaths at some of the most dangerous migration routes:
• Mediterranean Sea: 22,977 deaths and missing migrants since 2014, 

18,617 of them in the Central Mediterranean route.
• American continent: 5,822 deaths and missing migrants since 2014, 

3,580 of them in the United States–Mexico border route.

Smuggling, trafficking and exploitation
The absence of sufficient institutional avenues for a way out of insecurity leads 
people to migrate in irregular situations, bypassing formal institutions. This 
exposes them to a range of threats to their human security.

Smuggling networks have become a profitable and complex industry 
(estimated at $6.75 billion a year only for the East, North and West Africa 
to Europe route and the South America to North America route). Migrants 
risk violence, abuse, exploitation and more in the hands of smugglers.
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Compounding risk 
in Central America’s 
Northern Triangle

Long-standing violence 
and organized crime

41 percent of migrants from 
the Northern Triangle cite 
insecurity or violence as one 
of the two main reasons for 
migration.

Searching for better 
opportunities

Three of the poorest 
countries on the continent. 
Fleeing poverty and 
the possibility of better 
opportunities is one of the 
main drivers for migration.

Disasters and climate 
change aggravating an 

already dire situation
Drought in 2018 put 3.2 
million people at risk of food 
insecurity in El Salvador
Hurricane season 2020:
Displaced 310,000 people 
in Guatemala and 175,000 
people in Honduras and 
severely affected agriculture 
and fishing in the region. 

“Coyotes y polleros”
75 percent of migrants 
paid smugglers to help 
them make part of or 
the entire journey to the 
United States, paying 
often between $4,000 and 
$8,000.

Northern Triangle 
migrants targeted, killed, 

extorted, kidnapped
Some estimates: More than 
11,000 migrants kidnapped 
in Mexico in 2010; 2,180 
Central Americans 
disappeared in Mexico at 
the end of 2015. More than 
70,000 have disappeared 
since 2006.

Migration and displacement

On a path of insecurity
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phenomena that threaten their lives, livelihoods and 
human security. For example, severe droughts and 
.oods endanger water access and food security and 
force seasonal or permanent migration. It is predicted 
that by 2050 around half of the world population, and 
as much agricultural production, will be at risk due to 
increased drought and .ood variability,116 a potential 

push-factor for migration.117 Rising sea levels are also 
expected to in.uence the migration of millions, par-
ticularly a!ecting Small Island Developing States and 
countries with large coastal settlements.118 Individu-
als, families and communities may thus choose mi-
gration as a way to mitigate their environmental risk 
and protect their human security.

Figure 5.5 Migration and displacement on a path of insecurity (continued)

Source: Center for American Progress 2020; Community Psychology n.d.; Eurostat 2021b; Freedom for Immigrants 2021; García Bochenek 2019; 

Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime 2018; Human Rights Watch 2018, 2019, 2020a, 2020b, 2021; IADB 2018; IDMC 2020, 

2021; International Crisis Group 2016; IOM 2016, 2019b, 2020a, 2020b, 2021; IPUMS USA 2021; Laczko, Singleton and Black 2017; Long and Bell 

2021; Migration Data Portal 2021a, 2021b; Repeckaite 2020; UNHCR 2018, 2021a, 2021b, 2021c; UNHCR and UNICEF 2019; UNODC 2020; US 

Customs and Border Patrol 2021; US Department of Homeland Security 2019.

Threats to human security as an immigrant or a displaced person

Although not the same, migrant smuggling can turn into human trafficking.

• Libya: 76 percent of 1,400 Libyan migrants surveyed in Italy 

experienced at least one indicator of human trafficking (International 

Organization for Migration), and 84 percent suffered inhumane 

treatment, including brutal violence and torture (Oxfam)

Detention, deportation and family separation
Some migrants and displaced persons trying to cross borders into a different 

country are detained.

Across the world cases of inhumane conditions in detention centres, 

families forcibly separated, prolonged detentions of one or more years, 

sexual abuse, tortures and other forms of violence have been reported.

Reports around the world show that deportation processes can be violent 

and abusive, and deportees often face increased insecurity going back to 

no support system, no refuge and even to revenge for having fled.

Dangers and challenges
Undocumented migrants face great insecurity by living outside the protection 

and coverage of most formal institutions and services. Documented migrants 

still face insecurity and inequality due to limitations of their migratory status, 

discrimination and other barriers of formal institutions.

10 percent of human trafficking victims are targeted because of their 

immigration status. This is also used by traffickers as leverage to keep 

exploiting victims.

Undocumented migrants participate mainly in the informal economy, 

which exposes them to unfair wages and working conditions, exploitation, 

lack of social protection and high job insecurity. Shocks such as the 

Covid-19 pandemic disproportionately affect informal workers.

In the European Union the unemployment rate of non-EU born immigrants 

is 13.9 percent, more than double the 6.1 percent of native workers.

Insecurity at refugee camps and temporary settlements
4 million out of 7.4 million school-age refugee children under the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees mandate were out of school 

in 2017.

The enrollment gap between refugee children and children globally 

stands at 31 percent for primary education and 61 percent for secondary 

education.
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Rising deportations and 

US Border Patrol encounters

More than 11,700 deported 

to the Northern Triangle 

from the United States 

between 2017 and 2019.

More than 62,000 monthly 

apprehensions or expulsions 

on average in 2021.

Unaccompanied children

The number of 

unaccompanied children 

from the Northern Triangle 

apprehended at the United 

States–Mexico border 

doubled to more than 21,500 

between 2012 and 2017.

66,000 unaccompanied 

children from the Northern 

Triangle registered in 

Mexico since 2015.

Higher unemployment, 

less qualified jobs

Latinos have historically 

had an unemployment rate 

1.6–1.9 times higher than 

that of non-Hispanic Whites

More than 50 percent of 

Northern Triangle migrants 

work low-wage jobs in 

construction, food services 

and cleaning compared 

with 20 percent of all 

migrants.

Access to basic services 

and social protection

Around 20 percent of 

Latinos in the United States 

lack health insurance, 

compared with 7.3 percent 

of non-Hispanics.

Around 60 percent of 

Northern Triangle migrants 

pay taxes in the United 

States, but only 23 percent 

report receiving benefits 

from social protection 

programmes.
* Nonexhaustive list of risks and hazards
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The number of people forcibly displaced due to 
con.ict or disaster has trended up over the past dec-
ade, reaching more than 80 million worldwide (see 
chapter 4). More than 86 percent of refugees are host-
ed in developing countries, and 27 percent of all ref-
ugees are hosted in the Least Developed Countries.119 
Managing incoming people presents a complex chal-
lenge for host countries, which struggle to safeguard 
the dignity and human security of those on the move 
and to protect and empower refugees and migrants. 
And the Covid-19 pandemic has brought added op-
erational and #nancial challenges to the disaster 
displacement response, further exacerbating the 
impacts of displacement on human security and the 
wellbeing of those a!ected.120

In general, international migration is intimately 
connected with several dimensions of human secu-
rity. Nearly two-thirds of the close to 272 million in-
ternational migrants worldwide in 2019 were labour 
migrants.121 While seeking better opportunities, la-
bour migrants face insecurities ranging from discrim-
ination to barriers in access to basic services such as 
health, education and housing, even though they can 
#ll skill and labour gaps and contribute to host socie-
ties and economies.

Discrimination impairs the mental and physical 
health of migrants.122 Migrants are also discriminat-
ed against and subjected to violence because of mis-
information and discriminatory beliefs that they hurt 
the economic prospects of host-country citizens by 
stealing jobs or draining social services.123

Ending discrimination against different 
expressions, behaviours or bodies 
enhances human security for all

LGBTI+124 people face speci#c human security chal-
lenges, stemming from repressive (and often violent) 
responses to their having identities, expressions, be-
haviours or bodies that are perceived to transgress 
traditional dominant gender norms and roles.125

The human security discourse has not acknowl-
edged the di!erent gender identities and sexual ori-
entations or incorporated LGBTI+ experiences of 
human insecurity.126 In terms of freedom of want, 
LGBTI+ people face discrimination in home own-
ership, credit and #nancial resources, education 
and employment. They also face impediments in 

exercising the right to full citizenship and in access to 
basic services — as well as increased health risks and a 
greater likelihood of being homeless. They face par-
ticular risk of harm in societies that do not tolerate 
diversity.127

“ The human security discourse has not 
acknowledged the di!erent gender identities 
and sexual orientations or incorporated 
LGBTI+ experiences of human insecurity

To be recognized as a person before the law is a 
human right and key to accessing education, work, 
housing and health services, to political participa-
tion and to protection from violence, torture and dis-
crimination.128 LGBTI+ people do not have the right 
of recognition of their identity and full citizenship 
in 87 percent of the world’s 193 countries.129 In many 
countries trans women reported experiencing vio-
lence when they attempted to get their government- 
issued identity cards, passports or electoral cards.130

LGBTI+ people, especially young LGBTI+ peo-
ple, have a greater likelihood of being homeless due 
to familial rejection; economic and legal issues; dis-
crimination in home ownership, credit and #nancial 
resources; mental illness; addiction; or eviction.131 
Some 15–30 percent of young people experiencing 
homelessness may identify as LGBTI+.132 In many 
countries LGBTI+ people have low visibility, with 
fewer than 15 percent disclosing their sexual orien-
tation, gender identity or gender expression to their 
families in 2016 and around 5 percent in schools, 
workplaces or communities.133 When employers dis-
criminate or refuse to hire transgender people for not 
having certain documents, this pushes LGBTI+ peo-
ple to less productive positions than they are quali#ed 
for — such as jobs in the informal sector.134

Gay cisgender men have higher risk of contract-
ing HIV. In South Africa HIV prevalence among 
LGBTI+ people ranges from 10 percent in Cape Town 
to 50 percent in Johannesburg.135 Lesbian and bi-
sexual women have the lowest STD prevention rates 
in Thailand, where 84 percent of bisexual women 
and 90 percent of lesbians have never been tested for 
HIV.136 The stress and trauma LGBTI+ people expe-
rience can result in poor mental and physical health 
outcomes. A study by the US Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention reports that LGBTI+ young 
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people are four times as likely as cisgender students 
to seriously consider suicide.137

Due to stigma LGBTI+ people may be denied ac-
cess to health, education or technology services. 
Health care providers often do not understand their 
unique needs.138 Bullying and exclusion at schools 
can reduce their ability to study or lead them to skip 
school.139 In Thailand 41 percent of LGBTI+ people 
and 61 percent of transgender women reported dis-
crimination as students in 2018.140 Technology-wise 
they are overlooked by automated gender recogni-
tion of arti#cial intelligence, and the digital divide 
is higher for older LGBTI+ people.141 LGBTI+ people 
are also more prone to online violence and discrimi-
nation, with 64 percent of LGBTI+ social media users 
experiencing harassment and hate speech.142

Regarding freedom from fear, anxiety and indig-
nity, LGBTI+ people endure torture, inhumane and 
degrading treatment, criminalization, targeted phys-
ical and sexual attacks, forced medical interventions, 
conversion therapies and killings. In many countries 
men perceived to be gay have been targets of arbi-
trary detentions, including other forms of violence 
such as electric shocks, beatings, insults and humil-
iations.143 Violence can start early in life in di!erent 
spaces (home, school, work, public spaces, online), 

and the threat of violence and abuse lasts through-
out their lives, with greater risk for sexual violence.144 
LGBTI+ people are stigmatized and pathologized 
through their lives, being perceived as ill, disordered, 
malformed or abnormal.145 The vast majority of 
LGBTI+ people in several countries have been subject 
to violence, with higher incidence for gay men, and 
many have experienced sexual violence.146 Through-
out LGBTI+ people’s lives discrimination reduces 
their access to education, employment and social 
protection and can lead to death (box 5.2).

“ Agency is key for the simultaneous achievement 
of empowerment and protection, placing the 
person at the heart of the security actions

One of the main challenges in assessing the cov-
erage of human rights, discrimination and violence 
is the lack of global and national statistics and data 
on gender identity. And sexual orientation puts pol-
icymakers in uncharted territory as they craft pro-
grammes and policies that a!ect LGBTI+ people 
and their families. The lack of disaggregated data 
also risks grouping the di!erent identities under the 
LGBTI+ umbrella, despite di!erent needs and expe-
riences of insecurity.

Box 5.2 Understanding transfemicide

Trans and gender-diverse people face discrimination and marginalization every day that can lead to violence 

and death. The murder of transgender people is sometimes reported but often in a transphobic way. In most 

countries there is no formal data collection to describe the nature, frequency or extent of transgender homicides. 

Since 1980 activists around the globe have shed light on transphobic violence. The Brazilian lesbian, gay, bisexual 

and transgender organization Grupo Gay da Bahia and the US Transgender Day of Remembrance website were 

pioneers.

In 2009 the Trans Murder Monitoring Observatory started to systematically monitor, collect and analyse re-

ports of the killing of trans and gender-diverse people worldwide.1 Its latest data show an alarming increase from 

149 in 2008 to 375 in 2021 — or 151 percent. About 70 percent of the recorded murders happened in Central and 

South America. About 96 percent of the recorded murders were trans women or transfeminine people, for whom 

the risk for sexual violence increased because 58 percent of murdered trans women and transfeminine people 

were sex workers.2 Other identities intersect as well: in the United States 89 percent of the trans people murdered 

were Black, and in Europe 43 percent of the trans people murdered were migrants.3

Notes
1. Balzer, LaGata and Berredo 2016; Trans Murder Monitoring Observatory 2020. 2. Trans Murder Monitoring Observatory 2021. 3. These figures 

are incomplete because data are not systematically collected in most countries and because families, authorities and media often misgender 

trans people. It is not possible to estimate the number of unreported cases. Additionally, the Covid-19 pandemic has disproportionately im-

pacted marginalized trans people (those who are Black, sex workers, migrants, young and poor), deepening inequalities. It has complicated sex 

work, on top of the stigma and criminalization that leaves trans sex workers exposed to violence. And it has revealed the lack of legislation and 

protection of trans and gender-diverse people (Trans Murder Monitoring Observatory 2020, 2021).
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Eliminating horizontal inequalities 
to advance human security: 
The salience of agency and 
the imperative of solidarity

The previous sections describe how some groups of 
people experience violations of their human rights 
through exclusion, discrimination and violence. Pro-
tection and empowerment strategies are directly 
relevant to enhancing the human security of these 
groups. Agency is key for the simultaneous achieve-
ment of empowerment and protection, placing the 
person at the heart of the security actions (as dis-
cussed in chapter 1).

When discriminated groups are able to shape de-
cisionmaking, potential tensions between protection 
and empowerment strategies diminish. Putting agen-
cy at the centre of human security actions a"rms that 
people are not just victims lacking power over their 
circumstances.147 Nor are they exclusively passive 
recipients of protection. Instead, they can be active 
participants in e!orts to improve their own wellbe-
ing and agency. Rea"rming people’s status as agents 
rather than as victims is particularly important to 
eliminate horizontal inequalities, given that human 

security actions may otherwise unfold in disempow-
ering, paternalistic or even hegemonic approaches.148

Moreover, the signi#cance of agency is broader 
than enabling discriminated groups to enhance their 
own human security. Agency empowers people to 
drive social transformations that improve lives and 
the wellbeing of others. When embedded in protec-
tion and empowerment strategies, agency enhances 
people’s ability to deliberate and act on broader so-
cial imperatives. Enhancing agency thus not only re-
duces horizontal inequalities between groups but also 
improves human security for everyone.

Agency can be the basis for solidarity. When agen-
cy is emphasized, there is also more space for ac-
tions that integrate diverse experiences according to 
plural, and sometimes overlapping, identities.149 A 
focus on agency helps incorporate intersectionality in 
human security. It recognizes the di!erent identities, 
their intersections and their practical and strategic 
needs150 and allows policymakers to tackle integra-
tion, respect and meaningful inclusion. Take Brazil 
and South Africa, two countries where Black women 
have higher unemployment rates than White men 
and the national average (#gure 5.6). Analysing and 
measuring human security with an intersectional 

Figure 5.6 Black women have higher unemployment rates in Brazil and South Africa, first quarter of 2021

Source: Instituto Brasileiro de Geografía e Estatística (Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics) and Republic of South Africa Department of Statistics.
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perspective can open new possibilities for solidarity 
across groups.

Addressing inequalities under a human security 
lens requires systemic action, not isolated policies, 
embodying a commitment to the broad realization of 
human rights. In the context of longstanding horizon-
tal inequalities, this entails going beyond legislating 
against discrimination. Antidiscrimination measures 
are undoubtedly important because they mitigate un-
justi#ed di!erences in how certain groups are treat-
ed. However, people can continue to face exclusion 
and indignity even when they are formally protected 
from discrimination. Societal prejudices, econom-
ic insecurity and impediments to political participa-
tion, education and health can all work to perpetuate 

inequalities. In this context achieving broad realiza-
tion of human rights demands action going well be-
yond legal protection.

“ Analysing and measuring human security 
with an intersectional perspective can open 
new possibilities for solidarity across groups

Advancing human security depends on elimi-
nating horizontal inequalities; as they are reduced, 
human security is enhanced. For this cycle to unfold, 
it is crucial to emphasize the salience of agency and 
solidarity. Solidarity strategies have an instrumental 
role in the form of common security: the security of 
one group contributes to the security of other groups, 

Figure 5.7 Building blocks to advance human security by reducing horizontal inequalities

Source: Human Development Report Office based on UN Treaty Bodies and leading documents.

- International Labour Conventionon the Rights of 

  Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries

- International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 

  of Racial Discrimination

- United Nations Declaration on the Rights 

  of Indigenous Peoples

Global
governance

tools

Lifecycle Race and
enthnicity

- International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights

- United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change

- International Convention for the Protection of All Persons 

  from Enforced Disappearance

- Convention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or 

  Degrading Treatment or Punishment

Gender Migration and
displacement

- International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights

- Universal Declaration of Human Rights

- Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

- 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development

- The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action

- Compact on Women, Peace and Security 

  and Humanitarian Action

- Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 

  of Discrimination against Women

- International Convention on the Protection of the Rights 

  of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families

- Convention relating to the Status of Refugees

- Global Compact on Refugees

- New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants 

- Global Compact for Safe, Orderly, and Regular Migration

- Convention on the Rights of the Child

- Lisbon Declaration on Youth Policies and Programmes

- International Labour Conference Resolution

  Concerning Youth Employment

- There is currently no global declaration, treaty or 

  convention on the rights of older people. 2021–2030 was 

  declared the UN Decade of Healthy Ageing.
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as the violation of some groups’ rights today leaves 
the space for the violation of other groups’ rights 
tomorrow.151

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights re-
mains one of the most important commitments to 
protecting the dignity of all people. Numerous doc-
uments addressing speci#c issues or groups have 
since been introduced, seeking to establish shared 
principles and, at times, coordinated policy direc-
tions in light of global challenges a!ecting people’s 
lives and dignity. They represent key resources to 
advance human security (#gure 5.7). They can serve 
as building blocks, as well as guides and sources for 
complementary action, which must also evolve to re-
spond to the evolving human security threats of our 
times.

“ No person is de#ned solely by being part of any 
social group, and each person has plural identities. 
But there are systematic di!erences across groups 
of people that harm human security — not only 
of those discriminated against but of everyone

Possible evolution would include, for instance, 
reforming justice systems and strengthening the 
health care response on violence against women and 
girls. This would provide formal protection mech-
anisms for women and girls. However, protection 
policies are not enough for long-term human securi-
ty, since they can ignore underlying causes, such as 
a culture that normalizes violence against women 
and stigmatizes women who have experienced vio-
lence. They also may limit the recognition of agency. 
Therefore, protection should be complemented by ef-
fective instruments to raise awareness and support 
for laws against violence against women and girls, 
to promote women’s rights and to educate society at 
large for an end to the discrimination and revictimi-
zation of women.

For LGBTI+ people there has been a progressive 
reduction of criminalization of di!erent forms of 
gender identity and expression and of consensual 
same-sex sexual conduct around the world. For ex-
ample, the number of countries criminalizing con-
sensual same-sex sexual conduct dropped from 85 
to 67 between 2007 and 2020.152 These measures 
are a step towards human security. But they do not 
address threats to dignity if LGBTI+ people contin-
ue to face discrimination in social life. Thus, these 
measures should be complemented by nondiscrimi-
nation frameworks — based on legal and social norms 
— so that LGBTI+ people have the agency not only to 
lead the life they value but also to drive broader so-
cial change that eliminates the horizontal inequalities 
that are a permanent threat to human security.

*    *    *

This chapter highlights only some of the many hori-
zontal inequalities that characterize our world today. 
No person is de#ned solely by being part of any so-
cial group, and each person has plural identities. But 
there are systematic di!erences across groups of 
people that, as the chapter illustrates for a few cases, 
harm human security — not only of those discriminat-
ed against but of everyone. It is right to emphasize 
the importance of addressing this discrimination by 
enhancing the wellbeing of those who su!er the con-
sequences of persisting horizontal inequalities — it 
is a matter of justice. But it is equally crucial to rec-
ognize that people have agency, and in enhancing 
agency not only would there be more of a chance 
for the wellbeing of those excluded or discriminated 
against to be enhanced, but everyone’s human securi-
ty would advance. Eliminating horizontal inequalities 
thus acquires even greater relevance and rea"rms 
the importance of adding solidarity to protection and 
empowerment strategies.
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The concept of human security, as introduced in the 
1994 Human Development Report,1 was conceptual-
ized as universal and centred on people. Universalism 
is a concern for people everywhere, as it encompass-
es the common threats experienced by human beings 
(unemployment, crime, pollution) while recognizing 
the di!erent threats facing women in the person-
al security area related to violence against women. 
Centred on people — a concern for how people live 
and exercise, their choices and how they access most 
markets and opportunities. In this sense it recogniz-
es the important di!erences in access to markets and 
opportunities — in relation to economic insecurity — 
for women and girls throughout their lifecycle.

Before the concept of human security was coined, 
feminist scholars had challenged the state-centric 
de#nitions of security.2 Theories of feminist secu-
rity questioned the foundations of the concept that 
reveals an inherent gender bias and androcentric 
framework,3 defying the traditionally gendered hier-
archies embedded in the concept of security that de-
value women’s lives and their economic and social 
contributions to society.4

The gender perspective in human security has been 
debated by di!erent generations of international re-
lations feminists,5 often centring on two aspects that 
have been omitted: gender inequalities and the ways 
di!erent women experience insecurity.

International relations feminists6 started question-
ing the gender biases in the core concepts of state, 
power and security, built in masculine terms. They 
believed that security could be achieved by elimi-
nating gender inequality and distinguishing between 
men as the powerful and women as the weak.7 Re-
search started with the analysis of masculine dis-
course around national security in the military. 
Cynthia Enloe analysed the construction of mascu-
linity in national armies, the treatment of women sol-
diers and the presence of women prostitutes around 
military bases.8 By identifying the strong connec-
tions between the exercise of power over women and 
their bodies and the understanding of security, she 

concluded that women were strongly marginalized in 
the name of practicing security.

The concept of security placed the state as a pri-
mary actor, built on the privilege of masculine traits, 
with women absent from the public sphere. Catharine 
McKinnon called attention to the lack of gender con-
siderations and determinants of the state, acknowl-
edging that the concept of state was male, as “the 
law sees and treats women the way men see and treat 
women.”9 The state and justice system exercised 
male power over women by institutionalizing the 
male point of view in law. So, security from feminist 
standpoints highlights the multiple and overlapping 
hierarchical relationships of power that undermine 
women’s dignity and capabilities.10

Feminist scholars proposed a more comprehen-
sive de#nition of security “not just as the absence of 
threats or violence, but as the enjoyment of econom-
ic and social justice,”11 recognizing that security de-
pends on the di!erent economic, political, social and 
personal circumstances.12

Researchers also explored the relationship between 
security and gendered bodies,13 which contributed to 
a better understanding of how the concept was ex-
cluding and ignoring women’s experiences with in-
security, arguing that the body could explain several 
aspects of historical oppression on women, where 
sexuality is the e!ect of historical power relations.14 
And beyond gender, other inherent characteristics 
such as race or ethnicity should be considered and ac-
counted for when conceptualizing human security — 
as humans with di!erent overlapping characteristics 
will experience insecurity in di!erent ways.15

Later, the #eld of international relations opened 
space for gender as an analytical category to make 
women’s experiences with insecurity visible.16 The 
way to rectify the exclusion of women was by ana-
lysing their everyday lives. Adding women was not 
their main request, as this would just reinforce the 
male experience and viewpoint as the main category. 
Gender should be considered a systematically analyt-
ical category about constructions of masculinity that 
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privilege men and devalue femininity.17 Gender hi-
erarchies shaping behaviour and practices in society 
should be visible, so that di!erent solutions and alter-
natives can be developed to overcome insecurities.18

Feminist theorists had also highlighted that the 
lack of re.ection around women’s subordination in 
di!erent spaces (state, family, workplace) is seen 
as an accidental failure of democracy instead of ac-
knowledging gender as an element of how patriar-
chal institutions were built. For human security this 
means re.ecting on whose security is being empha-
sized and how. Boys’ and men’s security is prioritized 
over girls’ and women’s because of sexism. All forms 
of insecurity are gendered. And their manifestations, 
patterns and degree of intensity might di!er for each 
gender but also depend on the context.19

According to Beth Woroniuk, the key gendered 
dimensions missing in human security discussions 
since the concept emerged were violence against 
women, gender inequality in control over resourc-
es, gender inequality in power and decisionmaking, 
women’s human rights and women as actors not 
victims.20 Also at the beginning of the millennium, 
the Women’s International Network for Gender and 
Security started to rede#ne security, prioritizing the 
consistency of human security with the principles 
of nonviolence, universal human dignity and sus-
tainable living. The network de#ned four critical 
feminist dimensions for human security: a healthy 
planet and sustainable living environment, meet-
ing basic human needs for wellbeing, respecting 
and ful#lling human rights and eliminating violence 
and armed con.ict in preference for nonviolent 
change and con.ict resolution. Other researchers 
have asked for human security to focus on women 
issues of physical, structural and ecological violence 
rather than military security.21 To include gendered 
dimensions in human security means letting go of 
androcentric biases, bringing to the fore the experi-
ences of women and girls shaped by unequal power 
relationships.

Another aspect, in line with the second-wave fem-
inism claiming that “the personal is political,”22 is to 
start with the individual or community rather than 
the state or the international system. Feminist schol-
ars drew on local experiences of women to interpret 
and explain their insecurities and disadvantaged 
positions.

Feminist scholars23 have also argued that women 
cannot simply be added as a category to study inter-
national relations and human security, because both 
are set on masculine constructions of world politics, 
resting on a patriarchal system. The main task of the 
most recent generation of international relations 
feminists has been to deconstruct the traditional un-
derstanding of human security by introducing new 
ways to interpret gender. Continuing the work by pre-
vious generations, third-generation feminists view 
human security through the lens of human relation-
ships and human needs as opposed to a masculine 
view centred on institutions.24

Black feminism25 — led by Kimberlé Crenshaw,26 
who developed the theory of intersectionality, and 
Patricia Hill Collins,27 who developed the matrix of 
domination — proposed a critical approach to human 
security. The insecurities experienced by women 
are shaped not just by their gender but also by other 
identities, such as race, ethnicity, age, sexuality, dis-
ability, physical appearance and religion. These cat-
egories are used as frameworks of domination and 
power that exclude and marginalize those who are 
di!erent.28 For Hill Collins gender has the same im-
portance as race and class in paying attention to the 
power relations that are root causes of sexism, racism 
and classism to understand how insecurity is experi-
enced in people’s daily lives.29

Several scholars have identi#ed violence against 
women as one of the most pervasive threats to wom-
en’s and girls’ security. Worldwide, women live in 
constant risk of experiencing violence at the per-
sonal, community, economic and political levels, a 
violence rooted in the foundations of a system that 
facilitates patriarchal structural violence.30 This risk 
limits women’s and girls’ mobility and agency over 
their own lives.

In the same line of structural violence, gender jus-
tice is one of the key aspects of improving human se-
curity, as women and girls are typically invisible and 
marginalized within judicial processes. Gender jus-
tice refers to “legal processes that are equitable, not 
privileged by and for men, and which distinguish 
gender-speci#c injustices that women experience.”31 
When a group of people with a common identity face 
discrimination coming from institutions or traditions, 
it is embedded in the social structure. This structural 
violence can lead to su!ering and death just as often 
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as direct violence, and though the damage is slower 
and more subtle, it is more di"cult to repair.32

Feminist studies of human security have put on 
the table relevant themes for women such as the im-
pacts of armed con.ict on women, gender relations 
and gender roles; ways international humanitarian 
actions and peacekeeping operations widen or dimin-
ish unequal gender relations; and women’s absence 
from decisionmaking positions that are central to 
peacebuilding.33 Women experience gendered e!ects 
in the context of con.icts and are also neglected in 
disarmament, demobilization and reintegration be-
cause they are not recognized as combatants or are 
viewed simplistically as camp followers or wives of 

commanders because of stigma and prejudices about 
their gender.34

The frame of human security stresses the im-
portance of people being able to take care of them-
selves: all people should have the opportunity to meet 
their most essential needs and to earn their own liv-
ing. Empowerment and independence will not be 
achieved by framing women and girls as vulnerable 
victims of the di!erent threats they face but by asking 
women and girls how they are secured or unsecured. 
Hearing women’s voices will tell a di!erent story of 
security, where they enforce the respect of their eco-
nomic, political and human rights and are empow-
ered to achieve their own development.
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United Nations Children’s Fund

The new generation of human security threats in the 
Anthropocene context, including the compound-
ing e!ects of inequalities, digital technology threats, 
health threats and violent con.ict have a unique and 
far-reaching bearing on children and their futures. 
The realization of human security inevitably depends 
on addressing those widespread and cross-cutting 
challenges to their survival, livelihood and dignity, 
with profound e!ects on future generations.

This is exempli#ed by the Covid-19 pandemic, 
whose lingering impact has resulted in increasing 
poverty and inequality, which threaten to undermine 
the rights of children. An estimated 100 million more 
children are projected to be living in multidimension-
al poverty today, representing an increase of 10 per-
cent since 2019.1 Along with growing poverty, more 
children are out of school, hungry, abused, made to 

work and forced into early marriage. The global cri-
sis has taken a harsh toll on children and adolescents, 
fuelled by deprivation and loss and heightened by 
racism, discrimination and gender inequality.

Anthropocene risks

The Children’s Climate Risk Index2 revealed that vir-
tually every child on the planet is exposed to at least 
one environmental threat, be it heatwaves, cyclones, 
.ooding, drought, air pollution or lead poisoning, and 
approximately 1 billion children live in countries clas-
si#ed as extremely high risk from the consequences 
of climate change. Children can be particularly vul-
nerable to climate and environmental shocks if there 
are inadequate essential services, such as water, san-
itation, healthcare and education. As it stands, en-
vironmental degradation has contributed to one in 
three children having elevated levels of lead in their 
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Figure S5.2.1 A new generation of human security threats for children

Source: Human Development Report Office based on UN Treaty Bodies and leading documents.
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blood. About half a billion children are threatened by 
.ooding, and by 2040 one in four children will live 
amid extreme water stress.

In order to reduce these Anthropocene risks, e!orts 
are needed to improve the resilience of the essen-
tial services that children depend on to survive and 
thrive. This includes improving access to water, sani-
tation and hygiene services, as well as introducing cli-
mate-smart health services. Children will also bene#t 
from schools and education systems that can respond 
.exibly and adeptly to disasters and from social safe-
ty nets that are climate-responsive. In all these e!orts 
children and young people must be engaged as agents 
of change in environmental and climate action, as it 
is their futures that hang in the balance.

Inequalities

Evidence from previous crises (including economic 
shocks and especially the current Covid-19 pandem-
ic) shows that the wide-ranging social and econom-
ic impact is likely to be disproportionally higher on 
children, with groups most likely to be left behind 
su!ering the severest consequences in terms of pov-
erty and hunger linked to reduced family incomes, 
job losses and rising inequality.3 The global reach 
of the pandemic means that children in both devel-
oped and developing countries are a!ected. Poorer 
and marginalized children globally are also more 
vulnerable to loss of education and less able to par-
ticipate in distance learning and access health-care 
services. This is particularly true for the 1 in 10 chil-
dren with disabilities worldwide, who may experi-
ence deprivation and be less likely to be counted, 
consulted and considered in decisionmaking that 
a!ects them.4

The cost of inaction is high. Children stand to lose 
the equivalent of $17 trillion, or roughly 14 percent of 
global gross domestic product (GDP), from their fu-
ture earnings due to loss of schooling and learning.5 
Almost 9 million more children may end up in child 
labour, 10 million more girls in early marriages, and 
many more children will experience violence and 
su!er negative impacts on their mental health. This 
is not only a loss to children but also to communi-
ties, countries and the world, with productivity and 
growth prospects likely to be reduced for decades.6

Digital technology risks

Digital innovation and technology development are 
accelerating, particularly as the Covid-19 pandem-
ic has caused a shift to distance and remote deliv-
ery systems. Digital innovations and solutions have 
become fundamental to improving children’s lives 
across the spectrum, from health to nutrition, edu-
cation, protection, access to water, sanitation and 
hygiene, and inclusion. Children themselves can use 
technologies, including the internet, for communica-
tion, play, schoolwork, accessing information, train-
ing, skilling and preparation for the world of work as 
well as personal expression.

Widespread school closures during the Covid-19 
pandemic have spurred a reimagination in educa-
tion, including through new digital delivery platforms 
designed to provide children with the education and 
skills they need for the 21st century. The persistence 
of the digital divide, however, means that low- and 
no-tech solutions that are better suited to reaching 
students without internet access must remain viable 
alternatives. Finally, with opportunities come risks 
and threats. Children need to be protected in cyber-
space, with adequate regulation and strategies to 
promote online safety against abuse, bullying, sex-
ual exploitation and other threats, including privacy 
breaches, while protecting the education and health 
bene#ts of digital technologies.

Health and nutrition challenges

While tremendous progress has been achieved in 
maternal and child health and nutrition over the 
past two decades, inequalities in access to health 
care mean that many groups of children are left be-
hind. Young children, and newborns in particular, 
continue to die from preventable causes stemming 
from inadequate maternal and newborn health care 
and nutrition or from treatable infectious diseas-
es. Moreover, failing to invest adequately in early 
childhood development serves to deny young chil-
dren the stimulation their developing brains need 
to thrive. Progress in immunization for preventable 
diseases has also stagnated, and there is great ine-
quality in the availability and distribution of Covid-
19 vaccines.
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Due to inadequate diets, only half of children ages 
6–23 months receive the recommended number of 
meals per day that they need to thrive and grow well. 
This contributes to there being one in three children 
under age 5 who are malnourished and unable to 
grow well, develop and learn to their full potential.7 
To survive and thrive, every child, including adoles-
cents, should have access to nutritious diets to avoid 
the double burden of obesity and undernutrition, as 
well as quality primary healthcare to promote both 
their physical and mental health. Yet globally, more 
than one in seven adolescents ages 10–19 is estimated 
to live with a diagnosed mental disorder.8 Urgent in-
vestment in mental health services is needed, as is an 
end to the stigma associated with mental illness, to 
promote greater understanding and support of men-
tal health.

Violent conflict

Nearly one in #ve children in the world lives in a 
con.ict zone, where they are at risk of being killed, 
maimed, abducted, subject to sexual violence or re-
cruited into armed groups.9 Armed actors conduct 
deliberate campaigns of violence against children, 
including putting their schools, hospitals, water fa-
cilities and other essential services under attack. 
In 2020 alone the United Nations veri#ed nearly 
24,000 grave violations against children in con.ict 
— or about 72 violations per day.10 Women and girls 
face increased risk of gender-based violence during 
humanitarian crises. Added to this are an estimated 

33 million children who were forcefully displaced in 
2020, accounting for 1 in 70 children globally.11 To 
help children process and heal from con.ict they 
have experienced, mental and psychosocial support 
for children and adolescents must be integral to any 
humanitarian response.

Children deserve to grow up in an environment 
that is conducive to peace and security. To promote 
sustainable peace within societies, factors driving 
con.ict and grievances must be addressed through 
the equitable and inclusive delivery and manage-
ment of essential services, including education, 
health, nutrition, water and sanitation, social pro-
tection and child protection. Institutions must also 
be responsive and accountable to communities and 
allow for inclusive participation in decisionmaking 
at all levels, including hearing the voices of children 
and young people.

None of these threats can be successfully ad-
dressed without the active involvement of children. 
Guided by the Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
as well as other UN human rights instruments, all 
children deserve to be included, without discrimi-
nation, in matters that a!ect their human security 
and to have opportunities and agency in accordance 
with their rights. For this to be a reality, children and 
young people must be heard on decisions that a!ect 
their lives and, within an environment of trust, sup-
port and capacity development, be engaged as allies 
and problem-solvers on the issues that concern them 
the most. This will be the most e!ective way to pre-
pare children for being active citizens and veritable 
agents of change and human development.

N OT E S

1. UNICEF 2021e.

2. https://www.unicef.org/reports/climate-crisis-child-rights-crisis, accessed 

20 December 2021.

3. Furceri, Ostry and Loungani 2020.

4. UNICEF 2021g.

5. World Bank, UNESCO and UNICEF 2021.

6. World Bank 2020a.

7. UNICEF 2019.

8. UNICEF 2021f.

9. UNICEF 2021h.

10. UNICEF 2021i.

11. UNICEF 2021d.

CHAPTER 5 — INEqUALITIES AND THE ASSAULT ON HUMAN DIGNITY 1 1 5

https://www.unicef.org/reports/climate-crisis-child-rights-crisis

