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Goals of human security in the health 
field

1. To enhance the resilience of the most vul-
nerable population groups by enabling them 
to enjoy good health

2. To ensure that good-quality health services 
are available, acceptable, and accessible by pro-
moting the self-reliance and self- determination 
of the most vulnerable population groups

3. To promote health through an understand-
ing of the root causes of vulnerability, which 
vary depending on the local context and most 
often involve a web of interconnected threats

Added value of human security to the 
health sector

1. An emphasis on human security can help us 
to move beyond focusing on survival to focus-
ing on livelihoods, wellbeing, and dignity. This 
requires involving non-health stakeholders, 
such as those dealing with issues of welfare, 
employment, and other programs.

2. The human security approach addresses the 
social determinants of health at the local level, 
seeks the establishment of power-sharing gov-
ernance for health systems, and promotes 
individual and community self-reliance and 
self-determination.

Seven principles of human security

1. Address the linkages among freedom from 
fear, freedom from want, and freedom to live 
in dignity

2. Focus on the ways in which people experi-
ence vulnerability in their daily lives and ac-
knowledge that different threats feed off one 
another and thus need to be addressed in a 
comprehensive manner

3. Engage the population groups in the high-
est conditions of vulnerability in all stages of 
programs, from the needs assessment through 
the design and implementation to the moni-
toring and evaluation phases of activities

4. Understand the local-specific context and 
ensure that all decisions and interventions 
take that context into consideration

5. Include all relevant sectors and actors in the 
implementation, monitoring, and evaluation 
processes

6. Focus on prevention to the extent possible

7. Create synergy between protection and em-
powerment actions

Key Findings: Take-Away Messages

In many instances, using a human security lens to design health programs helps to make them 
more effective and sustainable. But properly integrating human security approaches into health 
interventions requires that policymakers and program managers maintain an awareness of the 
main criteria for human security throughout the program design, implementation, and eval-
uation phases—including the overall goals of human security and its added value, the seven 
principles of human security identified in this report, and the key features of successful human 
security approaches. 

The following section comprises a series of case studies that the study team analyzed to explore 
what human security approaches really look like when applied to concrete projects. In particular, 
the seven principles prove helpful in evaluating when human security approaches are success-
fully integrated. While none of the initiatives profiled through these case studies manage to fully 
incorporate every one of these seven, the degree to which they take up some of them is a use-
ful yardstick for assessing how likely it is that the projects will succeed and lead to sustainable 
improvement in the target population’s wellbeing. Hopefully, these principles, as well as the key 
features outlined below, can provide health policymakers and program managers with a guide for 
more effectively implementing the human security approach in their work.
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Features of the human security 
approach

1. Utilizes existing resources

Human security can shape resilience by en-
gaging communities in identifying needs and 
assets and in mobilizing local capacities and 
know-how to address persistent challenges. 
This process can help bring a sense of hope 
and pride to people dealing with the over-
whelming nature of a major sudden or insidi-
ous catastrophe. 

2. Offers the optimal approach in complex 
situations

The human security approach is likely to be 
more successful than other existing approaches 
in situations where the freedom from fear, the 
freedom from want, and the freedom to live in 
dignity need to be addressed simultaneously, 
such as when (a) discrimination against a par-
ticular population group is the major under-
lying source of its vulnerability, (b) multiple 
sources of vulnerability interact in a complex 
manner, and (c) the root causes of vulnerability 
result from fundamental changes in the com-
munity or sudden catastrophic events. 

3. Enhances responsiveness and 
accountability

The human security approach emphasizes the 
creation of linkages between disadvantaged 
population groups and existing public sys-
tems. It requires that a government (or politi-
cal system) take responsibility for ensuring that 
current needs are met and for equipping itself 
with a mechanism for adjusting policy priori-
ties or identifying new issues according to the 
reality faced by target disadvantaged popula-
tions. It also requires an enabling environment 
for other actors, especially civil society organi-
zations, to address the interlinked threats that 
the government cannot fully address. 

Disadvantaged population groups need 
greater political knowledge and awareness of 
their rights and obligations, requiring the es-
tablishment of mechanisms that include both 
top-down processes (such as elections, hear-
ings, and consultations) and bottom-up strat-
egies (such as participatory budgeting, social 
mobilization, and citizen monitoring). Social 
movements can be particularly adept at helping 
to make such connections between vulnerable 
populations and political leaders.

4. Minimizes inequities through people- 
centered approaches

Governments should take an inclusive and 
equitable approach and prioritize the needs of 

the most vulnerable in their societies. Policies, 
programs, plans, and projects should contain 
the necessary mechanisms to reach all popula-
tion groups. 

Community leadership, ownership, and over-
sight, as well as the participation and empow-
erment of the most marginalized population 
groups need to be ensured in the decision-
making process.

Considering the limitations on resources 
and the rigidity of political systems, human 
security approaches emphasize that strength-
ening resilience by integrating protection and 
empowerment is particularly critical so that 
marginalized communities are not fully reliant 
on governments that do not or cannot provide 
adequately for their needs.

5. Encourages decentralized action

Context-specific approaches require decen-
tralized systems and capacity at the local level, 
including a mechanism that can narrow the 
gap between local realities and national poli-
cies and enhance the responsiveness of gov-
ernance to local realities.

6. Identifies social determinants of health

A comprehensive perspective stems from un-
derstanding the social determinants of health 
in a given community and leads to the devel-
opment of a multisectoral framework. This 
requires a mechanism that ensures policy 
coherence and coordination across tradition-
ally separate fields, sectors, doctrines, and ad-
ministrative boundaries through the sharing 
of knowledge and results-oriented learning. 
In many places, nongovernmental entities 
may be better equipped than governments to 
implement a multisectoral and comprehen-
sive framework.

7. Applies a preventive approach at various 
levels

An individual and community-based preven-
tive/promotion approach enhances the sus-
tainability of programs and the resilience of 
the community.

It involves a series of actions or “levels,” rang-
ing from strengthening the knowledge and 
skills of individuals to the promotion of com-
munity education; the education of providers; 
the fostering of social networks, coalitions, and 
partnerships; the transformation of practices 
within organizations; the influencing of legisla-
tion and policy; and the strengthening of exist-
ing institutions in a way that makes them more 
resilient to future challenges.
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8. Promotes synergy between protection and 
empowerment for structural change

A human security approach requires looking 
at the root causes of vulnerability through-
out the course of people’s lives and promoting 
structural change by creating more synergy 
between empowerment and protection.

A protection and empowerment framework 
requires a recognition of the role of national 

and local governments and their responsibil-
ity to implement a protective structure, includ-
ing providing necessary healthcare services. At 
the same time, it requires the development of 
individual and community capabilities so that 
people can make informed choices and act on 
their own behalf, which is key to the sustain-
ability of programs. 


