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1 – INTRODUCTION 

Human security thinking has several levels. We see this in the quotations below from a series 
of prominent United Nations documents. First are the normative concept and policy 
objective, about securing daily requirements and guarding against periodic sharp disruptions 
in people’s lives (quotation A).  

A. “Human security [as concept and objective] can be said to have two main aspects. It 
means, first, safety from such chronic threats as hunger, disease and repression. And 
second, it means protection from sudden and hurtful disruptions in the patterns of daily 
life – whether in homes, in jobs or in communities.” (Human Development Report 1994, 
UNDP 1994: 23)  

Second, this norm and objective help to guide situation analysis. 

B. “The human security approach [to situation analysis] provides a way to survey the whole 
spectrum of human development. It can help to redraw attention to old risks and threats 
that persist despite familiarity, and to identify new risks and threats that arise with 
changes. In short, it provides a tool to identify priorities – the old problems that remain 
but are ignored because of familiarity, and the new issues that are emerging.” (Thailand 
National Human Development Report, UNDP 2009: xi) 

Third is a perspective regarding what affects achievement of the desired goals, with 
recognition of the interconnectedness of peace, human rights and development. This serves 
to encourage cooperation to ensure various local, regional and global public goods (quotation 
C). It involves an old set of themes that became foundational to the United Nations, as 
described by Kofi Annan below: the ideas that peace, dignity (expressed in human rights and 
responsibilities) and development, the three United Nations pillars, are fundamentally 
interdependent (see also UN Secretary-General 2012). As part of this, the human security 
commitment to leave no-one behind is now reemphasised in the 2030 Agenda (United 
Nations 2015). 
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C. Human security as a policy philosophy: “in the 2005 United Nations report entitled In 
Larger Freedom [f]ormer UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan explains: ‘When the UN 
Charter speaks of “larger freedom,” it includes the basic political freedoms to which all 
human beings are entitled. But it also goes beyond them, encompassing what President 
Franklin Roosevelt called “freedom from want” and “freedom from fear.” Both our 
security and our principles have long demanded that we push forward all these frontiers 
of freedom, conscious that progress on one depends on and reinforces progress on the 
others.’ [UN Secretary-General 2005]” (Pitsuwan & Caballero-Anthony 2014: 200) 

This broad vision is not yet enough to guide detailed use by organizations. So, fourth, a 
‘human security approach’ has emerged, with various elements that help in research, 
including for measurement, and in planning, including in process methodology (quotation D). 

D. A human security policy planning approach can be summarized as “protection and 
empowerment strategies that are people-centred, comprehensive, context-specific and 
prevention-oriented” (UN Secretary-General 2013: 15).  

Human security thought and its modern-day international promotion have to a considerable 
extent had Asian leaders, like Mahbub ul Haq, main author of the 1994 Human Development 
Report that launched the contemporary version, his economist colleague Amartya Sen, Sen’s 
co-chair of the UN Commission on Human Security Sadako Ogata (a former High 
Commissioner for Refugees), the late ASEAN Secretary-General and former Thailand Foreign 
Minister Surin Pitsuwan, and Ban Ki-moon, the UN Secretary-General under whom an 
internationally agreed understanding of human security was forged. Its themes were already 
established in ASEAN, whatever the choices of formal terminology, for they are close to 
ASEAN core philosophy and commitments (Hernandez et al 2019b: 7-8), where human 
security is considered an important support of, rather than a competitor to, national security. 

We can see this approach as binding together and adding to the principles of human dignity 
and rights and human capabilities and development, supplementing them with attention to 
the varied, intersecting potential threats and risks that people and communities encounter in 
their real lives, lives which are not tidily separated into disciplinary and administrative 
divisions. So, it is a cross-cutting perspective that can bring extra depth to familiar topics, and 
can also illuminate sometimes neglected and ‘untidy’ ones, as described in quotation B above; 
for example, issues that are in people’s hearts and minds but not in experts’ models, the 
situations of non-citizens, and the complexities of crises, where interconnections across 
sectors become especially manifest. 

The approach can be applied with different foci and emphases. Some ‘human security’ work 
chooses to concentrate only on threats to personal bodily security from physical violence; 
some defines human security analysis only in terms of ‘downside risks’ (the second part in 
quotation A); and some other work concentrates on issues of social welfare and justice (cf. 
the first part in quotation A), with perhaps special attention to disadvantaged minorities and 
to dramatic personal tragedies, such as in human trafficking. Various such relatively narrow 
versions exist and should be understood as particular focused operationalizations for 
particular contexts. They should not be viewed as general understandings of human security 
nor as universally appropriate (Acharya 2007). For that we should start instead with the broad 
perspective on human security agreed by the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA 2012). 
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Section 2 presents that broad perspective and its main features. Section 3 notes how the 
perspective is relevant in the ASEAN area. Section 4 presents tools to help apply the 
perspective. Section 5 looks at its relevance for several societal and transnational challenges 
facing ASEAN countries. Section 6 highlights international migration, as a central issue for 
regional cooperation towards ‘common [i.e. shared] human security’ and the Agenda 2030 
commitment ‘to leave no-one behind’. Section 7 makes some concluding remarks.  

 

2 - HUMAN SECURITY THINKING  

The UN General Assembly Resolution 66/290 on human security, adopted in 2012, exemplifies 
the broad perspective on human security. Its clauses cover each of the aspects that we noted 
already: a set of values; an orientation to identifying and addressing threats to those values; 
an understanding of interconnections between different factors, that leads us to use a 
comprehensive frame; and a practical approach to seeking responses. 

 ...human security is an approach to assist Member States in identifying and addressing 
widespread and cross-cutting challenges to survival, livelihood and dignity of their people. Based 
on this, a common understanding on the notion of human security includes the following: 

(a) The right of people to live in freedom and dignity, free from poverty and despair. All 
individuals, in particular vulnerable people, are entitled to freedom from fear and freedom from 
want, with an equal opportunity to enjoy all their rights and fully develop their human potential; 

(b) Human security calls for people-centred, comprehensive, context-specific and prevention-
oriented responses that strengthen the protection and empowerment of all people and all 
communities; 

(c) Human security recognizes the interlinkages between peace, development and human rights, 
and equally considers civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights...” (UNGA 2012; from 
item 3).1 

Mine et al. (2019b) underline that compared to much earlier development thinking this 
agreed UN understanding adds emphases on possible threats and fears, on respecting dignity 
and therefore being sensitive also to culture, and on empowering as well as protecting. This 
section will give a fuller itemization of certain important elements in human security thinking: 

A. Person-focus (on each person and all the person) 
B. Risks and threats 
C. Intersectionality – both ‘cross-cutting’ and ‘context-specific’  
D. People’s own perspectives and subjectivity  
E. Crises and disasters  
F. Empowerment and resilience 
G. Local, regional and global public goods 

Many ASEAN commentators have remarked that in general the elements “are actually 
complementary to the region’s own notion of ‘comprehensive security”’ (Pitsuwan & 
Caballero-Anthony, 2014: 206). That notion concerns state security, which however will not 

 
1 Subsequent clauses specify what the “common [i.e. shared] understanding” of the human security concept 
does not include (e.g., Responsibility to Protect doctrine, understood as foreign intervention in genocide 
situations). 
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be achieved or maintained without human security.2 Further, in recent years, ASEAN has 
increasingly stressed people-centredness (Howe and Park 2017), as we see in section 3.3 
Already several years ago Evans could sum-up as follows: “[This] broader approach to human 
security is compatible with most formulations of comprehensive security, resonates with the 
needs-oriented approach of many Asian governments, is flexible in including both individuals 
and communities as the referent of security, and connects well to developmental issues and 
indigenous traditions of human dignity” (Evans 2014: 275). In addition, as we discuss next, 
the person-focus in human security thinking promotes deeper analyses.  

Person-focus - on each person and all the person 

Human security thinking has a person-focus. “Human security embodies the core promise of 
the 2030 Agenda: to leave no one behind”, notes UN Secretary-General Guterres (2019: xi). 
“In its simplest form, human security is therefore about protecting individuals” (Pitsuwan & 
Caballero-Anthony 2014: 199).  

This person-focus has an obvious ethical justification. It has also an analytical justification, 
contributing to better understanding and planning. Paying attention to the complex specific 
situations and challenges that particular people face, in their specific environmental, cultural, 
economic, etc. situations, leads to sharper diagnoses of realities, trends, problems, reactions 
and potentials. Paying attention to how people themselves see their situations, problems and 
potentials and those of other people, contributes to more solidly based, informed, 
legitimated plans and responses. We discuss these aspects further below, in subsections on 
intersectionality and attention to people’s perceptions and subjectivities. Recognising that 
people are thinking-and-feeling actors, who have ideas and requirements of dignity and 
identity, reflects a focus on ‘all of the person’ as well as on ‘each person’. 

A person-focus is not unique to human security thinking. Many sister streams explore how 
aggregate development does not necessarily benefit everyone and can indeed often sacrifice 
some people. What makes human security thinking distinctive is systematic exploration also 
of threats and how people perceive, experience and respond to them. All of us have our own 
particular combination of circumstances and needs. Emergence of “the idea of human 
security signifies recognition of the many threats to the dignity and survival of individual 
human beings” (Pitsuwan & Caballero-Anthony, 2014: 202). Amartya Sen describes this as, in 
contrast to most development thinking, a “cautious and individually articulated perspective” 
(Sen 2015: 154).  

Risks and Threats 

We saw that one simplified interpretation of human security thinking is that it concerns 
“downside risks”, a concept stressed by the Commission on Human Security (CHS 2003). 
Threats do not disappear with economic growth. Events like the 1997-8 Asian financial crisis, 
the 2007-9 Western financial crisis, and the 2020 COVID-19 crisis have highlighted how 

 
2 The UN Secretary-General’s report that laid the basis for Resolution 66/290 was explicit: human security 
analysis is a “tool for assisting Governments in identifying widespread and cross-cutting threats to the 
prosperity of their people and the stability of their sovereignty” (UN SECRETARY-GENERAL 2012, para.2). 
3 Similarly, in China various commentators now speak positively of human security, not opposing it to 
national/state security but noting its complementarity and, for example, explicitly learning from the 
experience of rights violations during the Cultural Revolution (Ren 2019). 
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increased global connectivity sometimes brings increased risks and downturns that affect 
whole societies but that affect different groups and different people in very different ways. 
Pitsuwan and Caballero-Anthony (2014: 207) noted the Asian financial crisis’s range of 
widespread impacts: 1. Risk of economic collapse, 2. “Breakdown of public order in response 
to ethnic tensions: The impact of economic crisis threatened the social fabric of multi-ethnic 
societies in ASEAN. ... 3. Loss of political legitimacy and pressure for political change ... 4. 
Increased labor [return] migration and tensions between ASEAN states: ... 5. Rising incidence 
of domestic violence and social problems”. In the view of Hernandez et al., “the international 
society embodied in the United Nations (UN) has developed the framework of human security 
to counter [such] threats” (2019b: 5).  

Often “downside risks” is understood as meaning downturns for a whole society, but it refers 
also to downturns for particular groups and individuals who encounter misfortunes even 
while most of the society gains. So, on a smaller scale but continuously, intra- and inter-
societal interconnections bring risks and downturns for some specific groups and persons. In 
Cambodia, for example, human security issues are pervasive partly because of, not despite, 
two decades of rapid economic growth. Sovachana and Beban (2019) report large-scale 
landgrabbing by elites; and cite an indigenous representative’s lament that “all this 
development is destroying our lives” (p.27).  

The global 2030 Agenda contains the commitment to leave no-one behind, but within it the 
SDGs may still often operate in terms of national averages and aggregates, with less attention 
to particular groups’ risks and (lack of) resilience (Muto and Mine 2019: 302). A human 
security lens is needed (Gasper et al. 2020). It focuses, remark Banpasirichote and Doneys 
(2012), on the implications, good and/or bad, of development on people’s multi-faceted 
forms of security. They add that “defining people’s security and insecurity is very much a 
contextual process; vulnerability and threats in one place are not necessarily the same 
everywhere and responses would also depend on local forms of insecurities” (2012: 12). 

Intersectionality - both ‘cross-cutting’ and ‘context-specific’  

Banpasirichote and Doneys emphasise that: “human security [analysis] is not about a 
particular type of security threat, but rather it is about how humans face a wide range of 
[insecurities] which intersect and reinforce each other” (2012: 11).4 The ‘intersection’ of 
different threats, exposures to hazards, exclusions and other problems means more than that 
they exist together; they can interact and generate spirals of continuing and further problems. 
A survey of human insecurity in Bangladesh observed that poverty “underlies many other 
problems ... [including] access [to] basic services such as healthcare, sanitation and education. 
Poverty and unemployment are also seen [by local people] as being the two most important 
drivers of crime and injustice” (Saferworld 2008: ii). The context-specificity of challenges and 
of their combinations and interactions means that both analyses and responses typically need 
to cut across conventional sectoral divisions. 

Sometimes a bundling together of policy response lines can be an appropriate reaction to the 
intersection of problems in people’s lives. In Thailand, the One-Stop-Crisis Centre (OSCC) was 
introduced in 2013 to receive “all reports and leads on violence against children, women [and 

 
4 For example, “[tribal] groups who [simultaneously] face discrimination, economic vulnerability, and the lack 
of access to social and economic goods and services” (Banpasirichote and Doneys 2012: 5). 
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other groups], child labour, human trafficking, ...and under-age pregnancy. In addition to a 
hotline and website, the OSCC has a countrywide network of centres that are easily accessible 
by the public. This is an attempt to integrate various kinds of services provided by several 
government agencies, the private sector, and NGOs at the frontline as well as serve as a 
gateway...” (UNDP 2014: 33). 

People’s Own Perspectives and Subjectivities  

For understanding the complex specific intersections in people’s lives, and how people 
perceive and understand (perhaps sometimes misunderstand) their situations, asking them, 
or just listening, is an essential part. Studies in Cambodia report that an important “added 
value of [the concept of] human security is in enabling communication around needs and 
people’s conflicting aspirations” (Gómez, 2019a: 287). It is found to be a good way to initiate 
conversations about problems that people experience and about their hopes for the future 
(Sovachana and Beban 2019: 40). Such feelings and hopes vary widely across people.  

In the very different setting of Singapore, Chng and Jamil (2019)’s study “Where entitlement 
feeds insecurity” similarly draws on an extensive survey (‘the Singapore Conversation’ of 
2012) that elicited felt problems – top amongst which were community insecurity, health 
insecurity, and economic insecurity. Growth-first strategies have brought rising inequality, 
rising costs of housing and healthcare, and pressures on an ageing population to work longer.   

Often such research unearths ideas different from the expectations of some professional 
security providers. In a large study of human (in)security in Bangladesh (Saferworld 2008), 
amongst the 2,000 interviewed households many more people identified ‘freedom from 
want’ issues as big problems – poverty (69 percent), unemployment (65 percent), provision 
of utilities (56 percent) and vulnerability to natural disasters (51 percent) – than prioritised 
‘freedom from fear’ issues such as crime, extortion, and availability of firearms.  

Crises and Disasters 

Some people identify human security analysis with sudden intense humanitarian crises: “the 
paradigm of human security [is] a framework of public action to cope effectively with crisis 
situations” (Hernandez et al.: 2019b: 2). This is much too narrow, but indeed human security 
analysis is more sensitive than conventional development analysis to the possibilities of crises 
and disasters, which often arise through cross-sector interconnections. Gómez (2019a: 291) 
hypothesises that compared to the already relatively intensively researched fields of social 
welfare provision, study of experiences in crisis management may currently offer greater 
value-added in human security studies. Some examples are the books by Hobson et al. (eds. 
2014) on human security and natural disasters, Bacon and Hobson (eds., 2014) on Japan’s 
2011 ‘triple disaster’ (earthquake-tsunami-nuclear crisis), and Hernandez et al. (eds, 2019) on 
ten crises in ASEAN+3 member states. (See also Gasper 2020 for an overview.) Hernandez et 
al. include cases of crises arising (1) from physical systems of the earth, such as tsunamis, (2) 
from living systems, such as the SARS epidemic, and (3) from human social systems; but they 
stress the often strong interlinkages across these three and the value of a human security 
framework in helping to cross conventional disciplinary boundaries. It helps not only in 
description and diagnosis but in understanding and promoting effective response and 
preparedness, through its emphases on empowerment and resilience. 
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Empowerment and Resilience  

Empowering people is essential in policy design, for governments cannot do everything, 
cannot know everything, and cannot command everything. In addition, empowerment is a 
basis of human dignity, state legitimacy and social stability. Surin Pitsuwan, a member of the 
Ogata-Sen Commission on Human Security, underlined that the Commission’s “significant 
inclusion of ‘freedom to live in dignity’ was to stress the facet of empowerment” (Pitsuwan & 
Caballero-Anthony 2014: 203). He argued as follows:  

“the best security for any human being would be the person who is fulfilled, who is fully 
developed, who has reached his or her own potential. That’s why there are two components 
to human security: one is protection and the other one is development and fulfilment of the 
human potential in the human person. The Human Security Commission... advocated both the 
protection and the development and fulfilment part of human security ...” (Pitsuwan 2010).  

Asian thinkers like Pitsuwan, Ogata and Sen have stressed empowerment both of persons and 
of communities at many levels. This is a foundation for ensuring the local relevance of 
responses and for community and personal resilience. Muto and Mine use this line of thought 
to distinguish a human-security approach from a politics of forceable intervention, as did the 
United Nations resolution 66/290: “In every respect, human security as defined in the 2012 
resolution is the antithesis of the conventional interpretation of the R2P.” (Muto and Mine 
2019: 305). R2P, the Responsibility-to-Protect doctrine advocated by some Western powers, 
is presented as being like external surgical intervention in a medical crisis. Human security is 
like “‘oriental’ medicine designed to promote the resilience of an organism.” (loc. cit.). 

Human security thinking connects directly to this now popular theme of resilience and helps 
to add more human content to that originally physical and biological concept. Work along 
these lines for many years in Latvia, starting with its 2003 National Human Development 
Report on Human Security (UNDP 2003), has evolved a concept of ‘human resilience’ which 
has influenced national policy and a variety of programmes and projects. A third of the 2014-
2020 National Plan (Latvia 2012) centred on promotion and support of human resilience. 
Many bases of capacity and intra-societal trust appear to have been strengthened and to have 
helped in Latvia’s effective reaction to the COVID-19 challenge.5 

Local, national, regional and global public goods 

In many respects, supporting human security involves more general application of the sort of 
logic that has been established for public health security. Public health cannot be well 
maintained if some parts of a community – local, national, regional, global – remain 
neglected, both in terms of health provisions and in terms of the economic and political 
arrangements that indirectly sustain health, peace and stability. The COVID-19 crisis has 
underlined that countries pay a price if they neglect health conditions of the foreign migrant 
workers on whom they depend. The general principle involved is that of ‘common security’ – 
that one cannot become secure by making others insecure or leaving them in insecurity. The 
concept derives from the Palme Commission's 1982 report Common Security: A Blueprint for 
Survival and applies not only in respect to armed conflict (see e.g. Mushakoji and Pasha, 

 
5 The Sustainable Development Report 2020 (Sachs et al., 2020) ranks Latvia’s COVID-19 response as second 
out of 33 OECD countries, below only South Korea’s. 
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2008). Ruling groups in apartheid South Africa attempted unsuccessfully to buttress their own 
security by leaving others insecure. Moving beyond apartheid required looking 
empathetically at the hurts and fears of all parties, including their psychological as well as 
economic insecurities. 

So, various local, regional, national and global public goods need to be organized and invested 
in, possibly through forms of explicit or implicit ‘social contract’ (or ‘social compact’) that 
involve effective commitments by public authorities that necessary public goods will be 
provided (whether by the state or by other providers) and that citizens/participating parties 
will correspondingly contribute and cooperate, fulfil obligations and responsibilities, respect 
others’ rights and help to maintain these public goods (cf. UNDP 2016, Loewe et al. 2019, 
Loewe et al. 2020).  

Often a “human security issue cannot be addressed at the level of a single country. This is 
because of the sheer magnitude of the event, or the cross-border nature of the threats, or 
both.” (Hernandez et al. 2019c: 271-272). So “human security in [ASEAN+3] is considered a 
regional public good” (Hernandez et al. 2019b: 14), and regional cooperation for promoting 
human security is vital for reducing inter-nation clashes, for mutual benefit and to reduce 
external intrusion. Thus, not only is a human security approach a commitment “to provide 
security (or ensure freedoms) for every individual” but “human security is an international 
norm concerned with global public interest” (Mine et al. 2019b: 2 & 3). 

 

3 - HUMAN SECURITY IN THE ASEAN COUNTRIES 

ASEAN consists exclusively now of middle- and high-income countries. But issues of human 
security arise in all countries, even amongst the wealthiest in the world like Singapore, as we 
noted. A recent survey of human security discussions in eight ASEAN countries reports that 
while some of the perceived threats that people expressed were due to lack of development, 
more were related to features of ongoing development, like landgrabbing, pollution, 
corruption, inequality, and more (Gómez 2019b).  

The Thailand 2009 National Human Development Report on human security, for example, 
remarked: “The major threats to human security from poverty and disease have significantly 
retreated. But Thai citizens in general are still unduly at risk from crime, traffic accidents, [lack 
of] food safety, and pollution, and specific groups are vulnerable to human trafficking, drugs, 
domestic and sexual violence, destruction of natural resources, and political disorder. ...” 
(UNDP 2009: xi). In addition, “the large proportion of the population in the informal economy 
remains unprotected from other risks” (p. ix). The Report “highlights five human security 
issues which are all in different ways a product of this transition” (p. xi) from low- to middle-
income country: 1. water shortages; 2. the future of the small farmers, who were typically 
and increasingly elderly; 3. the perhaps 3.5 million non-citizens, who often lived in insecurity 
and provoked feelings of insecurity among some citizens; 4. very high inequality and 
associated political instability;6 and 5. rapid ageing, while many people lacked pensions (e.g. 
because they worked in the informal sector) and while traditions of family support came 
under increasing strain. It added one more issue, not itself mainly produced by (parts of) 

 
6 Bangkok had 7 times the per capita income of the poorest region in Thailand and “The gap between the 
highest and lowest provinces in terms of gross provincial product per capita is 29 times” (UNDP 2014: 64, xiii).  
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Thailand’s transition to middle- and high-income status but reflecting comparable transitions 
globally: 6. climate change, which contributes to floods, droughts, population movements, 
etcetera. The 2014 National Human Development Report further added: 7. human trafficking; 
8. domestic violence; and 9. loss of public sector health staff to the booming private sector 
(especially as medical tourism grew), which jeopardises care in public facilities (UNDP 2014). 

At the regional level, Pitsuwan and Caballero-Anthony (2014), Howe and Park (2017) and 
many others noted multiple major humanitarian crises from the 2000s on. These included 
SARS in 2003, the 2004 tsunami, Cyclone Nargis 2008, hazing and air pollution, etc.; as well as 
the ongoing extreme poverty of many people, the growth of vulnerable migrant labour forces, 
and some major internal conflicts leading to population displacement. At the same time, the 
growing maturity of civil society actors and intensification of non-governmental interactions 
in the region have contributed to a rise of people-centred discourses (Howe and Park 2017). 

Despite strong traditions of state-oriented security, with many states feeling at risk from 
secessionist groups and sometimes from neighbours, acknowledgement of such human 
security challenges is now quite well established in ASEAN countries and in ASEAN as an 
organization. For they are not seen as opposed to traditional national security concerns. No 
state that ignores the human security challenges can be stable and strong; people’s welfare 
is a basis for loyalty and state capacity. Thus “all [the 11 ASEAN+3 country studies of 
practitioner views given in Mine et al. 2019a] reaffirm the important overlap between human 
security and state security”, and all the states are identified as “sharing the goal of 
‘sovereignty as responsibility’ for their country’s people” (Gómez 2019b: 290). 

Commitments to a “people-oriented ASEAN” and a “caring and sharing community” (ASEAN 
2009) pre-date the 2007 Charter. The 1997 ASEAN ‘Vision 2020’ wrote of “caring societies” 
where “all people enjoy equitable access to opportunities for total human development” and 
with “focus on the welfare and dignity of the human person and the good of the community” 
(cited in Nishikawa 2010: 32). Reflecting this, “ASEAN [has] expanded its security role into a 
host of non-traditional and human security issues that cross borders, especially drugs, human 
trafficking, transnational crime, arms trading, disaster management, atmospheric haze, and 
migrant labour” (UNDP 2014: 12).  

Continuing the trend: “The ASEAN Community [launched in 2015] is an expansion of the list 
[of discussion topics between ASEAN members] to include ... all the main priorities of human 
development.” (UNDP 2014: 87). The officially listed purposes of the Community include:  

“8. To respond effectively, in accordance with the principle of comprehensive security, to all 
forms of threats, transnational crimes and transboundary challenges; ...11. To enhance the 
well-being and livelihood of the peoples of ASEAN by providing them with equitable access to 
opportunities for human development, social welfare and justice; 12. To strengthen 
cooperation in building a safe, secure and drug-free environment for the peoples of ASEAN; 
13. To promote a people-oriented ASEAN in which all sectors of society are encouraged to 
participate in, and benefit from, the process of ASEAN integration and community building”.7 

 
7 The Blueprint for the ASEAN Political and Security Community explicitly included within its scope: “B.4. Non-
Traditional Security Issues.” It also included involvement in preventing and resolving internal disputes. 
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Observers noted significant worries amongst many ordinary people in ASEAN in regard to the 
new Community, which is feared to increase economic competition and inter-country 
migration (see e.g. UNDP 2014).8 Such issues should not be treated as matters only for 
technical calculation, ignoring people’s admittedly fallible perceptions (but so too are those 
of technocrats) and the sometimes volatile emotions that are involved. We need to study and 
consider these too. 

While most of the elements of human security thinking are familiar and accepted in the 
ASEAN area, even if sometimes given other names (Gómez 2019b), studies suggest that the 
overall approach is not yet clearly understood at operational agency levels (Muto and Mine, 
2019). Serious understanding requires wide involvement and internalization, leading also to 
incorporation of local ideas and values (Mine et al. 2019b). Such incorporation is indeed 
sometimes seen, reports an 11-country study within ASEAN+3, as in the general consensus in 
the region that empowerment should be “guided empowerment”, such as happens in families 
and in capacity development (Muto and Mine, 2019: 297). Hernandez et al. (2019b: 9) 
consider though that human security practice in ASEAN+3 has been not only largely state-
centric and protection-oriented, but that it is typically piecemeal, which can limit its ability to 
respond to people’s and communities’ needs. 

 

4 - APPLYING HUMAN SECURITY THINKING – SOME METHODS IN RESEARCH AND POLICY 

Various attempts to synthesise ideas, methods and lessons from the recent decades of 
experience of working with human security ideas are available. For example: a major review 
of country-level and regional-level studies, by Jolly and Basu Ray (2006, 2007) for UNDP; a 
series of regional surveys arranged by UNESCO (e.g., Acharya 2007 on South-East Asia);9 and 
a follow-up to Jolly and Basu Ray’s work, based on a later and wider set of  National and 
Regional Human Development Reports that have applied human security ideas (Gómez, 
Gasper and Mine 2013, 2016).10 The 2013 review report submitted by UN Secretary General 
Ban Ki-moon to the General Assembly declared that a human security approach “is being 
applied worldwide in response to a wide range and varying constellation of threats, and has 
proved its value as a tool for project design, programme development, strategic planning and 
policymaking” (UN Secretary-General 2013: 4).11  

Human security thinking can be applied in simpler ways, following the divisions between 
existing agencies and ministries, and in more complex ways. After the 1994 Human 

 
8 Similarly, the Thailand National Human Development Report on the country’s entry to the new ASEAN 
Community noted how, for example, local people in a border town 100km from China felt unconsulted and 
uninformed about the Thai-China free trade deal and its impacts (UNDP 2014: 70).  
9 See especially the synthesis volume, UNESCO (2008). Acharya’s report on South-East Asia too contains much 
that remains relevant, including suggestions for ASEAN work and for regional educational and research 
activities. 
10 National and regional human development reports are available online via 
http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports/national/ and http://hdr.undp.org/en/regional-reports  
11  Reportedly, “[ESCAP] is applying the human security approach across a broad range of issues.... Based on 
paragraph 17 (g) of the Shanghai Declaration, adopted by ESCAP by its resolution 60/1” (UN Secretary-General 
2013: 9). For example: “In the Pacific subregion, the human security approach was applied to the subregional 
United Nations Development Assistance Framework 2013-2017... [T]he result was a comprehensive yet flexible 
framework that was tailored to local conditions, and as a result ensured the inclusion of vulnerable groups and 
remote communities in national development priorities.” (UN Secretary-General 2013: 6).  

http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports/national/
http://hdr.undp.org/en/regional-reports


11 
 

Development Report, early attempts to apply its ideas tended to use its preliminary checklist 
of seven areas of (in)security, which largely matched standard administrative divisions: 
economic, food, health, environmental, personal, community, and political (in)security. Over 
time, more and more studies do not analyze primarily by subdividing into those seven areas 
but focus mainly on distinctive challenges encountered in the situation considered. This was 
endorsed by for example Jolly and Basu Ray. Various studies still find the 1994 checklist useful, 
for ensuring broad attention and inter-study comparability.12 

A complementary guide, also simple but more flexible and probing, is a checklist of questions 
provided in a UNDP Thematic Guidance Note (Gómez and Gasper 2013): 

1. Whose security? Who are the agents considered? 
2. Security of what? Within the broad framework of “survival, livelihood and dignity”, which 

values will receive attention, at a particular time and place in a particular study?  
3. Security in respect to which threats?  
4. Security and threats as perceived by whom?  
5. To be responded to by whom? 
6. Responded to by using what means? For example, through (and/or by upgrading) the existing 

authorized institutions or by innovation? 

7. To what extent? What minimum thresholds and target levels should be set? 

This section illustrates how applying human security ideas involves mobilizing relevant 
existing methods. It notes some methods in relation to mainly the earlier questions in the list, 
those which link closely to a social development survey. It does not attempt to be 
comprehensive or to explain methods in detail.  

Whose security? Who are the agents considered? 

In terms of normative principle, we know that attention is to be directed towards people’s 
security, for all people (including non-citizens) but especially the poorest, most vulnerable, 
most marginal. In terms of practical research and policy strategy, where not every person can 
be considered individually, the principle is operationalized through using a high degree of 
disaggregation, and, for example, by attempts to identify ‘hot spot’ localities and groups. 

Disaggregation of social groups and localities. The UN Secretary-General’s reports to the 
General Assembly directly before and after acceptance of the “common understanding” 
stress disaggregation. First, “a better understanding of the differential impact of...crises on 
groups, particularly women, and areas within countries is urgently needed. Such an analysis 
will not only result in more targeted and tangible improvements to the well-being of those 
most at risk, but...by identifying the different ways in which...crises increase vulnerabilities in 
other areas, such as employment, food, health and the environment, the application of the 
human security approach helps to limit the convergence of these vulnerabilities, which, if 
neglected, could have dire consequences on the welfare of millions of people and their trust 
in the institutions of governance at all levels.” (UN Secretary-General 2012: 13). Second, more 
concretely, in several countries (Kenya, Mongolia, Nepal and Paraguay were cited), by 
“disaggregating social and economic indicators at the national and local levels, the human 

 
12 See Human Security Unit (2016) for a simple manual that gives steps to organize human security-oriented 
planning in terms of ‘the seven dimensions’/areas, combined with ideas stated in the 2012 UN Resolution, 
notably the systematic combination of protection measures and empowerment strategies, It can be connected 
with the in some ways more evolved human-rights focused UNDP planning manual (UNDP 2012a). 
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security approach was able to uncover the various factors of exclusion that impeded women, 
minority ethnic groups and economically marginalized populations from accessing essential 
public services” (UN Secretary-General 2013: 11). 

Identifying ‘hotspots’ - across or within countries or regions. Hotspots are those localities with 
the highest intensity of an important problem variable. Mapping hotspots is an obvious tool 
in human security analyses.13 More powerful than mapping only in terms of single variables is 
to identify localities which rank high in terms of multiple problem variables (Owen 2014). The 
problems not only cumulate but can interact and exacerbate each other. The original Human 
Development Report on human security famously illustrated such an approach, by identifying 
those countries with the highest ratios of military spending to social development spending 
in the 1980s (UNDP 1994) – for example Iraq and Somalia – and showing their disastrous later 
volatility and fragility. Hernandez et al (2019c: 284) recommend Human Insecurity Mapping 
projects in South East Asia, to identify critical threats, especially for the most vulnerable 
groups. Such analysis should extend beyond identifying hotspot localities, to looking at the 
situation of particular population groups within such localities, since different groups often 
have very different experiences. 
 

Security of what? Security in respect to which threats?   

We saw already the question of which threatened values should receive main attention in a 
particular study. The 1994 HDR noted that its list of seven “dimensions of human security” 
did not provide the universal answer, for the dimensions link, overlap and do not cover all 
relevant issues. Studying their links is fundamental. This is incorporated in the Human Security 
Unit manual (HSU 2016). Further, “much of the value-added from human security analysis 
comes not from putting a new name on topics already considered under existing bureaucratic 
and disciplinary arrangements but from functioning as a boundary concept to transcend those 
divisions, flexibly according to the nature of particular situations” (Gasper and Gómez 2015: 
100), as illustrated by Jolly and Basu Ray (2006, 2007) and others. 
 
Using flexible focusing – sometimes comprehensive, sometimes selective. There are good 
reasons to understand and sometimes use comprehensive versions of human security 
thinking, but one can also give it narrower applications, discussing human security in 
particular ‘sectors’, like social protection, conflict, or rapid-onset crises. Selecting priorities 
involves situation-specific analysis and political choice in a given time and place (see e.g.: the 
surveys of experience in UNESCO 2008; UN Secretary-General 2010). Priority needs and 
challenges will vary over time. A sensible approach then is to alternate between 
comprehensive and more focused framing. For example, the Thailand 2009 report on human 
security combined “a fast [comprehensive] audit over the basic sources of concern contained 
in the 1994 list [with then] an effort to identify, through views from both experts and lay 
persons, prospective problems of the future” which will require more in-depth focused 
attention (Gasper & Gómez 2015: 111) and which might lead to changes from traditional 
policy agendas. 

Scenarios analyses.14 Often relevant for human security studies will be scenarios work, 
whether of a more formalized model-based sort or a more informal story-telling sort. The 

 
13 See e.g. the hotspot studies of the Centre for Social Equity and Inclusion in India (Namala and Rajesh 2019).  
14 This subsection is based on Gasper (2013). 
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sheer range of factors and interconnections means that even in formalized model-based work 
the type of assertive storytelling found in say standard economics models—that if we do X 
then Y will follow—is usually unrealistic. Instead, a more self-aware storytelling is required: 
‘this scenario shows what might result from current factors and their possible linkages’; ‘the 
next scenario shows another possible future and what might lead to it’.   

Scenarios work is long established in futures studies.15 Scenarios are systematically generated 
stories, using words and pictures, figures and calculations, about how an ensemble of 
interacting forces could drive events. They help to reveal risks, possibilities and opportunities 
that can otherwise be overlooked, in a way that combines complexity and humility, and so 
help us to better grasp the range of possible futures. Model-based and more informal 
scenarios work can be combined (e.g., as in Raskin 2008, 2016) to think concretely about the 
impacts on the lives of ordinary vulnerable people in possible future pathways, in terms of 
their physical security, food security and other economic security, physical and mental health, 
security of habitat and affiliation. Preparation and assessment of scenarios can also bring 
diverse stakeholders together for multi-way learning and can nourish cooperation. Storylines 
about the future are often more vivid, stimulating and fruitful objects for debate than are 
generalized models or theories; and a particular scenario might become accepted as relevant 
by several different groups even though each group has different reasons. Such processes of 
discussion can, potentially, increase trust between diverse participants, increase creativity, 
and promote a shared commitment to try to fulfil a superior scenario. 

Security and threats as perceived by whom?  

The importance of asking people. Over time, researchers have come to realise the importance 
of combining expert measures of aspects of human (in)security with studies of popular 
perceptions. For expert measures are sometimes incomplete, overaggregated, or otherwise 
flawed; but even when they are not, people’s own perceptions must be studied, for these 
determine what people are concerned about or oblivious to, what they trust or fear, and what 
they are willing to do. Felt insecurity must be considered as well as objective insecurity.16 
Several national and regional Human Development Reports provide examples of such studies 
and combinations (e.g., UNDP 2011, 2012). “Covering more than 18,000 households, the 
human security survey [in] the [2011] Benin national human development report, has been 
instrumental in assessing the multiplicity of needs, vulnerabilities and capacities of people 
and communities across the country...and has revealed possible mismatches between 
national policymaking and local realities.” (UN Secretary-General 2013: 14). 
 
Studying, comparing, and contrasting perceptions of priority values, threats and security. 
Table 1, from the UNDP Guidance Note on national and regional human security reports, 
shows a range of cases. Each of them is widespread and important. Case 2 is familiar to health 
specialists; for example, perception surveys have shown that nutrition was not a major source 
of felt concern in the Arab Countries, but objective indicators revealed many problems. Case 
6 is familiar in crime studies: the perceived frequency of some crimes is often far higher than 
(estimated) real occurrence. The 2013 citizen security report for Latin America found levels 
of felt insecurity were similar throughout the region despite very different estimated 

 
15 For an introduction to principles, methods and case studies, see a special issue of the journal Development, 
47(4), 2004. For examples of scenarios of SE Asia futures, see Akhtar (2016), Mason-D’Croz (2016). 
16 “Security is the absence of anxiety”, according to Cicero (cited by Evans 2004). 
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incidences (UNDP 2013). But case 4, where standard expert frames exclude some of people’s 
experience and important concerns, is widespread too; as was shown for example in the 2011 
Benin National Human Development Report. 

Table 1: Expert views versus Popular views (from Gómez and Gasper 2013) 

 EXPERTS UNDERESTIMATE 
DANGER 

EXPERTS ASSESS DANGER 
ACCURATELY 

EXPERTS 
OVERESTIMATE 

DANGER 

THE PUBLIC 
UNDERESTIMATE 

DANGER 

 
1. ‘Time bombs’ 

 
2. Public blindness 

3. Expert alarmism 
THE PUBLIC ASSESS 

DANGER ACCURATELY 
4. Professional blindness 5. Threats are well 

understood 

THE PUBLIC 
OVERESTIMATE 

DANGER 
6. Unfounded public panics 7.Society-wide panic 

 

 
Measurement and Using Indexes  

Measures of aspects of human security are often feasible and helpful, for the work of 
comparing and contrasting across groups, regions, countries and times. Composite human 
security indexes have been devised and prepared, first, for worldwide comparisons in some 
basic dimensions, as in Hastings’ work for the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia 
and the Pacific and later (Hastings 2009, 2011, 2013) and work by Werthes et al. (2011), and, 
second, for tailor-made study of particular local, national or regional situations, such as in 
various national Human Development Reports (e.g., UNDP 2011). Researchers in Bangladesh 
developed a human security index for countries in South Asia (Khan and Abdus Sabur 2011). 
A common finding from such exercises, such as in Benin, is divergence between ‘objective’ 
(expert-assessed) and ‘subjective’ (assessed by local residents) measures of security. Further 
research may vindicate either or neither. Local residents sometimes stress dimensions that 
are not highlighted in expert studies.17 Such comparisons generate important research 
questions (e.g. on different perceptions of risk). Also worthwhile are comparisons with other 
quality-of-life and well-being measures, both ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’, including more 
complex measures of ‘social quality’ as have been developed across some East and Southeast 
Asian countries (Wang 2009; Bureekul 2009; Abbott, Wallace and Sapsford 2016). 
  
Policy planning and design 

In this background paper for a regional development outlook report, we will not discuss in 
equal detail approaches and methods for the checklist’s policy-oriented later questions. We 
mention only these points: (a) a broad concept of human security encourages wide-ranging 
comparison between alternative policy routes;18 (b) preventing damage has priority over 
repairing it; Estrada-Tanck (2016) shows, for example, how human security analysis highlights 

 
17 The Benin study prepared a Human Security Index for each region, based on people’s perceptions across a 
range of matters. The Index rankings of regions differed markedly from the rankings given by ‘objective’ 
measures such as the Human Development Index. One factor was that the HSI covered many more issues. 
18 See illustrations in e.g. Picciotto et al. (2007), Jolly and Basu Ray (2006, 2007); and use sometimes of QUALYs 
(Quality-Adjusted Life Years) comparisons. 
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states’ positive obligations to protect rights, through reforms to help change discriminatory 
and dangerous social environments, not only to investigate and punish violations; and (c) 
related to this, investment in early warning mechanisms is crucial. 

 

5 - APPLYING HUMAN SECURITY THINKING – SOME FIELDS 

We saw that a human security policy approach may be summarized as “protection and 
empowerment strategies that are people-centred, comprehensive, context-specific and 
prevention-oriented” (UN Secretary-General 2013: 15). Such strategies cannot be pre-
packaged but require case-by-case thinking, learning and creativity. This section refers briefly 
to challenges and possibilities in some specific fields. It must be remembered though that the 
fields are interconnected.19 There is some evidence that “by facilitating a broader analysis of 
a given situation and a wider perspective beyond each organization’s mandate, [use of] the 
human security approach has also strengthened coordination” across multiple agencies (ibid.: 
15).  

Health and Social Protection 

As we noted in the subsection on public goods, parts of human security thinking involve an 
extension of the logic of public health. Health cannot be well maintained if some parts of a 
community are neglected. Correspondingly, these ideas are perhaps already relatively well 
articulated and understood in health policy research. Nationally, Thailand has been a leading 
example of extending universal access to health care, including to those in the informal sector 
and in principle also to non-citizens. Regionally, ASEAN members have learnt about needs to 
cooperate on health, from experiences like SARS and avian flu.20 The ASEAN+3 (China, Japan, 
Korea) framework too was activated in the SARS crisis. 

For social protection more broadly than regarding health (i.e., for income support, pensions, 
and assistance to the disabled and others with special needs), the logic of common (i.e. 
shared) security is again relevant.21 However, compared to the case of health it is harder to 
progress on social protection for workers in informal sectors. The Thailand Ministry of Social 
Development and Human Security (MSDHS) is an example of human security policy focused 
on welfare assistance for some of the most vulnerable groups. The Ministry was created with 
this name in 2002 by bringing together several agencies, but had for a long time only one 
department, Social Development and Welfare. It received a mandate to address diverse social 
ills and needy groups, especially youth, women, the elderly, and the disabled (Jumnianpol and 
Nuangjamnong 2019). Its 2013 policy paper localised the human security concept to mean 
basic needs fulfilment, including with reference to dignity and self-reliance, though not to 
fear. It used the 1994 HDR’s preliminary list of seven dimensions and itself focused on income, 
community, shelter, and family. Jumnianpol and Nuangjamnong report that the Ministry 
officials they interviewed saw the concept of human security as academic jargon that simply 
relabelled and did not affect what they had always done. The more complex and mature 
United Nations framework that was known in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had not 

 
19 So, for example, women’s security depends also on their economic position and their access to networks for 
care and support. Much work on gender violence has adopted a human security framework in order to insist on 
a focus wider than only physical violence (e.g., Tripp et al. 2013).  
20 UNDP (2014: 39) gives a table showing ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community listed areas for health cooperation. 
21 UNDP (2014: 35) gives a comparison of social protection systems and social security across ASEAN countries. 
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penetrated MSDHS, who had not been consulted in the 2002 reorganization and 
redesignation; nor, despite valuable efforts by some groups in Thailand, had that framework 
yet guided a society-wide conversation, unlike say in Latvia, Singapore, or elsewhere.22  

Peace and Conflict 

Peace and conflict are other core areas for ‘common security’ thinking: that I can be secure if 
others are secure too. A specifically human security perspective is added by various 
organizations in this field, such as GPPAC (highlighted in a report from the UN Secretary-
General, 2013: 10). Nishikawa (2009: 213) expected though “that human security will have 
limited applicability in dealing with internal conflicts in Southeast Asia because of the huge 
gaps between what governments and other groups within Southeast Asian societies regard 
as threats. Nevertheless, the concept contributes to our understanding of the complex root 
causes of violence and illustrates links between human insecurity and conflict”. Since then 
considerable further experience has accrued, in an intensely studied field, and Nishikawa’s 
judgement could be outdated. The UN Secretary-General’s report, based on use of a fuller 
methodology, proposed that:  

“[Local participation and ownership are important] to break the cycle of violence and 
transition to sustainable peace and development. A prime example of such a people-centred 
strategy can be found in Timor-Leste. Faced with critical and pervasive insecurities, it became 
clear very early on that efforts to build and consolidate peace must be grounded in the needs 
and aspirations of local communities. Among these, the establishment of community-based 
self-help groups [was] considered central to promoting an inclusive framework for reducing 
poverty, improving access to essential services and enhancing social inclusion. These self-help 
groups empowered conflict-affected men and women to collaborate across a range of 
community-based initiatives. This played an important role in reinforcing ownership in the 
future of the country and in restoring trust in the communities and the institutions that aimed 
to return stability to the country. Similar experiences have also been found in Burundi, Liberia 
and Uganda.” (UN Secretary-General 2013: 12).23  

Climate, Environment and ‘Natural’ Disasters 

The ASEAN area is a highly disaster-prone region, already so at present and increasingly so 
with global warming. In a 2014 study by the ratings firm Standard & Poor, that estimated the 
economic vulnerability to climate change of 116 countries, Cambodia ranked as the most 
vulnerable in the world (cited by Sovachana and Beban 2019). Vietnam and the Philippines 
too rank very high for vulnerability to physical disasters. The region is also highly exposed to 
more gradual, less immediately dramatic, environmental changes. 

As in the conflict field, a huge literature now exists on human security and environmental 
change, especially climate change, reviewed for example in a huge chapter in the IPCC’s 2014 
General Assessment (Vol. II) and more forcefully discussed in Redclift and Grasso (2013). 
Compared to other literature on climate change, the human security literature asks too about 
the (typically far greater) vulnerability of poor people, rather than centering on (or 

 
22 See e.g., a series of conferences and books published from Chulalongkorn University in Bangkok; and 
National Human Development Reports on human security in, e.g., Benin, Chile, Costa Rica, Latvia, Palestine. 
23 Howe and Park (2017) offer a similar discussion of Aceh. UN Secretary-General (2012) contains a general 
discussion of human security thinking in post-conflict peacebuilding. 
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considering only) the interests of richer groups or the securing of property or economic 
output (Gasper 2013, 2014). It “traces out the implications of environmental change for 
people’s lives, in and across all portfolios” (Gasper and Gómez 2015: 109). A substantial 
literature specifically concerns South-East Asia (e.g., Elliott and Caballero-Anthony 2013).   

Within this field the standard tension, between prudent prevention plus preparedness versus 
wishful thinking, delay, and eventual preoccupation with the dramas of emergency response, 
is especially strong. A series of studies on disasters in the ASEAN+3 (Hernandez et al. 2019a) 
highlight the importance of strengthening local government and local civil society as bases 
both for disaster preparedness and disaster response (see e.g. Frago-Marasigan 2019 on 
Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines, and Howe 2019 on Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar). Funders 
are sometimes seduced by easier and more photogenic expenditures. Gómez (2019b) finds 
that much foreign aid sent to Japan during its 2011 Japan crisis was unhelpful, inappropriate 
or superfluous; something that is observed too in many other crises. He suggests that the 
human security principle of priority to ordinary people’s needs should justify greater 
readiness by governments to refuse assistance offers which are irrelevant or 
counterproductive. 

Parthasarathy warns that “the urban poor are rarely consulted in the making of disaster 
management plans” (2013: 52), and that such plans therefore often ignore the poor’s 
distinctive and greater vulnerabilities, especially those of low-income migrants and the 
homeless. Migrants in particular have typically very little voice, and due to their 
marginalization and policy invisibility can sometimes become major carriers of diseases. 
Participatory vulnerability mapping and risk assessments are required to explore their needs 
and risks. 

Human and community resilience 

More general lessons may be drawn from realising how important a vigorous local 
government and civil society are for disaster preparedness and response. The same applies 
for many challenges in complex diverse societies in a rapidly changing world. Studies across 
ASEAN report widespread strong, but partly outdated, traditions of local expectation that the 
national state, in the role of stronger and wiser parent, should know everything, must provide 
and will provide. (See Gómez 2019a for a summary of some such studies.) The emphasis in 
discussions of empowerment has quite often been first on how to empower governments, so 
that they can subsequently help people.  

In rich Singapore the new challenge has been encountered, that “the government cannot 
realistically meet nor sustain higher order needs” (Gómez 2019a: 282, from Chng and Jamil 
2019.) Chng and Jamil consider too that a traditionally “heavy top-down approach has not 
sufficiently empowered the Singaporean society to cope with risks at the community level” 
(2019: 184). Not least, in the context of a strongly predominant government the relatively 
backward Malay community in Singapore has not, they suggest, sufficiently developed 
relevant civil society organizations. 

Latvia provides an interesting case of sustained conscious attention in research, public 
discussion and public policy to strengthening the bases of personal, community and societal 
resilience in a middle-income country. Its 2014-20 National Plan built on analyses begun in 
the 2003 National Human Development Report (UNDP 2003) that had identified key areas for 
strengthening “human resilience”. These were not surprising: 1) decent work, and support for 
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those people unable to work; 2) creating stability in childhood and close personal relations; 
plus addressing two areas that shape individual characteristics: 3) health and 4) education; 
and 5) promoting active engagement in society and sense of belonging to the country. 
However, while unsurprising, these areas were systematically highlighted, connected to 
ongoing research and social programmes, and used to prioritize public expenditure. 

Strengthening personal, community and societal resilience links to the theme of ‘social 
contract’, or ‘social compact’: a system of accepted understandings between members 
regarding their respective and mutual responsibilities, that can facilitate trust, cooperation 
and forms of solidarity. An important issue in the evolving ASEAN countries, both intra-
nationally and inter-nationally, is how, in increasingly mixed societies and inter-national fora, 
to make these arrangements inclusive, not based on internal bonding that has been achieved 
through ‘othering’ of out-groups. After we look in general terms at what is involved in building 
a “caring and sharing [ASEAN] community” (ASEAN 2009), Section 6 explores this theme 
further in relation to international migration. 

Common human security: how can fuller reality be given to the idea of ASEAN ‘Community’?  

Thailand’s thoughtful 2014 National Human Development Report addressed the country’s 
entry into the about-to-be-launched ASEAN Community, and reflected on requirements for 
enriching such a Community as a framework for common human security. Several of its 
remarks and suggestions are worth highlighting as of ASEAN-wide relevance. 

“The ASEAN Community offers a vision to move beyond the era of post-colonial nation-building to 
something more in line with the region’s borderless past. Communities are imagined into being by a 
conception of common experience. To make this possible, nationalist and state-centric histories have 
to be revised, people-to-people contacts appreciated and expanded, and civil society involved.” 

(UNDP 2014: 7). Nation-focused histories that were written during the past 150 years of 
modern nation-building have typically stressed rivalries and conflicts with neighbours, not the 
extensive sharing and exchange.  

“A community is composed of people who imagine they share something that is important.” 
(UNDP 2014: 81). “ASEAN is not setting out to supplant the nation. ... Still, [Benedict] 
Anderson’s proposition that all communities are acts of imagination remains relevant ... for 
thinking about ASEAN’s ambition to become a community. And there are parts of his story 
that are useful for reflecting on the task ahead for ASEAN, especially the key roles of language, 
of a pioneer group who can imagine themselves as part of a nascent community, of journeys, 
and of schools and universities as points of meeting and transmission.” (p.81). “...centres of 
learning and excellence can play a big role as the nodes of a new community. They need to 
be fostered.” (p.xiv). An ASEAN University Network has become active. Multiple other fora 
are needed for mutual learning and trust-building.  

The 2014 Thailand NDHR concluded its discussion by citing Farish Noor. “It is this dimension 
of soft diplomacy that may, in the very long run, provide ASEAN with the social capital and 
symbolic ‘glue’ that brings the region together, so that the various nations of ASEAN come to 
realise that the fate of their neighbours will invariably impact on them as well. If building an 
ASEAN Community on a people-to-people basis creates more solidarity, empathy and respect 
among ASEAN nations, then so many other realpolitik concerns such as security and defence 
will be addressed as well.” (Noor 2012; cited at UNDP 2014: 86). The treatment of 
international migrants, especially from ASEAN partner countries, is a major part of this. 
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6 - SHARED HUMAN (IN)SECURITY AND ‘LEAVING NO-ONE BEHIND’ IN INTERNATIONAL 
MIGRATION 

An extensive literature, including substantial work on ASEAN countries, treats international 
migration from a human security perspective.24 Drawing from some of that literature, this 
section illustrates in slightly fuller detail the contributions of human security thinking in a 
particular field – one that contains large challenges and large declared commitments by 
ASEAN countries. It does not pretend to be a comprehensive and up-to-date review of ASEAN 
migration issues.25  

Already in 2007 ASEAN members made a Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the 
Rights of Migrant Workers. Recently and more comprehensively, all but two ASEAN membesr 
have endorsed the Global Compact on Migration (United Nations 2018; Singapore abstained, 
Brunei did not vote). These are steps in recognizing and starting to operationalize principles 
of common human security:- to treat all persons seriously as human beings and as whole 
persons, listen to and learn from people’s perceptions, pay attention to the complex 
specificities of their life circumstances, and to better respect our interconnectedness and 
appreciate the fragility and sickliness of systems that leave many people marginalized and 
exploited.  

The permanent insecurity of irregular status and of unchangeable legal employment 

Most ASEAN governments have until quite recently not treated international immigration as 
if it would be a long-term issue. Thailand is a major case, which has hosted millions of non-
citizens now for decades and relies on their contributions in fundamental ways, but where 
Thai governments did not view in-migration as if it would be long-term (UNDP 2014). Even 
now, “migrant workers in Thailand are commonly viewed [purely] as a temporary source of 
labour” (UNTWGMT 2019: xi). In reality, while the citizen population is ageing overall, a very 
large longterm immigrant population has grown, including children who have been born and 
grown-up in Thailand. It includes both undocumented migrants and some documented 
migrants who obtain a recurrent series of permits. Not surprisingly the total estimated 
number of people of foreign origin has continued to grow, from 1.25 million in 1995, to 3.7 
million in 2014, to 4.9 million in 2019, providing over 10 per cent of the total labour force 
(UNTWGMT 2019: xi). Thailand is by far the biggest migrant destination in ASEAN, though 
Malaysia (3.4 million in 2019) and especially Singapore (2.2 million in 2019) have a higher 
proportion. Large-scale immigrant labour has allowed Thais to move into more skilled and 
remunerative fields. Yet governments did not adequately include demand for and supply of 
migrant labour in their planning, nor include migrant labour in training, nor educate the Thai 
public on the needs, benefits and solvable problems regarding migrant labour, nor counteract 
antagonistic media stereotyping of migrants (UNTWGMT 2019: xii). Similarly: “Unlike 
European and North American countries of destination, which have allowed some migrant 
workers to permanently settle, [the Temporary Foreign Worker Programs] TFWPs in Asia and 
Pacific...have no pathways to residency or citizenship.” (UN Women 2013: 7).  

 
24 See e.g. Edwards and Ferstman (2010), Estrada-Tanck (2016), and many sources cited in Gasper and Sinatti 
(2016). This section draws heavily on ideas in Gasper and Truong (2014) and especially on Gasper and Sinatti’s 
survey paper. Studies on migration and human security with special attention to South East Asia include e.g. 
Song and Cook (2015), Truong and Gasper (2011), and Truong et al. (2014; open access).  
25 Much work exists especially on labour migration in SE Asia, e.g. UN Women (2013), Testaverde et al. (2017). 
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In the absence of orderly planned entry that corresponds to the scale and continuity of 
demand, and given the great difficulty of legally changing job, much migrant labour has 
entered or overstayed irregularly, which has permitted large-scale exploitation and criminal 
circuits. The danger arose of a stateless and uneducated non-citizen new generation.26 And, 
for example: for “undocumented migrants who have no health insurance and are unable to 
bear the cost [of treatment at public hospitals...,] the cost then falls on government funding, 
[which] amounts to a subsidy to the employers who choose to use undocumented labour to 
save on costs” (UNDP 2014: 52). For such employers, irregular migrants are cheaper. 
Governments in Thailand eventually responded in a wise but partial and somewhat ad hoc 
way; for example: “Since 2005, children have had access to schools irrespective of their 
nationality status, and since 2010 hospitals have been able to secure funding for patients 
irrespective of their nationality status. However, migrant families’ access to these services is 
still imperfect for many reasons” (UNDP 2014: xiii), such as language difficulties and 
objections by local providers.27 As of 2019 only around 40% of the 3 million irregular migrants 
were enrolled in a public health insurance scheme, and over half of the school-age children 
remained out of school (UNTWGMT 2019: xiii). The 2014 Thailand National Human 
Development Report suggested that: “In the long run, with the increase [in] flows of migrant 
labour across the region, Thailand should urge the ASEAN to consider establishing the ASEAN 
Healthcare and Welfare Fund.” (UNDP 2014: 39). More generally “[Thai] government policy 
has yet to adequately address...whether the status of temporary migrant workers remains 
appropriate given the long-term need for workers in Thailand’s labour market” (UNTWGMT 
2019: xii). The current system with large-scale use of ‘irregular’ migrants persists partly 
because of short-term gains through exploitation, for some employers and consumers (and 
to some of those who are supposed to regulate them), and due to widespread failure to 
recognize the dangers in creating marginalized rightless groups or the longer-term benefits 
from having more secure and productive members of society. Both the short-term and long-
term blind spots show a failure to take migrants seriously. 

A focus on each person and all of the person – taking migrants seriously: countering 
invisibilization  

Attention to lower-skilled migrants. In various ways, lower-skilled non-citizens have often not 
been treated humanely across ASEAN, in relatively young nation-states preoccupied with 
their own growth and consolidation. In rich Singapore, for example, only in 2013 did domestic 
workers receive the legal right to a free day per week, an advance that had encountered 
considerable societal resistance (Chng and Jamil 2019). Migrants are sometimes scapegoated 
as chiefly responsible for crime, inconsistent though this usually is with the evidence. 
Antagonism and exploitation can partly be conscious; but they are also partly due to blindness 
in relation to groups who are considered temporary and/or insignificant. Low-skilled (in 
official classifications) migrants have been typically too weak and invisible for their insecurity 
to be considered in policy, even though some become severely exploited and for them one 
life crisis frequently leads to others. In Thailand, “persistent labour abuses against women 

 
26 Harada (2011) describes how failures in Japan to ensure educational inclusion for immigrant children destined 

them to work in the black economy and fuelled various social problems. 
27 “On January 15, 2013, the [Thai] Cabinet endorsed the Ministry of Public Health’s long-term strategy to extend 

healthcare security to documented and undocumented migrant workers and their families and children, and to 
provide health insurance to documented and undocumented migrant children.” (UNDP 2014: 53). 
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and men migrant workers continue”; especially “seasonal agricultural workers do not receive 
even the most basic protections” (UNTWGMT 2019: xii). 

Attention to domestic work and sex work. Migrant vulnerability arises in part through 
institutionalized systems of perception, ways of seeing and not seeing. Domestic work, for 
example, is typically not seen as real work, and domestic workers are substantially excluded 
from policy attention. Such workers are overwhelmingly women, very often from 
neighbouring countries. Social reproduction in the richer ASEAN countries—plus the national 
balance-of-payments of very large countries like Indonesia and the Philippines—substantially 
depend on these women workers, whose own human security and personal and family 
reproduction frequently come under great stress (see e.g. Truong et al., 2014: Introduction 
and several chapters). Secondly, sex work is not legal in for example Thailand, despite being 
present on a very large scale. It is “often conflated with trafficking .... [even though] studies 
have found that the vast majority of people working in the Thai sex industry are employed 
there by choice” (UNTWGMT 2019: xiii). A stance officially intended to show high ethical 
standards contributes in practice to the neglect, harassment and exploitation of many 
women.  

Attention to the complexity of real lives: multi-motive and multi-outcome migration. The legal 
“codification system of singular reasons for movement (business, tourism, employment, 
education, asylum-seeking, or family reunion) [misrepresents] the sociological realities that 
involve intermeshing motives and evolving human relationships within and across borders” 
(Truong and Gasper 2011: 3). For example, many of the migrant women involved in illegal sex 
work enter it when, after a period in some legal status, they lose or fail to find a job but remain 
in debt and must find a new livelihood (see e.g. case studies in Truong and Gasper eds. 2011, 
especially Kojima 2011 on Thailand).  

Not only does migration have multiple and complex reasons besides economic ones, it has 
diverse important impacts besides financial remittances. “...the heavy emphasis placed on 
the macroeconomic importance of remittances within the migration and development 
discourse can come at the expense of a more balanced and migrant-focused understanding 
of labour migration outcomes” (Harkins and Lindgren 2017: 7). Recent work has developed a 
far more informative Migration Outcomes Index (MOI) that has been applied for Thailand 
(UNTWGMT 2019), and in other ASEAN countries.28 Harkins and Lindgren (2017)’s study of 
international migration within ASEAN found that returned regular migrants recorded higher 
MOI scores on average than did irregular migrants, but that the financial costs and long delays 
of migration through the legal channels were so much greater that a clear majority of 
migrants chose irregular channels. 

Attention to women migrants’ roles, vulnerabilities and needs. Migration policy and 
employment practice often seem to treat women workers as sex-less family-less production 

 
28 “The MOI provides a short-cut to assessing migration outcomes by generating a single number score, 
combining an equal number of financial (income, tangible assets, savings and debt) and social (life skills 
development, skill level of work, unemployment and psychological, social or health problems) indicators to 
measure changes from before migration to after” (Harkins and Lindgren 2017: 8). In a pilot study of returned 
migrants, results from “[Lao PR, Myanmar and Vietnam] were slightly skewed towards more positive outcomes 
[unlike] in Cambodia where the majority had a negative migration experience.” (p.10). Harkins and Lindgren 
present various disaggregated analyses, showing for example worse-on-average experiences for women rather 
than men and for members of Myanmar ethnic minorities rather than the Bamar. 
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inputs, comparable to say a washing machine, and to neglect their basic bodily and affective 
needs, for example their reproductive and sexual health needs (Gasper and Truong 2014). In 
comparison to economics-centred work on migration, human security approaches bring 
stronger focus on women’s roles and needs. Women typically hold together families 
(Mushakoji and Pasha 2008; Truong and Gasper eds. 2008, 2011; Truong et al. eds. 2014) and 
underpin society’s reproduction in multiple ways: biological, familial, emotional, and cultural 
(Gasper and Truong 2014). Pearson and Kusakabe’s 2012 book on women from Myanmar who 
work in Thailand, for example, provides compelling descriptions of how they function 
simultaneously as “workers, wives, mothers, household managers, daughters and economic 
supporters of their families who remain in [or join them from]” Myanmar, and of their 
struggles “to maintain...the newborn, the young, the old, and the sick or disabled” in addition 
to themselves (Truong, Gasper, Handmaker, 2014: 14).  

Attention to the complexity of real people. Serious understanding and skilful policy require a 
more complex picture of people, both of migrants and host-country citizens, than as just 
economic income-maximizers or as members of single groups only. We must think not just in 
terms of a standardized picture of “the migrant” but about people each of particular age, 
gender, family, ethnicity, background, heritage, upbringing, experiences and culture, who live 
and work and move between specific localities. Human security analyses of migration 
characteristically explore this specificity, diversity and complexity (e.g., Gasper and Truong 
2010; Grønseth 2013; Truong et al. 2014). 

“The [required] repertoire for understanding includes bodily and psychological needs, drives 
and feelings: imperatives of bodily, psychological and social reproduction and death; fears, 
feelings of dignity and respect, recognition, affiliation and caring, felt needs to belong (and to 
break away; de Haas, 2014), emotional security and insecurity, mental frames and intuitions, 
and felt national and/or community loyalties. ... It essays attention to whole persons ... The 
person-focus requires and conduces to comparable attention to native residents (see e.g. 
[Burgess et al., 2007]).” (Gasper and Sinatti 2016: 34). 

This approach can help us grasp how the children of immigrants sometimes, contrary to 
expectations, become more alienated and excluded than their parents, despite (possible) 
schooling and socialization in the country of destination. Such children are potentially a major 
source of creativity and cross-cultural understanding, but they can react if treated with lack 
of respect and recognition. To build on the positive potentials and reduce dangers of 
alienation and conflict requires forming and using fora for contact, communication and 
expression. 

To explore the complexity of real lives and real people requires a repertoire of research 
methods, including holistic biographical-narrative interpretive methods such as life-histories 
analysis. Such life histories often show blind spots in abstracted migration theories and legal 
categorizations. They are part of an approach of asking people, both migrants and others 
affected in host- and sender-countries, exploring their perspectives and subjectivities. 

Subjectivities. Economics analyses of migration exclude much of what people care about: 
“familiarity of place and tradition, closeness to dear ones, feelings of belonging, and more; as 
well as their fears, suspicions and uncertainties, and their frequently self-idealizing 
representations of and antagonisms towards other groups” (Gasper and Sinatti 2016: 15). 
Human security studies have evolved to help illuminate how both migration and subsequent 
‘integration’, reception and ongoing transnational links involve decision-processes that we 
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can describe as trying to balance material and emotional security. Senses of identity and 
belonging evolve in ways that can elude state-specified categories and pre-existing societal 
structures; people can come to see themselves not as purely A or purely B or even as a bit of 
A and a bit of B, but perhaps as something new containing a variety of elements (Gasper and 
Sinatti 2016: 17-18). 

Some possible priorities 

This last subsection does not attempt a full analysis of alternative migration policy actions.29 
Instead it sketches and reinforces some general emphases. Reflecting human security 
analysis’s concern for freedoms from fear and want and freedom to live in dignity, “a shift in 
approach to migration and development policy is needed, reframing the goal as an increased 
number of migrant workers who have a holistically beneficial labour migration experience 
rather than simply an expanded national remittance account”, propose Harkins and Lindgren 
(2017: 15). (We should expand Harkins and Lindgren’s formulation though, to include also the 
life quality of non-migrants.) Correspondingly, a key principle is to provide spaces for 
migrants’ participation and for communicating and discussing their experiences. The Thailand 
Migration Report 2019 (xi-xii) considers that the recent commitment to establish Migrant 
Worker Assistance Centres there, plus the use of NGOs as partners and intermediaries to 
connect to migrants, form a good start towards migrant protection and empowerment.  

Protection, Participation and Empowerment. Since the Ogata-Sen Commission on Human 
Security’s report in 2003, human-security oriented policy is described in terms of actions for 
protection and actions for empowerment, with participation as important for both. We noted 
the importance of participatory vulnerability mapping and risk assessments involving 
migrants. Within measures for protection, portable social protection schemes are one 
priority. Migrants are mobile but often their entitlements for pensions and workplace 
insurance and other accumulated social rights are not transferable, especially for temporary, 
circular and transient migrants. A social protection regime must have the same span as the 
economic system that it seeks to protect people within and against (Gasper & Truong, 2014). 

Undermining both protection and empowerment is the cognitive invisibility of migrants: their 
non-recognition, as we saw especially for domestic workers, sex workers and many 
temporary, circular and irregular migrants. This mental exclusion underpins other types of 
exclusion: in statistics, in legal recognition, in policy attention, and from a “caring and sharing 
community”. Human security research and practice on migration has to counter this mental 
exclusion. Often this requires bringing together migrants and other people, including 
researchers and policy practitioners, in studies and policy advisory fora. There are good 
examples of such cooperative work, for example that analyse how immigrants are 
(mis)represented and discussed, and that facilitate immigrants’ self-presentations and that 
report their life-narratives. Ignorance over migrant realities contributes to felt insecurity in 
in-migration countries and can lead to mis-informed and panicky measures that fail to identify 
and grasp opportunities for multi-sided benefit (Gasper and Sinatti 2016: 26).  

 
29 See the Global Compact for Migration (UN 2018) for an extensive listing of relevant practical steps; also the 
extensive lists of argued proposals in e.g. UN Women (2013) and UNTWGMT (2019). The latter notes relevant 
recent steps in Thailand – like revisions to regulations on foreign workers that now allow some more job mobility, 
so that change of job does not automatically make migrants illegal (UNTWGMT 2019: xi). 

 



24 
 

Common human security. The idea of common security was formulated with regard to 
relations between states. A state cannot secure itself by making its neighbours feel insecure 
or by ignoring their insecurities. The idea applies also at the level of persons and communities, 
and so Mushakoji (e.g., 2011) has analysed “common human security”. He argues that states 
need to respect the identity reproduction and felt security of each identity community within 
them, for to marginalise and even seek to suppress any such community is likely to bring 
mistrust, non-cooperation and conflict; whereas acceptance of plurality in personal identities 
can bring access to many positive cultural and economic opportunities.  

We are responsible to all those affected by our actions, including those in and from other 
countries. Similarly, all those who are subject to a governance structure, including foreign 
migrants within a country, must be treated as subjects of justice in that structure (Gasper and 
Truong 2014). Further, citizens’ felt security is better promoted by the building of immigrant 
loyalty through providing legal channels for entry and by channels for legalization, than by 
high barriers to legal entry combined with de facto quasi-toleration of the required labour 
that enters on a large scale but is left with irregular status (Gasper and Sinatti 2016: 23). This 
logic has been recognised in recent years, in the global negotiations on migration governance. 

The Global Compact for Migration. The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular 
Migration reflects in many ways awareness of principles of common human security. It 
represents the outcome of processes for global information-sharing, trust-building and 
pragmatic innovation that were initiated by Kofi Annan as UN Secretary-General (UN 
Secretary-General 2005, 2006). The migration Compact arose out of recognition that 
largescale migration movements are wanted, inevitable and largely unpreventable, but must 
be well regulated and managed, to prevent a situation of ‘common insecurity’ – for migrants, 
especially irregular migrants, and as felt by host-country residents. The Compact contains a 
panoply of relevant policy advice and reminders of existing commitments. All ASEAN 
members except Singapore and Brunei endorsed it. It represents a priority policy agenda for 
the coming decade. But only if perceptual shifts occur and migrants are taken seriously will 
ratification of compacts and protocols have much impact. ASEAN has made the commitment 
to become a “caring and sharing community”. But at present there remains a “lack of 
coherence in understanding ‘care’ as a value, and as practices that contribute to the 
maintenance of societies” (Kimura 2021: 13). This lack contributes to the weakness or even 
absence of legal and social protection for cross-border care providers, and more generally for 
many international migrants.  

 

7 – CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Human security thinking provides a helpful shared language in policy-oriented social analysis, 
one that is sufficiently accessible and flexible without being simplistic. It partners various 
sister approaches, including the UN’s ‘human development’.30 It is close to resilience thinking, 
but with more human content, including through more attention to values, to dignity, culture 
and subjectivities. It combines a concern for every person with wide-ranging thinking about 
possible threats and indirect effects. Hernandez et al. (2019c) argue that the stress on dignity 

 
30 “Human development is best defined as building the capacity for individuals and communities to lead better 
lives, free from want and fear” (UNDP 2014: Preface), and human security is sometimes defined as secure human 
development. 
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conduces to respect for cultural variations. They call for comparative study of ‘human security 
cultures’ in the ASEAN+3 region and look forward to a human security community of 
sovereign states in the region, cooperating in regard to assuring many public goods. 
Progressing with such a vision requires concrete projects of cooperation, for which human 
security ideas can provide a relevant frame. Hernandez et al. (2019c) observe that if countries 
have built friendly cooperation in ordinary times, they will be able to cooperate in times of 
crisis. Human security thinking is already well instituted in several research and education 
centres in the region; but more and stronger learning-and-sharing fora are needed. Regional 
development outlook studies, Regional Human Development Reports and similar efforts can 
be important spaces for cross-regional comparisons and mutual learning.31  
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