Capability approach to human development

The capability approach to human development, pioneered by economists Amartya Sen and Martha
Nussbaum, focuses on the importance of enhancing individuals’ capabilities and freedoms to lead lives
they value. Instead of measuring development solely based on economic indicators, this approach
emphasizes people’s abilities to function effectively in society.

In the capability approach, the focus is on expanding people’s capabilities by providing them with
opportunities and resources, such as education, healthcare, and social support, to enhance their overall
well-being and freedom to make choices. Unlike traditional measures like GDP, this approach considers
diverse aspects of human life, such as education, health, political participation, and social inclusion.

By enabling individuals to develop their capabilities, societies can empower people to pursue their goals
and aspirations, leading to more holistic and sustainable development outcomes. This approach has
been influential in shaping policies aimed at improving human development and well-being around the
world.
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In the capability approach, individuals are seen as active agents in their own development, and the focus
is on providing them with opportunities to live a life they have reason to value. This approach considers
not only the resources available to people but also their ability to use these resources effectively.

Key aspects of the capability approach include:



Focus on Diversity: The approach recognizes that different individuals have different capabilities and
talents. It emphasizes the need to address disparities and promote equal opportunities for all,
irrespective of their backgrounds.

Freedom of Choice: The capability approach values individual freedom. It is not just about providing
basic necessities but also enabling people to make choices according to their preferences and values. For
example, it’s not just about providing healthcare but ensuring that individuals have the freedom to
choose their healthcare providers and treatments.

Participatory Development: The approach encourages active participation of people in the development
process. It values their voices and choices, involving them in decision-making processes that affect their
lives.

Quality of Life: Instead of focusing solely on economic growth, the capability approach emphasizes the
quality of life. It takes into account factors like education, healthcare, social integration, political
participation, and cultural opportunities that contribute to a fulfilling life.

Human Dignity: The capability approach is rooted in the idea of human dignity. It views each person as
an end in themselves, not just a means to an end. Enhancing capabilities is seen as a way to uphold and
respect human dignity.

Limitations to Capability Approach

The Human Development Index (HDI) is a composite index used to measure a country’s average
achievements in three basic aspects of human development: health (life expectancy at birth), education
(mean years of schooling and expected years of schooling), and standard of living (gross national income
per capita). The capability approach, developed by Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum, focuses on
individuals’ capabilities and freedoms to lead the kind of lives they value.

While the capability approach provides a valuable perspective on human development, it has limitations
when applied to HDI:

Data Availability: Gathering comprehensive and accurate data on individuals’ capabilities and freedoms
can be challenging. HDI relies on quantifiable indicators, whereas the capability approach requires



gualitative assessments, making it difficult to measure and compare capabilities across different
countries.

Subjectivity: Assessing individuals’ capabilities involves subjective judgments about what constitutes a
valuable life. Different societies and cultures may have varying opinions on what freedoms and
capabilities are essential, leading to a lack of universal standards.

Complexity: The capability approach considers a wide range of factors, including social, economic,
political, and cultural dimensions. Integrating these complexities into a single index like HDI can be
intricate and might oversimplify the nuanced nature of human capabilities.

Interconnectedness: Human capabilities are interrelated and mutually reinforcing. For example,
education can enhance health outcomes and economic opportunities. HDI, while accounting for
education, may not fully capture the synergies between different capabilities, leading to a fragmented
understanding of human development.

Dynamic Nature: Human capabilities and freedoms are dynamic and can change over time due to various
factors such as policy interventions, societal shifts, and technological advancements. HDI, being updated
annually, might not capture these changes in real-time or reflect the dynamic nature of human
development adequately.

In summary, while the capability approach offers a broader perspective on human development,
integrating it into a composite index like HDI presents challenges related to data, subjectivity, complexity,
interconnectedness, and the dynamic nature of capabilities. These limitations highlight the need for a
comprehensive and context-specific analysis when assessing human development using the capability
approach.

This approach has been influential in shaping international development policies, guiding the design of
programs and initiatives that aim to improve the well-being and quality of life for people worldwide.



