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Please write down:
• Dimensions of poverty used in any
multidimensional measure you have made
or with which you are familiar
• Write down the Indicators of poverty used

Outline
• Part I: The Capability Approach
–
–
–
–
–

History and Motivation
Capabilities
Functionings
Agency
Collective Action

• Part II: Issues for measurement
• Part III: Choice of Dimensions
–
–
–
–

Dimensions vs Indicators
Processes of choice
Concrete alternatives
Robeyns – Justification of your selection in papers

Capability Approach – history
• 1979 – Sen ‘Equality of What’?
• Basic Needs – same motivation but in some versions people
are passive. CA adds freedom
• 1980s – focused on growth as end; CA growth as means;
needs to be complemented by HD / CA
• 1990s to present: Annual Human Devt Reports
• Key texts by Sen:
–
–
–
–

1984: Commodities and Capabilities
1992: Inequality Re-Examined.
1993: Quality of Life (edited with Martha Nussbaum)
1999: Development as Freedom

• Now a large group of other authors (Nussbaum et al)
• Is this approach still relevant, or has it been superseded?

Amartya Sen, key author

Born 1933 in Dhaka, Bangladesh.
Primary education in Tagore’s school
in Santiniketan, India.
Witnessed Bengal famine in which 2-3
million people died.
Witnessed murder of a muslim day
laborer in the times of partition
Studied in Kolkata and Cambridge
UK; taught in Delhi School of
Economics, London School of
Economics, Oxford, Cambridge and
Harvard.
Received Nobel prize 1998
Currently teaching at Harvard.

Capability
• the various combinations of functionings
(beings and doings) that the person can
achieve. [It] is, thus, a set of vectors of
functionings, reflecting the person’s freedom to
lead one type of life or another...to choose from
possible livings. (Inequality Re-examined)
• think of it as a budget set
All formulations of capability have two parts:
freedom and valuable beings and doings
(functionings). Sen’s significant contribution has
been to unite the two concepts.

Functionings
the various things a person may value and
have reason to value doing or being
- intuitive
- intrinsically valuable to the person
- intrisic value (have reason to value)
- so avoids adaptive preferences
- ‘doings and beings’ is our focal space

Functionings allow for different
interpersonal conversion factors
Resources

Capability

Functionings

Utility

Bike

Able to
Ride around
ride around



Food

Able to be
nourished



Nourished

Note: functionings & indicators
•

Which are direct indicators of
functionings?
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.

Asset index
Subjective Well-being / Happiness
Body Mass Index
Literacy
Years of Schooling
Self-reported health

Freedom
• “the real opportunity that we have to
accomplish what we value”
• “The ‘good life’ is partly a life of genuine
choice, and not one in which the person is
forced into a particular life – however rich it
might be in other respects.”
It is authentic self-direction – the ability to
shape one’s own destiny as a person and a
part of various communities.

Freedom is regularly misunderstood
• Freedom is Not a ‘paper’ freedom: it has to be
effective freedom, a real possiblity.
• Freedom is Not = maximization of choices
without regard to their quality and people’s values
“Indeed sometimes more freedom of choice can bemuse and
befuddle, and make one’s life more wretched.”

• Freedom is Not necessarily = direct control by an
individual Groups, states, etc can increase
freedoms by public action and investment.

Freedom
for Sen, Freedom has two aspects ~
Process Aspect:
ability to act on behalf of
what matters
(agency)

Opportunity Aspect:
Real opportunity to
achieve valued
functionings, selected
from among various
good possibilities.
(capability)

Agency: Definitions
“what a person is free to do and achieve in pursuit
of whatever goals or values he or she regards as
important.”
Sen “Well-being Agency and Freedom” J of Philosophy 1985: 203

“someone who acts and brings about change,
and whose achievements can be judged in terms of
her own values and objectives, whether or not we
assess them in terms of some external criteria as
well”
Sen Development as Freedom. 1999: 19

Objective of Development
“Development can be seen…as a process of expanding the real freedoms
that people enjoy.” Opening Sentence, Development as Freedom
The goal of development is the “promotion and expansion of valuable
capabilities.” Sen, “Development as Capability Expansion”

People are the real wealth of nations. Indeed, the basic
purpose of development is to enlarge human freedoms.
The process of development can expand human
capabilities by expanding the choices that people have to
live full and creative lives. And people are both the
beneficiaries of such development and the agents of the
progress and change that bring it about. This process must
benefit all individuals equitably and build on the
participation of each of them. This approach to
development—human development—has been advocated
by every Human Development Report since the first in
1990.
HDR 2004 p 127

What is the Capability Approach?
• Sen’s capability approach is a moral framework.
It suggests that social arrangements should be
primarily evaluated according to the extent of
freedom people have to promote or achieve
functionings they value.

Common Misunderstandings of CA
• Individualism (is ethical not methodological)
• Evaluative vs Prospective analysis. It can
evaluate activities, or guide policy ex ante
(‘capability production functions’).
• It is deliberately incomplete – it has to be
operationalized differently in different contexts.
• Not all multidimensional poverty analyses are
capability analyses – consider freedom/agency,
intrinsic value of capabilities, space of
capabilities not resources, etc.

What does this mean in terms of
some development terms and fads?
– Growth – focus on efficiency, general purpose means
[omit direct interventions, public action, ends]
– Human Development – multi-dimensional, practical,
of intrinsic value [near match in theory; practice lags]
– MDGs – integrated, multiple, measurable, engage LT
collective action [but limited, omit freedom to choose
dimension, omit agency and empowerment]
– Human Rts – multiple, normative [trade-offs?
empirical work? Guide economic policy? Processes?]
– Conclusion: As an enduring ethical framework, the
Capability Approach can still critically assess,
strengthen and complete existing frameworks, thus
influence the frontiers & the direction of change.

Amartya Sen, Nobel Laureate in
Economics and author of Development as
Freedom:

What is lacking is constructive
impatience and public outcry

“The fact that so many people … go on
perishing from persistent deprivation on a
regular basis, is a calamity to which the
world has, somewhat incredibly, got coolly
accustomed. It does not seem to engender
the kind of shock and disquiet that might be
reasonable to expect given the enormity of
the tragedy. Indeed, the subject often
generates either cynicism (‘not a lot can be
done about it’) or complacent irresponsibility
(‘don’t blame me – it is not a problem for
which I am answerable’).
Examples: Social Movements for Education in Latin
America, Kerala and Family Planning, Education;
Media and Famine; Mid-Day Meal Scheme

Collective Action
Legal Supports
Robust Research Findings
Media Attention
Public Awareness
Public Monitoring
Social Movements
Champions in Power

The Public Role of Poverty research

Engaged Research
After 15 years of research on hunger and
famines, one is perhaps entitled to feel like an
‘expert’ of sorts on these matters. Yet I did not
always find myself better equipped than others to
understand the practical issues…At times, I even
felt embarrassingly ignorant compared with local
people who had little formal education but a
sharp understanding of the real world. (Drèze)

Engaged Research –
virtuous circle for
research quality
‘the value of scientific research can, in
many circumstances, be enhanced
even further if it is combined with real
world involvement and action.’
Jean Drèze

Part II: Issues for Measurement
- Direct, Supplementary, or Income?
- Measuring Functionings
a Multidimensional Poverty measure in
which all variables represent functionings
- [Measuring Freedom] later

1 Direct measures of functionings or
capabilities
• The direct approach: This general approach takes the
form of directly examining what can be said about
respective advantages by examining and comparing
vectors of functionings or capabilities. In many
ways, this is the most immediate and full-blooded
way of going about incorporating capability
considerations in evaluation. There are different
forms of doing this:
1.1) ‘total comparison’ of all vectors
1.2) ‘partial ranking’ of some vectors vs others
1.3) ‘distinguished capability comparison’
comparing some focal capability ie LE/literacy,
employment, nutrition.
•

Development as Freedom page 82

2 Income plus…
• The supplementary approach: A second approach is relatively
nonradical, and involves continued use of traditional
procedures of interpersonal comparisons in income spaces,
but supplements them by capability considerations (often
in rather informal ways).
• Such factors as the availability and reach of health care,
evidence of gender bias in family allocation, and the
prevalence and magnitude of joblessness can add to the
partial illumination provided by the traditional measures in
the income space.
• Essentially, this involves using ‘distinguished capability
comparison’ as a supplementary device.

3 Adjusted Income
• The indirect approach: A third line of approach is more ambitious
than the supplementary approach but remains focused on the
familiar space of incomes, appropriately adjusted. Information on
determinants of capabilities other than income can be used to
calculate ‘adjusted incomes.’ For example, family income levels
may be adjusted downward by illiteracy and upward by high levels
of education, and so on, to make them equivalent in terms of
capability achievement. This procedure relates to the general
literature on ‘equivalence scales.’ It also connects with the research
on analyzing family expenditure patterns for indirectly assessing
causal influences that may not be observed directly (such as the
presence or absence of certain types of sex bias within the family).
• Indirect may allow for stricter measurement, but is not any simpler
than direct measures, and does not answer policy questions of how
to address poverty.

Issues for income poverty measures:
• Welfare is represented by indirect utility fct defined
over income and price vector
• Does not include public goods
• Does not include non-market activities
• Presumes markets function; supplies exist
• Does not impute value to health, ed etc
• Even if have income, non-poor people may not
allocate it to basic needs (addicts)
• Income and consumption data often poor.
• But is this empirically important --or not?

Why not use income as a proxy?

Not
income
poor
Income
Poor

Non-deprived in
non-monetary
dimension

Deprived in nonmonetary dimension

Group A

Group B (I)

Group C (II)

Group D
Ruggieri-Laderchi 2007

If income/consumption poverty is used for policy & targetting purposes,
Group B represents a targeting error I (omission of some poor)
Group C represents a targeting error II (inclusion of some non-poor)

Oversights from income poverty:

I (omission)

II (overcount)

Conclusion: Income significantly mis-identifies
deprivations. Supplemental Direct Measures are
Necessary.
Ruggieri-Laderchi, Saith and Stewart ’03, ‘07

But even if income is an inadequate
measure, perhaps growth in income per
capita is an adequate objective? Surely if a
country is growing, that is enough?
India: 15 years of strong economic growth.
1998-9 NHFS-2: 47% children under 3 are
undernourished
2005-6 NHFS-3: 46% are undernourished (FOCUS
06) (wt-age)
Conclusion: The objective of income growth is not
sufficient; other objectives must be pursued explicitly.

Multidimensional Poverty
• Refers to measures that
– Look at multiple functionings
– Aggregate first across domains (ideal)

• Conceptual Appeal = capability set
• Data are more widely available

Achievement in
each domain D

Dimensions - which?
Also Required:
Indicator
Weighting
Interactions
Identification

[Fuzzy] Poverty Line
or band for each
relevant domain or
indicator.

Aggregation
Robustness
Freedom
Ordinal Data

Time

Future
Alkire 2008

Issues for Multidimensional Poverty Meas.
• Poverty of what?
–
–
–
–
–
–

How to choose dimensions
How to choose variables
How to deal with ordinal variables
How to set poverty lines/bands for each dimension
How to weight each dimension; to represent interactions
How to include time and poverty dynamics

• Identification : Who is poor?
– Union or Intersection or something in between?

• Comparison : Aggregation (index) or Dominance
– Interpretation
– Properties

Time - Domain - Achievement Interaction

political
freedom
livelihood

education

health

nutrition

TIME

time

5
4
3 ACHIEVE
2
MENT
1
0

Aggregation
Relative Wts
Indicators

DOMAIN

Domain for MDP: A representative capability or cluster of capabilities or
functionings that are of i) basic importance and ii) social influenceability

Part III: Choosing Domains
• Grusky and Kanbur acknowledge the consensus
that the multidimensionality of poverty and
inequality should not be treated as soft social
issues that can be “subordinated to more important
and fundamental interested in maximizing total
economic output.”
• But they regard the choice of dimensions as a
‘pressing conceptual question.’ “economists
have not reached consensus on the dimensions that
matter, nor even on how they might decide what
matters.”

How Researchers Choose Dimensions
•
•
•
•

Existing Data or Convention
Theory
Public ‘consensus’
Ongoing Deliberative
Participatory Processes
• Empirical Evidence regarding people’s values

How Researchers Choose Dimensions
• Existing Data or Convention – select
dimensions (or capabilities) mostly because
of convenience or a convention that is
taken to be authoritative, or because these
are the only data available that have the
required characteristics.

How Researchers Choose Dimensions
• Theory – select dimensions based on
implicit or explicit assumptions about what
people do value or should value. These are
commonly the informed guesses of the
researcher; they may also draw on
convention, social or psychological theory,
philosophy, religion, and so on.

How Researchers Choose Dimensions
• Public ‘consensus’ – select dimensions that
relate to a list that has achieved a degree of
legitimacy due to public consensus.
Examples at the international level are
universal human rights, the MDGs, and the
Sphere project; these will vary at the
national and local levels.

How Researchers Choose Dimensions

• Ongoing Deliberative Participatory Processes –
select dimensions on the basis of ongoing
purposive participatory exercises that
periodically elicit the values and
perspectives of stakeholders.

How Researchers Choose Dimensions
• Empirical Evidence regarding people’s values –
select dimensions on the basis of empirical
data on values, or data on consumer
preferences and behaviors, or studies of
which values are most conducive to mental
health or social benefit.

CA requires a combination of participation
and objectivity
•
•
•
•

Existing Data or Convention
Theory (in part – not alone)
Public ‘consensus’
Ongoing Deliberative
Participatory Processes
• Empirical Evidence regarding people’s values

Sen’s Criteria for Dimensions
• Purpose of the Evaluation (targeting,
monitoring, measure quality of life, sectoral)
• Value and priority [for relevant group(s)]
– basic importance (Sen 2004)

• Appropriateness for institutional response
– social influenceability (Sen 2004)
– (see Alkire 2008 Choosing Dimensions)

Procedural justification of domains

(Robeyns)

• 1. Explicit formulation: the list [of domains and/or capabilities] should be
made explicit, discussed and defended in any multidimensional poverty
measure that is developed and advocated for policy reflections: why it is
claimed to be something people value and have reason to value.
• 2. Methodological justification: The method that has generated the list should
be clarified and defended (and open to critique or modification). For
example, whether this domain was chosen on the basis of a participatory
exercise, or through consultation of empirical studies of human values.
• 3. Two stage process: Ideal-Feasible : Only from the second stage onwards will
constraints and limitations related to the measurement design and data
collection, or to political or socio-economic feasibility in the case of
policy-oriented applications, be taken into account.
• 4. Exhaustion and non-reduction: the capabilities on the [ideal] list should
include all elements that are important: no dimensions that are relevant
should be left out. For example, those capabilities related to the nonmarket economy should also be included in economic assessments.

Some Sample lists for different purposes
Finnis 1987:
Basic Human Values

Sen 1999:
Instrumental
Freedoms

Human Flourishing
Bodily life – health
reprod and safety
Knowledge & skills
Meaningful work and
play
Relations / Friend
Agency, Participation
(Practical reason)
Self-integration
Harmony with ultimate
source(s) of reality
(Faith, Nature, Art)

political freedom
economic
facilities
social
opportunities
transparency
guarantees
protective
security

Nussbaum
1998:
Central
Human
Capabilities

Rawls 1993
Political Liberalism

Doyal & Gough
1992:
Intermediate
Needs

Life
Bodily health
Bodily integrity
Senses, thought
imagination,
Emotions
Practical reason
Affiliation
Other species
Play
Control over
one’s
environment

The basic liberties
freedom of movement,
freedom of association
freedom of
occupational choice
against a
background of
diverse
opportunities
powers and
prerogatives of
office
positions of
responsibility in
political and
economic
institutions
income and wealth
the social bases of self
respect

Nutritional
food/water
Protective housing
Work
Physical
environment
Health care
Security in
childhood
Significant primary
relationships
Physical security
Economic security
Safe birth control/
childbearing
Basic education

Look at what you wrote down:
• How were those dimensions chosen?
• Are they indicators of capabilities, of
resources, of utility?
• Write out a sample ‘justification’ of the
dimensions

Thank you!

