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Origins and motivations

• Early contributions to income-centric approaches to 

understand poverty

• Introduction of ‘axiomatic’ tradition

• Later dis-satisfaction with this approach

• Concerns about ‘informational basis’ of social judgements

• Distinction between intrinsic and instrumental importance



Origins and motivations:

What is the capability approach?
What it is

• A conceptual framework for making quality of life or 
wellbeing comparisons

• A ‘deliberately incomplete’ framework, which can be 
applied in a variety of contexts

What it is not

• It’s not a theory 

• It’s not a measurement framework (and doesn’t demand 
or privilege any one measurement approach)



The informational base – ‘Equality of 

What’?

Income  Capabilities  Functionings  Utility 

Definitions

• Capabilities: what a person can do or be
• Or, real opportunities

• Functionings: what they do actually achieve
• Or, outcomes

But why capabilities and functionings?

• Why not income? Conversion factors

• Why not utility? Adaptive preferences

• Functionings or capabilities
• Fasting vs starving



The informational base (cont.)

• Unemployment  can be compensated by income 

support

• Attitudes in US and Europe (esp. France & Germany)

• BUT – non-income effects

• Psychological; health; social; racial and gender disparities

• ‘If unemployment batters lives, then that must somehow 

be taken into account in the analysis of economic 

inequality’ (Sen, 1999).



The informational base (cont.)

• African-American men are poorer than US whites

• But African-Americans (US) much richer than population of ‘third 

world countries’

• In terms of premature mortality, US African-American men 

less likely to reach advanced age than ‘the immensely 

poorer men of China, or the Indian state of Kerala … and 

also of Sri Lanka, Costa Rica and Jamaica and many 

other poor economies’ (Sen, 1999).

• Violence provides a partial but far from complete 

explanation.



Poverty as Capability Deprivation

• Participating in the life of society, the underpinning for Poverty 

as Relative Deprivation, viewed as one functioning amongst 

many in Poverty as Capability Deprivation. 

• Analysis across multiple dimensions, though different 

approaches to how these are viewed 

• Alkire: ‘Poverty is a condition in which people are exposed to multiple 

disadvantages’ (Alkire et al., 2005: 1)

• My own preference is to employ two concepts of material poverty and 

multiple deprivation

• This reflects the distinct questions that Relative Deprivation & 

Capability Deprivation frameworks ask



Poverty as Capability Deprivation

How might dimensions be selected? 

• Participatory approaches 

• Theoretically derived

• Analyst-defined

• Comprehensive or partial

• E.g. Tania Burchardt’s work on time and income poverty

• Or Angus Deaton’s work on health and wealth

• Aggregated or disaggregated



Applications - Nussbaum
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Applications – UN Human Development 

Index



Applications – UN Human Development 

Index



Applications –

the Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI)



Applications –

Multidimensional Poverty Index 

• Source: Hick (2016). ‘The coupling of disadvantages’



Applications – the OECD’s Better Life 

Initiative



Confluences between PRD & PCD

• Both Sen’s emphasis on capabilities & the tradition that 

has emerged in relation to deprivation indicators 

emphasise constraints (for a discussion, see Hick, 2012).

• Necessities surveys, of the kind favoured by the 

Townsendian approach, might be utilised as a way of 

selecting capabilities – or deciding how to measure them.

• BUT – Multidimensionality viewed in quite different ways

• And Poverty as Capability Deprivation would view participating in 

the life of society as part of the normative focus only



Possibilities

• Provides conceptual framework to understand poverty 

and deprivation multidimensionally

• The capability approach as a conceptual toolbox 

• Vocabulary 

• Improvements in data collection and measurement



Limitations

• It is less specified 

• Capability List?

• Aggregation?

• Functionings or capabilities?

• Inherent complexity of multidimensional analysis 

• Is multidimensional analysis sometimes empirically redundant? 
(Hick, 2016)

• Are we satisfied with Sen’s division of specified and 

unspecified elements? 



Conclusions

• The capability approach is a conceptual framework for 
analysing well-being

• It’s core concepts are capabilities and functionings – but 
there are also others (which I have not had time to get 
into today)

• It is deliberately incomplete, requiring supplementation, 
and can thus take different forms depending on purpose 
and context 

• What matters most in terms of people’s well-being, and 
how much information do we need 



Thank you for listening!
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