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‘...a broad normative framework for the evaluation and 

assessment of individual well-being and social 

arrangements, the design of policies, and proposals 

about social change in society.’
Ingrid Roybens

‘…social arrangements should be primarily evaluated 

according to the extent of freedom people have to 

promote or achieve functionings they value.’

Sabine Alkire, 2008 

THE CAPABILITY APPROACH
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Multi-dimensional 

Poverty Index

THE CAPABILITY APPROACH: FROM CONCEPT TO 

PRACTICE
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THE CAPABILITY APPROACH: CHALLENGES OF 

‘OPERATIONALISATION’

‘Ironically, the very success of the HDI has contributed to 

this narrow interpretation of the human development 

approach.’  

‘The absence of indicators for freedom in the HDI 

and in the HDR statistical tables contributes to a 

widespread misperception of human development 

as equivalent to social development combined with 

equitable economic growth.’

‘The human development concept has been trapped inside its 

reduced measure.’

Sakiko Fukada-Parr
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The IDM makes an important contribution to 

the operationalisation of the Capability 

Approach

But equally – perhaps more – importantly  

the IDM makes a theoretical contribution 

that has profound practical implications

WHAT THE IDM OFFERS THE CAPABILITY APPROACH
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The IDM makes an important contribution to 

the operationalisation of the Capability 

Approach

1. Measuring at Individual Level

2. Developing a ‘list’ of capabilities

3. Meeting information demands
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1. MEASURING AT INDIVIDUAL LEVEL
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2. A ‘LIST’ OF CAPABILITIES
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‘A person who is not poor who pronounces what 

matters to those who are poor is in a trap. 

Self-critical analysis, sensitive rapport, and 

participatory methods can contribute to some 

values, priorities and preferences of poor 

people...

...But there will always be distortions, we 

can never fully escape our conditioning.’

Robert Chambers
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3. MEETING INFORMATIONAL DEMANDS
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3. MEETING INFORMATIONAL DEMANDS

INTERSECTIONALITY

AGE X SEX

AGE X SEX X ETHNICITY

AGE X SEX X ETHNICITY X DISABILITY 

WITHIN GEOGRAPHIC LOCATIONS

LEVEL OF ANALYSIS

SEX 

AGE

ETHNICITY 

DISABILITY 

OVERALL IDM SCORE LEVEL OF ANALYSIS

NATION

REGION

DISTRICT

VILLAGE

HOUSEHOLD

INDIVIDUAL
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The IDM makes an important contribution to 

the operationalisation of the Capability 

Approach

But equally – perhaps more – importantly  

the IDM makes a theoretical contribution 

that has profound practical implications
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‘With adequate social opportunities, 

individuals can effectively shape 

their own destiny and help each 

other.’

Sen, Development as Freedom, p.11
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‘With adequate social opportunities, 

individuals can effectively shape 

their own destiny and help each 

other.’

To ensure social opportunities 

we must understand structural 

barriers to opportunity
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Enhancing 

individual 

freedoms

Enhancing 

individual 

agency

‘…the question of gender 

inequality…can be understood 

much better by comparing those 

things that intrinsically matter (such 

as functionings and capabilities), 

rather than just the means like 

primary goods and resources.

The question of gender inequality 

is ultimately one of disparate 

freedoms.’

Sen 1995
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Sen’s Capability Theory recognises 

individual differences…

…as well as the role of ‘conversion 

factors’ in individuals achieving 

functions and realising capabilities 

The focus of much 

theoretical work flowing from 

Sen’s foundational theory 

focus on ‘collective 

capabilities’
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Missing from both theorising of the 

Capability Approach and efforts to 

operationalise it is a recognition of the 

importance of structural barriers to 

individuals’ and social groups’ expanding 

their capabilities and freedoms
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Race
Race

Geographic 

location

Gender

Disability

Class

Caste

Culture

The IDM’s theoretical and 

practical contribution lies in 

the illumination of the 

structures that prevent both 

individuals and social 

groups from achieving their 

capabilities

In doing so, it makes a 

fundamentally important 

contribution to policy and 

to the global agenda of 

leaving no-one behind
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The IDM Program is a partnership between the Australian National University, the 

International Women's Development Agency and the Australian Government through the 

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. The original research that developed the IDM was 

a four-year, international, interdisciplinary research collaboration, led by the Australian 

National University, in partnership with the International Women's Development Agency and 

the Philippine Health and Social Science Association, University of Colorado at Boulder, 

and Oxfam Great Britain (Southern Africa), with additional support from Oxfam America and 

Oslo University. It was funded by the Australian Research Council and partner 

organisations. 

Subsequent IDM research undertaken in Fiji was led by IWDA in partnership with the Fiji 

Bureau of Statistics with contributions from the State, Society and Governance Program at 

the ANU. It was funded by the Australian Government’s Pacific Women Shaping Pacific 

Development program.
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