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Global development agendas should recognize the central role of human capabilities in shaping 

society. Disparities in capabilities are major contributors to economic and social inequality. Policies 

that equalize opportunities to acquire capabilities across all groups in society reduce inequality. They 

foster social inclusion, economic and social mobility, economic productivity, and social well-being. 

They promote critical thinking and the ability of persons to make informed, independent judgments 

about the world in which they live.  

 

Current policy discussions focus on promoting capabilities by improving schools and the quality of 

teachers. The success of schools is measured by scores on achievement tests like the PISA and the 

No Child Left Behind exams. Many of these discussions put forward a very limited 

conceptualization of human capabilities: promoting and measuring basic literacy and numeracy. This 

emphasis misses important dimensions of human flourishing. It does not recognize that capabilities 

are multiple in nature. Nor does it recognize the importance of families and communities in creating 

capabilities. While schools are important, they are by no means the exclusive producers of the 

capabilities that matter.  

 

Although cognitive capabilities are important ingredients of success in life, other capabilities are also 

crucial to success. In particular, non-cognitive (psycho-social) capabilities, including character, are 

very important. Non-cognitive capabilities include perseverance (“grit”), self-control, trust, 

attentiveness, self-esteem and self-efficacy, resilience to adversity, openness to experience, empathy, 

humility, tolerance of diverse opinions and the ability to engage productively in society.  A strong 

base of cognitive and character capabilities is valued across different cultures, religions and societies. 



 

There are reliable ways to measure them, and proven ways to enhance them and to evaluate the 

efforts to foster them.  

 

Recent research establishes the existence of critical and sensitive periods in the formation of 

capabilities. Investments in these periods are essential to a successful human development strategy. 

Inequality among families in the parenting given children is a major contributor to inequality in 

capabilities. In light of this evidence, it is of great concern that so many children are born into 

disadvantage and that the trend is worsening in many countries. The traditional family is under 

challenge all around the globe. A major casualty of this trend is the quality of parenting available to 

disadvantaged children. Communities play an important role in supporting children’s development, 

particularly where traditional family structures have broken down as a result of migration, poverty 

and conflict; and where schools that are already struggling are expected to take on this huge social 

burden in addition to improving learning outcomes. 

 

Evidence from the social and biological sciences establishes the importance of the early years in 

fostering the capabilities that promote human flourishing; formal education needs to consolidate and 

develop these broad capabilities and not reduce learning to the achievement of narrowly-defined 

competencies. Families do much more than just pass on their genes or put food on the table. It is 

now understood that human development is a dynamic process of nature/nurture interactions that 

starts in the womb. Environments and capabilities interact synergistically to foster the development 

of later stage capabilities and create who we are and what we become (See Figure 1).  

 

The foundations for adult success and failure are laid down early in life. Children raised in 

disadvantaged environments start behind and usually stay behind. There are lasting effects of 

poverty on brain development, health, cognition and character. Gaps in capabilities emerge early, 

before formal schooling begins. Waiting until age five for formal education to start creates 

achievement gaps for disadvantaged children that are difficult and costly to close. The proper 

measure of family disadvantage is poorly captured by conventional measures of poverty which focus 

on the lack of family financial resources. The absence of parental nourishment and encouragement is 

the most damaging condition for child development.   

 



 

The good news is that there are rigorously evaluated interventions that can supplement the parenting 

resources available to families and improve the early lives and adult capabilities of disadvantaged 

children. These interventions compensate in part for the absence of quality parenting.  

 

Raw intelligence is not fixed at birth by parental genes. It is boosted by quality parenting and by 

caring environments. It becomes solidified around the time of puberty. Non-cognitive --character -- 

traits can also be shaped. They are more malleable until the later ages. Neuroscience shows that this 

malleability is associated with the slow development of the prefrontal cortex. Best practice 

adolescent remediation for early disadvantage is costly and often ineffective. When remediation for 

adolescents born into disadvantage is attempted, it should focus on boosting those traits that are still 

malleable.  

 

Social policy should act on this knowledge. Unfortunately, disadvantaged young children are 

currently the least likely members of society to have access to effective, high quality programming, 

education and social services. Societies can only flourish if individual members flourish. They should 

prioritize interventions to promote capabilities and recognize which investments for which 

capabilities at which stages of the life cycle are most effective (See Figure 2). Policy should also 

recognize the central role of the family and community and the need to supplement parenting in 

challenged families to foster opportunity and inclusion. Schools are most effective when families 

support them. Effective early childhood programs should respect the dignity of the family, be 

cognizant of community contexts, and offer struggling families opportunities to enrich the lives of 

their children. Programs that foster universally valued capabilities should be culturally sensitive and 

voluntary. 

 

Social policy should also recognize the synergistic nature of capability formation and its society wide 

benefits. Cognitive and character capabilities foster health and healthy behaviours. Healthier and 

more motivated children learn more. Policies that produce capabilities promote health, education 

and social inclusion and their benefits should be evaluated accordingly. Governments should think 

broadly about the society-wide benefits of enhancing capabilities that foster the outcomes that 

straddle the missions of cabinet agencies.  

 



 

While the knowledge base is firm enough to support these proposals as general guidelines, specific 

programs should be tailored to the context and priorities of individual societies. Proven 

interventions and measurement frameworks are available. They have annual rates of economic 

return above those on the historical return to the stock market. However, no universal template 

should be imposed. A culture of evaluation, measurement and discovery should be fostered to refine 

and adapt the available knowledge. We must be modest in claiming knowledge and bold in 

advancing it.  

 

Countries at different stages of development should adapt the available knowledge to local 

conditions but all should strive for global development goals that broadly advance human 

flourishing. The basic logic of (a) the multiplicity of universally valued cognitive and non-cognitive 

capabilities, (b) their malleability, (c) the importance of the early years in shaping these capabilities, 

and (d) their consolidation through a broad approach to developing capabilities and character 

through education, should be recognized.  

 

  



 

Recommendations That Promote Human Capabilities in the Global 
Development Agenda 

 

• Promote quality in education: Quality education should focus on cognitive capabilities as well as 

building character. This should include the capacities to thrive in diverse societies, ethical values, 

tolerance, critical thinking, and active participation in the larger society. It is a mistake to focus solely 

on early numeracy and literacy.  

• Create goals that recognize the multiplicity of capabilities: World organizations should learn 

from the failure of monitoring and incentive systems that target a limited set of acquired capabilities. 

They focus the attention of teachers and caregivers on only part of what matters and lead to neglect 

of the development of other important capabilities.  

• Focus on the most marginalized: Ensure that these communities are not overlooked in order to 

meet national targets. In particular, there should be a focus on vulnerable children in early childhood 

to reduce inequality at its source.  

• Invest in the early years: Pay attention to the evidence from cost-benefit studies and prioritize 

investment across the life cycle. Implement the wisdom in Figure 2. Invest the most in shaping 

capabilities at the ages where returns are the largest. Current policies for disadvantaged children 

invest more in the later stages of childhood – in formal schooling and remediation – and not in the 

highly productive early years.  

• Improve home and community environments, quality of parenting, non-formal 

environments: – The contexts in which children live their lives matter as much or more in 

promoting capabilities as formal/institutional settings offered through schools and early childhood 

education settings.  

• Ensure the very youngest children are nurtured to develop to their full potential: Children 

should have access to early health care and monitoring, healthy nutrition and to experience and 

participate in stimulating social interactions and attachments with caring adults. These conditions are 

prerequisites to optimal growth and development: physical, neurological, social-emotional and 

cognitive.  

 

  



 

Case Studies 
 

• The Perry Preschool Program: This program targeted disadvantaged low IQ African American 

children some 50 years ago. Children 3-4 were given a few hours of stimulation a day, five days a 

week, and then entered the public schools. The program did not focus on formal instruction but 

encouraged children to plan, execute, and collectively review their own project each day. Children 

were also given training in basic values and social capabilities. In addition there were biweekly home 

visits with the parents to encourage and enrich parental interactions with the child. The program was 

evaluated by the method of random assignment. Both participant and controls were followed for 40 

years. The program did not boost the IQ of the children. It did boost the character traits. The 

treatment group attained more education, had higher earnings and employment, and were much less 

likely to participate in criminal activity or to be transfer recipients. Rigorous benefit cost analysis 

shows that for boys and girls the annual rate of return was 6-10%---above the post-war return to the 

stock market 1945-2008.  

• The Jamaican Study: In 1986-1987, stunted Jamaican children under two years of age were given 

nutrition and cognitive stimulation in a low cost home visiting program conducted by 

paraprofessionals. The intervention was evaluated by a randomized experiment. A control group was 

not given program services. Some 21 years later, the two groups were surveyed. Treatment group 

members had higher educational attainment, much higher earnings and employment and much less 

participation in violent crime. Unlike the Perry Preschool Program they also had higher IQs and 

better mental health. 

 

There are many other successful interventions documented around the world.  

  



 

Figure 1: Capabilities Enhance Each Other: Capabilities Beget Capabilities  

Personality and Social Capabilities → Cognitive Capabilities 

(sit still; pay attention; engage in learning; open to experience) 

Health → Cognitive Capabilities 

(fewer lost school days; ability to concentrate) 

Cognitive Capabilities → Produce better health practices; produce 
more motivation; greater perception of 
rewards 

(child better understand and controls its environment) 

Outcomes  Increase productivity, higher income, better 
health, more family investment, upward 
mobility, reduced social costs 

 

Figure 2: Returns Per Unit Value Invested 

Source: James Heckman, Schools, Skills, and Synapses, Economic Inquiry, 2008 


