
The Capability Approach to the Quality of Life1

Sabina Alkire 
 
Resources and utility__________________________________________________________________ 2 
Capabilities and functionings: scope and relevance_________________________________________ 5 
Unit of Analysis: the person ____________________________________________________________ 7 
Capability, Quality of Life, and Value Judgements _________________________________________ 9 
Some concrete reflections______________________________________________________________12 

A. DIMENSIONS ___________________________________________________________________ 12 
B. AGGREGATION MECHANISMS_______________________________________________________ 13 

 
 
One of the films nominated for a Palme d’Or at Cannes a few years ago had a strangely fetching 
title: Bread and Roses. The title plays on a number of underlying resonances, including Marie 
Antoinette’s alleged response to bread shortages, and an ancient rejected suggestion that stones be 
transformed into bread. Actually the film focuses on justice for janitors, and the phrase derives, 
appropriately, from a poem by James Oppenheim about a labour strike in Lawrence, Massachusetts 
in 1912. In his account, the female textile workers were deeply disgruntled, but the women’s 
concerns – and demands – extended beyond mere remuneration. ‘Our lives shall not be sweated 
from birth until life closes; Hearts starve as well as bodies:’ the workers observe, ‘Give us Bread, but 
give us Roses!’ 
 
The demand for roses too – not merely for survival but for beauty, fondness and fragrance – seems 
as perennial as it is elusive. Yet it is this amplitude of aims and tastes that influences the quality of 
life also, making it as difficult to pursue as it is important. For this reason, before attempting to 
tackle the topic it might be useful to appreciate its intractability, which is well articulated in the 
following passage: 

There are two major challenges in developing an appropriate approach to the evaluation of the standard of 
living. First, it must meet the motivation that makes us interested in the concept of the living standard, doing 
justice to the richness of the idea. It is an idea with far-reaching relevance, and we cannot just redefine it in 
some convenient but arbitrary way. Second, the approach must nevertheless be practical in the sense of being 
usable for actual assessments of the living standard. This imposes restrictions on the kinds of information 
that can be required and the techniques of evaluation that may be used.  

These two considerations – relevance and usability – pull us, to some extent, in different directions. 
Relevance may demand that we take on board the inherent complexities of the idea of the living standard as 
fully as possible, whereas usability may suggest that we try to shun complexities if we reasonably can. 
Relevance wants us to be ambitious; usability urges restraint. This is, of course, a rather common conflict in 
economics, and while we have to face the conflict squarely, we must not make heavy weather of it” (Sen 
1987: 20).  

Researchers, for better or worse, seem dispositionally unable to skirt heavy weather, but we will try 
to pass through the discussions swiftly. This background note considers resources and utility as 
possible spaces for quality of life measures, and finds these to be vital but incomplete approaches. 
The second section articulates the scope and relevance of capabilities as a space for the evaluation of 
quality of life. Next we consider the unit of analysis, arguing that while group and community and 
                                                 
1 I am grateful to Amartya Sen, James Foster, Enrica Chiappero-Martinetti, Marc Fleurbaey, and Angus Deaton for 
comments on this note. Errors remain my own.  
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institutional levels of analysis are all vital, an assessment of quality of life without individual level 
analyses is incomplete. The closing section considers the various value judgements entailed in a 
Quality of Life measure.  The note also includes brief but concrete notes on dimensions and 
measurement methodologies. As Robeyns and Veen wrote, “there is no generally accepted definition 
of ‘quality of life’.”2 But some agreement might be possible regarding core characteristics of an 
adequate quality of life measure, and although they are unlikely to be as poetic, or rich, as the idea 
itself, it could be interesting to uncover these. That, at least, is our aim.   
 
Resources and utility 

Any approach to quality of life may wish to select the space in which to measure quality of life. Of 
course indicators may be used from different spaces, but a conceptually coherent approach should 
be able to explain why particular indicators have been chosen.  
 
One traditional approach to measuring the quality of life focuses upon the resources commanded by 
different persons. The most common resource measures by far are monetary indicators of income 
or consumption. Non-monetary resources may include a range of assets, as well as access to certain 
public services such as health, education, water, electricity, and roads. In some approaches – such as 
that advanced by John Rawls – resources are extended further to include primary goods.3 The 
resource-based approach to quality of life measures has an immediate moral appeal because it 
appears to refrain from any potentially difficult value judgements, and leaves each person or family 
free to arrange their resources in whatever way seems best to them. Standing in the liberal tradition, 
these general purpose measures appear to respect privacy, non-interference and freedom of choice. 

While resources are clearly vital and essential instruments to achieving a high quality of life, there are 
several reasons why quality of life measures based on resources alone could be insufficient.4 First, many 
resources are not intrinsically valuable; they are instrumental to other objectives, yet the quality of life 
arguably depends not on the mere existence of resources but on what they enable people to do and be: 
“The value of the living standard lies in the living, and not in the possessing of commodities, which has 
derivative and varying relevance” (Sen 1987: 25). This would not be problematic if resources were a 
perfect proxy for intrinsically valuable activities or states. But instead people’s ability to convert 
resources into a valuable functioning varies in important ways. Having a small red laptop might be a 
delightful source of recreation, pleasure and status to one particular teenager. But if a person is 
intimidated by computers, blind, or unable to read, its presence in their household would not 
automatically augment their quality of life to the same degree.  

Similarly, two people might each enjoy the same quality and quantity of food every day. But if one is 
very sedentary and one a builder, or one is elderly and one is pregnant, or one has a low metabolism 
and the other a very high metabolism, then their nutritional status may diverge significantly. The 
builder, the pregnant woman, and the person with a high metabolism may be noticeably less well 
nourished. While it is possible to adjust resources to some extent for people’s varied abilities to 
convert resources into functionings – as equivalized income does for people of different ages – 
direct measures of functionings such as nutritional status provide more simple objective data 
relevant to their quality of life. Finally, while resources appear to refrain from value judgements in 

                                                 
2 (Robeyns and van der Veen 2007) 
3 (Rawls 1971, 1993, Rawls and Kelly 2001) 
4 These arguments appear for example in (Sen 1984, Sen 1985, Sen 1987, 1989, 1992a, 1993, Sen 1999) 
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fact the choice of resources, for the reasons given above, clearly imposes some assumptions about 
quality of life anyway. It is not value-free.   
 
Although resources are, we have argued, not an adequate space for assessing quality of life, indicators 
of resources – of time, of money, or of particular resources such as drinking water, electricity, and 
housing – are still highly relevant to quality of life measures, and often are used to proxy 
functionings (adjusted for some interpersonal variations in conversion of resources into 
functionings). Resources may also be used to estimate capability sets. For example Zaidi and 
Burchardt used time use and monetary data together to map constraints on the capability sets of 
individuals (2005).  
 
Utility, positive affect and life satisfaction form increasingly visible and compelling kinds of data that 
offer distinct insights into the quality of life.5 The intrinsic importance of satisfaction is evident. 
How should quality of life measures integrate evaluated life satisfaction with other intrinsically 
valued domains? Traditional utilitarianism argues that the quality of life is reflected exclusively in the 
subjective state of the person – defined variously as utility, happiness, and satisfaction. This gave it 
ultimate priority as popular phrases such as contentement passe richesse – contentment surpasses riches – 
suggest. The welfare economics advanced by Bentham, Mill, Edgeworth, Sidgwick, Marshall, Pigou 
relies on such a utilitarian approach. As Sen observed, “Utilitarianism was for a very long time the 
‘official’ theory of welfare economics in a thoroughly unique way” (2008).   
 
Recent insights from empirical work on happiness and subjective well-being have enriched the 
empirical basis of utilitarianism significantly.  Kahneman and Kreuger argue that “Interpersonal and 
international comparisons can be made, but they can never be fully verified.” Yet their U-index 
“is robust to some barriers to interpersonal and international comparisons” (2008, see also 2006). 
Some have thus proposed that subjective well-being should replace income, resources, or capabilities 
as the focal space in which to judge overall social progress and quality of life. For example Layard 
argues that, “unless we can justify our goals by how people feel, there is a real danger of paternalism. 
We ought never to say: this is good for you, even though it will never make you or others feel better. 
On the contrary, if we want to measure the quality of life, it must be based on how people feel” 
(Layard 2005: 113).  
 
Unlike resources, evaluated life satisfaction is arguably of ‘intrinsic value’ – and being happy seems 
to be “a momentous achievement in itself” (Sen 2008). Furthermore, data on emotional states are 
not limited to material means – roses are no anathema here.  Also, even if capabilities or freedoms 
were the focal objective, it might be anticipated that satisfaction would follow from their 
achievement, at least in some cases: “It is natural to take pleasure in our success in achieving what we are 
trying to achieve. Similarly, on the negative side, our failure to get what we value can be a source of 
disappointment.” (Sen 2008). 
 

                                                 
5 Kahneman and Kreuger 2008. See also (Diener 1995, Diener, Diener et al. 1995, Diener and Suh 1997, Ng 1997, 
Oswald 1997, Diener, Suh et al. 1999, Frey and Stutzer 1999, Kahneman, Diener et al. 1999, Diener 2000, Diener 
and Suh 2000, Frey and Stutzer 2001, Frey and Stutzer 2002, Veenhoven 2002, Ng 2003, Diener and Seligman 
2004, Kahneman, Krueger et al. 2004, Van Praag and Ferrer-i-Carbonell 2004, Kenny 2005, Layard 2005, Fleurbaey 
2006, Kahneman and Krueger 2006, Kingdon and Knight 2006) 
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Clearly quality of life measures must include at least some domain of subjective well-being. However 
there are some compelling arguments against adopting either positive affect or life satisfaction as the 
sole metric for considering the quality of life.  
 
First and most directly, although positive affect is of intrinsic value, and is “an important human 
functioning”, it is arguably not “the only thing that we have reason to value, nor the only metric for 
measuring other things that we value” (Sen 2008). People pursue various activities not simply as 
strategies to generate the greatest fundamental joy, but because these activities seem worthwhile in 
themselves. Thus experiential measures of positive affect and flow of hedonic experiences must be 
complemented by evaluative measures. Kahneman and Kreuger thus argue that data on ‘evaluated 
time use,’ and ‘evaluative judgements on life satisfaction’ should be used in quality of life studies 
(2008).  In qualitative work Ini Grewal and colleagues found that elderly people conceived of their 
own achievements in terms of capabilities, not simply mental states (Grewal, Lewis et al. 2006).   
 
Second, there remain some perplexing difficulties in the use of subjective data for policy purposes. 
While this argument applies to subjective indicators in any domain, Sen’s longstanding observations 
on ‘adaptive preferences’ is of direct relevance to subjective well-being: 

The utilitarian calculus based on, say, happiness can be deeply unfair to those who are persistently 
deprived, such as the traditional underdogs in stratified societies, oppressed minorities in intolerant 
communities, precarious sharecroppers living in a world of uncertainty, sweated workers in 
exploitative industrial arrangements, subdued housewives in deeply sexist cultures. The 
hopelessly deprived people may lack the courage to desire any radical change and often tend to 
adjust their desires and expectations to what little they see as feasible. They train themselves to take pleasure 
in small mercies. The practical merit of such adjustments for people in chronically adverse positions is 
easy to understand: this is one way of making deprived lives bearable. But the adjustments also 
have the incidental effect of distorting the scale of utilities.(2008)6 
 

The particularities of this difficulty vary according to the indicators in use – and affect also 
subjective and perceptual indicators regarding other dimensions such as perceptions of crime and 
safety, or self-reported health status (Deaton 2008). At a general level, complexities arise because 
people’s evaluations of their life satisfaction is a function of several factors: people’s values, frames 
of reference, objective state, their knowledge of alternatives, the people to whom they are comparing 
themselves, and their evaluation of the likelihood of future improvement. Subjective may need to be 
‘cleaned’ of adaptive preferences, but the techniques for doing so are not as yet widely agreed.  This 
could make subjective data quite intricate as a guide for policy. 
 
While satisfaction may not be appropriate as a single sufficient measure of quality of life, it could 
have two roles in quality of life measures. “Happiness is not all that matters, but first of all, it does matter 
(and that is important), and second, it can often provide useful evidence on whether or not we 
are achieving our objectives in general” (Sen 2008).  
 
First, evaluative (and possibly experiential) data on subjective well-being might be conceived of as 
one dimension of quality of life, to be explored alongside other important dimensions such as being 
healthy, being well-nourished, and working. If two people shared the same material living standard, 
but one were usually joyful and fulfilled, the other morose, this could be important to notice, as 
clearly the quality of life would improve if more people were joyful, and fewer, morose.  
                                                 
6 (Qizilbash 1997, Biswas-Diener and Diener 2001, Nussbaum 2001, Burchardt 2003, 2005, Cookson 2005) 

 4



 
Second, subjective data might be used to provide insights on people’s values and perceptions with 
respect to other dimensions of interest, as Fleurbaey and others have done. Functionings are things 
that people actually value – as well as have reason to value. Hence information on people’s actual 
values is given central importance. It is also of practical relevance to understand if people’s values 
and ensuing behaviours are deliberated and informed, or based on inaccurate information, 
propaganda, social norms, or manipulation. Subjective data could complement objective data, by 
giving some indication of people’s present values with respect to a functioning. Thus data on 
subjective and psychological well-being provide vital and practical insights although they are not the 
sole metric of interest. 
 
Capabilities and functionings: scope and relevance 

The capability approach to measuring the quality of life conceives of a high living standard in terms 
of the freedom people have to enjoy valuable activities and states. Amartya Sen has powerfully 
articulated the features, scope, advantages, and considerations of the capability approach in relation 
to measures of quality of life and living standard.7 The capability approach pertains to a long line of 
reflection advanced by Aristotle, Adam Smith, Karl Marx, John Stuart Mill, and John Hicks among 
others. The capability approach argues that the quality of life should be conceived and measured 
directly in terms of functionings and capabilities instead of resources or utility. ‘The central feature 
of well-being is the ability to achieve valuable functionings. The need for identification and valuation 
of the important functionings cannot be avoided by looking at something else, such as happiness, 
desire fulfillment, opulence, or command over primary goods’ (Sen 1985: 200).   
 
Functionings are beings and doings that people value and have reason to value. They can include quite 
elementary achievements, such as being safe, well-nourished and literate, or quite complex 
achievements, such as waging a political campaign for election or performing a classical dance 
routine exquisitely. Note that by definition functionings are valuable both objectively and to the 
person concerned. But the fact that they are valuable does not mean that they can be mechanically 
reduced to a single common denominator, such as happiness. Rather, the capability approach 
recognises genuinely distinct, plural and incommensurable kinds of human achievements.8  They are 
incommensurable in the sense that no permanent priority or relative weight can be associated with 
them. The weights quality of life measures apply to different functionings are, therefore, value 
judgements which reflect the relative importance of each functioning within the set for the purposes 
of the evaluation (or, in some cases, the relative priority of advancing each functioning at a given 
time).  
 
Capability refers to a ‘the various combinations of functionings (beings and doings) that the person 
can achieve. Capability is, thus, a set of vectors [or n-tuples] of functionings, reflecting the person’s 
freedom to lead one type of life or another... to choose from possible livings’ (Sen 1992b: 40). Each 
of our capability set represents ‘the real opportunity that we have to accomplish what we value’ (Sen 
1992b: 31).  Capability thus captures not only achievements but also unchosen alternatives; it scans 
the horizon to notice roads not taken. It checks ‘whether one person did have the opportunity of 
                                                 
7 (Sen 1984, 1987, 1992a, 1993, 1996, 1997) 
8 It is quite difficult to aggregate distinct capabilities and functionings into one common measure of utility, as the 
following example illustrates: “How do we sum up, on the basis of some objective measures of intensities, the 
respective desires for an ice cream, freedom from a headache, writing the most beautiful sonnet ever written, going 
to bed with one’s favourite film star, and being morally impeccable?” (Sen 1980/81: 200) 
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achieving the functioning vector [that is n-tuple] that another actually achieved’ (Sen 1985). Thus 
capability is a particularly rich kind of opportunity freedom, and functionings are a wide and flexible 
category that can be elaborated quite extensively.  
 
The proposal is that quality of life should be considered in the space of capability and functionings.9 
Note that most data reflect achieved functionings rather than capabilities. Fleurbaey points out that 
there could be good reasons for a quality of life measure to include some achieved functionings 
(2006) and he and others provide several reasons for this. The first is related to equality or inclusion: 
“if groups differ systematically in the level of achieved functionings, then one may conclude that the 
members of those groups did not have access to the same capabilities, unless there are plausible 
reasons why they would systematically choose differently”  (Robeyns and van der Veen 2007) see 
also (Robeyns 2003). The second is that for some groups such as the severely disabled, or small 
children, or people in intensive care, functionings may be the best indicator that we can have. The 
third is that in many cases adults do not have a capability in isolation and it is in fact quite difficult to 
measure their capability set, because whether or not they have a capability depends upon choices of 
their life partner or a neighbor or another actor.  In such cases functionings data alone are feasible.  
 
In some cases, information on capabilities may be available directly from household surveys, for 
example in questions such as ‘do you have/do x’ – if you do not is that because you do not want x, 
or because you are not able to obtain/do x?.10 Alternatively, data regarding the circumstances of 
coercion or freedom that accompanied a functioning may be collected and used.11

 
The following sections point out some relevant features of the capability approach for quality of life.  
 

1. breadth: all intrinsically valued beings and doings 
Rather than focusing only on material functionings, or only on subjective states, the capability 
approach potentially encompasses all achievements of intrinsic importance:  “any achievement that 
is rooted in the life that one oneself leads (or can lead) rather than arising from other objectives, 
does have a claim to being directly relevant to one’s standard of living.”  Clearly any quality of life 
measure is likely to have a somewhat narrowed scope for reasons of feasibility and focus. But it is 
important to acknowledge that the capability approach per se does not categorically exclude any 
intrinsically valued achievements. “It is possible that this way of drawing the line is a little too 
permissive,” Sen writes, “but the alternatives that have been proposed seem clearly too narrow.”12

 
Because any quality of life measure will select certain dimensions or capabilities and exclude others, 
there is no single list of capabilities that is uniquely valid. Rather, the capability approach is applied 
differently depending on the purpose of the measure, the place and situation (or, if comparability is 
required, the places to be compared), the level(s) of analysis, the data available, the institutions it will 
guide, and the kind of analyses that the measure will catalyze or inform. The methods by which it is 
applied are, similarly, plural. The concrete purpose of the application provides necessary definition 

                                                 
9 Capabilities and Functionings refer to the same space; functionings could be thought of as points in the space, and 
capabilities as the set of n-tuples of functionings a person could achieve.  
10 A number of authors explore subjective assessments of capability, and questions such as the one above. See for 
example (Robeyns 2005, Anand and van Hees 2006) 
11 (Alkire 2005) 
12 (Sen 1987: 27 (both quotes)) 
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and limitations to the set of relevant capabilities, but the capabilities themselves are not limited to 
certain dimensions or sectors a priori.  
 

2. applicability: developed and developing countries, poverty or quality of life.  
The choice of capability as a focal space still allows considerable diversity in terms of the kinds of 
measures that can be pursued. Because of its conceptual breadth, the capability approach can be 
used to inform measures of extreme poverty and deprivation, as well as to probe situations of 
affluence and well-being and to investigate inequalities in different spaces. Similarly the approach 
might equally well focus on what are often called ‘developed’ or ‘developing’ countries or regions, or 
might seek to identify common variables which could be used for comparisons.  Once again, we 
stress that distinct applications of the approach will give rise to different focal variables and concrete 
measurement methodologies.  
 

3. amenable to exploration using different kinds of data and analysis 
Capabilities can be analysed and represented using a plethora of kinds of data, methodologies and 
techniques. The identification of a space does not foreclose the possibility of using different 
indicators – including subjective and resource indicators – to better understand quality of life.  
Capabilities can also be analysed using quantitative, qualitative, participatory, and subjective data, 
and using administrative, census, survey, and institutional data. Indeed although a measure might be 
expected to focus on intrinsically valued outcomes, analyses will seek to uncover the interactions 
among different capabilities, and identify high leverage variables, which are instrumental to a range 
of other capabilities.   
 

4. outcome and process 
The capability approach views human beings as active agents, directing their own lives and acting as 
agents that further larger social goals and objectives. Thus freedom and practical reason are central 
concepts. Their integration into measurement could happen at two levels. First, some freedoms are 
personal process freedoms (Sen 2002). These include a person’s ability to act according to their 
values rather than under coercion in various domains, which can be measured by domain-specific 
agency or autonomy measures (Alkire 2005) such as those advanced by Ryan and Deci (2000). They 
also include systemic process freedoms, such as voice, democratic practice, and the freedom of 
association, whose measures have been addressed by Agarwal (2008).  
 
Unit of Analysis: the person 

In Openheimer’s poem, the women describe their own well-being as inextricably connected to the 
quality of life of men, and indeed with women in past and future generations. “As we come 
marching, marching, we battle too for men, For they are women's children, and we mother them 
again.” This is not seen as lofty altruism. As a matter of fact the quality of life of one person can 
hardly be traced in isolation, as Putnam demonstrates (2008). For this reason, some suggest that the 
quality of life measures should gauge the achievements of families and social and ethnic groups, 
rather than of people one by one. 
 
It may seem rather strange, then, that capability approach regards the individual as the fundamental 
unit of analysis for quality of life measurement. The ‘individual’ focus of the capability approach is 
regularly misunderstood hence it may be worth pausing on this point for a moment. The capability 
approach adopts what Robeyns (2008) calls ethical individualism, but does not adopt other kinds of 
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individualism (to which many, rightly in our view, would object) which she calls ontological and 
methodological individualism. 
 
Ethical individualism “postulates that individuals, and only individuals, are the ultimate units of moral 
concern. … This, of course, does not imply that we should not evaluate social structures and societal 
properties, but ethical individualism implies that these structures and institutions will be evaluated in 
virtue of the causal importance that they have for individuals’ well-being.”  In essence, ethical 
individualism is appealing because it does not allow the achievements of a group to be celebrated 
without taking note of deprivations and unfreedoms that certain members of the group may quietly 
suffer. Of course in many groups advances may be shared equally. But if a society systematically 
chooses a collective unit of analysis such as the family, the social group, or the community, then 
assessments of the quality of life will be systematically blind to any existing or potential inequalities 
within these units. For example, many resources such as income, or food availability are measured at 
the household level, and it is presumed that they benefit all members of the household. 
Unfortunately, the intrahousehold distribution of resources is not always equitable. Household level 
data are unable to identify households in which women and children do not enjoy an equitable 
proportion of the household resources; it would require individual level data to do so.  
 
In terms of measurement techniques, this focus on the person as a unit of analysis could affect not 
only the kind of data but also the ideal order of aggregation of a quality of life measure. Aggregating 
first across domains and second across people (when the data allow) has the ethical value of 
identifying the range of deprivations and achievements each person experiences. Hence it is able to 
identify those whose lives are devastated by multiple deprivations at the same time and, if the 
measure is suitably constructed, give priority to them.13 This order of aggregation also is appealing 
given empirical evidence that multiple deprivations interact with each other to form poverty traps, 
which quality of life measures should be sensitive to. 
 
The capability approach does hold the quality of life of each person to be of direct moral interest. 
However – and this is important – it does not support two other kinds of individualism. The first it 
does not support is ontological individualism, which would hold that “society is built up from only 
individuals and nothing than individuals, and hence is nothing more than the sum of individuals and 
their properties.”  In contrast, the capability approach often advocates participation, democratic 
deliberation, and collective action.  
 
Explanatory or methodological individualism, which again is not implied by the capability approach, 
presumes “that all social phenomena can be explained in terms of individuals and their 
properties”(Robeyns 2008). Sen’s analysis of famine as a political rather than economic phenomenon 
is a good example of the need for collective action.   The process of improving quality of life often 
requires the sustained collective action of people, and indeed of generations. At an individual level 
people usually consult, discuss, and negotiate their goals with family and friends, so their very own 
goals are socially influenced. Beyond this, many capabilities cannot be produced or enjoyed 
individually, but require cooperation and public action. Furthermore, institutions, political and 
public action are vital to create and sustain capabilities of time. Oppenheimer’s poem gestured to the 
handoff of public action across generations:  
 
                                                 
13 The literature on multidimensional measures of this kind is increasing rapidly. See for example (Tsui 2002, 
Atkinson 2003, Bourguignon and Chakravarty 2003, Alkire and Foster 2007, Kakwani and Silber 2008a, b)  
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As we come marching, marching, unnumbered women dead;   
Go crying through our singing their ancient cry for bread.  

Indeed one of the purposes of measuring quality of life itself might be to encourage constructively 
impatient social movements to improve the quality of life of others.  
 
Capability, Quality of Life, and Value Judgements 

A credible measure of quality of life is a certain type of evaluative exercise. It is both necessary and 
imperfect. The Commission has identified relevant criteria, including the need to compare different 
societies (within developed, within developing, across developed and developing), and the need to 
be sensitive to inequality and to changes across time and between countries. With respect to these 
criteria, value judgements enter QoL measures in several places, including: 

1. In the choice of dimensions  
2. In the choice of weights between & within dimensions and across people 
3. In the choice of how to address substitutability/complementarity  
4. In the choice of whether to apply a ‘top sufficiency’ cutoff or not. 

 
1. Choice of dimensions 

The choice of relevant functionings and capabilities for any quality of life measure is a value judgment 
rather than a technical exercise. “There is no escape from the problem of evaluation in selecting a 
class of functionings in the description and appraisal of capabilities, and this selection problem is, in 
fact, one part of the general task of the choice of weights in making normative evaluation... The need 
for selection and discrimination is neither an embarrassment, nor a unique difficulty, for 
conceptualizing functionings and capabilities.” (Sen 2008).14

 
Though potentially very broad, in practice, the scope of relevant capabilities depends upon the 
purpose of the evaluative exercise. A credible measure will include dimensions that are of a) special 
importance to the society or people in question, and b) social influenceability – which means that they are 
an appropriate focus for public policy, rather than a private good, or a capability which cannot be 
influenced from outside.15  
 
In practice, researchers and analysts tend to select dimensions using one or more of the following 
mechanisms: 

a. The first is a repeated deliberative or participatory exercise, which engages a representative group 
of participants as reflective agents in making the value judgements to select focal capabilities. 
In a supportive and equitable environment this process seems to be ideal for choosing 
dimensions; however in many situations participation is riven by conflict or inequality or 
misinformation, or colored by the absence of certain groups.  

b. The second is the use of a list that has attracted a kind of enduring consensus and associated 
legitimacy, such as human rights, or the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), or some 
national planning framework. This is particularly useful when the categories are broad – as 
required for international comparability for example - or when dimensions must be selected 
swiftly, without the possibility of consultation.   

                                                 
14 As is well known, Nussbaum argues that a list of central human capabilities must be specified for the purpose of 
constitutional guarantees. Her argument, and Sen’s rejoinder arguing against the creation of one list of capabilities in 
general, can be found in these articles:  (Nussbaum 2003, Sen 2004a).  
15 (Sen 2004b). 
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c. The third is theory based, as in Martha Nussbaum’s set of 10 capabilities, or Ryan and Deci’s 
account of the 3 elements of psychological well-being, or (most commonly) the unspecified 
hunch of the researcher. These are relevant for communities where the theory enjoys 
widespread approval and/or is consistent with lists generated by alternative theories or 
processes.  

d. The fourth – whether the data exist – is merely a feasibility criterion rather than a substantive 
process for making the value judgements, but is usually necessary to use in combination with 
one of the foregoing mechanisms.  

e. A fifth, which is rarely used, generates a list on the basis of empirical information regarding people’s 
behaviours and preferences drawn from psychological studies or consumer or marketing 
surveys.16 

 
Comparing the lists that are generated by different processes, one finds a striking degree of 
commonality between them. Hence section II.1 lists common generic fields which pertain to many 
overlapping but distinct approaches to quality of life.  
 

2. Choice of weights 
In the capability approach, because capabilities are of intrinsic value, the relative weights on different 
capabilities or dimensions that are used in society-wide quality of life measures should reflect value 
judgements.  Considered as value judgements, weights may reflect  

1) the enduring importance of a capability relative to other capabilities or 
2) the priority of expanding one capability relative to others in the next phase.  

Considerations of importance are used in long-term enduring and comparative measures of quality 
of life. In contrast, weights of priority are used to inform immediate policy interventions, and for 
monitoring and evaluation.  
 
Whether weights are to reflect importance or priority, the value judgements which the weights 
should reflect might be made by a number of processes, including participatory exercises. Whichever 
process is used, the aim is that for the weights to reflect a ‘reasoned consensus’ of the relevant 
community.   

It is thus crucial to ask, in any evaluative exercise of this kind, how the weights are to be 
selected. This judgmental exercise can be resolved only through reasoned evaluation. For a 
given person who is making his or her own judgments, the selection of weights will require 
reflection rather than interpersonal agreement or a consensus. However, in arriving at an 
agreed range for social evaluations (e.g. in social studies of poverty), there has to be some 
kind of a reasoned consensus on weights or at least on a range of weights. This is a social 
exercise and requires public discussion and a democratic understanding and acceptance. (Sen 
1996: 397) 

 
Weights can be applied in three ways in multidimensional poverty measures: i) between capabilities 
and dimensions (the relative weight of nutrition and education), ii) within dimensions (if more than 
one indicator of mobility is used), and iii) among people in the distribution, for example to give 
greater priority to the most disadvantaged through distributional weights. Weights between 
dimensions, being value judgements, may be made by participatory processes or by expert opinion 
when the circumstances suggest that either would be relatively accurate and free from distortion. 
Alternatively, weights may be drawn directly from survey questions such as socially perceived 
                                                 
16 (Alkire 2008) 
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necessities, or interpreted using data on subjective evaluations.17  
 
In practice, weights on indicators that are aggregated within dimensions are often set as equal (which 
is a value judgement), or else the weights are generated by a statistical data-driven process. Weights 
among people, that reflect our considerations of inequality, are often accomplished by using a 
function of the dimensional variable, rather than the variable itself. For example, a strictly concave 
function places greater weights on the accomplishments of the most disadvatanged, to reflect the 
diminishing marginal utility of income or another dimension.18

 
It is important to note that the choice of dimensions and of weights between dimensions are 
interconnected. For example dimensions might be chosen such that they were of relatively equal 
weight. This, indeed, is the recommendation given by Atkinson et al (2002) in their work on social 
indicators in Europe: ‘the interpretation of the set of indicators is greatly eased where the individual 
components have degrees of importance that, while not necessarily exactly equal, are not grossly 
different’ (p. 25). 
 

3. Choice of how to address inequality across the distribution 
Quality of Life indicators, unlike poverty indicators, consider the achievements of the entire 
population. Because the data cover the entire distribution, there are possibilities that two equivalent 
measures of human development might arise from two very differently distributed set of 
achievements among people and dimensions. It may therefore be desirable to construct an index 
such that it inherently gives greater priority to those having low achievements, or adjusts the index 
downwards in situations of high inequality. Such considerations will inform the selection of which 
mean to use – if data are aggregated first across a population – or, if data are aggregated first across 
domains, the possible application of a ‘top sufficiency’ cutoff and attention to the shortfalls from 
this cutoff, to focus attention on the lowest achievers.  Notes on this second option are given in Part 
II.  
 

4. Choice of how to address substitutability/complementarity  
Multidimensional measures of quality of life face a number of complexities over and above 
unidimensional measures. One of these is the fact that the elements of the quality of life are inter-
related in a number of ways. Some are causally interrelated. For example, the presence of a higher 
girls’ education may be likely to cause a lower level of child malnutrition later, when and if the girls 
become educated mothers. Others are simultaneously interrelated. For example, if I have a great deal 
of milk, I may not need very much cheese (Substitutes). Alternatively, if I have rice alone without 
some form of beans I do not have a complete protein – I can be nourished only if I have both rice 
and beans; plenty of either one is insufficient (Complements). A debate has arisen how 
multidimensional measures can reflect the interrelationships among dimensions of substitutability 
and complementarity. This is particularly difficult because the nature of the relationship may change 
over time, the elasticity may change, and our ability to understand and model empirically the 
interrelationships among a large number of dimensions is, as yet, rather imprecise.  

                                                 
17 Working papers from a May 2008 workshop on setting weights in the capability approach are available as 
working papers on www.ophi.org.uk. For example Decanq and Lugo sketch the landscape of statistical and 
normative approaches to weighting; Fleurbaey and Schokkaert propose the use of subjective weights; Wright 
discusses the use of socially perceived questionnaires, Dibben et al discuss discrete choice experiments, and Clark 
and Alkire survey mechanisms of setting normative weights.   
18 (Foster, Lopez-Calva et al. 2005) 
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Conceptually, the capability approach does have implications for this issue in the following way. If 
each of the constituent elements of the quality of life measure were chosen such that they are 
intrinsically valuable capabilities, then what a quality of life measure should represent, fundamentally, 
is the achievements in each dimension, regardless of their further instrumental value in creating or 
enhancing achievements in other dimensions.19  That is, if the dimensions are well specified, it might 
be reasonable for a measure to be ‘neutral’ rather than suggest either substitution or 
complementarity among dimensions. Of course there still is the need to model interconnections 
among indicators within the dimensions in order to address questions of causality, and to model 
production functions for a higher quality of life.  
 
Some concrete reflections 

A. DIMENSIONS 
 
Dimensions of human well-being include material and non-material aspects. Many have sought to 
identify dimensions of the quality of life, including participatory consultations in many countries, 
and researchers or practitioners in cross-cultural psychology, developmental psychology, mental 
health, sociology, social indicators, national planning exercises, and basic needs theorists. There is no 
magic number of dimensions, nor any agreed nomenclature for them. The following list contains 
most regularly mentioned intrinsically-valued dimensions of individual human flourishing or 
fulfilment which relate to the Commission’s objectives.  
 

1. HEALTH & SECURITY health, survival, security, rest, reproductive health 
2. UNDERSTANDING knowledge, understanding, information & communication 
3. ACHIEVEMENT meaningful work and play – outside and at home; creativity 
4. PARTICIPATION democratic practice, voice, empowerment, self-determination 
5. RELATIONSHIPS absence of shame/humiliation, love, relatedness, affiliation 
6. SATISFACTION self integration, emotional well-being, happiness, inner peace 
7. HARMONY culture and spirituality, art, environment.  

 
The QoL background papers proposed indicators related to to health (Deaton), security (Gadrey, 
Agarwal); understanding (Kreuger), work (Gadrey), participation (Agarwal), relationships (Putnam), 
and satisfaction (Kahneman and Kreuger). I would suggest two additional kinds of indicators. First, 
complementing Bina Agarwal’s paper, I would propose some questions related to individual agency 
and empowerment. Second, relating to ‘harmony’ I would propose short questions related to 
meaningfulness and significance (which are more comparable across cultures than questions on 
religion). The full text of these questions is found in Appendix 1. 

Processes  
In implementation of any quality of life programme, attention must be given not only to the 
dimensions of the objective, but equally to the group- or society-wide processes by which quality of 
life is advanced. Processes might seek to advance such principles as distributional equity, 
participation, transparency, efficiency, non-discrimination, respect for human rights, justice, 

                                                 
19 Note that for this approach to make sense the capabilities need to be defined rather generally (the capability to be 
well-nourished). Hence our example of rice and beans would not arise because in order to create nutrition, naturally, both 
resources would be required.   
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sustainability across time, relevant flexibility, and coherence and balance among objectives. Such 
principles are very likely to conflict. However while it is unlikely to be possible to identify one ‘best’ 
or maximal objective by using plural principles, it is likely to be possible to rule out some options 
from the choice set, on the grounds that the deleted option is strictly worse according to one 
principle, and the same or worse according to the remaining principles.  
 
B. AGGREGATION MECHANISMS  
 
A Quality of Life measure might be presumed to consider a wider range of dimensions than 
traditional measures, and to include non-traditional dimensions of well-being. But it might also be 
presumed to be generated not only to satisfy curiousity – as important and vital as that is – but also 
to guide policy. In Oppenheim’s poem, the textile workers remembered the non-traditional 
achievements of previous generations of women, however meagre – of art and love and beauty – 
and articulated these as goals to ‘fight for’. This might suggests that a quality of life measure is not to 
be totally an exercise in documentation, but rather is also to inform policies and priorities that 
balance attention among a range of valued achievements.  
 
If we take this perspective, then an adequate Quality of Life measure: 

– must be understandable and easy to describe  
– must conform to “common sense” notions of quality of life 
– must be able to target the deprived, track changes, and guide policy.  
– must be technically solid 
– must be operationally viable  
– must be easily replicable20 

 
Many different mechanisms are possible, and an increasing number of new measures are being 
developed (Fleurbaey 2008). As requested, presented below is one multidimensional measurement 
methodology21 that might be used to address the quality of life (and indeed has been adapted for 
such in Bhutan). It is related to the user-friendly ‘counting’ approaches and satisfies a number of 
desirable properties. It is very intuitive, easy to calculate, and adaptable to different contexts and purposes, 
in that different dimensions and indicators can be selected depending on the purpose at hand. For 
example different dimensions might be relevant in different countries. The methodology could also 
be used within one sector, to represent quality of education, or dimensions of health for example. In 
addition, different weights can be applied to dimensions or indicators.  Furthermore ordinal, categorical, 
and cardinal data can all be used. This is quite important as indicators that have been proposed by 
members of the QoL subgroup include ordinal and categorical data, but many measures presume 
cardinal continuous data. The measure also can be decomposed by variables such as geographic area or 
ethnicity, and the quality of life can then be broken down by dimension to identify which dimensions are 
driving low achievements in different regions or groups. This last characteristic makes it a good tool for 
targeting or for guiding policies to address specific needs of different groups efficiently.  
 
To put this in context, recall that Fleurbaey discussed extensively three schools of thought that 
underlie quality of life measures: welfarist approach focused on life satisfaction, liberal approach 

                                                 
20 (Székely 2006)  
21 (Alkire and Foster 2007) 
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focused on resources or opportunities, and ‘perfectionist’ approach focused on social indicators.22 
This approach could be considered perfectionist, and could also be modified so as to be welfarist.  
 
The remainder of this section intuitively describes one possible methodology that aggregates first 
across dimensions and then across people.23 The methodology introduces an explicit equity 
consideration among people. There might be a number of reasons for introducing such a consideration 
in a quality of life measure – ethical, and/or empirical. One might argue that above a sufficient level, 
additional achievements do not impact our well-being to the same extent. There are diminishing 
returns to incremental achievements in capabilities above some sufficiency level. For this reason, 
rather than considering the entire distribution, a quality of life measure may wish to truncate the 
distribution at top sufficiency levels of achievement in each dimension. This would introduce 
something equivalent to the focus axiom in poverty measures. The measure presented does so by 
applying a ‘top sufficiency cutoff’. The easiest way to consider this cutoff is to think of a poverty 
line. A poverty line distinguishes people who are poor in that particular dimension from those who 
are non-poor. A multidimensional poverty measure defines people as multidimensionally poor 
depending upon their range of deprivations in different dimensions. And aggregate 
multidimensional poverty measures then represent the achievements of those persons who are 
identified as poor.  
 
The methodology is novel in that it applies what we call a ‘top sufficiency’ cutoff. This is set, 
naturally, at a much higher level than a poverty line, and where it is to be set is a value judgement (it 
may be set at the highest value). A person is identified as having a sufficient quality of life if they 
achieve sufficiency in some range of dimensions; achievements above sufficiency do not increase 
their quality of life. This imposes a restriction, but there might be a lot to be said for the position 
that beyond a certain point, we don’t need to keep adding in the achievements of the richest rich to 
the quality of life; we confine our attention somewhat. Further, because the top sufficiency line cuts 
through the top end of the distribution, rather than through the ‘bulge’ around the poverty line, it is 
likely to be more robust.  The choice of what this range of dimensions should be is reflected in the 
second cutoff across the number (or weighted sum) of dimensions.  The resulting quality of life 
measure combines an acknowledgement of the proportion of people who have attained a sufficient 
quality of life with concern for the range, depth and distribution of deprivations among those who 
as yet do not enjoy a sufficient quality of life. Because of the equity focus and its aim to inform 
policy, it is calculated with respect to the persons who have insufficient achievements. However, the 
measure can represent quality of life, obviously, by subtracting the insufficiency achievements from 
1 or from 100%.  
 
An intuitive description of the methodology follows.  
 
Step 1: Choose Unit of Analysis. This is most commonly an individual or household, but could also be a 
community, school, or other unit.  
Step 2: Choose Dimensions. The choice of dimensions is discussed above  
Step 3: Choose Indicators. Indicators are chosen for each domain on the principles of accuracy (using as 
many indicators as necessary so that analysis can properly guide policy) and parsimony (using as few 

                                                 
22 While the weights here are discussed as if they are set nationally, it could be possible, if the survey data contained 
the correct questions, to apply weights based on individual survey responses.  Thus this approach could be 
considered welfarist as well as perfectionist.  
23 A methodological guide is available on www.ophi.org.uk. 
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indicators as possible to ensure ease of analysis for policy purposes and transparency). Statistical 
properties are often relevant.  
Step 4: Set cutoffs. A cut-off is set for each dimension – which in this case reflects the point at which a 
person or household might be considered to have ‘sufficient’ achievements in each dimension. 
Thresholds can be tested for robustness, and multiple sets of thresholds could be used (e.g. 
sufficiency and poverty).  
Step 5: Apply cutoffs. This step identifies every person (or household) as having sufficient 
achievements, or less than a full quality of life, with respect to each dimension. The distribution is 
then censored in that persons who have sufficient are given the cutoff-level of achievement.  
Step 6: Count the number of insufficient acheivements for each person or other unit of analysis (equal 
weights among indicators are assumed for simplicity, however general weights can be applied in 
which case the weighted sum is calculated.) 
Step 7: Set a second cut-off, which we call k. Assuming equal weights k reflects the number of 
dimensions in which a person must have insufficient achievements in order to be considered to have 
a less than full quality of life. Robustness checks can be performed across all values of k (Batana 
2008).  
Step 8: Apply cut-off. The information of persons who have sufficient range of achievements are now 
censored as above.  This focuses the subsequent analysis on those who do not have a sufficient 
quality of life.  
Step 9: Calculate the Headcount, H. (the number of less than full quality of life people divided by the 
population). The multidimensional headcount is useful. For example subtracting the headcount from 
1 gives the proportion of people in a society who are judged to have a sufficient quality of life. 
However this proportion does not change if the people who do not have sufficient achievements 
become relatively more (or less) deprived; also it cannot be broken down by dimension, to analyse how 
quality of life differs among groups. For that reason we need a further set of measures.  
Step 10: Calculate the Average Gap, A. A is the average number of dimensions in which a person who 
does not enjoy a sufficient quality of life is deprived. It is calculated by adding up the proportion of 
dimensions in which the each person has insufficient achievements and dividing by the total number 
of persons with less than full quality of life. 
Step 11: Calculate the Adjusted Headcount, M0.  If the data are ordinal, multidimensional quality of life is 
measured by the Adjusted Headcount, M0, which is calculated as H times A. The headcount is 
multiplied by the ‘average’ number of insufficient achievements endured by all people who do not 
have a sufficient quality of life. This reflects the breadth of deprivations among those who do not 
enjoy sufficient quality of life. Subtracting this from 1 gives an argulably more robust indicator of 
the quality of life. 
Step 12: Decompose by group, and break down by dimension.  The adjusted headcount M0 can be 
decomposed by population subgroup (region, rural/urban, ethnicity, etc). After constructing M0 for 
each subgroup of the sample, we can further break M0 apart to study the contribution of each 
dimension to overall insufficient quality of life. The adjusted headcount M0 is useful for several 
reasons: 

• It can be decomposed by different groups in the population  
• Overall quality of life increases if one or more persons who had insufficient quality of life 

achieves sufficiency in an additional dimension, so it is sensitive to the multiplicity of 
people’s achievements.  

• It can be broken down to reveal what dimensions contribute the most to insufficiencies in 
quality of life in any given region or population group.  
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Related Multidimensional Measures: Calculate the Adjusted Gap (M1), and Squared Gap (M2).  If at least some 
data are cardinal, replace the ‘1’ for each deprived person by their normalized shortfall (the cutoff 
minus their achievement divided by the cutoff value), and calculate the average normalized gap G, which 
is the sum of the values of the gaps, divided by the number of gaps (in the case of ordinal data, the 
poverty gap will always be 1). The Adjusted Gap M1 is given by HAG, or the M0 measure above 
multipled times the average gap.  The M2 may also be calculated by squaring each gap individually, 
and replacing G with the severity S, where S is the sum of the individually squared normalized gaps 
divided by the number of persons who do not have full quality of life, so the measure is HAS.  

This section introduced a new methodology for multidimensional Quality of Life measurement 
consisting of (i) a dual cutoff identification method that identifies sufficiency both in terms of 
achievements in each dimension, and achievements across a range of dimensions and (ii) a measure 
that satisfies a range of desirable properties including decomposability. Depending where the cutoffs 
are set, this multidimensional measure and others like it may be used for reporting quality of life or 
for poverty.  The measure seems to be understandable and easy to describe, because it relies on a cutoff 
and a ‘counting’ approach which is widely used in policy already. It can reflect “common sense” notions 
of quality of life in that the choice of dimensions, and cutoffs, are open for specification according to 
the population(s) or society(ies) under consideration. However unlike other quality of life measures, 
this measure is specifically geared not just to notice incremental changes over time, but also to target, 
track changes, and guide policy. This is because the measure is actually developed by considering the 
sector of the population who does not enjoy a sufficient quality of life at present. It is technically solid, 
enjoying properties of dimensional monotonicity and decomposability, and, importantly, being valid 
for ordinal data. The simplicity and transparency of the measure makes it operationally viable and easily 
replicable. So fundamentally, it might be of use to women in men in this generation, who like the 
textile workers, might tell us, “Yes, it is bread we fight for -- but we fight for roses, too!” 
 
 

10 October 2008 
 
 
 

As we come marching, marching in the beauty of the day,  
A million darkened kitchens, a thousand mill lofts gray,  
Are touched with all the radiance that a sudden sun discloses,  
For the people hear us singing: "Bread and roses! Bread and roses!" 
  
As we come marching, marching, we battle too for men,  
For they are women's children, and we mother them again.  
Our lives shall not be sweated from birth until life closes;  
Hearts starve as well as bodies; give us bread, but give us roses!  
 
As we come marching, marching, unnumbered women dead  
Go crying through our singing their ancient cry for bread.  
Small art and love and beauty their drudging spirits knew.  
Yes, it is bread we fight for -- but we fight for roses, too!  
 
As we come marching, marching, we bring the greater days.  
The rising of the women means the rising of the race.  
No more the drudge and idler -- ten that toil where one reposes,  

  But a sharing of life's glories: Bread and roses! Bread and roses!  
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Appendix 1.  
 
Proposed questions on Empowerment/Agency 
 
1.  Indicator of control over personal decisions24

.
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Q1.- How much control do you feel you have in making personal decisions that affect 
your everyday activities?  
 
Control over all decisions [5]  Control over most decisions   [4]   
Control over some decisions  [3]   Control over very few decisions  [2] 
No control at all   [1] 
  
lternative question: ‘Ladder’ of power.  

. – Indicators of Autonomy vs. Coercion Ryan and Deci (2000), Chirkov et al 2004. 

The domains can be tailored and matched, for example, to domains of life satisfaction) 

eople often have several reasons for doing something. From time to time in this survey, we are 
oing to ask you why you do certain activities – For example, it might be because of outside 
ircumstances, to obtain a benefit or avoid blame, or to please others, or because you truly want 
o. There is no right or wrong answer, and often you may have several reasons for acting as you 
o. 

ow I am going to describe three reasons why you might these activities, and ask you to tell me 
ow true each one is. All can be true to some extent, or none may be accurate for you.  

Domain Q1 Q2 Q3 
a) Your decision to go to work most days    
b) Your response to a serious health issue for yourself    
c) Your mobility – where you go alone    

                                                
4 Source: World Bank Moving out of Poverty survey 
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d) Your decision of how much to educate your children    
e) Which groups you belong to    

 
Codes: Completely True [4] Somewhat true [3] not very true [2] Not at all true [1] 

 
 
Q2.1.-How true would it be to say that your actions with respect to ___________ [the domain] 
are motivated by a desire to avoid punishment or to gain reward?   
 
Q2.2.- How true would it be to say that your actions with respect to ___________ [the domain] 
are motivated by a desire to avoid blame, or so that other people speak well of you? 
 
Q2.3.-  How true would it be to say that your actions with respect to ___________ [the domain]  
are motivated by and reflect your own values and/or interests? 
 
3. – Indicator of Aspiration and perceived efficacy (Alsop 2006). 

 
Q3.1.- Would you like to change anything in your life?  Yes [1]    No [0]   
 
Q3.2.- What three thing(s) would you most like to change?  

A: 
B: 
C: 

 
Q3.3.- Who do you think will contribute most to any change in your own life? [Enumerator:  list 
up to 2 responses] 
Myself [1] My family [2]  Our Group [3]  Our Community [4]   
The local government [5]  The state government   [6] Other _____________________ 

 
Q3.4.- Do you feel that people like yourself can generally change things in your community if 
they want to? 

 
Yes, very easily [5]             Yes, fairly easily [4]   Yes, but with a little difficulty [3]   
Yes, but with a great deal of difficulty [2]   No, not at all. [1] 

 
 

Proposed questions on Harmony/Meaning 
 
1. MEANING IN LIFE25

 
Please take a moment to think about what makes your life feel important to you. Please respond 
to the following statements as truthfully and accurately as you can, and also please remember 
                                                 
25 SOURCE: Steger questionnaire for Meaning in Life. He combines sub-scales to measure the presence of meaning 
and search for meaning. A short-form of the ‘presence’ subscale only is used here.  Steger, M. et al. (2006), The 
Meaning in Life Questionnaire: Assessing the presence of and search for meaning in life. Journal of Counseling 
Psychology 53:1, p. 80-93 
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that these are very subjective questions and that there are no right or wrong answers. Please 
answer according to the scale below. 
 
Absolutely  Mostly Somewhat Can’t say Somewhat Mostly Absolutely 
Untrue untrue untrue true or false true  true  true 
 1 2 3 4  5 6 7 

 
STATEMENT SCORE

My life has a clear sense of purpose  
I have a good sense of what makes my life meaningful  
I have discovered a satisfying life purpose   
 
 
2. PSYCHOLOGICAL WELLBEING26

 
Please read each of the following items carefully, thinking about how it relates to your life, and 
then indicate how true it is for you. Use the following scale to respond: 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
not at all true somewhat true very true 

 

A) AUTONOMY 
STATEMENT SCORE 

I feel like I am free to decide for myself how to live my life.  
I generally feel free to express my ideas and opinions  
I feel like I can pretty much be myself in daily situations  
 

B) COMPETENCE 
STATEMENT SCORE 

People I know tell me I am good at what I do.  
Most days I feel a sense of accomplishment from what I do.  
I often do not feel very capable.  
 

C) RELATEDNESS 
STATEMENT SCORE 

I get along with people I come into contact with.  
I consider the people I regularly interact with to be my friends.  
People in my life care about me.  
 

 

                                                 
26 Source: Ryan and Deci Basic Psychological Needs scales. 
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