June 2020

Human well-being and capabilities
I.

HUMAN WELLBEING AND CAPABILITIES IN ASIA
AND THE PACIFIC

Human well-being and capabilities are at the heart of the transformations envisaged by the 2030 Agenda.1
Health, education and life devoid of deprivations such as poverty play a critical role in determining the
capability of people to make and realize choices in life. Also important are the societal institutions and
rule of law that allow for a peaceful society. As the region is home to over 60% of the global population,
harnessing the full potential of its abundant human resources will be key to meeting most of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).i
The goal of strengthening human well-being and capabilities brings together many development
objectives. Within the 2030 Agenda alone, it integrates SDG 1-No Poverty, SDG 2-Zero Hunger, SDG 3Good Health and Wellbeing, SDG 4-Quality Education, SDG 5-Gender Equality, SDG 6-Clean Water and
Sanitation, SDG 7-Affordable and Clean Energy, SDG 15-Life on Land and SDG 16- Peace, Justice and
Strong Institutions.
A critical piece of the human well-being and capabilities puzzle in the region is progress in household
access to basic services in the region, particularly clean water, basic sanitation, electricity and clean
fuels. Available, accessible, acceptable and quality access to these services is not only a human right, but
also essential to living a healthy life. Access to services has also contributed to greater gender equality.
Because women (and girls) bear the brunt of unpaid care and domestic work, they are disproportionally
affected by lack of electricity and clean cooking fuels, clean water and basic sanitation. While the region
is still far from achieving gender equality and empowering women, access to these services has played
an important role in improving the lives and health outcomes of women and girls, as well as increasing
their participation in employment and education.

1 The topic of Human Wellbeing and Capabilities is one of six entry points identified in the Global

Sustainable Development Report (GSDR) 20191 and the political declaration of the High-level political
forum 2019: Entry point 1 – Human well-being and capabilities , Entry point 2 – Sustainable and just

economies, Entry point 3 – Food systems and nutrition patterns, Entry point 4 – Energy decarbonization and
universal access, Entry point 5 – Urban and peri-urban development, Entry point 6 – Global environmental
commons, Lever 1- Governance, Lever 2- Economy and Finance, Lever 3- Individual and Collective Action,
Lever 4- Science and Technology

This brief focuses on three core areas for improving capabilities and wellbeing, namely social
protection, education and health care.ii

II. PROGRESS
An income that allows adequate consumption of goods and services is the main path towards
strengthening human well-being and capabilities. Since 1990, the number of extremely poor people
– living on less than $1.90 a day - decreased from more than 1 billion to 400 million people. Much of
this progress was driven by progress in China and in India, although among the 400 million people
still living in extreme poverty in the region, 8 out of 10 are found in South Asia.iii
Despite this progress, the region is not on track for meeting other SDG targets that relate to human
well-being and capabilities. There is significant inequality in access to basic opportunities and
services among groups, within countries, as measured by the Dissimilarity Index (D-Index), and
between subregions (Figure 1).iv
Figure 1: Inequality in access to key services and opportunities by subregion, as measured by
the Dissimilarity Index (D-Index), latest year
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Source: ESCAP, 2018. Inequality in Asia and the Pacific in the era of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.
Data updated on 19 February 2020.
Reading note: The D-Index takes values from 0 to 1, 0 being no inequality and 1 being maximum inequality. Here, the
closest a country is the to centre of the graph, the higher the D-Index and higher the inequality of access. The
furthest away from the centre, the lower the D-Index and lower the inequality.

For example, completion of secondary education in North and Central Asian countries is much higher
than in all other subregions. Within countries, gaps in educational achievement are stubbornly high
in South-East Asia and South-Asia, where women from households in the bottom 40 of the wealth
distribution and from rural areas usually have the lowest rates of completion of secondary
education.v As an example, men in Nepal have 6.4 years of schooling on average, but women only 4.2
years.vi For higher education, the gaps are even greater.vii

In terms of Universal Health Care (UHC), the service coverage index established to monitor SDG
indicator 3.8.1, gives East Asia a score of 77, comparable to Western Europe. However, the index for
South Asia is much lower, at 53, driving down the regional average to the world’s second lowest after
Africa (46). viii

III. GOOD PRACTICES
Investment in the social sector promotes equality. The Islamic Republic of Iran, Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia,
the Russian Federation and Viet Nam are among the few countries in the region where the poorest 40
per cent of the populations have seen income gaps to the average population narrow, in line with
SDG indicator 10.1.1, both in relative and in absolute terms.ix How have these countries achieved a
higher income growth among the poorest 40 per cent? The answer lies in their rate of investment in
people. All have invested above the regional average in education, health care and social protection.x
Governments with stronger political commitment to social investments not only spend a higher share
of their budget on people’s development, but also tend to spend more effectively with better
outcomes as a result.
Over the past two decades, China has been at the forefront of social protection expansion.
Particularly in the aftermath of the global financial crisis that began in 2008, China intensified its
effort to extend its social security system, with the aim of reaching universal pension and health
insurance coverage. xi Kazakhstan, Malaysia and the Russian Federation are also among the few
countries that have seen gaps in education and in employment significantly narrow or close between
women and men, rural and urban populations and between those with health issues – a proxy for
persons with disability – and healthier individuals, creating the conditions for a more equitable
distribution of income.xii
Investment in education has also yielded positive results. Viet Nam spends close to 6 per cent of
GDP on education, a level almost 2.5 times that of the Lao People’s Democratic Republic and twice
the level in India. While it takes time to yield returns, investment in education is vaulting the country
into the group of best performers in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA),
which is exceptional among middle income countries. The key to Viet Nam’s performance in
education lies in the broad reforms put in place by the government some two decades ago.xiii The
reforms were based on the broad principles of policy coherence, sufficient budget, partnership
between parents and schools, quality of teaching and equity. As a result, children from different
geographical locations or ethnicities now have access to the same quality of education.
The greatest achievements in health outcomes are seen in countries that have established universal
health care systems. Bhutan, for example, stands out for its fast increase in life expectancy. The
country is currently allocating around 9 per cent of its public expenditure on health care, among the
region’s highest. The Islamic Republic of Iran, Sri Lanka and Thailand also have made achievements
in longevity, pointing to the importance of working towards universal health care coverage.

IV. WAY FORWARD
1) Expand social protection for all. To boost wellbeing and human capabilities, governments need
to increase spending on social protection. The evidence for increasing the level of investment in
social protection in particular is overwhelming: around 233 million people would be lifted out of
moderate poverty and 51 million people out of extreme poverty with more countries fully
eradicating poverty by 2030.xiv In an ageing region, with high rates of informal employment, social
protection is essential to ensure adequate income security for all, including in old age. To address
the gender-specific challenges that women and girls face, social protection policies also need to
tackle discriminatory social norms and practices.
2) Focus on quality education for all. Quality education is critical for all other human development
outcomes. Countries with entrenched cultural and institutional discrimination practices need to
break stereotypes and expand educational opportunities for girls. Policy interventions should
also facilitate transitions to higher education and to decent jobs.
3) Invest in universal health care. Access to affordable and quality health care is not only a
prerequisite for improvements in human wellbeing and capabilities, it is also a human right. The
positive impact and lessons from low and middle-income countries that invested in universal
health care, such as Bhutan and Thailand, need to be shared widely in the region.
4) Build strong institutions. Empowering people and ensuring their inclusion addresses the root
causes of deprivations and marginalization and embodies the transformative commitments in
the 2030 Agenda. A country’s income level does not determine its potential to raise everyone’s
wellbeing. Rather, if responsive institutions are in place, and if legislative frameworks are guided
by strong political commitment and enforced, then human capabilities can improve in a more
equitable manner.
5) Increase effectiveness of fiscal policies. An effective tax system enhances public revenues and
facilitates higher investments in essential services, such as health care, education and social
protection. To this end, better and effective governance is needed to boost overall tax
compliance and improve composition and efficiency of public expenditure. Similarly, reforming
tax structures to reduce their adverse effects on the poor through progressive taxes on personal
income, property and wealth can help prevent excessive concentration of wealth and power in
the hands of a few, ensuring greater equality of opportunity within and across generations.
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