
Methods and Tools for the Application of 
the Capability Approach in the Domain of 
Technology, Innovation and Design 

Paper for HDCA conference 2020
Marc Steen and Rafael Ziegler



Overview: 
1. Our goal: to bring insights from CA to the 

domain of technology, innovation and design
2. Technology, innovation, design <> CA
3. Overview of methods and tools (tentative!)
4. Discuss: How to promote adoption and usage? 



I work at TNO, a Research and Technology 
Organization in The Netherlands (human-centred 
design, value-sensitive design, ethics, responsible 
innovation). Rafael works at Greifswald University in 
Germany and is currently visiting professor at 
Montréal University in Canada (social innovation, 
sustainability, responsible innovation, social change)



Many major problems, such as the climate crisis, 
economic inequality and the corrosion of freedoms, 
are caused by technology and innovation, esp. in 
combination with neo-liberalism or state capitalism. 
We believe that many technology, innovation and 
design projects can benefit from insights of the CA.



Insights of the CA can counter tendencies to forget 
concerns about human flourishing, dignity, diversity, 
etc. We invite you to help us in this ambition to 
bring insights of the CA to that domain



Attention for the role of technology, innovation and 
design in CA was pioneered by, e.g., Ilse Oosterlaken 
and Dorothea Kleine, and further developed in 
domains like ICT development and social innovation. 



Haenssgen & Proochista (2018) The place of technology in the 
Capability Approach, Oxford Development Studies, 46:1, 98-112





We created a tentative overview of methods and 
tools that apply insights of the CA in technology, 
innovation and design (reactions to a query in the 
TG list-serv). Please let us know if you know more!



For example: Business Model Canvas, a widely-used 
tool that enables people to collaborate and explore, 
generate, discuss, and evaluate business models



After this: 13 methods and tools (will skip details)

Somewhat ‘meta’: these tools enable ‘developers’ 
(and others) in their projects, so that their projects 
produce outcomes that function as tools for ‘end-
users’ (and others) to extend their capabilities.
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Capability Cards
To explore, clarify and define the scope and 
content of a project. 
A set of 20+ cards with capabilities (based on 
Nussbaum), plus a workshop format, to 
support people involved in a project to 
identify specific capabilities that the project’s 
output may support. Also to identify project 
partners that are needed to realize that 
envisioned output. 
Steen, M. (2016). Organizing Design-for-Wellbeing projects: 
Using the Capability Approach. Design Issues, 32(4), 4-15. 
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Bodily health: 
Care

E.g., being able to visit a doctor or 
hospital, and receive care, if needed 

Mental health: 
Emotions 

E.g., being able to develop emotionally, 
with few feelings of worry, depression, 

lonely or restlessness

Security
E.g., being able to be protected from 

violence

Participation
E.g., being able to participate in public, 

political, economic and legal arenas 

  

Bodily health: 
Food

E.g., being able to be adequately 
nourished

Bodily health: 
Shelter

E.g., being able to have adequate shelter

Mental health: To 
relax and sleep

E.g., being able to be to relax and sleep 
well

Safety
E.g., to live in a safe and pleasant 

environment
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Dignity
E.g., having the social bases of self-

respect and non-humiliation, being able 
to be treated as a dignified being

Social support
E.g., to be nurtured and cared for, to 
receive and give support to others, to 

share emotions and feelings

Equal rights and 
opportunities

E.g., being free from discrimination on 
the basis of race, sex, sexual orientation, 

ethnicity, caste, religion, or national 
origin. 

Meaningful work
E.g., being able to seek employment on 
an equal basis with others, to work as a 

human being, and to receive fair 
compensation. 

  

Relationships
E.g., to form and enjoy social relations, 

to share emotions and feelings

Everyday life
Being able to provide for basic needs in 
everyday life:  food, shelter, sleep and 

relaxation. Being able to do 
housekeeping and managing budgets.

Care for others
E.g., being able to live with and towards 
others, to recognize and show concern 
for other human beings, to love those 

who love and care for us. 

Political freedom
E.g., having the right of political 
participation free speech and 
association, and being able to 

participate effectively in political choices 
that govern one’s life. 
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Education, critical 
thinking 

Being able to sense, imagine, think and 
reason, informed and cultivated by an 
adequate education. E.g. literacy and 

basic mathematical and scientific 
training. 

Self-awareness 
and reflection

E.g., being to engage in critical reflection 
on one’s own life, to form a conception 

of ‘the good life’, and on ways to flourish 

Mobility: In and 
around home

E.g., being able to move freely from 
place to place, in and around the home

Leisure, play
Being able to have pleasurable 

experiences. To engage in various forms 
of social interaction. Being able to laugh, 

to play, to enjoy recreational activities. 

Care for the 
environment 

Being able to live with concern for and in 
relation to animals, plants, and the world 

of nature.

  

Self-expression
E.g., being able to be express oneself 

and to be accepted by others 

Mobility: Travel
E.g., being able to move freely from 

place to place, within and across 
countries

Self-determination
E.g., being able to set goals and pursue 

these (including autonomy,  
connectedness and competence)
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Societal and Ethical Impact Canvas 
To explore, clarify and define the scope and 
content of a project. 
A canvas, plus a workshop format, to support 
the people involved in a project to define its 
desired impacts (and unintended, negative 
impacts), and then reason ‘backwards’ to the 
project’s definition. Also to identify project 
partners that are would be needed.  
Steen, 2018: https://innovationforwellbeing.wordpress.com/ 
2018/05/18/societal-and-ethical-impact-canvas/
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Define Project Scope
To discuss and define the scope of a 
project for the ‘base of the pyramid’
Projects can tend to focus on the product 
or the technology. This tool helps the 
people involved in defining the project to 
widen its scope, e.g., by drawing from 
Human-Centred Design, Social Design, 
Design Thinking, Systems approach
Khadilkar, P. (2017). Formulating the Design Scope for the 
Base of the (Economic) Pyramid. Design Issues, 33(2), 4-17. 
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Dialogue Partnership Framework
For social innovation, where a mixed group of 
partners form a collective or community  
A dialogue canvas to co-creatively design 
partnership relations, starting from deliberation on 
the (intended) culminating outcomes (values or 
ends) and working backwards towards relations, 
actions, conditions and concrete task assignments 
(based on literature on partnership formation). It 
has been applied in a number of different settings 
in the Netherlands.
Jensen and Biene. 2015. Co-designing collaboration: the partnership framework as a dialogical 
method for service user involvement in local communities. European Conference of Social Work 
Research, Ljubljana, April 22-24.  Link. (Source Graph: Jensen and Biene)
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ICT4What Choice Framework
Technology Adoption in Development
This framework fosters a systematic and 
holistic approach to ICT Technology 
adoption. It operationalizes and visualizes 
the CA for this purposes. It puts human 
freedom at the centre of technology 
adoption. It was first developed for the 
analysis of telecentres in rural Chile. 
Dorothea Kleine. 2009. ICT4What? – Using the Choice Framework to 
operationalise the Capability Approach to Development. 
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Perform Social Grid Dialogues
Establishing collaboration in a potentially conflictual 
innovation context
To support innovation researchers in performing 
dialogues for sustainability and social innovation. 
Interviews with stakeholders prepare a stakeholder 
workshop that presents a performed dialogue between 
an innovator and a sceptic, to facilitate an atmosphere 
of mutual understanding prior to group building. The 
approach was developed and tested in a project on 
Paludiculture (land-use innovation), in Germany.
Rafael Ziegler. 2019. Performing dialogues, facilitating social innovations? Social grid 
approach to action-oriented  research on paludiculture, Human Development and 
Capabilities Association Annual Conference, London, September 2019 (available from 
the author).  (Source Photos: Project Clearance)
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Analyse Stakeholders’ Motives
Used during product development, to 
better understand stakeholders’ motives
Stakeholder analysis is often heuristic. 
This tool offers an alternative: it helps to 
identify and investigate stakeholders’ 
motives to be involved in development, 
from a normative (CA) perspective. 
Khadilkar & Mani (2015). A Capability Approach based 
stakeholder analysis for the Base of the Pyramid: A case study 
of firewood the based cook-stoves. Presented at ICED15, 
Milan, Italy. 
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Technology Impact Model
In Workplace Innovation, to understand the 
impact of technology on work
To make better trade-off choices between 
economic efficiency (top-down, technocratic) 
and decent work (human, social). To assess 
impact of technological choice on production 
of products and services, organization and 
content of separate functions and jobs.
Oeij, Preenen, Van der Torre, Van den Eerenbeemt (2019): Technological 
Choice and Workplace Innovation: Towards Efficient and Humanised Work 
European Public & Social Innovation Review, Volume 4, Issue 1
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Empower People in Work
To clarify the ways in which technology can 
enable people in their work
This model enables people to discuss ways to 
enlarge people’s capabilities and 
opportunities in the context of disabilities 
related to work. E.g., in relation to physical, 
mental and psycho-social (dis)abilities and 
conditions, using technologies.
Hazelzet 2019: Kansen van technologie voor mensen met een 
arbeidsbeperking. Ervaringen uit pilots bij sociale 
werkbedrijven (TNO)
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Capability Effects Dialogue Canvas
To support people in social work practice 
and research to operationalize the CA
A dialogue canvas to enable multi-
stakeholder dialogue on, e.g.: conversion 
factors; clustering of capabilities and/or 
functionings; adaptive preferences; and 
negation of human diversity. 
Jansen, E., & Verharen, L. (2017). Operationalizing the Capability 
Approach for social work practice and research. Paper presented at the 
European Conference for Social Work Research, Aalborg, Denmark. 
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Get Things Done Sustainably (Evaluate)
Central capabilities and strong sustainability 
evaluation approach to social entrepreneurship
This framework helps to evaluate ongoing social 
entrepreneurship initiatives. To evaluate innovations 
from the perspective of human capabilities and 
sustainability, and in terms of output, social 
accountability, empowerment and outside 
recognition. It was used to evaluate social 
entrepreneurship initiatives in Europe, India, Kenya 
and Ecuador. 
Ziegler, Rafael, Partzsch, Lena, Gebauer, Jana, Marianne Henkel, Justus Lodemann, and Franziska 
Mohaupt. 2014. Social entrepreneurship in the water sector: Getting things done sustainably. 
Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Link (Source Graph Ziegler et al 2014)
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Evaluate Project Outcomes 
To evaluate a project’s outcomes in terms 
of contribution to capabilities 
This tool helps to distinguish between 
means and ends, and to understand the 
ways in which ends relate to capabilities. 
It enables people to 
Khadilkar, P., Lokras, S., Somashekar, H. I., Reddy, B. V. V., & 
Mani, M. (2015). Capability approach-based evaluation of a 
biomass cook-stove design. Current Science, 109(9), 1601-09. 
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3-C Model for Grassroots Innovation
A model for grassroots innovation at the 
community level
This model contains three processes: Conscientization; 
Conciliation; Collaboration. It helps communities to 
develop their own responses to problems and needs in 
a participatory, bottom-up way. It helps community 
organizers to think about innovations in an integrated 
way. It was developed via the analysis of grassroots 
initiatives in Egypt and 6 West African countries. 
Solava Ibrahim (2017) How to Build Collective Capabilities: The 3C-Model for 
Grassroots-Led Development, Journal of Human Development and Capabilities, 18:2, 
197-222, DOI: 10.1080/19452829.2016.1270918 (Source Graph: Ibrahim 2017)
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Organizational capabilities, e.g., as discussed in 
organizational change or workplace innovation
The organizing and conducting of design as a capability, 
e.g., work of Andy Dong and Crighton Nichols
To do: Relate to participatory methods that draw on the 
CA—really important, also in this domain

Out of our current scope: 



 Available (everywhere)

 Useful (solves problem)

 Usable (easy to grasp)

… 

Discuss: How to promote adoption and usage?



Do you know other methods and tools like these?
Are you interested in contributing/collaborating? 
marc.steen@tno.nl; rafael.ziegler@hec.ca


