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Executive summary

The academic literature on skills development in 
childhood is rich and varied . Overall, it seeks to 
understand what should be in a child’s ‘toolkit 
for life’ . Children who are well-equipped for life 
will be more able to meet the opportunities and 
challenges they face at home, at school and in 
the world at large . 

For almost 20 years, the Learning for Well-being 
(L4WB) Framework has been one contribution to 
this literature, which proposes that through the 
application of the most innate human abilities – 
or ‘core capacities’ – children can better understand 
and interact with the world around them, for life 
and for learning, and realize their unique potential . 
Core capacities can be viewed as cornerstones 
of life skills – the most innate and basic human 
abilities, so easily taken for granted, that they are 
underutilized in efforts to promote child well-being 
and development . The nine core capacities in the 
Framework are: ‘Discerning patterns’, ‘Embodying’, 
‘Empathizing’, ‘Inquiring’, ‘Listening’, ‘Observing’, 
‘Reflecting’, ‘Relaxing’ and ‘Sensing’ . 

The L4WB Framework also proposes that each 
core capacity can be expressed through mental, 
emotional and physical aspects, and within a 
broader spiritual dimension, and in this way, come 
together to form a ‘holistic’ and a child-centred 
view of abilities development embedded at the 
centre of a broader and dynamic socioecological 
framework (a living social system) .  

What are core capacities?

A growing body of evidence suggests that 
successful performance in school, work and 
life needs to be supported by a wide range 
of skills, the development of which should be 
nurtured and expanded throughout childhood 
(Galloway et al ., 2017) . 

Core capacities are an attempt to identify the 
foundations of human ability to relate with oneself, 
others and the environment, often the focus of 
the life-skills literature (e .g ., negotiation skills, 
communication skills, problem-solving skills) . 
By attempting to identify abilities that are 
‘elementary’ (or non-divisible), the core capacities 
in the L4WB Framework offer a new way of 
conceptualizing skills development without 
seeking to replace existing life-skills models – 
complementing the same ambitions – while also 
offering a point of consensus across various life-
skills models . The Framework also views these 
capacities as fundamentally human skills, which are 
held in varying degrees and expressed differently 
by each individual (children and adults), and holds 
that this uniqueness is valuable, and that public 
systems, including education systems, should 
both promote the development of these skills and 
protect these skills from being ‘taught out’ 
of children (see Section 3 .2) . 

Importantly, these core capacities, from the various 
perspectives, do not promote economic, social or 
civic returns above one another, but rather seek to 
promote holistic child development and well-being .  
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What does this report contribute?

The purpose of the What Makes Me? report 
is to assess what a comprehensive review of 
the existing literature can tell us about core 
capacities, using the L4WB Framework as the 
conceptual frame . The aim is to understand if 
such cornerstones of life skills can add value to 
concepts designed to promote child development, 
and related public policies, and further to identify 
what constitutes good practice for promotion and 
protection of these abilities . 

The onset of COVID-19 has served to underline 
the need for evidence on the most effective and 
efficient ways for ensuring all children can fulfil 
their potential . 

Social, economic and civic skills have been central 
to managing the public health needs related to 
COVID-19 and will be key to countries achieving 
strong economic recoveries, and avoiding future 
crises . Moreover, the risks to social services for 
children based on the costs of the crises, and the 
resulting growing social inequalities within and 
between countries, will result in demand for ways 
to optimize investments in child development – 
ways that complement goals outlined in the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC), and the Sustainable Development Goals . 

With these new challenges in mind, and the 
opportunities this brings for reimagining child 
welfare, this study comes at the right time .

Finally, with reference to the UNCRC, this report 
contributes evidence towards the achievement of 
children’s rights and outcomes largely overlooked 
in similar studies of children’s abilities and skills 
development and well-being . Both children’s 
‘evolving capacities’, and ‘children’s spiritual 
well-being’, are key parts of achieving multiple 
children’s rights, as outlined in the UNCRC . 
The evolving capacities of the child are mentioned 
in both Article 5 and Article 14 .1 in regard 
to children being able to exercise their own 
rights (Article 5), and their freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion (Article 14 .1) . Moreover, 
Articles 17, 23 .3, 27 and 32 – concerning a child’s 
right to access information, the social integration 

of disabled children, an adequate standard of 
living, and protection from economic exploitation 
– recognize spiritual well-being as a goal of these
rights alongside physical, mental and moral
well-being, among others . Notably, the term
‘life skills’ is not mentioned in the UNCRC . 
In this report, the life-skills literature is used where
relevant, and L4WB’s core capacities are referred
to as core capacities or abilities . 

A word on perspectives

As this work has reviewed the literature on core 
capacities in the L4WB Framework, it has sought 
to understand whether the evidence from the 
literature conceptualizes and operationalizes each 
capacity from a mental, physical, emotional or 
spiritual perspective . In the case of ‘Listening’ 
studies, for instance, the review records when 
children’s listening skills were measured and tested 
in terms of cognition (mental), function (physical) or 
feeling (emotional), to understand the differences 
in how these skills were promoted or protected 
in practice, and how they affected the child . 
However, across all of the core capacities, studies 
which claimed that they capture a spiritual 
perspective (a sense of connection to all things – 
indivisible from the other perspectives) were few 
and far between . Why this is the case requires 
some reflection .  

Both in public policy and in academia regarding 
human development, spirituality and the spiritual 
perspective lack credibility and evidence compared 
with more proven concepts of mental, emotional 
and physical skills development . Nevertheless, 
billions of people worldwide – religious or 
otherwise – claim to be spiritual, and make life 
choices for themselves, and others, on this 
basis . Indeed, adult preferences for the teaching 
of religious qualities in schools remains high all 
over the world, competing with qualities such 
as tolerance, responsibility, unselfishness and a 
strong work ethic (see, for example, the European 
responses to the World Values Survey, 
Maksić and Pavlović, 2013) .
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In the L4WB Framework, the spiritual dimension 
is considered pervasive, and experienced as 
“a sense of connection to all things, including 
natural and manmade environments” (O’Toole, 
2016) . The spiritual perspective is not 
distinguishable from the mental, physical and 
emotional perspectives, but rather connecting 
these, to express a more holistic, human-centred 
view of life, and therefore a more holistic view of 
individuals’ abilities and life skills (see Section 1) . 
In this work, and that of collaborating partners, 
the spiritual perspective is not synonymous with 
religiosity – but rather a sense of connectedness 
with all things . This definition aligns to that 
of Benson et al . (2012), which distinguishes 
spirituality as “a more active and engaged process 
in which some persons choose to shape and create 
a way of knowing and living that may or may not 
draw on religion” and as something which involves 
conscious choice to explore the “‘big questions’ 
about the meaning of life” (p . 454) .

In each of the literature reviews undertaken for 
this project, and notwithstanding the challenges of 
accepted terminology and empirical accessibility 
(to be further discussed in Section 4), the spiritual 
perspective is treated in the same way as mental, 
physical and emotional perspectives insofar as 
the literature is allowed to speak for itself, and the 
quality of the operationalization, methodologies and 
interpretation of results in each study determines its 
inclusion in the summary analysis presented here . 

The Measuring What Matters project and 
What Makes Me? report

The purpose of the Measuring What Matters 

project has been to review what is known about 
each of the core capacities in the academic 
literature, and how the combined evidence can 
speak to improvements in the way children as 
unique individuals interact with the complex 
system of the world around them . The goal of 
this work is to inform real, positive and effective 
change in general education policies and practices, 
and more broadly in the policy portfolio for children, 
and adults who work with children . Through the 
recognition and strengthening of core capacities 
in childhood, the aim is to improve the rights, 
achievement and well-being of all children, 

and in turn see benefits for social and human 
development .

To meet these aims, the What Makes Me? report 
addresses the following questions:   

� What does the ‘core capacity’ perspective 

bring to understanding of child development, 

and how does this compare with previous 

efforts in related fields, such as life skills?

� What has been learnt about what the nine 

core capacities can achieve for children?

� How are core capacities developed over the 

life course, and what personal and social 

factors matter for this?

� How can those around children promote and 

protect the development of core capacities 

in practice? 

� What can be learnt when considering the 

complexity of ‘unique child development’ and 

core capacities, as well as reimagining policies 

and systems for children in a post-COVID 

world? 

The answers to these questions are drawn from 
nine individual working papers – separately 
published – that review quality-assured literature 
to assess: the extent of consensus on the 
definitions and operationalization of measured core 
capacities; their determinants and contributions 
to child development, including age-sensitivity; 
the interaction of core capacities and the 
perspectives from which they are expressed; 
how adults working with children may exemplify 
the capacities; the role of policies, practices and 
social environments in determining core capacities 
themselves; and the gaps in the evidence base .
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Why measuring core capacities matters

Core capacities can be considered cornerstones 
of life skills, and are such innate and basic 
human abilities that their utility is at risk of being 
overlooked in the efforts to promote child well-
being and development . From the perspectives 
of advocates for improving child well-being, there 
are six key reasons as to why measuring core 
capacities is Measuring What Matters . These are: 

� Improved metrics for children: For something 
to be valued and to be monitored, it should 
be measured . The L4WB Framework 
presents core capacities as cornerstones of 
life skills that are key for child development – 
part of a toolkit for life – and holds that 
these capacities are elementary, ‘process-
oriented’ abilities, which together contribute 
to multiple composite abilities or life skills 
well-established in the literature and in 
practice . Since the early 2000s, the increasing 
use of child well-being metrics (literacy 
surveys, life-skills studies and child well-being 
comparisons) has contributed to better data 
for children, but the focus has primarily been 
on outcomes, and not the capacities used by 
children – and those working with children – 
as they live and learn (see Section 4 .1) . 
Previous child well-being and life-skills metrics 
have also stopped short of exploring the 
interplay, or prioritization, of key measures in 
their frameworks, and unique developmental 
trajectories of these measures – factors 
important for optimizing policy responses for 
children . The Measuring What Matters project 
intends to fill these gaps .  

� Improved outcomes for children: With new 
data on ‘process-oriented’ capacities in 
childhood and for adults working with children, 
Measuring What Matters seeks to provide 
new and useful evidence for optimizing 
general welfare policies for children, education 
policies and practice, as well as family 
functioning . The process-oriented approach 
looks at how the individual achieves a result 
or objective naturally and uniquely for that 
individual (O’Toole, 2016) . Altogether these 

developments are designed to achieve one 
important goal: improved child well-being for 
all children, including outcomes important 
for children’s rights achievement, and social 
and human development (including in the 
Sustainable Development Goals) . 

� Improved policies for children: Despite the 
evidence that child poverty, ill-health and 
neglect – among many other factors – stifle 
a child’s ability to live well and learn well, 
the policies that would best address these 
needs are often under-resourced, suffer from 
unequal coverage and commonly come late 
in the life course (UNICEF Innocenti, 2020; 
Richardson et al ., forthcoming) . In the majority 
of countries, global spending on education 
makes up between $6 and $9 for every 
$10 spent on children under 18 (Richardson 
et al ., forthcoming) . Moreover, as many as 
one in eight countries prior to COVID-19 spent 
more on debt servicing than they spent on 
child welfare policies in total (UNICEF, 2021) . 
Effectiveness and efficiency in the child policy 
portfolio are needed to help money go further 
for children . Public policies are part of the 
L4WB Framework (see Section 1 .4), and by 
seeking ways to optimize practices for child 
development outcomes, the Measuring What 
Matters project is a meaningful contribution 
to improving public policy for children more 
broadly . 

� Improved school practices for children: 
Whether a country is high, middle or low 
income, when it comes to public policies for 
children, compulsory education takes the 
lion’s share of investment in children – and 
school is the main vehicle through which a 
country’s commitment to its children, and their 
future, is delivered . Where data are available, 
globally, almost every country is spending 
more on education than social protection, 
child protection or health, and this spending 
is often inadequate and comes late in the life 
course – around 11 to 14 years of age, in line 
with secondary school spending (Richardson 
et al ., forthcoming) . Optimizing education 
systems, therefore, is a priority for improving 
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child development and well-being – and in the 
wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, there have 
been calls to reimagine education systems . 
By identifying the benefits of core capacities, 
and assessing what practices in schools are 
most conducive to children’s development and 
utilization of these capacities, the Measuring 
What Matters project seeks to contribute to 
reimagining education systems globally .

� Improvements in adult interactions and 
social conditions: To understand more about 
what the L4WB Framework means for 
child development, the Measuring What 
Matters working papers record when studies 
show social and demographic differences 
in outcomes among children – and adults 
working with children – and the transmission 
of core capacities between the generations . 
A key aspect of this is children’s relationships 
with adults, and social circumstances, which 
can act as barriers or opportunities for the 
development of core capacities for children 
of different backgrounds . 

� Working towards education for holistic 
development: The approach to core capacities 
adopted by the L4WB framework supports 
a holistic approach to child development . 
The Measuring What Matters project aims to 
contribute to fulfilling the promise of a holistic 
education as set out in the UNCRC (Articles 
28 and 29) .  
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Key findings and recommendations

The literature supports the core elements 
of the L4WB Framework, including the utility of 
the nine core capacities, the perspectives of their 
application (mental, emotional, physical 
and spiritual), the inner diversity and unique 
potential of children, and their utilization of the 
core capacities . However, the interplay of the 
capacities, and attributes of the capacities (and 
whether subcategories might be applicable) 
uncovered in this work, may lead to further 
conceptual development . For instance:

� Some capacities are gateway capacities:
Evidence suggests that ‘Listening’, ‘Sensing’
and ‘Observing’ are ways in which children
access information for ‘processing’ as part
of practising core capacities . These are distinct
from other capacities, such as ‘Empathizing’,
which require the aforementioned capacities
to be well-developed in order for children
to empathize effectively . 

� Core capacities are not inherently positive
or negative: On a number of occasions,
studies show that core capacities can
contribute to both positive and negative
outcomes for children . For instance,
‘Reflecting’ to the point of ruminating, or
worrying, can result in a worsening of mental
health . For ‘Inquiry’, types of curiosity relate
to anxiety and not increased well-being . 
‘Sensing’, ‘Observing’ or ‘Listening’ abilities
can result in children being distracted to the
point that it affects their personal health or
education . In short, core capacities need
to be applied in the right way for positive
outcomes to be achieved . 

� Adults and children (need to) use core
capacities differently: The practical
application of core capacities involves the
child interacting with the world around
them – this often means with other people,
including adults . Adults need to apply their
own capacities, complementary to children,
to protect and promote child development
in this area . For instance, adults need to be
‘Listening’ as children are ‘Inquiring’ . Moreover,
evidence suggests that how adults apply
the core capacities can result in improved
children’s outcomes of the same – there is
a clear ‘role model’ effect for many of these
capacities . 

� Enabling environments matters for
children: Much of the literature shows
an independent effect of the environment
on the protection and promotion of
core capacities . For instance, at home,
‘Inquiring’ is promoted in stimulating and
in safe environments . At school, noisy or
visually distracting spaces can result in
poorer outcomes for certain children . At the
community level, children experiencing racial
discrimination, living in areas of high crime risk
or living in post-conflict settings are all shown
– with the extent depending on age –
to be related to ‘Empathizing’ . 
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� Personal and social attributes can matter:
Evidence also shows that gender, family
background, parental education and age play
a significant role . The role played differs by
core capacity . For instance, ‘Embodying’,
‘Empathizing’, ‘Inquiring’, ‘Listening’ and
‘Reflecting’ all improve over time with age . 
‘Discerning patterns’ (self-regulation) and
‘Observing’ (sustained attention) are non-linear,
with examples of slumps in the development
of these capacities at different periods of the
child’s life course . ‘Sensing’, particularly related
to imagination – or fluency in ideation – tends to
decline as people age .

In terms of practical applications of the core 
capacities, the following recommendations are 
the most salient: 

� Core capacities contribute to child
development and beyond: Evidence across
all papers shows how core capacities are
essential prerequisites to child development in
terms of cognitive development, mental health,
physical health, prosocial behaviours and more . 
These basic human abilities are evident in
children from the earliest ages, and need to be
protected and promoted to significantly improve
children’s life chances, to maximize the potential
of education systems globally and, in doing
so, to expedite social, economic and human
development goals . 

� Parenting practices: When parents practise
the core capacities, acting as role models, this
increases the likelihood of children developing
those core capacities . Evidence suggests that
parents can be trained to support children’s
development of core capacities, by applying
their own ‘Listening’, ‘Inquiring’, ‘Reflecting’ and
‘Empathizing’ abilities, among others . Parenting
programmes can play a role in supporting those
in need of training . In terms of activities at
home, parents can apply both active ‘Inquiring’
and ‘Reflecting’ with their children when
reading, during play and while listening to music
(among other activities), as part of promoting
core capacities and child development .

� The home environment: The ability of
parents to promote and protect children’s
core capacity development is shown to be
dependent on parental education and on home
factors, such as time and resources available . 
Reading, play, listening to music, sensory
stimulation, or simply the presence of parents
or caregivers as children learn and play at
home, are all shown to promote core capacities
in children, and are all dependent on parents
and caregivers having the materials, education,
disposition and time to engage . Naturally,
these factors can vary across households,
and result in variable outcomes for children . 
Family-friendly policies are needed to enable
parents to provide the best possible conditions
for practising core capacities across the life
course, starting from the prenatal period . 

� When to work with children – age-related
development of core capacities: All of
the core capacities are present in children
in the preschool years, with ‘Inquiring’ and
‘Empathizing’ shown in preverbal infancy, and
‘Listening’ in-utero, meaning that preschool
services, including birth services, social
protection and child protection interventions,
should all – to varying degrees – be sensitized
to their roles in the protection and promotion
of these capacities . Age-related development
shows that, in the majority of cases, capacities
improve over the years, although in a non-linear
fashion, with some plateau related to children’s
engagement with formal schooling and
adolescence . Only fluency in ideation,
and applied intuition, tend to decline during
the course of childhood . The timing of
intervention should be aligned to these
trajectories, with sensitive periods during
adolescence, and as children move between
schools and grades, receiving particular
attention (e .g ., more intense support,
or tailored interventions and practices) . 
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� How to work with children: Evidence from
the literature shows that modalities by which
to practise core capacities with children
can include more active and multisensory
work – using drawing, role play, visuospatial
and visuomotor learning, computer-assisted
learning, active inquiry, simple listening
and planned reflection (mindfulness),
at both school and home, are all associated
with improved outcomes, including when
compared directly with pen and paper
learning . Age-related factors – as noted above
– do need to be considered, as a broader,
more innovative range of learning modalities
are applied as children grow in age .

� Where to work with children – enabling
environments: Outside the home
environment, the availability and management
of other spaces where children spend their
time matter, and children’s engagement
with nature should be promoted whenever
feasible . Evidence suggests that access
to natural environments – green spaces –
can have a positive influence on children’s
abilities and outcomes, such as working
memory, learning outcomes, problem-solving,
decision-making and creative thinking . 
School and classroom environments can
also promote positive outcomes – school
‘attachment’ is seen to lower bullying rates
in some contexts – but equally important
for the core capacity discussion is that over-
stimulation of visual or auditory conditions
in classrooms, which can negatively influence
learning outcomes, be addressed in school
and classroom design . 

� Policies to support parents: Policies and
interventions to address inequalities in the
home are key to addressing unequal outcomes
for children within, and between, countries . 
At the national level, social protection,
family-friendly policies, child protection,
nurse–family parentships and parenting
programmes all have a role to play and should
be managed accordingly . Such policies can
promote safe environments for children and
reduce the risks of deprivation of resources
and time needed to practise and promote
core capacities . To achieve the best outcomes
for all children, parenting programmes that
help parents learn and apply their own core
capacities, to mitigate the disadvantaged
experienced by children of parents with
a lower level of education, are also needed . 

� Policies to support practitioners:
All practitioners who engage directly with
children, from the earliest ages, need to be
fully resourced and trained to ensure they can
promote and protect children’s development
of these basic human abilities, and the
practitioners themselves should be willing
to engage their own core capacities in that
process . Evidence suggests that waiting
until the child is of school age, and relying
on teachers alone, is a suboptimal approach . 
In the most advanced economies and welfare
systems, this will not require fundamental
changes to policies, but rather adaptations to
implementation and practice . In developing
economies, these practices can be rolled out
in line with new policies and programmes . 
The school, as an important space for children,
needs to be a conducive environment for
effective multisensory learning, innovation
and inquiry – to achieve this, flexibility needs
to be built into curricula, and schooling
regulations and reporting wherever
necessary . This may also require a reduction
in low-stakes testing, and new forms
of teacher training .
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� Lessons for researchers: The working
papers uncovered 260 studies that met
inclusion criteria, while some core
capacities were supported with more
recent evidence and some age groups
of children were overlooked . Notwithstanding
all of the learning that was possible from
the reviews undertaken as part of this
project, advancements in data collection –
particularly that which includes all of the
core capacities, effectively operationalizes
the spiritual dimension and covers all age
groups – would answer pressing questions
on the complementarities between core
capacities by age (for policy prioritization)
and the promotion and role of spiritual
well-being . Preferably, data advancement
would comprise a longitudinal approach
(accelerated birth-cohort study), linked
to administrative data that can provide
contextual information on living systems
around the child . Only a few studies that
were assessed had adopted a comparative
view across different cultural settings, and
there was an over-representation of studies
from Europe and the United States .
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ANNEXES

Links to core capacity working papers

https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1281-core-capacities-how-discerning-develops-and-affects-well-being-throughout-childhood.html
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1283-core-capacities-how-enriching-sensory-awareness-develops-and-affects-well-being-throughout-childhood.html
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1285-core-capacities-how-empathizing-develops-and-affects-well-being-throughout-childhood.html
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1287-core-capacities-how-inquiring-develops-and-affects-well-being-throughout-childhood.html
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1289-core-capacities-how-listening-develops-and-affects-well-being-throughout-childhood.html
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1291-core-capacities-how-observing-develops-and-affects-well-being-throughout-childhood.html
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1293-core-capacities-how-reflecting-develops-and-affects-well-being-throughout-childhood.html
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1295-core-capacities-how-relaxing-develops-and-affects-well-being-throughout-childhood.html
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1297-core-capacities-how-subtle-sensing-develops-and-affects-well-being-throughout-childhood.html
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