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Abstract 
Human capital development—a human-centered approach to development 

that empowers people with quality education, training, and skills to 

enhance their capabilities and socio-economic development—is the new 

development indicator that First World countries adopt to skyrocket their 

social and economic development. Through the application of Reflections 

on Human Development, a classical developmental theory developed by 

Mahbub Ul Haq (1995), we studied the meaning, characteristics, and the 

impact of Haq’s human development paradigm in terms of its contribution 

to the socio-economic growth of developing countries, including its impact 

in creating an enabling environment and boosting human capital in Chinese 

society. In this paper, we summarize our findings of the Chinese human 

capital development boom through qualitative data analysis and suggest 

critical lessons that Nigeria should adopt to facilitate its human capital 

development. 

 

Keywords: Human Development, Human Capital Development, China, 

Nigeria, Mahbub Ul Haq, Sociology. 

 

 

Introduction 
“Human 

development is a 

process of enlarging 

people’s choices. 

The most critical of 

these wide-ranging 

choices are to live a 

long and healthy 

life, to be educated 

and to have access 
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to resources needed for a decent standard of living” – Baru 

(1998, quoted from Baru 1997). 

 

As the world becomes more complex, socio-economic challenges become more 

rampant; the economy of countries dwindles, and it affects family life at all 

levels. From America to Zimbabwe, societies, families, and youth are facing 

different kinds of challenges—employee turnover, poverty, and health-related 

issues—and those mounting social problems heightened people’s levels of 

stress and undermine their socio-economic well-being. Rather than play the 

blame game, countries such as China invest in human capital development for 

a simple reason: Because human capital—in most cases and most countries—

accounts for a large proportion of the nation’s wealth (Li et al., 2012). The 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) defines 

human capital as “The knowledge, skills, competencies, and attributes 

embodied in individuals that facilitate the creation of personal, social and 

economic well-being” (OECD, 2001, p. 18).   

According to the World Bank, total intangible capital for the entire world 

(excluding high-income oil exporters), which includes human capital, social and 

institutional capital, accounts for 77 percent of the total wealth in 2005; and for 

high-income OECD countries, the figure is 81 percent (World Bank, 2010, p. 

7). There is little wonder that the Stiglitz Commission Report states the 

importance of human capital as a “beyond Gross Domestic Product” measure 

of economic and social progress (Stiglitz et al., 2009). Human capital is 

generally viewed as an important source for economic growth, innovation, and 

sustainable development. It is also believed to be an important factor for 

reducing poverty and inequality (Stroombergen et al., 2002; Keeley, 2007). 

Studies have also shown that human capital has increased productivity at both 

the regional and firm levels, and has helped reduce regional inequality in China 

(Fleisher et al., 2010, 2011).  

Drawing from Mahbub Ul Haq’s human development theory, this paper argues 

that China’s human capital development boom is a result of its effective human 

capital development, which is focused on human-centered development 

projects—powered by good governance. The essay is organized into five parts 

including the introduction. The second part deals with Haq’s theory of human 

development—the theoretical foundation within which this paper is situated. 

What is the central thesis of Haq’s theory? How does the theory explain China’s 

human capital development boom? The third part of the paper analyzes how 

China succeeded in its human capital development project. Part four offers a 

critical reflection of China’s human capital development approach and suggests 

three lessons that Nigeria ought to learn. Finally, part five concludes the paper. 
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Theoretical Perspective 

In common sense parlance, development should be based on economic growth, 

since Gross Domestic Product (GDP), Gross National Product (GNP), and 

Gross National Income (GNI) can boost a nation’s economy through income 

generation, but in practice that is not the case. “Economic growth is only a 

means; human development is the end” (Baru, 1998, p. 227-8). Development 

can only be achieved when people are taken care of, because “people are the 

real wealth of a nation” (Baru, 1997, quoted from Baru, 2016, p. 2276). This 

means that development—both economic and social development—can only be 

achieved when people’s interests and needs are met. The struggle to improve a 

GDP of a country; for example, maybe useless if the people of that country are 

suffering from hunger, do not have access to water and health care, and are 

disenfranchised from the state’s public resources (Haq, 1995).  

As a theoretical framework, Reflections on Human Development Theory was 

propounded by the Pakistani human development scholar Mahbub Ul Haq in 

1995, along with his proponents, such as Amartya Sen, Meghnad Desai, and 

Sudhir Anand. Haq’s model of human development is purely human-centered. 

Every aspect of development, argued Haq, has to focus on human well-being, 

measured by a decent standard of living, knowledge, and long and healthy life, 

as Figure 1 illustrates. 

 

Figure 1: Mahbub Ul Haq’s Human Development Index (HDI) 

 
Source: UNDP (2020) 

 For Haq, the process of economic development begins when the complex 

socio-economic needs of humans are achieved, for humans are the promoters of 
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economic development. It is based on this premise that Baru (1998, quoted from 

Baru 1997) defined human development as “a process of enlarging people’s 

choices.” In other words, unless the complex socio-economic needs of people 

are met, such as health, education, clean water, political freedom, human rights, 

enabling environment, and good governance, no development will take place. 

The major driving force of human development, according to Haq, is the 

satisfaction of the basic socio-economic and political needs of individuals in 

society.  

The drive to maximize human well-being implies logically that the managers of 

a state’s resources will practice the equitable distribution of resources as well 

as create an enabling environment for the citizens “to enjoy long, healthy, and 

creative lives” (Baru, 1997). The implications are also that the citizens of the 

state will develop a sense of belonging and inclusivity; they will have a strong 

attachment to their state; they will be happier and contribute to the growth and 

development of their state. The majority of countries that focus less on human 

development and focus more on western economic development indices—GDP 

and GNP—are preparing the ground for youth restiveness and social unrest. For 

youth, the most important question for them is not how much money their 

country accumulates over time; the question that is dear to the people’s hearts 

is how (socially and economically) are they faring, whether they have access to 

infrastructure, whether they have good-paying jobs and steady wages, and 

whether they can eat three square meals a day.  

The larger part of the problem is that emerging economists in Asia and Africa 

are focusing more on the western economic indices model, measuring 

development in terms of GDP and other forms of abstract statistical measures. 

The problem with this approach is that the success in these models may sway 

the elites from focusing on the job at hand: The human capital development, 

which they swore to protect and govern, and make them unresponsive to 

domestic challenges and local needs of the people. The social consequences of 

this external-oriented approach of development, especially its neglecting of 

human socio-economic needs, is that it leads to widespread human 

underdevelopment and inequities in the societies, in addition to rising 

unemployment, poverty, and low life expectancy among the working-class 

youth (Baru, 1998).   

While Haq’s theory is effective, it is not without its limitations. The theory has 

exclusively focused largely on the macro-social structures of humans, such as 
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the role of good governance, education, and health as if humans are objects with 

no free will or agency to influence their behavior. Haq has failed to recognize 

that while the government can provide quality schools, for example, if an 

individual decides not to attend the school, the government should not be 

blamed—the blame should be placed on its bearer: The individual agent. This 

means that at the micro-level if the individual fails to participate in developing 

themselves, no development will take place, even when good governance and 

schools are provided by the government.  Despite its shortcomings, the theory 

makes an intuitive sense. It forced all societies to look inward and examine the 

range of persisting inequalities and inequities—between men and women, 

between social classes, between ethnic groups, and between regions (Baru, 

1998). 

Haq’s central argument is that the structure and quality of growth in any society, 

in any nation, demand more attention—to contribute to human development, 

poverty reduction, and long-term sustainability (Haq, 1995). For policymakers; 

therefore, the focus must be on strengthening the links between economic 

growth and human development. Unfortunately, many developing economies 

in Asia and Africa have not made the crucial turn toward more inward, inclusive 

growth and development that focuses on human development; but the situation 

continues to look pathetic in oil-rich Nigeria. On the contrary, China’s socialist 

ruling elite have ensured a sustainable human-centered development approach 

for their country.  

 

A Critical Analysis of China’s Human Capital Development Boom 

Since 1979, China’s human capital development has been on the rise, analysts 

say, and this is because the world’s most populated country on earth has focused 

on the complex socio-economic needs of its population, not just on material 

wealth creation. Li et al (2012, p. 8) claim that China has achieved tremendous 

economic growth because of the “complementarities” of medium-skill labor, 

foreign direct investment (FDI), physical capital, and the investment in the 

service sector among others.  

 

Physical Capital 

Chinese leaders understand that on the one hand, “the basic objective of 

development is to create an enabling environment for people to enjoy long, 

healthy, and creative lives” (Baru, 1998, p. 2275). On the other, physical capital 
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facilitates the demand for higher education (Li et al, 2012) that is why the 

country’s leaders invest heavily in physical capital aimed at creating an enabling 

environment for the Chinese people to maximize their potentials. About four 

decades ago, the Chinese government had introduced The Open Door policy to 

effectively enhanced physical capital investment, which put the per capita FDI 

investment of the country higher than its neighbors—South Korea and Taiwan 

(Li et al, 2012). This indicates a level of seriousness for Chinese leaders in terms 

of their human capital development goal because the country cannot afford to 

muddle with its 1.4 billion population (Worldometers, 2021).  

Chinese position in the world system is not as good as some of its rivals both 

within and outside of the region, such as India and the United States; this is why 

the country’s Open Door policy has worked. By allowing foreign investors to 

come in, the country has not only opened its doors for business; it has also 

streamlined its physical capital growth, and, with it, harnessed its human capital 

development. As more investors come in to invest, China will likely generate 

more money and its policymakers will use the massive funds they have 

generated to create more roads, hospitals, and schools. According to NBS 

(2010), China had spent over US$1,096.6 billion in physical capital investment 

from 1979 to 2008. Thus, what that would mean is that with this massive capital 

investment, more Chinese people will have access to social infrastructures; 

more people will enroll in school, and the medium-skill labor force of the 

country will be on the rise. This is the reason why the enrollment rates in both 

the primary and secondary schools were higher since in the early stage of 

China’s economic development than in other parts of Asia (Becker et al., 2012). 

 

Education 

Chinese Open Door policy has not only increased its FDI investment in physical 

capital; the policy’s impact has been felt in the country’s education sector as 

well. There is an increasing demand for enrollment in tertiary institutions, due 

to the increasing accumulation of physical capital (Wang, 2012). It was based 

on this that the government in 1999 implemented measures for the radical 

expansion of school enrollment, especially in higher education, which saw a 

remarkable increase in higher school attendance among the Chinese people (Li 

et al, 2012). For example, according to statistics by NBS (2011), there is an 

increase of around 1.5 percent to 2.5 percent in tertiary school enrollment in 

Chinese society from 1979 to 1995.  
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This is an improvement in the human capital development; it is also an 

indication that China’s policy on education was effective as more and more 

people are enrolling in schools, and higher school enrollment in tertiary schools 

within the Chinese territory is also expanding on a large scale, as the number of 

fresh college graduates increased more than six-fold from 960,000 in 2001 to 

6,350,000 in 2010, at an annual increment of 1 million per year (NBS, 2011). 

Similarly, the World Bank (2011) has reported that in 1976, the Chinese pupil-

teacher ratio of primary school was 29, ranking 51st in the world and second in 

South and East Asia, next to Japan. But does that mean that China’s education 

and human development capital is perfect? Far from that; there is growing 

“inequality” in the Chinese education system (Li et al., 2012, p. 5). Public 

schooling is funded mainly at the local level, and rich provinces tend to produce 

more human capital per capita than poor provinces due to the country’s hukou 

system—a household registration system that allows a person to only live and 

work in the location specified in their hukou card (county or city). 

Meanwhile, resource constraints differentially affect the access to the schooling 

of individuals in different segments of Chinese society. Particularly hard hit are 

children in rural areas and those in the West. The place of birth is now one of 

the most important determinants of adult skill levels (Fleisher et al., 2011), 

creating serious regional disparities. Place of birth is an important source of 

cross-sectional and intergenerational inequality in Chinese society (Heckman, 

2003, 2005). This suggests that the widening gap in educational attainment 

between the urban and rural population is likely another reason for the widening 

rural-urban gap in human capital (Heckman & Yi, 2012). To solve this problem, 

the hukou system must be critically interrogated or, perhaps, reversed to allow 

free-flow of Chinese citizens and equality in access to school across Chinese 

society.  

 

Investment in Service Sector 

The Chinese government has not only regarded physical capital development 

and investment in education as the backbone of its human development efforts; 

it also attaches a high premium on investment in the service sector. Li et al 

(2017) argue that because of the movement among sectors of the economy, 

Chinese policymakers have invested in labor productivity. In addition, Li and 

his colleagues contend that akin to other countries that have experienced 

successful periods of rapid growth, “over the past 30-plus years, a large share 
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of China’s labor force has shifted sharply from agriculture to the more-

productive industrial and service sectors” (Li et al., 2017, p. 27). It was also 

argued that the share of Chinese workers in industry rose from 18 to 30 percent 

and the share in services rose from 12 to 40 percent between 2010 and 2011 

(China Statistical Yearbook, 2010).  

Thus, because of the massive shift from agriculture to the industrial or service 

sector, many Chinese workforces have to go back to school to acquire higher 

education and the necessary skills needed to work in the service sector. In other 

words, the sharp rise in the number of Chinese workers in the service sector will 

impact the country’s productivity, improve its knowledge economy, and 

cushion the social problems of unemployment and idleness among the Chinese 

youths.  

 

Reflections on China’s Human Capital Development Approach: Lessons 

for Nigeria 

The first lesson that Nigeria should learn from China’s human capital 

development boom is that development is not a one-sided phenomenon; it 

should focus on the complex socio-economic needs of people (Li et al., 2012; 

Haq, 1995). One of the factors that led to China’s rapid socio-economic growth 

in human capital development is not only its investment in education or physical 

capital; the country realizes that human development needs are complex and 

many, and these needs are linked to one another—thus if one needs is affected, 

it will also affect another need. For example, if there is the availability of water 

and healthcare services in Chinese society, but the government has not provided 

access to education, human capital development in China will fail to take off 

because human development encompasses health, wealth, and education among 

other needs (Baru, 1998).  

The lesson for Nigeria is that the Federal Government should invest in other 

areas of development. Right now, there is an increasing level of economic 

hardship and unemployment in Nigeria; to cushion the effects of this economic 

turmoil, Nigeria’s Federal Government should take a holistic approach to 

human development. It should begin by providing an enabling environment for 

its teeming youth population—by fixing the dilapidated infrastructure, such as 

power, railroads, technology, and insecurity. As COVID-19 hit the world and 

Nigeria, jobs may not come back faster than the leaders would have hoped for, 

but when the Nigerian youth are provided with a friendly environment, they can 
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go about building their businesses and contribute to the development of their 

fatherland. 

Second, China has invested heavily in the knowledge economy, which is 

measured by education and standard of living. Between 2001 and 2010, the 

tertiary school enrollment rates jumped from less than 3 percent to almost 19 

percent (Li et al., 2012). Moreover, the increase in the stock of domestic college 

graduates is only a part of the entire picture, and the number of Chinese students 

studying abroad also increased dramatically—in 2000, less than 40,000 Chinese 

students went overseas to acquire education in various fields (Constant et al., 

2011). However, one of the most important lessons for Nigeria to learn from 

Chinese educational attainment is its weaknesses: Along with the rapid 

economic growth and expansion in higher education, “inequality in education 

in China increased drastically,” as public schooling is funded mainly at the local 

level due to the hukou policy (Li et al., 2012, p. 5).  

If anything, Nigeria should desist from implementing policies that will promote 

inequality among its citizens. Allowing more private and foreign educational 

organizations to operate promotes competition between public and private 

schools and enhances the resources available to support the expansion of 

education (Heckman, 2000). Even if the government is cautious in permitting 

private and foreign educational institutions to enter the market, allowing more 

competition among existing public schools will promote the quality of 

education Nigeria needs to compete in the 21st century. 

Finally, in the previous sections, the paper has analyzed how Chinese authorities 

were able to enlarge their citizen’s choices through massive investments in 

infrastructure and access to education and social amenities. This is in line with 

Human Development Reports (HDR) elaborated by Baru (1997). In it, the 

scholar defines human development in terms of enlarging choices and 

improving capabilities and underscores the role of good governance—the 

institutions of state and civil society as well as in global and multilateral 

institutions. Indeed, the HDRs define good governance in terms of the ability of 

both governments and other institutions of civil society to create the enabling 

environment within which human development goals can be attained, just as 

China has done from 1979 onward.  

Nigeria should be mindful of the role of good governance in human capital 

development. This is because, without good governance, the choices of the 

people cannot be enlarged. It is through good governance that political freedom, 
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human rights, personal self-respect, and the development of human capabilities 

(health, knowledge, and skills) could be attained. The Federal Government of 

Nigeria should also understand that the increasing insecurity that the country is 

battling with today is the result of bad governance, which has shattered human 

development and inhibits the choices of its esteem young men and women for 

many years—both the PDP and APC years of governance.  

This paper holds that only when a citizen’s capabilities are enhanced that their 

choices will be widened, and they become capable of exercising their choices. 

In line with Haq’s reflections on human development, Nigeria should learn from 

China that income is clearly only one option that people would like to have, 

albeit an important one. But it is not the sum total of their lives. Development 

must, therefore, be more than just the expansion of income and wealth; its focus 

must be on people (Baru, 1998). 

 

Conclusion: The Key is to Improve People’s Lives  

This essay discusses how China developed its human capital and what lessons 

Nigeria should learn from the most populated country on earth. As it was clearly 

explained in the preceding sections of the paper, China understands that the core 

foundations of human capital development are creating an enabling 

environment for the Chinese people, and this can only be achieved by giving 

people access to a decent standard of living, such as through huge investment 

in education, service industries, and physical capital development. It is these 

developmental programs that push China’s human development agenda 

forward, a lesson that Nigeria needs to emulate. Rather than focusing on 

building material wealth, the Nigerian government should, like China, take a 

holistic, human-centered approach to development. In other words, Nigerian 

leaders should focus on people first, and strive to expand their potentials—

through the development of infrastructure. In the end, human capital 

development is all about giving people what they deserve: Access to a decent 

standard of living. 
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