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At Fundación Capital, we work towards advancing economic citizenship globally and at 
scale. Our goal is to make sure that people living in poverty or vulnerable situations and 
lacking access to the services that others enjoy and take for granted have the tools and 
opportunities they need to chart their own course out of poverty. But what exactly do we 
mean when we talk about economic citizenship?   

On paper, practically all countries defend equality; however, we know that many people’s 
social rights and opportunities in life are not properly guaranteed. They have no ID, their 
income is neither steady nor reasonable, they do not have access to healthcare, a good 
education or housing and ultimately do not enjoy the same quality of life as others around 
them. This renders them second-class citizens and as a result they enjoy fewer opportunities 
for development, participation and recognition compared to those citizens who have ID, a 
good job or their own business, a good income, a home, a fulfilling social environment and 
access to the goods and services that characterize a decent life. 

INTRODUCTION

1. Danilo Zolo 2001: 59, La globalización y el eclipse de las 
democracias occidentales [Globalization and the Eclipse of 
Western Democracies].

In his influential essay “Citizenship and the Social Class” (1950), British sociologist 
T.H. Marshall was already developing a citizenship model where the civic and political 
dimensions (in other words, the rights ensuring individual freedom and the right to 
political participation) were complemented by a social dimension (the right to a universally 
recognized minimum level of wellbeing). For Marshall, full citizenship was not possible 
without the existence of prior conditions that were either directly or indirectly linked to the 
material resources that make it possible to lead a decent life. As Danilo Zolo sums it up: 
“social rights are, in essence, aimed at equality”1.
 
In 1966 it was recognized that “in accordance with the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, the ideal of free human beings enjoying freedom from fear and want can only 
be achieved if conditions are created whereby everyone may enjoy his economic, social 
and cultural rights, as well as his civil and political rights.” This was done through the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) that would 
come into effect ten years later. 

And yet, many years after Marshall and the ICESCR, we can confirm a tendency towards 
inequality and social exclusion in our contemporary societies. This affects to a greater extent 
certain segments of the population that are especially vulnerable, including women, youth, 
immigrants and the displaced, ethnic minorities and people with low literacy skills.

A BIT OF HISTORY
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As Javier Peña explains, “contemporary societies continue to be stratified and organized 
hierarchically according to material wealth. Social citizenship has not been achieved in any 
stable way; its current state can in fact be called precarious”2. Thus, in order to counteract 
such stratification and keep inequality gaps from widening in our societies, it is necessary 
to move on to a new stage in the development of the concept of citizenship: “economic 
citizenship, which completes and guarantees the elements of social citizenship as postulated 
by Marshall”3. 

For this to occur, social citizenship must broaden its limits beyond the provision of material 
goods, given that wellbeing is not possible if individuals cannot transform those goods into 
opportunities. This is related to the assumptions made by Amartya Sen4, who advocates that 
in order to enjoy autonomy (understood as the freedom to decide what to do with one’s 
life), individuals must have access to certain opportunities, from the most basic (like food, 
shelter, health, education, etc.) to the more complex (like participation in political, social 
and economic life, among other things). This is the kind of equal opportunity that economic 
citizenship is aimed at. 

2. Javier Peña 2008b: 2, Pluralidad, apertura y calidad de la ciudadanía [Plurality, Open-
ness and Quality of Citizenship]. 
3. José Félix Tezanos 2008, Exclusión social, democracia y ciudadanía económica [Social 
Exclusion, Democracy and Economic Citizenship].
4. Marcos Freijeiro Varela 2007, ¿Hacia dónde va la ciudadanía social? (de Marshall a 
Sen) [Where is social citizenship heading? (From Marshall to Sen)].  3



Economic citizenship is ultimately “a concept that unites the implications of having civil and 
political rights—the original elements of the term citizenship—with the social and economic 
rights that now complement them”5. 

At Fundación Capital, we believe that the question of how to escape from poverty, 
vulnerability and marginalization is essentially the same as the question of how to develop 
capacities and accumulate assets that open the doors to new opportunities. Our answer to 
this question is economic citizenship. 

The work of Fundación Capital is aimed at enabling families living in poverty to grow, assess 
and protect their assets, develop their potential and access goods and services that allow them 
to live decent lives. The ultimate goal is for them to exercise the full citizenship that comes 
from being an economic citizen. 

Fundación Capital drives economic citizenship by working with people so that they 
can accumulate and protect their assets, develop their capacities and gain access to new 
opportunities. 

ECONOMIC CITIZENSHIP AND 
EQUAL OPPORTUNITY 

fundacioncapital.org

ASSETS CAPACITIES ACCESS

Financial, productive, social, 
human and natural.

Including asset management, 
community development, finan-
cial skills and entrepreneurship. 

To sustainable livelihoods, 
financial services, information, 
education and markets, digital 
tools, etc. 

This is achieved through innovative solutions that help to eradicate poverty and encourage 
inclusion. We develop methodologies, strategies and tools; strengthen capacities and advocate 
for public policy with the overarching goal of generating innovation and building alliances 
between the public and private sectors and final beneficiaries. 

When people become full economic citizens, the impact goes far beyond the individual. 
They go from being passive beneficiaries to active participants with the power to mold their 
own lives and futures. They also strengthen their communities and regions through the 
development of sustainable livelihoods, leading to increased income and assets as well as new 
opportunities and greater equality.

5. In their speech Ciudadanía económica de las mujeres en el norte: logros y retos [Economic Citizenship among Women 
in the North: Achievements and Challenges], Yolanda Jubeto and Mertxe Larrañaga define economic citizenship by stating 
the following: the social and economic rights that give rise to economic citizenship are directly related to the right to an 
education that strengthens our capacities, a home and environment that allow us to have a high quality of life, paid work 
that provides us with financial autonomy, quality employment that enables us to develop personal potential, a public 
social security system that guarantees the enjoyment of health, leisure and rest and, in short, a social structure that is 
concerned with ensuring the effectiveness of these rights and that caters to the needs of women and men in the commu-
nity, thereby helping them to overcome the obstacles of discrimination that may present themselves. 

Source: Prepared by the authors. 


