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Abstract
Why do similarly designed institutions and reform programs yield starkly different developmental outcomes across countries? This research argues that the missing variable lies not in policy design or resource endowments, but in the behavioral architecture of a society’s people. It introduces the Quality of People for Societal Transformation (QPST) framework, which posits that development is fundamentally contingent upon the ethical integrity, cognitive sophistication, civic disposition, and transformational drive of people. These four dimensions form the behavioral bedrock upon which effective institutions, inclusive policies, and sustainable development are built. Through a five-stage model of societal transformation, the QPST framework captures how societies evolve from foundational survival ethics to advanced stages of civic maturity and innovation.
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1. Introduction
Over the past five decades, countries such as China, Singapore, South Korea, and the United Arab Emirates have registered exceptional improvements in income, structural transformation, and living standards, with GDP per capita rising more than a hundredfold in some cases (Hulten & Isaksson, 2007). South Korea increased from US$158 in 1960 to US$33,121 in 2023, while Singapore grew from US$428 to US$84,734. China, despite its population size, expanded its income almost 140 times. These contrasts stand in sharp relief against countries such as Nigeria (US$1,597), Burundi (US$193), Bangladesh (US$2,551), and others where progress has been modest and structural conditions remain weak (WDI, 2024). High-income economies also outperform in broader measures, including HDI, life expectancy, and economic complexity, suggesting that development gaps extend far beyond income into deeper structural and societal capabilities (see Table 1).
Development theory provides multiple explanations for these divergences. Classical economists underscored markets and productivity (Smith, 1776; Ricardo, 1817; Malthus, 1798); neoclassical models emphasised capital accumulation and technological diffusion (Solow, 1956; Cass, 1965; Koopmans, 1965); endogenous growth models highlighted human capital and innovation (Romer, 1986; Lucas, 1988; Aghion & Howitt, 1992); while geographical and resource-based theories pointed to location and natural endowments (Sachs & Warner, 1997). Broader development frameworks have also shaped the discourse: Rostow’s (1960) linear stages, dependency and world-systems analysis (Prebisch, 1950; Frank, 1967; Wallerstein, 1974), Sen’s (1999) capabilities, the Brundtland Commission’s sustainability agenda, and institutional economics, which argues that institutions govern incentives and outcomes (North, 1989; Acemoglu, Johnson & Robinson, 2005; Ogilvie & Carus, 2014). While these theories illuminate parts of the development puzzle, they remain insufficient in explaining why countries with similar geography, policies, or institutional blueprints achieve strikingly different long-run trajectories.
Table 1: Cross-country Performance on Other Development Indicators 
	
	HDI (Score)
	Life Expectancy (Years)
	Expected Year of Schooling
	Mean Year of Schooling 
	Gross National Income Per Capita (US$)
	Economic Complexity Index (Score)

	USA
	0.93
	78.20
	16.41
	13.58
	65,564.94
	1.51

	UK
	0.94
	82.16
	17.63
	13.41
	46,623.90
	1.87

	France
	0.91
	83.23
	15.99
	11.69
	47,378.74
	-

	Germany
	0.95
	80.99
	17.34
	14.26
	55,340.20
	2.10

	Ireland 
	0.95
	82.72
	19.13
	11.66
	87,467.51
	-

	Switzerland
	0.97
	84.26
	16.58
	13.90
	69,432.79
	2.64

	Norway
	0.97
	83.39
	18.64
	13.06
	69,189.76
	0.20

	Japan
	0.92
	84.82
	15.46
	12.67
	43,643.86
	2.56

	South Korea
	0.93
	84.02
	16.51
	12.61
	46,026.45
	2.33

	Singapore
	0.95
	84.13
	16.90
	11.92
	88,761.15
	2.52

	China
	0.79
	78.59
	15.22
	8.11
	18,024.89
	1.47

	India
	0.64
	67.74
	12.58
	6.57
	6,950.53
	0.38

	Bangladesh
	0.67
	73.70
	11.95
	7.38
	6,511.12
	-1.15

	Nigeria
	0.55
	53.63
	10.51
	7.59
	4,754.84
	-1.65

	Burkina Faso
	0.44
	59.77
	8.09
	2.32
	2,037.00
	-0.41

	Burundi 
	0.42
	61.98
	9.97
	3.31
	712.03
	-

	South Africa
	0.72
	61.48
	14.26
	11.61
	13,185.56
	-0.31


Source: UNDP, Harvard, WDI
A closer inspection of successful late developers reveals a common pattern. Countries such as South Korea, Japan, Singapore, and China did not rely solely on institutional reform or capital deepening; they cultivated behavioural and societal attributes that enabled reform absorption and long-term coherence. These include disciplined civic cultures, ethical leadership norms, collective orientation, and a transformative mindset. These traits go beyond conventional human capital metrics (Amsden, 1989; Johnson, 1982; Evans, 1995; Dore, 1987; Lee, 2000). Their strategies extended human capital from mere schooling to deeper investments in cognitive, ethical, and civic development (McClelland, 1961; Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). This suggests that the quality of people – what they know, believe, value, and aspire to be – constitutes a fundamental substrate of development, enabling institutions to function and reforms to persist (Sen, 1999; North, 2005; Fukuyama, 2011).
By contrast, many African and Latin American countries exhibit repeated reform cycles with limited structural transformation (Gerschenkron, 2015). Their challenges extend beyond policy design or institutional capacity to deeper societal issues: fragmented civic norms, weak ethical commitment in public life, low trust, and limited cognitive readiness for complex coordination (North, 1981; Damoah & Ayakwah, 2021). Elite capture, inconsistent policy implementation, and vulnerability to shocks thus appear not only as structural failures but as reflections of behavioural deficits, manifesting the ethical, civic, and cognitive limitations embedded in the population (Pritchett, Woolcock & Andrews, 2013; Rothstein & Tannenberg, 2015). As Acemoglu and Jackson (2017) demonstrate, even well-designed institutions falter in societies lacking normative cohesion, integrity, and collective agency. Historical episodes, including responses to the transatlantic slave trade, further show how societal ethical evolution shapes collective choices (Bardhan, 2008; Gerschenkron, 2015)[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  While colonialism, unequal trade structures, and dependency-inducing global systems have shaped the constraints of many post-colonial economies (Frank, 1967; Wallerstein, 1974), these forces do not fully explain the divergent outcomes observed among countries with similar histories. A key differentiator lies in the quality of people, including their civic cohesion, ethical norms, and institutional agency. Botswana and Mauritius, for example, achieved stronger post-colonial governance because early nation-building, inclusive civic identity, and ethical bureaucratic cultures enabled them to navigate external pressures more effectively (Acemoglu et al., 2003; Bräutigam, 2008). Comparable patterns appear beyond Africa: Singapore transformed from a resource-poor colonial port into a global hub through meritocratic governance and strong social discipline (Chua, 1995; Rodan, 2004); South Korea combined education, national identity, and moral discipline to engineer rapid industrial ascent (Amsden, 1989; Kim, 1997); and China’s “directed improvisation” (Ang, 2016) succeeded because of coherent state capacity and collective orientation. These experiences illustrate that structural constraints are mediated by societies’ internal behavioural evolution. Ethical resilience, civic consciousness, and problem-solving capacity shape the ability of nations to transcend dependency rather than succumb to it. From this perspective, dependency is not deterministic; societies with more evolved behavioural foundations are better positioned to convert external constraints into opportunities for sustainable development.] 

Across centuries of scholarship, from Smith’s (1759) moral sentiments, Mill’s (1848) social philosophy, Sen’s (1999) capabilities, North’s (1990, 2005) institutional analysis, and Putnam’s (1993) civic traditions to Inglehart and Welzel’s (2005) value change, behavioural attributes have been acknowledged but rarely theorised as endogenous drivers of development. Existing traditions separate human capital, social capital, and cultural orientation, leaving untheorised the integrative behavioural foundations that underpin institutional effectiveness and economic performance. Earlier attempts, such as Zinam’s (1989) link between quality of life and individual traits, however, inverted the causality, overlooking that societal evolution in values and cognition precedes sustainable development, not vice versa (Ostasiewicz & Ostasiewicz, 2015; Xiang, 2023).
In a close considration by Acemoglu and Robinson (2025), they demonstrated that culture and institutions co-determine each other in equilibrium. Their framework does not distinguish between equilibria that are developmentally destructive and those that are socially beneficial. This article argues that the culture–institution linkage acquires developmental potency only after a society attains a threshold level of behavioural and ethical sophistication. In earlier stages, the same feedback mechanism can reinforce extractive outcomes. As the behavioural architecture of society evolves, the equilibrium progressively shifts from a low-quality cultural–institutional configuration to one capable of generating socially productive outcomes. 
This article addresses this gap by advancing the Quality of People for Societal Transformation (QPST) framework. It identifies the stages along the evolutionary pathway and specifies the behavioural conditions under which the culture–institution co-equilibrium as theorised by Acemoglu and Robinson (2025) becomes developmentally reinforcing. It contends that development is a function of the ethical maturity, cognitive sophistication, civic integrity, and transformational ambition of the population. These collective attributes determine institutional quality, reform sustainability, innovation capacity, and resilience. The framework reframes development not as a by-product of systems or policies, but as an evolutionary societal process in which the quality of people forms the antecedent variable. This perspective does not displace the established roles of capital, technology, geography, or institutional structures; it argues that these factors operate through, and are constrained by, the behavioural composition of the society, making the quality of people the upstream determinant of their success or failure. 
By situating people, not institutions, not capital, not geography, as the primary drivers of societal progress, this article offers a behavioural foundation for understanding why some nations achieve sustained transformation while others remain caught in cycles of fragility. The rest of the articles 
2. Literature Review 
Empirical evidence consistently shows that national development is deeply shaped by the quality of people, specifically their cognitive capacity, civic norms, and ethical orientations. These attributes condition the effectiveness of institutions and influence the productivity, resilience, and inclusiveness of economic systems. Societies with cognitively capable and ethically grounded populations tend to build stronger institutions and sustain more stable growth, while those with weak civic norms and fragile ethical foundations often struggle to embed reforms or maintain coherent economic performance.
Across advanced economies, cognitive quality has proven central. Hanushek and Woessmann (2012, 2015) demonstrate that test scores, not enrolment rates, predict long-run GDP growth, a finding reinforced by Barro (2013). Caselli (2005) attributes U.S. technological leadership to a workforce able to absorb and adapt frontier knowledge, while Jones and Romer (2010) link sustained growth to idea generation capacity. Similar patterns appear in Nordic economies, where universal education and egalitarian norms cultivated a high-skill, high-trust population (Andersen & Holmström, 2015), reinforcing both institutional strength and economic dynamism.
In East and Southeast Asia, cognitive and civic investments have underpinned transformation. Korea’s rise from imitator to innovator is traced to tertiary education and R&D orientation, which strengthened both bureaucracy and industry (Lee, 2019). China’s post-1978 growth reflects human capital accumulation that accelerated industrial upgrading and administrative competence (Whalley & Zhao, 2013). In India, human capital fuelled ICT expansion, though uneven educational quality has limited institutional inclusivity (Basu & Maertens, 2007).
In contrast, Africa demonstrates the limits of educational expansion unaccompanied by foundational cognitive quality. Weak early-grade learning outcomes (World Bank, 2018) suppress productivity and bureaucratic capability. Evidence from SSA shows that while education correlates with growth (Adelakun, 2011; Arabi & Abdalla, 2013; Usman & Adeyinka, 2019), foundational weaknesses impede innovation, accountability, and collective action (Oyinlola, Adedeji & Onitekun, 2021).
Beyond cognition, civic norms and ethical values play a decisive role. Inglehart and Welzel (2005) show that value change predicts long-run development. Trust and civic norms correlate with income, institutional effectiveness, and market efficiency (Knack & Keefer, 1997; Algan & Cahuc, 2014). Putnam’s (1993, 2000) analyses show that dense civic networks strengthen governance, while Wilkinson and Pickett (2009) link social cohesion to welfare outcomes. These findings confirm that social values shape both productivity and institutional credibility.
Country experiences reflect this dynamic. Vietnam’s macro-stability emerged from ethical bureaucratic conduct (Campos & Nugent, 2012), while Malaysia’s technocratic integrity supported industrial upgrading (Jomo & Wee, 2014). African variations reveal how civic quality mediates institutional outcomes. Tolerance for unethical conduct entrenches corruption (Damoah & Ayakwah, 2021), echoing Ekeh’s (1975) “two publics” thesis. Yet Rwanda, Botswana, and Mauritius illustrate how civic contracts and rule-based norms can anchor development (Booth & Golooba-Mutebi, 2012; Acemoglu, Johnson & Robinson, 2003; Subramanian, 2009).
Leadership is a key transmission channel. Britain’s institutional evolution followed elite efforts to align private and collective interests (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012). Singapore institutionalised meritocracy through anti-corruption leadership (Quah, 2011). Japan and Germany relied on civic trust and vocational competence to sustain competitive industrial systems (Hall & Soskice, 2001; Yamamura, 2012). In Africa, cases such as Ethiopia and Rwanda show how civic responsibility embedded in leadership can catalyse reform (Booth & Cammack, 2013), while weak ethical leadership has contributed to developmental stagnation elsewhere (Achebe, 1984).
The literature also acknowledges complexity. Glaeser et al. (2004) note that growth may itself induce institutional improvement. De Blasio and Nuzzo (2010) show that civic traditions may not always overcome structural rigidities, while Aghion, Van Reenen, and Zingales (2010) caution that high trust can dampen market experimentation. These nuances suggest that cognitive, civic, and ethical qualities operate within broader structural contexts.
Overall, the evidence shows that institutional performance and economic development are inseparable from the behavioural foundations of societies. Cognitive sophistication drives innovation and productivity; civic norms embed trust and accountability in public institutions; and ethical leadership channels these qualities into durable development. Yet despite this extensive evidence, scholarship remains fragmented: cognitive skills, civic norms, and ethical values are often analysed separately. What is missing is an integrated framework that explains how these behavioural dimensions co-evolve with institutions to produce divergent development paths across countries.
3. Conceptualizing Quality of People for Societal Transformation (QPST) Framework 
The QPST framework builds on a long intellectual trajectory that has highlighted the ethical and behavioural foundations of development. Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) and Mill’s (1848) emphasis on moral progress recognised that economic systems rest on ethical infrastructure. Sen’s Capability Approach (1999) broadened development beyond income to freedoms, though the behavioural and civic conditions enabling those freedoms remained underexamined. Putnam’s (1993) work on social capital, Rothstein’s (2011) analysis of governance quality, and Heckman’s (2006) focus on non-cognitive skills underscored the role of trust, civic orientation, and character. Behavioural approaches, such as Bandura’s (2001) agency framework, and stage-based perspectives from Maslow (1943), Rostow (1960), and Galor (2011), reinforced that transformation reflects shifts in values, aspirations, and human capabilities. Yet these insights remained fragmented. QPST consolidates them into a coherent model that positions people as the endogenous engine of transformation by integrating ethical, cognitive, and civic attributes into a staged understanding of societal evolution. It offers both an explanation of divergent national trajectories and a normative guide for shaping inclusive development.
Quality of People represents an evolution from the conventional human capital paradigm. Whereas human capital focuses on education, health, and productivity-oriented skills (Becker, 1993; Barro & Lee, 2013), QPST advances a broader conceptualisation of people as the ethical, cognitive, and cultural foundation of collective transformation. It defines the Quality of People as the composite moral orientation, cognitive sophisitcation, values, and social norms that underpin collective action and institutional coherence. This multidimensional lens captures the behavioural infrastructure that animates institutions and sustains development.
While mainstream development analysis often treats institutions and policies as primary causal forces (Rodrik, 2005; Fukuyama, 2011), QPST argues that they are expressions of the people who create and maintain them. Inclusive institutions emerge where citizens possess the civic ethic and moral discipline to demand and uphold them (Hickey, 2013; Andrews, Pritchett & Woolcock, 2017). Technological progress thrives in societies where curiosity and excellence are culturally embedded (Romer, 1990; Mokyr, 2002). Conventional human capital theory assumes education yields productivity; QPST interrogates whether education is embedded in value systems that sustain its impact. Where modernization theory identifies value change as central to progress, QPST explains how values evolve through learning, leadership, and historical experience.
This reframing clarifies residual growth drivers, notably Total Factor Productivity (TFP) (Easterly & Levine, 2001; Hulten, 2001). Countries do not industrialise simply because they adopt industries; they industrialise because they cultivate people capable of imagining, organising, and sustaining productive systems. Quality of People operates as the internal “software” that determines how societies utilise the external “hardware” of capital, technology, and institutions. As such, QPST provides a unifying explanatory core: the behavioural and ethical evolution of a society shapes its capacity to harness resources and translate them into development.
Philosophical Premise for the Centrality of the Quality of People
The central claim of the QPST framework rests on six interrelated arguments that synthesise insights from economic theory, history, and behavioural scholarship. Together, they explain why the Quality of People forms the behavioural core of societal transformation and why countries with similar institutions or resources diverge sharply in development.
· Development Is About the People
The first premise holds that development is fundamentally a reflection of people’s ethical maturity, cognitive depth, and civic orientation, rather than simply an outcome of GDP growth, industrialisation, or policy design. This departs from neoclassical, endogenous, and institutional models (Solow, 1956; Lucas, 1988; North, 1990), which treat people as inputs rather than as the essence of transformation. QPST builds on Sen’s (1999) view of people as “ends,” yet extends it by arguing that societal development is equivalent to the average behavioural evolution of its members. Progress emerges when populations possess the civic discipline, problem-solving capacity, and ethical coherence to generate and sustain public and private value (Ranis, Stewart & Ramirez, 2000; Galor, 2011). In this framing, divergent development outcomes reflect divergences in people’s behavioural evolution, not only differences in resources or institutions.
· Development Has a Socio-Cultural Logic
Societal transformation is shaped by cultural evolution rather than fixed cultural traits. Values, norms, and civic dispositions are not immutable; they emerge, adapt, and strengthen through long-term processes of social learning, institutional feedback, and historical experience. The historical cases of the United States, Germany, Japan, and China illustrate not cultural predestination but deliberate, context-specific evolution of behavioural systems that gradually reinforced competence, coordination, and collective purpose (De Tocqueville, 1835/2003; Landes, 1998; Johnson, 1982; Ang, 2016). Germany’s technical culture, Japan’s post-war discipline, and China’s developmental pragmatism were not inherited constants; they were cultivated through education, reform, crisis responses, and strategic state narratives. This evolutionary interpretation aligns with Putnam’s (1993) demonstration that civic norms develop cumulatively, and with contemporary cultural evolution research which shows that societies build pro-developmental traits through iterative adaptation, not historical destiny (Henrich, 2020). Trust, integrity, and civic cooperation grow when institutions, leadership choices, and societal incentives reinforce them over time. The QPST framework adopts this dynamic perspective: societies can nurture the behavioural traits that anchor transformation, and these traits differ according to local histories, challenges, and aspirations. In this view, societal culture is not a constraint but a developmental variable. It determines how rapidly reforms are absorbed, how institutions are used, and whether national goals become shared civic commitments. QPST therefore emphasises the cultivation, not inheritance, of the ethical, cognitive, and civic dispositions that support sustained transformation.
· Behavioural Rationality (Relativity of Rationality)
QPST rejects the assumption of universal rationality embedded in neoclassical economics. Behavioural rationality is shaped by shared norms, moral commitments, and cognitive frames (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008; Kahneman, 2011). Societies characterised by fatalism, rent-seeking, or zero-sum thinking generate dysfunctional institutions regardless of their legal design (Acemoglu & Jackson, 2017; Damoah & Ayakwah, 2021). Conversely, societies with disciplined, future-oriented behavioural norms sustain reform more effectively. This perspective builds on Weber (1930), Landes (1998), Inglehart & Welzel (2005), and Henrich (2020), who show that moral and cultural evolution shapes economic outcomes. QPST extends this logic by arguing that behavioural readiness is a prerequisite for effective education, technological absorption, and institutional consolidation.
· People Underlie All Proximate Drivers of Development
Capital, technology, institutions, and geography operate through the behavioural and cognitive capabilities of people. Technology diffusion depends on absorptive capacity and entrepreneurial disposition (Romer, 1990; Comin & Mestieri, 2018). Institutional performance reflects the ethics and competence of the people who run them (Pritchett et al., 2013; Andrews et al., 2017). Even geography and resource endowment matter only to the extent that societies possess the values and strategic capacity to utilise them (Sachs, 2003; Pryor, 1985). Financial systems in advanced economies reflect deep histories of trust, long-termism, and risk tolerance, traits cultivated over generations. QPST therefore argues that the Quality of People is the underlying coefficient that activates, or undermines, all proximate drivers of development.
· Functional Ethics as the Bedrock of Social Evolution
Functional ethics refers to the embedded moral logic that enables cooperation, trust, responsibility, and long-term societal preservation. It is distinct from formal rules or religious doctrines; it is the internalised ethic that makes complex systems self-regulating. It reflects the idea that what is ethical must also be functional for long-term societal preservation, and what is dysfunctional over time (e.g., elite capture, nepotism, institutional sabotage) becomes inherently unethical, even if culturally tolerated. Dewey (1922), Durkheim (1912/2008), Henrich (2020), and Inglehart & Welzel (2005) all show that societies flourish when citizens internalise pro-social norms that align private conduct with public purpose. This insight is supported by Sen (1999), who argued that the freedom to act is inseparable from the moral responsibility to act rightly. In African contexts, Damoah & Ayakwah (2021) demonstrate how ethical breakdown, rather than institutional design, explains persistent corruption and policy failure. QPST argues that development depends on this deep moral substrate: societies with high functional ethics require fewer coercive rules, maintain institutional stability, and demonstrate higher collective performance, as seen in Nordic states, post-war Japan, and Confucian East Asia.
· Development Is an Endogenous Societal Evolution, Not an Exogenous Policy Transfer
Many development interventions fail because they assume that institutions can be transplanted without transforming the people who operate them. Research on reform failure across Africa and Latin America shows that policy transfer without behavioural evolution yields only shallow compliance (Grindle, 2004; Andrews, 2013). QPST reasserts that development is endogenous: societies transform by evolving their values, mental models, and civic capabilities. Effective development therefore requires behavioural and ethical shifts, not just technical reforms. Transformation is a generational process rooted in continuous evolution of the Quality of People.
Dimensions of Quality of People
While the concept of Quality of People is evolutionary, it is also multidimensional. The analytical relevance of Quality of People in re-conceptualizing development depends on how clearly it can be disaggregated into tangible and theoretically grounded dimensions. Conventional metrics of human capital focus predominantly on cognition, at best, knowledge, education and health. Meanwhile, Quality of People excavates the deeper layers of societal transformation, emphasizing the inner infrastructure of human development. This section presents the internal architecture of Quality of People, identifying four (4) interrelated dimensions that define what it means for a society's people to be developed or development-ready.  
These dimensions provide the operational levers for the proposed Quality of People for Societal Transformation (QPST) framework and establish nomenclatures through which cross-country development differentials can be examined and explained. As such, the dimensions transition the idea of "Quality of People" from a normative claim to a concrete analytical category that can be critically examined across historical trajectories, institutional contexts, and development outcomes.
· Cognitive Sophistication
Cognitive sophistication refers to the depth and flexibility of reasoning capabilities within a society. It addresses the people’s capacity for abstract thought, problem-solving, scientific reasoning, and adaptive learning. This dimension is deeply rooted in endogenous growth theory, particularly as emphasized by Lucas (1988) and Romer (1990), who highlighted the roles of human capital accumulation, the stock of knowledge, and learning-by-doing in sustaining economic growth. The Quality of People framework, however, expanded this perspective within the Unified Growth Theory (Galor, 2005), which outlined that rising returns to education and cognitive adaptation primarily fuel the transition from stagnation to modern growth regimes. Building on this foundation, the Quality of People framework suggests that societies characterized by low cognitive complexity are unlikely to catalyze the kind of innovation or institutional transformation that drives sustained development (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2020). Hence, it becomes essential to ground education reforms in philosophy, a scientific temper, and an epistemological culture. As societies become more cognitively sophisticated, they exhibit higher resilience, more effective policy feedback loops, and a stronger orientation toward long-term problem-solving (Bandura, 1986).
· Ethical and Contextual Rationality
A critical dimension of Quality of People is their collective capacity for ethical and context-sensitive decision-making. This dimension recognizes that development is not merely driven by the ability to reason, but by the values and situational awareness that underpin how decisions are made, especially in complex socio-political environments. Traditional models often assume a form of objective or utility-maximizing rationality. However, empirical and theoretical advances from Sen’s (1999) work on “commitment” and “reasoned agency”, and behavioral insights from Kahneman (2011) and Thaler & Sunstein (2008), affirmed that real-world decisions are filtered through ethical codes, social norms, historical legacies, and institutional cultures. Hence, rationality is never universal or static, but socially embedded and value-contingent (Granovetter, 1985; North, 1990). This position is also supported by Damoah and Ayakwah (2021), who showed that weak ethical orientation in public decision-making processes impedes developmental progress regardless of technical competence. Societies with high ethical and contextual rationality demonstrate an evolved ability to prioritize collective interests, build policy coherence, and internalize long-term consequences over short-term gains. In essence, ethical and contextual rationality captures the underlying moral and adaptive intelligence that shapes decision making and reform dynamics, sustains institutional integrity, and enables resilient development (Bandura, 1991).
· Social and Civic Disposition
Social and civic disposition refers to the societal level of interpersonal trust, national solidarity, civic consciousness, and collective identity among the people. This dimension is foundational to the strength and functionality of social capital, which in turn shapes institutional performance and policy effectiveness. Putnam (1993) famously demonstrated how differences in civic traditions across regions in Italy explain variations in institutional performance, despite formal institutional uniformity. According to Acemoglu and Robinson (2012), societies with a strong civic ethos, where citizens can collectively defend their rights and demand accountability, are more likely to generate inclusive institutions, thereby upholding social contracts and sustaining cooperation across ethnic, class, and ideological lines. Bowles and Gintis (2011) offered a behavioral economic perspective, showing how pro-social norms evolve and sustain cooperation even without formal enforcement. The Quality of People framework perceives social and civic disposition as a societal infrastructure for institution-building. When civic values are deeply embedded, even imperfect institutions may function with legitimacy and trust. Otherwise, even the most well-designed policies will be undermined. As Fukuyama (2001) warned, without the social virtues that underpin cooperation, state capacity is hollow. Thus, the civic disposition of a people becomes not just a cultural asset, but a critical variable in explaining development differentials (Bandura, 2000).
· Transformational Drive
Transformational drive embodies the psychological and cultural energy that propels societies toward progress and growth. It reflects a society's deep-seated ambition to transcend mere survival and transform its circumstances. This is manifested in diligence, creativity, innovation, and future orientation. The idea of transformative drive resonates with the Capability Approach (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 2000), emphasizing the expansion of real freedoms and aspirations. It also aligns with the New Growth Theory (NGT) perspective, where productivity growth is tied to innovative effort and entrepreneurial drive (Aghion & Howitt, 1998). The case of the Asian Tigers, post-Meiji Japan, and modern-day Dubai illustrate how deliberate cultivation of excellence, discipline, and futuristic ambition can engineer societal transformation. Beyond being an individual trait, transformational drive is a cultural phenomenon, reflected in what societies value and how they define success, reward productivity, and construct social narratives around change. Hence, it is a distinctive people variable, differentiating stagnant societies from those in perpetual motion (Bandura, 1997)[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  The Quality of People proposition raises an important question: how can societies with histories of exploitation, conquest, and systemic injustice become global leaders in innovation, governance, and welfare? The framework does not excuse these moral failures. It argues instead that development hinges on a society’s long-run capacity to learn, evolve, and build systems that advance human capability. Historical progress is not measured by moral purity, but by the ability to cultivate civic cohesion, cognitive depth, and ethical functionality over time (Putnam, 1993; Sen, 1999; Fukuyama, 2014). This explains why countries once defined by imperial aggression later became hubs of scientific leadership, democratic governance, and global problem-solving (Bandura, 2002). Their achievements reflect cumulative social evolution rather than inherent virtue. The same logic clarifies the persistent stagnation of many low-income nations. Post-colonial constraints matter, yet internal failures of coordination, civic agency, and ethical coherence have repeatedly undermined reform (Mkandawire, 2001; Damoah & Ayakwah, 2021). Societies that cannot organize shared purpose or sustain behavioural norms conducive to long-term progress struggle to convert policies, institutions, or resources into development outcomes. Hence, variation in value orientation, ethical consensus, and cognitive maturity remains a critical but under-theorised determinant of divergence. Historical patterning reinforces this claim. Transformative episodes, from Britain’s industrial awakening to Japan and Germany’s post-war reconstruction and China’s contemporary rise, were all preceded by shifts in societal behaviour, institutional discipline, and collective purpose (Zhou & Leydesdorff, 2006; Hayashi & Prescott, 2008; Kang & Li, 2024). These were evolutionary processes, not structural accidents. This study therefore calls for a shift in development thinking: from a narrow focus on institutions or structural reforms to a people-centred understanding of transformation. QPST does not downplay institutions or economic strategies; it highlights that their effectiveness depends on the behavioural, ethical, and cognitive foundations upon which they rest. ] 

4. QPST Framework Architecture 
The QPST framework builds on the idea that development is fundamentally an evolutionary process driven by the progressive transformation of people – their cognition, ethical values, civic orientation, and transformative drive. It offers a meta-theoretical model of how societies advance through cumulative improvements in human quality, reversing the conventional causal sequence of “institutions → development.” Institutions originate from people, and their durability reflects the ethical, cognitive, and civic maturity of the societies that sustain them.
Drawing from Maslow’s (1943) needs hierarchy, Rostow’s (1960) growth stages, Sen’s (1999) capabilities, Galor’s (2011) Unified Growth Theory, and the East Asian developmental state tradition, the QPST framework integrates ethical reasoning, cognitive depth, civic disposition, and transformational drive into a unified progression. Each stage reflects an expansion of behavioural capabilities and produces collective outcomes, such as trust, accountability, innovation, and institutional coherence, that underpin long-term development (see Figure 1).
A key innovation is the introduction of threshold-based transitions. Societies advance only when they reach defined behavioural and civic thresholds, allowing policymakers to diagnose the quality of societal evolution, identify reform gaps, and understand why nations with similar endowments diverge sharply over time. People development is therefore understood as a compounded and ethically constrained journey: societies evolve through the incremental strengthening of values, reasoning, cooperation, and moral agency.





Figure 1: The QPST Framework of Societal Evolution
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· Stage 1: Foundational Security and Integrity – Foundational Society
The journey begins with basic security – physical, emotional, and moral. While this stage aligns partly with Maslow’s physiological and safety needs, QPST extends it to include ethical grounding and discipline. Foundational societies are characterised by weak state capacity, high informality, and pervasive vulnerability. The priority is survival: food, shelter, clean water, basic healthcare, and minimal protection from insecurity. Banerjee and Duflo (2011) show how scarcity erodes cognitive bandwidth, weakens citizenship, and suppresses long-term orientation. In this stage, rules are frequently bypassed out of necessity rather than moral defiance. As foundational security improves, individuals begin to exhibit honesty, discipline, and emotional stability, which are the behavioural infrastructure required for higher-order civic and economic engagement.
· Stage 2: Social Cohesion and Community Engagement – Civic Emerging Society
Once survival is secured, individuals seek belonging and collective identity. Stage 2 aligns with the social capital tradition (Putnam, 1993; Fukuyama, 2001), emphasising trust, empathy, and cooperative norms. Integrity shifts from the personal to the collective, reflected in shared expectations of fairness and mutual responsibility. High-trust societies coordinate more efficiently and undertake collective action with lower transaction costs, as seen in the early industrialisation of Japan and South Korea (Fukuyama, 2001). Informal institutions, including customs, norms and moral rules, consolidate, forming the societal glue that gives formal institutions legitimacy (North, Wallis & Weingast, 2009). Without this cohesion, state institutions remain shallow and easily manipulated. Economic diversification begins, supported by predictable interpersonal behaviour and emerging community-level accountability.
· Stage 3: Personal Empowerment and Ethical Growth – Empowered Community
As belonging deepens, individuals seek agency. This reflects the capacity to influence their lives and contribute to society. This stage aligns with Sen’s (1999) capabilities but extends further to emphasise moral agency (Bandura, 2006) and civic responsibility. People begin to combine technical competence with ethical commitment, productive risk-taking, and self-directed learning. This mirrors the human-capital strategies of the Asian Tigers, which fused skills formation with discipline, responsibility, and national purpose (Campos & Root, 1996). Empowered individuals challenge corruption, demand service delivery, and innovate in firms and communities. As these behaviours scale, they create pressure for public-sector reform and institutional responsiveness (Rodrik, 2007). Stage 3 initiates the institutional feedback loop: people’s behavioural evolution begins to reshape rules and expectations.
· Stage 4: Visionary Leadership and Institutional Transformation – Transformational Society
From empowered communities emerges a cohort of leaders (critical few) with moral legitimacy and strategic competence. These leaders do not impose authority; they embody societal values and convert them into institutional logic (Bandura, 1997). They mobilise public purpose, build organisational coalitions, and align policy with long-term national goals. Transformational societies experience a shift from transactional to catalytic governance. Institutions become developmental coordinators rather than rent-extracting entities (Chang, 2002; Mahoney & Thelen, 2010a). Leadership crystallises civic norms into rules, while those rules reinforce behavioural expectations, producing a self-reinforcing cycle of reform. Historical transformations, such as the Meiji Japan, post-war Korea, and Singapore under Lee Kuan Yew, reflect this phase (Haggard, 2004; Doner, Ritchie & Slater, 2005). In each case, institutional reform was possible not merely because of strong leadership, but because the populace had reached a behavioural and ethical maturity capable of sustaining disciplined national renewal.
· Stage 5: Transcendent Impact and Global Stewardship – Advanced Society
At the apex, societies transcend narrow interests and generate impact beyond their borders. This stage features inclusive innovation, advanced economic complexity, and moral stewardship in global challenges (Bandura, 2001; Sachs, 2015). Institutions become anticipatory and norm-exporting (Scharpf, 1997; Rodrik, 2019). Advanced societies contribute significantly to scientific discovery, global governance, sustainable technologies, and humanitarian assistance. Galor’s (2011) mature growth regime parallels this stage, where demographic transition, technological dynamism, and institutional sophistication converge. Here, the institutional feedback loop reaches full maturity: institutions not only reflect societal values but actively reproduce and transmit them, embedding civic ethics and collaborative norms across generations.
The QPST framework is sequential and cumulative: foundational integrity enables social trust; trust enables empowerment; empowerment enables transformational leadership; and leadership produces institutional coherence and global relevance. Each stage of the QPST framework builds upon the moral, cognitive, civic and transformative investments of the previous one, determining a society’s readiness for transition and shaping its institutional trajectory (see Table 2). Attempts to bypass stages, such as constructing advanced institutions in societies without behavioural readiness, produce shallow compliance, elite capture, or institutional decay (Pritchett et al., 2013). Many aid-dependent countries exhibit this pattern: institutions exist formally but lack behavioural legitimacy. The framework explains why countries with similar resources diverge sharply. Resource-rich states stagnate when citizen empowerment and ethical agency are weak, while resource-poor states advance when these traits are strong. The underlying determinant is not capital or geography, but the behavioural density of the population.









Table 2: The Five Stages of the QPST Model
	Stage
	Description
	Societal Category
	Defining Characteristics
	Behavioral & Ethical Indicators
	Institutional & Economic Outcomes

	1
	Foundational Security & Integrity
	Foundational Society
	Weak social trust, fragmented national identity, and fragile ethical norms
	Low civic participation, high corruption tolerance, and weak public accountability
	Institutional fragility, economic stagnation, and weak rule of law

	2
	Social Cohesion & Community Engagement
	Civic Emerging Society
	Strengthening national identity, early civic responsibility, and emerging ethical consciousness
	Moderate civic engagement, increasing social trust, and ethical awareness in governance
	Institutional stabilization and modest economic diversification

	3
	Personal Empowerment & Ethical Growth
	Empowered Community
	Rising individual responsibility, growing work ethic, and entrepreneurial orientation
	Strong ethical leadership, workforce discipline, and focus on self-improvement
	Productivity-driven growth and a competitive industrial base

	4
	Visionary Leadership & Institutional Reform
	Transformational Society
	Meritocracy-driven governance, strong civic institutions, and high transparency
	High leadership integrity, low corruption, and structured social values
	Knowledge-based economy, stable political environment, and global integration

	5
	Transcendent Impact & Global Stewardship
	Advanced Society
	Ethical leadership on a global scale, sustainability focus, and innovation-driven governance
	High civic consciousness, sustainability-focused policies, and global economic influence
	Advanced economic complexity and global leadership in innovation & policy



In this regard, the stages serve as a macro-level expression of the cumulative maturity of the micro-level attributes (see Table 3). The higher a society's density of these traits, the greater its readiness to evolve into a more advanced developmental stage. Thus, the QPST framework provides both a diagnostic lens to assess a society's current state and a strategic guide to identify the qualities that must be strengthened to advance. It moves development discourse beyond traditional capital accumulation toward the systemic cultivation of human capabilities, civic consciousness, and ethical alignment – a perspective long overlooked in most development theories.




Table 3: Mapping Quality of People Dimensions to QPST Developmental Stages
	QPST Stage
	Cognitive Sophistication
	Social & Civic Disposition
	Ethical & Contextual Rationality
	Transformational Drive

	1. Foundational Society
	Functional literacy emerges. Basic reasoning and awareness of cause and effect in daily life. Thought processes are largely survival-driven.
	Social fragmentation is common. Low trust. Loyalty centers around family or ethnic group. Weak civic sense.
	Rule-following based on fear, not internalized ethics. Moral choices are shaped by immediate context and self-interest.
	Survival instinct dominates. Weak aspiration for change due to learned helplessness or limited worldview. Drive is reactive, not proactive.

	2. Civic Emerging Society
	Improved literacy and basic numeracy. Exposure to media and civic education begins to expand cognitive horizons.
	Early signs of shared identity beyond kinship. Participation in voluntary associations. Awareness of public goods.
	Ethical considerations now involve questions of fairness and basic justice. Moral reasoning begins engaging with societal impact.
	Emerging ambition in individuals and small groups (e.g., youth entrepreneurs, reformers). Rise in grassroots movements and resistance to systemic injustice.

	3. Empowered Community
	Widening access to higher education and vocational training. Critical thinking, problem-solving, and systems thinking emerge.
	Widespread civic participation. Trust in institutions grows. Citizens begin seeing themselves as co-owners of national destiny.
	Ethical reasoning becomes more contextualized, balancing law, tradition, and evolving social values. Social sanctions against corruption intensify.
	Society begins producing reform-oriented leaders. Stronger appetite for development and social innovation. Youth and the middle class demand institutional reforms.

	4. Transformational Society
	Society fosters strategic foresight, technological application, and scientific reasoning. Intellectual elites begin shaping development agenda.
	Mature civic culture. Civic engagement is normalized. Widespread trust, tolerance, and voluntarism. Civil society actively checks state power.
	Ethical decision-making guided by values, rights, and public interest. Rationality now includes cultural and global awareness. Institutions are expected to be morally legitimate.
	Entrepreneurial spirit and public innovation thrive. People take initiative in solving national problems. Long-term planning gains societal acceptance.

	5. Advanced Society
	Society achieves broad cognitive depth, interdisciplinary thinking, scientific leadership, and philosophical maturity become common. Knowledge economy dominates.
	Civic disposition is institutionalized, seen in public behavior, school curricula, and workplace cultures. Collective responsibility is deeply rooted.
	Ethical reasoning is principled, reflexive, and widely internalized. Citizens and leaders act with moral imagination. Institutions operate with a high sense of justice and stewardship.
	Transformation is not just desired, but institutionally embedded. Drive for excellence and continuous renewal is cultural. National vision aligns with planetary sustainability.



A central contribution of the QPST framework is its explanation of how people and institutions co-evolve. Early-stage societies produce hollow institutions (North et al., 2009) because behavioural norms are weak. As civic trust and ethical reasoning deepen, citizens begin to use institutions as instruments of collective purpose, generating reform coalitions and demanding procedural integrity (Ostrom, 1990). Transformational leaders consolidate these shifts, translating civic values into rules and practices (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010b). Once embedded, institutions transmit norms across generations, creating stable high-quality governance. Where this loop fails to initiate, societies drift into extractive equilibria, where elite capture, corruption, and civic apathy prevail. QPST resolves the people-versus-institutions debate by showing that institutions are downstream of societal character. Their inclusiveness or extractiveness ultimately mirrors the ethical and cognitive quality of the people who design and sustain them.
In sum, the QPST framework offers a behavioural and evolutionary architecture for understanding why societies progress, stagnate, or regress. It provides a diagnostic and strategic tool that shifts the development discourse from exogenous institutional engineering toward the endogenous cultivation of human capability, civic ethics, and societal purpose.
5. Case Studies: Validation Of QPST Framework  
The British Industrial Revolution – A People-Led Transformation
The British Industrial Revolution (1760–1840) is often attributed to capital accumulation, technological progress, and labour shifts, as emphasised in classical and neoclassical accounts (Rostow, 1960; Solow, 1956). However, these material explanations overlook the behavioural and socio-cultural foundations that made such transformation possible. As McCloskey (2010) argues, Britain’s ascent was as much a revolution of ideas, dignity, and moral orientation as it was a technological shift. Long before industrialisation, Britain had cultivated decentralised governance, commercial expansion, and vibrant intellectual traditions (North & Weingast, 1989; Goldstone, 2002; Mokyr, 2009), but these features alone cannot explain why similar conditions in the Dutch Republic or Qing China did not produce comparable outcomes.
Britain’s distinctive trajectory was rooted in an increasingly value-driven, learning-oriented, and ethically disciplined society (Weber, 1930; McCloskey, 2006; Allen, 2009). Cognitive development flourished not through mass schooling but via artisan apprenticeship, Protestant literacy, philosophical inquiry, and public scientific debate (Mokyr, 2002, 2016). The “Industrial Enlightenment” connected artisans with scientific elites and nurtured a culture of experimentation, thrift, responsibility, and civic engagement. These traits enhanced problem-solving capacity and supported decentralised innovation.
Institutions evolved in tandem with this behavioural transformation. Contrary to institutional determinism (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012), Britain’s institutional reforms, from the Glorious Revolution to the rise of financial markets and patent systems, reflected growing societal expectations for accountability, fair dealing, and rule-based governance (North & Weingast, 1989). Institutional innovations succeeded because behavioural norms such as trust, restraint, and industriousness were already socially embedded (Weber, 1930; de Tocqueville, 1835/2003).
When viewed through the QPST model, Britain’s experience demonstrates a cumulative progression in societal behaviour. Early legal and ethical foundations (Magna Carta, decline of feudalism) anchored Stage 1. Civic institutions, Protestant literacy, and merchant guilds signalled Stage 2. Widespread intellectual engagement, self-improvement ethics, and artisan-scientific collaboration marked Stage 3 (McCloskey, 2010). Stage 4 emerged as scientific and commercial leaders institutionalised these behavioural advances through parliamentary accountability, financial markets, and innovation systems (North & Weingast, 1989). By the late eighteenth century, Britain had reached Stage 5, projecting institutional and technological transformation globally.
Britain’s industrialisation was therefore not a mechanical response to resources or exogenous shocks but the result of deep behavioural evolution (Goldstone, 2009; McCloskey, 2006). The contrasting stagnation of the Dutch Republic and Qing China underscores this point: sophisticated commerce or powerful state structures are insufficient without a population that is ethically matured, cognitively capable, and behaviourally cohesive. Where institutions fall short of explaining development divergence, the British case shows that people do.
Institutional Similarity, Developmental Divergence – Unpacking the Role of People
A persistent puzzle in development economics is why countries with similar institutional structures experience sharply different developmental outcomes. This pattern reflects a core argument of the QPST perspective: institutions do not operate independently of the people who animate and sustain them. Behavioural quality – civic norms, ethical responsibility, social cohesion, and cognitive preparedness – determines whether institutional forms translate into functional developmental capacity.
The contrasting experiences of India and South Korea illustrate this dynamic. Both adopted democratic governance after periods of upheaval, yet South Korea evolved into an advanced industrial economy with disciplined public administration and broad-based development. Scholars attribute this trajectory to Confucian norms of duty, societal coherence, leadership commitment, and a culture of educational and civic responsibility (Campos & Root, 1996; Amsden, 1989; Haggard, 2004). India, by contrast, has maintained democratic continuity but struggles with fragmented civic culture, entrenched clientelism, and weak ethical constraints that undermine institutional performance and equitable development (Kohli, 2004; Gupta, 2005; Dreze & Sen, 2013).
Brazil and Norway offer another instructive comparison. Despite shared democratic structures, Brazil faces recurring institutional crises, corruption scandals, and deep inequality. These are symptoms of low civic trust and fragile ethical enforcement (Mainwaring & Bizarro, 2019). Norway’s success rests on high ethical standards, transparent governance, and strong civic discipline, enabling prudent resource management through institutions like the Government Pension Fund Global (Mehlum, Moene & Torvik, 2006; Rothstein & Teorell, 2008). These divergent paths show that institutional quality is mediated by societal norms and ethical orientation.
Among authoritarian states, outcomes vary just as widely. China, Zimbabwe, and North Korea share centralized political control, yet their development paths diverge sharply. China’s post-1978 rise rests on a performance-based bureaucracy, Confucian meritocratic values, and a populace increasingly oriented toward education and innovation (Ang, 2016; Naughton, 2007). Zimbabwe’s decline reflects predatory governance, fragmented civic culture, and weakened accountability structures (Bratton & Masunungure, 2011). North Korea remains trapped in stagnation due to coercive leadership, civic suppression, and informational isolation (Haggard & Noland, 2011; Smith, 2015). The behavioural capacity of citizens and elites, and not the institutional scaffolding, explains the divergence.
Singapore and Equatorial Guinea further highlight this pattern. Both are resource-constrained authoritarian states, yet Singapore’s meritocratic civil service, disciplined population, and rule-based governance produced one of the world’s most successful development stories (Rodrik, 2006; Chua, 2017). Equatorial Guinea, despite oil wealth, remains mired in corruption and underdevelopment because civic accountability and ethical restraint are weak (Collier, 2007).
Across democratic and authoritarian settings, formal institutional similarity does not guarantee convergence in performance. These cases affirm the QPST insight that institutions are endogenous expressions of a society’s civic consciousness, ethical norms, and cognitive evolution (North, 1990; Fukuyama, 2011). Where behavioural capacity is strong, institutions function and economies progress; where it is weak, even well-designed structures falter.
Faltering Democracy and the Rise of Authoritarianism: A QPST Perspective
Democracy is experiencing a global legitimacy crisis, marked by policy paralysis, elite capture, and declining trust (Fukuyama, 2014; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018). Meanwhile, several authoritarian regimes, most notably China and Singapore, demonstrate high state capacity and developmental delivery, prompting renewed debate about whether democracy is inherently conducive to progress. The QPST framework reframes this question by arguing that the viability of democracy depends on the behavioural and ethical evolution of its citizens, not on institutional form alone.
Democracy requires a populace capable of prioritising collective interest, resisting populism, engaging constructively in public discourse, and exercising informed oversight. These attributes correspond to the Empowered and Transformational Stages in the QPST schema. Where civic maturity is limited, democracy tends to devolve into patronage politics, populist mobilization, and institutional fragility (Van de Walle, 2001). Failures often attributed to external pressures, in the form of colonial legacies, geopolitical interference, or economic shocks, are amplified primarily when internal civic agency is weak. Societies with a cognitively mature and ethically grounded citizenry are better positioned to absorb or counter external disruptions.
China’s trajectory illustrates this behavioural logic. Since the 1980s, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has combined centralized political control with decentralized economic experimentation, producing substantial growth and state capability (Naughton, 2007; Ang, 2016). The QPST perspective highlights that this success rests on intentional behavioural engineering through mass education, civic indoctrination, and incentive alignment. This is a top-down approximation of Stage 3 societal evolution. Singapore provides a related example: under the People’s Action Party, the state fostered meritocracy, discipline, and anti-corruption norms, enabling high bureaucratic performance despite restricted political competition (Chua, 1995). In both cases, developmental outcomes flow less from authoritarianism itself than from deliberate efforts to cultivate a high-quality citizenry aligned with national goals.
Russia contrasts with these models. Under Putin, state capacity has been channelled toward elite dominance and security consolidation rather than behavioural transformation (Hale, 2014). The result is stagnation in civic trust, innovation, and institutional credibility, reinforcing the QPST claim that authoritarianism without ethical and cognitive evolution produces repression, not development.
Viewed through QPST, the global democratic recession reflects deficits in civic ethics, cognitive readiness, and behavioural cohesion rather than intrinsic flaws in democratic institutions. Where authoritarian regimes have succeeded, it is often due to state-led enhancement of people’s behavioural quality; where they have failed, civic immaturity or coercive suppression has blocked societal evolution. The core insight is that political systems do not succeed or fail in isolation. Their performance depends on the ethical depth, cognitive sophistication, and collective agency of the populations that animate them. Democracy falters not because of its principles, but because many societies have not yet attained the behavioural evolution required to sustain it.
Resource Curse and QPST: A Comparative Case of Nigeria, Angola, Botswana, and New Zealand
The resource curse literature argues that resource-rich countries often fail to convert natural wealth into broad-based development, frequently experiencing weak institutions, rent-seeking, and macroeconomic volatility (Auty, 1993; Sachs & Warner, 2001). Nigeria and Angola typify this pattern, while Botswana and New Zealand demonstrate that natural resources can underpin long-term prosperity. The QPST framework clarifies this divergence by shifting attention from deterministic arguments about geology or colonialism to the behavioural, ethical, and cognitive evolution of societies.
In Nigeria and Angola, oil extraction entrenched elite consolidation rather than societal transformation. Despite independence gains, both nations lacked the human capital depth, civic cohesion, and normative structures required to convert resource rents into productive public investment (Watts, 2004; Hodges, 2001). Rentier political logics emerged because societal values remained anchored in low civic trust, weak accountability norms, and narrow elite patronage. The Nigerian oil boom of the 1970s expanded state spending without corresponding investments in education, innovation, or diversified infrastructure (Lewis, 2007). QPST interprets this as evidence of societies operating at Stage 1, where ethical fragmentation and limited cognitive preparedness undermine responsible resource governance.
Botswana provides a counterpoint. At independence in 1966, it was one of Africa’s poorest states, yet its leadership cultivated a rule-based management of diamond revenues, directing them toward education, infrastructure, and long-term national capabilities (Acemoglu et al., 2003). The kgotla tradition of consultation strengthened civic discipline and social trust, creating behavioural coherence consistent with Stage 3 in the QPST framework. New Zealand shows a similar pattern: despite early reliance on natural resources, its state formation emphasised public education, meritocracy, and equitable land access, producing high institutional trust and civic responsibility (Belich, 2001). Resource booms, including the 19th-century gold rush, were channelled into regulatory institutions rather than patronage networks.
Colonialism alone cannot account for these divergent outcomes[footnoteRef:3]. Nigeria, Angola, and Botswana shared extractive colonial histories, yet the persistence of post-colonial stagnation depended on the absence of endogenous behavioural transformation. QPST aligns with Pryor’s (1985) argument that institutional evolution is fundamentally adaptive. Where societies developed ethical restraint, cognitive readiness, and civic cohesion, they repurposed colonial institutions for development. Where such evolution did not occur, colonial extraction simply morphed into domestic elite capture, challenging simplistic readings of the “reversal of fortune” thesis (Acemoglu, Johnson & Robinson, 2001). [3:  Taiwan illustrates the highest level of societal evolution captured in the QPST framework, where domestic transformation translates into global value creation. Despite limited natural resources, geopolitical vulnerability, and constrained diplomatic recognition, Taiwan has cultivated a population marked by technical sophistication, civic discipline, and strategic foresight. Its leadership in semiconductors, accounting for more than 60% of global foundry output and producing the world’s most advanced chips through firms such as TSMC, reflects not only industrial prowess but also a society capable of sustaining innovation under structural pressure (Bown & Wang, 2024). The broader ICT and photonics sectors further demonstrate how deeply embedded technical competence and civic responsibility shape national competitiveness. Taiwan’s rise was built on a people-centred development strategy. Land reforms, the Ten Major Construction Projects of the 1970s, and sustained investment in STEM education produced a workforce with the cognitive depth required for innovation-led growth (Wade, 1990). These reforms also strengthened civic competence and national purpose. The democratic transition of the 1980s–1990s deepened this trajectory by embedding civil liberties, pluralism, and participatory governance (Rigger, 2001). Subsequent advances in gender equality, universal healthcare, and social inclusion reflect ethical maturity and collective responsibility consistent with a Stage 5 society. Taiwan’s behavioural and cognitive evolution now anchors its global relevance. Its semiconductor ecosystem shapes global supply chains to the extent that major powers, including China and the United States, exercise strategic restraint to avoid destabilising this technological hub. For developing nations, Taiwan’s trajectory demonstrates how the evolution of people, rather than geography or institutional form alone, can position a small society as a pivotal actor in a fragmented global economy.] 

The comparative evidence reveals that natural resources amplify pre-existing behavioural conditions. In societies with matured civic norms and ethical leadership, resources accelerate progress. In those marked by survivalist values and elite predation, resources deepen fragility. The critical variable is not geological abundance but the quality of people managing it. QPST therefore provides a more coherent explanation of why some resource-rich countries prosper while others stagnate.
6. Conclusions
Persistent cross-country divergences continue to expose the limits of dominant development theories. Geography (Sachs, 2001), institutional design (North, 1990; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012), and human capital accumulation (Becker, 1964; Barro, 2001) each illuminate part of the story, but they understate the behavioural foundations of transformation. By externalising development forces or reducing people to economic inputs, existing frameworks overlook the ethical, civic, and cognitive conditions that ultimately determine whether reforms take root.
Comparative reform experiences reinforce this gap. Countries exposed to similar institutional templates or policy interventions continue to diverge, suggesting that the absorptive capacity for reform depends less on institutional form than on the behavioural evolution of the population (Ang, 2016; Kohli, 2004). The inability of many societies to replicate successful reforms highlights a missing variable: the maturity of people as ethical agents, civic actors, and problem-solving citizens. Development is therefore not solely a technical process; it is fundamentally behavioural.
The Quality of People for Societal Transformation (QPST) framework addresses this omission by reframing transformation as a function of four interlinked behavioural capabilities: ethical integrity, cognitive sophistication, civic orientation, and transformational drive. These capacities evolve within societies and shape the effectiveness, credibility, and longevity of institutions. Additionally, the framework shows that societies progress through sequential behavioural stages, each marked by rising ethical discipline, civic responsibility, cognitive depth, and transformational ambition, which together determine a society’s readiness for robust institutional performance. In this view, institutions are not autonomous engines of progress but behavioural artefacts that reflect the values and competence of the people who sustain them.
This reorientation shifts both theory and policy. It argues that development outcomes depend on the readiness of a society to internalise and defend reforms, rather than on institutional blueprints alone. It challenges the assumption that institutional transplantation can precede the evolution of people fit to govern and instead emphasises a people-first sequencing logic, where societal maturity predicts the durability of transformation.
Future research should deepen this agenda by examining how behavioural capabilities evolve across generations and how ethical, civic, and cognitive traits are transmitted through education, culture, and governance. Empirically, developing composite measures of the Quality of People would help assess transformation readiness and explain persistent reform failure in ways existing indicators cannot. By foregrounding the internal evolution of people, this framework lays the foundation for a more coherent, behaviour-anchored understanding of how nations develop and why many continue to fall short.
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