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Developing Indicators – the European experience

More information at http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/index_en.htm


The European Council has defined appropriate objectives in the fight against poverty and social exclusion and the task is to develop a set of commonly agreed indicators. These will be used to measure progress in achieving the objectives in the different parts of Europe. The Council includes a Social Protection Committee which has a technical sub-group which is developing a set of agreed indicators which can accurately track changes in these complex areas.

If we want to do a good job of measuring such complicated topics as poverty and social exclusion we need a large number of indicators. But this can make the system difficult to use. The indicators are therefore prioritised by placing them on three levels:

	Primary indicators
	this is a small set of lead indicators which cover the broad topics that have been identified as being the most important

	Secondary indicators
	these support the lead indicators and describe other aspects of the topic, and cover it in more depth

	Third level of indicators
	these indicators are added by the individual Member States to suit their own particular circumstances. They add to and expand on the primary and secondary indicators but no attempt is made to harmonise them across all the European states


The idea is that the primary and secondary indicators would be used in all the Member States of the European Union. The individual indicators have therefore to be very carefully defined so that they measure the same sort of thing in the same sort of way in all the different countries. This is made easier when the different countries have also agreed to collect and analyse their statistics and other forms of routine data in the same way.

Primary and secondary Indicators of social exclusion

The indicators which are suitable for Europe may not be suitable for Tanzania but it is interesting to see what they are. The following table lists the main primary and secondary indicators, and some of the deeper issues are mentioned in the lists that follow.

	Primary Indicators
	Secondary Indicators

	1. Low income rate after transfers with low-income threshold set at 60% of median income (with breakdowns by gender, age, most frequent activity status, household type and tenure status; as illustrative examples, the values for typical households);

2. Distribution of income (income quintile ratio)

3. Persistence of low income

4. Median low income gap

5. Regional cohesion

6. Long term unemployment rate

7. People living in jobless households

8. Early school leavers not in further education or training

9. Life expectancy at birth

10. Self perceived health status
	11. Dispersion around the 60% median low income threshold

12. Low income rate anchored at a point in time

13. Low income rate before transfers

14. Distribution of income (Gini coefficient)

15. Persistence of low income (based on 50% of median income)

16. Long term unemployment share

17. Very long term unemployment rate.

18. Persons with low educational attainment




Note: exact definitions of these indicators are available from the internet

http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/ news/2002/jan/report_ind_en.pdf   
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Methodological principals and further work

The Social Protection Committee agrees on the following methodological principles:

	1. an indicator should capture the essence of the problem and have a clear and accepted way of being understood. It should also

a. be robust and statistically validated

b. be responsive to policy interventions but not subject to manipulation

c. be measurable in a sufficiently comparable way across Member States, and comparable as far as practicable with the standards applied internationally

d. be up to date and easily updatable

2. the measurement of an indicator should not impose too large a burden on Member States, on enterprises, nor on the Union's citizens

3. the portfolio of indicators should be balanced across different dimensions

4. the indicators should be mutually consistent and the weight of single indicators in the portfolio should be proportionate

5. the portfolio of indicators should be as transparent and accessible as possible to the citizens of the European Union


The Social Protection Committee is fully aware that the above lists do not give the same weight to all relevant dimensions. Therefore, the Committee recommends that further work should be carried out on indicators of poverty and social exclusion. The work should:

	1. examine the possibility of developing additional commonly agreed indicators in a number of areas which are recognised as relevant for social exclusion:

a. living conditions including social participation

b. recurrent and occasional poverty

c. access to public and private essential services

d. territorial issues and indicators at local level

e. poverty and work

f. indebtedness

g. benefit dependency and family benefits

2. examine how the gender dimension of poverty and social exclusion can be perceived and measured in a more satisfactory manner.


The Committee also recommends that the following features should be given a more detailed technical examination in order to improve accuracy and comparability:

	1. Improving comparable information and reporting on decency of housing, housing costs and homelessness

2. Developing indicators on literacy and numeracy and on access to education

3. In the field of health, examining measures for quality adjusted life expectancy, premature mortality by socio-economic status and, as currently proposed in the Task Force on Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC), access to healthcare

4. Tackling groups not living in "private households", especially the homeless but also those living in institutions (old age homes, prisons, orphanages…)


The Social Protection Committee recognises that it is important to increase the involvement of excluded people in the development of indicators, and to find the best way of giving excluded people a voice.








� This article is based on a paper from the European Council’s, Social Protection Committee (October 2001) “Report on Indicators in the field of poverty and social exclusion”. It is available online at � HYPERLINK "http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/ news/2002/jan/report_ind_en.pdf" ��http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/ news/2002/jan/report_ind_en.pdf�
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