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20 lessons from 20 years 
The power and charm of 

composite indicators and scoreboards

Michaela Saisana

Joint Research Centre
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We are drowning in 

information, while starving

for wisdom…

E. O. Wilson
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Human Development Index (UNDP)

Better Life Index (OECD)                       Living Planet Index (WWF)

Global Slavery Index (Walk Free Foundation)

Best Countries for Business (Forbes)

World Health Report (WHO)

Global Innovation Index (WIPO, INSEAD, Cornell)   

World Press Freedom Index (Reporters Without Borders)

Education for all Development Index (UNESCO)

Human Capital Index (World Bank) World Happiness Ranking (UN SDSN)
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Enthusiastic 
supporters

mostly from advocacy groups 
developing their own indices to 

advance a cause

Skeptical economists and 
official statisticians 

concerned by the subjective nature of 
the selection of variables, weights and 

aggregation

A polarised audience for Composite Indicators
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Regional Gender Equality Monitor

https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/stories/s/Mapping-the-glass-ceiling-in-the-EU-2021/vtrw-h5vm
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Regional Gender Equality Monitor

https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/stories/s/Mapping-the-glass-ceiling-in-the-EU-2021/vtrw-h5vm
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[Source: Alcohol Policy Index, 2007, PLoS Medicine, 4(4):752-759]

Indices … are they measurements without theory?

https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.0040151
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Indices … are they measurements without theory?

[Source: Alcohol Policy Index, 2007, PLoS Medicine, 4(4):752-759]

https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.0040151
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Indices have strong political and policy implications

WASHINGTON (Reuters) - Paul Romer stepped down as the 
World Bank’s chief economist on Wednesday after he came 
under fire for saying that Chile’s rankings in a closely watched 
“Doing Business” report may have been deliberately skewed 
under socialist President Michelle Bachelet. 

URL (3 Oct 2018): https://www.cgdev.org/blog/chart-week-3-why-world-bank-should-ditch-doing-business-

rankings-one-embarrassing-chart

Source: Justin Sandefur and Divyanshi Wadhwa, based on data from 

www.doingbusiness.org and World Bank “Doing Business” reports, 2006-2018.
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Source: Høyland et al, 2012, “The tyranny of international 

index rankings” J Dev Eco 97(1) pp.1-14

“Whether or not there was deliberate manipulation of its Doing 

Business Indicators, the Bank should better acknowledge the 

huge uncertainty about this index especially in the middle 

80% of country rankings. Only top and bottom seem reliable.” 

(Ravallion, 2018)
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Building a composite indicator: 
a delicate balance between Science and Art
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10 STEPS to build

a Composite Indicator
(or Scoreboard)
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Dilemma: Index or Scoreboard?

Composite Indicators are aggregations of 

individual indicators compiled into a single score.

Scoreboards are collections of individual 

indicators that are related to a common concept.
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Social Scoreboard
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2016: 14 headline indicators

Social Scoreboard
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2016: 14 headline indicators
Re-ordering countries and indicators

Social Scoreboard
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32 https://ec.europa.eu/scoreboards-explorer

https://ec.europa.eu/scoreboards-explorer
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Number of  monitoring 

frameworks that were 

mapped by the JRC for 

the 17 UN SDG.

Example: there are 

mapped 39 monitoring 

frameworks (with over 

3000 indicators!) under 

SDG 3: Good Health 

and Wellbeing
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https://composite-indicators.jrc.ec.europa.eu/explorer/stories/beyond-gdp 

https://composite-indicators.jrc.ec.europa.eu/explorer/stories/beyond-gdp
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One or more editions of 

the index were audited 

by the JRC
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The correlation matrix 

illustrates that most of 

the indices measuring 

aspects of human 

wellbeing and 

sustainability show 

strong links between 

them. Darker blue 

represents greater 

positive correlation. The 

only exception goes for 

the Ecological Footprint.
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The correlation matrix shows 

the trade-off between the 

‘Planetary pressures’ 

dimension of the Planetary 

pressures-adjusted Human 

Development Index, the ‘SDG 

12’ and the ‘SDG 13’ 

dimensions of the SDG Index 

and all the indices, with the 

exception of the Ecological 

Footprint. Red represents 

strong negative correlation.
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Support to EU Services 
in any policy area

Support to international 
organisations

Methodology and 
guidelines 

Training and 
Community of Practice

✓ 20+ years of expertise
(since 2002)

Competence Centre on Composite Indicators and Scoreboards
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Get in touch jrc-coin@ec.europa.eu &   michaela.saisana@ec.europa.eu

composite-indicators.jrc.ec.europa.eu

https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/composite-indicators_en 
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