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Devising a social cohesion indicator 
 

There is a need for a single indicator to give an overview of social cohesion, 

for the various European nations are increasingly interconnected, and the growing 

amounts of trade and financial exchanges may affect their social cohesion unless 

states and European institutions adopt social and cultural policies to counter the 

negative effects of this growing interdependence.  This process is nevertheless a 

risky one: an indicator must be beyond reproach, combining relevance and simplicity.  

Unless it is relevant, it will give rise to numerous disputes, and the governments of 

the countries given a poor "score" might be offended, with good reason.  Where the 

single indicator is based on too large a number of indicators, any government with a 

low "score" may feel justified in adding or removing one indicator or another, if such 

action may improve the value of the single indicator.  This is why the single indicator 

must be based on a small number of significant indicators.  The more indicators 

added to those already defined, the less simple the single indicator, and the more 

legitimate it would be to "negotiate" the addition or removal of any given indicator.  

This is why the single indicator should be based on a limited number of indicators, a 

number which, in our view, should be around a dozen, grouped in four composite 

indicators.  The devising of a limited number of such indicators does not (quite the 

contrary) exclude the creation of a multitude of indicators, for there are many facets 

of social cohesion which should be illuminated.  If a considerable number of 

indicators are devised, it should be possible to choose among them the most 

significant ones, which could be used to prepare firstly the composite indicators, and 

then the single indicator itself.  The four composite indicators must reflect this 

complexity, and all the indicators, several hundred in number, must give the fullest 

information about any matter likely to be the subject of a government decision. 

 

Giving precedence to trends, rather than to the situation at a given time 

As we have pointed out (in relation to the macroeconomic determinants of social 

cohesion), the important thing is not so much the level of any given indicator as its 

tendency.  The approach taken must therefore be progressive, without being linear, 

introducing the concept of thresholds and discontinuity, so as to express the change 

from the quantitative to the qualitative.  It is known, for instance, that poverty or 

inequalities themselves have little effect on violence, but that, in contrast, if poverty or 

inequalities worsen, violence may increase as a result, for such developments 

jeopardise the very basis of social cohesion.  Thus vulnerability and changing levels 
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of vulnerability must be the basis, with vulnerability being interpreted in the broadest 

sense, so that the means of consolidating a social cohesion affected by globalisation 

and the lack of back-up policies can be analysed.  The choice of economic indicators 

must, as far as possible, be based on social significance.  It is better to consider an 

indicator which measures the variation in income inequalities than one which 

evaluates income growth or decline. 

 

The alternatives are weighting or the use of a common basis 

A second problem raises its head immediately: Council of Europe member states 

have very different histories and distinct levels of development.  What are known as 

the East European countries have experienced collectivism, then a sudden and rapid 

transition to a market economy after the fall of the Berlin Wall.  They all went through 

frightening moments of crisis, with their levels of activity plummeting, hyperinflation 

occurring very frequently, a sometimes huge increase in poverty leading to the 

reappearance of diseases which had disappeared, a large increase in mortality, a 

sometimes considerable reduction in life expectancy and the "surprising" enrichment 

of some former elite groups.  The transition to a market economy thus came at a 

considerable social cost, for it necessitated, and still does, the building of institutions 

and the drawing up of rules to regulate markets.  Unemployment, for instance, rose 

sharply, and remains very high: the 1990 rate of 1.7% in the Czech Republic rose to 

7.3% by 2002, while the figures on the same dates in Estonia were 0.6% and 10.3%, 

in Hungary 1.8% and 5.8%, and in Poland 6.3% and 19.9%.  Only in the last few 

years have many countries begun to catch up.  Thus productivity in their 

manufacturing industry has risen sharply: in the Czech Republic it grew by 6.3% a 

year between 1995 and 2002, Estonia's parallel figure being 6.4%, Hungary's 9.6% 

and Poland's 9.4%, for instance, while the mean figure for the 15 members of the 

European Union over the period 1981 to 2001 was only 1.9%.  Wages in 

manufacturing industry have risen, albeit less strongly than productivity, but the 

increase has been significant: 4% a year in the Czech Republic, 4.7% in Estonia, 

3.9% in Hungary and 2.7% in Poland between the same dates, whereas the rise in 

the EU was just 1.1% between 1981 and 2001.  These few figures show the extent of 

the upheavals which occurred.  These cannot therefore be ignored when a common 

social cohesion indicator is created for all the countries concerned. 

 

Looking beyond these upheavals, the absolute level of per capita wealth created is 

low in several countries, when compared to that of the EU states.  In other words, if 

the cases of what are known as the East European countries are not dealt with 
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specifically, the indicators obtained will inevitably be poor, and the single indicator will 

be of little significance.  A specific allowance of this kind may be achieved in three 

different ways: a different weighting for the East European countries, different 

composite indicators, or a common basis (100) for all the countries on a given date 

and analysis of subsequent social cohesion developments in each country. 

 

Proposed principles for the preparation of a single indicator 

Weighting: This involves attaching a higher or lower weight to certain indicators for 

the purposes of the single indicator.  Three categories might be defined, for example: 

EU countries, the transitional economies with the highest per capita income (Poland, 

Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic and perhaps Lithuania and Estonia) and the 

less advanced economies, including Russia.  Thus these three categories would 

reflect the differences in standard of living observed as this millennium began.  The 

value taken would be multiplied by different indicators, namely 1.0 for the first group, 

1.25 for the second and 1.5 for the third category, so as to take account of the 

specific factors stemming from the upheavals they have experienced and their still 

low level of per capita income.  However, this approach might give rise to criticism on 

two fronts: firstly, the question might be raised of why we chose 1.25, rather than 

1.10 or 1.30.  There is an arbitrary element here which is difficult to justify, and might 

be challenged on numerous occasions.  The second point is that of what is to happen 

when a country goes above a per capita income threshold and loses the weighting 

from which it has benefited, finding itself placed in a less favourable position than 

previously despite a rise in its per capita income. 

 

Different composite indicators: Another method would be to choose different 

indicators to make up the single indicator.  This is the path followed by the UNDP, 

which uses a slightly different basis for advanced and developing countries for the 

purposes of its HDI.  The fact remains that it would be difficult to justify including a 

given indicator for certain countries and a different one for others.  There is thus a 

risk of defining an indicator which is open to challenge, and which indeed is 

repeatedly challenged. 

 

Use of the same social cohesion basis for all the countries at a given date: 100 could 

be taken as the single indicator for 1995, for instance, whichever the country 

concerned, and subsequent developments analysed.  The date selected corresponds 

to a return to growth and to control of inflation, or even of hyperinflation in most of the 

countries moving towards a market economy.  (In view of the extent of the crisis 
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experienced by these economies, it would also be possible to decide on a later date, 

such as 2000.)  The advantage of this approach is that there is no need for either 

weighting or the working out of specific indicators for East European countries.  The 

benefit is that trends are emphasised rather than moments in time. 

 

We suggest that four composite indicators be created, themselves reflecting several 

indicators.  Each of these has a starting point of 100 (in 1995, in 2000 or at any other 

date).  Trends in the "long-term unemployment" indicator would be measured in the 

following way: 

 

(Variation of this indicator between t–1 and t) - (variation of this indicator between t 

and t-1 in the country with the smallest variation), divided by 

(Highest variation between t and t-1 of this indicator) - (lowest variation between t 

and t-1 of this indicator). 

 

The result thereby obtained is less than one and would be multiplied by 10. 

 

The composite indicator would be the arithmetical mean of its component indicators.  

The single indicator would also be the arithmetical mean of the four composite 

indicators.  The result obtained thus corresponds to a score of between 1 and 10.  A 

result close to 1 is regarded as good, while a mark close to 10 is poor. Subsequently, 

year after year, improvements since the starting point would be added, or declines 

recorded in the event of a deterioration in social cohesion (starting point: 100 in 1995 

or 2000).  The index might, for instance, fall to 98 in 1996, if a deterioration occurred, 

and climb back up to 101 if the following year saw an improvement. 

 

1.  An economic indicator 
This would be made up of three indicators: 

- poverty before and after social transfers; 

- inequalities, 30% poorest, 10% richest; 

- long-term unemployment. 

These are the three most relevant indicators, in our view.  They have definite social 

significance. 
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2.  A social indicator 
This would also be made up of three indicators: 

- violence, either in terms of murders per 100,000 population or in terms of numbers 

of victims, 

- excessive household debt, 

- quality of accommodation (composite indicator based on the surface area, number 

of rooms, facilities, electrical appliances, heating, environment quality, etc). 

3.  A public service access indicator 
This would also comprise three indicators: 

- discrepancies in health care (composite of child mortality and differences in access 

to specialist doctors according to social category), 

- lack of welfare coverage (possibly indicating degrees of protection), 

- percentage of children in non-tax-paying households with access to higher 

education (or, conversely, percentage of such children leaving school with few 

qualifications).  This is a social mobility indicator. 

4.  A human rights access indicator 
This would also be made up of three indicators: 

- participation in elections (national and local), 

- racial and sexual discrimination (access to housing, employment, reception 

conditions, etc), 

- access to courts and to the justice system. 

 

This single indicator could subsequently be perfected through the taking into account 

of two factors: non-linearity and economic openness in global terms. 

 

If a value of between zero and ten is given to each indicator, it is implicitly assumed 

that the way in which social cohesion is affected is linear.  The higher the indicator, 

the greater that indicator's role in the definition of social cohesion, and vice versa.  

But deterioration or improvement cannot be perceived in linear fashion.  Thus there is 

a strong element of implicit assumption.  This defect could be corrected by 

introducing a scoring scale, based on a simple rule, so as to take more account of 

the effects of discontinuity. 
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Economies' openness to international trade, the level of which is lower than that of 

their financial openness, varies from one country to another.  Thus their economic 

vulnerability also varies.  This economic vulnerability leads to a social vulnerability, 

the brunt of which is borne by the less well-off population groups.  It is all the more 

necessary for a counter-cyclical social policy to be devised because of the fact that 

economies are vulnerable to external cycles.  In order to take such differences into 

account, a weighting system could also be introduced, or countries could be divided 

into two groups according to their degree of openness.  This would enable specific 

responsibilities for countering any deterioration in social cohesion which might occur 

to be given to the European institutions and to governments. 
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