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How do Indicators matter in Global 
Governance? And why?



Contemporary Indicator Culture 
(Merry, 2016):

• Post-metrological Realism

• Normativity

• The Contextual Power of Indicators



Sustainable Development

Economy

Environment

Society



Table 1. 

Metrics of 

Sustainable 

Development



National Measures 

• the ‘Canadian Index of Wellbeing’

• the British ‘Measuring National Well-Being’

• the ‘Gross National Happiness Index’ of Bhutan

• the Thai ‘Sustainable Development Index’

• the Korean ‘Sustainable Development Index Resource’

• The Chinese ‘Environmental Performance Index’ 

• The Malaysian ‘Quality of Life Index’



Problems and Shortcomings

•Many and vague conceptualisations

•Mono-dimensional measures of sustainability

•Non-actionable aggregate measures



Indicators in Global Governance: Why?

Recent contributions speak of Scorecard Diplomacy (Kelley 2017), The 

Politics of Numbers, and How Numbers Rule the World (Fioramonti 2014), 

while others refer to rankings as a “Tool of Global Governance” (Cooley and 

Snyder 2015) or evoke the Quiet Power of Indicators (Merry et al. 2015) 



Conceptual Power
(Bhuta, Malito and Umbach 2017)

•Perceptions: Indicators as closely connected with the 
exercise of power;

•Trust: Faith in numbers;

•Knowledge creators on a global scale;

•Generators of new ontologies of the real;



Political (Soft) Power 
(Cooley, 2015, Kelley 2016, Merry 2015)

Indicators act as:

• Judges;

•Means of global regulatory practices;

•Means of advocacy tools; 

•Organisational ‘branding’;



Conclusion

Quantification and ranking have become a way of doing 
politics that must be engaged beyond the specific 
disciplinary knowledge (such as statistics and I 
econometrics) that underwrites their claims to 
objectivity. 


