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Background: Classical methods of index construction often face two major problems: i)

By averaging the values of different social indicators into one single index score,

disparities between the original indicators are often hidden, although they are in many

cases of theoretical and practical interest. ii) The mentioned partial indicators can only be

aggregated if they are comparable, which is often not the case. As a matter of course,

these problems concern all kinds of units of analysis, including national societies:

different facets of their socio-economic development are often hard to compare and offer

sometimes rather contradictory views of the analysed countries.

Objectives: This paper presents a new methodology (see Mueller 2005, 2011) that solves

the mentioned problems by mapping the different stages of the development of a country



on various time scales. Hence it is assumed that a country is in a given calendar year in

different social times. Instead of averaging these times into one single composite index,

the paper proposes to analyse their range, which is confined by the highest and the lowest

social time that describes the development of a country. Thus a typical result of this

method may be that an analysed country is in international comparison at a stage between

1980 and 2015, depending on the development-indicator that is considered.

Methods: The measurement of social time requires the construction of reference

trajectories (Mueller 2011, Sicherl 2011: chap. 1, 2). Each of these trajectories

corresponds to the international mean values of a particular development-indicator in a

series of subsequent calendar years. The social time of an analysed country with a

development level L corresponds to the calendar time, when the mentioned reference

trajectory was just at this development level L. Since this comparison between a country

and a trajectory can be performed for different development variables, the analysed

country may simultaneously be in several social times. Consequently there are many

different inter-institutional asynchronies, of which this paper considers only the most

important one that corresponds to the mentioned range between the highest and the

lowest values of social time.

In order to illustrate the previously described method of measuring social time, the author

uses the following variables from the national time-series published in Clio Infra (2015):

- GDP per capita

- Average years of schooling

- Life expectancy

- Polyarchy (democratic development)

Each of these variables describes the development of an institutional sector, i.e. the

economy, education, health services, and politics. As previously explained, each of these

variables also corresponds to an axis in a four-dimensional social time-space. Its

complexity can be reduced by looking for its highest and its lowest values and the

associated time interval.

Results: For each analysed country there is finally an interval (range) that includes the

different social times, in which the inhabitants of the considered country are living in.

The length of the interval defines the amount of their relative deprivation, which may

create anomic situations and even trigger political unrest (Gurr 1972). If both ends of the

mentioned interval are below the current calendar year, the country is an international

“laggard”. In this case, the developmental dimension associated with the lower end of the

interval points to policy-deficits and deserves special attention by politics. To the

contrary, if the two ends of the extracted time interval are both above the current calendar

time, the analysed country is an international leader with no real need for policy changes.



Conclusions: By a relatively small increase of the complexity of an indicator system

from 1-figure-scores to 2-figure-intervals, it is possible to gain a multitude of new

insights for theoretical and practical purposes. However, a prerequisite for this type of

analysis is the availability of long time-series of data for constructing reference

trajectories. As illustrated by Van Zanden et al. (2014) such data are becoming more and

more available.
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