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Abstract 

Measures of regulatory quality are prominent in the academic discussion and have 

appeared in the policy debates on quality assurance, evaluation, and ex-post re-

view of regulatory tools and institutions. In this chapter we focus on indicators of 

the quality of individual assessments and IA programmes. We introduce the con-

cept of indicators and apply it to regulatory quality and IA. We also deal with an 

important distinction, between measuring quality as part of policy processes and 

measuring quality in a research context. There is no shortage of indicators. The 

key question for the future is how to integrate measures of regulatory quality with 

processes where policy-makers utilise them. This is as much a political question as 

it is a matter of proper scientific design. 

Introduction 

Regulatory quality is an elusive concept and the malleable framework that is Bet-

ter Regulation does not do much to shed light on it. As an illustration of this, let us 

think of the following questions encountered regularly in the implementation of 

better regulation initiatives. Is the regulatory framework of high quality if it con-

tains as little regulation as possible? Is ‘good’ regulation rather regulation that 

supports sustainable development? Or should we simply aim for procedures 

through which regulation is produced? Over the years, academics and policy prac-

tioners have shed light on the characteristics of regulatory quality (Baldwin and 

Cave, recent book by Braithwaite, Mandelkern group) such as transparency, effi-

ciency, access to legislation, participation, legitimacy, and responsiveness. These, 

however, are highly abstract concepts. Without measures it is not possible to 

evaluate whether a regulatory system is transparent or efficient. Measuring quality 

is notoriously difficult to realise because of (a) lack of agreement on standards in a 

country or, in the context of international organisations, across countries (b) in-

trinsic problems of operationalisation of concepts – it is daunting to imagine a set 
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of indicators of responsiveness of regulation; and (c) lack of useful data (see 

Chapter 6). Indicators present challenges, and when operationalisation is particu-

larly challenging they should be supplemented by other measures, such as qualita-

tive case studies, comparisons of processes, and participatory evaluation of better 

regulation policies. With these limitations, indicators are very useful to reduce 

ambiguity, make notions of quality explicit, and reveal preferences. When indica-

tors are adopted by policy-makers, they contribute to the emergence of commit-

ment.  

 

 

 

The objective of this chapter is twofold: 

1. to present an overview of the work that has been done on regulatory quality 

indicators and  

2. to discuss how to design and use indicators for the measurement and evalua-

tion of the quality of IA in both policy contexts and research contexts. 

 

The structure of this chapter is as follows. First we explain what indicators are in a 

general sense and describe different types of indicators. Then we move on to the 

specific topic of indicators of regulatory quality, taking the reader through the 

growing literature in this field. Third, we pay special attention to the issue of how 

to design indicators. The chapter finishes by elaborating on the use of indicators in 

research and the use of indicators in public policy  

What are indicators? 

A useful definition if one wants to understand the function of indicators is given 

by the Joint Research Centre of the European Commission (2002):  

 

‘[i]ndicators are pieces of information that summarise the characteristics of a 

system or highlight what is happening in a system’.  

 

A second, more elaborate definition has been drawn up by the Tavistock Institute 

(2003):  

 

‘An indicator can be defined as the measurement of an objective to be met, a 

resource mobilised, an effect obtained, a gauge of quality or a context vari-

able. An indicator produces quantified information with a view to helping ac-

tors concerned with public interventions to communicate, negotiate or make 

decisions.’  

 

In other words, indicators are a useful tool to draw conclusions on the perform-

ance or implementation of a principle, objective, concept or standard which in it-
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self is impossible to measure. Indicators are operationalizations; if a measure cap-

tures the concept or principle or standard we have in mind we say that the indica-

tor has internal validity, which means that ‘the instrument measures what it is sup-

posed to measure’ (Patton 2002, p.14). The challenge, therefore, is to find valid 

measures of something other than the predefined principle, objective, concept or 

standard one is interested in, something that can be measured but can still rea-

sonably be expected to give an indication of the performance of that principle, ob-

jective, concept or standard. Thus, indicators are one way of reducing complexity. 

For instance, instead of attempting to measure the ‘freedom of press’ one meas-

ures the proportion of quotes from opposition politicians in national newspapers. 

And to present some examples closer to the subject that concerns us: the number 

of pages in the Federal Register (Viscusi et al. 1995) or the number of regulatory 

agencies (Gatti 1981) have been used as a measure of the extent of regulation.1 In 

the literature most relevant to the subject of impact assessment, ‘quality’ will often 

be the central concept, but this is not essential by any means, see for instance the 

indicators of social cohesion (Council of Europe 2005). Nor is the use of indica-

tors restricted to the social sciences; indicators are also used to measure concepts 

like ‘biodiversity’. 

Types of indicators 

A first, basic typology distinguishes between individual indicators and composite 

indicators. Individual indicators are stand-alone measurements, varying from sim-

ple formats (typically ‘yes/no’ ) to more sophisticated ones. When statistical so-

phistication is used in order to capture a complex phenomenon using several indi-

cators by aggregating their individual results, we speak of ‘composite indicators’.  

A second important typology hinges on the method of measurement and 

the data used. The three types of indicators flowing from this distinction are set 

out below, each with an example from the IA context. This distinction is borrowed 

from a methodological guide on social cohesion indicators by the Council of 

Europe (2005). 

 

1. quantitative and objective indicators (directly measurable, e.g. the num-

ber of IAs produced in a year); 

2. qualitative and objective indicators (not quantifiable but based on objec-

tively verifiable responses, e.g. whether a policy proposal has led to a legislative 

act being adopted); 

3. qualitative and subjective indicators (perception-based; referring to an as-

sessment or an opinion, e.g. whether an IA has sufficiently taken into account the 

results of a consultation). 

 

                                                           
1 Examples taken from Radaelli & De Francesco 2007b. 
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A third typology is based on different dimensions of quality. Several labels are be-

ing applied; for instance Ladegaard (2007) distinguishes compliance tests, per-

formance tests and function tests for impact assessment systems. In this chapter 

we will apply the following three types of indicators, which are closely linked to 

those three types of tests: 

 

1. design indicators; 

2. content-process indicators; 

3. impact indicators.  

 

Although these typologies and the distinctions they make are analytically impor-

tant and useful to keep in mind when designing indicators, their relevance should 

not be overestimated; all distinguishing factors can become subject of debate. Af-

ter all, composite indicators consist of individual indicators, although it is advis-

able to decide before designing the individual indicators whether aggregation is 

the final goal. Also, the difference between subjective and objective indicators is 

sometimes fluid. A question like ‘does your country have a better regulation pol-

icy?’ seems objective, but the answer depends among other things on one’s defini-

tion of ‘better regulation’. The distinction design/content-process/impact is not 

clear-cut either; they have to be used in conjunction. For instance, if indicators 

concerning the actual process and content also take into account elements that 

have been excluded from the design, the resulting aggregated picture is based on 

unfair assumptions.  

Indicators of regulatory quality 

The literature on indicators of regulatory quality can be divided into the following 

categories: economic literature, studies using surveys, studies using scorecards 

(see also chapter 6), and specific studies on indicators of regulatory quality. Both 

the World Bank and the OECD have been major sponsors of the debate among 

policy-makers and economists on regulatory quality indicators. Cooperation be-

tween each of these organisations and scholars has led to considerable progress in 

the development on indicators of regulatory quality. 

Many of the comprehensive studies that have used indicators to measure 

regulatory quality have focussed on a specific area of regulation. An important ex-

ample is the database on objective indicators of product market regulation devel-

oped within the context of the OECD, designed to produce one overarching indi-

cator measuring the extent of regulation. (OECD 2006, Conway et al. 2005). The 

World Bank indicators cover the following regulatory sectors: employment pro-

tection law, bankruptcy laws, access to credit, property registration, protection of 

investors, and contract enforcement. 

Other studies have produced indicators aiming to measure regulatory 

quality across sectors. One of the most ambitious projects is the World Bank set of 
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indicators on governance, which considers regulatory quality as one of the dimen-

sions of governance and aims to carry out cross-country comparisons. The study 

that came out of this project (Kaufmann et al. 2005; 2003) aims to make objective 

use of subjective data (perceptions of a wide spectrum of regulatory stakeholders, 

including firms, experts or citizens contained in databases produced by interna-

tional organisations, NGOs, and think tanks). Indicators are aggregated into an 

overall index ranking 209 countries according to the performance of their govern-

ance system ranking over five time periods (years: 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, and 

2004).  

To the extent that the studies discussed in the foregoing look at regula-

tion, they all tend to focus on the quantity of regulation. This very specific inter-

pretation of quality is at least partly due to the bias inherent to the stakeholders 

whose perspectives (business, international economic organisations) have been 

chosen in those studies. The sensitivity of many systems of indicators to the pref-

erences of stakeholdesr is a common problem, but should be seen as a direct con-

sequence of the fact that indicators as a tool are usually (or at least potentially) 

linked to policy recommendations. 

In a recent study the OECD has further expanded its work on indicators 

in the context of regulatory management, as developed by the OECD Programme 

on Regulatory Reform (Jacobzone et al. 2007). The study reiterates the difficulty 

of developing a set of mechanisms for assessing the likely impact of regulatory 

policies and for managing trade-offs – unlike in areas such as fiscal interventions 

where such mechanisms are commonplace. This explains why the OECD study 

takes an indirect approach and prioritises indicators that capture whether countries 

comply with good practice as identified by the OECD principles of good regula-

tion. 

A further strand of literature makes use of surveys. These studies often do 

only make use of indicators in a rather limited sense, i.e. that the information pro-

duced gives an indication of the perception of regulatory quality by business. The 

most important example here is the work by Pryor (2002a; 2002b), who has con-

structed an index of laissez faire by ranking countries according to their regulatory 

quality. However, since this index is based on selected indicators for certain mar-

kets (product markets, financial affairs etc.) his findings – as fully acknowledged 

to Pryor himself - are tied to a specific definition of quality, possibly in line with 

business views on the subject. 

Finally, some have measured the quality of impact assessments specifi-

cally make use of scorecards. It is debatable whether the scorecard approach can 

be said to use indicators as the notion of quality often remains underdeveloped or 

implicit in these studies. Because many scorecards consist of a long list of indi-

vidual and simple indicators their aggregated value is limited (cf. the discussion 

on weaknesses of composite measures above). Scorecards are based on assump-

tions that should be made explicit. Imagine that a scorecard is based on the value 

of 1 if an impact assessment monetises benefits, 0 otherwise. The assumption is 

the benefits should be always monetised, even if the data available are poor or ex-

tremely biased, and even if proportionality of analysis would suggest that it is not 
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efficient to spend too much time in trying to measure benefits in the context of the 

regulatory matter under discussion in the IA. It is also difficult to use scorecards to 

measure whether an IA was used by decision-makers or not – yet this is arguably 

the most important reason why IAs are prepared.  

Thus, the simplest scorecards contain the assumptions that more analysis 

and more quantification is always a good thing. The first assumption is question-

able when the scope of regulation is narrow and therefore investing considerable 

time and resources in ‘analysis’ dissipates taxpayers’ money. The second is prob-

lematic given the well-known limitations of cost-benefit analysis. Overall, basic 

scorecards are silent on the most important dimensions of quality of an IA, such as 

whether analysis was proportionate, the trade-offs presented by quantification, and 

the utilisation of analysis. Perhaps scorecards are useful in detecting ‘significant 

flaws’ in a system, but for a comprehensive measurement of quality, a more so-

phisticated measure is needed. Nonetheless, we present a brief overview here of 

scorecard studies on impact assessment in Europe, because these studies contain 

an important part of the limited data that is available on the subject so far. 

Renda (2006) has used the scorecard approach to measure the quality of 

the extended IAs produced by the European Commission. His study shows two 

options that can be chosen. One can use the scorecard to measure how an institu-

tion complies with its own written guidance on IA or select exogenously the 

benchmark for quality. Renda opts for the latter, and consequently his scorecard 

looks for the presence of features of quality in IA carried out in year X that were 

not demanded by the Commission’s Guidelines in use in year X (Dunlop).  

Lee and Kirkpatrick (2004) analysed a sample of six impact assessments 

completed by the European Commission in 2003 in order to assess the quality of 

both the process and the content. A similar study but one which used a yes/no 

format checklist instead of a scorecard was done by the Institute for European En-

vironmental Policy in 2004 reviewing eight IAs from 2003 in order to determined 

whether sustainable development was included. This study made use of four di-

mensions: the written guidance, the operations of the IA systems, the IA report 

and the economic assessment in the IA. EU Impact Assessment has also been re-

viewed using a checklist approach by the Danish Environmental Assessment Insti-

tute (IMV 2006). Often, the reason for preferring a checklist over a scorecard is to 

minimise or even avoid the subjective interpretation that is involved in ‘scoring’. 

On the downside, checklists tend to underexploit the potential richness of the data.  

Indicators of regulatory quality in the EU 

A comprehensive list of indicators of regulatory quality defined in a broader sense 

has been produced as part of a study funded by the European Commission (DG 

Enterprise and Industry) in 2004. These indicators were designed mostly to be 

used by governments and administrations, who are also stakeholders to regulatory 

policy processes. The final results of the study were presented at a conference in 
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Brussels in January 2005. In its March 2005 Communication on Better Regulation 

for Growth and Jobs in the European Union, the Commission stated that it wanted 

to the discuss the development of a common set of indicators and encourage their 

adoption by Member States to define targets and priorities for their better regula-

tion programmes for the coming years (COM (2005) 97, 10). In the meantime a 

‘Group of High Level National Regulatory Experts’ has been established to pro-

vide an interface between the Commission and the regulatory authorities in the 

Member States and to advise and contribute to the spread of best practices and the 

development of common indicators for better regulation. This idea continues to be 

pursued by the Secretariat General of the European Commission (Radaelli 2007). 

Although the Commission considers the indicators vital for the monitoring of the 

National Reform Plans under the Lisbon agenda, several Members States are hesi-

tant on the issue.  

DG Enterprise study, further elaborated in a research monograph 

(Radaelli and De Francesco 2007), proposes three systems of indicators, each rep-

resentative of a certain phase in development of regulatory policy in a certain 

country: 

 

1) Quality of the process: objective baseline indicators (measured by looking at 

written guidance and official documentation); 

2) Internal evaluation: sophisticated real-world indicators; 

3) External evaluation: (bridge between measurement of regulatory quality and the 

systematic evaluation of better regulation as public policy). 

 

Obviously, if the guidelines do not perform well in this dimension, the automatic 

expectation is that micro-indicators of individual IAs show low quality. Except for 

random cases, bad guidance cannot lead to individual IAs of high quality. Good 

guidance however does not necessarily lead to good IAs, which implies that the 

first dimension identified by Radaelli and De Francesco should be seen as a filter: 

it is a logical pre-condition for the analysis of the other two dimensions. It is im-

portant to note that the Radaelli/De Francesco indicators are explicitly not aggre-

gated, because they are designed for aggregation to be performed by the European 

Commission and national administrations, which should choose their own weight-

ings to match the political purposes of the evaluation exercise. 
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How to design indicators 

Defining quality 

Indicators are linked to evaluation; indeed one property of good indicators is that 

they measure success or failure unambiguously. This implies that one has clarified 

what is understood as success before attending to the design of indicators. Another 

way to put it is that indicators have considerable potential for revealing prefer-

ences. When policy-makers or governments select indicators, they provide the 

clearest operationalization of what they mean by ‘quality’ or ‘policy success’. 

Success in impact assessment can be defined in a variety of ways. 

In EVIA we have defined quality in relation to the integration of different 

dimensions – in particular, sustainable development (SD) – in impact assessment. 

In turn, integration has been measured at different levels, that is, design, content, 

and process of IA, with particular emphasis on participatory processes. Survey in-

dicators were deemed an appropriate tool for this task. We have made the dis-

claimer that our notion of quality does not apply to every individual IA, as IAs ex-

ist for which the SD dimension is not relevant. Besides, the distinction between 

social, environmental, and economic dimensions is somewhat artificial. There is 

an economic dimension to social policy, as well as an environmental dimension to 

economic policy goals. Furthermore, environmental policy objectives have obvi-

ous economic implications, and so on. However, the general point about the inte-

gration of different dimensions in the design of IA systems across countries and in 

the performance of specific IAs is relevant. For instance, the consideration (or lack 

of) of external implications of domestic rules (for example on developing coun-

tries) and the endogeneity of the preferences of future generations are important 

ways in which an IA can be integrated or not.  

Selecting indicators 

Two basic methods of selecting indicators can be identified: 

 

1. Bottom-up: to start with a long list of possible indicators and then narrow 

it down as the research advances, either (preferably) on the basis of meta-criteria 

or on the basis of practical experience. 

2. Top-down: to start with defining the principle, objective, concept, or 

standard which one wants to measure, breaking it down into different dimensions.  
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For each of these dimensions appropriate indicators should then be composed. An 

example of the application of the top-down approach can run as follows: the vari-

ous phases of the regulatory process are taken as a starting point, subsequently the 

literature on each respective phase for common standards for quality is reviewed, 

and on this basis, design ways to measure the performance against these standards 

are determined. Regardless of which selection method is followed, it is important 

to keep in mind that an indicator is always a measure of something other than the 

principle, objective, concept, or standard of primary interest - which are not meas-

urable as such. Consequently, internal validity has to be properly checked. The de-

sign of indicators can only start after the choice on the purpose and the method for 

the policy appraisal has been made. The appropriate way to design indicators also 

depends on the type of indicators one is looking for. If an aggregated result is im-

portant, the top-down method of composing indicators is probably more appropri-

ate. For individual indicators the bottom-up method can be fruitful, because it may 

yield more creative indicators. However if a decision to aggregate after all is sub-

sequently made, the interlinkages between indicators and their proportionate 

weights as well as their relationship to the larger principle, objective, concept, or 

standard one wants to measure are likely to be unclear. 

Trade-offs in indicators design 

The Council of Europe in a report on indicators of social cohesion proposed some 

general quality criteria for indicators (Council of Europe 2005). According to this 

report indicators should: 

 

• be representative with regard to the question to which they relate; 

• provide a wealth of information; 

• be unambiguous; 

• be based on clear and widely shared interpretation; 

• not be excessively expensive 

 

Even if this is a good checklist to keep in mind when designing indicators, there 

will inevitably be trade-offs between these criterions. It is likely that many indica-

tors which provide ‘a wealth of information’ will be the most expensive to collect. 

Paradoxically, the overarching trade-off problem in designing indicators is the one 

between reliability and usefulness. Since indicators try to bridge the gap between a 

seemingly immeasurable concept that often includes a value judgment and a vast 

amount of descriptive data, the results they produce should not be treated as hard 

evidence. The bigger the gap, the more interpretative steps will be needed and the 

less reliable the findings will be. At the same time the most useful indicators are 

bound to be those bridging the largest gaps. 

For example, when designing the more ambitious ‘impact indicators’ the 

trade-off between reliability and usefulness applies in the following way: it is ex-
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tremely difficult to provide robust indicators of the causal relationship between a 

specific feature of an IA and economic variables. The causal link between IA of a 

given rule, the rule eventually adopted, and the impact of rule on the socio-

economic system may be interrupted at several points by intervening variables. 

Another way of looking at impact is to consider how IA changes the attitudes of 

the regulators about regulation.  

Using indicators in research contexts 

Just like all evaluation tools, indicators have advantages and limitations. First of 

all, it should be stated that indicators are but one way of evaluating policies and 

should ideally be complemented by other methods such as case studies, qualitative 

reviews and formative appraisals. Secondly, the margins of error can be substan-

tial, not only when subjective indicators are used but also in the case of objective 

indicators. This is not only because the data can be erroneous, but also because the 

extent to which the data give an accurate indication of the performance on the 

principle, objective, concept or standard which is the final object of the evaluation 

at hand is often doubtful. Furthermore, objective indicators sometimes make use 

of data collections that are based on subjective insights. It should also be noted 

that wide margins of error are a well-known feature of all methods to measure 

governance-related concepts (Kaufmann et al. 2005). A third problem is that the 

fierce debate on whether indicators should be used to produce an aggregate index 

remains unresolved. Can a list of individual indicators still capture reality? If the 

answer is to be found in designing composite indicators, to what extent is the 

weighting that is involved arbitrary (Joint Research Centre 2004)? 

 

An example of the use of indicators for research purposes is described below. We 

start from some four dimensions. They are institutionalisation, purpose, sophisti-

cation and accessibility. Each dimension can be represented by a continuum from 

low to high. 

Table 1a 

The dimension of ‘institutionalisation’ 

 

 Examples of indications of low institutionalisa-

tion 

 Examples of indications of high institutionalisation 

Degree of institu-

tionalisation  

IA requirements on departmental level only 

No mechanisms for quality control 

No training 

↔ 
IA requirements enforced by law 

Legal mechanisms for quality control 

IA training is part of the regular curriculum for civil 
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No central support servants 

Central support units 

Table 1b 

The dimension of ‘purpose’ 

 

 Examples of indications of narrow purpose  Examples of indications of broad purpose 

Purpose Strict and limited demarcation of impacts to be 

assessed 

No requirement to define objectives and prob-

lems clearly in impact assessment 

Overall aims not defined in a governmental 

agenda or policy papers 

A priori focus on one type of costs/benefits 

↔ 
Encouragement to perform IA on side effects, long 

term impacts, trade offs, inter-linkages,  

Requirement to set objectives beyond the purpose of an 

individual proposal 

Overall aims of the system laid down in a governmen-

tal agenda 

Focus on the overall cost/benefit ratio 

Table 1c 

The dimension of ‘sophistication’ of economic analysis 

 

 Examples of indications of low sophistication  Examples of indications of high sophistication 

Sophistication Checklist approach 

No consideration of trade-offs 

IAs mainly justify the proposal 

Data taken at face value 

No external expertise used 

Status quo is not analysed 

No consideration of scientific literature 

↔ 
Causal analysis (of how A causes B) 

Use of models to examine trade-offs 

Exploration of potential side effects 

Critical assessment of quality of data and sensititivy 

analysis 

Inclusion of external expertise 

Elaborated baseline scenario 

Peer review of the analysis included in the IA 

Table 1d 

The dimension of ‘accessibility’ 

 

 Examples of indications of a closed system   Examples of indications of openness 

Accessibility IA results not public ↔ 
Systematic publication of IAs on websites 
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IA performed only within a single department  Inclusion of stakeholders in the process 

Using indicators in policy contexts 

Policy-making occurs through interaction. Interaction depends on resource inter-

dependence, including information. The main added value of indicators lies in 

their potential to add a new kind of information (Radaelli & De Francesco 2007a). 

However, to use indicators in a policy evaluation study is one thing; to use them in 

policy processes is quite another. Although in the definition by the Tavistock In-

stitute (see above), actual policy use is seen as a core feature ‘helping actors con-

cerned with public interventions to communicate, negotiate or make decisions’, it 

is also their most thorny side. Using indicators in actual processes of regulatory 

policy development implies that political conclusions are tied to the outcomes of 

the indicators. Translating this issue to the IA context specifically: the more for-

malised a set of indicators is and the more open to evaluation, the more their use 

can amount to controlling the development of the IA system. This mechanism 

could explain the considerable reluctance to adopt them on the part of those work-

ing with the IA system on a daily basis. Thus, the more useful a set of indicators 

potentially is, the harder it will be to agree on the design, especially when it in-

cludes an aggregate index. Here the problem that quality is not neutral vis-à-vis 

different stakeholders in IA (Radaelli 2005) presents itself again. Since indicators 

are tied to specific notions of quality, agreement on indicators is a political mile-

stone. And even if agreement could be reached – for instance on a list of rather 

loosely composed indicators – problems are likely to arise with regards to the use 

of the information produced by the individual indicators. Here it is important to 

have a forum (like annual reviews, or hearings in Parliament, or more sophisti-

cated open coordination platforms) where the information produced by indicators 

for monitoring purposes is used to kick-off discussion and learning-oriented us-

ages of information.2 

The recent experience with implementing indicators in the development 

of regulatory policy at the EU level tentatively confirms that tying consequences 

to a set of indicators represents the greatest challenge. The policy discussion on 

using indicators in the EU context has largely been of a technical nature and has 

lacked concrete commitments. Perhaps this is unsurprising given the diffusion of 

principles of better regulation in the EU and the great variation in implementation 

of IA. Still, if policy-makers are committed to regulatory quality, they should 

make use of measures to show results to their stakeholders. According to the latest 

accounts some governments ‘are “reluctant although not opposed” to make the 

step of adopting common indicators’ (Radaelli 2007). Political hesitation notwith-

                                                           
2 On the relationship between monitoring and learning see Radaelli and De Francesco (2007a) who 

in turn draw on the path-breaking intuition of Charles Sabel. 
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standing, statements on the desirability of using indicators in EU regulatory policy 

are plentiful. There is for instance the Four Presidencies Initiative of January 2004 

declaring that ‘the Commission should propose indicators to measure progress 

with regulatory quality and reform at European and Member State level for activa-

tion through the Open Method of Coordination and for application in impact as-

sessments’. The presidencies also stated that ‘[p]rogress can best be measured if 

such indicators are quantitative’. Concretely, ‘the administrative burden for com-

panies’ is proposed as a useful indicator, although it remains unclear of what qual-

ity aspect it would give an indication. Targets for administrative burden reduction 

and systems of indicators of regulatory quality should be kept analytically sepa-

rate: one cannot achieve quality assurance goals by using the former and ignoring 

the latter.  

The High Level Group of National Regulatory Experts has put indicators 

on the policy agenda, but they were never formally adopted – only discussed. The 

informal body consisting of civil servants coordinating EU regulatory policy at the 

member state level known as ‘Directors of Better Regulation’ (DBR), which over-

laps greatly with the High Level Group in terms of its members, has also held ses-

sions discussing indicators of regulatory quality in more general terms (Radaelli 

2006).The results of a 2007 survey held among these European experts on Better 

Regulation in the context of the Intune research project (www.intune.it) also sug-

gests that the adoption of indicators is not felt as a priority in this policy commu-

nity. Only 20% of the respondents chose regulatory indicators as one of the three 

major items that should feature on the future BR agenda. 

 

The Commission communication on Better Regulation for Growth and Jobs in the 

European Union from 2005 contains the following wording on indicators: 

 

– ‘The Commission intends to discuss in this group the development of a co-

herent set of common indicators to monitor progress as regards the quality 

of the regulatory environment both at EU level and in the Member States 

themselves, as a basis for benchmarking. The Commission will encourage 

Member States to adopt such indicators to define targets and priorities for 

their better regulation programmes for the coming years in their national 

Lisbon programmes.’ (European Commission 2005, p. 10) 

 

Tellingly, a later policy document of the same agenda-setting stature does not 

mention indicators at all (European Commission 2006). In the meantime, the 

Council has agreed on targets for the reduction of administrative burdens in March 

2007.  

It is the use of indicators rather than their design, which is pivotal to their 

success as aid in policy processes. First of all, indicators are more likely to be used 

if they capture variables on which policy-makers can intervene – a large number 

of variables affecting the business and social environment are not controllable by 

governments. Secondly, the types of indicators that are likely to win agreement 
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among all political actors are also likely to be the ones that are amenable to vari-

ous uses and interpretations. To illustrate this point we borrow from the indicators 

debate in the audit sector: Scott (2003) observes that even if the use of non-

financial performance indicators has become fashion among auditing institutions, 

these are still interpreted through the lens of the traditional pre-occupation with 

narrow financial controls. Similarly, actors using indicators in policy processes are 

bound to do so with their personal or institutional notions of ‘better regulation’ 

and ‘best practice impact assessment’ in mind. 

Apart from the bias problem, and regardless of the method of selecting 

indicators, one either needs meta-criteria (method 1) or well-defined quality di-

mensions (method 2) to enable indicators to actually indicate something beyond 

their direct objects of measurement, instead of reducing their outcomes to frag-

mented pieces of information. For instance, it is impossible to design an indicator 

measuring whether IA fosters ‘subsidiarity-wise’ regulation without a clear con-

cept of what is meant by subsidiarity in the first place. The only way to develop a 

meaningful system of indicators is to develop a consensus on what the EU wants 

out of impact assessment and better regulation more generally. 

The use of a set of indicators that is integrated in the policy process could 

help the Commission to monitor IA quality and report on the progress in a system-

atic way so as to become more accountable to stakeholders. Furthermore, indica-

tors could help the Member States to make progress in a common direction, pro-

vided that this common direction has been defined in advance. Here we are back 

to the core of the problem: the definition of goals is linked to measuring their at-

tainment, the stakes are raised and agreement becomes more difficult to attain. 

However, if indicators are seen by governments as a diagnostic tool to assist in 

identifying priority areas for improving their regulatory policies (Jacobzone 2007), 

designing common indicators becomes a real possibility. The Directors of Better 

Regulation (DBR) can be the forum where data are collected and technical discus-

sions on indicators take place.  

Some big questions in the debate are: to what extent does quantification 

assists in the integration of different dimensions? What is the best balance be-

tween quantification and monetization? Why is quantification so difficult in 

Europe – as opposed to the USA? In order to start addressing this question, meas-

ures are indispensable. An implication is that we have to be clear about the impli-

cations of our measures: if an indicator shows that quantification is difficult, is this 

a good or a bad thing in relation to our notion of quality? If indicators show that 

regulators use a model instead of a framework to assess environmental policy is-

sues, is this an improvement in terms of quality or not? What is the role of trade-

offs between desirable dimensions of integration and how can this be measured 

via indicators? These are difficult questions, but they cannot be ignored, because 

they lead to a strong notion of quality, that goes beyond the accuracy of cost and 

benefits estimates. 

Another change of perspective that could forge a breakthrough in the im-

passe on using indicators in a policy context is to distinguish between different 

levels of indicators. Going back to the three-tiered system of indicators of Radaelli 



15 

and De Francesco, the key is to ensure the set of indicators fits with the stage of 

implementation of a state’s impact assessment system. It is crucial to find the right 

timing for moving from macro indicators on guidance documents, to micro (at the 

level of individual IAs) indicators suitable for internal evaluation, and then to plu-

ralistic external evaluation3 to consolidate better regulation as public policy. In or-

der to achieve the latter, strategic and operational management, specific structures, 

and dedicated tools are required.  

To date there is only one real-life example of the third type of evaluations 

and even there the indicators approach was not taken explicitly: the evaluation of 

the European Commission’s impact assessment system by The Evaluation Part-

nership (2007). A peer review of the better regulation policies in the EU15 mem-

bers states is under way at the OECD (funded by the European Commission) but it 

is not clear to what extent the peer reviewers will make use of indicators. Those 

member states which so far only have basic approaches to regulatory quality and 

impact assessment programmes in pilot stages could be content with the baseline 

indicators of the first level. They could already adopt some of the more simple in-

dicators of level two, which are on the whole more suitable for member states with 

experience in consultation, simplification, and the assessment of administrative 

burdens if not with impact assessment per se. 

Concluding remarks 

As this chapter has shown, there is no shortage of possible indicators to be used.. 

In this chapter we have introduced different types of indicators, and discussed 

their trade-offs. One challenging issue is how to fit regulatory indicators to the 

demands of (academic) research and, most crucially, the institutional and political 

settings of the environment in which information is produced and exchanged, tak-

ing into account the given that information can be used to mislead rather than in-

form the public or not used at all. 

 Indicators present their own set of challenges, but they provide opportunities too. 

They are a tool to reveal the preferences of policy-makers. If properly supported 

by operational and strategic management, they can also link knowledge and utili-

zation for policy purposes. In the long-term, they are a pre-requisite for constant 

improvement and convergence of better regulation policies in Europe. Finally, and 

perhaps more importantly in the long term, regulatory indicators are a transparent 

way through which better regulators can communicate with citizens and firms, and 

support a wide social debate on the results achieved by better regulation policies. 

As such, their potential for regulatory accountability is considerable. 

                                                           
3 Pluralistic evaluation refers to a situation in which different governmental and non-governmental 

bodies engage in policy evaluation from different perspectives. See Schwartz, R. and J. Mayne 

(Eds) (2005). Quality Matters: Seeking Confidence in Evaluating, Auditing and Performance re-

porting. New Brunswick/London: Transaction Publishers, p. 25. 
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