
 
 

The distinctive feature of modern science as regards the classical conception is that it focuses on the method 
rather than the metaphysical principles. This characteristic makes modern science empirical. By saying this we 

mean that its starting point is not in categories which are previously established by deduction; instead, it 
recognizes phenomena, it measures them, it establishes correlations, it elaborates theories and verifies these 

theories with new measurements and/or experiments. This implies that in those fields where the reduction and 
expression of observed phenomena to a homogeneous unit is possible, measurement is the starting point for 

knowledge. 
 

This has already become obvious for us and, therefore, the reflection upon measurement in economics may 
seem a minor activity. Economics does not suffer from the same difficulties as the rest of the social sciences, 
because its object of study is less complex and heterogeneous. In fact, exchange relationships are expressed in 

terms of prices, and these are measurable and, therefore, capable of being objectified and mathematically 
operated. However, the matter is far from lacking a problematic nature. The price system is the language of 

economic exchange. But in the same way in which a verbal language can be impoverished or unable to express 
certain ideas, a price system can reproduce diversions which do not show with transparency the productivity 
relations nor the degree of access to goods (in magnitude and diffusion) that society would desire. It is well-
known that in imperfect markets prices are the result of several distortions, which means they can slant the 

economic behavior towards objectives which are not pursued by everyone. Power imbalances in society are also 
reflected in markets. This leads to the following question: is there any connection between measurement and 
values? Should options and value judgments in economic measurement be clarified or can we take economic 

data as neutral in terms of value?  
 

We can even ask ourselves a previous question: can we reduce the economic phenomenon to prices, which leads 
to considering that everything can be measurable? What is the nature of measurement? This leads us to reflect, 
as Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas did, on the exercise we practice when measuring. This task can give us clarity 

in times when the mathematization of our science leads researchers to excessively emphasize the display of 
techniques, which are only the means, over the debate on the ends of our science. The question regarding the 
meaning disappeared from scientific debate long ago. But a science can hardly develop without orientation, 

without a meaning.  
 

We can add other fundamental issues which come from the practice of measurement in the applied field, such 
as the matter of measuring welfare, the so-called “unobserved economy” and the institutional conditions 

required for the practice of measurement. 
 

Probably lead by A. Sen, the strong criticism on using the GDP as the measure of welfare began several decades 
ago. The flaws and limitations of such indicator are well-known. Alternative indexes have appeared in this 

context, which try to add dimensions which had not been included when measuring the economic activity. The 



most popular one is probably the Human Development Index from the UNDP. We should also mention the 
call made last year by the president of France N. Sarkozy to A. Sen and J. Stiglitz to create an alternative 

measure to the GDP. Without debating about these initiatives, we should mention that their operation does not 
lack from difficulties, which results from considering phenomena with heterogeneous units and orders of 

magnitude. On the other hand, there is a calculation in the System of National Accounts which solves many of 
the objections presented to the GDP –the Social Accounting Matrix. This matrix enables us to relate the 

production, the distribution of income, consumption and saving, capital accumulation and natural resources. 
The difficulty in its implementation –or even the lack of interest shown by administrations- has resulted in the 

fact that very few countries have calculated it, which constitutes a real pending matter for economic 
measurement.  

 
In an even higher application level, we have the difficulty of quantifying a large amount of the economic 

production, as in those activities done on the margins of law. The task of capturing the value of those activities 
which are, in terms of their operation form, unobservable through traditional methods belongs to a developing 

specialty.  
 

Finally, to the theoretical and practical difficulties we should also add the need to follow certain conditions –
institutional, political, etc.- in order to elaborate valid measurements for economic analysis. Nowadays, in our 

country and in the world, we are bearing the consequences of the expansion wave generated by disappointment. 
Without considering the ethical aspects, this opens the debate on measurement and institutions, which 

constitute an unavoidable ingredient for the possibility of the task we are dealing with.  
 

The elements analyzed above offer a framework for deepening the study of practical, theoretical and even 
epistemological difficulties, associated with the task of economic measurement. 

 
The conference we present, aimed at those who study economic science and the various social and human 
sciences, intends to generate a space for reflection upon the theoretical problems and practical challenges 

implied in measurement. In crossing the conventional limits of economics, we mean to practice an 
interdisciplinary method which allows us to address the issue of measurement from multiple angles and 
therefore open new collaboration channels among scientists while giving orientation for action as well.  

 

 
 
 


