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As with the discursive power of language
to shape what we know about the world,
quantification has become central to
the ways that we perceive the world
and design policies to govern it. In
other words, numbers have become the
language of contemporary governance.
The METRO conference will discuss the
need to focus not only on the nominal
qualities of the numbers themselves but
on ‘the people classified, the experts
who classify, study and help them, the
institutions within which the experts
and their subjects interact, and through
which authorities control’ (Hacking
2007:295). From the data visualizations
of nowcasted epidemiological data in
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic
to calculation practices of the costs
of climate change, conference
presentations will engage with the
practices, actors, and institutions of
quantification.

Registration
Registration to the conference is
through Eventbrite:


bit.ly/TheMetroConference

PROGRAMME
AT A G L A N C E

 Wednesday 22 Sept 2021, 14:00-18:30 BST
 14.00-15.30

 15:30-15:40
 15.40-16.55
 16:55-17:15
 17.15-18.30

Short welcome, Keynote and METRO
project presentation: How Quantification
Shapes Visibility (by Wendy Espeland)
/ Global Public Policy as an Epistemic
Infrastructure (METRO team)
Break
Session 1: Quantification and Governance
Break
Session 2: Tools of Quantification:
Nowcasting, Comparisons, and Expertise

 Thursday 23 Sept 2021, 14:00-18:30 BST
 14.00-14.50
 14:50-15:00
 15.00-16.15
 16:15-16:30
 16.30-17:45
 17:45-18:30

Keynote: Measuring Social Science
Umbrella Concepts (by Mary Morgan)
Break
Session 3: Practices of Ranking
Break
Session 4: Capturing Culture, Climate
Change, and Poverty
Closing comments and discussion
(Richard Rottenburg)
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 Wednesday 22 Sept 2021, 14:00-18:30 BST
 14.00-14.30 Welcome and Keynote Lecture
Chair: Christina Boswell (University of Edinburgh)
How Quantification Shapes Visibility
Wendy Espeland (Northwestern University)
My talk examines how quantification constructs relations of visibility. By that I mean how what
we attend to and ignore is mediated by numbers. Forms of visibility and invisibility can create,
reinforce, or redress inequalities. I offer three examples. Social scientists’ efforts to measure sexual
behavior shaped the modern U.S. gay rights movement. Measures of sexual practice influenced
how participants in an emerging movement understood themselves and how they organized.
Here, measures helped to produce a political identity. Efforts to quantify the social impacts of a
proposed dam that would require the forced relocation of an indigenous people created a distorted
visibility. Sacred land, something fundamental to Yavapai identity, is incommensurable and therefore
incompatible with quantification. Measuring the consequences of the loss of their land and, in
effect, their identity, was a necessary component of the decision framework that integrated the
values and preferences of all stakeholders in the decision. The Yavapai mobilized to express what
commensuration had erased, making visible what had been rendered invisible. Finally, in the 2016
and 2020 U.S. presidential elections, polls systematically underestimated support for Donald Trump,
making his supporters a less visible constituency in American politics. This bias affected political
strategies and caused many to question the legitimacy of polling. For some Trump supporters, it
appears that their relative invisibility was intentional. My examples show how the forms of legibility
and comparison that numbers produce can deeply influence how we decide, predict and protest.
Bio: Wendy Espeland is a Professor of Sociology at Northwestern University. She works in the
areas of quantification, organizations, culture, and social theory. Her book, Engine’s of Anxiety:
Academic Rankings, Reputation, and Accountability (with Michael Sauder) examines the effects of
rankings on higher education, with a focus on law schools. Other work analyzes how quantification
shapes organizational decision-making, cultures, technology, and politics in a variety of institutional
contexts.
 14:30 -15:30 METRO PROJECT PRESENTATION
Chair: Christina Boswell (University of Edinburgh)
The New Production of Governing Knowledge: Theorising the Rise of Global Public Policy as
an Epistemic Infrastructure
Sotiria Grek, Justyna Bandola-Gill and Marlee Tichenor (University of Edinburgh)
Despite the multiplicity of actors, crises and fields of action, global governance has known one
constant: the ubiquity of statistical information in attempts to produce knowledge to steer governance
and tame complex problems. These measurements have become proxies for countries’ progress,
and they have become the means by which different entities – multilateral and bilateral funding
organisations, non-governmental and philanthropic organisations, and the countries themselves
– make priorities about investments and policy decisions both internationally and domestically.
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In transnational governance, numbers are enacted as new forms of ‘technologies of government’
(Miller, 2001) not only through their expansion into new spaces but also in the types of political
effects they achieve. As they frame issues, link policy instruments and connect diverse actors,
quantification emerges, in fact, as the central venue for ‘policy work’ (Colebatch, 2006), and as such,
its production is of high significance to global public policy studies.
Our presentation will explore this phenomenon through an empirical analysis based on the findings
of the European Research Council funded project ‘International Organisations and the Rise of a
Global Metrological Field’ (METRO, 2017-2022). The quantification of global governance has led to
new relationships and new practices that require an innovative analytical lens.
The presentation will explore these phenomena in the context of the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) and their affiliated indicators, debated and introduced in 2015. More specifically, we
will explore two interlinked processes, central to the emergence of the SDGs. On the one hand,
the SDGs are characterised by the technocratic drive for ‘hyper-quantification’ as they aim to be an
all-encapsulating monitoring project. On the other hand, the SDGs are guided by the principle of
country ownership and seemingly democratic forms of decision-making.
The SDGs, through these interlinked and contentious processes, have not only sped up the
quantification of governance, but they have also led to new materialities, new interdependencies
and new governing ideas; our work examines the increasing complexity of the production of
numbers for governance by offering a theorisation of global public policy as an emergent ‘epistemic
infrastructure’.
 15:30 -15:40

BREAK

 15.40-16.55

SESSION 1: QUANTIFICATION AND GOVERNANCE

Knowing the Future: Prognostic Expertise in Global Governance
John Berten (University of Tübingen) and Matthias Kranke (University of Kassel)
The field of International Relations has developed a strong interest in expertise as a distinct source
of authority in global governance. In this paper, we suggest that the resulting scholarship has not
differentiated between what we call diagnostic and prognostic expertise, and thus fails to recognise
the implications of basing expertise on past experience versus future anticipations.
While much research is implicitly guided by the notion of ‘diagnostic expertise’, our novel concept of
‘prognostic expertise’ addresses the paradox of rendering knowable what has not yet happened –
the future.
In particular, we focus our attention on a fundamental puzzle ensuing from the pursuit of prognostic
expertise in global governance: How to ascertain authority on the basis of future knowledge, which
is not simply uncertain and contested but forms an inherently fragile foundation? To introduce and
develop this novel concept, we delineate features of prognostic, as opposed to diagnostic, expertise.
We also illustrate how prognostic expertise works in practice through brief case studies of different
types of transnational actors whose activities blend backward- and forward-looking forms of
knowledge. Through a conceptualisation of the underexplored but increasingly widespread
phenomenon of prognostic expertise, the paper contributes to and extends existing research on the
role of authority across various domains of global governance.

CONFERENCE PROGRAMME
QUANTIFYING THE WORLD

Varieties of SDG governance in Europe: A Monitoring and Evaluation Perspective
Fabrizio De Francesco (University of Strathclyde) and Valérie Pattyn (Leiden University)
Since the international community endorsed the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the issue
of goal achievement has been a leading topic of debate. However, while discourse about the SDGs
has primarily focused on ‘whether the goals’ are achieved, little is known about the monitoring and
evaluation (M&E) frameworks that countries have designed to support them in SDG national planning
and reporting. Inspired by Gudmundsson et al. 2016, we conceive an M&E framework as the way
governments organize and conceptualize information and actions to inform progress towards the
SDGs.
Despite the common UN goals, one could expect that the design of such M&E frameworks is
largely mediated by the broader politico-administrative setting in which policy actors operate. In this
contribution, we address this issue, and scrutinize the M&E framework of three European countries
with different institutional legacies and a different evaluation tradition: the UK, The Netherlands and
Belgium.
Relying on document analysis, and a series of elite interviews in all three countries with the national
statistical authorities, national audit offices, and the SDG teams in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
our study identifies some distinguishing country-specific M&E features not only in the level of
development and institutionalisation of M&E frameworks, but also in terms of substance of data
collected, or the extent in which trade-offs between different goals are taken into consideration.
Besides, the study reveals how countries strategically approach their M&E frameworks, which is
illustrative for the politics underpinning the SDGs.
Statistical Capacity Development as a Tool for Global Governance
Marlee Tichenor (University of Edinburgh)
Particularly since 2000, statistical capacity has been designated as a development objective in its
own right, one that requires technical and financial investment to make progress on economic,
environmental, and social development goals.
An important moment in its ascension on global agendas was the inclusion of five indicators to
measure progress on statistical capacity development in the Sustainable Development Goals,
which was met with approval by many in the global statistics community working in United
Nations agencies, national statistics offices, and affiliated non-governmental organizations. In this
presentation, I will discuss how statistical capacity is a wide category that these varying actors
populate with different conceptions of how one strengthens the capacity to measure phenomena and
these measurements’ policy ramifications.
With their mandates that carve out spaces of the sustainable development agenda, UN agencies,
Bretton Woods agencies, and other donors provide various forms of technical and financial support
to statistics – such as in-person and virtual trainings, support for development data production,
pilot studies, and the development of National Strategies for the Development of Statistics – that
often strengthen their own development agendas and serve as a means for these international
organisations to assert their authority in the global governance space.

 16:55 -17:15

BREAK
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 17.15-18.30

SESSION 2:
TOOLS OF QUANTIFICATION: NOWCASTING, COMPARISONS, AND EXPERTISE

The Politics of Dashboards: Casting Epidemiological Data Then and Now
Lukas Engelmann (University of Edinburgh)
Dashboards, such as the one provided by the Johns Hopkins University, have become a fixture in the
iconography of Covid-19. With my paper, I will seek to embed and contextualise this novel instrument
of visualisation within the wider history of epidemiological data practices. I ask on the one hand, how
the implied visibility and transparency of epidemiological metrics has shifted access to data and how
it transformed expertise based on the analysis of data.
Dashboards imply access to large datasets, dedication to principles of open data and allude to
an imagined global standardisation of relevant data collection. On the other hand, my paper will
illuminate the dashboard’s promise of nowcasting, as it offers an apparent capture of the pandemic
in real time, updated in daily, hourly or even shorter intervals.
Nowcasting, the prediction of the present based on selected indicators from the recent past,
embodies a significant shift in the representation of epidemiological knowledge. I will compare
and contrast these politics of the dashboard with historical methods of collecting, visualising
and communication data within pandemics of the twentieth century. This in turn might further
illuminate how and in what specific ways Covid-19 has indeed brought about a step-change in the
communication and representation of epidemiological knowledge.
The Private Making of Epistemic Infrastructures in Global Health
Annabelle Littoz-Monnet (Graduate Institute of International Relations and Development Studies)
This paper explores the role of private actors in the production of global metrics in health governance
– with a specific focus on non-communicable diseases (NCDs).
The global health metrics used in global health by the WHO, the World Bank or even global
professional associations have been produced either for or by private actors.
On the one hand, the WHO, concerned to attract private investments and private funders, sustained
a governance mode in which digital data and algorithms were mobilized in order to set priorities and
calculate the impact of existing interventions and eventually showcase the benefits of ‘investing’ into
NCDs. On the other hand, and because they also wanted to direct their own investments where most
‘cost-effective’, philanthropic players found the production of large datasets highly appealing and
created ‘data institutes’ specifically designed to produce large data and estimates.
These metrics and the models with which they have been ‘calculated’ has resulted in the production
of NCDs as a technical, individual, biomedical and marketable problem.
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Global Public Policy and the Production of Expertise
Sotiria Grek (University of Edinburgh)
Through a sociological analysis of some of the key actors that have become central to transnational
governance over the last decade, this presentation will focus on the processes that influence and
steer the production of expert knowledge.
The paper adopts the position that its construction is not ‘organic’ -the product of traditional
knowledge-making as it became dominant from the Enlightenment onwards-, but rather the outcome
of complex undertakings that often imbricate a wide variety of actors -including decision-makers- and
fields.
The presentation will build on the shift from Mode 1 to Mode 2 knowledge production (Gibbons et al
1994) in order to document further changes to how expert knowledge is produced today: it will argue
that, at least in the field of global public policy, we see concerted efforts to produce expert knowledge
that is both contextual and universal; that is heavily influenced by economics; that focuses equally
on technocratic and political accountability; and that sees brokerage and consensus-making as the
ultimate goals in an increasingly polarised and uncertain post-pandemic world.

 Thursday 23 Sept 2021, 14:00-18:30 BST
 14.00-14.50 Keynote Lecture
Chair: Donald MacKenzie (University of Edinburgh)
Measuring Social Science Umbrella Concepts
Mary Morgan (London School of Economics)
A number of important social science umbrella terms used in public domains are relatively well-defined, and invite quantification in their framing, yet their measurement can be, in practice, deeply
problematic. ‘Poverty’, ‘development’ and ‘national income’ provide good examples of these umbrella concepts. Each of them incorporates a set of disparate elements, and they have acquired measurements, in the sense that scientific/administrative structures have devised measuring systems for
them. But the difficulties - in choosing what elements exactly to measure, in valuing those elements,
and in combining numbers for those many elements crowded under these umbrella terms - raise
questions about the representing power of the numbers, and so their integrity as good measurements.
At the same time, since these numbers are regularly used for public action, the accountability, as well
as the integrity of the measuring systems, needs consideration. Whereas the accounting framework
of the national income measuring sysem provides its own internal regime of quality control - for the
‘indicator’ measurements systems of poverty and development (such as the SDGs), there are no
obvious audits for quality beyond the institutions that oversee them. On the other hand, those latter
indicator numbers can more easily be used by special interest groups to hold governments to account - so there may be public domain accountability without internal audit.
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Bio: Mary S. Morgan is the Albert O. Hirschman Professor of History and Philosophy of Economics at
the London School of Economics; she is an elected Fellow of the British Academy, and an Overseas
Fellow of the Royal Dutch Academy of Arts and Sciences. She has published widely on social scientists’ practices of modelling, observing, measuring and making case studies, and has long-standing interests in tracing how social science research is used to effect change in the world. She has
just completed an ERC team project on ‘Narrative Science’ investigating the functions of narratives
across the natural, human and social sciences.
 14:50-15:00

BREAK

 15:00-16:15

SESSION 3: PRACTICES OF RANKING

Enticing the ‘Will to Perform’: Ranking and Competitions in the Market for Virtue
Afshin Mehrpouya (HEC Paris) and Rita Samiolo (King’s College London)
A growing number of social problems framed as market failures are being addressed by means of
market mechanisms centred around competition. A prominent example is the use of rankings to
entice companies to compete for their social and environmental performance, making social and
environmental issues allegedly governable by means of competition. Through the case of the Access
to Medicine Index in the pharmaceutical industry, we examine the design efforts whereby the ranker
seeks to entice companies’ disposition to compete for the attainment of a social goal, their “will to
perform”. We find that contriving a competitive game rests on a set of interlinked processes: scarcifying performance vis-a`-vis several imagined publics to create excitement, purifying competition from
its excess of conflict, shame and guilt, and triggering a multiplying mechanism whereby individual
company achievements can be turned into industry-wide benchmarks to normalize improvements
across the industry. We examine competition as a discursive precondition of the process of ranking, an aspiration which rankings come to embody in their design and scalar properties, while their
intended effects on the ranked may not necessarily materialise.
Ranking Strategy: How Organisations Respond to the New Competitive Battlefields
Neil Pollock, Luciana D’Adderio, Martin Kornberger (University of Edinburgh)
The thesis that rankings do more than just make visible an organisation’s position viz-a-viz a competitor, but stimulate new competitive rivalries, has provoked much interest. Yet, to date, we lack an
understanding of how such competitive rivalries unfold at the level of organisational strategy. Put simply, if competition is played out in rankings, how does this change the way organisations strategise?
We answer this question through an ethnographic study of how information technology organisations
engage with rankings. The strategic responses we observed included ‘leapfrogging a rival’, ‘de-positioning a competitor’, ‘owning a market’, and ‘encouraging a break-out’, which together are theorised as ‘ranking strategy’. This novel conceptualisation extends understanding of the organisational
response to rankings by showing how common reactions like gaming are only the tip of the iceberg
of a broader array of strategic responses. Our study also throws light on the different ways a ranking
can pattern competitive rivalries, including creating more episodic forms of rivalry.
‘Rankings are here to stay’: Exploring the organizational engine of rank-ordered league tables
Leopold Ringel (Bielefeld University)
Adding to scholarship that unpacks how rankings have become widespread and impactful measures, my presentation foregrounds the organizational practices that their producers engage in.
While the extant literature tends to emphasize the properties of rankings as devices that quantify and
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commensurate, I am going to argue that rankers devise a host of activities that are pivotal but have
largely been ignored or paid only minor attention to in scholarly debates. Draw-ing from a qualitative data set of interviews with producers of rankings in a variety of sectors, I will show that rankers
(a) create and sustain important social ties with stakeholders, (b) in-creasingly turn the publication
into a carefully orchestrated public performance, and (c) spent a great deal of time and energy to
maintain their authority in spite of frequent legitimacy chal-lenges. Each in their own way, these three
bundles of activities undergird the success of con-temporary rankings, whether it concerns ‘getting
the ranked hooked’ through continuous social interaction, being able to address heterogeneous and
large audiences, or remaining steadfast when facing criticism and contestation.
 16:15-16:30

BREAK

 16:30-17:45

SESSION 4: CAPTURING CULTURE, CLIMATE CHANGE, AND POVERTY

Mapping Cultural Dispersal
Morgan Currie and Melisa Miranda Correa (University of Edinburgh)
The Culture and Communities Mapping Project, based in Edinburgh, draws on cultural mapping
and Geospatial Information Technologies (GIS) to analyse relationships between cultural spaces,
events, and local communities. In this talk, we will present this project in the context of broader shifts
towards datafication of the cultural sector, from arts indexes to performance metrics for evidencebased policy. We also position the project alongside other traditions of cultural mapping that explore
qualitative, affective, non-representational uses of maps to draw out feelings, memories and stories
about place. The Culture and Communities Mapping Project takes a multidisciplinary approach. The
project uses participatory mapping to prompt memories, feelings and tangible details about cultural
spaces. We also draw on public and private datasets and the data generated by our workshops to
create digital maps that offer a geospatial understanding of cultural assets and illuminate meaningful
differences across Edinburgh’s neighbourhoods – these maps can be of interest to stakeholders,
such as the Edinburgh Council and Edinburgh Festivals, to guide cultural policy. In this way, the
maps serve as boundary objects – what Star and Griesemer call forms or representations that
different communities can all share, while keeping their own understanding of the representation. For
us as researchers, the project explores how community mapping, data and online tools can help us
reflect on Edinburgh’s cultural geography and steer the city in a more inclusive manner.
The Costs of Climate Change
Dan Hirschman (Brown University)
How much will climate change cost? How will we know? In this talk, I outline preliminary results from
a new research project on the role of economic experts in constructing climate change as a social
problem. Most prior STS research on climate change has focused on natural scientists, from the
technical underpinnings of climate data to public controversies over the basic facts of climate change
sustained by fossil fuel industry campaigns.
These dynamics have produced a tendency among natural scientists towards “erring on the side of
least drama” (Brysse et al 2013), downplaying the possibility of extreme negative events. In turn, I
argue that climate economics has doubled down on this tendency, building “least drama” economic
models atop already truncated climate models that project minimal aggregate damages from levels
of warming seen as catastrophic by most natural scientists.
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This tendency has influenced American environmental policy by lowering the consensus “social
cost of carbon” used in regulatory cost-benefit analysis and thus justified very modest regulatory
responses (even under Democratic administrations). At the same time, forecasts of renewable energy
have repeatedly underestimated the rapid declines in the costs of solar and wind power. Members
of the climate change countermovement point to both these low estimates of damages and high
estimates of mitigation to make the case for delaying climate action.
Cultures of Quantification in the Global Governance of Poverty
Justyna Bandola-Gill (University of Edinburgh)
One of the defining qualities of contemporary global governance is an expansion of quantification
with a growing number of often competing indicators. Consequently, over the last two decades,
the vast majority of organisations active in the realm have transformed into calculative spaces.
This presentation will explore how different organisational cultures of quantification shape both
the production of indicators and the way they are mobilised in political settings. Building on an
exploration of the production of poverty indicators by the World Bank, UNDP and UNICEF, I will
discuss three types of quantitative cultures: technocratic, pragmatic and causative. These different
quantitative cultures differ in terms of the underpinning understandings of quantification and its
prerogatives - consequently enacting diverse ideas of objectivity and forms of expertise. This paper
will contribute to the debates in the sociology of quantification and science and technology studies
by exploring how organisational machineries of knowledge production shape and are shaped by the
quantitative formats.

 17:45-18:30

Q&A and Closing Comments by Richard Rottenburg
(Martin-Luther-University of Halle-Wittenberg)

