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This workshop introduces measures of economic complexity as initially developed by Cesar Hidalgo 

and Ricardo Hausmann, and discusses their potential for research on the political economy of socio-

economic development. 

 

The complexity of a country, a city, or a region is meant to represent its ability engage in complex 

economic activities such as the production of complex products, i.e. products that require many 

technological and institutional capabilities. It has been argued that the complexity of a country is 

predictive for future economic prosperity. We critically discuss the potential of this concept and 

apply it to various country cases, illustrating its novel policy implications and its usefulness in 

explaining global inequality.  

 

We pay particular attention to what the measure actually represents and what it does not. This not 

only leads us to an interesting discussion of economic measures per se, but – if the measure is 

complemented by other indicators and economic theory - also helps to delineate different 

development models in the global economy, and leads to a discussion of which global institutions are 

necessary to ensure just and sustainable development.  

 

The workshop also contains an applied part in which students learn to work with the data online. 

Some exemplary R and Python code to work with the data in more sophisticated applications is also 

supplied, but not explicitly discussed.  

 

At the end of the workshop we discuss various research avenues that can be pursued using the 

measure of economic complexity. Suggestions from the participants are particularly welcome. 
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Outline of the course: 

 
1. General introduction: drivers of economic development 

We discuss potential explanations of why some countries are rich, and some are poor, and how 

this leads to the idea of economic complexity. 
 

2. The measure of Economic Complexity: historical genesis 

We trace the development of the measure to the original publications and contextualize them into 

their historical context. 
 

3. The mechanics of the measures: how to calculate complexity 

We learn how the measure is actually computed and how it works. 
 

4. The theory: structuralism, evolution and econophysics 

Now that we know about how to calculate economic complexity, we learn about the underlying 

theory. This is not as straightforward as you might first expect. It turns out that economic 

complexity has many theoretical roots, including physics, Latin American structuralism, 

evolutionary economics, and more. 
 

5. Advantages and critique of the measure 

We summarize the advantages of the measure, but also discuss common critiques. This helps to 

understand when the measure is actually useful. 
 

6. Applications 

We look at applications of the measure in both academic research and policy design. 
 

7. Practice: using data on economic complexity 

We look how we can get the relevant data and explore economic complexity with tools provided 

in the internet (most importantly, the Atlas of Economic Complexity, and the Observatory of 

Economic Complexity). I will also discuss how the data can be further processes, e.g. in R. 
 

8. Thinking further: the political economy of economic complexity 

Many facts of economic complexity remain under-explored, including the political economy 

dimension. We discuss what it means to take the measure and the corresponding theory seriously, 

and how international and national trade and industrial policies must change if one aspires 

sustainable and egalitarian development. We also learn how the measure can be combined with 

other tools to identify various development models in the global economy, and what further tools 

are needed to make sense of the underlying political economy issues. 
 

9. Outlook: using economic complexity for your own research 

In the general discussion we ask how you can – or cannot – use the measure and the theory in 

your own research. 
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