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Introduction 
 

The art of measuring democracy is as problematic as it is necessary. Especially in 

times where the world is experiencing dramatic changes, we’re seeing nations like Hungary 

and Poland embed authoritarian and illiberal practices under the guise of “necessity” and 

“efficiency” due to the exceptional circumstances (Erlanger, 2020). Measures of democracy 

are used by both academics and the public to evaluate contemporary polities and to 

attempt so form of comparative evaluation of their performances. Proper units of 

measurements are necessary if we’re to seriously critique or extol judgement on the various 

member states of the EU, especially if we wish to avoid normative of baseless accusations 

deeply rooted in preconceived notions of political ethics.  

 

This working paper seeks to first introduce the reader to the short history of 

democracy measurement, starting in the 1950s up until recent research in the field. It will 

provide in this section a short explanation of what a democracy is, what a good measure of 

democracy would need to include, and whether or not these measurements are feasible 

when evaluating polities in a fast paced and rapidly developing world. Secondly, the paper 

will introduce a series of popular democracy indexes, and critically evaluate their usability 

before concluding with a third section exploring the benefits of the V-Dem Index. 
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Part 1: the development of measurements of democracy 
 
 

Over the last 70 years, the field of democracy measurements has developed into a 

highly sophisticated set of theories and methodological practices (Giebler, 2018). Three 

problems still remain in the field. Firstlu, there’s the problem of conceptualizing the 

normative terms. What is a democracy? Secondly, there’s the problem of measuring. Should 

we use public opinion or experts’? Thirdly, there’s the issue of application. How do we even 

use these indexes properly? This development has unfortunately led to surprisingly few 

clear definitions and theoretical tools (Bollen, 1991) and not one single index seems to 

incorporate the necessary information (Munck & Verkuilen, 2002). However, instead of 

discrediting democracy indexes, it should rather be viewed as a plethora of different ways of 

measuring democracy. The first phase of studies started in the 1950’s after WW2, and 

followed the theories of Dahl (1956) and Lipset (1959). They meant that democracy was as a 

social mechanism for the resolution of societal decision making among conflicting interest 

group. The central question of this first period was how to recognize and create a stable 

democracy. However, LIpset used some rather crude typologies and research in this period 

lacked proper methodologies and theory. The term “stable” and “unstable democracies” 

garnered significant critique for being binary (Cutright, 1963) and excluding participatory 

elements like parties and constitutions (Neubaur, 1967). 

The second phase of democracy studies in the 1970s to the late 1980s were defined 

by their increased sophistication and differentiation. Political economy and international 

relations started to incorporate measurement of democracy in their fields, and vice versa. 

Famous indexes, like Freedom House began circulating in this period, in 1978. This period 

saw the application of structural equation models (SEMs) and related models to explain the 

structure of theories and interdisciplinary approaches. In this second phase, Bollen 

embedded the notion that democracy was a matter of degree in the field and that 

dichotomous and trichotomous measurements were too fallible to be taken as a starting 

point of the analysis. In short, during this phase best practices emerged in the field. Those  
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prepared the ground for some very important features of modern democracy 

measurement, e.g., concept trees, theory-consistent aggregation rules (Munck & Verkuilen, 

2002), and the conscious choice of data types and sources (Bollen, 1991) 

In the third phase, the field saw increased hybridization after the end of the Cold 

War. The collapse of the Soviet Union and other socialist states led to a surge in 

democratization across Europe, which naturally led to a desire for more precise 

measurements less rooted in Western idealism. Relativism entered the field, challenging the 

factual and easily observable features of democracy, even challenging the supremacy of 

expert opinion. Public opinion and citizen evaluations now became an important feature, 

opening up the door for cross-national empirical research. This phase is best illustrated by 

the ACLP dataset. This period also saw scholars like Bollen and Paxton rigorously criticise 

their own field for having low validity and warning against widespread subjectivism. 

The fourth and final phase started in the early 2000s and has persisted until now. 

Instead of measuring the level of a democracy, scholars now tend to measure its quality. 

There are two reasons for this. Firstly, as observed in the previous phase, many democracies 

exist betwixt democratic and autocratic forms of governances. Secondly, one also observed 

that the highest ranked democracies were usually those that were already established, 

leading to fears of Western subjectivism. To counter this, scholars have reformulated 

concepts and theories to better suit a broader selection of variables in models that better 

accommodate for differences in the dimensionality of democracies. This is best summarised 

by the Varieties of Democracy project, where people like Lijphart offer typologies that 

differentiate between, for instance, consensus driven or majoritarian democracies, showing 

large varieties even within older member states of the EU. 
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Part 2: Various Indexes 
 

Four indexes in particular are of importance, and enjoy a high level of popularity and 

usage. These four are Democracy Ranking, Economists Intelligence Unit Democracy Index, 

Fraser Institute’s Worldwide Index of Human Freedom, and Freedom House. This section 

features a short description of these four indexes, their indices, what they measure and how 

they measure them. A key difference in measures is between “thin”, or minimalist, and 

“thick”, or wider, concepts of democracy (Coppedge, 2005). The thin concepts correspond 

closely to an immensely influential academic definition of democracy, that of Dahl’s concept 

of polyarchy (Dahl, 1973). Polyarchy has eight components, or institutional requirements: 

almost all adult citizens have the right to vote; almost all adult citizens are eligible for public 

office; political leaders have the right to compete for votes; elections are free and fair; all 

citizens are free to form and join political parties and other organizations; all citizens are 

free to express themselves on all political issues; diverse sources of information about 

politics exist and are protected by law; and government policies depend on votes and other 

expressions of preference. These various components make for a much more 

comprehensive understanding of what a democracy is and how we’re to conduct 

comparative research into their performances.  

 

Freedom House 
 

One of the most renowned indexes is Freedom House. It is so influential that other 

indexes, such as Democracy Ranking, base their own evaluations on the definitions and data 

provided by Freedom House (Democracy Ranking, 2013). It is the oldest democracy 

promotion organization in America and was formally established as part of the US counter-

fascist movement of the 1940s (Freedom House, 2020). It’s described as bipartisan, 

featuring a varied alumnus of experts and members from journalism, academia, labor, and 

government. It has campaigned against McCarthyism, fascism, Soviet expansionism and 

since the 1973 has provided an evaluation of the levels of freedom in every nation of the 

world . 

 

https://freedomhouse.org/explore-the-map?type=fiw&year=2020
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Core indices 
 

The democracy index provided by Freedom House is presented in a report known as the 

Freedom in the World. However, Freedom House offers many such reports, such as Freedom 

on the Net and Freedom and the Media. Territories are selected for assessment in Freedom 

in the World based on the following criteria: 

- whether the area is governed separately from the rest of the relevant country or 

countries, either de jure or de facto;  

- whether conditions on the ground for political rights and civil liberties are 

significantly different from those in the rest of the relevant country or countries, 

meaning a separate assessment is likely to yield different ratings; 

- whether the territory is the subject of enduring popular or diplomatic pressure for 

autonomy, independence, or incorporation into another country;  

- whether the territory’s boundaries are sufficiently stable to allow an assessment of 

conditions for the year under review, and whether they can be expected to remain 

stable in future years so that year-on-year comparisons are possible;  

- and whether the territory is large and/or politically significant.  

 

Theoretical framework 
 

As mentioned before, Freedom House measure a wide variety of things, but their 

democracy report focuses, first and foremost, on the aforementioned electoral 

democracies. The starting assumption of the index is that freedom for all people is achieved 

in liberal democratic societies. Instead of evaluating governments or government 

performances, the focus lies on the individual freedoms enjoyed by each individual. This is a 

so-called minimalist or “thin” conceptualization of democracy. Therefore, legal guarantees 

mean nothing unless those rights are exercised. Freedom House’s criteria for an electoral 

democracy include: 

1) A competitive, multi-party-political system. 

2) Universal adult suffrage. 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-net
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-net
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-and-media/2019/media-freedom-downward-spiral
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3) Regularly contested elections conducted on the basis of secret ballots, 

reasonable ballot security and the absence of massive voter fraud. 

4) Significant public access of major political parties to the electorate through the 

media and through generally open political campaigning. 

 

Methodology 
 

Freedom in the World uses a two-tiered system consisting of scores and status 

(Freedom House, 2020). A country or territory is awarded 0 to 4 points for each of 10 

political rights indicators and 15 civil liberties indicators, which take the form of questions; a 

score of 0 represents the smallest degree of freedom and 4 the greatest degree of freedom. 

Each nation is then granted a numerical score, determining each nation to be either Free, 

Partly Free, or Not Free. The political rights questions are grouped into three subcategories: 

Electoral Process (3 questions), Political Pluralism and Participation (4), and Functioning of 

Government (3). The civil liberties questions are grouped into four subcategories: Freedom 

of Expression and Belief (4 questions), Associational and Organizational Rights (3), Rule of 

Law (4), and Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights (4). The political rights section also 

contains an additional discretionary question addressing forced demographic change. For 

the discretionary question, a score of 1 to 4 may be subtracted, as applicable (the worse the 

situation, the more points may be subtracted). The highest overall score that can be 

awarded for political rights is 40 (or a score of 4 for each of the 10 questions). The highest 

overall score that can be awarded for civil liberties is 60 (or a score of 4 for each of the 15 

questions). The scores from the previous edition are used as a benchmark for the current 

year under review. A score is typically changed only if there has been a real-world 

development during the year that warrants a decline or improvement (e.g., a crackdown on 

the media, the country’s first free and fair elections), though gradual changes in 

conditions—in the absence of a signal event—are occasionally registered in the scores. 

The combination of the overall score awarded for political rights and the overall 

score awarded for civil liberties, after being equally weighted, determines the status of Free, 

Partly Free, or Not Free. 



 

 10 

 

 

Democracy Ranking 
 

Democracy Ranking is an annual ranking of country-level democracies with an 

emphasis on the variable Quality of Democracy. This variable is measured according to the 

various quality features of each democracy, which the group views as fundamental to the 

further development and reform of democracies over the world. Their approach is 

multidimensional, using both non-political and political dimensions of a nation in their 

evaluation and a broad theoretical basis. Two major sources of theory are drawn from 

“Feasibility Study for a Quality Ranking of Democracies“(Campbell and Sükösd, 2002) and 

“The Basic Concept for the Democracy Ranking of the Quality of Democracy“ (Campbell, 

2008). 

 

Core indices 
 

The Democracy Ranking model refers to one political dimension and five non-

political dimensions (Democracy Ranking, 2017), which are: (1) gender (socio-economic and 

educational gender equality); (2) economy (economic system); (3) knowledge (knowledge-

based information society, research and education); (4) health (health status and health 

system); (5) environment (environmental sustainability). 

 

Theoretical framework 
 

Democracy Ranking is a ranking for the Quality of Democracy, because it wants to 

contribute conceptually to how democracy quality may be measured as well as wants to 

support the awareness how important democracy quality is for the further development, 

reform and enhancement of democracies. 

 

 

 

 

http://democracyranking.org/wordpress/
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Methodology 
 

In terms of empiricism, the index relies on indicators published by acknowledged 

sources such as national and international organizations. Democracy Ranking only cover 

those nations that Freedom House have defined as “free” or “partly free,” which means that 

a significant number of indicators and data is lost in the trade-off. The Democracy Ranking 

applies the following conceptual formula: 

Quality of Democracy = (freedom & other characteristics of the political system) & 

(performance of the non-political dimensions)  

The non-political dimensions are: gender, economy, knowledge, health, and the 

environment. 

To every dimension different indicators are assigned, therefore the dimensions 

behave as indicator-based. All indicators are transformed to a value rage of “1” to “100”, 

where “1” represents the weakest (poorest) and “100” the strongest (best) value. 

The Democracy Ranking aggregates the following dimensions with the following 

weights: 

 

 

Economists Intelligence Unit Democracy Index 
 
The Economists Group have a research division called the Economist Intelligence Unit, 

which is a sister company of The Economist newspaper. The research group features a 

selection of economists, policy analysts, industry specialists and consultants from all over 

the world, aiming at producing independent and impartial research that ensures high levels  

https://www.eiu.com/
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of accuracy through rigorous checks. The research cover over 200 countries, whereas the 

democracy index they provide focus on 165 nations.  

 

Core indices 
 
The EIU’s Democracy Index (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2020) compares the state of world 

democratic performance in 165 states and two territories by looking at five categories. 

These are:  

- electoral process and pluralism;  

- civil liberties; 

- the functioning of government;  

- political participation;  

- and political culture. 

Together, these categories compose 60 unique indicators that are all rated, which totals to a 

classification of the democracies as either full democracy, flawed democracy, hybrid regime, 

or authoritarian regime.  

 

Theoretical framework 
 
The Economist Intelligence Unit’s index is based on the view that measures of democracy 

which reflect the state of political freedoms and civil liberties are not thick enough. They do 

not encompass sufficiently, or, in some cases, at all, the features that determine how 

substantive democracy is. Freedom is an essential component of democracy, but not, in 

itself, sufficient. EIU argues that in existing measures, elements of political participation and 

functioning of government are taken into account only in a marginal and formal way. 

Therefore, as mentioned above, EIU includes a broader set of categories, as they view 

democratic culture and participation as important, not just the sum of a nation’s 

institutions.  
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Methodology 
 

The Economist Intelligence Unit’s index of democracy, on a 0 to 10 scale, is based on 

the ratings for 60 indicators, grouped into five categories: electoral process and pluralism; 

civil liberties; the functioning of government; political participation; and political culture. 

Each category has a rating on a 0 to 10 scale, and the overall Index is the simple average of 

the five category indexes.  

The category indexes are based on the sum of the indicator scores in the category, 

converted to a 0 to 10 scale. Adjustments to the category scores are made if countries do 

not score a 1 in the following critical areas for democracy:  

1. Whether national elections are free and fair. 

2. The security of voters.  

3. The influence of foreign powers on government.  

4. The capability of the civil service to implement policies.  

 

If the scores for the first three questions are 0 (or 0.5), one point (0.5 point) is deducted 

from the index in the relevant category (either the electoral process and pluralism or the 

functioning of government). If the score for 4 is 0, one point is deducted from the 

functioning of government category index. 

 

The index values are used to place countries within one of four types of regime:  

1. Full democracies: scores greater than 8  

2. Flawed democracies: scores greater than 6, and less than or equal to 8  

3. Hybrid regimes: scores greater than 4, and less than or equal to 6  

4. Authoritarian regimes: scores less than or equal to 4 

 

Data is collected from public opinion surveys, expert options, participation and voter 

turnout, and the legislative and executive branches of the nations polled.  
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Fraser institute 
 
The Fraser Institute is a Canadian public policy think tank and registered charity. It has been 

described as politically conservative and libertarian. The Institute is headquartered in 

Vancouver, with offices also located in Calgary, Toronto, and Montreal, and ties to a global 

network of 80 think-tanks through the Economic Freedom Network. 

 

Core indices 
 
Being historically concerned with market-based conceptualizations of freedom, the starting 

point for the indices are that they have to be related to a US libertarian and conservative 

understanding of what liberty and personal freedom is. The participants in the conferences 

reached a consensus that the cornerstones of economic freedom are:  

- personal choice rather than collective choice,  

- voluntary exchange coordinated by markets rather than allocation via the political 

process,  

- freedom to enter and compete in markets,  

- protection of persons and their property from aggression by others. 

 

Theoretical framework 
 
Partly in response to dissatisfaction with the Freedom House index from advocates of a 

libertarian or market liberal viewpoint, Milton Friedman and Michael Walker of the Fraser 

Institute hosted a series of conferences on economic freedom. Eventually this resulted in a 

report on worldwide economic freedom, Economic Freedom of the World. 

 

Methodology 
 

The Fraser Institute utilizes a world renowned methodology that’s highly influenced by 

relevant academia (McMahon, 2012). However, they methodology has been criticized  
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significantly too, for giving economic independence preference and for not accommodating 

for the variances between autocratic and independent economic growth.  

In practice, the index measures: size of government (expenditures, taxes, and enterprises, 

legal structure), security of property rights, access to sound money, freedom to trade 

internationally, and regulation of credit, labor, and business. The report uses 42 distinct 

variables, from for example the World Bank, to measure this. Some examples: tax rates, 

degree of juridical independence, inflation rates, costs of importing, and regulated prices. 

Each of the 5 areas above is given equal weight in the final score. 
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Part 3: The V-Dem project and why it’s the best index. 
 

Since measuring democracy is complex due the multiple ways one conceptualizes 

and measure it, we have to consider the goal and whether or not the chosen index is. 

Appropriate. While it is important to distinguish between democratic and non-democratic 

polities one must use a binary scale. However, the nature of this scale can be changed if one 

seeks to compare categorical differences or use aggregate interval measures when using a 

multidimensional approach sensitive to differences of degree. Because there are so many 

trade-offs and factors taken into account when constructing these scales, there’s no wonder 

why there are so many different indices and indexes of democracy. However, there’s one 

common benefit in the best democracy indexes, and that is the traditional approach of 

aiming at cross-country comparability. A rating of “3” should mean the same in Libya as it 

does in Germany, regardless of whether or not the coder is one person, or it is decided upon 

in a collaborative manner between several actors. 

 

However, one index seems to offer functional and better solutions to these problems 

than other currently available indexes: V-Dem. Originally presented by Coppedge (2011), 

the V-Dem index starts from the perspective that all democracies have to be electoral. This 

approach allows for comparison between typologies of democracies and to better discern 

what the differences between other forms of polities are, and   

As opposed to the other indexes that use just one or two high-level indices, V-Dem 

has a massive database that has a series of measures designed to the varied interpretation 

of what a democracy is, huge arrays of meso-level indices of what these ideal democracies’ 

components are, and over 350 specific indicators.  

 

In addition to disaggregation, several features of the V-Dem project deserve emphasis: 

• Historical data extending back to 1900 (eventually to 1789) 

• Multiple, independent coders for each (non-factual) question 

• Inter-coder reliability tests, incorporated into a Bayesian measurement model. 
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• Confidence bounds for all point estimates associated with non-factual questions 

• Multiple indices reflecting varying theories of democracy 

• Transparent aggregation procedures 

• All data freely available, including original coder-level judgments (exclusive of any 

personal identifying information) 

 

V-Dem uses ground-level measurement in their evaluation by enlisting thousands of 

independent coders from the countries being measured, each of them with a high level of 

expertise within democracy studies and in-depth knowledge of their nation. This approach 

ensures consistency and high transparency while they’re scoring the aggregated coding 

across coders with a commonly used formal model that can easily produce a point estimate 

and even an estimate of uncertainty with high replicability.  

To compare with other indexes, one should note that some, like Polity and DD, use in-

house experts to code or, like Freedom House and BTI, use an entirely informal system of 

deliberation in a team composed of the in-house experts and country experts. Because 

these models and systems are informal, they are very hard to replicate and might be 

considers opaque. They also make it hard to create an estimate of the error associated with 

each coding, a significant problem as we need as precise tools of evaluation as possible 

when studying abstract concepts such as democracy. 

Finally, V-Dem ensure cross-country comparability through its complex measuring model 

that uses “lateral” coding (coding of neighboring countries) which makes it easy for the 

coders to adjust their thresholds to create uniform meaning.  
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