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In the wake of the Cold War, democracy has gained the status of a mantra. Yet there is no consensus about how to conceptualize and
measure regimes such that meaningful comparisons can be made through time and across countries. In this prescriptive article, we
argue for a new approach to conceptualization and measurement.We first review some of the weaknesses among traditional approaches.
We then lay out our approach, which may be characterized as historical, multidimensional, disaggregated, and transparent. We end by
reviewing some of the payoffs such an approach might bring to the study of democracy.

I
n the wake of the Cold War, democracy has gained the
status of a mantra. Perhaps no other concept is as cen-
tral to policymakers and scholars. Yet there is no con-

sensus about how to conceptualize and measure regimes
such that meaningful comparisons can be made through
time and across countries. Skeptics may wonder if such
comparisons are possible at all.

While this conclusion may seem persuasive, one must
also consider the costs of not comparing in a systematic
fashion. Without some way of analyzing regime types
through time and across countries we have no way to
mark progress or regress on this vital matter, to explain it,
to reveal its consequences, or to affect its future course.
This may account for the ubiquity of crossnational indi-
ces such as Freedom House, Polity, and Democracy/
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Dictatorship in the work of social science and in the policy
world. Clearly, there is a desire to compare.

Indeed, a great deal depends upon our ability to ana-
lyze regime types through time and across space. Billions
of dollars in foreign aid intended to promote democracy
and governance in the developing world is contingent upon
judgments about how democratic a polity is at the present
time, its recent history, future prospects, and the likely
causal effects of giving or withholding assistance, which
we discuss in our conclusion. Likewise, a large portion of
work in political science deals with these same issues, i.e.,
the causes, consequences, and trajectories of regimes around
the world. For both policymakers and academics—not to
mention those living in the developing world, who are
affected by rich-world policies—the conceptualization and
measurement of democracy matters.

How, then, can this task be handled most effectively? In
this prescriptive article, we argue for a new approach to
conceptualization and measurement. We first review some
of the weaknesses among traditional approaches. Then we
lay out our approach, which may be characterized as his-
torical, multidimensional, disaggregated, and transparent. An
online appendix includes a detailed questionnaire with all
of the indicators envisioned for this project.2

We next review some of the payoffs our approach might
bring to the study of democracy. One is that it could
foster greater agreement on the disaggregated components
of democracy, even while recognizing the inherent impos-
sibility of agreement on one way of assembling these com-
ponents into an overall conception of “democracy.” Another
payoff is improved specificity in measurement, which would
make indicators of democracy more reliable, more useful
for the evaluation of policies, and appropriate for drawing
conclusions about the sequencing of democratization. Sim-
ilarly, our suggested approach may be useful for testing
claims about the consequences of regime type for various
outcomes of concern, e.g., economic development, social
policy, and international relations.

Arguments for a New Approach
Commentary and criticism directed at democracy indices
are legion.3 Here, we touch briefly on six key issues of
conceptualization and measurement: definition, preci-
sion, coverage and sources, coding, aggregation, and valid-
ity and reliability tests.

Our discussion focuses on the most prominent efforts
including the Political Rights, Civil Liberty, Nations in
Transit, and Countries at the Crossroads indices, all spon-
sored by Freedom House; the Polity2 variable from the
Polity IV database; a binary measure of democracy and
dictatorship (“DD”) constructed by Adam Przeworski and
colleagues; a binary measure constructed by Michael Bern-
hard, Timothy Nordstrom, and Christopher Reenock
(“BNR”); a multidimensionsal index produced by the

Economist Intelligence Unit (“EIU”); and the Bertels-
mann Transformation Index (“BTI”) funded by the Ber-
telsmann Foundation.4 Of these, Polity2 (Polity IV) and
Political Rights (Freedom House) are by far the most com-
monly used, having been cited hundreds of times accord-
ing to the Web of Science and thousands of times according
to Google Scholar.

Glancing reference will be made to other indices in an
increasingly crowded field, and many of the points made
in the following discussion probably apply more broadly.5

However, it is important to bear in mind that each index
has its own particular strengths and weaknesses. The fol-
lowing exercise does not purport to provide a comprehen-
sive review but merely to call attention to the sort of
problems that are endemic to this sector.6

In our discussion, index/indices will be understood as a
highly aggregated, composite measure of democracy, while
indicator(s) will be understood as a more specific, disag-
gregated element of democracy. For example, the Polity2
variable is an index while turnout is an indicator.

Definition
Democracy, understood in a very general way, means rule
by the people. This seems to be a common element to all
usages of the word and claims a long heritage stretching
back to the Classical age.7 All usages of the term also
presume sovereignty. A polity, however large or small, must
enjoy some degree of self-government in order for democ-
racy to be realized.

Beyond these core definitional elements there is great
debate. The debate has both descriptive and normative
overtones; it is about what actually occurring polities are
(or reasonably could be) and about what they should be.8

Since definitional consensus is necessary for obtaining con-
sensus over measurement, the goal of arriving at a single
universally accepted measure of democracy is, in some
very basic sense, impossible. If one cannot agree on what
X is, one cannot measure X in an authoritative fashion.

As an example, one might consider the Polity2 index,
which rates the United States as fully democratic through-
out the twentieth century and much of the nineteenth
century. This is a fair conclusion if one disregards the
composition of the electorate—from which women and
blacks were generally excluded—in one’s definition of
democracy.9 Similar challenges could be levied against other
indices that omit consideration of attributes that some
regard as definitional. These omissions are particularly glar-
ing where democracy is defined in a minimal fashion.

By the same token, conceptions of democracy that are
more encompassing may be criticized for including ele-
ments that fall far from the core meaning of the term. For
example, the Political Rights index includes questions per-
taining to corruption, civilian control of the police, the
absence of widespread violent crime, willingness to grant
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political asylum, the right to buy and sell land, and the
distribution of state enterprise profits.10 The authors of
the index would argue that it measures freedom, not
democracy; nevertheless, it is frequently used as an index
of democracy.

In other instances, it is not the extensiveness of the
definition that is problematic so much as the judgments
embraced within an index. For example, the EIU index
regardsmandatoryvotingas reflectingnegativelyon thequal-
ity of democracy in a country. While this provision infringes
upon individual rights and in this respect may be consid-
ered undemocratic, it also enhances turnout and, arguably,
the quality of representation, and thus might be considered
a component of democracy. Its status in enhancing rule by
the people is therefore controversial, depending on one’s con-
ception of democracy (a subject addressed later).

What is clear is that the methodological problems affect-
ing contemporary indices begin at the level of definition.
Since definitional consensus is necessary for obtaining con-
sensus over measurement, the goal of arriving at a univer-
sally accepted summary measure of democracy may be
illusory. Other problems of measurement flow, in no small
part, from this definitional conundrum.

Precision
Many of the leading democracy indices are insensitive to
important gradations in the degree or quality of democ-
racy across countries or through time. If one purpose of
any measurement instrument is discrimination,11 extant
democracy indices fall short of the ideal.

At the extreme, binary measures such as DD and BNR
reduce democracy to a dummy variable. Of course, this is
useful for certain purposes,12 such as analyzing the dura-
tion of democratic regimes. However, this dichotomous
coding lumps together polities that exhibit quite different
regime qualities.13 For example, the DD index recognizes
no distinctions within the large category of countries that
have competitive elections and occasional leadership turn-
over. Papua New Guinea and Sweden thus receive the
same score, despite evident differences in the quality of
elections, civil liberties, and barriers to competition afforded
in these two settings. (There is, however, a more differen-
tiated coding for dictatorships, which are divided in the
most recent version of DD into monarchic, military, and
civilian.)

Continuous measures appear to be more sensitive to
gradations of democracy/autocracy because they have more
ranks. Freedom House scores democracy on a seven-
point index (14 points if the Political Rights and Civil
Liberties indices are combined—a questionable aggrega-
tion technique). Polity provides a total of 21 points if the
Democracy and Autocracy scales are merged (also a flawed
aggregation procedure, but one suggested by the data
providers), creating the Polity2 variable. Appearances, how-

ever, can be deceiving. Polity scores, for example, bunch
up at a few places (notably �7 and �10), suggesting that
the scale is not as sensitive as it purports to be. Likewise,
because Polity2 combines six underlying factors, a country’s
score is the product of its subscore on these six factors
(plus the weighting system that is applied to these fac-
tors). This means that two countries with the same score
may have varying underlying components, which is to
say that the quality of democracy may be quite different.
The EIU index is by far the most sensitive of the extant
indices, and does not appear to be arbitrarily bunched—
though it is of course subject to the problem of compa-
rability (since, like Polity, aggregate scores are the product
of underlying components).14

In sum, the precision or reliability of all indices is too
low to justify confidence that a country with a score a few
points higher is actually more democratic.15 Note that
most extant indices are bounded to some degree, and there-
fore constrained: there is no way to distinguish the quality
of democracy among countries that have perfect negative
or positive scores. This is acceptable so long as there really
is no difference in the quality of democracy among these
countries—an assumption that might be questioned. In
2004, Freedom House assigned the highest score on its
Political Rights index to countries as dissimilar as Andorra,
Bulgaria, Denmark, Israel, Mauritius, Nauru, Panama,
South Africa, Uruguay, and the United States. It seems
probable that there are substantial differences in the qual-
ity of democracy among these diverse polities. Even if
they are all highly democratic, they are democratic in dif-
ferent ways, e.g., consensual versus majoritarian.16

Coverage and Sources
Many democracy indices are limited in temporal or coun-
try coverage. Nations in Transit, produced by Freedom
House, covers only the post-communist states. Countries
at the Crossroads, also produced by Freedom House, covers
seventy countries (beginning in 2004) that are deemed to
be strategically important and at a critical juncture in their
trajectory. The Political Rights and Civil Liberty indices
are the most comprehensive Freedom House endeavor,
stretching back to 1972 and including most sovereign and
semisovereign states. DD begins in 1946, BNR begins in
1919, BTI begins in 2003, and EIU begins in 2006. Most
indices are updated annually—or, in the case of EIU,
biannually.

Only a few democracy indices stretch back further in his-
torical time—notably, Polity (1800-), and the index
of democratization created by Tatu Vanhanen (1810–pre-
sent).17 We suspect that the enduring value of Polity stems
partly from its comprehensive historical coverage—though
it excludes states with fewer than 500,000 inhabitants and
makes no attempt to include colonies prior to indepen-
dence, even if they enjoy substantial self-government.
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The limited reach or bias of most indices is partly a
product of the data sources they rely on. The Political
Rights and Civil Liberty indices rely heavily on secondary
accounts such as the New York Times and Keesing’s Con-
temporary Archives for coding in the 1970s and 1980s.
These historical sources, while informative, do not pro-
vide equally comprehensive coverage of every country in
the world. In later eras, these indices have relied much
more on country expert coding. However, the change from
one source of evidence to another—coupled with some
possible changes in coding procedures—may have com-
promised the continuity of the time-series. No effort has
been made to revise previous scores so that they are con-
sistent with current coding criteria and expanded knowl-
edge of past regimes.18

Some indices such as the EIU rely heavily on polling
data, which is available on a non-comparable and highly
irregular basis for 100 or so nation-states. This means
that data for these questions must be estimated by coun-
try experts for all other cases, about half of the popula-
tion. (Procedures employed for this estimation are not
made publicly available.)19 In an attempt to improve
coverage and sophistication, EIU imputes a large quan-
tity of missing data—a dubious procedure wherever data
coverage is thin, as it seems to be for many of the EIU
variables.

While surveys of the general public are important for
ascertaining the attitudes of citizens, the problem is that
systematic surveys of relevant topics are not available for
every country in the world, and in no country are they
available on an annual basis. Moreover, use of such sur-
veys severely limits the historical reach of any democracy
index, since the origin of systematic surveying stretches
back only a half-century (in the US and parts of Europe)
and is much more recent in most countries.

Coding
Many indices (including Freedom House, EIU, and BTI)
rely heavily on expert coding. Such judgments can be made
fairly reliably only if there are clear and concrete coding
criteria.20 Unfortunately, this is not always the case.

To make this discussion more explicit, let us take a look
at a few questions from the Nations in Transit survey, con-
ducted by Freedom House. Five sub-questions are posed
in answering the question, “Is the country’s governmental
system democratic?”:

1. Does the Constitution or other national legislation
enshrine the principles of democratic government?

2. Is the government open to meaningful citizen par-
ticipation in political processes and decision-making
in practice?

3. Is there an effective system of checks and balances
among legislative, executive, and judicial authority?

4. Does a freedom of information act or similar legis-
lation ensure access to government information by
citizens and the media?

5. Is the economy free of government domination?21

These are not easy questions to answer, and their difficulty
stems from the ambiguous terms in which they are posed.

Wherever human judgments are required for coding,
one must be concerned about the basis of the respondent’s
decisions. In particular, one wonders whether coding deci-
sions about particular topics—e.g., press freedom—may
reflect an overall sense of how democratic a country is
rather than an independent evaluation of the level of press
freedom. In this respect, “disaggregated” indices may actu-
ally be considerably less disaggregated than they appear. It
is the ambiguity of the questionnaires underlying these
surveys, and their reliance on the subjective judgment of
experts, that foster this sort of premature aggregation.

Aggregation
Since democracy is a multi-faceted concept all composite
indices must wrestle with the aggregation problem—
which indicators to combine into a single index, whether
to add or multiply them, and how much to weight them.
It goes without saying that different solutions to the aggre-
gation problem lead to quite different results.22 This is a
very consequential decision.

Typically, aggregation rules are additive, with an (implicit
or explicit) weighting scheme. Others recommend that
one should consider the various sub-components of democ-
racy as necessary (non-substitutable) or mutually consti-
tutive (interactive).23 Evidently, in order for any aggregation
scheme to be successful, rules must be clear, they must be
operational, and they must reflect an accepted definition
of democracy. Otherwise, the resulting concept is not valid.
Although most indices have fairly explicit aggregation rules,
they are sometimes difficult to comprehend and conse-
quently to apply (e.g., Polity). They may also include “wild
card” elements, allowing the coder free rein to assign a
final score, in accordance with his or her overall impres-
sion of a country (e.g., Freedom House).

A more inductive approach may also be taken to the
aggregation problem. Michael Coppedge, Angel Alvarez,
& Claudia Maldonado apply an exploratory factor analy-
sis of a large set of democracy indicators, identifying two
dimensions which they label Contestation and Inclusive-
ness.24 Other writers analyze extant indices as reflections
of a (unidimensional) latent variable.25 These inductive
approaches allow for the incorporation of diverse data
sources and may provide uncertainty estimates for each
point score. However, problems of definition are implicit
in any factor-analytic or latent-variable index, for an author
must decide which indicators to include in the sample—
requiring a judgment about which extant indices are mea-
suring “democracy” and which are not—and how to
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interpret commonalities among the chosen indicators. This
is not solvable simply by referring to the labels assigned to
the indicators in question, as many of the most well-
known and widely regarded democracy indices are pack-
aged as “rights,” “liberties,” or “freedom” rather than
democracy. Moreover, while factor-analytic and latent-
variable approaches allow for the incorporation of multi-
ple sources of data, thereby reducing some sources of error,
they remain biased by any systematic error common to
the chosen data sources.

Another approach to the aggregation problem is to col-
lect primary data at a disaggregated level, letting end-users
decide whether and how to aggregate it. Democracy assess-
ments (also termed audits) provide detailed indicators for
a single country.26 This sort of detailed inquisition into
the quality of democracy is very much in the spirit of our
proposed approach, except that the collected data are lim-
ited to a single country (and often to recent years).

Several specific topics integral to democracy have been
successfully measured on a global scale (refer to the online
appendix). And several broader ventures to measure democ-
racy in a comprehensive and disaggregated fashion have
been proposed, but not fully implemented.27 These efforts
at disaggregation push in the right direction. However,
they are problematic on one or several accounts: (a) the
number of indicators may be very small; (b) the resulting
indicators may still be highly abstract and hence difficult
to operationalize; (c) the underlying components, while
conceptually distinct, may be gathered in such a way as to
compromise their empirical independence; (d) the infor-
mation necessary to code the indicator may not be avail-
able across nations or prior to the contemporary era; or (e)
the indicators may not be released to the general public
(so no use can be made of them).

Consider the Polity index, which is ostensibly disag-
gregated into five components: competitiveness of par-
ticipation, regulation of participation, competitiveness of
executive recruitment, openness of executive recruit-
ment, and constraints on executive. Although each of
these components is described at length in the Polity
codebook,28 it is difficult to say precisely how they would
be coded in particular instances, or how the stated aggre-
gation principles lead to an overall score for a given coun-
try in a given year.29 Even in disaggregated form,30 the
Polity index is highly abstract, and therefore open to
diverse interpretations.

The two principal Freedom House measures—Civil Lib-
erties and Political Rights—are similarly difficult to get
one’s arms around. Indeed, the notion of “political rights”
is scarcely less abstract than the core concept of democ-
racy and commonly interpreted as synonymous with it.
Since 2006, Freedom House has released coding scores for
the components of Civil Liberties and Political Rights.
The Political Rights index is shown to be the product of
(a) Electoral Process, (b) Pluralism and Participation, and

(c) Functioning of Government. The Civil Liberties index
comprises (a) Freedom of Expression, (b) Association and
Organizational Rights, (c) Rule of Law, and (d) Personal
Autonomy and Individual Rights. This represents a step
towards greater clarity and disaggregation. However, inter-
correlations among the seven components are extremely
high—Pearson’s r � 0.86 or higher. This by itself is not
necessarily problematic; it is possible that all democratic
(or nondemocratic) things go together. However, the high
inter-correlations of the Freedom House indicators cou-
pled with their ambiguous coding procedures suggest that
these components may not be entirely independent of one
another. It is hard to exclude the possibility that country
coders have a general idea of how democratic each coun-
try is, and that this idea is reflected in consistent scores
across the multiple indicators. Components that are scored
separately on a questionnaire may not be independently
coded.

The new EIU index does a better job of disaggregating
component variables, which are reported for five dimen-
sions: electoral process and pluralism, civil liberties, the
functioning of government, political participation, and
political culture.31 Correlations are still quite high, rang-
ing from .74 to .93 (except for the cultural variable, which
is more distinct). Moreover, the specificity of the ques-
tions makes the claim of independence among these five
variables plausible. Unfortunately, EIU is unwilling to
divulge data for the sixty specific questions that compose
the five dimensions, so it is difficult to judge the accuracy
and independence of the index. It may be useful, or it may
be not, but we cannot know for sure. Moreover, we shall
never be able to judge the content of the five dimensions
because answers to the component questions are unavail-
able. Also, the chosen data sources (in large part, survey
data), are not extendable into the past or to countries
where surveys were not taken in a particular year. Many of
the values have to have been imputed.

Validity and Reliability Tests
Worries about validity in extant democracy indices are
nourished by periodic appraisals focused on specific coun-
tries. A recent study by scholars of Central America alleges
major flaws in coding for Costa Rica, El Salvador, Hon-
duras, Guatemala, and Nicaragua in three crossnational
indices—Polity, Vanhanen, and Mark Gasiorowski—
errors that, the authors suspect, also characterize other
indices and other countries.32

Surprisingly, inter-coder reliability tests are not com-
mon practice among democracy indices. Freedom House
does not conduct such tests, or at least does not make
them public. Polity used to do so, but it required a good
deal of hands-on training before coders reached an accept-
able level of coding accuracy. This suggests that other cod-
ers might not reach the same decisions simply by reading
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Polity’s coding manual. And this, in turn, points to a poten-
tial problem of conceptual validity: key concepts may not
be well matched to the empirical data.

These critiques notwithstanding, defenders of contem-
porary indices often point out that the extant indices are
highly intercorrelated. Indeed, the correlation between Pol-
ity2 and Political Rights is a respectable 0.88 (Pearson’s r).
Yet on closer examination consensus across the two dom-
inant indices is largely the product of countries lying at
the democratic extreme—Canada, Sweden, the United
States, et al. When countries with perfect democracy scores
are excluded from the sample the correlation between these
two indices drops to 0.78. And when countries with the
top two scores on the Freedom House Political Rights
scale are eliminated, Pearson’s r drops again—to 0.63. This
is not an impressive level of agreement, especially when
one considers that scholars and policymakers are usually
interested in precisely those countries lying in the middle
and bottom of the distribution—countries that are undem-
ocratic or imperfectly democratic.33

It follows that differences across indices may produce
divergent findings in empirical work where democracy is
a key variable. Indeed, Gretchen Casper and Claudiu
Tufis show that few explanatory variables (beyond per
capita income) have a consistently significant correlation
with democracy when different democracy indices are
employed.34

Thus, we have good reasons to suspect that extant indi-
ces suffer problems of validity and reliability and that these
problems are consequential. They impact what we think is
going on in the world.

A New Approach
The task of constructing a global index of democracy that
is valid and precise, and universally acknowledged as such,
is well nigh impossible, for all the reasons we have dis-
cussed. Existing measures of democracy are especially inad-
equate for measuring small changes and differences in the
quality of autocracy/democracy; empirically analyzing rela-
tionships among various elements of democracy; and eval-
uating the effectiveness of targeted democracy promotion
efforts. Polity, Freedom House, and their counterparts are
overstretched insofar as they are applied for these sorts of
tasks.

At the same time, extant indices perform some impor-
tant functions well. Sometimes, one needs to identify major
regime changes, or gross differences in levels of democ-
racy. Sometimes, one needs to measure trends in the aver-
age level of democracy at a global level. For these purposes,
extant indices provide a rough empirical estimate of a
complex and multivalent concept.

Our proposal, therefore, is not to do away with extant
indices but rather to create a new set of indicators that
cuts the material at a different angle and thus serves some-

what different purposes. Four features, considered together,
distinguish our approach to conceptualizing and measur-
ing democracy. First, we propose to extend indicators of
democracy back through modern history, wherever possi-
ble. Second, we propose a multidimensional approach to
the problem of conceptualizing democracy. Third, we pro-
pose to collect information relevant to democracy at a
highly disaggregated level. Fourth, we propose a strategy
for data collection and presentation that should enhance
the precision, validity, transparency, and legitimacy of the
resulting indicators.

Before introducing these features we must further clar-
ify the scope conditions of the proposal. Our principal
concern is with the operation of democracy within large
and fairly well-defined political units (e.g., nation-states)
which we shall refer to as polities. The sizeable population
of these units presumes that representative institutions will
be significant in the political process (insofar as they are
democratic), though it certainly does not preclude more
direct forms of citizen governance existing side-by-side
with representative institutions. We are less concerned with
democracy within very small communities (e.g., neighbor-
hoods, school boards, corporations), in contexts where
the political community is vaguely defined (e.g., trans-
national movements), or on a global level (e.g., the United
Nations). This is not to say that the concept of democracy
should be restricted to formal and well-defined polities. It
is simply to clarify our approach to definition and mea-
surement, and to acknowledge that different strategies
might be required for different subject areas.

History
The industry of democracy and governance indices has
been predominantly prospective rather than retrospective
in its general orientation. New indicator projects are
launched almost monthly, most of them focused on track-
ing some aspect of democracy or governance going for-
ward in time.

While policymakers are rightly concerned with the
course of future events, researchers (and, one might add,
well-informed policymakers) realize that this requires a
sound understanding of the past. One cannot understand
the future of democracy in the world and how to shape it
unless one understands the forces that produced the regime
types that populate the world today. The longer the time
series, the more likely it is that one will be able to pin
down democratization trends, causes, and effects.35

This may seem like a hopeless task. However, the advan-
tage of our topic (vis-à-vis other historical measurement
tasks such as national income accounts) is that much of
the evidence needed to code features of democracy is well
preserved in books, articles, newspapers archives, and mem-
ories. Democracy is a high-profile phenomenon. While a
secretive regime may hide the true value of goods and
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services, it cannot disguise the existence of an election.
And various features of an election that might prejudice
the outcome towards the incumbent, while sometimes dif-
ficult to discern, are also difficult to obscure completely.
This, again, is because virtually everyone living in that
country, studying that country, or covering that country
for some foreign news organization or aid organization
has an interest in tracking this result. Standardized polls
are helpful in this fact-gathering exercise, but not neces-
sary (as they are for many other measurement features
associated with the topic of governance).

Thus, we regard the goal of historical data-gathering as
essential and also realistic, even if it cannot be imple-
mented for every indicator that is gathered for the present
era. Some historical indicators are better than none at all.
Likewise, if it can be shown that the kind of indicators
that are available for the past are highly correlated with
“better” indicators that be produced only for recent years,
cost-saving proxy indicators can be constructed.

Conceptions
There is no consensus on what democracy at large means,
beyond the prosaic notion of rule by the people (refer to
our opening discussion). Political theorists have been
emphasizing this point for some time, and empiricists
would do well to take this lesson to heart.36

Even so, there appears to be some consensus over the
various plausible conceptions of this protean term. In sur-
veying an immense literature, six key models seem para-
mount. These may be summarized as electoral, liberal,
majoritarian, participatory, deliberative, and egalitarian.
Each represents a different way of understanding what
“rule by the people” means. Thus, while no single concep-
tion can reasonably purport to embody all the meanings
of democracy, these six conceptions taken together offer a
fairly comprehensive accounting of the concept of democ-
racy as it is employed today.

The electoral conception of democracy—also known as
contestation, competition, elite minimal, realist, or Schum-
peterian—is the idea that democracy is achieved through
competition among leadership groups, which vie for the
electorate’s approval during periodic elections before a broad
electorate. Parties and elections are the crucial instru-
ments in this largely procedural account of the demo-
cratic process. Of course, many additional factors might
be regarded as important for ensuring and enhancing elec-
toral contestation, e.g., civil liberties, an active media, a
written constitution, an independent judiciary (to enforce
the rules of the game), and so forth. However, these fac-
tors are viewed as secondary to electoral institutions.37

The liberal (sometimes called consensus or pluralist)
conception of democracy stresses the intrinsic importance
of transparency, civil liberty, rule of law, horizontal account-
ability (effective checks on rulers), and minority rights.

These are seen as defining features of democracy, not sim-
ply as aids to political competition. The liberal model
takes a “negative” view of political power insofar as it judges
the quality of democracy by the limits placed on govern-
ment. Principles and procedures must be established so as
to ensure that rule by the majority does not result in the
oppression of minorities or the loss of individual liberties.38

The majoritarian conception of democracy (or respon-
sible party government) reflects the principle that the will
of the majority should be sovereign. The many should
prevail over the few. To facilitate this, political institutions
must centralize and concentrate, rather than disperse, power
(within the context of competitive elections), which means
that majoritarian democracy is in tension with liberal
democracy in many respects, e.g., strong and centralized
parties, a unitary rather than federal constitution, plural-
ity rather than proportional electoral laws (or PR with
high statutory thresholds), and so forth. Even so, many
aspects of democracy are compatible with both concep-
tions such as civil liberties, due process, human rights,
and transparency.39

The participatory conception of democracy is usually
viewed as a lineal descendant of the “direct” (i.e., non-
representative) model of democracy, as derived from the
experience of Athens—though elements of this model may
also be discerned in “republican” thought and in the expe-
rience of many small communities throughout the world
and throughout human history.40 The motivation for par-
ticipatory democracy is uneasiness about delegating com-
plete authority to representatives. Direct rule by citizens is
preferred, wherever practicable. And within the context of
representative government, the participatory component
is regarded as the most democratic element of the polity.
This model of democracy thus highlights the importance
of voting, but also of citizen assemblies, party primaries,
referenda, social movements, public hearings, town hall
meetings, and other forums of citizen engagement.41

The deliberative conception of democracy focuses on
the process by which decisions are reached in a polity. A
deliberative process is one in which public reasoning
focused on the common good motivates political
decisions—as contrasted with emotional appeals, solidary
attachments, parochial interests, or coercion. In this con-
ception, democracy requires more than a mindless aggre-
gation of existing preferences; there should be respectful
dialogue at all levels—from preference formation to final
decision—among informed and competent participants
who are open to persuasion.42 “The key objective,” writes
David Held, “is the transformation of private preferences
via a process of deliberation into positions that can with-
stand public scrutiny and test.”43 Some political institu-
tions have a specifically deliberative function, such as
consultative bodies (hearings, panels, assemblies, courts);
polities with these sorts of institutions might be judged
more deliberative than those without them. However, the
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more important issue is the degree of deliberativeness that
can be discerned across all powerful institutions in a pol-
ity (not just those explicitly designed to serve a delibera-
tive function) and among the citizenry.44

The egalitarian conception of democracy addresses the
goal of political equality. An egalitarian polity is one that
achieves equal participation, equal representation, equal
protection (civil liberties extended to all and due process
for all), and equal resources (such as income, education,
and health). Resources are presumed to be a key feature
of political empowerment; where resources are not equally
shared it is difficult to imagine a polity in which citizens
enjoy equal political power. Political equality thus pre-
sumes social equality—though perhaps not perfect social
equality (small differences in resources may not be
consequential).45

A summary of these six conceptions of democracy is
contained in Table 1, along with key institutions implied
by each conception. Naturally, this schema does not cap-
ture all the important debates or theoretical distinctions at
play within the concept of democracy. It does not capture
the distinction between direct and representative democ-
racy, or among different principles of representation.46 It
does not address normative theories of democracy.47 It
does not address whether, or to what extent, a theory of
democracy should be realistic, as opposed to ideal.48 It

does not capture the intellectual history or etymology of
the concept, though traces of that history will be glimpsed
in each conception.49 All typologies are limited in some
respects, and this one is limited in many respects. Still, the
simple six-part taxonomy summarized in Table 1 captures
a good deal of the action surrounding current debates on
democracy.

In some respects, the various conceptions of democracy
are complementary. Thus, a polity scoring highly on sev-
eral conceptions might be deemed more democratic than
a polity scoring highly on only one. Yet there are also
potential conflicts across conceptions. The most obvious
is between the liberal and majoritarian conceptions, which
adopt contrary perspectives on most institutional compo-
nents: fragmented power satisfies the liberal ideal but inhib-
its the possibility of majority rule. One can easily perceive
conflicts across other conceptions as well. For example,
fragmented institutions (the liberal ideal) may diminish
the capacity of government to redress political inequalities
and may inhibit the political power of less advantaged
citizens, contravening the egalitarian model of democracy.

If one were to reach for a coherent definition of democ-
racy (at large), these potential conflicts would have to be
reckoned with. One might argue, for example, that elec-
toral democracy encompasses all there is to the concept of
democracy—a minimal definition. Another might argue

Table 1
Conceptions of democracy

Principles Question Institutions

I. Electoral
(aka elite, minimal,
realist, Schumpeterian)

Contestation,
competition

Are government offices
filled by free and fair
multiparty elections?

Elections, political parties,
competitiveness and turnover

II. Liberal
(aka consensus,
pluralist)

Limited government,
multiple veto points,
horizontal account-
ability, individual rights,
civil liberties,
transparency

Is political power decen-
tralized & constrained?

Multiple, independent, and
decentralized, with special
focus on the role of the
media, interest groups, the
judiciary, and a written consti-
tution with explicit guarantees

III. Majoritarian
(aka responsible party
government)

Majority rule, cen-
tralization, vertical
accountability

Does the majority (or plural-
ity) rule?

Consolidated and centralized,
with special focus on the role
of political parties

IV. Participatory Government by the
people

Do ordinary citizens partici-
pate in politics?

Election law, civil society, local
government, direct democracy

V. Deliberative Government by reason Are political decisions
the product of public
deliberation?

Media, hearings, panels, other
deliberative bodies

VI. Egalitarian Political equality Are all citizens equally
empowered?

Designed to ensure equal
participation, representation,
protection, and politically rele-
vant resources
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that electoral democracy serves as a necessary attribute of
democracy, in which case other conceptions are meaning-
less without it. Arguably, neither participation nor delib-
eration is democratic apart from a framework of multiparty
elections.50 Similarly, it is often argued that participation
does not serve democracy when education and resources
are unequally distributed. Of course, many different com-
binations of conceptions can be envisioned. One might
even take the position that all six conceptions of democ-
racy are required but that each must be approached with
moderation: democracy as an admixture of diverse con-
ceptions. There are thick and thin approaches to democ-
racy, as to other concepts.51

We do not propose any particular definition of democ-
racy (at large). We leave this to others. Our intention here
is to capture various possible conceptions of democracy
without making judgments about how they might be com-
bined or how they might contribute to a summary index.52

Our claim is that these six conceptions describe our
subject in a fairly encompassing fashion and that each
conception is logically distinct and—at least for some
theorists—independently valuable. That is, some writers
believe that enhanced avenues for participation are good
for democracy even in the absence of electoral or liberal
dimensions of democracy. Some writers believe that more
equal access to resources has a beneficial impact on democ-
racy (through political equality) even in the absence of
electoral or liberal dimensions of democracy.

Moreover, we suspect that there is a good deal of diver-
gence across these six conceptions among the world’s pol-
ities. Some will be particularly strong on the electoral
conception; others will be strong on the liberal concep-
tion, and so forth. Thus the typology of ideal-types pro-
vided in table 1 may prove a useful empirical device,
allowing one to chart variation in political institutions
through time and space.

Components and Indicators
Previously, we made the case for greater disaggregation in
measuring the concept of democracy. The six conceptions
discussed in the previous section offer one step in that
direction. A second step is the identification of mid-level
components.53 This second level of disaggregation specifies
more fully the referents of the six conceptions of democ-
racy and moves us closer to the very specific concepts that
can be measured most validly and reliably. Just as people
prefer different conceptions of democracy, they have dif-
ferent preferences about which components to include
and exclude. Our list, which probably errs on the side of
conceptual inclusiveness, is as follows:

1. Sovereignty: the degree to which a polity is able to
govern itself in its domestic and foreign policies,
free from interference from other polities (aside from

treaty agreements and regular international-system
constraints).

2. Authority: the degree to which central governmental
authority is preeminent throughout the territory
claimed as part of the polity. (If the government has
no authority outside the capital then the rest of the
territory is not governed by whatever rules that pol-
ity has established.)

3. Elective government: the extent to which executive
functions are handled by officials chosen by election.

4. Male suffrage: the extent to which adult males have
the right to vote in elections.

5. Female suffrage: the extent to which adult females
have the right to vote in elections.

6. Turnout: the level of participation in elections and
other officially sponsored consultations.

7. Regular elections: the extent to which elections are
held regularly and on schedule, according to the
constitution.

8. Free elections: the extent to which parties and candi-
dates can gain access to the ballot, compete for votes
in an environment free of government interference,
and have their votes counted and allocated fairly. Also,
the extent to which citizens are able to register to vote.

9. Access to media and campaign finance: the extent to
which all parties/candidates are granted equal access
to the media and to campaign finance, proportional
to their support in the electorate.

10. Executive rule of law: the extent to which the exec-
utive (and persons and agencies under his/her con-
trol) follows the law, as defined by the constitution,
treaties, statutes, and as interpreted by the judiciary.

11. Executive constraints: the extent of effective con-
straints on the executive (whether by elective or
non-elective bodies).

12. Legislative power: the extent to which the legisla-
ture controls the executive—with parliamentary
systems understood as defining one end of the con-
tinuum and systems dominated by a separately
selected executive unaccountable to the legislature,
or systems in which the legislature is entirely absent,
defining the other end.

13. Judicial independence: the extent to which the high-
est judicial bodies are independent of the executive
and other outside influences.

14. Judicial review: the extent to which the highest judi-
cial bodies are able to review acts of legislation and
other governmental actions in the light of consti-
tutional provisions, and the extent to which such
decisions are respected by other bodies.

15. Party strength: the extent to which parties are insti-
tutionalized (rather than simply the vehicle for spe-
cific candidates) and centralized (in organizational
structure, electoral behavior, and legislative
behavior).
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16. Party ideology: the extent to which parties have well-
defined, consistent, and coherent ideologies.

17. Party system size: the number of parties gaining seats
in the national legislature and party system frac-
tionalization (weighting parties by their relative size).

18. Electoral system proportionality: the absence of bar-
riers to representation for small parties, both as a
product of district magnitude, thresholds, and other
statutory restrictions.

19. Competitiveness: the closeness of the vote between
the two highest vote-getters in a national election.

20. Turnover: the change in (a) party control and (b)
individual control over (c) the executive and—
if different—(d) the most powerful office in the
land.

21. Media development: the extent to which major media
outlets are independent, free to air diverse political
views, and able to reach the citizenry.

22. Civil society independence: the extent to which civil
society (excluding parties and media) is indepen-
dent of the state and able to voice opinions critical
of political leaders.

23. Civil society political engagement: the extent to which
civil society (excluding parties and media) is engaged
in politics—both electoral and consultative.

24. Subnational government elections: the extent to which
there are subnational governments elected through
free and fair elections.

25. Unevenness in democratic development: whether some
subnational governments are significantly more or
less respectful of civil liberties and free and fair
elections than others in the polity.

26. Direct democracy: the extent to which opportuni-
ties exist for citizens to engage directly in policy-
making (e.g., through referenda).

27. Civil liberty: the extent to which citizens enjoy free-
dom of speech and freedom from politically-
motivated persecution by government.

28. Property rights: the extent to which property rights
are protected.

29. Religious freedom: the extent to which freedom of
religion is guaranteed.

30. Equal resources: the extent to which resources such
as income, education, and health—which may
impact the possibility of participating in politics—
are widely and equally available.

31. Gender equality: the extent to which women achieve
equal representation in the legislature and other
high positions within government.

32. Ethnic equality: the extent to which underpriv-
ileged ethnic groups (defined by race, religion, caste,
or other ascriptive characteristics) are granted for-
mal rights to suffrage and to positions of power
within the government, as well as the extent to
which such groups actually vote and gain represen-

tation in the legislature and other high positions
within government.

33. Inclusive citizenship: the degree to which all citi-
zens and permanent residents enjoy the protec-
tions of the law.

The final step in disaggregating the concept of democ-
racy is the identification of low-level indicators. These are
measurable aspects of dimensions and components that
lie very close to the empirical bone. In identifying indica-
tors we look for features that perform some function that
brings the political process into closer alignment with the
core meaning of democracy (rule by the people); pertain
to one or more of the six conceptions of democracy (as
summarized in Table 1); and are measurable—directly or
indirectly (via coder judgments) across polities and through
time. Our online appendix provides a comprehensive list
of these indicators. To give the reader a feel for what we
are proposing an exemplary set of indicators pertaining to
formal and descriptive representation is included as Table 2.

At this point, several clarifications are in order. First,
although components and indicators must be closely asso-
ciated with at least one of the six conceptions of democ-
racy (as stipulated earlier), they may be associated with
multiple conceptions of democracy. These components
have a many-to-many rather than one-to-one correspon-
dence with the six conceptions of democracy. This is
because a given institution may perform a variety of func-
tions. For example, a free and independent press may
enhance the competitiveness of elections (electoral democ-
racy), the rule of the majority (majoritarian democracy),
the meaningful participation of citizens (participatory
democracy), and the empowerment of out-groups (egali-
tarian democracy). That said, a free and independent press
is directly and definitionally entailed by the liberal model
of democracy, which is why it is listed in the second row
of Table 1. In any case, the six conceptions of democracy
overlap at the level of components and indicators. We do
not list all the possible correspondences between compo-
nents or indicators and conceptions here because they are
complex and because different scholars would make dif-
ferent selections for different purposes. If one were inter-
ested in a thin concept of electoral democracy, for example,
then elective government, free elections, and regular elec-
tions would probably suffice. A thicker concept of elec-
toral democracy might add male and female suffrage, party
strength, party ideology, party system size, electoral sys-
tem proportionality, turnover, competitiveness, sub-
national government elections, and even civil liberty and
media development.

Second, some components and indicators are undoubt-
edly more important in guaranteeing a polity’s overall level
of democracy than others. This of course depends upon
one’s model of democracy. Inclusion on our list does not
presuppose a judgment of relative importance. All it means
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is that a particular component or indicator is relevant to
the operationalization of at least one conception of
democracy.

Third, components and indicators of democracy some-
times conflict with one another. For example, protection
of individual liberties can impose limits on the will of
the majority; and the existence of strong civil society
organizations may have the effect of pressuring govern-
ment to restrict the civil liberties enjoyed by marginal
groups.54 Likewise, the same institution may be differ-
ently viewed within different models of democracy. For
example, the common practice of mandatory voting is
clearly offensive to the liberal model (where individual
rights are sacrosanct and include the right not to vote),
but is vindicated by the participatory model (since it has
a demonstrated effect in boosting turnout where sanc-
tions are more than nominal). Such contradictions are
implicit in democracy’s multidimensional character, as
discussed in the previous section. No wide-ranging empir-
ical investigation can avoid conflicts among democracy’s
diverse attributes. However, with separate indicators for
these different components it will be possible to examine
potential tradeoffs empirically—an important substan-
tive issue for policymakers and academics to grapple
with.

Fourth, we do not assume that components or indica-
tors of democracy are always associated with desirable pol-
icy outcomes. Democracy is undoubtedly an important
element of good governance, but it is certainly not the
sum-total of good governance. Thus, to say that an indi-
cator or component provides a measure of democracy
(according to one or more conceptions of democracy) is
not to say that it advances the cause of justice or the
good.55 The causal inter-relationship of democracy to other
desired outcomes is an empirical matter.

Finally, our proposed set of components and indica-
tors, while fairly comprehensive, is by no means entirely
comprehensive. The protean nature of “democracy” resists
closure; there are always potentially new components/
indicators that, from one perspective or another, may be
associated with this essentially contested term. Moreover,
some conceptions of the concept are difficult to capture
empirically, and virtually impossible to track over time
and across countries on a global scale. This limits the scope
of any empirical endeavor.

Data Collection and Dissemination
The viability of a dataset hinges critically on its method of
data collection and distribution. It is therefore important
to detail these issues of strategy, which are as vital to the
product as basic decisions about conceptualization and
measurement.

Two types of coders are envisioned in any data-collection
project of this magnitude. The first is the country expert, a

Table 2
An exemplary category of indicators:
Formal and descriptive representation

Studies,
datasets

IDEA Global Survey of Voter Turnout
Paxton et al. 2003
IPU Chronicle of Parliamentary

Elections
IDEA Quota Database
Paxton, Hughes, and Green 2008
US Department of State Human

Rights Reports
Cederman et al. 2010
Elkins and Ginsberg 2011
Krook 2009
US Office of Personnel Management

Investigations Service 2001
General
questions

Who is allowed to vote and who votes?
Who is eligible for public office and who

actually attains it?
Does the legislature reflect population

characteristics?
Indicators* Formal Representation—Suffrage

What percent of all adult citizens are
allowed to vote per election law?

Are there a significant percent of citi-
zens who cannot vote in practice?

Is there restricted male suffrage?
Is there universal male suffrage?
Is there restricted female suffrage?
Is there universal female suffrage?

Formal Representation—Turnout
What percent of all adult citizens

voted?
Descriptive Representation—
Eligibility for Public Office

What restrictions does the constitu-
tion place on eligibility to serve in
the legislature?

Do candidate eligibility rules in prac-
tice exclude women?

Do candidate eligibility rules in prac-
tice exclude members of certain
ethnic or religious groups?

Descriptive Representation—
Attainment of Public Office

Percent female national legislators.
Presence of a gender quota.
Presence of a gender quota with

placement mandates.
Presence of a gender quota with

sanctions for noncompliance.
Percent minority national legislators.
Presence of a minority quota.
Presence of a female president or

prime minister
Presence of a minority president or

prime minister

*All items below pertain to major national elections—
parliamentary and (if applicable) presidential elections. (Pres-
idential elections may not be relevant if the presidency is a
weak office with little policymaking power.)
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person who has resided in and studied a particular coun-
try for many years and has an intimate feel and detailed
knowledge of that polity. The second is the institutional
expert, a person who has expertise in some category of
indicators listed in the online appendix. These two
knowledge-sets must be merged, and this involves a good
deal of cross-communication between the two sorts of
coders such that each learns from, and is informed by, the
other. The coding of a particular indicator must be con-
sistent with general guidelines laid down for that indica-
tor (a judgment the institutional expert is best placed to
resolve) as well as with the context of a particular time and
place (a judgment that the country expert is best placed to
decide).

In establishing the definition of each indicator, a wide
range of institutional experts on a particular subject ought
to be consulted. Once defined and operationalized, a sin-
gle institutional expert can serve as the coordinator for
this indicator across all polities and time-periods, ensur-
ing spatial and temporal consistency.

In establishing the precision of each coding of an indi-
cator, more than one country expert must be enlisted.
This also provides the basis for inter-coder reliability tests,
which are essential for the development of any scale where
some degree of measurement error (perhaps deriving from
personal biases or diverse understandings of a topic) is
anticipated. In addition, the coding system should include
a “Remarks” field where the coder lists primary sources
that proved useful in arriving at a particular code, and any
commentary on the coding that might help with its
interpretation.

Note that some indicators are fairly objective, such as
turnout rates in an election (although sometimes coders
will need to make judgments among rival turnout statis-
tics). Others require more subjective interpretations, e.g.,
minorities holding seats in the national legislature, which
requires judgments about what constitutes a minority and
who qualifies for membership in that category. Other indi-
cators, listed in the online appendix, require even more
coder judgment. Unfortunately, there is no way to dis-
pense with subjective judgments entirely if one is to address
the multifaceted nature of the key concept, democracy.
This is especially the case when it concerns expectations
rather than facts, such as whether the next election is likely
to be held on schedule.

After coding is complete, it is important to establish an
open and transparent system of display and dissemina-
tion. This might include a blog- or Wiki-style format in
which interested individuals could comment on the scores
provisionally assigned to the country or countries or indi-
cator(s) that they know well. This commentary might take
the form of additional information—perhaps unknown
to the country expert—that speaks to the viability of the
coding. Or it might take the form of extended discussions
about how a particular question applies to the circum-

stances of that country. Naturally, a few cranky partici-
pants may be anticipated. However, the Wikipedia
experience suggests that there are many civic-minded indi-
viduals, some of them quite sophisticated, who may be
enlisted and may have a lot to add to the discussion. At
the very least, it may provide further information upon
which to base estimates of uncertainty. (Final decisions
about coding must be left to whatever larger committee of
experts is associated with a project.)

It is important that the process of revision be continual.
Even after the completed dataset is posted, users should
be encouraged to contribute suggestions for revision and
these suggestions should be systematically reviewed.

Finally, wherever indicators are employed to provide
scoring for higher-level concepts—i.e., components or con-
ceptions of democracy—the aggregation rules should be
fully transparent, and hence replicable. Likewise, end-
users could easily construct their own aggregate indices
based upon the low-level indicators provided by the project,
using their own chosen aggregation principles.

Payoffs
Having described what a dataset of new democracy indi-
cators might look like, the payoffs anticipated from such
an index may now be briefly enumerated.

We begin with the aggregation problem. Many prob-
lems of conceptualization and measurement stem from
the decision to represent democracy as a single point
score (based on a binary, ordinal, or interval index). Of
course, summary measures have their uses. Sometimes
one wants to know whether a country is democratic or
non-democratic or how democratic it is overall. How-
ever, the goal of summarizing a country’s regime type is
elusive. As we have seen, extant democracy indices suffer
from serious problems of conceptualization and measure-
ment. While many new indices have been proposed over
the past several decades—all purporting to provide a sin-
gle point score that accurately reflects countries’ regime
status—none has been successful in arriving at an author-
itative and precise measurement of this challenging
concept.

In our view, the traditional approach falls short because
its self-assigned task is impossible. The highly abstract and
contested nature of democracy impedes effective opera-
tionalization. This is not a problem that can be solved—at
least not in a conclusive fashion. Naturally, one can always
impose a particular definition upon the concept, insist
that this is democracy, and then go forward with the task
of measurement. But this is unlikely to convince anyone
not already predisposed to the author’s point of view. More-
over, even if one could gain agreement over the definition
and measurement of democracy, an important question
remains about how much useful information about the
world this highly aggregated concept would provide.
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A more productive approach to this topic is to recog-
nize the multiple conceptions of democracy and, within
each conception, to disaggregate. At lower levels of abstrac-
tion the concept becomes more tractable. While the world
may never agree on whether the overall level of democ-
racy in India is summarizable as a “4” or a “5” (on some
imagined scale), we may agree on scores for this and
other countries at the level of conceptions, components,
and indicators.

The importance of creating consensus on these matters
can hardly be over-emphasized. The purpose of a set of
democracy indicators is not simply to guide rich-world
policymaking bodies such as USAID, the World Bank,
and the UNDP. As soon as a set of indicators becomes
established and begins to influence international policy-
makers, it also becomes fodder for dispute in other coun-
tries around the world. A useful set of indicators is one
that claims the widest legitimacy. A poor set of indicators
is one that is perceived as a tool of western influence or a
mask for the forces of globalization (as Freedom House is
sometimes regarded). The hope is that by reducing the
elements of democracy down to levels that are more coher-
ent and operational it may be possible to generate a broader
consensus around this vexed subject. Moreover, insofar as
indicators might be used to construct aggregate indices, at
least everyone would know precisely why they received a
particular score in a particular year, since the underlying
indicators used to compose the index would be available
for inspection. (Presumably, the aggregation principles
would be available as well.)

Another advantage is the degree of precision and differ-
entiation that a disaggregated set of indicators offers rela-
tive to extant composite indices. While holistic measures
of democracy float hazily over the surface of politics, the
conceptions, components, and indicators of a disaggre-
gated dataset are comparatively specific and precise. Con-
trasts and comparisons become correspondingly acute. Our
proposed dataset would allow policymakers and research-
ers to clarify how, specifically, one country’s democratic
features differ from others in the region, or across regions.

This is especially helpful in the context of country assess-
ments. How can policymakers determine which aspects of
a polity are most in need of assistance? While Freedom
House and Polity offer only a few dimensions of analysis
(and these are highly correlated and difficult to distin-
guish conceptually), our proposal envisions numerous
parameters. It seems clear that for assessing the potential
impact of programs focused on different elements of a
polity it is helpful to have indicators at hand that offer a
differentiated view of the subject. Intuitively, the greatest
effectiveness is achieved when program interventions are
targeted on the weakest element of democracy in a coun-
try. A large set of fully differentiated indicators would
make it possible to both identify those elements and test
the assumption behind such choices.

Relatedly, the proposed dataset would allow policymak-
ers and researchers to track a single country’s progress or
regress through time. One would be able to specify which
facets of a polity have improved, and which have remained
stagnant or declined. This means that the longstanding
question of regime transitions would be amenable to empir-
ical tests. When a country transitions from autocracy to
democracy (or vice versa), which elements come first? Are
there common patterns, a finite set of sequences, pre-
requisites? Or, is every transition unique? Do transition
patterns effect the consolidation of democracy? With a
large set of indicators measured over many years, it would
become possible for the first time to explore transition
sequences.56 Does a newly vibrant civil society lead to more
competitive elections, or to an authoritarian backlash? Do
accountable elected officials create an independent judi-
ciary, or does an independent judiciary make officials
accountable? Similar questions could be asked about the
relationships among citizenship, voting, parties, civil soci-
ety, and other components of democracy, perhaps with
the assistance of sequence-based econometrics.57

Note that insofar as one wishes to judge trends, trend
lines are necessary. A single snapshot of the contempo-
rary world reveals nothing about the direction or speed
at which countries are moving toward, or away from,
democracy. Even trends in a short span of recent years
can be very misleading, as many democratization paths
contain many years of stasis punctuated by sudden move-
ments toward or away from democracy. Assessments of
global trends require even more data, as some countries
move in opposite directions in any given year; “waves” of
democratization exist only on average, with many
exceptions.58

Policymakers also wish to know what affect their policy
interventions might have on a given country’s quality of
democracy. There is little hope of answering this question
in a more than suggestive fashion if democracy is under-
stood only at a highly aggregated level or over a small
number of years.59 The intervention is too small relative
to the outcome to draw strong causal inferences between
USAID policies, on the one hand, and Country A’s level
of democracy (as measured, e.g., by Freedom House or
Polity) on the other. However, it is more plausible to esti-
mate the causal effects of a program focused on a partic-
ular element of democracy if that element can be measured
separately and over a long period of time. Thus, election-
centered programs might be judged against an outcome
that measures the quality of elections.60 This is plausible,
and perhaps quite informative—although, to be sure, many
factors other than international actors affect the quality of
elections in a country. (There are many potential con-
founders.) The bottom line is this: insofar as policymakers
must make reference to country-level outcome indicators,
they will be much better served if these indicators are
available at a disaggregated level. (Hopefully, they will also
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have even more fine-grained outcome measures with which
to evaluate the efficacy of programs.)

One would also be able to test democracy’s causal effect
as an independent variable. Does democracy hinder eco-
nomic growth, contain inflation, promote public order, or
ensure international peace? Answering such classic ques-
tions absolutely requires a lengthy time-series because the
effects of these factors play out over many years. They also
require a great deal of disaggregation because we need to
know, as specifically as possible, which elements of democ-
racy are related to which results. This is helpful from the
policy perspective as well as from the analytic perspective,
so that we can gain insight into causal mechanisms.
Whether democracy is looked upon as an independent
(causal) variable, or a dependent (outcome) variable, we
need to know which aspect of this complex construct is at
play.

Recent work has raised the possibility that democracy’s
effects are long-term, rather than (or in addition to) short-
term.61 It seems quite probable that the short-term and
long-term effects of democracy are quite different. Plausi-
bly, long-term effects are more consistent, and more pos-
itive along various developmental outcomes, than short-
term effects. Consideration of these questions demands a
historical coding of the key variables.

A final set of advantages of our proposed approach to
democracy derives from its data-collection strategy. This
is open to public scrutiny and commentary. Procedures of
collection and aggregation are replicable. Experts with deep
knowledge of each country’s history are to be enlisted.
Several experts are asked to code each indicator, wherever
the latter requires a degree of judgment (rather than cod-
ings of a factual nature). Inter-coder reliability tests, along
with other gauges of reliability, are systematic. Periodic
revisions are planned rather than ad hoc, and where
re-coding is required it is applied to the whole dataset so
that consistency is preserved through time and across
polities.

With democracy indicators, as with most things, the
devil is in the details. Getting these details right, and pro-
viding full transparency at each stage, should enhance the
precision and validity of the measurement instrument, as
well as its legitimacy in the eyes of potential end-users.

Conclusions
All of these factors should enhance the utility of the pro-
posed approach to conceptualization and measurement.
Moreover, we anticipate that the payoffs will be as vital for
policymakers as for academics. Both of these constituen-
cies are engaged in a common enterprise, an enterprise
that has been impeded by the lack of a sufficiently dis-
criminating instrument.

In this context, one might ponder the sort of problems
that would arise for macroeconomists, finance ministers,

and policymakers at the World Bank and IMF if they
possessed only one highly aggregated indicator of eco-
nomic performance: an index of “prosperity,” for exam-
ple. As good as GDP is (and there are of course difficulties),
it neither measures the whole concept of prosperity nor
says anything specific. It would not go very far without
the existence of additional variables that measure the com-
ponents of this macro-level concept. This is in fact where
the economics discipline stood 80 years ago: aside from
census data, which generated some information about
income and employment once a decade, and some trade
figures (because trade was taxed), there were only “bou-
tique” economic indicators compiled by lone academic
economists for specific research projects. This situation
changed with the Great Depression, when Simon Kuznets
was appointed to set up an office in the Department of
Commerce that would collect national accounts data in a
systematic fashion.62 In the field of political analysis, we
are where economists were before the Depression. We have
some crude sense of how democratic a country is; but we
have no systematic knowledge of how a country scores on
the various components of democracy, and our historical
knowledge is even weaker.

Now let us step back from the details of our proposal to
ask a larger question in the sociology of knowledge. If a
new set of democracy indicators promises so many returns
one might wonder why it has not already been developed.
After all, academics and policy makers have been strug-
gling with issues of conceptualization and measurement
for quite some time, and the problems noted at the outset
of this paper are widely acknowledged.

It is important to remember that producing a dataset of
this immense scope is time-consuming and expensive,
requiring the participation and coordination of many
researchers. While the downstream benefits are great, no
single scholar or group of scholars has the resources or the
incentives to invest.63 Indeed, the academic disciplines do
not generally reward members who labor for years to
develop new data resources.

Moreover, few national or international organizations
have the funding and the motivation to collect global and
historical data on a highly disaggregated level. While a
host of national institutions (e.g., finance, commerce, agri-
culture, and labor departments, along with national banks)
and international financial institutions (e.g., the World
Bank, International Monetary Fund, World Trade Orga-
nization, Food and Agriculture Organization, and Orga-
nization for Economic Cooperation and Development)
supervise the collection of economic data, there are no
analogous institutions charged with collecting political data.

Thus, the topic of democracy has been left to several
meagerly financed organizations who must go begging each
year (or every several years) to renew their funding so that
coding can be continued.64 Freedom in the World, includ-
ing the construction of the PR and CL indices (along with
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associated staff, consultants, printing, and promotion costs),
is budgeted at $500–600,000 annually.65 Polity consumes
about $120,000 annually.66 These are paltry sums, partic-
ularly when compared with the vast sums of money spent
by OECD countries on democracy promotion.

A brief review of these expenditures may be helpful in
putting our subject into the proper context. USAID spends
about $600 million annually on its various democracy
and governance programs.67 Annual contributions to the
United Nations’ Democracy Fund add up to over $20
million.68 DFID, the British development agency, spends
$1.25 million annually on democracy and governance
(though this also includes some anti-poverty programs).69

DANIDA, the Danish development agency, spends $330
million annually in assistance to foster civil society and
public administration.70 SIDA, the Swedish development
agency, spends $690 million annually to foster demo-
cratic governance and human rights.71 CIDA, the Cana-
dian development agency, spends $566 million annually
for programs to improve the quality of government and
civil society.72 The European Commission, a body of the
EU, spends $220 million annually for programs in sup-
port of government and civil society.73 The Secretariat
for Political Affairs (SPA) within the Organization of
American States (OAS) spends $3.5 million annually to
strengthen political processes in the member states, in par-
ticular to support democracy as the best option for ensur-
ing peace, security, and development.74

Altogether, countries around the world target about $1.8
billion on projects related to government and civil soci-
ety.75 It is worth noting that rigorous evaluation of the
impact of these programs would be enhanced by an invest-
ment of a small fraction of one percent of these expendi-
tures, requisite for the creation of more disaggregated
indicators of specific attributes of democracy, as outlined
here.

In any case, the failure to adequately measure democracy
is a product both of paltry resources and poor institutional
incentives. Consequently, academics and policymakers have
continued to employ—and complain about—Polity, Free-
dom House, DD, and other highly aggregated indices. It is
our hope that users of these indices will recognize the pub-
lic good aspect of enhanced measures of democracy, and
that investments by individual scholars and funding insti-
tutions will help make this prospect a reality.

Notes
1 This article represents one product of a larger collab-

orative effort to produce new indicators of democ-
racy for all countries since 1900. Other team
members include co-Principal Investigators Staffan
Lindberg and Jan Teorell, as well as Project Manag-
ers David Altman, Michael Bernhard, Steven Fish,
Allen Hicken, Matthew Kroenig, Kelly McMann,

Pamela Paxton, Holli Semetko, Svend-Erik Skaan-
ing, and Jeffrey Staton. Coppedge and Gerring are
primarily responsible for the text of this article,
though input was received from the entire team.
The Appendix is a joint effort.

2 Our online appendix can be found at www.nd.
edu/;mcoppedg/Appendix.pdf.

3 See Acuna-Alfaro 2005; Beetham 1994; Berg-
Schlosser 2004a, 2004b; Bollen 1993; Bollen and
Paxton 2000; Bowman, Lehoucq, and Mahoney
2005; Coppedge, Alvarez, and Maldonado 2008;
Foweraker and Krznaric 2000; Gleditsch and Ward
1997; McHenry 2000; Munck 2009; Munck and
Verkuilen 2002; Treier and Jackman 2008; Vermil-
lion 2006. For work focused more generally on
governance indicators, see Arndt and Oman 2006;
Besancon 2003; Kurtz and Schrank 2007; Sudders
and Nahem 2004; Thomas 2010; USAID 1998.

4 Freedom House employs two indices, “Political
Rights” and “Civil Liberties” (sometimes they are
employed in tandem, sometimes singly) each of
which extends back to 1972 and covers most sover-
eign and semi-sovereign nations (see www.freedom-
house.org). Polity IV (Marshall and Jaggers 2007)
also provides two aggregate indices, “Democracy”
and “Autocracy,” usually used in tandem (by sub-
tracting one from the other), which provides the
Polity2 variable. Coverage extends back to 1800 for
most sovereign countries with populations greater
than 500,000 (www.cidcm.umd.edu/inscr/polity).
DD (Alvarez, Cheibub, Limongi, and Przeworski
1996; Cheibub, Gandhi, and Vreeland 2010) codes
countries dichotomously (democracy/dictatorship),
including most sovereign countries from 1946 to the
present. BNR (2001) construct a binary measure
that extends (for all sovereign nations) from 1919 to
the present. The EIU index is composed of five core
dimensions and sixty sub-components, which are
combined into a single index of democracy (EIU
2010). Coverage extends to 167 sovereign or semis-
overeign nations for 2006, 2008, and 2010.

5 E.g., Competition and Participation variables (Van-
hanen 2000), the Polyarchy index (Coppedge and
Reinicke 1990), Contestation and Inclusiveness
indices (Coppedge, Alvarez, and Maldonado 2008),
the Political Regime Change [PRC] dataset (Gasi-
orowski 1996; updated by Reich 2002), the Democ-
ratization Dataset (Schneider and Schmitter 2004a),
Unified Democracy Scores (Pemstein, Meserve, and
Melton 2010, the Democracy Barometer (Buhl-
mann, Merkel, and Wessels 2008), and indicators
based on Altman and Pérez-Liñán 2002; Arat 1991;
Bollen 1980, 2001; Bowman, Lehoucq, and Ma-
honey 2005; Hadenius 1992; and Moon et al.
2006.
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6 Detailed surveys can be found in Hadenius and
Teorell 2005; Landman 2003; and Munck and
Verkuilen 2002. See also Acuna-Alfaro 2005;
Beetham 1994; Berg-Schlosser 2004a, 2004b; Bollen
1993; Bollen and Paxton 2000; Bowman, Lehoucq,
and Mahoney 2005; Casper and Tufis 2003; Elkins
2000; Foweraker and Krznaric 2000; Gleditsch and
Ward 1997; McHenry 2000; Munck and Verkuilen
2002; and Treier and Jackman 2008.

7 Held 2006.
8 Studies of the concept of democracy are legion; see,

e.g., Beetham 1994, 1999; Collier and Levitsky
1997; Held 2006; Lively 1975; Saward 2003; Weale
1999. All emphasize the far-flung nature of the core
concept.

9 Paxton 2000.
10 Freedom House 2007.
11 Jackman 2008.
12 Collier and Adcock 1999.
13 Elkins 2000.
14 Questions can also be raised about whether these

indices are properly regarded as interval scales; see
Treier and Jackman 2008. We do not envision an easy
solution to this problem although Pemstein, Meserve,
and Melton 2010 offer some intriguing ideas.

15 Pemstein et al. 2010; Treier and Jackman 2008.
16 Lijphart 1999.
17 Vanhanen 2000; Boix and Rosato 2001 extend the

coding procedures laid out by DD back to 1800.
However, we are aware of only one study employing
this dataset (Boix and Stokes 2003), and the dataset
has not been formally published anywhere, or up-
dated (to the best of our knowledge), so we do not
include it in the discussion.

18 Gerardo Munck, personal communication, 2010.
19 Reliance on survey data also raises even more diffi-

cult questions about validity, i.e., whether the indi-
cators measure what they are supposed to measure.
There is surprisingly little empirical support for the
notion that respondents are able to assess their own
regimes in a cross-nationally comparable way or that
they tend to live under regimes that are congruent
with their own values.

20 Munck and Verkuilen 2002.
21 Report on Methodology, downloaded from

www.freedomhouse.hu/images/nit2009/
methodology.pdf.

22 Munck and Verkuilen 2002; Munck 2009; Goertz
2006.

23 Goertz 2006, 95–127; Munck 2009; Schneider
2010.

24 Coppedge, Alvarez, and Maldonado 2008.
25 Pemstein, Meserve, and Melton 2010; Bollen and

Jackman 1989; Bollen and Paxton 2000; Treier and
Jackman 2008.

26 E.g., Beetham 1994, 2004; Diamond and Morlino
2005; Landman and Carvalho 2008; Proyecto Es-
tado de la Nación 2001.

27 E.g., Beetham et al. 2001; Buhlmann, Merkel, and
Wessels 2008.

28 Marshall and Jaggers 2007.
29 Munck and Verkuilen 2002.
30 E.g., Gates et al. 2006.
31 EIU 2010.
32 Gasiorowski 1996; Bowman, Lehoucq, and Ma-

honey 2005.
33 For extensive cross-country tests see Hadenius and

Teorell 2005.
34 Casper and Tufis 2003. See also Elkins 2000; Hade-

nius and Teorell 2005.
35 This echoes a persistent theme of historically

grounded social science (Nunn 2009; Mahoney and
Rueschemeyer 2003; Steinmo, Thelen, and Long-
streth 1992).

36 Gallie 1956; Held 2006; Shapiro 2003, 10–34.
37 See Dahl 1956; Przeworski et al. 2000; Schumpeter

1950.
38 See Dahl 1956 on “Madisonian Democracy”; see

also Gordon 1999; Hamilton, Madison and Jay
1992; Hayek 1960; Held 2006, ch. 3; Hirst 1989;
Mill 1958; Vile 1998.

39 See American Political Science Association 1950;
Bagehot 1963; Ford 1967; Goodnow 1900; Lijphart
1999; Lowell 1889; Ranney 1962; Schattschneider
1942; Wilson 1956.

40 Pocock 1975.
41 See Barber 1988; Benelo and Roussopoulos 1971;

Fung and Wright 2003; Macpherson 1977; Mans-
bridge 1983; Pateman 1976.

42 Dryzek 2010, 1.
43 Held 2006, 237.
44 See Bohman 1998; Cohen 1989; Elster 1998; Fish-

kin 1991; Fung 2005; Gutmann and Thompson
1996; Habermas 1984, 1996; Held 2006, ch. 9. A
number of recent studies have attempted to grapple
with this concept empirically; see Bächtiger 2005;
Dryzek 2009; Mutz 2008; Ryfe 2005; Steiner et al.
2004; Thompson 2008.

45 See Dahl 1982, 1989; Lindblom 1977. Many of the
writings cited previously under participatory democ-
racy might also be cited here. Taking a somewhat
different stand on this issue, Beetham 1999 and
Saward 1998 (94-101) do not request an equal
distribution of resources. Rather, they consider
access to basic necessities in the form of health care,
education, and social security to be democratic
rights as they make participation in the political
process possible and meaningful.

46 Pitkin 1967.
47 Shapiro and Hacker-Cordon 1999.
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48 Isaac n.d.
49 Dunn 1995.
50 Dahl 1989; Lijphart 1999.
51 Coppedge 1999.
52 Although our own preference would be to treat a

basic degree of electoral democracy as the founda-
tion on which all other conceptions of “democracy”
build, we want to make it easier for others to opera-
tionalize different conceptions.

53 Goertz 2006, ch. 2.
54 Berman 1997; Levi 1996.
55 Arneson 2004.
56 Sequencing is explored by Schneider and Schmitter

2004b with a smaller set of indicators and a shorter
stretch of time. See also McFaul 2005.

57 Abbott 1995; Abbott and Tsay 2000; Wu 2000.
58 Huntington 1991.
59 Finkel, Pérez-Liñán, and Seligson 2007.
60 Kelley 2009.
61 Gerring et al. 2005; Persson and Tabellini 2006.
62 Carson 1975.
63 Note that while scholars who are discontented with

the leading indicators of democracy periodically
re-code countries of special concern to them (e.g.,
Acuna-Alfaro 2005; Berg-Schlosser 2004a, 2004b;
Bowman, Lehoucq, and Mahoney 2005; McHenry
2000), this re-coding is generally limited to a small
set of countries or a small period of time. The incen-
tive structure for data collection is discussed compel-
lingly in Herrera and Kapur 2007.

64 The following statistics are drawn from a variety of
sources, as cited. They represent the most recent
figures available. Where data for several recent years
is available these are averaged together to form an
estimate of normal budget activity.

65 Arch Puddington (Director of Research, Freedom
House), personal communication, January 2011.

66 Monty Marshall, personal communication, Decem-
ber 2010.

67 This figure, drawn from Finkel, Pérez-Liñán, and
Seligson 2007, is for 2003 (in constant 1995 US
dollars), and may have grown slightly since then.

68 See www.un.org/democracyfund/Donors/
donors_index.html.

69 This figure represents total bilateral gross public
expenditure for DFID and other official UK sources.
See www.dfid.gov.uk/About-DFID/Finance-and-
performance/Aid-Statistics/Statistic-on-
International-Development-2010/SID-2010—
Tables-index/.

70 See www.um.dk/en/menu/DevelopmentPolicy/
DanishDevelopmentPolicy/AnnualReport/.

71 SADEV (Swedish Agency for Development Evalua-
tion): www.sadev.scb.se/eng/database/SADEV/
bilateralt/bilateralt.asp.

72 CIDA’s Statistical Reports on International Assis-
tance. See www.acdi-cida.gc.ca/acdi-cida/
acdi-cida.nsf/eng/JUD-4128122-G4W#pre.

73 European Commission Annual Reports on develop-
ment policy and external assistance. See http://
ec.europa.eu/europeaid/multimedia/publications/
index_en.htm.

74 The figure represents the mean value for 2005–07.
This line item disappears in 2008, absorbed within a
broader category of spending. OAS Secretary Gen-
eral Annual Reports: www.oas.org/es/centro_
informacion/informe_anual.asp.

75 This figure represented committed funds (not funds
actually spent) for 2009 (in constant 2000 USD).
See Nielson, Powers, and Tierney 2010.
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