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Abstract
Measures of democracy are in high demand. Scientific and public audiences use them to describe political realities and to
substantiate causal claims about those realities. This introduction to the thematic issue reviews the history of democracy
measurement since the 1950s. It identifies four development phases of the field, which are characterized by three recur-
rent topics of debate: (1) what is democracy, (2) what is a good measure of democracy, and (3) do our measurements of
democracy register real-world developments? As the answers to those questions have been changing over time, the field
of democracy measurement has adapted and reached higher levels of theoretical andmethodological sophistication. In ef-
fect, the challenges facing contemporary social scientists are not only limited to the challenge of constructing a sound index
of democracy. Today, they also need a profound understanding of the differences between various measures of democ-
racy and their implications for empirical applications. The introduction outlines how the contributions to this thematic
issue help scholars cope with the recurrent issues of conceptualization, measurement, and application, and concludes by
identifying avenues for future research.
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1. Introduction

Over the past decades, the field of democracy measure-
ment has grown tremendously. The continuous scien-
tific and public demand for measures of democracy has
generated an unprecedented wealth of measurement in-
struments aiming to capture democracy. Yet, having re-
viewed the development of the field since the 1960s,
Bollen (1991, p. 4) found scant evidence for a “smooth
evolution towards clear theoretical definitions and finely
calibrated instruments”. One decade later, Munck and
Verkuilen (2002, p. 28) still concluded that “no single in-
dex offers a satisfactory response to all three challenges

of conceptualization, measurement, and aggregation”.
But certainly, all is not lost for measuring democracy.
Rather, scholars have incorporated much of the critique,
which resulted in major improvements. As a result, so-
cial sciences today enjoy a vast supply of high-quality ap-
proaches to measuring democracy. Now, the challenge
is not so much to select a sound index of democracy but
rather to understand the theoretical andmethodological
differences between various indices as well as the con-
sequences of their application. Nevertheless, several re-
curring topics and issues in the literature on democracy
measurement clearly indicate there is still the need for
further improvement.
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This thematic issue focuses mainly on three aspects
to improve research on democracy measurement and re-
search using measures of democracy: (1) Conceptualiza-
tion: what do differences in theoretical grounding and
conceptualization of democracy measures mean for em-
pirical analyses? While somemeasures follow a minimal-
istic definition of democracy, others go as far as includ-
ing political outcomes. Moreover, the conceptual differ-
ences between graded measures of democracy are sel-
dom in the focus of research. However, they can be quite
substantial. Which measures can and should be used for
which substantive research questions? (2)Measurement:
much of the debate on measuring democracy revolves
around the nature and scaling of appropriate indicators.
Do observables make better or merely different data?
Conversely, do expert judgments or public opinion data
achieve higher validity or are they just biased in different
ways? At the same time, existingmeasures of democracy
differ tremendously in their aggregation rules. What sub-
stantive differences do those alternatives imply? (3) Ap-
plication: finally, in terms of real-world developments
and resulting research questions, how are the conceptu-
alization and nature of a democracy measure related to
its applicability? In line with the contributions to this the-
matic issue, we argue that the relevance of this question
goes far beyond a two-measure comparison in the field
of democratization. New measures allow us to address
new questions, to revise the answers to old questions, to
delve deeper into the realm of causal mechanisms, and,
last but not least, more valid application in general. In
sum, it seems reasonable to revisit and compare mea-
sures of democracy from different perspectives despite
all the positive developments in the field.

This editorial serves both as an introduction to and
as a summary of the thematic issue. First, we provide a
short summary of several development phases in the his-
tory of democracymeasurement.We show that these de-
velopments can be traced back to very similar motives
and origins. We then outline why and to which regard
there still is the necessity for improvement in the field
of democracy measurement. Finally, we discuss how this
thematic issue addresses some of the existing problems
by presenting the main findings of all nine contributions
in the broader context of future avenues for democ-
racy measurement.

2. A Brief History of Democracy Measurement:
Improvements, Recurring Topics, and Persistent
Shortcomings

In a way, democracy measurement is a prime example of
empirical research in political science. The following brief
history of the field, which spans more than six decades,
demonstrates that scholars adapted democracymeasure-
ment in response to major political events or changes in

the nature and distribution of political regimes. When-
ever existing measures fell out of touch with real-world
developments or new substantively important questions
arose, democracy measurement was quickly responding.
At the same time, democracy measurement remained in
close contact with developments in the discipline itself,
particularly to democratic theory and political methodol-
ogy. Three questions drive the development of democ-
racy measurement: (1) what is an appropriate definition
of democracy, (2) what does an appropriate measure-
ment of that definition look like, and (3) are themeasures
applicable to real-world phenomena?

Clearly, there are significant problems regarding re-
search on democracy measurement. As is often the case
in the social sciences, it is hardly possible to reach con-
sensus in terms of conceptualization or measurement.
20 years later it is still worth quoting Vanhanen’s (1997,
p. 31) assessment of democracy measurement in full: “It
has been much more difficult to find suitable measures
of democracy and tomeasure the variation in the level of
democracy than to formulate a definition of democracy.
In fact, nearly all researchers who have attempted to
measure democracy have used different indicators. The
situation is confusing”. Vanhanen describes a very impor-
tant problem that has yet to be solved. There have been
important advancements but we also observe recurring
topics and problems in all historical phases of democracy
measurement. We count four major phases of develop-
ment that will be presented in the following with a spe-
cial focus on the applicability ofmeasures, conceptualiza-
tion of democracy, and adequacy of measurement.1

Phase 1: Modernization Theory and Democracy. Ef-
forts to measure democracy stretch back to the 1950s
and 1960s. Following the horrors ofWorldWar II and the
preceding crisis of democracy in many countries, schol-
ars pondered on the relationship between democracy
and modernization. In the course of the debate, Lipset’s
(1959) “Some Social Requisites of Democracy” advanced
as a theoretical and empiricalmodel for numerous future
studies. Lipset’s seminal piece was not just the first to
explicate the link between economic development and
democracy (Wucherpfennig & Deutsch, 2009, p. 1), it
also translated Dahl’s (1956) procedural conception of
democracy into a term fit for empirical investigation. In
Lipset’s words, democracy “is a social mechanism for the
resolution of societal decision making among conflict-
ing interest groups” that permits the participation of the
largest possible share of the population (Lipset, 1959,
p. 71). The questions intriguing Lipset and many others
(e.g., Adelman & Morris, 1971; Coleman, 1960; Cutright,
1963; Cutright &Wiley, 1969; R. W. Jackman, 1973; John-
son, 1976; Neubauer, 1967; Smith, 1969) was how to
achieve stable democracy and how to recognize it.

An occasionally vicious debate over parsimonious
and not so parsimonious conceptions of democracy en-

1 Obviously, it is impossible to provide a complete summary of all different approaches to democracy measurement published since the 1950s. However,
the development and nature of all measures follow certain time-specific patterns, which allows us to provide a comprehensive overview nevertheless—
albeit on a more abstract level and focusing on the most relevant measures and scholars.
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sued, a debate which has continued until today (e.g.,
Coppedge et al., 2011; Held, 2010; Przeworski, 1999;
Schmitter & Karl, 1991). According to Lipset, in the
1950s, stable European democracies had provided unin-
terrupted rule since World War I and had not met any
major domestic anti-democratic movement in the pre-
vious 25 years (Lipset, 1959, p. 73). He followed these
criteria to separate “stable democracies” from “unsta-
ble democracies and dictatorships” (Lipset, 1959, p. 74).
Scholars objected to Lipset’s admittedly crude dichotomy
for various reasons. On the one hand, they criticized
his binary classification, which disregarded gradual dif-
ferences between democracies (e.g., Cutright, 1963). On
the other hand, scholars added new properties to the
concept of democracy, including aspects of the consti-
tutional state, party competition, as well as the partici-
pation (Neubauer, 1967) and representation of citizens
(Cutright & Wiley, 1969; Lauth, Pickel, & Welzel, 2000,
p. 11). Thus, strictly procedural conceptions of politi-
cal democracy (Dahl, 1971; Downs, 1957; Schumpeter,
1950) clashed with more universal, social conceptions of
democracy which went well beyond the properties of po-
litical competition (Bollen, 1991).

Early attempts to measure democracy featured prob-
lems of theory, methodology, and applicability. Concepts
often did not adequately distinguish between the prop-
erties of democracy and its consequences. Moreover,
conceptual attributes and indicators of democracy were
occasionally only loosely connected. Finally, the resul-
tant indices rarely covered more than a handful of coun-
tries or years and were often selected on the basis of
data availability rather than substantive criteria. Those
deficits in measuring democracy resulted in a barrage of
contradictory findings on fundamentally important ques-
tions such as the connection between the levels of polit-
ical democracy and economic inequality (Bollen, 1980).

Phase 2: Differentiation and Sophistication. During
the late 1970s and the 1980s, applications of democracy
measurements spread to new research areas, e.g., po-
litical economy and international relations. More impor-
tantly, those years constitute a first blooming of truly
comparative measurements of democracy. Many of the
most influential measurements of democracy emerged
during that period. Freedom House’s report on Freedom
in the World began its annual circulation in 1978. Al-
though never intended to meet the standards of sci-
entific research (Gastil, 1991, p. 21), its civil liberties
and political rights scales found their way into countless
scientific applications. In 1975, the first version of the
Polity data was used to study patterns of political author-
ity (Gurr Jaggers, & Moore, 1991, p. 73). Interestingly,
measuring democracy was not their primary intent, as
Polity’s famous 21-point scale aggregates patterns of au-
thority related to either autocracy or democracy (Gurr,
et al., 1991, p. 79). Vanhanen’s (1971) index of democ-
ratization, in contrast, directly measured competition
and participation in elections, recognizing them as nec-
essary features of democracy (Vanhanen, 2000, p. 256).

Finally, Bollen (1980) presented his Political Democracy
Index and his extensive use of structural equation mod-
els (SEMs) changed the methodological standard in mea-
suring democracy.

SEMs and related approaches use path diagrams to
communicate the structure of terms and even entire the-
ories. Path diagramsmight be seen as aminor byproduct
of a highly specific approach to empirical analysis, but
that does not diminish the fact that they made democ-
racy measurement more rigorous. More importantly,
Bollen’s work reinforced themove towards graded scales
in measuring democracy. His analyses built on the firm
convictions that (1) democracy is a matter of degree
and (2) that dichotomous or even trichotomousmeasure-
ments of democracy (e.g., Gasiorowski, 1990) introduce
substantial measurement errors into the analysis (Bollen,
1991, p. 14; S. Jackman, 2008). Bollen was clearly not
the first to advocate degrees of democracy. However, his
rigorous assessments of measurement transparency, re-
liability, and validity justified the use of graded scales in
the shadow of a fierce controversy over the proper order
of classification and quantification in the social sciences
(Sartori, 1970). In short, during this phase best prac-
tices emerged in the field. Those prepared the ground
for some very important features of modern democracy
measurement, e.g., concept trees, theory-consistent ag-
gregation rules (Munck & Verkuilen, 2002), and the con-
scious choice of data types and sources (Bollen, 1991).

Phase 3: The Age of Hybridization. When the Cold
War ended in the early 1990s and Huntington’s (1991)
“third wave” of democratization surged, the measure-
ment of democracy faced new challenges. On one hand,
the number of political systems that were at least mini-
mally democratic had grown substantially. This interna-
tional spread of democracy also underlined the need for
more precise measurements (Lauth et al., 2000, p. 8).
On the other hand, democracy indices were criticized for
their allegedWestern bias. The debate pitted cultural uni-
versalism against relativism (Sowell, 1994) and forced ex-
isting indices to justify why their conception of democ-
racy should apply across time and space. As more cross-
national survey data became available, new opportuni-
ties for measuring democracy arose. Hitherto, democ-
racy indices had either privileged factual, easily observ-
able properties of democracy, or had relied on expert
knowledge. Now, it became possible to exploit citizen
perceptions of democracy for cross-national empirical re-
search and even policy advice.

Severe theoretical and methodological critiques of
existing measures of democracy were one of the first
types of response to those three developments. Noth-
ing exemplifies them better than the ACLP dataset (Al-
varez, Cheibub, Limongi, & Przeworski, 1996; Cheibub,
Gandhi, & Vreeland, 2010; Przeworski, Alvarez, Cheibub,
& Limongi, 2000). Its binary distinction between democ-
racy and dictatorship excelled with its theoretical clarity
and methodological rigor, proving that the debate be-
tween discrete and graded measurements of democracy
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was far from over. In fact, exchanges between the op-
ponents and proponents of classificatory measurement
schemes continued well into the new millennium (Bo-
gaards, 2012; Cheibub, et al., 2010; Collier & Adcock,
1999; Elkins, 2000; Mainwaring, Brinks, & Pérez-Liñán,
2001). Moreover, in the course of the 1990s and early
2000s, Bollen and Paxton repeatedly discussed pitfalls
in measuring democracy. They provided evidence for
low validity and method factors in important, subjec-
tive measures of democracy (Bollen, 1993; Bollen & Pax-
ton, 1998, 2000). Others scrutinized the dimensional-
ity and precision of the Polity data (Gleditsch & Ward,
1997), elaborated on how differences between mea-
surements of democracy resulted in divergent empiri-
cal findings (Casper & Tufis, 2003), or developed frame-
works for the systematic comparison of measures of
democracy (Munck & Verkuilen, 2002). Each of these re-
sponses highlight the continuing search for the necessary
and theoretically proper degree of precision in measur-
ing democracy.

Citizen evaluations entered the field from two differ-
ent directions. First, scholars used cross-national surveys
to study and compare citizen evaluations of democracy.
Those contributions walked the line between measuring
democracy and studying political culture. For instance,
Welzel, Inglehart and Kligemann (2003) and later on In-
glehart and Welzel (2005) used the World Values Survey
(WVS) to link macro-level modernization to individual-
level aspirations for democracy. Similar connectionswere
later made by Ferrín and Kriesi (2016) who used Euro-
pean Social Survey (ESS) data and thereby demonstrated
the ongoing relevance of this research. However, as sur-
vey research must rely on standardized questionnaires,
those data are not the most granular. Enter the demo-
cratic audit, which “constitutes the simple but ambitious
project of assessing the state of democracy in a single
country” (Beetham, 1994, p. 26). Whereas other mea-
sures aim to compare levels of democracy over space
and time, the democratic audit proposes a framework for
evaluating the living experience of citizens with a democ-
racy. It is every bit as much an analytical as a political tool
to empower citizens and it has been used in over 25 coun-
tries (Landman, 2012). In retrospect, the audit’s success
foreshadowed a fundamental shift from measuring the
level of democracy to measuring its quality.

Phase 4: Quality, Varieties, and Rollback of Democ-
racy. By the early 2000s, scholars moved away from
measuring the level of democracy and had begun to
take more interest in its quality (see Altman & Pérez-
Liñán, 2002; Diamond & Morlino, 2005; Pharr & Put-
nam, 2000). Two observations caused this shift. On one
hand, the third wave of democratization left many po-
litical regimes stuck in the murky middle ground be-
tween democracy and autocracy where multiparty po-
litical competition coexists with severe deficits in demo-
cratic government. On the other hand, extant measure-
ments rewarded many if not all established democracies
with the highest marks, glossing over what struck many

as decisive differences. Yet, what is a “good” democracy?
Answering that question required newer, broader, mid
to wide-range concepts of democracy (e.g., Beetham,
2004; Held, 2010;Merkel, 2004) as well as new data (e.g.,
Bühlmann,Merkel,Müller, &Weßels, 2012; Coppedge et
al., 2011; Lauth, 2015). However, the empirical domain
of the quality of democracy remains contested (e.g., Li-
jphart, 1999; cf. Munck, 2016) as do the attributes of
democracy which impact its quality (e.g., Diamond &
Morlino, 2005; cf. Lauth, 2011) and the way they matter
(e.g., Bochsler & Kriesi, 2013; cf. Giebler &Merkel, 2016).
Mirroring the earlier development of the field, the qual-
ity of democracy has inspired much conceptual innova-
tion, but no consensus at all (see Fishman, 2016).

While the “value-laden and hence controversial” (Di-
amond & Morlino, 2005, p. iv) quality of democracy
has spawned a rich debate, other scholars have refo-
cused methodological aspects of democracy measure-
ment (see Giebler, 2012) and also types of democ-
racy. Echoing Bollen and Paxton, a series of publica-
tions demonstrated the utility of latent variable mod-
els for reducing measurement error (Treier & Jackman,
2008), probing dimensionality (Armstrong, 2009), and
enhancing validity in democracy measurement (Pem-
stein,Meserve, &Melton, 2010). Those contributions dif-
fer tremendously in their methodological specifics and
intent, but they fundamentally agree that extant mea-
sures of democracy “capture similar, but often distinct,
aspects of what makes states more or less democratic”
(Pemstein et al., 2010, p. 427). In other words, extant
measures constitute variations on a single theme. The
work on varieties of democracy debates that point, ar-
guing that the numerous configurations of institutions
and practices can be reduced to a few distinct patterns
of democracy. Lijphart’s (1999) distinction between ma-
joritarian and consensus democracy constitutes what is
probably the best-known example of that debate. Yet,
the Varieties of Democracy project has gone much fur-
ther, outlining and measuring electoral, liberal, majori-
tarian, participatory, deliberative, and egalitarian con-
ceptions of democracy (Coppedge et al., 2011).

The moment Huntington coined his maritime vo-
cabulary, he warned of a “two-step-forward, one-step-
backward” (Huntington, 1991, p. 25) dynamic. All past
waves of democratization had been followed by a relapse
to authoritarianism and it remained to be seen how per-
sistent the results of the third wave would be. Soon Pud-
dington (2008) titled “Freedom in Retreat: Is the Tide
Turning?” and Diamond (2008) announced “The Demo-
cratic Rollback”, such that other scholars promptly be-
gan to ask “Are Dictatorships Returning?” (Merkel, 2010).
The answer depends very much on the democracy index
used. For Freedom House, which declared an outright
crisis of democracy after twelve consecutive years of de-
cline (Abramowitz, 2018, p. 1), the case is blatantly clear.
Comparing data provided by Freedom House, Polity IV,
the Economist Intelligence Unit, and the Bertelsmann
Transformation Index, Levitsky andWay (2015), however,

Politics and Governance, 2018, Volume 6, Issue 1, Pages 1–10 4



found scant evidence for a global retreat of democracy
between 2000 and 2013. In contrast, based on the latest
Varieties of Democracy data, Mechkova, Lührmann and
Lindberg (2017, p. 162) produced evidence for a moder-
ate rollback “with democracies becoming less liberal and
autocracies less competitive and more repressive”. The
debate on the rollback of democracy rages on and the
field of democracy measurement has effectively come
full circle: Once again, scholars are asking what stable
democracy looks like.

3. Lessons Learnt? Locating This Thematic Issue in the
Debate

Again, the three big questions of the field boil down to
matters of conceptualization, measurement, and appli-
cation. What is democracy? What is a good measure of
democracy? Finally, do our measurements of democracy
reflect real-world political developments? For decades,
scholars have pitted different conceptions of democracy
against each other (e.g., Alvarez, et al., 1996; Bollen &
Jackman, 1989; Collier & Adcock, 1999) and they have
quarreled over the translation of theoretical terms into
observational concepts (e.g., Munck & Verkuilen, 2002;
Pickel, Stark, & Breustedt, 2015). Disagreement contin-
ues and, ultimately, measures of democracy have to
prove their value by registering real-world developments.
As more sophisticated answers to each of those ques-
tions have become available, more practical wisdom is
required in order to exploit the full potential of contem-
porary measures of democracy. Hence, it is time to re-
visit and compare measures of democracy to show that
measurement choice actually matters.

In that regard, prior publications on democracy mea-
surement leave something to be desired. For instance,
many of the democracy indices introduced and discussed
in the chapters of Inkeles’ (1991) ground-breaking edited
volume have been abandoned. Although the book still
offers an instructive read, it provides limited orientation
on contemporary democracy measurement. Later contri-
butions such as the now classic review by Munck and
Verkuilen (2002) and Munck’s (2009) book-long treat-
ment of the topic provide invaluable, comparative as-
sessments of select democracy indices. However, they
do not demonstrate in great detail how or why those
differences affect empirical research nor do they pro-
vide much methodological advice on democracy mea-
surement beyond concept building. Later review articles
such as Pickel et al. (2015) often emphasize measuring
the quality of democracy as does a recent thematic is-
sue edited by Geißel, Kneuer and Lauth (2016). More-
over, the latter explicitly refrains from supplementing
the methodological debate that accompanies measuring
democracy since the inception of the field (Geißel et al.,
2016, p. 572). However, “theoretical and methodologi-
cal concerns must go hand-in-hand” (Blalock, 1982, p. 9),
and it is the stated intent of this thematic issue to provide
practical wisdom on both.

Regarding the conceptualization of democracy,
Dahl’s (1971) concept of polyarchy has held the field
together in the past. Virtually every measure of democ-
racy pays respect to its twin dimensions of contesta-
tion and participation (Coppedge, Alvarez, &Maldonado,
2008). However, there is a vast number of conceptualiza-
tion approaches that go beyond Dahl’s minimalistic and
institution-centered approach (Shapiro, 2003). More-
over, if societies and challenges to democracy change,
democracy itself may do so as well, requiring modifica-
tions to existing conceptualizations of democracy. Sev-
eral contributions to this thematic issue tackle that chal-
lenge head-on. Fleuß, Helbig and Schaal (2018) show the
need for careful theoretical reflection and conceptualiza-
tion to integrate the demanding concept of democratic
deliberation, for which systematic measures exist mainly
on the micro and meso level, into democratic perfor-
mance measures at the macro-level. They highlight that
there may not be a one-size-fits-all solution to measures
of democratic deliberation and propose a modular ap-
proach that builds on different parameters to capture
democratic deliberation on the macro level. Their con-
tribution can be considered as a roadmap for future re-
searchers aiming at measuring democratic deliberation
at the system level.

Echoing developments in the fourth phase of democ-
racy measurement highlighted above, the contribution
by Fuchs and Roller (2018) argues that the quality of
democracy is based both on objective (institutional as
well as procedural characteristics) and subjective criteria
(public opinion). Hence, they translate different norma-
tive models of democracy to the level of public opinion
data andmeasure their acceptance in different countries
all over the world. While this does not contest the vari-
ous models in terms of their conceptualization it does
indeed challenge any institutional or formal approach to
democracy measurement. In a similar way, Mayne and
Geißel (2018) turn their attention to the crucial role of cit-
izens in democratic quality assessments. Aiming to iden-
tify what constitutes a “good” citizen they conceptual-
ize and discuss potential measures of three citizen dis-
positions that make up the citizen component of demo-
cratic quality “breathing life” into democratic institutions.
Moreover, Mayne and Geißel (2018) raise awareness of
the fact that different institutional models of democracy
consider different types of citizen (i.e., different disposi-
tions) as being “good” (or bad) for democratic quality.

Landman (2018) turns to another important point of
debate, asking to what degree democracy and human
rights overlap. Recent contributions claim inextricable
theoretical and empirical connections between democ-
racy and human rights (Hill, 2016; Hill & Jones, 2014).
Landman, in contrast, demonstrates that those connec-
tions are variable and depend systematically on the
conception of democracy employed. In a related effort,
Lührmann, Tannenberg and Lindberg (2018) revisit the
debate on degrees of democracy and types of political
regimes. Their contribution underlines the importance
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of a conceptually sound distinction between closed and
electoral autocracies on one hand and electoral and lib-
eral democracies on the other hand. Based on the latest
V-Demdata, the article also serves as an interesting proof
of concept: Classification and quantification can go hand
in hand if the underlying data receive careful attention.

In fact, democracy measurement requires as much
careful attention as conceptualization. Although the field
has accumulated much methodological wisdom over
the years, several lacunae remain. The contribution of
Lauth and Schlenkrich (2018) presents an approach to
tackle the long-standing question of whether there is
a trade-off between certain democratic principles—first
and foremost whether both freedom and equality can
be maximized in a democracy. In doing so, it allows
for a more valid operationalization of various demo-
cratic models without demanding a normative decision
on which model constitutes the best model of demo-
cracy. Elff and Ziaja (2018) carry on the work of Bollen
and others. The authors use confirmatory factor analy-
sis to gauge potentially biasing method factors in four
high profile measures of democracy. Their results serve
as a sobering reminder not to take measures of demo-
cracy at face value. As the authors show, apparent differ-
ences between or trends within countries may be more
telling about the measurement instrument itself than
about real-world developments.

Skaaning’s (2018) discussion of different types of
data sources makes a similar point. Premised on the as-
sumption that observational features of political regimes
have as many drawbacks as in-house coding and expert
or population surveys, Skaaning reflects on the numer-
ous trade-offs involved in measuring democracy reliably
and validly. The article carefully considers each type of
data and formulates numerous best-practices for the pro-
duction and application of democracy data. Even though
scholars have developed several measures that are able
to detect differences even in established democracies,
Fuchs and Roller (2018) show that the variation might
still be underestimated if public opinion data on demo-
cratic quality is not taken into account. Hence, they link
the debate on data types to the debate on more hybrid
manifestations of democracy.

In terms of application, finally, the thematic issue
showcases efforts to explain divergent empirical find-
ings by theoretical and methodological differences be-
tween extant measures of democracy and it provides
guidance on best practices. The article by Escher and
Walter-Rogg (2018) constitutes a mixture of replication
and genuine research. It sheds light on the question of
whether democracy is good or bad for climate protec-
tion. In contrast to earlier approaches, the article makes
use of the multi-level and multi-branch tree approach
to democracy measurement. Distinguishing between dif-
ferent features and sub-dimensions of democracy, the
authors show that only certain features of democracy
have a positive impact on climate protection and that
the underlying mechanisms are impossible to identify

if scholars focus only on highly aggregated democracy
scores. Linking this to the trade-off approach developed
by Lauth and Schlenkrich (2018), there is clear evidence
that scholars should also make use of democracy mea-
sures below their highest levels of aggregation.

Moreover, data from different sources can be better
compared or combined at lower levels of aggregation.
The potential gain is twofold. First, there is an increased
awareness of ambiguities implied by differences in con-
cept building and operationalization between measures
of democracy. The grand tour of regime classifications
provided by Lührmann et al. (2018), for instance, shows
in a scrupulously precise way how strongly even minor
differences between measures of democracy affect de-
scriptive inference at higher levels of aggregation. Sec-
ond, the combination of different data sources or types
promises to overcome the limitations inherent to each
of them. This holds true at all stages of the research pro-
cess as shownby the contributions of Elff and Ziaja (2018)
and Skaaning (2018). Finally, the contributions by Fleuß
et al. (2018) as well as Landman (2018) highlight how
the application of certain more maximalist definitions
of democracy could change the comparison of different
democratic regimes significantly.

Without doubt, this thematic issue will not be the fi-
nal contribution to the vast body of democracy measure-
ment literature and having read this introduction, many
will agree that such a convergence is unlikely. Democratic
regimes are confronted with new and different develop-
ments and challenges, as are the researchers who try to
measure the state of such democracies. This is not a prob-
lem but rather distinguishes scientific approaches from
normative teleology and doomsday rhetoric.

As our look into the history of democracy measure-
ment has shown, these days we are blessed with much
more advanced and nuanced measures—in theoretical
as well as in methodological terms. These allow us to
address both new and old questions which are of rele-
vance for many different research areas. Choice indeed
matters! Ongoing debates in democracy measurement,
which certainly will be influenced by the contributions
to this thematic issue, underline that complacency is not
a virtue in academia. Fortunately, this thematic issue re-
veals that further improvement is not only necessary but
also possible.
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1. Introduction

For a long time, liberal democracies’ legitimacy mainly
rested on voting and representation. In the course of
the so-called “participatory revolution” (Kaase, 1984),
the means of participation have increased dramatically
in Western democracies. The term “democratic inno-
vation” refers to the new, multi-faceted forms of par-
ticipation which go beyond voting. Most of them are
built around the idea and practice of deliberation in
one way or another (Geißel & Newton, 2012). Today,
the theory of deliberative democracy is considered to
be the most important normative theory of democracy
(Dryzek, 2015; Elstub, 2015). Accordingly, authors such
as Dryzek (2010, pp. 21–42) argue that deliberative legit-
imacy has become themost important paradigm of legit-

imacy in contemporary political theory as well as demo-
cratic practice.

Due to the vastly increased theoretical importance
and empirical impact of democratic theories of deliber-
ation, measures of democracy need to include delibera-
tion to achieve valid and empirically meaningful results.
The Discourse Quality Index (DQI) already offers a sophis-
ticated and widely acclaimed measuring instrument for
democratic deliberation at the micro/meso level. How-
ever, an evaluation of the deliberative performance of
democratic political systems at large requires measur-
ing deliberation at the macro level. Niemeyer (2014)
questionedwhether scaling up deliberationwas possible.
A theoretically and methodologically grounded frame-
work for this purpose is still required (Niemeyer, Curato,
& Bächtiger, 2015, p. 4).
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Addressing this gap in research, we develop an ap-
proach for measuring the deliberative performance1 of
political systems and systematically outline four “pa-
rameters for measuring macro deliberation” (PMMD).
Thereby, we propose a modular approach that can be
adopted by other scholars with different normative and
theoretical presuppositions. The parameters are based
on the assumption that the so-called “systemic ap-
proach”, as originally developed in a seminal book by
Mansbridge et al. (2012), is the only framework for con-
ceptualizing democratic deliberation2 at the macro level
to have been suggested so far which represents a suit-
able basis for measuring deliberative performance at
this level. In this approach, deliberation is conceptual-
ized as an “emergent property” (Niemeyer et al., 2015)
which cannot be reduced to a mere aggregation of other
qualities of the political system (see O’Conner & Wong,
2015). Rather than isolated deliberative fora, “the inter-
dependence of sites within a larger system” as well as
the interactions of deliberations in different institutions
(and loci in general) represent the focal point of this un-
derstanding (Bohman, 2012, p. 73; Mansbridge et al.,
2012, pp. 1f.).

In order to have a common point of departure, we
take the original systemic approach as a starting point to
develop a framework for “scaling up” the measurement
of democratic deliberation from the micro to the macro
level (seeNiemeyer, 2014).3 This does not imply any com-
mitment toMansbridge et al.’s (2012) specific normative
premises (and especially not to their concept of delibera-
tion), but only to the basic framework of the systemic ap-
proach. Following an explanation of the need for a new
approach to measure deliberation at the macro level in
section 2, we outline the four “parameters” that have to
be considered in the process of conceptualization and op-
erationalization: the theory of democracy, the concept of
deliberation, the selection of loci, and the aggregation
rule (section 3). In the concluding section of this article,
we identify some challenges future research will need to
deal with regarding themeasurement of the deliberative
performance of democratic political systems.

2. Why “Parameters for Measuring Macro
Deliberation”?

Elstub, Ercan and Mendonça (2016) identify four gener-
ations of the deliberative democracy school of thought.
They started out with an explicitly normative theory
on the rational, impartial justification of norms in the
first generation (Cohen, 1989, 1997; Habermas, 1996),

continued to adapt the definition of deliberation to
the increasing plurality and complexity of contempo-
rary democracies in the second generation (Chambers,
2003, p. 322; Elstub et al., 2016, pp. 141f.), and began
the empirical evaluation of deliberation under “labora-
tory conditions” in the third generation (Fishkin, 1995).
In the following decades, “real world deliberation” be-
came an object of scholars’ interest. With the DQI, the
“gold standard” for the evaluation of institutions or the
public sphere’s deliberative performance was developed
(Mansbridge, 2010; Steiner, Bächtiger, Spörndli, & Steen-
bergen, 2004) and scholars such as Fung (2006, p. 66)
discussed the “range of institutional possibilities for pub-
lic participation”.

The fourth generation is characterized by the so-
called “systemic turn”, which attempts to combine
“the insights gained from three preceding generations,
namely the strong normative premises, institutional fea-
sibility, and empirical results” (Elstub et al., 2016, p. 143).
The major innovation of the systemic approach is the ac-
knowledgement of the “importance of looking at the sys-
tem as a whole, as well as its different parts” rather than
the previous focus on “isolated instances of deliberation”
(Erman, 2016, p. 263). Thereby, “the deliberative system
reconnects deliberative democratic theory to its initial
macro ambitions: to enhance and understand democ-
racy at the large scale” (Boswell & Corbett, 2017, p. 3).
This implies that the systemic approach attempts to con-
ceptualize democratic deliberation(s) as taking place all
over a society or a political system and seeks to system-
atically account for the interactive relationships between
various deliberative practices (Elstub et al., 2016, p. 140).

In spite of the considerations of fourth generation
scholars, even two of the most sophisticated contempo-
rary measures of democracy are unable to provide an
appropriate measure of democratic deliberation at the
macro level: while the Democracy Barometer (Merkel
et al., 2016) does not take democratic deliberation into
account at all, Varieties of Democracy (Coppedge et al.,
2016) explicitly offers a “deliberative component in-
dex”. However, the latter demonstrates one of the ma-
jor problems of addressing democratic deliberation in
a democracy index: in their attempt to transfer crite-
ria that were applicable at a micro/meso level to a
larger scale, Coppedge et al. (2016) do not take ac-
count of the difference between the criteria for delib-
eration at the micro/meso level and at the macro level.
Although they claimed to measure “deliberation at all
levels” (Coppedge et al., 2016, p. 6), the items mostly
address formalized deliberation by political elites. More-

1 The concept used by John S. Dryzek (2009); Stevenson and Dryzek (2012) and many subsequent researchers (e.g. Felicetti, Niemeyer, & Curato, 2016;
Niemeyer et al., 2015) is the concept of “deliberative capacity”. Although this concept undoubtedly “provides diagnostic criteria for assessing the sys-
tem” (Felicetti et al., 2016, p. 429), we rely on the concept of “(deliberative) performance”, which is much more common in the context of measuring
the performance of democratic political systems.

2 We explicitly address the measurement of “democratic deliberation”, not “deliberative democracy”. While the latter denotes a political system that
meets the demanding normative standards of deliberative theories, the latter refers to a form of communication, originally derived from these theories,
put into practice in (liberal) democracies (Mansbridge, 2007).

3 More recent developments by Hendriks (2016a, 2016b), Ercan, Hendriks and Boswell (2017) and Erman (2016) will be integrated in section 3 of
this article.
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over, the aggregation rule is simply a factor index (that is,
an additive index weighted by the factor loadings of the
items) and does not reflect the complex interdependen-
cies between those levels, especially not those between
the different loci of deliberation. This shows that a valid
measurement of democratic deliberation at the systems
level “requires more than scaling up micropolitical con-
cepts” (Niemeyer et al., 2015, p. 5). The different kinds
of potential loci and deliberative practices, as well as the
interactive relations, need to be taken into consideration
and appropriately reproduced in the aggregation rule.

Thus, the systemic approach itself provides opportu-
nities for research on democratic deliberation while ad-
dressing the “‘scaling-up’ problem” (Chambers, 2012; El-
stub et al., 2016, p. 140; Erman, 2016, p. 263): the sys-
temic approach conceptualizes the “deliberative quality”
of a democracy as an “emergent property” of the sys-
tem as a whole. This means that it is “irreducible” to the
properties of parts of the system (the quality of deliber-
ations in individual loci). Consequently, an aggregation
rule that merely adds up the deliberative performances
within those loci without taking account of the interac-
tions of the “individual” deliberations is insufficient. By
providing a framework for the complex interactive rela-
tionships between various “deliberative activities”, the
systemic approach enables us “to identify which stan-
dards to employ when assessing the deliberative perfor-
mance of a systemas awhole” (Elstub et al., 2016, p. 140;
see also Boswell, Hendriks, & Ercan, 2016; Dryzek, 2009).

There are two exemplary approaches for the mea-
surement of deliberative performance on the basis of
the systemic approach that shall serve as a starting point
for our elaborations: Ercan et al. (2017, p. 197) “offer an
interpretive response to…the empirical questions posed
by the systemic turn”. But even though they are able to
identify the contribution of qualitative case studies to the
study of deliberative systems, they are aware of the fact
that “interpretive studies are typically limited to discrete
or small-n case studies” (Ercan et al., 2017, p. 206). John
S. Dryzek (2009) attempts to evaluate the “deliberative
capacity” of deliberative systems by referring to criteria
of authenticity4 of the respective processes, their inclu-
siveness and their consequentiality. In doing so, he takes
the core theoretical ideas of scholars of the systemic ap-
proach for granted and translates them into operational-
izations. Thus, his approach seems to be limited to schol-
arswho (to a large extent) accept the systemic approach’s
premises, which means that it is hardly compatible with
the measuring approaches of numerous other scholars
who base their work on other theoretical foundations.

To avoid such problems, we will use the following
parts of this article to propose a modular approach that
is compatible with different indices of democratic per-
formance or quality. The four PMMDs and the decisions

that are to be made in these steps offer a large degree of
flexibility since they can be adjusted according to the the-
oretical and empirical focus of the researcher. Further-
more, the approach makes it possible to specifically ad-
dress these challenges of scaling up the measurement of
micro deliberation in conceptualization, measurement,
and aggregation (Munck & Verkuilen, 2002). We are
aware of the fact that an empirical specification of the
systemic approach faces fundamental problems.5 Nev-
ertheless, we use the conceptual framework of the sys-
temic approach (Boswell & Corbett, 2017; Dryzek, 2009,
2016a, 2016b; Mansbridge et al., 2012) as a point of de-
parture for our suggestions, as it seems to be the only
framework available so far that does justice to the impor-
tance of the interactive relationships between different
forms of deliberation for the deliberative performance
of the political system as a whole.

3. “Parameters for Measuring Democratic
Deliberation” at the Systemic Level

3.1. Core Elements of the Systemic Approach

The systemic approach considers deliberation to be an
“emergent property” (Niemeyer et al., 2015): the delib-
erative quality is a property of the system as a whole
and cannot (1) be located in a specific part of the sys-
tem (locus) or (2) be reduced to a mere aggregation
of other qualities of the political system. In the differ-
ent loci, deliberations of various degrees of formality
take place. One ofMansbridge’s (1999) original concerns
was to include “everyday political talk” in the analysis
of the deliberative performance of political systems (see
also Conover & Searing, 2005, pp. 269f.). But this does
not mean that the significance and deliberative charac-
ter of formal institutions (such as parliaments or courts)
should be underestimated or “downplayed” (Gaus, 2016,
p. 511). To evaluate the deliberative performance of a
political system, one has to consider formal and non-
formal, institutionalized and non-institutionalized prac-
tices as well as “the interdependence of sites within a
larger system” and their interactions (Mansbridge et al.,
2012, p. 1; see also Bohman, 2012, p. 73).

The framework proposed in this article relies on
three major claims of the systemic approach:

1. Deliberations in different loci (formal institutions,
informal political talk, everyday conversations,
etc.) of the political system are relevant;

2. In these loci, we will find more or less formal-
ized deliberative practices: assumedly, in a federal
court the standards for “good deliberative perfor-
mance” and adequate ways of “taking and giving
of reasons” will be much higher than in less for-

4 “Authenticity can be understood in light of the tests just introduced (deliberation must induce reflection in noncoercive fashion, connect particular
claims to more general principles, and exhibit reciprocity)” (Dryzek, 2009, p. 1382). Schouten, Leroy and Glasbergen (2012) operationalize this concept
by using the criteria of the DQI (Steiner et al., 2004).

5 Boswell and Corbett (2017, p. 4) identify the major challenges of empirical applications of the systemic approach that result from a lack of empirical
specification, such as the measurement of “the deliberative effects of non-deliberative acts”.
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mal contexts such as the public sphere or “every-
day talk” which might be considered relevant;

3. There are interactive relationships between these
deliberations that need to be considered in the at-
tempt to determine the overall deliberative per-
formance of the political system: the deliberative
quality of the whole democratic political system is
not the same as the mere accumulation of the de-
liberative performances in the individual loci. In-
stead, the interactions between deliberations in
these loci need to be taken into account, as well
as the performance within the loci.

In the following, we aim to propose a measurement ap-
proach compatible with different theories of democracy
and concepts of democratic deliberation by building on
these core elements of the systemic approach. In order to
offer a useful guideline for future research, we name the
relevant conceptual decisions (section 3.2.) that need to
bemade in the process of conceptualization, operational-
ization, and aggregation of “democratic deliberation”.

3.2. Parameters for the Conceptualization and
Operationalization of Democratic Deliberation (PMMDs)

In this section, we suggest four parameters that need
to be considered when measuring democratic deliber-
ation at the macro level. By adjusting them, this mea-
sure can be made compatible with different conceptual
frameworks and measurement approaches. To show the
relevance of these conceptual decisions, we present ex-
amples to show why and to what extent the adjustment
of the respective parameter makes a difference to the
measurement of democratic deliberation and the results
of the measurement process.

3.2.1. First Parameter: Theory of Democracy

The aim of this article is to develop suggestions for
the measurement of democratic deliberations that are
compatible with different measures of democracy and
democratic performance. Even though the most fre-
quently cited measurement approaches seem to mea-
sure the very same object (democracy or democratic per-
formance), they refer to different democratic theories.
This applies in particular to the way democratic institu-
tions and their interactions are described as well as the
way legitimacy is thought to be generated. Accordingly,
the first conceptual question to be asked is which the-
ory of democracy is at the heart of the measurement ap-
proach adopted. This is actually not only a preliminary
question as it has rather important implications for the
following steps.

Obviously, there is such an extensive range of theo-
ries of democracy that any attempt to summarize them
here would be pointless.6 Instead of offering a com-

prehensive account of all (possible) choices that might
need to be considered regarding the theory of democ-
racy adopted, we want to illustrate the importance of
the careful adjustment of parameter one with the help
of one major division between contemporary schools of
democratic thought: liberal and deliberative democratic
theory. What are the implications of choosing one or
the other, and to what extent does an affiliation with
either side impact the decisions made in the process
of measuring democratic deliberation? The fundamental
difference between liberal and deliberative theories’ un-
derstanding of democracy is the logic of democratic le-
gitimacy that is presupposed: while liberal theories fol-
low the premise that an adequate representation of pre-
political or endogenous preferences is the core criterion,
deliberative theories assume that preferences are exoge-
nous and legitimacy is generated by an inclusive debate
that ideally results in consensus (or at least compromise).
Thus, the role ascribed to democratic deliberation differs
in both models. In the case of a liberal theory, its func-
tion is to validate endogenous preferences and thereby
improve the epistemic quality of decisions reached in de-
bates in representative institutions or to justify elite de-
cisions vis-à-vis the public. In a deliberative theory, the
democratic criterion is that the addressees of law also
need to be the authors of law. This is the result of an in-
clusive deliberative process, which ideally leads to a con-
sensual agreement between all stakeholders.

Depending on the theoretical framework adopted,
there can be path dependencies for the measurement
of democratic deliberation. First, the concepts of delib-
eration implied by the theory are likely to differ: a liberal
model might value “(good) deliberation” mostly for its
epistemic benefits and define it accordingly, whereas a
deliberative understanding is much more likely to pre-
suppose a procedural concept of deliberation (see pa-
rameter two, section 3.2.2.). The specific definition of
“good deliberation” has important implications for the
evaluation of the deliberative performance of demo-
cratic political systems: the operationalization, measure-
ment, and even the loci considered to be relevant for
the total score in this dimension (see parameter three,
section 3.2.3.) will depend on the adjustment of this
first parameter.

3.2.2. Second Parameter: Concept of Deliberation

The second parameter—a decision for a clearly defined
concept of deliberation—is of particular importance, as
there is an intense theoretical debate on what deliber-
ation “really” is. This theoretical debate has serious im-
plications for empirical research on democratic delibera-
tion, as:

[this] lack of agreement about what constitutes de-
liberation makes it extremely difficult for empirical

6 Varieties of Democracy, for example, considers seven theoretical approaches of democracy and derives the respective “principles” from the thinking
underlying them (Coppedge et al., 2016, pp. 4–6).
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researchers to address the claims of normative the-
ory. How can one safely assert that deliberation has
occurred when there are no necessary and sufficient
conditions routinely applied to this concept? (Mutz,
2008, p. 526)

Obviously, we cannot offer a comprehensive discussion
of all concepts of deliberation here, but wewant to point
out two particularly important decisions that have to be
made in this step. Before that, there are two preliminary
questions scholars should ask: do their general measure-
ment approach and the theoretical understanding pre-
supposed by this approach (see parameter one) imply a
definite and non-ambiguous definition of deliberation?
And if so, should this concept of deliberation be used
in the measurement of democratic deliberation as well?
If both questions are answered negatively, the scholar
needs to decide upon a concept of deliberation. In this
step, two questions are of particular importance: (1) is
the criterion for “high deliberative performance” an epis-
temic or a procedural criterion?7 (2) Do I want to adopt
a wide or a narrow concept of deliberation? Both ques-
tions will be elaborated on in this section.

Question (1).While a procedural concept of deliberation
would evaluate the deliberative performance of a sys-
tem by the characteristics of the process(es) of deliber-
ation (inclusiveness, fairness, etc.), an epistemic concept
would evaluate the performance based on the output of
this very process and the conformity of this outcome to
an external criterion of “rightness” (Estlund, 2008). From
a strictly theoretical perspective epistemic and procedu-
ral deliberation seem to be incompatible, therefore an
explicit decision for one of them would be necessary.
Nevertheless, this theoretical issue is not as pressing in a
more pragmatic (empirical) approach. Deliberation in ac-
tual political systems can obviously have different func-
tions simultaneously; it can promote the epistemic value
of the decisions and the inclusion of all people affected
by it, and it can, of course, be valued for both.8 In evaluat-
ing deliberative performance, one nevertheless needs to
be aware of the fact that the scores for achieving the epis-
temic and the procedural goal can vary independently:
expert deliberation can be highly beneficial for generat-
ing a “qualified” decision by being exclusive at the same
time. In this article, we do not want to argue in favor of
one concept or another, but simply want to raise aware-
ness of the fact that different “kinds” of deliberation
(depending on theoretical assumptions and chosen loci)
might need to be evaluated by different standards.

Question (2). There is a broad range of concepts of delib-
eration applying more or less rigid standards. In the orig-

inal normative approaches, a narrow concept of deliber-
ation was used: “deliberation” meant the taking and giv-
ing of reasons in the strictest sense, i.e., the exchange of
rational (non-emotional), neutral, impartial arguments
(Cohen, 1989; Habermas, 1996). In the confrontation
with diversity theories, “we see a definite expansion of
the sorts of things that could be considered arguments
and reasons” (Chambers, 2003, p. 322). Partly as a result
of “deep theorizing about reason”, and partly as a “result
of confrontations with real-world practices”, a stretching
of the original concept took place by taking into account
that there are actually different “styles” and “cultures”
of communication and reason-giving (Chambers, 2003).

Coming from the framework of the systemic ap-
proach, it seems reasonable to lower the standards for
what counts as deliberation (as taking and giving of
“good” reasons) in specific contexts. For example, “av-
erage citizens have few opportunities to deliberate rig-
orously in formal institutional settings. Most of their
political discussions are therefore quite unstructured”
(Conover & Searing, 2005, pp. 269f.).

If we regard different institutional settings, we also
need to consider that these different deliberations
should be “evaluated…by different standards” (Chris-
tiano, 2012, p. 28): an evaluation of the deliberative per-
formance of a federal court and everyday political talk
using the same standards would hardly make sense (cf.
Christiano, 2012).

Although it is “a core axiom of the deliberative sys-
temic approach: that non-deliberative practices can have
positive systemic deliberative consequences, and as such
should be treated as part of the system” (Dryzek, 2016a,
p. 211), we object to any attempt to stretch the concept
of deliberation too far. The inclusion of non-deliberative
practices in the measurement of the overall deliberative
performance of a political system has been criticized by
various scholars (prominently: Owen& Smith, 2015, who
suggest a reductio ad absurdum of this claim; see Dryzek,
2016b, p. 12).9 Additionally, an extensive lowering of
standards would miss the point of setting a normative
standard for the evaluation of the performance and qual-
ity of democracies: “A too realistic ideal is merely an apol-
ogy for the status quo” (Neblo, 2007, p. 536; see also
Elstub et al., 2016, p. 146). This does not mean that it
is not possible to assume “a continuum of deliberative
standards for assessing the parts of the system”, but only
that they need “to be kept normatively robust and strin-
gent” (Elstub et al., 2016, p. 146). Thus, on the one hand,
a feasible and realistic approach (Bohman, 1998) that is
compatible with the systemic approach cannot presup-
pose only “rational, reasonable, etc.” exchanges of logi-
cally valid arguments and “good” reasons in the strictest
sense. On the other hand, if the concept is stretched too

7 In the theoretical debate, the controversy between “proceduralists” and “epistemic democrats” is one of the major cleavages (Estlund, 2008; Peter,
2007, 2013; for a discussion of this controversy see Fleuß, 2017, Chapter 3).

8 In the systemic approach, deliberation can fulfil three functions (epistemic, ethical, democratic) in different degrees. These functions partly correspond
to different but not incompatible theoretical understandings of democratic deliberation (Mansbridge et al., 2012).

9 The validity of this reductiowould have to be discussed in detail. Nevertheless, it highlights a problematic issue about the inclusion of non-deliberative
practices in the evaluation of the deliberative performance of democracies.
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far (see Steiner, 2008), there is no normative standard to
compare deliberative performance with at all.

Therefore, we will stick to the claim that “delibera-
tion” implies at least that the exchange of arguments
and reasons of some kind occurs and we suggest that
bargaining or story-telling should not be considered as
“deliberative practices” (cf. Bächtiger & Wyss, 2013). Al-
though this means that we exclude certain “communica-
tive styles” from the concept of deliberation, there still
remains a range of concepts of deliberation with a va-
riety of scopes that might refer to a different range of
phenomena, which (depending on the researcher’s con-
ceptual decision) would have to be measured.

3.2.3. Third Parameter: Loci of Deliberation

In this section, we present a systematized list of loci that
is suitable for the comparative measurement of demo-
cratic deliberation. Following Conover and Searing (2005,
p. 270), we assume that deliberations relevant to as-
sess the deliberative performance of the whole system
can take place10 in three arenas of decreasing degree
of formality:

(1) Highly formal deliberations “occur within institutions
such as national courts, parliaments, and civil science de-
partments” (Conover & Searing, 2005). These delibera-
tions are probably most compliant with high standards
of rationality;

(2) Semi-formal deliberations are “conversations be-
tween constituents and government officials, and con-
versations in political parties, interest groups, and the
media” (Conover & Searing, 2005). Here, a lowering
of the “rationality-standards” is probably necessary
for the evaluation of the deliberative performance in
these spheres;

(3) Informal deliberations are the “less deliberative ev-
eryday discussions among political activists, attentive
publics and general publics; a form of political talk that is
essential to the system’s democratic character” (Conover
& Searing, 2005). We expect informal deliberations to be
least compliant with demanding normative standards of
rationality and impartiality.

Depending on theoretical and conceptual decisions, dif-
ferent potential loci of deliberation will be selected and
prioritized for the evaluation of the overall deliberative
performance of a political system. In the selection of
these loci, the parameters one and two and the choices
made in these steps are relevant as well: a liberal the-
ory, for example, will suggest a different relative weight
of parliamentary deliberation than a deliberative theory

andmight not consider some deliberations named in cat-
egory (3) to be relevant for the deliberative performance
of the political system at all. Also, the selection of a wide
or narrow concept of deliberation will have an impact on
the selection of the loci: depending on how far one is will-
ing to “stretch the concept”, a different range of phenom-
ena will be included in the measurement conducted on
this basis.

From categories (1)–(3), we can derive a system-
atized list of potential loci of deliberation, which offers
a much more useful framework for an empirical anal-
ysis than the enumerations given by Mansbridge et al.
(2012, pp. 2, 7, 10; see also Conover & Searing, 2005; Er-
can et al., 2017). This procedure also matches the loci
to spheres in which different kinds of deliberative prac-
tices (which have to be evaluated by different standards)
take place.11 As we are about to demonstrate, the loci
of each of the corresponding categories (1)–(3) require
a different measurement approach, depending on the
nature of the deliberative practices in question, and—
pragmatically speaking—the accessibility of data. This is
why, after the explication of each category, we will point
out what has to be considered if a measurement of delib-
erations occurring in the respective loci is envisaged. De-
pending on what kind of deliberation is to be measured
and what kind of data is available for the respective de-
liberation, different methodological approaches need to
be considered.

The logical assignment of the different loci to the cat-
egories proposed by scholars has so far been somewhat
vague and rarely more precise than: outlining “a spec-
trum of venues for deliberation, including representative
assemblies, public assemblies, the public sphere, and ev-
eryday talk, and ‘moving along this range entails moving
along a similar range, from formal to informal’” (Elstub et
al., 2016, p. 145). Not all potential loci of deliberation can
be assigned to just one category: different kinds of delib-
eration can appear in one locus, though usually there is
a tendency for certain kinds of deliberation to occur in a
certain locus.

With regard to measurement approaches and oper-
ationalizations, the loci in the different categories need
to be treated quite differently. This is partly determined
by the availability of data on deliberations—while par-
liamentary deliberations are generally recorded, delib-
eration in less formalized loci such as marketplaces
usually happens spontaneously, without audience or
record. Furthermore, different kinds of deliberation oc-
cur within different frameworks in terms of timeframe,
the presence of the participants, and strictness of rules.
On one hand, there are the contributions of MPs to par-
liamentary debates which usually follow a general pat-
tern, have a certain timeframe (according to the respec-
tive protocol), and are restricted to defined topics and a

10 In the following, we refer to “potential loci of deliberation” for two reasons: First, comparative research faces the problem that depending on the in-
stitutional reification of the “deliberative system” in question, certain loci might not exist. Second, the existence of a specific locus does not necessarily
mean that (relevant) deliberation is actually taking place in this space.

11 Thereby we attempt to provide a framework that is more systematic and at the same time (due to its modular character) more flexible than previous
research using the deliberative systemic approach.
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defined type of language. On the other hand, there are
online debates whose participants are generally free in
their expressions concerning structure and language, as
well as in their use of pictures, videos or other sign sys-
tems such as hashtags, likes and emoji. Online debates
do not have limitations in terms of time or space; any-
one can log in from anywhere in the world anytime. To
analyze these differentmodes of deliberation scholars of
deliberative performance need to use differentmethods.
We will give examples for each category of deliberation
in order to illustrate what measurement approaches can
be used.

Loci of “highly formal deliberations” (1). As cited above,
Conover and Searing (2005, p. 270) assign loci such as na-
tional courts, parliaments, and civil science departments
to the level of highly formal deliberation (in their ter-
minology: “structured deliberation”). However, we pro-
pose to include in this category only loci that are constitu-
tionally or otherwise legally installed, that follow certain
(procedural) rules while deliberating and that have the
power to make collectively binding decisions.12 Thus, we
differ from Conover and Searing by excluding any locus
of deliberation that does notmeet those criteria (such as
the civil science departments they suggest). In addition,
“highly formal deliberation” is not necessarily restricted
to deliberation taking place in constitutional or represen-
tational bodies: certain “democratic innovations” (such
as mini publics) can be subsumed under this category if
they are empowered to make collectively binding deci-
sions (Fung, 2006). To measure the deliberative perfor-
mance in loci of highly formal deliberation, scholars can
use minutes and reports of the deliberations, as well as
written statements or legislative proposals prepared in
advance of the deliberations.

Loci of “semi-formal deliberations” (2). Conover and
Searing (2005, p. 270) define semi-formal deliberations
as “conversations between constituents and govern-
ment officials, and conversations in political parties, in-
terest groups, and the media”. This correlates with what
Habermas calls “the public sphere”, which is situated
around the political center and which functions as the
transition sphere of political ideas and arguments to that
center. Habermas (1996) also includes journals, interest
groups, clubs, professional associations, academies and
universities, as well as grass root initiatives. We would
like to complement this list with NGO-related spaces and
meetings, trade unions, and other lobby groups. Thus,
this category remains quite vague and cannot be de-
scribed by more specific criteria than: (1) it is the zone
where members of the political elite and members of
the public sphere deliberate, or where such encounters

are prepared, and (2) there is a certain degree of institu-
tionalization. Again, we differ from Conover and Searing
who assign party deliberations to this category. Measur-
ing the deliberative performance in these loci can be at-
tempted with the help of minutes (if existent) or by inter-
viewing insiders and experts.

Loci of “informal deliberations” (3).13 In contrast to the
other two categories, informal deliberation is not at all
institutionalized (in the sense of being regulated by for-
malized rules), i.e. the “less deliberative everyday discus-
sion among political activists, attentive publics and gen-
eral publics” (Conover & Searing, 2005, p. 270). Loci of
this kind of deliberation can be “ad hoc forums, or on-
line spaces within which ordinary citizens, members of
social movements, and civil society actors can engage
in discussion and debate” (Smith, 2016, p. 154), offline
and online comments in response to news items, as well
as marketplaces and their culturally specific equivalents.
Sources of data for measuring deliberative performance
can again be interviews with insiders and experts. Fur-
thermore, online deliberation within social media plat-
forms and in comment feeds are especially helpful in
that they enable scholars to explore informal delibera-
tion in great detail with the help of computational text
mining devices.

3.2.4. Fourth Parameter: Aggregation Rule

As previously stated (section 2), the deliberative quality
of the entire democratic political system does not equal
themere accumulation of the deliberative performances
in the individual loci. Rather, the interactions between
deliberations in these loci also need to be taken into con-
sideration. So far, the interactive relationships between
deliberations in different loci have been addressed in
case studies (Boswell et al., 2016; Ercan et al., 2017)
and in various approaches comparing deliberative sys-
tems (Boswell & Corbett, 2017). However, a comprehen-
sive approach to taking the interactive relationships be-
tween different loci systematically into account, instead
of merely scaling up micro level measurement of deliber-
ative performance, is still missing. The fourth parameter
addresses questions and choices that should be consid-
ered when developing such an aggregation rule.

In line with the systemic approach, we regard two
kinds of interaction to be crucial for the evaluation
of the deliberative performance of political systems at
the macro level: the transmissions between delibera-
tive procedures taking place in the more or less formal-
ized spheres as well as their (potential) complementar-
ity. Thus, these two should be reflected in the aggrega-
tion rule. Generally, aggregation rules consist of three

12 Depending on their power and authority, some constitutional courts fall into this category with regard to some judicial matters. Since constitutional
courts are not conventionally regarded as part of the political system, we exclude them from our further discussion.

13 One important innovation of the systemic approach was the inclusion of non-deliberative practices in the evaluation of the overall deliberative perfor-
mance. In the exposition of parameter (2), we explained why explicitly non-deliberative practices are to be excluded in the measurement. In addition to
the normative and conceptual considerations regarding this matter outlined above, there are pragmatic reasons for excluding certain communicative
styles from the analysis (see Boswell & Corbett, 2017, p. 15).
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kinds of element: variables, weights, and operations. In
our framework, the variables describe the deliberative
performancesmeasured for the different loci (see Param-
eter 3). In the following, we will show that the weights
can be based on the degree of transmission and that the
operations depend on the relationships between the loci
as well as on their complementarity.

3.3. “Transmissions” and Weighting

The aggregation rule needs to take into account that
the results of deliberative processes reached in differ-
ent loci and “spheres” (1–3) “must be proliferated across
and among sites so that they can be challenged and
‘laundered’ through the system” (Boswell et al., 2016,
p. 264). There have already been some attempts at cap-
turing this “interplay” of deliberations, which is crucial
for the deliberative performance of the whole system
(Boswell et al., 2016). However, a systematic way that is
compatible with different indices of democracy is a seri-
ous challenge.

Mansbridge et al. (2012, p. 23) do not offer an explicit
definition of the interactions between loci, but rather
speak (sometimes in a metaphorical way) of “coupling”
(see also Hendriks, 2016a, p. 44). While the concept of
coupling focuses on the relationships between the loci
of the deliberative system (tight coupling of loci vs. loose
coupling of loci) (Hendriks, 2016a), the concept of trans-
missions refers to the transfer of reasons given and re-
sults achieved in deliberations among the various loci.
For feasibility reasons, we suggest that scholars use the
concept of transmissions for the measurement of delib-
erative performance: the identification of reasons and re-
sults of reason-giving processes that might or might not
be transferred to another locus seems to be much eas-
ier than the measurement of the degree of “coupling” of
the loci of the respective deliberative practices.

There are three ways of tracking the transmissions of
topics between different loci and assigning them a score
in order to compare different democracies in terms of
transmissions. Firstly, scholars could track certain topics
as they evolve throughout the system (as done by Ercan
et al., 2017, pp. 201-203), counting the number of loci
they pass through aswell as recordingwhether they have
been present in all three categories of deliberation. Sec-
ondly, scholars could track certain individuals who poten-
tially transmit ideas from one locus to another (cf. Men-
donça, 2016) in terms of howmany different loci inwhich
categories they frequent and howmany topics they pass
from one to another.

However, we strongly recommend a third approach:
observing certain loci with regard to where the transmit-
ted elements (that is, deliberated ideas, reasons, resolu-
tions, etc.) come from andwhere they are transmitted to
(as done by Boswell et al., 2016, pp. 270-273; Hendriks,
2016a). Translated into the quantitativemeasurement of
deliberative quality that would be: how many elements
are transmitted? And how many other loci are involved

in these transmissions? That approach is the most feasi-
ble for three reasons. It (1) is easily integrated into the
measurement of the loci, since these loci are being as-
sessed anyway. Thus, scholars could use elaborate meth-
ods like participant observation, but they could also take
the materials they already use for assessing the deliber-
ative quality and browse them with the help of comput-
ers for citations, expert opinions, and references to news
articles, activist groups and such. Since that would only
deliver a fairly accurate approximation of transmission,
it should be complemented with the tracking of certain
topics (cf. the first approach) in order to at least gauge
the accuracy of the approximation. Furthermore, this ap-
proach would (2) be far more systematic since all loci
in the study would be included and could be assessed
by the same methods and it would (3) provide an ap-
proach for the weighting within an aggregation rule. The
scope of transmission of each locus could be used as a
weight, either in an inclusive sense for the whole system,
or for each respective locus. The theoretical implication
in terms of the deliberative systemic approach would be:
the larger the scope of transmission, the better the de-
liberative quality. Furthermore, the importance of the
deliberation in one locus could be assessed with that
method as well: the more it is referred to (and refers
to itself), the more important it becomes for the whole
system—thus providing another option for a systematic
aggregation rule for the measurement of macro deliber-
ation. Consequently, for reasons of feasibility and com-
patibility with different democracy indices that approach
should be the most suitable for most studies of delibera-
tive performance. However, the choice ofmethod always
depends on the aim of the study and the instrument it is
to be integrated within.

3.4. “Complementarity” and Operations

One fundamental assumption of the systemic approach
is that “[t]hough there may be little or no perfect demo-
cratic deliberation in any site, the collective work done
across the system may still produce a suitably delibera-
tive democratic whole” (Boswell et al., 2016, p. 263). Ac-
cordingly, an aggregation rule taking this line of thinking
seriously needs to take account of the complementarity
of deliberation in different loci, and therefore the sub-
stitutability of the deliberation in one locus. There are
several assumptions to bemade about what the defining
criteria for the degree to which a locus is substitutable
are. Firstly, it might depend on the level of formalization
of the locus. Secondly, it might depend on the (legally
ascribed) political importance of that locus, which cor-
relates with—but is not identical to—the degree of for-
malization. Thirdly, it might depend on its importance
for the deliberative system, which can be assessed by
the method recommended above—the more transmis-
sion links and transmitted elements, the higher the im-
portance. Fourthly, it might depend on the structure of
the locus. On that line of thought, Boswell and Corbett
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(2017) present an approach to compare deliberative sys-
tems via “family resemblances”:

At its centre are recurring “traits” that come and go, to
varying degrees, across units within the same broad
family. Such traits might include institutional variants,
but they tend to entail a decentred, interpretive ac-
count of these institutions—one that sees themnot as
given, but as constructed and continually reproduced
through social interaction.

This approach can be transferred to the level of loci.
“Traits” can integrate some of the criteria mentioned
above (such as the level of formalization). Loci, with
similar structural traits (thus belonging to one “family”),
could be deemed complementary, and the more mem-
bers of the respective family, the more substitutable the
single locus. However, some loci might not be substi-
tutable at all, in spite of family resemblances to other loci.
Examples are deliberations in parliaments and courts.
That “unsubstitutability” has to be marked as a trait
as well.

Although some democracy indices’ aggregation rules
seem very elaborate,14 there are two mathematical op-
erations which all aggregation rules are based on: ad-
dition and multiplication. Those rules imply different
theoretical assumptions concerning the relationship of
the attributes that are to be aggregated: “If one’s the-
ory indicates that both attributes are necessary features,
one could multiply both scores, and if one’s theory in-
dicates that both attributes are sufficient features, one
could take the score of the highest attribute” (Munck
& Verkuilen, 2002, p. 24), or, alternatively, cumulate all
scores. Consequently, complementary deliberations in
loci of one family could be added up to one score, while
deliberations in non-complementary loci should be mul-
tiplied. In the first case, there are two options. Either, the
total scores of deliberative performance in each locus are
cumulated, or the scores for the chosen criteria for delib-
erative performance (Parameter 2) are cumulated across
loci, prior to using the chosen aggregation rule for delib-
erative performance—thus, the deliberation within one
family of loci would be treated as one truly complemen-
tary unit. In the second case, low deliberation scores in
“unsubstitutable” loci would vastly lower the total score,
and a zero would reduce the overall score to nil.

The choices to be made concerning the aggregation
rules depend on the selection of the democratic theory
on one hand, and on the understanding of deliberation
on the other. For example, an index based on liberal
democratic theory will probably place greater weight on
highly formal deliberation (by individual weights as well
as the use of multiplications) than an index based on de-
liberative democratic theory. Thus, the fourth parame-
ter, again, builds upon the choices made concerning the
previous parameters.

4. Conclusion: Challenges of Measuring Democratic
Deliberation

In this article, we argued for the need to include the
measurement of democratic deliberation into the evalu-
ation of the democratic performance of political systems.
Accordingly, we developed guidelines for a theoretically
grounded measurement of deliberative performance at
the macro level. Since we intended to make our sugges-
tions compatible with different available approaches to
measuring democratic performance, we proposed amod-
ular approach. The core elements of this approach are the
four PMMD that can be adjusted in various ways to fit
in with themeasurement approach adopted. The specific
indicators which should be used to conduct the measure-
ment have to bedecidedupon in accordancewith the spe-
cific adjustments of these PMMDs. In the suggestions we
provided concerning these parameters, we tried to do jus-
tice to the specific requirements of the measurement of
deliberation at themacro level which are to a large extent
based on the systemic approach (Beste, 2016; Dryzek,
2015, 2016a, 2016b; Mansbridge et al., 2012).

We are aware of the fact that this specific theoret-
ical framework not only has its own theoretical pitfalls
(Hendriks, 2016b; Owen & Smith, 2015) but that it also
carries intricate methodological challenges, especially in
terms of feasibility. The most complicated challenge is
probably how to adequately reflect the interactive rela-
tionships of deliberations in different loci—their trans-
mission and their complementarity—in the aggregation
rule. Here, future research should further address not
only the question of how transmissions or complemen-
tarity can be adequately theorized, but also how they can
be measured in practice at the macro level in compara-
tive large-n studies.

We firmly believe that it is impossible to develop a
one-size-fits-all solution for this issue. Rather, the solu-
tion adopted for the integration of the measurement of
deliberative performance will to a large extent be depen-
dent on the theoretical, conceptual, and methodological
“parameters” previously chosen by the researcher.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, several measurements of the qual-
ity of democracy have been developed. Focussing on
political regimes classified as democracies they exam-
ine differences in the quality of these democracies.
These measurements include the Democracy Barometer
(Bühlmann, Merkel, Müller, & Weßels, 2012) and the Va-
rieties of Democracy (V-Dem) Project (Coppedge, Lind-

berg, Skaaning, & Teorell, 2016). As thesemeasurements
focus on institutional and procedural characteristics of
democracy, they can be called objective measurements.

This article deals with subjective measurements of
the quality of democracy which are based on the per-
spective of citizens. It starts from the premise that in
order to fully understand the quality of a democracy,
objective measurements have to be complemented by
subjective measurements at the level of the citizens. In
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some cases, the above-mentioned objective measure-
ments use such subjective indicators as well, particu-
larly if objective indicators for theoretical constructs are
missing. For example, the Democracy Barometer uses
citizens’ confidence in the legal system as an indicator
of the quality of the legal system (Merkel et al., 2016,
p. 17). However, this pragmatic strategy is questionable
because objective structures and subjective evaluations
of citizens constitute entirely different dimensions and
can vary independently. It is possible that objective mea-
surements of the democratic structure and processes
are of high quality whereas subjective measurements of
these objects are of low quality and vice versa.

The aim of this article is to propose a conceptual-
ization and measurement of the subjective quality of
democracy. Two assumptions are central. First, the sub-
jective quality of democracy consists of citizens’ sup-
port for normative conceptions of democracy. Accord-
ingly, the more citizens support normative conceptions
of democracy, the higher the subjective quality of a
democracy. We want to point out that the subjective
quality of democracy does not consist of citizens’ eval-
uations of the democracy in their own country which is
a quite common conception (see section 2) but instead
it consists of their basic conceptions of democracy. Our
conceptualization is compatible with a situation where
citizens prefer democracy in general while at the same
time critically evaluate the democracy in their own coun-
try. Klingemann (2014), who introduced the term “criti-
cal citizens” for such individuals, could demonstrate em-
pirically that this type of citizen is widespread in old and
new democracies and that these citizens are inclined
to demand democratic reforms. Hence, the existence of
critical citizens does not indicate low subjective quality of
a democracy but instead is a sign of a living democracy
and of high subjective quality of democracy. Second, in
conceptualizing citizens’ support for normative concep-
tions of democracy we draw on the established notion
of different models of democracy and relate the subjec-
tive quality of democracy to these models. In particu-
lar, we distinguish between three well-established nor-
mative models, i.e. electoral, liberal and direct democ-
racy, which build a hierarchy from less to more demand-
ing models. This hierarchy is taken into account when
conceptualizing the subjective quality of democracy.

The analysis proceeds in four steps. First, the state of
the art on subjective quality of democracy is presented
by discussing recently published studies with compara-
ble goals but differing with respect to the central aspects
of our analysis. Second, after presenting arguments for
why objective measurements of the quality of democ-
racy have to be complemented by subjective measure-
ments at the level of citizens, a conceptualization of the
subjective quality of democracy is developed including
definitions of different dimensions of subjective quality
of democracy. Third, based on the sixth wave of the
World Values Survey (WVS) 2005–2007 an instrument
measuring different dimensions of the subjective qual-

ity of democracy is suggested. Fourth, distributions for
these different dimensions (normative conceptions of
democracy) are presented for some European and non-
European liberal democracies and compared to objec-
tive measurements of the quality of democracy based
on three indices (electoral democracy, liberal democracy
and direct popular vote) developed by the V-DemProject
(Coppedge et al., 2017). In the concluding chapter, fur-
ther research question are discussed.

2. State of the Art

Recently, three studies have been published which are
of relevance for our study on the subjective quality of
democracy. Two studies claim that objective measure-
ments of the quality of democracy have to be comple-
mented by subjective measurements (Mayne & Geissel,
2016; Pickel, Breustedt, & Smolka, 2016) while a third
study develops refined measures of citizens’ attitudes
towards democracy and constructs different models of
democracy on this basis (Ferrín & Kriesi, 2016)

Mayne and Geissel (2016, p. 634) state the goal
of their analysis concisely in the title of their article:
“Putting the Demos back into the Concept of Demo-
cratic Quality”. They argue that the concept of demo-
cratic quality encompasses two dimensions, namely an
institutional opportunity-structure component and a cit-
izen component. While several conceptualizations of the
quality of democracy are available for the institutional di-
mension, conceptualizing the citizen component “which
refers to the ways in which citizens can and do breathe
life into existing institutions opportunities” is a neglected
research topic (Mayne & Geissel, 2016, pp. 635–637).
To grasp the citizen component they develop an ana-
lytic framework and introduce two theoretical dimen-
sions. On one hand, by explicitly referring to the V-Dem
Project they identify three key models of democracy:
minimal-elitism, liberal-pluralism as well as participatory
and deliberative democracy (Mayne & Geissel, 2016, pp.
636–639). On the other hand, they distinguish three key
citizens’ dispositions, namely democratic commitments,
political capacities and political participation (Mayne &
Geissel, 2016, p. 634). For each combination of key mod-
els of democracy and key citizens’ dispositions, they sug-
gest specific attitudes or specificmodes of behaviour cap-
turing the democratic quality of the citizen component
(Mayne & Geissel, 2016, p. 641). For the minimal-elitism
model, for example, they list acceptance of elected elites
as sole decisionmakers and commitment to comply with
law of the land as forms of democratic commitment.

While the proposed attitudes and modes of be-
haviour involve measurable constructs, the authors do
not list concrete indicators from available surveys and
data collections. Furthermore, a definition of the demo-
cratic quality of the citizen component is missing as
well as information on how this variety of attitudes and
modes of behaviour is related to the democratic quality
of the citizen component.
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Pickel et al. (2016, p. 646) initially praise the new in-
dices for measuring the quality of democracy such as
the Democracy Barometer as being innovative achieve-
ments. However, they also criticize these indices for re-
lying mainly on macro indicators and neglecting the mi-
cro level of citizens which might involve a biased per-
spective. Pickel et al. (2016, p. 645) do not start their
analysis with the premise that the inclusion of the citi-
zen perspective is a necessity when measuring the qual-
ity of democracy; instead they ask the precedent ques-
tion “why include the citizens’ perspective?” According
to them, it first has to be demonstrated that the inclusion
of the citizens’ perspective improves the measurement
of the quality of government. To answer this question,
they compare a measurement of the democratic qual-
ity at the macro level with a measurement at the micro
level of citizens. For the macro level, they rely on Democ-
racy Barometer data and for themicro level they use data
on views and evaluations of democracy collected by the
European Social Survey 2012. The measurement instru-
ment of the European Social Survey 2012 asks for several
democratic principles (e.g. protection of rights of minor-
ity groups, equal treatment by the courts) how important
they are for democracy in general (views) and to what ex-
tent these principles apply in their country (evaluations).
Pickel et al. (2016, p. 648) relate the individual level indi-
cators of the European Social Survey to the macro level
concepts of the Democracy Barometer. Their empirical
analysis of 20 European democracies reveal similarities
as well as considerable differences between the macro
level data on the one hand and the views and evaluations
of democracy on the other. Pickel et al. (2016, p. 653)
conclude that citizens views and evaluations “provide
a meaningful complementary perspective to ‘objective’
measures of the quality of democracy”.

By demonstrating empirically that objective and sub-
jective evaluations of the quality of democracy differ, the
study of Pickel et al. (2016) provides evidence for includ-
ing the subjective perspective when measuring quality
of democracy. Their study does not include a definition
of the subjective quality of democracy, but this was not
their leading question. In addition, they do not distin-
guish between normative models of democracy.

The already-mentioned data of the European Social
Survey 2012were analysed in a book edited by Ferrín and
Kriesi (2016). Based on the above-described itembattery,
the authors construct three models of democracy (lib-
eral, social justice and direct democracy) on the level of
views and on the level of evaluations. Although they con-
struct different normative models of democracy, the au-
thors do not address the topic of the subjective quality of
democracy. Themain goal of their book is to develop new
concepts and measurements of political support and po-
litical legitimacy (Ferrín & Kriesi, 2016, pp. 12–13).

The following analysis distinguishes from these three
contributions in several respects. First, a conceptualiza-
tion of the subjective quality of democracy is developed
covering definitions of the different dimensions of the

subjective quality of democracy. Second, the subjective
quality of democracy consists of citizens’ support for
normative models of democracy. It does not refer to
citizens’ evaluations of the democracy in their country.
Third, ameasurement of the subjective quality of democ-
racy is proposed on the basis of theWVS 2005–2007 and
empirical findings are presented for European as well
as non-European democracies. Fourth, these results are
compared to objective measurements of the quality of
democracy developed by the V-Dem Project (Coppedge
et al., 2017).

3. Conceptualizing the Subjective Quality of
Democracy

Before conceptualizing the subjective quality of democ-
racy, we present arguments for why it is reasonable to
complement objective measurements of the quality of
democracy with subjective ones and propose a general
strategy for how to do this.

The starting point is the paradigm of political culture
and its fundamental idea of there being a separation be-
tween an institutional structure and a political culture
(Almond & Verba, 1963). Political culture is based upon
the (aggregated) political attitudes of the citizens and
thus has a subjective basis while the institutional struc-
ture refers to an objective level. The innovative notion of
Almond and Verba is the introduction of the citizen per-
spective into political science and providing arguments
for its significance. Its relevance is expressed in the fol-
lowing postulate of the political culture paradigm: a po-
litical regime is more stable, the stronger the congru-
ency between the institutional structure and the politi-
cal culture (Almond & Verba, 1963, p. 21). In subsequent
research on democratic regimes, the concept of politi-
cal culture has been defined more precisely. Nowadays
it is a widely accepted notion among political scientists
that the stability, as well as the functioning of a democ-
racy, depends mainly on citizens’ support of democracy
(e.g. Diamond, 1999; Easton, 1975; Linz & Stepan, 1996;
Lipset, 1981).

We start from the assumption that this basic postu-
late of the political culture paradigm can be expanded
to the quality of democracy, i.e. support of democracy
is not only of relevance for the stability and the func-
tioning of democracy but also for the quality of democ-
racy. Based on this premise we develop our general strat-
egy of conceptualizing the subjective quality of democ-
racy. In doing so we refer to the concept of support of
democracy. It is very common to distinguish between
at least three levels of support of democracy: commit-
ment to democratic values and principles, support of the
democratic regime of one’s own country, and support
of political authorities (e.g. Dalton, 2004; Fuchs, 2007;
Norris, 2011). These three levels create a hierarchy; the
highest level consists of the commitment to democratic
values—including the value of democracy—and demo-
cratic principles. It is the most important level because
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it determines the support of democracy at the lower lev-
els, specific democratic attitudes, as well as democratic
modes of behaviour. We assume that the commitment
to democratic values and principles is of relevance for
the subjective quality of democracy in at least in three
ways. First, the unambiguous and doubtless support of
democracy implies that citizens do not see any alterna-
tive to this form of government. This can be conceived
as a criterion for the subjective quality of democracy. Sec-
ond, citizens’ basic democratic values and principles are
used for evaluating the democracy of one’s own coun-
try. This confrontation may result in citizens demanding
reforms to improve their democracy which is regarded
as a feature of a vibrant democracy and thus as a crite-
rion for the subjective quality of democracy. Third, the
general commitment to democratic values and princi-
ples influences more specific democratic attitudes and
modes of behaviour. For example, it could motivate citi-
zens to participate actively and cooperatively to both ar-
ticulate their interests, as well as to engage in the politi-
cal decision-making processes (Putnam, 1993). These are
characteristics of a living democracy and of a high quality
of democracy.

To summarize: when interested in the quality of a
democracy, the perspective of citizens has to be taken
into account because citizens are the ultimate sovereign
of democracy. Their attitudes and behaviour depend de-
cisively on their commitment to democratic values and
principles. This is the starting point for conceptualizing
and measuring the subjective quality of a democracy.
The subjective quality of democracy does not refer to cit-
izens’ evaluations of the democracy of their country. The
proposed subjective measurement is not intended to re-
place objective measurements of the quality of democ-
racy but to complement them.

In conceptualizing the subjective quality of democ-
racy we use the “framework for the analysis of data”
developed by Munck and Verkuilen (2002, updated in
Munck, 2009, p. 15) and add some ideas from the anal-
ysis of social science concepts by Goertz (2006). Accord-
ing to Munck (2009, p. 15), the challenge of conceptu-
alization consists of two tasks: the “identification of at-

tributes” used to define the concept, and the “vertical or-
ganization of attributes by level of abstraction”. This ver-
tical organization includes three levels: the highest level
is the concept, the next level comprises the attributes
of the concept, and the lowest level includes the com-
ponents of attributes. These components of attributes
are also called “leaves” and serve as a point of reference
for the measurement (Munck, 2009, p. 21). As a result
a so-called conceptual tree can be developed (Figure 1);
it is comparable to the “three-level concepts” by Goertz
(2006, pp. 50ff.). Munck (2009) illustrates his three-level
model of democracy with objective criteria by referring
mainly to Dahl (1989).

For our purpose, this model has to be specified for
the subjective quality of democracy. Hence, the concept
level consists of the subjective quality (SQ) of democ-
racy (Figure 3). To identify the attributes we draw on
a conclusive notion of the V-Dem Project. Coppedge et
al. (2016) argue that the question regarding the qual-
ity of democracy depends largely on the normative stan-
dards used for evaluation. Accordingly, they distinguish
several models of democracy and suggest a number of
components and indicators for each model with which
the quality of democracy can be assessed. The idea of
the V-Dem Project is to “offer a fairly comprehensive ac-
counting of the concept of democracy as it is employed
today” (Coppedge et al., 2011, p. 253). Consequently,
they use a broad list of models including electoral, lib-
eral, participatory, deliberative, and egalitarian democ-
racy (Coppedge et al., 2016). In the following, we pursue
a more simplified conceptual approach and reduce the
list to three established models of democracy: electoral,
liberal and direct democracy. These models are common
both inmacro-level research on objectivemeasurements
of the quality of democracy and in micro-level research
on the support of democracy. For example, such models
have been suggested by Altman (2013), Diamond (1999)
aswell as Ferrín and Kriesi (2016). Using these threemod-
els implies that hybrid models of democracy such as del-
egative democracy (Morlino, 2009; O’Donnell, 1994) are
excluded from the analysis. The advantage of focusing
on these three established models, among other things,

Concept

A�ributes

X1 X2 X3

A1 A2 A3

X4 X5 X6

L1 L2 L3 L4 L5 L6

Indicators

Components of a�ributes
(leaves)

C

Figure 1. The logical structure of concepts (based on Munck, 2009).
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Figure 2.Models of democracy (institutions, hierarchical order).

Electoral democracy Liberal democracy Direct democracy

Competitive elections 1 1 1
Liberal rights 0 1 1
Direct participation 0 0 1

Notes: 1 = assignment; 0 = non-assignment.

is parsimony and the possibility of establishing a system-
atic relationship between subjective and objective mea-
surements of the quality of democracy.

In defining these threemodels we rely on concise for-
mulations of the V-Dem Project (Coppedge et al., 2016,
pp. 582–583): electoral democracy “embodies the core
value of making rulers responsive to citizens through
competition for the approval of a broad electorate during
periodic elections”. Liberal democracy “embodies the in-
trinsic value of protecting individual and minority rights
against a potential ‘tyranny of the majority’ and state re-
pression more generally”. Participatory democracy “em-
bodies the values of direct rule and active participa-
tion by citizens in all political processes”. These three
models can be ordered along a normative hierarchy, i.e.
the more demanding models include the less demand-
ing ones (Coppedge et al., 2016; Diamond, 1999). Elec-
toral democracy is above all defined by the institution of
competitive elections; liberal democracy additionally in-
cludes liberal rights, and direct democracy covers forms
of direct participation as well (Figure 2).

Attitudes towards these three models of democracy
constitute the attributes of the subjective quality of
democracy on the second level (Figure 3). In addition
to these attitudes towards the three normative models
of democracy, a basic and generalized attitude towards
democracy is postulated. Only if democracy in general is
clearly supported in the first instance does the question
of support for different normative models of democracy
arise. As a result, the subjective quality of democracy is
defined by four attitudes that create the following nor-

mative hierarchy: democracy (D), electoral democracy
(ED), liberal democracy (LD) and direct democracy (DD).

We started from the assumption that the first and
minimal criterion of the subjective quality of democ-
racy is support of democracy as a form of government
in general. Consequently, the subjective quality (SQ) of
democracy (D) could be defined as follows: independent
of the specific model of democracy institutionalized in
a country, the minimal subjective quality of the coun-
try’s democracy becomes higher, themore citizens unam-
biguously and doubtlessly support democracy as a form
of government.

To judge a country’s subjective quality of democracy
a theoretical criterion is needed that determines themin-
imum percentage of citizens who support democracy. As
a rule of thumb themajority rule can be used; i.e. at least
50% of the citizens have to support democracy.

On a structural level, electoral democracy is defined
by the institutionalization of free, competitive, fair and
frequent elections; this institution unanimously makes
up the indispensable core of democracy (Dahl, 1989; Di-
amond, 1999). On the subjective level, a corresponding
citizens’ attitude towards electoral democracy is support
of important characteristics of the institution of elec-
tions. However, this criterion has to be supplemented by
another because, as we know from autocracy research,
there are many autocracies which hold seemingly demo-
cratic elections (Levitsky & Way, 2010; Schedler, 2006).
Hence, even at this objective level, the institution of elec-
tions does not suffice to separate democracy from au-
tocracy. A similar situation exists on the subjective level

Concept Subjec�ve Quality (SQ) of Democracy

A�ributes
   (Generalized a�tude
   towards democracy and
   a�tudes towards
   norma�ve models of
   democracy)

D1…n

Democracy
(D)

Electoral
Democracy

(ED)

Liberal
Democracy

(LD)

Direct
Democracy
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***

Components
   (A�tudinal indicators)
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Figure 3. Conceptual structure of the subjective quality of democracy.
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when citizens support important characteristics of elec-
tions without showing a clear preference for democracy.
Consequently, support for elections has to be linked to
support of democracy.

Such a link between two attributes is defined by Go-
ertz (2006, pp. 50ff.) as an “AND”-relationship and by
Munck (2009, p. 50) as an “interactive, noncompensat-
ory”-relationship. As a logical expression of this “AND”-
relationship Goertz (2006, p. 61) uses the multiplication
sign “*”. If the absence of an attribute in an “AND”-
relationship is coded as 0, then a multiplication of both
attributes equals also 0, thus the concept does not exist.
Following Goertz, a multiplication sign between democ-
racy (D) and electoral democracy (ED) is included in
Figure 3.

On the basis of the previous argument, a second def-
inition of the subjective quality of democracy (SQ) can
be given which refers to electoral democracy (ED): if an
electoral democracy is fully institutionalized in a country,
the quality of this electoral democracy becomes higher,
as more citizens support democracy as a form of govern-
ment and support the most important characteristics of
electoral democracy.

The first part of this definition points to a further
important characteristic of our conceptualization of the
subjective quality of democracy. It says that assessing the
subjective quality of electoral democracy presupposes
the institutionalisation of an electoral democracy in a
country. The same logic applies to the following models
of liberal democracy and direct democracy. This kind of
reference to the institutional dimension of democracy is
constitutive for the conceptualization of the subjective
quality of democracy. In that way, the paradoxical coex-
istence of there being a high subjective quality of democ-
racy within a non-democratic regime is excluded on the
conceptual level.

Liberal democracy is a more demanding concept; it
presupposes electoral democracy and complements it
by the institutionalization of values which originate from
the tradition of liberal thought. According to many au-
thors (e.g. Dahl, 1989; Diamond, 1999; Merkel, 2004), a
liberal democracy is the only type of democracy which
sufficiently corresponds to the meaning of democracy.
In order to be meaningful, elections need to be comple-
mented by the guarantee of political rights and civil lib-
erties. The third dimension of the subjective quality of
democracy (SQ) referring to liberal democracy (LD) can
be defined as follows: if a liberal democracy is fully in-
stitutionalized in a country, then the quality of this lib-
eral democracy is higher, the more citizens are in favour
of electoral democracy while simultaneously supporting
the most important characteristics of liberal democracy.
The “AND”-relationship between the subjective quality
of electoral democracy and liberal democracy is marked
by a multiplication sign in Figure 3.

Direct democracy is characterized by direct partic-
ipation of citizens in political decisions. Historically, a
pure form of direct democracy only existed within the

city-state of the ancient Athens, where all important
issues were decided by the people themselves, and
the people literally governed themselves. In contempo-
rary nation-states, organized as representative democ-
racy, the model of direct democracy consists of the
supplementation of representative democracy by forms
of direct citizen participation such as referendums (Alt-
man, 2011).

In defining the subjective quality of direct democracy
a conceptual problem arises. To what extent do forms of
direct participation have to be institutionalized so that
we are able to refer to them as a new type of democ-
racy which can be called direct democracy? Creating a
threshold is difficult. However, the notion of supplement-
ing representative democracy with forms of direct citi-
zen participation involves the idea of a continuum with
a purely representative democracy at one end and a rep-
resentative democracy which incorporates some degree
of direct participation at the other end. Usually, Switzer-
land with by far the most forms of direct participation is
placed at the end of this continuum.

The ambiguity of the concept of direct democracy
has also consequences for the definition of the subjec-
tive quality of this model. In contrast to electoral democ-
racy and liberal democracy, it cannot start from the
premise that direct democracy is fully institutionalized.
This is why the definition of the subjective quality (SQ)
of direct democracy (DD) has to take into account differ-
ent degrees of direct participation: provided that a lib-
eral democracy has institutionalized some forms of di-
rect participation and therefore can be understood as a
direct democracy, then the subjective quality of the di-
rect democracy is higher, the stronger citizen support for
these forms of direct participation is. Again, the “AND”-
relationship between the subjective quality of liberal
democracy and direct democracy is marked by a multi-
plication sign in Figure 3.

The construction of an “AND”-relationship between
the subjective quality of the three models of democ-
racy is the technical implementation of the assumption
that the three models form a normative hierarchy, i.e.
the more demanding models include the less demand-
ing ones (cf. Figure 2). At the objective level, the V-Dem
Project constructs the indices for the different models in
a similar way (Coppedge et al., 2016, 2017).

The next and lowest level of the conceptual tree is
made up of components of attributes. In the concep-
tual structure in Figure 3, these refer to the attitudi-
nal indicators of the attributes and are addressed in the
next section.

4. Measuring the Subjective Quality of Democracy

For themeasurement of the subjective quality of democ-
racy, survey data are required asking for support of
democracy in general and support of the electoral, lib-
eral, and direct model of democracy. Currently, only two
comparative representative surveys including such indi-
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cators are available: the European Social Survey 2012
covering only European countries and the WVS includ-
ing European as well as non-European countries. In or-
der to be able to include non-European countries as well,
we draw on the sixth wave of theWVS (2005–2007). The
indicators and the construction of the corresponding in-
dices “Democracy (D)”, “Electoral Democracy (ED)”, “Lib-
eral Democracy (LD)”, and “Direct Democracy (DD)” are
described in Table 1.

The different models of democracy represent norma-
tive models, therefore each indicator assigned to each
construct constitutes a necessary feature of the respec-
tive model. In order to construct the four indices, each
indicator measuring support of democracy or demo-
cratic principles is dichotomized. Respondents who sup-
port democracy in general or electoral democracy or lib-
eral democracy or direct democracy are coded 1; those
who do not support democracy or electoral democracy
or liberal democracy or direct democracy are coded 0.
Through the multiplication of two measurements one
gets a 0 if any one of the measurements is 0; in this case,
the respective democratic attitude does not exist.

For constructing the index “Democracy (D)” an indi-
cator is available which directly asks whether a demo-
cratic political system is good or bad. Yet, as respondents
may associate different things with democracy, a correct
understanding of democracy which at least roughly cor-
responds with the theoretical definition cannot be as-
sumed. However, the understanding can be checked us-
ing two indicators which unequivocally measure a rejec-
tion of autocracy. One indicator asks whether one con-
siders a “strong leader who does not have to bother with
parliament and elections” to be good or bad; the other
asks the same for “having the army rule”. Initially the
three indicators, measured on a four-point scale, are di-
chotomized separating between good and bad. Respon-
dents who support democracy in general are coded 1,
those who do not support democracy are coded 0. In or-
der to correct for a reasonable understanding of democ-
racy, the multiplication rule is applied. If a respondent
assesses at least one of the two autocracy items as good,
0 is assigned; the multiplication with support of democ-
racy results in 0, which means that the respondent does
not support democracy unambiguously and doubtlessly.

Table 1.Measuring the subjective quality of democracy on the basis of the WVS 2005–2007.

Quality dimension Original Items Measurement

Democracy (D) • Having a democratic political system • All three variables are dichotomized (1–2 = 1; 3–4 = 0).
• Having a strong leader who does • Construction of index “rejection of autocracy”: 1 = if
• not have to bother with parliament • “strong leader” equal 0 or “army rule” equal 0; 0 = all
• and elections? • other logical combinations
• Having the army rule • Construction of index “Democracy (D)” = democratic
• (1 = very good, 2 = fairly good, • system * index “rejection of autocracy”
• 3 = fairly bad, 4 = very bad) • (1 = “democratic system” equal 1 * “rejection of

• autocracy” equal 1; 0 = all other multiplicative terms)

Electoral • People choose their leaders in free • Both variables are dichotomized (1–7 = 0; 8–10 = 1).
Democracy (ED) • elections • Construction of index “elections”: 1 = if “free elections”

• Women have the same rights as • equal 1 and “same rights” equal 1; 0 = all other logical
• men (1 = not an essential • combinations
• characteristic democracy…10 = an • Construction of index “Electoral Democracy (ED)”
• essential of characteristic of • = index “elections” * index “Democracy (D)”
• democracy) • (1 = “elections” equal 1 * index “Democracy (D)”

• equal 1; 0 = all other multiplicative terms)

Liberal • Civil rights protect people’s liberty • Variable “civil rights” is dichotomized (1–7 = 0;
Democracy (LD) • against oppression. • 8–10 = 1).

• (1 = not an essential characteristic • Construction of index “Liberal Democracy (LD)” =
• of democracy…10 = an essential • variable “civil rights” * index “Electoral Democracy (ED)”
• characteristic of democracy) • (1 = “civil rights” equal 1 * index “Electoral Democracy

• (ED)” equal 1; 0 = all other multiplicative terms)

Direct • People can change the laws in • Variable “referendums” is dichotomized (1–7 = 0;
Democracy (DD) • referendums. (1 = not an essential • 8–10 = 1).

• characteristic of democracy…10 = • Construction of index “Direct Democracy (DD)”
• an essential characteristic • = variable “referendums” * index “Liberal Democracy
• of democracy) • (LD)” (1 = “referendums” equal 1 * index “Liberal

• Democracy (LD)” equal 1; 0 = all other multiplicative
• terms)

Notes: * =Multiplication.
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For measuring the support of electoral, liberal, and
direct democracy an item battery covering several prin-
ciples of democracy (e.g. people choose their leaders in
free elections) is used. The respondents are asked for
each whether it is an essential characteristic of democ-
racy or not. The scale ranges from 1 (= not an essential
characteristic of democracy) to 10 (= an essential charac-
teristic of democracy). In order to measure clear support
of a democratic principle and to avoid a soft middle cat-
egory, the scale is dichotomized as follows: The values
8–10 are coded 1 and the remaining values are coded 0.
Of course, other modes of dichotomizing would produce
different results.

Support of electoral democracy is measured by two
indicators: “people choose their leaders in free elections”
and “women have the same rights as men”. They refer
to two basic principles of electoral democracy, namely
free elections and political equality. The second indica-
tor “women have the same rights as men” is ambigu-
ous because the protection of women’s rights can also
be regarded as a criterion for a liberal democracy. But
since, according to Dahl (1989), elections are not suffi-
ciently defined without the criterion of equality, this in-
dicator is used as a proxy for the equality criterion. Only
if both of these principles, i.e. free elections and politi-
cal equality, are considered to be essential characteris-
tics of democracy, can reasonable support of electoral
democracy be assumed. In order to construct the index
“Electoral democracy (ED)” the multiplication rule with
“Democracy (D)” is applied.

The indicator measuring liberal democracy repre-
sents an appropriate operationalization of a basic princi-
ple of negative liberties: “civil rights protect people’s lib-
erty against oppression”. Finally, the indicator for direct
democracy focuses on a central form of direct participa-
tion of the citizens: “People can change the laws in refer-
endums”. Referendums are the dominant form in which
direct democracy can be realized inmodern democracies.
For constructing the respective indices, “Liberal Democ-

racy (LD)” and “Direct Democracy (DD)”, the values are
multiplied by the preceding models.

As the item battery of the WVS asks whether each
element is an essential characteristic of democracy it
might be criticized for measuring primarily a cognitive
and not the conceptually demanded evaluative dimen-
sion. In the first instance, we would argue that the crite-
rion “essential” includes more of an evaluative compo-
nent than the criterion “important” used by the compa-
rable battery of the European Social Survey 2012. At any
rate, it is plausible to assume that the specific character-
istics of democracy gathered by the WVS clearly has an
evaluative meaning, if democracy is unambiguously pre-
ferred as a form of government (see multiplication with
“Democracy (D)” in Table 1).

5. Empirical Results

To demonstrate the applicability of the proposed mea-
sure of the subjective quality of democracy and to com-
pare it with an objective measure a sample of five Eu-
ropean and five non-European liberal democracies was
selected (France, Germany, Norway, Sweden, Switzer-
land vs. Brazil, India, South Korea, Taiwan, USA). Liberal
democracies were identified on the basis of the liberal
democracy index of V-Dem (Coppedge et al., 2017). The
scale of this index ranging from 0 to 1; we define that
values greater than 0.5 indicate the existence of a liberal
democracy. This definition is validated by the democracy
index of Freedom House (2017); all selected countries
are classified as liberal democracies by this index, too.

Table 2 includes the distribution of the four indices
measuring the subjective quality of democracy (columns
“subjective”) as well as data for the objective quality
of democracy for each of the three normative models
(columns “objective”). The objective data was provided
by V-Dem (Coppedge et al., 2017). The values for the
three indices—electoral democracy index, liberal democ-
racy index, direct popular vote index—vary from 0 to 1.

Table 2. Subjective and objective quality of democracy in selected liberal democracies.

Democracy (D) Electoral Democracy (ED) Liberal Democracy (LD) Direct Democracy (DD)

Country Subjective Subjective Objective 1 Subjective Objective 2 Subjective Objective 3

Norway 81.7 74.2 0.92 57.5 0.89 44.0 0.31
Switzerland 79.8 70.8 0.91 64.8 0.87 62.2 0.68
Sweden 79.7 79.8 0.91 75.0 0.88 57.8 0.15
Germany 78.4 67.7 0.91 63.0 0.88 54.7 0.01
USA 59.1 49.9 0.87 44.3 0.81 34.4 0.11
France 57.6 43.3 0.91 37.1 0.83 28.9 0.11
South Korea 39.3 27.3 0.84 21.8 0.76 17.0 0.03
Taiwan 37.0 30.6 0.77 27.6 0.68 22.8 0.21
Brazil 27.3 20.7 0.89 15.5 0.78 13.7 0.21
India 27.3 19.4 0.73 16.9 0.58 12.1 0.11

Notes: 1 Electoral democracy index (V-Dem, 2005); 2 Liberal democracy index (V-Dem, 2005), 3 Direct popular vote index (V-Dem, 2005).
Database: WVS 2005–2007.
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The higher the value, the more the democracy of each
country conforms to the normativemodel and the higher
the objective quality of that democracy. We start with
the description of the subjective data and then move on
to the objective data.

As the subjective democracy indices are constructed
in such a way that the more demanding models pre-
suppose the less demanding ones, the level of subjec-
tive quality of democracy successively decreases from
“Democracy (D)” to “Direct Democracy (DD)”. In Table 2,
the countries are ordered according to the level of sup-
port for “Democracy (D)”.

The most striking feature of the distribution of the
subjective quality of democracy is the significant differ-
ences between the countries. This is already true for the
basic support of democracy as a form of government,
i.e. “Democracy (D)”. The minimal subjective quality of
democracy is the highest in Norway (81.7%) and the low-
est in India and Brazil (27.3%). Notably, the values of
all established Western countries, i.e. the five European
countries and the USA, are above the 50-percent-level,
while the values of the remaining non-European coun-
tries are below.

The pattern is similar for “Electoral Democracy (ED)”,
where Norway shows the highest (74.2%) and India
(19.4%) the lowest degree of subjective quality. Even
though all countries are classified as liberal democracies,
the data for the subjective quality of “Liberal Democracy
(LD)” reveal considerable differences. Only four Euro-
pean countries (Norway, Switzerland, Sweden, and Ger-
many) exceed the 50-percent-level and with the excep-
tion of the USA, all non-European countries reveal sup-
port levels below 30%.

Country differences are also large for the subjective
quality of “Direct Democracy (DD)”. The lowest figures
can be found in India (12.1%) and the highest level of sub-
jective quality of direct democracy is—as expected—in
Switzerland (62.2%). Interestingly, the values for Sweden
and Germany are also above the 50-percent-level. Over-
all, the established Western democracies show higher
values than the other non-Western countries and the
differences within the first group of countries are much
higher than in the second group.While in the established
Western democracies values range from 28.9% (France)
to 62.2% (Switzerland), support for direct democracy in
the other non-Western countries varies only from 12.1%
(India) to 22.8% (Taiwan). Obviously, it is difficult to in-
terpret the pattern for the subjective quality of direct
democracy without objective data on the degree of in-
stitutionalization of direct democracy.

As an initial conclusion, we can state that the data re-
veal significant differences regarding the subjective qual-
ity of all threemodels of democracy. The lowest levels ex-
ist for non-Western democracies. Applying less strict cri-
teria in dichotomizing the indicators would indeed result
in higher percentages for the subjective quality of democ-
racy but the substantial differences between the coun-
tries as well as the ranking of countries would remain.

What about the objective quality of democracy in
the selected European and non-European countries? For
electoral and liberal democracy, the differences between
the countries at the objective level are considerably
lower compared to the subjective level. For electoral
democracy, only the figures of Taiwan and India are be-
low 0.80. The liberal democracy index reveals two thresh-
olds, one which separates Western from non-Western
countries (above and below 0.80, respectively) and the
other within the non-Western countries where India
clearly differs from the rest (below 0.68).

In order to measure the objective quality of direct
democracy we do not draw on the very broadly defined
participatory democracy index of V-Dem; instead, the di-
rect popular vote index is used (Coppedge et al., 2017,
pp. 52–53, 62–63). It corresponds to the subjective indica-
tor asking for approval of referendums. The most striking
result for this objectivemeasurement is that only Switzer-
land has a notable value (0.68). This reflects the fact that
in other countries direct democracy or referendums are
not or are hardly institutionalized. However, it is notewor-
thy that despite the low degree of institutionalization of
direct democracy, the subjective quality score is between
44 and 57.8% in several countries (Norway, Sweden, and
Germany). This can be interpreted as citizens’ demand for
the introduction of referendums into the institutional set-
ting of the liberal democracy of their country.

The most important result of the comparison be-
tween objective and subjective measures of the quality
of democracy is the following: differences between coun-
tries at the objective level are considerably lower than
at the subjective level. This implies different things for
the various models of democracy. First, with respect to
electoral and liberal democracy, this can mean, among
other things, that even a successful institutionalization
of an electoral or liberal democracy in a country does
not, at the same time, ensure a corresponding level of cit-
izens’ commitment to democratic values and principles.
Such a configuration is already known from democrati-
zation research, where democratic consolidation encom-
passes not only the existence of democratic institutions
but also support of democracy by the main political ac-
tors (Diamond, 1999; Linz & Stepan, 1996). A commit-
ment to democratic values and principles depends on dif-
ferent historical traditions and different cultural contexts
(Fuchs & Roller, 2016), it cannot be directly generated
by implementing democratic institutions. Second, with
respect to direct democracy, a reverse pattern exists be-
tween the subjective and objective quality of democracy.
The discrepancy between both dimensions can mean
that citizens demand that the institutional setting of lib-
eral democracy in their country is complemented with
instruments of direct democracy.

6. Conclusions

The aim of the article is to contribute to the current dis-
cussion on assessing the quality of democracy in several
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ways. First, by arguing that a measurement of the subjec-
tive quality of democracy is reasonable. We start from
the assumption that the basic postulate of the concept
of political culture, according towhich support of democ-
racy is of relevance for the stability and functioning of a
democracy, can be expanded to the subjective quality of
democracy as well. Second, by conceptualizing the sub-
jective quality of democracy as support for differentmod-
els of democracy (distinguishing between three estab-
lished normative models, i.e. electoral, liberal and direct
democracy) and not as citizens’ evaluation of democracy
in their country. Accordingly, the more citizens support
normative conceptions of democracy, the higher the sub-
jective quality of a democracy. Third, by developing an
instrument measuring the suggested dimensions of the
quality of democracy for European and non-European
democracies. Fourth, by demonstrating the applicability
of this instrument and providing initial empirical results.
Fifth, by comparing these resultswith objectivemeasure-
ments provided by V-Dem. The comparison of the sub-
jective with the objective quality of democracy for the
electoral, liberal and direct models of democracy shows
that at the objective level the differences between the
countries are significantly lower than those at the subjec-
tive level. Hence, the subjective perspective of citizens
is not fully determined by the objective institutions and
processes. For the subjective perspective, historical tra-
ditions and cultural contexts play a crucial role.

The proposedmeasurement for assessing the subjec-
tive quality of democracy is preliminary, it is not claimed
to be the final solution. For future research, at least three
desiderata remain. First, the validity of ourmeasurement
instrument should be examined usingmultiple indicators
for eachmodel of democracy. This could be done, at least
for European countries, on the basis of the European So-
cial Survey 2012 which includes several indicators for the
different models of democracy. Second, supplementing
the subjective quality of democracy by including support
for normative conceptions of democratic community, i.e.
the relationship between citizens such as tolerance to-
ward other groups and trust in unknown others. Empir-
ically, it could be demonstrated that the largest differ-
ences between Western and non-Western countries ex-
ist for these normative conceptions of democratic com-
munity (Fuchs & Roller, 2016). Third, a measurement in-
strument could be developed to combine the objective
and subjective dimensions of quality of democracy.

Conflict of Interests

The authors declare no conflict of interests.

References

Almond, G. A., & Verba, S. (1963). The civic culture.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Altman, D. (2011). Direct democracy worldwide. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Altman, D. (2013). Bringing direct democracy back in: To-
ward a three-dimensionalmeasure of democracy.De-
mocratization, 20(4), 615–641.

Bühlmann, M., Merkel, W., Müller, L., & Weßels, B.
(2012). The democracy barometer: A new instrument
tomeasure the quality of democracy and its potential
for comparative research. European Political Science,
11(4), 519–536.

Coppedge,M., Gerring, J., Altman, D., Bernhard,M., Fish,
S., Hicken, A., . . . Teorell, J. (2011). Conceptualizing
andmeasuring democracy: A new approach. Perspec-
tives on Politics, 9(2), 247–267.

Coppedge, M., Gerring, J., Lindberg, S., Skaaning, S.-E.,
Altman, D., Bernhard,M., . . . Staton, J. (2017). V-Dem
Codebook v7.1. Retrieved from https://www.v-
dem.net/media/filer_public/84/a8/84a880ae-e0ca-
4ad3-aff8-556abfdaff70/v-dem_codebook_v71.pdf

Coppedge, M., Lindberg, S., Skaaning, S.-E., & Teorell, J.
(2016). Measuring high level democratic principles
using the V-Dem Data. International Political Science
Review, 37(5), 580–593.

Dahl, R. A. (1989). Democracy and its critics. New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press.

Dalton, R. J. (2004). Democratic challenges, democratic
choices. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Diamond, L. (1999). Developing democracy. Baltimore,
MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Easton, D. (1975). A re-assessment of the concept of po-
litical support.British Journal of Political Science, 5(4),
435–457.

Ferrín,M.,&Kriesi, H. (Eds.). (2016).HowEuropeans view
and evaluate democracy. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Freedom House. (2017). Freedom in the world. Free-
dom House. Retrieved from http://www.freedom
house.org

Fuchs, D. (2007). The political culture paradigm. In R. J.
Dalton & H.-D. Klingemann (Eds.), The Oxford hand-
book of political behaviour (pp. 161–184). Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press.

Fuchs, D., & Roller, E. (2016). Demokratiekonzeptionen
der Bürger und demokratische Gemeinschaftsorien-
tierungen [Citizens’ conceptions of democracy and
democratic community]. In S. Schubert & A. Weiss
(Eds.), “Demokratie” jenseits des Westens [“Democ-
racy” beyond theWest] (pp. 296–317). Baden-Baden:
Nomos.

Goertz, G. (2006). Social science concepts: A user’s guide.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Klingemann, H.-D. (2014). Dissatisfied democrats. In R.
J. Dalton & C. Welzel (Eds.), The civic culture trans-
formed (pp. 116–157). Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

Levitsky, S., & Way, L. A. (2010). Competitive authoritari-
anism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Linz, J. J., & Stepan, A. (1996). Problems of democratic
transition and consolidation. Baltimore, MD: Johns
Hopkins University.

Politics and Governance, 2018, Volume 6, Issue 1, Pages 22–32 31



Lipset, S. M. (1981). Political man. Baltimore, MD: The
Johns Hopkins University Press.

Mayne, Q., & Geissel, B. (2016). Putting the demos back
into the concept of democratic quality. International
Political Science Review, 37(5), 634–644.

Merkel, W. (2004). Embedded and defective democra-
cies. Democratization, 11(5), 33–58.

Merkel, W., Bochsler, D., Bousbah, K., Bühlmann, M.,
Giebler, H., Hänni, M., . . . Wessels, B. (2016). Democ-
racy barometer. Codebook. Version 5. Aarau: Zen-
trum für Demokratie.

Morlino, L. (2009). Are there hybrid regimes? Or are they
just an optical illusion? European Political Science Re-
view, 1(2), 273–296.

Munck, G. L. (2009). Measuring democracy. Baltimore,
MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press.

Munck, G. L., & Verkuilen, J. (2002). Conceptualizing and
measuring democracy: Evaluating alternative indices.
Comparative Political Studies, 35(1), 5–34.

Norris, P. (2011). Democratic deficit. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press.

O’Donnell, G. A. (1994). Delegative democracy. Journal
of Democracy, 5(1), 55–69.

Pickel, S., Breustedt, W., & Smolka, T. (2016). Measur-
ing the quality of democracy: Why include the citi-
zens’ perspective? International Political Science Re-
view, 37(5), 645–655.

Putnam, R. (1993). Making democracy work. Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press.

Schedler, A. (Eds.). (2006). Electoral authoritarianism.
Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner.

About the Authors

Dieter Fuchs is Professor Emeritus of Political Science at theUniversity of Stuttgart. His researchmainly
focusses on democratic theory, comparative analysis of political cultures, and European integration.

Edeltraud Roller is Professor of Political Science at the Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz. Her
research mainly focusses on welfare state cultures, the performance of democracies, and political
support within old and new democracies.

Politics and Governance, 2018, Volume 6, Issue 1, Pages 22–32 32



Politics and Governance (ISSN: 2183–2463)
2018, Volume 6, Issue 1, Pages 33–47

DOI: 10.17645/pag.v6i1.1216

Article

Don’t Good Democracies Need “Good” Citizens? Citizen Dispositions and
the Study of Democratic Quality

Quinton Mayne 1,* and Brigitte Geißel 2

1 Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA 02138, USA; E-Mail: quinton_mayne@harvard.edu
2 Institute of Political Science, GoetheUniversity, 60629 Frankfurt amMain, Germany; E-Mail: geissel@soz.uni-frankfurt.de

* Corresponding author

Submitted: 5 October 2017 | Accepted: 29 January 2018 | Published: 19 March 2018

Abstract
This article advances the argument that quality of democracy depends not only on the performance of democratic insti-
tutions but also on the dispositions of citizens. We make three contributions to the study of democratic quality. First, we
develop a fine-grained, structured conceptualization of the three core dispositions (democratic commitments, political
capacities, and political participation) that make up the citizen component of democratic quality. Second, we provide a
more precise account of the notion of inter-component congruence or “fit” between the institutional and citizen com-
ponents of democratic quality, distinguishing between static and dynamic forms of congruence. Third, drawing on cross-
national data, we show the importance of taking levels of inter-dispositional consistency into account when measuring
democratic quality.

Keywords
citizens; democracy; democratic commitments; political capacity; political participation; quality of democracy

Issue
This article is part of the issue “Why Choice Matters: Revisiting and Comparing Measures of Democracy”, edited by Heiko
Giebler (WZB Berlin Social Science Center, Germany), Saskia P. Ruth (German Institute of Global and Area Studies, Ger-
many), and Dag Tanneberg (University of Potsdam, Germany).

© 2018 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

The health and stability of a modern democracy
depends, not only on the justice of its “basic structure”

but also on the qualities and attitudes of its citizens.
(Kymlicka & Norman, 1994, p. 352)

1. Introduction

Large-scale, cross-national indices of democratic quality
have traditionally paid little systematic attention to citi-
zens as a constitutive component of democratic quality.
In earlier work (Mayne & Geissel, 2016), we challenged
this orthodoxy by highlighting the importance of citizens
as central to the conceptualization of democratic qual-
ity. Specifically, we argued that democratic quality con-

sists of two necessary, but independently insufficient,
components. First, an “institutional component”, which
dominates research on democratic quality, refers to the
institutional and structural opportunities that allow for
democratic rule. Second, a “citizen component” relates
to the ways in which citizens can and do breathe life into
existing institutional opportunities for democratic rule.1

We identified three broad categories of citizen disposi-
tions as constitutive of the citizen component: namely,
democratic commitments, political capacity, and politi-
cal participation.

Providing a structured account of how citizens lie at
the core of the concept of democratic quality is impor-
tant for both scholarly and practical reasons. By includ-

1 This should not be confused with quality-of-democracy research that takes citizens into account using data on mass public assessments of political ac-
tors and institutions (see, e.g., Logan & Mattes, 2012; Pickel, Breustedt, & Smolka, 2016). These kinds of public opinion data are unrelated to what we
refer to here as the citizen component of democratic quality; instead, they provide (non-expert evaluative) information on the institutional component
of democratic quality.
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ing measures of electoral turnout, many existing studies
in this area partially or implicitly acknowledge that high-
quality institutions are not enough; a high-quality democ-
racy also requires citizens to use these institutions. Par-
ticipation in elections is, however, only one part of the
citizen component of democratic quality. To advance the-
oretical and empirical research in this area, it is necessary
to develop a systematic understanding of the place of cit-
izens within the concept of democratic quality. That is
the goal of this article. To this end, we expand the empir-
ical underpinnings of the study of democratic quality by
bringing it into conversation with research from political
behavior and political psychology. We also deepen the
engagement of quality-of-democracy research with po-
litical theory and political philosophy. Existing work on
democratic quality is often anchored in partial readings
of normative accounts of democracy, focused on extract-
ing what these accounts have to say about institutions.
As we show here, these same accounts have a great deal
to say about the kinds of citizen dispositions that are con-
stitutive of a high-quality democracy.

Taking citizens more seriously in how we understand
democratic quality also brings research in line with the
realities of national and international programs aimed at
supporting and deepening democracy. Publicly-funded
andphilanthropicwork has long had both an institutional
and a citizen component, seeking to improve the quality
of institutions as well as impact the values, competences,
and participatory proclivities of citizens. Traditionally this
work has been targeted at new, low- and middle-income
democracies, but—amidst growing fears of democratic
deconsolidation (Foa & Mounk, 2017; Levitsky & Ziblatt,
2018)—there has been an upsurge in interest in demo-
cratic programming in advanced industrial societies. By
fully incorporating citizens into the conceptualization of
democratic quality, we hope to bridge the existing gap
between practice and research, enabling work on quality
of democracy to speak to efforts of leaders and organiza-
tions working in the space of democracy promotion.

In the pages that follow, we aim to provide a solid an-
alytic foundation and conceptual framework to incorpo-
rate data on the citizen component of democratic quality
in future empirical research. We do this by building on
our earlier work in three ways. In the next section, we
provide a more fine-grained and structured conceptual-
ization of democratic commitments, political capacities,
and political participation. In the second section of the ar-
ticle, we address the question of congruence or “fit” be-
tween the institutional and citizen components of demo-
cratic quality. Third, we develop the idea that the degree
of consistency of democratic commitments, political ca-
pacities, and political participation with the same model

of democracy is an important aspect of democratic qual-
ity. We illustrate the issues of inter-component congru-
ence and inter-dispositional consistency using available
cross-national empirical data. The article ends with a dis-
cussion of the significant limitations of existing interna-
tional survey programs as sources of data for measuring
the citizen component of democratic quality.

2. Citizen Dispositions

Just as the Varieties of Democracy project (Coppedge et
al., 2011) has shown that different models of democracy
value different kinds of institutional arrangements, it is
important to recognize that there is no one-size-fits-all
understanding of the core dispositions that comprise the
citizen component of democratic quality. We therefore
focus our attention on how three models of democracy,
which have long dominated academic and policy debates,
understand each disposition. This includes: minimal-
elitism—epitomized by the work of Joseph Schumpeter
(1950) and E. E. Schattschneider (1975); liberal-pluralism,
defined and developed perhaps most famously in the
work of Robert Dahl (1971, 1989); and participatory
democracy, championed by scholars such as Carole Pate-
man (1970) and Benjamin Barber (1984).2

2.1. Democratic Commitments

That democratic commitments are a necessary compo-
nent of democratic quality finds support in a long line of
writing. As John Stuart Mill (1861/2009, p. 7) noted, “the
people for whom the [democratic] form of government
is intendedmust bewilling to accept it”. Democratic com-
mitments refer to the political beliefs, values, principles,
and norms that citizens hold dear. They combine both
cognitive and affective orientations, which citizens use
to understand and judge the political world. A sizeable
body of empirical research has emerged in recent years
on how citizens understand democracy (Bratton, Mattes,
& Gyimah-Boadi, 2005, Chapter 3; Canache, 2012; Car-
rión, 2008; Dalton, Sin, & Jou, 2007; Fuchs & Roller, 2006;
Kornberg & Clarke, 1994; Miller, Hesli, & Reisinger, 1997;
Silveira & Heinrich, 2017; Thomassen, 1995), but the lit-
erature on the more specific question of which demo-
cratic values and principles citizens actually endorse is
still fairly limited (Carlin, 2017; Carlin & Singer, 2011; Hi-
bbing & Theiss-Morse, 2002; Kriesi, Saris, & Moncagatta,
2016; Lalljee, Evans, Sarawgi, & Voltmer, 2013;McClosky,
1964; Schedler & Sarsfield, 2007).

The concept of democratic commitment operates at
two levels: at a general level in the formof citizens’ broad
preference for democracy over non-democratic forms

2 In this article we are argue that citizens are constitutive of the concept of democratic quality; we are silent on the question of whether the concept
of democracy itself includes a citizen component. We note, however, that the answer to this question has been a resounding no. Scholarship has
predominantly distinguished democracies from non-democracies (or hybrid regimes) in one of two ways: based exclusively on electoral procedures
(e.g., Przeworksi, Alvarez, Cheibub, & Limongi, 2000); or using a more expansive set of procedural criteria, that take account of not just the quality of
electoral processes but also the protection of civil liberties and civilian control of the military, among other things (e.g., Mainwaring, Brinks, & Pérez-
Liñán, 2007). The first approach distinguishes democracies based on institutions that lie at the heart of the minimal-elitist conception of democracy;
the second approach is anchored more in the liberal-pluralist account of democracy. In both cases, selection criteria are essentially institutional.
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of political organization; and at a more specific level in
termsof citizens’ support for particular principles and val-
ues. The idea that democracies require citizens’ general
democratic commitment finds clear support in work on
democratic consolidation aswell as democratic deconsol-
idation.3 Building on this research, we understand demo-
cratic quality as being in part a function of how commit-
ted citizens are to democracy, even in the face of mobi-
lization by anti-democratic forces, economic misfortune,
and electoral losses.

The study of democratic quality requires going be-
yond this general commitment to democracy and tak-
ing into account citizens’ commitments to more specific
democratic values. Pragmatically, this makes it easier to
identify whether citizens’ general democratic commit-
ment is in fact nominal and without meaningful con-
tent; it is also necessary because different models of
democracy set store by different types of political values.
A theory-driven approach requires being clear on how
the model(s) of democracy underpinning one’s assess-
ment interpret core democratic principles in different
ways, or even accommodate different democratic prin-
ciples. To gain analytic purchase on the issue of demo-
cratic commitments, we propose that scholars focus on
the principled responses that different models of democ-
racy provide to the following two questions. First, who
gets to decide? Second, how are decisions to be made?4

The question of who gets to decide is first and fore-
most about what citizens consider to be the proper
role of elected politicians in democratic decision mak-
ing. A helpful way of thinking about this issue is in terms
of the checks and balances that different models of
democracy expect citizens to support, which concerns
the power of elected politicians relative to other “politi-
cal” actors, e.g., the judiciary or subnational authorities.
It also concerns checking and balancing among different
classes of politician,most notably between the executive
and legislature. Finally, the question of who gets to de-
cide is crucially linked to what citizens see as their own
role, acting individually or collectively, in democratic de-
cision making.

The second question of howdecisions are to bemade
relates to citizens’ settled opinions on how core demo-
cratic principles should be instantiated in democratic pro-
cesses and structures. This fundamentally concerns not
just the formal rules but also the institutionalized norms
of encounter and exchange between elected politicians
and other political actors. Differentmodels of democracy
demand, explicitly and implicitly, different commitments
from citizens when it comes to how democratic decision-
making processes should take place. As a result, judge-
ments of any one country’s democratic quality will vary

greatly depending on the model used to carry out the
assessment. This becomes clear by looking at the demo-
cratic commitments expected of citizens by the three key
models of democracy (a summary of which is available
in Table 1).

The minimal-elitist account of democracy envisages
citizens to be committed to forms of decision making
dominated by parties, elected politicians, and the gov-
ernment of the day, with few checks and balances. Citi-
zens are expected to willingly accept their own voluntary
“retirement” (to borrow the words of Schumpeter, 1950,
p. 295) from political life between elections. As to the
question of how decisions are to be made, high-quality
minimal-elitist democracy is predicated on the expecta-
tion that citizens will be tolerant of political differences
and supportive of robust competition between those dif-
ferences at the ballot box. However, once votes are cast,
minimal-elitism expects citizens to support winner-take-
all majoritarianism, which necessarily implies electoral
losers (even perennial electoral losers) accepting their
political marginality.

High-quality liberal-pluralist democracies are also
home to citizenries that support elected politicians as
the primary decision-makers. However, “good” liberal-
pluralist citizens are additionally expected to be com-
mitted to the idea that politicians are checked and bal-
anced in important ways, for example by constitutional
protections and judicial oversight, or by divisions of
power between the executive and legislature, i.e., deci-
sion making that involves elected and unelected elites.
Citizens are expected to embrace their own role in demo-
cratic decision making as largely mediated: by the par-
ties/politicians they elect, and by the interest organiza-
tions who speak on their behalf. Liberal-pluralists expect
citizens to accept or even welcome that public policy will
be influenced by processes of consultation and lobbying,
involving politically independent intermediary organiza-
tions and associations. By extension, the “good” liberal-
pluralist citizen is expected to see negotiation and com-
promise among elites of different political persuasions as
a natural and proper part of the democratic process.5

The participatory model of democracy is distinct
from minimal-elitism and liberal-pluralism in that it ex-
pects citizens to support unmediated forms of mass pop-
ular involvement in democratic decision making. This
might include support for direct democratic mechanisms
that allow citizens to vote on specific issues as well as
participatory innovations (such as participatory budget-
ing and citizen juries) that give citizens decision-making
powers. While the participatory model of democracy
clearly sets great store by the idea that final decision-
making powers should lie with citizens themselves in at

3 As Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan note, “a democratic regime is consolidated when a strong majority of public opinion, even in the midst of major eco-
nomic problems and deep dissatisfaction with incumbents, holds the belief that democratic procedures and institutions are the most appropriate way
to govern collective life” (Linz & Stepan, 1996, p. 16; see also Diamond, 1999, p. 69; Foa & Mounk, 2017).

4 These two questions effectively amount to two sides of the same coin of democratic decision making, and as such are likely difficult to sepa-
rate empirically.

5 Significant variations exist within the liberal-pluralist understanding of democracy, which encompasses classic forms of pluralistic decision making as
well as consensus or negotiation democracy (Lijphart, 1999).
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Table 1. The citizen component.

Core Dispositions Key Elements The “good” citizen according to:

Minimal-elitist Liberal-pluralist Participatory
model model model

1. Democratic Commitment regarding: Committed to Committed to Committed to
1. commitments • Who gets to decide? decision making electoral unmediated forms of

• How decisions should dominated by democracy where mass popular
• be made? parties and politicians are involvement in

elected checked and democratic decision
politicians, with balanced and making and idea that
few checks and intermediary politicians should
balances. organizations play actively consult

important role. citizens between
elections.

2. Political Capacity to: Capable of Capable of Possessing skills and
2. capacities • know selecting into enlightened knowledge that

• choose their values, understanding of enable them to
• influence preferences, and their own interests cooperate,

interests based on and sufficiently communicate, and
menu of options tuned into politics to deliberate with
provided to them be able to identify and fellow citizens and
by political elites support, if need be, political elites.
in lead up to organizations that
elections. can defend their

values and interests.

3. Political Participation that is: Pay sufficient No duty to Directly and actively
3. participation • Electoral vs. non-electoral attention to participate actively involved in politics

• Mediated vs. direct politics during in politics, but on an ongoing basis,
• Other-regarding election campaign ideally occasionally with emphasis on

to avoid being undertakes mainly other-regarding and
duped and turn mediated forms of public-oriented
out to vote, if participation. political activities.
interests at stake.

least certain issue or policy areas, it also demands that
where elected politicians retain decision-making powers
they should undertake continuous processes of consul-
tation with citizens between elections. This is one of the
chief differences between participatory democracy and
minimal-elitism and liberal-pluralism when it comes to
the question of “how” decisions should be made.

2.2. Political Capacity

Existing cross-national indices of democratic quality
rarely include indicators capturing levels of political ca-
pacity among citizenries.6 This contrasts with statements
on the importance of political capacity made by demo-
cratic theorists of various stripes as well as the growing

fears expressed by political commentators of citizens’ in-
capacity to resist misinformation. The absence of direct
measures of political capacity from existing quality-of-
democracy indices also runs counter to the large body of
empirical research on political capacitywithin the field of
political behavior. Key questions that have animated this
research include: are citizens able to maintain internally-
consistent and ideologically-structured beliefs? How po-
litically knowledgeable and civically literate are citizens?
Do citizens interrogate their own beliefs by finding and
accurately processing new or unbiased sources of polit-
ical information? How capable are citizens of voting for
politicians and parties that will best represent their val-
ues and interests?7 Debates among empirical political sci-
entists regarding how much and what kinds of political

6 An exception is the Democracy Ranking (Campbell, 2008), which includes measures of secondary-school and university enrolment aimed at capturing
the availability of “knowledge” in a society. The Economist Intelligence Unit’s (EIU) Democracy Index includes data on levels of adult literacy and the
share of the population that follows politics in the news.

7 See, for example, Achen & Bartels, 2016; Alvarez & Nagler, 2000; Andersen, Tilley, & Heath, 2005; Arnold, 2012; Barabas & Jerit, 2009; Bartels, 1996;
Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960; Converse, 1964; Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Lau, Patel, Fahmy, & Kaufman, 2014; Lavine, Johnston, &
Steenbergen, 2012; Lodge & Taber, 2013; Lupia, 2016; Milner, 2002; Mutz, 2006; Nie, Junn, & Stehlik-Barry, 1996; Page & Shapiro, 1992; Rapeli, 2014;
Rosema & de Vries, 2011; Zaller, 1992.

Politics and Governance, 2018, Volume 6, Issue 1, Pages 33–47 36



capacity are required of citizens for democracy to flour-
ish is reflective of important conceptual disagreements
about what makes a democracy high quality. All major
models of democracy clearly identify political capacity as
important for democracy; they differ significantly how-
ever in their understanding of what types and levels of
political capacity matter for high-quality democracy.

How exactly then do different models of democracy
understand the concept of political capacity? To answer
this question, we propose focusing on three types of po-
litical capacity. The first is the capacity of citizens to un-
derstand or know their own values, preferences, and in-
terests that they wish to see realized through the demo-
cratic process. The second is the capacity of citizens to
identify and select elites who will defend and advance
those values, preferences, and interests in the political
arena. The third and final capacity is the capacity to in-
fluence political elites and the agendas they pursue. For
the sake of simplicity, we refer to these three core demo-
cratic capacities as the capacity to know, the capacity to
choose, and capacity to influence. For a summary of how
these three capacities are understood by three key mod-
els of democracy, see Table 1.

Let us first turn to the capacity to know. For advocates
of minimal-elitist democracy, little is expected of citizens.
Schumpeter famously argued that citizens are “incapable
of action other than a stampede” (1950, p. 283); such low
levels of political capacity associated with stampede-like
cognition and affect are seen as in no way undermining
a country’s quality of democracy. For minimal-elitists, cit-
izens need only be capable of selecting into their values,
preferences, and interests based on the menu of options
provided to them by political elites during the short win-
dowof public debate that periodically occurs prior to elec-
tions. That said, as Schumpeter points out, for minimal-
elitist democracy to work well, citizens must be on “an in-
tellectual andmoral level high enough to be proof against
the offerings of the crook and the crank” (1950, p. 294,
emphasis added). This suggests that the “good” citizen
for minimal-elitists is able to process the content of pre-
election public debate in ways that allow her to identify
and resist the siren call of false information.

Liberal-pluralist and participatory models of democ-
racy are more demanding of citizens in terms of their
“capacity to know” their own values and interests. Both
models share an expectation that citizens should have
the capacity to arrive at what Tocqueville described as
“self-interest rightly understood” orwhat Dahl refers to as
“enlightened understanding”. In Democracy and Its Crit-
ics (1989, pp. 111–112), Dahl writes that “to know what
it wants, and what is best, the people must be enlight-
ened”. To achieve such enlightenment, Dahl argues that
citizens must acquire “an understanding of means and
ends, of one’s interests and the expected consequences
of policies for interests, not only for oneself but for all

other relevant persons as well”.8 The implication of this
is that citizens are expected to be capable of finding and
processing information and weighing the consequences
of their values and interests on those of fellow citizens.

When it comes to citizens’ capacity to choose po-
litical elites who will defend and pursue their interests,
minimal-elitist, liberal-pluralist, and participatory mod-
els of democracy have much in common. None of them
requires citizens to be extraordinary information sleuths
or indeed policy wonks; rather, they expect citizens to be
capable of taking full advantage of elite-provided sources
of structured information in order to choose leaders
without, as Schattschneider (1975, p. 134) puts it, be-
ing duped by demagogues. Themodels diverge, however,
along two dimensions: first, in terms of the range of elite
actors that citizens are expected to select; and second,
in terms of the period of time over which citizens are ex-
pected to select elites.

For minimal-elitists, the “good” citizen need only be
able to tune into politics in short bursts at election time.
Using information shortcuts generated by the process
of political competition during the campaign period, citi-
zens are expected to have the political wherewithal to se-
lect candidates and parties who will best serve their val-
ues and interests. For liberal-pluralists (seeGalston, 1988,
p. 1283) and participatory democrats, citizens are also ex-
pected to be able to make sense of available information
to select the right candidates and parties at election time.
In addition, they must be sufficiently tuned into politics
on an ongoing basis to be able to identify and support or-
ganizations and associations that will defend their values
and interests, as and when the need arises, by applying
pressure on elected politicians between elections.

Finally, what do the three models have to say about
citizens’ capacity to influence?Minimal-elitists expect cit-
izens to influence politics and policy making indirectly
through their vote choices and certainly not between
elections. Liberal-pluralist and participatory democrats
expect citizens to influence elites through forms of
Hirschmanian exit and voice. To influence elites via voice
requires citizens to possess cognitive, expressive, and or-
ganizational capacities. This includes the ability to iden-
tify whom to target and the capacity to work with others
to influence them. For participatory democrats, who ar-
gue that high-quality democracies provide wide-ranging
opportunities for citizens to get involved in shaping pub-
lic policy, it is particularly important that citizens pos-
sess skills and knowledge that enable them to cooperate,
communicate, and deliberate with fellow citizens and po-
litical elites alike (see Barber, 1984, p. 154).

2.3. Political Participation

One of the few citizen-related indicators that routinely
appears in existing cross-national quality-of-democracy

8 For in-depth discussions of the capacities expected of the “good” liberal citizen, see Galston (1988, especially pp. 1283–1285) and Macedo (1990, es-
pecially pp. 265–273). For the capacities required of the “good” participatory citizen, see the discussion of “strong democratic talk” in Barber (1984,
pp. 178–198).
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indices is turnout in national elections (see Altman &
Pérez-Liñán, 2002; Bühlmann et al., 2013; EIU, 2012;
Levine & Molina, 2011).9 This clearly points to a schol-
arly consensus that political participation is a core con-
ceptual component of democratic quality. High-quality
democracy cannot simply be understood in terms of the
existence of particular kinds of democratic institutions,
the most incontrovertible of which are free and fair elec-
tions; it is also defined by whether citizens actually turn
out to vote in those elections. Allmajormodels of democ-
racy set great store by electoral participation. They do
differ significantly though in the importance they attach
to other forms of political participation.

Over the years normative disagreements among po-
litical theorists and political philosophers have inspired
and echo similar debates among scholars of political be-
havior. In fact, the question of what types of political
participation are found in high-quality democracies goes
back to one of the founding studies in the field of polit-
ical behavior, The Civic Culture by Gabriel Almond and
Sidney Verba (1963), who argued that democracies are
best served by citizens who “balance” political activity
and passivity. In the half-century since the publication
of The Civic Culture, patterns of popular political partic-
ipation have changed greatly. However, the question of
how active citizens should be, and what forms political
activity should take remains central to the study of polit-
ical behavior.10

To capture how different models of democracy con-
ceive of political participation, we propose that schol-
ars of democratic quality pay particular attention to how
much weight is attached to: (1) participation focused
on elections versus acts of political participation that
occur between elections; (2) mediated forms of politi-
cal participation where citizens seek to influence poli-
tics through organized civil society versus direct forms
of political action and participation; and (3) the extent
to which political participation is “other-regarding” and
public-oriented. See Table 1 for a summary of the discus-
sion below.

For minimal-elitists, elections are the singular focus
of citizen participation. The primary political act of the
“good” citizen is therefore to turn out in periodic elec-
tions. To avoid political demagoguery, it can be assumed
that minimal-elitists expect citizens to pay attention to
politics during election campaign periods, consume polit-
ical news, and engage in political discussions.11 Between
elections, however, citizens are expected to engage in
few, if any, political acts, leaving politics to politicians
and parties.

For liberal-pluralists, citizens are under no duty to
participate actively in politics (Galston, 1988, p. 1284).
That said, there is an expectation that they will turn out
to vote, in line with their self-interest rightly understood.
This implies that the “good” liberal-pluralist citizen will
engage in forms of other-regarding political activities
that allow her to achieve an “enlightened” understand-
ing of her values and interests. The emphasis is placed on
forms of mediated political participation, most notably
engagement with organizations and associations, and by
extension social movements. There is also an expecta-
tion that in a high-quality liberal-pluralist democracy, cit-
izens will—to quote Stephen Macedo (1990, p. 274)—
“take initiatives on their own [and] be prepared to com-
bine in voluntary associations for common ends both al-
truistic and otherwise”.

For participatory democrats, citizens are expected to
be engaged in the electoral process in similar ways to
the “good” liberal-pluralist citizen. However, the partic-
ipatory model of democracy places a duty on citizens
to be directly and actively involved in politics on an on-
going politics. As Barber (1984, p. 152) writes, “[partic-
ipatory] democracy is the politics of amateurs, where
every man is compelled to encounter every other man
without the intermediary of expertise”. Finally, as these
words suggest, participatory democrats also expect cit-
izens to undertake political activities that are expressly
other-regarding and public-oriented, aimed at moving
beyond “competitive interest mongering” (1984, p. 155).

3. Inter-Component Congruence

Democracies don’t just need good institutions, they also
need citizens who are willing and able to breathe life into
those institutions. A version of this claim stands at the
heart of classic studies of democratic consolidation (Dia-
mond, 1999; Linz & Stepan, 1996) as well as more recent
debates about democratic deconsolidation (see Alexan-
der &Welzel, 2017; Foa &Mounk, 2017; Inglehart, 2016;
Norris, 2017; Voeten, 2017). The basic contention of this
body ofwork is that democracy canbe considered consol-
idated and stable when, among other things, democratic
institutions are firmly established and citizens are mean-
ingfully and unwaveringly supportive of democracy.

In contrast to research on democratic consolidation,
research on democratic quality has made little effort
to conceptualize the relationship between institutions
and citizens. The widespread inclusion of (national) elec-
toral turnout data in existing cross-national quality-of-
democracy indices points to an underlying academic con-

9 Existing quality-of-democracy indices also routinely include other participation-related indicators. The Democracy Barometer, for example, includes
data on reported rates of petitioning and demonstrations; Levine and Molina (2011) include data on the share of citizens who report having worked
for a candidate or party; the EIU incorporates information on membership of political parties and political non-governmental organizations as well as
participation in demonstrations.

10 See, for example, Dalton (2008); Fung (2004); Mutz (2006); Norris (2002); Rosenstone and Hansen (1993); Stolle andMicheletti (2013); Verba, Nie and
Kim (1978); Verba, Schlozman and Brady (1995).

11 Some scholars of political participation do not consider political discussion or political news consumption a form of political participation because—to
quote Verba et al. (1995, p. 40) “the target audience is not a public official”. Here we adopt a more expansive understanding of political participation
that allows us to accommodate the full range of political actions identified explicitly or implied by different models of democracy.
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sensus that citizens are indeed conceptually constitutive
of democratic quality. However, this same research has
fallen short of giving any systematic conceptual consid-
eration to how citizens matter for democratic quality be-
yond participation in elections. By extension, they have
also failed to recognize the crucial issue that citizensmat-
ter in different ways depending on the model driving the
assessment. The conceptual short shrift that researchers
have given to citizens stands inmarked contrast to the de-
tailed and sophisticated discussions about how and why
different kinds of institutions and structures matter for
democratic quality. The goal of the previous section of
this article was to address this important gap in the lit-
erature by providing a conceptual account of the citizen
component of democratic quality. In this section we take
a step back to address themore general conceptual ques-
tion of the relationship between the citizen and institu-
tional components of democracy.

We conceive of the relationship between institutions
and citizens as it pertains to democratic quality in terms
of congruence.12 As such, we follow Mayne and Geissel
(2016, p. 636) in viewing the relationship between the
citizen and institutional components of democratic qual-
ity as one of mutual dependence or mutual condition-
ality. Our basic contention therefore is that institutions
and citizens represent two sides of the same democracy
coin,meaning that democratic quality is a function of the
level of model-specific congruence between institutions
and citizen dispositions. The more institutions and citi-
zen dispositions are simultaneously congruent with the
demands and expectations of the samemodel of democ-
racy, the higher that country’s quality of democracy be-
comes, at least when judged from the viewpoint of the
model in question.

Given that both the institutional and citizen compo-
nents are necessary conditions of democratic quality, it
is important to be clear about a key implication of our ar-
gument. If a country’s political institutions accord largely
with the expectations of a particular model of democ-
racy, but citizen dispositions do not (or vice versa), we
simply cannot say that this country has a high-quality
democracy. How exactly inter-component incongruence
would ultimately be calculated to arrive at a country’s
overall democracy score is a question for future empirical
research. The point we wish to make is that the value of
one component must, in a non-negligible way, be contin-
gent on the value of the other component. When consid-
ering this issue of mutual contingency, it is important to
distinguish between two types of inter-component con-
gruence: one static; the other dynamic.

3.1. Static Congruence

When one thinks about democratic quality in terms of
inter-component congruence, most likely one intuitively
thinks about congruence at a single point in time, i.e.,
static congruence. To illustrate this form of congruence,
we turn now to a brief examination of the level of fit
between citizen support for direct democracy, on the
one hand, and the institutionalization of direct democ-
racy, on the other. With this worked example, to be clear,
we are assessing democratic quality from the perspec-
tive of the participatory model of democracy. Given the
limitations of existing cross-national data sources, we
must content ourselves here with this partial illustration,
which offers but a small and incomplete analytic win-
dow into understanding levels of model-specific inter-
component congruence.

Table 2 presents information, from a broad cross-
section of countries, on the share of citizens who view
referendums as an essential component of democracy,
alongside a (national-level) measure of the actual institu-
tionalization of direct-democratic mechanisms.13 Taken
together, these indicators provide at best minimally sug-
gestive evidence for evaluating democratic quality from
the perspective of the participatory model of democ-
racy; still they are very helpful in illustrating inter-
component congruence.

Surveying the data in Table 2, it is clear that citizen
commitments and real-world institutions match in some
countries but are totally “out of sync” in others. A ma-
jority of citizens in Switzerland and Uruguay support the
idea that democracies should give people a direct say
in political decision making; both countries also offer a
range of direct-democraticmechanisms. Similarly, we ob-
serve higher levels of inter-component congruence (but
in the opposite direction) in Finland, the Netherlands,
and the United Kingdom, where less than 20 percent
of citizens report strong participatory democratic com-
mitments and where direct democratic mechanisms are
weakly institutionalized. In contrast, we find evidence
of inter-component incongruence in many other coun-
tries. Popular majorities in Cyprus, Argentina, and Ger-
many, for example, prefer a participatory form of democ-
racy, but direct democracy is weakly institutionalized in
those countries. From the point of view of static inter-
component congruence and using this imperfect illustra-
tion of participatory democracy as the yard stick of eval-
uation, we would conclude that democracy is of a higher
quality in Switzerland and Uruguay than in Argentina
and Cyprus.

12 See Almond and Verba (1963); Eckstein (1998); Welzel and Inglehart (2006); Welzel and Klingemann (2011).
13 Data on the presence of direct democracy come from the Democracy Barometer (2012). Public opinion data come from the fifth wave of the World
Value Survey (fielded between 2005 and 2009). Nationally representative samples of citizens were asked whether referendums are an essential part
of democracy and provided with a 1–10 response scale, with 1 indicating that referendums are not at all essential and 10 indicating that they are
definitely essential. We follow other research in using response data only for the scale maximum. As Kriesi et al. (2016, p. 67) note, survey respondents
“who choose a value below the scale maximum arguably allow for exceptions and do not consider the given element as required for democracy under
all circumstances”.

Politics and Governance, 2018, Volume 6, Issue 1, Pages 33–47 39



Table 2. Support for and institutionalization of direct
democracy. Source: Geissel (2016).

Country Support for Institutionalization
direct of direct

democracy democracy

Argentina 53.8 1
Australia 46.7 1
Brazil 43.0 1
Bulgaria 39.8 2
Canada 19.5 1
Chile 37.9 0
Cyprus 55.1 0
Finland 14.3 0
France 24.6 1
Germany 51.8 0
Hungary 40.9 3
Japan 30.0 1
Mexico 19.1 0
Netherlands 17.3 0
Norway 31.7 0
Peru 29.8 3
Poland 42.9 1
Romania 43.0 1
Slovenia 39.6 3
South Africa 20.9 0
South Korea 34.3 1
Spain 45.8 0
Sweden 43.0 0
Switzerland 59.6 3
Turkey 45.3 1
United Kingdom 17.0 0
United States 25.5 0
Uruguay 50.4 3

3.2. Dynamic Congruence

Over time political institutions change, as do citizen dis-
positions; and in many ways these changes are pro-
foundly connected. Existing political institutions not only
bound many citizens’ democratic imagination, they also
play an important role in shaping how citizens participate
in politics as well as the political capacities they develop.
Likewise, by failing to meet citizens’ expectations, polit-
ical institutions can generate democratic re-imaginings,
stimulate and diffuse alternative forms of political partic-
ipation, and encourage citizens to develop new political
capacities. The opposite is also true. Elites reform politi-
cal institutions in part as a response to change over time
in citizens’ democratic commitments, transformations in
political activism, and improvements in mass political
capacities. Moreover, institutional reform and changes
in citizen dispositions seldom proceed in a neat, linear
fashion. This means that, when viewed over a long pe-
riod of time, both types of change might slowly be mov-
ing a country away from congruence with one model
of democracy, toward congruence with another model.

During periods of change, however, we will necessarily
observe inter-component incongruence.

From the static perspective of congruence, inter-
component incongruence lowers a country’s quality of
democracy, which may be misleading from a long-term
perspective. It is crucial to make allowances for the pro-
cesses of mutual adjustment of institutions and citizen
dispositions toward new equilibria. A key analytic ad-
vantage of conceiving of inter-component congruence
in both static and dynamic terms is that it allows us to
distinguish between two sets of democracies. On the
one hand, low-quality democracies where institutions
and citizens are effectively more or less permanently
out of sync with each other. And on the other hand,
countries where institutions and citizen dispositions are
slowly moving in the same democratic direction; and
where the processes ofmutual adjustment underpinning
these changes are in fact a powerful positive indicator of
the quality of democracy.

4. Inter-Dispositional Consistency

Just as different models of democracy ideally expect
the institutional and citizen components of democratic
quality to be congruent, they also expect—ideally—
democratic commitments, political capacities, and polit-
ical participation to be consistent with each other. Inter-
dispositional consistency (or intra-component congru-
ence) represents an important yardstick for evaluating
democratic quality, because, regardless of the model of
democracy driving the assessment, a high-quality democ-
racy depends on a particular mix and balance of com-
mitments, capacities, and participation. For example, a
high-quality participatory democracy is not just home to
large numbers of citizens participating actively in politics,
at and between elections, but also to large numbers of
people who have the capacities to cooperate, commu-
nicate, and deliberate. Similarly, minimal-elitists might
only expect citizens to participate in periodic elections,
but when they do, they are also expected to be able to
avoid being misled or fooled by political elites vying for
their votes.

Over the years, scholars of political behavior have
studied empirically how citizen dispositions relate to one
another. One approach has been to examine the influ-
ence of certain kinds of democratic commitments on
political participation. Recent work, by Åsa Bengtsson
and Henrik Christensen (2016) and Sergiu Gherghina and
Geissel (2017) finds clear associations between citizens’
democratic “process preferences” and how they partici-
pate in politics. For example, citizens who support a par-
ticipatory model of democracy are more likely to partic-
ipate in politics (see also Bolzendahl & Coffé, 2013; Dal-
ton, 2008). A large body of research also exists on the
question of how political capacities relate to political par-
ticipation. Consistently research has found a positive as-
sociation between education and political participation.
Compared to the legion of studies that examines the
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impact of education, income and political interest (as a
proxy of political capacity), very little research has been
done on how the cognitive, expressive, and organiza-
tional capacities specifically identified by different mod-
els of democracy relate to participation.14 This is mainly
due to the dearth of cross-national survey data, aimed
at capturing information on political capacity. All in all,
we still know very little about how the varied citizen dis-
positions prized by minimal-elitist, liberal-pluralist, and
participatory democracy “move” together.

We now turn to some worked examples. We rely
here on existing cross-national survey data, from the
World Values Survey, the International Social Survey Pro-
gram, the European Social Survey, and the Latin Amer-
ican Public Opinion Project. In particular, we focus on
whether democratic commitments, using data on citi-
zen support for referendums, align with political capac-
ity and political participation.15 Though extremely crude,
the question on referendums is helpful for the present
purpose of illustrating a key aspect of citizens’ demo-

cratic commitments—namely, the importance of politi-
cal participation beyond regular legislative elections. We
use citizens’ reported interest in politics as a very rough
(and imperfect) overarching proxy for citizen capacity,
and create an index of non-electoral political participa-
tion using available data sources.16

Figure 1 plots aggregate-level support for referen-
dums against the share of citizens who say they are in-
terested in politics. Examining the data from the per-
spective of the participatory model of democracy, it be-
comes clear that very few countries display a high level
of inter-dispositional consistency. Only three countries
(Denmark, Germany, and Switzerland) are home to citi-
zenries with the commitments and capacities expected
by participatory democrats; namely, sizeable majorities
(of more than 60 percent) who see referendums as a
good way to decide important political issues and who
are interested in politics. In many other countries, how-
ever, participatory commitments are misaligned with po-
litical capacities. Cyprus, Croatia, Spain, and Brazil are
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Figure 1. Interest in politics and support for direct democracy.

14 A small body of work, mainly focused on the United States, exist on the relationship between political knowledge and political participation, see Delli
Carpini and Keeter (1996); Milner (2002); Nie et al. (1996); Verba et al. (1995).

15 The question comes from two rounds of the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP, fielded in 2004 and 2014). Survey respondents were asked
if they agree that referendums are a good way to decide important political questions. We report here the results for citizens who strongly agree with
this statement. We aggregate (and average, where necessary) data using available population weights to produce measures of citizen dispositions that
are representative of citizenries as a whole.

16 We use a question (from ISSP 2004 and 2014) about citizens’ general interest in politics. Respondents who say they are very or somewhat interested
in politics are combined. It is important to note, however, that the minimal-elitist model of democracy expects citizens to be interested in politics
during elections, but not between them. The index of non-electoral political participation is based on three questions that appear in the ISSP (2004 and
2014), the World Values Survey, the European Social Survey, and Latin American Public Opinion Project. These relate to signing a petition, taking part in
a demonstration, and contacting a public official. The index captures the share of citizens who report having undertaken at least one of these activities
in the past 12 months.
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cases in point: large numbers of citizens favor a partic-
ipatory approach to political decision making, but far
fewer are interested in politics. From the perspective of
minimal-elitism, only Hungary comes close to displaying
ideal levels of inter-dispositional consistency. More than
60 percent of Hungarians have no strong desire for ref-
erendums and an even greater share of Hungarians say
they are not interested in politics. In a number of other
countries, such as Chile or the Czech Republic, we find cit-
izenries with the kinds of political capacity (reflected in
low levels of political interest) that minimal-elitists argue
make for a higher-quality democracy, but who also re-
port democratic commitments that are inconsistent with
a high-quality minimal-elitist democracy. Few countries
are home to citizenrieswith commitments and capacities
consistent with a liberal-pluralist account of democracy.
Belgium and Slovenia arguably come closest. In many
other democracies (such as France, Uruguay, and Ire-
land) we find citizenries with political capacities that are
consistent with liberal-pluralism, but whose democratic
commitments are not.

Figure 2 once again plots our indicator of democratic
commitments (namely, support for referendums), but
this time against a measure of non-electoral political par-
ticipation. For minimal-elitists, a high-quality democracy
is one where few citizens undertake political activities
between elections; the opposite is true for participatory
democrats. For liberal-pluralists, democracy works best

when citizens exert themselves politically between elec-
tions only when the need arises. As a result, moderate
levels of non-electoral political participation are arguably
most consistent with high-quality democracy from the
perspective of liberal-pluralists.

Hungary is the most obvious case of minimal-elitist
inter-dispositional consistency. As noted earlier, Hungar-
ians appear to be less fond of direct democracy and very
few engage in political activities between elections. Ice-
land, New Zealand, Canada, and Norway, among others,
are home to citizenries with democratic commitments
and patterns of political participation consistentwith par-
ticipatory democracy. Applying a liberal-pluralist bench-
mark, Belgium and the Netherlands appear to come clos-
est to displaying the desired types and levels of political
participation and democratic commitments. Most coun-
tries, however, are home to large numbers of people
withmixed patterns of citizen dispositions that are incon-
sistent with any one model of democracy.

5. Conclusion

In this article we have argued that democratic quality de-
pends not only on the form and functioning of demo-
cratic institutions but also on the dispositions of citi-
zens.17 To date, however, cross-national indices have fo-
cused predominantly on the institutional component of
democratic quality, the measures of which have become
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Figure 2. Non-electoral political participation and support for direct democracy.

17 Democratic quality also depends on the dispositions of political elites, most obviously their commitment to democracy as well as their level of political
competence (see, for example, Linz & Stepan, 1996; Mainwaring & Pérez-Liñán, 2013; Steiner, Bächtiger, Spörndli, & Steenbergen, 2004).
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increasingly multidimensional and conceptually sophisti-
cated. The Varieties of Democracy program (Coppedge
et al., 2011) has enriched this approach by making it pos-
sible to systematically evaluate democratic institutions
according to different models of democracy. The same
cannot be said of the citizen component of democratic
quality. Existing indices commonly incorporate informa-
tion on national turnout rates, which points to an aca-
demic consensus that citizens are indeed a constitutive
element of democratic quality. Few other citizen-related
indicators are, however, included, andwhen they are it is
oftenwith little theoretical justification. The result is that
citizens play conceptual second fiddle to institutions, and
there is little or no recognition that different accounts
of democracy demand and expect different kinds of citi-
zen dispositions. Our aim with this article is to challenge
this orthodoxy by providing a structured account of the
citizen component of democratic quality, with a focus
on three models of democracy—minimal-elitism, liberal-
pluralism, and participatory democracy.

The first section of the article provided a fine-grained
conceptualization of what we argue are the three core
dispositions that make up the citizen component of
democratic quality—namely, democratic commitment,
political capacity, and political participation. We made
the case that commitment is not just about general
support for democracy but also model-specific commit-
ments related to who gets to decide and how decisions
are to bemade in the political arena.We defined political
capacity in terms of citizens’ ability to know, choose, and
influence, identifying key differences in how the three
models conceive of political capacity. Finally, to capture
the kinds and levels of political participation that differ-
ent models of democracy expect of citizens, we argued
that scholars of democratic quality should focus on the
weight attached to: election-focused participation ver-
sus participation between elections; mediated versus di-
rect forms of political action; and “other-regarding” po-
litical participation that brings together citizens with di-
vergent political viewpoints.

The second and third sections of the article deal
with two key issues that arise when taking citizens se-
riously in the conceptualization of democratic quality.
The first is the issue of “fit” between institutions and
citizens, which we refer to as inter-component congru-
ence. Specifically, we made the case that any assess-
ment of democratic quality must consider the extent
to which both institutions and citizen dispositions are
congruent with the same model of democracy. We fur-
ther underscored the importance of distinguishing static
congruence—where democratic quality is judged accord-
ing to the level of inter-component congruence at single
point in time, and dynamic congruence—where demo-
cratic quality is judged according to long-term processes
of mutual adjustment between institutions and citizen
disposition toward the same model of democracy.

The other significant issue we addressed was inter-
dispositional consistency. Ideally, we argued, democratic
commitments, capacities, and participation should all
be consistent with the same model of democracy. To il-
lustrate this point we turned to an analysis of existing
cross-national survey data,which provided suggestive ev-
idence that citizen dispositions are highly inconsistent
with each other in many democracies. Cognizant of the
imperfections of the available data, this nonetheless has
important implicationswhen developing compositemea-
sures of the citizen component of democratic quality.

The greatest challenge moving forward with our
conceptualization of democratic quality relates to data
availability. In writing this article we undertook a sys-
tematic and broad survey of existing cross-national sur-
veys.18 Our aim was to identify questions that could
serve as indicators to operationalize the citizen compo-
nent of democratic quality. In some regards, existing
cross-national survey programs provide a solid founda-
tion to build on; in other respects, however, much work
remains to be done. In recent years, the measurement
of democratic commitments has improved greatly. Well-
established questions that gauge citizens’ general sup-
port for democracy have been supplemented with new
batteries of questions shedding light on citizens’ commit-
ment to specific democratic principles, capturing infor-
mation on a variety of democratic principles shared by
all key models of democracy. There has, however, been
some effort to include one or two questions that allow re-
searchers to distinguish commitments to principles spe-
cific to minimal-elitist, liberal-pluralist, and participatory
accounts of democracy. One goal of this article has been
to provide a fuller account of the commitments expected
of citizens by different models of democracy.

We also found that the measurement of political
participation is fairly strong, with information being fre-
quently collected on a broad range of non-electoral
forms of participation. It is difficult though to isolate
“other-regarding” forms of political participation, which
are important for liberal-pluralist and participatory ac-
counts of democracy. Given the challenges of political
polarization and social division that face many demo-
cratic societies today, future quality-of-democracy re-
search would therefore benefit from being able to mea-
sure how much citizens are actually engaging in politi-
cal activities that involve encountering and working with
others with different political viewpoints.

Finally, and most worrying of all, we found that
the measurement of political capacities is weak. Cross-
national surveys often ask citizens to self-report on their
general sense of political understanding or competence.
Some surveys also gauge citizens’ level of political knowl-
edge, but developing cross-nationally commensurable
measures of political knowledge has been challenging
(Gidengil, Meneguello, Shenga, & Zechmeister, 2016).
Overall though, unlike some surveys carried out in in-

18 This included the World Values Survey, ISSP, European Social Survey, Comparative Study of Electoral Systems, European Election Study, and Latin
American Public Opinion Project.
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dividual countries, to date no cross-national measures
have been fielded aimed at directly capturing informa-
tion on citizens’ cognitive, expressive, and organizational
capacities. This is not to underestimate the difficulty of
developing valid and reliable empirical indicators of polit-
ical capacity, but the lack of data in this area poses a real
problem for quality-of-democracy research. As we have
argued in this article, citizens’ capacity to know, choose,
and influence in the political arena is central to the qual-
ity of democracy. By detailing how different models of
democracy understand these three capacities in differ-
ent ways, we hope that this article provides a valuable
resource for developing new survey questions to fully in-
corporate the citizen component into future quality-of-
democracy research.
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1. Introduction

In 1971, Robert Dahl published Polyarchy in which he
set out a systematic framework for measuring and un-
derstanding two fundamental dimensions of democ-
racy: contestation and inclusiveness. The combination of
these two dimensions allowed for comparative analysis
of a variety of regime types around the world, while nor-
matively his concept of ‘polyarchy’, which included coun-
trieswith a high degree of contestation and a high degree
of inclusiveness, was argued to be themost preferred sys-
tem of governance. In 1988, Neil Mitchell and James Mc-
Cormick published one of the first systematic compara-
tive analyses of human rights in the journal World Poli-

tics, which explained the cross-national variation in the
protection of civil and political rights. Both of these pub-
lications and analyses relied on (1) systematic theorisa-
tion of the concepts under inquiry, (2) methods for mea-
suring the concepts, and (3) analysis of variation and co-
variation within and between the measures across coun-
try cases (see Adcock & Collier, 2001, p. 531; Landman
& Carvalho, 2009, pp. 32–34). Since these seminal publi-
cations on the empirical analysis of democracy and hu-
man rights, there have been countless studies on the
(1) the variation in the transition to, consolidation of, and
quality and performance of democracy; (2) the prolifer-
ation and effectiveness of human rights law; and (3) the
causes and consequences of human rights across many
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of their different categories and dimensions (see Land-
man, 2005b, 2009, 2013).

This kind of work has in many ways overcome the ‘es-
sentially contested’ (Gallie, 1956) nature of democracy
and human rights conceptually, established different and
highly varied measures of both, and developed increas-
ingly sophisticated statistical and other analytical tech-
niques that provide stronger inferences for the academic
and policy community. This article argues that despite
thesemany achievements, tensions remain between the-
ories of democracy and human rights over the degree
to which one includes the other, the temporal and spa-
tial empirical relationships between and among them,
and the measures that have been developed to opera-
tionalize them. These tensions, in turn, affect the kinds
of analyses that are carried out, including model spec-
ification, methods of estimation, and findings. Drawing
on extant theories and measures of both, the article ar-
gues that there must be greater specificity in the con-
ceptualisation and operationalization of democracy and
human rights, care in the development and use of mea-
sures, and more attention to the kinds of inferences that
they make possible.

The overall motivation for this article is to provide
clarity about what we mean when we talk about democ-
racy and human rights, the degree to which they might
share certain but not all attributes, and to unpack the
conceptual and empirical relationships that are evident
between them. Establishing conceptual clarity informs
our consideration of measurement strategies and conse-
quently any empirical relationships between democracy
and human rights that might be discovered. It is impor-
tant not to conflate or elide democracy and human rights.
It is equally important to show how, why, and to what de-
gree the two are inter-related, focusing on the direction,
magnitude, and significance of the relationship, while at
the same time remaining conscious that such relation-
ships to date fall far below perfect correlation. This em-
pirical gap between democracy and human rights is cru-
cial for understanding the political challenge of progress-
ing human rights to be closer to their legal ideal.

In order to develop these arguments, the article is
structured in four sections. The first section provides a
brief overviewof the definition of democracy and human
rights to show where and how the two concepts have
a variable degree of overlap with one another. The sec-
ond section shows the different strategies for measuring
democracy and human rights, including (1) events-based
data, (2) ‘standards-based’ data, (3) survey based data,
(4) socio-economic and administrative data and (5) big
data analytical techniques. The third section provides an
overview of many of the stylized facts about the empir-
ical relationships between measures of democracy and
human rights, as well as the tendency for empirical stud-
ies to use human rights measures as measures of democ-
racy, repression, rule of law, and good governance. The
discussion shows how the associations made in theory
can be tested empirically. The final section examines

the remaining challenges and limitations to the current
state of measurement and analysis of democracy and hu-
man rights.

2. Democracy and Human Rights

Democracy and human rights are grounded in the shared
principles of accountability, individual liberty, integrity,
fair and equal representation, inclusion and participa-
tion, and non-violent solutions to conflict. Modern con-
ceptions of democracy are based on the fundamental
ideas of popular sovereignty and collective decisionmak-
ing in which rulers through various ways are held to ac-
count by those over whom they rule (see Beetham, Car-
valho, Landman, & Weir, 2008; Landman, 2013). But be-
yond this basic consensus, there are many varieties of
democracy (see Coppedge, Lindberg, & Skaaning, 2016)
or ‘democracy with adjectives’ (Collier & Levitsky, 1997)
that have been in use by scholars, practitioners and pol-
icy makers. These definitions can be grouped broadly
into three main types: (1) procedural democracy, (2) lib-
eral democracy, and (3) social democracy, the delin-
eation of which largely rests on the variable incorpora-
tion of different rights protections alongside the general
commitment to popular sovereignty and collective de-
cision making. Understanding these different types of
democracy and the degree to which they incorporate
different categories of human rights affects the ways
in which measures of both can and have been used
for empirical research (Dooresnspleet, 2015; Landman,
2013, 2016; Landman & Carvalho, 2009, 2017; Land-
man & Häusermann, 2003). Absence of consideration of
these lines of overlap has led to conceptual and empiri-
cal confusion in the literature on democracy and human
rights, as well as in those studies that incorporate mea-
sures of either concept in their modelling strategies (see
Munck, 2009).

Procedural definitions of democracy aremost closely
aligned with Robert Dahl’s (1971) formulation in Pol-
yarchy and include the two dimensions of contestation
and participation. Contestation captures the uncertain
peaceful competition necessary for democratic rule; a
principle which presumes the legitimacy of a significant
and organised opposition, the right to challenge incum-
bents, protection of the twin freedoms of expression and
association, the existence of free and fair elections, and
a consolidated political party system. Such a procedural
definition of democracy can be considered a baseline set
of conditions and a minimum threshold that can be used
to assess and count the number of democracies in the
world (see, e.g. Banks, 1971; Landman, 2013, pp. 3–5;
Przeworski, Alvarez, Cheibub, & Limongi, 2000).

Liberal definitions of democracy preserve the no-
tions of contestation and participation found in proce-
dural definitions, but add more explicit references to
the protection of certain human rights. Definitions of lib-
eral democracy thus contain an institutional dimension
and a rights dimension (see Foweraker & Krznaric, 2000).
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The institutional dimension captures the idea of popular
sovereignty, and includes notions of accountability, con-
straint of leaders, representation of citizens, and univer-
sal participation in ways that are consistent with Dahl’s
‘polyarchy’ model outlined above. The rights dimension
is upheld by the rule of law, and includes civil, politi-
cal, property, and minority rights. Such a definition is ar-
guably richer (or ‘thicker’) as it includes legal constraints
on the exercise of power to complement the popular el-
ements in the derivation of and accountability for power
(Coppedge, 2012, pp. 17–33).

Social definitions of democracy maintain the institu-
tional and rights dimensions found in liberal models of
democracy but expand the types of rights that ought
to be protected, including social, economic and cultural
rights (although some of these are included in minority
rights protection seen in liberal definitions) (Beetham,
1999; Brandal, Bratberg, & Thorsen, 2013; Doorenspleet,
2005; Landman, 2005, 2013, 2016; Macpherson, 1973;
Przeworski, 1985; Sørensen, 1993). This expanded form
of democracy, extends ‘the democratic principle from
the political to the social, in effect primarily economic,
realm’ (Przeworski, 1985, p. 7). In the terms deployed
here, the concept of social democracy thus includes the
provision of social and economic welfare and the pro-
gressive realisation of economic and social rights. It could
also be argued that it includes the protection of cultural
rights, which are concerned with such issues as mother
tongue language, ceremonial land rights, and intellectual
property rights relating to cultural practices (e.g. indige-
nous healing practices and remedies that may be of in-
terest to multinational companies).

In theirmodernmanifestation, human rights have be-
come an accepted legal and normative standard through
which to judge the quality of human dignity (Landman
& Carvalho, 2009). This standard has arisen through the
concerted efforts of thousands of people over many
years inspired by a simple set of ideas that have be-
come codified through the mechanism of public interna-
tional law and realized through the domestic legal frame-
works and governmental institutions of states around the
world (Landman, 2005a, 2005b; Landman & Carvalho,
2009). While the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human
Rights makes reference to the right to take part in gov-
ernment (including through direct or indirect represen-
tatives, equal access to public services, and through peri-
odic elections), the non-binding nature of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights along with a paucity of spe-
cific reference to democracy itself in subsequent inter-
national human rights instruments, means that human
rights as such have been more legally codified through
international human rights law than democracy.

According legal recognition to the moral claim of hu-
man rights through international law means that states
are legally obliged to ensure that they respect, protect,
and fulfil these claims (see, e.g. Koch, 2005). There is
no corresponding legal obligation to respect, protect,
and fulfil democracy in the same way as there is for

rights, which provides a stronger foundation and core
content for human rights than for democracy. As we shall
see empirically, however, democracy is a form of gov-
ernment that appears superior to other forms of gov-
ernment for protecting, respecting and fulfilling human
rights obligations. Respecting human rights requires the
state to refrain from violating them. Protecting human
rights requires the state to prevent the violation of hu-
man rights by ‘third’ parties, such as private companies,
non-governmental organisations, paramilitary and insur-
gency groups, and ‘uncivil’ or undemocratic movements
(see Payne, 2000). Fulfilling human rights requires the
states to invest in and implement policies for the progres-
sive realisation of human rights (Koch, 2005; Landman &
Carvalho, 2009; Landman & Kersten, 2016).

Civil and political rights protect the ‘personhood’ of
individuals and their ability to participate in the public ac-
tivities of their countries. Economic, social and cultural
rights provide individuals with access to economic re-
sources, social opportunities for growth and the enjoy-
ment of their distinct ways of life, as well as protection
from the arbitrary loss of these rights. Solidarity rights
seek to guarantee for individuals access to public goods
like development and the environment, and some have
begun to argue, the benefits of global economic develop-
ment (Freeman, 2017; Landman, 2006; Landman & Car-
valho, 2009). Taken together, there are now a large num-
ber of human rights that have been formally codified,
which can be enumerated from the different treaties that
have been designed to protect them.

In following Beetham (1999, p. 94) and the brief
discussion of democracy and human rights, it is clear
that different conceptions of democracy vary precisely
around the question of the degree of overlap and inter-
action between the institutional and rights dimensions.
Beetham (1999, p. 94) visualises this overlap as a Venn di-
agram with democracy in one circle and human rights in
another, where different definitions and conceptualisa-
tions of democracy necessarily reflect smaller and larger
degrees of overlap (see Figure 1). Thin or procedural def-
initions of democracy afford less space for human rights
than thicker or social definitions, while it may be possi-
ble to conceive of some attributes of human rights sitting
outside the conceptual space of democracy. By think-
ing of the association between democracy and human
rights in this way, Beetham (1999) avoids the problem
that democracy and human rights might be construed as
mutually constitutive of one another while retaining the
notion that they are ‘inter-dependent and mutually re-
inforcing’ (United Nations, 1993). Hill (2016) makes the
case that respect for personal integrity is a sine qua non
for the existence of democracy and argues that democ-
racy and human rights are thus mutually constitutive. In
the terms set out here, however, Hill’s (2016) argument
only focuses on physical integrity rights, which means
that his conception of democracy sees a permanent over-
lap between the institutional dimension of democracy
and this more limited set of human rights, which typi-
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Figure 1. Definitions of democracy (adapted from Beetham, 1999, p. 94).

cally include freedom from torture, arbitrary detention,
extra-judicial killing, and exile (see Poe & Tate, 1994). It
is not clear from the literature on democracy or human
rights that human rights beyond this more limited set
are indeed necessarily part of the concept of democracy.
Where Hill (2016) is correct is with respect to the endo-
geneity problem in the empirical analysis of the relation-
ship between democracy and human rights as we shall
see in subsequent discussions below.

The possibility of different definitions and different
degrees of overlap necessarily affects the ways in which
both concepts are measured and analysed (Coppedge,
2012); however, there has not been much discussion
about this particular issue in themeasurement literature
(see Munck, 2009), since there are discussions on the
measurement of democracy or human rights, but not
democracy and human rights. Moreover, discussions of
the measurement of democracy, as well as the empir-
ical operationalisation of democracy include measures
that are arguably more about human rights than democ-
racy per se. For example, in her review of existing mea-
sures of democracy, Dorenspleet (2015) includes scales
produced by Freedom House, where the checklists for
at least one of the scales focuses almost exclusively on
human rights. Helliwell (1994) combines these two Free-
dom House measures arithmetically and calls the combi-
nation an ‘index of democracy’, amovewhich necessarily
commits him to a specific concept of democracy and in-
clusion of somehuman rights but not all. These andother
tensions in the measurement of democracy and human
rights are discussed in turn.

3. Measurement Strategies

The measurement of democracy and human rights has
progressed significantly since the early modernization lit-
erature as seen in the seminal studies from Seymour
Martin Lipset (1959) on the world and Daniel Lerner
(1958) on the Middle East. Simple dichotomous coding
schemes, although still adopted in some cross-national
research (Przeworski et al., 2000) have givenway tomore
complex formats that that seek to capture different di-
mensions of democracy (Coppedge et al., 2016) and an
expanding set of human rights categories beyond civil
and political rights to include economic and social rights
(Fukuda-Parr, Lawson-Remer, & Randolph, 2015; Land-
man, 2002, 2006; Landman & Carvalho, 2009; Landman
& Häuserman, 2003; Landman & Kersten, 2016). This de-
velopment inmeasures has also included an expansion in
the different types of data used to measure the two con-
cepts, including events data, standards data, survey data,
socio-economic and administrative data, and increas-
ingly, so-called ‘big’ data (Landman & Kersten, 2016).

3.1. Events

Events-based data answer the important questions of
what happened, when it happened, and who was in-
volved, and then report descriptive and numerical sum-
maries of the events. For human rights, counting such
events and violations involves identifying the various
acts of commission and omission that constitute or lead
to human rights violations, such as extra-judicial killings,
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arbitrary arrest, or torture. Such data tend to be disag-
gregated to the level of the violation itself, which may
have related data units such as the perpetrator, the vic-
tim, and the witness (Ball, Spirer, & Spirer, 2000; Land-
man, 2006, pp. 82–83; Seybolt, Aronson, & Fischoff,
2013). Events data are used less frequently in research
on democracy, but Lindberg (2006) used the number of
elections as an indicator of the growth of democracy in
Africa alongside other attributes of democracy. Other
democratic events can include transitions from authori-
tarian rule as in the large literature on ‘waves’ of democ-
racy (see Doorenspleet, 2005; Huntington, 1991; Land-
man, 2013; Landman & Carvalho, 2017). In his work on
democratic performance, Lijphart (1994, 1999, 2012) in-
corporates a number of events data to judge the relative
merits of consensus and majoritarian democracies, but
these events are not ‘democratic’ per se. Rather, they
are measures of government performance more gener-
ally and are hypothesised as areas of performance that
should be (1) superior among democracies and (2) dif-
ferentiated between consensus and majoritarian forms
of democracy.

3.2. Standards

Standards-based measures of democracy and human
rights are one level removed from event counting
and/or violation reporting and merely apply an ordi-
nal scale to qualitative information, where the resulting
scale is derived from determining whether the reported
democratic or human rights situation reaches particular
threshold conditions. Standards-based scales have been
the workhorse of cross-national research in compara-
tive politics, development studies, international political
economy, and international relations. One of the ma-
jor challenges with standards-based scales has been the
multiplicity of their use, where such scales are used as
measures of democracy, human rights, the ‘repressive-
ness of the regime’, the rule of law, and ‘good gover-
nance’ (Foweraker & Landman, 1997; Landman, 2005a;
Landman & Hauserman, 2003; Muller & Seligson, 1987).
There has been a hasty and particular readiness to use
such measures without careful reflection on the con-
cepts that underpin them, the attributes that inform
their coding, and the potential overlaps between democ-
racy and human rights that arise (see also Munck, 2009).

There are prominent examples of standards-based
measures of democracy. In the Cross-Polity Time-Series
Data Archive, Arthur S. Banks provided standards-based
scales of different institutional attributes of democracy
(see Foweraker & Landman, 1997). The scales were
coded for the presence of these attributes and can be
totalled for a democracy score that measures the nar-
row form of procedural democracy. The Polity IV data set
provides standards-based measures of different demo-
cratic attributes, and focusses on the constraints on the
regulation, openness and competitiveness of the execu-
tive branch, alongside constraints on the executive and

the regulation and competitiveness of participation. Like
Banks, these different attributes can be analysed sepa-
rately (see Buena de Mesquita, Downs, Smith, & Cherif,
2003) or used together to form a scale that ranges
from autocracy to democracy (Marshall, Gurr, & Jag-
gers, 2016). In similar fashion, the ‘scale of polyarchy’
(Coppedge & Reinicke, 1988) indicators of freedom of ex-
pression, freedom of organization, media pluralism, and
the holding of fair elections; where this approach has in-
fluenced the approach taken in the much expanded ‘va-
rieties of democracy’ project.

For human rights, the most prominent standards-
based examples include the Freedom House scales of
civil and political liberties (Gastil, 1980; www.freedom
house.org), the ‘political terror scale’ (Poe & Tate,
1994), a scale of torture (Hathaway, 2002), and a se-
ries of seventeen different rights measures collected by
Cingranelli and Richards (www.humanrightsdata.com).
Freedom House has a standard checklist it uses to code
civil and political rights based on press reports and coun-
try sources about state practices and then derives two
separate scales for each category of rights that range
from 1 (full protection) to 7 (full violation). The political
terror scale ranges from 1 (full protection) to 5 (full vi-
olation) for state practices that include torture, political
imprisonment, unlawful killing, and disappearance. Infor-
mation for these scales comes from the US State Depart-
ment and Amnesty International country reports. In sim-
ilar fashion, Hathaway (2002) measures torture on a 1
to 5 scale using information from the US State Depart-
ment. The Cingranelli and Richards human rights data
codes similar sets of rights on scales from 0 to 2, and 0
to 3, with some combined indices ranging from 0 to 8,
where higher scores denote better rights protections. In
addition to a series of civil and political rights, Cingranelli
and Richards also provide measures for such rights as
women’s economic, social, and political rights, worker
rights, and religious rights.

One of the key issues that emerged concerning these
human rights scales has been the level of awareness in
general about human rights and whether an increased
awareness and expectation of accountability for human
rights violations would increase the reporting of obser-
vations of human rights and thus make the world appear
worse off over time than was actually the case. Christo-
pher Fariss (2014) addresses this issue head on through
the use of item-response theory (IRT) and applies it to
existing human rights scales. The intuition behind the
item-response theory is that discerning the location of
a country on the scale involves a judgment about the de-
gree towhich a countrymeets the threshold condition to
move it from one category in the scale to the next. Fariss
(2014) finds that when the scales are readjusted for this
process of discernment and raised expectation about hu-
man rights accountability the overall picture of human
rights remains positive over time. Even though the world
is more conscious of human rights (itself a function of
successful advocacy by human rights organisations), the
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underlying trends in human rights abuse over the last
three decades have seen a gradual improvement.

3.3. Surveys

There are countless survey projects on democracy, in
terms of electoral studies and public attitudes, support
for democracy, support for democratic institutions, satis-
factionwith democracy and voter intention among other
dimensions of democracy. Large survey projects like the
World Values Survey and the ‘Barometer’ projects for Eu-
rope, Africa, Latin America and Asia have all used ran-
dom samples and structured survey frameworks that
have been used for primary and secondary analysis
of citizen attitudes across wide range of concerns rel-
evant to democracy. In addition to random sample
approaches, there are ‘expert judgement’ surveys on
democracy, such as the electoral integrity project (Norris,
2017), the Bertelsmann Transformation Index (www.bti-
project.org) and the Varieties of Democracy project (see,
e.g., Lührmann, Lindberg, & Tannenberg, 2017).

Household surveys have been used to provide
measures for popular attitudes about rights and to
uncover direct and indirect experiences of human
rights violations. Some of the most notable work has
been carried out by the NGO Physicians for Human
Rights, which conducts surveys of ‘at risk’ populations
(e.g. internally displaced people or women in con-
flict) to determine the nature and degree of human
rights violations (www.physiciansforhumanrights.org).
The ‘minorities at risk’ project certainly captures the
degree to which communal groups and other na-
tional minorities suffer different forms of discrimination
(www.mar.umd.edu). In addition, truth commissions,
such as East Timor (www.chegareport.net) and Sierra
Leone (www.sierraleonetrc.org) have carried out retro-
spective household mortality surveys on all deaths and
illnesses during the periods under investigation. These
surveys are then used alongside events data in ways that
allow for better estimations of the total number of peo-
ple killed or disappeared during periods of conflict, oc-
cupation, or authoritarian rule. In similar fashion, Ander-
son, Paskeviciute, Sandovici and Tverdova (2005) use sur-
vey data alongside standards-based measures of human
rights to compare the perceptions and attitudes on hu-
man rights in Eastern Europe to reported human rights
conditions (see Landman & Carvalho, 2009, pp. 91–106).

3.4. Socio-Economic and Administrative Statistics

Administrative and socio-economic statistics produced
by national statistical offices or recognized international
governmental organizations have been increasingly seen
as useful sources of data for the indirect measure of hu-
man rights, or as indicators for rights-based approaches
to different sectors, such as justice, health, education,
and welfare. Government statistical agencies and inter-
governmental organizations produce a variety of socio-

economic statistics that can be used to approximate
measures of human rights. For example, academic and
policy research has used aggregate measures of devel-
opment as proxy measures for the progressive realiza-
tion of social and economic rights. Such aggregate mea-
sures include the Physical Quality of Life Index (PQLI),
the Human Development Index (HDI) and the Social Eco-
nomic Rights Fulfilment Index (SERF Index). the SERF In-
dex (www.serfindex.org) measures on a 0 to 100 scale
the extent to which states fulfil their obligations under
the right to food (infant height and weight), the right to
education (primary school completion, gross school en-
rolment, average math and science PISA score), the right
to health (contraceptive prevalence, life expectancy, in-
fant mortality), the right to housing (improved access
to sanitation and water), and the right to work (poverty
headcount, long-term unemployment, relative poverty)
in relation to countries’ maximum available resources.

The World Bank’s governance indicators have col-
lated a panoply of different indicators from which six
main dimensions of governance are derived (Kaufmann,
Kraay, & Mastruzzi, 2009). Tatu Vanhanen has dedicated
his life’s research to the growth and development of
democracy and his main measure the Index of Democ-
ratization is comprised of ‘objective’ measures of his key
dimensions of democracy that draw on Dahl (1971): par-
ticipation and competition. For participation, he uses the
official electoral turnout of the population. For compe-
tition, he uses the size of the smallest political party in
the legislative chamber. His index then multiplies these
two dimensions, which he argues captures the essence
of democracy (see, e.g. Vanhanen, 2003).

More interestingly, Foweraker & Krznaric (2003) use
different official statistics to differentiate democratic per-
formance of established democracies in the West. They
argue that extant measures of democracy like the Polity
IV measure provide very little indication of the varia-
tion in established democracies, and lead to the conclu-
sion that these democracies and their performance are
both uniform and superior to other new and restored
democracies (Foweraker & Krznaric, 2003, p. 314). They
show that these established democracies are not nec-
essarily uniform, and that there are deficiencies in civil
and minority rights protections, such as women’s repre-
sentation, equal access to the law, and political discrimi-
nation against minorities, as well as disproportionately
high incarceration rates (Foweraker & Krznaric, 2003,
p. 327). These problem areas are particularly acute in the
US, the UK and Australia (Foweraker & Krznaric, 2003,
pp. 327–332), while their overall conclusions shed con-
siderable insight into the variation in well-established
democracies particularly in the realm of human rights
(see below).

3.5. New Forms of Data

In addition to the continued development and refine-
ment of these existing measurement strategies, there

Politics and Governance, 2018, Volume 6, Issue 1, Pages 48–59 53



are new trends in data collection that make use of the
‘democratization of technology’ that has taken place
more or less during the first decade of the twenty-first
century. The rise of social media and the increasing avail-
ability of smartphones and other mobile devices has
led to a revolution in the ability of individual people to
have a voice in ways that were hitherto not possible.
User-generated content on the Internet, in the form of
‘tweets’, YouTube videos, SMS alert networks, and other
platforms of information dissemination, have created a
volume of information on country conditions that is be-
ginning to transform the ability of political scientists and
other researchers to study human rights. The informa-
tion that is now available is ‘double edged’: on the one
hand, it provides the ability for grassroots reporting and
narrative accounts of real time events as they unfold,
and on the other hand, it provides ‘meta data’ on the
events themselves, as smart technology often contains
automatic functions that include the date, time and loca-
tion that something has happened (typically through em-
bedded ‘global positioning system’ technology, or GPS).

The combination of real time data and meta data al-
lows for collection, fusion, and visualization of democ-
racy and human rights events across space and time, of-
ten at the ‘street corner’ level of accuracy. The collec-
tion of these kinds of data occurs in two ways: (1) ‘crowd
sourcing’ through specialized data collection ‘portals’
such as the platform made available through Ushahidi
(www.ushahidi.com), or (2) collection of data from al-
ready existing ‘open data’ sources, such as Facebook,
Twitter, news media, and NGO reporting, among others.
In their raw form, the data are not particularly useful,
but, through fusing different sources intowell-structured
data bases that conform to the ‘who did what to whom’
understanding of human rights violations, they can be
used for human rights assessments of countries. More-
over, since the meta data may contain additional infor-
mation about date, time, and location of events, it is pos-
sible tomap violations on publicly availablemapping pro-
grammes, such as Google Maps.

4. Empirical Relationships

The theoretical connections and overlaps set out above
show that it is not unreasonable to expect strong empir-

ical relationships between democracy and human rights.
Democracies are meant to be based on the protection
of fundamental rights and thus there is an expectation
that human rights protections will be higher in democra-
cies than non-democracies or that the protection of hu-
man rights will co-varywith the level of democracy. Large
scale cross-national comparative analyses that specify
civil and political rights protection as the dependent vari-
able tend to use a narrow and procedural definition of
democracy as an independent variable (see, e.g. Land-
man, 2005a, 2005b; Landman& Carvalho, 2016;Mitchell
& McCormick, 1988; Poe & Tate, 1994) in an effort to
minimise the problemof endogeneity. Such studies show
that democracy and human rights are indeed positively
correlated with one another but not perfectly so. From
the first cross-national study by Mitchell & McCormick
(1988) to the latest pooled-cross section time-series
models on human rights protection, there is a significant
relationship between democracy and human rights.

For example, Table 1 shows the correlations between
democracy and human rights using a variety ofmeasures
across a different selection of country cases and time
(Landman, 2005a, p. 110, 2016, p. 144). The first row in
the table includes correlations for the Polity IV measure
of democracy and different measures of human rights
for a sample of 194 countries between 1976 and 2000,
which are all statistically significant and indicate varying
magnitudes in the relationship between democracy and
human rights. The negative signs for these correlations
are due to the fact the democracy scores are coded low
for non-democracy and high for full democracy, while
human rights scores (with the exception of Cingranelli
and Richards) are coded low for good human rights pro-
tection (or low levels of violation) and high for bad hu-
man rights protection (or high levels of violation). The
second row is a set of correlations for a sample of 21
Latin American countries between 1981 and 2010 (Land-
man, 2016, p. 144) using the same Polity IV variable and
a slightly different set of human rights measures, includ-
ing the Amnesty International derived Political Terror
Scale, US State Department derived Political Terror Scale,
and the Cingranelli and Richards (CIRI) physical integrity
rights scale.1 While all these correlations are significant
at the p< .001 level of significance, themagnitude varies
from relatively low values to high values suggesting that

Table 1. Correlations between democracy and human rights.

PTS PTS Civil Liberties Political Rights Torture Physical Integrity
(Amnesty) (US State) (F House) (F House) (Hathaway) (CIRI)

World −.36*** −.41*** −.85*** −.91*** −.34***
1976–20001 (.000) (.000) (.000) (.000) (.000)

Latin America −.27*** −.38*** .35***
1981–20102 (.000) (.000) (.000)

Notes: Pairwise correlations, p-values in parentheses, *p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .001; Landman (2005a, 2016, p. 144).

1 The coding for this scale is the inverse of what is used across the other scales and thus is positively correlated with the Polity IV measure of democracy.
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democracy and human rights certainly co-vary, but not
perfectly so.

This variation in themagnitude of the relationship be-
tween the particular measure of democracy and these
different human rights measures suggests several things.
First, these measures are indeed measuring different
things. The Polity IV measure primarily captures the in-
stitutional dimension of democracy, while the human
rights measures focus on a narrow set of physical in-
tegrity rights (the Political Terror Scale and the CIRI scale)
and torture (Hathaway, 2002) or on broader sets of civil
and political rights (Freedom House), where there is
much more conceptual (and therefore empirical) over-
lap between democracy and human rights. Indeed, the
coding checklists for the Freedom House measures in-
clude attributes most commonly associated with democ-
racy. Second, the gap between democracy and human
rights evident in correlations that are less than a per-
fect 1 capture the notion of what Larry Diamond (1999)

and Fareed Zakaria (2003) have called ‘illiberal democ-
racies’, where it is perfectly possible for democracies
to hold elections, have peaceful transfers of power be-
tween civilian leaders, and functioning legislatures while
at the same time being unable to prevent the violation
of certain human rights (see Beetham et al., 2008; Land-
man, 2016). To demonstrate this point further, it is pos-
sible to combine standards-based measures of civil and
political rights seen in Table 1 above into a single factor
score and then plot this factor score against the Polity IV
measure of democracy. There are strong and significant
factor loadings ranging from .684 to .909 for each of five
measures of human rights on a single extracted factor
component that is common to all measure (see Landman
& Larizza, 2009, p. 721). Figure 2 shows a scatter plot be-
tween the Polity IV measure of democracy and this hu-
man rights factor (see Landman, 2013, p. 39; Landman,
Kernohan, & Gohdes, 2012; Landman & Larizza, 2009),
where it is clear that there is a positive and significant re-
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lationship between the two measures (captured by the
fitted line). It is also evident from Figure 2 that there is
a significant number of countries that would qualify as
‘illiberal democracies’ sitting in the lower right quadrant
(e.g. Brazil, India, the Philippines, and Colombia). These
countries score relatively high on democracy but rela-
tively low on their ability to protect human rights. Third,
the significant relationships can also be down to an ele-
ment of human rights sitting within measures of democ-
racy. Indeed, Hill (2016) has shown that democracy mea-
sures such as Polity IV have certain limited elements of
human rights in them, rendering some empirical analysis
between democracy and human rights spurious.

Beyond the relationship between democracy and
civil and political rights, Fukuda-Parr et al. (2015,
pp. 131–135) show that democracies have amuch better
record of fulfilling social and economic rights. Their So-
cial and Economic Rights Fulfilment (SERF) Index ranges
from 0 (no fulfilment) to 100 (expected fulfilment). They
show that the 5th Quintile democracies (using the Polity
IV measure of democracy) have a mean score on fulfill-
ing social and economic rights of 80.92 with a low of
56.06 and a high of 94.05, where this range is signifi-
cantly better than for lower scoring democracies and au-
tocracies (Fukuda-Parr et al., 2015, p. 132). These posi-
tive relationships for Polity IV and SERF are also upheld
for the World Bank’s Worldwide Governance Indicators
on ‘Voice and Accountability’ and ‘Rule of Law’, and the
Freedom House scales of political rights and civil liber-
ties (Fukuda-Parr et al., 2015, pp. 132–133). For my own
work on Latin America across 21 republics for the pe-
riod 1980–2010, the SERF index is positively correlated
with the Polity IV measure of democracy (Kendall’s Tau
B = .241, p < .000) (Landman, 2016, pp. 144). Again, as
in the relationships between democracy and civil and po-
litical rights, the fulfilment of social and economic rights
is a function of more than just democracy, and that any
relationship is not perfectly correlated. Rather, variation
in democracy accounts for some of the variation in social
and economic rights fulfilment.

The empirical relationship between democracy and
human rights is highly variegated and dependent more
on the definitions of democracy that are adopted than
human rights, since human rights have been formally ar-
ticulated through international and domestic law in ways
that democracy has not.While there are no agreed philo-
sophical foundations for the existence of human rights,
the law of human rights across domestic, regional and
international jurisdictions, as well as the jurisprudence
that accompany it have provided what human rights
lawyers call ‘core content’ of rights and their obligations.
It is this core content and articulation of state obligations
that in my view represent a ‘systematized concepts’ (Ad-
cock & Collier, 2001) that can be operationalized through
the different types of data discussed here. In contrast,
the concept of democracy relies only on political the-
ory and political philosophy for its core content and has
not been ‘legalized’ in the same way as human rights

(Meckled-Garcia, 2005). As we have seen, definitions of
democracy vary considerably and variously include differ-
ent sets of human rights. The positive and significant re-
lationship between democracy and human rights attests
to their complementarity, while the remaining gap in the
relationship between them confirms that they are differ-
ent from one another.

The utilization of measures for empirical analysis
needs to be consistent in setting out what is (or is to
be) measured, compared, and analysed; where any use
of measures must be as closely linked to the concepts
that they purport to measure. This linkage between
concepts and measures involve significant trade-offs be-
tween complexity, viability, and validity (Landman & Car-
valho, 2009, pp. 24–30). It can be argued that there is
a direct and negative relationship between conceptual
complexity and measurement viability. Complex concep-
tual frameworks for measuring democracy and human
rights might reduce viability, as complexity raises cost
and faces challenges of data availability and accessibility.
The four different types of data outlined here—events,
standards, surveys, socio-economic and administrative—
can and have been variously to capture part or most of
each concept depending on the purpose of the empirical
analysis (Landman & Carvalho, 2009, p. 29).

5. Challenges and Opportunities

Democracy and human rights are complex, multi-faceted
and multi-dimensional concepts that are not mutually
exclusive from one another. Definitions of democracy
variously include both institutional dimensions that con-
strain executives, separate power and authority, and pro-
vide mechanisms for accountability, as well as rights di-
mensions that provide fundamental protections that al-
low individuals and groups to aggregate their interests,
articulate those interests, shield themselves from arbi-
trary abuses of power, and enjoy the ability to exercise
freedom and agency in their public and private lives. The
first and crucial step in any systematic effort to compare,
measure, and analyse democracy and human rights is to
provide precise and coherent definitions of the concepts
to be measured and analysed, the boundary conditions
for them, and the attributes that comprise them.

It for the reasons of complexity, multi-dimensionality,
and variable overlap between democracy and human
rights that measurement strategies have been difficult,
challenging, and evolving. Different attributes of democ-
racy and human rights can be delineated through dif-
ferent indicators, which can yield different ‘scores on
units’ (Adcock & Collier, 2001, p. 201) that vary across
space and over time. Many of these attributes and di-
mensions are observable, while many are not, where
lateral methods, proxy measures, and ‘latent class’ ana-
lytical techniques and probabilistic inferential statistics
(such as multiple systems estimation, or MSE) are re-
quired. Overt elements of democracy and human rights
such as elections and violations can be observed and
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counted, while many aspects suffer from what the late
Will Moore calls ‘the fundamental problem of unobserv-
ability’, where practices, actions, choices, and interper-
sonal interactions take place behind closed doors and in
secret locations.

The scholarly and practitioner communities working
on democracy and human rights havemade great strides
in developing increasingly nuanced and effective mea-
surement strategies that have captured more of the in-
herent complexity and multi-dimensionality of democ-
racy and human rights. Events-based data, standards-
based data, survey-based data, and socio-economic and
administrative statistics are being used in increasingly
creative and systematic ways to capture the temporal
and spatial variation in democracy and human rights.
From Lipset’s (1959) original polychotomous coding to
the latest release of the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem)
data set, there have been great strides made in the
measurement and analysis of democracy, the quality of
democracy, and democratic performance. From the early
work of Gastil to the latest analysis fromFariss (2014) and
the Human Rights Data Analysis Group (HRDAG), there
have been significant advances in the measurement and
analysis of human rights (see www.hrdag.org).

Despite these many advances, however, many chal-
lenges remain. First, there is still the need towork onhow
democracy and human rights are defined and how those
aspects that are unique to each are circumscribed, while
greater attention is given to the different ways in which
democracy and human rights overlap with one another
and how they are related to one another. Second, the
specification of systematic definitions of both concepts
is directly linked to the ways in which they are measured.
Third, there continues to be an over-reliance on subjec-
tive coding of subjective information collected on democ-
racy and human rights. Now more than ever, there are
increasing types of data being generated that can be har-
nessed and analysed inways that can enhance our under-
standing and explanation of the variation in democracy
and human rights. Big data techniques, machine learn-
ing and supervised machine learning, web scraping and
corpus linguistic analytical techniques offer new ways of
measuring, mapping, and understanding democracy and
human rights.
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1. Introduction

Classifying political regimes has never been more dif-
ficult. Most regimes in the world hold de-jure multi-
party elections with universal suffrage. In some coun-
tries, elections ensure that political rulers are—at least
somewhat—accountable to the electorate whereas in
others they are a mere window dressing exercise for au-
thoritarian politics. Therefore, we need to base regime
classification on the de-facto implementation of demo-
cratic institutions and processes. This is key to being

able to make a meaningful distinction between elec-
toral democracies and electoral autocracies. Such data
is provided by the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem)
Project, which covers 177 countries from 1900 to 2016
(Coppedge et al., 2017a, 2017b). While V-Dem primar-
ily provides interval measures, many important research
questions require crisp regime measures. For instance,
categorical measures of regimes have been used in stud-
ies on democracy aid effectiveness (Lührmann,McMann,
& Van Ham, 2017), inquiries of democratic diffusion
(Gleditsch & Ward, 2006), backsliding (Erdmann, 2011),
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sequencing (Wang et al., 2017), characteristics of au-
thoritarian regimes (Schedler, 2013), and regime survival
(e.g. Bernhard, Hicken, Reenock, & Lindberg, 2015; Prze-
worski, Alvarez, Cheibub, & Limongi, 2000; Svolik, 2008).

We use the V-Dem data to classify countries into four
regime categories. In closed autocracies, the chief ex-
ecutive is either not subjected to elections or there is
no meaningful, de-facto competition in elections. Elec-
toral autocracies hold de-facto multiparty elections for
the chief executive, but they fall short of democratic
standards due to significant irregularities, limitations on
party competition or other violations of Dahl’s institu-
tional requisites for democracies. To be counted as elec-
toral democracies, countries not only have to hold de-
facto free and fair and multiparty elections, but also—
based on Robert Dahl’s famous articulation of “Pol-
yarchy” as electoral democracy (Coppedge, Lindberg,
Skaaning, & Teorell, 2016; Dahl, 1971, 1998)—achieve a
sufficient level of institutional guarantees of democracy
such as freedom of association, suffrage, clean elections,
an elected executive, and freedom of expression. A lib-
eral democracy is, in addition, characterized by its hav-
ing effective legislative and judicial oversight of the exec-
utive as well as protection of individual liberties and the
rule of law.

Although the typology is widely accepted (e.g. Dia-
mond, 2002; Rössler & Howard, 2009; Schedler, 2013),
comprehensive, longitudinal measures have not been
available until now. Regimes of the World (RoW) closes
this gap by classifying virtually all country-years from
1900 to today based on this typology. In addition, we pro-
vide an innovative method to address a key weakness
in extant typologies: identifying ambiguous cases close
to the thresholds between regime types using V-Dem’s
measures of uncertainty. This additional information can
be integrated into quantitative analyses, for instance by
allowing scholars to conduct robustness checks which ex-
clude more ambiguous cases.

Section two discusses prior approaches to regime
types while the third section details the RoW typology.
Section four compares our regime typology to several of
the most frequently used extant measures.

2. Prior Approaches to Drawing the Line between
Regime Types

Longstanding conceptual and methodological discus-
sions include whether democracy is a best understood
as a multidimensional (Coppedge et al., 2011; Dahl,
1971; Vanhanen, 2005), continuous (Bollen & Jackman,
1989; Lindberg, 2006), polychotomous (Collier & Levit-
sky, 1997), or a dichotomous concept (Alvarez, Cheibub,
Limongi, & Przeworski, 1996; Cheibub, Gandhi, & Vree-
land, 2010), as well as debate the precise differentia-
tion between democratic and various types of autocratic
regimes (Geddes, Wright, & Frantz, 2014; Kailitz, 2013;

Wahman, Teorell, & Hadenius, 2013), including the exis-
tence of a “grey zone” (Diamond, 2002). We agree with
Collier and Adcock (1999) that the appropriate type of
regime measure depends on the nature of the research
question at hand. We seek here to provide a robust and
comprehensive regime typemeasure for research requir-
ing an ordinal or a dichotomous measure.

There are two main approaches to conceptualizing
and crafting dichotomous measures of democracy and
autocracy: as a difference in kind or as a difference in
degree, which are associated with qualitative and quan-
titative approaches to measurement, respectively (Lind-
berg, 2006, pp. 22–27). The in-kind/qualitative approach
typically proceeds in a Sartorian fashion by setting a num-
ber of necessary conditions that a regime must fulfill in
order to be coded as a democracy. For example, that
there are competitive, multiparty elections with suffrage
extended to a certain share of the population. The de-
gree/quantitative strand usually introduces a cut-off on
a continuous measure of democracy, coding countries
above the threshold as democratic and countries below
the threshold as being autocratic. In the following, we
provide details regarding how six of the most influential
datasets on regimes distinguish between democracies
and autocracies.

2.1. In-Kind/Qualitative Approaches

Cheibub et al. (2010) apply three criteria to distin-
guish democracies from autocracies: uncertainty, irre-
versibility, and repeatability.1 Operationally, they iden-
tify democracies as regimes in which there are, first,
more than one legal party; second, a legislature elected
by popular elections, and a chief executive that is either
directly, or indirectly popularly elected; and finally, an al-
ternation of power must have occurred under the same
electoral rules that brought the incumbent into office.
While these clear and parsimonious coding rules mini-
mize the need for subjective judgments, they also come
at a cost. Two of these criteria raise concerns of con-
ceptual validity. The mere existence of two legal parties
hardly guarantees contestation, as understood in estab-
lished democratic theory (Dahl, 1971), and the alterna-
tion rule leads to both type I and type II errors. First,
as Wahman (2014) shows, it underestimates the num-
ber of democracies since incumbents often enjoy an elec-
toral advantage even in established democracies. Sec-
ond, even manipulated and un-democratic elections are
sometimes lost, which leads to the alternation rule over-
estimating the number of autocracies (Wahman, 2014,
p. 222). These errors have consequences. For example,
Knutsen and Wig (2015) demonstrate that the alterna-
tion rule leads to the underestimation of democracy’s ef-
fect on economic growth.

Geddes et al. (2014) sort all cases into either the
democratic or autocratic bin (before proceeding to clas-

1 Their “Democracy and Dictatorship” dataset builds on earlier work by an overlapping group of authors (Cheibub, Przeworski, Limongi Neto, & Alvarez,
1996; Przeworski et al., 2000).
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sify sub-categories of the latter). They stipulate the fol-
lowing coding rules: a case is coded as democratic if the
executive achieves power through “reasonably fair com-
petitive” direct or indirect electionswith suffrage exceed-
ing at least 10% of the population (Geddes, Wright, &
Frantz, 2013, p. 6). This requires a fair amount of judg-
ment by the coder. For example, relying on reports from
election observers to determine if an election was rea-
sonably “fair and competitive” can be problematic since
such organizations lack shared standards (Kelley, 2009).
It is not clear what a “competitive” election or “large”
party is by Geddes et al. (2014)’s standards (see Ged-
des et al., 2013, p. 6), nor is it clear how Geddes et al.
(2014) estimate the size of parties which did not enjoy
legal rights (Wahman et al., 2013).

Boix, Miller and Rosato (2013) provide a dichoto-
mous measure of democracy/autocracy from 1800 to
2010. Similar to Cheibub et al. (2010) and Geddes et al.
(2014), Boix et al. (2013) rely on a set of necessary condi-
tions. For a country to be coded as democratic, the ex-
ecutive must either be directly or indirectly elected in
“popular” elections and the legislature in “free and fair”
elections. They also require that a majority of the male
population has the right to vote. Boix et al. (2013) suffers
from a similar weakness as Geddes et al. (2014)—they
asses the freedom and fairness of elections without min-
imizing bias due to the potentially erroneous judgment
of the coder.

2.2. Degree/Quantitative Approaches

Other scholars apply a threshold on a continuous mea-
sure to distinguish between political regimes (Lindberg,
2016; Schedler, 2013; Wahman et al., 2013). The most
apparent difficulty with this approach is deciding where
to draw the line between democracies and autocra-
cies, which is inevitably, an arbitrary decision (Bogaards,
2012). Even for the most commonly used large-N data
sets—Freedom House and Polity—there is no consensus
in the literature on where to draw the line. Bogaards
(2012) identifies at least 14 different ways to use Free-
dom House ratings and at least 18 different ways to use
the Polity scores to classify democracies.

Freedom House itself uses its political rights and civil
liberty scores to label countries as “free”, “partly free”,
and “not free” (Freedom House, 2017). However, this
three-level ordinal scale evades the question of which
“partly free” country is a democracy and which not. Fur-
thermore, it neglects any necessary conditions—such
as free and fair elections—that are commonly found
in the literature. Similarly, the Polity project (Marshall,
Gurr, & Jaggers, 2014) provides various detailed assess-
ments of different aspects of regime quality, but refrain
from identifying an unambiguous cut-off point between
democracy and autocracy. Polity suggests using the com-

bined Polity score to cut the regime spectrum into three
parts: autocracies (−10 to −6), democracies (6 to 10),
and anocracies, with anocracies being between the first
two categories.2

Wahman et al. (2013) identify the cut-off point on a
combined Freedom House and Polity scale that best rep-
resents five qualitative democracymeasures, such as the
ones we discussed above. They proceed by estimating
the mean score on the combined scale for the year be-
fore democratic breakdown and the year after transition,
as coded by the five measures. They then use the grand
mean of seven of these years as their empirical cut-off
point for democracy, while advising users to run robust-
ness checks using both the 6.5 and the 7.5 levels.

Scholars addressing thewhole regime spectrumhave
come to distinguish, typically, between closed and elec-
toral autocracies on one hand and liberal and electoral
democracies on the other hand (e.g. Diamond, 2002;
Rössler & Howard, 2009; Schedler, 2013) which has be-
come one of themost prolific typologies in the discipline,
as well as in the policy-practitioners’ world. Neverthe-
less, we lack comprehensive, longitudinal measures of
this four-fold regime typology.3 Below, we suggest a way
to fill this gap while simultaneously avoiding the weak-
nesses of the current measures which have been out-
lined above.

3. The RoW Typology

Following this brief review of some of the extant regime
typologies, we endeavor to classify regimes into four
categories: closed autocracy, electoral autocracy, elec-
toral democracy and liberal democracy (Table 1). First,
we separate along the democratic and the autocratic
regime spectrum and then develop the democratic and
autocratic subtypes.4 In a minimalist, Schumpeterian
sense, democracies are regimes that hold de-jure mul-
tiparty elections. However, many would agree with Pas-
tor (1999, p. 123) that “the essence of democratic gov-
ernment is accountability”. Such accountability can only
evolve if incumbents fear retribution at the ballot box
(Mechkova, Lührmann, & Lindberg, 2017a), and to this
end, mere de-jure multiparty elections are not enough
(e.g., Levitsky & Way, 2010; Schedler, 2013). We claim
that Dahl’s theory of polyarchy (1971, 1998) provides the
most comprehensive and most widely accepted theory
of what distinguishes a democracy based on six (1998,
p. 85—originally p. 8 in his 1971 book) institutional guar-
antees (elected officials, free and fair elections, freedom
of expression, alternative sources of information, associ-
ational autonomy, and inclusive citizenship). This concep-
tion requires not only free and fair elections but also the
freedoms that make them meaningful, and thus avoids
the electoral fallacy (Diamond, 2002; Karl, 1986). This al-
lows for demarcation between electoral autocracies and

2 See http://www.systemicpeace.org/polityproject.html
3 Typically, scholars use data from sources such as Freedom House and/or the Database on Political Institutions, which only starts in the 1970s.
4 This strategy follows common advice for concept formation (e.g., Collier & Adcock, 1999, pp. 548–549; Goertz, 2006; Sartori, 1970).
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Table 1. Regime classification.

Closed Autocracy Electoral Autocracy Electoral Democracy Liberal Democracy

No de-factomultiparty, or free and fair elections, or De-facto multiparty, free and fair elections, and
Dahl’s institutional prerequisites not minimally fulfilled Dahl’s institutional prerequisites minimally fulfilled

No multiparty elections De-juremultiparty elections The rule of law, or The rule of law, and
for the chief executive for the chief executive liberal principles not liberal principles

or the legislature and the legislature satisfied satisfied

democracies, unlike minimalist definitions. In short, in
democracies rulers are de-facto accountable to citizens
through periodic elections and in autocracies they are
not.5 Therefore, we approach de-facto multiparty and
free and fair elections as necessary, qualitative criteria
for labelling a regime as a democracy.

We distinguish between electoral democracies that
only achieve the basic criteria above, and liberal democ-
racies. We focus on this distinction because it is themost
commonwithin the democratic regime spectrum (e.g. Di-
amond, 1999, 2002; Merkel, 2004; Munck, 2009). In ad-
dition to fulfilling the criteria for electoral democracy, lib-
eral democracies are characterized by an additional set
of individual and minority rights beyond the electoral
sphere, which protect against the “tyranny of the ma-
jority”; thus having limits on government is intrinsic to
democracy itself (e.g. Dahl, 1956; Hamilton, Madison, &
Jay, 1787/2009; cf. Coppedge, Gerring, Lindberg, Skaan-
ing, & Teorell, 2017d, p. 21; Lindberg, Coppedge, Gerring,
& Teorell, 2014). This is in Dahl’s words “Madisonian”
democracy (Dahl, 1956, p. 4). Core components thus in-
clude legislative and judicial oversight over the executive
providing checks and balances, as well as the protection
of individual liberties, including access to, and equality
before, the law. In particular, the rule of law is a funda-
mental prerequisite for the implementation of the liberal
principle as it ensures that decisions are implemented
(Merkel, 2004).

Autocracies are regimes where rulers are not ac-
countable to citizens by Dahl’s standards. The key differ-
ences along the authoritarian spectrum are whether the
office of the chief executive and seats in the national leg-
islature are subject to direct or indirect multiparty elec-
tions (Schedler, 2013, p. 2). In closed autocracies, the
chief executive and the legislature are either not subject
to elections, or there is no de-facto competition in elec-
tions such as in one-party regimes. Regimes with elec-
tions that do not affect who is the chief executive (even
if somewhat competitive) also fall into this category (fol-
lowing Brownlee, 2009; Donno, 2013; Rössler & Howard,
2009, p. 112).

In electoral autocracies, on the other hand, the chief
executive is dependent on a legislature that is itself
elected in de-juremultiparty elections (in parliamentary
systems), directly elected alongside a separately elected
legislature (in presidential systems), or a combination
of both (in semi-presidential systems). In an electoral
autocracy, these institutions are de-facto undermined
such that electoral accountability is evaded (Diamond,
2002; Gandhi & Lust-Okar, 2009; Levitsky & Way, 2010;
Schedler, 2002, 2013). They thus fall short of demo-
cratic standards due to significant irregularities, limita-
tions on party competition, or other violations of Dahl’s
institutional requisites. This conceptualization builds on
Schedler’s influential work on electoral authoritarianism
(2002, 2006, 2013) and the notion of competitive author-
itarianism developed by Levitsky and Way (2010).

3.1. Operationalization with V-Dem Data

We operationalize the RoW regime typology using data
from Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem).6 Version 7.1 cov-
ers 178 countries from 1900 to 2016 (Coppedge et
al., 2017a, 2017b, 2017c; Marquardt & Pemstein, 2017;
Pemstein et al., 2017). Figure 1 portrays the step-
wise decision rules. To qualify as an (electoral) democ-
racy, regimes must fulfil three necessary conditions.
(1) De-facto multiparty elections as indicated by a score
above 2 on the V-Dem indicator for multiparty elections
(v2elmulpar_osp); (2) free and fair elections where mis-
takes and irregularities did not affect the outcome, as in-
dicated by a score above 2 on the respective V-Dem indi-
cator (v2elfrfair_osp);7 and (3) following Lindberg (2016,
p. 90), a score larger than 0.5 on the V-Dem Electoral
Democracy Index (EDI, v2x_polyarchy) which explicitly
measures Dahl’s institutional de-facto guarantees, based
on 41 indicators (Coppedge et al., 2016, 2017a).8 The in-
dex runs from 0 (not democratic) to 1 (fully democratic).

These coding rules strike a balance between two prin-
ciples in operationalization: substitutability and neces-
sity. In line with Coppedge et al. (2011), we treat Dahl’s
list of institutions as partly substitutable. A score larger

5 This reflects the electoral principle of democracy (Coppedge et al., 2016, p. 3).
6 This operationalization will be included in the V-Dem dataset version 8 under the variable name “v2x_regime“ (to be released in Spring 2018).
7 The V-Dem measurement model converts expert scores to interval-level point estimates (Pemstein et al., 2017). We use a version of the data in which
these interval-level estimates were converted to the original 0–4 scale, which is indicated by the suffix _osp.

8 The aggregation rule for the EDI allows for one strong sub-component to partially compensate for weaknesses in others, but also penalizes countries
weak in one sub-component according to the “weakest link” argument. Thus, the index is formed in one half by the weighted average of its component
indices and in the other half by the multiplication of those indices (Coppedge et al., 2016, 2017a).
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Figure 1. Coding schema for the RoW typologies (for descriptions of variables see Coppedge et al., 2017a).

than 0.5 on the EDI, demonstrates that the balance of
potential weaknesses in one area is partly compensated
for by strengths in other areas to such a degree that
the regime may be classified as being more democratic
than not.9 Yet, in the conceptualization above, given the
aggregation of 41 indicators, it remains possible that a
country could reach a level above 0.5 on the index while
still lacking two critical aspects: de-factomultiparty elec-
tions and the ability of such an election result to be re-
sistant to the effect of irregularities and unintentional
mistakes. We approach de-facto free and fair and mul-

tiparty elections as necessary conditions. Hence, even
while these two indicators are also part of the EDI among
the 39 other indicators, we ensure that the—admittedly
arbitrary—cut-off point on a continuous scale does not
lead to the misclassification of regimes as democracies
by combining it with the two key qualitative democ-
racy indicators.

Among dictatorships identified by their failure to
meet one or more of the criteria of democracies, elec-
toral autocracies are distinguished from closed dictator-
ships in that they subject the chief executive to elections

9 For examples underscoring the empirical validity of these cut-off points, see the detailed discussion in section 4.
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at least de-juremultiparty competition as indicated by a
score above 1 on the applicable V-Dem multiparty elec-
tions indicator (v2elmulpar_osp; see Appendix 1).

What distinguishes electoral and liberal democra-
cies is that the latter guarantee the three key as-
pects of the liberal dimension of democracy discussed
above. We operationalize this notion with three nec-
essary criteria. First, liberal democracies need to sat-
isfy three qualitative criteria focusing on the ultimate
guarantees of individual liberty: Scores above “3” on
the V-Dem indicators transparent and predictable law
enforcement (v2cltrnslw_osp), and secure and effec-
tive access to justice for men (v2clacjstm_osp) and
women (v2clacjstw_osp).10 While the non-arbitrary en-
forcement of laws is a prerequisite for the implementa-
tion of rules in the first place, access to justice gives in-
dividuals the chance to challenge arbitrary enforcement
patterns (Botero& Ponce, 2011). In order to further guar-
antee that no country is undeservedly classified as a lib-
eral democracy, we require a liberal democracy to over-
all satisfy the liberal principles of respect for personal
liberties and the rule of law, and judicial as well as leg-
islative constraints on the executive, as indicated by a
score above 0.8 on the summary V-Dem Liberal Com-
ponent Index (v2x_liberal).11 Corresponding to the dis-
tinction between democracies and autocracies, the in-
clusion of an aggregated index in the operationalization
rules allows for the substitution of weaknesses in one
area with strength in others. The threshold is naturally
arbitrary but setting it high, at the upper quartile of the
scale, seeks to ensure that the criterion adheres to the
fairly strict demands expressed in the literature in the lib-
eral tradition.

3.2. Accounting for Ambiguity: Lower and Upper Bounds
of Regime Categories

A principal objection leveraged against quantitative ap-
proaches to measuring regime types is that countries
close to thresholds between categories may bemisclassi-
fied due tomeasurement error and uncertainty (e.g. Boix
et al., 2013). However, qualitative approaches face the

same issue (e.g. Alvarez et al., 1996). The only difference
is that we do not know how close or far away a case if
from the threshold since they are based on assessments
of—often individual—coders with unknown thresholds
and unreported uncertainty. The thresholds in quantita-
tive approaches are often more transparent and the con-
sequences of varying themcanbe tested (Lindberg, 2016,
p. 81), but without confidence intervals around point es-
timates, we still do not knowwhich casesmay bemisclas-
sified regardless of threshold.

We suggest a major advance on current categoriza-
tions in this regard by incorporating into the RoW ty-
pology “grey-zone” categories of ambiguously classified
cases as indicated by confidence intervals from the un-
derlying Bayesian aggregation methods.12 The V-Dem
dataset provides not only point estimates for indices and
variables but also demarcates the interval in which V-
Dem’s custom-designed Bayesian item-response theory
measurement model places 68% of the probability mass
for each country-year score. These are calculated slightly
different at the indicator and index-level but provide the
rough equivalent of one standard deviation confidence
interval on either side of the points estimates.13

Weuse these intervals to identify cases that are close
to the thresholds between categories, those which are
ambiguously classified. If the V-Dem Bayesian highest
posterior density interval for an indicator or an index
used for the categorization into the four main regime
types, overlaps with the threshold of an adjacent cate-
gory, then the case is classified as ambiguous.

For example, Macedonia’s score on the EDI was 0.53
in 2016, slightly above the threshold for electoral democ-
racy (0.5). The values for the two qualitative criteria for
elections (multiparty, 3.9; and free and fair, 3.0) are also
above the thresholds electoral democracy. However, the
lower bound of the EDI score (v2x_polyarchy_codelow)
for Macedonia is 0.48 and thus falls within the range
of electoral autocracy. Hence, in the RoW typology, we
label the country as being “Electoral Democracy Lower
Bound”, to reflect this ambiguity. Our classification is cor-
roborated by credible reports that freedom of expres-
sion has been restricted in Macedonia in recent years.14

10 In an earlier version of this article (and in the V-Dem Data Set v7), we did not include these additional qualitative criteria for liberal democracies. As
a consequence, some countries with dubious respect for liberal principles met the threshold for liberal democracies (e.g. Hungary and Tunisia in 2016;
the United States prior to the improvements in civil rights in 1968). In order to make our measure of liberal democracy a more ambitious reflection of
democratic “completeness”—to borrow fromWelzel (2013, p. 255)—we opted to include additional criteria.

11 This index gives the average of following indices on a scale from 0 (not at all satisfied) to 1 (satisfied): equality before the law and individual liberties
(v2xcl_rol), judicial constraints on the executive (v2x_jucon), and legislative constraints on the executive (v2xlg_legcon) (Coppedge et al., 2017a, p. 47).

12 This operationalization is included in the V-Dem Data Set v8 under the variable name “v2x_regime_amb“ (to be released in Spring 2018). We are
grateful to Valeriya Mechkova for suggesting this approach to using the Bayesian highest posterior density intervals.

13 For each indicator, V-Dem provides upper and lower bound estimates, which represent 68% of the highest posterior densities (distribution mass), i.e.,
a range of most probable values for a given observation. The intervals increase with the degree of ambiguity in the raw, expert-coded data. At the
indicator-level, mainly three factors influence the size of the intervals: high levels of disagreement between expert coders, a low number of coders,
and the presence of coders with relatively low estimated reliability (i.e., high stochastic error variance). V-Dem uses Bayesian Factor Analysis (BFAs
implemented with the R package MCMCpack) to aggregate indicators to mid-level indices, such as the Clean Election Index. In the BFA framework, the
size of the area covered by the 68 highest posterior densities of mid-level indices increases in size if underlying indicators show low levels of correlation.
The BFAs are run over 900 posterior draws from the indicators. As a result, uncertainty about indicators also influences the size of the interval in which
the modeling places 68% of the probability mass of the mid-level indices. Similar logic applies for top-level indices (such as the Electoral Democracy
Index, and the Liberal Component Index), which combine several mid-level indices (Marquardt & Pemstein, 2017; Pemstein et al., 2017).

14 On the recent developments inMacedonia see BBC (http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-36031417) and the European Digital Rights Association
(https://edri.org/huge-protest-against-corruption-surveillance-in-macedonia).
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Similarly, Poland lost its status as a liberal democracy
in 2013 when the point estimate for one of the quali-
tative indicators (the transparent law enforcement indi-
cator; v2cltrnslw_osp) dropped below the threshold of
3.0, while the upper bound remains above the threshold.
It is therefore classified as an “Electoral Democracy Up-
per Bound”.

The RoW typology thus represents a more trans-
parent ordinal measure of regime types than prior ap-
proaches, reflecting the estimates of uncertainty of the
underlying data calculated by state-of-the-art Bayesian
models. We argue that this is a major advance on extant
regime typologies—quantitative or qualitative—which
donot report howcertainwe should be about each classi-
fication. This brings together conceptual validity and pre-
cision with transparent and systematic incorporation of
uncertainty with four “pure” regime types and six upper
and lower bound regime categories.

4. Opening New Perspectives in Regime Studies

RoW also provides us with unique opportunities to
answer new questions. For example, we can analyse
changes over time with regard to the share of countries
in these grey zones between the “pure” regime types. Fig-
ure 2 demonstrates that almost all countries were unam-
biguously classified at the beginning of the last century
(light-grey line on top of the graph). The level of ambi-
guity (black dashed line) started increasing from around
1960 and peaked during the 1990s—coinciding with the
height of the third wave of democratization identified by
Huntington (1992). By 2016, almost 30% of all countries
were in one of the ambiguous categories, and 12% fell in
the critical grey zone between democracy and autocracy.
This is a significant result in itself.

There are two but distinct developments driving this
trend. First, an increasing number of countries are in the
ambiguous regime categories because they have de-jure
democratic institutions, but simultaneously undermine
their effectiveness. The share of unambiguous regimes
dropped from above 94% in 1950 to 70% in 2016. Sec-
ond, the average distance between the upper and lower
bounds of the V-Dem indicators and indices have in-
creased in recent decades, reflecting among other things
greater disagreement among coders. This also suggests
that it has become harder to unambiguously assess coun-
tries’ states of affairs, even on the very discreet issues
that V-Dem ask country experts to rate. The world is be-
coming opaquer in terms of regimes.

Figure 3 shows the development over time of the
RoW regime types (tinted colors indicate ambiguous cat-
egories). Our data allow us to show how the number
of regimes in the ambiguous categories has increased
over recent decades. Several commentators have also
recently expressed concerns about potential backslid-
ing among liberal democracies. This is captured in the
RoW measure with the number of liberal democracies
declining in the last few years. Furthermore, we can iden-
tify two pronounced developments associated with the
second half of the third wave of democratization, from
around 1990. First, the two intermediate categories be-
tween electoral democracies and autocracies have both
grown wider. Second, the number of closed autocra-
cies declined sharply. Electoral autocracies and electoral
democracies have replaced this regime type. An impor-
tant implication of these two developments is that an
increasingly greater number of countries risk being mis-
classified by extant measures, thus opening the spectre
of biased, or even misleading results. RoW can help us
solve that problem.
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Figure 2. The development of regime ambiguity in the world from 1900 to today.
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Figure 3. Regimes of the World (RoW) 1900–2016. Source: Coppedge et al. (2017b).

In addition to such descriptive analysis, we recom-
mend the use of ambiguous categories for robustness
checks in quantitative analysis. For instance, in demo-
cratic survival analyses it makes sense to repeat the
analysis varying the in- and exclusion of the ambigu-
ous cases from both the democratic and autocratic
regime categories.

5. Comparing RoW to Dichotomous Measures of
Democracy

The distinction between democracy and autocracy is ar-
guably the most important aspect of a regime typology.

The RoW typology lends itself also to research that re-
quires a dichotomous measure since both the two cat-
egories of democracy and autocracy can be collapsed.
The lower bounds of (electoral) democracy and the up-
per bounds of (electoral) autocracy still apply and can
be used in combination with the pure regime types in
the same fashion as discussed above. In this section, we
compare RoW’s distinction between democracy and au-
tocracy to the most relevant extant measures, namely
those providedbyBoix et al. (2013), Cheibub et al. (2010),
and Geddes et al. (2014); and Freedom House (Freedom
House, 2017), Polity (Marshall et al., 2014), andWahman
et al. (2013).

RoW Regime Type

Electoral Democracy

Liberal Democracy

Closed Autocracy

Electoral Autocracy
Figure 4. Regimes of the World (RoW) 2016. Source: Coppedge et al. (2017b).
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The purpose of this appraisal is two-fold: First, it
helps to assess the convergent validity of the RoW mea-
sure, one of the most commonly used strategies for new
regime type measures (Adcock & Collier, 2001, p. 540).
Second, and in line with the spirit of this thematic is-
sue, we seek to make clear what the empirical conse-
quences of themeasurement choices are for users of the
RoW typology.

A comparison with extant measures, unfortunately,
means we have to disregard the ambiguous and pure
regime classifications in the RoW measure. Figure 3 first
illustrates the distribution of regime types in the world
in 2016. Most regimes are in the democratic spectrum
(56%): 62 countries qualify as electoral democracies and
35 as liberal democracies (of 174 countries). 56 countries
(32%) are electoral autocracies and 21 (12%) are closed
autocracies. For a complete list see Appendix 2.

Table 2 compares RoW to the most commonly used
measures in the literature. One striking difference is the
coverage of RoW, which is matched only by Boix et al.
(2013) and Polity, in that it includes all countries and
semi-independent territories (including most colonies)
from 1900 until the present, and will continue to be up-
dated annually. Cheibub et al. (2010) and Geddes et al.
(2014) start in 1946, Wahman et al. (2013) in 1970 and
none of them provide data after 2010. While Boix et
al. (2013) starts in 1800, it is not updated so the last
seven years are not covered. Polity has a longer time se-
ries and is updated annually but does not cover semi-
independent countries and territories. The fourth col-
umn shows that the rate of agreement is relatively high,
varying between 88.5% (Cheibub et al., 2010) and 93.1%
(Wahman et al., 2013). Excluding the cases which our ty-
pology qualifies as ambiguous, the level of agreement

varies between 91.7% (Cheibub et al., 2010) and 93.5%
(Geddes et al., 2014). When there is disagreement be-
tween RoW and other measures, our classification tends
to be more conservative and sets a higher bar for what
counts as a democracy, i.e., by classifying certain coun-
tries as autocracies whereas others place them in the
democratic regime spectrum.

The four different panels in Figure 5 display the
RoW count of democracies over time compared with the
other measures. Three other measures have data prior
to 1970—Boix et al. (2013), Cheibub et al. (2010), and
Geddes et al. (2014).

The overlap of observations between our RoW mea-
sure with Boix et al. (2013) (11, 262 cases) is the sec-
ond largest, with a rate of agreement on classification
in 90.8% of these observations (Figure 5 [A]). The level
of agreement increases to 93.5% if we exclude observa-
tions that fall into the ambiguous categories according
to RoW. In general, Boix et al. (2013) has a lower thresh-
old for democracy: 84% of disagreements on the clas-
sification of country-years are due to Boix et al. (2013)
classifying them as democracies while they are coded
as autocracies by RoW. For example, Boix et al. (2013)
code Chile between 1909 and 1949 as democratic even
though only 25 to 35% of the adult population were en-
franchized due to a lack of female suffrage. Another ex-
ample is Guatemala,which Boix et al. (2013) andCheibub
et al. (2010) code as democratic following the general
election in 1958 up until the onset of civil war in 1981.
RoW classifies it as an electoral autocracy. We think the
RoW classification has greater face validity since it cap-
tures the absence of de-facto minimum level of institu-
tional requirements of democracy in this case: Illiterate
women were banned from voting up until 1966 (Organi-

Table 2. Comparison of six dichotomous measures to the RoW democracy threshold.

Country Coverage Country-Year Agree with RoW Autocracy RoW Democracy
Years Overlap with RoW RoW Other Democracy Other Autocracy

RoW 17140 1900–2016

Boix et al. (2013) 16988 1800–2010 11,262 90.8% 7.7% 1.5%
(93.5%) (5.8%) (0.7%)

Polity 16826 1800–2016 11,394 92.1% 5.4% 2.5%
(94.3%) (4.1%) (1.6%)

Cheibub et al. (2010) 19117 1946–2008 18,187 88.5% 8.5% 2.9%
(91.7%) (6.4%) (1.9%)

Geddes et al. (2014) 17956 1946–2010 17,688 90.2% 7.4% 2.4%
(92.8%) (5.7%) (1.4%)

Wahman et al. (2013) 16279 1970-2010 16,277 93.1% 2.8% 4.0%
(96.8%) (1.3%) (1.9%)

Freedom House 16277 1973–2016 16,275 88.8% 1.7% 9.6%
(93.3%) (0.9%) (4.6%)

Note: Numbers in brackets are calculated excluding the cases we identified as ambiguous (see section 2). Source: RoW, Coppedge et al.
(2017b); Boix et al. (2013); Cheibub et al. (2010); Geddes et al. (2014); FreedomHouse (2017), Polity (Marshall et al., 2014) andWahman
et al. (2013).
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Figure 5. Visual comparison of other measures to RoW. Note: Each panel is limited to the time period and cases of the
dataset with least coverage.

zation of American States, 2008), and parties faced se-
vere obstacles to establish themselves and to their partic-
ipation in elections. Furthermore, electoral intimidation
was common throughout the period, and civil society or-
ganizations were not free to form or operate. Boix et al.
(2013) also codes Czechoslovakia (1939–1945), Norway,
Belgium, the Netherlands (1940–1945), and Denmark
(1943–1944), as democratic during the years of German
occupation whereas RoW does not. Out of the few Boix
et al. (2013) autocracies that are coded as democracies in
RoW, half are classified as ambiguous cases. Among the
unambiguous democracies, RoW captures the dramatic
shift from an absolute monarchy to democracy that took
place in Bhutan following its first parliamentary elections
in 2007/2008, and coded the country as being demo-
cratic from 2009 onwards. This is in line with case study
evidence (Turner & Tshering, 2014).

Cheibub et al. (2010) provide regime classifications
for 9,117 country-years; 8,187 observations overlap with
RoW, and the rate of agreement is 88.5% (Figure 5 [B]).15

Out of the 933 disagreements, 75% (N = 696) are
country-years that Cheibub et al. (2010) code as demo-
cratic and RoW classifies as autocratic. This discrepancy

may be due to Cheibub et al. (2010) using a lower thresh-
old for democracy than RoW. For instance, Cheibub et
al. (2010) classifies Kyrgyzstan (2005–2008) and Armenia
(1995–2008) as democracies whereas the V-Dem expert-
coded de-facto indicators capture severe shortcomings
in terms of the most basic requirements of democracy
such as the freedom and fairness of elections. When
RoW classifies countries as democracies which Cheibub
et al. (2010) codes as autocratic, it is due to Cheibub
et al. (2010)’s controversial alternation rule. For exam-
ple, Botswana, South Africa, and Namibia are autocra-
cies according to Cheibub et al. (2010) for all years cov-
ered, because only one party has been in power since
the introduction of multi-party elections. The V-Dem in-
dicators build on indicators that do not require alterna-
tion in power, leading to their classification as liberal
democracies in the late 1990s. This result is in line with
the conclusions of prominent observers (e.g., Diamond,
1999, pp. ix–xxvi).

The RoWmeasure covers all but 168 of Geddes et al.
(2014)’s 7,956 observations,16 and out of the overlap-
ping country years, the level of agreement of the two
measures is 90.2% (92.8% excluding ambiguous cases).

15 Cheibub et al. (2010) cover 973 observations that are not in the RoWmeasure. These are mainly microstates not included in the V-Dem Data set: Lux-
emburg; Andorra, Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Bahrain, Belize; Brunei; Grenada; Kiribati; Lichtenstein; Malta; Marshall Island; Micronesia; Nauru;
Palau; Samoa; San Marino; St. Kitts and Nevis; St. Lucia; St. Vincent and the Grenadines; Tonga; Tuvalu; United Arab Emirates. Additionally, Cheibub
et al. (2010) covers Oman 1970–1999; Cameroon 1961–1963; and Mozambique 1975–1977, which are not included in V-Dem.

16 These are the two small states Luxemburg and United Arab Emirates and individual years in Oman (1946–1999), Cameroon (1961–1963), and Mozam-
bique (1976–1977), which are not included in the V-Dem data.
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The measures diverge in particular prior to the 1970s
and in the early 2000s. Again, when classifying a coun-
try as democratic, RoW is more demanding than Ged-
des et al. (2014) (Figure 5 [B]). For example, Geddes
et al. (2014) code Sierra Leone (1999–2002) as demo-
cratic even though the then ongoing civil war drastically
undermined rules and procedures (Harris, 2014). Simi-
larly, they rate the Central African Republic (1993–2003),
Burundi (2005–2010), and Nepal (1991–2002) as demo-
cratic, whereas V-Dem’s expert-based indicators indicate
severe violations or grave deficiencies in the institutional
requisites of democracy. In contrast, a number of coun-
tries in which V-Dem experts report relatively strong
democratic institutions, both de-jure and de-facto, are
coded as autocracies by Geddes et al. (2014): Botswana
(1967–2010), Burkina Faso (1993–2010), Ghana (1996–
2000), Namibia (1991–2010), and Senegal (1983–2000).
The V-Dem coding is consistent with academic assess-
ments of the state of democracy in Ghana (Abdulai
& Crawford, 2010), Botswana and Namibia (Diamond,
1999), although some observers of Senegal denote the
time period as one of “transition to a fully demo-
cratic state” and prefer to label the country as “semi-
democratic” (Coulon, 1988; Vengroff, 1993, p. 23). RoW
reflects this ambiguity, classifying Senegal as an unam-
biguous democracy only after the improvements follow-
ing the 1993 election.

RoW covers all observations in the Wahman et al.
(2013) data set with the exception of Mozambique from
1975–1977. Out of all measures compared in this article,
Wahman et al. (2013)’s has the highest level of concor-
dance with RoW (Figure 5 [C]; 93.1% or 96.8% exclud-
ing ambiguous cases). Wahman et al. (2013) is based on
the Freedom House and Polity ratings (see discussion in
section 1). When defining only countries that Freedom
House codes “free” as democracies the agreement falls
to 88.8% or 93.3% when excluding the cases classified

as ambiguous in RoW (see Figure 5 [D]). The bulk of the
disagreements stem from countries that we classify as
democracies but that are “partly free” according to Free-
dom House. However, lowering the dichotomous thresh-
old to include all “partly free” countries as democracies
reduces the concordance to 75.5%, indicating that a ma-
jority of countries that Freedom House code as partly
free are coded as autocracies in RoW. Hence, overall the
agreement between the RoW and Wahman et al. (2013)
datasets is greater than when comparing RoW to either
Freedom House or Polity separately.

Polity IV is the data source with the greatest num-
ber of country-years overlapping with RoW (11,394).
Following Marshall et al. (2014)’s suggestion to treat
countries above and equal to 6 on the combined Polity
scale as democracies, classification agreement with RoW
is 92.1%, or 94.3% when excluding ambiguous cases.
Most disagreements are once again due to RoW autoc-
racies being coded as democracies in Polity. For exam-
ple, Polity codes Sweden (1916–1919) and the United
States (1900–1919) as perfect democracies (score 10)
whenwomenwere disenfranchised. RoWclassifies these
cases as electoral autocracies. In recent years, Burundi
(2005–2013), Malawi (1994–2013), and Malaysia (2008–
2012) are democracies according to Polity while V-Dem
experts observe severe obstacles to democracy. There
are also disagreements of other sorts. For example,while
Polity codes Suriname as just short of being a democracy
(score of 5) since 1991, V-Dem’s indicators rate the coun-
try as a liberal democracy for the same time period. Fig-
ure 6 shows the share of countries coded as RoW democ-
racies for each value on the combined Polity scale. In gen-
eral, higher values on the Polity scale correspond to a
higher share of RoW democracies. The spike in the polity
score of 0 is driven by Burkina Faso (2001–2014) and
Uruguay (1939–1951), which are classified as democra-
cies in RoW. According to V-Dem coders Burkina Faso had
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relatively strong democratic institutions, both de-jure
and de-facto during those years. While Uruguay did not
guarantee full political freedoms in the first three years
following the dictatorship of Gabriel Terra (1933–1938),
the country can indeed be considered a democracy fol-
lowing the introduction of its new constitution in 1942.
Similarly, the relatively high value of -1 on the Polity scale
is driven largely by Senegal (1983–2000), which accord-
ing to V-Dem coders had both de-jure and de-facto demo-
cratic institutions.

Overall the new RoW typology relatively closely
tracks the classification of country-years as either demo-
cratic or autocratic by major extant binary measures of
democracy. This is a good sign of convergent validity.
However, there are substantial differences concerning
a significant number of cases, primarily where de-facto
practices deviate from de-jure standards. We argue that
the RoW typology does a better job than others in these
instances, discriminating “real” from “fake” democracies.

For example, most other measures code Kenya
as democratic17 in the years following the crisis that
erupted after president Kibaki was accused of stealing
the December 2007 election (Rutten & Owuor, 2009).
Politically-motivated (Kagwanja & Southall, 2009)—
and allegedly state-sponsored—violence left more than
1,000 people dead and up to 500,000 people displaced
(Human Rights Watch, 2008). RoW picks up this politi-
cal turbulence, with Kenya being classified as autocratic
from 2007 until the freer and fairer elections of 2013.
While Cheibub et al. (2010), Geddes et al. (2014), and
Boix et al. (2013) code Sri Lanka as democratic between
2005 and 2009, RoW captures the limitations to democ-
racy that existed before and during the 2008/2009 civil
war and classify it as autocratic. Similarly, Cheibub et al.
(2010), Geddes et al. (2014), Boix et al. (2013), and Polity
code Burundi as democratic following the presidential
election of 2005, whereas RoW classifies Burundi as au-
tocratic reflecting, among other things, that there was
no de-facto multiparty competition and president Nku-
runziza ran unopposed. RoW also categorizes Nigeria as
an electoral autocracy prior to 2011, a reflection of the
widespread electoral manipulation that marred all Nige-
rian elections until 2011 (Lewis, 2011), whereas Cheibub
et al. (2010) and Geddes et al. (2014) classify Nigeria as
a democracy from 2000. While Polity, Freedom House
andWahman et al. (2013) also place Nigeria on the auto-
cratic spectrum prior to 2011, the democratic improve-
ments in 2011 are not noted in their coding, which is
static up until 2015. Another example is Albania, which
Boix et al. (2013), Cheibub et al. (2010), and Geddes et
al. (2014) code as democratic from 1991 or 1992 and
onwards even though the main opposition leader Fatos
Nano was jailed from 1993 to 1999 on politically moti-
vated charges (Abrahams, 1996). In contrast, RoW codes
Albania as democratic only from 2002 onwards.

Many fewer country-years are classified as democra-
cies in RoWwhen most or all other measures code them

as autocratic. This applies for example to Namibia (1991–
2010) where free and fair multiparty elections in combi-
nation with freedom of expression and association qual-
ify Namibia as a democracy based on the assessment of
the V-Dem experts, whereas most other data sets (Boix
et al., 2013; Cheibub et al., 2010; Geddes et al., 2014; and
Polity) disagree. In line with RoW, Freedom House clas-
sifies Namibia as “free” from the 1990’s onwards, and
Larry Diamond (1999) describes it as a “liberal democ-
racy”. Similar disagreement can be observed for Zam-
bia (1994–2007), Burkina Faso (1993–2010) and Mexico
(1995–1999).

6. Conclusions

Many research questions require that scholars use a dis-
crete regime variable, either on the right- or left-hand
side. Extant approaches to this task are laudable, but
are often either limited in their temporal or geographi-
cal coverage, not fully transparent in their coding proce-
dures, or have questionably low thresholds for democ-
racy. None of them provide measures of measurement
error or other sources of uncertainty to help identify am-
biguous cases situated close to thresholds. In this article,
we propose a new regime typology—RoW—covering al-
most all countries from 1900 to 2016.We build on theory
conceptualizing democracy as embodying the core value
ofmaking rulers responsive to citizens, achieved through
electoral competition for the electorate’s approval under
circumstances when suffrage is extensive; political and
civil society organizations operate freely; elections are
clean and not marred by fraud or systematic irregulari-
ties; andwhere elections affect the chief executive of the
country. In between elections, democracy requires free-
dom of expression and an independent media capable
of presenting alternative views onmatters of political im-
portance.Wehence classify countries only as democratic
if a minimum level of Dahl’s (1971) famous institutional
requisites are fulfilled in terms of freedom of expression
and alternative sources of information, freedom of as-
sociation, universal suffrage, free and fair elections, and
the degree to which power is de-facto vested in elected
officials. Furthermore, we distinguish between demo-
cratic (liberal and electoral democracy) and autocratic
subtypes (closed and electoral autocracy). Earlier ver-
sions of our typology have already been used in scholarly
work on democratic backsliding (Mechkova et al., 2017b),
the Sustainable Development Goals (Tosun & Leininger,
2017), and political culture (Welzel, 2017), which further
underscores the usefulness of the new RoWmeasures.

Our threshold for democracy is more demanding
than in all extant data sets because we base our typol-
ogy not only the existence and quality of elections but
also on Dahl’s notion of Polyarchy. Some extant data sets
are limited to de-jure rules and other indicators that are
directly observable. Other data sets only focus on the
implementation of elections in a narrow sense, such as

17 Except for Freedom House (2017), which classifies Kenya as “Partly free” since 2002.
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their de-jure competitiveness. RoW is based on V-Dem’s
high standards in the aggregation of expert-coded data
and recruitment of expert coders, which make the data
more reliable and allows us to assess the de-facto imple-
mentation of institutions as opposed to simply their de-
jure existence.

Finally, RoW is the only measure of discrete regime
types that explicitly addresses a fundamental challenge
for all typologies: classifying political regimes involves
some amount of measurement error and other sources
of uncertainty. Therefore, we have designed RoW to in-
corporate V-Dem’s Bayesian intervals indicating where
68% of the probability mass for each country-year score
is located. We use these intervals to identify the cases
which are close to the thresholds between categories
and which are as a result ambiguously classified. Thus,
the main RoW measure puts country-years in categories
reflecting either certain regime types (closed dictator-
ships, electoral autocracies, electoral democracies, and
liberal democracies), or ambiguous cases in lower and
upper bounds of these regime types. This innovation
opens up research avenues for incorporating such uncer-
tainty in empirical analyses, thus avoiding biased and po-
tentially misleading results.
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Appendix

1. Threshold between Closed and Electoral Autocracies in Detail

The V-Dem data set includes specific indicators for legislative and executive elections (v2elmulpar_osp_leg/v2elmulpar_
osp_ex). To identify which of the two should be used for assessing if the Head of the Executive is subject to de-jure mul-
tiparty elections, we need to take the relative power of the Head of State (HoS) and the Head of Government (HoG) and
the appointment procedures into account. The V-Dem variable v2ex_hosw identifies if the HoS (v2ex_hosw = 1) or HoG
(v2ex_hosw< 1) is the chief executive. If the HoG is the chief executive, the variable v2expathhg indicateswhether the HoG
is directly (8) or indirectly (7) elected or appointed by the HoS (6). In the first case, we take the multiparty variable for exec-
utive elections (v2elmulpar_osp_ex), in the second case for legislative elections (v2elmulpar_osp_leg) and in the third case
the score for HoS as follows. If the HoS is the chief executive, the variable v2expathhs indicates whether the HoS is directly
(7) or indirectly (6) elected. In the first case, we take the multiparty variable for executive elections (v2elmulpar_osp_ex),
in the second case for legislative elections (v2elmulpar_osp_leg). (see Coppedge et al., 2017a).

2. RoW by Country for 2016.

Liberal Democracy Electoral Democracy Electoral Autocracy Closed Autocracy

Albania Bhutan + Comoros + Turkmenistan +
Australia Cape Verde + Fiji + Kuwait +
Austria Chile + Guinea + Vietnam +
Belgium Ghana + Haiti +
Canada Guyana + Honduras + China
Costa Rica Israel + Iraq + Cuba
Cyprus Lithuania + Madagascar + Eritrea
Denmark Mauritius + Mozambique + Jordan
Estonia Moldova + Niger + Laos
Finland Panama + Papua New Guinea + Libya
France Poland + Serbia + Morocco
Germany Senegal + Somaliland + North Korea
Iceland Seychelles + Oman
Ireland Slovakia + Afghanistan Palestine/Gaza
Japan South Africa + Algeria Qatar
Netherlands São Tomé & Príncipe + Angola Saudi Arabia
New Zealand Trinidad & Tobago + Armenia Somalia
Norway Tunisia + Azerbaijan South Sudan
Portugal Vanuatu + Bangladesh Swaziland
Spain Belarus Syria
Sweden Argentina Bosnia & Herzegovina Thailand
Switzerland Bolivia Burma/Myanmar Yemen
United Kingdom Brazil Burundi
United States Bulgaria Cambodia
Uruguay Burkina Faso Cameroon

Colombia Chad
Barbados − Croatia Dem. Rep. of Congo
Benin − Dominican Rep Djibouti
Botswana − Ecuador Egypt
Czech Republic − El Salvador Equatorial Guinea
Italy − Georgia Ethiopia
Latvia − Greece Gabon
Namibia − Guatemala Gambia
Slovenia − Hungary Iran
South Korea − India Kazakhstan
Taiwan − Indonesia Malaysia

Ivory Coast Maldives
Jamaica Mauritania
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Liberal Democracy Electoral Democracy Electoral Autocracy Closed Autocracy

Lesotho Montenegro
Liberia Nicaragua
Mali Pakistan
Mexico Palestine/West Bank
Mongolia Rep. of the Congo
Nepal Russia
Nigeria Rwanda
Paraguay Singapore
Peru Sudan
Philippines Tajikistan
Romania Tanzania
Solomon Islands Turkey
Sri Lanka Uganda
Suriname Ukraine
Timor-Leste Venezuela
Togo Zambia

Zanzibar
Central African Rep. − Zimbabwe
Guinea-Bissau −
Kenya − Uzbekistan −
Kosovo −
Kyrgyzstan −
Lebanon −
Macedonia −
Malawi −
Sierra Leone −

Note: The “+” and “−“ denotes an ambiguous case. “+” indicates that some evidence suggests that the countrymight be better placed in
the next higher category. “−“ indicates that the country might be better placed in the next lower category. For more detail see section 3.
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1. Introduction

One unresolved question of the measurement of democ-
racy is the existence of trade-offs between dimensions,
that is to say, whether their relationship is charac-
terized by tensions and conflicting goals, which result
in trade-offs between them. Even though newer in-
dices of democracy (Democracy Barometer, Varieties of
Democracy/V-Dem) mention the idea of trade-offs, they

are, however, not able to demonstrate trade-offs empir-
ically. Giebler and Merkel (2016, p. 602) state, based on
the Democracy Barometer data, that in contrast to the
“traditional libertarian fear of a trade-off between free-
dom and equality…, we find that the two core principles
of democracy (freedom and equality) possess a mutually
reinforcing association”. Similarly, V-Dem mentions the
idea of trade-offs in their conceptual paper (Coppedge,
Gerring, Altman, & Bernhard, 2011), but they seem to
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not be able to detect these trade-offs empirically, e.g.
cases can be identified with the highest rating in the free-
dom dimension and in the equality dimension simulta-
neously (Coppedge, Lindberg, Skaaning, & Teorell, 2015,
p. 9). Why is this the case?

We argue that there are at least two reasons: on
the one hand, these measures lack a deep discussion
of the conceptual foundations of trade-offs missing not
only the detection of concrete realization of trade-offs
but also their interconnectedness with different abstract
conceptions of democracy. This means that current mea-
sures of democracy content themselves with only a short
remark about trade-offs on the highest aggregated level
(dimensions or principles) but do not consider these
conceptual consequences for lower or mid-level com-
ponents of democracies (institutions). In fact, no defi-
nite characterization or, to be more precise, definition of
trade-offs has ever beenmade, even in themore theoret-
ical discussions about the quality of democracy (see for
a general discussion Diamond & Morlino, 2005). On the
other hand, they lack an adequate empirical measure-
ment strategy by not adapting their measurement and
aggregation stage to capture the different “nature” of
trade-off relationships. Current measures of democracy
use unidimensional indicators to measure an actual two-
dimensional relationship resulting in a blind spot con-
cerning trade-offs. This article tackles these two concep-
tual and methodological problems: how can we under-
stand trade-offs conceptually and how can we success-
fully incorporate them in a measurement of the quality
of democracy?1

Thus, to close this research gap, this article proceeds
in three steps: firstly, we propose a new conceptual ap-
proach, which is able to define and distinguish between
two different modes of relationships between dimen-
sions (section 2): mutual reinforcing effects between di-
mensions and a give-and-take relationship (trade-offs).
By introducing our measurement tool, Democracy Ma-
trix, which combines three dimensions (political free-
dom, political equality and political and constitutional
control) with five central democratic functions, we lo-
cate trade-offs. On the basis of these three dimen-
sions, we propose three ideal typical profiles of democ-
racy: libertarian, egalitarian and a control-focused profile
of democracy.

Secondly, we provide a new methodological ap-
proach to measure trade-offs (section 3): two indepen-
dent measurements are combined to assess the quality
of democracy. While one measuring strategy applies in-
dicators commonly used in other indices (such as Free-
dom House or Varieties of Democracy) relying on a uni-
dimensional interpretation, the other strategy employs
indicators which serve to assess trade-offs by incorpo-
rating and expressing the two-dimensional relationship

which is characteristic for trade-offs. We call the former
type of indicators “quality measuring indicators” and the
latter “trade-off indicators”.

Thirdly, we demonstrate empirical findings of our
measurement drawing on the Varieties of Democracy
dataset (section 4). Incorporating trade-offs into the
measurement enables the identification of various pro-
files of democracy via the quality of its dimensions.

2. Conceptual Considerations: Quality and Profiles of
Democracies

2.1. The Democracy Matrix: A New Measurement Tool
Which Combines Mutual Reinforcing Effects and
Trade-Offs between Dimensions

The Democracy Matrix is based on the 15-Field-Matrix
(Lauth, 2004, 2015). The 15-Field-Matrix combines
three dimensions with five central democratic functions:
Whereas the dimension of freedom captures the ex-
tent of the free self-determination of the citizens based
on civil and political rights, the equality dimension en-
compasses legal egalitarianism and the actual realiza-
tion of those rights (input-egalitarianism). The control di-
mension takes into account the protection of the two
other dimensions through legal control performed by ju-
diciaries and political control performed by intermedi-
ary institutions, media and parliament. On the one hand,
this democracy conception is primarily rooted in Dahl’s
(1971) widely acknowledged distinction between “con-
testation” and “participation” which is resembled in the
dimensions of freedom and equality. On the other hand,
it adds a third dimension, control, to capture the de-
ficient functioning of horizontal accountability and the
rule of law.2 This extension of the conception is due to
the basic conviction that democracy is a type of limited
rule. The analysis of third wave democracies, which of-
ten have shown significant deficits regarding horizontal
accountability and rule of law (O’Donnell, 1994), demon-
strates the relevance of this third dimension of control.

In addition, five central functions cut across these
three dimensions concretizing the quality of democ-
racy. The “procedures of decision” function analyzes the
democratic quality of representative elections and direct
democracy. The “regulation of the intermediate sphere”
captures the democratic performance of interest aggre-
gation and interest articulation by parties, interest orga-
nizations and civil society. “Public communication” eval-
uates the functioning of the media system and the pub-
lic realm. The “guarantee of rights” function analyzes the
democratic quality of the court system, whereas the last
function, “rules settlement/implementation”, focuses on
the democratic quality of the work carried out by the
executive and legislature. This unfolds 15 matrix-fields

1 We are not convinced that the theoretical assumption of the existence of trade-offs could be wrong, although we will stress this possibility in our
discussion as well.

2 In a sense, this third dimension reflects the binding or limiting mechanism of democratic rule, which Dahl (1956) highlights under the termMadisonian
democracy.
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which supports the analysis of the quality of democracy
in an elaborate manner.

The Democracy Matrix enhances the concept of
the 15-Field-Matrix by distinguishing between two basic
types of relations between dimensions: mutual reinforc-
ing effects and trade-offs. While the mutual reinforcing
effects are already sufficiently captured by the 15-Field-
Matrix, the inclusion of the concept andmeasurement of
trade-offs is the additional feature of the DemocracyMa-
trix. Figure 1 presents trade-offs inside the Democracy
Matrix, which we have identified.

The idea of mutual reinforcing effects between di-
mensions can usually be found in all measures of democ-
racy: The Variety of Democracy-project describes this
type of relationship for freedom and equality by stating
“that to some extent the contribution of one attribute
depends on the presence of the other. If, say, opposi-
tional candidates are not allowed to run for election, or
the elections are fraudulent, it does not matter much for
the level of electoral democracy that all adults have vot-
ing rights” (Coppedge et al., 2015, p. 6). The concept of
the Democracy Barometer is based on “the assumption
of necessary and sufficient conditions for being a mem-
ber of the category democracy” (Merkel et al., 2016, p. 8).
In addition, Diamond andMorlino (2004, pp. 28–29) sup-
pose that the “dimensions are closely linked and tend to
move together, either toward democratic improvement
and deepening or toward decay”. This means that dimen-
sions are not only necessary to understand democracy,
but they are also mutually dependent. One dimension
cannot exist without the other. The close relationship
between freedom and equality has been emphasized by
Dworkin (1996, p. 57): “So we have come, by different
routes, beginning in different traditions and paradigms,
to conceptions of liberty and equality that seem not only
compatible, butmutually necessary”. Dahl (1971) empha-
sizes that a democracy (polyarchy) is only present if both
attributes—contestation and participation—are fulfilled.
In terms of democratic theory, freedom without a mini-
mum level of equality is as difficult to conceive as equality
without freedom. Control, which is required for their pro-
tection and enforcement, is checked by constitutionally-
set standards of freedom and equality, thereby constrain-
ing the unlimited exercise of power. Campbell, Carayan-
nis and Scheherazade (2015) refer to the three dimen-
sions of freedom, equality and control, but add with
“sustainable development” a fourth dimension to their
Quadruple dimensional structure of democracy, which is
likewise constructed in a reinforcing perspective.

This mutual reinforcing effect between the dimen-
sions expresses the baseline concept of the Democracy
Matrix: all dimensions and thus all 15 matrix fields must
work to a sufficient degree for a country to be classified
as a democracy. Insofar the DemocracyMatrix shares the
assumptions of the other indices, it differs in the way it
conceptualizes and incorporates trade-offs. This concep-
tion implies—as it will be shown below—the combina-
tion of two procedures of measurement.

2.2. Conception and Identification of Trade-Offs

Despite the complementary relationship structure, po-
tential tensions between dimensions are impossible to
ignore according to political philosophy. Hidalgo (2014)
speaks of antinomies within the democracy concept
meaning a “contradictoriness of two propositions which
both at the same time are reasonable, justified, and
valid” (Hidalgo, 2014, p. 29, own translation). More gen-
erally but focused on freedom and equality as well,
Berlin’s value pluralism claims that the “world…is one
in which we are faced with choices between equally ul-
timate ends, and claims that are equally absolute, the
realization of some must inevitably involve the sacrifice
of others” (Berlin, 1969, p. 168). Diamond and Morlino
(2004, p. 21) describe the idea of trade-offs within the
realm of democracies: “it is impossible to maximize all
[dimensions] at once. [Every] democratic country must
make an inherently value-laden choice about what kind
of democracy it wishes to be”.

Applied to our dimensional framework, relationships
become increasingly strained, especially when a dimen-
sion is rigidlymanifested. If we look at the features of the
dimensions on a scale, a convincing case can bemade for
the following thesis: whereas in most parts of the scale
the dimensions aremutually dependent and support one
another, seeking the maximum value results in a trade-
off. A choice for one side of the trade-off must be made.
What is a trade-off and how can we understand a trade-
off in democracies?

A relevant trade-off in democracies satisfies the fol-
lowing conditions:

• A trade-off is settled in the political sphere of
democracies: just as democracy is solely defined in
political and procedural terms (Munck, 2016, pp.
16–18), trade-offs are only relevant for the qual-
ity of democracy if they are in the political sphere.
Thus, trade-offs in the economic sphere (e.g. be-
tween policy goals) are excluded.

• A trade-off occurs because only one institution ful-
fills a specific political function in one dimension. At
the same time, however, this institution produces
necessarily opposed or inverse effects in another di-
mension linked to the same function. This relation-
ship means that a choice is forced between differ-
ent institutional designs accepting the advantages
but also the disadvantages of this specific realized
institutional solution.

• Contrasting but interrelated democracy concep-
tions offer different institutional solutions for the
same function: On the one hand, these concep-
tions carry equal normative weight, and can be
reasonably justified. The same level of quality of
democracy is accredited to them, which implies
that they and their institutional choices are neu-
tral in relation to the comprehensive quality of
democracy. On the other hand, every democracy

Politics and Governance, 2018, Volume 6, Issue 1, Pages 78–91 80



Control exercised
by independent
elec�on review
boards

Control by par�es
and civil society

Control by media

First Past the Post

Equal chances of
par�cipa�on;
Equality of votes

Egalitarian poli�cal
finance

Equal rights of
organiza�on

Egalitarian access
to media by
poli�cal par�es

Equal chances to
par�cipate

Propor�onal
Representa�on

Free elec�ons

Libertarian poli�cal
finance

Freedom of
organiza�on

Libertarian access
to media by poli�cal
par�es

Freedom of
Communica�on

Separa�on of powers

Ru
le

s 
se

�
le

m
en

t
an

d 
im

pl
em

en
ta

�o
n

G
ua

ra
nt

ee
 o

f r
ig

ht
s

Pu
bl

ic
Co

m
m

un
ic

a�
on

Re
gu

la
�o

n 
of

 th
e

in
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 s
ph

er
e

Pr
oc

ed
ur

es
 o

f
de

ci
si

on

Equal treatment by
parliament and
administra�on

Free government
and parliament

Effec�ve court order

Strong supreme court

Equal rights and
equal treatment in
court

Free Access to court

Bicameralism

Coali�ons
Effec�ve government

1/3 1/1 1/2

2/3 2/1 2/2

3/3 3/1 3/2

4/3 4/1 4/2

5/3 5/1 5/2

CONTROL FREEDOM EQUALITY

(1)

(2)

(3)

(5)

(6)

(4)

Figure 1. Democracy Matrix. The numbers in parentheses refer to the trade-offs described in the article, the arrows repre-
sent the connectedness in which an increase of one dimension determines a decrease of the related dimension. Source:
Lauth (2004, 2015).

conception ultimately emphasizes different polit-
ical values while disregarding others (e.g. free-
dom over equality). This means they stress a dif-
ferent structuring of the same democratic qual-
ity. Therefore, institutions due to their linkage to
democracy conceptions highlight different democ-
racy dimensions.

• If an institution overemphasizes one pole of a
trade-off by neglecting the other pole completely,
an overstretching of a trade-off occurs, which dam-
ages the baseline concept: between the two poles
of a trade-off, there is a normative legitimate space
described by the democracy conceptions, in which
a democracy can place itself (Hidalgo, 2014).While
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a trade-off accentuates dimensions differently, it
still leaves the democracy dimension fully intact:
we would not speak of a trade-off anymore when
a democracy leaves this democratic space (e.g.
overemphasizing the control dimension at the cost
of the freedom dimension: a supreme court which
acts as a super-legislature). In this case, it damages
the baseline concept respective the mutual rein-
forcing effects between the dimensions.

These explanations distinguish two levels of abstraction:
institutions and dimensions. The basic statement is that
it is not possible to realize all three dimensions of the
Democracy Matrix in comprehensive manner because
they are unavoidably linked to trade-offs. This assump-
tion does not mean, however, that each democratic con-
ception as a liberal democracy or a republican democ-
racy must show trade-offs themselves. The reason is triv-
ial, such conceptions have already decided on their pre-
ferred dimensions. If you want to transfer the idea of
trade-offs to different democratic conceptions, onemust
maintain that it is not possible to realize two different
conceptions at the same time comprehensively. The nar-
row connection between institutions and dimensions al-
lows the measurement of dimensional trade-offs. The
tensions between the dimensions are manifested in in-
stitutional choices.

To sumup these considerations, a trade-off in democ-
racies is defined as follows: a trade-off is an irresolv-
able connectedness between two inverse effects of one
institution regarding two dimensions. This trade-off ex-
presses two contrasting but normative, equally weighted
democracy conceptions to which the selected institu-
tions belong.

The next step is to identify the relevant trade-offs,
keeping in mind that they exist between dimensions
but are measured on the corresponding institutional
level. We cannot discuss all the different conceptions of
democracy in this article. Therefore, we consider as our
starting point, the basic democracy principles, which are
identified by V-Dem. They derive from six different funda-
mental conceptions of democracy from democracy the-

ory: liberal, participatory, deliberative, egalitarian, ma-
joritarian and consensus democracy (Coppedge et al.,
2011, 2015).3 These six conceptions are considered as
normative equally justified. Thus, even though we agree
that “no single conception can reasonably purport to em-
body all the meanings of democracy” (Coppedge et al.,
2011, p. 253), we are convinced that with the help of the
trade-off concept, it is possible to create a single, overar-
ching and theoretical justified framework which is able
to capture those different notions of democracy. Four
concepts are especially helpful to discover relevant trade-
offs on the institutional level.

Majoritarian and consensus democracy (Lijphart,
2012) are obviously contrary democracy concepts (see
Table 1). The former focuses on majority rule, the lat-
ter on a vast system of checks and balances. Thus, while
consensus democracy stresses multiple structures of
veto points constraining the actions of governments (e.g.
strong second chamber, federalism, coalitions), the ideal
setup of majoritarian democracies favors structures with
lesser control abilities. Consensus democracy can also be
understood as a constitutional democracy which is char-
acterized by a government decision-making that “man-
dates a system of checks and balances, that includes, as
a key element, courts with the power of judicial review”
(Munck, 2016, p. 14). The possible collision between free-
dom and control is clearly reflected in the regulation of
constitutional control, that is the judicial review of the
decisions of government and parliament—the constitu-
tional limitation of political majority rule in the “consti-
tutional debate” (Elster & Slagstadt, 1988). We describe
these contrasting models as a trade-off: a constitutional
court increases the values for the control dimensions in
the function “guarantee of rights” and reduces the val-
ues of the freedom dimension in the function “rules set-
tlement and implementation” (see Figure 1).

The second, and perhaps even more principal oppos-
ing set is the divide between libertarian and egalitarian
conceptions of democracywhich relate to the tension be-
tween freedom and equality (see Table 2). Whereas egal-
itarian democracy would highlight political equality, lib-
ertarian democracy would focus on political liberty. This

Table 1. Trade-off between majoritarian and consensus democracy. Source: Own presentation.

Majoritarian Democracy Consensus Democracy

Function Effective government

High Weak

Institution Single party governments Oversized coalitions (5)
Unicameral system Bicameral system (6)

Unitarism Federalism
No supreme courts Supreme courts (4)

Dimension Freedom Control

3 Electoral democracy, another concept of democracy, is considered as a baseline concept by V-Dem and thus, is combined with the other conceptions.
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Table 2. Trade-off between libertarian and egalitarian democracy. Source: Own presentation.

Libertarian Democracy Egalitarian Democracy

Function Access to government; influence

Free Equal

Institution Plurality Voting PR (1)
Unregulated party finance Equal party finance (2)
Unregulated media access Equal media access (3)

Dimension Freedom Equality

trade-off has triggered profound ideological and philo-
sophical clashes (Dworkin, 1996). We can illustrate the
trade-offs between the two dimensions (freedom and
equality) by the following examples of institutions with
different characteristics.

Electoral systems can be arranged along two “repre-
sentation principles” (Nohlen, 2014, pp. 243–244). Pro-
portional representation (PR) increases the chances of
parties being represented in parliament. In parliamen-
tary systems, this often leads to compromises in the for-
mation of a government (coalitions), whichwould be less
necessary in majority elections (plurality voting system
or First Past the Post—FPTP). In the latter case, the elec-
torate has a higher degree of freedom in determining the
government than in PR-systems, where the coalition for-
mation is mostly decisive. Beyond government selection,
however, equal representation—asmeasured by the pro-
portionality factor—is reflected most comprehensively
in proportional electoral systems (Nohlen, 2014). While
disproportional electoral systems stress the freedom di-
mension, proportional electoral systems emphasize the
equality dimension.

A further trade-off can be found in the way of reg-
ulating political finance: “The way that political finance
should be regulated needs to be the result of a coun-
try’s political goals….To put it differently, since there is
no form of democratic governance that is preferred ev-
erywhere, there is no ultimate method of regulating po-
litical finance” (Ohman, 2014, p. 16). Two ideal types of
political finance can be distinguished. Whereas the egali-
tarian model of political finance emphasizes equal oppor-
tunities between candidates and/or parties through pub-
lic finance, the libertarian model of political finance has
a “lack of restrictions on expenditure and contributions,
market principles of access to the media [and] no public
funding” (Smilov, 2008, p. 3). This type conceives dona-
tions to parties or candidates as a freedom of expression.
Therefore, the libertarian political financemodel strength-
ens the freedom dimension within the function “regula-
tion of the intermediate sphere”, while the egalitarian po-
litical finance model focuses on the equality dimension.

Finally, the trade-off between libertarian and egali-
tarian media access follows the same considerations as
the political financing of political parties. A libertarian
media access “provides for market access to the media”
(Smilov, 2008, p. 9) giving more economically powerful

actorsmore possibilities, while the egalitarianmodel pro-
vides free media time for candidates and/or parties. This
trade-off concerns the “public communication” function
and the dimensions of “freedom” and “equality”.

2.3. Profiles of Democracies: The Interplay of the Two
Basic Relationships of Dimensions

The theoretical debate not only elucidates general trade-
offs between all core dimensions of democracy; it also
shows that they are interconnected and mutually sup-
portive. By combining themutual reinforcing effectswith
the trade-offs, we can obtain different profiles of democ-
racy. Thereby, each basic relationship serves a specific
task: the mutual reinforcing effects indicate the appro-
priate manifestation of a dimension. If a democracy is
present, the trade-off-relationship becomes important,
determining the final shape of the dimensions in the
upper spectrum of a working democracy. In principle,
democracy theory implies that an “optimal” or “perfect”
democracy cannot be based upon the complete realiza-
tion of all three dimensions, making the achievement of
the highest level of democratic quality in every dimen-
sion impossible. Maximizing the quality of democracy on
one dimension, necessarily sacrifices democracy quality
in another dimension. The decision involving the prefer-
ence given to which dimension(s) is a matter to be de-
cided by the democratic sovereign, the people. They de-
cide on which dimensions should be emphasized at the
cost of others resulting in diverging profiles.

Based on the dimensional framework of the Democ-
racy Matrix, three ideal typical profiles of democracies
can be distinguished (see Figure 2): a libertarian profile
of democracy, which maximizes the freedom dimension
at the cost of the others, an egalitarian profile of democ-
racy, which highlights the equality dimension and finally,
a control-focused profile of democracy emphasizing the
control dimension. Empirically, we will probably observe
hybrid types with specific profiles (e.g. high egalitarian
and control values combined with low freedom values).

3. A NewMeasurement Strategy: Quality Measuring
Indicators and Profile Measuring Indicators

Despite the lack of a deep theoretical discussion of trade-
offs by current measures, another problem, which is nei-
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Figure 2. Three profiles of democracies Source: Own presentation.

ther discussed nor resolved, exists on the methodolog-
ical level. If tensions among the dimensions exist, they
need to be accounted for at the indicator-level as well.
No approach of measuring democracy discusses trade-
offs in its methodological foundation. The consequences
of this oversight are reflected in the creation of indica-
tors. As no inherent relationships between indicators vis-
à-vis the tensions among dimensions are considered, the
indicators are not a valid measurement of trade-offs. On
the contrary, they systematically ignore them, because it
is not possible to measure a two-dimensional give-and-
take relationship with unidimensional indicators. There-
fore, no current measurement of democracy can detect
trade-offs. Recognized measurements—such as Polity
and Freedom House—present findings in which all the
indicators show the highest value (10 by Polity, 1 by Free-
dom House). Even the findings of the newer approaches
(Democracy Barometer, V-Dem) are no exception.

The main problem lies partly in the selection of indi-
cators, but also in their use—or more precisely, in the in-
terpretation of the relevant indicators. The solution con-
sists in the use of one indicator for the measurement of
two dimensions, but to evaluate it differently with regard
to each dimension. This procedurewill now be explained.

First and foremost, we have to differentiate between
two categories of indicators (see Table 3). The first cate-

gory includes the usual indicators which are commonly
found in the discipline (such as free elections). We call
this kind of indicators “qualitymeasuring indicators”. The
second category captures the realization of the trade-
offs via a two-dimensional interpretation. They express
the degree of tension between two normative equal con-
ceptions of democracy by assessing the structural ar-
rangement of a specific function (e.g. PR or plurality vot-
ing for the electoral system). These are neutral in the ag-
gregate, but sensitive to the differentiation of the dimen-
sions. The inherent tensions of these indicators are due
to their contradictory preferences with regard to the di-
mensions: If one indicator allows the highest grading in
a particular dimension, it necessarily prevents the high-
est grading in the corresponding dimension. We call this
type of indicators “trade-off indicators”.

The next task is to measure this difference with the
trade-off indicators. In order to do so, collected data
must be transformed in order to measure democracy, as
is necessary with many other indicators (Lauth, 2016).
The starting point of our consideration about election
systems is that both election systems satisfy the criteria
of a working democracy, even if they emphasize differ-
ent priorities (e.g. freedom vs. equality). For that reason,
the transformation of the data must take the threshold
of aworking democracy into account. In our concept, this

Table 3. Two types of indicators. Source: Own presentation.

Quality measuring indicators Trade-off indicators

Mutual reinforcing relationship of dimensions Conflicting relationship of dimensions

Universal: scale captures autocracies and democracies Only democracies

Gradual differences in the quality of democracy Equivalent differences in quality of democracy

Unidimensional interpretation Two-dimensional interpretation

Level of the quality of democracy Extent of trade-off
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threshold is at 0.75, the data of the (dis)proportionality
should be transformed into a scale from 0.75 to 1. This
difference of 0.25 is sufficient to illustrate the hypotheti-
cal trade-offs in the empirical research.

For the final assessment of the democratic quality of
elections, these values are multiplied with ratings from
the commonly used indicators for measuring elections
set at a 0 to 1 scale.4 Themultiplication strategy is neces-
sary to respect the assumption that trade-offs aremainly
pronounced in the higher areas of the dimensions. The
multiplication of both variables shows the highest dif-
ference in the profiles (0.75–1.0) when the quality of
democracy has the highest degree (1.0). The lower the
degrees of the quality, the less pronounced the profile
is. The effect, however, is also remarkable in the middle
ranges. This is due to the fundamental decision about the
institutional foundation of the profiles.

The proposed research strategy therefore combines
two measurements, one of regime rating and one of
trade-offs. Together they make it possible to assess the
quality of democracy and the shaping of its dimensions.
The main instrument is the dual interpretation of one
indicator in relation to two dimensions. An additional
methodological instrument is the setting of thresholds.
By using both instruments together and linking them
with conventional assessments, it is possible to construct
a method of measuring democracy that accurately takes
trade-offs into account. In applying this method, it is not
possible for all empirical cases to be rated with the high-
est values in every dimension. Lower values, however, do

not represent democratic deficiencies, but different pro-
files within the area of working democracies.

4. Empirical Findings: The Empirical Manifestations of
Profiles of Democracy

In this section, we illustrate our new approach by pre-
senting the results of a cluster analysis and, in addi-
tion, we show long-time developments of profiles for
single countries. The Democracy Matrix uses the V-Dem
dataset (Version 6.2, Coppedge et al., 2016) to measure
every singlematrix field and the trade-offs (see Figure A1
in the Annex for further details). We performed a hier-
archical cluster (Ward’s method) analysis with 94 cases
(working democracies)5 resulting in six clusters (see Fig-
ure 3). We find strong evidence for a control-focused
profile (cluster 2 and with a somewhat lower quality
of democracy cluster 3; e.g. The United States, Aus-
tralia and Switzerland) and a libertarian profile (cluster 4:
United Kingdom, New Zealand and Ireland). We find less
evidence for a genuine egalitarian democracy type but
there are two clusters with high equality values (clus-
ter 1 and 5): while cluster 1 has high values for the
equality and control dimension (e.g. Sweden, Norway
and Germany), cluster 5 combines slightly higher values
for the equality dimension than the control dimension
(Austria, Belgium andNetherlands). Therefore, both clus-
ters seem to be amix between an egalitarian and control-
focused democracy profile. Lastly, cluster 6 represents a
profile which balances all three dimensions.
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Figure 3. Results of the cluster analysis. Cluster size: 19 (1), 17 (2), 15 (3), 10 (4), 21 (5), 12 (6). Source: Own calculation
based on the V-Dem-Dataset (Version 6.2; Coppedge et al., 2016).

4 For example, the quality measuring indicators show for both countries (A and B) the highest democratic quality for all dimensions (1). Country A has
a FPTP voting system emphasizing the freedom dimension over the equality dimension, but country B uses a PR electoral system highlighting the equal-
ity dimension in contrast to the freedom dimension. This trade-off indicator shows for country A the values 1 (freedom dimension) and 0.75 (equality
dimension), this is vice versa for country B. Multiplying the quality measuring and trade-off indicators gives the values 1 (freedom dimension) and 0.75
(equality dimension) for country A and the opposite result for country B, showing the different structuring of the same quality of democracy.

5 To increase the sample size and the varieties of profiles, we pooled the data for 1970, 1990 and 2010. Thus, some cases are included in the analysis
more than once.

Politics and Governance, 2018, Volume 6, Issue 1, Pages 78–91 85



We now show the empirical development of pro-
files for single countries and contrast the results from
the quality-measuring indicators alone with our com-
bined measurement approach using trade-off-indicators
as well. Excluding clusters 3 and 6 due to the some-
what lower quality of democracy, we selected those
cases which are prototypical for the other four clusters
(Germany, United States, United Kingdom and Belgium).
The left side of Figure 4 shows the results of the qual-
ity measuring indicators alone, whereas the right side
shows the results of the trade-off indicators multiplied
with the quality measuring indicators. The difference be-
tween the left and the right side is noticeable: Overall,
we gain only small differences between the dimensions
using the quality measuring indicators alone (left side).
The United States and, since 1990, the United Kingdom
seem to be an exception showing considerably lower val-
ues for the equality dimension. When we add the trade-
off indicators, we are able to gain more profound pro-
files of democracy (right side).Whereas high values in ev-
ery dimension of the quality measuring indicators can be
achieved; trade-offs are only visible using our new mea-
surement strategy.

For example, Germany combines high control and
equality values with lower values for freedom (mixed
type of an egalitarian and control-focused democracy).
This profile has not changed since 1950. The United
States combines high control and freedom values with
lower values for equality (mixed type of a libertarian
and control-focused democracy). This profile is constant
throughout history, but there was a short time increase
of equality between 2000 and 2010. Compared to the
left side of Figure 4, the control dimension of the United
States reaches higher values than the freedom dimen-
sion, emphasizing that the differences on the left side
are differences in the quality of democracy rather than
“real” trade-offs between dimensions. The democracy
profile of the United Kingdom consists of high values
for freedom combined with lower values for control and
equality (libertarian democracy). Since 1990, we can de-
tect a significant increase of the control dimension for
this case, which is congruent to the findings of quali-
tative studies (Strohmeier, 2011). Lastly, Belgium’s pro-
file consists of higher values for equality with interme-
diate values for the control dimension and low values
for the freedomdimension (mixed type between egalitar-
ian and control-focused democracy). Belgium changed
to this profile since the 1980 by increasing the equal-
ity dimension.

5. Conclusions

This article shows that the differentiation between a mu-
tual reinforcing relationship and a conflicting relation-
ship between dimensions is fruitful: the former type of

relationship expresses the interdependence of the di-
mensions, so that one dimension cannot exist without
the other. The latter relationship captures the idea that
not all dimensions can be maximized simultaneously:
“ramping up” a dimension to the highest degree possible
taking a loss in another dimension. Thismeans that every
democracy has to choose between a precarious balance
of contentious dimensions.

To detect the relevant trade-offs, the starting point of
our discussion are fundamental conceptions of democ-
racy, mainly embedded in the Democracy Matrix. We
propose a set of trade-offs for libertarian vs. egalitarian,
and majoritarian vs. consensus conceptions of democ-
racy. Finally, we construct three ideal types of profiles
of democracy on the basis of the trade-offs: a libertarian,
an egalitarian, and a control-focused profile.

We introduce a new measurement and aggregation
strategy justified by a conceptual foundation. The two
types of relationships are operationalized using on the
one hand quality-measuring indicators and on the other
hand trade-off indicators. While quality-measuring indic-
tors follow a unidimensional interpretation—the current
standard in this research field, the additional measure-
ment with trade-off indicators uses a double evaluation
linked to different dimensions. Using the V-Dem dataset,
we showed preliminary empirical findings of our new
measurement tool, the Democracy Matrix. These find-
ings indicate that we can empirically discover our pro-
posed ideal typical democracy profiles but that there is a
wide variety of hybrid profiles as well.

This result differs from the findings of the Democracy
Barometer and the Varieties of Democracy which both
are not capable of detecting trade-offs. The choice of the-
oretical conception as well as the measurement strategy
matters. Whereas the Democracy Barometer proposes
one specific type of democracy as being the benchmark
for the quality of democracy (the liberal democracy in the
form of the embedded democracy),6 V-Dem offers sev-
eral types. But in contrast to the Democracy Matrix, it
lacks a comprehensive meta theory of trade-offs which
not only recognizes those types as normative equal but
focuses on their interwoven relationship as well.

New research questions consist in the further theo-
retical and empirical examination of the different pro-
files of democracy: On the theoretical level, it seems
that all trade-offs involve the freedom dimension. Why
is the freedom dimension so significant in this regard?
Is it more relevant than the other two dimensions? On
the empirical level, we can analyze the change of pro-
files throughout time in countries (e.g. Belgium’s change
to more egalitarian values since the 1980s) and their re-
spective causes. Another question concerns the interplay
of democracy profiles and governance structures as well
as policy-outputs (similar to Lijphart, 2012). Does the
control-focused profile have a higher risk of a reformgrid-

6 Similar to the Democracy Barometer, Munck’s (2016) well informed reconceptualization of the quality of democracy ranks one specific democracy
model higher than the others. He proposes a majoritarian democracy—mixed with PR elections—as a benchmark for the quality of democracy. This
seems, however, highly problematic.
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Figure 4. Empirical results. Source: Own calucation based on the V-Dem-Dataset (Version 6.2; Coppedge et al., 2016). The
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= freedom dimension, blue = control dimension, green = equality dimension.
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lock? Does the egalitarian profile coincide with a strong
welfare state? These research questions are opened up
by the conceptualization andmeasurement of trade-offs
and should be approached in future research projects.
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Annex

1. Aggregation Method of the Democracy Matrix

1.1. Aggregation Method for Quality Measuring Indicators

Here, we use a very similar aggregation technique as V-Dem (Coppedge et al., 2016).

• The lowest parts of our concept trees (indicators: V-Dem relative scale): mean;
• CDF of the mean (normal distribution with mean 0 and standard deviation 1) resulting in a value between 0 and 1;
• We use the following formula (see V-Dem) for aggregation up to the matrix field level:

ComponentA * ComponentB * 0.5 + ComponentA * 0.25 + ComponentB * 0.25

The left side of this formula (ComponentA * ComponentB * 0.5) incorporates the necessary condition (no compensa-
tion) whereas the right part of the formula (ComponentA * 0.25 + ComponentB * 0.25) allows some compensation.
If our concept demands a strict necessary condition, we weight the left part of the formula more heavily (> 0.5) in
contrast to the right part (< 0.5). If our concept does require a “softer” necessary condition, more weight to the
right part is given (> 0,5) at the cost of the left part (< 0.5). In addition, the right side of the formula allows for a
precise weighting of the different components;

• Dimensions (transformational status): multiplication of the related matrix fields to the power of (1/5):

Dimqual = (Fieldqual1 * Fieldqual2 * Fieldqual3 * Fieldqual4 * Fieldqual5) ̂ (1/5)

1.2. Aggregation Method for Profile Measuring Indicators

• We use only a subset of the V-Dem-Data: every country which has a value > 0.5 in every matrix field measured by
the quality measuring indicators is included;

• For each trade-off indicator the empirical minimum is set to 0.75, empirical maximum to 1;
• Dual use of these indicators, e.g. libertarian party finance models gain a 1 in the freedom dimension and a 0.75 in

the equality dimension; egalitarian party finance models gain 0.75 in the freedom dimension and a 1 in the equality
dimension;

• If more than one trade-off is located in a matrix field, weighting applies.

1.3. Combining Quality Measuring and Profile Measuring Indicators

• The empirical results of thematrix fieldsmeasured by the qualitymeasuring indicators aremultipliedwith the related
trade-offs:

Fieldprofile = Fieldqual * trade_off

• Dimensions (Democracy profiles): Multiplication of the related matrix fields to the power of (1/5):

Dimprofile = (Fieldprofile1 * Fieldprofile2 * Fieldprofile3 * Fieldprofile4 * Fieldprofile5) ̂ (1/5)
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1. Introduction

Are measures of political regime characteristics system-
atically influenced (or biased) by the institutions that
created them? We answer this question by assessing
whether democracy indicators coming from the same
source exhibit common deviations not found in indi-
cators originating from other sources. Kenneth Bollen
(1993) referred to these common deviations as ‘method
factors’. That is, we assess whether democracy indicators
are affected by method factors.

Method factors should be of concern for the applied
researcher because method factors can be a sign of sys-
tematic bias in the data source, i.e., ‘method bias’. But
biased indicators do not just lead to improper descrip-
tions of the issue to be measured. Even erroneous con-
clusions can be drawn from inferential studies if bias in
a democracy indicator is correlated with an explanatory

variable such as economic liberalization or ethnic frag-
mentation. In a field with immediate policy implications
such as democratization research, false conclusions can
cause actual harm. There is peril in informing policy with
biased indicators.

This decade has seen a renewed interest in measur-
ing democracy and explaining why it succeeds in some
places and fails in others. The interest was sparked by ini-
tially promising signs of liberalization in the Middle East,
now known as the Arab spring, as well as by formally
democratized countries backsliding into autocratic prac-
tice. Such backsliding has occurred prominently in Russia,
Turkey and Venezuela, but also in member states of the
European Union, such as Poland and Hungary.

Responding to the desire to better track these devel-
opments, several newproducers of democracy data have
come forward. Certainly, the most notable addition to
the group of democracy data producers is the Varieties
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of Democracy (V-Dem) project. It boasts thousands of ex-
perts who have been involved in coding a new dataset on
democracy for almost all countries since 1900. ‘Most [ex-
perts] have lived in their countries of expertise for nearly
thirty years, and at least 60 percent are nationals of that
country’ (Lindberg, Coppedge, Gerring, & Teorell, 2014,
p. 162). The size and diversity of V-Dem’s expert group
contrasts with existing data sources, such as the Polity
IV project or the FH data, which rely on a much smaller
number of experts who are predominantly citizens of the
United States. This difference in expert groups raises the
questionwhether V-Demdata differs systematically from
existing data sources.

The suspicion that traits of the expert group could
influence indicators has already been voiced by Bollen
(1993, p. 1213). He lists political attitudes of coders, in-
complete information, and the aggregation of individual
indicators into indices of democracy as potential sources
of method bias. All of these issues are present to vary-
ing degrees in all social science indicators. One might
assess these issues from varying perspectives, examin-
ing underlying concepts, data collection and aggrega-
tion procedures.

In this article, we focus on the indicator scores that
the sources produce. We employ a ‘convergent/diver-
gent validation’ approach (Adcock & Collier, 2001,
p. 540): indicators from one source representing a par-
ticular conceptual dimension of democracy should be
similar to indicators from other sources representing the
same dimension—they should converge. Indicators from
the same source representing different conceptual di-
mensions of democracy should not be as similar—they
should diverge to some degree.

Our specific strategy is inspired by Bollen’s seminal
1993 article ‘Liberal Democracy: Validity and Method
Factors in Cross-National Measures’. He employs con-
firmatory factor analysis (CFA). His model allows a
range of indicators to load on two latent dimensions of
democracy—political liberties and democratic rule—and
on latent factors representing the sources of the indica-
tors. This enables him to assess the amount of systematic
error that indicators from the same source exhibit, i.e.,
the method factors. The sources he considers are Arthur
Banks’ Cross-National Time-Series Data Archive as well
as Freedom House’s Freedom in the World and Freedom
in the Press. Bollen’s analysis has not been updated with
current democracy indices. Giebler (2012, p. 510) argues
that most approaches comparing democracy measures
focus excessively on conceptual differences, rather than
on methodological differences. A study that has paid
much attention to systemic bias in democracy ratings
in the past decade is Pemstein, Meserve and Melton’s
(2010, pp. 444−446) presentation of theirUnified Democ-
racy Scores.What distinguishes their approach fromours
is that they employ top-level indices that attempt to cap-
ture democracy as a whole. Also, Treier and Jackman
(2008), in an attempt to detectmeasurement error in the
Polity data, employ a unidimensional model.

Our contribution to the literature is an update and ex-
tension to Bollen’s approach that evaluates various mea-
sures of regime characteristics that have been used as in-
dicators of unidimensional or multidimensional concep-
tualisations of democracy. We update his approach by
employing an updated set of four sources and 23 indi-
cators and three different conceptual frameworks in our
analysis. We extend his approach by using data with tem-
poral variation over the period 2006 to 2014 (and 1972 to
2014 for an alternative dataset with three sources). Tem-
poral variation provides us with the ability to provide a
more nuanced assessment: do sources agree on average
on grading countries by traits of democracy and do they
agree about the timing and direction of the changes tak-
ing place over time?

The main result of our analysis is that most if not all
measures of regime characteristics under study exhibit
method factors. That is, these measures are influenced
to a non-ignorable degree by the sources or institutes
that produce them. The objectivity of these measures
is thus limited. This is particularly salient when one con-
siders changes over time in democracy indicators: differ-
ent sources make very different assessments on changes
in political and civil rights. In the cross-sectional view,
however, sources show less pronounced method fac-
tors and more substantial agreement. Considering indi-
vidual sources,method factors are largest for someof the
Polity IV indicators.

2. Background: Three Concepts of Democracy

Our aim is to examine whether current measures of
democracy are affected by the institutions or research
groups by which they are produced or by the data
sources from which they are derived. To ensure that our
findings regarding the existence of method factors do
not depend on a particular conception of democracy, we
check for the existence of method factors against the
backdrop of each of three different conceptualisations: a
two-dimensional one, which has already been employed
in Bollen’s (1993) study, a three-dimensional conceptu-
alisation put forward by the V-Dem project (Coppedge,
Gerring, Lindberg, Skaaning,& Teorell, 2017a), and finally
a conceptualisationwith no less than four dimensions, in-
spired by Merkel (2004).

Bollen’s two-dimensional scheme entails political lib-
erties and democratic rule. This approach is rather min-
imalist and introduces only one distinction: between in-
dividuals’ abilities to participate in the political system,
and the functioning of the latter in the spirit of democ-
racy. Using this approach has the advantage of making
our analysis comparable to Bollen’s. The dimensions are
defined as follows: Political liberties ‘exist to the extent
that the people of a country have the freedom to ex-
press a variety of opinions in anymedia and the freedom
to form or to participate in any political group’ (Bollen,
1993, p. 1208). Democratic rule ‘(or political rights) ex-
ists to the extent that the national government is ac-
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countable to the general population, and each individual
is entitled to participate in the government directly or
through representatives’ (Bollen, 1993, p. 1209).

Since we have more indicators available than Bollen
had in 1993, we can test more detailed models. V-Dem
suggests a scheme which entails seven ‘principles’ of
democracy: electoral, liberal, participatory, majoritarian,
consensual, deliberative and egalitarian (Coppedge et al.,
2017a, pp. 20−25). We employ only the first three princi-
ples here and exclude the latter four. We exclude majori-
tarian and consensual, as these principles do not have
a more democratic and a less democratic pole (Lijphart,
2012)—rather they refer to variations of democracy
which most measurement projects do not tap into. Mea-
suring majoritarian and consensual principles across all
countries is challenging, and even V-Dem abstains from
quantifying these concepts at the moment (Coppedge
et al., 2017a, p. 24). We exclude the deliberative prin-
ciple because it refers to the rationality of political de-
bates, which is not measured directly by other sources.
We exclude the egalitarian principle because it refers to
individual socio-economic prerequisites for political em-
powerment, which includes financial resources and thus
seems to overstretch the concept of democracy.

The electoral principle of V-Dem captures the core
idea of polyarchy, i.e., ‘making rulers responsive to citi-
zens through periodic elections’ (Coppedge et al., 2017a,
p. 20). The liberal principle refers to individual rights
against state repression, guaranteed by ‘constitutionally
protected civil liberties, strong rule of law, and effec-
tive checks and balances that limit the use of executive
power’ (Coppedge et al., 2017a, p. 21). The participa-
tory principle ‘embodies the values of direct rule and
active participation by citizens in all political processes’
(Coppedge et al., 2017a, p. 22). ‘Direct rule’ entails prob-
lems similar to that encountered in the majoritarian and
consensual principles: more direct rule does not nec-
essarily imply more democracy, and may erode into a
tyranny of the majority. Moreover, most sources abstain
from measuring issues of direct democracy separately.
We thus focus on ‘active participation’ as conceptual fo-
cus of this dimension.

A more detailed theoretical model which is indepen-
dent of our data sources is Wolfgang Merkel’s (2004)
concept of ‘embedded democracy’. Embedded democ-
racy has an electoral regime at its core, which is com-
plemented by political liberties, civil rights, horizontal ac-
countability, and the effective power to govern (Merkel,
2004, p. 37). Referring to Dahl (1971), Merkel (2004,
p. 38) describes the electoral regime to entail ‘universal,
active suffrage, universal, passive right to vote, free and
fair elections and elected representatives’. Political rights
‘complete the vertical dimension of democracy andmake
the public arena an independent political sphere of ac-
tion, where organizational and communicative power is
developed’ (Merkel, 2004, p. 38). This requires freedom
of association and freedom of expression. Political rights
provide the input for the electoral regime, which would

be lacking input without the former. Civil rights main-
tain the rule of law by containing state power. ‘The ac-
tual core of the liberal rule of law lies in basic constitu-
tional rights’ (Merkel, 2004, p. 39). This requires an in-
dependent judiciary as a guarantor. Civil rights thus con-
stitute negative rights in the political system, whereas
political rights constitute positive rights. Merkel refers
to Guillermo O’Donnell (1994) with the definition of
horizontal accountability, which requires ‘that elected
authorities are surveyed by a network of relatively au-
tonomous institutions’ (Merkel, 2004, p. 40). This is nec-
essary since the vertical forms of control provided by
the three preceding institutions ‘control the government
only periodically’. The effective power to govern finally
asserts that the elected representatives are actually in
control of the state (Merkel, 2004, p. 41). We disregard
this last requirement here, as only a few sources attempt
to measure it.

3. Data

The data sources we consider beyond V-Dem are the
Economist Intelligence Unit’s (EIU) democracy index
(Economist Intelligence Unit, 2014), Freedom House (FH;
Freedom House, 2016) and the Polity IV project (Mar-
shall, Gurr, & Jaggers, 2016). As Bollen (1993, p. 1210)
does, we focus on subjective measures, i.e., indicators
of de facto democratic quality, not de jure provisions.
The former are also more susceptible to systematic bi-
ases and deserve a closer inspection in this regard. Both
this focus and the limited coverage of other sources ex-
plain why we constrain our analysis to four sources at
the present.

Other sources were excluded for providing discrete
regime types instead of linear measures of regime status
(e.g. the Democracy-and-Dictatorship data by Cheibub,
Gandhi, & Vreeland, 2010), for measuring de jure instead
of de facto regime traits (e.g., the Database of Political In-
stitutions by Beck, Clarke, Groff, Keefer, & Walsh, 2001),
or for providing insufficient spatial or temporal coverage
(e.g., the Bertelsmann Transformation Index, 2016). The
Appendix lists additional sources that were excluded and
gives reasons for these decisions.

Each data source considered here provides at least
two levels of indicators: those at the lowest level, which
are coded directly (by judgement, observation or other
means), and those at intermediate and higher levels,
which are aggregated from lower-level indicators. We
employ data at an intermediate level of aggregation, i.e.,
indicators that are supposed to measure rather general
attributes of democratic rule and political liberties, such
as fair elections and freedom of speech. Disregarding
very detailed indicators such as those provided by V-Dem
allows us to maintain a roughly equal level of aggrega-
tion across sources, although a perfect alignment is not
possible. The selection of the indicators and their assign-
ment to conceptual dimensions is documented at length
in the Appendix.
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The indicators are collated into two data sets: a
‘longer’ data set which includes a smaller range of indi-
cators for which data are available for a relatively long
period, from 1972 to 2014, and a ‘shorter’ but ‘wider’
data set which includes a wider range of indicators for
which data are available only for the relatively short pe-
riod from 2006 to 2014. The ‘longer’ data set, to which
we refer to as D1, contains 5,864 observations from
160 countries for 15 indicators, while the ‘shorter’ data
set, referred to as D2, contains 1,070 observations from
157 countries for 23 indicators. The EIU’s democracy data
and detailed indicators are only available formore recent
years and appear in D2, but not in D1.

The following results focus on D2. Results pertaining
to D1 confirm the general findings from D2 and can be
found in the Appendix. A description of D2 is given by Ta-
ble 1, which indicates the source of the indicators and
what dimensions they represent according to concep-
tualisations of political regimes with different numbers
of dimensions. The Appendix also provides tables with
summary statistics for both datasets. All data was ob-
tained via theQuality of Government database (Teorell et
al., 2017) and the V-Dem dataset version 7.1 (Coppedge
et al., 2017b).

Table 1. Indicators and dimension assignment in data set D2.

Description Source 2-Dimensional 3-Dimensional 4-Dimensional
concept concept concept

Civil liberties EIU Political liberties Liberal principle Civil rights

Electoral process and pluralism EIU Democratic rule Electoral principle Electoral regime

Functioning of government EIU Democratic rule Liberal principle Horizontal accountability

Political participation EIU Political liberties Participatory principle Political rights

Associational and Organizational FH Political liberties Participatory principle Political rights
Rights

Electoral Process FH Democratic rule Electoral principle Electoral regime

Freedom of Expression and Belief FH Political liberties Liberal principle Civil rights

Personal Autonomy and FH Political liberties Liberal principle Civil rights
Individual Rights

Political Pluralism and Participation FH Democratic rule Liberal principle Political rights

Rule of Law FH Political liberties Liberal principle Civil rights

The competitiveness of participation Polity Democratic rule Participatory principle Political rights
(PARCOMP)

Regulation of participation (PARREG) Polity Political liberties Liberal principle Political rights

Executive constraints (XCONST) Polity Democratic rule Liberal principle Horizontal accountability

Competitiveness of executive Polity Democratic rule Electoral principle Electoral regime
recruitment (XRCOMP)

Openness of executive recruitment Polity Political liberties Participatory principle Political rights
(XROPEN)

Civil society participation V-Dem Political liberties Participatory principle Political rights

Freedom of association (thick) V-Dem Political liberties Electoral principle Political rights

Freedom of expression (thick) V-Dem Political liberties Liberal principle Political rights

Judicial constraints on the executive V-Dem Democratic rule Liberal principle Horizontal accountability

Equality before the law and V-Dem Political liberties Liberal principle Civil rights
individual liberty

Equal protection index V-Dem Political liberties Liberal principle Civil rights

Clean elections V-Dem Democratic rule Electoral principle Electoral regime

Legislative constraints on V-Dem Democratic rule Liberal principle Horizontal accountability
the executive
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4. Method

If measures of political regime characteristics are sys-
tematically influenced by the institutions that created
them, then measures coming from the same institution
should be more correlated than those coming from dif-
ferent institutions, at least after taking into account that
these measures reflect certain substantive dimensions
of regime characteristics. Equivalently, the variation of
a measure of regime characteristics can be decomposed
into a portion that can be attributed to a variation along
conceptual dimensions such as, e.g. democratic rule and
political liberties, and a portion that has to be attributed
to the influence of the institution that created the mea-
sure. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) is the method of
choice to examine whether such a decomposition is pos-
sible and adequate. In the context of confirmatory factor
analysis this decomposition will take the form:

Xi = 𝛼i + 𝜆ijFj + 𝜅ikGk + Ui (1)

where Xi is the value of the i-th regime characteristics
indicator, Fi is the (unobserved) value of a common fac-
tor that represents the j-th conceptual dimension, Gk is
the (unobserved) value of the common factor that rep-
resents the influence of the k-th institution, and Ui is a
unique factor that represents random measurement er-
ror specific for the i-th indicator. For brevity, in the fol-
lowingwewill refer to a common factor that represents a
conceptual dimension of regime characteristics as a con-
ceptual factor, while we refer to a common factor that
represents the influence of the institution that created
the indicator as a method factor.1 The coefficient 𝜆ij of
the conceptual factor Fj is referred to as the loading of
indicator Xi on this factor. It is a parameter that is esti-
mated in the context of a confirmatory factor analysis
and represents how much the variation of the regime
characteristics indicator is influenced by the conceptual
factor. The coefficient 𝜅ik of the method factor Gk, which
also can be referred to as a loading, is an estimated pa-
rameter that represents how much the indicator is influ-
enced by the institute that has created it. Finally, 𝛼j is an
intercept that reflects the fact that, while the means of
the common factors and the unique factor are assumed
to be zero, the mean of Xi may be different from zero.2

Figure 1 illustrates a decomposition of the four indica-
tors X1, X2, X3, and X4, into two conceptual factors F1 and
F2, and into two method factors G1 and G2. The loadings
in equation (1) are represented by arrows in Figure 1 as
is the influence of the unique factors U1, U2, U3, and U4,
which are represented by the empty circles. Figure 1 also
illustrates some additional assumptions that we make in
our analysis: firstly, thatmethod factors are uncorrelated

and that unique factors are uncorrelated, while concep-
tual factors may be correlated. These assumptions are
motivated by the following considerations: the fact that
one can distinguish between concepts such as Demo-
cratic rule and Political liberties does not imply that they
are empirically uncorrelated. On the other hand, if the
method factors are supposed to reflect influences that
are specific to the institutions that create the indicators,
this is best reflected by assuming the method factors to
be uncorrelated. Otherwise, if we allowed the method
factors to be correlated, such correlations would reflect
commonalities among indicators of different institutions,
which in turn could be attributed to the fact that they
are supposed to measure the same phenomena or dif-
ferent aspects of the same phenomena. That is, allowing
method factors to be correlated could contaminate them
with correlations among indicators created by the sub-
stantial factors. As a consequence, this would lead to an
overestimation of the relevance of method factors. Con-
versely, if fixing the correlations betweenmethod factors
leads to an underestimation of the impact of method fac-
tors, then this means erring on the side of caution.

Confirmatory factor analysis does not only allow the
estimation of factor loadings, variances, covariances,
and correlations.More importantly, it allows the compar-
ison of different models in terms of their fit to empirical
data. Such model comparisons form the core of our re-
search design. In order to assess the relevance ofmethod
factors, we conduct model comparison likelihood ratio
tests with models which contain method factors against
models which do not contain model factors. Such mod-
els can be obtained by deleting the term𝜅ikGk fromequa-

F1 G1

X1

X2

X3

X4

F2 G2

Figure 1. An Illustration of a factor model with concep-
tual factors and method factors.

1 In factor analytic variants of multi-trait-multi-method analysis one would restrict the meaning of the term ‘method factor’ to common factors that
represent the effects of a particular method of measurement. Since the influence of the creating institution on the regime indicators may be largely a
consequence of the particular methods employed by this institution, we find it justifiable to use the term ‘method factor’ in a somewhat wider sense.
If we had used a term like ‘institutional factor’ this might have led to confusion with conceptual factors that refer to institutional aspects of regime
characteristics.

2 Confirmatory factor analysis per se does not distinguish between different types of common factors. The distinction between two types of common fac-
tors, as reflected in different symbols used for the factors and their loadings, is a matter of interpretation that guides the construction of a factor model.
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tion (1) and by deleting the nodes labelled G1 and G2 in
Figure 1 as well as the arrows that connect them with
the nodes labelled X1, X2, X3, and X4. The null hypoth-
esis in these likelihood ratio tests is that a model with-
out the method factors fits the data as well as a model
that includes method factors. If a likelihood ratio test
leads to the rejection of the null hypothesis, this means
that an improvement of model fit brought about by the
inclusion of method factors is more than a product of
chance,which in turn provides evidence for the existence
of method factors.

In order to make sure that our results are robust, we
conduct our hypothesis tests based on the three differ-
ent conceptualisations of the dimensionality of regime
characteristics. That is, in the first variant the model that
represents the null hypothesis has the two conceptual
factors Democratic rule and Political liberties, in the sec-
ond variant, the nullmodel includes the three conceptual
factors Electoral principle, Liberal principle, and Partici-
patory principle, and in the third variant the null model
includes the four conceptual factors Civil rights, Electoral
regime, Horizontal accountability, and Political rights.

Apart from the identification problems that always
lurk in complex CFA and structural equation models,
our analysis is confronted with three related challenges:
(1) non-normal and categorical indicators violate the
standard assumptions on which likelihood-based infer-
ence in confirmatory factor analysis is based; (2) many
indicators are conceptualised so that most democracies
receive top scores—they are ‘truncated’; (3) we observe
the same countries at several points in time, which intro-
duces dependencies not accounted for in standard CFA.

The first two challenges are illustrated by Figure 1:
many indicators in our dataset place few countries in
the centre of the empirical distribution and many at the
extremes, in contrast to the shape of a normal distri-
bution. Moreover, some of the indicators, in particular,
the indicators from the Polity project, only have a small
number of distinct values and therefore not have met-
ric quality. In a situation like this maximum likelihood
estimators may lose their asymptotic efficiency and test
statistics may lead to false positives. For situations such
as this Browne’s (1984) asymptotically distribution-free
estimator may retain asymptotic efficiency and provide
relatively accurate test statistics. However, Browne’s es-
timator requires a very large sample size, larger than
the size of the data sets we employ in our analysis. For
this reason, we stick to likelihood ratio test statistics and
report Bollen-Stine bootstrap-based p-values (Bollen &
Stine, 1992).

The second challenge is also illustrated by the his-
tograms in Figure 2: contemporary democracies may be
all too similar with respect to the regime indicators avail-
able in the data sets. Indicators such as Polity’s open-
ness of executive recruitment or V-Dem’s clean elections
show extreme peaks at the upper end of the scale. In
order to address this problem, we repeat our analyses
with subsets of the D1 and D2 data sets that contain

only those regimes classified as non-democracies accord-
ing to the democracy-and-dictatorship data (Cheibub et
al., 2010; updated by Bjørnskov & Rode, 2017). We ex-
clude all democracy regime types (codes 0 to 2) and re-
tain all non-democracies (codes 3 to 5). Such a restriction
of the data to non-democracies can eliminate some of
the strongly peaked or U-shaped appearances in the his-
tograms of the indicator variables, yet they still appear
clearly non-normal.

The third challenge is that we use panel data, where
measures are taken repeatedly from the same coun-
tries and therefore are not (conditionally) independent
from one another. The methodology of CFA and struc-
tural equation modelling is mostly developed with cross-
sectional data in mind, as is the available software to
estimate such models. The (serial) dependence of mea-
sures taken from identical countries may or may not lead
to biased estimates, but at least it will lead to inaccu-
rate inference if standard errors are constructed based
on the assumption of independence. We address this
challenge with two approaches adopted from the econo-
metrics of panel data (Baltagi, 2013): in a first approach,
we fit our models to between country cross-sectional
data constructed from the country-level means of the
regime measures. This country-level aggregate data has
a considerably smaller number of observations and thus
a smaller power, but the serial dependence of the mea-
sures is eliminated. In a second approach, we keep the
temporal information contained in the data and fit our
models towithin-country first differences of regimemea-
sures, i.e., to the amount of change compared to the pre-
vious year. This eliminates the between-country hetero-
geneity and reduces the serial dependence.

Considering four concepts with and without method
factors means that we will have to estimate eight mod-
els for each of the two data sets we are employing
(D1 and D2), both for a full version of each data set
and for the version reduced to non-democracies. In to-
tal, this gives 64 fitted models if we further distinguish
between-country cross-sections and within-country first-
differences. It is impossible to discuss the estimates
based on this many model fits in a single article. Instead,
we only discuss a series of chi-squared tests for model
comparisons and present estimates only for models with
four conceptual factors and four method factors fitted to
data set D2. All models are estimated using the package
lavaan (Rosseel, 2012) in the statistical environment R
(R Core Team, 2017).

5. Results

As explained in the previous section, we conduct model
comparison likelihood ratio tests to obtain evidence
about the presence of method factors that represent the
influence of the institutions on the regime indicators that
they create. Each likelihood ratio test compares a model
that contains only conceptual factors, common factors
that represent only conceptual dimensions of regime
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Figure 2. Histograms of the variables contained in D2 (N = 1,070).
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characteristics, with a model that additionally contains
method factors corresponding to the various institutes
that produced the indicators. If the likelihood ratio test
indicates that inclusion of method factors leads to a sta-
tistically significant improvement of model fit, then we
conclude that democracy measures indeed are affected
bymethod factors. In order to make sure that our results
are robust, we repeat the likelihood ratio test with differ-
ent conceptualisations of regime dimensions as a base-
line. Furthermore, we repeat the likelihood ratio tests
with respect to the complete set of countries as well
as only those countries categorized as authoritarian by
Cheibub et al. (2010) and Bjørnskov and Rode (2017). To
take into account the panel structure of the data, we con-
duct the tests first based on the between-country cross-
section (i.e. the country averages) of the regime indica-
tor values and second based on the within-country first
differences of the indicator values. Table 2 shows the re-
sults of the hypothesis tests based on between-country
cross-section while Table 3 shows the hypothesis tests
results based on within-country first-differences. In ad-
dition to the values of the likelihood-ratio statistics, Ta-
bles 2 and 3 show three goodness-of-fit indices: the com-
parative fit index (CFI) which varies between 0 and 1,
where 1 indicates perfect fit; the root mean square error
of approximation (RMSEA), which also varies between
0 and 1, but where a value below 0,05 indicates an ac-
ceptable fit; and the standardised root mean squared
residual (SRMR), which again usually varies between 0
and 1, with lower values indicating a better fit between
the model and the data.

The results in Tables 2 and 3 are clear: no matter
whether one assumes one, two, three, or four concep-
tual dimensions of regime properties, nomatterwhether
one considers all countries or only non-democratic ones;
the improvement of model fit by including method fac-
tors into the factor model is statistically significant at
any conventional level. Furthermore, the goodness-of-
fit indices also show a substantial improvement, except
for SRMR in section (b) of Table 2. In summary, we find
strong and robust evidence that method factors matter.

Having established the existence of method factors,
we should discuss their relevance. How strong is their in-
fluence onmeasures of regime properties? This question
can be answered by comparing the sizes of the loadings
of the regime measures on the conceptual factors with
their loadings on themethod factors. In order to take into
account the different scale lengths of the regime mea-
sures, such a comparison is best made using standard-
ised estimates that are rescaled so that common factors
and indicators all have unit variance. If the standardised
loading of a regime measure on a method factor is as
large as, or larger than, its loading on any conceptual fac-
tor then its validity should be considered questionable.

Figure 3 illustrates the factor loadings of the cross-
section of regime indicators in the model that fit the data
best, the factormodelwith four conceptual factors, and all
four method factors. Diamonds represent conceptual fac-
tors, circles represent method factors, and rectangles rep-
resent regimemeasures. Each factor loading in the model
is represented by an arrow, where the width indicates the
absolute size of the standardised loading.3 Overall, the

Table 2.Model comparison tests for the presence of method factors in data set D2 (between-country cross-section).

(a) All countries

Deviance Mod.Df Chi-squared Diff. Df p-value CFI RMSEA SRMR

1 Dimension 1419.8 253 0.813 0.171 0.055
+Method factors 891.9 230 527.9 23 0.000 0.894 0.135 0.045
2 Dimensions 1368.4 252 0.821 0.168 0.056
+Method factors 844.0 229 524.5 23 0.000 0.901 0.131 0.045
3 Dimensions 1395.8 250 0.816 0.171 0.055
+Method factors 859.4 227 536.5 23 0.000 0.898 0.133 0.045
4 Dimensions 1314.3 247 0.828 0.166 0.055
+Method factors 822.0 224 492.3 23 0.000 0.904 0.130 0.045

(b) Non-democratic countries only

Deviance Mod.Df Chi-squared Diff. Df p-value CFI RMSEA SRMR

1 Dimension 695.1 253 0.697 0.177 0.102
+Method factors 495.7 230 199.5 23 0.000 0.818 0.144 0.120
2 Dimensions 677.7 252 0.708 0.174 0.102
+Method factors 460.6 229 217.1 23 0.000 0.841 0.134 0.114
3 Dimensions 693.7 250 0.696 0.178 0.101
+Method factors 499.6 227 194.2 23 0.000 0.813 0.146 0.088
4 Dimensions 624.5 247 0.741 0.165 0.099
+Method factors 438.9 224 185.6 23 0.000 0.853 0.131 0.104

3 Path diagram of the confirmatory factor analysis model with four conceptual and for method factors—within-country first differences.
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Table 3.Model comparison tests for the presence of method factors in data set D2 (within-country first differences).

(a) All countries

Deviance Mod.Df Chi-squared Diff. Df p-value CFI RMSEA SRMR

1 Dimension 4256.9 253 0.503 0.132 0.105
+Method factors 1478.5 230 2778.4 23 0.000 0.845 0.077 0.055
2 Dimensions 4236.5 252 0.505 0.132 0.106
+Method factors 1478.2 229 2758.3 23 0.000 0.845 0.077 0.055
3 Dimensions 4151.3 250 0.515 0.131 0.104
+Method factors 1403.1 227 2748.1 23 0.000 0.854 0.075 0.054
4 Dimensions 4111.2 247 0.520 0.131 0.104
+Method factors 1340.0 224 2771.2 23 0.000 0.861 0.074 0.061

(b) Non-democratic countries only

Deviance Mod.Df Chi-squared Diff. Df p-value CFI RMSEA SRMR

1 Dimension 3123.6 253 0.424 0.113 0.100
+Method factors 1140.7 230 1982.9 23 0.000 0.817 0.067 0.056
2 Dimensions 3106.7 252 0.427 0.113 0.102
+Method factors 1140.5 229 1966.2 23 0.000 0.817 0.067 0.057
3 Dimensions 3065.7 250 0.435 0.112 0.100
+Method factors 1126.4 227 1939.2 23 0.000 0.820 0.067 0.055
4 Dimensions 2977.3 247 0.452 0.111 0.102
+Method factors 1016.8 224 1960.5 23 0.000 0.841 0.063 0.073
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loadings of the regime measures on the conceptual fac-
tors are larger in absolute value than the loadings on the
method factors. This is good news in so far asmost regime
measures indeed mostly represent substantial regime as-
pects. Yet, some of the loadings on the method factors
are quite large. This affects, in particular, the regime mea-
sures from the Polity project: the indicators XRCOMP and
XROPEN have strong loadings on the method factor. Even
the relatively novel V-Dem measures do not seem to be
without problems. All political rights indicators have rela-
tively strongmethod factor loadings, and both Civil society
participation and Freedom of association have small load-
ings on the conceptual factor. It appears that V-Dem con-
tradicts more traditional sources on the relative position
of countries in terms of political rights.

Figure 4, which illustrates loadings from a factor
model fitted to within-country first differences, delivers
an even less comforting message: the loadings on the
method factors appear at least as large as the loadings
on conceptual factors, thus raising doubts regarding the
validity of many of the regime measures—at least when
it comes to adequately representing change of regime
properties within a country.4 In particular, the Freedom
Housemeasures appear to bemuchmore affected by the

corresponding method factor than by any of the concep-
tual factors. Also, some of the Polity measures show very
strong loadings on the method factor. In general, these
strong loadings indicate that there is much less consen-
sus between the various sources in terms of change than
in terms of the average character of a country. This ap-
pears to affect the Political rights and Civil rights factors
in particular, and much less so the Electoral regime and
Horizontal accountabilitymeasures. A potential explana-
tion for this pattern is that the latter refer to institutional
characteristics that are rather easily observable in the
form of laws and regulations, while changes of (effective)
civil and political rights are unobservable latent proper-
ties and therefore more prone to follow a source’s bias.

How can we make sense of the divergent assess-
ments of method factors in democracy indicators that
the two Figures suggest? One interpretation is that the
different producers of democracy indicators vary in their
sensitivity to change within countries—some adjust in-
dicators earlier, others later (cf. Lueders & Lust, 2017).
Method factors are less salient when it comes to coun-
try averages because the producers eventually converge
to similar assessments once the dust raised by changing
regime properties has settled. An alternative interpreta-
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4 One should not be misled by the all negative loadings on the Civil rights factor. This is empirically equivalent with a model fit where all loadings on this
factor (and also the covariances with the other factors) have their signs reversed.
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tion of the small loadings on the dimension factors in the
within-country models is that within-country changes (in
particular in civil and political rights) occur not all at the
same time but in waves. As a consequence, the covari-
ances between first differences would understate the ac-
tual patterns of changes. Alas, the large sizes of method
factors make such a benevolent interpretation less likely.

Moreover, the temporal dependence of indicators
from the same source has a plausible explanation: if
a data producer comes to the conclusion that a larger
regime change is occurring, they may also form the ex-
pectation that several indicators portraying different as-
pect of the regime would change at once. A desire to
maintain consistency in regime measures may thus in-
crease the correlation between indicators created by the
same producer and decrease the correlationwith regime
measures created by other data producers.

6. Conclusion and Recommendations

Having analysed democracy indicators from four differ-
ent sources, we find strong evidence for systematic de-
viations, i.e., method factors. The question of whether
these method factors constitute biases in all cases, or
whether one source is simply closer to measuring ‘true’
democracy cannot be answered here. We can state that
while most sources converge on cross-sectional varia-
tion, they diverge on temporal variation within coun-
tries. Much of this uncertainty is not random error affect-
ing individual indicators, but systematic error driven by
the source.

As we analyse cross-sectional and within-country
variation separately, we can render our speculations
on the origins of this systematic error more precisely.
Sources agree much more on the cross-sectional data
than on the within-country differences.5 This is a pic-
ture that could be explained by a practice of ‘guessing
until convergence’. Measuring change in democracy is
difficult—in particular in the ‘softer’ dimensions of politi-
cal and civil rights. When one data producer, at a certain
point in time, perceives a change in a country, but others
do not, agreement on the affected dimension declines.
If those perceived changed stand the test of time, other
data producers will follow and also adjust their scores.
If the democratic practice observed in the country does
not seem towarrant the change in scores, the firstmover
will revert their scores. As a result, we see substantial
agreement in average cross-sectional assessments over
the entire time period that we investigate. But we do
not see much agreement on the timing of changes. It
would be interesting to investigate whether a particular
source is better at predicting change—a potential ‘super-
forecaster’ among democracy index producers.

Looking at individual sources, the largest method fac-
tors can be observed for some of the Polity IV indicators.
This may in part be explained by the divergent concep-

tual setup of the Polity indicators: in the Appendix, we
discuss the assignment of the indicators to the concep-
tual dimensions, and these decisions are more ambigu-
ous for the Polity indicators. For example, Polity focuses
more on the logic of ruler selection and less on partici-
pation, as exemplified by the neglect of suffrage issues
(Munck & Verkuilen, 2002, p. 11). Freedom House ex-
hibits less bias on the cross-section, but it on average
it fares worst of all sources when assessing changes. In
this light, Freedom House’s self-declared mission ‘to de-
fend human rights and promote democratic change’,6

could inspire speculation that temporal distortions in
Freedom House data are indeed intentional, with the
aim to spur regime change. Previous studies have con-
firmed an ideological bias of this source (Giannone, 2010;
Steiner, 2016). There is less critical literature on V-Dem
yet, as most published work using the dataset comes
from the large project team itself. The V-Dem team has
also shown a large effort to assess and improve the qual-
ity of their data. For example, it has presented a compar-
ison of its aggregate polyarchy score (a summary mea-
sure of electoral democracy) with other high-level in-
dices (Teorell, Coppedge, Skaaning, & Lindberg, 2016,
pp. 28−31). Nonetheless, some V-Dem indicators exhibit
sizable method factors and should be investigated. We
can say little about the EIU’s democracy index beyond
a diagnosis of moderate method factors, as hardly any
complementary research on this source is available.

For applied researchers, our results shall serve as a
reminder to adhere to some well-known but not always
heeded rules of good practice. In a nutshell, these are
(1) use the best source available, (2) use several sources,
and (3) use meta indices. Determining the best sources
available always depends on the research question at
hand. An indicator with high conceptual validity for a par-
ticular application should certainly not be replaced with
a more reliable measure that is far less valid. Contex-
tual specificity matters (Adcock & Collier, 2001, p. 534).
Among our set of indicators, however, we have many
close matches that claim to measure very similar issues.
In that case, given our results, our best guess for the in-
dicator least affected by method bias will usually be the
indicator provided by the V-Dem project. This is based
not only on our model estimates but also on what we
know about how the data is generated.

This scenario leads us to the second recommenda-
tion: should several indicators be available, use them!
There is little additional effort in using multiple indica-
tors to assess the robustness of results. Data collections
such as those published by theQuality of Government In-
stitute provide a large variety of indicators merged ready
for the end user.

The third recommendation requires more prepara-
tion: the use of meta indices. For democracy as a unidi-
mensional concept, various estimates exist. A prominent
example based on a Bayesianmeasurement model is the

5 Also note that the failure to agree on changes is all the more disappointing since we are employing yearly data, not monthly or weekly assessments.
6 Available at https://freedomhouse.org/our-work
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Unified Democracy Scores (Pemstein et al., 2010). For
sub-dimensions of democracy, there are fewer meta in-
dices available. Examples beyond Bollen’s (1990) original
approach are the contestation and participation scores
provided by Coppedge, Alvarez and Maldonado (2008).
In order to provide more choice on meta indices for sub-
dimensions of democracy, one could employ the very fac-
tor scores that our models produce. This would provide
quantitative measures for the dimensions of the Bollen
concept, the V-Dem concept, and the Merkel concept.
However, before using these in applied research, com-
prehensive additional vetting will be required, as validly
measuring a substantial concept ismore demanding than
validly detecting method bias.

Our advice to producers of democracy indicatorswho
pursue the goal of unbiased measures of democracy is
to further address issues of method bias along all stages
of the measurement process with various methodolog-
ical approaches (see McMann, Pemstein, Seim, Teorell,
& Lindberg, 2016 for an example) and with reference
to alternative sources. Coppedge et al. (2017a), for ex-
ample, have taken first steps to compare V-Dem to its
main competitors. Additional efforts to more precisely
assess temporal change in unobservable traits of democ-
racy are advised.
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Not everything that can be counted counts,
and not everything that counts can be counted.

(Cameron, 1963, p. 13)

1. Introduction

The construction and use of measures of democracy in
social scientific research has increased considerably in
recent decades. This makes good sense; without them,
the identification of trends in political rights and liber-
ties must be based on rough impressions not allowing
for systematic temporal and cross-country comparisons
(Bollen, 1992, p. 189). However, such efforts are only

valuable if the quality of the data is high in terms of reli-
ability and validity.1

When we attempt to measure democracy, the identi-
fication of empirical indicators that tap into the different
aspects of the overarching concept is one of themost im-
portant tasks. One can either use extant indicators, col-
lect new data, or combine new indicators with old ones.
The main priority must be to establish a high degree of
concept-measure consistency, i.e. the extent to which
the indicators capture all of the components of the core
concept of interest (and only those), and the extent to
which they do so in a precise and unbiased manner (Ad-
cock & Collier, 2001; Goertz, 2006; Munck, 2009).2 In the

1 Reliability concerns whether a measurement procedure produces similar results under consistent conditions. Validity concerns the extent to which a
measure plausibly captures the concept it is supposed to measure. Reliability is a necessary but insufficient condition for measurement validity. See
Seawright and Collier (2014) for an overview and critical assessment of different validation strategies applied to measures of democracy. The strategies
they discuss mainly apply to extant measures, while they neither discuss the data generating procedures nor address the question of different data
types in the same level of detail as the present article.

2 Note that concept-measure consistency, besides the use of adequate indicators, also concerns the aggregation procedures used to combine the in-
formation provided by different indicators. However, the question of whether the aggregation of information provided by the indicators is based on
theoretically justified, empirically sound procedures is not part of this article’s agenda as it constitutes a rather independent issue (see Bollen & Lennox,
1991; Goertz, 2006; Møller & Skaaning, 2011, Appendix; Munck, 2009).
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words of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human
Rights (OHCHR, 2012, p. 50):

An important statistical consideration in identifying
and developing human rights indicators, or any set
of indicators for that matter, is to ensure their rele-
vance and effectiveness in measuring what they are
supposed to measure. This relates to the notion of in-
dicator validity. It refers to the truthfulness of infor-
mation provided by the estimate or the value of an
indicator in capturing the state or condition of an ob-
ject, event, activity or an outcome for which it is an
indicator. Most other statistical and methodological
considerations follow from this requirement.

Among the supplementary—and related—criteria that
scholars take into consideration are: Whether indicators
are produced through transparent and replicable data-
generating processes, whether they are made publicly
available, and whether they have extensive coverage in
terms of units (typically countries) and time (typically
years). Researchers face numerous tradeoffs when trying
to fulfill these criteria.

One of the most important considerations is what
type of data the ever-growing industry of measuring
democracy, governance, and human rights should rely
on (see Arndt &Oman, 2006; Landman& Carvalho, 2009,
Chapter 3; OHCHR, 2012; Schedler, 2012; United Nations
Development Programme, 2012).

Different measures of democracy are based on dif-
ferent types of data. Four main data types have been
used to construct the major democracy measures: ob-
servational data (OD), i.e. data on directly observable
facts, such as turnout rates or the presence or absence
of formal political institutions; ‘in-house’ coding (IC) by
researchers and/or their assistants based on an assess-
ment of country-specific information found in reports,
academic works, newspapers, archival material, etc.; ex-
pert surveys (ES), where selected country experts pro-
vide an evaluation based on their case-specific knowl-
edge; and representative surveys (RS), where a sample
of ordinary citizens provide judgements about particu-
lar issues.3

All of these types of sources have different strengths
and shortcomings. Even though this is well-known, con-
trasting views about what kind of data is better still ex-
ist. To illustrate, the Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR, 2012), which
represents the global commitment to universal ideals of
human dignity, takes a clear stand in favor of observable
data in its widely cited report on human rights measure-
ment. This preference for fact-based quantitative indica-
tors over judgement-based indicators4 is motivated by

an interest in making assessments less subjective and
thus more broadly acceptable. According to Cheibub,
Gandhi and Vreeland (2010, p. 77), the data required
by judgement-based democracy measures ‘are hard, if
not impossible, to obtain. Consequently, we suspect that
these measures entail coding created on the basis of
inferences, extensions, and perhaps even guesses’ (see
also Merkel et al., 2016; Przeworski, Alvarez, Cheibub, &
Limongi, 2000; Vanhanen, 2000).

In contrast, the people behind the Worldwide Gover-
nance Indicators state that fact-based indicators are in-
sufficient for capturing the realities of governance out-
comes on the ground (Kaufman & Kraay, 2008). They
therefore consider judgement-based data as a valuable
tool. This position is motivated by the assumption that
it is virtually impossible to capture the relevant aspects
of governance, including democracy, without relying on
the judgement of experts, in-house coders, and/or cit-
izens (see also Bowman, Lehoucq, & Mahoney, 2005;
Coppedge, Gerring, Lindberg, Skaaning, & Teorell, 2017a,
2017b; Munck, 2009; Schedler, 2012).

To increase the awareness among producers and
users of democracy data, it seems pertinent to critically
review and supplement the arguments and suggestions
in a single article. More particularly, this article discusses
the pros and cons of different data types and suggests
how to counter some of the potential problems related
to the measurement of electoral democracy (i.e. access
to government power is determined by competitive and
inclusive elections) and liberal democracy (i.e. electoral
democracy combined with respect for civil liberties and
the rule of law) (seeMøller& Skaaning, 2011). The discus-
sion draws on extant as well as suggested indicators to
illustrate the tradeoffs. After presenting an overview of
what kind of data extant democracy measures are based
on, I discuss—for each of the four types of data in turn—
the potential advantages and disadvantages regarding re-
liability and validity together with suggestions to reduce
some of the problems. The basic argument of the arti-
cle is that no type of data is superior to the others in all
respects. Researchers should generally pay more atten-
tion to different ways of increasing valid measurement,
including the combination of different types of data and
data from different sources, whenever they construct
theirmeasures. It is not reasonable simply to stick to con-
formist practices and dogmatic doctrines about the gen-
eral superiority of one type of data.

2. Extant Democracy Measures: What Kinds of Data
Are Used?

Table 1 makes clear that there is considerable varia-
tion regarding how many kinds and which kind of data

3 In this article, I exclusively focus on different types of standards-based data and thus disregard different types of events-based data.
4 The distinction between fact-based and judgement-based indicators ‘refers to information content of the indicators in question. Accordingly, objects,
facts or events that can, in principle, be directly observed or verified, such as formal political institutions, are categorized as objective [fact-based] indi-
cators. Indicators based on perceptions, opinions, assessment or judgements expressed by individuals are categorized as subjective [judgement-based]
indicators’ (OHCHR, 2012, p. 17). However, regarding the measurement of democracy and other governance-related concepts, it is often difficult to
make a clear-cut distinction.
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sources they build on. This plethora of approaches indi-
cates that it not obvious what kind of data—or mix of
data—one should prefer when trying tomeasure democ-
racy. For some indicators, it is not easy to say if they are
fact-basedor judgement-based (more on this below). But
if we take the statements of the different data providers
as given, the Democracy–Dictatorship dataset (Cheibub
et al., 2010) and Vanhanen’s (2000) polyarchy measure
only use observational data. The first of these measures
uses indicators of legislative and executive elections, sta-
tus of the legislature, opposition parties, and govern-
ment turnovers to create a dichotomous distinction be-
tween democracies and autocracies. The second only
uses share of votes cast for the largest party and elec-
toral turnout rates in national elections to capture the
level of democracy.

The underlying data of the Bertelsmann Transforma-
tion Index (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2017), the Freedom
in the World survey (Freedom House, 2017), and the
Perception of Electoral Integrity index (Norris, Frank,

& Martínez i Coma, 2014) are all based on expert as-
sessments. The Polity Measure (Marshall, Gurr, & Jag-
gers, 2016) and the CIRI Human Rights Dataset (Cin-
granelli & Richards, 2010) solely rely on in-house coded
data. The remaining measures included in the overview
presented in Table 1 build on more than one kind of
data source. The Democracy Barometer dataset (Merkel
et al., 2016), the Unified Democracy Scores (Pemstein,
Meserve, & Melton, 2010), and the Worldwide Gover-
nance Indicators (Kaufman & Kray, 2017) do not pro-
vide original data collection but use extant indicators
based on all four kinds of data sources. The Varieties
of Democracy (Coppedge et al., 2017b) dataset relies
on all types of data apart from representative surveys,
and the Democracy Index by the Economist Intelligence
Unit (2007) only excludes in-house coded data. Finally,
the Lexical Index of Electoral Democracy (Skaaning, Ger-
ring, & Bartusevičius, 2015) combines two kinds of data
sources: in-house coded data and observational data. It
varies quite a bit from measure to measure whether the

Table 1. Selected characteristics of 13 large-scale democracy datasets. Source: Coppedge et al. (2017a, p. 6) and own
assessment.

Names of Data Provider and Dataset Years Types of sources Based on various Uncertainty
covered IC OD ES RS datasets estimates

Bertelsmann Stiftung (2017): 2003–2015
X No No

Bertelsmann Transformation Index (BTI) (biennial)

Cheibub et al. (2010):
1946–2008 X No No

Democracy–Dictatorship (DD)

Cingranelli & Richards (2010):
1981–2011 X No No

CIRI Human Rights Database (CIRI)

Coppedge et al. (2017b):
1900–2016 X X X No Yes

Varieties of Democracy dataset (V-Dem)

Economist Intelligence Unit: 2006, 2008,
X X X Yes No

Democracy Index (EIU) 2010–2016

Freedom House:
1972–2016 X No No

Freedom in the World (FH)

Kaufmann & Kray (2017): 1996, 1998,
X X X X Yes Yes

Worldwide Governance Indicators (WGI) 2000–2015

Marshall, Gurr, & Jaggers (2016):
1800–2015 X No No

Polity IV (Polity)

Merkel et al. (2016):
1990–2014 X X X X Yes No

Democracy Barometer (DB)

Norris et al. (2014):
2012–2016 X No Yes

Perceptions of Electoral Integrity (PEI)

Pemstein et al. (2010):
1946–2012 X X X X Yes Yes

Unified Democracy Scores (UDS)

Skaaning et al. (2015): Lexical Index
1800–2016 X X No No

of Electoral Democracy (LIED)

Vanhanen (2000):
1810–2014 X No Yes

Polyarchy Dataset (Vanhanen)
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different types of data are used to measure the same
subcomponents and components of the overall democ-
racy measures.

Disagreements about best practices regarding what
kind of data to employ continue to flourish. The great
variation not only reflects differences in resources; it also
indicates different weighting of the potential problems
related to data types. Butwhat are themore specific pros
and cons of different data types? How can the data type
choice matter for reliability and validity?

3. Potential Advantages and Disadvantages of
Different Kinds of Data

3.1. Observational Data

Observational data have a high, often preferred stand-
ing among users of social science data. In the words of
Cheibub et al. (2010, p. 74), ‘The reliability of a measure
depends on whether knowledge of the rules and the rel-
evant facts is sufficient to unambiguously lead different
people to produce identical readings on specific cases’.
On this basis, they prefer democracy measures based
on directly observable and verifiable indicators rather
than subjective and fuzzy indicators. Among the main as-
sets of a fact-based approach to measurement are trans-
parency and a replicable data-generation process, which
is generally less susceptible to biases than judgement-
based data types (see below). Moreover, observational
data often provides scales of the phenomena in question
that are both relatively easy to interpret and comparable
across countries and over time (OHCHR, 2012).

However, the assumptions underlying this prefer-
ence are criticized for being unrealistic. According to
Schedler (2012, p. 28), the collection and use of non-
judgmental data in the social sciences rests on two con-
ditions: ‘(1) transparent empirical phenomenawhose ob-
servation do not depend on our judgmental faculties and
(2) complete public records on those phenomena’.When
we want to measure democracy, none of these criteria
are met. Not all aspects of democracy are easily observ-
able and, relatedly, official statistics do not capturemany
relevant features inmeaningful ways. Readily observable
empirical information is often incomplete, inconsistent,
or insufficient. ‘Some empirical phenomena we cannot
observe in principle, others we cannot observe in prac-
tice’ (Schedler, 2012, p. 28).

A particular problem emerges when measuring
democracy by examining the official (formal) laws of the
land, first and foremost the constitution:5 There is often
a large discrepancy between what appears on the books
and what is practiced on the ground. Informal rules and
traditions are often more important than formal regula-
tions. To illustrate this point with an extreme example,

the Soviet 1936 constitution (aka. the Stalin Constitution)
promised free and fair elections and respect for civil lib-
erties on top social and economic rights. In practice, how-
ever, the political regimewas totalitarian (see Linz, 2000),
including a level of state repression that has hardly been
matched by any other political regime in world history.

This problem refers to more than discrepancies be-
tween de jure and de facto regulations. For example,
OHCHR (2012, p. 97) has suggested using reported cases
of killing, disappearances, detention, and torture against
journalists to measure freedom of opinion. This could be
a relevant indicator but has two significant shortcomings.
On the one hand, there is likely to be a reporting bias
because reliable information is often not readily avail-
able (see Fariss, 2014; McNitt, 1988, pp. 94–99; Weid-
mann, 2016). The perpetrators normally have a clear in-
terest in keeping the correct number secret and it is of-
ten difficult to know why a particular journalist has dis-
appeared or died, or whether they were imprisoned due
to a legitimate use of their freedom of expression or
someother reasons. On the other hand, anticipated sanc-
tions often lead to self-censorship. Journalists are rarely
killed in North Korea (as far as we know), because they
know that criticizing the government would have dire
consequences. These problemswould apply to similar at-
tempts at capturing respect for liberal rights and adher-
ence to the rule of law by the (exclusive) use of observa-
tional indicators.

Among the attempts to measure democracy using
observational data, we find the democracy–dictatorship
dataset (Cheibub et al., 2010; Przeworski et al., 2000). Its
reliance on the rule of electoral government turnover to
determinewhether elections have been free suffers from
two problems. First, the so-called Botswana problem,
i.e. a government seems to be continuously reelected
through free elections, meaning that Botswana (and
other such cases) does not fulfill the turnover-criterion,
saying that an alternation in government power has
taken place under electoral rules identical to those bring-
ing the incumbent into power. Second, the turnover cri-
terion is implemented in a way that could introduce fur-
ther problems. The coding rule says that a government
turnover implies that a particular regime is coded as
democratic all the way back to when the previous gov-
ernment took power given that the case also fulfilled the
other criteria for democracy in the period, if the elec-
toral rules are identical. However, a judgement call is
sometimes needed to determine what counts as elec-
toral rules and what counts as a relevant change to these
rules (Knutsen & Wig, 2015, p. 909).6

The freeness and fairness of elections could also im-
prove significantly (from no uncertainty to significant un-
certainty about the outcome) under the same (formal)
electoral rules. This applies, among other cases, to the

5 This is a prominent feature of the Democracy Barometer and a number of governance measures, such as the Rule of Law Index by the World Justice
Project (2016).

6 This point applies more generally to seemingly fact-based indicators used to measure democracy, where elements of judgement cannot be
fully excluded.
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Dominican Republic between 1966 and 2002. In this pe-
riod, election outcomes varied greatly and, according
to comprehensive case studies, did not meet the min-
imum threshold for electoral democracy before 1978
(Marsteintredet, 2009, Chapter 4). In other cases, govern-
ment turnovermerely signifies that the ruling coalition is
split and no longer controls the sufficient means to stay
in power—a situation that the opposition exploits to gain
power through manipulated elections. This problem ap-
plies to, for example, the change from conservative to lib-
eral hegemonic rule in Columbia (1930–1931) and Pres-
ident Kurmanbek Bakiyev’s rise to power in connection
with the Tulip Revolution in Kyrgyzstan. Hence, govern-
ment turnover often provides strong and relevant indica-
tion of free electoral competition, but it is not unprob-
lematic and undisputable evidence (see Bogaards, 2007;
Boix, Miller, & Rosato, 2013; Skaaning et al., 2015).

Another well-known example is Vanhanen’s (2000)
use of voter turnout and the vote share of the largest
party in order to capture different degrees of democracy.
These indicators tend to fail to tap all of the relevant
aspects of democracy, however, such as the degree of
freedom of expression and the power of the parliament,
while capturing things that do not directly reflect the
level of democracy, such as mandatory voting, dissatis-
faction with the government, and the weather on voting
day (Bollen, 1990, pp. 8, 15). Both the official statistics on
turnout rates and vote share could also be unreliable—
either because the data has been manipulated or be-
cause the data providers have been unable to collect
all of the relevant information and aggregate them cor-
rectly. Some governments simply do not have the capac-
ity to collect and handle the relevant information, which
leads to missingness or flawed estimates. Other govern-
ments and/or their agents have strong incentives (and
few constraints) to manipulate official data in order to
misinform their own citizens and foreign governments
and organizations (Herrera & Kapur, 2007).

Both of these circumstances can seriously reduce
the availability and quality of data that could be rele-
vant for measuring democracy, since they tend to be
politically sensitive. Even in the case of so-called hard
economic data (e.g. GDP per capita and trade), where
governments and international organizations invest ex-
tensive resources in the collection of information and
calculate the figures used by countless social scientists,
there are remarkable problems regarding reliability and
validity (Jerven, 2013; Kerner, 2014). There is therefore
good reason to refrain from buying into the claim that
fact-based data are always more informative and less bi-
ased than judgement-based data (see, e.g., Bollen, 1992;
Coppedge et al., 2017a, 2017b; Kaufman & Kraay, 2008;
Schedler, 2012). Public statistical information and other
types of observable data can be useful for measuring
democracy, but directly observable indicators do not cap-
ture all aspects of democracy well.

3.2. In-House Coded Data

One way of overcoming problems related to the lack of
good observable indicators is to base scores on different
kinds of relevant information found in diverse sources
providing country-specific information, such as newspa-
pers, election observation reports, human rights reports,
and academicworks. The construction of in-house coded
data normally follows a particular procedure: Relevant
information is gathered, after which a coder evaluates
the evidence on one or more particular issues and trans-
lates the evaluation into a score based on more or less
explicit and precise standards. Note, furthermore, that in
the case of in-house coding, the coders are not experts
on all of the (many) countries (and maybe also not the
substantive areas) they assign scores to.

In-house coded data has three major advantages:
It can be used to capture important traits that are
largely undetectable by observational data (Bollen, 1993,
p. 1210; Hadenius & Teorell, 2005, pp. 14–15; Main-
waring, Brinks, & Pérez-Liñán, 2001, p. 61; Munck &
Verkuilen, 2002, p. 18). In many cases, bits and pieces of
evidence can be put together to create a more general
understanding of the actual respect for different demo-
cratic rights. On this basis, raters can make an informed
estimate of the extent of, say, electoral contestation,
freedom of expression, and fair trails, which would oth-
erwise be very difficult to capture in a nuanced manner.

Another positive feature of in-house coded data is
that the centralized assignment of scores by one or a
few selected coders, ceteris paribus, generally makes for
a higher degree of consistency when applying coding
criteria. The understandings of concepts and scales will
simply be more uniform compared to (more ‘decentral-
ized’) expert surveys and public opinion surveys. In other
words, in-house coding facilitates similar applications of
standards across countries, especially if the number of
coders is low and they are carefully trained and super-
vised. The use of multiple coders and inter-coder reliabil-
ity tests are valuable tools to assess whether the assump-
tions about consensus among coders are met, i.e. there
is consistency in the estimate if the data-generating pro-
cedure is repeated by the same or different coders (see
Gwet, 2014).7

The third potential advantage is that in-house coding
facilitates standardized and detailed documentation of
why particular observations are assigned certain values.
Detailed documentation of the motivation behind the
particular scores can obviously be very time-consuming,
which is probably why it is not provided in connec-
tion to any of the democracy measures based on in-
house coding.

There are other reasons for hesitating before accept-
ing values derived from in-house coding. The use of in-
house coded data (and judgement-based data more gen-
erally) is sometimes rejected with reference to its sub-

7 Such as those made public in connection to BTI, CIRI, and Polity for a single year and, more appropriately, for a random selection of 10% of the country-
years in connection to LIED.
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jective nature. In contrast to genuine subjective mea-
sures, however, such as data on public attitudes, ‘they
are not supposed to be subjective, but intersubjective:
grounded in public facts and public reasons, defensible in
the face of critique’ (Schedler, 2012, p. 24). Despite this
well-taken qualification, coder-specific biases can still in-
fluence the scores in different stages of the coding pro-
cess (Bollen & Paxton, 1998, 2000):

First, differential use of sources of information, com-
bined with the filtering of information across the
world, could lead to specific judge-centered method
factors. Second, judges can process the information
available to them in such a way as to differentially
weight relevant events or to include irrelevant fac-
tors. Finally, the methods of constructing a measure
might introduce method effects. (Bollen & Paxton,
2000, p. 64)

In-house coders do not have expert knowledge of all of
the countries they code. Theymust therefore rely on sec-
ondary sources, which obviously differ with respect to
availability and relevance. Systematic distortion of infor-
mation is likely as it makes its way from the actual prac-
tices and events to the sources of information used by
the coders. Accessible data can be ordered according to
its informative value. The best situation would be for all
relevant information to be available, but this is unrealis-
tic. The following ordering of information therefore ap-
plies: recorded, accessible, locally reported, and inter-
nationally/foreign reported (Bollen, 1992, pp. 198–199).
Movement from the former to the latter resembles a fil-
tering process where some information passes through
and some does not.

This process is likely to introduce biases. Filters often
tend to be selective in non-random fashions, meaning
that the information is neither complete nor represen-
tative (Foweraker & Krznaric, 2000, p. 766; Milner, Poe,
& Leblang, 1999, p. 420). This is due to differences in
the openness of countries, how much international at-
tention they receive (influences by size, language, etc.),
ideological preferences of the media, specific agendas
of scholarly works and reports, and so forth. While most
of the providers of original in-house coding (LIED, Polity,
V-Dem) use multiple sources (which are generally un-
specified), only CIRI makes use of the Country Reports
on Human Rights Practices issued by the US State De-
partment.8 This fact means that the validity to a very
high degree depends on the representativeness and im-
partiality of a single source, which has been accused
of being biased—especially in the early releases (see
Innes, 1992; Poe, Carey, & Vazquez, 2001; Qian & Yana-
gizawa, 2009).9

In the next step, raters can introduce random and sys-
tematic measurement errors by interpreting the sources
differently, either because they based their evaluation
of different pieces of relevant or irrelevant information,
because they weight the same evidence differently, or
because they have different understandings of concepts
and scales guiding the coding process.10 According to Ra-
worth (2001, p. 114), ‘The identity of the individuals giv-
ing the ratings is inevitably open to questioning’.

Differences in the specific coding processes can also
influence the scores. Raters can assign scores to many or
few countries (and different groups of countries); they
can finalize scores immediately or go back and revise
some of them; they can code everything between one
year and hundreds of consecutive years at the time; and
they can work on the coding in a relatively short but in-
tensive period or carry out the task over a longer, less-
intensive period. All of these factors will tend to influ-
ence the implicit reference points in the minds of coders
and thus have an impact on the scores. The ability of in-
house coded data to capture latent regime features in a
consistent way is promising, while biases introduced in
the coding process and the lack of comprehensive case
knowledge are among the potential downsides of this
kind of data.

3.3. Expert Survey Data

Expert survey data is generated through assessments of
the fulfilment of democratic rights with the help of in-
formed experts, often scholars or other persons working
in related fields and intimately acquainted with the sub-
ject matter, such as journalists or leading members of
NGOs. The main advantage of expert surveys compared
to in-house coded data is exactly the case knowledge.
The experts presumably know the relevant context and
details about the issues in question (Marquardt et al.,
2017). If their knowledge is insufficient, they have a supe-
rior background for finding relevant information. Experts
may even have sufficient contextual knowledge to pro-
vide a plausible estimate if there is limited available evi-
dence in terms of written sources directly tapping into a
particular phenomenon. Original expert surveys are part
of BTI, EIU, FH, PEI, and V-Dem; the three former only
use one expert per country, while PEI and V-Dem use
multiple experts per country (Coppedge et al., 2017a,
p. 8). V-Dem even divides its survey into different cate-
gories, and to some degree enlists different experts to fill
out different parts of the overall survey for each country
(Coppedge et al., 2017b).

The potential problems identified in relation to in-
house coded data also apply to expert surveys. The filter-
ing of information might not be as big a problem due to

8 To code physical integrity rights, CIRI also employs the Annual Reports from Amnesty International.
9 For detailed discussions of potential biases in the Freedom House scores, see Bollen and Paxton (2000), Giannone (2010), and Steiner (2016).
10 As stated by Bollen (1990, p. 18), ‘A variety of personal factors could unconsciously affect a judge’s ratings. These include the relation of the country
being rated to the judge’s home country, the political orientation of the judge, or any personal stakes in the rating’. Actually, one kind of personal stake,
namely academic credibility, will tend to increase the quality of the data, while disinterest in the quality of the product (as is probably the case, at least
in relative terms, for many research assistants) can produce low reliability.
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the case expertise. However, the selection andweighting
of evidence and the coding process will differ somewhat
from expert to expert, partly depending on personal fac-
tors, such as updated and relevant familiarity with the
cases, political leaning, job situation, and work effort
(Bollen & Paxton, 1998). Expert knowledge varies and is
sometimes inadequate, and the experts often lack strong
incentives to enlist and spend much time doing a seri-
ous coding job, including searches for additional informa-
tion. Furthermore, limited and differentiated knowledge
leaves room for the so-called ‘halo effect,’ which is the
tendency for a good (or bad) impression of performance
in one area to influence opinion regarding other areas
(Sequeira, 2012). These circumstances draw attention to
the three-fold challenge related to the recruitment of ex-
perts. The experts should preferably be the most knowl-
edgeable, unbiased, and be ready to do a careful job.
However, the enrolled experts are rarely the best possi-
ble according to these criteria.

Experts are alsomore prone to apply different coding
criteria than in-house coders because expert surveys are
mostly carried out as decentralized coding without prior
training, meaning that the basic understanding of con-
cepts and scales can vary greatly (see Martinez i Coma
& Van Ham, 2015; Steenbergen &Marks, 2007). BTI, EUI,
and FH combine their expert assessments with review
and deliberation across a team of in-house analysts. For
good reason, this approach is assumed to increase cross-
country consistency. The procedures are not transparent,
however, since it is not made public which changes are
introduced to the original expert-based values and why
for any of the cases.

V-Dem has a different approach to increase the com-
parability and reduce the influence of potential biases.
A complex Bayesian IRT measurement model uses in-
formation about agreement across coders, self-assigned
uncertainty estimates by the experts about their own
ratings, personal coder characteristics (extracted from
a post-questionnaire survey), links between countries
based on experts assessing more than one country (ei-
ther for all years or one year), and vignettes related to the
survey questions in order to align the experts’ thresholds
(see Pemstein et al., 2017). This procedure also supple-
ments the scores with a systematic assessment of mea-
surement uncertainty. This is also done for PEI but only
based on the degree of expert agreement.

The documentation of the justifications for the
scores is desirable, just as in the case of in-house cod-
ing. Even though it is usually impossible for experts ‘to
relate the numerical conclusions they reach to the pre-
cise pieces and bits of information that have gone into
them…they should be able to document the big picture
[and] describe the range of uncertainty and controversy
regarding their judgmental decisions with reference to
concrete documentary evidence (or the lack of such ev-
idence)’ Schedler (2012, p. 32). The extra workload for
the experts and coordinators to provide and standard-
ize the information makes this procedure very resource-

demanding. Nonetheless, BTI and FH complement their
scores with relatively detailed country reports, mean-
ing that one can get an impression of what events and
circumstances have influenced the scores for different
aspects of democracy (but they do not provide ade-
quate references to the material on which the reports
are based).

In sum, the comparative advantage of expert surveys
comes to the fore in situations of incomplete or incon-
sistent information, where contextual knowledge can be
used to bridge informational gaps (Schedler, 2012, p. 28).
However, the reliance on the personal judgements of a
few experts means that the data might lack comparabil-
ity and might be affected by different kinds of biases.

3.4. Representative Survey Data

The final type of data, representative surveys of the gen-
eral population, brings the knowledge and opinions of
ordinary citizens into play. Mayne and Geissel (2016)
argue in favor of including a citizen component in the
measurement of democratic quality. It should capture
the citizens’ democratic commitments, political capaci-
ties, and political participation. This perspective, how-
ever, seems more relevant for the measurement of de-
liberative and participatory democracy than electoral
and liberal democracy. In connection to these more lim-
ited understandings of democracy, the suggested addi-
tions are better understood as possible causes or con-
sequences of democracy. Pickel, Breustedt and Smolka
(2016) also advocate for the inclusion of representative
survey data in the measurement of democratic quality.
They propose that citizen evaluations of democratic per-
formance should complement other types of data.

For some purposes, representative surveys can pro-
vide valuable information. Respondents can function as
‘everyday experts’ on issues that are otherwise hard to
get firm knowledge about. A case in point is petty cor-
ruption, where the experiences of citizens with having
to pay bribes could be a superior source of information
(see Naval, Walter, & de Miguel, 2008; Razafindrakoto
& Roubaud, 2010). Another would be information about
whether citizens experience or participate in political vi-
olence (see Bhavnani & Backer, 2007).

However, there are also noteworthy problems associ-
ated with the use of data from representative surveys to
measure democracy. Most citizens lack nuanced knowl-
edge about the general dynamics and performance of
particular political institutions. Gut feelings and personal
opinions are thus likely to influence the scores. Most
drawbacks of judgement-based data applymore strongly
to representative survey data than in-house coded data
and data based on expert surveys (cf. Marquardt et al.,
2017). Experts and in-house coders generally have bet-
ter backgrounds for carrying out such assessments. They
generally possess a broader knowledge regarding the po-
litical history of other countries and data collection pro-
cedures, a higher degree of shared understanding about
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the meaning of particular concepts, and a strong scien-
tific ethos (or least an interest in maintaining their aca-
demic credibility). This implies that individual biases and
dissimilar standards (both within and across countries)
in the interpretation of questions and scales are more
pronounced. Ordinary citizens also tend to be more sus-
ceptible to collective cultural biases (nation-wide inclina-
tions), and the respondents in representative surveys are
very unlikely to provide any form of systematic reasoning
for their entries. Ordinary citizens might also be afraid to
share their experiences or express their honest opinion,
especially in the case of an oppressive regime (Tannen-
berg, 2017).

Does this mean that we should generally refrain
from using representative surveys to measure at all? Or-
dinary citizens might possibly possess valuable knowl-
edge based on their real-life experiences that could
supplement that of experts. Here, it seems pertinent
to distinguish between experience-based questions and
perception-based questions. The former ask citizens
about their own experiences regarding particular situa-
tions (e.g. how often they have been asked to pay a bribe
or been subjected to violent assaults in the previous
year). The latter is typically based onmore abstract ques-
tions, asking about the lay of the land regarding democ-
racy, civil liberties, corruption, etc.

The experience-based questions have greater poten-
tial for providing relevant information than the second
type, which are likely to produce unreliable and biased
democracy indicators. Combined with the relatively low
coverage in terms of years and countries,11 it is therefore
unadvisable to use perception-baseddata from represen-
tative surveys for democracy measurement. None of the
evaluatedmeasures are based on original data collection
using this approach, but DB, EIU, UDS, and WGI rely on
such data—either directly or indirectly (by including com-
posite measures that use them).

4. Discussion

There are several ways of countering the disadvantages
identified above. In relation to in-house coded and ex-
pert survey data, the documentation should ideally pro-
vide answers to the following questions: What evidence
has been used andwhy? And how has the evidence been
weighed and processed and why? That is, the criteria for
identifying and selecting relevant sources and the crite-
ria for extracting and using relevant information must be
pinned down. This work can be done to different degrees
of perfection to the point where every score is supple-
mented with nuanced description of the evidence (us-

ing active citation; see Moravcsik, 2014), how and why
it has been weighted in certain ways (with relevance as
the main criteria; see Bowman et al., 2005; Lustik, 1996;
Møller & Skaaning, 2017), and who has been involved
and how in the data collection and processing (Schedler,
2012, p. 33).

Inconsistency and personal biases can be reduced by
the construction and application of specific and justified
definitions of what one attempts to measure and the
scales used to distinguish between different levels of ful-
filment. The clarification should preferably be presented
as precisely as possible and linked to concrete (maybe
even paradigmatic) examples. This would support the es-
tablishment of shared anchors for the assignment of val-
ues. Another useful tool is to reduce conceptual com-
plexity through disaggregation. This would imply the cod-
ing of more concrete issues than just freedom of ex-
pression, includingmedia censorship, freedomof private
discussion, harassment of journalists, and monopoly of
news media.

Other factors, such as the exposure of coders to ex-
tensive relevant variation, can also improve the consis-
tency. As a rule of thumb, they are more likely to employ
similar standards across and within cases when the fol-
lowing conditions are fulfilled: The coders assign scores
to a diverse set of many countries; they are willing and
allowed to revise scores; they score long time series; and
they score the cases within a relatively short period.

If in-house coders or experts score the same cases,
formal measurement models can produce replicable
point estimates and estimates of uncertainty.12 One
should note, however, that whereas it will almost always
be good to increase the number of in-house coders (al-
though there will be a diminishing return), more is not al-
ways better in the recruitment of expert coders because
there will be a rather limited number of people with high
levels of relevant expertise. Moreover, an increase in the
number of coders will increase the costs attached to the
data collection, thereby emphasizing the latent tradeoff
between high quality data and coverage.13

Formal measurement models can also be used to
combine data from different datasets based on different
data-generating approaches (i.e. observational data, in-
house coded data, expert survey data, and/or represen-
tative survey data) (Bollen & Paxton, 2000, p. 79). The
advantage of such composite measures is their utiliza-
tion of information from several variables. The combi-
nation of information from different data types can in-
crease the ability to capture related, but distinct, aspects
of the variable in question. In addition, it can reduce the
impact of idiosyncratic measurement errors associated

11 In most cases, it is overly demanding to request respondents to answer questions for several years, coding back in time. Moreover, for different rea-
sons (e.g. regime type, geography, level of socio-economic development), it is extremely difficult to carry out high quality representative surveys in
some countries.

12 Besides the original scores, formal measurement models can utilize other types of information, such as data on the personal characteristics of the
experts or in-house coders and their responses to vignettes linked to the variables (see Pemstein et al., 2017). It is also possible to use a measurement
model approach to calculate point estimates and uncertainty in the case of representative surveys.

13 This caveat about a higher demand for resources applies to several of the suggestions, including circumstanceswhere data providers do not themselves
possess the relevant skills for implementing them.
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with individual indicators. The use of multiple indicators
for the same phenomenon also facilitates an assessment
of how precise the point estimates are through the con-
struction of confidence levels (see Fariss, 2014; Pemstein
et al., 2010). This integrative approach is used (in full or
in part) to construct several of the democracy measures
(see Table 1). By reducing some problems, however, it
risks introducing or increasing others. The integration
can lead to an accumulation of the problems associated
with the individual indicators rather than resolving them.
Moreover, the products tend to be more complex. This
means that the relationship between measures and the
concepts they should capture becomes more blurred.

Extant democracy measures build on different kinds
of data; some only employ in-house coded data, expert
survey data, or observable indicators, while others use
different combinations of two or more of these types
and representative survey data. The identification of the
pros and cons typically associated with the respective
data types has demonstrated that the different method-
ological choices about this issue matter for the reliability
and validity of democracymeasures. Table 2 summarizes
some of the most important strengths and weaknesses
typically associated with the different data types. Some
of the similarities and dissimilarities follow the overall
fact-based and judgement-based distinction, while oth-
ers do not. The overview reveals that the pros and cons
associated with the respective kinds of data are not sim-
ply mirror images of each other.

The discussion reveals the simplicity of the bullet
points in Table 2. They neglect the many nuances of cod-
ing rules and processes that can influence the quality
of the data. The comparative advantages and disadvan-
tages of the different data types vary in both kind and
degree. The reliability and validity depend on the partic-
ular procedures used in the data generating process and
the aspects of democracy one attempts to capture.

The discussion has also revealed that no type of data
is superior to all of the others in all respects when it
comes to measuring the fulfilment of democratic rights.

Hence, the arguments presented have challenged what
many consider conventional wisdom, namely the gen-
eral superiority on one kind of data—directly observable
(fact-based) data. Actually, this belief tends to be a dog-
matic doctrine resting on invalid assumptions. As neatly
summarized by Schedler (2012, p. 21), ‘Banning judg-
ment from measurement is neither a feasible method-
ological imperative nor a desirable one’, and:

If we were to renounce our judgmental faculties in
the measurement of regime properties and regime
dynamics, we would have to renounce the measure-
ment of most of the most interesting regime proper-
ties and regime dynamics. If we truly had expelled
judgment from data development, quantitative re-
search on political regimes could not have blossomed
as it has over the past decades. (Schedler, 2012, p. 33)

This point applies more to the measurement of thicker
understandings of democracy, such as liberal democracy.
Respect for civil liberties and adherence to the rule of law
tend to be even harder to capture without judgement-
based indicators than narrow electoral criteria (regular,
inclusive, and competitive elections). Considerable effort
has already been invested in improving democracy mea-
sures. More can still be done to increase the reliabil-
ity and validity, however, and greater awareness about
these issues among data users is required.
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Table 2. General advantages and disadvantages associated with different data types.

Advantages Disadvantages

Observational data • Avoid personal biases • Relevant information often not
• Fixed and comparable scales • directly observable
• Transparent documentation of scores • Biases and limitations in available information

In-house coded data • Consistency in the application • Personal biases
• of coding criteria • Biases and limitations in the
• Capture latent traits • available information

• Limited, case-specific knowledge

Expert survey data • Case-specific knowledge • Personal biases
• Capture latent traits • Inconsistently applied coding criteria

Representative survey data • Experience-based knowledge • Personal biases
• Capture latent traits • Unfeasible in particular settings

• Inconsistently applied coding criteria
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Abstract
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1. Introduction

This article examines whether the analysis of the effects
of specific dimensions of democracy quality, as opposed
to the focus on the regime type difference, improves
our understanding of cross-national variation in commit-
ment to climate cooperation and climate change mitiga-
tion performance. Referring to the so-called Churchill hy-
pothesis, which regards democracy as the best form of
government, political scientists study the policy perfor-
mance of democracies and autocracies. In answer to the
political recognition of global environmental change, a
growing number of studies have focused on the relation-

ship between the regime type and climate change. Em-
pirical research finds that democracies are more likely
to join international environmental agreements (e.g.,
Bernauer, Kalbhenn, Koubi, & Spilker, 2010; Neumayer,
2002a) and perform better in solving local and regional
environmental problems that do not demand consider-
able behavioral changes (e.g., Bernauer & Koubi, 2009;
Li & Reuveny, 2006; Ward, 2008; Wurster, 2013) than
their autocratic counterparts (see also Fiorino, 2011, pp.
375ff.). More recently, this conclusion has been ques-
tioned regarding global warming (e.g., Beeson, 2010;
Shearman & Smith, 2007). While quantitative research
supports the relationship between democracy and the
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ratification of international climate agreements (e.g.,
Bättig & Bernauer, 2009; Fredriksson & Gaston, 2000;
Gallagher & Thacker, 2008; Neumayer, 2002a, 2002b;
von Stein, 2008), the empirical literature is unclear about
the relevance of regime type for climate policy outcomes
(e.g., Bättig & Bernauer, 2009; Fredriksson & Neumayer,
2013, 2016; Gleditsch & Sverdrup, 2002; Kneuer, 2012;
Li & Reuveny, 2006; Midlarsky, 1998; Spilker, 2012, 2013;
Wurster, 2013). Wurster (2013, p. 89) argues that “it has
become clear that a dichotomous distinction between
democracy and autocracy is not sufficient to explain
the performance results” (see also Christoff & Eckersley,
2011, p. 439).

Previous empirical research has mainly questioned
whether democracies contribute to climate protection.
However, there is no consensus in the theoretical liter-
ature on how democracy influences climate policy. Dif-
ferent aspects of democracy are emphasized as crucial
for the environment and there is no agreement on a uni-
form effect of the democracy quality dimensions (Bur-
nell, 2012; Held & Hervey, 2011; Payne, 1995). There-
fore, the question is which institutional traits of democ-
racy affect the global atmosphere (Burnell, 2012, p. 823).
This issue becomes important for the measurement of
democracy quality in the statistical analysis as well. In
accordance with their research question, empirical stud-
ies test the effect of summary measures of democracy
(e.g., from Freedom House and Polity IV) on climate pol-
icy. While several studies test the robustness of their re-
sults using multiple indicators, democracy indices vary,
not only in their validity and reliability but also in their
underlying democracy concept (e.g., Munck & Verkuilen,
2002; Pickel, Stark, & Breustedt, 2015). Moreover, re-
sults based on indices that summarize multiple democ-
racy quality dimensions could be misleading, as their ef-
fects could balance each other out or hide the relative
importance of each trait.

Our analysis contributes to the academic literature
on the measurement of democracy quality. More re-
cently, disaggregated democracy quality data for large-N
studies has been made available by the Democracy
Barometer and the Varieties of Democracy Project
(V-Dem). These indicators enable us to analyze the spe-
cific mechanisms that link democracy quality to policy
outputs and outcomes. Thus, we will be able to go be-
yond the question of whether democracy contributes
or undermines policy performance, and we will be able
to state which institutional traits of democracy are re-
sponsible for a better or worse policy performance. Sec-
ond, we contribute to comparative climate policy re-
search. Global warming is a worldwide environmental
problem. Hence, it is fruitful to analyze the willingness
and ability of governments to tackle climate change in
different institutional contexts. Only a limited amount
of work has been done regarding the effect of specific
democracy quality dimensions on climate policy (Böh-
melt, Böker, & Ward, 2016, p. 1273). Fredriksson and
Neumayer (2013, p. 18), in separate regression mod-

els, find that only the historical experience of executive
constraints and not the cumulative effect of competi-
tion leads to stricter climate policies. On the contrary,
Wurster (2013, pp. 86f.) ascertains that there is no sig-
nificant effect of checks and balances on carbon dioxide
(CO2) emissions. To our knowledge, the effects of multi-
ple democracy quality dimensions on climate policy have
not been studied simultaneously.

Our main argument is that, if democracy quality has
an impact at all, it is political rights that contribute to
climate protection. Since solving global warming implies
considerable changes in our daily lives and economy, it
depends foremost on a demand for suchmeasures by the
citizenry. Political rights together with an independent
civil society enable citizens to inform themselves about
global environmental change, and they enable support-
ers of climate change mitigation to pressure the govern-
ment via the media and public opinion to address global
warming. In comparison, there is little reason to believe
that competitive elections alone make governments im-
plement climate policies. The diffuse character of the
climate change problem makes it unlikely that emission
reductions are relevant for most citizens’ decisions in
elections or their organization and participation in po-
litical parties. In addition, democratic governments are
presumably reluctant to adopt stricter climate policies
due to the considerable short-term socio-economic costs
which could affect their re-election. While checks and
balances imply that more interests are considered, veto
players with divergent interests are likely to hinder the
adoption of stricter climate policies. Civil rights enable in-
dividuals to focus on their self-interest even if it is against
the common interest of environmental protection. How-
ever, they might also contribute, via the rule of law, to
the acceptance of international agreements and the im-
plementation of climate policies.

To answer our research question, we test the effects
of four democracy quality dimensions—electoral and
horizontal accountability, political and civil rights—on cli-
mate policy commitment and performance using data
from the V-Dem-Project (Coppedge et al., 2017; Pem-
stein et al., 2017). We agree with Bättig and Bernauer
(2009) that it is important to distinguish between com-
mitment and performance. Compared to climate change
mitigation, participation in climate cooperation comes
with little cost.With the democracymeasures fromPolity
IV and Freedom House (Freedom House, 2017; Marshall,
Gurr, & Jaggers, 2016), we show the differences of our
analytic strategy compared to former publications on
the relationship between democracy and global warm-
ing. The focus on the effect of democracy quality lim-
its the analysis to countries that have been classified as
“free” or “partly-free” by Freedom House in the major-
ity of years of our research period. Our findings shed
new light on the causal mechanisms that link democ-
racy to global warming. While results based on the Free-
dom House and Polity IV measures indicate that democ-
racy quality, in general, contributes to a commitment
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to international climate cooperation, the disaggregated
measurement approach shows that the positive effect of
democracy on commitment to climate cooperation de-
pends on the realization of political rights. We find lim-
ited support for the claim that the other democracy qual-
ity dimensions matter for climate policy outcomes.

In the next section (2), we summarize the theoreti-
cal discussion regarding our research question and for-
mulate hypotheses for the empirical analysis. The de-
pendent and independent variables are operationalized
in section 3. The following section (4) conducts cross-
sectional analyses to explore our research question. The
final section summarizes the findings and presents our
conclusions (5).

2. Institutional Traits of Democracy and Climate Policy

In our discussion of the literature on the environmen-
tal consequences of democracy quality dimensions, we
adopt the “embedded democracy” concept fromMerkel
(2004). Following Dahl, narrow definitions of democracy
focus on competitive elections and enable the analysis
of the relative performance of democracies and autoc-
racies (e.g., Wurster, 2013, p. 82). They are less suited
for the analysis of the relative importance of institu-
tional traits of democracies for climate policy. Schol-
ars disagree about what constitutes democracy besides
competitive elections (Geissel, Kneuer, & Lauth, 2016,
p. 574). Merkel’s (2004) distinction between internal
and external embeddedness enables us to focus on
the effects of political democracy and not on the hy-
potheses that link democracy to climate policy via eco-
nomic development or international cooperation (Bur-
nell, 2012; Payne, 1995). The “embedded democracy”
concept distinguishes five partial regimes, namely elec-
toral regime, political rights, civil rights, horizontal ac-
countability, and the effective power to govern. In com-
parison to democracy concepts that focus on political
rights and civil liberties (e.g., Collier & Levitsky, 1997,
p. 434; Freedom House, 2017), it identifies with the for-
mer four partial regimes the democracy-quality dimen-
sions that are regarded as the most important in the
democracy-environment literature. Our robustness anal-
yses also control for three indicators regarding the effec-
tive power to govern (see Annex). With regard to the
number of democracy quality dimensions the embedded
democracy concept is relatively parsimonious (e.g. Dia-
mond & Morlino, 2005, p. xii).

Several scholars expect that electoral accountability,
i.e. the right to participate in the free and fair election of
political authorities (Merkel, 2004, p. 42), contributes to
environmental commitment and protection. First, demo-
cratically elected governments are responsive to their cit-
izens’ policy preferences (Barrett & Graddy, 2000; Con-
gleton, 1992). The median voter should be more will-
ing to accept stricter environmental regulations since
they imply lower costs for citizens, compared to polit-
ical and economic elites that possess a larger part of

the national income (Bernauer & Koubi, 2009, p. 1356;
Congleton, 1992, pp. 416f., 421; Winslow, 2007, p. 772).
Additionally, non-elected governments might not adopt
long-term environmental policies since their power is un-
certain (Congleton, 1992, p. 417). Second, democracies
presumably providemore environmental public goods to
stay in power (Bueno De Mesquita, Smith, Siverson, &
Morrow, 2003) since the price of public good provision
relative to private goods falls with the size of the winning
coalition (Cao & Ward, 2015, p. 265). Finally, Fredriks-
son, Neumayer, Damania and Gates (2005, p. 350), List
and Sturm (2006, p. 1259) and Wilson and Damania
(2005) emphasize the importance of competitive elec-
tions. Governments would only consider citizens’ policy
preferences if their participation made a difference.

The underlying assumption that citizens are climate-
friendly is questionable (Spilker, 2013; Ward, 2008,
p. 389). Empirical research finds that climate concern
varies among countries (e.g., Kim & Wolinsky-Nahmias,
2014). Moreover, democratic governments are account-
able to citizens within the nation-state and therefore
might not be willing to deal with global environmen-
tal pollution (Held & Hervey, 2011, p. 90). Additionally,
global warming mainly affects future generations and cli-
mate policies will only impact emissions in the long-term
(Bernauer & Koubi, 2009, p. 1357; Cao & Ward, 2015,
p. 271; Wurster, 2011, pp. 546f., 2013, p. 90). The diffuse
character of the climate problem makes it unlikely that
emissions are relevant formost citizens’ decisions in elec-
tions. Democratic governments might also face citizens
who are unwilling to accept the socio-economic costs
of climate change mitigation (Holden, 2002, p. 10) and,
therefore, prioritize economic development (Shearman
& Smith, 2007, pp. xivf., 83). Non-elected governments
also might not pursue climate-friendly policies; their le-
gitimacy rests on their socio-economic performance. In
sum, we expect that competitive elections cannot ex-
plain cross-national variation in commitment to climate
cooperation (Hypothesis 1a) and climate change mitiga-
tion (Hypothesis 1b). It depends on whether supporters
or opponents of climate protection are elected (see also
Wurster, Auber, Metzler, & Rohm, 2015, pp. 183f.).

In democracies, horizontal accountability (i.e. checks
and balances) makes it more likely that alternative pol-
icy choices are discussed and that the public is informed
about environmental policies and their implementation
(Burnell, 2012, p. 823; Held & Hervey, 2011; Wurster,
2013, p. 83). In comparison, the environmentalist au-
thoritarian literature emphasizes that the democratic
decision-making process hinders fast action to tackle
climate change. Democratic governments must find an
agreement with veto players with divergent economic in-
terests (Beeson, 2010, p. 289; Fliegauf & Sanga, 2010,
p. 2; Giley, 2012, p. 289; Wurster, 2011, p. 547, 2013,
p. 79). Empirical research finds no clear support that insti-
tutional constraints contribute to or impede climate pro-
tection (e.g., Fredriksson & Neumayer, 2013; Garman,
2014;Madden, 2014;Wurster, 2013). Overall, we believe
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that the positive and negative effects of horizontal ac-
countability balance each other out and assume no ef-
fect of horizontal accountability on cross-national varia-
tion on climate policy commitment and performance (Hy-
potheses 2a and 2b).

In the 1970s, greenpolitical theorists argued that civil
rights, i.e. constitutional rights that protect the individ-
ual against the state (Merkel, 2004, p. 39), contribute to
individuals following their self-interest versus the com-
mon interest of environmental protection (e.g., Hardin,
1968; Ophuls, 1977, pp. 145ff.). However, this argument
depends on the climate policy preferences of citizens. In
addition, the effectiveness of using repression to enforce
environmental policies is limited (Stehr, 2015, p. 450;
Wurster, 2013, p. 80). Civil rights enable citizens to de-
mand the implementation of climate policies via the
courts (Spilker, 2013, pp. 55, 59; Winslow, 2007, p. 772).
However, this possibility depends on existing environ-
mental regulations. In sum, we expect that civil rights do
not explain country-differences in climate policy commit-
ment and performance (Hypotheses 3a and 3b).

Many social scientists link democracy to environmen-
tal protection via political rights, i.e. freedoms of expres-
sion, association, and the media, and the autonomy of
the civil society (Merkel, 2004, p. 39). These institutional
traits enable citizens to inform themselves regarding pol-
lution (Barrett & Graddy, 2000; Bernauer, Böhmelt, &
Koubi, 2013; p. 93f.; Payne, 1995, p. 43), to express their
environmental policy-preferences (Bernauer et al., 2013,
p. 93), to form environmental interest groups (ENGOs),
to mobilize public support (Fredriksson & Neumayer,
2013, p. 12; Gleditsch & Sverdrup, 2002, p. 48), and to in-
fluence the government’s decisions (Burnell, 2009, p. 6;
Payne, 1995, p. 43). An independent civil societymakes it
more likely that citizens express their policy-preferences
(Böhmelt et al., 2016, p. 1277). Free media enables cit-
izens, journalists, and scientists to monitor government
policy (Payne, 1995, p. 45) and support technological in-
novation as well as the spread of scientific knowledge
(Gleditsch & Sverdrup, 2002, p. 47). However, powerful
special interest groups may block environmental policy
reforms (e.g., Bernauer & Koubi, 2009, p. 1357; Never
& Betz, 2014, p. 12; Shearman & Smith, 2007, pp. 89,
91) or undermine their implementation (Midlarsky, 1998,
p. 344). We expect that countries with higher levels of
political rights are more committed to climate coopera-
tion (Hypothesis 4a). Since the reduction of greenhouse
gas emissions is associated with considerable short-term
costs for society and economy, climate changemitigation
is dependent on public awareness of global warming and
support for climate protection. Democratic freedoms en-
sure that diffuse interests such as climate protection are
at least considered as part of the political process. It is
presumably more difficult for the public to control cli-
mate change mitigation compared to the ratification of
climate treaties (Cao & Prakash, 2012). Thus, we expect
no effect of political rights on climate policy outcomes
(Hypotheses 4b).

To conclude, if democracy quality has an impact at
all, it is political rights that contribute to commitment
to climate cooperation. A uniform effect of the democ-
racy quality dimensions on climate policy outputs and
outcomes cannot be expected. Hence, they should be
tested separately.

3. Research Design

To answer our research question, we examine the rel-
evance of democratic institutional traits using cross-
sectional OLS regression based on country averages from
1990–2005/2010. This is because, firstly, cross-country
variations are of primary interest in this analysis. Sec-
ondly, institutional traits of democracy are relatively sta-
ble over time. Finally, we assume that political institu-
tions affect climate policy only in the long-term. The
selected period is relevant as climate change has only
been recognized at the end of the last century on the
international level as a global environmental problem.
As our focus lies on democracy quality, we examine 99
countries that have been classified by Freedom House
as “free” or “partly free” during most years of our re-
search period. Before we present the results, this section
describes the measurement of the dependent and inde-
pendent variables.

3.1. Measurement of the Dependent Variables

Following previous research, we examine climate coop-
eration commitment and state efforts to mitigate global
warming separately. Our indicator for commitment is the
climate policy output component from the climate coop-
eration index created by Bättig, Brander and Imboden
(2008); taken from Bättig and Bernauer (2009). It sum-
marizes information on state behavior within the climate
change regime (ratification and ratification delay of the
UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol, reporting and reporting
delay, and timely financial contributions to the UNFCCC
core budget) from 1990–2005. It varies from 0–1, where
higher values imply more cooperative state behavior. Be-
cause CO2 is the most important greenhouse gas, CO2
emissions per capita can be used tomeasure climate pol-
icy outcomes. The data is taken from the online database
of the World Bank World Development Indicators (WDI)
(data access in 2017). Following previous studies, we ex-
amine pollution levels. Our appendix also studies long-
term and short-term changes in CO2 emissions per capita
using cross-sectional and time-series cross-sectional re-
gression analysis.

3.2. Measurement of the Independent Variables

In comparison to earlier research on the relationship be-
tween democracy and climate policy, we measure the
effect of the democracy quality dimensions side-by-side
in one regression model. Following our theoretical dis-
cussion, it is important to assess the influence of the
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democracy attributes separately. Several studies apply
multiple democracy measures with different underlying
democracy conceptions in separate regression models
(e.g., Midlarsky, 1998; Neumayer, 2002a). However, the
democracy quality dimensions should be tested simulta-
neously. Specific democracy quality indicatorsmight only
show a significant effect because they are highly corre-
lated with the other institutional traits.

The effects of the democracy quality dimensions are
captured by indicators developed by Lührmann, Mar-
quardt and Mechkova (2017) and the V-Dem project
(Coppedge et al., 2017; Pemstein et al., 2017). All indi-
cators are based on expert evaluations. Our indicator of
electoral accountability is the “Vertical Accountability In-
dex” of Lührmann et al. (2017, pp. 11ff.). This index fo-
cuses on themechanisms of formal political participation
via elections and political parties in the exercise of ac-
countability. It summarizes indicators of the quality of
free and fair elections, the percentage of the popula-
tion that is enfranchised, whether the chief executive is
elected, and whether there is the right to organize and
participate in political parties. The latter aspect enables
us to consider the assumption that competitive elections
are crucial. Checks and balances are captured by the
“Horizontal Accountability Index” (Lührmann et al., 2017,
p. 13), which represents the extent to which state in-
stitutions are able to hold the executive branch of the
government to account. Three institutions are consid-
ered in this regard: the legislature, the judiciary, and spe-
cial bodies designed for this purpose (e.g., ombudsman).
We use the “Equality before the law and individual lib-
erty Index” from V-Dem to measure the democratic sub-
dimension of civil rights. This index captures the extent
to which laws are transparent and rigorously enforced,
and whether the public administration is impartial, the
extent to which citizens enjoy access to justice, the abil-
ity to secure property rights, freedom from forced labor,
freedom of movement, physical integrity rights, as well
as freedom of religion. Finally, for the operationalization
of political rights, we apply the “Diagonal Accountability
Index” (Lührmann et al., 2017, p. 15), which captures the
extent to which citizens are able to hold a government
accountable outside of formal political participation. It
summarizes information on media freedom, civil society
characteristics, freedomof expression, and the degree to
which citizens are engaged in politics.

These variables enable us tomeasure the dimensions
of democracy quality separately and test their effects
on climate policy simultaneously. In comparison to the
disaggregated data from Freedom House and Polity IV,
they are more valid and reliable. Both Freedom House
measures and the polity2 index have validity and relia-
bility problems with regard to conceptualization, mea-
surement, and aggregation (e.g., Munck & Verkuilen,
2002). In contrast to the indicators from the Democracy
Barometer, our variables are not based on policy output

and outcome indicators. Finally, in comparison to data
from the Bertelsmann Stiftung’s Transformation Index,
the Democracy Barometer, and Freedom House, the V-
Dem indicators cover our country sample and the whole
research period we are interested in. We compare the
disaggregated measurement approach to the Freedom
House (2017) political rights and civil liberties indices
and the polity2 indicator from Polity IV (Marshall et al.,
2016). They have been used in most studies of democ-
racy and climate policy. The Freedom House indicators
are rescaled so that higher values on the measures from
Freedom House and Polity IV indicate higher levels of
democracy quality.

Our statistical analyses control for additional vari-
ables that have been applied in similar studies. Popu-
lation density is included as it is associated with natu-
ral resource use (Spilker, 2012). Since emissions result
mainly from economic activities, we consider the level of
economic development (GDP per capita) and economic
growth (GDP growth). Countries that export fossil fuels
should be less likely to participate in climate coopera-
tion and mitigate global warming. Thus, we control for
the percentage of merchandise exports that are fossil
fuel exports. The effect of international trade is theo-
retically ambiguous. Our indicator is the percentage of
the sum of exports and imports of a country’s GDP. Data
on our socio-economic variables come from theWDI on-
line database (data accessed in 2017). Recent research
suggests that state involvement in international govern-
mental organizations (IGOs) increases a country’s willing-
ness and ability to reduce pollution (e.g., Spilker, 2012).
Data on country memberships in IGOs comes from Peve-
house, Nordstrom and Warnke (2010). On the domes-
tic level, ENGOs pressure governments to consider en-
vironmental issues. ENGO strength is captured by data
from Bernauer et al. (2013) on the number of ENGOs
registered in a country with the International Union for
Conservation of Nature. We consider a country’s vulner-
ability to the consequences of global warming with the
climate change index from Bättig, Wild and Imboden
(2007) in Bättig and Bernauer (2009). It covers climate
variability due to global warming in comparison to natu-
ral developments on a scale from 0–1. Higher values in-
dicate higher climate variability. More vulnerable coun-
tries should be more active in this policy area (Sprinz &
Vaahtoranta, 1994).

The climate policy outcome models test, following
EKC-theory (Grossman & Krueger, 1995), a curvilinear ef-
fect of GDP per capita. We used the mean-centered vari-
ableGDPper capita to avoid problemswith non-essential
multicollinearity. Our commitment indicator is also in-
cluded as an independent variable.1 Countries that are
more committed to climate cooperation might be more
willing to reduce emissions (Bättig & Bernauer, 2009). Ta-
ble 1 summarizes the descriptive statistics of all variables
included in the statistical analyses.

1 To acknowledge the endogeneity of commitment to climate cooperation with regard to the explanatory variables, we also examined the climate policy
outcome models with the residuals of the commitment model. The results of our climate policy outcome models stay stable.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Commitment to climate cooperation .680 .156 .226 .978
CO2 emissions per capita 4.712 5.271 .063 28.284
Electoral accountability .975 .479 .031 1.854
Horizontal accountability .799 .752 –.655 2.254
Political rights 1.106 .573 –.253 2.106
Civil rights .786 .177 .358 .995
Freedom House Political rights 5.340 1.428 2.315 7.000
Freedom House Civil liberties 5.032 1.240 2.375 7.000
Polity2 5.830 4.409 –7.133 10.000
Population density 172.413 595.542 1.557 5, 861.425
GDP per capita 13143.732 16979.596 270.110 78793.39
GDP growth 3.453 1.619 –1.786 7.553
Fuel exports 11.567 20.972 .002 95.484
Trade openness 75.843 42.91 21.977 359.634
Memberships in IGOs 67.909 19.113 33.933 123.313
ENGO strength 5.818 7.790 .000 51.444
Climate change vulnerability .489 .136 .261 .897
Notes: N = 99. The units of analysis are country averages from 1990–2010, except commitment to climate cooperation (1990–2005),
IGO membership (1990–2005) and vulnerability (1990–2005).

4. Results

4.1. Commitment to Climate Cooperation

Table 2 presents the results of our first dependent vari-
able commitment to climate cooperation from 1990–
2005. Positive skewness of variables is reduced using the
natural logarithm (ln). Tolerance values of our regres-
sion models indicate no problems with multicollinearity.
Our results remain stable if we apply robust standard er-
rors. Regarding the control variables, our models show
that trade openness contributes to commitment. R2 val-
ues increase considerably when we exclude outliers (see
Annex). While nearly all democracy aspects are associ-
ated with higher levels of climate policy commitment,
only the effect of political rights is significant. Electoral
accountability is negatively but insignificantly associated
with commitment. This supports our hypotheses 1a, 2a
and 3a that electoral and horizontal, as well as civil rights
cannot explain country-differences in commitment to cli-
mate cooperation. In accordance with hypothesis 4a, we
find that countries with high levels of political rights are
also more committed.

Models 2–4 in Table 2 show that both Freedom
House indicators and the polity2 indicator have a posi-
tive and significant effect on commitment. If the democ-
racy quality dimensions are examined in separate mod-
els, each contributes significantly to commitment as well
(see Annex). Thus, the summary measures exhibit sig-
nificant positive effects as they either encompass polit-
ical rights indicators or are highly correlated with politi-
cal rights.

We performed several robustness analyses (see An-
nex). Testing cumulative effects of the democracy quality
dimensions (Fredriksson & Neumayer, 2013; Gallagher &
Thacker, 2008) from 1950–2005/2010, we yield the same
conclusions. Our results also remain stable if we control
for the Annex-I status and the level of CO2 emissions per
capita. If we add countries classified as “not free” for
most years from 1990–2010, the positive effect of polit-
ical rights on commitment is also significant. The results
of the commitment model remain stable if we estimate
ourmodels without outliers and if we exclude developed
countries or countries from a particular region.

Following our theoretical expectations, political
rights might contribute to commitment since they en-
able citizens and interest groups to pressure the govern-
ment to consider climate change. However, we find no
significant interaction effect between political rights and
ENGO influence (see Annex). This finding might result
from our indicator of the political influence of ENGOs
which just counts the number of domestic ENGOs. In
addition, many domestic ENGOs focus on local environ-
mental problems (Never & Betz, 2014, p. 12).

4.2. Climate Change Mitigation

Table 3 summarizes the results for average CO2 emis-
sions per capita levels (ln) from 1990–2010. In our mod-
els, population density, fuel exports and, contrary to our
expectations, ENGO strength contribute to emissions. In
accordance with EKC-research, we find an inverse U-
shaped relationship between GDP per capita and CO2
emissions per capita. The findings support that growth,
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Table 2. Democracy quality dimensions and climate cooperation commitment (OLS regression analysis).

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Population density (ln) .008 .004 .013 .000
(.010) (.009) (.009) (.010)

GDP per capita (ln) –.002 –.005 –.017 .015
(.016) (.014) (.014) (.014)

GDP growth .006 .006 .006 .010
(0.007) (.007) (.007) (.007)

Fuel exports (ln) –.008 –.005 .002 –.012
(.012) (.012) (.011) (.012)

Trade openness (ln) .091** .078** .058* .072**
(.035) (.033) (.032) (.035)

Memberships in IGOs .000 .001 .000 .001
(.001) (0.001) (.001) (0.001)

ENGO strength (ln) .036∗ .021 .027 .020
(.021) (.020) (.019) (.022)

Climate change vulnerability –.028 –.073 –.027 –.116
(.099) (.095) (.091) (.100)

Electoral accountability –.009
(.060)

Horizontal accountability .010
(.031)

Political rights .106**
(.049)

Civil rights .138
(.158)

Freedom House Political rights .061***
Freedom House Civil liberties (.013) .093***

(.016)
Polity2 .013***

(.004)
Countries 99 99 99 99
R2 .452 .451 .503 .391
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p< .01, ** p< .05, * p< .10. The units of analysis
are country averages from 1990–2005.

country memberships in IGOs as well as vulnerability are
associated with lower emissions levels.

Moreover, the analysis indicates that cross-national
variation in the democracy quality dimensions does not
explain country-differences in climate policy outcomes.
In accordance with our theoretical expectations (hy-
potheses 1b, 2b, 3b and 4b), we find no effect of vertical
and horizontal accountability as well as civil and political
rights on cross-national variation in CO2 emissions. How-
ever, while political rights and horizontal accountability
are negatively associated with emission levels, electoral
accountability and civil rights show positive effects. Both
Freedom House indicators and the polity2 indicator are
not associated with emission levels.

Our results remain stable if we exclude developed
countries (see Annex). We also examined the effects of
the democracy quality dimensions on average CO2 emis-
sions in two sub-periods (1990–1999, 2000–2010). In
contrast to our theoretical expectations, we find a signif-

icant positive effect of electoral accountability on aver-
age CO2 emissions per capita from 1990–1999, if we ex-
clude countries from the Middle East and North Africa.
However, many countries might not have adopted mit-
igation measures in the early years of the international
climate change regime. Additionally, the time it takes for
climate policies to affect greenhouse gas emissions has
to be considered. The robustness analyses suggest no ef-
fect of the democracy quality dimensions on short-term
and long-term changes in CO2 emissions per capita.

It appears that the cross-national variance in politi-
cal rights explains commitment to climate cooperation
better than country-differences in vertical accountabil-
ity, horizontal accountability and civil rights. Our results
are based on correlations. Case studies could give us
more insight into the causal processes that link political
rights to commitment to international efforts to tackle
climate change. In the following, we examine Ecuador
in more detail, a country that performs well with re-
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Table 3. Democracy quality dimensions and CO2 emissions per capita, ln (OLS regression analysis).

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Population density (ln) .087** .093** .089** .092**
(.039) (.038) (.040) (.038)

GDP per capita (ln) .856*** .897*** .911*** .900***
(.069) (.061) (.063) (.054)

GDP per capita (ln) squared –.128*** –.135*** –.135*** –.133***
(.028) (.026) (.026) (.027)

GDP growth –.092** –.080** –.080** –.077**
(.035) (.034) (.034) (.035)

Fuel exports (ln) .249*** .235*** .229*** .235***
(.051) (.148) (.051) (.050)

Trade openness (ln) .077 .104 .096 .102
(0.157) (.004) (.146) (.147)

Memberships in IGOs –.014*** –.014*** –.013*** –.014***
(.004) (.004) (.004) (.004)

ENGO strength (ln) .142 .152* .153* .149*
(.086) (.085) (.085) (.086)

Climate change vulnerability –1.222*** –1.218*** –1.237*** –1.221**
(.419) (.570) (.417) (.412)

Commitment to climate cooperation .535 .467 .555 .465
(.438) (.437) (.456) (.418)

Electoral accountability .347
(.268)

Horizontal accountability –.034
(.136)

Political rights –.248
(.212)

Civil rights .391
(0.675)

Freedom House Political rights .017
(.060)

Freedom House Civil liberties –.011
(.081)

Polity2 .007
(0.017)

Countries 99 99 99 99
R2 .917 .915 .915 .915
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p < .01, ** p < .05, * p < .10. The units of anal-
ysis are country averages of from 1990–2010. IGO membership, ENGO strength and commitment refer to country averages from 1990
to 2005.

gard to political rights and commitment to climate co-
operation but has deficits in another democracy quality
dimension (horizontal accountability).2 Simultaneously,
Ecuador performs above-average on our measure of cli-
mate cooperation commitment. The political system of
Ecuador is characterized by free and fair elections and
the respect of civil rights. Ecuador shows deficits with
regard to horizontal accountability during our research
period. The independence of the judiciary in Ecuador
is restricted. The executive and the legislative branches
of government have repeatedly influenced court deci-
sions for their benefit. In comparison, there are no re-

strictions on the freedoms of association, expression, or
the press. Ecuador has above average values on our po-
litical rights indicator. Since the 1990s, civil society orga-
nizations representing indigenous people have gained in
influence in the Ecuadorian political system. They have
also been organized around environmental issues such
as the ecological consequences of petroleum extraction
in the Amazon lowlands. Case studies have shown that
the Ecuadorian government’s international climate pol-
icy has been influenced by civil society organizations
(e.g. Espinosa, 2013; Martin, 2011). In the mid-1990s
domestic NGOs, scientists and indigenous groups de-

2 We use information from the country reports of the Bertelsmann Stiftung’s Transformation Index from 2003 and 2006.
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manded a halt to oil drilling in the Ecuadorian Ama-
zon. Espinosa (2013) argues that the environmental in-
terests groups were able to change the public discourse
on petroleum extraction in the oil exporting country. The
government of President Correa was responsive to the
influence of civil society organizations (Martin, 2011, pp.
26f.). It worked together with domestic NGOs to formu-
late a proposal to the international community (Mar-
tin, 2011, pp. 31f., 39). The Ecuadorian government fi-
nally proposed that it would commit itself to not ex-
tracting the country’s largest oil reserves in the Yasuní
National Park in the Amazon and thus avoid consider-
able greenhouse gas emissions under the condition that
it would receive international financial compensation
(Martin, 2011, p. 22). Martin (2011, p. 31) concludes that
the Ecuadorian government represented the climate pol-
icy position of the civil society organizations on the inter-
national level. The example of Ecuador shows that politi-
cal rights enabled civil society to influence the country’s
climate policy (Martin, 2011, pp. 27f.). This case also il-
lustrates the difference between climate policy commit-
ment and climate changemitigation. The Ecuadorian gov-
ernment introduced the condition of financial compensa-
tion. It was, in the end, unwilling to stop oil drilling in the
Yasuní National Park since there was little financial sup-
port from the international community. With regard to
commitment to climate policy goals, states appear to be
responsive to the climate policy demands of citizens and
civil society organizations facilitated by political rights al-
though they are more reluctant to implement climate
change mitigation policies.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

Our results show that the conceptualization and mea-
surement of democracy matters in comparative climate
policy research.With themeasures from FreedomHouse
and Polity IV, we observe positive effects on climate pol-
icy commitment. In comparison, the disaggregated mea-
surement approach indicates that only the realization of
political rights is crucial. The results suggest that previ-
ous research might have only found significant effects
of democracy quality measures on commitment because
they contain or are highly correlated with the dimen-
sion of political rights. This finding sheds new light on
the causal mechanisms that link democracy to commit-
ment. In accordance with our theoretical expectations,
we find that the positive effect of democracy quality de-
pends on political rights. It appears that electoral and
horizontal accountability, as well as civil rights, are not
decisive for country-differences in commitment to cli-
mate cooperation. The effect of competitive elections
depends on the electoral success of supporters and op-
ponents of climate protection. Horizontal accountability
provides incentives and constraints to participation in cli-
mate cooperation. The effect of civil rights depends on a
country’s existing climate policy regulations. We do not
believe that political rights alone contribute to climate

cooperation either. Climate change mitigation is depen-
dent on public awareness of global warming and sup-
port for climate protection. For instance, Harrison and
Sundstrom (2010) conclude from their case studies of Ky-
oto Protocol ratification that the EU member states and
Japan were able to ratify the agreement since public and
business interests supported it. In comparison, Australia
withdrew its ratification and the United States never rat-
ified it since public climate concern was low and indus-
try interest groups opposed ratification. Our argument is
that political rights enable supporters of climate change
mitigation to raise awareness of climate change, articu-
late their climate policy preferences, and mobilize pub-
lic support in the first place. These democratic freedoms
make it, therefore, more likely that diffuse interests such
as climate protection are considered in the political pro-
cess (see also Martin, 2011). For instance, Never and
Betz (2014, p. 12) demonstrate that civil society organi-
zations had no influence on climate policy in India and
South Africa since they had no access to the domestic
political decision-making process. In accordancewith our
theoretical expectations and earlier research, we find lit-
tle support for the claim that democracy quality or the
democracy quality dimensions—electoral and horizontal
accountability, political and civil rights—matter for cli-
mate policy outcomes. If at all, electoral accountability
may have been associated with higher emission levels
in the 1990s. While political rights contribute to com-
mitment to climate cooperation, they are not associated
with lower emission levels. An explanation for this find-
ing is that it is, presumably, more difficult for the public
to control the implementation of environmental policies
(Cao & Prakash, 2012).

Themain implication of our results for the analysis of
substantive research questions in empirical democracy
research is that it could be fruitful to study the impli-
cations of democracy on a disaggregated basis to gain
more analytical clarity and, therefore, to conceptualize
and measure democracy quality dimensions separately.
Further climate policy research could investigate the re-
lationship between political rights and global warming
policy in more detail. Our study has focused on institu-
tional traits. To gain more knowledge on the effect of
political rights on climate cooperation, more attention
should also be given to the policy-preferences of political
decision-makers and citizens and their interaction with
political rights. It would also be interesting to examine
the relative importance of political rights such as free-
dom of expression, freedom of association, and civil so-
ciety autonomy for climate policy. We also have not con-
sidered elements of direct democracy.
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Annex

1. Models with Indicators of the Effective Power to Govern

The concept of “embedded democracy” from Merkel (2004) distinguishes five interdependent partial regimes, namely
electoral regime, political rights, civil rights, horizontal accountability, and the effective power to govern. Table A1 tests, also
the effect of the effective power to govern. The effective power to governmeans that only elected authorities participate in
political decision-making processes.We considered three indicators: The Domestic Autonomy (v2svdomaut) item from the
V-DemProject (Coppedge et al., 2017; Pemstein et al., 2017) evaluates a state’s autonomy in domestic politics fromexternal
actors. The variable International autonomy (v2svinlaut) from the V-Dem Project (Coppedge et al., 2017; Pemstein et al.,
2017) captures a state’s independence in foreign policy from external actors. The external constraints (exconst) indicator
fromMarshall et al. (2016) measures constraints on the government by various accountability groups (e.g., the legislature,
the judiciary, the military). The results of our main analysis remain stable. In addition, we find a significant positive effect
of a state’s autonomy in foreign policy on commitment. In comparison, the domestic and international autonomy does
not matter for CO2 emissions per capita. The exconst indicator overlaps with our measure of horizontal accountability.
However, the results remain the same, when we exclude horizontal accountability.

Table A1. Effective power to govern and commitment to climate cooperation and CO2 emissions per capita, ln (OLS regres-
sion analysis).

(2) Commitment to climate cooperation (4) CO2 emissions per capita, ln

Population density (ln) .004 –.090**
(.009) (.040)

GDP per capita (ln) –.007 .862***
(.016) (.071)

GDP per capita (ln) squared .130***
(.031)

GDP growth .004 –.100***
(.007) (.035)

Fuel exports (ln) –.009 .254***
(.012) (.052)

Trade openness (ln) .097*** .063
(.035) (.162)

Memberships in IGOs .000 –.014***
(.001) (.004)

ENGO strength (ln) .032 .135*
(.021) (.072)

Climate change vulnerability .035 –1.111**
(.100) (.435)

Commitment to climate cooperation .435
(.447)

Electoral accountability –.047 .224
(.063) (.281)

Horizontal accountability .012 –.034
(.031) (.137)

Political rights .093* –.248
(.049) (.216)

Civil rights .178 .447
(.157) (.684)

Domestic autonomy .002 –.162
(.041) (.183)

International autonomy .068* .118
(.035) (.157)

External constraints .005 .034
(.004) (.022)
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Table A1. Effective power to govern and commitment to climate cooperation and CO2 emissions per capita, ln (OLS regres-
sion analysis). (Cont.)

(2) Commitment to climate cooperation (4) CO2 emissions per capita, ln

Countries 99 99
R2 .500 .921
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p< .01, ** p< .05, * p< .10. The units of analysis
are country averages from 1990–2005 (Model 1) and from 1990–2010 (Model 2). IGO membership, ENGO strength and commitment
refer to country averages from 1990–2005.

2. Test of the Effect of the Democracy Quality Dimensions in Separate Regression Models

The summary measures of democracy in our main analysis showed significant positive effects on commitment. In com-
parison, the separate analysis of the democracy quality dimensions found that only political rights matter for commit-
ment. Table A2 tests the effect of the democracy quality dimensions in separate regression models. Table A2 shows that
in separate regression models all democracy quality dimensions are significantly associated with commitment to climate
cooperation. This result indicates that summary measures of democracy, as well as our indicators of electoral, horizontal
accountability, and civil rights in Table A3, are only significantly associated with commitment as they are highly correlated
with political rights.

Table A3 examines the effect of the democracy quality dimensions on CO2 emissions levels in separate regressionmod-
els. In accordance with our main analysis, it suggests that the democracy quality dimensions do not matter for pollution.

Table A2. Democracy quality dimensions and commitment to climate cooperation (OLS regression analysis).

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Population density (ln) .000 .001 .007 .004
(.010) (.010) (.009) (.010)

GDP per capita (ln) .003 .007 .004 –.001
(.016) (.015) (.014) (.015)

GDP growth .003 .005 .006 .004
(.008) (.008) (.007) (.007)

Fuel exports (ln) –.011 –.013 –.010 –.009
(.013) (.012) (.012) (.012)

Trade openness (ln) .086** .089** .098*** .066*
(.035) (.036) (.034) (.034)

Memberships in IGOs .000 .000 .000 .000
(.001) (.001) (.001) (.001)

ENGO strength (ln) .028 .038* .035* .037*
(.022) (.021) (.020) (.021)

Climate change vulnerability .097 –.055 –.046 –.037
(.101) (.103) (.096) (.100)

Electoral accountability .134***
(.046)

Horizontal accountability .076***
(.025)

Political rights .139***
(.030)

Civil rights .411***
(.107)

Countries 99 99 99 99
R2 .374 .378 .445 .411
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p< .01, ** p< .05, * p< .10. The units of analysis
are country averages from 1990–2005.
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Table A3. Democracy quality dimensions and CO2 emissions per capita, ln (OLS regression analysis).

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Population density (ln) .095** .091** .088** .095**
(.038) (.038) (.039) (.039)

GDP per capita (ln) .867*** .907*** .914*** .890***
(.066) (.060) (.056) (.062)

GDP per capita (ln) squared –.131*** –.135*** –.136*** –.136***
(.026) (.026) (.026) (.026)

GDP growth –.085** –.080** –.080** –.081**
(.034) (.034) (.034) (.034)

Fuel exports (ln) .247*** .231*** .228*** .237***
(.051) (.050) (.049) (.050)

Trade openness (ln) .130 .097 .084 .098
(.038) (.149) (.152) (.146)

Memberships in IGOs –.014*** –.014*** –.013*** –.014***
(.004) (.004) (.004) (.004)

ENGO strength (ln) .152* .154* .152* .156*
(.085) (.085) (.085) (.085)

Climate change vulnerability –1.184*** –1.229*** –1.247*** –1.199***
(.412) (.417) (.416) (.416)

Commitment to climate cooperation .396 .525 .583 .444
(.411) (.412) (.434) (.422)

Electoral accountability .189
(.195)

Horizontal accountability .001
(.106)

Political rights –.045
(.016)

Civil rights .238
(.479)

Countries 99 99 99 99
R2 .916 .915 .915 .915
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p< .01, ** p< .05, * p< .10. The units of analysis
are country averages of from 1990–2010. IGOmembership, ENGO strength and commitment refer to country averages from 1990–2005.
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3. Main Models without Influential Cases

Table A4 and A5 present our main regression models without influential cases. First, countries with standardized residuals
of at least +/−2 were successively excluded. Second, outliers were identified using Cook’s D (> 4/n), Leverage (> 3*k/n)
and DfBetas (> +/−1). The results of our commitment models stay stable (see Table A4).

With regard to CO2 emissions per capita, the positive effect of political rights on CO2 emissions per capita becomes
significant (see Table A5). However, this effect turns insignificant again if we estimate further robustness analyses with and
without influential cases.

Table A4. Democracy quality dimensions and climate cooperation commitment without influential cases (OLS regression
analysis).

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Population density (ln) .013* .003 .002 .002
(.007) (.006) (.007) (.007)

GDP per capita (ln) .008 .014 .008 .021
(.011) (.010) (.012) (.011)

GDP growth .002 .000 –.003 –.005
(.005) (.005) (.006) (.006)

Fuel exports (ln) .003 .014* .013 .003
(.008) (.008) (.009) (.009)

Trade openness (ln) .129 .088*** .069*** .108***
(.025) (.023) (.026) (.028)

Memberships in IGOs .000 .001** .000 .001
(.000) (.001) (.001) (.001)

ENGO strength (ln) .031** .009 .024 .006
(.015) (.013) (.015) (.017)

Climate change vulnerability .026 –.086 –.095 –.137
(.065) (.063) (.069) (.072)

Electoral accountability –.067
(.046)

Horizontal accountability .014
(.022)

Political rights .169***
(.040)

Civil rights .024
(.119)

Freedom House Political rights .039***
(.010)

Freedom House Civil liberties .065***
(.014)

Polity2 .009**
(.004)

Countries 78 76 82 84
R2 .725 .724 .678 .569
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p< .01, ** p< .05, * p< .10. The units of analysis
are country averages from 1990–2005.
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Table A5. Democracy quality dimensions and CO2 emissions per capita, ln without influential cases (OLS regression
analysis).

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Population density (ln) .042 .048 .040 .053*
(.034) (.035) (.036) (.034)

GDP per capita (ln) .832*** .896*** .896*** .893***
(.055) (.057) (.060) (.054)

GDP per capita (ln) squared –.135*** –.145*** –.140*** –.143***
(.023) (.022) (.023) (.022)

GDP growth –.127*** –.101*** –.087*** .092***
(.027) (.031) (.031) (.030)

Fuel exports (ln) .193*** .171*** .176*** .208***
(.044) (.045) (.044) (.042)

Trade openness (ln) .337*** .316*** .316*** .278**
(.121) (.127) (.127) (.129)

Memberships in IGOs –.007* –.009** –.008** –.007**
(.003) (.003) (.004) (.003)

ENGO strength (ln) .161** .227*** .222*** .165
(.067) (.070) (.069) (.072)

Climate change vulnerability –1.805*** –1.562*** –1.562*** –1.220***
(.357) (.374) (.380) (.369)

Commitment to climate cooperation .275 .183 .278 –.222
(.342) (.366) (.388) (.369)

Electoral accountability .355*
(.207)

Horizontal accountability –.054
(.104)

Political rights –.413**
(.181)

Civil rights .225
(.538)

Freedom House Political rights –.062
(.058)

Freedom House Civil liberties –.079
(.072)

Polity2 –.016
(.017)

Countries 86 88 90 86
R2 .958 .950 .9476.952
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p< .01, ** p< .05, * p< .10. The units of analysis
are country averages of from 1990–2010. IGOmembership, ENGO strength and commitment refer to country averages from 1990–2005.
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4. Jackknife Analysis

Using jackknife analysis, we tested whether our results depend on certain country groups. Table A6 tests the effect of
our main models without developed countries. We identified developed countries by OECD-membership. The effect of
political rights on commitment becomes insignificant if we exclude developed countries. However, it becomes significant
if we exclude outliers. The following countries are identified as outliers in model 1 in Table A6: Central African Republic,
Republic Congo, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Gabon, Gambia, Kuwait, New Zealand, Singapore, Ukraine, and Zambia.
The results of CO2 emissions per capita model remain stable.

Table A6. Democracy quality dimensions, commitment to climate cooperation and CO2 emissions per capita, ln in non-
developed countries (OLS regression analysis).

(1) Commitment (2) Commitment to (3) CO2 emissions (4) CO2 emissions
to climate climate cooperation per capita, ln per capita,
cooperation without influential ln without

cases influential cases

Population density (ln) .006 .002 .107* .016
(.011) (.009) (.053) (.042)

GDP per capita (ln) .005 .024 .798*** .723***
(.045) (.017) (.108) (.076)

GDP per capita (ln) squared –.121** –.128***
(.057) (.041)

GDP growth .009 .010 –.122** –.190***
(.009) (.007) (.049) (.030)

Fuel exports (ln) –.013 .000*** .290*** .189***
(.015) (.011) (.071) (.047)

Trade openness (ln) .039 .066* .203 .679***
(.039) (.034) (.258) (.165)

Memberships in IGOs –.001 –.001 –.012 .004
(.002) (.001) (.008) (.005)

ENGO strength (ln) .012 .012* .165 .287***
(.026) (.020) (.125) (.079)

Climate change vulnerability .034 .088 –1.157** –2.061***
(.111) (.080) (.523) (.370)

Commitment to climate cooperation 1.148 1.000**
(.652) (.437)

Electoral accountability .056 –.042 .199 –.021
(.071) (.053) (.353) (.222)

Horizontal accountability –.002 –.002 –.033 –.034
(.035) (.027) (.171) (.108)

Political rights .065 .084* –.201 .217
(.056) (.048) (.307) (.200)

Civil rights .084 .144 .357 –.122
(.173) (.139) (.918) (.589)

Countries 68 57 68 56
R2 .321 .488 .891 .962
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p < .01, ** p < .05, * p < .10. The units of
analysis are country averages of from 1990–2005 (Model 1–2) and from 1990–2010 (Model 2–4). IGO membership, ENGO strength and
commitment refer to country averages from 1990–2005.

The results of our analysis of commitment to climate cooperation also remain stable if we exclude countries from particular
regions. Tables A7, A8 and A9 summarize the results of our jackknife-analysis. We applied the World Bank country classifi-
cation by region (https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/906519-world-bank-country-and-lending-
groups). The positive effect of political rights on commitment to climate cooperation remains significant in nearly all re-
gression models (see Table A6). It becomes marginally insignificant if countries from East European or from Southeastern
European countries are removed from the analysis. However, if we estimate the models without influential cases the ef-
fect of political rights becomes significant again (see Table A7). If we exclude countries from Sub-Sahara Africa, we find a
significant negative effect of electoral accountability on commitment. In addition, several models without outliers exhibit
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a significant negative effect of electoral accountability and a significant positive effect of civil rights on commitment. How-
ever, these effects are not as robust as the effect of political rights. In our analysis without countries from the Middle East
and North Africa, electoral accountability is significantly associated with CO2 emissions per capita (see Table A9). Model 2
and 4 in table A14 show that the significant positive effect of electoral accountability, in the analysis of our sample without
countries from the Middle East and Northern Africa, is only stable for the period from 1990–1999. Political rights are neg-
atively associated with CO2 emissions per capita if we exclude countries from Central Asia or Latin America (see Model 1
and 4 in Table A9). However, this effect becomes insignificant if we estimate further robustness analyses.

Table A7. Jackknife analysis: Democracy quality dimensions and commitment to climate cooperation (OLS regression
analysis).

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)
Central East East Latin Middle North South South Sub- Western
Asia Asia and Europe American East and America Asia East Saharan European

Pacific North Europe Africa
Africa

Population .008 .016 .008 .005 .010 .009 .012 .006 –.010 .009
density (ln) (.068) (.011) (.010) (.012) (.010) (.010) (.010) (.010) (.011) (.010)

GDP per capita –.002 –.005 –.005 –.012 .004 .002 –.008 .001 .005 –.004
(ln) (–.015) (.018) (.017) (.019) (.017) (.017) (.018) (.017) (.021) (0.18)

GDP growth .007 .004 –.001 .009 .008 .007 .008 .006 .007 .008
(.008) (.008) (.009) (.008) (.008) (.007) (.008) (.008) (.008) (.008)

Fuel exports (ln) –.008 –.006 –.009 –.011 .000 –.009 –.007 –.012 –.005 –.003
(.012) (.013) (.013) (.015) (.012) (.012) (.013) (.012) (.013) (.014)

Trade openness .091** .085** .097*** .115*** .073** .079** .089** .082** .094** .073*
(ln) (.035) (.018) (.036) (.041) (.036) (.036) (.037) (.035) (.038) (.042)

Memberships .000 .000 .000 .000 –.001 .000 .000 .000 .001 –.001
in IGOs (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001)

ENGO strength .035* .047** .042** .037 .024 .038* .050** .023 .031 .030
(ln) (.021) (.022) (.021) (.024) (.021) (.021) (.023) (.021) (.168) (.024)

Climate change –.024 –.005 –.018 .032 –.040 –.039 –.081 –.058 .011 .003
vulnerability (.100) (.102) (.106) (.188) (.099) (.099) (.109) (.100) (.100) (.066)

Electoral –.006 –.028 –.015 .018 .021 –.024 –.021 .058 –.138* .020
accountability (.061) (.062) (.062) (.074) (.062) (.061) (.065) (.062) (.072) (.066)

Horizontal .011 .016 .014 –.007 .015 .009 .016 .014 .005 –.012
accountability (.032) (.032) (.032) (.039) (.073) (.031) (.034) (.032) (.035) (.035)

Political rights .107** .099* .083 .131** .095* .112** .124** .071 .136** .102*
(.049) (.058) (.108) (.060) (.052) (.049) (.052) (.157) (.055) (.054)

.051) .050)
Civil rights .126 .206 .162 .205 .100 .142 .071 .042 .267 .167

(.161) (.187) (.160) (.183) (.158) (.158) (.171) (.158) (.199) (.169)
Countries 98 87 90 78 95 97 94 93 77 83
R2 .451 .489 .438 .529 .465 .457 .454 .465 .470 .380
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p< .01, ** p< .05, * p< .10. The units of analysis
are country averages from 1990–2005.
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Table A8. Jackknife analysis: Democracy quality dimensions and commitment to climate cooperation without outliers (OLS
regression analysis).

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)
Central East East Latin Middle North South South Sub- Western
Asia Asia and Europe American East and America Asia East Saharan European

Pacific North Europe Africa
Africa

Population .008 .013* .015** .019*** .015** .020*** .019*** .006 .005 .007
density (ln) (.007) (.008) (.006) (.007) (.007) (.006) (.007) (.007) (.008) (.010)

GDP per capita .017 .010 .007 .000 .008 .008 .004 .003 .015 .015
(ln) (.012) (.013) (.010) (.010) (.012) (.010) (.005) (.011) (.013) (.013)

GDP growth .003 .001 .005 .010 .000 .012*** .019***–.001 .012** .012*
(.006) (.006) .005) (.005) (.006) (.004) (.007) (.005) (.006) (.006)

Fuel exports (ln) .005 .001 .005 .021** .005 .019** .001 .006 .010 .009
(.008) (.009) (.007) (.009) (.008) (.007) (.008) (.007) (.008) (.010)

Trade openness .125*** .091*** .142*** .146*** .122*** .124*** .132 .157*** .116*** .084***
(ln) (.026) (.032) (.022) (.025) (.027) (.021) (.013) (.024) (.025) (.030)

Memberships .000 –.001 .001 .000 –.001 .000 –.001 .000 .001 –.001
in IGOs (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001)

ENGO strength .039** .056*** .047*** .047*** .033** .044*** .058*** .040*** .044** .021
(ln) (.015) (.018) (.013) (.013) (.016) (.012) (.016) (.015) (.016) (.018)

Climate change –.003 .012 .104* .278** .021 .173*** –.055 –.009 .082 .081
vulnerability (.068) (.069) (.058) (.107) (.067) (.062) (.073) (.063) (.063) (.076)

Electoral –.058 –.088* –.088** –.028 –.040 –.094*** –.085* –.043 –.145*** –.033
accountability (.045) (.049) (.038) (.042) (.049) (.034) (.046) (.043) (.022) (.049)

Horizontal .00 .045* .006 –.018 .004 .004 .028 .013 .003 –.016
accountability (.022) (.023) (.020) (.020) (.024) (.018) (.023) (.021) (.022) (.026)

Political rights .143*** .146*** .126*** .113*** .201*** .123*** .211*** .151*** .142*** .091*
(.040) (.048) (.034) (.037) (.046) (.032) (.039) (.038) (.038) (.045)

Civil rights .073 .097 .156 .269** –.029 .271*** –.089 .051 .239* .204
(.122) (.135) (.099) (.113) (.123) (.096) (.120) (.109) (.122) (.131)

Countries 80 72 67 60 77 74 76 71 60 70
R2 .726 .736 .797 .843 .739 .815 .730 .789 .784 .577
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p< .01, ** p< .05, * p< .10. The units of analysis
are country averages from 1990–2005.
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Table A9. Jackknife analysis: Democracy quality dimensions and CO2 emissions per capita, ln (OLS regression analysis).

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)
Central East East Latin Middle North South South Sub- Western
Asia Asia and Europe American East and America Asia East Saharan European

Pacific North Europe Africa
Africa

Population .086** .142*** .086** .011 .098** .098** .069 .086** .036 .098**
density (ln) (.039) (.045) (.040) (.043) (.039) (.040) (.042) (.040) (.042) (.045)

GDP per capita .865*** .866*** .877*** .846*** .810*** .832*** .891*** .887*** .771*** .863***
(ln) (.070) (.072) (.072) (.070) (.071) (.070) (.071) (.072) (.100) (.080)

GDP per capita –.131*** –.109*** –.128*** –.173*** –.115*** –.136*** –.125***–.124*** –.096** –.096**
(ln) squared (.028) (.030) (.029) (.028) (.030) (.028) (.028) (.029) (.041) (.037)

GDP growth –.082** –.109*** –.055 –.093** –.115*** –.096*** –.105***–.083** –.062 –.113***
(.036) (.030) (.040) (.036) (.035) (.035) (.035) (.036) (.042) (.040)

Fuel exports (ln) .240*** .260*** .241*** .219*** .274*** .253*** .227*** .254*** .258*** .257***
(.052) (.053) (.054) (.057) (.054) (.051) (.052) (.053) (.060) (.059)

Trade openness .067 .050 .032 –.065 .098 .104 .083 .023 .166 .204
(ln) (.158) (.178) (.161) (.171) (.156) (.158) (.156) (.162) (.180) (.205)

Memberships –.013*** –.016*** –.015*** –.009** –.015*** –.013*** –.014***–.015*** –.008 –.010
in IGOs (.004) (.005) (.005) (.004) (.004) (.004) (.004) (.004) (.005) (.006)
ENGO strength .133 .184** .100 .193** .130 .096 .100 .146 .057 .275*
(ln) (.086) (.091) (.088) (088) (.086) (.088) (.093) (.089) (.111) (.101)

Climate change –1.190***–1.003** –1.204*** –2.617*** –1.146*** –1.187*** –.886* –1.152** –1.169** –1.218***
vulnerability (.420) (.424) (.455) (.699) (.415) (.417) (.447) (.439) (.447) (.453)

Commitment .517 .278 .735 .581 .483 .594 .624 .683 .056 .748
to climate (.438) (.457) (.466) (.452) (.445) (.441) (.435) (.470) (.542) (.504)
cooperation

Electoral .360 .364 .337 .450 .514* .404 .300 .225 .142 .252
accountability (.268) (.270) (.273) (.283) (.283) (.268) (.279) (.283) (.369) (.293)

Horizontal –.030 –.057 –.017 .097 –.129 –.013 –.078 –.079 –.027 .006
accountability (.136) (.135) (.140) (.150) (.138) (.135) (.143) (.141) (.161) (.154)

Political rights –.233 –.453* –.211 –.614** –.060 –.289 –.323 –.189 –.175 –.065
(.212) (.237) (.218) (.017) (.260) (.212) (.220) (.219) (.261) (.780)

Civil rights .316 1.168 .355 .265 .260 .373 .843 .469 .672 .065
(.678) (.773) (.685) (.028) (.670) (.669) (.710) (.690) (.917) (.780)

Countries 98 87 90 78 95 97 94 93 77 83
R2 .919 .928 .920 .944 .922 .918 .920 .922 .853 .911
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p< .01, ** p< .05, * p< .10. The units of analysis
are country averages from 1990–2010. IGO membership, ENGO strength and commitment refer to country averages from 1990–2005.
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5. Cumulative Effects of Democracy Quality Dimensions from 1950–2005/2010

Following Fredriksson and Neumayer (2013), we tested the cumulative effects of the democracy quality dimensions. Ta-
ble A10 uses the sum of the values of the democracy quality dimensions from 1950 to 2005 (dependent variable: commit-
ment to international climate cooperation)/2010 (dependent variable: CO2 emissions per capita, ln) as an independent
variable. We come to the same conclusions as in our main analysis of the current values of the democracy quality dimen-
sions. The long-term experience with political rights contributes to a commitment to climate cooperation. There are no
significant effects of a country’s historical experiencewith electoral and horizontal accountability or political and civil rights
on climate policy outcomes.

Table A10. Democracy quality dimensions (cumulative effect from 1950–2010), commitment to climate cooperation and
CO2 emissions per capita, ln (OLS regression analysis).

(1) Commitment (2) Commitment to (3) CO2 emissions (4) CO2 emissions
to climate climate cooperation per capita, ln per capita, ln
cooperation without influential

cases

Population density (ln) .008 .013* .080** .049
(.010) (.007) (.037) (.035)

GDP per capita (ln) –.002 .008 .868*** .927***
(.016) (.011) (.063) (.060)

GDP per capita (ln) squared –.143*** –.116***
(.031) (.027)

GDP growth .006 .002 –.096*** –.074**
(.007) (.005) (.035) (.031)

Fuel exports (ln) –.008 .003 .274*** .210***
(.012) (.008) (.049) (.046)

Trade openness (ln) .091** .129 .168 .256**
(.035) (.025) (.147) (.060)

Memberships in IGOs .000 .000** –.015*** –.009**
(.001) (.001) (.004) (.004)

ENGO strength (ln) .036* .031 .186** .234***
(.021) (.015) (.083) (.071)

Climate change vulnerability –.029 .026 –1.265*** –1.350***
(.099) (.065) (.410) (.373)

Commitment to climate cooperation .249 .146
(.391) (.349)

Electoral accountability –.001 –.004 .001 .000
(.004) (.003) (.004) (.004)

Horizontal accountability .001 .001 .001 –.002
(.002) (.001) (.003) (.002)

Political rights .007** .010*** –.003 –.003
(.003) (.002) (.003) (.003)

Civil rights .009 .002 .009 .004
(.010) (.007) (.008) (.007)

Countries 99 78 98 87
R2 .452 .726 .925 .954
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p < .01, ** p < .05, * p < .10. The units of
analysis are country averages from 1990–2005 (Model 1–2) and from 1990–2010 (Model 3–4). IGO membership, ENGO strength and
commitment refer to country averages from 1990–2005.
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6. Main Model of Commitment to Climate Cooperation with Interaction Effect between ENGO Strength and
Political Rights

We tested an interaction effect between ENGO strength and political rights (see table A11). The assumption is that political
rights enable citizens to organize in ENGOs and exert influence via public opinion policy outputs. The results indicate no
significant interaction effect between ENGO strength and political rights. It has to be considered that the number of ENGOs
captures only the number of ENGO’s in a country. However, alternative measures were only available for a limited number
of countries.

Table A11. Interaction effect between ENGO strength and political liberties (OLS regression analysis).

(1) Commitment to climate cooperation (2) CO2 emissions per capita, ln

Population density (ln) .007 .088∗∗
(.010) (.040)

GDP per capita (ln) .000 .853***
(.017) (.070)

GDP per capita (ln) squared –.132***
(.030)

GDP growth .005 .090**
(.007) (.088)

Fuel exports (ln) –.008 .250***
(.012) (.052)

Trade openness (ln) .086** .082
(.036) (.159)

Memberships in IGOs .000 –.014***
(.001) (.004)

ENGO strength (ln) .036* .141
(.021) (.086)

Climate change vulnerability –.035 –1.223***
(.100) (.421)

Commitment to climate cooperation .547
(.442)

Electoral accountability –.013 .344
(.100) (.269)

Horizontal accountability .010 –.030
(.032) (.030)

Political rights .100* –.236
(.050) (.216)

Civil rights –.020 .377
(.029) (.680)

ENGOlnXpolitical rights –.020 .045
(.029) (.127)

Countries 99 99
R2 .455 .918
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p< .01, ** p< .05, * p< .10. The units of analysis
are country averages of from 1990–2005 (Model 1) and from 1990–2010 (Model 2). IGO membership, ENGO strength and commitment
refer to country averages from 1990–2005.
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7. Control of Annex-I Status

International climate change regime distinguishes between Annex-I and non-Annex-I countries. Annex-I (Developed) coun-
tries are regarded as historically responsible for global warming and, therefore, should take the lead in climate change
mitigation. Thereby, the Kyoto Protocol specified legally binding greenhouse gas emissions targets for Annex-I member
states. Table A12 controls the effect of the Annex-I status on commitment to climate cooperation. Overall, our results
remain stable.

Table A12. Annex-I status and commitment to climate cooperation (OLS regression analysis).

(1) Commitment to climate cooperation

Population density (ln) .007
(.010)

GDP per capita (ln) –.006
(.018)

GDP per capita (ln) squared .007
(.008)

GDP growth .007
(.008)

Fuel exports (ln) –.007
(.012)

Trade openness (ln) .092**
(.035)

Memberships in IGOs .000
(.000)

ENGO strength (ln) .038*
(.021)

Climate change vulnerability .003
(.115)

Electoral accountability –.007
(.060)

Horizontal accountability .009
(.032)

Political rights .102**
(.050)

Civil rights .12
(.159)

Annex I country .026
(.048)

Countries 99
R2 .454
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p< .01, ** p< .05, * p< .10. The units of analysis
are country averages of from 1990–2005.
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8. Control of CO2 Emissions Per Capita

Table A13 adds CO2 emissions per capita, ln, as an additional control variable in our analysis of commitment to climate
change cooperation. Countries with low emission levels might be more willing to enter international climate change
treaties than countries with high emission levels. The results of our main model in Table 2 remain stable. In contrast
with our expectations, we find a positive but insignificant effect of CO2 emission per capita on commitment to climate
cooperation.

Table A13. Democracy quality dimensions and commitment to climate cooperation (OLS regression analysis).

(1) Commitment to climate cooperation

Population density (ln) .005
(.010)

GDP per capita (ln) –.025
(.026)

GDP growth .008
(.008)

Fuel exports (ln) –.015
(.014)

Trade openness (ln) .084**
(.036)

Memberships in IGOs .000
(.000)

ENGO strength (ln) .031
(.021)

Climate change vulnerability –.004
(.102)

Electoral accountability –.026
(.062)

Horizontal accountability .017
(.032)

Political rights .107**
(.049)

Civil rights .135
(.158)

CO2 emissions per capita, ln .026
(.024)

Countries 99
R2 .460
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p< .01, ** p< .05, * p< .10. The units of analysis
are country averages of from 1990–2005.
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9. Democracy Quality Dimensions and Average CO2 Emissions in Two Sub-Periods (1990–1999, 2000–2010)

We also estimated our climate policy outcome model for two sub-periods—1990–1999 and 2000–2010. Table A13 shows,
as in our main analysis, no significant effects of the democracy quality dimensions on CO2 emissions per capita. Model 2
and 4 in table A13 show that the significant positive effect of electoral accountability in the analysis of our sample without
countries from the Middle East and Northern Africa is only stable for the period from 1990–1999.

Table A14. Democracy quality dimensions and CO2 emissions per capita, ln (OLS regression analysis).

(1) 1990–1999 (2) 1990–1999 (3) 2000–2010 (4) 2000–2010
Without countries Without countries
from Middle East from Middle East
and North Africa and North Africa

Population density (ln) .077* .084* .093** .098**
(.046) (.046) (.045) (.046)

GDP per capita (ln) .861*** .858*** .942*** .927***
(.074) (.074) (.074) (.078)

GDP per capita (ln) squared –.114*** –.098*** –.137*** –.129***
(.032) (.033) (.031) (.033)

GDP growth –.094*** –.096*** .008 –.002
(.023) (.023) (.043) (.049)

Fuel exports (ln) .185*** .213*** .216*** .233***
(.056) (.056) (.057) (.060)

Trade openness (ln) .066 .065 .022 –.017
(.158) (.157) (.169) (.172)

Memberships in IGOs –.016*** –.018*** –.011** –.013**
(.004) (.005) (.005) (.005)

ENGO strength (ln) .166* .144 .106 .099
(.098) (.099) (.083) (.085)

Climate change vulnerability –1.105*** –1.050** –1.052** –1.046**
(.463) (.460) (.455) (.466)

Commitment to climate cooperation .866 .728 .736 .659
(.527) (.524) (.469) (.480)

Electoral accountability .361 .486* .061 .150
(.137) (.281) (.259) (.278)

Horizontal accountability –.135 –.218 –.016 –.046
(.137) (.141) (.143) (.147)

Political rights –.150 .053 –.333 –.284**
(.232) (.246) (.241) (.251)

Civil rights .532 .220 .811 .773
(.680) (.688) (.781) (.792)

Countries 90 87 95 92
R2 .914 .919 .907 .907
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p < .01, ** p < .05, * p < .10. The units of
analysis are country averages of from 1990–1999 (Model 1–2) and from 2000–2010 (Model 3–4). IGO membership, ENGO strength and
commitment refer to country averages from 1990–2005.
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10. Democracy Quality Dimensions and Changes in CO2 Emissions over Time

10.1. Dependent Variable: Linear Trend in CO2 Emissions Per Capita from 1990 to 2010

Our main analysis focuses on variation in CO2 emissions per capita among countries. Table A15 tests our model on the
variation of long-term changes in CO2 emissions among countries. For this purpose, we estimated for each country the
slope (unstandardized regression coefficient) of our year variable on CO2 emissions per capita from 1990–2010. The slopes
of each country constitute our measure of long-term changes in CO2 emissions per capita in the cross-sectional OLS re-
gression analysis (slope regression) in Table A15 (Babones, 2014). We find no significant effect of the democracy quality
dimensions on the linear trend of CO2 emissions per capita.

Table A15. Democracy quality dimensions and CO2 emissions per capita, ln long-term changes (OLS regression analy-
sis/slope regression).

(1)

Population density (ln) –.003
(.011)

GDP per capita (ln) .030
(.020)

GDP per capita (ln) squared .001
(.008)

GDP growth .027***
(.010)

Fuel exports (ln) .020
(.015)

Trade openness (ln) –.085*
.045)

Memberships in IGOs –.001
(.001)

ENGO strength (ln) –.049*
(.025)

Climate change vulnerability .343***
(.120)

Commitment to climate cooperation .033
(.125)

Electoral accountability .030
(.077)

Horizontal accountability .018
(.039)

Political rights .048
(.061)

Civil rights –.164
(.193)

Countries 99
R2 .266
Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p< .01, ** p< .05, * p< .10. The units of analysis
are country averages of from 1990–2010. IGOmembership, ENGO strength and commitment refer to country averages from 1990–2005.
The dependent variable is the linear trend of CO2 emissions per capita from 1990–2010.
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10.2. Dependent Variable: Annual Changes in CO2 Emissions Per Capita

We estimated pooled OLS regressionmodels with annual changes of CO2 emission per capita as a dependent variable (first
differences) with country and year dummies. As we have only annual data on state memberships in IGOs and the number
of ENGOs in a country until 2005, these models only analyze the CO2 emission changes from 1990–2005. Table A15 finds
no effect of the institutional traits of democracy on annual changes in CO2 emission per capita.

Table A16. Democracy quality dimensions and CO2 emissions per capita, ln short-term changes (OLS regression analy-
sis/slope regression).

(1)

Population density (ln) –.039
(.081)

GDP per capita (ln) –.005
(.043)

GDP per capita (ln) squared –.005
(.010)

GDP growth .006∗∗∗
(.001)

Fuel exports (ln) .000
(.008)

Trade openness (ln) .000
(.000)

Memberships in IGOs –.000
(.001)

ENGO strength (ln) .002
(.012)

Electoral accountability .008
(.018)

Horizontal accountability .012
(.017)

Political rights –.034
(.029)

Civil rights .050
(.0830)

Observations 1160

Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors in parentheses. *** p < .01, ** p < .05, * p < .10.
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