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Democracy ranking
In recent years, there has been a trend to rank various phenomena affecting our daily lives:
corruption, happiness, education systems and universities, cities, business practices, press
freedom and democracies. While rankings can be a useful source of information, they can also have
negative effects on public policy if not used critically. Although most rankings are based on carefully
thought out constructs and methodologies, each is still the result of simplification and selection of
criteria by its designers.

Ranking differences

Ranking of democracies is no exception to the issues encountered in other ranking practices. Democracy is a
complex concept. There is no unique model of quality of democracy on which everyone agrees. That is why
there are several rankings of democracies and each uses slightly different criteria. However, EU Member
States rank well in most of them.

Definition of democracy and 'good' democracy

According to some authors examining the quality of democracies, the minimum criteria for a political system
to be considered a democracy are: universal adult right to vote; recurring, competitive, free and fair
elections; system of multiple parties; and more than one source of information. Further criteria on which
democracies can also be ranked are freedom and equality. A 'good' democracy provides a stable institutional
structure that supports the liberty and equality of its citizens.

'Freedom in the World' ranking

'Freedom in the World', by the independent US watchdog Freedom House, is the longest running democracy
ranking, assessing countries annually since 1972. Its latest, 2016, report for now provides the most recent
data on the state of world democracy (i.e. for 2015) – see Figure 1 overleaf. The indicators used in the
ranking are largely derived from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and are based on the assumption
that freedom for all is best achieved in liberal democratic societies. It does not assess government
performance on its own, but through rights and freedoms enjoyed by individuals. This ranking has been
criticised, though, for being 'pro-American', lacking internal consistency in scoring and other issues.
Its criteria are divided into two categories: political rights and civil liberties. The political rights category has a
maximum score of 40 and has 10 indicators divided into 3 groups: electoral process, political pluralism and
participation, and functioning of government. The civil liberties category has a maximum score of 60 and has
15 indicators, which are divided into 4 groups: freedom of expression and belief, associational and
organisational rights, rule of law, and personal autonomy and individual rights.
Other democracy ranking projects
Several democracy rankings have been issued over the years. Apart from that of Freedom House, these include:
the Democracy Index by the Economist Intelligence Unit (since 2006), the Democracy Ranking by the Democracy
Ranking Association (since 2008), Polity (I, II, III, IV) by a group of authors (since 1974), and the Bertelsmann
Transformation Index by the Bertelsmann Stiftung (since 2003; covers developing and transition countries).
They differ in the criteria used to rank countries. For example, the Democracy Index is based on 5 categories:
electoral process and pluralism, civil liberties, the functioning of government, political participation and political
culture. The Democracy Ranking has one political dimension (politics) and 5 non-political dimensions: gender,
economy, knowledge, health, and environment.
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Figure 1 – Freedom in the world
The graph shows the
ranking
for
all
European countries
and selected nonEuropean countries
ranked at either the
top or bottom. The
ranking is based on
the
countries'
aggregate score.
The
maximum
aggregate score is
100 and is composed
of scores for political
rights (PR) and civil
liberties (CL). The
higher the aggregate
score, the more
'free' a country is.
The maximum score
for PR is 40. Based
on this score, the PR
rating is determined
on a scale of 1 (most
free) to 7 (least free).
The maximum score
for CL is 60. Based on
this score, the CL
rating is determined
on a scale of 1 (most
free) to 7 (least free).
Countries are also
grouped into three
categories based on
their
Freedom
Rating: Free (F),
Partly Free (PF) and
Not
Free
(NF).
Freedom Rating is
calculated as the
combined average of
PR and CL ratings
with 1.0 to 2.5
ratings
corresponding to Free
countries, 3.0 to 5.0
to Partly Free and
5.5 to 7.0 to Not Free
countries.
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