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Classification and Rating of Democracy
A Comparison

John Högström

Abstract

This study compares three indexes of democracy, the EIU, Freedom House, and 
Polity IV, and their classifications and ratings of the level of democracy in 157 
countries in 2010. The comparison is based on dichotomous, trichotomous, and 
continuous measures of democracy. The findings show that the three indexes 
have discrepancies in all comparisons applied in this study. As a consequence, 
researchers and others who use democracy indexes should be aware that the 
indexes reach different conclusions concerning their classifications and ratings 
of democracy. Scholars also should be aware that the indexes favor and disfavor 
different countries and regions of the world in their ratings of democracy.
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This study contains a comparison among three indexes of democracy and their 
classifications and ratings of the level of democracy in 157 countries in 2010. 
Included are two of the current leading indexes of democracy, Freedom House 
and Polity IV, and one quite new index of democracy, the Economist Intelligence 
Unit’s (EIU’s) index of democracy. The aims of this study are threefold: (1) 
to investigate whether the three indexes rate countries with the same level 
of democracy and whether they classify the same countries in the world as 
democracies and nondemocracies, and as democracies, semidemocracies, 
and nondemocracies; (2) to discover whether any of the three indexes, when 
compared with the other indexes, favors or disfavors any specific geographic 
region in the world in its rating of countries’ level of democracy; and (3) to 
explore whether specific countries in each geographic region differ in their level 
of democracy compared with the other countries in the region, and whether the 
same countries differ in all three of the indexes’ ratings. The comparison is 
based on dichotomous, trichotomous, and continuous measures of democracy. 
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Measures of Democracy

Several measures of democracy have been constructed over the years, and 
table 1 shows an overview of ten of these measures.1

1 The data in table 1 are collected from the references in footnotes 2 to 12, the references in 
footnote 17, the Finnish Social Science Data Archive Web page, http://www.fsd.uta.fi/english/
data/catalogue/FSD1289 /meF1289e.html (last accessed November 4, 2013), and the Polyarchy 
and Contestation Scales for 1985 and 2000, http://www.nd.edu/~mcoppedg/crd/datacrd.htm (last 
accessed November 4, 2013).

Table 1. An Overview of Ten Measures of Democracy

Democracy 
Measure

Sample Size 
of Countries

Time Periods of 
Measure

Scale Dimensions

ACLP 141 (199) 1950-1990 
(Independence-

2008)*

0 or 1 Contestation (and alternation of 
power)

Arat 65-150 1948-1982 29-109 Participation, inclusiveness, 
competitiveness, and civil 
liberties (government 
coerciveness)

BLM 5 1900-1999 Three 
values:  
0, 0.5, 1

Political liberties, competitive 
elections, inclusive participation, 
civilian supremacy, and national 
sovereignty

Bollen 113-123 1960, 1965 0-100 Political liberties and popular 
sovereignty

Coppedge 
and Reinicke

170 1985, 2000 0-10 Contestation (and inclusiveness)

EIU 165 2006, 2008, 2010 0-10 Electoral process and pluralism, 
the functioning of government, 
political participation, political 
culture, and civil liberties

Freedom 
House

194 (2010) 1972-present 1-7 (2-14) Political rights and civil liberties

Hadenius 132 1988 0-10 Elections and political freedoms
Polity IV 164 (2010) 1800-present -10 to 

+10
Competitiveness of participation, 
regulation of participation, 
competitiveness of executive 
recruitment, openness of 
executive recruitment, and 
constraints on chief executive

Vanhanen 170  
(1999-2001)

1810-2010 0-100 Competition and participation

*  In parentheses, data for the version expanded by José Antonio Cheibub, Jennifer Gandhi, 
and James Raymond Vreeland, “Democracy and Dictatorship Revisited,” Public Choice 
143, nos.1-2 (2010): 67-101.
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The following is a brief summarization of the ten measures of democracy 
that are presented in table 1. Bollen constructed an index for political 
democracy (POLDEM) that was based on two dimensions: political liberties 
and popular sovereignty.2 He included three indicators of political liberties 
(press freedom, freedom of group opposition, and government sanctions) 
and three indicators of popular sovereignty (fairness of elections, executive 
selection, and legislative selection). Coppedge and Reinicke presented a 
measure of democracy based on Dahl’s concept of polyarchy.3 They included 
five indicators in the measure: freedom of expression, freedom of organization, 
media pluralism, the extent of suffrage, and the holding of fair elections. Arat 
constructed a measure of democracy consisting of four dimensions of popular 
sovereignty: participation, inclusiveness, competitiveness, and civil liberties.4 
Hadenius’s index of democracy had two dimensions: elections and political 
liberties.5 Vanhanen also constructed an index, which he called the Index of 
Democratization (ID).6 He included two dimensions in the index: competition 
and participation. The ACLP index that was constructed by Alvarez, Cheibub, 
Limongi, and Przeworski uses a nominal (dichotomous) measurement of 
democracy, in which countries are classified as autocracies or democracies.7 
The ACLP index focuses on contestation, and countries are classified as 
democracies if: (1) the chief executive is elected, (2) the legislature is elected, 
(3) there is more than one political party, and (4) there is alternation in power 
(an incumbent regime has lost power). Bowman, Lehoucq, and Mahoney 
presented a democracy index (BLM) that includes five dimensions: political 
liberties, competitive elections, inclusive participation, civilian supremacy, 

2 Kenneth A. Bollen, “Political Democracy and the Timing of Development,” American 
Sociological Review 44, no. 4 (1979): 572-587, and id., “Issues in the Comparative Measurement 
of Political Democracy,” American Sociological Review 45, no. 3 (1980): 370-390.

3 Michael Coppedge and Wolfgang H. Reinicke, “Measuring Polyarchy,” Studies in Comparative 
International Development 25, no. 1 (1990): 51-72.

4 Zehra F. Arat, Democracy and Human Rights in Developing Countries (Boulder, CO: Lynne 
Rienner Publishers, 1991).

5 Axel Hadenius, Democracy and Development (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
1992).

6 See, for example, Tatu Vanhanen, The Process of Democratization: A Comparative Study of 147 
States, 1980-88 (New York: Crane Russak, 1990); Tatu Vanhanen, Prospects of Democracy: 
A Study of 172 Countries (London: Routledge, 1997); id., “A New Dataset for Measuring 
Democracy, 1810-1998,” Journal of Peace Research 37, no. 2 (2000): 251-265; and id., 
Democratization: A Comparative Analysis of 170 Countries (London: Routledge, 2003).

7 See Mike Alvarez, José Antonio Cheibub, Fernando Limongi, and Adam Przeworski, “Classifying 
Political Regimes,” Studies in Comparative International Development 31, no. 2 (1996): 3-36; 
Adam Przeworski, Michael Alvarez, José Antonio Cheibub, and Fernando Limongi, “What 
Makes Democracies Endure?” Journal of Democracy 7, no. 1 (1996): 39-55; and Adam 
Przeworski,, Michael E. Alvarez, José Antonio Cheibub, and Fernando Limongi, Democracy 
and Development: Political Institutions and Well-Being in the World, 1950-1990 (Cambridge, 
UK: University of Cambridge, 2000).
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and national sovereignty.8
The focus of this study is the three indexes, the EIU, Freedom House, and 

Polity IV. Therefore, an extensive review of these indexes is warranted. The 
Economist Intelligence Unit’s index of democracy (the EIU) consists of five 
dimensions: electoral process and pluralism, civil liberties, the functioning of 
government, political participation, and political culture.9 The index is based 
on the ratings for a total of sixty indicators in the five dimensions. The EIU 
index of democracy is on a scale of 0 to 10 and the index for 2010 covers 165 
independent states and two territories. The index also uses an ordinal scale, 
with four different types of regimes: full democracies (scores of 8 to 10), 
flawed democracies (6 to 7.9), hybrid regimes (4 to 5.9), and authoritarian 
regimes (below 4). The EIU index uses a broad definition of democracy; for 
example, it includes political culture as a dimension of democracy. Large parts 
of the data sources in the EIU index are survey data, such as data from the 
World Values Survey, and because 165 countries are included, there are many 
missing data for some of the indicators in the index. To fill in the gaps created 
by the missing data, the EIU has used survey results for similar countries as 
well as expert assessment.

Freedom House has rated the freedom status of each country of the world 
every year since 1972, and the research that covers 2010 (Freedom of the World 
2011) consists of a total of 194 countries and fourteen selected territories. It 
should be mentioned that, although Freedom House data addresses freedom 
rather than democracy, researchers and others commonly use Freedom House 
data as measures of democracy. The Freedom House index includes two main 
categories, political rights and civil liberties, and uses a scale from 1 to 7 to 
measure political rights and civil liberties, 1 indicating the highest degree 
of freedom and 7 indicating the lowest.10 The two measurements, political 
rights and civil liberties, can be used separately but are often used together 
(averaged). In addition, the Freedom House index can be used as a scale of 
2 to 14, by adding together the scores for political rights and civil liberties. 
The Freedom House index also offers a trichotomous measure of freedom that 
consists of three categories: free, partly free, and not free; this measure also has 
been used as a measure of democracy.

Polity IV covers all independent countries with a total population of 500,000 
people or more, and the index that covers 2010 includes 164 countries. Polity 

8 Kirk Bowman, Fabrice Lehoucq, and James Mahoney, “Measuring Political Democracy: Case 
Expertise, Data Adequacy, and Central America,” Comparative Political Studies 38, no. 8 (2005): 
939-970.

9 See the Economist Intelligence Unit´s Index of democracy (EIU), http://graphics.eiu.com/PDF/
Democracy _Index_2010_web.pdf (last accessed November 4, 2013).

10 See Freedom in the World 2011, http://www.freedomhouse.org (last accessed November 4, 
2013).
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IV has data from 1800 to the present, and provides two aggregate indexes, 
democracy (DEMOC) and autocracy (AUTOC).11 The Polity IV democracy 
index and autocracy index include the following dimensions: competitiveness 
of executive recruitment, openness of executive recruitment, constraints 
on the chief executive, regulation of participation, and competitiveness of 
participation. The two indexes normally are used together by subtracting 
autocracy (AUTOC) from democracy (DEMOC), which provides the Polity 
variable. The Polity variable ranges from -10 (high autocracy) to +10 (high 
democracy). Consequently, the Polity variable consists of a twenty-one-point 
scale and does not divide countries into subgroups such as democracies and 
nondemocracies.12

Researchers also have suggested using a combination of different existing 
democracy measurements. For example, Hadenius and Teorell compared 
five well-established indexes of democracy and concluded that the Polity IV 
and Freedom House indexes were preferred.13 They recommended using a 
combination of these two leading indexes.14 Indeed, in a recent study, Teorell 
used a combination of the Polity IV and Freedom House indexes as a measure 
of democracy.15 Pemstein et al. suggested a measurement of democracy that 
they called Unified Democracy Scores (UDS), which included data from ten 
different existing democracy measures.16

Discussion

As shown above, several different democracy measures have been constructed 
over the years, and there have been many discussions about which measures 

11 See Polity IV, http://www.systemicpeace.org/inscr/inscr.htm (last accessed November 4, 
2013).

12 There are several other indexes available that measure different kinds of political performance 
on a country level. The best known are the Worldwide Governance Indicators (WGI) produced 
by the World Bank. The WGI measure six broad dimensions of governance: voice and 
accountability, political stability and absence of violence, government effectiveness, regulatory 
quality, rule of law, and control of corruption. Cross-country data for each dimension of 
governance are presented in an index. In general, the WGI dimensions measure government 
performance (governance) and do not especially measure democracy; therefore, the WGI 
indexes are not included in this study. For an overview of the WGI, see http://info.worldbank.
org/governance/wgi /resources.htm (accessed April 25, 2013).

13 Axel Hadenius and Jan Teorell, “Assessing Alternative Indices of Democracy,” Concepts and 
Methods Working Papers 6, IPSA (2005).

14 Ibid., 37.
15 Jan Teorell, Determinants of Democratization: Explaining Regime Change in the World, 1972-

2006 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2010).
16 Daniel Pemstein, Stephen A. Meserve, and James Melton, “Democratic Compromise: A Latent 

Variable Analysis of Ten Measures of Regime Type,” Political Analysis 18 (2010): 426-449.
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are preferable when classifying and rating democracy (political regimes).17 
For example, of concern is which types of indicators should be used in a 
measure of democracy. The indicators that are used for measuring democracy 
can be divided into two different types of indicators: objective and subjective. 
Objective indicators can be viewed as statistical data, for example, voter turnout. 
Subjective indicators are often on a scale that has different alternatives, and 
either the coder or the expert decides how to code the different indicators (e.g., 
on a scale between 0 and 5). An example of a subjective indicator is fairness 
of elections. Measures that are based on subjective judgments can be difficult 
for other researchers to replicate. Many measures of democracy, for example, 
Freedom House, Coppedge and Reinicke, and Polity IV, are based on subjective 
ratings. Measures such as ACLP and Vanhanen are based on objective ratings. 
For their reliability and for the purpose of replication, objective indicators are 
better than subjective indicators.18 If measures of democracy are to be used 
as dependent variables in empirical research, it is better to use quantitative 
indicators. However, there are limited numbers of objective and quantitative 
indicators in measures of democracy, and there are phenomena that are difficult 
to measure with objective indicators (e.g., fairness of elections and freedom of 
the press). Therefore, if the coding rules are official (i.e., public), it is relevant 
to use subjective indicators to measure democracy. Coppedge and Reinicke 
and ACLP show their coding rules and coding processes, and Polity IV and 
Hadenius also clarify their coding rules; however, Freedom House does not 
reveal its coding rules. Pemstein et al. argued that Freedom House, Polity 
IV, and ACLP all have moderate to high reliability, but concluded that for 
increased reliability it is better to use a combination of different democracy 
measures rather than individual measures of democracy.19 One way to increase 
the reliability of subjective indicators is to use multiple coders.20

Conceptualization is important when democracy is measured; while some 
measures are based on a minimalist conception of democracy (e.g., ACLP and 
Polity IV), others are based on a broader conception of democracy (e.g., the 
EIU and Freedom House). If a maximalist definition of democracy is used, 
theoretically irrelevant dimensions/indicators can be included. For example, 
Freedom House includes subcategories such as socioeconomic rights,21 and 

17 See, for example, Gerardo L Munck and Jay Verkuilen, “Conceptualizing and Measuring 
Democracy: Evaluating Alternative Indices,” Comparative Politics Studies 35, no. 1 (2002): 
5-34, and Hadenius and Teorell “Assessing Alternative Indices of Democracy.”

18 See Kenneth A. Bollen and Pamela Paxton, “Subjective Measures of Liberal Democracy,” 
Comparative Politics Studies 33, no. 1 (2000): 58-86, for a discussion concerning biases in 
subjective measures of democracy.

19 Pemstein, Meserve, and Melton, “Democratic Compromise,” 444.
20 See, for example, Coppedge and Reinicke, “Measuring Polyarchy.”
21 For an overview, see, for example, Munck and Verkuilen “Conceptualizing and Measuring 

Democracy,” 9.
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a checklist question that can be regarded as irrelevant: “Is there equality of 
opportunity and the absence of economic exploitation?” The EIU index 
includes political culture as a dimension of democracy and adult literacy as an 
indicator of democracy. When measuring democracy, political culture can be 
considered an irrelevant dimension and adult literacy, an irrelevant indicator. If 
a minimalist definition is used, theoretically relevant dimensions/indicators can 
be excluded. For example, universal suffrage may be considered a key indicator 
of democracy; however, some measures of democracy, such as Polity IV and 
Vanhanen, do not include any measure of it. When developers of an index have 
decided which dimensions and indicators will be included in their measure of 
democracy, the next consideration is how the dimensions and indicators will be 
aggregated into the final index. For instance, should the dimensions/indicators 
be equally or differently weighted? Should they be added or multiplied? Many 
measures of democracy add the scores for the indicators and dimensions 
to create a final index, while Vanhanen, for example, multiplied the two 
dimensions to create the final index.22 Several indexes weight their indicators 
and dimensions equally, while others weight them differently. For example, 
Polity IV uses different weightings for the dimensions included in its indexes.

Vanhanen argued that many of the indexes of democracy are complex 
and difficult to reproduce.23 On a first look at Arat’s (1991) and Hadenius’s 
(1992) measures of democracy, both appear to be complex, and the methods of 
calculation difficult to understand. However, both Arat and Hadenius describe 
their rules for calculation, so after reading these rules, their measures are 
easier to understand.24 If developers show how they calculate their indexes, 
the complex construction of an index should not be a problem. If constructers 
of measures reveal their coding rules as the chosen measurement levels for 
the indicators, measures also should be replicable. However, if there is little 
information about how indexes are calculated and the coding rules are not 
shared, there can be a problem in understanding the calculation of the measures, 
which therefore makes it impossible to replicate them.

Only a few of the measures have data that cover a long time period, even 
though a strength of indexes that have been calculated over a long period of time 
is that they can be used in times-series analyses. ACLP, Polity IV, and Vanhanen 
have data from the 1800s onward, BLM covers from 1900 through 1999, 
and Freedom House retains data since 1972. The other indexes mentioned in  
table 1 are calculated for only one or a few years, and many of them are no 
longer available. Some indexes have a limited number of countries included 

22 Multiplying two indicators tends to disadvantage cases that have values with a greater difference 
between the indicators and advantage cases where the differences in the values for the indicators 
are smaller.

23 See, for example, Vanhanen, Prospects of Democracy.
24 See, for example, Arat, Democracy and Human Rights in Developing Countries, 26.
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in their measures (e.g., the BLM index covers only five countries in Central 
America), and indexes such as the EIU and Polity IV exclude microstates 
from their measures. As stated earlier, some indexes include inappropriate 
dimensions of democracy, moreover, it is not only indexes that use a maximalist 
definition of democracy that do so. Vanhanen’s index, for example, is based on 
the level of participation and the level of competition. However, this essay 
treats the levels of participation and competition as dimensions of the quality 
of democracy and not as dimensions of democracy. Further, other researchers 
have rejected the idea that voter participation25 and party fractionalization26 are 
relevant dimensions/indicators of democracy. Finally, one can conclude that all 
of the measures of democracy have their strengths and weaknesses and that 
it is difficult to decide which indexes to prefer. Which measure/measures of 
democracy are most suitable depends to a great extent on the design of the study. 
Before choosing a measure or measures, researchers should ask themselves 
questions such as: Should the measure of democracy be dichotomous or on a 
continuous scale? Should a maximalist or a minimalist definition of democracy 
be used? Should times-series analysis or analysis for a specific year be used? 
Which countries should be included in the study, and should microstates also 
be incorporated? After the researcher has answered these and other relevant 
questions, there is a greater chance that a measure/measures of democracy that 
are suitable for the specific type of study will be chosen.

Methodological Considerations

As mentioned earlier, the comparison in this essay concentrates on the Economist 
Intelligence Unit’s (EIU’s), Freedom House’s, and Polity IV’s indexes of 
democracy. However, before a comparison can be made with dichotomous 
and trichotomous measures of democracy, the three indexes must be divided 
into democracies and nondemocracies; democracies; semidemocracies; 
and nondemocracies. Polity IV does not offer a clear distinction between  
democracies and nondemocracies. However, some researchers have converted 
Polity IV into a trichotomous variable. Epstein and others used Polity IV as 
a trichotomous measurement of democracy (they included an intermediate 
category: partial democracies).27 They categorized regimes as follows: 
autocracies (Polity IV value -10 to 0), partial democracies (+1 to +7), and 
full democracies (+8 to +10). Altman and Castiglioni also divided the Polity 

25 Bollen, “Issues in the Comparative Measurement of Political Democracy”; Kenneth A. 
Bollen, “Political Democracy: Conceptual and Measurement Traps,” Studies in Comparative 
International Development 25, no. 1 (1990): 7-24; and Hadenius, Democracy and Development, 
41.

26 Bollen, “Issues in the Comparative Measurement of Political Democracy.”
27 David L. Epstein, Robert Bates, Jack Goldstone, Ida Kristensen, and Sharyn O’Halloran, 

“Democratic Transitions,” American Journal of Political Science 50, no. 3 (2006): 551-569.
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variable into three subgroups: authoritarian regimes (from -10 to -5), hybrid 
regimes (from -4 to +4), and democracies (from +5 to +10).28 Pemstein and 
others stated that many scholars categorize countries with scores greater 
than 6 or 7 in the Polity IV index as democracies and all other countries as 
nondemocracies.29 This essay follows Altman and Castiglioni’s cutoff points 
when the Polity variable is divided into three subgroups: nondemocracies 
or authoritarian regimes (from -10 to -5), semidemocracies (from -4 to +4), 
and democracies (from +5 to +10). The Polity variable is divided into two 
subcategories when Polity IV is used as a dichotomous measurement of 
democracy, and the following cutoff points are used: nondemocracies (from 
-10 to +4) and democracies (from +5 to +10).

Regarding the Freedom House coding of the dichotomous measure, free 
countries are classified as democracies, and partly free and not free countries 
as nondemocracies. In the Freedom House coding of the trichotomous 
measure, free countries are classified as democracies, partly free countries 
as semidemocracies, and not free countries as nondemocracies. In relation 
to the EIU index coding of a dichotomous measure, this essay classifies 
full democracies (scores of 8 to 10) and flawed democracies (6 to 7.9) as 
democracies, and hybrid regimes (4 to 5.9) and authoritarian regimes (below 
4) as nondemocracies. When coding the trichotomous measure using the 
EIU, full democracies and flawed democracies (6 to 10) were classified as 
democracies, hybrid regimes as semidemocracies (4 to 5.9), and authoritarian 
regimes as nondemocracies (below 4).

As for continuous measures of democracy for the three indexes, the EIU 
index ranges from 0 to 10, where high values indicate high levels of democracy. 
The Freedom House index (political rights and civil liberties added) ranges 
from 2 to 14, where low values indicate high levels of democracy. The Polity 
IV index ranges from -10 to +10, where high values indicate high levels of 
democracy. In this essay, the three scales are converted so that all scales range 
between 0 and 100, where high values indicate high levels of democracy and 
low values indicate low levels of democracy.

A word is necessary about the selection of cases. Data that cover 2010 
are used in the present study. To have meaningful comparisons, it is important 
that the indexes cover the same countries. However, the EIU, Freedom 
House, and Polity IV differ in which countries are included in their indexes. 
In the index from Freedom House (Freedom of the World 2011) that covers 
2010, 194 countries are included, while the Polity IV index that covers 2010 
includes only 164 countries. The EIU index for 2010 covers 165 countries. 
The main difference is that the EIU and Polity IV exclude microstates from 

28 David Altman and Rossana Castiglioni, “Democratic Quality and Human Development in Latin 
America: 1972-2001,” Canadian Journal of Political Science 42, no. 2 (2009): 297-319.

29 Pemstein, Meserve, and Melton, “Democratic Compromise,” 444.
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their research. Polity IV also codes countries with transition, interregnum, and 
interruption differently from its standard scale of -10 to +10. The codes are 
called standardized authority codes (-66, -77, -88, respectively). In this essay, 
countries that are coded using the standardized authority codes are excluded. In 
the Polity IV index that covers 2010, five countries are coded with standardized 
authority codes (transition, interregnum, or interruption); when these countries 
are excluded, the Polity IV index consists of 159 countries. Two of these 159 
countries are not included in the EIU index; therefore, these two countries also 
are excluded from the present research. Accordingly, 157 common countries 
are covered in Polity IV and the EIU for 2010. These 157 countries also are 
included in the Freedom House index, and, therefore, the comparisons in this 
essay are based on these 157 countries.

Results

Comparing the Three Indexes with Continuous Measures of Democracy
The section starts with an examination of the relationship among the three 
indexes, for which correlations were run among the three indexes. Table 2 
displays the correlation matrix.

As the findings in table 2 show, the correlations (Pearson’s) among the 
three indexes (converted scales) are strong, as expected. However, only one 
correlation is stronger than .900, which is surprising. The strongest relationship 
is between the EIU and Freedom House (.931). The second strongest relationship 
is between Freedom House and Polity IV (.878), while the weakest relationship 
is between the EIU and Polity IV (.840). The section on results continues with 
an overview of the three indexes’ ratings of democracy. Three scatterplots 
are employed to show how the three indexes rated the level of democracy in 
the 157 countries in 2010. They provide a brief picture of whether there are 
discrepancies in their ratings of democracy. In each of the scatterplots, one 
index is applied on the Y-axis and another index is applied on the X-axis. The 
converted scales of 0 to 100 are used for all the indexes in the scatterplots. 
Figures 1, 2, and 3 show the results.

Table 2. Correlation Matrix-Three Indexes of Democracy, 2010

Index EIU Freedom House Polity IV

EIU 1
Freedom House .931*** 1
Polity IV .840*** .878*** 1

*** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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Figure 1. Polity IV and EIU Ratings of Democracy, 2010

Figure 2. Polity IV and Freedom House Ratings of Democracy, 2010
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Figure 3. Freedom House and EIU Ratings of Democracy, 2010

As the results in figures 1-3 indicate, the three indexes rate many of the 
157 countries with a similar level of democracy. However, the results also 
indicate that the indexes differ in their ratings of several countries. As shown in 
figure 1, Polity IV rates many countries with a much higher level of democracy 
than the EIU, and the countries that differ the most in this respect are Comoros, 
Guinea-Bissau, and Congo Kinshasa. There are also countries that the EIU 
rates with a higher level of democracy than Polity IV, and the countries that 
differ most here are Qatar, Bahrain, and Swaziland. Similar patterns are shown 
in figure 2, where Polity IV rates many countries with a much higher level 
of democracy compared with Freedom House; Congo Kinshasa, Burundi, 
and Russia are the countries that differ the most. However, Freedom House 
also rates some countries with a higher level of democracy than Polity IV, 
and Kuwait, Qatar, and Tanzania are the countries with the largest differences. 
As figure 3 reveals, Freedom House and the EIU also rate several countries’ 
level of democracy differently. Freedom House rates Ghana, Guinea-Bissau, 
and Poland with a higher level of democracy than the EIU, and when the EIU 
rates countries with a higher level of democracy than Freedom House, Cuba, 
Belarus, and Sri Lanka differ most. The results in figures 1-3 indicate that 
indexes seem to favor or disfavor some countries compared with the ratings of 
other indexes. As figures 1 and 2 show, Polity IV rates Congo Kinshasa with 
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a much higher level of democracy compared with the ratings of both the EIU 
and Freedom House. Figure 1 and figure 2 indicate that the EIU and Freedom 
House rate Qatar with a much higher level of democracy compared with Polity 
IV’s rating. Finally, figure 1 and figure 3 show that Freedom House and Polity 
IV rate Guinea-Bissau with a much higher level of democracy than the EIU.

Comparing the Three Indexes with Dichotomous and Trichotomous 
Measures of Democracy
In many studies in comparative politics, it is necessary to classify which 
countries in the world are democracies and which countries are not. For 
example, if a researcher includes only democratic countries in a study, he or she 
should distinguish democracies from nondemocracies. In some studies, there 
is also a third form of regime included, semidemocracies (hybrid regimes); if 
only semidemocracies are included in a study, the researcher should distinguish 
semidemocracies from democracies and nondemocracies. On the basis of this, 
the following empirical section consists of a comparison among the three 
indexes concerning their ratings of the level of democracy (political regimes) 
with a dichotomous measure (democracies and nondemocracies) and a 
trichotomous measure (democracies, semidemocracies, and nondemocracies). 
As the EIU and Freedom House use a maximalist definition of democracy and 
Polity IV uses a minimalist definition of democracy, one should expect that 
Polity IV classifies more countries as democracies than the EIU and Freedom 
House. Table 3 shows how the EIU, Freedom House, and Polity IV classify the 
157 countries as democracies and nondemocracies.

The results indicate that there are considerable differences in how the 
three indexes classify countries as democracies and nondemocracies. The 
EIU classifies seventy-five (47.8 percent) of the 157 countries as democracies 
and eighty-two (52.2 percent) as nondemocracies, whereas Freedom House 
classifies sixty-one (38.9 percent) of the 157 countries as democracies and 
ninety-six (61.1 percent) as nondemocracies. Polity IV classifies ninety-six 
(61.1 percent) of the countries as democracies and sixty-one (38.9 percent) 
as nondemocracies. Accordingly, the results indicate that Polity IV classifies 
thirty-five (22.3 percent) more countries in the world as democracies compared 
with Freedom House and twenty-one (13.4 percent) more countries as 

Table 3. Status of Democracy Dichotomous Measure:  
EIU, Freedom House, and Polity IV, 2010

Status of Democracy EIU Freedom House Polity IV

Democracies   75 (47.8%)   61 (38.9%)   96 (61.1%)
Nondemocracies   82 (52.2%)   96 (61.1%)   61 (38.9%)

N 157 (100%) 157 (100%) 157 (100%)
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democracies compared with the EIU. Consequently, if researchers include only 
democracies in their studies, which democracy index they use will have a large 
impact on their selection of cases. The next step was to compare how the three 
indexes classify the 157 countries into the three subcategories: democracies, 
semidemocracies, and nondemocracies. Table 4 shows the results.

The results in table 4 indicate that, of the eighty-two countries that the 
EIU classifies as nondemocracies (see table 3), twenty-nine are classified as 
semidemocracies and fifty-three as nondemocracies. Of the ninety-six countries 
that Freedom House classifies as nondemocracies, fifty-three are classified 
as semidemocracies and forty-three as nondemocracies. Of the sixty-one 
countries that Polity IV classifies as nondemocracies, thirty-six are classified 
as semidemocracies and twenty-five as nondemocracies. The results show that 
Polity IV classifies more countries as democracies compared with the other 
two indexes; Freedom House classifies more countries as semidemocracies 
compared with the EIU and Polity IV. And the EIU is the index that classifies 
most countries as nondemocracies, when a trichotomous measure of democracy 
is applied. If a researcher includes only semidemocracies in a study, which 
democracy index he or she uses will have a significant effect on the selection of 
cases. For example, Freedom House classifies twenty-four (15.3 percent) more 
countries as semidemocracies than the EIU.

Democracy and Geographic Regions
Do the three indexes, when compared with each other, favor specific geographic 
regions in their ratings of the levels of democracy? Some previous research has 
found that individual democracy indexes favor different regions/countries in 
the world. For example, Bollen and Paxton found that Freedom House (Gastil) 
favors (compared with Sussman and Banks) countries that were not Marxist-
Leninist.30 Bollen established that Freedom House (Gastil) favors (compared 
with Sussman and Banks) Western industrial countries and countries in 

Table 4. Status of Democracy Trichotomous Measure:  
EIU, Freedom House, and Polity IV, 2010

Status of Democracy EIU Freedom House Polity IV

Democracies   75 (47.8%)   61 (38.9%)   96 (61.1%)
Semidemocracies   29 (18.5%)   53 (33.8%)   36 (22.9%)
Nondemocracies   53 (33.8%)   43 (27.4%)   25 (15.9%)

N 157 (100%) 157 (100%) 157 (100%)

30 Bollen and Paxton, “Subjective Measures of Liberal Democracy.”
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Central and South America and disfavors the regions of sub-Saharan Africa 
and Eastern Europe.31 Hadenius and Teorell discovered that, in the 1990s, 
Polity IV rated Latin America with higher levels of democracy compared with 
Freedom House.32 On the basis of this research, the next step in this study was 
to investigate how the three indexes classify countries’ level of democracy in 
different regions in the world. The study divides the world into eight regions: 
Western Europe, Eastern Europe, Africa, Asia, the Middle East, South America, 
North and Central America, and Oceania.33

The purpose of this empirical section is to compare the ratings of democracy 
of the EIU, Freedom House, and Polity IV with continuous measures of 
democracy in the eight regions to see whether they favor or disfavor any 
geographic region in their ratings. This was investigated by comparing the 
average democracy level for each of the indexes for each region with the overall 
average of the democracy level for each of the three indexes (on a scale of 0 
to 100). The section shows whether the differences among the three indexes’ 
ratings differ more in an individual region compared with the differences within 
other individual regions. Because Polity IV uses a more minimalist definition 
of democracy compared with the EIU and Freedom House, it was expected 
that Polity IV would have a higher democracy average compared with the EIU 
and Freedom House in all geographic regions.

The average of the democracy level for the 157 countries is a rating of 
69.33 for Polity IV, 57.48 for Freedom House, and 54.30 for the EIU. Paired 
t-tests were applied to examine whether the differences in the average for 
the three indexes’ rating of democracy in the 157 countries were statistically 
significant. Table 5 shows the results.

As the results in table 5 display, the three paired t-tests have t-values of 

31 Kenneth A. Bollen, “Liberal Democracy: Validity and Method Factors in Cross-National 
Measures,” American Journal of Political Science 37, no. 4 (1993): 1207-1230.

32 Hadenius and Teorell, “Assessing Alternative Indices of Democracy.”
33 For geographic regions, see Central Intelligence Agency-The World Factbook, CIA: https://

www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook (last accessed November 4, 2013).

Table 5. Paired T-Tests-Three Indexes of Democracy, 2010

Index/test EIU-FH EIU-Polity FH-Polity

EIU (average) 54.30   54.30
Freedom House (average) 57.48  57.48
Polity IV (average)   69.33  69.33
Difference (pair-wise comparison) -3.18 -15.03 -11.85
T-value (pair-wise comparison) -2.79 -10.61   -9.39

N 157 Countries
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between -2.79 and -10.61, which indicates that the differences in averages for 
the three indexes are statistically significant. Accordingly, a null hypothesis of 
no difference among the averages is clearly rejected. Table 6 summarizes the 
differences in the three indexes’ overall averages for the level of democracy.

As the data in table 6 show, Polity IV ratings are an average of 11.85 
democracy units higher compared with Freedom House and 15.03 democracy 
units higher compared with the EIU. Freedom House is an average of 3.18 
democracy units higher compared with the EIU. On the basis of this finding, 
the following rules were used to investigate whether any index favors or 
disfavors a region:

•   Polity IV favors a region if its average is more than 11.85 democracy units 
above the Freedom House average for the region and 15.03 democracy 
units above the EIU average for the region.

•   Freedom House favors a region if the difference between its average of 
democracy for the region and Polity IV’s average of democracy is less 
than 11.85 democracy units and if the Freedom House average is more 
than 3.18 democracy units above the EIU’s average for the region.

•   The EIU favors a region if the difference between its average of 
democracy for the region and Polity IV’s average of democracy is less 
than 15.03 democracy units and if the difference between its average of 
democracy for the region and the Freedom House average of democracy 
is less than 3.18 democracy units.

Therefore, on the basis of these rules, if one index has a higher average 
democracy level in a region compared with the other two indexes, the index 
favors that region, and if one index has a lower average democracy level in a 
region compared with the other two indexes, it disfavors that region. Table 7 
shows the average ratings of the level of democracy in each geographic region 
for the three indexes, with the highest average for each region in italics (on a 
scale of 0 to 100).

Turning first to Western Europe, the results in table 7 show that Polity 

Table 6. Differences in the Overall Averages of Level of Democracy

Index Polity IV Freedom House EIU

Polity IV (69.33) 11.85 15.03
Freedom House (57.48) -11.85   3.18
EIU (54.30) -15.03 -3.18
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IV’s average is only 0.10 units higher than that of Freedom House, and that 
the average of Freedom House is 13.76 units higher than the EIU’s average.34 
This indicates that Freedom House strongly favors Western Europe in its rating 
of democracy compared with Polity IV and the EIU (11.75 and 10.58 units, 
respectively). The EIU and Polity IV show almost the same difference in their 
ratings of democracy in Western Europe as in their overall differences in rating 
democracy, which suggests that neither favors Western Europe. In relation to 
Eastern Europe, the results in table 7 indicate that the EIU strongly disfavors 
Eastern Europe in its rating compared with both Polity IV and Freedom House 
ratings (8.36 and 10.21 units, respectively). Comparing Polity IV and Freedom 
House, they have almost the same difference in the averages in Eastern Europe 
as in the overall difference in their averages. Regarding Africa, Polity IV favors 
this region compared with both the EIU and Freedom House (5.15 and 3.75 
units, respectively). The difference in ratings between Freedom House and the 
EIU is small (1.4 units) compared with their overall differences in ratings. 
Turning to Asia, the results indicate that the EIU favors this region compared 
with both Polity IV and Freedom House (5.09 and 8.95 units, respectively). 
It also can be seen that Polity IV favors Asia when compared with Freedom 
House (3.88 units). In the Middle East, surprisingly, the EIU has the highest 
average of the three indexes. And as the data in table 7 show, Polity IV greatly 
disfavors the Middle East region in its rating compared with both Freedom 
House and the EIU (9.95 and 17.06 units, respectively). The EIU favors the 
Middle East compared with Freedom House (7.11 units). Consequently, the 

Table 7. Average Level of Democracy in Geographic Regions, 2010

Region Polity IV Freedom House EIU

Western Europe 99.12 99.02 85.26
Eastern Europe 88.95 78.95 65.56
Africa 59.69 42.69 40.91
Asia 57.67 41.94 47.71
Middle East 34.64 32.74 36.67
South America 84.09 73.48 65.45
North & Central America 88.08 71.79 67.29
Oceania 75.00 72.92 71.60

Total average (157 countries) 69.33 57.48 54.30

34 Paired t-tests have been applied to control for whether the differences in the average of 
democracy level for the three indexes in each region are statistically significant. The results 
show that fifteen of twenty-four paired t-tests have t-values of 2.00 or higher. The paired t-tests 
are shown in table A.1 in the appendix.
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results show that the differences among the three indexes’ ratings of democracy 
for the Middle East are much greater than the overall differences in their ratings 
of democracy.

The results in table 7 show that the EIU disfavors South America compared 
with the other two indexes (3.61 units compared with Polity IV, and 4.85 units 
compared with Freedom House). Meanwhile, Polity IV and Freedom House 
have almost the same difference in averages in South America as the difference 
in their overall averages. Regarding North and Central America, Polity IV 
favors the region compared with both Freedom House and the EIU (4.44 and 
5.76 units, respectively). It can be seen that Freedom House and the EIU have 
similar differences in averages for North and Central America to those in their 
overall differences in rating. Finally, the results concerning Oceania indicate 
that Polity IV greatly disfavors the region compared with the other two indexes 
(9.77 units compared with Freedom House, and 11.63 units compared with the 
EIU). Freedom House and the EIU show similar differences in their ratings of 
Oceania to those in the overall differences in ratings.

To summarize,

•  Freedom House strongly favors Western Europe;
•   The EIU strongly disfavors Eastern Europe and disfavors South 

America;
•   The EIU favors Asia (and favors the Middle East, compared with 

Freedom House);
•  Polity IV strongly disfavors the Middle East and Oceania; and
•  Polity IV favors Africa as well as North and Central America.

Finally, the study investigates whether specific countries in each region 
differ in their levels of democracy compared with the other countries in the 
region, and, if so, whether the same countries differ in all three of the indexes’ 
ratings. Using three boxplots (figure 4, figure 5, and figure 6), the relationship 
among the three measures of democracy and the geographic regions and 
their countries are shown. Each box shows the median, quartiles, outliers, 
and extreme cases for each of the eight regions.35 The converted scales for 
democracy (0-100) are again used for the three indexes.

The results in figures 4-6 reveal that there also are discrepancies among 
the three indexes relating to outliers and extreme cases in several regions. 
As figure 4 shows, no country in Western Europe is rated as an outlier or an 
extreme case in the EIU rating. Figure 5 indicates that Greece and Italy are the 

35 An outlier is defined as a score that is between one and a half and three box lengths away from 
the upper or lower edge of the box. An extreme score is defined as a score that is greater than 
three box lengths away from the upper or lower edge of the box.
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Figure 4. Geographic Regions and EIU Measure of Democracy, 2010

Figure 5. Geographic Regions and Freedom House Measure of Democracy, 
2010
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Figure 6. Geographic Regions and Polity IV Measure of Democracy, 2010

two countries that Freedom House rates with the lowest levels of democracy 
in Western Europe (extreme cases). Polity IV (see figure 6) rates Belgium and 
France as the countries with the lowest levels of democracy in Western Europe 
(extreme cases). In Eastern Europe, Belarus differs negatively in all three 
indexes, with a lower level of democracy than the other countries in Eastern 
Europe. Belarus is rated as an outlier by Freedom House and as an extreme 
case by the EIU and Polity IV. The EIU and Polity IV rate Russia as a negative 
outlier in Eastern Europe. In Africa and Asia, no countries are rated as outliers 
or extreme cases by the EIU, Freedom House, or Polity IV. In the Middle East, 
which the three indexes rate as the region with the lowest level of democracy 
in the world, Israel is a positive outlier in the EIU index and a positive extreme 
case in the Freedom House index, which indicates that Israel has a higher level 
of democracy than the rest of the region. In the Freedom House rating, Turkey 
is a positive outlier in the Middle East. In South America, Venezuela is rated as 
a negative outlier by Freedom House and as a negative extreme case by Polity 
IV. In North and Central America, Cuba is rated as an extremely negative case 
by Polity IV, while it is rated as a negative outlier in the EIU rating. In EIU’s 
rating, Canada is rated as a positive outlier, while in the Freedom House index, 
no country in North and Central America is rated as an outlier or as an extreme 
case. In Oceania, no country is rated as an outlier or as an extreme case by the 
EIU, Freedom House, or Polity IV. 
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Conclusion

The results from this study show that the three indexes of democracy, the EIU, 
Freedom House, and Polity IV, differ greatly in their ratings of the level of 
democracy in many countries. The three indexes also show discrepancies with 
respect to which countries they classify as democracies and nondemocracies. 
Of the 157 countries that were included in all of the three indexes of democracy 
in 2010, Polity IV classified thirty-five more countries as democracies 
compared with Freedom House, and twenty-one more countries as democracies 
compared with the EIU. The differences in ratings are also substantial when a 
trichotomous measure of democracy is used (democracies, semidemocracies, 
and nondemocracies). On the basis of this, one can conclude that, for example, 
if only democracies are included in a study, the measure of democracy that 
is used by the researchers will have very significant consequences in the 
selection of countries to be included for consideration. This study also shows 
that the three indexes favor and disfavor different regions in the world in their 
ratings of democracy; for example, Freedom House strongly favors Western 
Europe, the EIU favors Asia and strongly disfavors Eastern Europe, and  
Polity IV favors Africa and North and Central America, and strongly disfavors 
the Middle East and Oceania. In addition, the three indexes have discrepancies 
concerning which countries in the eight geographic regions differ positively or 
negatively in their level of democracy when compared with the other countries 
in the region.

The three indexes of democracy show discrepancies in all comparisons in 
this study when applying dichotomous, trichotomous, and continuous measures 
of democracy. As a consequence, researchers and others who use democracy 
indexes should be aware that the indexes reach different conclusions concerning 
the classification and rating of democracy. Scholars also should be aware that 
indexes favor and disfavor different countries and regions of the world in their 
ratings of democracy.
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Appendix

In table A1, the t-values in the paired t-tests for the three indexes and the eight 
regions are shown.

Table A1. Paired T-Tests-Three Indexes of Democracy for 2010  
in Eight Regions

Region/Test N EIU-FH EIU-Polity FH-Polity

Western Europe 17 -8.35 -8.21 -0.10
Eastern Europe 19 -3.94 -8.50 -3.17
Africa 49 -0.88 -6.73 -6.92
Asia 30  2.46 -3.03 -6.38
Middle East 14  1.61  0.35 -0.34
South America 11 -2.23 -4.97 -3.63
North & Central America 13 -1.10 -5.33 -3.74
Oceania 4 -0.35 -1.04 -0.63


