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Abstract 
 

What makes liberal democracy flourish? In this paper, my purposes are (1) to outline 

potential ingredients that make a liberal democracy flourish; (2) to highlight gaps in knowledge 

and explore the datasets collected.  

Literature review  

  There is no consensus on what liberal democracy is. Liberal democracy is defined by 

Bollen as the extent to which a political system allows political liberties and democratic rule.1 

Fukuyama defines a successful modern liberal democracy as combining three sets of institutions 

in a stable balance.2 The three categories of institutions that Fukuyama looks at are a strong state, 

the rule of law and accountable government.       

 Zakaria defines liberal democracy as a political system marked by free and fair elections, 

the rule of law, a separation of powers, and the protection of basic liberties of speech, assembly, 

religion, and property.3 Zakaria notes that the latter bundle of freedoms, which are often 

associated with liberalism, are theoretically and historically divergent from democracy.  

 Mounk defines liberal democracy as a unique mix of individual rights and popular rule 
 
that has long characterized most governments in North America and Western Europe.4 Mounk  
 
emphasizes that liberalism and democracy make a cohesive whole.  
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Schamis et. al postulate that democracy as we know it and debate it, is liberal democracy  
 
– which is a system based on a series of institutional arrangements conducive to the creation and  
 
preservations of representative government.5 Prominent among those arrangements is the notion  
 
of separation of powers, along with the constitutional mechanisms that specify, regulate, and  
 
reproduce that principle. The uniqueness of democracy lies in the idea that the rights of citizens  
 
are best protected by a constitutional state whose power is limited – that is, legally circumscribed  
 
and divided.  
 
 There is no consensus on how to measure democracy either. At present, the best-known  
 
measure is produced by the US-based Freedom House organization.6 The annual Freedom in the  
 
World is a global report on political rights and civil liberties is composed of numerical ratings  
 
and descriptive texts for each country and a selected group of territories.7 This report operates  
 
from the assumption that freedom for all people is best achieved in liberal democratic societies.  
 
The Freedom in the World report evaluates the real-world rights and freedoms enjoyed by  
 
individuals.  
 
 The Economist Intelligence Unit’s (EIU) democracy index is based on the philosophy  
 
that measures of democracy that reflect the state of political freedoms and civil liberties are not  
 
sufficient – and do not fully encompass some features that determine how substantive democracy  
 
is.8 The EIU notes that existing measures of democracy only consider elements of political  
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participation and functioning of government in a marginal way. The EIU’s democracy index is  
 
based on five categories: electoral process; civil liberties; the functioning of government;  
 
political participation; and political culture.  
 
 The Varieties of Democracy Project (V-Dem) has a more innovative and user friendly  
 
approach to measuring democracy. Five features distinguish V-Dem from previous endeavors to  
 
measure democracy.9 Because no consensus exists on how to conceptualize and measure  
 
democracy, V-Dem approaches democracy as multidimensional.  
 

Instead of imposing a definition that would omit features of democracy that matter to  
 
some users, V-Dem quantifies multiple varieties of democracy and allows users to choose based  
 
on their understanding of the concept. V-Dem collects information on indicators relevant to  
 
democracy at a highly disaggregated level and makes both aggregated and disaggregated data  
 
freely available. V-Dem employs multiple experts to code each subjective indicator, permitting  
 
intercoder reliability tests.  
 
 Fears about data quality when measuring democracy are prevalent among scholars and  
 
policymakers. Herrera et. al postulate that Freedom House democracy ratings are riddled with  
 
bias.10 Bush postulates that when the Freedom in The World (FITW) ratings were created, the  
 
methods Freedom House used were neither particularly transparent nor systematic.11 Bush notes  
 
the FITW ratings favor countries that are aligned with the United States. This complicates  
 
researchers’ ability to use them to make inferences about democratization.  
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 Coppedge et. al note that there is no consensus about how to conceptualize and measure  
 
regimes.12 This means that it is difficult to make meaningful comparisons through time and  
 
across countries. Without some way of analyzing regime types through time and across  
 
countries, scholars have no way to make progress on this vital matter, to explain it, to reveal its  
 
consequences, or to affect its future course.  
 
 Bollen identifies the main conceptual problems that arise when defining and measuring  
 
democracy.13 He notes the failure to develop an adequate theoretical definition of the concept –  
 
as well as the confounding of the concept with others, and treating democracy as a binary rather  
 
than a continuous concept – are all conceptual problems.  
 
 Knutsen discusses methodological problems related to operationalizing substantive  
 
definitions of democracy.14 Specifically, he argues that index-constructors need to be particularly  
 
conscious of measurement level issues – or they risk of facing severe reliability and validity  
 
problems – which has the potential of biasing empirical analyses utilizing the indexes.  
 
 What makes a successful liberal democracy is also a topic of debate. Lipset argued that  
 
the more well-to-do a nation, the greater the chances that it will sustain democracy.15 He finds  
 
that the average wealth, degree of industrialization and urbanization, and level of education is  
 
much higher for the more democratic countries.  
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Lipset’s analysis has been criticized on several conceptual and methodological grounds.16  
 
According to Diamond, Lipset shows the correlation of democracy with a wide range of  
 
development variables – yet it does not present a truly multivariate analysis in which the  
 
independent causal weight or correlational significance of each variable is established by  
 
controlling for the other variables.  
 
 Barro argues that the data for a large panel of countries confirm the Lipset/Aristotle  
 
hypothesis – which says that a higher standard of living in a country yields democracy.17 This  
 
correlation is omnipresent when democracy is represented by electoral rights or civil liberties  
 
and when the standard of living is measured by per capita GDP, primary school attainment, the  
 
gap between male and female primary schooling, and the importance of the middle class.  
 
 Numerous studies operate with diverse model specifications, samples and empirical  
 
measures – and they suggest different economic, social, cultural, demographic, institutional and  
 
international determinants of democracy.18 Rød et al. distinguish between democratization and  
 
democratic survival and test the sensitivities of 67 proposed determinants by varying the control  
 
variable set, democracy measure, and sample time. The results yield a far larger number of  
 
robust determinants of democratization than of democratic survival. For democratic survival, the  
 
only robust factors are income and a law-abiding bureaucracy. 
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