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Recent media reports and public opinion polls have warned about the apparent growing

threats to democracy. They suggest, with pessimism, that democracy is in decline. There

are certainly reasons to be concerned.

All countries must address complex challenges
that, whether originating within or outside
of their borders, have a global reach: from
food scarcity to conflict, from climate change
to terrorism and organized crime, and from
populism to corruption. However, in my
opinion, this is an incomplete overview
of the problem. It is easy to lose sight of
the long-term gains the world has made in
maintaining democracy. By and large, public
institutions today are more representative
and accountable to the needs and desires of
women and men of all ages. Over the past
several decades, many states have become
democratic and, notwithstanding obstacles
and some setbacks, most of them have
maintained that status. Today, more countries
hold elections than ever before. Crucially,
most governments respect their international
commitments to uphold fundamental rights,
more individuals are able to freely cast their
votes, and civil society and its leaders can
mobilize and engage in dialogue with political
leaders. All in all, democracy has produced a
domino effect, growing and spreading across
the planet.

Governments should build on this strong
foundation in order to reduce the risk
of backsliding towards authoritarianism.
Regrettably, in too many cases electoral results
are not respected or institutions and rules
are manipulated to keep leaders in power
indefinitely. This prevents citizens from
accessing the basic elements of freedom and
equality that democracy champions.

International IDEAs new  publication,
The Global State of Democracy, offers a
comprehensive  global analysis of the
challenges facing democracy and the policy
options to tackle them. The text contrasts
recent democratic reversals with longer-term
positive trends, providing a nuanced fact-
based perspective and proposing solutions to
questions that are often overly politicized. The
publication discusses complex, critical and
politically sensitive problems facing the world
today, such as how to provide migrants with
opportunities to participate politically in their
home and destination communities. It also
addresses how money improperly influences
the political system, the risks that rising
inequality levels pose to democracies and their
potential impact on future generations, and
the strategies to create or strengthen inclusive
political instruments after conflict.

In addition, International IDEA provides
valuable insights on the important role women
play in strengthening political institutions, how
young people can be engaged in politics, and
how innovations in technology and the media
are changing the way politics is done today.
The publication contains a rich summary of
best practices and case studies from around
the world, focusing on the changing political
dynamics of democracies traditionally defined
as ‘consolidated” and ‘emerging’.

The publication draws attention to both the
positive and negative forces that influence
democratic systems, and offers a useful set of
policy recommendations and options. While
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there are no easy solutions, these ideas should
help all of us who are involved in building
democratic societies to reinvigorate our
relations with our fellow citizens.

In short, at a time when joining forces to
safeguard democracy is more important than

ever before, International IDEA provides us
with key elements to analyse and suggestions
to act on. This makes the publication
exceptionally timely.

Michelle Bachelet
President of Chile

Foreword
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The International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (International
IDEA) is pleased to present the first edition of 7he Global State of Democracy. The

theme for this edition is ‘Exploring Democracy’s Resilience’.

IDEA is the

intergovernmental organization with a global

International only
mandate solely focused on democracy and
elections. With 30 member states from all
IDEA
the development of stronger democratic

continents, International supports
institutions and processes and fosters more
sustainable, effective and legitimate democracy

around the world.

Support for democratic reform has become
more challenging since the founding of
International IDEA in 1995. In contrast
1990s, today’s
democracy is influenced by the effects of

to the optimism of the

globalization, geo-political power shifts, the
changing role and structure of (supra) national
organizations and institutions, and the rise of
modern communications technologies. These
developments are complicated by the dynamics
of conflict and development, citizenship and
state sovereignty, and increasing inequalities and
marginalization of groups of people within and
between societies. Some of these dynamics and
related challenges have contributed to a widely
expressed view, particularly in the mainstream
media, that democracy is in decline.

Against this backdrop, this publication analyses
global and regional democracy trends and
challenges based on International IDEA’s newly
developed Global State of Democracy (GSoD)
indices, which capture global and regional
democratic trends between 1975 and 2015. In
an effort to bridge the gap between academic
research, policy development and democracy
assistance initiatives, it offers recommendations

and problem-solving approaches to support
democratic reform, and to inform policymakers
and democracy practitioners worldwide. This
first edition explores democracy’s resilience
based on a detailed analysis of the impact of
the process of democratic backsliding on the
quality of democracy as well as key challenges to
democracy such as the crisis of representation,
the increasing influence of money in politics,
rising inequalities, migration and democratic
transitions in the wake of conflict.

The times we live in warrant a critical analysis
of democracy’s strengths and weaknesses,
and an open debate about what undermines
(and strengthens) democracy. As such, this
publication explores the health of the world’s
democracies, acknowledging that many regions
and countries have recently seen reversals or
declines in the quality of their democracy.
When assessing the state of democracy from
1975 onwards, the global and regional trend
analysis based on the GSoD indices shows
an expansion of democracy in all parts of
the world and advances in key areas such as
representation, fundamental rights, checks on
government and political participation. The
darta indicate that the state of democracy at the
global level in the last decade has been one of
trendless fluctuations—showing upturns and
downturns in certain regions and individual
countries, but with no clearly visible tendencies
of progress or decline.

This publication acknowledges that challenges
to democracy persist at the regional and country
levels, but contests the current pessimistic view
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that democracy is fragile and in decline. Instead,
it argues that democracy continues to be in
demand and has shown resilient properties over
time given the challenges that characterize the
21st century, thanks to its inherent qualities of
adaptation, recovery, flexibility and innovation.

The analysis is based on International IDEA’s
broad and inclusive definition of democracy,
which is underpinned by two fundamental
principles—popular control and political
equality. The Institute acknowledges that
there is no single and universally applicable
model of democracy, that democracy comes
in multiple forms, and that these forms are
in constant evolution. However, democracy’s
advancement—and indeed its survival—is
never guaranteed. Democracy needs constant
care and protection, and there is no end to

improving it: every generation must safeguard
and reclaim democracy. This means thatlooking
towards the future, channelling all our efforts
to achieve progress towards the Sustainable
Development Goals requires a broad-based
recognition of the fact that democracy is core
to (and a wider enabler of) the entire 2030
development agenda.

I am grateful to all those who contributed
to making this first edition of 7he Global
State of Democracy a reality. It is our hope at
International IDEA that this publication will
serve as a source of inspiration, reflection and
guidance for a new generation committed to
making democracy stronger and more resilient.

Yves Leterme
Secretary-General
International IDEA
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Introduction

Democratization processes over the last four decades have created many opportunities

for public participation in political life. More people today live in electoral democracies

than ever before. However, numerous countries grapple with challenges to democracy,

contributing to the perception that democracy is in ‘decline’ or has experienced ‘reversals’

or ‘stagnation’. Some of these challenges relate to issues of corruption, money in politics

and policy capture, inequality and social exclusion, migration or post-conflict transition

to democracy. Many leaders and democratic actors continue to manipulate democratic

processes and institutions, which often contributes to democratic backsliding in their

respective countries.

Written by
Armend Bekaj

Governments, parliaments and political parties
are increasingly viewed by their electorates as
unable to cope with complex policy problems.
Many see a crisis of legitimacy in democratic
institutions and processes, coupled with a
creeping erosion of public trust, which exposes
democracies as fragile and vulnerable. Even
mature democratic systems can corrode if they
are not nurtured and protected. There is evidence
of a growing disconnect between politicians and
the electorate. Transnational challenges related
to inequality, migration and globalization are
complex problems that challenge democratic
institutions to respond effectively to public
concerns, causing a decline in trust and
legitimacy in democratic governance.

It is thus no coincidence that populist and
extremist political parties and leaders are
successfully  exploiting  their  electorates’
insecurities. Exclusionary rhetoric occupies
more space in public discourse than
before and can influence the outcome of
elections. If the recent rise of populism with
authoritarian tendencies is unopposed, it could
undermine democracy from within, using

democratic tools.

It is thus natural to wonder whether the
best of what democracy has to offer is
in the past. The so-called third wave of
democracy expansion that began in the
1970s was a good omen of things to come.
With the fall of communism, Central and
Eastern European countries enthusiastically
embraced democratic values and principles.
There was further hope that the 2010-11
Arab Uprisings would trigger a new wave of
democratization that would be embraced by
countries in North Africa and the Middle
East. Such expectations were quickly dashed,
however, as (with the exception of Tunisia)
new autocracies and terrorist groups filled
the void left behind by deposed dictators. In
countries such as Hungary, the Philippines,
Turkey and Venezuela, extremism, populist
and  autocratic  tendencies

leadership

continue to challenge democracy.

Considering these developments, is there
reason to believe that democracy is in
trouble, or do recent events simply constitute
a temporary downward fluctuation? Are
sceptics overreacting to the alarmist daily
headlines, and therefore losing sight of
democracy’s numerous benefits over the last
few decades? And under what conditions is
democracy resilient?

International
IDEA defines
democracy as a
political system
that is based on
popular control
and political
equality. One
of the Institute’s
core principles is
that democracy
is a universal
value for citizens
and a globally
owned concept
for which there
is no universally

applicable model

xiii
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About this publication: definitions,
methodology and structure

This first edition of 7he Global State of
Democracy explores current challenges to
democracy and the enabling conditions for
its resilience.

Definitions

As an intergovernmental organization that
supports sustainable democracy worldwide,
International IDEA defines democracy as
a political system that is based on popular
control and political equality. One of the
Institute’s core principles is that democracy
is a universal value for citizens and a globally
owned concept for which there is no
universally applicable model. Democracy is an
ideal that seeks to guarantee equality and basic
freedoms, empower ordinary people, resolve
disagreements through peaceful dialogue,
respect differences, and bring about political
and social renewal without economic and social
disruption. Hence, International IDEA’s broad
concept of democracy encompasses more than
just free elections; it has multiple dimensions,
including civil and political rights, social and
economic rights, democratic governance and
rule of law.

International IDEA’s broad understanding of
democracy overlaps with features emphasized
by different traditions of democratic thought
associated with the concepts of electoral
democracy, liberal democracy, social democracy
and participatory democracy. This concept
of democracy reflects a core value enshrined
in article 21 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, that the ‘will of the people’
is the basis for the legitimacy and authority
of sovereign states. It reflects a common
and universal desire for peace, security and
justice. Democracy reflects the fundamental
ethical principles of human equality and the
dignity of persons, and is thus inseparable
from human rights.

International IDEA defines resilience as the
ability of social systems to cope with, innovate,
survive and recover from complex challenges

\—//:

and crises that present stress or pressure that
can lead to systemic failure. This publication
explores democracy’s resilience: its ability as a
political system to recover, adapt and/or flexibly
address such complex challenges and crises.

Based on this definition, International IDEA
has constructed new Global State of Democracy
indices (GSoD indices) based on its State of
Democracy assessment framework (a tool
designed for in-country stakeholders to assess
the quality of democracy). The indices were
developed by International IDEA staff with the
support of external experts and the supervision
of an expert advisory board consisting of five
leading experts in the field of democracy
measurement. The GSoD indices examine
155 countries over the period 1975-2015 and
provide a diverse data set and evidence base
for analysing global and regional trends.
The GSoD indices data sets start in 1975
to ensure a high reliability and quality of
secondary data sources.

Methodology

Both the indices and the analysis contained in
this publication respond to the lack of analytical
material on democracy building and the
quality of democracy at the global and regional
levels; most studies focus on the national level.
It strives to bridge the gap between academic
research, policy development and democracy
assistance initiatives. It is intended to inform
policymakers and decision-makers, civil society
organizations and democracy activists, policy
influencers and think tanks, and democracy
support providers and practitioners.

As an Institute-wide project, the publication
employs a mixed methodology. It incorporates
input from staff members across the
headquarters and regional offices, including
external contributors. It was peer reviewed by
an editorial review board and a group of external
substantive experts and practitioners. Building
on International IDEA’s regional presence
and expertise in the field of democracy, the
publication draws on the Institute’s in-depth
regional knowledge of democratic trends
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in Africa, Asia and the Pacific, Europe, Latin
America and the Caribbean, the Middle East
and Iran, and North America. An overview
of International IDEA’s geographical division
of regions and countries can be found in
the Annex.

The publication analyses the period between
1975 (to coincide with the third wave of
democratization) and 2017, and explores the
conditions under which democracy is resilient
in different time spans and regions. It has
adopted a modular approach: the chapters can
be read independently, yet form an essential part
of the publication as a whole. The publication
analyses a number of key challenges to
democracy, and explores the conditions under
which democracy is resilient to such challenges.

Structure

The chapters complement each other, both
methodologically and  empirically. ~ The
publication is structured as follows:

Chapter 1, “The global state of democracy,
1975-2015°, provides an overview of the
democratic landscape stemming from global
and regional trends for the period 1975-2015,
based on the GSoD indices. To capture recent
events there is a focus on trends for the period
2005-15.

Chapters 2 to 8 provide qualitative analyses
of the impact of the process of democratic
backsliding on the quality of democracy, and
key challenges and crises affecting democracy.
They also explore policy options conducive to
enabling democracy’s resilience.

Chapter 2, ‘Democracy’s resilience in a
changing world’, explores current challenges
and crises that impact democracy based on
International IDEA’s definition of democracy’s
resilience and its characteristics.

Chapter 3, “Threats from within: democracy’s
resilience to backsliding’, reviews the concept of
‘democratic backsliding’ and its effect on other
aspects of democracy, as well as development

and stability. The chapter explores why
backsliding is a particular threat to democratic
values, human rights and the rule of law, and
highlights how it can be tackled with bottom-
up citizen support and existing systems of
checks and balances.

Chapter 4, “The changing nature of political
parties and representation’, evaluates some of
the contemporary challenges of representation,
such as citizen movements, digital engagement
and the decision-making powers that lie
outside national borders. It explores how such
conditions can weaken politicians’ ability to
deliver, and may erode the people’s trust in
politics, and offers policy recommendations.

Chapter 5, ‘Money, influence, corruption
and capture: can democracy be protected?’,
stresses that money is a necessary ingredient
that enables democratic actors to perform
their tasks. When money is poured into a
system that lacks sufficient transparency and
accountability, this may trigger suspicions of
corruption and malfeasance. Such a situation
may lead to policy capture by special interests,
which can be detrimental to democracy and
its legitimacy. This chapter examines the role
of ‘big money’ in politics, and assesses whether
political finance regulations can adequately
address its negative effects.

Chapter 6, ‘Mind the gap: can democracy
counter inequality?’, highlights some of the
difficulties in discerning the relationship
between economic inequality and democracy.
Given the rising trends of economic inequality
and social exclusion, the chapter explores how
democracy can deliver under such conditions,
particularly for youth.

Chapter 7, ‘Migration, social polarization,
citizenship and multiculturalism’, analyses
the impact of migration on democracy
with a focus on citizenship rules, voting
rights, representation and political parties.
It showcases how well countries politically
integrate immigrants, and how this relates
to their quality of democracy, as well as the
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potential and controversies surrounding the
political engagement of emigrants and their
role as agents of democracy. It highlights
key dilemmas of the migration debate for
policymakers, and suggests policy approaches
to tackling the migration challenge.

Chapter 8, ‘Inclusive peacebuilding in conflict-
affected states: designing for democracy’s
resilience’, examines post-conflict inclusion
mechanisms in  three key transitional
processes: constitution-building, rebel-to-party
transformation and electoral system design. It
highlights that these processes are some of the
most fundamental in state-building, as they

\

determine the rules of the new state, who can
participate in that state and the nature of the
levers of that participation.

The Annex describes how International
IDEAs GSoD indices methodology was
constructed. It contains snapshots of indices
data from 1975 to 2015 on the state of a
selection of countries’ democracies based on
International IDEA’s definition of democracy
and attributes of its resilience.

Each chapter is accompanied by a resource
guide that provides further background
reading.
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The global state of
democracy, 1975—2015

Has the global state of democracy declined over the past ten years? What are the major
global trends in different aspects of democracy since the beginning of the third wave
of democratization in 1975? Based on the newly developed Global State of Democracy
(GSoD) indices, this chapter presents global and regional assessments of the state of
democracy from 1975 to 2015. The global-level assessments show that, while there is
much room for improvement in democracy around the world and many countries have
experienced democratic decline, democracy overall has made considerable progress over
the last 40 years, especially regarding free elections, respect for fundamental rights
and control of government. The current situation is more positive than suggested
by an increasingly gloomy view presented by many scholars, public intellectuals and
practitioners who claim that democracy has been in decline for the last ten years or
more. The GSoD indices demonstrate that this period appears to be one of trendless

fluctuations in which gains and downturns in individual countries tend to balance each

*Svend-Erik Skaaning is
Professor of Political Science
at Aarhus University, Denmark.
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other out at the global level.

Written by
Svend-Erik Skaaning* and Mélida Jiménez

1.1. Introduction: a systematic

health check of democratic progress
and resilience

This chapter provides an overview of the global
state of democracy in the period 1975-2015.
It analyses global and regional trends based
on International IDEA’s new Global State of
Democracy (GSoD) indices (see Box 1.1).
This ‘health check’ shows that democracy
faces many challenges, that the resilience of
democracy cannot be taken for granted, and
that there is much room for improvement in
virtually all aspects of democracy. However, the
situation is better than suggested by increasingly
pessimistic views regarding the prevalence and
resilience of contemporary democracy (see Box
1.2 for a summary).

This is not to say that democracy advocates
should relax their efforts. Several countries,
including some major regional powers, merit
special attention because their problems have
become increasingly serious. Nonetheless,
democracy has not experienced an overall
global decline, even as progress has slowed
down and in some places halted. Most aspects
of democracy have improved since 1975,
and most democracies are resilient over time.
Moreover, recent democratic regressions
have generally been short, and followed
by recovery when the internal democracy-
friendly forces unite to push back against
leaders with authoritarian tendencies. Hence,
this overview gives nuanced empirical backing
to Carothers and Youngs (2017), who have
recently argued that the ‘tendency to view
global developments through the lens of
antidemocratic counterrevolution provides a

distorted picture’.
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This chapter discusses some of the current
challenges for democratic progress and resilience,
and then assesses the global state of democracy.
It first provides a brief overview of democratic
trends based on a dichotomous, purely electoral
understanding of democracy, and subsequently
by a more elaborate and fine-grained overview
of trends in the five dimensions of International

BOX 1.1

\/

IDEAs broad understanding of democracy
measured by the GSoD indices: Representative
Government, Fundamental Rights, Checks on
Government, Impartial Administration and
Participatory Engagement. The conclusion
brings together the findings and discusses how
they should affect assessments of the global state
of democracy.

International IDEA’s Global State of Democracy indices

Overview: International IDEA’s new GSoD indices measure different aspects of democracy during the period

1975-2015 in 155 countries around the world.

Definition: Democracy is defined as popular control over public decision-making and decision-makers, and
political equality between citizens in the exercise of that control.

Attributes of democracy: The indices measure five main attributes of democracy, which contain a total of 16
subattributes. They tap into five features emphasized by various traditions of democratic thought that are
associated with the concepts of electoral democracy, liberal democracy, social democracy and participatory

democracy:

Attribute 1: Representative Government

Subattributes: Clean Elections, Inclusive Suffrage, Free Political Parties, Elected Government

Attribute 2: Fundamental Rights

Subattributes: Access to Justice, Civil Liberties, Social Rights and Equality

Attribute 3: Checks on Government

Subattributes: Effective Parliament, Judicial Independence, Media Integrity

Attribute 4: Impartial Administration

Subattributes: Absence of Corruption, Predictable Enforcement

Attribute 5: Participatory Engagement

Subattributes: Civil Society Participation, Electoral Participation, Direct Democracy, Subnational Elections

Sources: The data rely on a range of sources, including expert surveys, standards-based coding by research
groups and analysts, observational data and composite measures on 98 indicators.

Units of observation: The GSoD data set includes country—year data for 155 countries that have at least
1 million inhabitants. In the calculations of regional and global averages, the scores are not weighted by

population size.

Scales: All indices range from o (lowest democratic achievement) to 1 (highest democratic achievement);
o generally refers to the worst performance in the whole sample of country—years (covered by a particular
index), while 1 refers to the best country—year performance in the sample.

Aggregation: The construction of indices relies mainly on item response theory modelling and Bayesian factor
analysis. In a few cases, the aggregation is calculated by taking the mean or multiplying various indicators.

Further details about the GSoD data set and associated indices can be found in Skaaning, S-E., The Global
State of Democracy Indices Methodology: Conceptualization and Measurement Framework (Stockholm:

International IDEA, 2017), <http://www.idea.int/gsod>.

Democracy faces
many challenges,
and the resilience
of democracy
cannot be taken
for granted
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1.2. Challenges to democracy

The current landscape of democracy around the
world is influenced by many complex processes,
such as the dynamics of economic growth
and inequality, violent conflict (including
terrorism), the innovation and the spread of new
technologies, geopolitical power shifts, migration
and climate change (Ercan and Gagnon 2014;
Grugel and Bishop 2014; Merkel 2015). Many
democracies face major challenges, including
decreasing and changing forms of political
engagement (McCaffrie and Akram 2014), low
levels of trust in political institutions (Dalton
2004; van der Meer 2017), dissatisfaction with
the performance of democracy (Norris 2011;
Stoker 20006), support for populist movements
(Mudde 2016), and undemocratic forms of
government (Norris 2011).

It is difficult to create resilient, high-quality
democracies (see e.g. Diamond 2015;
Fukuyama 2015; Haggard and Kaufman 2016;
Mainwaring and Pérez-Lindn 2014; Moller
and Skaaning 2013a). Electoral manipulation,
corruption and restrictions on fundamental
human rights—such as physical integrity,
freedom of expression, fair trials and gender
equality—are found in all corners of the
world. Although many countries have achieved
democratic progress, others have experienced
democratic backsliding—that is, government
efforts to undermine the political institutions
that sustain democracy, such as independent
and courts

media, academic institutions

(Bermeo 2016).

Democracy still has a relatively strong standing
as the most legitimate form of government, but
itis continuously being questioned, and the view
that non-democracies can face current challenges
better than democracies is at times given
serious credence (see, e.g., Bell 2015; Brennan
2016). Many countries that lack relatively free,
regular elections have governments that are
engaged in state propaganda and the spread of
misinformation (Herpen 2015; Simon 2015;
Treisman 2017).
including several major regional powers, are

Furthermore, autocracies,

developing and refining counter-strategies to

democracy promotion (Chou, Pan and Poole
2017; Tansey 2016; Whitehead 2014).

Therefore, there is a need to evaluate whether
democracy is indeed in retreat at the global
and regional levels, or whether it is generally
resilient and able to withstand such challenges.
Some observers contend that several decades
of remarkable improvement in the state of
democracy since the mid-1970s were followed
by a slowdown or halt in democratic progress
(Levitsky and Way 2015; Lithrmann etal. 2017;
Moller and Skaaning 2013b; Schmitter 2015).
Others claim that there has been a significant
decline in the global level of democracy for more
than a decade, and note clear signs of a reverse
wave of democratization (Diamond 2016; EIU
2017; Klaas 2016; Kurlantzick 2014; Puddington
and Roylance 2017; Rich 2017).

However, such negative perceptions of the state
of democracy are often based on unbalanced
accounts with a biased focus on recent
negative examples, or rely on data sets that
lack transparency and are constructed using
questionable procedures (see Coppedge et al.
2011; Munck 2009). Moreover, although such
worries about a general democratic decline
have become more frequent and prominent
in recent years, they are not new (see Merkel
2010, 2015).

pessimistic when assessing progress in human

People are generally too
development because they are predisposed
to think things are worse than they are, and
they overestimate the likelihood of hardship
(Norberg 2016). This deep-seated negativity
bias (see Ito et al. 1998; Rozin and Royzman
2001) is reinforced by the media’s tendency to
focus on crises and negative events rather than
positive developments (Altheide 2002; Niven
2001; Soroka and McAdams 2015).

The popular notion that democracy is regressing
could still be valid, but there appears to be a
current tendency to focus too heavily on the
past and to exaggerate and oversimplify current
negative examples, while overlooking positive
developments (see Carothers and Youngs 2017;
Levitsky and Way 2015). Against this backdrop,
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this chapter offers an empirical analysis, based  of the third wave of democratization? What

on new data, of the following questions: Has  patterns are displayed by various dimensions

the global state of democracy declined over and subdimensions of democracy? How do

the past ten years? What have been the major the different regions of the world fare? Box 1.2

global trends in democracy since the beginning  presents the key findings.

BOX 1.2

An overview of the global state of democracy: key
findings, 1975-2015

e There has been much global progress in almost all aspects of
democracy since 1975, but the positive trends have flattened out
since the mid-1990s. The current global state of democracy is
one of trendless fluctuations. This means that there are upturns
and downturns in individual countries, but no broad tendencies
of progress or decline, and signifies democratic steadiness at
the highest level in world history.

e The majority of electoral democracies established after 1975
have survived, and almost none of the more established
electoral democracies have experienced reversals. Since 2005,
there have been 24 democratic reversals and 39 democratic
transitions. While some countries became electoral democracies
for the first time, most of the recent transitions to democracy
happened in countries with previous democratic experience.

e The number and proportion of countries that are considered
electoral democracies have increased during the period. In
1975, competitive elections determined government power in
as few as 46 countries (30 per cent); this number had grown to
132 (68 per cent) by 2016. One-third of countries are still under
autocratic rule.

e |nthe period 1975-2015 substantial global progress was made in
four out of five dimensions emphasized by International IDEA’s
comprehensive definition of democracy (i.e. Representative
Government, Fundamental Rights, Checks on Government and
Participatory Engagement), while the global level of Impartial
Administration has changed little since 1975.

e Positive trends in the Representative Government dimension
can be seen in all subdimensions (Clean Elections, Inclusive
Suffrage, Free Political Parties and Elected Government) and
all regions. However, stark regional differences remain. On
average, Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean, and North
America have higher degrees of representative government than
countries in Africa, Asia and the Pacific and, especially, the
Middle East and Iran. Many countries have formal democratic
institutions, but substantial deficiencies in democratic
practices.

e The Fundamental Rights dimension has witnessed global
progress since 1975 in all of its subdimensions (Access to Justice,
Civil Liberties and Social Rights and Equality). Developments in
social rights and equality follow a positive, linear trend, while
the trend for access to justice and civil liberties has gone from

gradual improvement, to steep progress around 1990, to another
period of gradual improvement, to relative stability after 2005.
Gender equality has gradually increased in all regions, but at
different speeds and starting at different levels.

The Checks on Government dimension (capturing Effective
Parliaments, Judicial Independence and Media Integrity) has
shown substantial improvement since 1975. Progress seems

to have come to a halt, as most countries had similar levels of
checks on government in 2015 as they did in 2005. There are
still notable differences in the extent to which such checks are
exercised in various regions, largely following patterns similar to
those for representative government.

The global average of the Impartial Administration dimension
(covering Absence of Corruption and Predictable Enforcement)
demonstrates no significant change between 1975 and

2015. Corruption and predictable enforcement are as big a
problem today as they were in 1975. Implementing the rule

of law in public administration tends to be difficult to change
in the short and medium terms. This could partially explain
the dissatisfaction with democracy seen in many electoral
democracies emerging after 1975.

Opportunities for—and the realization of—Participatory
Engagement have generally gained ground, as reflected in each
of the four subdimensions related to citizen involvement (Civil
Society Participation, Electoral Participation, Direct Democracy
and Subnational Elections). A global increase in civil society
participation reflects the fact that restrictions on civil society’s
right to organize have been lifted. Autonomous groups now
generally have better working conditions than before, although
some countries still uphold (and in some cases have even
increased) restrictions on civil society organizations. A global
increase in electoral participation in national elections mainly
reflects the replacement of non-electoral regimes with electoral
regimes. Yet turnout has decreased in several countries with
longer traditions of regular, competitive elections. There has
been a slight increase in the availability and use of direct
democracy mechanisms. However, they are rarely implemented
in any region. Opportunities to participate in free and fair
subnational elections have increased substantially, with
considerable variations between regions.

The different aspects of democracy take time to develop.

They are subject to political negotiations, compromises and
institutional reform processes. Changes are sometimes abrupt
and characterized by major events that demarcate sudden and
clear democratic progress or regress, while at other times they
are more gradual.
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Currently,

there are

more electoral
democracies
than autocracies
globally, and the
largest share

of the world’s
population
resides in
electoral
democracies

FIGURE 1.1

1.3. A first approximation: the

spread and resilience of electoral
democracies

One way to address some of these questions
is to use a narrow (exclusively electoral),
crisp (either/or) understanding of democracy
and then count how many countries fulfil a
given set of criteria for electoral democracy
in different years. If the focus is on democratic
transitions and reversals, including key events
such as founding elections or coups d’état, an
electoral and crisp understanding of democracy
can be valuable (Collier and Adcock 1999).
Figure 1.1 shows the number and proportion
of countries considered electoral democracies
in the period 1975-2016. It is based on the
updated competitive elections indicator from
the Index of Electoral Democracy (Skaaning,
Gerring and Bartusevicius 2015). This indicator
is an attempt to operationalize Schumpeter’s
(1974:  269) of

prominent definition

democracy as ‘that institutional arrangement
for arriving at political decisions in which
individuals acquire the power to decide
by means of a competitive struggle for the
people’s vote’. The measure captures whether
an electoral regime is on track (meaning that
elections take place on a regular basis and
are not interrupted, for instance, by a coup
d’état) and whether multiparty elections are
sufficiently free to allow the opposition to
win government power, as judged by country-
specific sources such as election reports and
studies by recognized country experts. Figure
1.1 demonstrates that the number of electoral
democracies has been growing since the
late 1970s. In 1975, competitive elections
determined government power in as few as
46 countries (30 per cent); this number had
grown to 112 (68 per cent) by 2016. Until
1988, the increase was gradual, but between
1989 and 1995 there was an abrupt increase

Global number and percentage of electoral democracies and share of world population living in electoral democracies,

1975-2016
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Source: Skaaning, Gerring and Bartusevicius (2015) (Competitive Elections Indicator).




International IDEA
First Edition 2017

Chapter 1

The global state of democracy, 1975-2015

,///:k

in the share of electoral democracies from
42 per cent to 55 per cent when several
Eastern European and sub-Saharan African
countries transitioned to democracies.
Since then, there have been more electoral
democracies than autocracies globally, and
the largest share of the world’s population

has resided in electoral democracies.

A closer look at the last ten years reveals that
there is little evidence of a substantial, global
decline in democracy. Instead, the number
of electoral democracies has increased. The
patterns are virtually identical if the sample is
restricted to the 155 countries covered by the

GSoD indices.

Almost one-third of countries are still under
autocratic rule, including major regional
powers with large populations such as China,
Egypt, Russia and Saudi Arabia. Moreover,
there have been 24 democratic reversals
since 2005 in countries such as Fiji, Mali,
Niger and Thailand. This strongly indicates
that some new democracies are not resilient.
Yet, it is important to keep in mind that
democratization has always involved a mixture
of gains and losses (Moller and Skaaning
2013a: Ch. 5). These reversals do not add
up to a global decline. With the exception of
Venezuela, no countries with over 40 years of
continuous electoral democracy have suffered
from democratic reversal, and the majority
(56 per cent) of electoral democracies created
after 1975 have not experience any reversals,
such as Benin, Indonesia, the Republic of
Korea, Senegal, and most countries in Latin
America and the Caribbean and Eastern
Europe. Moreover, 39 democratic transitions
have taken place since 2005. Some countries,
such as Bhutan and Tunisia, became electoral
Most of
the transitions to democracy happened in

democracies for the first time.

countries with previous democratic experience,
such as Honduras, Mali, Nepal and Sri Lanka.
When restricting the sample to the countries
covered by the GSoD indices, there have been
32 democratic transitions and 22 reversals
since 2005.

Moreover, when electoral democracies turn
autocratic, they often democratize again after
a few years (Bermeo 2016), as in the Central
African Republic, Georgia, Haiti, Honduras,
Madagascar, Mali and Nepal. Thailand has
experienced four democratic transitions and
four reversals since 1975. Many of these
countries seem to lack sufficient democratic
resilience to avoid such cycles of regime change.
Yet based on a narrow focus on the prevalence
and resilience of electo