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Executive Summary

1. The IDEA democracy assessment framework raises public awareness about democracy, addresses popular concerns about democracy in a systematic fashion, contributes to public debate, and provides an instrument for the assessment of reforms.

2. The framework is based on the idea that the citizens of the democracy that is being assessed should carry out the democracy assessment to provide local ownership and the political will for democratic reform.

3. The democracy framework is based on two fundamental democratic principles of popular control over public decision-making and decision makers, and equality of respect and voice between citizens in the exercise of that control. 

4. These fundamental principles are realised through seven mediating values, including participation, authorisation, representation, accountability, transparency, responsiveness, and solidarity.
5. The framework has over ninety ‘search questions’ that are answered through the collection and analysis of qualitative and quantitative information across four main pillars of assessment.

6. The democracy assessment framework has been applied in over fifteen countries including old, new, and restored democracies and has led in certain instances to the institutionalisation of democratic reform. 

Introduction

There is a long tradition of defining, measuring, and comparing democracy that dates back to Aristotle’s effort to classify ‘good’ and ‘corrupt’ forms of government. Contemporary efforts have built on this tradition through defining, measuring, and assessing democracy, democratic performance and the ‘quality’ of democracy. Such efforts serve five main functions: (1) description, (2) classification, (3) hypothesis testing, (4) prediction and policy advice, and (5) advocacy and reform. These functions have been variously pursued by scholars and practitioners in the fields of international relations and foreign policy, human rights and social justice, development cooperation and aid conditionality to name a few. These functions are not and cannot be mutually exclusive, but progressive and cumulative. It is not possible to pursue strategies for advocacy and reform without having carried out or reflected on predictions, dominant explanatory hypotheses and empirical analysis, attempts at classification, and rich contextual description of different democratic experiences. But despite their progressive and cumulative nature, description, classification, and hypothesis-testing are most often associated with academic analysis of the genesis, survival, and performance of democracy, while policy advice, advocacy, a reform activities are most often associated with international governmental and non-governmental organisations.

International IDEA is one such intergovernmental organisation that is dedicated to assistance for democracy based on clear principles that include local ownership, support for legitimate national processes and multiparty pluralism, and the belief that democracy, wherever it is established, is an evolving process. It membership includes the so-called ‘old’, ‘new’, and ‘restored’ democracies
 and one of its mainstay activities includes democracy assessment. IDEA’s framework for democracy assessment is unlike the extant approaches to measuring and assessing democracy in two significant ways. First, it is based on the notion that it is the citizens of the country being assessed that are in the best position to carry out a meaningful, valid, and reliable assessment of the quality of democracy. Second, it is grounded in democratic principles and mediating values drawn from larger debates in normative political theory, while it provides a set of practical tools for carrying out the systematic assessment of democracy based on comparable standards, relevant indicators, and international best practices.
 The framework has now been applied in over 15 countries, the experience of which demonstrates that it is both robust and flexible. To contribute to the 6th International Conference on New or Restored Democracies (ICNRD-6), this paper sets out the main features of the framework, shows how it is different from other kinds of democratic assessment, and argues how it provides countries with a practical tool for initiating democratic reforms and consolidating democratic practices. 

The Origins of the Assessment Framework

Drawing on successive democratic assessments at the domestic level of the UK, the ‘Democratic Audit’ methodology has been developed to ‘travel’ beyond the UK and be applied to any country in the world. IDEA sponsored the development and implementation of the methodology and the ‘State of Democracy’ project has become a mainstay activity for International IDEA. The main intellectual forces behind the UK Democratic Audit, Professors David Beetham and Stuart Weir, expanded the original methodology used in the UK to make it universally applicable with the aid of a panel of experts recruited by International IDEA and in-house staff. International IDEA tested the robustness, flexibility and universality of the methodology through a pilot program in a number of developed and developing nations in different regions around the world. International IDEA recruited assessment teams in eight nations – Bangladesh, El Salvador, Italy, Kenya, Malawi, New Zealand, Peru and South Korea – each of which successfully concluded a democracy assessment using the methodology.

In 2002, International IDEA published two major reports on the progress of the State of Democracy project in association with Kluwer Law International.  The first of these was The International IDEA Handbook on Democracy Assessment, which sets out the methodology; provides a database of sources; lists international standards and best practice for comparative purposes; and describes in detail processes for stakeholder and other consultative legitimation, the use of opinion polling, and techniques for validation, publicity and dissemination.  The second volume, The State of Democracy: Democracy Assessments in Eight Nations Around The World, provides a summary of the eight assessments; builds a comparative set of both qualitative and quantitative indicators; and draws a series of comparative conclusions. The methodology has since been applied in Africa on a comparative basis, Australia, Ireland, the Philippines, Mongolia, and South Asia on a comparative basis. Experts associated with the state of democracy project have met in international conferences in London in June 2004, in Essex in December 2005, and in Fukuoka in July 2006. In conjunction with the Human Rights Centre at the University of Essex, IDEA is currently undertaking a complete revision of the Handbook and is developing a state of democracy website.

The IDEA Democracy Assessment Framework

The State of Democracy framework serves several related purposes, which are important for bringing about significant progress in developing democratic institutions and deepening the democratic experience for all citizens. The framework (1) serves to raise public awareness about what democracy involves and how political institutions reflect and are related to fundamental democratic ideas; (2) helps address popular concerns through the identification of strengths and weakness in current democratic practice in a systematic fashion; (3) contributes to public debate about the nature of the democratic system and the ways in which to pursue reforms; and (4) it provides an instrument for the assessment of reforms. 

The framework is founded on a fundamental set of democratic principles and mediating values. Drawing on the rich tradition of democratic theory and efforts at defining democracy, the framework is based on two fundamental principles of democracy: (1) popular control over public decision making and decision makers, and (2) equality of respect and voice between citizens in the exercise of that control. In addition to these two principles, there are seven mediating values in the framework, including participation, authorisation, representation, accountability, transparency, responsiveness, and solidarity. The achievement of these mediating values in turn rely on a series of requirements that need to be in place and institutional means with which to realise them. The combination of the mediating values, requirements, and institutional means for realising them is outlined in Figure 1, which makes it clear that the framework has a broader conception of democracy that includes institutional features and rights that go beyond the mere protection of civil and political liberties to include economic and social rights of citizenship. While definitional debates about democracy will probably never be resolved, the state of democracy framework has maintained its commitment to its two fundamental democratic principles and the seven mediating values. Such a broad conception of democracy marks out one of the main differences between the IDEA framework and other approaches to defining democracy.

Figure 1. Mediating values, requirements, and institutional means

Democracy Assessment and Democracy Measurement

The democratic principles and mediating values have been used to construct the four main pillars of the assessment framework, each of which has a series of sub-categories of assessment (see Table 1). Each of the sub-categories has an overarching question and a series of ‘search’ questions (a total of 94) for which qualitative and quantitative indicators can be assembled by the assessment team (see Appendix 1 for a complete list of search questions).  This use of search questions marks out the second major difference between the State of Democracy framework and other efforts to measure and assess democracy. While it is grounded in a commitment to providing a systematic set of tools for assessing democracy, the use of appropriate indicators, and international comparators and standards of best practice, it does not aim to provide an aggregate ‘score’ for a country nor does it seek to rank order democratic experiences between countries. Rather, the framework recognises that democracy is a multifaceted affair and seeks to build a democratic ‘performance profile’ that shows the possible tradeoffs between different mediating values. 

Beyond this set of search questions for which all the assessments to date have provided answers, the framework provides a useful tool for critical reflection within the country that is being assessed. A domestic team of assessors and stakeholders based in the country of the assessment provides the empirical basis for answering the questions while reflecting on the democratic achievements and deficits for the period being assessed, as well as identifying the obstacles for democratic reform that may exist.

Table 1. Main pillars and subcategories in the state of democracy framework

	Main Pillars
	Sub-Categories

	Citizenship, Law, and Rights
	Nationhood and citizenship

The rule of law and access to justice

Civil and political rights

Economic and social rights



	Representative and Accountable Government
	Free and fair elections

Democratic role of political parties

Government effectiveness and accountability

Civilian control of the military and police

Minimizing corruption



	Civil Society and Popular Participation
	Media in a democratic society

Political participation

Government responsiveness

Decentralisation



	Democracy Beyond the State 
	International dimensions of democracy


Assessment Experiences

The original set of pilot studies in Bangladesh, El Salvador, Italy, Kenya, Malawi, New Zealand, Peru and South Korea provided important lessons for how the framework can be applied to old, new, and restored democracies and how common comparative inferences could be drawn from their assessment experiences. The original studies showed that there are a number of notable democratic achievements that can be made early during a period of transition and consolidation. In all the countries, it was a relatively easy affair to obtain a broadly agreed constitution with a bill of rights; the establishment of some sort of office of ombudsmen and/or a public defender; the holding of free elections and the establishment of universal suffrage; the revival of local government; and the protection of basic freedoms such as party association, press, speech, and assembly. What was more difficult to establish and in many ways remains precarious, is the effective inclusion of minorities and women’s participation; equal access to justice and protection of the right to life; meaningful inner-party democracy; control of executives; reduction in private influence and private interests in the public sphere; and a significant role for opposition parties.

Similar lessons
 are being learned in the next generation of assessments continue to be carried out, where there remains a gap, significant in some countries, between the establishment of the procedural dimensions of democracy and the full protection of citizen and human rights, including economic and social rights. This gap between the institutional and rights dimensions of democracy has been described by others, such as Larry Diamond and Fareed Zakaria, as comprising a distinct ‘illiberal’ sub-type of democracy. But in the terms of the assessment framework and within IDEA’s general orientation towards democracy as ongoing and evolving process, it is entirely expected that democracy is not an ‘all or nothing affair’ such that certain features may be better developed than others, and that the assessment of the quality of democracy necessarily requires a multi-dimensional approach that can provide a more nuanced and contextually-specific performance profile.

Beyond these general findings that have emerged from the pilot assessments and the next generation of assessments, it is clear that the experience of carrying out an assessment contributes to democratic practice, reform and assistance. While the framework has ample room for the use and analysis of quantitative indicators, its qualitative and discursive components as well as its advice on strategies for widespread dissemination of the results of the assessment contribute to public debate about the nature and meaning of democracy; help develop a consensus around an agenda for reform and identify possible agents for reform; enrich civic education at all levels within and without academic institutions; and provide the means for monitoring and evaluating democratic reforms over time.

One of the most recent assessments was carried out in Mongolia under the auspices of the Fifth International Conference for New or Restored Democracies (ICNRD-5). The Mongolian assessment was a state-led exercise, which made it significantly different in character than previous assessments and in many ways its results have been more far reaching. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs led the assessment with the assistance of the United Nations Development Programme Office in Ulaanbaatar. The assessment was based on tripartite consultation among the government, the Parliament, and civil society, while an academic team of assessors carried out the primary research relating to the assessment. The activities comprising the assessment included international consultations with IDEA and UNDP; a series of high-profile national events; two commissioned desk studies on the state of democracy in Mongolia and Central Asia; the development of Democratic Governance Indicators, a Country Information Note, and a National Plan Of Action; and an Urban Governance Index for Ulaanbaatar and a Civil Society Index for the whole of Mongolian civil society. 

The Mongolian government actively supported this wide-ranging set of activities and the key result of the whole process that demonstrates the direct link between democracy assessment and democratic consolidation has been the passage of a national ninth Millennium Development Goal (MDG-9) on democracy, human rights, and zero tolerance of corruption. The experience in Mongolia was one in which all major stakeholders took part in various aspects of the assessment, while the key elements of the National Plan of Action have begun to be institutionalised. In contrast to other contexts, where the democracy assessment is one of many voices in the national debate, the state-led nature of the Mongolian experience made the assessment the only voice in the debate. But this voice was given its fullest expression, where all forms of critical reflection about the nature and quality of Mongolian democracy were given space and received widespread national and international attention.

Conclusion

This paper has shown that the IDEA democracy assessment framework has much to offer in not only carrying out a full assessment of the quality of democracy in a country, but also providing a means through which a democratic reform agenda can be established that is the product of an inclusive and reflective national exercise. Assessments carried out with the framework raise public awareness about democracy, addresses popular concerns about democracy in a systematic fashion, contribute to public debate, and provide an instrument for the assessment of reforms. At the forefront of the framework is the idea that the citizens of the democracy that is being assessed should carry out the democracy assessment. Ownership and the political will for democratic reform can only be established if the citizens of the democracy are involved in its assessment. It is clear that the framework provides a robust tool for the systematic assessment of democracy while remaining flexible to adapt to the contextual specificities of old, new, and restored democracies. It is also clear that the assessment framework helps identify agents for democratic reform and possible benchmarks for institutionalising the reform agenda in way that can be monitored and evaluated by future generations of democratic citizens.

Appendix 1: Complete List of Search Questions in the Framework

1. Citizenship, Law and Rights

1.1
Nationhood and citizenship

Overarching question: Is there public agreement on a common citizenship without discrimination?
1.1.1 How inclusive is the political nation and state citizenship of all who live within the territory?

1.1.2 How far are cultural differences acknowledged, and how well are minorities protected?

1.1.3 How much consensus is there on state boundaries and constitutional arrangements?

1.1.4 How far do constitutional and political arrangements enable major societal divisions to be moderated or reconciled?

1.1.5 How impartial and inclusive are the procedures for amending the constitution?

1.1.6 What measures, if any, are being taken to remedy publicly identified problems in this field, and what degree of political priority and public support do they have?

1.2
The rule of law and access to justice

Overarching question: Are state and society consistently subject to the law?
1.2.1 How far is the rule of law operative throughout the territory?

1.2.2 To what extent are all public officials subject to the rule of law and to transparent rules in the performance of their functions?

1.2.3 How independent are the courts and the judiciary from the executive, and how free are they from all kinds of interference?

1.2.4 How equal and secure is the access of citizens to justice, to due process and to redress in the event of maladministration?

1.2.5 How far do the criminal justice and penal systems observe due rules of impartial and equitable treatment in their operations? 

1.2.6 How much confidence do people have in the legal system to deliver fair and effective justice?

1.2.7 What measures, if any, are being taken to remedy publicly identified problems in this field, and what degree of political priority and public support do they have?

1.3
Civil and political rights

Overarching question: Are civil and political rights equally guaranteed for all?
1.3.1 How free are all people from physical violation of their person, and from fear of it?

1.3.2 How effective and equal is the protection of the freedoms of movement, expression, association and assembly?

1.3.3 How secure is the freedom for all to practise their own religion, language or culture?

1.3.4 How free from harassment and intimidation are individuals and groups working to improve human rights?

1.3.5 What measures, if any, are being taken to remedy publicly identified problems in this field, and what degree of political priority and public support do they have?

1.4
Economic and social rights

Overarching question: Are economic and social rights equally guaranteed for all?
1.4.1 How far is access to work or social security available to all, without discrimination?
1.4.2 How effectively are the basic necessities of life guaranteed, including adequate food, shelter and clean water?
1.4.3 To what extent is the health of the population protected, in all spheres and stages of life?

1.4.4 How extensive and inclusive is the right to education, including education in the rights and responsibilities of citizenship?

1.4.5 How free are trade unions and other work-related associations to organise and represent their members’ interests?

1.4.6 How rigorous and transparent are the rules on corporate governance, and how effectively are corporations regulated in the public interest?

1.4.7 What measures, if any, are being taken to remedy publicly identified problems in this field, and what degree of political priority and public support do they have?

2. Representative and Accountable Government

2.1
Free and Fair elections

Overarching question: Do elections give the people control over governments and their policies?
2.1.1 How far is appointment to governmental and legislative office determined by popular competitive election, and how frequently do elections lead to change in the governing parties or personnel?

2.1.2 How inclusive and accessible for all citizens are the registration and voting procedures, how independent are they of government and party control, and how free from intimidation and abuse?

2.1.3 How fair are the procedures for the registration of candidates and parties, and how far is there fair access for them to the media and other means of communication with the voters?

2.1.4 How effective a range of choice does the electoral and party system allow the voters, how equally do their votes count, and how closely does the composition of the legislature and the selection of the executive reflect the choices they make?

2.1.5 How far does the legislature reflect the social composition of the electorate?

2.1.6 What proportion of the electorate votes, and how far are the election results accepted by all political forces in the country and outside?

2.1.7 What measures, if any, are being taken to remedy publicly identified problems in this field, and what degree of political priority and public support do they have?

2.2
Democratic role of political parties

Overarching question: Does the party system assist the working of democracy?
2.2.1 How freely are parties able to form and recruit members, engage with the public and campaign for office?

2.2.2 How effective is the party system in forming and sustaining governments in office?

2.2.3 How free are opposition or non-governing parties to organise within the legislature, and how effectively do they contribute to government accountability?

2.2.4 How fair and effective are the rules governing party discipline in the legislature?

2.2.5 How far are parties effective membership organisations, and how far are members able to influence party policy and candidate selection?

2.2.6 How far does the system of party financing prevent the subordination of parties to special interests?

2.2.7 To what extent do parties cross ethnic, religious and linguistic divisions?

2.2.8 What measures, if any, are being taken to remedy publicly identified problems in this field, and what degree of political priority and public support do they have?

2.3
Government effectiveness and accountability

Overarching question: Is government accountable to the people and their representatives?
2.3.1 How far is the elected government able to influence or control those matters that are important to the lives of its people, and how well is it informed, organised and resourced to do so?

2.3.2 How much public confidence is there in the effectiveness of government and its political leadership?

2.3.3 How effective and open to scrutiny is the control exercised by elected leaders and their ministers over their administrative staff and other executive agencies?

2.3.4 How extensive and effective are the powers of the legislature to initiate, scrutinise and amend legislation?

2.3.5 How extensive and effective are the powers of the legislature to scrutinise the executive and hold it to account?

2.3.6 How rigorous are the procedures for approval and supervision of taxation and public expenditure?

2.3.7 How comprehensive and effective is legislation giving citizens the right of access to government information?

2.3.8 What measures, if any, are being taken to remedy publicly identified problems in this field, and what degree of political priority and public support do they have?

2.4
Civilian control of the military and police

Overarching question: Are the military and police forces under civilian control?
2.4.1 How effective is civilian control over the armed forces, and how free is political life from military involvement?

2.4.2 How publicly accountable are the police and security services for their activities?

2.4.3 How far does the composition of the army, police and security services reflect the social composition of society at large?

2.4.4 How free is the country from the operation of paramilitary units, private armies, warlordism and criminal mafias?

2.4.5 What measures, if any, are being taken to remedy publicly identified problems in this field, and what degree of political priority and public support do they have?

2.5
Minimizing corruption

Overarching question: Are public officials free from corruption?
2.5.1 How effective is the separation of public office from the personal business and family interests of office holders?

2.5.2 How effective are the arrangements for protecting office holders and the public from involvement in bribery?

2.5.3 How far do the rules and procedures for financing elections, candidates and elected representatives prevent their subordination to sectional interests?

2.5.4 How far is the influence of powerful corporations and business interests over public policy kept in check, and how free are they from involvement in corruption, including overseas?

2.5.5 How much confidence do people have that public officials and public services are free from corruption?

2.5.6 What measures, if any, are being taken to remedy publicly identified problems in this field, and what degree of political priority and public support do they have?

3. Civil society and popular participation

3.1
The media in a democratic society

Overarching question: Do the media operate in a way that sustains democratic values?
3.1.1 How independent are the media from government, how pluralistic is their ownership, and how free are they from subordination to foreign governments or multinational companies?

3.1.2 How representative are the media of different opinions and how accessible are they to different sections of society?

3.1.3 How effective are the media and other independent bodies in investigating government and powerful corporations?

3.1.4 How free are journalists from restrictive laws, harassment and intimidation?
3.1.5 How free are private citizens from intrusion and harassment by the media?
3.1.6 What measures, if any, are being taken to remedy publicly identified problems in this field, and what degree of political priority and public support do they have?
3.2
Political participation

Overarching question: Is there full citizen participation in public life?
3.2.1 How extensive is the range of voluntary associations, citizen groups, social movements etc. and how independent are they from government? 

3.2.2 How extensive is citizen participation in voluntary associations and self-management organisations, and in other voluntary public activity? 

3.2.3 How far do women participate in political life and public office at all levels?

3.2.4 How equal is access for all social groups to public office, and how fairly are they represented within it?

3.2.5 What measures, if any, are being taken to remedy publicly identified problems in this field, and what degree of political priority and public support do they have?


3.3
Government responsiveness

Overarching question: Is government responsive to the concerns of its citizens?
3.1.1 How open and systematic are the procedures for public consultation on government policy and legislation, and how equal is the access for relevant interests to government?

3.1.2 How accessible are elected representatives to their constituents?

3.1.3 How accessible and reliable are public services for those who need them, and how systematic is consultation with users over service delivery?

3.1.4 How much confidence do people have in the ability of government to solve the main problems confronting society, and in their own ability to influence it?
3.1.5 What measures, if any, are being taken to remedy publicly identified problems in this field, and what degree of political priority and public support do they have?
3.4
Decentralisation

Overarching question: Are decisions taken at the level of government, which is most appropriate for the people affected?
3.4.1 How independent are the sub-central tiers of government from the centre, and how far do they have the powers and resources to carry out their responsibilities?

3.4.2 How far are these levels of government subject to free and fair electoral authorisation, and to the criteria of openness, accountability and responsiveness in their operation?

3.4.3 How extensive is the co-operation of government at the most local level with relevant partners, associations and communities in the formation and implementation of policy, and in service provision?

3.4.4 What measures, if any, are being taken to remedy publicly identified problems in this field, and what degree of priority and public support do they have?

4. Democracy Beyond the State

4.1
International dimensions of democracy

Overarching question: Are the country's external relations conducted in accordance with democratic norms, and is it itself free from external subordination?
4.1.1 How free is the governance of the country from subordination to external agencies, economic, cultural or political?

4.1.2 How far are government relations with international organisations based on principles of partnership and transparency?

4.1.3 How far does the government support UN human rights treaties and respect international law?

4.1.4 How far does the government respect its international obligations in its treatment of refugees and asylum seekers, and how free from arbitrary discrimination is its immigration policy?

4.1.5 How consistent is the government in its support for human rights and democracy abroad?

4.1.6 What measures, if any, are being taken to remedy publicly identified problems in this field, and what degree of political priority and public support do they have?
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� These principles and mediating values are more expansive than the procedural and minimal conceptions of democracy upon which other measurement and assessment efforts are based (e.g. Freedom House, Polity IV, the ACLP data set, and Vanhanen).


� For example, in a chapter in The Quality of Democracy: Theory and Applications (O’Donnell, Cullell, and Iazetta 2004), Guillermo O’Donnell includes rights protections in his conception of democracy, but does not go so far as to include economic and social rights, which the IDEA framework sees as an essential feature of democracy related to participation, equality, and inclusion.
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