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Judgment and Measurement
in Political Science
Andreas Schedler

Standard methodological advice in political science warns against the distortion of measurement decisions by judgmental elements.
Judgment is subjective, common wisdom asserts, it produces opaque, biased, and unreliable data. This article, by contrast, argues
that judgment is a critical intersubjective ingredient of political measurement that needs to be acknowledged and rationalized, rather
than exorcised.

F
ollowing standard methodological guidelines in the
social sciences, we commonly demand political mea-
surement be free from judgmental elements. Social

measurement is conventionally defined as the assignment
of numbers to observations according to rules. To obtain
objective, rather than subjective, data, we demand, we
must renounce our judgmental faculties. We must assign
our numbers on the basis of observations and rules, and
nothing else but observations and rules. While the intro-
duction of judgment produces opaque and unreliable data,
we claim, a disciplined reliance on observable facts and
precise rules allows us to generate transparent and reliable
measures.

The reliance on rules and observations is a constitutive
element of social scientific measurement. The exclusive reli-
ance on rules and observations, however, is a misleading
and self-deceptive ideal. It is neither a good description of
what we actually do, nor a good prescription of what we
ideally should and practically can do. It fails to recognize

the actual role judgment plays in political measurement,
as well as the potential role it may play (subject to appro-
priate standards). Banning judgment from measurement
is neither a feasible methodological imperative nor a desir-
able one. It places too much faith in observation and reg-
ulation, and too little in public reasoning among scholars.

In this article, I propose a balancing act. On the one
hand, I recognize the essential role rules and facts play in
political measurement—yet I contend that they are sel-
dom clear enough for us to dispense with judgmental ele-
ments. On the other hand, I recognize the essential role
judgment plays, above all, in the measurement of complex
concepts—yet I hold that judgment must conform to solid
procedural standards to fulfil its promise of intersubjec-
tive rationality. My attempt at methodological diplomacy
contributes to larger ecumenical conversations in the dis-
cipline that strive to bridge sterile methodological oppo-
sitions, especially between quantitative and qualitative
methods.1 While (diplomatically) eschewing philosophi-
cal debates,2 my approach is anchored in an understand-
ing of measurement as an act of translation between
concepts and realities in the language of numbers. For
measurement to be scientific, it must be grounded in shared
concepts, shared realities, and shared rules of translation—
all of which require judgment as well as the regulation of
judgment.

While I hold my basic argument to be generally appli-
cable to measurement processes in political science, I illus-
trate the twin necessity of both employing and disciplining
judgment mostly with examples from the comparative
study of political regimes. Perhaps even more than other
subfields, contemporary research on democracy and author-
itarianism has been driven by an expanding pool of cross-
national data demanded by researchers, much of which,
despite the discipline-wide wariness about judgmental mea-
surement, has been more or less dependent on the judg-
ment of knowledgeable experts.3 Given the large units of
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analysis that regime studies focus on, their ambitions of
generalizing across time and space, and the relative opac-
ity of their objects of study, it can hardly be otherwise.
This important field of political inquiry thus serves well
to illustrate both the methodological necessities of relying
on judgment and the methodological pitfalls of doing so
in the absence of clear procedural standards.

To develop my argument on the role of judgment in
political measurement first of all I delve into the logic of
political measurement. I conceptualize measurement pro-
cesses as acts of translation between facts and concepts in
the language of numbers, and judgment as the capacity to
perform such translations in an intersubjective manner.
To obtain impersonal measures, common methodological
wisdom instructs us to minimize judgmental elements.
Instead of employing our judgmental faculties, we are to
rely on the mere observation of facts and the strict obser-
vance of rules. I describe this quasi-bureaucratic ideal as a
regulatory idea whose full realization is neither feasible
nor desirable. In continuation, I delineate structural lim-
its to the full “bureaucratization” of political measure-
ment: limits to pure observation and limits to complete
regulation of political data development. Both compel us
to use our judgment. Finally, I turn my attention to the
methodological imperative of rationalizing the use of expert
judgment in political measurement. I trace the need for
raising our methodological standards in five aspects of
judgmental measurement: expert selection, data compara-
bility, transparency, divergence, and accountability. I con-
clude by laying out disciplinary implications of exorcising,
rather than recognizing, the role of judgment in political
measurement.

The Nature of Measurement
What does social measurement involve? What does it
require? To formulate clear and consistent methodological
demands upon measurement we need, first of all, to be
clear about the logical demands that measurement places
upon us.

Measures are bridges. Measurement processes build
numerical bridges between abstract concepts and empiri-

cal realities. They relate the meaning of concepts (their
intension) with their reference (or extension) through the
language of numbers. Social measurement is a linkage oper-
ation, an act of translation. Viewed from the side of mean-
ing, it is a form of concept application: it translates concepts
into numbers and attaches these to empirical phenomena.
Viewed from the side of reference, it is a form of descrip-
tive inference: it translates empirical observations into num-
bers and connects these to general concepts. To measure
something therefore is always a relational exercise. It requires
a triple operation. It requires us to clarify our ideas, to
capture empirical realities, and to link the two through
numbers. Figure 1 illustrates this mediated bidirectional
relationship.4

Concepts are not observable. Scholars routinely distin-
guish between “latent” and “manifest” concepts, that is,
between “abstract, theoretical, and unobservable con-
cepts” on the one hand and concrete, empirical “concepts
for which there are direct observations” on the other.5

This common distinction suggests that we can observe
some concepts but not others. Yet this is an illusion, for
concepts are never observable. They may be more or less
abstract and their empirical referents may be more or less
easily observable. But concrete concepts are not more
observable than abstract ones, and observable referents do
not render concepts themselves observable. The concept
of a dog is more concrete than the idea of a living soul,
and dogs are easier to watch. Yet we observe dogs running
and barking and fooling around, not the concept of dogs.
The bridge we build through acts of measurement between
concepts and observations may be longer or shorter, more
or less solid. Yet a bridge it remains. As a matter of fact, in
the social sciences, we habitually strive to engineer ambi-
tious bridges between abstract concepts and unobservable
phenomena, rather than modest ones between concrete
concepts and observable phenomena.6

Quantification requires classification. In the social sci-
ences, the notion of measurement commonly includes both
the classification of objects, such as legislatures and polit-
ical parties, and the scoring of object attributes, such as

Figure 1
Social Measurement
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legislative strength and the ideological position of politi-
cal parties. The latter logically presupposes the former.
Quantification presupposes classification. If we want to
measure an attribute of some object, we can’t just grasp
any object, but need a suitable one.7 For example, if we
want to determine the height of things, we need to iden-
tify appropriate objects of measurement: physical objects.
It would make little sense if we took out our measuring
rod and strove to determine the height of free speech or
the worldwide popularity of Nelson Mandela. Similarly, if
we want to establish the democratic nature of political
regimes, regardless of whether we conceive democracy in
continuous or dichotomous terms, we first need to iden-
tify political regimes. States of political disorder, for
instance, won’t qualify.8 Determining the presence of empir-
ical phenomena (the classification of cases) and weighting
their characteristics (the quantification of attributes) are
distinct operations. Still, in this article, I will not distin-
guish systematically between them, because they pose very
similar methodological challenges. This is also true for
counting, the determination of frequencies of empirical
phenomena that classify as members of the same concep-
tual category.

Measurement requires rules. In the world of physical
objects and standardized units of measurement, measure-
ment is traditionally understood as “the practice of attempt-
ing to identify the magnitude of a quantitative attribute
by estimating the ratio between that magnitude and an
appropriate unit.”9 In the social sciences, we lack stan-
dardized units of measurement for most purposes of quan-
tification. Commonly, we cannot even tell how such units
might be conceived in the first place. How much is an
ounce of power, a gallon of legitimacy, a pound of delib-
eration? Lacking standardized units and instruments of
measurement, we have to craft formal rules of measure-
ment. It is only under the guidance of explicit rules that
we can translate concepts and observations into numbers
“in meaningful ways”10—in ways that others can under-
stand, criticize, and replicate. In the social sciences, to
measure is to legislate. Rules are constitutive for our con-
ceptions of measurement, classically defined by psycholo-
gist Stanley S. Stevens as “the assignment of numerals to
objects or events according to rules.”11

Measurement requires more than observation. If social mea-
surement is the meaningful assignment of numbers to
observations according to rules, the methodological admo-
nition to base measurement decisions on “observations,
rather than judgments”12 is incomplete. Measurement
requires the ability to observe, which is a sensorial faculty,
but also the ability to comprehend meaning and follow
rules, which are symbolic competences.13

If measurement is a process of translation between ideas,
facts and numbers, to what extent can we cleanse its con-

stitutive components—the comprehension of concepts,
the apprehension of realities, and a command of the lan-
guage of numbers—from judgmental elements? And to
what extent should we do so? The methodological ambi-
tion of eradicating judgment commonly rests upon a con-
ceptual misunderstanding: the equation of judgment with
unbounded subjectivity. Revaluating judgment, first of all,
requires severing this definitional link.

The Nature of Judgment
Judgment has a bad name, in particular among quantita-
tive methodologists who tend to describe (and disqualify)
it as “subjective”14 and to issue urgent calls for “bringing
objectivity back in.”15 Equating judgmental with subjec-
tive measures rests upon a twin confusion, though. It con-
fuses the nature of both subjective and judgmental data.

Subjectivity. The common notion of subjective mea-
sures conflates two possibilities: subjective objects and
subjective procedures of measurement. In terms of mea-
surement objects, subjective or self-reported measures are
meant to provide a glimpse into the inner world of sub-
jectivity. They strive to capture beliefs, values, and desires
of individuals. Subjective measures in this sense generally
are not deemed methodologically problematic per se. As a
matter of fact, whole fields of empirical research, such as
the study of public opinion, rely on subjective measures.
Their reliability simply depends on the controlled nature
(context-independence) of the accompanying procedures
and the representative nature of the underlying sample.
For decades now, survey researchers have been refining
their sampling techniques, survey design, and interview-
ing procedures to assure the impersonal collection of sub-
jective data.

In terms of measurement procedures, I understand the
notion of subjective measures to describe substandard mea-
surement practices that fail to explicate their concepts,
empirical referents, or rules of numerical translation, and
thus generate idiosyncratic measures of uncertain mean-
ing. Rather than representing recognizable phenomena in
a recognizable manner, they “somehow” reflect the private
knowledge and personal criteria of individual scholars—
although we cannot know how, as long as underlying con-
cepts, facts, and rules of translation remain unclear. When
measurement procedures are subjective, different measur-
ers produce different measures, without providing criteria
of how to reconcile their differences. For instance, some
cross-national expert-based estimations of the rule of law
show low and even negative (!) correlations among each
other. Such incongruent patterns of measurement are likely
to reflect unacknowledged subjective biases as well as diver-
gent definitions.16

Judgment. Expert judgments are often dismissed as “sub-
jective” data. Yet, in contrast to subjective measures, they
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are not supposed to be subjective, but intersubjective:
grounded in public facts and public reasons, defensible in
the face of critique. Judgments are not mere opinions,
personal beliefs, or private epistemic preferences, arbitrary
and unbound by claims of truth. Judgment is a child of
reason. It is the “critical faculty” of forming an indepen-
dent opinion in the face of conflicting arguments. A person
of “good judgment” is a “competent critic.” Exercising
“sound judgment” requires “discernment, discretion, wis-
dom,understanding, goodsense.”17 ImmanuelKantdefined
judgment as “the faculty of thinking the particular as con-
tained under the universal.”18 In this wide sense, judgmen-
tal faculties include the capacity to understand and discern
everything we need to understand and discern in social mea-
surement: concepts, numbers, rules, and social realities.

The Ideal of Bureaucratic
Measurement
Modern science is a social enterprise of impersonal argu-
mentation. The validity of scientific propositions about
the world, be it the physical or the social world, do not
depend on the personal identity of the speaker. Claims of
privileged private access to knowledge do not constitute
valid bases of scientific argument. Only public reasons,
open to the interplay of justification and criticism, do.
Just like causal arguments, descriptive arguments are sup-
posed to be impersonal. In physical and social measure-
ment, the numbers we assign to objects are intended to
reflect properties of these objects. They are not to be deter-
mined by the private beliefs of the observer, or by the
vicissitudes of the measurement process. Accurate mea-
surement establishes a relation of correspondence between
the symbolic realm of arithmetic numbers and the empir-
ical realm of objective attributes. It requires validity, the
control of systematic measurement error, as well as relia-
bility, the control of random measurement error. Both
demand that the numbers we assign to empirical phenom-
ena do not flow out of chance or divine inspiration or
personal intuition. They demand public justification and
transparency at all three stages of the measurement process:

1. Concepts must be transparent: Concepts are the sub-
stantive anchors of the measurement process. If our
concepts are unclear, contradictory, or shifting, our
measures will lack clear, consistent, and stable
meaning.

2. Facts must be transparent: Empirical realities are the
factual pillars of measurement. If our empirical ref-
erents are unclear, contradictory, or shifting, our mea-
sures will lack clear, consistent, and stable empirical
content.

3. Translations must be transparent: The translation of
concepts and observations into numerical expres-
sions must follow explicit, consistent, and stable prac-
tices. Otherwise the mediating role numbers play
between concepts and facts will become unclear,
inconsistent, and volatile.

In social research, the most common means to ensure
impersonal measurement has been regulation: the formal
definition of concepts, the introduction of explicit rules of
observation, and the formal definition of rules of transla-
tion that govern the assignment of numbers to facts and
ideas. To produce more and more precise measures of less
and less visible phenomena (great and small alike), natural
scientists have been building larger and larger machines.
Leading research institutions in both nanophysics and astro-
physics have been building gigantic measurement machines,
such as particle accelerators and “extremely large” astro-
nomical telescopes. In the social sciences, we don’t build
machines. We knit rules. What natural scientists try to
accomplishbyconstructing sophisticatedmachines,we strive
to accomplish by constructing (more or less) sophisticated
rules: impersonal measures—valid, reliable, and precise—of
the empirical phenomena we are interested in.19

In social measurement, as elsewhere, formal regulation
is a two-step process. It involves a “legislative” phase of
rule design and an “administrative” phase of rule applica-
tion. Table 1 illustrates this process. Although the table dis-
tinguishes between case classification and attribute scoring,
the underlying logic is identical: By subjecting it to formal

Table 1
The Regulation of Measurement

Concept meaning Numerical translation Empirical reference

I. Classification of cases
Rule design 1. Case definitions r 2. Classification rules r 3. Observation rules

f

Rule application 3. Case identification R 2. Classification decisions R 1. Empirical observations

II. Quantification of attributes
Rule design 1. Attribute definitions r 2. Coding rules r 3. Observation rules

f

Rule application 3. Attribute scores R 2. Coding decisions R 1. Empirical observations
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rules, measurement is expected to work in a rational, pre-
dictable, impersonal manner. Formal rules are designed to
eliminate discretionary decision-making at each step of
the measurement process, from concept definition (mean-
ing) to observation (reference) and the assignment of num-
bers (translation). Formal regulation is meant to transform
decisions at all three stages of measurement into mechan-
ical applications of formal rules, rather than discretionary
practices.

The methodological ideal of impersonal, rule-based,
non-judgmental measurement can be described as “bureau-
cratic” or “legalistic” insofar as it is based on a similar ideal
conception of “mechanical” decision-making as we find it
in modern administrative and judicial systems: Decision-
makers do not properly “decide,” but draw practical con-
clusions from available facts and applicable rules. Their
role is supposed to be inferential, not judgmental. Just as
the ideal bureaucracy involves a perfect separation between
politics and administration, the ideal measurement involves
a perfect separation between judgment and observation.
According to the idealized conception of bureaucracy, poli-

ticians define the rules, while lower-level public officials
only apply them in a mechanical, impartial, and imper-
sonal manner. On this conception politics constitutes the
realm of discretionary decision making, administration
the realm of non-discretionary rule application. Accord-
ing to the idealized conception of social measurement, empir-
ical researchers define the rules, while research assistants
(measurers) only apply them in a mechanical, impartial,
and impersonal manner. On this conception theory build-
ing and concept formation constitute the realm of dis-
cretionary decision making, measurement the realm of
non-discretionary rule application.

The Boundaries of Measurement
The notion that the judgmental legislation of measure-
ment rules and their bureaucratic application can be held
apart in a neat manner rests upon demanding presuppo-
sitions about the nature of concepts, the nature of reality,
and the nature of rules. When applying formal rules of
measurement, we can only dispense with our judgmental
faculties to the extent that concepts are commonsensical,

Figure 2
Types of Measurement
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facts obvious, and rules of translation determinate. Yet
what happens when these ideal conditions of bureaucratic
decision-making fail to apply?

Figure 2 maps variations in the clarity of rules and the
clarity of facts as two orthogonal dimensions of measure-
ment.20 The former ranges from clear and determinative
rules to absent, defective, or controversial rules (desig-
nated by point zero). The latter ranges from obvious and
commonsensical facts to absent, opaque or controversial
facts (again designated by point zero). The figure illus-
trates two central claims that form the argumentative axes
of my subsequent discussion:

Unfeasible demands: Just like the ideal of non-
discretionary bureaucratic and judicial decision-making,
the ideal of non-judgmental measurement is unreachable.
It is a regulatory idea, not a feasible practice. Rules are
never fully determinate and realities never fully transpar-
ent. This holds even for simple measurement assign-
ments, like establishing the presence of national legislatures,
which may become complicated when states are weak,
fragmented, and contested, so that it is unclear who makes
the laws or whether anybody makes anything resembling
laws. The textured regions of Figure 2 show the extremes
of unviable methodological demands. The textured region
along its Eastern border shows the structural limits to
factual clarity, the textured region along its Northern bor-
der the structural limits to regulatory clarity.

Minimal standards: Even if we cannot aspire to maxi-
mal clarity of facts or rules, we do need to aspire to min-
imal clarity of facts and rules. Even if we cannot reach the
methodological ceiling, we still need firm methodological
ground to stand upon. If we are to trust the quality of
their judgmental data, even renowned firms, like Political
Risk Services, that offer cross-national estimations of
abstractions like bureaucratic quality and the rule of law,
need to provide minimal information on their measure-
ment rules and sources, rather than referring us to infor-
mal conversations on their weblog to learn “what is on
[their] experts’ minds.”21 The grey regions of Figure 2
show the prohibited areas of methodological relaxation.
The Western region shows excessive factual opacity, the
Southern one excessive discretion.

The boundaries of feasible clarity and necessary clarity
delimit a property space that accommodates four basic
modes of measurement that are all methodologically via-
ble as well as methodologically licit, but differ according
to the quality of rules and facts they employ. (a) When
both rules and facts are sufficiently clear, measurement
can approximate the “bureaucratic” model of mechanical
decision-making. (b) When neither rules nor facts are
sufficiently clear, measurement needs to rely on “judg-
mental” modes of decision-making. (c) When empirical
realities are nebulous, researchers may strive to compen-
sate for the opacity of facts by “hyper-regulating” the
measurement process through myriads of minute rules

(as I will illustrate below in a hypothetical example con-
cerning electoral integrity). (d) When facts seem obvi-
ous, researchers may renounce the guidance of formal
rules and take measurement decisions in a “commonsen-
sical” fashion.

Common sense is what we can trust to understand
implicitly without need of “making it explicit” (Robert
Brandom). For instance, when Alberto Alesina and his
co-authors (2003) introduce their cross-national data on
ethnic fractionalization without explaining their concep-
tion of ethnicity, they appeal to commonsensical under-
standings of ethnic divisions. For coding rules to be fully
bureaucratic, i.e., to allow implementation in a mechani-
cal fashion that does not require further reflection, we
need to rely on common sense as well. Otherwise, we
would be drawn into infinite regresses of formal opera-
tional definitions. For example, if we follow the Cross-
National Time-Series Data Archive and define “riots” as
any “violent demonstration or clash of more than 100
citizens involving the use of physical force,”22 establishing
the outbreak of riots is an unproblematic “bureaucratic”
exercise (only) as long as we can rely on commonsensical
notions of violence, demonstrations, and citizenry. In polit-
ical measurement as elsewhere, common sense is the ulti-
mate anchor of bureaucratic regulation.

The remainder of this article will focus on delimiting
the boundaries of political measurement, while giving
only passing attention to the four types of measurement
that lie within them. The next two sections delineate
structural limits to “pure observation” and “mechanical
rule application.” These limitations involve the necessity
of accepting certain degrees of judgment in our measure-
ment practices, in the observation of facts as well as in
the observance of rules. The methodological demand that
we should base our measurement decisions on facts and
rules, and nothing but facts and rules, is self-deceptive.
Judgment is unavoidable. However, the opposite notion
that we can base our measurement decisions on judg-
ment, and nothing but judgment, is self-defeating, too.
If we embrace the need to develop judgmental measures
in the study of politics, we need to embrace the corre-
sponding need of “domesticating” or “rationalizing” judg-
ment through the definition of minimal standards. We
need to turn judgmental measurement from a private
practice into an intersubjective procedure. The final sec-
tion offers a tentative catalogue of regulatory standards
for judgmental measures.

The Limits of Observation
In empirical terms, for political measurement to operate
in a non-judgmental fashion, we need (1) transparent
empirical phenomena whose observation do not depend
on our judgmental faculties and (2) complete public records
on those phenomena. In the study of politics, both con-
ditions are problematic. Table 2 provides an overview.

| |
�

�

�

Articles | Judgment and Measurement in Political Science

26 Perspectives on Politics



Unobservable Realities
Observation is the cornerstone of methodological positiv-
ism. What we see is what we believe in.23 Privileging the
eye over other human organs may be a plausible method-
ological choice—as long as there is anything to see. The
common language of measurement theory suggests that
political measurement consists in putting numbers on vis-
ible, tangible objects, just like physicists did back in the
old days, before they started inventing complex machin-
eries to observe invisible things, phenomena too small or
too distant to be registered by the human eye.24 Political
methodology textbooks use to tell us that our measures
carry systematic information on “observable implications”
of our theories and derive from “the observation of facts.”25

Yet this is a methodological illusion. In the study of poli-
tics, most of the empirical phenomena we are interested in
are not accessible to direct observation—not to “pure”
observation, anyway.26

Meaning. Social sciences are exercises in “double herme-
neutics” (Anthony Giddens): we try to make sense of oth-
ers (and ourselves) who are trying to make sense of others
(and themselves). We do not study inanimate, objectively
given realities, but symbolic, socially constructed and inter-
subjective realities. To grasp them, we need to understand
them. Simple and pure observation won’t do. Martians
can’t practice social sciences—at least, they can’t on Earth.
They need more than to register the outward movements
of men and objects in order to understand the actions and
institutions they are watching. For instance, by merely
witnessing conglomerations of people sitting in ostenta-
tious buildings, raising their hands from time to time or
pushing buttons, they cannot comprehend the practice of
law making. Whenever we talk of “observation” of social
or political realities, it is never “pure” observation we are

referring to, but meaningful observation, guided by our
pre-existing social knowledge and conceptual tools. In this
sense, we are all interpretivists. We all interpret pre-
interpreted realities.

This may be an uncontroversial claim.27 We all know
that facts do not speak for themselves. Yet, since we some-
times speak as if they do, it seems pertinent to recall the
intrinsically interpretive nature of our observations.28

Causes and counterfactuals. Notoriously, we cannot
observe causation or the counterfactual states that causal
reasoning invokes (such as the absence of effects in the
absence of necessary causes). Our disciplinary reflections
on “causal inference” accordingly revolve around prob-
lems of explanation under conditions of limited observa-
tion.29 Yet, the non-observable nature of causal relations
and counterfactual worlds creates methodological chal-
lenges not only at the level of explanation, but also at the
level of description, and thus of measurement. Causes and
counterfactual conditions are often integrative parts of
the phenomena we try to describe and explain. They are
built into the very concepts we try to measure.

For example, the concept of vote buying assumes that
buyers and sellers of votes establish effective relationships
of commercial exchange.30 If we wish to measure “vote
buying,” it is not enough to estimate either the amount
of client-list investments that parties and candidates real-
ize, or the magnitude of electoral support they receive.
We need to establish the causal relationship between the
two—which is a demanding enterprise that involves,
among other things, counterfactual reasoning about voter
choices in the absence of vote-buying efforts. Any effort
to measure concepts that rest upon causal assumptions
(be they overt or hidden) cannot live on observation
alone.

Table 2
Unclear facts and the role of judgment in political measurement
Elements of
Measurement

Methodological
challenges Analytic dimensions Role of judgment Regulatory remedies

Empirical phenomena Unobservable realities • Symbolic realities (such as
institutions, actions, written
and spoken texts)

Comprehension None

• Causal relations and counter-
factuals (as they are constitutive
to concepts)

Inference (assumptions
and arguments)

None

• Subjective realities (such as
intentions, perceptions, and
moral commitments)

Comprehension, recon-
struction from speech
and behavior

Selection of observable
proxies (or secondary
sources)

Empirical information Unobserved realities • Incomplete or uneven information Filling in gaps on the basis
of local knowledge. Ad hoc
amendment of rules of
ignorance

Ad hoc amendment of
rules of ignorance

• Inconsistent or contradictory
information

Adjudication on the basis
of local knowledge. Ad hoc
amendment of rules of
rules of adjudication

Ad hoc amendment of
rules of adjudication
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Subjectivity. The bounded world of subjective beliefs,
values, and emotions is shut off from external inspection.
There are indirect ways for gaining access to the realm of
subjectivity. We can ask people about their thoughts,
desires, and feelings, and take seriously what they tell us.
Or we can watch how they behave and try to decipher the
outward symptoms of their inner states. Yet, notoriously,
regardless of how we try to comprehend what goes on
inside the minds and hearts of others, we cannot observe
it. We can only infer it from what we hear and see.

Scholars who investigate the realm of subjectivity, as in
the study of public opinion, are familiar with the difficul-
ties of making visible phenomena that are essentially invis-
ible. The non-observable nature of research objects is less
obvious in those cases in which ostensibly observable phe-
nomena contain inbuilt elements of subjectivity. For
instance, the notion of political violence refers to observ-
able acts as well as to subjective motivations. Its political
motives (however defined) distinguish political violence
from other forms of violence, such as domestic violence or
criminal self-enrichment through the use of force. What
we can see (although in most instances, luckily, not in the
first person) is the exercise of violence. What we need to
infer (often based on knowledgeable judgments by others)
are the motives that drive the exercise of violence.31

Unobserved Realities
Some empirical phenomena we cannot observe in princi-
ple, others we cannot observe in practice. More often than
not, the high informational demands of bureaucratic obser-
vation cannot be met in reality. In particular, in the com-
parative study of politics, empirical information is often
incomplete or inconsistent.

Incomplete information. Despite the dizzying expansion
of cross-national political datasets in the past years, we
lack basic information on innumerable questions in com-
parative political inquiry. Entire spheres of politics and
categories of data are off our screens. For instance, we
suffer from chronic and systematic information shortages
with respect to: (1) political phenomena like crime and
corruption that are hidden from public view due to their
illicit nature;32 (2) political phenomena like contentious
actions or subnational processes that are observed by
domestic agents but hard for international scholars to col-
lect from the outside; and (3) official data on state insti-
tutions and decisions, such as judiciaries and judicial
findings, that are generated by national public agencies
but not pooled at the international level.33

In the complete absence of information, direct or indi-
rect, on political phenomena, researchers must abandon
hope of measuring them. But usually we do have at least
some bits and pieces of information about at least some
cases we are interested in. In such situations of incomplete

information, we have to bridge informational gaps either
by relying on contextual knowledge (expert judgment), or
by devising general rules that deal with incomplete infor-
mation (rules of ignorance). The creation of ad hoc rules
in response to emergent measurement problems is a mat-
ter of judgment. Yet, once created, those rules can be used
to resolve analogous problems in the future (as well as, if
necessary, to recode data collected in the past).

Inconsistent information. Data from different sources are
likely to diverge due to observational error. Moreover, in
the study of politics, they are likely to diverge due to
political bias. The providers of information are often par-
ties to political struggles in which information itself rep-
resents an essential resource. For example, social movements
and government agencies notoriously tend to diverge in
their estimates of attendance at anti-government demon-
strations. In such situations of inconsistent information,
once again researchers can arbitrate between diverging
accounts by relying on contextual knowledge (expert judg-
ment), or they can devise general rules that deal with infor-
mational inconsistencies (rules of arbitration).

The Limits of Regulation
In regulatory terms, the requirements of impersonal mea-
surement are similar to the requirements of impersonal
justice. Rules, not people, are to determine the relation
between facts and decisions. For political measurement to
operate in a non-judgmental fashion, we thus need (1)
complete, consistent, and determinative rules that elimi-
nate discretion in the assignment of numbers to the phe-
nomena we observe, as well as (2) low levels of conceptual
complexity (abstraction, dimensionality, and aggrega-
tion). Table 3 provides an overview.

Fuzzy Boundaries
In a complex and changing world, we should always be
prepared to encounter cases that do not quite fit our con-
ceptual boxes and operational guidelines. We create our
concepts and trace their boundaries, but we do not create
and control the realities we try to measure. It’s like the
settlement of legal disputes: universal law can never fore-
see the infinite variation in particular cases that may arise
in the future. Thus the need for judicial decision-making.
Our universal rules of measurement try to grasp hetero-
geneous and evolving realities. They may fit well the stan-
dard situations we had in mind in devising them, but we
are likely to encounter problems of application in the “gray
zone”34 of non-standard cases where our generalizing
assumptions about the structure of the world do not hold.
Even the ostensibly simple task of establishing the pres-
ence or absence of a phenomenon may turn problematic.
For instance, when counting opposition parties in non-
democratic regimes, we may encounter parties that belong
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to the opposition in name, yet are created, sponsored,
directed, subverted, or manipulated by state agencies.35

Again, we can make sense of such “hard” or borderline
cases either by relying on contextual knowledge (expert
judgment) or by devising general rules that resolve prob-
lems of operational delimitation (boundary rules).

As stated above, the observation of social realities depends
on our interpretive faculties, our capacity to understand
symbolic realities. The elementary dependence of obser-
vation on interpretation cannot be bridged, circum-
vented, or mitigated by any amount of bureaucratic
regulation. Whether we like it or not, whether we recog-
nize it or not, we have to live with it. There is no escape
either from the fact that we cannot observe causal rela-
tions or counterfactual worlds. Establishing causes and
counterfactuals is a matter of argumentation (causal infer-
ence), not observation. By contrast, there are bureaucratic
remedies for all the other challenges to bureaucratic rule
application in political measurement that I have discussed
so far, at least in principle.

We cannot directly observe subjective realities, but we
can often devise indirect indicators, observable (visible
and readable) symptoms that reveal underlying subjective
realities. We often have to deal with incomplete or incon-
sistent information and cannot foresee all possibilities of
informational gaps and contradictions. Yet we can devise
rules of ignorance and rules of adjudication that antici-
pate some of these informational problems; and we can
amend these rules if we encounter novel problems in the
process of measurement, so that we have general rules to
guide us next time when we stumble over similar prob-
lems. The same applies to hard cases that inhabit the gray
zone between categories or measurement scores: If we
encounter borderline cases that are difficult to make sense
of on the basis of existing coding rules, we can amend
these rules and thus provide formal and explicit guidance
for similar measurement decisions in the future.

These regulatory bridging devices allow us to measure
what we cannot observe, and to create supplementary rules

of measurement when the application of existing rules
runs into difficulties. They work well as long as levels of
conceptual and empirical complexity remain moderately
low. Yet, they become unfeasible in the face of abstract,
multi-dimensional, and/or aggregate concepts.

Complex Concepts
In scientific measurement, just as in real life, we can try to
eliminate discretion and surprise by weaving dense webs
of authoritative regulation. As long as the phenomena we
are subjecting to formal and explicit rules are relatively
simple, stable, and clearly bounded, regulation may indeed
work to create predictability and constrain human agency.
But in politics, at higher levels of complexity, the legisla-
tive pretense that one can foresee everything and regulate
everything is certain to create bureaucratic nightmares.
(Recall the tragic comedy of communist command econ-
omies.) Similarly, when the concepts we wish to measure
reach a certain degree of complexity, the methodological
pretense that we can devise a full catalogue of coding rules
that establishes clear and precise links between all possible
elements of empirical evidence (including all possible gaps
and inconsistencies of evidence) is likely to produce a
bureaucratic nightmare, too. In the face of complex real-
ities, the notion of complete, consistent, and determinate
law represents an idealized fiction—in the realm of legal
regulation as much as in the realm of methodological
regulation.

Conceptual complexity. In comparative political measure-
ment, simple concepts can be quantified in bureaucratic
fashion. They can be measured through the mechanical
application of formal rules that relate observations to
numbers without giving rise to doubt or ambiguity. Tell-
ingly, it is not easy to come up with clear-cut examples.
Still, the holding of elections, the abolition of national
legislatures, and the declaration of international war (all
categorical events) may count as plausible exemplifi-
cations. By contrast, the measurement of complex

Table 3
Unclear rules and the role of judgment in political measurement
Elements of
Measurement

Methodological
challenges Analytic dimensions Role of judgment Regulatory remedies

Rule application Unexpected realities • Unforeseen, hard cases, borderline
cases, that undermine mechanical
applications of coding rules.

Application of rules in the
light of their spirit. Ad hoc
amendment of boundary
rules

Ad hoc amendment of
boundary rules.

Concept structure Conceptual complexity • Abstract (rather than concrete)
concepts: multiple levels between
root concept and indicators

Synthesis and integration
of information

Conceptual jumping

• Composite (rather than simple)
concepts: multiple sub/dimensions

Synthesis and integration
of information

Litmus tests

• Aggregate (rather than singular)
referents: spatial, temporal, or
social aggregation

Synthesis and integration
of information

Rules of representation
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concepts—such as state capacity, the rule of law, electoral
integrity, civil society, and many others—is generally not
susceptible to full bureaucratization (except at the price
of radical reductions of complexity). Their observation
and measurement imposes informational demands that
cannot be processed though formal regulation. They can
only be met by expert judgment, grounded in analytical
and synthetic competence as well as in local knowledge.
Conceptual complexity entails three structural proper-
ties: abstraction, composition, and aggregation.

1. Abstraction: Complex concepts are abstract, rather
than concrete. Situated at high levels of generality,
they oblige researchers to travel a long way on the
road from conceptualization to operationalization.
To get from the general concept to concrete indica-
tors they have to laboriously descend the ladder of
abstraction by multiple steps.

2. Multi-dimensionality: Complex concepts involve mul-
tiple dimensions and subdimensions. The challenge
of anchoring abstract ideas in concrete realities mul-
tiplies by the number of dimensions a concept
accommodates.

3. Aggregation: Complex concepts refer to aggregate,
rather than singular, phenomena. Aggregation may
be spatial (across territories), temporal (across time),
or social (across groups of actors). In the compara-
tive study of politics, concepts routinely refer to prop-
erties of national political systems. These macro-
level properties often do not capture single events at
the center stage of national politics. Rather they rep-
resent aggregate results of countless events that take
place in a decentralized fashion, on countless loca-
tions far away from the capital city. Measurement
thus involves the challenge of collecting and aggre-
gating streams of information that tend to be over-
whelmingly rich and hopelessly incomplete at the
same time.

These three structural features of conceptual complexity may
vary independently of each other, but they are frequently
associated. Consider the integrity of elections. Within the
liberal consensus, the existence of “free and fair” elections
represents a constitutive dimension of modern representa-
tive democracy. Political elections are notoriously complex
processes, however, and so is the concept of electoral integ-
rity. Integrity is an aggregate, abstract, and multidimen-
sional concept:Rather thandistinctdecisionsby single actors,
integrity describes patterns of interaction among state actors
and citizens in a territorial state. Rather than concrete prop-
erties of specific actions (such as the expediency of candi-
date registration by electoral authorities), integrity denotes
abstract properties of administrative and judicial systems
(such as the impartiality of electoral dispute settlement).
And rather than a single dimension (such as the formal inde-
pendence of the national election commission), integrity

comprises multiple dimensions (such as bureaucratic integ-
rity and the absence of violence).

Hyperregulation. Translating complex concepts into the
language of numbers usually requires the knowledge and
judgmental faculties of experts. If we try to subject their
measurement to bureaucratic standards we invite regula-
tory pathologies. The idea of electoral integrity exempli-
fies the dependence of complex concepts on expert
judgment. The expanding archive of case reports pro-
duced by the community of election observers over the
past two decades, as well as the expanding scholarly lit-
erature on electoral manipulation, have borne testimony
to the difficulties of ascertaining the democratic quality
of elections—particularly when they are neither clearly
democratic nor clearly dictatorial.

As election experts Jørgen Elklit and Andrew Reynolds
affirm, the “systematic study of election quality” requires
the systematic study of eleven dimensions of electoral pro-
cesses: legal framework, electoral management, constitu-
ency and polling district demarcation, voter education,
voter registration, ballot design, party and candidate nom-
ination and registration, campaign regulation, polling, vote
counting and vote tabulation, electoral dispute resolution,
and post-election procedures. According to the authors,
to ascertain the democratic quality of these dimensions
we have to address a total of fifty “performance indicators”
(an average of just under five indicators per dimension).
Many of these indicators, such as the questions on levels
of violence and voter intimidation, contain further subdi-
mensions and demand collecting information on the entire
voting process, with thousands of locations and millions
of actors.36

The complexity of the measurement task at hand is
staggering. If we were to try to devise coding rules that
would allow election observers to assign numbers to all
fifty performance indicators in a mechanical fashion, with-
out exercising discretionary decision-making power, we
would need at least a dozen rules for each indicator, most
likely many more than that. If it were only ten rules per
indicator, we would need five hundred coding rules (!) to
assess the democratic quality of an election (and then, of
course, more rules to determine their aggregation). This is
a regulatory and administrative nightmare, a recipe for
mental as well as methodological insanity (a state defined
by the northwestern corner of “hyper-regulation” in Fig-
ure 2, above). No wonder that Elklit and Reynolds reach
the conclusion that most of their indicators have to be
ascertained through “expert panel assessments.”37

1. Bureaucratic shortcuts: Are there any methodological
shortcuts that allow us to measure complex concepts
bureaucratically, without recurring to the judgmen-
tal faculties of experts? There are some, indeed,
although they come at the cost of radical simplification
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2. Conceptual jumping: We may bridge the complexities
of abstraction through “conceptual jumping,” that is,
by drawing direct linkages between abstract concepts
and concrete indicators, while ignoring all intermedi-
ate levels. Although the most abstract or “basic level”
of conceptualization is usually “too abstract and com-
plex to be directly converted” into specific indica-
tors,38 conceptual jumping has been the “dominant”
approach in statistical research where it is habitual to
see scholars connect abstract concepts and quantita-
tive indicators (misnamed “proxies”) without medi-
ating steps.39 Consider common practices in
quantitative comparative politics, like using per cap-
ita GDP as a proxy for societal modernization, pub-
lic revenue as a proxy for state capacity, or linguistic
fractionalization as a proxy for ethnic conflict.

3. Litmus tests: We can circumvent the complexities of
multidimensional concepts if (and only if ) we can
come up with reliable “litmus tests,” that is, if we can
identify specific symptomswhosepresencefirmly indi-
cates the presence of the general concept we wish to
measure. If we can observe such symptoms, we need
not observe the underlying condition that produces
them. Here, in the compelling logic of symptoms,
resides the ingenuity of Adam Przeworski and his col-
laborators’ designation of alternation in executive
power as a key indicator of the democratic quality of
elections.40 Authoritarian elections preclude opposi-
tion victories at the polls (substantive certainty); dem-
ocratic elections make them possible (substantive
uncertainty).

4. Samples: We may reduce the complexities of aggre-
gation by devising “rules of representation,” that is,
rules and procedures that allow us to select a subset
of observations we can plausibly take as “represen-
tative” of the whole. Random sampling, the selec-
tion of worst observations, and the selection of end-
of-year observations are examples of such strategies.

Circumnavigating the complexity of concepts through
bureaucratizing remedies (conceptual jumping, litmus tests,
and sampling strategies) involves radical reductions in con-
ceptual and operational complexity. If we are not pre-
pared to accept the courageous simplifications (and ensuing
losses of validity) they often impose, if we wish to measure
complex concepts at higher levels of complexity, we must
rely on the local knowledge and judgment of experts. The
challenge is to reach measurement judgments in valid and
reliable ways, without giving way to subjective arbitrariness.

The Rationalization of Judgment
Reliability constitutes the core value and main achieve-
ment of bureaucratic measurement procedures. Although
solid bureaucratic measures ideally would be both valid
and reliable, effective bureaucratic regulation only guar-

antees their reliability, not their validity. It ensures that
different researchers who measure the same phenomenon
on the basis of shared conceptual choices, empirical evi-
dence, and measurement procedures are likely to reach
similar results. The central value of judgmental measure-
ment, by contrast, is validity—the validity of informed
and reasoned public argument. Expert judgments do not
strive to be replicable, but convincing. Their validity
remains uncertain, however, as long as the validity of the
arguments behind the judgments remains uncertain. Judg-
mental measures need to put a clear distance between them-
selves and subjective measures.

Measurement is of little use if the numbers experts
assign to cases correspond to patterns of private reason-
ing, rather than patterns of empirical reality. In the face
of complex concepts and complex realities, the general
case for judgmental data development is strong. Still, to
gain confidence in the quality of experts as well as in the
quality of their measurement decisions we need to “dis-
cipline” or “rationalize” the process of judgmental data
construction. We must not suffocate judgmental ele-
ments through finely knitted webs of bureaucratic regu-
lation. But we do need to define demanding common
standards and operating procedures in five crucial areas:
expert selection, measurement comparability, transpar-
ency, convergence, and accountability.

1. Expert selection. By contrast to bureaucratic mea-
sures, expert judgments are not supposed to be imper-
sonal. Coders of factual observations are fungible, experts
are not. While the identity of the former must not matter
for the results of factual measurement, the identity of the
latter is constitutive for the construction of judgmental
data. The quality of expert judgments therefore depends,
first of all, on the quality of experts. The identification
and selection of genuine experts is key to the production
of genuine expertise.

Expert polls as well as other forms of judgmental mea-
surement often fail on this account. For instance, while
the notion of representative random sampling makes lim-
ited sense in expert communities (either you know or you
don’t), expert polls face recurrent critiques against their
use of “very small samples of individuals.”41 In response,
following the misguided notion that “more is better,” they
sometimes strive to maximize their number of data entries
(through snowballing and self-appointment), which makes
them prone to include individuals with highly varying
degrees of knowledge on the specific theme under inves-
tigation. In cross-national research, expert surveys often
recruit individuals who are simply identified as general
“country experts,” even when survey questions demand
precise knowledge on rather specific substantive issues
within countries. In particular in small and poor countries
with fragile social-scientific infrastructures, few people if
any are likely to have the necessary information on spe-
cific policy fields or institutional arenas.
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2. Comparability. For expert judgments to serve the
purpose of cross-national comparison (or any kind of com-
parison, for that matter), they must be themselves com-
parable. That is, the numbers they assign to countries or
phenomena within countries must make sense across
countries (or other units of observation). If the same num-
bers mean different things to experts from different coun-
tries (or to different experts within one country), they are
useless for comparative purposes. For example, if the think
tank Freedom House, in its survey on Nations in Transit,
asks its country experts whether “the government [is] open
to meaningful citizen participation in political processes
and decision-making,”42 we need shared standards (not
just shared concepts) to ensure that their judgments are
meaningful in comparative terms. Observers may judge
prevailing levels of “openness” to citizen participation on
the basis of various criteria, such as democratic ideals, past
experiences, paradigmatic cases, or regional averages. In
the absence of normative anchors—of common, explicit
and transparent benchmarks—their measurement deci-
sions will lack the intersubjective quality that defines mean-
ingful judgment.

The best way to ensure common standards is to expli-
cate them clearly. Illustrating abstract criteria through con-
crete examples or introducing well-known paradigmatic
cases might ease the task of constructing such collective
anchors. Reducing the complexity of concepts by disag-
gregating them helps, too. Conceptual disaggregation con-
stitutes a key feature, for instance, of the ambitious, expert-
based Varieties of Democracy project set up to create more
than 180 indicators of regime characteristics for all inde-
pendent polities worldwide, from 1900 to present.43

3. Transparency. Reliability is a standard we demand
from the repeated application of measurement proce-
dures to invariant empirical phenomena. If we apply iden-
tical procedures to varying phenomena, we have no reason
to expect the results to be reliably similar. Cross-national
political datasets, in particular those based on expert judge-
ments, commonly fail to disclose their information sources
in a systematic and transparent manner. Frequently we
learn that dataset authors rely upon a certain range of
information sources, without knowing the precise infor-
mation bases that motivated specific coding decisions.
For example, in its recent annual reports on the state of
freedom in the world, Freedom House publishes selective
listings of more than 320 periodicals and over 170 orga-
nizations that it draws upon to generate its global esti-
mates of political rights and civil liberties.44 We learn
about the rough contours of its experts’ field of vision,
but cannot know what exactly they have been looking at
when making concrete coding decisions. In the end, we
cannot relate numbers to observations in a minimally
precise fashion.

Of course, one of the key assets experts bring into the
measurement process lies precisely in their capacity to pro-

cess and synthesize large amounts of dispersed informa-
tion. In the end, it is usually impossible for them to relate
the numerical conclusions they reach to the precise pieces
and bits of information that have gone into them. Nor
are they in a position to provide an algorithm that would
trace the mental process of reasoning that led them from
the assessment of empirical evidence to the assignment of
scores. And yet, even if experts are unable to describe all
the miniature pieces that comprise a complex mosaic of
knowledge generation and analytic judgment, they should
be able to document the big picture.They should be able to
provide, not each and every source and mode of reasoning
that have gone into their measurement decisions, but the
pivotal ones. And just like historians, they should be able to
describe the range of uncertainty and controversy regard-
ing their judgmental decisions with reference to concrete
documentary evidence (or the lack of such evidence).45

Sometimes, cross-national data collectors mobilize coun-
try experts, not because of their judgmental faculties, but
because of their informational advantages. Rather than
asking them to apply complex concepts to complex reali-
ties, they ask them to provide country information out-
siders do not have ready access to. For instance, when the
Varieties of Democracy project invites coders to assess
whether political parties have “well-defined, consistent,
and coherent ideologies,” it asks for expert judgment. When
it inquires into “the number of parties gaining seats in the
national legislature,” it seeks expert information.46 Data
developers should distinguish clearly between judgmental
and informational tasks, and vary their requirements of
source documentation accordingly.

4. Divergence. Since experts may not fully converge in
their assessments, data producers must have some way of
reconciling their divergences. Standard textbook advice to
adjudicate among diverging coding decisions through ran-
dom procedures seems reasonable in the case of bureau-
cratic measurement, but it makes little sense in the case of
expert judgment.47 Expert surveys, in which data produc-
ers collect judgments by external experts, tend to rely on
additive procedures (the calculation of arithmetic means)
that grant equal weight to all individual judgments. Exam-
ples are the Legislative Power Index assembled by Steven
Fish and Matthew Kroenig48 and the data on subnational
regimes in Argentina constructed by Carlos Gervasoni.49

If multiple independent expert-based measures exist for
some variable, we may treat them in a similar manner. For
instance, borrowing multi-rater models from educational
testing, Daniel Pemstein, Stephen Meserve and James Mel-
ton create “unified democracy scores” by integrating almost
a dozen existing regime measures through Bayesian latent-
variable analysis, which yields point estimates as well as
estimates of uncertainty and coder reliability.50

Expert studies, in which data are generated by internal
personnel within the responsible data agency (be it a
research group, university department, non-governmental
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organization, government agency, or international organi-
zation), tend to rely on deliberative procedures (the recon-
ciliation of discrepancies through communication), in
which it is, ideally, “the forceless force of the better argu-
ment”51 that determines final measurement decisions.
Freedom House scores of political rights and civil liberties
(www.freedomhouse.org) and the Bertelsmann Transfor-
mation Index (www.bertelsmann-transformation-index.de)
exemplify judgmental data that arise from layers of expert
deliberation.

Although deliberation seems to be the most appropri-
ate procedure to settle disagreements among experts, we
still need to devise procedural guidelines that render it
compatible with our methodological demands of transpar-
ency. The quality of expert judgments is defined by the
quality of their public justification. Even if deliberative
processes take place within closed circles of experts, their
results must obey the principle of publicity. We should
not trust experts blindly; we need to trust their arguments.

5. Expert accountability. In addition to improving ex
ante mechanisms of expert selection, we also need to
improve ex post mechanisms of expert accountability.
When commissioning country “ratings from knowledge-
able observers,” current APSA president Henry Brady once
suggested, “we might want to think about whether we
should scale the raters as well as the countries that are
rated.”52 To guard the guardians, judge the judges, rate
the raters, we may invent codes of ethics and disciplinary
mechanisms. The key to accountable expert measure-
ment, however, is publicity. Rather than treating experts
the same way as we treat survey subjects, whom we grant
full anonymity, experts need to assume public responsibil-
ity for their measurement decisions. Establishing their per-
sonal responsibility involves two things. First, we need to
know who codes what in which manner. If the identity of
coders counts, it must be revealed. Second, coders must
be prepared to defend their decisions and engage in pro-
cesses of public debate and revision.53

Conclusion
The modern project of forging Weber’s “iron cages of
bureaucracy,” of imposing formal rules to constrain human
agency and assimilate it to the smooth operation of
machines, regularly runs into obstacles. Some of them are
epistemic and arise from the messiness of our concepts,
the messiness of reality, or the messiness of our rules. Under-
standing and relating concepts, rules, and realities often
requires elements of judgment. In all known realms of
bureaucratic regulation, the notion of self-applying rules
has revealed itself as a regulative idea that we may approx-
imate, yet never fully realize. We may complain when
public officials exercise judgment, and accuse them of
usurping political functions (“bureaucratic discretion”).
We may complain when judges exercise judgment, and
accuse them of usurping legislative functions (“judicial

activism”). And we may complain when hunters and gath-
erers of political data exercise judgment, and accuse them
of subjectivity (“interpretive activism”). But we have to
recognize that formal rules can constrain, but never elim-
inate the need for, human decision-making.

In this article, I strove to define and describe the empir-
ical and conceptual conditions that require judgment
(informed and reasoned decision-making) in the collection
of political data: unobservable realities, unobserved reali-
ties, unexpected realities, and conceptual complexities. In
the comparative study of political regimes these conditions
are pervasive. If we were to renounce our judgmental fac-
ulties in the measurement of regime properties and regime
dynamics, we would have to renounce the measurement of
most of the most interesting regime properties and regime
dynamics. Ifwe trulyhadexpelled judgment fromdatadevel-
opment, quantitative research on political regimes could not
have blossomed as it has over the past decades. Yet also, if
measurement experts had been able to exercise judgment
on the basis of accepted methodological standards, the quan-
titative foundations of regime studies would be less contro-
versial than they are at present.

In general terms, my conclusion is simple: To the extent
that we need to rely on judgmental elements in the col-
lection of political data (be it for epistemic, theoretical,
or practical reason), we should recognize that fact, rather
than deny it. Once we accept the essential role of judg-
ment in political measurement, we can develop method-
ological standards that guide its transparent use, rather
than exercise it in opaque ways that undermine its com-
parative advantages: the capacity to make sense of vast
amounts of dispersed and incomplete information
(informed decision-making), and the public justification
of measurement decisions in the light of available evi-
dence (reasoned decision-making).

The first step, recognizing the methodological legiti-
macy of judgment in political measurement, may be the
hardest, as it requires us to jump over our methodological
shadows. Yet, unless we are prepared to do so, we impov-
erish our methodological thinking as well as our substan-
tive work, while damaging the credibility of both. Firstly,
we need to take our bureaucratic standards for what they
are: regulatory ideas, methodological idealizations. If we
pretend we are putting them into practice when we can-
not, we create a methodological version of false conscious-
ness. Failing to practice what we preach, we push the
discipline towards creative denial, rather than critical self-
awareness. Just like bureaucrats who are forced to operate
with laws that are detached from realities, we channel our
energies into inventing ever more sophisticated ways of
describing our violations of the spirit of the law as being
in conformity with its letter.

Secondly, if our methodology leads us to exclude or to
deny essential elements of our practice, our practice itself
is likely to suffer. By narrowing our methodological field
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of vision we are bound to narrow our substantive camps
of vision as well. If we picture the ideal political scientist
as the perfect bureaucrat who works only with simple
commonsensical concepts, observes only simple common-
sensical realities, and applies only simple commonsensical
rules of quantification, we are bound to generate substan-
tive knowledge only in the image of our methodological
standards: simple and commonsensical.

Thirdly, we undermine the credibility of the knowledge
we produce if our self-knowledge is based on methodolog-
ical illusions. Why should anyone trust our representa-
tions of external realities if we offer misrepresentations of
our internal practices?
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Manual (Banks 2008), Variable domestic6 (www.
databanksinternational.com).

23 See also Johnson 2006.
24 Incidentally, if the natural sciences had circumscribed

the realm of legitimate evidence to “observables” that
we can register with our sensory organs, they would
have hardly developed much beyond Aristotle.

25 King, Keohane, and Verba 1994, 24, 29.
26 The reification of realities tends to go together with

the reification of concepts. Both are treated like
physical objects. See Bevir 2008 (64) and Bevir and
Kedar 2008.

27 Quite obviously, I am sidestepping the rather arcane
methodological debates on the notion of interpreta-
tion that define imaginary cleavages in US political
science. For a critical review of the (often opaque
and inconsistent) philosophical foundations of polit-
ical science, see Bevir 2008.

28 The big question here concerns the nature of legiti-
mate evidence in the study of politics. Given their
identical status as linguistic expressions, it is some-
what ironic, for example, that written texts are com-
monly treated as “observable” and thus legitimate
pieces of evidence, while spoken texts are not. For
an insightful treatment of the difficulties involved in
coding legal text of varying clarity, see Melton,
Elkins, and Ginsburg 2010.

29 See King, Keohane, and Verba 1994.
30 See Schaffer and Schedler 2007.
31 Note, though, that the contemporary debate about

private versus political explanations of civil war
(“greed” versus “grievance”) tends to obliterate the
distinction between private and political violence
(see Collier and Hoeffler 2004).

32 Of course, most illicit acts do not go “unobserved”
in a literal sense. Someone is watching, even if just
the perpetrator and the victim. Yet private observa-
tions do not count in scientific measurement. Only
recorded and publicly accessible information does.

33 Schedler 2012.
34 Goertz 2006.
35 See Wilson 2005.
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36 See Elklit and Reynolds 2005, Table 1.
37 Ibid.
38 Goertz 2006, 53.
39 Ibid, 55.
40 See Przeworski et al. 2000, 27.
41 Landman and Häusermann 2003, 30.
42 Freedom House, Nations in Transit 2011, “Method-

ology” (p. 13).
43 See Coppedge and Gerring 2011. If we do not trust

our ability to hold experts to common standards, we
might infer the meaning of their judgments behind
their backs, after the fact, by offering them “anchor-
ing vignettes,” ordinal lists of concrete examples
they have to assess along the same scales as their
abstract questions (see King et al. 2003). Such
ex post techniques of control may help us understand
subjective biases of expert judgment, but not over-
come them.

44 See Freedom House, Freedom in the World, 2010
Edition, “Selected Sources.” (www.freedomhouse.
org/template.cfm?page�351&ana_page�
365&year�2010), accessed 1 July 2011.

45 See also Coppedge and Gerring 2011, 256. For a
systematic treatment of proximity and transparency
of data sources, see Lieberman 2010.

46 See Coppedge and Gerring 2011, 256.
47 Random choice of diverging coder decisions is a

standard procedure in other disciplines, like psychol-
ogy and media research, yet virtually unknown in
comparative political science.

48 See Fish 2006.
49 See Gervasoni 2008.
50 Pemstein, Meserve, and Melton 2010.
51 Habermas 1981, 47.
52 Brady 2004, 64.
53 See also Coppedge and Gerring 2011, 258.
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