
Freedom in the World: 

Frequently Asked Questions 
 

What is Freedom in the World? 
 

Freedom in the World is an annual global report on political rights and civil liberties, composed 

of numerical ratings and descriptive texts for each country. Countries are assessed by staff or 

contract analysts, primarily using news articles, NGO reports, and a variety of other open-source 

information. A number of analysts also conduct country visits or consult with local contacts. The 

analysts’ conclusions are then vetted by expert advisers. The final product represents the 

consensus of the analysts, Freedom House staff, and the outside advisers. 

 

What is the report’s coverage period? 
 

Each annual edition of Freedom in the World assesses conditions and events in the previous 

calendar year, meaning Freedom in the World 2014 covers the period from January 1, 2013, 

through December 31, 2013. However, in past decades the coverage period has shifted from time 

to time, for example covering the last two months of one calendar year and the first 10 months of 

the next. 

 

How far back in time does Freedom in the World go? 
 

The first edition covered the year 1972. 

 

Where can I view all the past years’ ratings?  
 

The historical data are available in Excel format on the Freedom in the World landing page. 

 

How does the rating system work? 
 

Freedom in the World uses a three-tier rating system, consisting of scores, ratings, and status. At 

the score level, a country is awarded 0 to 4 points on each of 25 indicators. These indicators, 

which take the form of questions, are grouped into 7 topical subcategories (A through G) that 

each carry a maximum of either 12 or 16 points. The first 3 subcategories fall under the category 

of Political Rights, and the last 4 subcategories fall under the category of Civil Liberties. A 

country is assigned a rating (7 to 1) for each of these two categories based on its scores. (Click 

here for the score ranges associated with each rating level.) The average of a country’s Political 

Rights and Civil Liberties ratings is called the Freedom Rating, and it is this figure that 

determines the country’s status of Free (1.0 to 2.5), Partly Free (3.0 to 5.0), or Not Free (5.5 to 

7.0). 

 

See the Methodology document for a more complete explanation of this system. 

 

What topics do the scores cover? 

http://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/freedom-world-2014#.UuAS9rQo69s
http://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world-2014/methodology#ChecklistQuestions
http://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world-2014/methodology


 

The checklist document used by analysts is probably the best summary of the issues covered by 

Freedom in the World, but here is a quick overview of the 7 topical subcategories: 

A. Electoral Process: executive and legislative elections, and electoral framework 

B. Political Pluralism and Participation: party system, competition, and minority voting 

rights 

C. Functioning of Government: corruption, transparency, and ability of elected officials to 

govern in practice 

D. Freedom of Expression and Belief: media, religious freedom, academic freedom, and free 

private discussion 

E. Associational and Organizational Rights: free assembly, civic groups, and labor unions 

F. Rule of Law: independent judges and prosecutors, due process, crime and disorder, and 

legal equality 

G. Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights: freedom of movement, property rights, 

women’s and family rights, and freedom from economic exploitation 

What is the best score a country can get? 
 

The optimal result at the score level—the bottom tier of the rating system—is 100, meaning the 

country received 4 points on all 25 indicators, for a total of 40 in the Political Rights category 

and 60 in the Civil Liberties category. These scores would lead to a Freedom Rating of 1.0, and a 

status of Free. 

 

Note that there is an optional Political Rights indicator designed to give some credit to absolute 

monarchies with meaningful consultative mechanisms, but because it applies only to countries 

that would receive low scores on multiple electoral indicators, it cannot lead to a total score of 

more than 100. 

 

What is the worst score a country can get? 
 

The worst possible result at the score level is -4. To achieve this, a country would need to receive 

a 0 for all 25 of the normal indicators, as well as a -4 on an optional indicator designed to capture 

“ethnic cleansing” campaigns by subtracting points from the Political Rights total. Such abysmal 

scores would lead to a Freedom Rating of 7.0, and a status of Not Free. 

 

Where can I view all the past years’ scores?  
 

Freedom House began releasing the total Political Rights (40) and Civil Liberties (60) scores in 

2004, meaning the earliest available totals cover the year 2003. We began releasing the 

subcategory (A through G) scores in 2006, meaning the earliest available numbers cover the year 

2005. All of these data, as well as the ratings and status designations going back to 1972, can be 

viewed in Excel format at the Freedom in the World landing page. 

 

How do the analysts decide on scores? 
 

http://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world-2014/methodology#ChecklistQuestions
http://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/freedom-world-2014#.UuAS9rQo69s


The analyst grants a country 0 to 4 points on each of the scoring indicators based on the 

conditions and events within that country during the coverage period. They are guided by the 

main 25 checklist questions as well as supplemental questions designed to provide more detail on 

the types of issues covered under that indicator. The analyst’s proposed scores are discussed and 

defended at annual review meetings, organized by region and attended by Freedom House staff 

and a panel of expert advisers. The final scores represent the consensus of the analysts, staff, and 

advisers, and are intended to be comparable from year to year and across countries and regions. 

 

How many people are involved in the analysis process? 
 

This year there were more than 60 country analysts, including both staff members and outside 

contractors, as well as nearly 30 expert advisers. Other Freedom House staff provide advice and 

suggestions on an ad hoc basis, and many analysts consult with contacts in the countries under 

review. 

 

What qualifies as an “electoral democracy”? 
 

According to the Freedom in the World methodology, an “electoral democracy” designation 

requires a score of 7 or better in subcategory A (Electoral Process) and an overall Political Rights 

score of 20 or better. 

 

Does a country’s foreign policy affect its scores? 
 

It typically does not. The scores are meant to capture conditions on the ground within a given 

country’s borders, and these conditions can be influenced by state, nonstate, or foreign 

government actors. For example, if a state carries out air strikes in another country, any effects 

on the enjoyment political rights and civil liberties will be felt—and therefore scored—primarily 

in the second country. 

 

How do you guard against political bias in the analysis process? 
 

First, Freedom House avoids selecting analysts with an obvious political bias or a lack of 

methodological rigor. Second, analysts are asked to ground any proposed score changes in the 

real-world events of the year under review, typically as reported in reputable news media or by 

credible nongovernmental organizations. Finally, all analyst proposals are vetted and discussed 

by fellow analysts, Freedom House staff, and outside experts, and compared with the scores of 

other countries in the region and the world to ensure that they are rational and proportional. 

 

Does the index judge non-Western countries according to Western values? 
 

The set of indicators measured by Freedom in the World is derived from the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1948. Freedom House 

believes that all people are entitled to freely choose their own leaders; form competing political 

parties; have a government free of corruption; obtain information from a free press; worship and 

study freely; engage in peaceful assembly and association; benefit from the rule of law and legal 

equality; and make their own choices about travel, economic engagement, and family life. 

http://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world-2014/methodology#ChecklistQuestions
http://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world-2014/methodology


History has shown that despite prejudiced assertions to the contrary, people of all regions and 

cultures desire these rights and are capable of exercising them responsibly. 

 

Is the methodology biased against developing countries, where poverty may be a greater 

concern than political rights? 
 

The report’s indicators encompass a number of issues that are directly relevant to poverty, 

income inequality, and economic development. For example, anticorruption mechanisms, labor 

union rights, property rights, and independent courts are all essential for addressing these 

challenges. However, other factors play an equally important if indirect role in development. 

Free elections provide long-term political stability and allow citizens to peacefully replace 

ineffective or corrupt leaders. And independent media provide a check on government, verifying 

official claims of success and exposing abusive practices. In any case, there is no valid reason for 

people in developing countries to postpone their enjoyment of basic freedoms to some indefinite 

future date, determined by incumbent leaders, in exchange for the promise of economic growth. 

 

Is it really possible to measure freedom? 
 

Freedom in the World’s approach entails a comparative examination of concrete examples, 

holding up country against country and year against year. While this is not an exact science, it is 

rather clear, for instance, that people in North Korea are less free than people in Finland. It is 

also clear that Poland was more free in 2005 than it was in 1985. Different settings can thus be 

arranged along a continuum using fixed criteria, with specific institutions, laws, conditions, and 

events cited to justify each placement. This is the work of Freedom in the World. 

 


