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Abstract
Standard methodological advice in the social sciences tells us to base our
measurement decisions on observations, not judgments. It presupposes
that we divide the process of measurement into two phases. In a first
judgmental stage, we reach all the judgments necessary to build our
theories, form our concepts, delineate our objects of observation and devise
our coding rules. In a second observational stage, by contrast, we suspend
our judgmental faculties in order to apply our formal rules of measurement
in a quasi-bureaucratic fashion. However, does the full bureaucratic
regulation of observation and measurement represent a feasible ideal in the
comparative study of politics? In the present paper, I explore the limits to
“pure” observation in three steps. In the first section, I describe the
“bureaucratic ideal” of social measurement. In the second section, I review
four conditions that may compel scholars to incorporate elements of
judgment into their measurement processes: unobservable realities,
unobserved realities, unexpected realities and complex concepts. In the
third section, I offer some thoughts about methodological standards that
may guide judgmental modes of comparative measurement.

Resumen
De acuerdo a estándares metodológicos comunes en las ciencias sociales,
debemos elaborar nuestras mediciones exclusivamente con base en
observaciones empíricas, prescindiendo de todo elemento de juicio
personal. El presente ensayo describe este ideal metodológico como
“burocrático”, dado que aspira a eliminar la discreción humana por medio
de reglas formales. ¿Hasta qué punto se trata de un ideal viable que pueda
guiar la generación de datos comparados de manera realista? El documento
explora cuatro factores que imponen límites, sean intrínsecos o
pragmáticos, a la medición burocrática: realidades no observables,
realidades no observadas, realidades inesperadas y conceptos complejos.
Las cuatro condiciones nos pueden llevar a incorporar el juicio de expertos
en el desarrollo de datos. La última sección del documento ofrece algunas
reflexiones sobre estándares metodológicos que podrían guiar procesos de
medición basados en el juicio de expertos.

The Limits to Bureaucratic Measurement

Introduction
Standard methodological advice in the social sciences tells us to base our
measurement decisions on “observations, rather than judgments” (Przeworski
et al., 2000: 55). It presupposes that we divide the process of measurement
into two phases. In a first judgmental stage, we reach all the judgments
necessary to build our theories, form our concepts, delineate our objects of
observation, select the empirical phenomena we admit as observational
evidence and devise the coding rules that allow us to assign numbers to cases.
In a second observational stage, by contrast, we suspend our judgmental
faculties in order to apply our formal rules of codification in a mechanical
fashion. In the present paper, I describe this methodological ideal as
“bureaucratic” because it embraces the core aspiration of bureaucratic
regulation: eliminating human discretion through the formal regulation of
decision-making. Reframing and rethinking our measurement standards as
“bureaucratic” standards may seem no more than a rhetorical move. My
intention is not polemical, however. I believe that the deep-seated analogies
between our methodological ideals of data development and our bureaucratic
ideals of human decision making help us to better understand the logic of
social scientific measurement, its ambitions and achievements as well as its
limitations.
The main issue I wish to address in this paper concerns the intrinsic and
practical limits to “pure” rule-based observation. Does the full bureaucratic
regulation of observation and measurement represent a feasible ideal in the
comparative study of politics? Under which conditions may judgment
(understood as informed and reasoned decision-making) come to represent a
necessary (and even desirable) part of comparative political measurement? I
shall explore the limits to nonjudgmental observation in three steps. In the
first section, I describe the “bureaucratic ideal” of social measurement. In
the second section, I review four conditions that may compel scholars to
incorporate elements of judgment into their measurement processes:
unobservable realities, unobserved realities, unexpected realities and
complex concepts.
In the third section, I offer some thoughts about methodological standards
that may guide judgmental modes of comparative measurement. Mind that I
do not introduce a methodological alternative to “bureaucratic”
measurement. Almost to the contrary, after specifying the conditions that
may require us to turn to judgmental modes of data development, I propose
to incorporate bureaucratic standards into the construction of judgmental
data. In this sense, the paper yields an ironic conclusion: When the limits of
bureaucratic observation compel us to rely on judgmental measurement, we
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should think about possible strategies of bureaucratizing the judgment of
experts.

1. The Bureaucratic Ideal of Measurement
In the world of physical objects and standardized units of measurement,
measurement is traditionally understood as “the practice of attempting to
identify the magnitude of a quantitative attribute by estimating the ratio
between that magnitude and an appropriate unit” (Michell, 2005: 678). In the
social sciences, we lack standardized units of measurement for most purposes
of quantification. Commonly, we cannot tell how such units of measurement
might even be conceived in the first place. Thus, for the enterprise of social
measurement, the wider, classic definition offered by psychologist Stanley S.
Stevens seems more appropriate: “Measurement is the assignment of numbers
to objects or events according to rules.”1
In both physical and social measurement, numbers are supposed to reflect
properties of objects. They are not to be determined by the vicissitudes of
the measurement process. Accurate measurement establishes a relation of
correspondence between the symbolic realm of arithmetic numbers and the
empirical realm of objective attributes. It requires reliability, that is, the
reduction of measurement error (inconsistency between numbers and object
properties) induced by either faulty measurement instruments or their faulty
application.
In the realm of physical measurement, reliability demands technical
instruments competent agents can apply with low margins of error. In the
realm of social measurement, it demands explicit formal rules competent
agents can apply with low margins of error. Reliable social measures are
impersonal measures. They do not vary with the identity of the person who
performs the act of measuring. Reliable procedures of social measurement
produce (almost) identical results (with low random error) when different
people assign numbers to identical observations on the basis of identical rules
of measurement.
The methodological ideal of social measurement is analogous to the
political ideal of bureaucratic decision making. 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, politicians
define the rules, while lower-level public officials only apply them in a
mechanical, impartial and impersonal manner. Politics is the realm of
discretionary decision making, administration the realm of non-discretionary
Cited in Neuendorf (2002: 111). Note that Stevens’ rule-based rather than unit-based definition does not
distinguish measurement from counting (the determination of frequencies of empirical phenomena that are
identified as members of the same conceptual category).
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rule application. According to the idealized conception of social
measurement, empirical researchers define the rules, while research
assistants (measurers) only apply them in a mechanical, impartial and
impersonal manner. Theory building and concept formation is the realm of
discretionary decision making, measurement the realm of non-discretionary
rule application.
The notion that scientific judgment and bureaucratic observation can be
held apart in a neat manner rests upon a series of presuppositions, both about
the nature of reality and the nature of our concepts. First of all, it
presupposes that our concepts form classical typologies: complete and
consistent hierarchies of mutually exclusive categories that are neatly ordered
along a “ladder of abstraction” (Giovanni Sartori), with the abstract basic
concept at its top, its concrete indicators at its base and as many
intermediate levels of abstraction in between as deemed necessary. Figure 1
(in the appendix) shows a simple conceptual hierarchy with one intermediate
level of constitutive dimensions, each branching out into a pair of empirical
indicators. The conceptual map is clear and complete. Conceptual dimensions
are comprehensive and mutually exclusive and their empirical indicators too.
Abstract dimensions are clearly anchored in concrete observations; and the
other way round, concrete observations are clearly assigned to abstract
dimensions. There are no overlaps and no duplications, no free-floating
categories and no homeless observations.2
Well-ordered conceptual hierarchies allow us to anchor abstract concepts
in concrete realities (several steps down the ladder of generality) and the
other way round, to tie concrete observations to conceptual abstractions
(several steps up the ladder of generality). As a matter of course, constructing
or reconstructing consistent classificatory schemes is not a bureaucratic
enterprise, but a creative one that requires reflection and judgment (see
Schedler, 2011). Yet if we wish to apply our conceptual schemes to empirical
realities and quantify them in a manner that relies on “pure observation” and
precludes further creativity, reflection and judgment, four additional
conditions must hold.
For political measurement to operate in a non-judgmental fashion, we
need (1) transparent empirical phenomena whose observation does not
depend on our judgmental faculties; (2) complete public records on the
empirical phenomena we wish to measure; (3) complete, consistent and
determinative rules of measurement that eliminate discretion in the
assignment of numbers to the phenomena we observe; and (4) low levels of
complexity (abstraction, dimensionality and aggregation) of our concepts. In
the comparative study of politics, these conditions are often problematic. Let

Prominent examples of work on conceptualization and measurement that rest upon these assumptions are Sartori
(2009a) and (2009b), Goertz (2006) and Munck and Verkuilen (2002).
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us briefly review them one by one (for an overview, see Table 1 in the
appendix).

2. The Judgmental Demands of Measurement
If social measurement is the assignment of numbers to observations according
to rules, the methodological imperative according to which scientific
measurement requires observation, not judgment is incomplete. Measurement
requires the ability to observe (a faculty of the eye), but also the ability to
follow rules (a symbolic competence). If judgment involves the exercise of
discretion, we can only dispense of it in either of these two operations
(observation and rule application) if facts are obvious and rules determinate.
Otherwise the application of rules is not “mechanical”, but requires elements
of independent judgment. This is true for the production of measurement
decisions as well as for administrative or judicial decision-making. Yet, in the
realm of social measurement, just as in bureaucratic organizations and
judicial systems, the ideal conditions for rendering human decision making
irrelevant (non-decisive) often do not hold empirically (see also overview
Table 1).

2.1. Unobservable Realities
The primacy of observation is the hallmark of methodological positivism. What
we see is what we believe in (see also Johnson, 2006). Privileging the eye over
other human organs may be a plausible methodological choice —as long as
there is anything to see. In the study of politics, though, most of the empirical
phenomena we are interested in are not accessible to direct observation. Not
to “pure” observation anyway.

a. Meaning

Social sciences are exercises in “double hermeneutics” (Anthony Giddens): we
try to makes sense of the others (and ourselves) who are trying to make sense
of others (and themselves). We do not study inanimate, objectively given
realities, but symbolic, socially constructed realities. To grasp them, we need
to understand them. Simple and pure observation won’t do. Men from Mars
can’t practice social sciences. Not on earth, anyway. 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 multitudes of people marking sheets of paper and dropping them
into transparent boxes, they cannot comprehend the institution of political
elections. Whenever we talk of “observation” of social or political realities, it
is never “pure” observation we are referring to, but meaningful observation,
4
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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 a trivial thing to state.3 We all know that facts do not speak for
themselves. Yet, since we sometimes speak as if they would, it seems
pertinent to recall the intrinsically interpretative nature of our observations.

b. Causes and Counterfactuals

Notoriously, we cannot observe causation nor the counterfactual worlds
causal reasoning involves (such as the absence of effects in the absence of
necessary causes). Our disciplinary reflections on “causal inference”
accordingly revolve around problems of explanation under conditions of
limited observation (see King, Keohane and Verba 1994). Yet, the nonobservable nature of causal relations and counterfactual worlds creates
methodological challenges not only at the level of explanation, but also at the
level of description (and thus 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 (see
Schaffer and Schedler, 2007). If we wish to measure “vote buying” it is not
enough to estimate either the amount of clientelist investments parties and
candidates realize 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.

c. Subjectivity

The bounded world of subjective beliefs, values and emotions is shut off from
external inspection. There are two main indirect ways for gaining access to
the realm of subjectivity. We can take seriously what people tell us about
their thoughts, desires and feelings and we can ask them and listen. Or we
can search for outward symptoms of their inner states and look what they do
and how they behave. Yet, notoriously, regardless of how we try to
comprehend what goes on inside the minds and hearts of others, we cannot
directly 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 difficulties of making visible phenomena
that are essentially invisible. The non-observable nature of research objects is
It am aware that it may also be a polemical thing to state. Yet I am bracketing here the rather arcane
methodological debates on the notion of interpretation that define imaginary cleavages in us political science.
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less obvious in those cases in which ostensibly observable phenomena contain
inbuilt elements of subjectivity. For instance, the notion of political violence
refers to observable acts as well as to subjective motivations. Its political
motives (however defined) distinguish political violence from other forms of
violence, such as domestic violence, criminal self-enrichment through the use
of force, or irrational acts of violence without discernible motives. 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.4

2.2. Unobserved Realities
Some empirical phenomena we cannot observe in principle, others we cannot
observe in practice. More often than not, the high informational demands of
bureaucratic observation cannot be met in reality. In particular, in the
comparative study of politics, empirical information is often incomplete or
inconsistent.

a. Incomplete Information

Despite the dizzying expansion of cross-national political datasets in the past
years, we lack basic information on innumerable questions in comparative
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 (i) political phenomena that are hidden from the
public view due to their illicit nature, such as crime and corruption,5 (ii)
political phenomena, such as contentious actions or subnational processes,
that are observed by domestic private agencies, but hard to establish from
the outside by international researchers and (iii) official data on state
institutions and decisions, such as judiciaries and judicial outputs, that are
generated by national public agencies, but not pooled at the international
level (see Schedler, 2012).
If no data are available on any case, researchers cannot but resign
themselves to ignorance. In the complete absence of information on political
phenomena, be it direct or indirect, they must renounce the pretension of
measuring them. Alas, usually we do have at least some bits and pieces of
4 Note, though, that the contemporary debate about private versus political explanations of civil war (“greed”
versus “grievance”) (see Collier and Hoeffler, 2004) tends to obliterate the distinction between private and political
violence.
5 Of course, most illicit acts do not go “unobserved” in a literal sense. Someone is watching and be it just the
perpetrator and the victim. Yet, private observations do not count in scientific measurement. As any other
bureaucratic enterprise, scientific observation requires the written form. As Max Weber had it, the public record
(Schriftlichkeit) constitutes a key operating principle of modern bureaucracies. When we talk of scientific
“observations” we talk of recorded and publicly accessible information.
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information on 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 information (rules of ignorance). The creation
of ad hoc rules in response to emergent measurement problems is a matter 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).

b. 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 parties to political struggles in
which information itself represents an essential resource. For example, social
movements and government agencies notoriously tend to diverge in their
estimates of attendance to anti-government demonstrations. In such
situations of inconsistent information, once again researchers can arbitrate
between diverging accounts either by relying on contextual knowledge (expert
judgment), or by devising general rules that deal with informational
inconsistencies (rules of arbitration).

2.3. Fuzzy Boundaries
In a complex and changing world, we should always be prepared to encounter
cases that do not quite fit our conceptual 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 foresee 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 heterogeneous and evolving
realities. They may fit well the standard situations we had in mind in devising
them, but we are likely to encounter problems of application in the “gray
zone” (Goertz, 2006) of non-standard cases in which our generalizing
assumptions about the structure of the world do not hold. Even ostensibly
simple tasks of establishing the presence or absence of a phenomenon may
turn problematic. For instance, when counting opposition parties in nondemocratic regimes we may encounter parties that belong to the opposition in
name, yet are created, sponsored, directed, subverted, or manipulated by
state agencies (see Wilson, 2005). Again, we can make sense of such “hard” or
borderline cases either by relying on our contextual knowledge (expert
judgment), or by devising general rules that take care of problems of
operational delimitation (boundary rules).

DIVISIÓN DE ESTUDIOS POLÍTICOS
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As stated above, the observation of social realities depends on our
interpretative faculties, our capacity to understand symbolic realities. The
elementary dependence of observation on interpretation cannot be bridged,
circumvented, or mitigated by any amount of bureaucratic regulation.
Whether we like it or not, whether we recognize it or not, we have to live
with it. There is no escape either from the fact that we cannot observe causal
relations or counterfactual worlds. Establishing causes and counterfactuals is
a matter of argumentation (causal inference), not observation. By contrast,
all other challenges to bureaucratic rule application in political measurement
that I have discussed so far, in principle do know bureaucratic remedies.
We cannot directly observe subjective realities, but we can often devise
indirect indicators, observable (visible and readable) symptoms that reveal
the nature of underlying subjective realities. We often have to deal with
incomplete or inconsistent information and cannot foresee all possibilities of
informational gaps and contradictions. Yet we can devise rules of ignorance
and rules of adjudication that anticipate 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 when
we (or others) stumble over similar problems at another time. 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 turn unfeasible in the face of complex concepts that are abstract, multidimensional and aggregate.

2.4. 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 strive to subject to formal and explicit rules are
relatively simple, stable and neatly bound, regulation may indeed work as an
effective device to create predictability and constrain human agency. In
politics, at higher levels of complexity, the legislative pretension of
foreseeing everything and regulating everything is certain to create
bureaucratic nightmares. Recall the tragic comedy of real-socialist command
economies. In an analogous fashion, when the concepts we wish to measure
reach a certain degree of complexity, the methodological pretension of
8
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devising 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 realities, 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.

a. Conceptual Complexity

In comparative political measurement, 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. As a matter of fact, though, it is not easy to come
up with clear-cut examples. Nevertheless, the holding of elections, the
abolition of national legislatures, and the declaration of international war (all
categorical events) may count as plausible exemplifications. The
measurement of complex concepts, by contrast, is generally not susceptible
to full bureaucratization (except at the price of radical reductions of
complexity). The observation and measurement of complex concepts 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 properties: abstraction,
composition and aggregation.
A. 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 indicators they have to
laboriously descend the ladder of abstraction by multiple steps.
B. Multi-dimensionality: Complex concepts involve multiple, rather than
single, dimensions (and subdimensions). The challenge of anchoring
abstract ideas in concrete realities multiplies by the number of
dimensions (and subdimensions) a concept accommodates.
C. 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
comparative study of politics, concepts routinely refer to properties of
national political systems. These macro-level properties often do not
capture single events at the center stage of national politics. Rather
they represent aggregate results of countless events that take place in
a decentralized fashion, on countless locations far off the capital city.
DIVISIÓN DE ESTUDIOS POLÍTICOS
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Measurement thus involves the challenge of collecting and aggregating
streams of information that tend to be overwhelmingly rich and
despairingly incomplete at the same time.
These three structural features of conceptual complexity may vary
independently of each other, but frequently they do go together. Consider the
example of electoral quality. Within the liberal consensus, the existence of
“free and fair” elections represents a constitutive dimension of modern
representative democracy. Political elections are notoriously complex
processes. The expanding archive of case reports produced by the community
of election observers over the past two decades as well as the expanding
scholarly literature on electoral manipulation have borne testimony to the
complexity of empirically ascertaining the democratic quality of elections – in
particular in the vast border area between clearly democratic and clearly
dictatorial elections.
For instance, election experts Jørgen Elklit and Andrew Reynolds affirm,
quite persuasively, that the “systematic study of election quality” requires
the systematic study of eleven “steps” or dimensions of electoral processes:
legal framework, electoral management, constituency and polling district
demarcation, voter education, voter registration, ballot design, party and
candidate nomination 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 questions or
“performance indicators” (a bit less than five per dimension). Many of them,
such as questions they include about levels of violence and voter intimidation,
contain further subdimensions and demand collecting information on the
entire voting process, with thousands of locations and millions of actors (see
Elklit and Reynolds, 2005: Table 1).
The complexity of the measurement task at hand is staggering. If we
would try to devise coding rules that would allow election observers to assign
numbers to all 50 performance indicators in a mechanical fashion, without
exercising discretionary decision-making power, we would need at least a
dozen of rules for each indicator. Most likely, we would need many more. If it
were only ten rules per indicator, we would need 500 coding rules (!) to assess
the democratic quality of an election (and then, of course, some more to
determine their aggregation). A regulatory and administrative nightmare, a
recipe for mental as well as methodological insanity. No wonder that Elklit
and Reynolds reach the conclusion that most of their indicators have to be
ascertained through “expert panel assessments” (Ibid.).

10
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b. Bureaucratic Shortcuts

Are there any methodological shortcuts that allow us to measure complex
concepts bureaucratically, without recurring to the judgmental faculties of
experts? There are some, indeed, although they come at the cost of radical
simplification.
A. 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
intermediate levels. Although the most abstract or “basic level” of
conceptualization is usually “too abstract and complex to be directly
converted” into specific indicators (Goertz, 2006: 53), conceptual
jumping has been the “dominant” approach in statistical research
where it is habitual to see scholars connect abstract concepts and
quantitative indicators without mediating steps (Ibid.: 55).
B. 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 conceive of specific symptoms whose presence firmly
indicate the presence of the general concept we wish to measure. If we
can observe such symptoms, we need not be able to observe the
underlying condition that produces them. Here, in the compelling logic
of symptoms, resides the ingenuity of Adam Przeworski and his
collaborators’ (2000) designation of alternation in executive power as
key indicator of the democratic quality of elections. Authoritarian
elections preclude opposition victories at the polls (substantive
certainty), democratic elections make them possible (substantive
uncertainty).
C. Samples: We may reduce the complexities of aggregation by devising
“rules of representation,” that is, rules and procedures that allow us to
select a subset of observations we can plausibly take as
“representative” of the whole. Random sampling, the selection 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 conceptual and operational complexity. If we are not
prepared to accept the courageous simplifications (and ensuing losses of
validity) they often impose, if we wish to measure complex concepts —such as
state capacity, the rule of law, electoral integrity, civil society and many
others— at higher levels of complexity, we must rely on the local knowledge
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and judgmental faculties of experts. Of course, judgmental data have a
terrible press, in particular among quantitative methodologists who tend to
describe (and disqualify) them as “subjective” (Bollen and Paxton, 2000) and
to issue urgent calls for “bringing objectivity back in” (Kurtz and Schrank,
2008: 8). The question is whether can we reach measurement judgments in
valid and reliable ways, without giving reign to subjective arbitrariness.

3. The Reliability of Judgmental Measurement
According to standard measurement theory, measurement procedures are
considered “reliable” to the extent that the numbers they assign to empirical
objects correspond to “real” attributes of these objects. For example, a
history exam is reliable to the extent that variations in the grades different
students obtain correspond to “true” differences in their historical
knowledge, rather than being artifacts of the examination procedure itself.
Yet, as “true” scores of anything are generally unknown, scholars generate
estimates of reliability by using repeat tests. Standard “reliability
coefficients” do not report the degree of convergence between measures and
realities, but between measures obtained in iterated measurement efforts
(commonly carried out by different researchers). In practical terms, the
notion of reliability thus overlaps with the idea of replicability. What we may
thus call the methodological norm of “reliable replicability” demands, firstly,
that our measurement procedures are transparent enough to allow others to
repeat them and, secondly, that the results of replication lie close to the
original results (with low margins of random error).
Reliable replicability constitutes the core value (and main achievement) of
bureaucratic measurement procedures. The bureaucratization of political
measurement does not guarantee its validity. It does ensure, though, that
different researchers who measure the same phenomenon on the basis of
shared conceptual choices, empirical evidence and measurement procedures
are likely to reach similar results. The central value of judgmental
measurement, by contrast, is validity —the validity of informed and reasoned
public argument. Expert judgments do not strive to be replicable, but
persuasive. Nevertheless, just as bureaucratic measures cannot ignore
question of validity, judgmental measures do have to address issues of
reliability too. Judgmental measurement is of little use if the numbers experts
assign to cases correspond to patterns of scientific judgment, rather than
patterns of empirical reality. In the face of complex concepts and complex
realities, the general case for judgmental measurement is strong. Still,
methodologists will continue to raise plausible objections to the “subjective”
nature of expert judgments, unless we succeed in “disciplining” expert
judgment and hereby increasing confidence in the quality of experts as well
as in the quality of their measurement decisions.
12
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In bureaucratic measurement, we obtain reliable measures to the extent
that (i) we hold observations (or procedures for sampling observations)
constant across repeated acts of measurement, (ii) our coding rules are
complete, precise and consistent and therefore permit the mechanical (nondiscretionary) assignment of numbers to observations and (iii) our coders are
competent observers and rule followers.6 These standards basically hold for
“subjective” measures as well, that is, for data that collect personal
perceptions individuals drawn from variously defined non-expert groups carry
with respect to political phenomena. Sometimes, such “subjective” data
aggregate judgments lay persons hold with respect to complex political
realities, but they do not issue judgments themselves. They only shift the
burden of judgment from the researcher to the general public or segments of
it. 7
If we aspire to subject judgmental measurements to standards of
reliability, it would be a categorical mistake to apply the same standards we
apply to bureaucratic measurement. If we start thinking about plausible
reliability standards for judgmental measurement, we have to start by
recognizing that these standards have to be different from those that govern
the bureaucratic collection of data. Expert judgments are often confused with
“subjective” data. Yet, in contrast to subjective measures, they are not
supposed to be subjective, but intersubjective: grounded on public facts and
public reasons, defensible in the face of critique. Furthermore, in
contradistinction to bureaucratic measures, expert judgments are not
supposed to be impersonal. 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.
Proposing a full set of procedural guidelines for judgmental measurement
lies beyond the scope of the present paper. Still, I would like to indicate some
obvious areas for methodological improvement.

These conditions are quite demanding and often are not met in practice (see Lieberman, 2010; Pepinski, 2007;
Schedler, 2012).
7 The reliability of subjective data is not problematic per se. It simply depends on the controlled nature (contextindependence) of the accompanying procedures and the representative nature of the underlying sample. Unless
procedures are constant and unobtrusive, individual responses will vary every time we ask. Unless samples are
representative, aggregate measures will vary every time we collect them. For decades, survey researchers have been
refining their sampling techniques, survey design and interviewing procedures. Cross-national surveys like the
World Values Surveys and the Global Barometer surveys have been striving hard to ensure their international
partners follow recognized methodological standards. To the extent that their technical foundations have been
transparently solid, the reliability of cross-national political surveys has been a much lesser concern than their
validity and comparability. For overviews on cross-national public opinion research, see Heath, Fisher and Smith
(2005) and the symposium on “The Proliferation of Comparative Survey Research” ASPA-CP Newsletter 15/2
(Summer 2004). 5-25.
6
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a. Expert Selection

The quality of expert judgments 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 measurement often fail on this account. For instance, while the
notion of representative random sampling makes limited 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” (Landman
and Häusermann, 2003: 30). In response, following the misguided notion that
“more is better,” they sometimes strive to maximize their number of
observations, which makes them prone to include individuals with highly
varying degrees of knowledge on the specific theme under investigation. The
generous notion of “country expertise” often suffices to incorporate
individuals into expert surveys that demand deep knowledge on specific
substantive issues within countries. In particular in small and poor countries
with fragile social scientific infrastructures, only very few individuals, if any,
are likely to command the requisite information on specific policy fields or
institutional arenas.
In addition to improving ex ante mechanisms of expert selection, we may
also improve ex post mechanisms of expert accountability. Guarding the
guardians, judging the judges, might be a possible (though complicated)
response to manifest variations in knowledge (as well as impartiality) of
experts. As current APSA president Henry Brady once suggested, when
commissioning country “ratings from knowledgeable observers… we might
want to think about whether we should scale the raters as well as the
countries that are rated” (2004: 64).

b. Comparative Anchors

For expert judgments to serve the purpose of cross-national comparison (or
any kind of comparison, for that matter), they must be, well, comparable.
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
numbers mean different things to experts from different countries (or to
different experts within one country), they are useless for comparative
purposes. For example, if we ask reputed experts to estimate whether the
incidence of vote buying and voter intimidation in a national election
campaign was “high”, “moderate”, or “low”, we need shared standards (in
addition to shared concepts) to ensure that their judgments are meaningful in
comparative terms. Observers may judge prevailing levels of electoral
clientelism and intimidation 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 judgmental measures will be as “subjective” as
14
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their critics suspect them to be. They will lack the intersubjective quality that
defines meaningful judgmental measurement.

c. Transparency

Reliability is a standard we demand from the repeated application of
measurement procedures to invariant empirical phenomena. If we apply
identical procedures to varying phenomena, we have no reason to expect the
results to be reliably similar. Cross-national political datasets often 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 getting to know the precise information bases
that motivated specific coding decisions. We learn about the rough contours
of their camp of vision, but cannot know what exactly they have been looking
at when taking concrete coding decisions. In the end, we cannot relate
numbers to observations in a precise fashion.
The difficulties of relating sources and scores tend to be rather obvious in
the case of judgmental measures. For example, in its more recent annual
reports on the state of freedom in the world, Freedom House publishes
selective listings of more than 200 periodical publications and over 120
organizations that go into its global estimates of political rights and civil
liberties (see e.g. Piano, Puddington and Rosenberg, 2006: 902–906). Of
course, one of the key assets experts bring into the measurement process lies
precisely in their capacity to process and synthesize large amounts of
dispersed information. At the end of the day of measurement judgment, 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 all sources and modes of reasoning that have
gone into their measurement decisions, but the central ones. And just like
historians, they should be able to explain the range of uncertainty and
controversy of their judgmental decisions with reference to concrete
documentary evidence (or the lack of such evidence).8

8

For a systematic treatment of proximity and transparency of data sources, see Lieberman (2010).
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d. Aggregation

Since experts may not fully converge in their assessments, data producers
must have some way of aggregating their diverging judgments. Standard
textbook advice of adjudicating among diverging coding decisions through
random procedures seems reasonable in the case of bureaucratic
measurement, yet makes little sense in the case of expert judgment.9 Expert
surveys, in which data producers collect judgments by external experts, tend
to rely on additive procedures (the calculation of arithmetic means) that
grant equal weight to all individual judgments. Examples are the Legislative
Power Index assembled by Steven Fish and Matthew Kroenig (Fish, 2006) and
the data on subnational regimes in Argentina constructed by Carlos Gervasoni
(2008).
Expert studies, in which data are generated by internal personnel within
the responsible data agency (be it research group, university department,
non-governmental organization, government agency, or international
organization), tend to rely on deliberative procedures (the reconciliation of
discrepancies through communication) in which it is “the forceless force of
the better argument” (Habermas, 1981: 47) that carries the final
measurement decision. Freedom House scores of political rights and civil
liberties (www.freedomhouse.org) and the Bertelsmann Transformation Index
(www.bertelsmann-transformation-index.de) exemplify judgmental data that
arise from layers of expert deliberation.
Deliberation actually seems to be the most appropriate procedure to
settle disagreements among experts. However, we still need to devise
procedural guidelines that render deliberation compatible with our
methodological demands of transparency. Confidential deliberation by chain
smoking experts in dark chambers is not enough. 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. Argumentative opacity destroys the
legitimating core of expert judgments. In the end, we cannot trust the
experts (blindly), but need to trust their arguments (seeingly).

9 Random choice of diverging coder decisions is a standard procedure in other disciplines, like psychology and
media research, yet virtually unknown in comparative political science. In comparative politics, divergences in
measurement decisions are commonly settled either through deliberative processes or through authoritative
decision-making (by the lead researcher).
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3.1. Code: Olympic Bureaucracies
To improve the quality of judgmental measurement in comparative politics we
might venture some glances beyond our disciplinary boundaries to see how
others construct their judgmental data. For instance, we might learn from the
way “judgmental” disciplines of sports set up their juries. To ensure highquality measurement of complex performances, olympic gymnastics, for
instance, employs a sophisticated system of checks and balances that
includes:









Stringent procedures and requirements for the selection of
knowledgeable, experienced and proven judges;
Stringent provisions for continual training, examination and
surveillance of judges, with peer committees assessing their accuracy,
integrity, consistency and discipline at each high-level competition;
A stringent codes of ethics and discipline to sanction transgressions;
A minute definition of performance standards, evaluative concepts,
rewards for original and demanding exercises and penalties for
performance failures, yielding breathtakingly precise and detailed
coding rules;
Multiple teams of coders with common information among judges
(through their joint presence at the competition as well as the
recording of performances and their display on computer screens);
The elimination of outliers (highest and lowest scores) as well as
additive coding across teams (by averaging results) and
The public nature of individual votes (roll call voting), with the known,
disciplining presence of critical audiences possessing access to identical
observations.10

In other words, even while recognizing the necessity of judgment, the
international gymnastics authorities strive to bureaucratize the assignment of
numbers to artistic performances as much as possible and thus to eliminate
human judgment as much as possible. The passion for bureaucratic regulation
is understandable, given the stakes of Olympic competition as well as the
history of suspicions (and evidence) of national bias (see Sala et al., 2007). In
those areas of comparative political measurement where judgment seems
unavoidable (or even desirable), we may not go that far. In particular, if we
wish to open up a legitimate role for deliberation in data production, we
might learn from possible contrast as much as from eventual analogies to
judgmental sports.
The website of the Fédération Internationale de Gymnastique (FIG) offers a broad collection of rules (www.figgymnastics.com).
10
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Conclusions
With certain regularity, the modern project of forging “iron cages of
bureaucracy” (Max Weber), of imposing formal rules to constrain human
agency and assimilate it to the smooth operation of machines, runs into
certain obstacles. Multiple obstacles, as a matter of fact. Some of them arise
from the conceptual and epistemic complexities of rule application.
Understanding 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 an idealized fiction, as a
regulative ideal that we may approximate, yet never fully accomplish. We
may deplore when public officials exercise judgment and accuse them of
usurping political functions (“bureaucratic discretion”). We may deplore when
judges exercise judgment and accuse them of usurping legislative functions
(“judicial activism”). We may deplore when hunters and gathers of political
data exercise judgment and accuse them of subjectivity (“methodological
activism”). At the end of the office day, however, we will have to recognize
that formal rules may serve to constrain, yet hardly to eliminate, human
decision-making.
In the present paper, I strove to precise the empirical and conceptual
conditions that require judgment (informed and reasoned decision-making) in
the collection of comparative political data: unobservable realities,
unobserved realities, unexpected realities and conceptual complexities. In
general terms, my conclusion is simple: To the extent that we need to rely on
judgmental elements in the collection of comparative political data (be it for
epistemic, theoretical, or practical reason), we should better recognize the
fact, rather than deny it. We should better develop methodological standards
that guide the transparent use of judgment, rather than exercise our
judgmental faculties in opaque manners that obscure their comparative
advantages: the capacity to make sense of vast amounts of disperse and
uneven information (informed decision-making) and the public justification of
measurement decisions in the light of available evidence (reasoned decisionmaking).
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Appendix
FIGURE

1. A SIMPLE CONCEPTUAL HIERARCHY
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