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Abstract

This document jointly analyzes the three editions 
published so far of the World Electoral Freedom Index 
(WEFI), corresponding to the years 2018, 2019 and 2020, 
which the author has directed as Principal Investigator 
for the Foundation for the Advancement of Liberty. 
References to the case of Spain and the Autonomous 
Community of Andalusia for said period are included.
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1. Introduction

1. Introduction

This paper jointly analyses the three editions 
published so far of the World Electoral 
Freedom Index (WEFI), corresponding to 
the years 2018, 2019 and 2020, which I have 
directed as lead researcher at the Foundation 
for the Advancement of Freedom. It includes 
references to Spain and the Autonomous 
Community of Andalusia for that period.

The third edition, corresponding to 2020, has 
recently been published by Freedom Press 
for the Foundation, in collaboration with 
the Human Rights Foundation (New York) 
and with the partnership of the Faculty of 
Political Science and International Relations 
of the Autonomous University of Nuevo León 
(Mexico) and the company Advent-GX (Texas), 
which specialises in interactive graphics. The 
first two editions had the collaboration of the 
Universidad Autónoma de Chile.

The achievement of the third annual edition 
of this international index is an important 
milestone, even more so in a particularly 
difficult year due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
because it consolidates research work, 
shows an advanced level of maturity and 
allows researchers to project country trends. 
Thus, the performance of each country is no 
longer only comparable with that of the other 
countries, but also with their previous scores 
for 2019 and 2018.

Just as in 2019 and 2018, it includes well over 
ten thousand country-specific figures, which 
are used to construct the four sub-indices 
that produce the absolute data and the 
corresponding rankings are constructed from 
these figures.

While most analyses of electoral systems 
neglect passive suffrage, this index continues 
to consider active and passive suffrage 
separately so that readers and researchers 
can draw their own conclusions.

In today’s world where political governance 
is firmly anchored in the electoral process, 
it is also necessary to analyse how much 
freedom each system provides to its citizens, 
to compare them and to reveal their strengths 
and weaknesses. This is where WEFI comes 
in.

This paper jointly analyses the 
three editions published so far of 
the World Electoral Freedom Index 
(WEFI), corresponding to the years 
2018, 2019 and 2020
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2. Sub-indices and 
methodology

The WEFI aggregates four indices which we 
refer to as sub-indices. Below we will detail 
the research areas of each of them and 
the most significant results. The allocation 
methodology has been constant in all four 
cases and is stable for the three editions 
published so far, although adjustments have 
been made in 2020 to the IDP and the relative 
weights of the sub-indices.

2.1 Methodology
During the research process, relevant sources 
were identified for each of the indicators, 
both official and of high academic prestige. 
The data is generally less than two years old. 
Those evaluated on a country-by-country 
basis are transposed into our system by 
converting scales. From the other datasets, 
assignment standards were extrapolated to 
score each country.

The main ranking additionally provides the 
score and the position of each country in each 
of the four sub-indices. The ranking table for 
each sub-index is also included. Finally, an 
alphabetical listing of countries allows each 
country to be found in the main index and in 
the four sub-indices. In total, WEFI assigns 
between ten and eleven thousand scores 
for the one hundred and ninety-eight ranked 
countries (see http://www.fun-dalib.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/10/IMLE- 2020.pdf) 

It is important to note that, except for the 
best and worst WEFI 2020 countries, there is 
generally no correlation between performance 
on a single sub-index and the position in the 
main ranking. There are a number of countries 
with a high degree of freedom of active or 
passive suffrage, or voter empowerment, but 
with a much worse performance in the other 
sub-indices.

Similarly, a high level of general political 
development does not always indicate an 
equally high level of electoral freedom. In this 
sense, as we shall see, Spain’s performance, 
and with it that of the autonomous community 

of Andalusia, varies in the four sub-indices. 
Thus, while Spain occupies 23rd position 
in the IDP ranking and 29th position in the 
ILSA ranking (thus improving its position with 
respect to the absolute ranking), it drops to 
66th position in the IEE ranking, and to 74th 
position in the ILSP ranking.

2.2. Sub-indices
2.2.1. Political Development 
Index (IDP –Spanish acronym)

This sub-index has been expanded since 2020 
to contribute fifteen percent to the overall 
computation. It collects fifteen indicators, 
mainly official, designed to measure the 
preconditions of electoral freedom in each 
country. They are grouped into three areas: 
political and legal indicators, indicators of 
general freedom in other aspects of society 
and indicators of economic development. 
The main improvement in this edition is the 
addition of a basic indicator derived from the 
Human Rights Foundation’s classification of 
political systems. In this way, the IDP better 
fulfils its corrective function as a control sub-
index for the WEFI as a whole.

As can be seen in table 1, out of the ten 
most politically developed countries, only 
Switzerland, Denmark and Iceland achieve 
a place in the top ten of WEFI 2020 (see 
absolute ranking in section 3). In other 
words, this third edition confirms that not 
all countries with high political development 
guarantee their citizens equivalent levels of 
electoral freedom. A high IDP is influential but 
guarantees nothing.

2.2.2. Freedom of Active 
Suffrage Index (ILSA Spanish 
acronym)
Active suffrage contributes thirty per cent to 
the overall index. It is constructed on the basis 
of four broad areas incorporating more than 
a dozen indicators: the universality of voting 
and voting restrictions, the characteristics of 
voter rights, the voter register, and election 
and counting procedures (Table 2).

http://www.fun-dalib.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/IMLE- 2020.pdf
http://www.fun-dalib.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/IMLE- 2020.pdf
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Table 1

Table 2

2.2.3. Freedom of Passive 
Suffrage Index (ILSP Spanish 
acronym)
Passive suffrage also contributes thirty 
percent to the overall index. The areas taken 
into account to determine the freedom to vote 
were the following: restrictions to the right to 
vote, requirements for exercising the right to 
vote, barriers to entry, characteristics of the 
electoral campaign, characteristics of the 
electoral process and distortion of the result. 
In total, fifteen indicators were considered to 
cover these areas (Table 3).

Table 3

2.2.4. Voter Empowerment Index 
(IEE Spanish acronym)

This sub-index contributes twenty-five 
percent to the absolute score. The degree of 
voter empowerment is assessed by fourteen 
indicators for the following areas: election 
effectiveness, direct voter decision-making 
procedures, political pluralism, real power of 
representatives, the ability to recall them, and 
integrity of the political process (table 4).

Table 4
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3. Absolute ranking 
of the 2020 World 
Electoral Freedom 
Index (WEFI) 
This is the absolute ranking of the WEFI 2020, 
which classifies countries according to their 
electoral freedom and also shows their score. 
For comparison, the ranking and score of the 
previous year is also shown, as well as the 
corresponding level of variation. 

The shades of green represent the categories 
of freedom: extremely high, very high, high, and 
acceptable (75 or more points out of a total 
of one hundred). Those in magenta represent 
the following levels of electoral freedom: 
insufficient, low, very low, and extremely 
low. These categories and the general score 
for each country are based on the followed 
sub-indices: Political Development Index (IDP, 
15% of the absolute index, Freedom of Active 
Suffrage Index, Freedom of Passive Suffrage 
Index and Voter Empowerment Index (ILSA, 
ILSP and IEE, 30% for the first two, and 25% 
for the last.)

Table 5
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3. Absolute ranking of the 2020 World Electoral Freedom Index (WEFI) 
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3. Absolute ranking of the 2020 World Electoral Freedom Index (WEFI) 

Source: World Electoral Freedom Index (WEFI) 2020



12

Electoral Freedom in the World (2018-2020)

4. Key Findings

In 2020, more than a century after the end of 
World War One, worldwide electoral freedom 
continues to be found in a precarious situation, 
as is shown by the poor performance of a 
substantial number of countries in the third 
edition of the WEFI. 

There are still countries which do not hold 
any kind of elections or referendums, or 
some which only hold certain types of them. 
Physical violence and coercion in electoral 
processes, which affect both candidates and 
voters, continue to be a problem in many 
countries. 

In particular, women, young people, LGBTQ+ 
individuals, people who practise certain 
religions, ethnic minorities and disabled 
people continue to face serious difficulties 
when it comes to electoral freedom, as well 
as directly suffering from attacks, vetoes, and 
suffrage restrictions, all over the world. 

Paradoxically, the right of active suffrage, 
whose implementation should be completely 
optional in the interest of maximum electoral 
freedom, is not uncommonly used as a 
mechanism of control over the population by 
the State, single or dominant parties, or the 
facto powers, such as the military or religious 
institutions. 

Therefore, there are countries where voting 
continues to be obligatory, and in which there 
are even penalties (some of them severe) 
for those who do not exercise their right of 
active suffrage. Even in countries which, 
according to the third edition of the WEFI, 
have an outstanding, very high, or high level 
of electoral freedom in the absolute ranking – 
like Australia, Luxembourg or Belgium – voting 
is obligatory, due to tradition or the fact that it 
is considered a civic right for all. 

However, with respect to those specific 
countries with greater electoral freedom, it is 
noteworthy that, for the first time since the 
creation of the WEFI in 2018, seven countries 
have achieved a striking level of electoral 
freedom: Finland, Iceland, Ireland, Switzerland, 
Australia, Denmark and the Czech Republic. 
None of these come as a surprise for this 
study project on electoral freedom and, in 
fact, all of these countries are habitually found 
in the top positions in the absolute ranking 
(table 6). 

The country that leads the ranking for the 
first time is Finland, which has also placed 
among the top four positions since the very 
first edition.

Following Finland in the ranking is another 
Nordic country, which came fourth in the 
2019 ranking, and also came second in 2018. 
It is necessary to clarify that the margins are 
always very close between first and second 

Tabla 6

Source: World Electoral Freedom Index (WEFI) 2020
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place, and in order to resolve the tie, the 
third decimal place is used to determine the 
respective order. This also happened in the 
2020 edition of the WEFI, between third and 
fourth place. 

In third place comes Ireland, after leading the 
ranking in the 2018 and 2019 editions. In fourth 
place is Switzerland, the paradigm of direct 
democracy, after it placed second in 2019, and 
third in 2018. Australia is in fifth place, and it 
came sixth in 2019 and fifth in 2018. 

The remaining countries in the Top 10 of the 
third edition’s ranking are Denmark, the Czech 
Republic, Slovenia, the United Kingdom, and 
Estonia. These countries are typically found in 
the top positions.

Europe therefore continues to have the 
greatest number of countries in the Top 10.

All of these countries display an outstanding 
performance in most of the WEFI indicators. 
Nonetheless, even these countries have their 
own shortcomings when it comes to their 
citizens’ electoral freedom.(table 7).

At the other end of the spectrum, the ten 
countries with the worst performances 

continue to be situated in South-East Asia, the 
Middle East, and Sub-Saharan Africa, which 
are still the worst countries for electoral rights 
(as well as the Maghreb), apart from notable 
exceptions such as India, Japan, Mauritius and 
Israel.

In the 2020 edition, the crazed communist 
dictatorship of North Korea is found in position 
189th, followed by the United Arab Emirates, 
Somalia, Palestine, China, Eritrea, Qatar, South 
Sudan, Brunei, and Saudi Arabia, the country 
with the worst level of electoral freedom: in 
the previous two editions, it came second-
to-last. With zero points, electoral freedom 
simply is non-existent in Saudi Arabia.

All of these countries are typically found in 
the lowest positions on the ranking. Moreover, 
in Brunei, Eritrea, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and 
Palestine, there are no parliamentary or 
presidential elections. In fact, the Sultanate 
of Brunei represents a particularly extreme 
case in this regard, since it has not held any 
direct legislative elections since 1962, and at 
a local level, only certain consultative bodies 
are selected, whose candidates can be 
vetoed by the regime. In Somalia and China 
parliamentary elections are held but the vote 
is delegated/indirect.

Tabla 7
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In the United Arab Emirates, parliamentary 
elections are held, but a particularly restrictive 
system of census-suffrage, akin to 19th 
century Europe, remains. In South Sudan, 
there have been no elections or referendums 
since Independence, nearly a decade ago. 
These countries mostly, if not entirely, show 
a deplorable performance in all categories. 
(table 8)

The slight improvement for Thailand, with 
respect to the 2018 and 2019 editions, 
comes in response to the general elections 
of 2019 (despite successive delays) – these 
were the first elections to come after the 
coup d’état in 2014 (in 2016 a fraudulent 
constitutional referendum was held), and the 
long-lasting military junta. However, it will 
be necessary to closely follow the country’s 
future development, in order to determine if 
its relatively democratic tradition takes hold 
again, or if this is a mere illusion.

Venezuela – the leading Latin American 
exponent – and Cuba are also found in a 
situation similar to the aforementioned 
regimes (communist, single-party, and 
theocratic systems), since they have a total 
lack of electoral freedom. On the other hand, 
Chile, Uruguay, Panama and Costa Rica have 
far greater levels of electoral freedom.

In fact, Venezuela’s level of electoral freedom 
continues to fall sharply, and the country is 

found at number 154, after being ranked 128 in 
2019 and 102 in 2018. Venezuela’s outlook looks 
grim if the Chavist regime of Maduro, which 
has created legal and institutional systems 
parallel to the formal ones, continues. 

Erdoğan’s Turkey is also drifting into 
authoritarianism, falling to position 155 in the 
ranking, after placing at 152 in 2019 and 135 in 
2018. 

Lower still is Russia, the post-Soviet 
epicentre, which displays the same 
downwards trend. Vladimir Putin has 
implemented a constitutional reform which 
will prolong his already extensive time in 
power. Russia had dropped to position 157, 
after being at 140 in 2019 and 134 in 2018. 
Conversely, we can once again see that 
several countries from the ex-Soviet Bloc 
and its allies are now achieving high scores 
of electoral freedom in the ranking, as is 
shown by the Czech Republic (7th overall), 
Slovenia (8th), or the three Baltic Republics 
(Estonia at 10, Latvia at 12, and Lithuania at 
15). All of them, therefore, are among the 
15 best countries in the world for electoral 
freedom. 

In particular, Slovenia and Estonia are 
two of the very few countries in the world 
whose legal system offers the right to vote 
to certain individuals under 18 years old, 
which is the same case for Germany (54th 

Tabla 8
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overall, with a high level of electoral freedom). 
In Austria (33rd overall with a very high level of 
electoral freedom), the voting age is 16 in all 
elections. 

It is in fact a higher legal voting age which, 
alongside other factors, reduces the ranking of 
countries such as Taiwan (Taiwanese citizens 
can vote in national elections at 20 years old), 
which has moved up to position 88 in the third 
edition. It is one of the most commendable 
exceptions of Asian democracy (alongside the 
aforementioned India and Japan, or South 
Korea), only mere kilometres away from the 
enormous communist dictatorship of China, 
the largest electoral prison in the world. 

The fourth edition of the WEFI (2021) will 
allow for the collection of information about 
electoral freedom in a post COVID-19 world 
(and the pandemic’s epicentre was indeed 
China). The edition will find out, for example, if 
the declaration of various states of emergency 
or alarm, or the required suspension of 
electoral processes, has been used by States 
– particularly non-democratic ones – in order 
to strengthen themselves and increase their 
power over the population. It will also analyse 
the populist attitudes in a world afflicted by 
an unprecedented pandemic, the first since 
the Spanish Flu of 1918. 

4.1 References to Spain 
and Andalusia
Spain, and along with it, the autonomous 
community of Andalusia, is found at position 
37 on the WEFI ranking 2020, which means 
that they are both areas of high electoral 
freedom. Nevertheless, they lag behind 
countries with a similar cultural environment, 
such as the Czech Republic (7th), Slovenia (8th), 
Estonia (10th), Latvia (12th), Chile (13th), Portugal 
(14th), Lithuania (15th), Poland (19th), Panama 
(21st), Croatia (27th), India (28th), Cypress (30th), 
Bulgaria (31st) and Slovakia (34th). 

However, as has already been noted, Spain’s 
performance varies in all four sub-indices. 
That’s to say, while its ranking for Political 
Development Index is 23, and its ranking for 
Freedom of Active Suffrage Index is at 29 (thus 
improving its overall score), its score for Voter 
Empowerment Index is found at number 66, 

and its Freedom of Passive Suffrage Index 
score is even worse, placing at 74. Therefore, 
Spain’s performance in Voter Empowerment 
and Freedom of Passive Suffrage – particularly 
the latter – is far worse than its performance 
in the first two indices. 

Spain’s, and Andalusia’s, performance, 
therefore has room for improvement in the 
passive suffrage section (difficult access 
to political-electoral activity), which comes 
from barriers to political-electoral activity 
(such as the presentation of guarantees 
for voter turnout in elections for the House 
of Representatives and the Andalusian 
Parliament, and the minimum legal thresholds 
of votes for the allocation of seats in both 
legislative chambers), or the absence of open 
or available lists of candidates.

Therefore, among the main recommendations 
compiled in the following section, which are 
all valid for any country, those applicable to 
Spain and Andalusia would help to improve 
the country’s position in the ranking, as well as 
its scores corresponding to the four respective 
indices, but above all for Empowerment of 
the Voter and Freedom of Passive Suffrage.
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5. Key Recommen-
dations

An electorate system that truly guarantees 
full freedom of its citizens in electoral matters 
should respond to these thirty principal 
demands:

1.	 Universal suffrage for both sexes and with-
out the marginalisation of ethnic groups of 
another nature

2.	 No requirements for the vote beyond age 
and full mental capacities. 

3.	 Low voting age, ideally at 16 years old

4.	 Automatic registry of citizens as voters, 
without needing to sign up in order to vote 

5.	 Constant and truthful update of the elec-
toral census

6.	 Voluntary character to the vote, without 
penalization to those who do not exercise 
this right. 

7.	 Penal protection of the process, with in-
creased sentences for those who modify 
or manipulate it

8.	 High proportionality of the allocation sys-
tem and prioritization of candidates’ votes 
where possible, preferring Single Transfer-
rable Vote systems with individual election 
– without lists – based on the preferential 
vote which allows one to take full advan-
tage of the will of each voter. 

9.	 A second count of votes in all electoral 
process

10.	Rapid and transparent publication of elec-
toral results 

11.	 Correct management of postal votes and 
of the participation of citizens from abroad.

12.	Simple requirements for political parties 
and candidates when contesting (elimi-
nation of the collection of signatures and 
payment of deposits or fees)

13.	Possibility of competition on equal terms 
for independent candidates.

14.	Private funding of parties and candidates. 
In case of state funding, equitable distribu-
tion of funds.

15.	If state media exists, equitable distribution 
of the space made available to candidates.

16.	Non-discrimination between those who 
are and are not represented during elec-
toral processes

17.	 Full liberty to campaign, with no restric-
tions of any kind

18.	Integrity of the procedure

19.	Free publication of polls including on elec-
tion day

20.	Election of the day of reflection

21.	Electoral boards completely independent 
of the Executive

22.	Multiple, multi-member electoral consti
tuencies of sufficient size to guarantee 
proportionality, with the voter choosing the 
individual candidates of his or her choice.

23.	No political representatives appointed by 
the Head of State or by the government

24.	Absence of malapportionment (deviation 
between the percentage of seats allocated 
to a constituency and the percentage of 
eligible citizens) and practices such as ger-
rymandering (redrawing of constituencies 
with the aim of obtaining electoral benefits 
for one or more candidates. 

25.	Effective systems of direct democracy, 
including binding referendums and recall 
elections. 

26.	Removal of thresholds and other barriers 
to representation. 

27.	Freedom and independence of elected 
representatives with respect to political 
formations and parliamentary 

28.	Intra-party democracy 
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29.	Full freedom to form new political parties 
without hindrance of any kind 

30.	Real power of elected representatives and 
of the assemblies and chambers in front 
of executive powers and against de facto 
powers of any kind. 
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