
INTRODUCTION

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 and a select group of 
territories. The 2024 edition covers developments in 195 
countries and 15 territories from January 1, 2023 through 
December 31, 2023.

The report’s methodology is derived in large measure from the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the UN 
General Assembly in 1948. Freedom in the World is based on 
the premise that these standards apply to 
all countries and territories, irrespective of geographical 
location, ethnic or religious composition, or level of economic 
development. Freedom in the World operates from the 
assumption that freedom for all people is best achieved in 
liberal democratic societies. Freedom in the World assesses the 
real-world rights and freedoms enjoyed by individuals, rather 
than governments or government performance per se. Political 
rights and civil liberties can be affected by both state and 
nonstate actors, including insurgents and other armed groups.

Freedom House does not believe that legal guarantees of rights 
are sufficient for on-the-ground fulfillment of those rights. 
While both laws and actual practices are factored into scoring 
decisions, greater emphasis is placed on implementation.

Territories are selected for assessment in Freedom in the 
World based on the following criteria: whether the area is 
governed separately from the rest of the relevant country or 
countries, either de jure or de facto; whether conditions on the 
ground for political rights and civil liberties are significantly 
different from those in the rest of the relevant country or 
countries, meaning a separate assessment is likely to yield 
different ratings; whether the territory is the subject of 
enduring popular or diplomatic pressure for autonomy, 
independence, or incorporation into another country; whether 
the territory’s boundaries are sufficiently stable to allow an 
assessment of conditions for the year under review, and 
whether they can be expected to remain stable in future years 
so that year-on-year comparisons are possible; and whether the 
territory is large and/or politically significant. Freedom House 
typically takes no position on territorial or separatist disputes 
as such, focusing instead on the level of political rights and civil 
liberties in a given geographical area.

HISTORY OF FREEDOM IN THE WORLD

Freedom House’s first year-end reviews of freedom began in the 
1950s as the Balance Sheet of Freedom. This modest report 
provided assessments of political trends and their implications 
for individual freedom. In 1972, Freedom House launched a new, 
more comprehensive annual study called The Comparative Study 
of Freedom. Raymond Gastil, a Harvard-trained specialist in 
regional studies from the University of Washington in Seattle, 
developed the methodology, which assigned political rights and 
civil liberties ratings to 151 countries and 45 territories and 
categorized them as Free, Partly Free, or Not Free. 

The findings appeared each year in Freedom House’s bimonthly 
journal Freedom at Issue (later titled Freedom Review). Freedom 
in the World first appeared in book form in 1978 and included 
short narratives for each country and territory rated in the study, 
as well as a series of essays by leading scholars on related issues. 
Freedom in the World continued to be produced by Gastil until 
1989, when a larger team of in-house analysts was established. In 
the mid-1990s, the expansion of the country and territory 
narratives necessitated the hiring of outside analysts—a group of 
regional experts from the academic, media, and human rights 
communities—and the project has continued to grow in size and 
scope in the years since.

A number of modest updates have been made to the 
methodology over time to adapt to evolving ideas 
about political rights and civil liberties. These changes 
are introduced incrementally in order to ensure the comparability 
of the ratings from year to year. Occasionally, language has been 
updated to explain more precisely what conditions are being 
assessed.

A structural change affecting a very small number of countries, 
beginning with the 2018 edition of Freedom in the World, was the 
elimination of Additional Discretionary Political Rights Question A. 
This indicator had awarded points to traditional monarchies that 
had no political parties or significant electoral processes but 
provided for some form of consultation with the public. Such 
consultation is now addressed elsewhere in the methodology.
Also beginning with the 2018 edition, countries require an overall 
Civil Liberties score of 30 or better—in addition to a score of 7 or 
better in subcategory A (Electoral Process), and an overall 
Political Rights score of 20 or better—to qualify as an electoral 
democracy.
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RESEARCH AND RATINGS REVIEW 
PROCESS

Freedom in the World is produced each year by a team of in-
house and external analysts and expert advisers from the 
academic, think tank, and human rights communities. The 2024 
edition involved 132 analysts, and around 40 advisers. The 
analysts, who prepare the draft reports 
and scores, use a broad range of sources, including news articles, 
academic analyses, reports from nongovernmental organizations, 
individual professional contacts, and 
on-the-ground research. The analysts score countries and 
territories based on the conditions and events within their 
borders during the coverage period. The analysts’ proposed 
scores are discussed and defended at a series of review 
meetings, organized by region and attended by Freedom House 
staff and a panel of expert advisers. The end product represents 
the consensus of the analysts, outside advisers, and Freedom 
House staff, who are responsible for any final decisions. Although 
an element of subjectivity is unavoidable in such an enterprise, 
the ratings process emphasizes methodological consistency, 
intellectual rigor, and balanced and unbiased judgments.

SCORING PROCESS

Freedom in the World uses a two-tiered system consisting of 
scores and status. The complete list of the questions used in the 
scoring process, and the tables for converting scores to status, 
appear at the end of this essay.

Scores – A country or territory is awarded 0 to 4 points for each 
of 10 political rights indicators and 15 civil liberties indicators, 
which take the form of questions; a score of 
0 represents the smallest degree of freedom and 4 the greatest 
degree of freedom. The political rights questions are grouped 
into three subcategories: Electoral Process 
(3 questions), Political Pluralism and Participation (4), and 
Functioning of Government (3). The civil liberties questions are 
grouped into four subcategories: Freedom of Expression and 
Belief (4 questions), Associational and Organizational Rights (3), 
Rule of Law (4), and Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights 
(4). The political rights section also contains an additional 
discretionary question addressing forced demographic change. 
For the discretionary question, a score of 1 to 4 may be 
subtracted, as applicable (the worse the situation, the more 
points may be subtracted). 

The highest overall score that can be awarded for political rights 
is 40 (or a score of 4 for each of the 10 questions). The highest 
overall score that can be awarded for civil liberties is 60 (or a 
score of 4 for each of the 15 questions). The scores from the 
previous edition are used as a benchmark for the current year 
under review. A score is typically changed only if there has been 
a real-world development during the year that warrants a decline 
or improvement (e.g., a crackdown on the media, the country’s 
first free and fair elections), though gradual changes in 
conditions—in the absence of a signal event—are occasionally 
registered in the scores.

Free, Partly Free, Not Free Status – The combination 
of the overall score awarded for political rights and the overall 
score awarded for civil liberties, after being equally weighted, 
determines the status of Free, Partly Free, or Not Free (see table 
below).

Electoral Democracy – Freedom in the World assigns the 
designation “electoral democracy” to countries that have met 
certain minimum standards for political rights and civil liberties; 
territories are not included in the list of electoral democracies. 
According to the methodology, an electoral democracy 
designation requires a score of 7 or better in the Electoral 
Process subcategory, an overall political rights score of 20 or 
better, and an overall civil liberties score 
of 30 or better. These thresholds reflect the fact that a 
democratic electoral system requires not just fair balloting 
procedures and basic political competition, but also some 
respect for the rule of law and civil liberties such as freedom of 
assembly. Freedom House’s “electoral democracy” designation 
should not be equated with “liberal democracy,” a term that 
implies a more robust observance of democratic ideals and a 
wider array of civil liberties. In Freedom in the World, most Free 
countries could be considered liberal democracies, while some 
Partly Free countries might qualify as electoral, but not liberal, 
democracies.

Prior to the 2020 edition, Freedom in the World assigned a 
country or territory two ratings—one for political rights and one 
for civil liberties—based on its total scores for the political rights 
and civil liberties questions. Each rating of 
1 to 7, with 1 representing the greatest degree of freedom and 7 
the smallest degree of freedom, corresponded to a specific 
range of total scores. The average of the ratings determined the 
status of Free, Partly Free, or Not Free. While the underlying 
formula for converting scores into status remains identical, 
starting in the 2020 edition Freedom in the World no longer 
presented the 1–7 ratings as a separate element of its findings. 
The ratings are still included in the raw data available for 
download.
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STATUS CHARACTERISTICS

Because the designations of Free, Partly Free, and Not Free 
each cover a broad swath of the available scores, countries 
or territories within any one category, especially those at 
either end of the range, can have quite different human 
rights situations. For example, those at the lowest end of 
the Free category (with lower political rights or civil liberties 
scores) differ from those at the upper end of the Free 
group (with higher political rights or civil liberties scores). 
Also, a designation of Free does not mean that a country or 
territory enjoys perfect freedom or lacks serious problems, 
only that it enjoys comparatively more freedom than those 
rated Partly Free or Not Free (and some others rated Free).

Not Free countries and draw up serious contingency plans 
for responding to political change, both negative and 
positive, including the emergence of widespread popular 
movements for a more open society. More broadly, policy 
strategies for Not Free countries should not rely on the 
assumption that the current systems and conditions will 
persist indefinitely.

Detailed policy recommendations can be found here: https://
freedomhouse.org/policy-recommendations 
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