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ABSTRACT 
A new association scheme for revealing dimensions of democracy within a modern 

university is presented in this paper. Certain indicators that have been internationally established 

and validated for the measurement of the institutional characteristics of Democracy and are 

monitored and stored in international databases, are examined and assessed for their 

applicability to the field of the University institutional characteristics, after appropriate 

adaptation.  

Various international organizations and research programs have as their main objective 

the systematic creation and support of specialized, time-spanning databases using variables and 

indicators and composing global reports that record and highlight the quality characteristics of 

democracy, both locally and globally. In the proposed research, in-depth analysis of the features 

presented in six of the most important and representative such databases and organizations, 

revealed a set of significant characteristics that are complementary to each other, providing a 

consensus for the construction of a common conceptual framework. 

The University, on the other hand, is a multifaceted social institution with strong interactions 

with many and diverse sectors of society. Although its role and contribution to the general 

democratic societal operation has been studied to some extent, the way and specific processes 

of creation, establishment and interaction of the institutions that act internally at the university 

and its democratic operation, have not. 

In this paper the ‘democratic’ university is approached through its mission, the multifunctional 

operations it performs and its complicated and highly complex interactions with all societal 

actors, the industry, the labor market and the respective government bodies. Essentially, it is an 

attempt to systematically approach and analyze democratic institutions embedded within the 

university, or even to identify their possible inherent or acquired weaknesses, through the 

selection and adaptation of valid sets of indicators used for democracy, as these are portrayed 

on the conceptual framework proposed in this research. 
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1. Introduction-Objectives 

 
Democracy is based on a set of independent and functioning institutions that, in order to 

ensure the legitimacy and efficiency of democratic operation, should inspire confidence to the 

people (Sarris 2015) and advocate respect for human freedom as well as social and individual 

autonomy. In an ideal democracy, values and rules are self-instituted (self-imposed), that is, they 

are created by society itself, and in this way citizens are creatively contributing to the democratic 

process while respecting their own institutions (Castoriadis 1987). Key elements such as: trust in 

the institutions (Fukuyama 1989), the participation of all "citizens" in public and electoral 

processes, protecting the secrecy of the vote and the protection of freedom of expression and 

personal freedoms, the clear distinction between legislative, judiciary and executive bodies and 

the efficiency of public administration (Coppedge et al. 2018a; Skaaning 2017) are critical 

characteristics that contribute to the objective determination of what is meant by a democratic 

constitution of a society, something that is independent of the varying social practices. 

International organizations have as their main objective the systematic creation and 

support of specialized, time-spanning databases using variables, indices and indicators and 

composing global reports that record and highlight the quality characteristics of democracy, both 

locally and globally, thus, constructing its regulatory conceptual framework. In this way they 

contribute to the establishment of the objective and true essence of the concept of ‘Democracy’ 

as this is constituted by facts and data. Thus, the difficulties arising by the possible subjective 

ways of perceiving and interpreting it by the citizens are overcomed, while at the same time the 

diversity, variety and pluralism of these databases eliminate the risk of selective interpretation 

of data, a criticism often exercised on them (Coppedge et al. 2016; Bush 2017). 

In the context of this paper it is proposed that certain indicators that have been 

internationally established for the measurement of the institutional characteristics of Democracy 

and are monitored and stored in international databases can, through appropriate adaptation, 

be transferred to the field of the University institutional characteristics, as defined by its mission 

and the functions it performs. Although such indicators have long been used for measuring 

Democratic characteristics, it is, to our knowledge, the first time such an attempt is made for 

transferring them to the field of Universities and their related institutional characteristics. Such 

an attempt is considered of significant importance since, traditionally and worldwide, university’s 

role has to do with “the ability to discover new knowledge” (Duderstadt 2016:328) and to transfer 

it to society, “to render individuals such that one might reasonably postulate that their opinions 

all have the same weight in the political domain” (Castoriadis 1997).  
 

2. Methodological approach to measuring Democracy 

 
  Democracy has long been viewed as the optimum form of government. Due to its 

paramount importance a number of organizations study and monitor its characteristic features, 
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along with political scientists and researchers. Some of the most important such organizations 

are discussed in this section.  
 

2.1 Varieties for Democracy (V-Dem)  
 

This database defines five fundamental types of Democracy, which are also the main 

variables measuring its quality: Electoral, Liberal, Participatory, Deliberative and Equalitarian 

Democracy. To measure them, data from one hundred and seventy-three countries in the world 

were collected and studied for the period from 1879 to 2017 (Coppedge et al. 2018a). It uses 

more than two hundred and fifty indicators measuring Democracy, as well as its additional 

institutional features. Data comes from official national documents as well as from social 

scientists’ evaluations, regarding formal political practices and de jure compliance to rules.  

 

2.2 The International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA) 
 

This is a transnational organization in which thirty-four countries are involved with the 

common aim of promoting democracy. Published reports, called the ‘Global State of Democracy 

Indices’, portray the democratic tendencies of a country both at regional and global level, 

covering a wide range of different qualitative characteristics of Democracy, over the period from 

1975 to 2015, for one hundred and fifty -five countries of the world. The data underlying the 

indices is based on 98 indicators developed by various scholars and organizations (Skaaning 

2017). The fundamental features of Democracy that are being studied by this organization are 

five: Representative Government, Fundamental Rights, Checks on Government, Impartial 

Administration and Participatory Engagement. Figure 1 shows the basic quality measurement 

variables for Democracy on the IDEA basis, along with their respective subcategories. 

Figure1. Basic quality measurement variables for Democracy on the IDEA basis, with related subcategories 
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2.3 Center for Systemic Peace   

 

The research center named ‘Center for Systemic Peace’, has been recording elements of 

political behavior in countries with a population of more than 500,000, since 1997. In the context 

of the ‘Polity’ program a database of codified information was created, based on scientific 

research with respect to the collection and quantitative analysis of data, in many thematic areas 

related to the fundamental issues of political violence, the fragility of governance and their 

impact on the social development of these countries. 

The uniqueness of its conceptual framework lies in the fact that it examines, concurrently, 

multiple qualitative features of Democracy, focusing mainly on formal governmental institutions 

rather than on informal expressions of government. "It examines concomitant qualities of 

democratic and autocratic authority in governing institutions rather than discreet and mutually 

exclusive forms of governance ", (Marshall et al. 2017). 

 

2.4 Freedom House  

 

The non-governmental organization Freedom House publishes an annual survey entitled 

‘Freedom in the world’, since 1973 (Bradley 2015) In this report an evaluation on the state of 

freedom, as it is being experienced by people in different countries of the world, is attempted 

(195 countries and 14 territories are included in the 2019 report). Two main numerical ratings 

about political rights and civil liberties are used to determine whether the country or the territory 

has an overall status of Free, Partly Free or not Free and, thus, the level of its Democracy. The 

political rights questions are grouped into three subcategories: Electoral Process, Political 

Pluralism and Participation, and Functioning of Government. The civil liberties questions are 

grouped into four subcategories: Freedom of Expression and Belief, Associational and 

Organizational Rights, Rule of Law and Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights.  

 

2.5 Democracy Barometer  

 

It is a research program measuring the quality of Democracy (Merkel et al 2018a). It has 

developed a theoretical framework for this assessment, in thirty countries with democratic 

government, measuring and recording the subtle differences that exist between them. It allows 

comparative assessment among countries with established democratic governments and, since 

it perceives democracy as a continuous process, allows for a critical follow-up of the democratic 

evolution of these countries over time (Merkel et al 2018b). The fundamental principles of 

Democracy explored by the barometer, focus on the central concepts of Freedom, Equality and 

Control and are depicted, along with more detailed features for each of them, in Figure 2 below. 
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Figure 2.  Main democracy principles in Democracy Barometer 

 

 

2.6 Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) 

 

The company Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU), has compiled since 2006 an index called 

The Democracy index (Kekic 2007), with updates for 2008, 2010 and the following years since 

then. The latest edition is called: “Democracy Index 2018: Me too? Political participation, protest 

and democracy”. The report states that the index of Democracy “on a 0 to 10 scale, is based on 

the ratings for 60 indicators, grouped into five categories: electoral process and pluralism; civil 

liberties; the functioning of government; political participation; and political culture. Each 

category has a rating on a 0 to 10 scale, and the overall Index is the simple average of the five 

category indices”. 

 

2.7 Comparison of principle components of Democracy 

 

Since our aim is to link the measurement indicators for the principle components 

developed for Democracy and represented in the international databases, to the qualitative 

democratic characteristics of the University, it was decided to depict all distinct characteristics, 

and to compare all six databases with respect to those. Table I, constructed for the first time 

within the scope of the proposed research, depicts all basic conceptual characteristic features of 

democracy, providing a theoretical framework that allows for direct comparisons, discussion on 

similarities and differences each approach is adopting. 
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As it is evident in Table I, for all six systems, each one provides a unique road map with a 

distinctive conceptual range at a global level and a large time span, the core of which is the 

understanding, interpretation and measurement of Democracy. Moreover, in the six systems of 

measurement of Democracy, a crucial element is the concept of the political identity of the 

individual with respect to the participation in the public sphere, the protection of the 

fundamental freedoms of individuals, the exercise of control over the forms of governance and 

the effective exercise of power in the interest of the citizens. The participatory component is also 

fundamental in all databases, with only subtle differences in quality among them. 

 

3. Findings on the Democratic characteristics of the University  

 
The University is a multifaceted social institution with strong interactions with many and 

diverse sectors of society. However, the democratic establishment of the university itself is 

neither obvious nor given. Although its role and contribution to the general democratic societal 

operation has been studied to some extend (Gallagher 2018; Glaeser et al. 2007; Higgins 2017; 

Straume 2015), the way and specific processes of creation, establishment and interaction of the 

institutions that act internally in the university and its democratic operation, have not been 

sufficiently studied at all. 

Issues of autonomy, accountability, legal independence and institutional dispute are raised, 

while there exist, in analogy to society, formal and informal institutions and bodies. As 

Democracy is in recession over the last decade (Diamond 2015), this has a direct and powerful 

impact on the university as well. At the same time, the so called “Knowledge Society” formed 

within the framework of the 4th Industrial Revolution, with its rapid technological evolution and 

development exerts great pressure on the university’s organization and operation (Frank et al. 

2007; Valero et al. 2016; Weymans 2010). The university’s role as the traditional primary creator 

and promoter of new knowledge, requires an adaptation to the needs of the society that wait for 

high-quality research and education, broad access to knowledge and equal for all opportunities, 

through lifelong learning (Snellman 2015; Eurydice 2018). 
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Databases 

measuring 

Democracy 

Varieties of 

Democracy 

(V-Dem) 

International 

Institute for 

Democracy 

and Electoral 

Assistance 

Economist 

Intelligence 

Unit (EIU) 

Freedom House Democracy Barometer Center for 

Systemic Peace  

Key principle/ 

components 

that offer 

distinctive 

approaches to 

define 

Democracy 

and the quality 

of Democracy 

in the 

databases 

Electoral 

component of 

Democracy  

Representative 

Government 

  

Electoral 

process and 

pluralism   

Political Rights 

 

1. Electoral Process 

2. Political Pluralism and 

Participation 

3. Functioning of 

Government 

 

Equality 

 

1. Transparency 

2. Participation 

3. Representation 

Fragility Index is 

measured by: 

 

Deliberative 

component  

of Democracy 

 

Impartial 

Administration 

Political 

Culture 

 

A. Effectiveness  

 

1. Security 

2. Political 

3. Economic 

4. Social 

 

Liberal 

component            

of Democracy 

 

Fundamental 

Rights  

Civil liberties Civil Liberties 

 

1. Freedom of 

Expression and Belief 

2. Associational and 

Organizational Rights  

3. Rule of Law 

4. Personal Autonomy 

and Individual Rights 

Freedom  

 

1. Individual liberties 

2. Rule of Law 

3. Public sphere Participatory 

component 

of Democracy 

 

Participatory 

engagement 

Political 

Participation 

B. Legitimacy 

 

1. Security 

2. Political 

3. Economic 

4. Social 

 

Egalitarian 

component 

of Democracy 

 

Checks on 

Government 

 

Functioning 

of 

Government 

Control 

 

1. Completion 

2. Governmental 

capability 

3. Mutual Constraints 

Table I.  Synopsis of the key principle components of the distinctive approaches to define Democracy 

In order to successfully transfer the indices of Democracy to the University field, particular 

reference should be made to the basic characteristics of a democratic university, to its vision, 

mission and basic functions, as well as to its complex interaction with all social actors and other 

institutions. In this paper we consider that the structural qualities of a democratic university 

should include, among others, the following: 

 

1. Autonomy in the institutional organization of its governance, its "laws" and its rules of 

operation (Estermann, et al.2011; Fukuyama 1989; Groof 1998; Olsen 2009).  

2. Accountability towards all stakeholders, that are influenced by or are influencing its 

operation and, ultimately, to all citizens (Berdahl 1990; Bleiklie et al. 2007; Dunn 2003; 

Fukuyama 1989; McLendon 2006; Shore 2005). 

3. To inspire a high prestige, as a well-established institution of promoting knowledge and 

research owes to, and to preserve moral values, independence and respect for every 

individual and his ideas (Groof 1998; Fukuyama 1989; Kohler et al 2006; Olsen 2009). 
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4. Students as "citizens" in a democratically organized university. Strengthening the 

commitment and dedication of students to the democratic institutions of the university 

(De Boer et al. 2007).  

5. Regulatory and legislative framework for the legal and disciplinary issues of its members 

and collective bodies, as well as on the administration of justice (Groof 1998). 

6. Separation of powers at central administration level, as well as at faculty, departmental 

and student organization levels (De Boer et al. 1999).  

7. Economic and institutional autonomy from the central government and the external 

pressures of technology, economics and marketing (Estermann et al.2011; Etzkowitza et 

al. 2000; Kohler et al.2006; Olsen 2009).  

8. Assuming control on the operating procedures, the expected learning outcomes from 

teaching and research (McLendon 2006).  

9. Control on Quality assessment and effective management (Bendixen et al. 2017; Hoech 

2006; Haug 2003; Snellman, 2015; Tam 2001).  

10. Equality, fairness and justice towards multiculturalism and diversity among its "citizens", 

respecting different social origins and classes, language, ethnicity, gender, religion, 

people with disabilities (Giroux 2010).  

11. Tolerance towards diversity, towards heretical approaches and in questioning existing 

ideas structures. Providing protection of speech and thought. Freedom and promotion of 

critical thinking and expression among its "citizens"(De Boer et al. 2007; Giroux 2010).  

12. Learning processes and curricula as pillars to support the democratic operation of the 

university (Giroux 2010; Şen, et al.2012).  

13. "Excellence" based on equal opportunities and "Virtue" in research and teaching (Hoech 

2006). Spiritual devotion and commitment shown by the academics, overcoming the 

individual interest for the sake of an ultimate goal of serving the broader public good 

(Dunn 2003; Giroux 2010).  

14. Creation of real communities and fair leadership at the central governance level but also 

at the level of faculties and departments (Bates 2014; Kohler et al. 2006).  

15. Extended Investigation of indices that effectively depict the significant impact of certain 

behaviors, especially divergent ones (Şen, et al. 2012; Shields 2007).  

These characteristics form a theoretical framework that can guide our analysis on the selection 

of democratic indices. 

 

4. Associating Democratic indices to university characteristics 

 
Structured personal interviews with academics from eleven countries were carried out by 

the researcher in the period from May to September 2018 (participants coming from Bulgaria, 

Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Greece, Lithuania, Poland, Spain). The aim 

of the research was to identify the primary features that a university should exhibit and the 
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institutions it should encompass in order to be characterized as Democratic and the structure of 

the questions was based on the correlation of democracy measurement indicators and 

qualitative characteristics of the universities, as mentioned above. Fourteen faculty members 

participated in this research and were interviewed by the researcher, forming a representative 

sample of the university community.  

As a result, ten indicators are selected out of the vast overall number of indices and 

variables in the databases measuring Democratic features, in such a way that they can be 

correlated to the fifteen fundamental democratic characteristics of the university. Their 

suitability is determined by their sensitivity to measurements and their ability to map the 

resulting deviations in the university's Democracy measurements. Additionally, the selected 

characteristics can be used to expand and analyze university’s mission with respect to its 

operational and governance challenges in an economic and technological context, where 

pressures exerted from the market and the state are stifling. Finally, the criteria for the selection 

of these indicators, listed below, are related to their objectivity, their diachronicity in the 

databases, their representativeness and their qualitative differences as they measure different 

conceptual dimensions of the democratic establishment of society (Beetham, 1994; Hadenius et 

al. 2005; Skaaning et al.2015). We consider that the choice of these indicators provides a 

comprehensive, pluralistic representation of the concept of Democracy, by capturing its various 

and diverse aspects. 

 Table II depicts the 10 selected democracy indicators that can be best related to the 15 

quality characteristics of the university. The correlation and interdependence of the democracy 

indicators to the university characteristics is made obvious on the table for most cases, however 

it is not intended to provide an extensive and exact mapping, since more than one indicators may 

affect the same university characteristic and vice versa, and further work is required to determine 

an appropriate analytical correlation scheme, based on more data and case studies. In any case, 

the use of the democracy indicators limits the subjective ways of perceiving and interpreting 

university characteristics as well as the risk of selective interpretation of their performance. 

 

5. Conclusions 
The basic aim of the research proposed in this paper was to highlight the great importance 

of the democratic establishment of modern university institutions and their role. The democratic 

university was approached through its vision and mission, through the multifunctional operations 

it performs and its complicated and highly complex interactions with all societal actors, the 

industry, the labor market and the respective government bodies. It is proposed that certain 

indicators that have been internationally established and validated for the measurement of the 

institutional characteristics of Democracy and are monitored and stored in international 

databases can, through appropriate adaptation, be transferred to the field of the University 

institutional characteristics. 
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Democracy indicators 

 

 Democratic Characteristics 

of the University 

Confidence in Institutions  Inspiring trust as an institution 

Composition of the electorate and its constituent 

members 

 Student citizenship 

Participation in electoral processes  autonomy 

Election procedure (secrecy of vote)  Fair leadership 

Legislative restrictions on the Executive Body  Appropriate regulatory & legal framework 

Separation/Distinction of powers  Separation of powers  

Freedom of expression  Protection of free thinking 

Personal autonomy and protection of individual 

freedoms 

 Support to equality, fairness, multiculturalism, identity rights 

Functionality of the administration  Quality assurance procedures 

Accountability  Accountability 

  Autonomy from government and the market 

  Curricula supporting democracy 

  Supporting excellence based on equal opportunities 

  Full control in learning and research 

  Detection of diverging behaviors 

 

Our intention was to contribute to the creation of an in-depth analysis framework that will link, 

for the first time, appropriate measurement indicators developed for Democracy and depicted in related 

international databases, with qualitative democratic characteristics of the University in order to 

effectively promote its institutional role, to identify and correct potential deviations from its vision and 

role in society and to diagnose, and even predict, potentially harmful functioning and deviant processes 

that could lead to its eradication.  

We believe that the contribution of this research is important both in the in-depth study of the 

democratic establishment of the university, as this is neither obvious nor given, as well as in measuring 

the quality of the Democracy and its values in the university, as there are no similar research studies. The 

high systemic complexity of the interaction among heterogeneous groups of stakeholders makes the 

proposed work very difficult but crucial, since the choice of appropriate indicators and features of 

democracy is of paramount importance for today’s university. However, further work is required if an 

appropriate analytical correlation scheme is desired to be determined, based on more data and case 

studies. 
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