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valid in the sense that on “average” it captures the underlying concept, but unreliable in 
the sense that there might be a big difference in any two attempts to measure the phenom-
enon (Figure 5.3 center panel). Obviously, we would like our measures to be both valid and 
reliable (Figure 5.3 right panel).

The reliability of a measure is likely to vary with the extent to which the measure 
depends on observable facts or subjective judgments. The DD measure of regime type is 
likely to be highly reliable because it is based entirely on observables. For example, one 
only has to know whether the chief executive and legislature are elected, whether there is 
more than one party, and whether there has been an alternation in power under identical 
electoral rules to be able to code a country as a democracy or a dictatorship. Given the ease 
with which we can observe elections, political parties, and so on, it is highly unlikely that 
two individuals would code the same country differently using DD’s rules. In contrast, the 
measures provided by Freedom House and Polity IV are likely to be less reliable because of 
their reliance on the subjective judgments of the individuals coding each country. For 
example, Freedom House asks country experts to code countries based on things such as 
fair electoral rules, equal campaigning opportunities, free and independent media, and 
reasonable self-determination. The fact that two individuals could reasonably disagree as 
to the meanings of the italicized words suggests that they might code the same country 
differently and, hence, that the resultant measure would be unreliable. A useful way to 
determine whether a measure suffers from reliability problems is to empirically assess 
interobserver reliability by examining the degree to which different observers give consis-
tent estimates of the same phenomenon. While Polity IV has conducted some checks for 
intercoder reliability in recent years, we know of no such checks from Freedom House 
(Coppedge et al. 2011, 251).
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