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[*1] 1. | NTRODUCTI ON

Like all right-thinking | aw professors, | have tut-tut-tutted the | aw schoo
ranki ngs put out by the U S. News & Wrld Report. nl [*2] Students accord it
an objectivity it does not deserve! Ranking |eads |aw schools to conpete al ong
the wrong dinmensions! It creates incentives to cheat! | believed all of those
things . . . and still do. But nmy recent work on denocratic reformhas led me to
soften nmy views on rankings, perhaps even to adopt a contrarian view It seens
to ne that |aw professors generally underestimate the case for rankings. Here,
will offer a necessarily brief argument for the other side. It is quite possible
to concede every point nmade by the critics and still wite, as | do here, in
prai se of rankings.

| should state up front that | now have a dog in this fight. | have proposed
that Congress create a Denpcracy |Index that ranks states and localities based on
how well they run elections. In this article, I will ground ny clainms using this

exanpl e. Resting ny argument on this exanple is a bit of a cheat. A Denobcracy
Index is easier to defend than, say, the U S. News & Wrld Report rankings, to
which I will return at the end of this article. n2 First, the Denocracy I|ndex
doesn't yet exist, so no one can (yet) accuse it of being badly designed.
Second, sone activities lend thenselves nore easily to measurenent than others,
and the data that would be included in a Denocracy Index fall on the confortable
end of this spectrum n3 Acadenmics call election administration practices the
"nuts and bolts" with good reason. These aren't the issues that have riven the
el ections conmunity. n4 Nonethel ess, the Denocracy |Index is designed to do what
many rankings are designed to do: help the general public nmake sensible choices
and put pressure on institutions to inprove.

Part | briefly outlines the general arguments in favor of creating a
Denocracy Index. Part Il identifies the three major costs associated with
rankings. Part |1l outlines the often-overl ooked benefits associated with
ranki ngs. Part IV concludes with a brief reflection on the debate over the
utility of the U S. News & Wrld Report rankings.

[*3] [II. THE DEMOCRACY | NDEX

Before turning to the pros and cons of rankings, let me offer a bit of
background on the Denobcracy Index. The Index would rank states and localities
based on election performance. n5 It would turn on the basic questions that
matter to voters: How long were the [ines? How many ballots got di scarded? How
many nachi nes broke down? n6 The goal of the Index is to provide a realistic,
conparative baseline for evaluating how well an election systemis working.

Al t hough the proposal for the Index is quite concrete, the argunents for
creating it are animated by a larger theme. We have a 'here to there' problemin
election reform n7 We have a good sense of the '"here' (the problens with our
current system) and lots of ideas about the "there' (how things ought to work in
the future). But we need to focus nore on the "here to there'--how to create an
envi ronnent in which neaningful reformmght actually take root. n8 Election
reformbattles are usually fought on quite hostile terrain. Even a crisis like
t he 2000 presidential debacle pronpted only nodest change in how we admini ster
el ections. For that reason, we should focus on small-scale interventions that
wi || make bigger, better reformpossible. 'Here to there' proposals are not
neant to be the journey's end; they are designed to snooth the path that I|eads
t here.
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If we want to create a nore receptive environnent for election reform two
i mediate priorities spring to mind. First, we should focus on changing the
terms of a debate that, thus far, has not resulted in a great deal of novenent
on reform One reason that election reformis hard to pass is that the key
pl ayers in the reform process--voters, judges, the nmedia, and
pol i cymakers--al nost always | ack a yardstick for judging reform debates. Reform
debates tend either to operate in the range of vague generalities or to involve
nitty-gritty questions that demand a high | evel of expertise to resolve. One of
our goals, then, should be to create [*4] better yardsticks for judging
ongoi ng debates. Ideally, these yardsticks should work not just for elites who
are capabl e of absorbing conpl ex debates, but for voters who will, at best, rely
on shortcuts and heuristics to referee fights over election reform

Second, we should focus on the nechanisns that spur policy diffusion. There
is robust social science literature on policynmaking mimcry. That literature
suggests that shortcuts play a useful role in diffusing best practices. n9
Pol i cymakers and bureaucrats rely on [*5] shortcuts all the time. In choosing
what policy to adopt, they |l ook to the policies adopted by simlar institutions
or to widely held professional norms. Few people have the time to work through
all of the normative and practical inplications of every decision. It thus nakes
sense to | ook to one's neighbors or to the practices of one's peer group as a
source of distilled wisdom nl0

Pr of essi onal peer pressure is also involved in policy diffusion. nll If you
know t hat your | egislative counterparts or professional peers have adopted a
particular policy, you will feel pressure to do so for reasons that often have
little to do with the policy itself. Professional peer pressure, in other words,
works as well as its high school variants. |If our goal is to get from'here to
there,' the question is whether we can create other institutional and
deci si on- maki ng shortcuts that would build on these insights to speed the spread
of good policy.

The Index is just such a shortcut. It gives voters, policynakers, and
bureaucrats a shorthand for naking better decisions. nl2 Voters, for instance,
woul d have a neans of evaluating the performance of el ection
of ficials--sonmething that should create at |east nodest incentives for
politicians to pay attention to performance. The Index woul d al so give voters a
means of refereeing debates between reforners and el ection officials by
providing themwith a yardstick to evaluate the debates. The |Index m ght even
hel p generate support for reformanong voters because it would give voters
something to have an [*6] opinion about. Wile voters do not have views on the
arcane policies, they do have a view on whether their state should be doing
worse than its nei ghbors.

The I ndex should be sinilarly hel pful for policynakers. It gives thema
basel i ne--an information shortcut for refereeing debates between the el ection
admi ni strators who work for themand the reformers who [obby them n13 Wile
top policynmakers nmay be reluctant to hold election officials accountabl e based
on the necessarily atnospheric opinions of reforners, they are likely to be
convi nced by hard nunbers and conparative data.

A ranking provides a useful shorthand in a second way: it hel ps flag
policymaking priorities, thereby enabling top-level officials to distinguish
bet ween a nodest glitch and a serious problem In the long run, the performance
data generated by the Index can help policymakers identify the innovation needle
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in the haystack of w dely varying practices.

Finally, the Denpcracy Index mght help build professional nornms anpbng
el ection adm ni strators by junpstarting a conversation about best practices.
VWhen we think about inproving a system we generally assune that the pressure
for reformcomes fromthe outside. But the long-termhealth of any system
depends largely on adm nistrators policing thensel ves based on shared
prof essi onal normnms. |ndeed, professional norns nmay ultimately be nore inportant
to a well-run systemthan pressures fromthe outside. By providing a focal point
for election adm nistrators' attention and a shortcut for identifying best
practices, the Denocracy |Index nmight help disseninate the types of professiona
norns on which a well-functioning bureaucracy depends.

[11. A FEW CONCESSI ONS

Any proposal |ike the Denbcracy Index inevitably runs into a serious set of
guestions, nost of which have to do with the problens generically associated
with rankings. There is little question that rankings have costs. Rankings
create at | east three kinds of problens:

[*7] . People inbue the rankings with an objectivity they don't
deserve.

They may induce institutions to conpete al ong the wong di nensi ons.

They create an incentive to cheat. nl4
The first problemis the natural consequences of distillation. Ranking requires
a trade-of f between precision and accessibility, and there are costs associ ated
with this trade-off no matter what choice you make. The second two issues are
what you mi ght call 'happiness problens'; they occur if a ranking starts to get
traction, but they can undermine its success in the long term

A. The Consequences of Distillation

Rankings sinmplify. It is an inevitable consequence of trying "to provide one
answer to a question when that answer depends on several bits of data,"” in the
words of Oxford's Stein Ringen. nl5 Distilling informati on can serve many
useful ends, but any effort to rank necessarily involves a trade-off between
preci sion and accessibility or "rigor and intuition." nl6

oj ectivity. Many worry about ranki ngs because people think they are precise
and objective, and they aren't. Attaching a nunber to an assessment lends it an
aura of absolute truth. People are sure that the institution ranked first is
better than the one ranked second, and they think that a ranking conveys
meani ngful i nformati on about the distance between, say, first and second or
thirty-fourth [*8] thirty-fourth and thirty-fifth. Indices suggest not only
preci sion, but another quality associated with mathematics: objectivity.

Needl ess to say, the reality is quite different fromthe perception. Ranking
requires a |large nunmber of discretionary (and thus debatabl e) choices. Every
stop al ong the way--deciding what to neasure, how to neasure it, and how to add
t he nmeasurenents together--requires a nornative judgment.

Davi d Roodnan, chief architect of the Commitnent to Devel opment |ndex (CDI),
is well aware of these trade-offs. Roodman's unusual background in math and
comuni cations gives himan acute sense of ranking' s theoretical shortcomn ngs
and its practical utility as a "comunications vehicle." nl7 The chall enge
i nvol ved in ranking, he jokes, is "to do sonething that is analytically
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i mpossible in a way that is analytically credible.” nl8

Just to ground the argunent a bit, let nme focus on what's likely to be the
nost debat abl e choice for any ranking: how to weight the data. Even when npst
peopl e can agree on what to neasure and how to neasure it, there will be
consi derabl e di sagreenent about how to aggregate the data into a single ranking.

The trade-of f between precision and accessibility is particularly acute in
this context because the npst sophisticated weighting techniques are likely to
be the | east transparent. The easiest, npbst transparent strategy is to pick
conmonsense categories and average the scores assigned to each category, just as
one woul d cal cul ate a grade point average. | propose just such a strategy for
t he Denocracy Index. Needless to say, there will be other ways to aggregate the
data (after all, what are the odds that everything is equally inmportant?).

Way woul d one choose an equal weighting strategy, as | did and as many index
desi gners have done? The reason is sinple: other weighting strategies are just

as debatabl e and a good deal |ess transparent. As Ringen observes, "If the
wei ghts are not [*9] objectively known, . . . go[ing] by the sinplest
assunption [is a sensible choice]." nl9

VWiile | think the decision to weight categories equally is defensible, no one
woul d suggest that there is an easy way to resolve these debates, save perhaps
the cl uel ess husband in the New Yorker cartoon who asks his wife, "You want a
child, I want a dog. Can't we conpronise?" n20 As a practical matter, the only
way to settle these debates is to settle them

B. Happi ness Probl ens

In addition to the two probl ens noted above--both having to do with the
trade-of f between precision and accessibility--there are at |east two other
potential pitfalls involved with ranking. Both involve conpetition run anmok: a
ranki ng can encourage institutions (1) to conpete along the wong di nensi ons and
(2) to cook the books. Each is thus sonme variant of a happi ness probl em
Conpetition is, of course, exactly one hopes an index would pronmote, so both of
t hese devel opments woul d be a heartening sign that one's index has gotten sone
traction. But conpetition can have perverse consequences if the index is poorly
desi gned.

Conpeting Along the Wong D nensi ons. Rankings are designed to spur healthy
conpetition, but they can sonetimes cause people to conpete al ong the wong
di nensi ons. When a poorly designed index starts to get traction, it can |ead
institutions to do unproductive, even silly things, to inprove their standing.

Academ cs are especially quick to identify this probl em because they have
long lived with the U S. News & Wirld Report rankings, which are infanmous for
causing foolishness of all sorts. Say the word "ranking" to a | aw professor, and
he or she will imrediately rem nd you of all the ridicul ous ploys that schools
have used to inprove their standing. Colunbia Law School, for instance, pushed
its faculty to take their leaves in the spring rather than the fall because
student-teacher ratios are assessed only in the fall. As a result, the schoo
had to hire thirty-two part-time [*10] teachers to acconmpdate spring teaching
needs. n2l1 In order to jack up its score on student expenditures, the
University of Illinois' |aw school counted the fair market value of its
students' Westlaw Lexis subscriptions (which toted up to a cool $ 8.78 nmillion).
G ven that both research services heavily discount their fees in order to woo
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future users, that "expenditure" was eighty tinmes what Illinois actually paid.
n22 Stanford Law School's entrepreneurial dean, Larry Kraner, has devoted part
of his deanship to convincing the central university to let the | aw schoo

"wite a check" for its utilities rather than have the university deduct them
automatically fromstudent tuition. The reason for this accounting switch? It
woul d all ow the | aw school to count these expenses as student expenditures. n23
"The notion that |I'mlosing students because of this is insane," Kranmer told the
New York Times. n24

If the Denpcracy | ndex were poorly designed, it could lead to as much
silliness as the U S. News & Wrld Report rankings, creating problens that are
nore serious than the accounting hocus-pocus descri bed above. Take fraud. Most
voters care about fraud, so it would be perfectly sensible to include a fraud
netric in the Index. The question, however, is how to measure fraud w thout
creating perverse incentives. W don't want unsubstantiated fraud prosecutions
or roving posses of state officials accosting voters outside of polling places.
These techni ques have | ong been associated with vote suppression, and one woul d
hardly want to give partisan officials an excuse to use them

The Index might also create nore system c probl ens. Dan Esty, who hel ped put
toget her the Environmental Performance Index (EPl), insists that "we neasure
what matters."” n25 W can't always neasure everything that natters, however.

Dat a-driven anal ysis creates a risk that people will neglect inportant issues
that [*11] <can't be captured in a statistic. n26 Some data will be too costly
to gather; sone perfornmance dinensions will be too difficult to quantify. A
ranking m ght |lead states to conpete on the things that can be neasured while
ignoring those that can't. Imagine, for instance, that it is too difficult to
assess whether a registration systemis easy for voters to navigate. States

m ght be reluctant to put noney into building a better registrati on system when
they can inprove their score, even if only marginally, by investing in something
el se.

Cheating. A final potential cost associated with ranking is cheating. The
worry is that institutions will cook the books to inprove their rankings. Like
t he concern about states conpeting along the wong dinensions, this worry is a
variant of the happi ness problem For exanple, if the Denobcracy |ndex were
havi ng such a powerful effect on election officials that they were tenpted to
cheat, we woul d al ready have come a | ong way. Nonetheless, for an index to be a
trustworthy guide, the underlying data rmust be dependabl e.

I'V. IN PRAI SE OF RANKI NGS

It is possible to make all of the concessions above and still wite in praise
of rankings. That is not to say that rankings are always good or that any
particular ranking is worth the candle. But there is a tendency anong the
professoriate to condem rankings categorically, sinmply because the one we know
best is flawed. n27 That is a mistake. W don't think wheels are a bad idea
simply because we've had a flat. Wiile | would not put rankings up there with
the invention of the wheel, rankings are pretty useful. As | explain bel ow,
however, the utility of rankings is best understood when we ask a sinple
guestion, "As opposed to what ?"

[*12] A W& Oten Sinply, and with Good Reason

There is no question that rankings sinplify. The question is whether that is
a cause for celebration or regret. Academics tend to assune the latter. I|ndeed,
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they sonetines use the term'sinplify' as if it were synonynous with
"oversinplify,' as if any type of shorthand is presunptively illegitinate.

That is a m stake. We often sinplify. Policymaki ng--or decision maki ng of any
sort n28--woul d be inpossible without shortcuts. If all shorthand were
elimnated, we wouldn't have a GDP and thus coul dn't distinguish between an
econom c blip and a recession. Congress would never stop hol di ng hearings
because there woul d al ways be nore testinony to collect. Consuner Reports would
go out of business.

Even di saggregated data are a form of shorthand. As Dan Esty notes,
"Quantification is about distillation.” n29 The raw i ngredients of the
Denocracy | ndex, for exanple, are stand-ins for a vast and conplicated process
that no individual could possibly evaluate firsthand. The very purpose of data
is to distinguish between what Esty calls "signal” and "noise.” n30 Consider
for instance, Roger Angell's evocative description of baseball box scores:

[A] box score is nmore than a capsule archive. It is a precisely etched
mniature of the sport itself . . . [that] permts the baseball fan

ai ded by experience and nmenory, to extract froma box score the sane
joy, the same hallucinatory reality, that prickles the scalp of a
nusi ci an when he glances at a score of Don G ovanni and actually hears
bassos and sopranos, woodwi nds and violins. n31

[*13] Because shorthand is inevitable in a decision-mking process, the
real question is what kind of shorthand to use. For instance, when |'ve
presented ny proposal for a Denpocracy |ndex, people sonetines bristle at the
i dea of voters using shorthand to evaluate the way our elections are run. The
guestion often asked of me is this: Wiy not present voters with a full range of
i nfornmati on rather than 'spoon feed' them a ranking?

Though the concern is well taken, it msstates the question. The choice is
not between spoon feeding voters or providing themwith a full buffet of
information. Voters will inevitably use sone sort of shorthand in casting a
ball ot. The question is what kind of shorthand to supply.

Consi der, for instance, how nost voters cast their ballots. They usually know
very little about the substantive positions of the candidates they elect. n32
Yet voters make surprisingly good decisions about howto cast a vote. Their
deci sions are by no neans perfect and reveal predictable biases. But voters have
figured out a pretty good strategy for choosing a candidate wi thout sorting
t hrough the huge anount of information relevant to that decision

How do voters do it? They use the party | abel as a shorthand--what politica
scientists would terma "heuristic"--in choosing a candidate. n33 The | abe
Denocrat or Republican functions |ike a Good Housekeepi ng Seal of Approval. It
tells the voter that the candidate in question subscribes to values or policy
preferences that are close enough to the voter's to choose himor her. n34 As
several schol ars have explained, if a voter "knows the [*14] big thing about
the parties, he does not need to know all the little things." n35

Political scientists have devoted a |ot of energy to making party cues
function nore effectively for a sinple reason: they are a good deal better than
the other types of shorthand that voters m ght use. n36 Wthout the party
heuristic, voters would be nore likely to base their votes on sonething
unappeti zing, such as a candidate's race or gender. O they might cast ballots
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randonmly so that voter preferences are disconnected from el ectoral outcones. The
basi c defense of party labels is not that they are perfect--far fromit--but
that they are the best thing we've got. If you ask a political scientist whether
it is a good idea for voters to rely on party cues, the likely response will be
a sarcastic, "As opposed to what?"

As Opposed to What? If we think about that question in the context of
el ection adnministration, a ranking system| ooks a good deal nore appealing.
Thi nk about the proxies voters are likely to use today in casting their vote for
el ection officials. The best bets seemto be (1) anecdotal evidence, (2) news
about a widely reported crisis, or (3) partisan cues. For all its potentia
shortcom ngs, a ranking systemis superior to each of these alternatives.

Anecdot al evidence is, of course, just that. Wile a bew | dering nunber of
academ cs think that what their taxi driver said on the drive to the conference
constitutes reputable proof, a glitch here and there is not good evidence of a
full-fledged problem A ranking system in contrast, focuses voters on the
[*15] bigger picture, directing their attention to systenmi c concerns instead of
t he nodest anonalies that can afflict even well-run systens. It also directs
their attention to the good as well as the bad and the ugly, revealing which
states and | ocalities have done an especially inpressive job of running
el ecti ons.

Even evidence of a crisis may not be a useful guide for voters. Wile the
worst-run systenms are nore vulnerable to a crisis, not all badly run systens
wi || experience one. Indeed, given the dearth of the data, we cannot
definitively rule out the possibility that recent brouhahas have happened in
relatively well-run systens--places that just happened to be in the path of a
turnout tsunam . Crisis-based voting also has the flavor of closing the barn
door after the horse has been stolen. Voters need a tool that will help them
prevent crises, not just react to them

Finally, partisan cues don't provide a dependabl e heuristic for voters in
this context. A party label can tell a voter whether a candidate is |iberal or
conservative--sonmething that may map on to particul ar approaches to canpaign
finance or felon disenfranchi sement. But in choosing an el ection adninistrator
voters need shorthand for eval uating professionalismand performnce, and the
party cue does not hel p. Denocrats and Republicans are equally susceptible to
runni ng el ections badly.

For all of these reasons, the Denocracy |ndex has the potential to provide
voters with a much-needed shorthand for casting a vote. By conveying information
about the '"big thing' in election adninistration--a rough sense of how well the
system performs overall--it enables voters to nmake sensi bl e deci sions w thout
knowing all of "the little things' buried in the data.

One might think it is too easy to make the case for rankings for voters, who
are relatively unsophisticated actors in the reform process. But are rankings
defensi bl e for decision makers with nore know edge and power, |ike policymakers?
The answer is yes. In many ways, the Index serves the sane purpose for top-Ievel
policymakers as it does for voters: it gives thema baseline for refereeing
debat es between the el ection adm nistrators who work for themand the reforners
who | obby them Policymakers hear plenty of untrustworthy arguments from
adnmi ni strators who aren't doing their job properly. Many grow tired of the
i nsi stent drum beat for change emanating fromthe reform commnity. Top-I|evel
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[*16] policynakers have to pick sides, and they do not have tinme to work
through all the details. They need an information shortcut to guide them

VWile top policynakers may be reluctant to hold election officials
account abl e based on the necessarily atnospheric opinions of reforners, they are
likely to be convinced by hard nunbers and conparative data. Election
adm nistrators can talk all they want about what they have done. But they cannot
get around the stark reality of a ranking: |Is the systemworking or not? And why
is the state next door doing so nuch better?

A ranking provides a useful shorthand in another way: it helps flag
pol i cymaking priorities. Legislators and governors are often bonbarded wth
i nformati on. They hear lots of conplaints, listen to lots of requests for
funding, and sift through lots of reports. Wat they need is sonething that
hel ps them separate the genuine problenms fromrun-of-the-mll conplaints--a
nmeans of distinguishing the signal fromthe static. A ranking can performthat
role as it focuses on systenic problens and provides a realistic baseline for
j udgi ng performance.

Consi der, for instance, what occurred in Mexico when the first version of the
EPI (then called the Environnental Sustainability Index) was rel eased. n37
Environnental i sts had spent a lot of tine trying to convince Mexico it had a
problem They ended up spending nost of their time addressing | owlevel
bureaucrats. When the first version of the EPI came out, ranking Mexico in the
bottomfifth of the countries evaluated, it caught the attention of Mexico's
President. Dan Esty's teamreceived dozens of calls and e-mails from Mexi can
officials up and down the political hierarchy, all conplaining about Mexico's
ranki ng and, eventually, trying to figure out howto fix it. Mexican bureaucrats
cared because the President cared.

B. The Objectivity Problem

None of this is meant to suggest that rankings are objective--they are
not--but neither are the other shortcuts on [*17] which people usually rely.
The key, then, is to make a judgnent call as to whether the trade-off between
preci sion and accessibility--a trade-off present for nost decision-nmaking
shortcuts--is a sensible one.

For instance, let us return to the weighting i ssue, which | discussed above.
n38 The way a ranking wei ghts categories is inevitably invoked in any fight over
a ranking. Weighting is necessary in order to sinplify, and it is necessarily
subj ective. Nonethel ess, we should not overstate the costs of sinplification
Stein Ringen offers the nost cogent argunent for ranking. "W always rely on
conventions of sone kind or other in any effort at neasurenment, and indexing is
in that respect not extraordinary," he wites. n39 "As long as we use sensible
conventions and explain the procedures, there is nothing unscientific init."
n40

Dan Esty woul d surely agree. The designers of the EPI, after consulting
nunerous experts, chose to divide the environnmental performance metrics they
were using into two nmain categories--neasures of environmental health (which
includes things like child nortality rates, drinking water quality, and
sani tation) and neasures of ecosystemvitality (which includes things Iike
ti mber harvest rates, overfishing, and renewabl e energy). n4l Renarkably,
although this fifty-fifty weighting is in theory the nost contestable part of
the EPlI, in practice it's been the |east contested. n42 Esty attributes that
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fact to two things. The fifty-fifty breakdown is intuitive. And no one has cone
up with a better strategy.

Simlarly, David Roodman, the chief architect of the CDI, argues that in the
absence of a consensus on wei ghting, an equal weighting strategy represents the
si npl est and nost transparent nethod for assenbling the CDI. Roodman told ne
that nmonths of consulting with academ c experts convinced himthat his sinmple
wei ghting strategy was the right one. Wiy? No one else had a [*18] suggestion
that could garner a consensus. For every category, there was al ways one expert
or anot her suggesting it was entitled to nore weight than it got. n43 For this
reason, Roodnman chose the nost transparent one. "Wighting things equally,” he
says, "says that | don't know the answer." n44

Moreover, there are ways to di scourage people fromvesting a ranking with too
much objectivity. The people who put out an index should be careful about
overselling its objectivity or accuracy. Problens in the data should be
di scussed forthrightly. The designers of an index should note its |ack of
preci sion. They should al so identify--and explain--the judgnent calls they nade
along the way. All of the data should be publicly available, and the mechani sm
for aggregating the data should be as transparent as possible. ldeally, the
mat eri al s acconpanyi ng an i ndex should not only make the designers’' choices
clear, but should also show the ways in which those choices affect the ranking
itself. For instance, the website for the Denbcracy Index could allow people to
rerun the rankings thenselves using their own criteria n45 --the election
geek's version of 'choose your own adventure.'

Nonet hel ess, these mitigating strategies can not come close to elimninating
the costs descri bed above. Rankings work in part because people do not | ook past
the nunber. But even if you think that people put too nmuch faith in an index,
the nore inportant question is whether they would otherwi se put their faith in
sonething sillier. The fact that there is not an 'objective' shortcut for people
to use does not nean that all shortcuts are created equal

We're back to the question, "As opposed to what?" A ranking will surely
oversinplify the state of affairs. But, as Ringen observes, "Wile sone

i nfornati on gets lost, sonething else is gained." n46 Take the Denocracy | ndex
as an exanple. Reans of comparative data cannot give us a clear view of how
jurisdictions are performing overall. As with party labels, rankings tell voters

about the '"big thing' even if they lose track of the '"little things.' A

wel | -desi gned i ndex fares particularly well when it is conpared to [*19] the
ot her shorthand that citizens use in evaluating voting processes--anecdote,
haphazard evi dence of a crisis, or partisan |abels. The public places
unwarranted faith in each of these heuristics. Each | eads to oversinplification
and mistake of a nore significant sort than a well-designed index will. And not
one of themgets us any closer to inproving our failing system In this context,
somet hing seens better than nothing. n47

The bottom|line here depends al nost entirely on what you think a ranking is
for. n48 If the goal is sinmply to convey information, the answer is obvious:
don't rank. Presenting data in disaggregated formw ||l al nost always be better
than ranking. But if the goal is to inprove the policy-making process--to
correct a failure in the political market--the only thing that beats a good
ranking is a better one.

V. HAPPI NESS PROBLEMS
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A. Conpeting Along the Wong D nensions

As noted above, a badly designed ranking can cause people to conpete al ong
the wrong di mensions, and virtually any ranking will at |east reduce the
incentive to conpete along di mensi ons that cannot be reduced to a measurenent.
These are serious problens. But here, again, the question to ask is what does a
worl d wi thout rankings | ook |ike?

To begin, the quality of the ranking matters a great deal. There are badly
desi gned ranki ngs, and there are well-designed ones. A [*20] badly designed
ranking will likely produce foolish conpetition. A well-designed ranking should
produce at |east some healthy conpetition

There are al so concrete steps one can take to produce a well -desi gned
ranki ng. The first is regular reevaluation and revision of the index. A second
strategy for avoiding foolish conpetitionis to create a conprehensive index. A
sparse index has its virtues, but there are costs associated with parsinony. If
there is only a handful of metrics in the index, it is easier to inprove one's
standi ng by focusing on one or two. Further, if lots of performance information
is left out of the index, institutions can easily divert resources fromthe
parts of its systemthat aren't being measured to the parts that are.

Consi der, for instance, how this applies to a Denocracy Index. If a state
tried to increase its fraud score by engaging in techniques that deterred voters
fromcasting a ballot, it mght lower its score on any "ease of voting" metrics
i ncluded in the I ndex. Conprehensiveness mght sinilarly help with the problem
of resource diversion. The nore that is nmeasured, the fewer tasks the state can
neglect with inmpunity. For instance, returning to the exanple above, if the
state neglects its registration system it may find that |ots of
voters--m stakenly thinking that they've properly registered--will show up to
vote. That woul d create adm nistrative headaches for poll workers and | onger
lines for properly registered voters--problens that would, in turn, reduce the
state's overall score

Here again, the costs and benefits associated with ranking are flip sides of
the sane coin. An index encourages election officials to conpete al ong the
di nensions it neasures. That means one needs to consider two issues in deciding
if this is a good thing. First, the quality of the ranking must be consi dered.
If the ranking is well designed, 'teaching to the test' is all to the good. It
is a problem however, if the test is poorly designed.

Second, we need to know what kind of teaching takes place when there's no
test. Right now, we are in a world with no test; we |ack even the nobst basic
data for evaluating the perfornmance of our election system |f the Denocracy
I ndex works, it will surely reorient state and |l ocal priorities, perhaps causing
themto negl ect concerns that the Index doesn't neasure. The cost m ght be
[*21] significant enough to eschew data-driven analysis if nost of the basic
conponents of election admi nistration can't be captured in a statistic. W're
back to the question, "As opposed to what?" A well-designed Denbcracy |Index is

surely better than the alternative . . . a world without data--one with no test
at all.
B. Cheating

A final potential cost associated with ranking is cheating. Like the concern
about states conpeting along the wong dinensions, this worry is a variant of
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t he happi ness problem For a ranking to be useful, the underlying data nust be
dependabl e.

There are two obvious strategies for dealing with the probl em of cheating.
The first is to rely on data from outside sources whenever possible. In the
context of election adm nistration, voter surveys, for instance, can provide a
pretty good mechani smfor gathering basic data on many parts of the election
process. "Testers" can simlarly help us evaluate information that is otherw se
in the state's control

For the pieces of data that can come only fromthe state, the obvious
solution to cheating is verification. For exanple, the designers of a Denpcracy
I ndex might use random sanpling to doubl e-check state disclosures. Random
sanmpling night be prohibitively expensive on a large scale. But it can be used
to 'spot-check' state data fromtinme to time. In spot-checking state
di scl osures, designers of the Index m ght even be able to piggyback on existing
research. Political scientists spend a good deal of tine using random sanples to
i nvesti gate basic questions about how the el ection system works, and the
designers of the Index could use that research as an outsi de check on interna
state reporting.

The designers of the Denocracy | ndex could also follow the | ead of other
i ndex architects, who rely on many sources to verify information passed on by
state officials. The designers of the Governnment Performance Project, for
i nstance, use a triangul ation strategy--asking the sane question of many
different actors in the state. n49 Simlarly, the architects of the Denocracy
Index might [*22] talk to local polling officials, civil-rights watchdogs, and
| ocal reporters to identify problens that have gone unreported by state
officials. This sort of qualitative read should hel p designers of the Index
figure out whether they are working with decent quantitative information

If state | egislatures or Congress decide to mandate that states disclose
performance data, they could al so create backstops agai nst cheating. Congress
m ght, for instance, require states to certify the data or obtain an outside
expert's bl essings, just as corporations are required to do under the
Sar banes- Oxl ey Act. n50

Finally, designers of the Index could use the ranking systemto punish states
for faking the data. The people who put together the EPI, for instance,
routinely toss data that don't seem plausible. n51 A state that is caught
cooki ng the books coul d be punished by inmputing the | owest possible nunber for
the rel evant portion of the ranking. Or the Denpcracy | ndex could include a
"disclosure' conponent that would reward states that adopt the sort of
certification practices described above.

Cheating may be the nost difficult problemposed by ranking. It is hard to
detect and thus costly to avoid. Wile cheating would, in some ways, be a sign
of the ranking's success--no one woul d bother to cheat if the ranking didn't
matter--it would also jeopardi ze the ranking's power in the long run. The "As
opposed to what?" question is tougher here, too. It is hard to argue that it's
better to have institutions ranpantly cheating to inprove their rankings than
not to have a ranking systemat all

There are a few reasons not to throwin the towel, however. Cheating is nost
likely to happen when a ranking is getting traction--when it is starting to
af fect debates and influence behavior. And the nore traction a ranking gets, the
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nore reasons its supporters will have to invest in it, perhaps providing the
resources necessary to create alternative sources of data or better policing
strategi es. Further, the nore conprehensive the ranking [*23] becones, the
harder it will be to fake enough data to affect it. If the only netrics on which
an institution perfornms well are those that involve self-reporting, people wll
suspect that something is afoot. To put it differently, as a ranking grows in

i mportance, its designers should have nore tools available to police the
cheating that m ght acconpany that growt h.

VI . CONCLUSI ON

If we take a hard | ook at the costs associated with ranking, it is clear that
t hey are genui ne and genuinely inportant. The question is whether, in |ight of
these costs, the gane is still worth the candl e.

We cannot answer that question by evaluating these trade-offs in the
abstract. We have to think about how they play out in the real world, and that
nmeans answeri ng another question, "As opposed to what?" In the abstract, the
costs seem quite weighty: rankings are accorded nore objectivity than they
deserve, they can encourage institutions to conpete along the wong di nensions,
and they create an incentive for cheating. But the real-world alternative may be
worse. I n the elections context, for instance, it is one in which voters rest
their decisions on far sillier shorthand, localities feel no pressure to
conpete, and there isn't any test to cheat on

This brings nme back to the U S. News & Wrld Report rankings. They are
powerful, and they are inperfect. There is good reason to denand that they
inmprove or to try to create a better ranking. Nonetheless, it is a mstake to
use the U S. News & Wrld Report ranking as an excuse to demand an end to
ranki ng. Even an adnmittedly flawed ranking, like this one, has its nerits. Ask
yoursel f, for instance, whether a world without the U S. News is really as
attractive as some nake it out to be. It is not hard to inmagi ne college students
basi ng their choice on far sillier criteria--general reputation (sonething that
woul d | ead many to apply to the nonexistent Princeton Law School), where
Felicity went to school, n52 or what Mom and Dad t hink

[*24] Editorial witer Meg Greenfield once observed that "Everybody [is]
for denocracy--in principle. It's only in practice that the thing gives rise to
stiff objections.”™ n53 It's just the reverse for rankings. It's easy to be
agai nst rankings in principle. It's only in practice that they start to | ook
good.
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