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In our first round of comparative empirical analysis, we focus on the 
OECD countries (OECD35), with more specific data breakdowns 
for the USA, the European Union (EU15 and EU28), the Nordic 
Countries and Japan. We will have a closer look at all the indicators and 
dimensions across the period of 2002–2016. See also Figs. 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 
3.4, 3.5, 3.6, 3.7, 3.8, 3.9, 3.10, and 3.11 and the tables in Appendix  
A.1 and A.2.

1.	The dimension of freedom for the OECD countries

1.1.	� Political freedom in the OECD countries: The Nordic countries 
position themselves here at the very top, almost (more or less) 
realizing and representing the empirical maximum of 100 (see 
Fig. 3.1). The Nordic countries lie also clearly ahead of all the 
other predefined OECD country groups, including the USA. 
The USA, EU15, EU28 and Japan, they all place in a middle 
field, and above the (mean-based) average of the OECD. When 
looking at the trends from 2002 to 2016, there appear to be 
two phenomena at work: either a ceiling effect or even a modest 
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downsliding of or for political freedom. So why is there no 
more growth of political freedom? On the one hand, this may 
reflect a conceptual and methodic problem of the used indica-
tors, allowing no more substantial gains and thus putting the 
used indicators at challenge. On the other hand, there may be 
more of a need and demand for rethinking and reconceptual-
izing what new dimensions (manifestations) of freedom can be 
or even have to be, well suited and adequate for the following 
course of the twenty-first century.

1.2.	� Economic freedom in the OECD countries: Patterns and trends 
here (see Fig. 3.2) somewhat deviate from the picture in ref-
erence to political freedom. Concerning economic freedom, 
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Fig. 3.1  Political freedom in the OECD and OECD countries (2002–2016): Nordic 
countries, USA, EU15, EU28 and Japan. Scale range 0–100: 0 = (theoretical)  
minimum, 100 = empirical maximum (Source Author’s own calculation and 
visualization)
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clearly the USA ranks first. Second are the Nordic countries, 
while Japan and the EU15 and EU28 member countries are 
oscillating around the OECD average. Particularly, during the 
first half of the 2000s, there has been a general increase in eco-
nomic freedom, which, however, leveled off during the second 
half of the 2000s and later on. Economic freedom in the USA 
declined after 2006 and slightly increased or stayed stable in the 
other OECD country groups, this implicating a closer coming 
together in the whole OECD context.

2.	The dimension of equality for the OECD countries
2.1.	� Income equality in the OECD countries: The Nordic countries 

clearly rank here first, with a certain downsliding of income 
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Fig. 3.2  Economic freedom in the OECD and OECD countries (2002–2016): 
Nordic countries, USA, EU15, EU28 and Japan. Scale range 0–100: 0 = (theoretical)  
minimum, 100 = empirical maximum (Source Author’s own calculation and 
visualization)
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equality after 2010, however, not questioning their comparative 
number one status (see Fig. 3.3). Japan, the EU15 and EU27, 
they lie closely together. The USA, on the contrary, places obvi-
ously and clearly below OECD average. The lead of the USA in 
economic freedom is being sharply contrasted by this consid-
erably behind positioning in income equality. In OECD con-
text, the Nordic countries and the USA represent here the two 
opposing poles concerning differing and deviating degrees of 
income equality. As a general rule, it can be said that income 
equality has come under further pressure after 2010, particu-
larly in the USA, the Nordic countries and OECD average. 
So, income equality should mark and indicate a considerable 
concern.

60
65

70
75

80
85

90
95

10
0

20
02

20
04

20
06

20
08

20
10

20
12

20
14

20
16

Years

Equality: Income Equality (OECD countries)

Nord Cs United States EU15 EU28 Japan OECD35

Fig. 3.3  Income equality in the OECD and OECD countries (2002–2016): Nordic 
countries, USA, EU15, EU28 and Japan. Scale range 0–100: 0 = (theoretical) 
minimum, 100 = empirical maximum (Source Author’s own calculation and 
visualization)
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2.2.	� Gender equality in the OECD countries: Concerning gender 
equality, the Nordic countries (again, as in the case of income 
equality) are leading far ahead of the other OECD countries 
(see Fig. 3.4). In the middle field place the European Union 
(EU15 and EU28) and the USA. There has been a certain and 
positive shift in ranking positions during the 2000s. In the early 
2000s, the USA was slightly leading ahead of the EU, but, in 
the later 2010s, this ranking shifted in favor of the European 
Union and to the disadvantage of the USA. EU15, EU28 and 
the USA place with regard to gender equality higher than the 
OECD average. Concerning the countries and country groups 
here covered, Japan ranks the last, and below OECD average. 
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Fig. 3.4  Gender Equality in the OECD and OECD countries (2002–2016): 
Nordic countries, USA, EU15, EU28 and Japan. Scale range 0–100: 0 = (theoreti-
cal) minimum, 100 = empirical maximum (Source Author’s own calculation and 
visualization)
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While Japan is performing better with income equality (above 
OECD average), it performs less good on gender equality. With 
the USA, the relationship is opposite: an above average perfor-
mance on gender equality, but obviously clearly below OECD 
average regarding income equality. In both equality dimensions, 
the European Union (EU15 and EU28) is ranking higher than 
the OECD average. The lead of the Nordic countries in gen-
der equality is more distinct than with income equality. For the 
OECD countries and country groups, gender equality gradually 
increased (at least in relative terms) over the 2000s and 2010s, 
while income equality has come under pressure, with a cer-
tain tendency of decline and further declining. However, as a 
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Fig. 3.5  Human development (HDI re-designed) in the OECD and OECD coun-
tries (2002–2016): Nordic countries, US, EU15, EU28 and Japan. Scale range 
0–100: 0 = (theoretical) minimum, 100 = empirical maximum (Source Author’s 
own calculation and visualization)
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general trend, gender equality also has declined (again) in the 
OECD and all (most) identified OECD country groups after 
2014. Either this marks a short-term fluctuation or the begin-
ning of a serious new trend that must be very carefully and 
closely observed in the coming time.

3.	The dimension of sustainable development for the OECD countries
3.1.	� Human Development Index redesigned: In the context of this 

work here, we (partially) redesigned the Human Development 
Index, interested in preserving the character of the Human 
Development Index (HDI), but applying indicators that can 
be more easily accessed (via the World Development Indicators, 
World Bank 2018). We were interested in using indicators 
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Fig. 3.6  Sustainable development (non-political) in the OECD and OECD coun-
tries (2002–2016): Nordic countries, USA, EU15, EU28 and Japan. Scale range 
0–100: 0 = (theoretical) minimum, 100 = empirical maximum (Source Author’s 
own calculation and visualization)
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with a good empirical coverage for the time window of  
2002–2016, displaying not too many data missings. To reca-
pitulate, the redesigned HDI averages (means): life expectancy 
at birth (in total years), school enrollment tertiary (% gross) 
and GDP per capita in PPP1 (constant 2011 international $). 
In context of the OECD countries, the USA and the Nordic 
countries score first on the redesigned HDI (see Fig. 3.5). The 
EU member countries (EU15 and EU28) and Japan are group-
ing around the OECD average (OECD35). Throughout the 
whole period 2002–2016, there is a steady increase in scores 
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Fig. 3.7  Sustainable development (non-political and political) in the OECD 
and OECD countries (2002–2016): Nordic countries, USA, EU15, EU28 and 
Japan. Scale range 0–100: 0 = (theoretical) minimum, 100 = empirical maximum  
(Source Author’s own calculation and visualization)

1PPP stands for: Purchasing Power Parity.
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for all the here-mentioned countries and country groups, while 
this increase again has (slightly) decreased for the USA and the 
Nordic countries after 2010. When comparing the redesigned 
HDI with the original HDI of the UNDP (United Nations 
Development Program), there are some similarities, but also 
some marked differences. This suggests that we can recommend 
and set up for discussion the proposition that it matters, which 
indicators are being taken specifically for defining, constructing and 
building indices and dimensions. Indicators matter. Indicators can 
impose effects, and different indicators may impose different 
effects. This refers back to the starting point, which indicators 
should be taken? Designing and building a pluralism of compet-
ing indices (dimensions) for purposes of simultaneous analysis may 
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Fig. 3.8  Life expectancy (sustainable development) in the OECD and OECD 
countries (2002–2016): Nordic countries, USA, EU15, EU28 and Japan. Scale range 
0–100: 0 = (theoretical) minimum, 100 = empirical maximum (Source Author’s 
own calculation and visualization)
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represent one approach for generating a more balanced picture and 
overview on status, patterns, clusters and trends. Every approach 
of a non-pluralistic drafting of indices runs the risk of encour-
aging the production of biased interpretations.

3.2.	� Sustainable Development non-political: The non-political sustain-
able development, in context of the conceptual framework for 
analysis being presented here, averages (means) the following 
indicators (with specific weight measures being attached): life 
expectancy at birth (total years), school enrollment tertiary (% 
gross), Gini Index (issued by the World Bank), Global Gender 
Gap Index (issued by the World Economic Forum), lower CO2 
emission (metric tons per capita) and GDP per capita in PPP 
(constant 2011 international $). Therefore, the non-political 
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Fig. 3.9  Tertiary education (“SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT”) in the OECD 
and OECD countries (2002–2016): Nordic countries, USA, EU15, EU28, and 
Japan. Scale range 0–100: 0 = (theoretical) minimum, 100 = empirical maximum  
(Source Author’s own calculation and visualization)
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sustainable development clearly represents a broader indicator 
basket than the redesigned HDI. In reference to this non-po-
litical sustainable development, the Nordic countries demon-
strate the outright lead, being followed closely by the USA  
(see Fig. 3.6). The EU15, EU28 and Japan group together very 
closely around the OECD average. The scores for non-political 
sustainable development also show a steady increase over the 
years 2002–2016, however, also a certain ceiling effect for the 
Nordic countries and the USA after 2010. When results of 
non-political sustainable development are being compared with 
the redesigned HDI, then the propositions are: First of all, the 
overall lead of the Nordic countries is now clearer and more dis-
tinguished. Furthermore, the lead of the USA over the EU and 
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Fig. 3.10  GDP per capita (SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT) in the OECD and 
OECD countries (2002–2016): Nordic countries, USA, EU15, EU28, and Japan. 
Scale range 0–100: 0 = (theoretical) minimum, 100 = empirical maximum  
(Source Author’s own calculation and visualization)
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Japan narrows down more considerably. Thus it appears that the 
more indicator-narrow definition of the redesigned HDI favors the 
USA, while the indicator-broader setup of the non-political sustain-
able development is more often at the favor of European democra-
cies. Gender, income equality and lower CO2 emissions play (when 
combined and aggregated) apparently for the advantage of Europe 
(on several occasions). Differences in scores and rankings between 
the non-political sustainable development and the UNDP’s 
Human Development Index (e.g., UNDP 2009, 2010) are even 
more pronounced than in the case of comparing the UNDP’s 
HDI and the redesigned HDI (here). This reemphasizes the ear-
lier proposition that the specific indicator coverage of indices does 
matter and has effects for rankings over countries and time.

60
65

70
75

80
85

90
95

10
0

20
02

20
04

20
06

20
08

20
10

20
12

20
14

20
16

Years

Sustainable Development / (Lower) CO2 Emissions: CO2 emissions (metric tons per capita) ("lower"
CO2 emissions produce "higher" scale values) (OECD countries) 

Nord Cs United States EU15 EU28 Japan OECD35

Fig. 3.11  (Lower) CO2 emissions (SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT) in the OECD 
and OECD countries (2002–2016): Nordic countries, USA, EU15, EU28, and Japan. 
Scale range 0–100: 0 = (theoretical) minimum, 100 = empirical maximum (Source 
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3.3.	� Sustainable Development comprehensive (a “broad” conceptualiza-
tion of Quality of Democracy): Sustainable development, in com-
prehensive terms, averages (means) (1) non-political sustainable 
development2 and (2) political freedom. “Comprehensive sustain-
able development,” as is being defined and presented here, repre-
sents, therefore, a type of a conceptually “broad” definition of 
democracy and quality of democracy. To turn this argument: Is 
there an interest in measuring the quality of democracy, this 
then could be approached in an indicator-based way by apply-
ing a conceptual formula as we do it for “Comprehensive sus-
tainable development.” Conceptually, such a broadly defined 
concept of quality of democracy, conceptually and theoretically in 
line with (a broadly defined) sustainable development, represents 
(again in conceptual and theoretical terms) an opposite pole to a 
narrowly defined electoral or liberal democracy. In metaphorical 
terms, lending spatial categories from language (in language): 
the conceptual and theoretical space of democracy has on the one 
side the vertex (corner point) of a narrowly defined liberal democ-
racy, and on the other side the vertex (corner point) of a broadly 
defined high-quality democracy that is based on sustainable democ-
racy. This may also indicate separating lines in values and ideol-
ogy. Of course, out of reasons of fairness, we should add that 
sustainable development could be defined in a fashion differ-
ently than we did this here, by using other indicators or by 
weighting indicators alternatively with other weights. Looking 
at the empirical results of “Comprehensive sustainable develop-
ment,” the Nordic countries are clearly leading and rank impres-
sively first (see Fig. 3.7). The USA, the EU15 and EU28 and 
Japan cluster together very closely, also with a diminishing and 
evaporating gap over time, almost converting together into an 
area of overlap. The Nordic countries, the USA, EU15 and 

2Non-political sustainable development averages (means) the following indicators with specific 
weights (see also above): life expectancy at birth (total years), school enrollment tertiary (% 
gross), Gini Index (issued by the World Bank), Global Gender Gap Index (issued by the World 
Economic Forum), lower CO2 emission (metric tons per capita), and GDP per capita in PPP 
(constant 2011 international $).
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EU28 and Japan, they all place higher and above the OECD 
average. It is interesting and should be emphasized that the USA 
and EU15 score balanced and in an equilibrium, resulting almost 
in a stalemate, when we refer to “Comprehensive sustainable devel-
opment” and define sustainable development the way we did it. 
Despite clear indicator-specific differences between the USA and 
EU15, when aggregated, these differences score up in a counterbal-
anced comprehensive measure. This opens up the room and 
unlocks the opportunity of developing contradictory proposi-
tions and expressing conflicting views. Could this even lead to 
an ideological deadlock? Or does this also imply that our con-
cepts for understanding democracy, society and economy and 
their interwoven dynamics are still underdeveloped and too par-
tial, and we still lack a sufficient meta-perspective? While the 
EU15 scores (almost at par) with the USA, the USA still leads 
slightly ahead of the EU28, concerning “Comprehensive sus-
tainable development.” This refers to the already earlier raised 
question, whether EU15 or EU28 should be regarded as the 
better or fairer peer for purposes of comparison with the USA. 
Focusing on EU28, it then could be demonstrated on the basis 
of empirical measurement that the USA leads ahead of Europe 
concerning the quality of democracy and “Comprehensive sus-
tainable development.” When, however, taking the EU15, we may 
assert an equilibrium (or ideological deadlock) between the USA 
and Europe (European Union) in reference to quality of democracy 
and “Comprehensive sustainable development.” When looking 
more specifically at the individual European (EU) countries 
(and referring to 2016 as the mattering benchmark year), then 
(in terms of such a broadly defined quality-of-democracy con-
cept) ten European and (out of this) eight EU member coun-
tries outpace the USA.3 Thinking a step further, of course, we 

3Those European countries, ranking on quality of democracy higher than the USA in 2016, are 
in the order of sequence (see Table A.2.7 in Appendix 2): Norway, Ireland, Sweden, Switzerland, 
Netherlands, Denmark, Finland, Belgium, Germany, and Austria. Non-European countries, 
ranking higher than the USA (again in 2016), are: Australia, Canada and New Zealand.
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could ask, what would happen, should we disaggregate the USA 
into the 50 US member states, and compare these then with the 
15 or 28 member states (member countries) of the EU? Perhaps 
an interesting matrix would result. The EU member states (and 
the US states) also can be disaggregated into subnational 
regions. This indicates routes for further interesting analysis and 
future research questions. In the context of the empirical analy-
sis here, we decided to focus our model and conceptual frame-
work of analysis to democracies (and non-democracies) at the 
level of countries (nation states). Despite this deadlock of ideology 
and performance between the USA and EU15, however, the Nordic 
countries clearly lead ahead of the USA as well as the EU15 (also 
EU28 and Japan), regarding a broadly defined quality of democ-
racy, and based on “Comprehensive sustainable development.” This 
Nordic lead (and widening gap in favor of the Nordic countries) 
is the result of empirical measurement (following a specific con-
ceptualization of democracy and sustainable development), and 
not of ideological assertions. Should ideological positions be dead-
locked between a favorable (ideological) view to the advantage of 
the USA or to the advantage of the European Union (USA versus 
EU), then this Nordic performance enables additionality by bring-
ing in a new perspective, something close to a meta-perspective 
above the USA and EU. The Nordic countries introduce a cru-
cial reference point for meaningful analysis and empirical-
ly-based comparison. Should this encourage more of an 
intelligent and of a sensitively comparative benchmarking of the 
USA and EU with the Nordic countries? What can the USA, 
but also the EU, the OECD countries in general and the world 
learn from the Nordic countries (and what can the Nordic 
countries learn from the world)? In terms of quality of democ-
racy and based on “Comprehensive sustainable development,” 
Japan is behind the Nordic countries, slightly behind the USA 
and EU15, but performs still better than the EU28 (as of 2016) 
and OECD average (whole period). What are differences in 
empirical effects between “Comprehensive sustainable develop-
ment” (Fig. 3.7) and non-political sustainable development 
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(Fig. 3.6). “Comprehensive sustainable development” appears to 
have a favoring effect for European democracies, and puts the USA 
under pressure. The introduction of political freedom plays to the 
advantage of Europe and the EU, not to the advantage of the USA 
(in recent years). This tendency is also consistent when we look 
back at the redesigned Human Development Index, which does 
not incorporate political freedom and is even more narrowly 
indicator-defined than the non-political sustainable develop-
ment (Fig. 3.5): concerning redesigned HDI, here the USA is 
leading over the Nordic countries, the EU and Japan. For Japan, 
it can be stated that Japan is having a profile that is similar to 
(with) the EU across all three indicator sets: “Comprehensive 
sustainable development” including political freedom, sustaina-
ble development excluding political freedom, and the HDI 
redesigned. Therefore, Japan is not a contrast-profile against 
Europe or the USA, but aligns more closely with Europe (EU).4 
This may be interpreted as a surprising result. Therefore, as a gen-
eral proposition, we may put forward: concepts of a broadly defined 
quality-of-democracy, based on “Comprehensive sustainable devel-
opment,” play by tendency more in favor of European democracies 
and the EU, not so much in favor of the USA. Japan, surprisingly, 
has a profile that is quite similar to Europe and to the EU (in the 
context of the conceptual framework being applied here). The theo-
retical point of departure for conceptualizing democracy and the 
quality of democracy and their measurement, does matter and dose 
impose deviating effects, when conceptual references are being 
drawn differently. This always should be kept in mind and can be 
traced by empirical measurement. An ongoing reflection of the 
conceptual characteristics is therefore always necessary.

4In an earlier analysis, referring only to the years 2002–2008 and where tertiary education was 
compensated by the indicator of internet users (per 100 people), the performance profile of Japan 
behaved differently. Concerning the redesigned HDI, Japan scored (behind the leading USA 
and Nordic countries) better than the EU (EU15 and EU17). However, concerning the broader 
defined “Comprehensive sustainable development” or the sustainable development without polit-
ical freedom, Japan scored in balance with the EU (but again behind the Nordic countries and 
the USA) (Campbell 2013).
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4.	The specific non-political indicators of sustainable development for 
the OECD countries: In the following, we shortly discuss and 
review those non-political indicators that we used for aggregating 
a dimension of sustainable development.5 In combination, these 
non-political indicators define in context of our comparative multi-
dimensional index-building the non-political sustainable development. 
When political freedom is being added to the non-political indica-
tors, then “Comprehensive sustainable development” results (within 
the framework of our model).
	4.1.	� Life expectancy at birth in total years (non-political indicator of 

sustainable development): Here, Japan clearly leads and ranks 
first (see Fig. 3.8). EU15 and the Nordic countries cluster 
together in close proximity, however, always EU15 ranks sec-
ond and the Nordic countries rank third. Then follows EU28, 
still above the OECD average. Finally, the USA rank below 
OECD average. Life expectancy (per capita) cannot fluctuate as 
much as GDP per capita. Insofar, life expectancy contains most 
likely more information about the actual distribution within 
a population or society, so that the mean life expectancy may 
be closer to the median life expectancy than the mean GDP 
per capital to the “median” GDP per capita.6 Life expectancy 
resembles perhaps some patterns of similarity to income equal-
ity (compare Figs. 3.8 and 3.3). The above OECD average of 
life expectancy in Europe and Japan correlates positively with the 
above OECD average of income equality again in Europe and 
Japan. In both regards, life expectancy and income equality, the 

5Income equality or Gini Index (issued by the World Bank) and gender equality, based on the 
Global Gender Gap Index of the World Economic Forum, we discussed already earlier (see 
Figs. 3.3 and 3.4). Therefore, we will not repeat (here) the discussion of these non-political indi-
cators of sustainable development.
6The median implies that half of the population or of a sampled score higher than the median, 
whereas the other half scores lower. So the median really places in the middle of a distribution. 
For a more formal definition of the median, see on Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Median; for a definition of the mean (arithmetic mean), see again on Wikipedia: http://en.wiki-
pedia.org/wiki/Mean.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Median
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Median
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mean
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mean
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USA places under (below) the OECD average. Life expectancy 
carries implicit and explicit information about the distribu-
tion of wealth (and the quality of life and living) in a society, 
and will also, at least in some cases, indicate access and access 
opportunities of the population, the average individual, and the 
voter (voters) to welfare regimes and health care systems (see 
also Wilkinson and Pickett 2010). Interestingly, life expectancy 
is in EU15 (slightly) higher than in the Nordic countries, even 
though the Nordic countries achieve a higher GDP per cap-
ita and more income equality than EU15. As a general trend, 
life expectancy has increased for the identified OECD country 
groups over the whole period 2002–2016. However, in recent 
years, this increase again has slowed down.

	4.2.	� Tertiary education, tertiary gross7 school enrollment (non-polit-
ical indicator of sustainable development): Tertiary education 
clearly represents an indicator for sustainable development. 
Even though we review and discuss here tertiary education, 
we look at tertiary education also as a separate or distinct 
indicator that (in combination with other indicators) can be 
interpreted also to represent a dimension that we may want to con-
ceptualize as a “dimension of knowledge” (knowledge dimension). 
This also interplays with the concept of “knowledge democ-
racy” (Carayannis and Campbell 2012, pp. 16, 19, 52, 55; 
Veld 2010a, b; Biegelbauer 2013). Concerning tertiary educa-
tion, the USA and the Nordic countries cluster together very 
closely; however, the USA ranks first and the Nordic countries 
rank second (after 2006) (see Fig. 3.9). EU15 and EU28 rank 

7“Net” would indicate here that only the percentage enrollment of specific (predefined) age 
cohorts would be indicated. Since, however, tertiary education is not necessarily limited to 
specific age cohorts, this indicators is only being reported as “gross” in context of the World 
Development Indicators (World Bank 2011). In fact, the idea and concept of lifelong learning 
(LLL) emphasizes that there is a need or at least potential of spreading forms of tertiary education 
along the whole life spectrum, thus addressing very different age cohorts. Here, tertiary education 
and lifelong learning overlap with academic or tertiary continuing education. These appear to be 
trends for the advanced economies and societies, but could also apply to emerging economies.
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third and fourth, close at, but still continuously slightly under 
the OECD average. During the 2010s, the EU15 is only mar-
ginally, almost negligibly ahead of EU28. Japan ranks fifth and 
is clearly under OECD average. In reference to tertiary educa-
tion, we can conclude that the USA and the Nordic countries 
are leading definitely in advance of the OECD average. The 
Nordic countries and the USA occupy here a very strong (and 
potentially competitive) position. The European Union (EU15 
and EU28) performs slightly below this benchmark of OECD 
average. Furthermore, and certainly, the EU definitely does not 
perform in advance of the OECD average. Therefore, concerning 
knowledge and the knowledge dimension (when being identified 
as is here the case), there continues to exist a gap and cleavage to 
the advantage of the USA and to the disadvantage of the European 
Union. In context of the knowledge-based society and economy, or 
the knowledge society, knowledge economy and knowledge democ-
racy, which underscore the importance of knowledge for develop-
ment, performance and progress, this should be seen and identified 
as a weakness of the European Union and of European democracy 
vis-à-vis the USA (Carayannis and Campbell 2011; Dubina 
et al. 2012). These propositions may also apply to knowledge 
democracy (Carayannis and Campbell 2011, p. 367). The 
USA has more opportunities of leveraging knowledge than Europe. 
Therefore, the European Union should focus increasingly on efforts 
to promote more (and better) knowledge. In their knowledge lead, 
the USA and the Nordic countries are apparently at par. But 
this also implies that within context of the knowledge dimension 
(unlike several other dimensions) the Nordic countries are not lead-
ing or performing ahead of the USA. Here the USA (as a major 
country) approached clearly (and also surpassed) Nordic lev-
els. Concerning tertiary education, Japan falls behind the EU. 
One may want to speculate, whether the indicator of tertiary 
education may be even more important in reference to a com-
parative multidimensional index-building, because of the sev-
eral ramifications of (tertiary) education for democracy and the  
quality of democracy, by perhaps providing more of a crucial 
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relevance than other knowledge indicators, such as technol-
ogy diffusion (e.g., frequency of internet use). However, at 
least within the world of OECD countries, growth of tertiary 
education behaves also more saturated and changes in ranking 
positions are only difficult to achieve.8 Growth in technology 
diffusion (internet use) still is more dynamic, and shifts and 
improvements in positions and positioning can be achieved 
more easily by different countries. This current dynamism 
and dynamics of technology diffusion explain why growths in 
internet use may contribute so importantly to the dimension 
of knowledge. What are the current and potential future ben-
efits of technology diffusion (internet use) for the by tendency 
“saturated” OECD growth in tertiary education? While tertiary 
education still has expanded in the EU and Japan during most 
phases in the 2000s and 2010s, these growth curves in tertiary 
education have saturated, even declined in the USA and Nordic 
countries in recent years. What does this tell us about further 
growth trajectories of knowledge economy, knowledge society 
and knowledge democracy?

	4.3.	� GDP per capita, PPP, in constant 2011 international $ (non- 
political indicator of sustainable development): Concerning 
this indicator, the USA performs clearly as fist-ranking  
(see Fig. 3.10). Second, perform already the Nordic countries. 
Almost at par perform the EU15 and Japan. EU15 and Japan 
place around OECD average, and EU28 performs slightly 
under the OECD average. GDP per capita marks clearly an area 
of great strength for the USA. In methodic terms, GDP per capita 
is more a mean value (a value of the arithmetic mean), and not 
a median score. Therefore, the GDP per capita does not indicate 
what are the patterns of distribution of wealth within a coun-
try (democracy or non-democracy). High GDP per capita does 
not automatically imply that the average citizen is well off and 

8Scores for the Nordic countries even peaked in the mid-2000s. Scores for the USA peaked in the 
early 2010s.
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prospering. The USA ranks top regarding GDP per capita. This, 
however, is being counterbalanced by an income equality-rank-
ing far below OECD average (compare Figs. 3.10 and 3.3).  
The Nordic countries rank second (and still above OECD 
average) concerning GDP per capita, but are top in relation to 
income equality (far higher than the OECD average). Therefore, 
when we compare GDP-per-capita-based, the Nordic countries and 
the USA are interested in the actual distribution of wealth across 
society (and the economy), where is the average citizen, again in 
terms of wealth, better off? Is the “median” GDP per capita higher 
in the USA or in the Nordic countries? The one big data problem, 
with which we are confronted, is the circumstance that the median 
GDP per capita is not being reported (systematically and compre-
hensively) in context of standard data compendiums or databases 
(such as the World Development Indicators, issued regularly by 
the World Bank; see for example World Bank 2018). Life expec-
tancy (Fig. 3.8) has some distributional information (at least 
more than in the case of the GDP-per-capita-indicator), and 
here the USA performs below OECD average. All of this really 
indicates the serious need of starting to calculate and to report a 
median GDP per capita as a crucial and new indicator (or start-
ing to design such an indicator).

	4.4.	� Less CO2 emissions, in metric tons per capita (non-political indi-
cator of sustainable development): This indicator we designed 
(redesigned) in a way so that higher (indicator) scores actually 
indicate less (lower) CO2 emissions. Therefore, higher ranking 
positions are in line with less CO2 emissions. With this indi-
cator reference of CO2 emissions, we want to include environ-
mental sensitivity (Carayannis and Campbell 2010) and social 
ecology (Fischer-Kowalski and Haberl 2007) into the mod-
el-building, conceptualization and measurement of democ-
racy and the quality of democracy. In that understanding, the 
social (societal) context of the political system matters, but 
is also the environmental context of society and of the politi-
cal system of importance. In the model of Quintuple Helix 
innovation systems, the environmental challenge is being seen 
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and interpreted as a potential driver for further knowledge 
production and innovation (Carayannis and Campbell 2010, 
pp. 58–63). Could a democracy be regarded as a high-quality 
democracy that is ignorant of the environmental embedded-
ness of society, politics and the economy? Environmental pol-
lutions obviously put at risk the further prospering or even the 
survival of a society, a democracy as well as an economy. The 
United Nations’ Human Development Report of 2007/2008 
also focused on the topic of “fighting climate change,” thus 
highlighting and emphasizing the importance of ecological 
issues and features for the further development and progress 
of humanity (UNDP 2007). Concerning less CO2 emissions, 
the European Union and the Nordic countries group together 
very closely (see Fig. 3.11). Japan ranks already as fourth, also 
with CO2 emissions approximately at levels comparable with 
the OECD average. The USA behave here opposite, with 
CO2 emissions considerably higher than the OECD aver-
age. Interestingly, this pattern reveals certain similarities with 
income equality (compare Figs. 3.11 and 3.3). In OECD coun-
tries, with more income equality, there are less CO2 emissions. 
However, in OECD countries with more CO2 emissions, there 
is also less income equality, or more of an income inequality 
(formulated here as a proposition). Among the observed OECD 
countries and country clusters, conclusively Europe (European 
Union, and the Nordic countries) expresses less CO2 emis-
sions than Japan and the USA. The record of the USA is here 
the least favorable. As a general tendency, levels of CO2 emis-
sions decreased in all identified OECD country groups dur-
ing the 2000s and 2010s, which should be valued as a good 
sign. However, after 2012, this decrease again slowed down. 
This, obviously, represents again a critical trend in the more  
recent years.

5.	Comparative contrast profiles of the USA, the Nordic countries, the 
EU15 and EU28: The USA, the Nordic countries and the European 
Union are frequently being treated as “role models” of and for 
democracy. This provides a rationale for again comparing focused 
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and summative these three country groups. The USA often qualifies 
as a “liberal democracy” (Sodaro 2004) or also as a Liberal Welfare 
Regime (Esping-Andersen 1990). The European Union is closer asso-
ciated with social welfare systems or also “social democracy” (Sodaro 
2004, p. 48). The Nordic countries, in particular, are typologized 
as Social-Democratic (Universal) Welfare Regimes (Esping-Andersen 
1990). The Nordic countries and European Union overlap not com-
pletely, but substantially.
5.1.	� The USA and Nordic countries in comparison: Of the 11 indi-

cators or dimensions, which we conceptualized and measured 
empirically in context of our comparative multidimensional 
index-building, the USA lies only in three indicators ahead 
of the Nordic countries. These are: economic freedom, GDP 
per capital and tertiary education (see Figs. 3.3, 3.9 and 
3.10). Concerning the other eight indicators or dimensions, 
the Nordic countries lead (partially unambiguously) higher-
ranking than the USA. This Nordic country lead also refers to 
and includes political freedom, both equality measures (gen-
der equality and particularly striking concerning the income 
equality), the composite redesigned Human Development 
Index, the non-political sustainable development as well as the 
“Comprehensive sustainable development.” With the excep-
tion of GDP per capita and tertiary education, the Nordic 
countries outrank and outperform the USA with regard to the 
other indicators of sustainable development. We can expect 
that the lead of the USA, concerning GDP per capita, is being 
substantially counterbalanced by the circumstance and empir-
ical fact that income equality is by far greater in the Nordic 
countries. It could be asserted that the higher levels of eco-
nomic freedom in the USA add and contribute to the higher 
levels of GDP there. However, when higher GDP is also being 
accompanied by larger income inequality, so what are then the 
remaining positive effects for the average American citizen? 
Summarizing our empirical findings, the proposition could be set 
up that, based on our empirical indicators, the quality of democ-
racy has developed to higher levels in the Nordic countries than in 
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the USA. In that sense, the Nordic countries behave and qualify 
more as a global benchmark, reference and country reference cluster 
for quality-of-democracy to the world than in the case of the USA. 
In that rationale and line of thinking, the USA could learn sub-
stantially from the Nordic countries (Carayannis and Kaloudis 
2010). But, to emphasize this here again as a general statement, 
every system, country and democracy can and should learn 
from the other countries and democracies, so also the Nordic 
countries from the USA. For example, the (marginal) lead of 
the USA, concerning tertiary education, should be treated seri-
ously by the Nordic countries.

5.2.	� The USA and EU15 in comparison: The comparative analysis 
of indicators, dimensions and outcome of the USA and EU15 
refers to a much more balanced picture than in the case where 
we compared the USA with the Nordic countries (where, by 
and large, the Nordic countries lead). Focusing and refocus-
ing now on the comparison of the USA with the EU15: The 
USA leads by five indicators and the EU15 by four, and for two 
indicators, we should state a too-close-to-call balance The USA 
leads with regard to: economic freedom, redesigned Human 
Development Index, non-political sustainable development, ter-
tiary education, and GDP per capita. The EU15 leads concern-
ing: income equality, gender equality, life expectancy, and less 
(lower) CO2 emissions. Political freedom and “Comprehensive 
sustainable development” are more undecidable; here the USA 
and EU15 behave and perform balanced in relation to each 
other. Based on these empirical findings, several (partially com-
peting) propositions could be set up for further discussion. In 
the following, we want to elaborate on three of such possible propo-
sitions and want to develop arguments from different perspectives:
(1)	� The USA leads in more indicators (dimensions) than the 

EU15, this may point to a marginal advantage of the USA.
(2)	� The USA and EU15 developed different profiles of compe-

tences and patterns of quality of democracy. The USA, as a 
country, system and democracy, focuses more on core categories 
of dynamic economic growth, leveraging economic freedom, and 
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promoting and leveraging the dimension of knowledge, since 
knowledge functions as a crucial input for economic growth and 
performance in context of the knowledge economy and knowl-
edge society. The EU15 (when compared with the USA) follows 
more the approach of a balanced development in equilibrium, 
recognizing and acknowledging equality, and emphasizing more 
the social and ecological dimensions. Challenges for EU15 
may be the mobilization of dynamic economic growth, and 
a greater emphasis to be placed on the dimension of knowl-
edge. Challenges for the USA are a sustainable growth, since 
the dynamics of USA growth is overshadowed by greater 
(economic and social) inequalities. In a quality-of-democ-
racy concept, emphasizing more the spheres of equality, the 
EU15 ranks higher than the USA. In a quality-of-democ-
racy concept, favoring opportunities of economic growth 
and dynamism, the USA may have the cutting edge. The 
dilemma, of course, is that in the long run equality and eco-
nomic growth are mutually dependent, and this challenges 
the EU15 as well as the USA. These profile differences of the 
USA and EU15 also imply (particularly, when the practical 
effects of empirical indicators are known and when linked to 
the building of conceptual models of democracy and the quality 
of democracy) that one-sided models could be designed in a way 
so that they one-sidedly either favor the USA or the EU15: con-
ceptual emphasis on dynamic growth of the knowledge economy 
plays to the favor of the USA, whereas a conceptual emphasis 
on equality and the social and ecological dimensions plays to 
the favor of the EU15. Interestingly, freedom, and here most 
notably political freedom, does not provide either the USA 
or the EU15 an advantage (competitive advantage) over  
the other.

(3)	� The balanced (almost equal) lead of the USA and EU15 in 
different indicator areas (five indicators point to the favor 
of the USA, four to the favor of EU15, and 2 are undecid-
ed) creates here a situation of balance (paradoxical balance).  
The USA and the EU15 are caught up in a deadlocked situ-
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ation in a stalemate, implying that the USA and EU15 are 
at par (from a whole aggregated perspective). This means that 
it is too close to call, whether the quality of democracy is more 
advanced in the USA or in EU15. The conceptual model and 
the techniques of measurement, accompanying our compar-
ative multidimensional index-building, have the “unsharpness” 
of not providing certainty, whether the USA or EU15 occupy 
the lead position. Any assertion or claim of a (ranking) lead-
ership would be (too) vague, since it could only be achieved by 
giving different methodic weight to different indicators or by 
dropping some of indicators from the list of applied indicators. 
This would give “subjectivity” very much room, meaning that 
both propositions (a lead of the USA as well as of EU15) could 
be argued and model-based verified. This is being furthermore 
emphasized (also symbolically) by the circumstance that two 
(for quality-of-democracy) crucial key indicators themselves, 
political freedom and sustainable development, do not allow 
predicting a clear lead of the USA or EU15. This also could be 
interpreted as a deadlock situation in and of ideology. Despite 
their difference, also ideological differences, the performance 
of democracy does not differ sufficiently enough to say, wheth-
er the quality of democracy is higher developed in the USA or 
in the EU15. Based on subjective preferences, the underlying 
values and driving ideologies appear more or less preferable to 
an observer or a single actor, however, assertions of supremacy 
of a specific ideology are not linked to a clear lead in the per-
formance scoring. What does this tell us about the explanatory 
power of theories, concepts and ideologies that we have at our 
disposal and our use, for the moment? Is there still too much 
conceptual fog involved? Perhaps we would have to progress 
here to a next-stage meta-perspective, which, however, is not 
on the horizon of our current mainstream thinking. Even 
should there be such conceptual (theoretical) prospects, this 
balance of not-being-able-to-decide may also migrate to the 
next higher meta-level. Some individual member countries 
(member states) of EU15 rank higher than the USA. For 
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example, when we take “Comprehensive sustainable devel-
opment” as a benchmark indicator for the quality of democ-
racy, in 2016, then no less than eight member countries of 
the EU15 rank higher than the USA.9 On the other hand, 
of course, also the USA could be disaggregated into its 50 
member states, calculating scores of “Comprehensive sus-
tainable development” for each USA member state individ-
ually. This would create a matrix of complex multilevel com-
parison between the USA and EU15.

5.3.	� The USA and EU28 in comparison: While the scoring between 
the USA and EU15 is more balanced (almost undecideable), the 
balance shifts clearly in favor of the USA, when the USA is being 
compared with EU28. Of the eleven indicators (dimensions), 
used for our comparative multidimensional index-building, 
the EU28 leads only with respect to four indicators: income 
equality, gender equality, life expectancy and less CO2 emis-
sions. The USA leads in both freedom dimensions (but not in 
political freedom after 2012), in two individual indicators of 
sustainable development (GDP per capita, and the knowledge 
dimension), and in the aggregated dimensions of sustainable 
development (redesigned Human Development Index, non- 
political sustainable development and “Comprehensive sustain-
able development”). The lead of the USA in “Comprehensive 
sustainable development” (a benchmark dimension for quality 
of democracy) is marginal, the gap is closing, but there is still 
a (small) lead advantage in favor of the USA. Core dimensions, 
where EU28 can defend and emphasize a leadership position, 
are equality, life expectancy and the environment (lower CO2 
emissions). The USA emphasizes leadership in freedom and in 
a majority of (but not all) indicators of sustainable development 
(most notably wealth and knowledge) as well as the dimen-
sional aggregations of sustainable development. This, of course, 
refers us back to the earlier discussion point, which Europe or 

9See again Table A.2.7 in Appendix.
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which European Union indicates a “fairer peer” for compari-
son with the USA? Since the USA represents such a large-sized 
country with a large-sized population, this already may pose 
per se some problems when comparing the USA with small-
sized European countries (such as the Nordic cluster), because 
then, from a pro-American perspective, it could be argued why 
not picking a few of the best-performing US states for the pur-
pose of a comparison with assessment character? In political 
real terms, currently, the EU28 exists, and not the EU15. The 
EU15 was politically a configuration of the past. (In the future, 
as of 2019, the EU28 may again be downscaled to an EU27, 
after the UK will have left the European Union.) This may 
imply a preference of comparing the USA primarily with the 
EU28. From a pro-European (or pro-EU) perspective it could 
then be argued, however, that the aggregation of the EU15 
should be granted the status of a good, fair and competitive 
benchmark for the USA, because (at least to a certain extent) 
the lower performance of the EU28 results from circumstances 
that several Eastern-Central European countries were integrated 
in 2004 and 2007.10 Performance problems of the Eastern-
Central European countries were (and still are) substantially 
caused by the deficiencies of the communist regimes during 
the era of Soviet control over these regions and their long-last-
ing legacies and outcomes (Campbell 1994). Functional defi-
ciencies of communism had roots different than the political, 
economic and social regimes of the EU15 in Western Europe. 
The extension of EU membership to Eastern-Central European 
countries actually intended also to support sustainable devel-
opment there. Therefore, the EU15 should qualify as the “fair 
peer” (fairer peer) for comparisons with the USA. Thinking 
in methodic terms, what would be the effects for empirical 
results and the quality of democracy, when the USA, Canada 
and Mexico would be aggregated to a country cluster of “North 

10See on that chronology: https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/history_en.

https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/history_en
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America”? This may be justified by arguments that all three 
countries belong to the OECD and that North America has an 
aggregated population closer to the population size of EU28. 
To further illustrate this point: regarding “Comprehensive sus-
tainable development,” and again referring to the year 2016, 
13 countries ranked higher than the USA, of which 10 were 
European, and of these again 8 belonged to the traditional 
core or EU15.11 To turn this observation: None of the EU28 
countries, not belonging to the historical core of EU15, ranked 
higher than the USA. Trying to balance these pros and cons argu-
ments together into a meta-perspective, we probably have to say 
that there can be in-permanence competing and conflicting argu-
ments and opinions, whether the EU15 or EU28 serves as a bet-
ter reference or fairer peer for comparisons with the USA. One way 
how to balance methodically such conflicting viewpoints is exactly 
to compare the USA always with both, the EU15 and the EU28. 
This allows at least specific and individual assessment, coun-
ter-balancing effectively one-sided interpretations.

6.	Comparative contrast profiles of Liberal Welfare Regimes, the Nordic 
countries (Social-Democratic [Universal] Welfare Regimes) and 
Conservative Welfare Regimes: In the empirical analysis before, we 
compared the USA with the Nordic countries, the EU15 and EU28. 
In the following section, we want to rerun this analysis, by referring 
explicitly to the (already discussed) welfare regime typology of Gøsta 
Esping-Andersen (1990). For the so-called Western OECD countries, 
Esping-Andersen suggests the following three-fold typology (in his 
conceptual core approach): the Liberal Welfare Regimes, referring to 
Canada, the USA, United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand; 
the Social-Democratic (Universal) Welfare Regimes or Nordic coun-
tries, based on Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden; and the 
Conservative Welfare Regimes, being represented by Austria, Belgium, 
France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and Switzerland. We want 
to test and inquire analytically, whether a comparison based on this 

11See again Appendix Table A.2.7.
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typology provides different empirical results in contrast to the com-
parison of the USA with the Nordic countries and EU15 and EU28. 
The timeline, being applied here, is shorter, running from 2002 only 
to 2008. Further, the indicator base has been expanded by one indi-
cator, being technology diffusion in the form of internet users per 
100 people (World Bank 2018). Also, the country references now are 
the USA, EU15 and EU27 (EU28 without Croatia).

6.1.	� The Liberal Welfare Regimes and Nordic countries (Social-
Democratic [Universal] Welfare Regimes) in comparison: Of the 
twelve covered indicators (dimensions), the Liberal Welfare 
Regimes lead only in two areas, these are economic freedom 
and GDP per capita. In all other ten indicators (dimensions), 
the Nordic countries are leading ahead. The USA still could 
achieve a ranking lead in three indicators, namely economic 
freedom, GDP per capita and tertiary education. When com-
pared with the Liberal Welfare Regimes together, then the 
Nordic countries perform better with regard to tertiary educa-
tion.12 This encourages formulating the proposition that the USA 
alone performs somewhat better and more competitive than the 
whole five-country aggregation of the Liberal Welfare Regimes: here 
comes into play that the USA realizes a comparatively high achieve-
ment rate of tertiary education. For example, in 2008, based on 
the indicator of tertiary education, only five countries ranked 
higher than the USA. Among these were South Korea, Finland, 
Greece, and Slovenia.13 Formulating a more general proposi-
tion, we can assert (reassert) that by tendency the Nordic countries 
(Social-Democratic [Universal] Welfare Regimes) outperform the 
Liberal Welfare Regimes as well as the USA, not in all indicator 
domains, but in a majority of indicators (dimensions).

12Only in 2002, the Liberal Welfare Regimes rank higher on tertiary education than the Nordic 
countries. In all of the following years (2003–2008), the Nordic countries rank here higher.
13Number-one-ranking country (in 2008) for this indicator was Cuba. We already discussed the 
pros and cons or plausibility of that circumstance or datum attribute (World Bank 2018).
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6.2.	� The Conservative Welfare Regimes and Nordic countries (Social-
Democratic [Universal] Welfare Regimes) in comparison:  
The Conservative Welfare Regimes lead only in two indicators 
marginally ahead of the Nordic countries, which are life expec-
tancy and lower rates of CO2 emissions. In all other indicators 
(dimensions), the Nordic countries rank higher, partially sub-
stantially higher, thus outperforming the Conservative Welfare 
Regimes. The Nordic countries lead in the dimensions of free-
dom, equality and all aggregations of sustainable development, 
including “Comprehensive sustainable development” that can be 
regarded as a broad measure for the quality of democracy. With 
the exception of Norway, the Nordic countries (as being typol-
ogized here, and in accordance with Gøsta Esping-Andersen 
1990) belong to the European Union, also the Conservative 
Welfare Regimes, with the exception of Switzerland. In that 
understanding, at least to a certain extent and for the pur-
pose of reasoning and assessment here, we may interpret (with 
exceptions) the Nordic countries as the Nordic region within 
the EU and the Conservative Welfare regimes as the (as a 
core) Continental European region within EU. The Nordic 
EU region scores mostly and considerably better across a wide 
range of indicators and dimensions of performance and quality 
of democracy than the Continental EU. Does this imply that the 
Nordic EU region represents the most (several-country) advanced 
region within the EU? For the further development of Continental 
EU as well as of the whole EU, therefore, the Nordic EU and the 
Nordic countries serve as a crucial reference and benchmark, which 
should be carefully analyzed and assessed. The Nordic countries, at 
least to a certain extent, present here a role model for progress and 
progressing quality of democracy, for and to the EU and the entire 
world. The assertion of a role-model-quality of the Nordic coun-
tries is not of an ideological nature, but is based empirically on 
indicators and performance (on the “Nordic model,” see also 
Carayannis and Kaloudis 2010, pp. 10–15). One interesting 
circumstance, however, which should be noted is that despite 
the general lead of the Nordic countries, life expectancy in the 
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Conservative Welfare regimes (Continental EU) is higher than 
in the Nordic countries, only marginally, but still.

6.3.	� The Liberal Welfare Regimes and Conservative Welfare Regimes in 
comparison: Of the twelve indicators (dimensions), covered by 
our model of comparative multidimensional index-building, 
the Conservative Welfare Regimes lead only in four indica-
tors: income equality, gender equality, life expectancy, and less 
CO2 emissions. In all the eight other indicators (dimensions), 
the Liberal Welfare Regimes are leading. Alternatively, one may 
assert that four indicators are also too-close-to-call for a real 
ranking trend: gender equality (with a marginal shift in favor 
of the Continental Welfare Regimes as of 2007), on the one 
hand, and political freedom, non-political sustainable develop-
ment and “Comprehensive sustainable development” on the 
other, with only a marginal advantage for the Liberal Welfare 
Regimes, and a gap even smaller for non-political sustainable 
than for “Comprehensive sustainable development.” Here even 
the proposition could be put forward that concerning the ranking 
and performance of aggregated non-political and “Comprehensive 
sustainable development,” the Liberal and Conservative Welfare 
Regimes are deadlocked. This alternative interpretation would 
have the effect on the assessment of scoring that the Liberal 
Welfare Regimes lead with regard to five indicators (dimen-
sions), the Conservative Welfare Regimes lead in three indicator 
domains, and for four more indicators (dimensions) it cannot 
be clearly decided, to which favor they play. Put in summary, 
the Conservative Welfare Regimes express a ranking advantage in 
equality, the Liberal Welfare Regimes in freedom, while for sustain-
able development these two types of welfare regimes are caught up 
in a stalemate. What is so interesting about these empirical results 
is that they basically reproduce (at least by tendency) the same 
ranking results and ranking leads when the USA is being com-
pared with the EU15 as well as EU28. So the country-regrouping 
of the USA into the Liberal Welfare Regimes and the country-re-
grouping of the EU15 and EU28 into the Conservative Welfare 
Regimes does not produce a different ranking outcome for that 
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particular type of aggregate comparison, even though some of the 
countries shift groups (for example the UK and Switzerland). We 
see, how influential the USA impacts the aggregate scores for 
the Liberal Welfare Regimes and how influential the scores of 
the Conservative Welfare Regimes are for the aggregate scores 
of EU15 and EU27 (EU28). This may lead to the proposition 
that two “parallel types” of role models may be asserted that mark 
specifically possible contrast points for comparisons: the USA and/
or Liberal Welfare Regimes, and the EU15, EU27, EU28 and/
or Conservative Welfare Regimes. Does this allow portraying the 
USA as a prototype of a liberal welfare regime and the EU15 
(EU27, EU28) as a prototype of a conservative welfare regime? 
In the case of the USA, such an assertion probably has more 
plausibility. In context of the European Union, however, two 
types of (ideal-typical) welfare regimes coexist, at least accord-
ing to Gøsta Esping-Andersen (1990), when we want to refer to 
his typology: the (Continental European) Conservative Welfare 
Regimes and the (Nordic) Social-Democratic (Universal) 
Welfare Regimes. We already noted a slight difference in the 
ranking of indicators, when we compare the Nordic countries 
(Social-Democratic [Universal] Welfare Regimes) either with 
the Liberal Welfare Regimes (comprising the USA) or with the 
USA alone. The Nordic countries perform somewhat stronger 
against the aggregate Liberal Welfare Regimes (by one indica-
tor) than the USA as a single country. What, however, is more 
important is that while the (Continental European) Conservative 
Welfare Regimes cannot outperform either the Liberal Welfare 
Regimes or the USA,14 the Nordic countries (Social-Democratic 
[Universal] Welfare Regimes) outrank the USA in a majority 
of indicator domains (dimensions). Implications of this are that 
based on the conceptual welfare-regime-typology of Gøsta Esping-
Andersen (1990), there exist or coexist in Europe at least two 

14In fact, the (Continental European) Conservative Welfare Regimes are partially in a defensive 
and lower-ranking position against the Liberal Welfare Regimes and USA.
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different types of welfare regimes, the (Continental European) 
Conservative Welfare Regimes and the Nordic countries (Social-
Democratic [Universal] Welfare Regimes). This difference in 
typology also manifests itself in a different performance. After all, 
differences in European welfare-regime-performance provide 
additionally crucial conceptual legitimacy to the welfare typol-
ogy of Esping-Andersen.
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