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Comparison of theories to the analysis 

This section compares the ten theories in Figure 1 to the analysis in Figure 5 (on 

the next page). Both figures are from the paper. 

Figure 1. Cause-and-effect diagrams for Waldner and Lustôs six theory families, three additional 

families, Fukuyamaôs theory, and essential causal structure.  

1. Agency-Based Theories 

This theory has three links in its causal chain and fits in Figure 5ôs box 1. 

(1) Democratic backsliding 

(2) Backsliding decisions made by politicians  

(3) Politician behavior factors, like personal attributes, intellect, strategies used, 

interaction with other parties, commitment to democracy, etc. 

The first cause is link 2. The cause of that is link 3. Link 2 is assumed to be the 

root cause. It can be resolved by somehow changing the factors to include moderate 

preferences and commitment to democracy. This is a superficial solution force and can be 

added to our social force diagram, as shown in Figure 3. The four bolded nodes are all 

this theory sees. The rest of the problemôs structure remains hidden, due to lack of the 

right tools. 

Agency-Based Theories can neither fully explain the problem or solve it because 

they are superficial. Improving politician behavior factors is a low leverage point, 

because the root cause force exerts a greater force on the backsliding decisions made by 

politicians node. Pleading with politicians and encouraging them to be more moderate 

and more committed to democracy has not and will not work, no matter how well done. 
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Figure 5. Social force diagram of the democratic backsliding problem. What the eight theory 

families of Figure 1 explain is shown, except family 7. Each explains only a small piece of the 

puzzle. None penetrate to the fundamental layer.  

 

2. Political Culture Theories 

This theory never answers the question of what causes political culture to be the 

way it is. Why do those leaning toward authoritarianism appear? The Dueling Loops 

model shows how, if political truth literacy is low, the dominant loop will be The Race to 

the Bottom, where a political culture of lying, corruption, elitism, destruction of 

democratic institutions, ñthe end justifies the means,ò and so on is endemic. This leads to 

undesirable political outcomes. 

This theory mostly fits in Figure 5ôs box 2, since political culture preferences 

determine political outcomes via elections. 
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3. Political Institution Theories  

Waldner and Lust1 explain how this theory faces a glaring weakness: Institutions 

are objects of manipulation by powerful actors, who are the source of backsliding rather 

than the institutions themselves. This theory is thus a form of the first theory and fits in 

box 1. 

4. Political Economy Theories  

These are heavily based on datasets and comparative analysis. Correlation is not 

cause. Waldner and Lust note these studies have not solved ñthe problem of reverse 

causality.ò The hypothesis that the four variables cause backsliding or democratization 

could just as easily run the other way. This theory mostly fits in box 2, since the main 

proof of superiority of democracy is economic performance. 

5. Social Structure and Political Coalitions Theories  

The Dueling Loops model incorporates this theory. The two opposing loops, the 

left and right, are mega coalitions. Each is in turn composed of many smaller coalitions. 

Loop competition for the same uncommitted supporters combined with the unresolved 

root cause of low political truth literacy causes voters to polarize into the left and right. 

The higher the false meme size, the more extreme the polarization. Democratic systems 

are currently easily polarized by authoritarians using deception.  

Examining polarization scores for 53 countries across 170 national elections, 

Orhan2 found that affective polarization correlates highly with backsliding and concluded 

polarization is a primary factor driving backsliding. Reviewing the literature for 

explanatory factors of backsliding, Orhan identified six groups of factors at the macro 

level and six groups at the micro level. One of the latter is ideological polarization.  

Analyzing the backsliding data, Svolik3 found that after 2000, 80% of democratic 

breakdowns resulted from executive takeovers. This raised the question of ñWhy do 

voters support politicians who undermine democracy?ò Svolik reasons the cause lies in 

an inherent vulnerability. Voters are often faced with a choice between two valid but 

conflicting concerns, democratic principles and partisan appeals. Autocrats like Chavez, 

Orban, Erdogan, and Putin ñexcel at exploiting precisely this dilemma.ò Experiment 

results found that voters ñare indeed willing to trade off democratic principles for 

partisan interests.ò  

Our analysis found that this inherent vulnerability arises from the inherent 

advantage of the Race to the Bottom. The attractive power of false memes exceeds the 

attractive power of true memes. If political truth literacy is low, this allows aspiring 

autocrats to use deceptive appeals based on populism, nationalism, racism, and so on to 

gain not just more supporters, but highly partisan supporters. Competition to gain the 

most supporters and give ruling elites the most power leads to extreme polarization. 

How then can extreme polarization be curtailed? Somer, McCoy, and Luke4 

addressed this question. From a social force diagram point of view, they identified the 
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ñcauseò of the problem as pernicious polarization of voters, since V-Dem data shows 

polarization correlates with backsliding. Pernicious polarization, a form of identity 

politics, is ñthe division of society into mutually distrustful Us versus Them camps in 

which political identity becomes a social identity. [This] fosters autocratization by 

incentivizing citizens and political actors alike to endorse nondemocratic action.ò 

The social force diagram in Figure 5 shows where polarization fits into our 

analysis. Pernicious polarization of voters is intermediate cause 3. 

According to polarization theory, the leverage point to resolve the cause is 

capacities to prevent or reverse pernicious polarization. The general solution is goals 

and strategies actors opposing backsliding can use. This consists of ñtwo broad 

opposition goals and four different strategies.ò Finally, Somer, McCoy, and Luke 

conclude that: 

We expect these strategies to more effectively reduce pernicious polarization and reverse 

autocratization trends, particularly if the opposition actors use innovation in their 

strategies and practices, [by] creating new electoral coalitions and crafting messages 

thaté. Examples such as the 2019 municipal elections in Istanbul and Budapest suggest 

[these strategies can work]. 

We respectfully doubt these strategies (as well as those proposed by others to 

directly reduce polarization) will have anything more than a modest effect, because they 

do not resolve the backsliding problemôs root cause.  

From the viewpoint of rigorous root cause analysis, the causal structure of Somer, 

McCoy, and Lukeôs analysis is represented by the six-node causal chain on Figure 5 

running from goals and strategies actors opposing backsliding can use to backsliding 

from democracy to authoritarianism. What they and many other polarization researchers 

cannot see is anything except those six nodes. Further analysis using root cause analysis 

would lead to asking ñWHY does extreme polarization appear?ò rather than ñHOW can 

extreme polarization be solved?ò The WHY question would lead to something like the 

fourth intermediate cause of successful political deception. From there they could ask 

more WHY questions, penetrate to the fundamental layer, and find the elusive root cause. 

Figure 5 explains why the goals and strategies actors opposing backsliding can 

use is a superficial solution. It pushes on the low leverage point of capacities to prevent 

or revers pernicious polarization. That cannot resolve the ñcauseò of pernicious 

polarization of voters because thatôs not the root cause. Itôs an intermediate cause. Voters 

become polarized by clever political deception.  

This theory describes box 3. 

6. International Factors Theories  

Here the primary agent of change on a democracy is an external international 

actor. Our analysis shows any agent can be the source of political deception. The ease of 

doing this encourages international actor invention, as widely seen in cases like the use of 
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external propaganda by authoritarian states to sway elections, to enhance a nationôs 

image abroad, and to promote the acceptability and spread of authoritarianism.5 The error 

in this theory is its incompleteness. It explains so little it cannot be used to find high 

leverage point solutions. 

The main way international actors attempt to promote backsliding is 

misinformation, so this theory fits in box 4.   

7. Catalogues of Prevention and Response Theories  

The research pattern in these theories uses two main process steps: (1) Describe 

the problem. (2) Develop solutions by identifying solution gaps and filling them. Missing 

is step 1.5, diagnosis. This is best performed by a suitable form of root cause analysis.  

If the root causes are unknown, solutions will invariably be superficial. For 

example, the long list of 77 specific policies in the latest Brookings Institution 

Democracy Playbook are not based on root cause analysis. None address the main root 

cause of low political truth literacy. The closest they come appears to be Commitment 3. 

Depoliticize the Democratic Processes, A. Commitments for State Actors, 2.6 ñPolitical 

partiesé should limit leaders who espouse anti-democratic sentiment or positionsé.ò 

Referring to our social force diagram, this is a form of misinformation correction, a low 

leverage point. It is naïve to assume that a right-wing political party will or even can 

follow this policy. Deceptive populist authoritarian appeals are far too powerful for 

policies like this to overcome.  

As a resilience example, the introduction7 to a recent Democratization special 

issue on resilience of democracies states that: 

From a functionalist point of view, one can distinguish three possible reactions of political 

regimes to internal and external challenges: 

     (1) The first stresses the ability to withstand without (major) changes.  

     (2) The second emphasizes the ability to adapt through internal changes.  

     (3) The third adds the ability to recover after initial damage and disorder. 

Each of these three reactions is a leverage point to be pushed on with specific 

solutions, which are the gaps to fill. The leverage points have much intuitive appeal. 

However, because identification of these leverage points is not based on root cause 

analysis, they are low leverage points and will lead to superficial solutions. 

For example, consider the first contribution in the special issue. This contains ñthe 

very new finding that a strong legislature is important for safeguarding democracy and 

providing onset resilienceé.ò Rephrasing, the solution is the legislature must consist of 

mostly politicians working for the common good. In our social force diagram, this 

solution pushes on the low leverage point of more of the truth in an attempt to revolve the 

intermediate cause of election of politicians not working for the common good. This will 

fail since itôs a superficial solution.  
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Highly complex smoothly running social systems are not designed. They evolve 

incrementally. Once the main root cause of the democratic backsliding problem is 

resolved and the mode change occurs, the new root cause force will keep the problem 

solved and evolve the system as necessary. This will include building the equivalent of 

the ñthree possible reactionsò listed above, and much more. In the solved mode, the 

democratic system will automatically ñwantò to resist backsliding.  

This theory doesnôt fit neatly into any one box in Figure 5, since it encompasses 

so many superficial solutions.  

8. Long-Term Non-Cultural Theories 

John Gerring, in a chapter8 examining Long-Run Factors, describes how while 

other theories deal with ñproximal causes,ò which are causes of democratic behaviour 

that can be changed, long-term theories are ñstructural factorsò that change slowly or not 

at all. Some are cultural, such as religions, European culture, and colonialism. Others are 

non-cultural, such as geographic factors (notably distance from the equator and distance 

from natural harbours,), natural resources, weather, and agricultural suitability. The non-

cultural theories form this theory family. Since they cannot be changed, they cannot be 

causes and are not in Figure 5. 

9. Misinformation Theories 

A large literature on the role of misinformation in backsliding has appeared. 

Puddington9 writes that ñcontrol of information is the most important achievement of 

todayôs generation of autocrats.ò The latest V-Dem Democracy Report10 includes a 

section on Misinformation Multiplying and found that ñEvidence shows that autocratic 

governments spread disinformation to improve their reputation both domestically and 

internationally.ò The problem is so acute that two graphs are used to show how 

ñMisinformation is on the rise worldwide.ò The first step in Larry Diamondôs11 

ñautocratôs twelve-step programò is ñDemonize the opposition as illegitimate and 

unpatrioticò, a form of deception. The fourth step is ñGain control of any public 

broadcasting, politicize it, and make it an instrument of ruling party propaganda.ò As 

discussed in the paper, Benkler, Faris, and Roberts12 found a ñpropaganda feedback loopò 

and a ñreality checkò feedback loop that correspond exactly to the Dueling Loopôs Race 

to the Bottom and Race to the Top.  

This theory family describes Figure 5ôs box 4, as summarized in the paper: 

If the ñcauseò is successful political deception, then the solution is intuitively obvious: 

some form of misinformation correction, a low leverage point.13 The reasoning is that if 

people believe statements that are not true, then that can be corrected by providing 

citizens with corrected versions of deceptive statements pointing out the truth. Superficial 

solutions to do this are fact-checks, articles, social media posts, news, etc. pointing out the 

truth. 
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10. Fukuyamaôs Three Main Causes Theory 

Fukuyamaôs three main causes were: 

(1) A polarizing divide based on identity politics.  

(2) Appearance of the global internet and social media. 

(3) The decline in authority of trusted traditional social institutions (like large 

news organizations) for facts and news. 

Fukuyamaôs three main causes deal with the fundamental layer of the problem, 

and thus are not in the four boxes on the superficial layer of Figure 1. All deal with The 

Dueling Loops of the Political Powerplace simulation model of Figure 6 in the paper. 

The first cause, an ideological divide of the left and right, corresponds to the two 

dueling loops. 

The second cause, use of the internet and social media by the right to amplify 

falsehoods, corresponds to a mechanism for exploiting the inherent advantage of the 

Race to the Bottom. Social media conversations and platform ñnewsò algorithms can 

spread and amplify falsehoods in a vicious ñecho chamberò feedback loop, unfettered by 

the balancing influence of traditional media and the opinions of others with different and 

more truthful viewpoints. ñédemocracy [is] in crisis, buckling under the pressure of 

technological processes that [have] overwhelmed our collective capacity to tell truth from 

falsehoodé.ò14  Deliberately introduced ñcomputational propagandaò and ñmanipulative 

disinformation campaignsò via social media channels by politicians, parties, and states is 

undermining democracy.15  

The third cause, erosion of reliable sources of political information, is a standard 

strategy used by authoritarians to lower a populationôs potential truth literacy. This has 

been greatly facilitated by technology evolution, as over time the internet has allowed 

(less reliable) social media to displace (more reliable) traditional media. This cause is a 

technique to increase the percentage of false memes a person is exposed to.  

System dynamics model description  

A small insight model 

The Dueling Loops of the Political Powerplace model follows the long tradition 

of using small system dynamics models to find and communicate powerful insights 

(often counterintuitive) to the public and policy makers,16 such as Jay Forresterôs iconic 

World2 model (56 variables).17 Because the Dueling Loops model (41 variables) is easily 

understood and exhibits clear behaviour, ñimportant insights regarding the source of 

policy failures can be uncovered.ò18 The ultimate source is the unresolved root cause.  

Small insight models entail estimated parameters for archetypical/exploratory use 

or as many measured parameters as feasible for actual cases. The Dueling Loops of 

model was based almost entirely on estimates. After the Truth Literacy Training study 

was complete, we were able to calibrate the LTQ and AAQ nodes. The values used are 



9 

 

described later along with the simulation runs. Using modeler judgement based on 

system observation plus calibrating the high leverage points with study results, the 

Dueling Loops model was tuned to give realistic behaviour over the full range of the high 

leverage points, false meme size, and influence per degenerate or rationalist.  

A model is calibrated by measuring factors in the real world, using those values in 

the model, and running the model to compare its dynamic behaviour to that in the real 

world. Model structure is then improved as needed to narrow the gap between model and 

real-world behaviour to an acceptable level.  

System dynamics modeling approximates a problemôs behaviour, by comparing 

graphs of model behaviour to graphs of collected data in the real world and refining the 

model until graph agreement is good enough. However, the main purpose is to generate 

useful insights by understanding the problemôs feedback loop structure, so that the 

analyst knows WHY various problem behaviour occurs. If a modelôs general behaviour 

resembles problem behaviour, and model structure makes complete sense and 

corresponds to the real world, then it is a useful model, whether its variables are fully 

calibrated or not.  

Models with high calibration are said to be quantitative models. Those with low 

calibration are qualitative models, as is ours. The 1971 World2 model used a mixture of 

estimated and measured parameters. Itôs successor, World3 in 1972, was fully calibrated, 

which increased the total number of variables from 56 to about 320.19 
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How the model works 

Figure 5. System dynamics model of the democratic backsliding problem. Unit conversion nodes 

like one dollar and one year are not shown, as these have no effect on model behavior. Legend: 

As in the causal loop diagram in the paper, an arrow from node X to node Y means X causes 

change in Y. Solid arrows are a direct relationship, meaning as X increases so does Y, or as X 

decreases so does Y. Dashed arrows are an inverse relationship, meaning as X increases Y 

decreases and vice versa. Dotted or gray arrows are constants, indicating X remains constant. R 

and B signify reinforcing and balancing loops. 

The paper explained how the causal loop diagram worked. That diagram was a high-level 

summary of the system dynamics simulation model (Figure 5). The model contains many 

more nodes (variables) in order to simulate the model.  

System dynamics is a simulation modeling language that models the structure of a 

system in terms of its feedback loops and stocks, and how that structure causes behaviour 

change over time. The goal of system dynamics is ñto enhance learning in complex 
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systemsé to understand the source of policy resistance, and design more effective 

policies.ò20  

The three boxes are what system dynamics calls ñstocks.ò Stocks represent the 

most important factors whose behaviour you are trying to understand and usually 

correspond to physical objects, such as people, money, and pollution. Stocks form the 

backbone of a system dynamics model. Objects flow between stocks according to ñrates.ò 

The model uses four rates to move supporters from one stock to another. 

The model uses Dawkinsô concept of memes and memetic replication.21 A meme 

is copied information capable of affecting behaviour. All memes are learned from others, 

either directly from other people or indirectly through a transmission medium such as 

books, television, or social media. Replication is also called memetic infection. A person 

is infected by a meme when it enters and is accepted by their mind. In the model a meme 

is a statement that is true or false.  

The model uses the concept of memetic infection to determine the degeneration 

rate and the rationalism rate. Looking at the Race to the Bottom, undetected false memes 

is used to calculate percent infected with falsehoods. After a delay of 1 year,22 which is 

incubation time, the infection matures enough to cause the degeneration rate. This causes 

Uncommitted Supporters to move to the Degenerate Supporters stock. The Race to the 

Top works in the same manner. 

People donôt stay infected forever. Some eventually recover. The model handles 

this with the two recovery rate nodes. Average length of infection is 30 years,23 which is 

infection lifetime. This causes 3.3% (1/30 = .033) of those in the Degenerate Supporters 

and Rational Supporters stocks to recover each year and move back to the Uncommitted 

Supporters stock.  

All this mimics what we see in the real world. People are exposed to a mixture of 

true and false memes via TV, social media, articles, books, conversations, etc. Depending 

on their LTQ and AAQ, some of the false memes become actionable false memes (AFM). 

This causes three things: 

(1) AFM is subtracted from false memes to calculate undetected false memes. 

(2) AFM is added to true memes to calculate true memes plus actionable false 

memes. 

(3) AFM causes some degenerates to see the truth and desert. AFM is used to 

calculate desertion fraction (Figure 6). This and infection lifetime are then used to 

calculate the degenerates recovery rate. If the desertion fraction is greater than 

zero, this increases the recovery rate. 

Two constants define the difference between the two main loops, which otherwise 

are equal in their attractive power. In the Race to the Top, constant true meme size is 

always one. It can never change, because the attractiveness of the truth cannot be 

inflated. But in the Race to the Bottom, false meme size ranges from one and up, because 

the attractive power of a meme can be inflated with deception. This constant is changed 



12 

 

to different values in the simulation runs. Each change represents an optimum deception 

strategy: ñHow much lying can I get away with to maximize the number of my 

supporters?ò  

Figure 6. Variables used to calculate the desertion fraction. This forms part of a fourth important 

feedback loop thatôs not on the main model.  

The ability to inflate the attractiveness of a meme gives the Race to the Bottom an 

inherent advantage, represented by undetected false memes. The Race to the Top has no 

corresponding node, like undetected true meme, since there is no deception to detect in 

the truth. This advantage is the main root cause of why the Race to the Bottom is 

dominant most of the time, since LTQ and AAQ are presently low.  

For simplicity, we usually say the main root cause is low political truth literacy. 

Political truth literacy is DTQ. DTQ equals LTQ times AAQ.  

For further detail, the model considers influence. In the Race to the Bottom loop, 

influence per degenerate times the number of Degenerate Supporters equals degenerates 

influence. For simplicity, one unit of influence equal one false meme. The Race to the 

Top has corresponding nodes.  

The simulation model is a reasonable approximation of how the root cause, low 

leverage point, and high leverage point in the social force diagram work. Without the 

simulation model, it would have been impossible to correctly explain the superficial and 

fundamental layers of the social force diagram. We would have never found what appears 

to be the main root cause and its two high leverage points.  

As simple as the Dueling Loops model looks, construction of the first version 

took about three years. When we began, we had no idea what would be found on the 

fundamental layer of the problem. Fortunately, we had the guiding hand of root cause 

analysis, and eventually identified the basic feedback loop structure that appears to exist 

in all large political systems. 
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Simulation runs 

This section shows how the model behaves using a series of simulation runs.  

 

Figure 7. Simulation run graphs, settings, and results. Before a run, the four settings are set to 

the values shown. The model is then simulated. Results are then measured. 
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Each model simulation run is a logical experiment. The result tells us how certain things 

in the real world can be expected to behave, given particular starting conditions. This 

form of experimentation is orders of magnitude faster and cheaper than real-world 

experimentation. This explains why system dynamics modeling is so useful, not just on 

business problems (where the tool was born), but in the social sciences where real-world 

experimentation is slow, expensive, or impossible. 

Experiment inputs are the constants changed. These are false meme size, LTQ and 

AAQ. While listed as a model setting, DTQ is not on the model but is calculated in the 

table for greater understanding. DTQ equals LTQ times AAQ. The output of interest is 

percent rationalists, calculated by: 

percent rationalists = Rational Supporters /  

(Rational Supporters + Degenerate Supporters) 

Percent rationalists measures dominance of the Race to the Top loop. The higher 

the percent, the lower democratic backsliding is because fewer people have degenerated. 

Figure 7 shows 13 simulation runs. All begin with 40 Degenerate Supporters, 40 

Rational Supporters, and 20 Uncommitted Supporters. This gives a total of 100 

supporters. In all runs influence per degenerate or rationalist are equal and never 

changed. When a simulation run begins, neither side has an advantage except that 

provided by the model settings.  

Run 1. The first run shows how when neither side (rationalists and degenerates) has an 

advantage, percent rationalists stays unchanged at 50%. The number of rationalists and 

degenerates rise evenly as some neutralists move to the other two stocks. Neither side has 

an advantage since false meme size = 1 and logical truth quotient (LTQ) or appropriate 

action quotient (AAQ) equals zero, causing DTQ to be zero. 

Run 2. False meme size is raised from 1 to 1.5. While telling small lies offers only a 

small advantage, over time it accumulates into a large one. After 50 years, percent 

rationalists falls to 41%. This is enough for degenerates to win most elections.  

In this run LTQ equals zero, so AAQ doesnôt matter. If no false memes are 

detected, there can never be any actionable false memes, since false memes minus 

detected false memes equals actionable false memes.  

Run 3. This run keeps false meme size at 1.5, and instead has AAQ equal to zero. 

Because of this, LTQ doesnôt matter, since AAQ times detected false memes equals 

actionable false memes.  

As in run 2, DTQ is effectively zero and graph behaviour is identical to run 2. 

Runs 2 and 3 demonstrate that both high leverage points must be pushed on for political 

truth literacy solutions to work. Letôs do that in the next run. 
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Run 4. Like runs 2 and 3, this run keeps false meme size at 1.5. However, both LTQ and 

AAQ are set to 20%, causing DTQ to equal 4%. While DTQ is quite low, this is enough 

to make a small difference. At the end of the run, percent rationalists has risen from 41% 

to 42%.  

Run 5 ï Unsolved Mode. Social agents are adaptive. Degenerate politicians are clever 

enough to adjust the size of lies to the optimum size: not too big and not too small. The 

effect of size of lie on detection is a lookup table (Figure 8) whose curve reflects how as 

the size of a lie grows, itôs more easily detected and diminishing returns begin. As size 

rises from 1 to 50, the percent detected rises from zero to 100%. The second curve, 

memetic infectivity effect, is used to calculate percent infected with falsehoods and the 

truth. 

Figure 8. Lookup table values for two curves. Input is the x axis; output is the y axis. Both are 

non-threshold model curves (non-S curves), very similar to those observed in respiratory disease 

infection.24 The disease curves use probability of infection instead of percent detected or percent 

infected.  

Visual experimentation with the running model shows the optimum false meme size is 

4.9. Compared to the prior run this gives the degenerates a much larger advantage of 34% 

percent rationalists, which is 66% degenerates. 

Based on the Truth Literacy Training study and system observation, we 

hypothesize that in most political systems both high leverage points (LTQ and AAQ) are 

low, at about 20%. Run 5 thus reflects approximate real-world behavior and is what 

system dynamics calls the reference mode. It is the problem to solve, the run we keep 

referring back to as we iterate the model and design the other runs.  

In run 5 the system is in the unsolved mode. Powerful feedback loop forces are 

locking the system into a usually dominant Race to the Bottom among Politicians. 

Whatôs driving these forces is the unresolved main root cause. This is force R in the 

social force diagram.  

The values of 20% for LTQ and AAQ are calibrated from group 1 (control group) 

in the study. Group 1 LTQ was 8% in the first study, 22% before the follow up refresh 

training, and 20% after the refresh training. These average roughly 20%. The AAQ 

scores were 25%, 59%, and 20%. The 59% is an aberration due to the large confidence 
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intervals and the (accidentally) easier follow up statements. Thus, these also average 

about 20%. 

Using the World Values Survey, Noel and Therien25 report that 24.7% of 

respondents place themselves on the left, 30.3% on the center, and 45.2% on the right. 

This gives a percent rationalists of 24.7% / (24.7% + 45.2%) = 35%, which compares 

favorably to the 34% rationalists in run 5. This is another form of model calibration. 

Because political truth literacy is low, the Race to the Bottom is the dominant 

loop most of the time, where ñSpecial interests now take precedence over the common 

good. éwe now live in a diminished democracy éwith ordinary citizens squeezed out of 

the public sphere by partisan ideologues and professional propogandistsò.26 The Race to 

the Bottom is not dominant all the time, because loop dominance changes back and forth 

due to a variety of reasons beyond the scope of this paper.  

Runs 6 and 7. The question arises, which of the two high leverage points (LTQ and 

AAQ) has the highest leverage? Runs 6 and 7 allow experimentation to answer this 

question.  

Run 6 raises LTQ from 20% to 30% and leaves AAQ at 20%. The result is an 

optimum false meme size of 4.8 and 38% percent rationalists. Run 7 sets LTQ back to 

20% and raises AAQ from 20% to 30%. The result is an optimum false meme size of 3.4 

and 42% percent rationalists.  

Comparing the two runs, results show that pushing on the LTQ high leverage 

point raised percent rationalists 4 percentage points. But pushing on the AAQ point 

raised it 8 points. AAQ has roughly twice the leverage of LTQ. This is fortunate, since 

AAQ training is much easier than LTQ training. Letôs review why. 

AAQ training (aka vote training) consists of learning two simple rules: 

(1) Penalize the Deceiver ï If you discover a politician has attempted to deceive you, 

then when you vote or take action you should strongly oppose the politician or the 

source of the deception. This will have the effect of reducing attempted deception. 

(2) Support the Truth Teller ï If you discover a politician has told the truth, then 

when you vote or take action you should strongly support the politician or the 

source of the truth. In this manner we encourage more truth tellers. 

LTQ training in the study consists of learning how to spot 6 fallacies and flawed 

application of the Strong Evidence Rule. This requires learning dozens of rules and the 

procedure of how to apply the Personal Truth Test, which is a much larger task than the 

two rules of AAQ training.  

Runs 8, 9, and 10. These simulation runs push on the two high leverage points equally to 

determine how much LTQ and AAQ must be raised to solve the problem.  

The pattern is as LTQ and AAQ rise, more lies are detected and acted upon. This 

causes optimum false meme size to fall. Politicians are adaptive. Here they adapt by 

reducing the size of their lies to reduce chance of detection. They are trying to slip 
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smaller lies through peopleôs defenses, and it works. But it works only up to a certain 

point: 

¶ Run8. As LTQ and AAQ rise from 20% in run 5 to 30% in this run, optimum 

false meme size falls from 4.9 to 2. Percent rationalists rises from 34% to 43%.  

¶ Run 9. As LTQ and AAQ rise still further to 40%, optimum false meme size falls 

to 1.3. Percent rationalists rises to 49%. 

¶ Run 10. Finally, as LTQ and AAQ rise to 50%, optimum false meme size falls to 

1, its lower limit. Percent rationalists rises to 50%, its upper limit. Raising LTQ 

and AAQ further has no effect, since false meme size cannot be less than one. 

Run 10 represents the solved mode and was a counterintuitive discovery offering 

deep insight, a frequent occurrence when using system dynamics modeling to reveal a 

problemôs feedback loop structure. We expected that as LTQ and AAQ rose, more 

degenerates would move to the Race to the Top and that loop would become dominant 

because it contained the most supporters. 

But thatôs not what the model predicts will happen. The model shows the two 

loops will end their perpetual duel and effectively merge into one loop, because now both 

loops compete for supporters by telling the truth. The two feedback loops behave as one, 

because they have the same meme size of one.  

Optimum false meme size falls from 4.9 in run 5 to 1 in run 10. This corresponds 

to the right moving from an extreme far-right false ideology to a truth-based moderate 

position, one so moderate that like the rationalists, they too pursue the common good. 

They are now moderates, not degenerates. There will be differences of opinion among 

political parties and politicians. Interpretations of what common good goals are 

paramount and how to achieve them will persist. But if LTQ and AAQ are high enough, 

citizens will elect politicians who can now work together in harmony. 

Movement from partisan extremes to the moderate centre eliminates support of 

authoritarianism. In his examination of the left and right in political systems, Bobbio27 

explains why. 

é. the modern political universe is made up of two entirely separate axes: left/right and 

liberty /authoritarianism. éthe two axes in politics combine to produce four categories: 

the extreme right, the moderate right, the moderate left, and the extreme left. The 

extremists are authoritarian, and do not accept the rules of democracy, and although the 

moderate left and moderate right disagree over the question of equality, they accept the 

same rules for the political game.  

The Dueling Loops model employs a single axis, consisting of Bobbioôs ñthe 

extreme right, the moderate right, the moderate left, and the extreme left.ò When 

supporters move from extreme to moderate positions, ñthey accept the same rules for the 

political game,ò and reject authoritarian pressure to backslide. In Bobbioôs words, when 

the ñinclusive middleò dominates, ñleft and right cease to be two mutually exclusive 
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totalities like two sides of a coin which cannot both be seen at the same time; they 

become two parts of a whole, a dialectic totality.ò 28 

Runs 11 and 12. Some Race to the Bottom factions will adapt to rising DTQ by 

moderating toward the political centre. But we expect others will not. They will continue 

to promote their deception-based far-right ideology. How would the model behave if 

instead of moderating, the right choses to continue a strategy of deception?  

Run 11 shows what happens when instead of choosing an optimum false meme 

size of one that maximizes the number of their supporters, a group feels so locked into 

their own false ideology that they do not adapt at all from run 5. Even though LTQ and 

AAQ have risen to 50%, the degenerates stick with the same level of lies used in run 5. 

The result is 82% rationalists, which means 18% degenerates.  

In run 12, LTQ and AAQ are raised still further to 70%. The result is 6% 

degenerates. If LTQ and AAQ were raised still more to 80% (not shown), only 3% 

degenerates would remain.  

We feel anything over about 80% is not realistic in the immediate future. Even 

though the study was able to raise LTQ and AAQ to about 80% and 90%, raising 

political truth literacy to that high a level in a large population will probably take 

generations. However, we do expect that raising it to medium level of about 50% for 

swing voters and the young is quite practical in the short term, in less than ten years, if a 

state is strongly committed to preserving democracy. 

Runs 11 and 12 deal with the problem of far-right minorities who despite their 

small percentage of the population, have a significant effect on the political system. In a 

democracy the rights and desires of minorities must be respected and addressed. If 18% 

of voters (run 11) promote a far-right ideology, a nation will be too distracted to focus 

efficiently on highly demanding problems. This may be seen in the disproportionate 

influence far-right groups can have, such as the authoritarian populist wave in Europe of 

Le Pen in France, the Austrian Freedom Party in Austria, the Sweden Democrats in 

Sweden (who emerged from violent neo-Nazi groups in the late 1980s), and the mis-

named Center Party and Forum for Democracy parties in the Netherlands. In Germany, 

Denny29 found that the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD), even though national 

polls show only 10% support, 

époses a significant and complex threat to the German constitutional order. Highly 

organized and openly hostile to the rules binding other political actors, the German far 

right has outperformed its electoral support in shaping German society. In 2020, [one of 

Germanyôs intelligence agencies] reported that the number of right-wing extremists in 

Germany has increased to 33,300, of whom 13,300 are thought to be willing to commit 

violence. 

The vote share for populist parties in 32 European democracies with a lower or 

single house of parliament rose from 5.3% in the 1950s to 12.4% in the 2010s.30 
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Historically, the far right is where authoritarian support begins. But it cannot begin if 

political truth literacy is medium or high.  

Run 13. The paper stated that: ñThe effect of social media false meme amplification has 

become quite large and continues to grow.31 However, this amplification only gives the 

Race to the Bottom a further advantage because of the unresolved root cause of low 

political truth literacy. Once the root cause is resolved, amplification no longer works.ò 

Run 13 models this amplification by increasing influence per degenerate from 

200 to 300. Influence per rationalist remains at 200. This approximates the amplification 

effect, since it causes the Race to the Bottom to inherently have 50% more memes than 

the Race to the Top. Thatôs a huge advantage. 

The result is that optimum false meme size is still one. Percent rationalists falls 

from 50% in run 10 to 41%. But this doesnôt matter, because degenerate politicians are 

now telling the truth. In the real world, run 13 corresponds to a democracy that has 

swung to the right due to amplification, but is not dysfunctional. Healthy cooperative 

political debate among moderates about differences of opinion prevails, rather than 

dysfunctional polarization.  

Experimentation shows that starting with run 13, if  false meme size is raised from 

1 to 4.9 and LTQ and AAQ are raised to 70%, the result is about the same as run 12. 

Far-right behaviour 

While much further research is required, the analysis and model tell us that by 

raising LTQ and AAQ from low to medium, the main root cause of democratic 

backsliding can theoretically be resolved. As that occurs, most on the right will move the 

centre, where healthy political discourse will prevail instead of debilitating polarization. 

The rest of the right (the far right) will cling to their false beliefs due to the deceptive 

power of motivated reasoning, a well-established theory explaining how biased decision-

making works.32 The theory explains why once a person is fooled into strong false 

political beliefs, the person becomes highly partisan and their false beliefs are 

unshakable.  

The far-rightôs beliefs are so immune to truth-based arguments that they mostly 

cannot be changed. However, raising a nationôs LTQ and AAQ reduces the ability of the 

far-right to recruit new members via deception. In theory, over the long term the far right 

will gradually diminish to such a low percentage that they will have little political 

impact. This is speculation, however. How various right-wing groups can best be moved 

to the center or eliminated altogether is an important area for further research. 

Additional solution elements 

The paper found the main root cause of democratic backsliding was low political truth 

literacy. The high leverage point for resolving the root cause is raise political truth 

literacy from low to high. The paper described a key solution element for doing that: 
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Truth Literacy Training. That element is part of a larger body of work which designed a 

comprehensive collection of six solution elements, for the purpose of illustrating how 

democratic systems can effectively push on the high leverage point.  

The solution elements described below should be seen as rough sketches of what 

is possible, rather than well-researched proposals. While rough sketches, the elements are 

described in some depth to illustrate their feasibility. The solution elements are: 

Solution element 1. Freedom from Falsehood  

This serves as the foundation for rest of the solution elements by passing a new law: 

Citizens now have the legal right to freedom from falsehood from sources they must be 

able to trust. These sources include all ñservantsò of the people, including politicians, 

public employees, and corporations. A servant is an agent employed or created by a 

political system to do something useful for humanity. All servants must remain 

subservient to Homo sapiens and keep the interests of humans above their own.  

What is not prohibited by law is permitted by implication. Therefore, if people do 

not have the legal right to Freedom from Falsehood, then by implication itôs okay for 

those seeking power or in positions of power to manipulate citizens by the use of spin, 

lies, fallacies, soothing half-truths, the sin of omission, and all the forms of propaganda 

available. This manipulation has become such a large problem that Jacques Ellul, one of 

the greatest French philosophers of the 20th century, concluded that: 

...propaganda is today a greater danger to mankind than any of the other more grandly 

advertised threats hanging over the human race. Propaganda is the expression of opinions 

or actions carried out deliberately by individuals or groups with a view to influencing the 

opinions or actions of other individuals or groups for predetermined ends and through 

psychological manipulation. The strength of propaganda reveals, of course, one of the 

most dangerous flaws of democracy. ... [successful] propaganda renders the true exercise 

of [democracy] almost impossible.33 

People are intuitively coming to the conclusion that Freedom from Falsehood is 

essential, especially for politicians. For example, in in 2007 Julian Burnside, a prominent 

Australian barrister, advocated exactly that:34 (italics added) 

The Future Summit, being held in Melbourne this week, is a hotbed of ideas, solutions 

and attempts to imagine a better world. Global warming, reliance on fossil fuels, the 

growing gap between rich and poor, all have been debated by academics, captains of 

industry, religious, community and political leaders. 

          But one solution ð put forward yesterday by the top silk Julian Burnside, QC ð 

met with more acclaim than any other, and received rapturous applause. ñIf we really 

want to make things better, I suggest we introduce a law that makes it an offence for 

politicians to lie,ò he told the conference.  
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Burnside intuitively senses what our analytical approach found: that political 

deception is so damaging to democracy it should be illegal. As long as the democratic 

model lacks the fundamental right of Freedom from Falsehood, it is an incomplete and 

too easily compromised model. 

Freedom from Falsehood creates a new explicit goal for democratic systems. 

Implementing this goal requires the other solution elements. 

Solution element 2. No Competitive Servant Secrets 

Secrecy is a form of deception. This solution element, also a new law, prevents public 

servants from using any form of secrecy to their own advantage.  

A public servant is any entity that exists to serve the people, such as politicians 

and publicly created artificial life forms like corporations and governmental agencies. 

Ensuring the accountability, integrity, and equity of public servants must be possible at 

all times. If public servants can keep certain information secret, then Freedom from 

Falsehood cannot be implemented, because in too many cases there would be no way to 

discern the truth. 

The importance of politician ratings 

Before describing the next two solution elements, Politician Truth Ratings and 

Politician Corruption Ratings, we need to examine the importance of politician ratings.  

A rating is a (hopefully) reliable, objective measure of the quality of something. 

Industrialized societies thrive on ratings because they allow people to make better 

decisions more efficiently. People love to compare things using one simple number. 

Ratings are everywhere. There are wine ratings, new car quality ratings, bond 

ratings, stock ratings, chess ranking ratings, school quality ratings, credit ratings, car 

safety ratings, hospital quality-of-care ratings, hiking trail ratings, film ratings, and many 

more. In the US, Consumer Reports alone rates thousands of products a year for quality, 

using 63 testing labs, 130 researchers, and a 327-acre automotive test track.35 Credit 

ratings are so essential to a smoothly running global financial system that corporate and 

sovereign credit rating agencies employed 6,000 analysts and supervisors to produce 2.1 

million different ratings in 2019.36  

But when it comes to the ratings citizens need the most, there arenôt any. There 

are many niche ratings,37 but none of proper focus.  

The most important repeated decision the average citizen makes is not which 

wine or car to buy. Itôs who to elect to run their government. That decision determines 

everything in a democratic system: its quality of management, its goals, its laws, its 

services for citizens, and all the little things that affect a populationôs quality of life. 

Ratings provide the objective truth about the quality of something. They provide 

crucial information that would be too expensive and time consuming for citizens to 

collect themselves. Given that the most important decision the average citizen makes is 

who to vote for, the most important ratings in a democracy are politician ratings that 
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focus on how much a politician can be trusted to work for The People instead of 

themselves and powerful special interests. This level of trust can be measured with 

Politician Truth Ratings and Politician Corruption Ratings. Voters now have answers to 

two questions: ñHow much can I trust this politician to tell me the truth? How much can I 

trust this politician to work for the common good, rather that powerful special interests 

due to corruption?ò 

 High personal political truth literacy alone is not enough. What matters is 

effective political truth literacy. That can be achieved by personal political truth literacy 

(via Truth Literacy Training) supplemented by relevant, reliable information. The most 

crucial part of that information can be provided in the form of two solution elements: 

Politician Truth Ratings and Politician Corruption Ratings. Additional information, in a 

non-ratings form, can be provided with two additional solution elements: Quality of Life 

Index and Sustainability Index. 

Solution element 3. Political Truth Ratings 

This measures the average level of truth in a politicianôs important statements to create a 

rating of a politicianôs trustworthiness in terms of telling the truth. All important 

politicians would receive Politician Truth Ratings, though it would take some time to 

ramp up the program.  

Creation of rating scores follows this process for a politician: The claims in 

campaign speeches, ads, articles, speeches once in office, and so on are identified. 

Inconsequential claims are removed, such as remarks about the weather. A statistically 

valid random sample of the remaining claims is taken. Each claim is then rated for truth. 

The average becomes the truth rating. This may seem like an expensive burden, but most 

important claims are repeated, especially during campaigns. Only the first occurrence 

requires new work.  

Itôs possible that fines for excessive lying by politicians will be required. 

However, the most efficient penalty is not a fine. It is public knowledge a politician 

broke trust with the citizens of his or her country and lied. 

A truth rating is the probability a politicianôs important arguments are true. For 

example, during a political campaign between two leading candidates, their updated 

Truth Ratings would come out. They might say that candidate A averaged 40% true, 

while candidate B averaged 70%, as in Figure 9. Unless extremely high deception-based 

polarization was present, guess which candidate would probably win the election at that 

point in the publicôs mind? Or suppose the two candidates averaged only a five-point 

difference in ratings. Then issue differences would determine who won.  

Or suppose one candidate said she had a plan for accomplishing something and 

the opposing candidate claimed the plan was faulty and would not work. The truth raters 

would examine the plan, rate it for probable effectiveness, and use that in calculating the 

ratings. Voters could look up the details behind the ratings if interested, and find out why 

the plan would or would not work, or why a particular statement was false. This further 
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investigation would also have the effect of raising their personal truth literacy, since the 

fallacies involved would be identified and discussed.  

Figure 9. Example of how published Politician Truth Ratings for two politicians competing in an 

election could look. The graphic might appear in a newspaper article or be used in a TV news 

show.  

Those doing the ratings would be certified rating organizations, ones with no conflict of 

interest and therefore non-profit. If an organization doing a series of ratings was credible 

and the public trusted the ratings, The Drive for Rating Excellence feedback loop 
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(shown later) would begin. Politicians would compete to see who could be the most 

trustworthy and therefore the most helpful. While things would not be perfect, campaigns 

would become based on reason and truth rather than deception. As politicians began 

competing on the basis of the truth about what they can do for the common good, the 

Race to the Top Among Politicians feedback loop would go dominant and the health of 

democracy would be restored. 

The equivalent of Politician Truth Ratings is slowly appearing in fact-check 

journalism. The best example we found is the work of PolitiFact. Claims to be checked 

are not randomly selected, which PolitiFact acknowledges: ñWe donôt check absolutely 

everything a candidate says, but focus on what catches our eye as significant, 

newsworthy or potentially influential. Our ratings are also not intended to be statistically 

representative but to show trends over time.ò 38  

How close PolitiFactôs work is to truth ratings may be seen in Table 1. The data is 

from a New York Times article39 using data from PolitiFact. The table is based on 

statements from 2007 to 2015 by presidential candidates and some current and former 

officeholders. The table is sorted from most to least dishonest using the Mostly False of 

Worse column. R signifies a member of the Republican party. D signifies the Democrat 

party. 

Table 1. Fact-check results for 17 US politicians. 

Candidate Party 
Mostly False 

or Worse 
Mostly True 

or True 

Ben Carson R 84% 4% 

Donald Trump R 76% 7% 

Ted Cruz R 66% 22% 

Dick Cheney R 59% 30% 

Rick Santorum R 55% 22% 

Carly Fiorina R 50% 28% 

Marco Rubio R 40% 38% 

Lindsey Graham R 34% 34% 

Chris Christie R 32% 41% 

Rand Paul R 32% 47% 

Joseph Biden D 32% 39% 

Jeb Bush R 32% 48% 

Bernie Sanders D 28% 54% 

Hillary Clinton D 28% 51% 

Barack Obama D 26% 48% 

Martin OôMalley D 25% 19% 

Bill Clinton D 24% 50% 

The candidates are sorted by the Mostly False or Worse column. This column 

approximates Politician Truth Ratings, though the values in the column measure percent 

false rather than percent true, as in Figure 9. The strong pattern is Republicans lie much 

more than Democrats. Except for Jeb Bush, all Republicans are above the horizontal line 
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and all Democrats are below it. Republicans average 51% Mostly False or Worse, while 

democrats average 27%. This data is one more confirmation of the presence of the 

Dueling Loops structure.  

Solution element 4. Politician Corruption Ratings 

This measures how corrupt a politician is, in a similar manner to Politician Truth 

Ratings. Corruption excludes voter deception, since Politician Truth Ratings measures 

that. Corruption ratings would need to be done regularly, perhaps every two years. The 

running average of the last ten years or so would be a politicianôs rating. Corruption 

ratings would become as routine and cost about as much as a high-level security check. 

Ratings of government corruption exist, such as Transparency Internationalôs 

Corruption Perceptions Index40 and the World Banksôs Control of Corruption indicator41. 

Politician Corruption Ratings, however, measure a specific politicianôs level of 

corruption. This requires defining ñpolitician corruptionò in terms of application use and 

determining how to measure it.  

For use in a rating, we define politician corruption as actions by a politician that 

unduly favour narrow special interests or the politician themself, in the opinion of the 

electorate. This aligns with what Farrales42 found to be the emerging consensus when the 

corruption definition debates ended in the 1970s: ñCorrupt acts were viewed as carefully 

calculated decisions [based on individual choice] that maximized benefits for the parties 

involved, but which ultimately came at a cost to society.ò 

Cultures vary. Each political system would need its own list of corrupt actions, 

such as bribery, large campaign donations, dark money, embezzlement, favouritism, 

coercion, criminal activity, and so on. A particular action need not be explicitly illegal, as 

the law is often behind the times. Narrow special interests include corporations, 

industries, organizations, other nations, other politicians, friends, family, etc.  
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Solution element 5. Sustainable Quality of Life Index 

The purpose of this index is to provide the correct explicit democratic system goal. The 

topmost goal of a democracy is to promote the general welfare of its entire population (as 

opposed to the welfare of a small autocratic ruling group) in a stable manner into the far 

future.43 This goal can be more rigorously articulated as to optimize long-term quality of 

life for all. The goal has two components: long-term and quality of life.  

(1) The long-term component rests on the concept of sustainability, which we define 

as the ability to continue a defined behaviour indefinitely. For a society to be 

sustainable, all three pillars of sustainability (environmental, social, and 

economic) must be sustainable.44 

(2) The ñquality of life for allò component consists of those factors deemed important 

to a particular population, such as physical health, happiness, and lifespan. 

ñQuality of life for allò is synonymous with the common good. 

Combining these two components into a single phrase, the topmost goal of a 

democracy is an optimal sustainable quality of life. That goal is the Sustainable Quality 

of Life Index, which is the multiple of its two components. The equation and 

abbreviations are: 

Sustainable Quality of Life Index (SQLI) = 

Quality of Life Index (QLI) x Sustainability Index (SI) 

The Quality of Life Index (QLI) 

Numerous QLIs have appeared, such as the Genuine Progress Indicator of 

ecological economists, the Economistôs Quality of Life Index, Bhutanôs Gross National 

Happiness Index, the United Nations Human Development Index, and the OECDôs Better 

Life Index. All use a collection of factors to calculate an overall index.  

The most mature appears to be the OECDôs Better Life Index (Figure 10). This 

index demonstrates that an adequate QLI is easily implemented. Presently its index 

ranges from zero to ten. This would be changed to zero to 100% for use in the above 

equation. If an approach like the Better Life Index was used, its factors and weights 

would have to satisfy all nations, not just OECD members. However, in its present form, 

the index is already a reasonable version of an adequate QLI.  
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Figure 10. OECD Better Life Index.45 Using eleven factors, the index is measured every two 

years for all OECD members plus several non-members. The index is on the left axis and ranges 

from zero to ten. Measurements for Switzerland are shown. To illustrate that factor importance 

varies across countries and people, website visitors can adjust the factor weights to their own 

preference, as the example has done. Country indexes are then recalculated using those 

weights. The first three factors (housing, income, and jobs) are material living conditions. The rest 

are quality of life factors.  

The Sustainability Index (SI) 

QLIs are much easier to implement than SIs, since most quality-of-life data is usually 

already being collected by governments. The rest is relatively easy to collect, using 

existing data or initiating surveys.  

By contrast, implementing an adequate SI is so difficult it appears to have not yet 

been done. None of the 13 SIs that Mori and Christodoulou46 examined were capable of 

providing an adequate basis for a complete City Sustainability Index (CSI). A CSI is the 

same as a national or global SI. Only the scale and system boundary has changed. No 

adequate basis for a complete SI has emerged since Mori and Christodoulouôs research in 

2010.  

A complete SI is more difficult than a QLI because data must be collected on all 

three pillars. In addition, it must incorporate measurement of Dalyôs47 three requirements 

of environmental sustainability: 

(1) Renewable resources: The rate of harvest should not exceed the rate of 

regeneration (sustainable yield). 

(2) Pollution: The rates of waste generation from projects should not exceed the 

assimilative capacity of the environment (sustainable waste disposal). 

(3) Non-renewable resources:  The depletion of the non-renewable resources should 

require development of comparable renewable substitutes for that resource. 


































