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Executive summary  

Main findings 

This deliverable presents research on the institutional organization of governments and how 

these affect both horizontal, vertical and societal accountability. Horizontal accountability 

refers to when government bodies hold other government bodies to account, vertical 

accountability refers to when citizens hold government accountable through elections, and 

societal accountability refers to when citizens and civil society associations seek to hold 

government accountable via other channels than elections. The central question addressed in 

this research project is thus which concrete institutional arrangements and mechanisms 

explain why some governments act in the public interest, while others act to benefit 

themselves, often at the public expense. With a few exceptions, all of the texts presented here 

have been published as later versions, many in top political science journals (see table of 

context for details). The main findings in brief are: 

 Citizens are ’ often assumed in policy spheres to be willing and able to mobilize 

against corruption. This willingness to take action depend on the type of corruption 

concerned, as well as its pervasiveness and visibility. Paradoxically, citizens may be 

less inclined to become politically involved where corruption is both more prevalent, 

and governments are comparatively more transparent (i.e. corruption is more visible). 

Moreover, citizens are less likely to engage in anti-corruption efforts when the type of 

corruption that exists is of the sort that favors the privileged and yields special 

advantages (greed corruption), but more likely when corruption is used to gain access 

to fair treatment (need corruption) (Section 1). 

 A large scale country level survey of public administration experts in 130 countries 

was employed to develop conceptual precision around and to map empirically two key 

instruments of horizontal accountability: government audit and government 

transparency. Both of these prove to be strongly related to the prevalence of corruption 

in a state. More specifically, the aspects shown to matter most are the professionalism 

of supreme audit offices, and the ability of the public to track government revenues. In 

depth analyses of anti-corruption approaches in South Eastern Europe reveal little 

evidence of advancement, as anti-corruption agencies lack autonomy and are subject 

to political capture (Section 2). 

 Along similar lines, the autonomy of government bureaucracies is show to matter for 

how citizens and civil society associations engage with and seek to hold government 

accountable. When the civil service lacks autonomy and is highly politicized, access to 

government resources and services may also become politicized, and political parties 

are more inclined to use public resources for partisan ends (e.g. patronage and 

clientelism), an association born out empirically. For citizens, such a system 

incentivizes the cultivation of close ties to politicians and parties in order to increase 

access to public goods, which may induce citizens to abstain from using formal 

accountability mechanisms (Section 3). 



 Meritocracy in public bureaucracies – that is, the extent to which bureaucrats are 

selected and promoted according to their merits and talents rather than appointed 

politically by incumbents – also has direct and wide-ranging implications for 

horizontal accountability and corruption. An autonomous bureaucracy enhances power 

sharing in the state while a politicized bureaucracy erodes the division of power in a 

way that grants politicians more unchecked power. When politicians have extensive 

control over civil servants’ careers, transaction costs are lower for collusive and rent-

seeking behavior that involves politicians and high-level bureaucrats. Empirically, 

political control of the bureaucracy is strongly associated with a range of corruption 

indicators at both the national and regional level, and especially with respect to 

corruption in procurement processes. An autonomous bureaucracy is also associated 

with the generation and publication of reliable government statistics, which in the 

longer term is necessary for better policy making (Section 4). 

 WP11 researchers also examined the effects of government corruption. Using newly 

collected data at the regional level in Europe, lower corruption is associated with the 

establishment of small and medium businesses, as well as the ability of regions in 

Europe to attract structural funds. Moreover, analyses show that higher levels of 

education are associated with higher levels of social trust across 24 European 

countries. Interestingly, however, in lower QoG countries the relationship is non-

existent. In contexts with higher levels of corruption and more favorability to certain 

groups, the educated may see the injustice and react accordingly, meaning they have 

the same low trust as others. In high QoG countries, in contrast, more education brings 

an understanding and appreciation of the impartiality of government institutions 

(Section 5).  

 The research presented in section 6 introduces, evaluates and compares several new 

indicators of corruption for European regions. The data reveal tremendous variation 

both between but also within European countries, both with respect to corruption in 

the form of bribe-paying, but also in whether public sector employment is meritocratic 

or, in contrast, based on connections (personal, political or familial). The data also 

allow for an examination of widely used perception-based indicators of corrupt (the 

World Bank’s control of corruption indicator, or Transparency International 

Corruption Perception Indicator), and the finding is that citizens’ experiences strongly 

corroborate these established measures (Section 6).  

 The proportion of women in elected office has long been known to correlate with 

levels of corruption in a country. The research presented in Section 7 demonstrates 

that the same pattern exists at the regional level in Europe. The proportion of women 

at higher levels of the civil services is not, however, associated with corruption in a 

country. The findings suggest that women are not less susceptible to corruption. Data 

from the citizen level indicates that in countries with more extensive welfare 

programs, women are more critical of corruption than their male counterparts, but that 

a gender gap does not exist in countries with more limited welfare programs. As 

welfare programs are known to further women’s interests, this finding suggests that 

the gender-corruption association may be a function of women politicians’ desire to 

develop well-functioning welfare programs (Section 7). 



Detailed summary 

Section 1. Societal accountability: Anticorruption mobilization against different forms of 

corruption  

While the trickle of evidence on the detrimental effects of corruption has steadily grown into a 

torrent, attempts to reduce or contain corruption often fall short. Disappointed by the 

numerous failures of anticorruption reforms, international organizations, scholars and 

policymakers increasingly place their hopes on measures aimed at enhancing democratic 

accountability (Johnston 2014). However, the anticorruption potential of increased electoral 

and societal accountability builds on a specific and fundamental assumption: that citizens will 

become engaged and punish corruption and venality. Evidence from a growing body of 

literature suggests that this is far from always a reasonable assumption (Bauhr and Grimes, 

2014; Zechtmeister and Zizumbo-Colunga, 2013; de Sousa & Moriconi, 2013). Citizens may 

indeed opt to forego their right to protest and voice complaints, and refrain from using their 

electoral right to punish corrupt politicians. In the absence of public pressure for reforms, 

most institutions aimed at facilitating accountability, such as ombudsman offices, 

whistleblower hotlines and free and fair elections, are ineffective at best, or may even lead to 

the preservation of deeply corrupt systems (Bauhr 2016a). 

One shortcoming in previous research relates to a failing to distinguish between different 

forms of corruption. We consequently have rather extensive knowledge on the correlates and 

determinants of aggregate levels of corruption, but much less knowledge on whether these 

determinants operate similarly across different forms of corruption. Bauhr (2016a) suggests 

that a better understanding of the different forms of corruption is needed to explain the 

effectiveness of institutional and accountability reforms. The research on civic engagement 

and societal accountability presented in Section 1 show that the type of corruption matters for 

civic mobilization against corruption, as well as the extent to which corruption is punished 

electorally (Bauhr and Charron forthcoming). The type of corruption may also matters for 

women’s engagement in anti-corruption efforts (Bauhr and Wängnerud 2017).  

Bauhr (2016a) develops a distinction between need and greed corruption and suggests that 

citizens’ mobilization in the fight against corruption is contingent upon the form of 

corruption. In particular, citizens tend to engage in the fight against corruption when 

corruption is needed to gain access to “fair” treatment (need corruption) as opposed to when 

corruption is used to gain special illicit advantages (greed corruption). In particular, greed 

corruption undermines the opportunities for outsiders of these corrupt transactions to 

mobilize, since greed corruption is typically both secretive and collusive, and therefore only 

occasionally exposed, and since negative effects tend to occur at a substantial time lag, while 

perpetuators or insiders have everything to gain from maintaining the status quo. The 

distinction helps explain why greed corruption is so “sticky” and can exist in relatively well 

functioning polities. 

Bauhr and Charron (2016) develop a comprehensive multi-level theory that explains why and 

how grand corruption corrodes electoral accountability, thereby contributing knowledge on 



why democracies vary in their ability to reduce corruption. This study provides clear 

empirical evidence that electoral accountability is ill-suited to reducing grand corruption, as it 

tends to give rise to resignation and political alienation among those not linked to incumbents, 

thereby also resulting in deep societal divides between insiders, or beneficiaries of the 

dominant system, and outsiders, those left on the sidelines.  

International organizations, policy experts, and nongovernmental organizations promote 

greater governmental transparency as a measure to enhance accountability and curb 

corruption. Research carried out here has explored whether transparency in fact makes 

citizens more likely to mobilize to demand cleaner government. Transparency is predicted to 

deter corruption in part by expanding the possibilities for societal accountability, that is, for 

citizens and citizens associations to monitor, scrutinize, and act to hold public office holders 

to account. Bauhr and Grimes (2014) unpack the assumptions of these policy theories and 

suggest that the exposure of egregious and endemic corruption may instead demobilize the 

demos (i.e., resignation) rather than enhance mobilization and accountability (i.e., 

indignation). Using three indicators of indignation versus resignation—institutional trust, 

political involvement, and political interest—the empirical analyses confirm that an high 

levels of transparency in highly corrupt countries tends to breed resignation rather than 

indignation. While transparency reforms are important for attaining better government,  these 

have to be rolled out in tandem with well functioning institutions for accountability in order to 

be effective. 

Bauhr (2016a) also suggests that the willingness to expose corruption varies substantially 

depending on the type of corruption concerned. Citizens may be highly willing to report a 

bribe elicited by an official, as evident in the large number of reported instances of “need” 

corruption in sites such as “I paid a bribe”, but those that engage in corruption out of greed are 

likely to go to great lengths to obscure their corrupt acts.    

Section 2. Horizontal Accountability: Transparency, audit, and anti-corruption 

Government audit as well as government transparency are strongly linked in policy theory to 

curbing corruption. Both have received insufficient analytical attention with respect to 

definition of necessary components, as well as systematic empirical examination of their 

importance for corruption mitigation. A large-scale survey of public administration experts in 

130 countries (described in detail in Deliverable 11.1) carried out by the partners at the 

Quality of Government Institute yielded new and much more specific data than was 

previously available on these two important institutional instruments.  

Effective audit has long been believed to be a primary mechanism for deterring public sector 

organizations to engage in corruption. Drawing on normative definitions of good auditing, the 

research evaluates supreme audit offices throughout the world with respect to whether they 

are independent, professionally and meritocratically staffed, and publish their findings to the 

public as a whole. The extent to which audit offices meet these three conditions is strongly 

linked to the prevalence of corruption in a country as measured by TI’s Corruption Perception 

Index (CPI) and also World Bank’s Control of Corruption indicator. Professionalism bears the 



highest positive impact on government performance, and independence of the auditing agency 

the lowest (Gustavsson 2015).  

Conceptual and empirical advances have also been made with respect to government 

transparency as it relates to corruption mitigation, laying the groundwork for more precise 

empirical analyses (Bauhr and Grimes 2016). Existing conceptualizations of transparency 

were extremely broad and not tailored to the exploration of claims regarding how 

transparency may affect specific policy outcomes. Transparency designed specifically to limit 

corruption requires that the public can systematically track the flow of revenues, transfers and 

expenditures. The resulting measure is strongly associated with various measures of 

corruption in a way that other measures are not. Empirical data from 105 countries and a new, 

more sensitive index (the QoG transparency indicator) lend support to the claim that higher 

transparency is in fact associated with lower corruption.  

Understanding the nature and impact of anti-corruption policies also benefits from a closer 

study using qualitative methods as they vary tremendously and their effectiveness is highly 

contingent upon the specificities of the context. Research on anti-corruption policy 

approaches in EU countries usually associated with high levels of corruption – Greece, 

Bulgaria and Romania – reveals that the “one-size-fits-all” approach does not seem to reduce 

levels of corruption (Bratu, Sotiropoulos and Stoyanova 2016).  

Greece, Bulgaria and Romania all evince an implementation gap regarding adopted policy 

measures and actual law enforcement in anti-corruption, yet important variation exists. 

Romania has adopted proactive policies directed at prevention and in fact has made progress 

in battling high-level corruption. By contrast, Bulgaria has opted for reactive policies that 

instead focus on detection and sanctioning, but lacks the capacity to process corruption cases. 

Greece has steered a middle way, accommodating pressures from the country’s lenders to 

intensify anti-corruption as a component of wider economic and administrative reforms. The 

economic crisis in Greece has prompted a strengthening of the anti-corruption regime, with 

efforts to close loopholes, enact new legislation and establish new anti-corruption agencies. 

However, resource allocation and capacity building have fallen short, leading to an 

implementation gap in Greece as well. In all three cases, anti-corruption has changed over 

time, in part owing to pressures from the international community, but also because anti-

corruption policies have been put to various uses by mass media and competing political 

parties (Bratu, Sotiropoulos and Stoyanova 2016).  

In Macedonia, Montenegro, and Serbia, anti-corruption has been shifted to the center of the 

political agenda, but anti-corruption agencies nonetheless lack independence from the 

executive branch, and anti-corruption efforts are deployed not so much to redress corruption 

as to marginalize political opponents. More concretely, civil servants of the central and local 

public administration and members of the justice system are tied to governing elites, and 

therefore tolerate corruption, and governments dispense state transfers to selected 

businessmen in a less-than-transparent manner, thus widening their political influence and 

prolonging their stay in power.  

 



Section 3. How institutional arrangements affect civic engagement and societal 

accountability  

An autonomous bureaucracy has been shown to strongly affect the prevalence of corruption in 

society, as discussed in detail in Section 4. Building on these insights, Cornell and Grimes 

(2015a, 2015b, 2016) show that this aspect of the structure and organization in democracies 

has implications for citizens’ modes of engaging with the state, as well as for the strategies 

employed by political parties in seeking support from potential voters. When civil servants’ 

careers are politicized, the public sector itself is to a greater extent politicized, which affords 

politicians greater opportunities to use public resources to further the interests of their own 

party or political careers. Access to public goods and services can, in other words, come to 

depend on citizens’, or even civil society associations’ partisan affiliations, rather than on the 

formal rules and guidelines governing access to public good and services. Finally, when 

access to public goods and services becomes contingent on political affiliations or vote 

choice, citizens have incentives to engage in with the state via informal channels rather than 

formal channels, via clientelistic networks rather than formal accountability channels, vote-

selling rather than programmatic voting, and in a manner that demonstrates their political 

relevance rather than in a manner which exercises and enforces their rights as citizens.  

The line of inquiry draws on and adds to a number of areas of scholarship and thereby sheds 

new light on the mutually reinforcing nature of institutional arrangements and citizens’ 

political engagement. Research on clientelism has, for example, tended to focus on the 

internal working of practices of clientelism, such as the techniques parties and candidates use 

to ensure that voters in fact cast their ballots as promised, what Susan Stokes (2005) refers to 

as perverse accountability. A few studies examine the link between economic well-being and 

the prevalence of clientelism (Hickens 2011; Weitz-Shapiro 2012). The studies carried out by 

Grimes and co-author Cornell represent the first attempts to explore how the relationship 

between the political and administrative spheres of the state affect these practices, which 

ultimately represent a corruption of democracy. A second contribution is that these studies 

help to elucidate the larger question of how the institutional framework of the state shapes the 

functioning and quality of democracy. The much larger field of democratization and 

democratic deepening has almost entirely focused on how institutions on the input side of the 

policy process, in other words the electoral system, the relationship between legislatures and 

executives, or the extent of presidential powers in a state, affect the emergence of 

programmatic parties and stable party systems. Though still preliminary, these studies show 

that including the broader institutional framework in the analysis of democratic deepening is a 

worthwhile line of inquiry. 

Empirically, the three studies by Cornell and Grimes provide evidence substantiating these 

theoretical claims. Using data from two separate expert surveys, one carried out within the 

framework of Anti-Corrp by the Quality of Government Institute and described in detail in 

deliverable 11.1, and the second carried out by the Democratic Accountability and Linkages 

Project, they show that countries with higher degrees of political control of bureaucracies tend 

also to have political parties that employ clientelistic linkage strategies rather than courting 

voters with more general and universal policy programs (2015b). Moreover, they also show 



that in Latin America, countries with both a more bureaucratic politicization and a stronger 

civil society, citizens tend to engage in disruptive protests to a greater extent, a mode of 

engagement noted by previous research to be consistent with the internal workings of 

clientelism (2015a). Finally, using data from their own survey of 1300 civil servants in 

regional governments in Peru, they show that where civil servants are more politically active, 

they also admit to using public resource for partisan gain to a significantly larger extent, and 

deem political and personal connections to be comparatively more important for citizens to 

get favorable outcomes on requests for help from the government (2016). 

Section 4. Civil service and bureaucratic structures 

Section 1 focuses on the role of bureaucratic structures in general and of civil service systems 

in particular. Meritocracy in public bureaucracies – that is, the extent to which bureaucrats are 

selected and promoted according to their merits and talents rather than appointed politically 

by incumbents – has a host of implications for accountability and corruption. In general, as 

Dahlström and Wängnerud (2015) argue, a merit-based bureaucracy is a mechanism of 

power-sharing when it comes to take policy decisions, a mechanism that prevents politicians 

from using their privileged position to enrich themselves at the expense of the society at large.   

Along similar lines, Dahlström and Lapuente (forthcoming) argue that when the careers of 

politicians and bureaucrats are separated because the latter are selected and promoted 

according exclusively to their merits, two independent channels of accountability – one based 

on political considerations, the other on peer review mechanisms – emerge. This separation 

forms an embedded and mutual control function in government institutions, which in turn 

prevents rent-seeking collusion among officials and fosters government effectiveness. 

Consequently, governments where politicians do not become administrators – and, vice versa, 

bureaucrats do not become politicians – should perform better than governments where the 

careers of politicians and bureaucrats are intertwined.  

Dahlström and Lapuente offer large-N cross-country analyses and numerous empirical 

illustrations indicating that a meritocratic bureaucracy leads to lower levels of corruption, 

higher government effectiveness, and the implementation of more modernization reforms 

within public administrations. In this sense, Sundström shows that the introduction of some of 

those modernization reforms, such as performance-related pay (PRP) in a relatively 

dysfunctional public administration, like South Africa’s, could indeed increase corruption 

opportunities instead of reducing them. Dahlström and Lapuente 2015) argue that merit-based 

bureaucrats are more likely to blow the whistle – in reaction to a suspicious move by their 

political superiors – in an open and democratic society. They show that countries with a merit 

based bureaucracy which are also democracies is the most favorable combination for limiting 

corruption.  

Charron, Dahlström, Fazekas, and Lapuente (forthcoming) find sub-national evidence of the 

same link between meritocracy and good government. They find that corruption risks are 

indeed significantly lower where bureaucrats’ career incentives exclusively follow 

professional criteria, using both a novel measure of career incentives in the public sector— 

from the European Quality of Government Survey, which included answers by over 18,000 



public sector employees in 212 European regions— and also a novel new objective 

corruption-risk measure including over 1.4 million procurement contracts. 

In order to complement these works with qualitative evidence, Parrado, Lapuente, and 

Dahlström (under review) explore the causal mechanisms linking meritocracy with lower 

risks of corruption. By comparing public procurement processes in two similar Spanish cities, 

and interviewing most important actors, they show that relatively independent bureaucrats can 

act as checks to prevent political moral hazard.  

Börang, Cornell, Grimes and Schuster (forthcoming) note, a politicized bureaucracy offers 

politicians greater opportunities to demand from bureaucrats – and raises incentives for 

bureaucrats to supply – public policy knowledge that is strategically biased or suppressed in a 

manner which benefits incumbents reputationally. Through a case analysis of Argentina’s 

statistical agency Börang et al. lend credence to this causal effect, and with the use of time-

series cross-section analyses, they confirm the connection between the politicization of an 

administration and the generation of biased knowledge.  

Section 5. Implications of Quality of Government 

Quality of government (QoG), defined as impartial public institutions with low corruption, is 

strongly associated with a wide scope of desirable socio-economic outcomes. The articles 

published within the ANTICORRP program build on the more general findings in the 

literature regarding the positive relationship between QoG and socio-economic development
1
.  

In the work here, QoG is a strong determinant of both informal institutions (social trust) and 

economic development.  Regarding the former, Charron and Rothstein (2016) challenge the 

existing literature that education in itself is a positive determinant of generalizable trust. The 

authors use newly collected data from the ANTICORRP project to test whether higher levels 

of education actually are associated with higher levels of social trust across 24 European 

countries. The authors find that a clear pattern emerges – that in countries with higher QoG, 

the relationship between education and trust is remarkably strong; people with higher 

education are more trusting on average.  However, in lower QoG countries the relationship is 

non-existent.  The authors point to several factors that might explain this pattern, one being 

that in all contexts, those with a higher education are more likely to be able to see society for 

‘what it is’, and in a context with higher levels of corruption and more favorability to certain 

groups, the educated will see the injustice and react accordingly with lower trust of others. 

Moreover, people socialized in public education will experience directly certain favoritisms or 

even corruption first hand, and make inferences about the society on whole from their 

experiences.   

A second set of articles show that QoG is strongly linked to economic growth and 

development through several specific channels. First, Nistotskaya, Charron and Lapuente 

(2015) show that regions within Europe with higher QoG will have higher levels of 
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entrepreneurship on average. Corruption and a lack of impartiality favor certain groups over 

others and places a higher bar to enter into a given marketplace, in particular for small 

businesses.  Conversely when institutions are impartial and potential entrepreneurs are less 

dependent on personal contacts for permits, etc., more people will be incentivized to enter the 

market. The analyses build on data collected within ANTICORRP (the European Quality of 

Government Index, Charron et al 2015). Second, QoG impacts economic development via 

higher levels of EU structural funds on average.  Charron (2016a and 2016b) shows that QoG 

combined with the level of decentralization in a country help explain variation in the 

allocation of EU structural funds.  He finds that more developed (e.g. non-former objective 1) 

regions within EU countries with higher levels of QoG and decentralization receive greater 

levels of per capita structural funds on average, even when controlling for economic 

development and unemployment rates. The finding holds for both the EU budget of 2000-

2006 (Charron 2016a), and 2007-2013 (Charron 2016b).   

Section 6. Measurement 

Section 6 describes work carried out conjointly in work packages 5 and 11, now published 

several articles, in which complex concepts around ‘quality of government’ (QoG), 

‘corruption’ and ‘meritocracy’ were measured via new survey data collected within the 

ANTICORRP project.  First, two unique measures were constructed – one that built on our 

own previous research, the ‘European Quality of Government Index’ (EQI) that was based on 

survey data from 2010, and second, a novel measure of public sector meritocracy, constructed 

by Charron, Dahlström and Lapuente (2016).  With respect to the EQI, Charron, Dijkstra and 

Lapuente (2015) use the new survey data collected by the authors based on 85,000 European 

respondents in 24 countries and 206 regions to update and expand the past work from 2010.  

The authors build the regional index with the aid of 16 survey questions that are focused on 

citizens’ perceptions and experience with corruption, the quality of their public services and 

how impartial they perceive the services to be allocated. The survey capture the attitudes and 

assessments of over 400 respondents in 212 regions (NUTS 1 and NUTS 2 level) in the 24 

countries. The main contribution to the research and policy fields with this research is the sub-

national regional focus that highlights how regional differences in QoG within countries can 

be at times greater than QoG across countries.  For example, the differences between Italy’s 

highest and lowest QoG region (Bolzano and Campania respectively) are greater than the gap 

between Germany and Greece, or the gap between Denmark and Portugal on the index.  With 

respect to the measure of meritocracy, the authors envision the concept as being inversely 

related to a patronage system, whereby the success of people is directly a function of 

connections (family, political, ethnic, etc.) as opposed to merit and effort. The paper asks 

individuals with work experience from the public sector, to what extent success in their field 

is linked to ’connections’ vs ‘hard work’.  The measure is the first regional level measure of 

meritocracy in the public sector. 

The paper by Charron (2016) then employs the new survey data to examine whether widely 

used measures of corruption reflect actual levels of public sector corruption. The paper 

explores the extent to which citizens’ assessments match the assessments of experts in rating 

the levels of corruption in a country or region. Counter to the concerns often raised about 



perceptions-based measures of corruption, the paper finds strong consistency between 

corruption reported in the survey, and perception-based measures of corruption.  Moreover, 

when comparing the rankings of countries based on the citizens and expert-based perceptions 

data, the findings are strongly consistent. 

The Quality of Government Institute also carried out a world-wide country-level survey of 

1,294 public administration experts to map a range of characteristics of national governments 

and specifically public administrative offices. This survey and main findings are described in 

detail in Deliverable 11.1. 

Secton 7. Gender and corruption 

The observation that countries with a higher share of women in government generally have 

lower levels of corruption was noted decades ago (Dollar et al. 2001; Swamy et al. 2001) and 

has led to an assumption among policymakers that increasing the proportion of women in 

positions of power will provide a “quick fix” for corruption (e.g., World Bank 2001). Later 

work has contended that both female representation and lower corruption are simply both 

products of democratic development and deepening (Sung 2003, p. 708). 

Research carried out in the ANTICORRP program show that in the European context as well, 

countries with a high number of women in elected office tend to be less corrupt. Moreover, 

this pattern holds even at the subnational level: regions in Europe with a high number of 

locally elected women tend to be less corrupt than regions with a lower proportion of women 

in elected office. Interesting to note is that the proportion of women among high ranking civil 

servants does not, however, show any association with the prevalence of corruption. 

Gender matters for tolerance for corruption, with women being less tolerant than men, but the 

size of the gender gap varies across Europe. gender gaps at the citizen level are largest 

in the most comprehensive welfare states. More extensive welfare states, research has shown, 

advance women’s interests. The fact that women have a much higher stake where welfare 

states are more extensive may explain why women react more strongly to corruption in such 

settings. Rather than being a function of gender-based differences in ethical and moral 

standards, these findings instead suggest an interest-based explanation to the link between 

women in government and lower levels of corruption. 
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Abstract 

Despite recent innovations in corruption studies, influential research on the causes and effects 

of corruption still investigate corruption as a problem that varies in scale between societies, 

while ignoring that corruption can take vastly different forms. This paper suggests that failing 

to take into account the vastly different nature of different kind of corruption risk leading to 

false inferences about both the effects of corruption and the effectiveness of anticorruption 

reforms. The paper develops a distinction between need corruption (corruption to receive “fair” 

treatment) and “greed “corruption (corruption to receive special illicit advantages). The paper 

subsequently uses this distinction to call into question one of the implicit assumptions linking 

democratic accountability to reduced corruption, namely that citizens will expose institutions 

rife with venality and mobilize for better government. Instead, mobilization may be 

contingent upon the type of corruption.  In particular, citizens are more likely to engage in the 

fight against corruption when corruption is needed to gain access to ‘fair’ treatment (need 

corruption) as opposed to special illicit advantages (greed corruption). Greed corruption is 

often secretive and collusive and its detrimental effects occur at a substantial time lag, making 

it difficult for outsiders to effectively mobilize against greed corruption. Using data from the 

GCB 2013, the study suggest that need corruption mobilizes citizens, in particular if they 

perceive that fellow citizens will also engage, while greed corruption instead lead to secrecy, 

demobilization and a propensity to “free ride” on other citizens’ anticorruption efforts. The 

study thereby contributes to a better understanding of fundamental conditions for collective 

action against corruption and explaining why greed corruption persists in societies with well-

established institutions for accountability. 

 

 

 

  



Introduction 

While the trickle of evidence on the detrimental effects of corruption has steadily grown into a 

torrent, attempts to reduce or contain corruption often fall short. Disappointed by the 

numerous failures of anticorruption reforms, international organizations, scholars and policy 

makers increasingly place their hopes on measures aimed at enhancing democratic 

accountability (Johnston 2014). However, the anticorruption potential of increased electoral 

and societal accountability builds on a specific and fundamental assumption: that citizens will 

become engaged and protest against corruption and venality. Evidence from a growing body 

of literature suggests that this is far from always a reasonable assumption (Bauhr and Grimes 

2014; Zechtmeister and Zizumbo-Colunga 2013; de Sousa & Moriconi, 2013). Citizens may 

indeed opt to forego their right to protest and voice complaints, and refrain from using their 

electoral right to punish corrupt politicians. In the absence of public pressure for reforms, 

most institutions aimed at facilitating accountability, such as ombudsman offices, 

whistleblower hotlines and free and fair elections, are ineffective at best, or may even lead to 

the preservation of deeply corrupt systems. 

This study suggests that citizens’ mobilization in the fight against corruption is contingent 

upon the form of corruption. In particular, citizens tend to engage in the fight against 

corruption when corruption is needed to gain access to “fair” treatment (need corruption) as 

opposed to when corruption is used to gain special illicit advantages (greed corruption). 

Citizens tend to mobilize, become engaged and act against corruption if corruption is needed 

to gain access to public services or to avoid abuses by the police, or if corruption is necessary 

to secure a government contract even with the most competitive bid, as opposed to in the case 

that corruption grants special illicit advantages, such as cheaper services or winning a contract 

without offering the most competitive bid. In short, exposure to need corruption may give rise 

to citizens’ desire to impose sanctions, while greed corruption, instead, leads to concealment 

and disengagement, allowing institutions rife with venality to remain unchecked.  

The study thereby seeks to make several interrelated contributions. Despite unprecedented 

attention to corruption in scholarly and policy debates, many of the most influential theories 

and studies of corruption do not distinguish between different forms of corruption. 

Oftentimes, comparative empirical studies simply study the scale of the corruption problem, 

i.e. how much corruption there is in any particular polity, rather than its different forms 

(Heywood and Anderson 2009). This study suggests that better understanding the different 

forms of corruption, and in particular the difference between need and greed corruption, 

contributes to better explaining the societal effects of corruption and, by implication, the 

anticorruption potential of institutional and accountability reforms. The distinction between 

need and greed corruption directs attention to the basic motivations for corruption and 

transcends many of the traditional typologies. Need corruption is used in efforts to gain access 

to fair treatment, and citizens are therefore more likely to perceive that corruption victimizes 

people and exposes them to a direct and obtrusive transgression of government power. Greed 

corruption is used to gain access to special illicit advantages, to which a non-corrupt society 

would restrict access, and instead leads to secrecy and demobilization. While greed corruption 



has severe detrimental effects on economic and democratic systems, these effects tend to 

occur at a substantial time lag. The negative effects of greed corruption are consequently not 

necessarily directly experienced, effectively exposed or widely understood, which further 

undermines mobilization.  

Distinguishing between need and greed corruption can thereby contribute to a better 

understanding of some of the fundamental micro foundations of collective action against 

corruption.  Building on collective action theory, recent studies suggest that our willingness to 

invest time and effort in collective endeavors, such as mobilizing in anticorruption efforts, is 

highly sensitive to evidence that others will do the same (Ostrom 2000; Person et al. 2013; 

Bauhr and Grimes 2014). By implication, widespread mobilization, or at least perceptions 

thereof, can be expected to facilitate collective action, since it would make mobilization not 

only less risky but also potentially more effective. However, while there is substantial support 

for the idea that “those who believe that others will cooperate in social dilemmas are more 

willing to cooperate” (Ostrom 2000:140) the mobilizing effect of reciprocity and trust is 

contingent upon citizens being committed to collective benefits in the first place, i.e. that they 

are “conditional cooperators” (Fishbacher et al. 2001). However, far from all citizens exposed 

to or involved in corruption are “conditional cooperators,” willing to act as long as others also 

do so.  This study calls into question the universality of this assumption and instead suggests 

that, while citizens involved in need corruption may indeed be more willing to fight 

corruption, in the case that they perceive that fellow citizens will back their efforts, citizens 

involved in greed corruption may instead be further demobilized if they expect fellow citizens 

to mobilize. In other words, those involved in greed corruption are typically not “conditional 

cooperators” and are instead more likely to be determined defectors or “free riders,” since 

they can reap the long term collective benefits of most others’ abstention from, and 

engagement against, corruption, while not having to face the short term costs of exposing 

their corrupt networks and changing their own well concealed corrupt behavior.  

The study thereby also challenges the universality of claims about the effectiveness of 

orchestrating societal efforts to fight corruption through the media, an active civil society or 

reforms improving democratic accountability for citizens’ willingness to join the fight against 

corruption, since such efforts may be more likely to lead to action against need corruption 

rather than greed corruption. Greed corruption can thereby become more “sticky” and persist 

even in societies with free and fair elections and well-developed institutions for 

accountability.  

The paper proceeds as follows. Section I develops a distinction between need and greed 

corruption focusing on the basic motivations for corruption. Section II develops the theory 

and derives hypotheses on the relationship between corruption and civic engagement, 

suggesting that need corruption leads to indignation and engagement, while greed corruption 

instead tends to breed a withdrawal from attempts to influence the state of affairs. Section III 

discusses the implications of collective action theory for citizens’ involvement in the fight 

against corruption, suggesting that norms of reciprocity may promote engagement against 

need corruption, while greed corruption instead leads to a propensity to “free ride” on other 



citizens’ anticorruption efforts. Section III describes the data and measurements. The study 

builds on survey data from the TI Global Corruption Barometer 2013 and includes 

respondents in 70+ countries. Section IV presents the results, and section V concludes the 

paper.  

What is need and greed corruption? 

Corruption is very likely one of the most complex concepts in the social sciences. Perhaps in 

response to complexity, some of the most influential analyses of the causes and effects of 

corruption depart from some variant of the definition “the abuse of entrusted power for 

private gain” and use aggregate indices that in essence attempt to capture the scale of the 

corruption problem, i.e. how much corruption there is in any particular polity, rather than its 

different types (e.g. Pellegrini and Gerlagh, 2004; Tanzi, 1998, Treisman 2007; Ades and Di 

Tella, 1997; Fisman and Gatti, 2002; Mauro, 1995).  However, this approach risks leading to 

false inferences, since different forms of corruption may have widely different causes and 

societal effects.  While underrepresented in comparative empirical research, there have been 

several attempts to distinguish between different forms of corruption. These include 

distinctions based on the level in society on which corruption takes place (petty and grand 

corruption), relational distinctions (extortive and collusive corruption), perceived normality of 

corruption (such as Heidenheimers (2002) white, grey, black corruption) and distinctions 

between different forms of favoritism (nepotism, cronyism, clientelism). Furthermore, 

societies may suffer from several different “syndromes of corruption” (Johnston 2005: 2014). 

However, studies have granted surprisingly little attention to the basic motivations of 

engaging in corruption.  The distinction between need and greed corruption developed in this 

article is an attempt to direct more attention to the basic, supply side motivations for engaging 

in corruption and suggests potential implications of this distinction for both understanding 

effects of corruption and the effectiveness of anticorruption measures.  

The distinction suggests that citizens engage in corruption either to receive fair treatment -

“need”- or to receive special illicit advantages -“greed” (Bauhr 2012). By consequence, the 

nature of these forms of corruption differs. Citizens engage in need corruption since it is the 

only way to receive services or avoid abuses, and in greed corruption to receive special 

advantages. The distinction suggests that there is a difference between paying a bribe if it is 

the only way in which a service, such as health care or education, can be received, or whether 

corruption is used to receive a cheaper service. The distinction also suggests that there is a 

difference between resorting to corruption to secure a government contract with the most 

competitive bid and to resorting to corruption to win the contract with a less competitive bid.
2
 

It is important to note that the distinction between need and greed corruption does not 

fundamentally relate to whether or not engaging in corruption is beneficial for the individuals 

involved. Instead, it may be safe to assume that corruption is in some ways beneficial for all 

individuals engaging in it and that, in the absence of such benefits, they would not do so 
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(Alatas 1999; Marquette and Peiffer 2015).
3
 Thus, individuals engaging in both need and 

greed corruption engage in corruption to receive social or material benefits that they could not 

have received without resorting to corruption, whether these are prospects of staying in 

business, receiving a public service or avoiding being abused by the police. In other words, 

corruption solves problems for citizens, regardless of whether citizens are involved in need or 

greed corruption. The distinction instead relates to whether or not a corruption free society 

would grant the benefit obtained to these individuals, or the type of problem that it solves. A 

corruption free society produces better and more impartial service delivery and restrains i.e. 

the police from demanding bribes for made-up offences and doctors from demanding bribes 

for services. It would also contribute to channeling investments and aid into the fulfillment of 

these needs rather than into the pockets of the greedy. In other words, a corruption free 

society is more likely to benefit those who are exposed to need corruption. The advantages of 

reduced corruption for citizens involved in greed corruption are less tangible and occur at a 

substantial time lag. In other words, while many of the long term advantages of a corruption 

free society such as economic growth, stronger democracy and a healthier environment tend 

to be both non-excludable and non-rival, and thereby resemble a “public good” (Samuleson 

1954: Olson 1965), the advantages of a corruption free society are far from equally distributed 

between citizens. The drawbacks of reduced corruption are indeed very tangible for those 

involved in greed corruption, since the types of privileges obtained are very difficult to access 

in non- corrupt societies.  

Furthermore, and related to the previous point, need and greed corruption can contribute to 

qualifying the relationship between corruption and human rights. Recent studies suggest that 

there is a close link between corruption and human rights. However, not all forms of 

corruption can be seen as directly breaching human rights. In the words of the 2009 ICHRP 

report, the human rights framework is useful only if we distinguish “between corrupt practices 

that directly violate a human right from corrupt practices that lead to violation of a human 

right (but do not themselves violate a right), and from corrupt practices where a causal link 

with a specific violation of rights cannot practically be established” (ICHRP 2009: 24).  Need 

corruption can be seen as being used to avoid the direct violation of human rights. Rothstein 

and Torsello (2014:276) suggest that such things as “the right not to be discriminated by 

public authorities” and “the right to get treated with ‘equal concern and respect’ from the 

courts” are not very distant from what can be seen as universal human rights.  However, 

corruption can also be used to avoid precisely those transgressions, such as when bribes are 

used to avoid discrimination or receive a fair trial. The connection between greed corruption 

and human rights is more indirect and may in some instances not even exist.  

However, the distinction is not necessarily related in any straightforward way to the overall 

moral defensibility of the outcome of citizens’ engagement in corruption. In particular, need 

and greed corruption can coexist with other motives for engaging in corruption, such as love.
4
 

As an example, love can indeed motivate both need and greed corruption, and can be used to 
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help your child to a better life or to secure the jobs of your employees. Need and greed 

corruption are therefore not necessarily easily categorized as more or less morally defensible, 

since the intended or unintended outcomes of corruption may not be closely related to the 

forms of corruption used. In other words, while the word greed typically connotes immoral 

behaviour, greed corruption should not be equated with corruption that has stronger 

detrimental effects. Similarly, need corruption could impose indirect harm to fellow citizens 

(for instance when the services that are received by paying a bribe for health care are in short 

supply). 

It is also important to note that the need and greed distinction focuses on the supply side of 

corrupt transactions. As You (2015) and others have pointed out, “Most studies have focused 

on the demand side of corrupt transactions, while ignoring the supply side” (You 2015:176). 

The supply side of corrupt transactions has traditionally received less attention than the 

demand side: i.e. public officials who abuse their power for private gain. However, a better 

understanding of the supply side in corrupt transactions can potentially lead to a closer 

understanding of the potential for anticorruption measures, which have traditionally focused 

on detecting and punishing corrupt officials on the demand side. 

Most forms of corruption are practiced in very complex and ambiguous environments, and the 

underlying motives for engaging in corruption may therefore be difficult to discern. However, 

a stronger focus on why citizens engage in corruption may potentially provide new insight 

into the nature of corruption and thereby the effectiveness of anticorruption reforms. While 

need and greed corruption are somewhat connected to previous distinctions between forms of 

corruption, such as the distinction between extortive and collusive corruption commonly used 

in the literature on tax evasion (Klitgaard 1988; Flatters and MacLeod 1995; Hindricks et al 

1999; Brunetti & Weder 2003), they are less related to distinctions that directly or indirectly 

focus on the scale, level or profitability of corruption. Corruption can, for instance, be 

characterized as both greed, petty and greed grand. Corruption used to win a contract with a 

less competitive bid can occur by paying a bribe to a low level official as well as by 

manipulating the basic rules and laws upon which a society operates. Similarly, corruption 

used to influence a child’s grades can occur both through small bribes to a teacher or by 

manipulating the school system to the advantage of a particular ethnic or other group.   

The next section discusses how making a distinction between need and greed corruption can 

help explain citizens’ varying level of mobilization against corruption, and thereby its 

potential implications for the effectiveness (or lack of effectiveness) of political measures 

aimed at strengthening electoral and societal accountability.  

 

 

Forms of corruption and civic engagement 



"People are frustrated, they're angry, they feel cheated, they feel abused. They feel 

they have been threatened by a system that has rendered them powerless in front 

of it."
5
  

According to Ms. Ramanthan, one of the founders of the site Ipaidabribe.com, 80 percent of 

the more than 400,000 reports to the site tell stories of officials and bureaucrats seeking illicit 

payments to provide routine services or process paperwork and forms, including claiming a 

legitimate income tax refund, getting a child who has already passed the entrance 

requirements into high school or obtaining a driver’s license after having passed the test (New 

York Times 2012). This form of corruption is open and extortive and has a short term 

negative impact on citizens’ everyday life, and citizens that engage in it may therefore be 

willing to share their experiences of it, at least if encouraged by some institutional 

arrangements or NGOs. By contrast, engagement against greed corruption seems to be 

orchestrated mainly as a response to major crises or occasional leaks. Analysts claim that such 

dramatic international developments such as the recent global financial crises may have partly 

been driven by “greed,” where actors used legal or illegal corruption to gain special illicit 

advantages (Kaufmann 2009). However, citizens seem to have remained indifferent towards 

this form of corruption, at least up until the time where the effects of it became very tangible 

and it became more difficult for the persons involved to operate in secrecy.
6
 

Studies done thus far on how corruption influences mobilization seem to reach conflicting 

conclusions about the effect of corruption on mobilization (Sundström and Stockemer 2015; 

Bauhr and Grimes 2014; Kostadinova 2009). While citizens do sometimes mobilize against 

“corruption,” it is rather unclear what exactly spurs such movements, since corruption is 

sometimes used as a “catch all” concept, including both economic grievances and democratic 

deficits. Furthermore, citizens oftentimes fail to mobilize against corruption. A growing body 

of studies suggests that the reason why anticorruption efforts often fail to produce the 

expected benefits, in particular in contexts where corruption is systemic, is the absence or lack 

of actors willing to mobilize against corruption and enforce anticorruption legislation 

(Robinson 1998; World Bank 2000; Person et al 2013; Johnston 2014). 

An emerging literature seeks explanations for the shortcomings of accountability and 

explanations for why citizens to a surprisingly large extent fail to mobilize against corruption. 

Explanations for why citizens fail to punish political corruption range from citizens’ lack of 

information about wrongdoings (Winters and Weitz-Shapiro 2013; see also Costas-Perez et al. 

2012) to various institutional factors, including party or electoral systems that rend protests 

ineffective (Kunicova and Rose-Ackerman 2005; Gerring and Thacker 2004; Charron and 

                                                           
5
 Kristina Tremonti, founder of “I paid a bribe”, Greece 

6
When the system eventually collapses, citizens start to engage and protest against the effects of mismanagement 

and greed corruption, such as when austerity measures often strike particularly hard against those unconnected 

with the causes of the crisis. These include the protests in Greece and Spain 2011 as well as the global Occupy 

movement, emerging and taking inspiration from the Occupy Wall Street movement in New York. However, this 

engagement is preceded by a long period of disengagement and indifference in relation to the root causes and 

developments preceding the crises. 



Lapuente 2010; Zechmeister and Zizumbo-Colunga 2013). Some studies also suggest that 

citizens perceive a “trade off” between anticorruption reforms and other desirable goals, such 

as attracting local investment or increasing local welfare (see i.e. Zechmeister and Zizumbo-

Colunga, 2013; Konstantinidis and Xezonakis 2013; Fernandez-Vasquez et al. 2015). 

However, extant studies grant surprisingly little attention to the fact that different forms of 

corruption may influence civic engagement very differently
7
 and in particular to how the form 

of corruption that citizens’ themselves engage in matter for mobilization.
 
 

Two explanations for why citizens seem to perpetuate and engage in corruption, despite its 

strongly detrimental effect, seem to be particularly convincing. Citizens perpetuate corruption 

since corruption solves problems in their everyday lives (see i.e.Marquette and Peiffer 2015; 

Walton 2013) and/or because engaging against corruption can be seen as a collective action 

problem, in particular because their mobilization is highly contingent on evidence that others 

will do the same (Ostrom 2000; Karklins 2005; Person et al. 2013; Bauhr and Grimes 2014: 

Alvarez and Peiffer 2015). While both of these explanations are convincing, this study 

suggests that their explanatory power for understanding mobilization against corruption 

remains limited unless we distinguish between the fundamental differences between different 

forms of corruption, to wit, between need and greed corruption.  

This study suggests that the basic motivation for engaging in corruption influences citizens’ 

willingness to fight corruption: while need corruption leads to indignation and a willingness to 

fight corruption (mobilization), greed corruption reduces civic engagement (demobilization). 

The reason for this is that those involved in need corruption are more likely to see the value of 

impartiality and reduced corruption even if they live in and operate in deeply particularistic 

contexts, and use corruption to solve problems in their every day lives. Citizens exposed to 

need corruption are more likely to perceive that corruption victimizes people and exposes 

them to a direct and unfair transgression of government power. They are therefore more likely 

to express indignation and also a willingness to expose these perceived injustices. 

By contrast, greed corruption is used to gain special illicit advantages to which a non-corrupt 

society would most probably restrict access.  Constraints in opportunities to participate in this 

form of corrupt transactions would thus considerably reduce these citizens’ chances of 

success and advancement. Furthermore, whereas greed corruption has severe erosive effects 

on economic and democratic institutions, these effects tend to occur at a substantial time lag, 

and the negative effects of greed corruption are consequently not necessarily directly 

experienced or widely understood. This contributes to both opportunities and a willingness to 

keep these forms of transactions secret, which further undermines prospects for mobilization.  

Thus, citizens involved in greed corruption may very well be aware of the great collective 

benefits that can be reaped from a corruption free society, and that many of these benefits -

better public service delivery, more investments, stronger growth, better environment - would 

                                                           
7
 A notable exception is the literature on clientelism and vote buying (see i.e. Stokes 2009; Kitscheld 2000). 

Recent studies also seek to understand how personal experiences of corruption differ from perceptions of societal 

level corruption (Klajsna et al 2014) as well as how the outcomes of corruption matter for mobilization 

(Fernandez -Vasquez et al.2015)  



also be beneficial to them. But, the short-term gains of perpetuating corrupt transactions, 

together with the unlikeliness of exposure, reduce the willingness to engage considerably. 

This forms the first two hypotheses 

H1. Need corruption increases citizens’ willingness to expose corruption and engage in the 

fight against it, ceteris paribus. 

H2. Greed corruption decreases the willingness to expose corruption and engage in the fight 

against it, ceteris paribus  

The difficulties involved in effectively exposing greed corruption and the time lag of its 

negative effects may then also undermine broader societal engagement in the fight against 

corruption, potentially undermining the effectiveness of accountability reforms for containing 

greed as opposed to need corruption. However, an increasing number of studies suggest that 

citizens’ engagement in political and other issues is determined not only by personal 

circumstances but also by social norms and expectations. The next section discusses how the 

need and greed distinction may contribute to qualifying the effects of reciprocity on 

mobilization and thereby the contribution of collective action theory to our understanding of 

the effectiveness of anticorruption efforts. 

Cooperation or “free riding”? 

Citizen engagement in the fight against corruption may be seen as a multiple equilibrium 

collective action problem. Many of the benefits of a corruption free society, such as greater 

economic growth (Mauro 1995: Gupta et al. 2002), stronger democracies (Sung 2004) and a 

better environment (Welch 2004), are often both non–excludable and non-rival and can 

therefore be seen as a public good (Samuleson 1954: Olson 1965). However, engagement in 

the fight against corruption invariably consumes finite personal resources and can in some 

contexts even be extremely dangerous. Citizens engaging in anticorruption efforts risk being 

deprived of essential public services, of losing their jobs and even potentially of risking their 

lives.   

 Collective action theories point to the importance of norms of reciprocity, reputation and 

trust, where individual action is at least partly influenced by expectations about how other 

individuals will act (Aumann and Dreze 2008; Fehr and Fischbacher 2005; Gintis et al. 2005; 

Ostrom 1998; Sen 1967). Persson, Rothstein and Teorell (2013) suggest that citizens that 

expect most fellow citizens, as well as monitoring devices and punishment regimes, to be 

corrupt will be more willing to perpetuate corruption. This explains why it may be very 

difficult to find the highly ”principled principals” that would engage in anticorruption efforts 

in contexts where corruption is deeply entrenched and citizens would expect most other 

citizens (including institutions such as the media, ombudsmen and the judicial system) to also 

be involved in corruption. Citizens who expect most fellow citizens to be corrupt would avoid 

being the “sucker” that engages in anticorruption efforts, often at high personal cost, when the 

prospects of success are bleak (Della Porta and Vanucci 1999; Rothstein 2005; Falaschetti and 



Miller 2001; Hardin 1971; 1982; Olson 1965).  This in turn can explain the difficulties of 

implementing anticorruption reforms in deeply corrupt contexts (Miller et al. 2001; Medina 

2007; Karklins 2005; Miller 2006; Collier 2000; Mungiu Pippidi 2006), since there will 

simply be no one around who is willing to implement them (Persson et al. 2013). 

However, despite a large body of studies on the conditions under which citizens become  

“potential co-operators” (or potential defectors, for that matter), we know less about “why 

some contextual variables enhance cooperation while others discourage it” (Ostrom 

2000:154).  In particular, while substantial progress has been made in explaining how the 

“structure of the game” (such as the allocation of benefits, the authorization of sanctioning 

mechanism and allowing communication) influences cooperation (Marquette and Peiffer 

2015; Lichbach 1996; Ostrom, Gardner, and Walker 1994), we know less about the conditions 

under which expectations about fellow citizens’ contributions promote cooperation.  

Therefore, while there is substantial support for the idea that “those who believe that others 

will cooperate in social dilemmas are more willing to cooperate” (Ostrom 2000:140) and that 

citizens’ consent is contingent upon that they “believe other citizens behave fairly towards 

them” (Levi 1997), this finding may be conditional upon contextual factors such as the time 

horizon of the benefits of engagement and the level of transparency.  In other words, far from 

all citizens are “conditional cooperators” (Fishbacher et al. 2001), willing to engage as long as 

“everyone else” also does so. Mobilization against corruption also presents opportunities for 

“free riding” on other citizens’ civic mindedness, whereby individuals may reap the long term 

collective benefits of a corruption free society without having to face the short term costs and 

oftentimes substantial risks of mobilization. In particular, if citizens expect that fellow 

citizens will effectively engage against corruption, some may be even less willing to face 

these risks. Collective action theory does not necessarily predict a unidirectional relationship 

between how much citizens expect that other people will engage and the willingness to 

engage in collective efforts. Instead, citizens may ask “what is the point of engaging if 

everyone else does so?” and elect to “free ride” on other citizens’ efforts.  

More specifically, the share of citizens that are conditional co-operators may critically depend 

on the form of corruption that is most prevalent in any particular polity. Those involved in 

need corruption may be considerably more likely to be conditional co-operators, willing to 

engage if fellow citizens do so as well, than are those involved in greed corruption.  Need and 

greed corruption differ in their levels of perceived direct transgression of government power 

and the extent to which such forms of corruption can be kept secret and avoid effective 

outside scrutiny. While both forms of corruption may very well involve citizens that 

understand the long term collective benefits of a corruption free society, they may by 

implication involve different types of citizens. Potentially, need corruption may to a greater 

extent involve citizens that are sensitive to widespread mobilization. Thus, even if citizens 

involved in greed corruption may very well realize the great collective benefits of non-corrupt 

systems in the longer term, the status quo can still be perceived as rather beneficial, since a 

more impartial system would likely limit their opportunities to receive special advantages. 

Therefore, expecting that fellow citizens can effectively fight corruption may be seen as a 

threat to this beneficial status quo, and further undermine engagement. In other words, a non-



corrupt system could be expected to treat citizens “impartially” (Rothstein & Teorell 2008), or 

according to principles of “universalism” (Mungiu-Pippidi 2006). However, citizens involved 

in need corruption are more likely to be beneficiaries of a non-corrupt system.  

Expectations about fellow citizens’ engagement may therefore more often promote collective 

action among those involved in need corruption, while it may undermine mobilization among 

those involved in greed corruption. In other words, expecting that fellow citizens will engage 

against corruption can both increase and decrease the level of engagement, depending on the 

form of corruption. Thus, because a corruption free society has short term drawbacks for 

citizens involved in greed corruption, they tend to elect to “free ride” on other citizens’ efforts 

to fight corruption. In this way, they will be able to reap the long term collective benefits of 

reduced  corruption without facing the risk of engagement, which often entails exposing their 

well- concealed corrupt networks and thereby excludes them from benefits in the short term. 

Hypotheses three and four formulate the suggested conditional effects.  

H3 Need corruption has a stronger positive influence on civic engagement among citizens 

that perceive that fellow citizens effectively engage in the fight against corruption 

H4 Greed corruption has a stronger negative influence on civic engagement among citizens 

that perceive that fellow citizens effectively engage in the fight against corruption 

Taken together, the paper suggests that need corruption promotes civic engagement against 

corruption, in particular if citizens perceive that other people will also engage, while greed 

corruption discourages engagement, and leads to a propensity to “free ride” on other citizens’ 

anticorruption efforts. In the following I make a modest attempt to investigate these 

relationships empirically.   

To analyze the influence of need and greed corruption on conditions for collective action I use 

data from the Transparency International Global Corruption Barometer 2013.  The advantage 

of this dataset is the diversity of the countries included and that it includes both questions on 

the different motivations for engaging in corruption and various indicators of civic 

engagement against corruption. 

Conclusion  

Democratic accountability reforms are indisputably important for many anticorruption efforts. 

The analysis above suggests, however, that citizens’ mobilization in the fight against 

corruption is contingent upon the basic motivation for engagement in corrupt activities.  The 

article develops a distinction between need and greed corruption and suggest that need 

corruption leads to a willingness to expose corruption and engage against it, in particular if 

citizens perceive that fellow citizens will also engage, while greed corruption instead 

undermines civic engagement, in particular if other actors in society can be expected to take 

on the role of “principals.” The analysis thereby calls into question one of the implicit 

assumptions linking accountability to reduced corruption, namely that citizens will expose 

institutions rife with venality and mobilize for better government. Instead, mobilization may 



be contingent upon the type of corruption that prevails in a polity. Greed corruption is used to 

gain special illicit advantages that a non-corrupt society would restrict access to, which 

contributes to secrecy and undermines mobilization. Need corruption is used in efforts to gain 

access to fair treatment, which could plausibly be expected of non-corrupt societies, and is 

therefore more likely to lead to indignation, mobilization and calls for better government.  

The differences between need and greed corruption can have important societal repercussions, 

since the secretiveness and lack of transparency surrounding greed corruption undermines 

opportunities for broad based engagement, not least because the widely felt negative societal 

effects of greed corruption tend to occur at a substantial time lag. This contributes to 

explaining why large-scale mobilization against greed corruption seems to be orchestrated 

mainly as a response to major national and international crises, such as the recent financial 

crises, or occasional leaks when the effects of such actions are suddenly widely seen and felt. 

However, these reactions are often preceded by years if not decades of indifference and 

disengagement. The results thereby contribute towards explaining why greed corruption tends 

to be very “sticky” and persist even in relatively transparent societies with well working 

democratic institutions, while democratic accountability reforms tend to more consistently 

reduce the level of need corruption, as evident in the relatively low levels of need corruption 

in well-established democracies.    

Moreover, the distinction contributes to call into question the universality of claims about the 

importance of increased interpersonal trust and reciprocity for citizens’ willingness to engage 

in anticorruption efforts, and thereby to a closer understanding of how collective action theory 

contributes to our understanding of the success (or failure) of anticorruption reforms. Extant 

studies suggest that our willingness to invest time and effort into collective endeavors is 

highly sensitive to evidence that others will do the same (Ostrom 2000; Person et al. 2013; 

Bauhr and Grimes 2014). However, this assumes that citizens are “conditional cooperators,” 

willing to act as long as others do so as well. The results above suggest that, while norms of 

reciprocity may spur engagement against need corruption, those involved in greed corruption 

seem more prone to “free ride” on fellow citizens’ civic mindedness. Whereas many of the 

benefits of a non-corrupt society, such as economic growth, better public service delivery and 

a healthier environment, are both non- excludable and non-rival, and thereby benefit all 

citizens, the individual level loss of privileges in the case of reduced corruption is more 

tangible for those involved in greed corruption. Therefore, those involved in greed corruption 

may not generally be “conditional cooperators,” but rather determined defectors or “free 

riders”, even less willing to engage in the fight against corruption if ‘everyone else’ 

mobilizes. 

This article is a first attempt to analyze the complex interplay between motives for 

engagement in corrupt activities and citizens’ mobilization in the fight against corruption. 

Future research would benefit from developing more comprehensive and better measurements 

of the different forms of corruption and submit them to more rigorous investigation, using a 

greater variety of methods (in particular experiments and qualitative analysis), time frames 

and scopes for the study. While these issues warrant continued attention as data become 



available, this study suggests that the effectiveness of democratic accountability reforms for 

reducing the level of corruption may at least partly depend on the balance between need and 

greed corruption in any particular society. While strengthening democracy and democratic 

institutions, not least in newly democratized countries, can contribute to reducing need 

corruption, greed corruption seems much more sticky and may persist even in societies with 

free and fair elections and well working institutions for accountability.  
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Abstract  

International organizations, policy experts and NGOs promote greater governmental 

transparency as a crucial reform to enhance accountability and curb corruption. Transparency 

is predicted to deter corruption in part by expanding the possibilities for public or societal 

accountability, i.e. for citizens and citizens associations to monitor, scrutinize and act to hold 

public office holders to account. While the societal accountability mechanism linking 

transparency and good government is often implied, it builds on a number of assumptions 

seldom examined empirically. This article unpacks these assumptions theoretically and 

proposes that exposure of egregious and endemic corruption and bad governance may instead 

demobilize the demos (i.e. resignation) rather than enhance accountability (i.e. indignation). 

These theoretical contentions find support in the empirical analyses, which build on multi-

level analyses of country-level and World Value survey data. The empirical analyses confirm 

that an increase in transparency in highly corrupt countries tends to breed resignation rather 

than indignation.  

 

 

 

 

 

  



Introduction 

“Let it be impossible that anything should be done which is unknown to the 

nation—prove to it that you neither intends to deceive nor to surprise—you take 

away all the weapons of discontent. The public will repay with usury the 

confidence you repose in it” (Bentham, [1839] 1999, p.30) 

As the quote by Jeremy Bentham indicates, the conviction that transparency induces good 

behavior in incumbents, and that this behavior will enhance the legitimacy of office holders, 

has deep historical roots. In the last decade, however, the transparency movement has gained 

momentum; international organizations and NGOs advocate transparency as a necessary 

condition for better government quality, greater accountability and a more limited scope for 

corruption and impunity (UN-HABITAT and Transparency International, 2004; Islam, 2006; 

Kaufmann, et al., 2002; Kurtzman, et al., 2004; IMF, 2001; UNODC, 2004; CEPA, 2009) as 

well as bringing about economic growth (Kurtzman, et al., 2004; Sielgle, 2001). In addition to 

these predicted beneficial consequences, advocates also increasingly point to transparency and 

the right to know as a fundamental human right (Birkinshaw, 2008; UN, 1948).  

Although the link between transparency and better government institutions has become 

conventional wisdom and permeates the thinking of international organizations and 

development cooperation agencies alike, our understanding of this link remains more 

anchored in beliefs and conventional wisdom rather than empirical investigation. Studies 

arguing that transparency plays an important role in reducing government corruption and 

improving institutional quality do not always specify how and when this beneficial effect is 

likely to materialize. In addition, recent studies have advanced a more nuanced debate, 

revealing an ambiguous picture of the effects of transparency, with some authors suggesting 

that transparency does not necessarily promote better decision making, less corruption and 

more effectiveness (Bastida and Benito, 2007; Kolstad and Wiig, 2009; MacCoun, 2006, Bac, 

2001). Others point to the important conditions, such the public being able to take in and use 

information that need to be in place for transparency to promote societal accountability 

(Naurin and Lindstedt, 2010). However, the more fundamental questions of how the increased 

availability of information on government performance actually may influence collective 

action and mobilization, and what role these reactions might play in promoting societal 

accountability, are less explored.   

The most compelling arguments linking transparency to better practices in government 

operations build on the logic of principal-agent theory.  Transparency increases the likelihood 

of detecting malfeasance and consequently also punishment, and will thereby deter the abuse 

of public power. Recent iterations of principal-agent theory acknowledge that, where 

corruption is endemic, citizens may be the most viable candidates to play the role of principal, 

as other potential principals themselves engage in collusive networks at the expense of the 

public interest (Besley 2006; Kaufmann 2004; Rose-Ackerman 1999). Our study calls into 

question one of basic assumptions upon which this link builds, namely that exposure of 

corrupt institutions will produce public indignation and pressure for accountability and 

reform. If transparency exposes institutions rife with venality, it may instead alter perceptions 



about the extent and entrenchment of corruption in society. If engagement in anticorruption 

work is seen as a collective action problem, where individual action critically depends on 

expectations about others’ behavior, information confirming the pervasiveness of corruption 

may instead breed resignation and withdrawal from public and civic endeavors. Transparency 

may, in other words, undermine citizens’ willingness to engage in monitoring and scrutinize 

public office holders, and by extension also diminish pressure for accountability and reform, 

and (Rose-Ackerman, 1999; Smulovitz and Perruzzotti, 2000; Peruzzotti and Smulovitz, 

2006). 

We examine the influence of greater disclosure to the workings of government on three types 

of public reactions deemed key to a longer-term process of institutional reform: citizens’ 

interest in political matters, citizens’ willingness to engage in political actions to express their 

discontent, and citizens’ trust for key governing institutions. Moreover, we reason that these 

three together capture the underlying construct political resignation, and therefore also 

examine the effects of transparency on an index that incorporates all three. Many authors have 

followed Bentham’s lead in claiming that transparency breeds confidence in governing 

institutions (Blind, 2006; CEPA, 2009; Morrone, et al., 2009; Warren, 2006). Our analyses 

add to the growing doubt regarding the general validity of these claims. We suggest that 

increased government transparency, in contexts in which corruption and impunity prevail, 

may reduce rather than increased institutional trust, and may demobilize rather than mobilize 

public interest in collective endeavors to bring about change.  

The paper proceeds as follows. We first develop the theoretical model linking transparency to 

institutional quality focusing on its potential power as a precondition for societal 

accountability, and then proceed to unpack the micro foundations for this model. The 

subsequent sections discuss concepts and measurements, and then present the results of the 

analyses of transparency on political attitudes and behavior in a country. The final section 

discusses the implication of our results for understanding the societal accountability 

enhancing effects of transparency.   

Can transparency reduce corruption? The public as principal. 

The arguments regarding the potential benefits of increased transparency are well established, 

and numerous studies suggest that transparency can reduce corruption (IMF, 2001; Gerring 

and Thacker, 2004; Islam 2006; Kaufmann 2002; Kurtzman, et al., 2004; Lindstedt and 

Naurin, 2010; Montinola and Jackman, 2002; OECD, 2002; Reinikka and Svensson, 2005; 

Rose-Ackerman, 1999; Siegle, 2001; UNODC, 2004). The theoretical claim and 

corresponding policy recommendations make sense, and seem almost indisputable if 

accountability and good government are considered in the light of principal-agent theory 

(Rose-Ackerman, 1999). In the principal-agent model, information asymmetries present the 

primary obstacle that prevents principals from monitoring and holding agents accountable. 

Whether defined as elected politicians, audit offices specifically empowered to monitor public 

offices, or the demos to which government is ultimately accountable, the principal is more 

able to reduce moral hazard if also able to reduce the information asymmetry. If agents create 



and operate in predominantly opaque organizations, principals are largely obstructed from 

exercising accountability. 

Fox provides a concise, useful outline of the two overarching mechanisms through which 

transparency can reduce corruption, one inter-institutional and the other involving extra-

institutional actors such as civil society and the media. 

…the power of transparency, defined in terms of the tangible impacts of the 

public spotlight, depends in practice on how other actors respond. These reactive 

responses can be indirect, when the mass media, opposition political parties, or 

voters make an issue of newly revealed abuses; or they can be direct, as when the 

judicial or elected authorities make binding decisions in response (Fox, 2007, 

p.666). 

Transparency grants political and public institutions greater insight into one another’s 

operations, thereby increasing their capacity to hold one another accountable, what Fox refers 

to as the direct mechanism. An effective flow of information regarding policy outcomes can, 

for example, empower and equip legislative assemblies and executive offices to investigate 

suspected resource leakage and waste in public administration. As Fox observes, this does not 

guarantee that irregularities will be investigated and redressed, but without access to such 

information, government oversight and accountability will be ad hoc at best. Intra-

governmental transparency allows, in other words, for formal accountability structures and 

mechanisms to perform better, a form of oversight rather akin to police activity in the sense 

that institutions carry out some form of surveillance activity, regularly patrolling 

administrative offices in order to detect abuses (McCubbins and Schwartz 1984). Research on 

congressional oversight has, however, long acknowledged the costliness to the point of 

impracticability of this mechanism alone. The immensity of bureaucracies tends to dwarf the 

legislatures responsible for keeping them in check and issuing ex post sanctions (Miller 2005, 

p.209). 

Scholars of public oversight, as well as authors advocating transparency as a means of curbing 

public misconduct, therefore to a large extent endorse the idea that ordinary citizens and 

citizen activists can be empowered by access to government information to hold public 

officials accountable, either via regular free and fair elections or other channels for sounding 

alarms. In contrast to the policing form of oversight mentioned above, empowering the public 

with information and channels by which to provide input instead resembles a system of fire 

alarms (McCubbins and Schwartz 1984). Placing the demos in the role of principal has 

alternately been termed public accountability (Rose-Ackerman, 1999), the political agency 

model of accountability (Besley, 2006), vertical or electoral accountability (O’Donnell, 2001). 

Nicely phrased by Daniel Kaufmann: “Transparency-enhancing mechanisms involving a 

multitude of stakeholders throughout society can be thought as creating millions of ‘auditors” 

(Kaufmann 2002, p.21). 

That citizens can take action and bring about sanctions to end the abuse of power is by now 

quite well documented. A number of case studies attest to that citizens and civil society 



organizations in various local and national contexts have brought abuses to light and induced 

institutions with formal accountability power to investigate and issue sanctions (Peruzzotti 

and Smulovitz, 2006; see Grimes, 2008b for an overview of this research). In India, the 

transparency law has increased the demand for government effectiveness and output, and even 

stimulated the creation of a number of systems to evaluate public services (e.g. citizen reports 

cards, social audits and others). These systems and demands may limit the discretionary space 

of public officials and thereby reduce opportunities for corruption (Apaza and Johnston, 

2009). Similarly, Goetz and Jenkins document a number of successful accounts of NGOs in 

India using transparency laws to bringing abuses of public power to light (Goetz and Jenkins, 

2005). 

Empirical research has recently begun to investigate these theoretical claims more 

systematically and one of the more consistent findings is that important conditions have to be 

fulfilled for transparency to produce the expected benefits (Bauhr and Nasiritousi, 2010; 

Bastida and Benito, 2007; Fenster, 2006; Lindstedt and Naurin, 2010; Kolstad and Wiig, 

2009; MacCoun, 2006; Stasavage, 2004). Sunlight may, as Brandeis claimed, disinfect in 

some cases, while in other contexts it may distort, and in some cases have little or no effect on 

political operations whatever. Jonathan Fox provides a pithy explanation for why 

transparency may fail to enhance rule of law: “If the power of transparency is based on the 

‘power of shame’, then its influence over the really shameless could be quite limited” (Fox, 

2007, p.665). And ‘shamelessness’ tends to flourish when impunity prevails. Rather than 

transparency being portrayed as a sure way to better government quality, these studies 

emphasize that transparency may not automatically generate the expected benefits; 

transparency does not by itself, in other words, eliminate the abuse of public power for private 

gain (Olken, 2004; Lindstedt and Naurin, forthcoming; Bac, 2001).
8
  While the insights of this 

research are invaluable in understanding the theoretical and policy promise of transparency as 

the key to better government, we take a different tack and explore the theoretical micro-

foundations upon which good government is proposed to arise. The next section examines the 

basic assumptions and theoretical micro-foundations of the model linking transparency to 

better government and with the public in the role of principal.  

Indignation and Resignation: A critique of the public-as-principal model 

The theoretical model that places the public in the role of principal, while arguably plausible, 

builds on a host of assumptions regarding public reactions to the newly acquired information. 

As Figure 1 illustrates, increased transparency, presuming that it exposes practices of which 

the public disapproves, incites public indignation and protest, which then generates enough 

individual complaints or alternately is channeled into movements pressuring for investigations 

of abuses. Public pressure might also be directed at the objective of bringing about broader 

institutional reform. This pressure, if sufficiently well-orchestrated and noticeable, prompts 

actors with formal powers to react and implement measures to address or redress problems. 

Reform efforts may include further improving the transparency of the workings of the public 
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sector. The model captures a best case scenario, i.e. a virtuous cycle of transparency, 

accountability and institutional reform that ultimately improves quality of government.  

Figure 1. Theorized long-term positive effects of transparency on good government. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Several of the elements in this theorized spiral are tenuous, however, and there are at least two 

points—represented by the lighter arrows—at which the positive spiral might derail. The most 

basic assumption of the public as principal model of transparency is that transparency incites 

public indignation if venality and abuses of power are exposed. If this does not occur, the 

positive effects of transparency on improvements in the quality of government may be 

considerably weakened.  

The model can also derail when pressure for accountability and reforms go unmet. That non-

state actors can play an instrumental role in bringing about institutional reform has been 

documented, though analyses suggest that bringing about any institutional reform is far from a 

simple affair. Two of the major obstacles to success in public campaigns for reform or 

accountability are worth mentioning here. First, in terms of institutional reform, the most 

considerable obstacle to success is that developing and maintaining well-functioning 

institutions is itself a second order collective action dilemma (Ostrom 1990; Persson, 

Rothstein and Teorell 2010). If transparency reveals that those in power routinely prioritize 

their individual interests over the collective endeavor, it may affirm the rationality of 

individual strategies over collective endeavors in citizens as well.
9
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Secondly, studies of successful instances of societal accountability suggest that the public 

cannot exercise any form of accountability directly; such efforts instead always operate via 

institutional arrangements such as elections or other channels designed to field complaints 

(ombudsman offices, whistleblower hotlines, citizen report cards), or by prompting oversight 

institutions (public prosecution, judicial system etc) to react (McCubbins and Schwartz, 1984; 

Rose-Ackerman, 1999, p.171).
10

 Such offices and procedures may take longer to develop than 

reforms to increase transparency, and if not in place or insufficiently known and accessible to 

citizens, information may instead breed a will to bring about change without the needed 

channels to transform the civic engagement into actual accountability. In sum, public 

indignation combined with little or no success in bringing about reform or accountability may 

also breed resignation and a withdrawal from civic and public life. 

Information may, in other words, have varying effects on citizens’ attitudes and behavior 

depending on the characteristics of—and the norms that permeate—the institutional context. 

Although principal-agent and collective action theory approach corruption from somewhat 

different angles, each offers a highly plausible explanation for why this may be the case. 

Principal agent theory assumes that principals have the means to utilize information to hold 

agents accountable and absent such means, principals may simply renounce their role as 

principals. If citizens become cognizant of corruption but see no available means of bringing 

about sanctions or change, they may elect to have as little to do with public and political life 

as possible (Arrow 2, Figure 1). Collective action theory suggests the same, though for a 

somewhat different reason; information confirming that potential collaborators routinely opt 

for a self-interested strategy over a strategy in line with the collective interest, then why 

voluntarily assume the role of the sucker and collaborate (Arrow 1, Figure 1)? Both of these 

theoretical approaches therefore point to the same conclusion: that a deluge of information 

revealing corruption, especially if corruption appears to citizens to be the norm throughout 

public institutions, can be expected to lead to resignation, rather than indignation and in the 

longer term to satisfaction with the political system. 

How can we conceptualize resignation and indignation? Empirical attempts to capture public 

resignation use concepts such as disengagement, lack of interest, distrust, and even cynicism 

and alienation (Krouwel and Apts, 2007).
11

 Each of these captures a facet of the concept of 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
what one is entitled to by law. Avoiding penalty for a traffic violation is one of the most common reasons for 

bribe-paying in Mexico. 56% of all those who had been stopped for an infraction had paid bribes to avoid other 

consequences. It seems safe to assume that at least in some portion of these cases, a traffic violation actually did 

occur. Citizens are in no way always victims of corruption, however, and in many instances choose strategies 

that reinforce norms of corruption. 
10

 It is important to point out that even if this theorized process attributes the role of principal to non-state actors, 

it does not assume unbounded rationality on the part of the public. Societal accountability does not imply that the 

public as principal carries out coordinated actions to ensure seamless monitoring and alarm operations. The 

public cannot act as principal proper even barring problems of information asymmetry as citizens lack the ability 

to punish government agents, with the important but still limited exception of regular free and fair elections. The 

public is also not in most polities, however, powerless, as the considerable literature on social movements and 

societal accountability attest. 
11

 These reactions are not necessarily linked to the relative honesty or competence of the government at hand.  In 

research conducted predominately in more developed welfare states resignation is often associated with 



resignation, but resignation refers to a combination of these states of mind. Distrust in and 

discontent with the political system or with incumbents may spur a person to action but may 

also be associated with inactivity and a sense of futility with respect to civic action. Whether 

distrust and discontent are associated with action (indignation) or with inaction (resignation) 

may depend on prior experiences with attempts to bring about change (Westholm and von 

Erlach 2007), but also on whether viable means of bringing about change are apparent. 

Taking this into account, we employ three public reactions that, taken together, help us 

understand whether increased exposure breeds resignation or indignation: political interest, 

political involvement and institutional trust (operationalization and index discussed in 

Concepts and Measures). 

Research on information effects on political participation and institutional trust to some extent 

substantiate and expound upon the two possible sources of resignation depicted in Figure 1. A 

number of studies building on field experiments and natural experiments indicate that more 

information can, under many circumstances, increase electoral participation. Lassen (2005) 

finds a positive information effect in Denmark, and Oberholzer-Gee and Waldfogel (2006) 

uncover a similar effect among Hispanic voters in local elections in the United States. Chong 

et al (2011) findings from municipal elections in Mexico indicate, in contrast, that information 

revealing the extent of corruption among incumbents and challengers can instead lead to voter 

apathy and abstention. A study from urban India also indicates that turnout effects are more 

pronounced in jurisdictions with more competitive elections (Banerjee et al 2010). The 

information effects on voter turnout therefore appear positive under conditions that present 

citizens with viable channels to express their discontent and in which political action does not 

seem to be in vain. These findings concur with the theoretical argument that information 

absent the means to convert the information into positive change may lead to passive 

resignation rather than productive indignation. 

Research on the effect of transparency on institutional trust paints a more unambiguously 

negative picture. Theoretically, transparency is assumed to engender increased institutional 

trust. One of the main motivations used to promote increased transparency lies in fact in its 

promise to increase legitimacy and institutional trust. Transparency breeds confidence in 

governing institutions, since it is seen as a necessary component of quality of government 

(Blind, 2006). That lower levels of corruption engender confidence in government is a 

contention for which there is considerable empirical evidence (Anderson and Tverdova, 2003; 

Chang and Chu, 2006; Selingson, 2002; Warren, 2006). Other authors have, however, 

postulated that transparency can both deter corruption and increase trust more or less 

simultaneously (Kaufmann and Bellver, 2005). The United Nations Committee of Experts on 

Public Administration, for example, recommends that member states “review their 

governance and public administration institutional arrangements, structures, systems, and 

practices and make them more conducive to civic engagement, transparency and 

accountability as key components of trust…” (CEPA, 2009, p.40).
 
Studies conclude that to 

increase institutional trust, countries should focus on improving institutions to make them 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
behaviors that are linked to avoiding governments, including tax evasion, non voting, non take-up of public 

services, refusing to be registered in government databases or physical withdrawal. 



more impartial (Rothstein & Stolle, 2007; Teorell, 2009), more efficient (Lühiste, 2006; 

Mishler and Rose, 2001), or more transparent (Blind, 2006; CEPA, 2009; Morrone, et al., 

2009).  

Two recent experimental studies examine whether citizens gain confidence in decision-

making authorities under conditions of greater transparency (De Fine Licht, 2010; 

Grimmelikhuijsen, 2010). Both used manipulations in which respondents either received 

cursory descriptions of a decision-making process, or more detailed information. Both studies 

found that more information about the decision process tended to undermine the perceived 

trustworthiness of decision makers and the decision-making process. Both studies were 

conducted in and referred to contexts generally rated high on country comparisons of quality 

of government: Sweden (De Fine Licht, 2010) and Holland (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2010). 

Worthy’s (2010) qualitative study of responses to the Freedom of Information act in the 

United Kingdom concur with these experimental findings. The results suggest that even in 

contexts relatively free from egregious problems of inefficiency and lack of rule of law, 

citizens may have unduly high expectations of the policy process. Increased transparency 

may, in other words, reveal to citizens that policy making operates under the same cognitive 

and resource constraints that characterized human decision-making more generally (Stone, 

1997). To date, however, no studies have examined public responses to government 

transparency more generally. Transparency advocates proclaim that disclosure will cultivate 

institutional trust, while the results of experimental research suggest that increased 

transparency instead will undermine institutional trust. Considering that both normative 

theories and experimental research belie the messiness of political reality, we hypothesize that 

the effect of transparency on trust and civic engagement will not be constant but rather vary 

depending on other attributes of the country, in particular on the level of corruption in the 

country.  

Political trust and civic activism are here used as complementing indicators of, as well as 

components of the underlying constructs of resignation, indignation and satisfaction. Trust 

and civic activism have, in previous research, also been shown to be interlinked in complex 

ways. Levi & Stoker’s (2000) useful review of political trust research suggests that trust is 

linked to higher rates of political participation for most people most of the time. On the other 

hand, for those already highly interested in politics and those who are highly educated or have 

a strong sense of internal and external efficacy (Citrin, 1977; Miller, 1974), a loss of trust may 

instead serve as a source of motivation to become more involved in politics. Feedback effects 

also exist: discontent that leads to action that in turn leads to a positive experience with 

authorities can restore trust, while a negative encounter with authorities may foster greater 

distrust and discontent (Klosko 2000; Westholm & von Erlach 2007). 

The existing empirical research therefore lends some support to both the positive spiral model 

but also the possible points at which this model might derail. It is against this background that 

we turn to the empirical questions at hand: how have transparency reforms in fact affected 

civic engagement and institutional trust in countries with varying levels of corruption?  

 



Concepts and Measures 

This paper focuses on the micro foundations through which transparency can influence the 

quality of government institutions. We suggest, in concurrence with the definition highlighted 

by Florini (1999), that transparency is “the release of information by institutions that is 

relevant to evaluating those institutions.” This definition suggests that transparency is related 

to accountability without introducing conceptual muddle. Some definitions of transparency 

conflate transparency with either press freedom or accountability itself, and are thereby less 

analytically precise.  

To date, the only comprehensive measures of government transparency with wide country 

coverage that we are aware of is a World Bank index of transparency
12

 that measures 

transparency with two different indices: the economic and institutional transparency index and 

political transparency index. Both these indices are aggregate indexes. The economic and 

institutional transparency index includes indicators of access to information laws, 

transparency of policy and the public sector, transparency of the budget process, the 

publication of economic data and e-government. The political transparency index contains 

indicators of freedom of speech, political competition, press freedom and regulations 

concerning disclosure of political funding. In this paper we chose to include only the 

economic and institutional transparency index as a measure of government transparency for 

the reason of analytical precision mentioned above. Though data on transparency are only 

available for one point in time (2005), several studies suggest that most improvements in the 

level of government transparency have increased in the recent decade through the enactment 

of access to information laws (or freedom of information acts Relly and Sabharwal, 2009; 

Relly and Cuillier, 2010).These reforms have taken place in diverse contextual settings, 

including polities with comparatively high levels of corruption such as Mexico and India. 

To explore the effects of an increase in government transparency on civic engagement and 

institutional trust, we use a multi-level design with attitudinal factors measured on the 

individual level using World Values Survey data. We use four dependent variables in our 

study: political interest, political involvement, institutional trust and finally an index building 

on these three variables. Interest in politics and political action act as indicators of civic 

engagement. The political action measure is the mean of four dichotomous variables 

indicating whether the person had signed a petition, joined a boycott, attended a 

demonstration or attended an unofficial strike. Interest in politics is measured with the 

question: “How interested would you say you are in politics?” with a response scale from 1 

(not at all interested) to 4 (very interested).  

Institutional trust, the third dependent variable, is a conceptual subcomponent of political 

trust. Political trust refers to institutions on both the input and output sides of the political 

systems. In other words, political trust can mean trust in politicians as well as trust in 

implementing public agencies (Rothstein and Stolle, 2007). Trust in institutions is, in 

comparison, more stable as public institutions remain to a greater extent unaffected by 
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political colors (Rothstein and Stolle, 2007). A decrease in institutional trust may therefore 

signal a more substantial fluctuation in beliefs in the legitimacy of the state (Lühiste, 2006; 

Hetherington, 1998; Miller and Listhaug, 1999). Our measure of institutional trust is the mean 

of responses to three questions from the World Values Survey wave 5 (2005-2007). The 

respondents are asked about their trust in the civil service, in the judiciary, and in the 

government and choose from alternatives ranging from “none at all” to “a great deal.” Higher 

values correspond to more trust (Cronbach’s α=0.77). 

The measures of civic engagement and institutional trust each leaves interpretive room 

regarding whether they indicate indignation, resignation or satisfaction with the political 

system. Engaging in protest behavior by signing petitions or participating in demonstrations 

may suggest a commitment to structures of collective governance but they may also signal a 

deep dissatisfaction with governing elites. Conversely, abstaining from such behavior may 

indicate satisfaction with the way in which government institutions and actors are managing 

their power and resources, or may instead indicate civic resignation and a belief in the futility 

of any efforts to hold public officials accountable. Similarly, an absence of institutional trust 

may be associated with being a critical and vigilant citizen, but also may signal political 

ennui.  

Taken together, however, the three capture the concepts of resignation, indignation and 

satisfaction. Indignation may express itself as distrust that incites increased involvement in 

political life, while distrust and withdrawal from political life instead together suggest 

resignation. Citizens who are at one and the same time inactive, disinterested and distrusting 

of government institutions and office holders are resigned, and unlikely to assume the role of 

vigilant principals pressing for more accountable government. Both indignation and 

resignation are, in other words, underlying states or sentiments that express themselves in an 

interrelationship between observable behaviors and attitudes. In order capture such an 

underlying construct, we create an index from the three theorized manifestations of the 

underlying resignation-indignation-satisfaction continuum. The index constitutes the loadings 

of a factor analysis of these three variables. Low values represent resignation, while high 

values represent satisfaction. While values in the middle of the range are quite difficult to 

interpret in substantive terms, the index nonetheless represents an improvement over only 

using the component indicators separately. We refer henceforth to this measure as the 

resignation-satisfaction index. 

The theoretical model elaborated above suggests that the prevalence of corruption in a system 

may affect how respondents in that country react to greater government transparency. The 

measure used to capture the prevalence of corruption is the control of corruption index of the 

World Bank Governance Indicators. The indicator is based on a combination of data from 

both citizen and expert perceptions of corruption, covering several aspects of the 

phenomenon, such as for example the frequency of “additional payments to get things done” 

to perceptions of grand corruption among political elites (Kaufmann, et al., 2009; Teorell, et 

al., 2010).  



Though the analyses are cross-sectional, we include the mean value of the dependent 

variables from an earlier wave of the World Values Survey to capture any country specific 

factors that might be more stable over time and that might explain rates of institutional trust or 

civic engagement in a country at the most recent time of measurement (2005-2007). As an 

example, the analyses of individual level political action control for the mean value of the 

political action variable for each country at an earlier point in time. As different questions 

have been included in each wave of the World Values Survey, the oldest measure available 

was taken for each country. These country-level data take into account country differences 

arising from sources as divergent as survey questionnaire wording to repertoires of political 

action in different countries.  

The models include a number of additional control variables. First, we control for GDP per 

capita as since economic development is empirically linked both to government transparency, 

to corruption, and also to civic engagement and institutional trust.
13

 The extent to which a 

country is a democracy – as measured by an index combining two Freedom House (civil 

liberties and political rights) and one Polity 2 variable, which in turn combines Polity’s 

measure of democracy and autocracy (Teorell, et al., 2010, p.45).   The third control variable 

is the U.S. State Department’s measure of political terror. Both civic engagement and 

measures of institutional trust may be sensitive to levels of political terror in the polity. 

Individual factors such as gender, education and age are also taken into account. 

Analyses and Results  

Transparency, a key to well-functioning liberal democracy, is often presented as a powerful 

anti-corruption measure, not least as it equips citizens to act as principals and hold office 

holders to account for misdeeds. The discussion above calls the universality of these policy 

predictions into questions, as greater transparency in highly corrupt systems may instead 

induce a sense of resignation among the populous, a withdrawal from political matters, and 

perhaps even cement self-serving behavior as the prevailing norm for office holders and 

citizens alike.  Below, the effects of transparency are explored using four different dependent 

variables: political interest, political involvement, institutional trust and the resignation-

satisfaction index. 
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 We use the Gleditsch data of real GDP which is based on estimates reported by the IMF. 



Table one. The Influence of Transparency on Political interest, Political action, Institutional trust and Resignation-satisfaction index 

 

 

Independent variables 

 

 

dv.  

political 

interest  

Model 1 

 

 

 

with 

interaction 

Model 2 

 

 

dv.  

political 

involvement 

Model 3 

 

 

 

with 

interaction 

Model 4 

 

 

dv.   

institutional 

trust 

Model 5 

 

 

 

 

with 

interaction 

Model 6 

 

 

 

 

dv 

resignation 

Model 7 

 

 

 

with 

interaction 

Model 8 

Fixed Effects:         

WB Transparency -.188** 

(.077) 

-.362** 

(.123) 

-.024 

(.019) 

-.075** 

(.03) 

-.132** 

(.050) 

-.118 

(.085) 

-.093** 

(.037) 

-.182** 

(.060) 

WB Control of Corruption .165* 

(.088) 

-.012 

(.131) 

.067** 

(021) 

.014 

(.03) 

.158** 

(.059) 

.173* 

(.092) 

.136** 

(.042) 

.047 

(063) 

WB Transparency * WB Control of 

Corruption 

 .088** 

(.049) 

 .026** 

(.01) 

 -.007 

(.033)) 

 .044** 

(.024) 

Dependent variable historically -.000** 

(.000) 

.-001** 

(.000) 

.039 

(.033) 

.035 

(.03) 

.823*** 

(.097) 

.819*** 

(.099) 

21.463*** 

(5.753) 

19.039** 

(5.727) 

Political Terror Scale .060 

(.054) 

.048 

(.053) 

.036** 

(.013) 

.032** 

(.01) 

.095** 

(.000) 

.095** 

(.035) 

-046** 

(.027) 

-.042 

(.026) 

GDP/capita .000 

(.000) 

.000 

(.000) 

.000 

(.000) 

.000 

(0) 

.000 

(.000) 

.000 

(.000) 

.000 

(.000) 

.000 

(.000) 

Democracy (Freedom House/Polity2) -.018 

(.021) 

-.004 

(.022) 

.004 

(.005) 

.008 

(.005) 

-.038** 

(.015) 

-.039** 

(.016) 

.007 

(.010) 

.000 

(.010) 

Gender (Female) -.22*** 

(.007) 

-.22*** 

(..007) 

-.023*** 

(.002) 

-.023*** 

(.002) 

.032*** 

(.005) 

.032*** 

(.005) 

.010*** 

(.003) 

.010*** 

(.003) 

Education .077*** 

(.002) 

.077*** 

(.002) 

.020*** 

(.000) 

.020*** 

(0) 

-.007*** 

(.001) 

-.007*** 

(.001) 

-.051*** 

(.001) 

-.051*** 

(.001) 

Age .006*** 

(.000) 

.006*** 

(.000) 

.001*** 

(.000) 

.001*** 

(.000) 

.001*** 

(.000) 

.001*** 

(.001) 

-002*** 

(.000) 

-.003*** 

(.000) 

Variance Component Analysis:         

Country level .271** .263** .063** .060** .177** .176** .129** 

(.013) 

.125** 

(.012) 

Individual level .900** .900** .217** .217** .700** .700** .443** .443** 



(.001) (.001) 

N (Individuals) 75929 75929 72921 72921 75816 75816 70552 70552 

N (Countries) 53 53 52 52 53 53 52 52 

Log likelihood -99835.784 -99834.226 7844.0673 7846.5525 -80645.952 -80645.931 -4.2798.711 -42798.711 

Notes: Estimates are maximum likelihood estimates; standard errors in parentheses. *p<.05;**p<.001. 



Transparency and Political Interest 

The first set of analyses examines how transparency affects citizens’ interest in politics. 

Model one examines the effects of transparency on political interest and shows that increased 

transparency is negatively associated with political interest. In addition to controlling for 

contextual factors such as GDP per capita, the use of political terror in a country, and the 

extent to which the country is rated as a democracy in the Freedom House / Polity 2 measure, 

the model also includes an aggregate level measure of political interest in the country at an 

earlier point in time. The model also includes important alternative individual level 

explanations to political interest.  

The results of model 1 provide the best estimates of the main effects of transparency and 

corruption on political interest, and suggest that citizens in countries with lower levels of 

corruption tend to have statistically significant higher levels of political interest. In contrast, 

as transparency in the polity increases, citizens tend to profess lower levels of interest in 

political matters, at least when levels of corruption, democratic governance, political terror, as 

well as individual factors such as gender, age and education are taken into account.  

The model 2 in table 1 explores the main theoretical issue at hand, namely how transparency 

affects citizens’ interest in political matters given different levels of good, or bad, governance 

in a country. The model, and in particular the interaction term, sound a note of caution for 

transparency advocates. Transparency combined with high levels of corruption has a 

substantively quite strong and statistically significant effect on political interest. Rather than 

mobilizing interest in collective efforts to bring about change, receiving additional 

information about government affairs may, where corruption is pervasive, instead generate 

suspicions of the normalcy of flouting rules and the general lack of monitoring and sanctions 

within and between government offices. The positive interaction term suggests that 

transparency has an increasingly positive impact on political interest, however, in countries 

with higher values on the World Bank measure of control of corruption. Figure 2 illustrates 

the estimated effects and suggests that transparency no longer may be expected to have a 

negative effect on political interest only when a country has a value of more than two on the 

control of corruption scale. In order to give a sense of what that means, the mean value for all 

countries for which measurements exist is 1.6 (zero in the original measure but rescaled here 

such that the lowest value of -1.6 in 2008 equals zero.) In countries with a control of 

corruption score above approximately two, the effect of transparency on political interest 

cannot be said with any certainty to differ from zero. Surprisingly, at no level of good 

government does transparency have a positive relationship to citizen interest in political 

affairs.
14

 In countries with comparatively high levels of quality of government, the 

implications of transparency for popular interest in politics are estimated to be nil. 

                                                           
14

 It does not seem to be the case that this null result stems from a lack of variation in transparency at higher 

levels of control of corruption (see scatter plot in appendix). 



Somewhat unexpectedly, the extent to which a country is rated as a democracy on the 

Freedom House / Polity 2 index does not have any bearing on political interest, nor do GDP 

per capita and the political terror measure. Age and education correlate positively with 

political interest, and women tend to profess less interest in politics than men. 

Figure 2. Marginal Effect of Transparency on 

Political Interest at varying levels of Control of 

Corruption 

Figure 3. Marginal Effect of Transparency on 

Political Involvement at varying levels of Control of 

Corruption 

  
Note: Control of Corruption rescaled such that the lowest value = 0.  

 

Transparency and Political Involvement 

The second set of analyses turn to the question of whether greater access to government 

information incites citizens to take action to express discontent and indignation. The results of 

these analyses overwhelmingly concur with those regarding political interest. Rather than 

prompting citizens to action – measured as the mean of four dichotomous variables indicating 

whether the person had signed a petition, joined a boycott, attended a demonstration or 

attended an unofficial strike – transparency instead is associated with lower levels of political 

activity, especially in countries in which corruption is comparatively more prevalent.  

Both models (Model 3 and 4) evince the same pattern: control of corruption seems to have a 

positive relationship on citizens’ propensity to engage in political action, while transparency 

instead seems to deter citizens from such action. The main effect of transparency  becomes 

considerably more negative and statistically significant once the interaction term and other 

control variables are included, indicating that it is in particular in countries with low levels of 

control of corruption that transparency has the apparent effect of demobilizing a citizenry. 

Figure 3 illustrates the estimates from model 3 and tells a similar story as Figure 2: the 

negative effect of transparency on political action exists in countries with scores on the 

control of corruption scale below approximately 1.6, which is the mean for all countries for 

which data are available. Once above the global mean level of good government, transparency 

no longer appears to have a negative effect on political action. But exactly as with political 

interest, at no level of good government does more information on government affairs 

actually seem to enhance citizens’ propensity to take action and express their discontent.  
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The political terror scale, on which higher values indicate a greater prevalence of political 

terror, has paradoxically a positive and statistically significant relationship with political 

action, education and age also correlate positively with political action, and women here as 

well prove less inclined to become engage in the types of political action measured here. Also 

somewhat surprisingly, the extent to which a country’s population has on average engaged in 

these political actions historically has no significant bearing on individual political actions 

today. This finding is counter to what one might have expected in light of discussions of 

repertoires of civic engagement that indicate that some forms of political involvement tend to 

occur much more frequently in one country while they are rarely used in others.  

Transparency and Trust 

One of the more common causal claims related to increased transparency is that it will 

enhance public trust in government. As discussed above, a number of theorized explanations 

can be teased out for why transparency might increase trust for political institutions, including 

that transparency might enhance good government and therefore government performance 

and service provision, or because a demos will gain insight into the complexities of governing 

under, at times, severe budget constraints.  

The results of these analyses provide no support for these contentions, however. The estimates 

in Model 5 instead indicate that an increase in transparency has, if anything, a tendency to 

reduce citizens’ trust in the judiciary, civil service and government. Model 5 examines the 

main effects of both quality of government and transparency on institutional trust in a 

multivariate model. The main effects concur with the findings of previous research in 

showing that control of corruption constitutes a substantively important component of 

institutional confidence (cf. Chang and Chu, 2006; Anderson and Tverdova, 2003; Selingson, 

2002). This correlation does not seem to be a simple reflection of satisfaction with other 

circumstances in the country, such as the overall economic well being of the country or 

availability of educational opportunities. Even under control for these factors, citizens in 

countries with lower levels of corruption feel more confidence in public institutions than in 

countries with higher levels of corruption.  

Transparency, in contrast, seems to influence institutional trust in the opposite direction. 

While most other measures of good government typically have a positive influence on 

institutional trust, transparency seems to have a slightly detrimental effect on citizens’ 

willingness to defer to the authority of public institutions, a finding which is also in line with 

previous research examining the effect of transparency on institutional trust (De Fine Licht, 

2010; Grimmelikhuijsen, 2010; Worthy, 2010). 

Unlike with political interest and political action, however, this effect does not seem to 

depend on the extent to which corruption is prevalent in the country. As the estimates in 

Model 6 suggest, the interaction terms is near zero and can, in fact, not with certainty be said 

to differ from zero. Factors that correlate significantly with institutional trust include 

individual factors such as age, gender and education, and national level factors such as 

political terror and the extent to which a country is rated as a democracy. Political terror 



shows a positive relationship with institutional trust, which may be the result of survey 

responses being distorted by fear of political retribution. Respondents in more democratic 

countries are slightly less inclined to express trust for their governing institutions than 

residents of less democratic countries. Counter to normative claims, opening the shutters on 

the windows of the political system does not alone seem to induce confidence in public 

institutions. We have tested a large number of different model specifications and even 

operationalizations of institutional trust, and the resounding conclusion is that transparency 

tends to show a negative bivariate relationship with institutional trust, and this effect does not 

vary depending on levels of corruption in a country 

These results also sounds a note of caution for advocates of transparency as a means of 

enhancing good government, as low trust tends to correspond empirically to lower levels of 

political involvement. Furthermore, if transparency increase trust and reduces civic 

engagement this could mean that transparency breeds a sense of security and trust in the 

governments internal capacity to deal with corruption through inter-institutional oversight 

mechanisms. The combination of reduced institutional trust and political involvement, 

however, suggest that reductions in civic engagement are not a mere reflection of an increased 

trust in the government’s ability to deal with corruption. In sum, the analyses add to the 

mounting evidence against claims that transparency enhances public trust in government and 

increases civic engagement. 

Transparency and resignation versus satisfaction 

This final set of analyses employs an index that incorporates the three factors examined each 

in turn above, as these three together, we argue, capture the underlying resignation-

indignation-satisfaction continuum. As mentioned above, high values indicate satisfaction 

with the political system while low values instead indicate resignation. The results reported in 

models 7 and 8 indicate that transparency has a negative and statistically significant effect on 

the index, which confirms the findings of the previous analyses. Transparency seems to 

undermine satisfaction and instead foster resignation. The estimate of the interaction term in 

model 8 suggests that this effect is much more pronounced in polities with higher levels of 

corruption, and diminishes to zero as control of corruption approaches the upper end of the 

scale.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 4. Marginal Effect of Transparency on Resignation-Satisfaction Index at varying levels of 

Control of Corruption 

 
Note: Control of Corruption rescaled such that the lowest value = 0.  

Concluding Discussion 

Although transparency is an indispensable component of liberal democracy and good 

government, the findings reported above suggest that its role in a larger formula of political 

and institutional development is somewhat complex. On the one hand, transparency is an 

essential precondition for accountability more generally, and therefore arguably sine qua non 

of reducing the prevalence of corrupt practices. On the other hand, however, transparency can 

also reveal improper or illegal government practices and potentially erode institutional 

confidence and even citizens’ willingness to engage in the individual or collective actions 

needed to bring about the kind of gradual improvements hoped for. This effect is, the findings 

suggest, most marked when corruption is the most entrenched and pervasive. 

The results of the analyses above raise questions regarding some of the implicit and explicit 

assumptions made about the way in which transparency contributes to improving the quality 

of government. While transparency may equip an already organized and mobilized populous 

with an invaluable tool in efforts to hold public officials accountable, our analysis suggests 

that the effect on the general populous may be quite the opposite. In settings in which 

corruption is the modus operandi, transparency may instead give rise to resignation and a 

withdrawal from political life.  

How can we understand this finding? The logic of principal agent theory, a logic which 

informs much anti-corruption policy work, suggests that because the interests of agents and 

principals may diverge, principals must find ways of monitoring the actions taken by agents. 

Transparency reduces the problem of information asymmetry by shedding light on whether 
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the agent (i.e. the government) is pursuing goals that are in the interest of principals (i.e. its 

citizens) effectively and efficiently (Besley, 2006; Florini, 2002, pp.14-15). In other words, 

transparency should enable citizens to evaluate to what extent their interests are being served 

by government and encourage accountability and deter abuses and mistakes by officials 

(Carey, 2009). However, if principals (citizens) lack institutional avenues by which to utilize 

the information to hold agents (office holders) accountable, information may instead deter 

civic engagement, derailing the expected positive spiral. 

The logic of collective action further elucidates the potentially negative effects of information. 

A key ingredient, perhaps the lynchpin, of a group’s ability to solve a social dilemma is the 

expectations that other actors are also willing and able to collaborate (Persson, Rothstein and 

Teorell, 2010; Rothstein, 2005). If we conceptualize well-functioning governing institutions 

as a second order collective action problem (Ostrom, 1990), it becomes comprehensible why 

exposing corruption among those in office might precipitate a general withdrawal from 

political life among the populous. Political engagement entails costs to the individual and a 

wealth of game theoretical research reveals that our willingness to invest time, effort and 

money into a collective effort is highly sensitive to evidence that others intend to do the same. 

If citizens receive information confirming that those with public power routinely use this 

power first and foremost for personal gain, i.e. routinely choose a self-interested strategy over 

a collaborative strategy that complies with and strengthens governing institutions, then they 

may conclude that any efforts made to attempt to strengthen collective governing institutions 

would simply be futile: an individual cost with no promise of longer term payoffs. This 

interpretation does not require that people are hyper rationalistic nor that they justify their 

own actions in game theoretical terms. It simply requires that they on some level appreciate 

the magnitude of the task at hand and recognize that those players most well placed to 

strengthen rule of law are not currently opting to do so.  

This paper does not constitute a critique of the principle of transparency. Nor does it disprove 

the contention that transparency can contribute to enhancing accountability and limiting the 

scope for the abuse of public power for private gain. The findings presented here also do not 

constitute evidence that societal accountability cannot or does not occur. The case studies 

speak for themselves and a number of country comparative studies indicate that dense civil 

society networks, provided certain favorable conditions are present in a country, are strongly 

associated with lower levels of corruption (Grimes, 2008a; Lee, 2007). The main policy 

implication of the findings is first and foremost that where corruption is endemic, 

transparency reforms alone cannot be expected to ignite a broad and general process of public 

or societal accountability, in which the general public axiomatically rises to the challenge of 

monitoring government offices and sounding fire alarms if irregularities are detected. Unless 

transparency reforms are accompanied by other anti-corruption measures, transparency may 

do more harm than good with respect to citizens’ civic mindedness and propensity to 

participate in accountability efforts. Without institutional arrangements that significantly 

lower the threshold and even actively encourage the public to act as watchdog, transparency 



will do little to bring about broad-based improvements in governance and in the longer term 

establish institutional trust (Frost, 2003).
15

  

From the perspective of another key set of actors in this equation, namely citizen activists and 

advocacy organizations, these findings also may have similar implications. An awareness of 

the potentially demoralizing and demobilizing effects of a deluge of information about 

government corruption might induce advocacy organizations to counter this effect with 

information and elicitations regarding possible channels and opportunities for individuals and 

associations to take action. 

Finally, our findings sound a call for continued explorations into the effects of transparency 

on citizens’ attitudes and political behavior and how these may vary among groups of citizens 

or depending on the institutional circumstances of the polity in which they live. It is plausible 

to expect, for example, that the negative effects observed in the analyses presented here are 

not uniform across a population but instead befall some groups to a greater extent than others. 

If it were the case that individuals with more education instead became more civically 

engaged, then the results would be more encouraging in terms of the theory of public 

accountability. The policy implications mentioned above also suggest a number of testable 

hypotheses, namely that transparency in moderately to highly corrupt contexts might incite 

different reactions depending on the existence of institutional mechanisms to channel public 

discontent.  
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 Such conditions include accountability reforms, such that transparency can lead to changes in government 

behaviour, as well as laws on public participation, so as to allow for input by citizens in public policies. In the 

words of Schumann (2007, p.856), “Transparency reforms may often usher in a democracy of access but not 

necessarily the democratization of decision-making. It potentially obfuscates as much as it illuminates.”  
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Table A1. Descriptives of main variables in analyses. 

 

 

Table A2. Correlations among key dependent and independent variables. 

 Transpa-

rency 

Control of 

corruption 

Political 

terror 

Demo-

cracy 

Political 

interest 

Political 

action 

Transparency 1.00      

Control of Corruption 0.79 1.00     

Political terror -0.52 -0.76 1.00    

Democracy (Freedom house / 

Polity 2) 

0.71 0.66 

 

-0.55 

 

1.00 

 

 

 

 

 

Political interest -0.04 0.02 -0.01 -0.05 1.00  

Political action 0.25 0.29 -0.16 0.22 0.22 1.00 

Institutional Trust  

 

-0.11 

 

-0.01 

 

0.04 

 

-0.21 

 

0.17 

 

-0.04 

 

Note: All correlations significant at the p<.001 level.  

 

 

 

Table A3. Rotated factor loadings for resignation-satisfaction index. 

Variable    

Political Action 0.3920 -0.0513  0.8437   

Political Interest 0.4018 0.0961 0.8293   

Institutional Trust 0.0412 0.2311 0.9449   

                             

Variable    N    Mean Std. Dev.   Min    Max    

Political interest  81298 2.35 .97 1 4 

 Political action index  77023 .14 .25 0 1 

 Trust index 81214 2.47 .77 1 4 

Transparency 190 1.65 .87 0 3.6 

Control of Corruption 190 1.96 1.12 0 4.02 
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Abstract  

While democratic accountability is widely expected to reduce corruption, citizens to a 

surprisingly large extent opt to forgo their right to protest and voice complaints and refrain 

from using their electoral right to punish corrupt politicians.  This article examines how grand 

corruption and elite collusion influences electoral accountability, and in particular citizens’ 

willingness to punish corrupt incumbents. Using new regional level data across 21 European 

countries, we provide clear empirical evidence that the level of societal grand corruption in 

which a voter finds herself systematically affects how she responds to a political corruption 

scandal. Grand corruption increases loyalty to corrupt politicians, demobilizes the citizenry 

and crafts a deep divide between insiders, or potential beneficiaries of the system, and 

outsiders, left on the sidelines of the distribution of benefits. This explains why outsiders fail 

channel their discontent into effective electoral punishment. 

Key words: Corruption, Accountability, Elections, Collusion, Insiders, Outsiders, Democracy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Introduction 

While international organizations, policy experts and non-governmental organizations 

promote democratic accountability as a crucial component to curb corruption, citizens to a 

surprisingly large extent opt to forgo their right to protest and voice complaints and refrain 

from using their electoral right to punish corrupt politicians. The election and reelection of 

corrupt politicians poses a major challenge to democratic theorists since it allows democracies 

to underprovide public goods, such as health care, economic growth or environmental 

protection, which in turn threatens to undermine the legitimacy of the democratic system in 

the eyes of the electorate.  

This study examines why politicians involved in corruption continue to be reelected. In doing 

so, we distinguish between two types of corruption – one, political corruption scandals among 

elected officials, and, two, what we refer to as high-level, ‘grand corruption’ (GC).  We 

explore how the latter conditions voter behavior in response to the former type of corruption 

and suggest that high levels of grand corruption corrode electoral accountability and explain 

why institutions rife with venality remain unchecked. In other words, the context in which the 

voter finds herself matters, in that electoral accountability operates very differently depending 

on the extent to which the context is dominated by grand corruption (GC). A polity dominated 

by egregious GC among elites encourages greater informal extended networks of 

acquaintances, and the personalized interchange of concrete rewards and punishment, than 

around abstract impartial principles involving people that may not even be part of your 

network (Hale 2015; 20; Karklins 2005; Ledenva 2013). Such a systemic level of corruption 

permeates polities and “dictates every political and economic pursuit” (Hale 2015), and 

thereby shakes the very foundations of liberal democracy, since it builds on “personal bonds 

where detached judgement should be” (Piliavsky 2014:2) and particularism (Munguiu_Pippidi 

2006) in lieu of impartiality (Rothstein and Teorell 2009).   

We broadly define grand corruption as collusion among the highest levels of government that 

involves major public sector projects, procurement and large financial benefits among high 

level public and private elites, which is rarely directly observed by the general public (Rose-

Ackerman 1999: 27).  In particular, we suggest that grand corruption varies considerably from 

country to country, and, at times, within countries from region to region, and that a polity with 

sufficiently high levels of GC corrodes electoral accountability through three parallel but 

interrelated electoral effects. We argue that, in environments where GC is pervasive, 

patronage and clientelistic exchanges are common and enhance loyalty to corrupt politicians, 

since defectors may be deprived of spoils and face the moral costs involved of breaching 

loyalty obligations. A polity with high levels of GC also increases resignation and voter 

abstention, since the electorate is more likely to experience alienation and cynicism about the 

potential of the political system to contain corruption and the dominant network. In addition, 

polities dominated by GC crafts deep divides between citizens, particularly between insiders 

of patronage networks, or real or potential beneficiaries of spoils from collusive exchanges, 

and outsiders, those excluded from such networks. In cases in which GC is high, insiders 

remain loyal to corrupt politicians, irrespective of the politicians being involved in a 



corruption scandal, while outsiders are more likely to abstain from voting altogether. This 

contributes to explaining the failure of outsiders to canalize their grievances into effective 

electoral punishment in places where such behavior is most needed – in democracies with 

high levels of elite collusion and grand corruption. 

This analysis contributes to the growing literature on how corruption, broadly speaking, 

affects voting behavior in democracies.  We first make a theoretical contribution.  We develop 

a multi-level theory, where individual characteristics of voters and macro-level factors 

interact to explain electoral responses to a political corruption scandal.  At the individual 

level, our ‘insider-outsider’ framework distinguishes between respondents and, at the macro 

level, we focus on the variation of high level elite (grand) corruption across polities.  In 

addition, as opposed to only focusing on whether a voter would vote for a corrupt party or 

simply abstain from voting, we analyze three types of electoral responses to corruption using 

a development of Hirschman’s (1970) framework of voice, exit and loyalty.  Second, we 

make an empirical contribution.  We test our theory with a large original survey that asks 

respondents directly how they would respond electorally if their preferred party were involved 

in a corruption scandal and combine this survey data with a newly developed, objective 

measure of high level corruption among 185 European regions in 21 countries.  Third, our 

findings provide clear empirical evidence that high levels of elite collusion create an 

environment where corrupt incumbents are more likely to be re-elected, undermining the 

effectiveness of elections in curbing political corruption.  In such contexts, voters are less 

inclined to hold a corrupt incumbent accountable by switching to another party.  Furthermore, 

’insiders’ are more likely to be loyal to their preferred party (especially the incumbent party), 

while ‘outsiders’ become more inclined to abstain from voting. Thus we provide systematic 

evidence for a growing sentiment in the literature that has mostly been anecdotal – that 

elections can perpetuate (or even increase) corruption in places where elite collusion is 

pervasive (Persson et al 2013; Mungiu-Pippidi 2013).  Conversely, we find that, in 

environments where GC is less prevalent, accountability in the form of voting for an 

alternative party becomes much more likely.  

The paper proceeds as follows. First we provide a brief overview of the literature on electoral 

responses to corruption and argue for the importance of better integrating knowledge about 

how the functioning and nature of corruption shape relationships, loyalty structures and 

cynicism, and how these effects vary systematically across different groups of citizens. We 

then develop a theory about how GC influences citizens’ responses to corruption, focusing in 

particular on loyalty, demobilization and the divisiveness of corruption. Third, we discuss our 

data and measurements: we test our hypotheses using novel survey data for over 85,000 

respondents in 24 European countries along with new data on high level administrative 

corruption in 185 regions.   The fourth section presents our results and the fifth section 

concludes the paper. 

Corruption and democratic accountability  

Cross-national analysis has so far failed to produce conclusive evidence on whether 

democracies are less corrupt than non-democracies (Sung 2004; Treisman 2007; Charron and 



Lapuente 2010). The broad differences in the extent to which democracies contain corruption 

suggest that fundamental mechanisms of democratic accountability work very differently in 

different contexts and that voters far from always punish corrupt politicians (Manzetti and 

Wilson 2007; Chang et al. 2010)  

While the empirical evidence for whether or not the electorate punishes corrupt politicians 

remains mixed (see i.e. Crisp et al.2014; Basinger 2013; Bågenholm 2013), several case 

studies suggest that voters’ punishment of corrupt politicians remains limited. For instance, 

evidence from the US (Peter and Welch 1980; Welch and Hibbings 1997), Brazil (Ferrez and 

Finan 2008), Italy (Chang, Golden and Hill 2010) the UK (Eggers and Fisher 2014) and 

Mexico (Chong et al. 2015) suggests that candidates are punished to only a very limited 

extent for being implicated in corruption scandals. 
16

 

An emerging literature seeks explanations for the shortcomings of electoral and societal 

accountability and for why it fails to contain corruption (see, for instance, de Sousa and 

Moriconi 2013). This body of research typically suggests that political corruption leads to 

indignation, but that this indignation is for various reasons not canalized into electoral 

punishment. At least three explanations seem to be particularly prominent in this literature. 

First, explanations related to trade-off suggest that the reason why corrupt politicians survive 

in office is that voters simply do not prioritize having a non-corrupt political representative. 

Other factors, such as the politician’s ability to attract investment, build successful coalitions, 

generate economic growth or make otherwise popular decisions is often valued more highly 

by most voters (see i.e. Zechmeister and Zizumbo-Colunga, 2013; Konstantinidis and 

Xezonakis 2013; Munoz and Esaiasson 2013).  Second, others find limited support for the 

existence of trade-offs and instead suggest that the reason why corrupt officials can maintain 

political support is that voters lack information about wrongdoings (Winters and Weitz-

Shapiro 2013, see also Chang et al 2010; Costas-Perez et al. 2012). Third, various institutional 

explanations may contribute towards explaining reelection, not least because they can make 

channeling protests more or less effective. These include electoral and party systems, 

delegation of power, an independent judiciary, the state of the economy, press freedom and 

transparency (Kunicova and Rose-Ackerman 2005; Gerring and Thacker 2004; Bauhr and 

Grimes 2014; Charron and Lapuente 2010; Zechmeister and Zizumbo; Bågenholm 2013). In 

short, the reason why citizens do not voice complaints is that they lack information, lack 

institutional opportunities to do so or simply do not prioritize anticorruption efforts.  

As frequently shown in studies of corruption and clientelism, electoral responses are also 

shaped by the various societal and individual level effects of particular forms of corruption. 

While previous studies have distinguished between the effects of experiences of 

corruption/bribery and perceptions of societal level corruption on voting behavior (Klajsna et 

al 2016) or compares the effects of different forms of corruption on voting behavior (Chong et 

al. 2015; Fernandez-Vasques 2015), our study is unique in that we model the level of societal 

corruption as a macro-level variable with the use of an objective measure, as opposed to 

perceptions of the individual respondents. Furthermore, many studies focus on electoral 
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responses to corruption in single countries (with data either from experimental or ‘actual’ 

scandals), which limits tests of macro-level contextual factors. 
17

  

This study seeks to bring in insights from the large literature on clientelism, patronage and 

grand corruption to explain the reelection of corrupt politicians in Europe (see i.e. Stokes et al 

2013). GC and other elite types of collusion such as high level bureaucratic corruption (Jain 

2001) often have deep-rooted effects on the functioning of society, which may have both 

direct and indirect effects on the tolerance for political corruption. Electoral responses to 

corruption are not necessarily influenced only by the nature of the corruption scandal, and 

how much citizens morally oppose such activities, nor by whether or not politicians are 

involved in direct vote buying. We believe that electoral responses to corruption are also 

influenced by the norms, benefits and expectations that particular forms of corruption, such as 

high level GC corruption, convey to citizens.  

A growing body of studies suggests that corruption corrodes electoral accountability and leads 

to resignation (Bauhr and Grimes 2014; Stockmeyer et al. 2013). Using the logic of collective 

action theory, Bauhr and Grimes (2014) suggest that, if citizens expect most fellow citizens, 

institutional devices and punishment regimes to be corrupt, they are more likely to opt to 

forgo their right to punish corrupt politicians and develop cynicism (Pavoa 2015) or alienation 

and voter abstention (Sundström and Stockemer 2015). While all these studies, like most of 

the research in this field, focus on the scale of the corruption problem rather than its different 

forms, they all suggest that resignation is a very different type of response than the 

indignation or voice that democratic theories typically expect corruption to generate.  

Furthermore, the mechanism that explains the willingness to punish a corrupt politician is not 

necessarily the same as the explanations for why citizens stay loyal to a corrupt politician. We 

attempt to fill this gap in the literature by allowing for more heterogeneous electoral responses 

to political corruption scandals. 

In an attempt to understand different forms of electoral responses, we depart from 

Hirschman’s (1970) conceptualization of Exit, Voice and Loyalty. Put simply, citizens are 

faced with three choices in response to corruption: Voice, Exit and Loyalty. We therefore 

define “loyalty” as citizens’ staying loyal to the party despite its facing a corruption scandal 

and suggest that citizens can express discontent in two very different ways. Citizens can either 

use “voice”, defined as voting for an alternative party, or  “exit”, defined as abstaining from 

voting altogether.  How citizens express discontent is of central importance to the functioning 

of democracy. If citizens use voice, i.e. change political parties, the mechanisms of electoral 

accountability work to punish political leaders that abuse their power.  It gives the political 

system a chance to recover from its mistakes and change directions. Exit, such as not voting at 

all, on the other hand, may be induced by disillusionment with the ability of the entire 

political system to deal with the problems at hand. It is often associated with resignation, 

alienation and disengagement. 
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How Elite Corruption Corrodes Electoral Accountability: Loyalty, Demobilization and 

the Insider-Outsider Divide 

Our theory suggests that the nature of grand corruption influences the functioning of 

democracy and the reelection of corrupt politicians. Again, in looking at GC, we are less 

concerned with how corruption such as ‘vote buying’, petty corruption or even how individual 

voters’ perceptions of country-wide corruption affects voting behavior in response to a 

political corruption scandal.  Like Manzetti and Wilson (2007), we are concerned with the 

institutional context in which a voter finds herself.  However, rather than looking at the 

macro-level strength of elections and democratic institutions broadly speaking, we focus 

specifically on the extent to which a polity is permeated by collusive corrupt exchanges at 

high levels of society and the extent to which elites in the public and private sectors trade 

favors for their own benefit, mainly at the public’s expense.  In contrast to where high level 

GC prevails, norms of impartiality and merit are more likely to dictate high level exchanges in 

‘cleaner’ societies, such as public investment and procurement (Rothstein 2014).  In 

particular, we suggest that at this high level, GC sends signals that the entire elite of one’s 

polity is involved in collective collusion at the public’s expense, which corrodes electoral 

accountability and the electoral punishment of corrupt politicians since it increases loyalty to 

corrupt politicians, depresses voter turnout and divides societies between insiders and 

outsiders.  Several explanations are discussed below.  

Grand Corruption and Loyalty  

Perhaps the most important key to understanding the deep rooted effects of corruption is to 

understand how it induces loyalty among certain groups of citizens and mobilizes citizens to 

support and maintain corrupt polities. Loyalty in clientelist or high corruption contexts are 

driven by norms of reciprocity and a normative sense of obligation towards the patronage 

network (Auyero 2001), and perhaps even more decisively by a fear that real or anticipated 

flows of benefits will be cut off (Stokes et al 2013). The broader literature on voting behavior 

suggests that an electorate bound by strong loyalty ties to the incumbent will be more likely to 

disregard improper or even immoral behavior, including corruption. In high GC contexts, we 

can expect such loyalty effects to be particularly strong and forgiving since politicians in 

these contexts did not attain power despite their being corrupt, but because they are corrupt 

(Golden 2003;Brusco et al 2014; Wantchekon 2003)  

Recent studies show that elites have used patronage jobs in the public administration to help 

US parties to retain power and that the “degree of control over patronage jobs affected a 

political party´s probability of winning future elections” (Folke et al. 2011, see also Golden 

2003). In settings with high levels of elite collusion, less formal rules (as opposed to impartial 

merit) tend to dictate employment and winners in the marketplace tend to be privileged 

insiders (Rose-Ackerman 1999).  This atmosphere reduces the extent to which citizens elect 

to switch parties. GC produces a climate of more informal exchanges and strong loyalty ties 

among both real and potential “clients” in a GC system. These loyalty codes extend far 

beyond the presence of direct vote buying, and may be present even in contexts where 



elections are considered “free and fair”, violence and fraud are relatively uncommon and 

voters are generally neither directly incentivized nor coerced to vote for a corrupt incumbent. 

High level corruption of this sort often increases the stakes of defection and voice. Political 

change in high GC contexts often comes at great risk since it threatens potential and future 

job, career and even subsistence opportunities for many citizens and their extended families. 

Long term exposure of business and public career and recruitment structures building on GC, 

where public contracts and positions are distributed on the basis of who you know rather than 

merit, fundamentally shapes loyalty structures in society as well as perceptions of “how things 

get done” (Ledeneva 2013; Hale 2015; Charron and Lapuente 2013). Furthermore, the 

stronger the patronage/clientalistic network becomes, the less likely it is that it is subject to 

competition, and clientalistic networks may thereby also undermine the number of viable 

alternative parties available that can channel discontent into formal political systems. This 

forms our first hypothesis. 

H1. In response to political corruption, a willingness to vote for an alternative (voice) is less 

likely the higher the level of grand corruption, ceteris paribus.  

Grand Corruption and Demobilization 

If politicians involved in corruption scandals are ultimately voted out of office, this depends 

on both the extent to which citizens switch parties and the extent to which citizens decide to 

abandon the political system and abstain from voting altogether.  If citizens that are unfairly 

treated by a system of corruption and favoritism, as suggested by Pollock (1937) and others, 

respond by widespread party switching in response to corruption, then GC is not necessarily 

beneficial for the reelection of corrupt politicians. If, on the other hand, protests take other 

forms, and in particular if they lead to voter abstention, disappointments may not be canalized 

into effective electoral punishment and thereby contribute to maintain corrupt politicians in 

power. 

While mobilization and turnout has traditionally not been granted much systematic attention 

in studies on corruption, clientelism and vote buying, clientelism is perhaps most often seen 

as a strategy for mobilizing otherwise unmobilized voters by offering them direct and tangible 

rewards. This “turnout buying” (Nichter 2008) or “participation buying” (Schaffer and 

Schedler 2007:25) is driven partly by the difficulties involved in monitoring vote choices 

when ballots are cast in secrecy (Remmer 2010). 
18

 Studies that use aggregate perception 

based measures of corruption seem on the other hand to arrive at a conflicting conclusion. 

These studies suggest that exposure of egregious corruption may demobilize the citizenry 

(Bauhr and Grimes 2014; Chong et al. 2011) and that perceptions of corruption lead to voter 

abstention (Davis, Camp, and Coleman 2004; Birch 2010; Stockemer et al. 2013; Sundström 

& Stockemer 2015). One possible explanation for the demobilizing effect of corruption is 

derived from the logic of collective action theory and, in particular, that a citizen’s 
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mobilization is highly contingent upon evidence that others will do the same (Bauhr and 

Grimes 2014; Person et al. 2013; Karklins 2005; Ostrom 1998). In contexts in which 

corruption reaches systemic levels, it may be difficult to find individuals willing to face the 

risk and costs of mobilizing against corruption when the chances of success are slim. 

Corruption may therefore lead to resignation and alienation rather than protest. 

In other words, the stronger the dominant network becomes, the more difficult it is for those 

who want to protest against it to do so. This may partly be driven by the lack of non-corrupt 

alternatives to vote for, or that all politicians are seen equally incompetent to reduce 

corruption (Pavoa 2015:68), but also that competing networks do not stand a real chance to 

challenge a strong and dominant network, i.e. that patronage based mobilization tends to work 

better for incumbents, or dominant parties, than for challengers (Remmer 2010; Wantchekton 

2003).  Not voting at all may be perceived as a more viable way to breach loyalty structures 

than full scale betrayal (voting for competitors), since the risk of doing so can be very tangible 

in societies dominated by a strong corrupt network. Citizens that are discontent with the state 

of affairs therefore opt to abstain from voting altogether rather than risk the consequences of 

expressing loyalty to competitors.  

In a polity dominated by elite collusion rather than meritocracy, citizens may therefore be 

more likely to develop cynicism and resignation about the potential of political systems to 

contain corruption, or of challenging networks to contain corruption, and citizens may 

therefore opt to abstain from voting altogether. GC may therefore channel discontent into 

various forms of ‘exit’ options, rather than citizens expressing discontent in ways that may be 

more democratically desirable (i.e. changing political parties if your own is involved in a 

corruption scandal), and thus depress voter turnout. 
19

 

H2. In response to political corruption, voter abstention (exit) is more likely the higher the 

level of GC, ceteris paribus. 

Grand Corruption and the Insider/Outsider Divide 

H1 and H2 suggest that GC corrodes electoral accountability and maintains corrupt politicians 

in power since it increases voter abstention (exit) and decreases the likelihood of abandoning 

a party involved in corruption (i.e. reduces voice). What may be driving these effects? 

Perhaps the most powerful explanation for the detrimental effects of GC is that it often 

produces a deep divide in societies between insiders, i.e. real and potential beneficiaries of the 

corrupt network, and those left on the sidelines of the distribution of spoils and benefits, or 

outsiders. This divisive effect of systems dominated by grand corruption is not only often 

deeply destructive but may also be directly detrimental to the punishment of corrupt 

politicians. Some groups of citizens obtain real or anticipated benefits from the prevailing 

patronage networks and thereby develop solid loyalty ties to corrupt politicians. Others left on 

the sideline may be more likely to abstain from voting altogether. While some of these may 
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 While voter abstention is not necessarily associated with resignation from all attempts to influence political 

systems, it does contribute to maintain corrupt politicians in power (see also Gingerich 2009 and Grimes and 

Cornell 2015). 



opt to direct their discontent into extra-electoral channels, therefore leading to other forms of 

protests among “victims” (Gingerich 2009), these studies do not examine “how the winners 

from this process — the recipients of spoils jobs and their families — become more or less 

attached to their patrons as a result.”  A recent study on how patronage divides societies in 

Africa furthermore finds that patronage insiders “simultaneously perceive corruption as 

ubiquitous and are more tolerant of malfeasance” and are also less likely to punish corrupt 

politicians (Chang and Kerr 2016). 

We suggest that the ones who are, or anticipate being, future beneficiaries of the system 

develop strong loyalty ties. These loyalty ties may become increasingly deeply ingrained as 

the strength of the GC system increases. Furthermore, we expect that insiders play a radically 

different role in societies depending on the level of grand corruption. While insiders 

perpetuate corruption in contexts where it is pervasive, we expect that insiders in contexts 

with limited grand corruption instead play the role of vigilant defenders against corrupt 

politicians.  In other words, we expect insiders to perpetuate the current system, regardless of 

what that current system may entail. If the dominant system is plagued by grand corruption, 

insiders will support it by staying loyal to corrupt politicians. If grand corruption is the 

exception rather than the norm, insiders will instead be more likely than outsiders to rise to 

defy corrupt politicians.  

H 3. Insiders are more (less) loyal to corrupt politicians in high (low) GC contexts, ceteris 

paribus. 

H4.  Outsiders are more likely to abstain from voting than insiders, ceteris paribus. 

Our theory thus posits that GC both decreases voice and increases exit but that these effects 

are strongly heterogeneous between different segments of the population and depend on the 

level of GC corruption. GC divides societies between insiders and outsiders and, according to 

whether the level of GC increases, insiders become increasingly loyal to corrupt incumbents 

and less likely to punish corrupt politicians. 

Research design, sample and data 

The dependent variable and research designs in general of corruption voting studies vary 

substantially. Some cross-country comparative studies building on multilevel survey data use 

an indirect proxy for voting, such as government support or satisfaction (Manzetti and Wilson 

2007) or whether the respondent stated to have voted in a previous election for the incumbent 

(Ecker et al. 2015). Others employ data looking at actual scandals and electoral turnout 

(Peters and Welsch 1980; Chang et al. 2010; Basinger 2013; Stockemer et al. 2012; Praino et 

al. 2013; Sundström and Stockemer 2015), or electoral party volatility (Crisp et al. 2014), yet 

the motivation for why or why not voters show up to cast their ballet for the incumbent, vote 

for an alternative or stay home is left unaccounted for due to the aggregation of the data to the 

macro level.   



We elect to test the hypotheses empirically using an observational, multi-level design, using a 

large survey of 85,000 individuals in 24 European countries
20

. Europe offers an excellent test 

case in that corruption varies significantly from country to country (Charron, Dijkstra and 

Lapuente 2014) and all countries have – to varying degrees – multi-party, democratic systems.  

The spatial, comparative design allows us best to test our hypotheses, which have a greater 

focus on cross-unit variation than within-unit variation.   

The survey was started in February 2013. The study, which was conducted in the local 

language of each country, randomly selected between 1,200 and 10,500 respondents per 

country (varying by population size of the country), providing a high degree of reliability due 

to the large sample size. In all, 34 questions were posed to the respondents, and several are of 

particular interest here in capturing the key concepts. 

As per our dependent variable, with no perfect way in which to capture the concepts of 

‘voice’, ‘exit’ and ‘loyalty’, we measure them as closely as possible using the following 

questions, which express how an individual intends to respond to a corruption scandal in their 

preferred party in an upcoming election. 

Q1. What political party would you vote for if the national parliamentary election were today? 

Q2. Now imagine that that party was involved in a corruption scandal; which of the following 

would be most likely? 1). Still vote for the preferred party, 2). Vote for an alternative party 

not involved in the corruption scandal, 3). Not vote at all. 

In all, 20.7% of all respondents answered ‘1’, while 33.7% and 38.6% responded ‘2’ and ‘3’ 

respectively.  6.9% responded ‘don’t know’. The third response most closely represents our 

idea of ‘exit’, as the respondent is clearly choosing to abstain from the democratic process. 

Thus we create a dummy variable that equals ‘1’ if an individual selected this response and 

‘0’ if otherwise. The second response, ‘vote for an alternative party not involved in the 

corruption scandal’, most closely captures our idea of accountability, or ‘voice’, as the 

respondent intends to vote, but in a sense punish the corrupt party (despite it being their first 

preference) via voting for an alternative.  A dummy variable is thus created with this response 

as well, where an individual receives a ‘1’ if she gave the second answer and ‘0’ if otherwise.  

‘Loyalty’ is coded as ‘1’ if the respondent answered ‘still vote for the preferred party’ and ‘0’ 

if otherwise.  The figures below give the proportion of each response by country. 
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 More information on the methodology, administration and response rates etc. on the survey can be found in 

the appendix. 



Figure 1. Proportion of ‘Exit’, ‘Voice’ and ‘Loyalty’ Responses by Country 

 

There are of course shortcomings with broad, hypothetical questions such as these. First, the 

magnitude of the scandal is not mentioned and, even if it was, individual interpretations of 

this are expected to vary. We however posit that this imprecision is more positive than 

negative, as King et al. (2004) show that including too much specificity to cross-national 

survey questions can result in more biased results than more generally formulated questions. 

For example, if we had imposed a certain type of scandal, it could very well be interpreted 

differently by respondents across countries. In our case, we permit respondents themselves to 

evaluate how relevant a corruption scandal is in giving their vote, resulting in a more general 

test of our hypotheses. Second, the question pertains to the party and not an individual 

candidate. In countries that have single member districts, such as the UK, the salience of the 

candidate might trump that of the party, which could under/overestimate our findings in such 

cases. Third, the question is a hypothetical one and thus the respondents might behave 

differently in reality compared with how they answer a survey question, resulting in 

‘hypothetical bias’. This is of course a problem for many other studies in the field of 

corruption voting, in particular in experimental studies where many research designs have 

been based on hypothetical scenarios.  However, we would argue that this is less of a problem 

than one might believe at first glance, as several recent empirical studies have tested the 

external validity of hypothetical survey questions in relation to ’actual’ electoral outcomes 

and found results to be remarkably similar (Johnston 2006; Vossler and Kerkvliet 2003; 

Hainmuller et al. 2015). Another weakness is that one of our ‘treatments’ (the corruption 

scandal) is built into the question, and thus without a quasi-experimental design, where we are 

comparing the voting pattern to a ‘control’ group.   
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Finally, given the content of the question involved, there may be a degree of ‘social 

desirability bias’ at work. However, we do observe that almost 21% claim they would 

continue to support their preferred party despite a corruption scandal and thus under-reporting 

would not necessarily cause bias if randomly distributed across individuals. However, this 

type of bias could of course produce misleading results if correlated with one of the individual 

level variables, or was systemic in certain countries.  Unfortunately we cannot directly test the 

presence of hypothetical bias or social desirability bias, and we therefore highlight this as a 

caveat in interpreting the results.    

While we are not able to fully address all of these potential problems, our data do have several 

advantages in relation to previous studies, in particular our  ability to employ a multi-level 

design, combining a large number of individuals in 21 countries, and allowing us to directly 

test cross-level interactions. Moreover, our study employs a more direct measure of the 

dependent variable with the ‘treatment’ (corruption scandal) specified in the question, as 

opposed to an indirect measure such as government satisfaction, perceptions or tolerance of 

political corruption.   

Our key independent variables are the following. First, while there is no clear consensus in the 

field in how this concept should be measured, to avoid possible endogeneity with a 

perceptions measure, we capture GC with an objective measure with the aid of data from 

Fazekas and Kocsis (2015). This measure uses public procurement data to assess the risk of 

high level corruption and favoritism, which is the best measure available given our concept of 

high level corruption among elites of concern here. The data contain information on 

individual public procurement tenders that has to do with regulated administrative procedures 

in which public bodies purchase goods and services, for EU28 between 2009 and 2013, 

including for example contract value, the number of bidders, the deadline for submitting bids 

and the assessment criteria used. Our measures tap into deliberate restriction of open 

competition for government contracts in order to benefit a well connected company, and we 

operationalize our dependent variable in two ways, differing only in the number of 

components included (omitted reference). In order to avoid distortion from less competitive 

markets such as defense, the indicators are defined only when at least ten contracts were 

awarded in 2009-2013, indicating a sufficient demand for at least two operating companies.  

In all, the dataset is based on approximately 1.45 million awarded contracts. The simplest 

indication of corruption risks is when only one bid was submitted in a tender on an otherwise 

competitive market. Hence, the percentage of single bidder contracts awarded in all the 

awarded contracts is the most straightforward measure we use to capture our concept and, we 

argue, represents a climate very favorable for the type of GC corruption we envision in our 

theory.  The data are also available at the regional level for NUTS 1 and NUTS 2 levels.  

Second, there is also a lack of consensus in how one should operationalize an ‘insider’. In 

political economy and particularly labor market studies, an ‘insider’ is someone with full time 

(or willing part time) employment, while ‘outsiders’ are those who are outside of the labor 

market, those who are unemployed (Rueda 2005). However, this distinction has been used 

much less so in studies of voting behavior (Lindvall and Rueda 2014). Most studies in 



political science and development economics of how corruption affects electoral behavior 

focus on a related concept of ‘clients’ (a type of insider), whereby voters are considered 

‘clients’ if they claim to directly rely on a powerful patron for help when in need (Stokes et al. 

2013).  In a recent study on corruption tolerance in African countries, Chang and Kerr (2016) 

distinguish two types of ‘insiders’ - ‘network insiders’ (similar to the aforementioned concept 

of ‘client’) and ‘identity insiders’, citizens that either share partisan or ethnic ties with the 

sitting government.  Most of these past studies however focus on Latin American or African 

countries, whereas studies of Europe using the insider-outsider framework focus on one’s 

position in the labor market.   

Our conception of an insider is similar to Kitschelt and Wilkinson’s idea of ‘contingent direct 

exchange’ (2007:10) in that we attempt to capture whether or not a respondent potentially has 

‘something to lose’ politically and economically by a political change resulting from an 

election.  We therefore attempt to merge the operationalization of the concept ‘insider’ from 

both past corruption and labor market studies and thus include two components of 

‘insiderness’ – economic and political. On the economic side, we follow the 

operationalization of most political economy scholars of the labor market (Rueda 2005) – 

‘insiders’ are those with full time employment.  In several robustness checks, we go one step 

further and include only full-time public sector workers, since a new administration can make 

political appointments, particularly within the public sector, making this type of employment 

potentially especially relevant in this context.  In addition, we also add a political element. We 

build on the operationalization from Chang and Kerr (2016) whereby we code an individual 

an insider if she is a partisan supporter of a sitting party in government
21

. 

Each respondent is provided a country-specific list of relevant political parties (party lists 

included all sitting parliamentary parties and potentially relevant parties outside parliament, 

based on country-expert assessments). If a respondent answered that they would support a 

party in the sitting government (at the time of the survey) then they would be coded as ‘1’ and 

‘0’ if they would support any other party
22

, and thus the component of political insiderness is 

non-ideological and has only to do with the current power of one’s party. The binary 

measures are combined to equal ‘1’ for respondents with full time employment who support 

the sitting party in power and ‘0’ if otherwise.    

As stated in the hypothesis, we expect that ‘insiders’ will be more inclined to express ‘loyalty’ 

as an electoral response as the level of contextual AGC increases, meaning that their personal 

gain through political ties would outweigh their desire for a cleaner political party. 

Conversely, the extent to which insiders are also expected to opt for voice decreases in 

contexts with higher levels of GC.  We also hypothesize that GC affects insiders differently 

than outsiders in terms of electoral outcomes.  Therefore, we test the interaction term –  

‘insider*GC’.   
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 Unfortunately, no question in our survey allows us to operationalize a ‘network insider’. 
22

 Responses were matched with government data at: http://www.parties-and-elections.eu/  

http://www.parties-and-elections.eu/


Several control variables are included at both the individual and country levels based 

primarily on empirical research of election studies and voter turnout (Geys 2006; Smets and 

van Ham 2013). First, we account for gender, income, age, education, population of one’s 

residence, and general satisfaction with the economy. In addition, we control for whether or 

not the respondent has paid a bribe in the last 12 months for any public service. Thus bribe 

corruption is measured at the micro level, while GC corruption is measured at the macro level 

(regional and country level).  The second level fixed effects are population density (logged), 

ethnic heterogeneity, recent past levels of voter turnout (average of the past two election 

cycles), and the number of parties in the system (Charron and Bågenholm 2016).   

Due to our dependent variables being binary, we test the effects of corruption on voice and 

exit with logit estimation. Given that GC varies systematically from country to country, we 

test for the effects with both logit controlling for the country level fixed effects described 

above as well as with hierarchical logit, allowing for random country intercepts. Structuring 

the data hierarchically has the added advantage of allowing us to test the cross-level 

hypothesis more directly – that ‘insiders’ are more prone to loyalty as the context of GC 

becomes greater.   

Estimation 

We begin by employing a hierarchical design, whereby the cross-level interaction effects are 

tested directly for the three outcomes separately
23

. We find that country level differences in 

the dependent variable are present, and thus country level effects must be taken into account 

to avoid bias estimates.
24

 Simply accounting for regional and/or country dummy variables for 

individual level variation in an OLS model can lead to problems because the error terms of 

the lowest level unit (individuals) within the same group will still be correlated. Thus we elect 

to explain individual levels of voting in a hierarchical logit model with two levels, ‘i’ and ‘j’, 

to represent individual and country levels, respectively. The basic model used here is: 

 

Where 𝑉𝑜𝑡𝑖𝑛𝑔𝑖𝑗  is the log of the odds as a function of a set of individual level (𝑥𝑖𝑗) and 

country level (𝑧1𝑗) fixed effects to estimate our model parameters (   𝜑𝑛 and 𝜔𝑛 represent 

individual and country (or regional) level fixed effects controls, respectively.  𝑢0𝑗 shows the 

random level intercepts for the macro level, and 𝑒0𝑖𝑗 is the error term
25

.    

Since the number of 2
nd

 level observations (countries) is only 21, the sample thus somewhat 

violates the so-called ‘30/30 rule’ (Maas and Hox 2005); we elected to remedy this in two 

ways.  First, we estimate several of the main models reported as individuals nested in regions 
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In addition, we estimate the country effects of the dependent variable with confidence intervals around the 

estimate in Figure 1 in the appendix. 
25

We tested whether we can reject the null hypothesis that the random slope for loyalty is equal to ‘0’, which was 

rejected. Thus this serves as the basis for testing our cross-level interaction term estimated by . 



(NUTS 1 and NUTS 2 depending on the country)
26

.  This has several advantages, as we see it.  

One, the second level of the estimation becomes 185 (as opposed to 21), giving us more than 

a sufficient sample size for hierarchical modeling, greater degrees of freedom and greater 

accuracy in the results as compared to the limited country level estimation on the second level 

(Maas and Hox 2005).  Two, although the country context is salient, there is sufficient spatial 

variation in corruption
27

, loyalty and voting outcomes to warrant accounting for regional 

differences, thus giving us a more precise picture of the landscape, in particular in countries 

such as Italy, Spain, Belgium and Germany, that have considerable regional variation.  

However, we do run models where the country is used at the second level as well as standard 

logit with country fixed effects.  We also check for the effects of outliers in each model and 

re-run the analyses removing one country at a time in subsequent models (found in the 

appendix). 

Results 

Table 1 elucidates the results for each of the three outcomes.  For the sake of space, we report 

only the effects of GC and essential model statistics. For each outcome, a baseline model is 

run (no controls) along with a second model with full controls. The results are more or less in 

line with our first two hypotheses – that all things being equal, GC hinders the electoral 

accountability mechanism by decreasing the likelihood of voice and increasing the likelihood 

of exit, although the effects for the latter are more robust to the inclusion of controls. For 

example, for the ‘cleanest’ 20% of the regions in the sample, the model predicts that the most 

likely electoral response is ‘voice’, whereas, for more corrupt regions, ‘exit’ becomes the 

option of the plurality of voters, implying a clear trade-off between these two choices that 

changes as a function of GC. We find however somewhat ambiguous results with respect to 

loyalty – although the odds of loyalty when one’s preferred party is involved in a corruption 

scandal decreases slightly as a function of GC, the effects are negligible. Moreover, model 2 

(full controls) shows that the effect is slightly positive, although also insignificant. To shed 

clearer light on the main findings, Figure 2 is provided below. 
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 NUTS stands for ‘Nomenclature of territorial units for statistics’ (for more information, see: 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/overview ). Since the survey from which we draw the individual level was 

primarily interested in regional level variation, there is a sufficient sample size (400-450 respondents) per region.  

Countries’ NUTS regions and number of regions per country are found in the appendix.   
27

 The interclass correlation from an empty (constant only) model of the corruption variable for example shows 

that roughly 27% of the total variation is explained by sub-national differences (p<0.0000). 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/overview


Table 1. Electoral Responses to Corruption: Hierarchical Estimation Test of H1 & H2 

 Loyalty Voice Exit 

Fixed effects 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Level 1 (individual)       

       

intercept 0.21 0.04 0.36 0.07 0.97 3.28 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.76) (0.000) 

       

Level 2 (region)       

Grand Corruption 0.94 1.01 0.85 0.92 1.25 1.13 

 (0.08) (0.65) (0.000) (0.04) (0.000) (0.000) 

Random effects       

Random intercept (s.e.) 0.45 0.37 0.46 0.42 0.51 0.38 

 (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) 

 

Wald test Pr(Χ² ) 
 

0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

ICC 0.06 0.04 0.07 0.05 0.07 0.04 

Log likelihood (It. 0) -36635.6 -33650.4 -46215.3 -44148.2 -47862.4 -44859.9 

Log likelihood (final) -36566.9 -33538.7 -46147.8 -44020.7 -47807.9 -44729.1 

LR Test 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

ind. obs (regions) 74,338(185) 74,338(185) 74,338(185) 71,477(181) 74,338(185) 71,477(181) 

Note: Odds ratios reported with p-values in parentheses from hierarchical logit estimation.  Models 1, 3 and 5 show the 

baseline interaction terms without controls, while 2, 4 and 6 include full controls and level 1 and level 2.  Level 1 controls 

are: are gender, age, income, education, population of residence, satisfaction with current economy, unemployment, left-right 

self-placement, support for government party (insider), and corruption experience (bribe).  Level 2 controls include ethnic 

heterogeneity, population density (logged), past turnout levels and the effective number of parties.  ICC stands for ‘interclass 

correlation’, and ranges from 0-1.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 2. Visual Summary of the Effects of GC on Corruption Voting in Voter Response to 

Political Corruption Scandal 

 

Note: Results from models 2, 4 and 6 in Table 1 (full models).  Predicted probability of each outcome listed on 

the y-axis.  Estimate effect (line and dots) with a 95% confidence interval (dashed lines). 

In Table 2 we now highlight a cross-level interaction between administrative corruption and 

whether an individual respondent is an ‘insider’ or not.  Our anticipation is that being an 

insider will have an impact on how one views a corruption scandal in his/her party and that 

this decision making is also conditional on the level of GC in the region where one resides.  In 

models 1, 3 and 5, we produce baseline estimates with only the main variable and the 

interaction, while in 2, 4 and 6 all controls are included.   
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Table 2. Electoral Responses to Corruption: Tests of H3  

 Loyalty Voice Exit 

Fixed effects 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Level 1 (individual)       

Insider 3.60 3.16 0.90 0.81 0.54 0.65 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.03) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

       

intercept 0.15 0.04 0.37 0.07 1.09 3.55 

 (0.000) (0.01) (0.000) (0.000) (0.31) (0.000) 

       

Level 2 (region)       

Grand Corruption (CG) 0.89 0.92 0.87 0.94 1.25 1.13 

 (0.003) (0.02) (0.000) (0.11) (0.000) (0.000) 

Insider*GC 1.23 1.23 0.94 0.93 0.94 0.96 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.002) (0.000) (0.004) (0.04) 

       

       

Random effects       

Random intercept (s.e.) 0.42 0.38 0.46 0.42 0.49 0.38 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) 

 

Wald model test Pr(Χ²)    
 

0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

ICC 0.05 0.04 0.06 0.05 0.07 0.04 

Log likelihood -35639.2 -33532.8 -46671.1 -44013.5 -47486.9 -44735.4 

LR Test 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

ind. obs (regions) 74,338(185) 71,477(181) 74,338(185) 71,477(181) 74,338(185) 71,477(181) 

Note: Odds ratios reported with p-values in parentheses from hierarchical logit estimation.  Models 1, 3 and 5 

show the baseline interaction terms without controls, while 2, 4 and 6 include full controls and level 1 and level 

2.  Level 1 controls are: gender, age, income, education, population of residence, satisfaction with current 

economy, unemployment, left-right self-placement, corruption experience (bribe).  Level 2 controls include 

ethnic heterogeneity, population density (logged), past turnout levels and the effective number of parties.  ICC 

stands for ‘interclass correlation’ and ranges from 0-1.   

With regard to loyalty, we find that the interaction between loyalty and GC is highly relevant 

due to the significant heterogeneity in the effect of ‘insiders’ versus ‘outsiders’.  At almost all 

levels of GC, insiders are more inclined to show loyalty than ‘outsiders’.  However, as the 

level of GC increases, the likelihood of loyalty actually increases rather strongly among 

insiders.  We notice however the reverse trend among outsiders – that in a higher GC context, 

they become slightly less likely to express loyalty than in low GC contexts, resulting most 

likely in their exit from voting altogether. Figure 3 highlights the interaction visually. 

 

 

 



Figure 3. Marginal Interaction Effects  

 

With respect to voice, there is also a significant interaction effect between ‘insider’ and high 

level administrative corruption.  We find that insiders seem to be driving the negative effects 

of GC on voice substantially.  In the lowest levels of observed GC, insiders are actually more 

likely than outsiders to vote for an alternative party.  However, as the polity becomes 

increasingly permeated by GC, the relationship flips – and insiders become less likely than 

outsiders to express voice. In other words, insiders play radically different roles in society 

depending on the extent to which the system is dominated by GC. While they will perpetuate 

corruption in deeply corrupt contexts, they will work to reduce it in contexts where it is 

already comparatively low. However, the likelihood that an outsider will vote for an 

alternative party does not differ much between low GC and high GC contexts. Two otherwise 

similar outsiders – one in low GC and one in high - are more or less equally likely to opt for 

voice.  Figure 2 sheds light on this relationship.  

With regard to the third outcome, exit, we find that, while both being an insider and GC have 

strong individual effects, there is only a slight interaction effect between these two factors (the 

relative odds of outsiders ‘exiting’ relative to insiders increases slightly in contexts with 

greater GC).  Yet in all cases, outsiders are considerably more likely to exit than insiders, 

while a min-max change in GC increases the likelihood of exit by about 8% on average for 

both insiders and outsiders.  Figure 2 sheds light on this relationship visually. 

Table 3 highlights the findings of the effects of the control variables. The results corroborate 

much of the existing literature on turnout and party loyalty.  On average, given a corruption 

scandal in one’s preferred political party, females are less prone to loyalty and more prone to 

voice and exit.  People with higher socio-economic status (education and income) show a 

greater propensity for voting – either expressing loyalty or voice – than for abstention. 
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Participants older than 60 are more loyal and less likely to switch parties, while the effects of 

age on exit are strongly negative, with younger voters being the most likely to abstain.  

Residents of larger urban areas show more loyalty than more rural residents, while the latter 

are more prone to voice and exit.  On a left-right spectrum (5-point scale), we observed clear 

‘u-shaped’ (and ‘inverted u-shaped’ patterns), with center voters least likely to show loyalty 

and most likely to either voice or exit relative to voters on the ideological fringes, consistent 

with previous findings (Charron and Bågenholm 2016).  The effects of perceptions of the 

economy work according to our expectations – less satisfaction leads to exit, and more 

satisfaction leads to loyalty, while economic satisfaction is negligible in explaining voice.  Of 

the macro level variables, we find that greater levels of past turnout are associated with a 

greater propensity to loyalty and voice, with a greater effective number of parties (ENPs) 

being associated with less voter abstention.  Finally, on average, greater levels of ethnic 

diversity are also associated with slightly higher levels of loyalty. 

Table 3. Summary results of control variables by outcome 

    

  Loyalty Voice Exit 

Female        - ** + + ** 

Education + ** + ** - ** 

Age +(60+)** - (60+)** - ** 

Income + ** + * - ** 

Population + ** - * - ** 

L-R ideology (cen) - ** + ** + ** 

econ. Sat. + ** +  - ** 

    

ethnic heterogeneity - ** + - 

population density (log) + + - 

past turnout + ** + ** - 

ENPs +  + - ** 

 

Note: **p<0.01, *p<0.05.  

Checking for Robustness  

We begin by checking to see if any of the results reported in Tables 1 or 2 are driven by 

observations from a single country.  Thus we re-run all models with a country-wise jackknife, 

to test whether the results are robust to excluding each country one at a time.  We find the 

results in all cases to be strongly robust (see Table A3 in the appendix).  Second, we re-code 

the variable ‘insider’, taking only those who are partisan supporters and employed in the 

public sector (and possibly most susceptible to political re-appointments given a change in 

government).  We find no distinguishable changes in the results (Table A4).  Some recent 

studies find personal experiences with petty corruption to be more relevant in explaining 

voting patterns than macro level corruption (Chang and Kerr 2016; Klašnja et al 2016), and 



thus the findings of our model, which focuses on macro level variation in corruption, might be 

simply proxying for the effect of respondents’ personal experience with petty corruption (as 

petty corruption plausibly occurs more often in places with higher levels of GC).  We test for 

this by running several modes using an individual level interaction between insider and 

personal experience with corruption (petty bribery).  We find that the effects of GC remain, 

yet the individual level interaction is not significant in any models – indicating that, at least in 

the European context, it is not petty corruption that drives electoral behavior in either insiders 

or outsiders.  We re-run the models in the two main tables with standard logit estimation, 

controlling for country-level fixed effects (Table A5); the main interaction effects prove to be 

relevant on average even among regions within countries.   Finally, we combine the three 

outcome variables into a single categorical variable and use multinomial logit estimation 

(Table A6).  The main findings are remarkably consistent. 

Conclusion 

While democratic accountability is perhaps not only the most desirable but also the most 

indispensable means to reduce political corruption, democracies clearly vary in their ability to 

contain corruption. This study suggests that high level grand corruption corrodes electoral 

accountability and explains why institutions rife with venality remain unchecked. In 

particular, we suggest that as grand corruption increases, it is severely detrimental to the 

electoral punishment of corrupt politicians since it canalizes grievances into resignation, 

alienation and exit rather than indignation and voice, enhances loyalty to corrupt politicians 

and crafts deep societal divides between insiders, or beneficiaries of the dominant system, and 

outsiders, those left on the sidelines of patronage spoils. All these effects - loyalty, 

demobilization and divisiveness - we suggest maintain corrupt politicians in power. 

Using a large n multilevel comparative design that allows us to directly model cross-level 

interactions between individual and societal factors, a new objective measure of grand 

corruption and surveys at the regional level for 185 European regions in 21 countries, we 

provide several novel and noteworthy findings. First, we provide clear empirical evidence that 

grand corruption and high level elite collusion create an environment where corrupt 

incumbents are more likely to be re-elected, even if politicians’ involvement in corruption 

scandals is widely known. In contexts where elite level and grand corruption is high, citizens 

respond to corruption scandals either by simply staying loyal to the corrupt politician (loyalty) 

or abstaining from voting altogether (exit). Conversely, in contexts where elite level grand 

corruption is low, citizens are more likely to switch parties in response to a corruption scandal 

(voice). We find no evidence for a systematic effect of personal experience with petty 

corruption on either voice or exit, and only a relatively small effect on loyalty, suggesting that 

the contextual effects of elite level corruption are more powerful in affecting voting behavior 

than personal experiences in a comparative European context.
28

 

Second, we develop an insider-outsider framework and observe important differences in the 
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way in which insiders and outsiders respond to a corruption scandal. We observe clear 

patterns of divergence between insiders’ and outsiders’ responses to corruption scandals as a 

function of the presence of grand corruption. Insiders in polities where grand corruption 

reaches systemic levels typically stay loyal to corrupt politicians, while outsiders instead are 

more likely to refrain from voting and exit the electoral system altogether in response to a 

corruption scandal. In other words, outsiders, or those excluded from the benefits of patronage 

spoils and favoritism, fail to canalize their grievances into effective electoral punishment 

while insiders stay loyal to their corrupt party despite (or perhaps precisely because) they are 

corrupt. Interestingly, insiders in contexts where grand corruption is low are, instead, 

significantly more likely to punish corrupt politicians than outsiders.  

Our findings thereby add several insights to the small but growing comparative literature on 

how corruption affects electoral accountability. In many ways, this study shows the benefit of 

better integrating knowledge on the societal effects of corruption, its heterogenous effects 

among different segments of the population and the varieties of electoral responses to 

corruption (exit, voice and loyalty) in order to understand how and why the electorate 

sometimes fail to punish corrupt politicians. While interesting and insightful current research 

explores these aspects individually (see i.e. Karlins 2005; Chong et al. 2015; Chang and Kerr 

2016), this is to our knowledge the first study that integrates these insights into a single 

framework and tests it using a large n comparative design. We believe that moving towards 

more integrated approaches, and exploring how these factors interact, reinforce and 

undermine each other, contribute to a more dynamic understanding of how corruption 

influences democratic accountability. Further, such a design has given us potentially deeper 

insights into what some have called ‘partisanship bias’ – that voters have higher tolerance of 

political corruption when committed by their own party (Anduiza et al 2013).  We find that in 

particular in low corrupt settings, respondents are quite willing to abandon partisan loyalties 

in favor of alternative parties when their preferred party has committed malfeasance.  In high 

corrupt settings we find that outsiders are also more willing to abandon partisan ties in the 

face of a corruption scandal, yet their response is to abstain from voting altogether.   We 

interpret both of these findings to mean that when viable alternatives exist a preference to 

maintain clean governance trumps partisan loyalties; while in settings with higher corruption 

– at least for outsiders – partisanship is trumped by resignation.     

Our study thereby helps us understand how the vicious (or virtuous) cycle of corruption 

operates, i.e. why corrupt systems are maintained and perpetuated. We show that insiders play 

a different role than outsiders, and in particular that insiders are more likely to remain loyal 

supporters of the dominant system and status quo, regardless of what that dominant system 

may be.  In polities permeated by corruption, insiders will use their electoral power to reelect 

corrupt politicians and thereby perpetuate corruption. In contexts where corruption is low, 

insiders will use their electoral power to defend the low corrupt system. The vicious cycle of 

corruption is also perpetuated by outsiders. We show that a near majority of outsiders chooses 

to abstain from voting altogether, thereby contributing to maintain corrupt politicians in 

power. We can speculate that these voters view the system as ‘rigged’ and, without a proper 

alternative to their preferred party, they are unable to collectively combat the increased 



loyalty of insiders.  In the European context, one need only look at the steady decline over the 

past two decades in voter turnout trends in the areas where elite corruption is relatively more 

pervasive, such as Romania, Bulgaria, Slovakia and Greece, as evidence of this effect.  

The study does not provide a simple panacea for how to reduce political corruption. It does 

indicate, however, that serious reforms that include increased transparency, competition and 

the implementation of laws prohibiting preferential treatment of firms in public bids, or 

otherwise undermining opportunities for administrative corruption through meritocratic 

recruitment, can contribute not only to horizontal accountability, i.e. elites’ opportunities to 

monitor each other, as suggested by previous studies, but also to increased vertical 

accountability by reducing the probability of corrupt politicians becoming elected and 

reelected.
29

 

There are of course several shortcomings to a study such as this one that can be improved 

upon in future research.  First, our scenario is hypothetical, which possibly leads to some 

degree of hypothetical bias and/or social desirability bias.  Moreover, the type of scandal is 

not specified and can be interpreted in different ways by the many respondents.  While we are 

willing to make this trade-off in order to increase the comparability of the effect of the 

‘treatment’ (the corruption scandal) across countries, the severity and type of scandal could be 

varied in future surveys to account for this possible heterogeneous effects in response.  

Further, our operationalization of ‘insider’ is indirect and broad in nature, and could be 

compared to more fine grained measures in future research.  Finally, our sample of mostly 

wealthy European democracies is somewhat truncated with respect to the context of high level 

administrative corruption, and including countries/regions that exhibit even more variation on 

this variable could prove fruitful.   
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Appendix:  

 

Table A1. Descriptive Statistics 

 

variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max source 

micro level      Charron et al 2015 

VOICE 85,158 0.337 0.473 0 1 Charron et al 2015 

EXIT 85,158 0.386 0.487 0 1 Charron et al 2015 

LOYALTY 85,158 0.208 0.406 0 1 Charron et al 2015 

InsiderUG 85,158 0.256 0.437 0 1 Author created 

female 85,157 0.539 0.498 0 1 Charron et al 2015 

Ed4 84,862 2.201 0.957 1 4 Charron et al 2015 

Age4 85,023 2.476 0.997 1 4 Charron et al 2015 

Income3 85,157 1.757 1.014 0 3 Charron et al 2015 

econsat 84,682 3.090 0.852 1 4 Charron et al 2015 

IndPop 83,904 2.023 0.943 1 4 Charron et al 2015 

LR5 85,158 2.761 1.281 0 5 Charron et al 2015 

macro level       

logCG 75,142 -2.005 0.900 -4.61 -0.355 Fazekas 2015 

noneuborn 73,535 5.643 5.382 0 30.06 Eurostat 

logpopdens 75,942 97.657 422.946 0.98 4882.47 Eurostat 

turnout_c 85,157 66.398 8.896 43 87 http://www.parties-and-elections.eu/ 

effnv 84,757 4.570 1.078 2.85 9.31 Gallagher 2014 

 

 

Further background information on the survey 

The regional survey data come from a large international survey via telephone interviews, 

each of approximately 10 minutes in length, during which 32 questions were posed. The 

sample size of citizens in the survey was over 85,000 European wide of randomly selected 

respondents 18 years or older via the next birthday method in 24 European countries using 

computer-assisted telephone interviewing (CATI) to ensure uniformity (European Quality of 

Government survey, Charron et al. 2015)
30

. The survey, which was mainly concerned with 

European citizens’ perceptions and attitudes on the corruption, quality and impartiality of 

regional public service, was conducted between February and April 2013 by the authors in 

collaboration with the EU Commission. The respondents were asked all questions in the 

majority language of their region or country and were interviewed via telephone with a mix of 

landline and mobile contacts, and the sampling frame was households (for landlines) and 

individuals (for mobile phones).  Telephone interviews were conducted via both landlines and 

mobile phones, with both methods being used in most countries.  Decisions about whether to 

contact residents more often via land or mobile lines were based on the local expertise of 

market research firms in each country.  For purposes of regional placement, respondents were 
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asked the post code of their address to verify the area/ region of residence if mobile phones 

were used.  The response rate was 21 percent, a rate consistent with, or higher than, many 

other large telephone-administered surveys (Pew Research Center 2015). 

Ideally, a survey would be a mirror image of actual societal demographics – gender, income, 

education, rural-urban, ethnicity etc.  However, we are not privy to exact demographic 

distributions; in particular at the regional level in most cases, imposing artificial demographic 

lines might lead to even more problems than benefits. Moreover, only individuals reachable 

via phone could participate, which could lead to an underrepresentation of certain groups.   

There are thus obvious risks of bias from not obtaining a representative sample, or obtaining a 

skewed sample.  To attempt to reduce these potential pitfalls as much as possible, based on 

their expert advice and the most often used administrative methods of Eurobarometer surveys, 

to achieve a random sample, we used what was known in survey research as the ‘next 

birthday method’.  The next birthday method is an alternative to the so-called quota method.  

When using the quota method, for instance, one obtains a (nearly) perfectly representative 

sample – e.g. a nearly exact proportion of the amount of men, women, certain minority 

groups, people of a certain age, income etc. However, as one searches for certain 

demographics in the population, one might end up with only ‘available’ respondents, or those 

that are more ‘eager’ to respond to surveys, which can lead to less variation in the responses, 

or even bias in the results.  The ‘next-birthday’ method, which simply requires the interviewer 

to ask the person who answers the phone who in their household will have the next birthday, 

still obtains a reasonably representative sample of the population.  The interviewer must take 

the person who has the next coming birthday in the household (if this person is not available, 

the interviewer makes an appointment), thus not relying on whomever might simply be 

available to respond in the household.  So, where the quota method is stronger in terms of a 

more even demographic spread in the sample, the next-birthday method is stronger at 

ensuring a better range of opinion.  The next-birthday method was thus chosen because we 

felt that what we might have lost in demographic representation in the sample would be made 

up for by a better distribution of opinion. Full details about the survey administration by 

country are listed in Table A1.  It should be noted that measures such as the response rate was 

calculated as the number of attempts over the total interviews completed; thus a respondent 

that completed the interview but took five attempts to contact has a response rate of 20%, for 

example.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table A2. Summary of survey administration  

Country 
Interviewer 

selection 

Selection 

procedure of 

respondent 

Mobiles rate Landlines rate Response rate 
Non-response 

rate 

Completed 

respondents 

Austria 

Native 

speaker for 

each country 

with at least 1 

year of 

experience in 

B2C CATI 

interviewing 

(opinion 

polls) 

Next-birthday 

in household 

method (18+); 

5 attempts per 

"address" 

(different 

times and 

days) - on 

mobile 

phones has to 

be someone 

over 18 years 

old 

(individual 

randomly 

called - no 

birthday 

method on 

mobile 

phones) 

53% 47% 11% 51% 3600 

Belgium 43% 57% 23% 43% 
1208 

Bulgaria 76% 24% 40% 28% 2402 

Croatia  17% 83% 
11% 

14% 804 

Czech Rep. 100% 0% 41% 37% 3236 

Denmark 
96% 

4% 26% 46% 2028 

Finland 91% 9% 17% 31% 2000 

France 35% 65% 15% 30% 10409 

Germany 23% 
77% 

11% 52% 6400 

Greece 58% 42% 23% 21% 1613 

Hungary 100% 0% 35% 45% 1215 

Ireland 39% 61% 12% 
48% 

800 

Italy 35% 65% 14% 15% 8425 

Netherlands 0% 100% 20% 34% 4822 

Poland 59% 41% 12% 39% 6400 

Portugal 41% 59% 
15% 

50% 2886 

Romania 57% 43% 10% 40% 3200 

Slovakia 100% 0% 27% 
12% 

1609 

Spain 58% 42% 14% 65% 6800 

Sweden 33% 67% 26% 38% 1295 

UK 26% 74% 10% 55% 4800 



Table A3. Replication of Table 3: Country-wise Jackknife (main variables) 

      

   Loyalty      Exit      Voice   

Excluded country insider GC insider*pat insider GC insider*pat insider GC insider*pat 

NONE (original) 3.16(0.000) 0.92(0.003) 1.23(0.000) 0.65(0.000) 1.13(0.000) 0.96(0.04)  0.81(0.000) 0.94(0.11) 0.93(0.000) 

Austria 3.15(0.000) 0.94(0.11) 1.25(0.000) .69(0.000) 1.10(0.001) 0.99(0.79)  0.74(0.000) 0.96(.25) .88(0.000) 

Belgium 3.09(0.000) 0.94(0.12) 1.23(0.000) .66(0.000) 1.10(0.000) .98(0.56)  0.79(0.000) 0.96(.27) .90(0.000) 

Bulgaria 3.01(0.000) 0.94(0.13) 1.22(0.000) .66(0.000) 1.09(0.001) .97(0.41)  0.77(0.000) 0.96(.79) .90(0.000) 

Croatia 3.06(0.000) 0.94(0.12) 1.22(0.000) .67(0.000) 1.10(0.001) .98(0.58)  0.78(0.000) 0.96(.24) .90(0.000) 

Czech Rep 2.94(0.000) 0.93(0.07) 1.21(0.000) .69(0.000) 1.11(0.000) 0.99(0.76)  0.82(0.000) 0.96(.19) .91(0.003) 

Denmark 3.05(0.000) 0.94(0.16) 1.22(0.000) .68(0.000) 1.10(0.001) .99(0.79)  0.77(0.000) 0.96(.25) .90(0.000) 

Finland 3.10(0.000) 0.94(0.18) 1.22(0.000) .67(0.000) 1.10(0.001) .98(0.60)  0.77(0.000) 0.96(.25) .90(0.000) 

France 3.09(0.000) 0.88(0.000) 1.22(0.000) .70(0.000) 1.06(0.01) .98(0.54)  0.78(0.000) 1.01(.79) .91(0.001) 

Germany 3.06(0.000) 0.95(0.26) 1.22(0.000) .68(0.000) 1.10(0.001) .98(0.64)  0.77(0.000) 0.95(.11) .90(0.000) 

Greece 2.97(0.000) 0.99(0.81) 1.21(0.000) .66(0.000) 1.12(0.000) .98(0.48)  0.80(0.003) 0.91(.003) .91(0.002) 

Hungary 2.99(0.000) 0.94(0.10) 1.22(0.000) .69(0.000) 1.10(0.001) 0.98(0.77)  0.78(0.000) 0.96(.30) .91(0.001) 

Ireland 3.03(0.000) 0.93(0.10) 1.21(0.000) .67(0.000) 1.10(0.001) .98(0.51)  0.79(0.001) 0.97(.35) .91(0.001) 

Italy 3.27(0.000) 0.92(0.08) 1.25(0.000) .69(0.000) 1.16(0.000) .98(0.66)  0.75(0.000) 0.93(.08) .90(0.001) 

Netherlands 3.09(0.000) 0.89(0.01) 1.23(0.000) .68(0.000) 1.04(0.08) .99(0.89)  0.78(0.000) 1.04(.29) .90(0.001) 

Poland 3.01(0.000) 0.89(0.57) 1.22(0.000) .61(0.000) 1.09(0.002) .94(0.11)  0.75(0.000) 0.95(.16) .89(0.000) 

Portugal 3.16(0.000) 0.93(0.05) 1.25(0.000) .66(0.000) 1.11(0.001) .98(0.51)  0.77(0.000) 0.95(.24) .90(0.000) 

Romania 3.40(0.000) 0.92(0.05) 1.26(0.000) .64(0.000) 1.10(0.001) 0.97(0.29)  0.77(0.000) 0.96(.33) .90(0.001) 

Slovakia 3.08(0.000) 0.94(0.13) 1.23(0.000) .66(0.000) 1.10(0.000) 0.98(0.50)  0.79(0.000) 0.96(.15) .90(0.001) 

Spain 2.98(0.000) 0.94(0.08) 1.25(0.000) .67(0.000) 1.11(0.000) .97(0.28)  0.81(0.003) 0.94(.21) .90(0.001) 

Sweden 3.03(0.000) 0.94(0.15) 1.21(0.000) .67(0.000) 1.10(0.001) .98(0.47)  0.79(0.000) 0.96(.22) .91(0.001) 



UK 2.90(0.000) 0.99(0.97) 1.18(0.000) .73(0.000) 1.10(0.005) 1.04(0.27)  0.76(0.000) 0.95(.17) .89(0.001) 

 

Note: Odds ratios reported with p-values in parentheses from hierarchical logit estimation.  Models include full controls and level 1 and level 2.  Level 1 controls are: gender, 

age, income, education, population of residence, satisfaction with current economy, unemployment, left-right self-placement, corruption experience (bribe).  Level 2 controls 

include ethnic heterogeneity, population density (logged), past turnout levels and the effective number of parties.  Only main constituent and interaction terms are reported.  
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Table A4. Replication of Full Models with Alternative ‘Insider’ Measure 

 Loyalty Voice Exit 

Fixed effects 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Level 1 (individual)       

Insider 1.60*** 2.24*** 0.96 0.81** 0.75*** 0.78*** 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.39) (0.02) (0.000) (0.01) 

       

intercept 0.05*** 0.05*** 0.07*** 0.07*** 1.09 3.12 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.31) (0.000) 

       

Level 2 (region)       

Grand Corruption 0.97 0.96 0.92** 0.93** 1.14*** 1.13*** 

 (0.46) (0.32) (0.03) (0.04) (0.000) (0.000) 

Insider*GC  1.17***  0.92**  1.01 

  (0.000)  (0.02)  (0.72) 

       

       

Random effects       

Random intercept (s.e.) 0.42 0.37 0.42 0.42 0.38 0.38 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) 

 

Wald model test Pr(Χ²)    
 

0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 

ICC 0.05 0.04 0.06 0.05 0.05 0.04 

       

LR Test 0.0000 0.000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 

ind. obs (regions) 71,437(181) 71,477(181) 71,477(181) 71,477(181) 71,477(181) 71,477(181) 

 

Note: Odds ratios reported with p-values in parentheses from hierarchical logit estimation.  Models 1, 3 and 5 

replicate the full models from Table 2, while 2, 4 and 6 replicate the full models from Table 3.  Level 1 controls 

are: gender, age, income, education, population of residence, satisfaction with current economy, unemployment, 

left-right self-placement and corruption experience (bribe).  Level 2 controls include ethnic heterogeneity, 

population density (logged), past turnout levels and the effective number of parties.  ICC stands for ‘interclass 

correlation’ and ranges from 0-1.   
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Table A5. Replication of Full Models with Country fixed Effects  

 Loyalty Voice Exit 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Level 1 (individual)       

Insider 1.67*** 2.19*** 0.97 0.82** 0.76*** 0.79*** 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.39) (0.02) (0.000) (0.01) 

       

Level 2 (region)       

Grand corruption 0.99 0.98 1.04** 1.03** 0.98 0.98 

 (0.46) (0.42) (0.03) (0.03) (0.12) (0.12) 

Insider*GC  1.16***  0.92**  1.02 

  (0.001)  (0.05)  (0.71) 

       

       

 

Wald model test Pr(Χ²)    
 

0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 

       

Psuedo R2 0.059 0.060 0.048 0.049 0.063 0.063 

Country f.e.s yes yes yes yes yes yes 

ind. obs (regions) 71,437(181) 71,477(181) 71,477(181) 71,477(181) 71,477(181) 71,477(181) 

 

Note: Odds ratios from standard logit estimation with country-fixed effects (p-values from clustered standard 

errors by region in parentheses).  Level 1 controls are: gender, age, income, education, population of residence, 

satisfaction with current economy, unemployment, left-right self-placement, corruption experience (bribe).  

Level 2 (regional) controls include ethnic heterogeneity, population density (logged), past turnout levels and the 

effective number of parties 
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Table A6. Multinomial Logit Estimates  

  

 1 2 

LOYALTY   

Level 1 (individual)   

Insider 1.42*** 2.30*** 

 (0.000) (0.000) 

   

Level 2 (region)   

Grand corruption 1.04 1.02 

 (0.38) (0.57) 

Insider*GC  1.26*** 

  (0.000) 

EXIT   

Level 1 (individual)   

Insider 0.79*** 1.09 

 (0.000) (0.45) 

   

Level 2 (region)   

GC 1.11*** 1.10*** 

 (0.006) (0.01) 

Insider*GC  1.16*** 

  (0.01) 

Wald model test Pr(Χ²) 0.0000 0.0000 

ind. obs (regions) 66,933(181) 66,933(181) 

 

Note: Relative risk ratios reported from multinomial logit estimation (p-values from clustered standard errors by 

region in parentheses).  The baseline outcome group is VOICE. Model 1 tests the direct effects, while model 2 

includes the cross-level interaction.  Level 1 controls are: gender, age, income, education, population of 

residence, satisfaction with current economy, unemployment, left-right self-placement, corruption experience 

(bribe).  Level 2 controls include ethnic heterogeneity, population density (logged), past turnout levels and the 

effective number of parties.    
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Stepping Stones: Research on Political Representation, Voting Behavior and Quality of 

Government. Göteborg: Göteborg Studies in Politics. 

 

“No legacy is so rich as honesty” William Shakespeare (1623)
31

 

The detrimental effects of corruption are well established in empirical research. Corruption 

undermines democratic institutions and economic growth and intensifies environmental, 

social and health problems (Holmberg & Rothstein 2011; Holmberg et al 2009; Djankov et al. 

2003; Gupta et al. 2000; Mauro 1995; Pellegrini & Gerlagh 2006; Sung 2004). Several recent 

studies also show that differences in perceptions about corruption cannot easily be explained 

by cultural differences. On the contrary, considerable evidence suggests that corruption is 

considered morally wrong by a vast majority of the population in most countries. These 

insights have contributed towards placing corruption on the agenda of national governments 

and international organizations. 

However, a better understanding of the nature of corruption, and in particular, how it varies 

both within and between societies, is essential to develop effective measures against it. To 

date, most accounts of corruption are based on data that describes corruption as differing in 

scale between countries, rather than in type. Corruption rankings play a dominant role in 

comparative research and in many ways guides our knowledge about the effects of corruption 

and its global evolution. The excessive focus on the scale of the corruption problem clearly 

limits our understanding of the societal effects of corruption, and consequently the 

effectiveness of measures developed to contain it. 

This chapter presents some of the results of the beginning of a research program on public 

perceptions of corruption in Sweden. According to Transparency Internationals’ rankings, 

Sweden, together with several Nordic countries, is considered to be nearly free from 

corruption (Transparency International 2012). A representative survey of Swedish citizens 

(conducted in collaboration with the SOM Institute in 2009), corroborated this finding and 

showed that a very small portion of the Swedish population had ever been asked to pay a 

bribe. Merely 1.2 percent of the population had been asked to pay a bribe to a public sector 

employee. The equivalent number for private companies was 1.3 percent (Oscarsson 2010). 

Similarly, Holmberg (2009) finds that Swedish citizens perceive their politicians to be less 

involved in corruption compared to other countries included in the Comparative Study of 

Electoral Systems (CSES)
32

. Although these measures provide evidence for the low levels of 

                                                           
31

 "All's Well that Ends Well", Act 3 scene 5 
32

 Linde and Erlingsson (2013) find, however, that Swedes are more prone to believe that 

politicians and public officials are corrupt than their Nordic counterparts 
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corruption that exist in Sweden today, they do not adequately capture variations in the type 

and acceptability of different forms of corruption within the Swedish society. 

The 2010-2012 SOM surveys on perceptions of corruption are the most extensive surveys of 

Swedish citizens’ perceptions of corruption to date, and represents the beginning of a time 

series that allows for systematic comparisons of the prevalence and perceived acceptability of 

different forms of corruption and misuse of power in Sweden (Bauhr and Oscarsson 2011ab; 

Bauhr and Färdigh 2012 and Bauhr forthcoming). These questions were in turn based on a 

series of experiments conducted about Swedish perceptions of corruption (Bauhr et al 2010). 

The purpose of these surveys is to provide a better understanding of corruption in Sweden and 

the type of corruption risks that low corrupt societies may face today. A better understanding 

of the kind of breaches of the norm of impartiality in public service delivery and misuse of 

power that citizens perceive in Sweden today can hopefully contribute to stimulate a debate 

on the areas where Sweden may experience the greatest potential risk of corruption in the 

future, as well as appropriate measures to prevent corruption.
33

 

Swedish perception of the prevalence of corruption 

In the 2010 and 2011 year’s SOM-survey, the following question was asked: “In your 

opinion, to approximately what extent are the following professions in Sweden involved in 

some kind of corruption?”. The respondents were given the opportunity to rate three 

professions: Politicians; Public Sector Employees; and Businessmen on a scale from 1 (“not 

at all”) to 7 (to a very large extent”). The 2010 results showed that businessmen were 

perceived as more often being involved in corruption (mean 4.4) than public sector employees 

(4.2) and politicians (3.9). Although the mean differences in the assessments are very small, 

they are statistically significant (p<.001). In other words, when the Swedish people assess 

which profession is the most involved in corruption, businessmen are the profession that is the 

most inclined to be involved in corruption, followed by public sector employees and 

politicians (Bauhr & Oscarsson 2011ab). These results were reproduced in the 2011 survey. In 

this survey, we also included another professional group, journalists, and asked participants to 

assess the spread of corruption within this group. The results show that journalists are 

perceived to be the least corrupt of the four professions included (Bauhr and Färdigh 2012).
34

  

Perceptions of the prevalence of corruption are also more or less systematically associated 

with demographic differences in Swedish society. The 2010 and 2011 survey suggests, for 

instance, that highincome earners with a high educational level generally perceive corruption 

as less widespread. Interpersonal trust is also systematically negatively associated with 

perceptions of the prevalence of corruption: high trusters perceive less corruption. The results 

confirm that there is an intimate relationship between trust and perceptions of corruption 

(Rothstein & Uslaner 2005; Seligson 2002; Morris & Klesner 2010; Rose-Ackerman 2001; 

Treisman 1998). 

                                                           
33

 For other research on corruption in Sweden see for instance Andersson 2002 and Erlingsson, 

Bergh & Sjölin 2008. 
34

 The mean values in the 2011 survey were 4,4 for businessmen, 4,1 for public sector employees, 

4,0 for politicians and 3,7 for journalists. 
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In the 2012 survey, the Swedish public assessed the prevalence of corruption in different 

sectors in society rather than by type of actor. The question posed in this survey was: “In your 

opinion, to approximately what extent are following sectors in Sweden involved in some kind 

of corruption?” The respondents were given the opportunity to rate four sectors: 

Construction; entertainment; restaurant; and health care sector on a scale from 1 (“not at 

all”) to 7 (to a very large extent”). The results revealed that there is a substantial difference in 

the level of perceived corruption in construction, entertainment and restaurant, on the one 

hand, and the perceived level of corruption in the healthcare sector on the other hand; the 

health care sector was perceived to be involved in corruption to a considerably lesser extent 

(Bauhr forthcoming). 

What do these results tell us about the prevalence of corruption in Sweden? It is important to 

note that the question format does not lend itself well to provide an understanding of actual 

levels of corruption in Sweden compared to other countries. Rather, this question format is 

particularly useful to assess perceptions of the perceived relative prevalence of corruption 

between different professions and sectors in Swedish society. If these surveys are continued 

on a regular basis, we will also be able to track how perceptions of the prevalence of 

corruption in different sectors and among different professions shift over time in Sweden. 

The acceptability of different forms of corruption 

International survey results suggest that corruption is seen as morally wrong in many parts of 

the world. If corruption is seen as wrong in both low and high corrupt contexts, understanding 

these sentiments and opinions seem to do little to explain the variation in corruption that we 

see between different parts of the world (cf.Karklins 2005). One potential reason for the 

differences found between different parts of the world may be that although corruption per se 

is seen as wrong, the perceived boundaries between private and public goods differ between 

different societies (Rothstein and Torsello 2013, Widmalm 2008). In an attempt to begin to 

understand the perceived acceptability of different forms of corruption in Sweden, I selected 

five statements portraying actions that violate the norm of impartiality, or represent the 

exercise of power in the grey zone between legal and directly illegal behavior (Rothstein & 

Teorell 2008; Kaufman 2002). Thus, the definition of corruption used here is deliberately 

broad and encompassing, in order to allow us to capture the kind of corruption and 

irregularities that may occur in low corrupt societies. The five types of corruption included in 

the survey was need corruption, greed corruption (see Bauhr 2012; Bauhr 2013), cronyism/ 

nepotism and two items used to assess the differences between public and private corruption. 

Thereafter, we asked the respondents to rate to what extent they believed the actions were 

acceptable. A longer series of questions has previously been used in a pilot survey 

accompanied by several other statements (Bauhr et al. 2010). However, the surveys conducted 

2010-2012 are the first estimates available in a national representative sample. 

In line with our expectations and the results of several international surveys, the acceptance of 

corruption was very low among the respondents. In 2010, close to half (46 percent) answered 

“never acceptable” on all the five sub-questions and the average assessments were all lower 



99 

 

than 2.1 on the 7-point rating scale.i However, this being said, there are also interesting 

differences in Swedes’ acceptance of different kinds of improper behavior. 

The results show that different forms of corruption are indeed evaluated differently in 

Sweden. An important difference was found in the level of acceptability between need and 

greed corruption. The distinction between need and greed corruption is developed in Bauhr 

(2013) but can be explained as the difference between bribes paid to receive a service entitled 

to and bribes paid to receive extra benefits.
35

Need corruption is measured with the question of 

how acceptable it is that “a public sector employee asks for a fee or service to carry out a 

service that already is part of his/her job description”. If public sector employees charge an 

extra fee, individuals will be forced to pay in order to receive the service they have a legal 

right to. This is the type of corruption that most closely resembles the traditional form of 

bribery. Greed corruption is measured as “A businessman offers a gift or a service to a public 

sector employee to win a contract”. The results show that swedes see greed corruption as 

somewhat more acceptable as need corruption. Around 90%
36

 respond that need corruption is 

never acceptable, while the equivalent number for greed corruption lies between 75 and 

80%.
37

7 

The analysis also shows some interesting results on the perceived acceptability of corruption 

in private vs. publicly provided public services. The 2010 and 2011 survey included two 

scenarios on doctors letting a friend or a close relative advance in the health care queue. The 

scenario, portraying publicly provided public services, asked participant to rate on a 7 point 

scale the extent to which it was acceptable that “ A public sector doctor allows a friend or a 

relative to advance in the health care queue”. The scenario, measuring the acceptability of 

corruption in the privately provided public services, was identical except that “a public sector 

doctor” was replaced by “a private doctor”.
38

 Interestingly, the share who believes that the 

behavior is “never acceptable” is clearly lower (59 percent) for the private doctor than for the 

publically employed doctor (77 percent). Hence, our respondents experience that partly 

different moral guidelines should be used for doctors who work privately, in comparison to 

doctors with equivalent work in the public sector. This result concurs with what we have 

previously seen in our pilot studies. It is potentially a controversial result, not the least in 

relation to the discussions regarding private medical care: Do Swedish people adhere to a 

different set of norms in order to assess acceptable behaviors for private actors than for 

publically employed actors? The result is perhaps especially noteworthy, since extensive 

public means are currently financing the private medical care in Sweden. We need additional 

studies in order to learn more about whether it is the distinction between private and public 

service delivery that is driving the results. What lends additional credibility to this result is 

that the findings are replicated in the 2011 study. Again, the share who believes that the 

                                                           
35

 The distinction is related to the more relational definition of corruption as extortive or collusive, see eg. 

Klitgaard 1988; Flatters and MacLeod 1995; Hindricks et al 1999 and Brunetti & Weder 2003. 
36

 Eighty- nine percent in 2010. 
37

 76% (2010), 79% ( 2011), 75% (2012). 
38

 ”Offentliganställd läkare” and ”privatpraktiserande läkare”, author translation. 
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behavior is “never acceptable” is clearly lower (64percent) for the private doctor than for the 

publically employed doctor (78 percent). 

In the 2012 survey, I attempted to explore to what extent it is the distinction between public 

and private that is driving these results. To this end, the health care scenarios were replaced 

by education scenarios. The items used in this survey was “A teacher in a public school 

provides extra tuition, during his /her regular working hours, to a close relative’s child”
39

 and 

“A teacher in a private school provides extra tuition, during his /her regular working hours, to 

a close relative’s child”.
40

 Interestingly, when these items were used, the difference between 

public and private disappeared. 64% of the respondents stated that providing extra tuition to a 

close relative’s child was never acceptable, whether schools were publicly or privately 

managed. There are several possible interpretations of this finding. One interpretation is that 

there is a difference in the acceptability of corruption between public and private service 

delivery in some sectors but not in others, i.e. that there may be a fundamental difference 

between providing health care and providing extra tuition to close relatives. However, there 

are several other potential interpretations of these results.
41

  

Yet another interesting finding is that around 75% of the swedes believe that cronyism in 

terms of breaches of the norm of meritocratic recruitment is “never acceptable”.
42

 The 

question asked the Swedish public to assess how acceptable it is that “A public sector 

employee offers a job to a close relative although he/ she lack the formal qualifications”.
43

  

The results also reveal a couple of findings that may be particularly interesting to highlight 

here, since they have been replicated for three years in a row (2010, 2011 and 2012). First, we 

found some systematic differences in the acceptance of corruption among different age groups 

in Sweden – younger people tend to find corruption somewhat more acceptable than older 

people. If these results reflect a generational differences in opinions, this result can be 

perceived to be worrying, since norms and values are formed early in life. However, we do 

not know if these results reflect a generational effect rather than a mere age effect. Second, 

those with an average income above 600 000 SEK (around 70 000 Euros) and those with a 

high level of education seem to be particularly negative to breaches of the norm of 

meritocratic recruitment. Third, those who place their political sympathies to the right tend to 

be somewhat more acceptable towards various forms of breaches of the norm of equal 

treatment, such as doctors allowing friends and relatives to advance in the health care queue, 

                                                           
39

 En lärare i en kommunal skola ger under ordinarie arbetstid extra undervisning till en nära släktings barn. 

Author translation. 
40

 En lärare i en friskola ger under ordinarie arbetstid extra undervisning till en nära släktings barn. Author 

translations. 
41

 One of these may even be that swedes react differently to the word “friskola” literally translating to a “free” or 

“independent” school as opposed to the use of various forms of the word private. Alternatively, demographic 

differences in experiences with different sectors of society may influence these results, where experiences of 

schools are greater among (typically middle aged) parents and experiences of health care are greater among older 

people. 
42

 73% 2010, 72% 2011 and 79% 2012. 
43

 En offentliganställd erbjuder en närstående jobb trots att personen saknar de rätta kvalifikationerna. 

Author translation. 
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teachers giving extra attention to a relatives child or businessman offering a gift or service to 

a public sector employee to win a contract. All these results have been replicated in three 

rounds of surveys, 2010, 2011 and 2012. 

No legacy so rich as honesty? 

As pointed out in the introductory quote, honesty is certainly an important virtue, that may 

protect societies from sliding into economic and social decay. However, this chapter suggests 

that it may be useful to reflect somewhat on the how to best make use of the legacy of honesty 

that does permeate and define important parts of Swedish administration today. To what 

extent will the legacy of honesty protect Swedish institutions from sliding into worse forms of 

government?  

The survey results presented in this chapter show how the Swedish public perceives the 

prevalence and acceptability of corruption. When Swedes are asked to define what issues they 

perceive to be important in Sweden today, very few people mention corruption (Weibull, 

Oscarsson, Bergström 2012). However, if the question is posed somewhat differently, more 

forward looking and without explicitly limiting its geographical scope to Sweden, current 

measures show that between 23% and 32% perceive wide spread corruption as “very 

worrying”. The survey results presented in this chapter moves beyond results on general 

popular concerns, and attempts to understand how perceptions of corruption differs between 

different sectors and how the Swedish public asses the acceptability of different types of 

venality.  

One of the basic motivations for this research program is that it may be risky to rely entirely 

on the legacy of honesty to protect Swedish society from corruption, not least considering that 

international experience and scholarly work on corruption suggests that it is generally easier 

to maintain well working institutions than to break vicious circles of fraud and corruption. To 

this end, we need a better knowledge of the problem at hand, a goal that Sören Holmbergs 

work has strongly contributed towards, both as director of the QoG institute and the SOM 

institute. In other words, the legacy of honesty does protect against corruption, but without a 

better and wider spread knowledge about and reflection on the elusive concept of corruption 

and its different forms, we stand utterly unprepared to safe guard these institutions. These 

surveys are an attempt to somewhat contribute towards this end. 
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Abstract 

How does corruption influence public support for foreign aid? While early studies suggest 

that there is virtually no link between the level of corruption in recipient countries and the 

amount of aid received, few studies investigates the impact of corruption on public support for 

foreign aid.  This study suggests that corruption causes aid fatigue and increases support for 

foreign aid cuts (i.e. that it influences the “the size of the cake”), but not necessarily support 

for how foreign aid is distributed (“how the cake is divided”). Instead, public support for 

project level responses are more sensitive to the context of corruption, such as the amount of 

aid money lost in corrupt transactions and the effectiveness of foreign aid. Using an original 

survey experiment in a country highly supportive of foreign aid, the results show that 

corruption increases support for overall foreign aid cuts, but that citizens responses to 

corruption in foreign aid are contingent upon the effectiveness of aid, prospects for 

accountability (and in particular whether donors or recipients are involved) and the scale of 

the corruption problems. The results thereby shows how citizens deal with the ”aid- 

corruption paradox”, i.e. that the need for foreign aid is often the greatest in corrupt 

environments and contribute towards explaining why donors continue to send foreign aid to 

corrupt countries, despite that corruption is increasingly seen as detrimental to economic and 

environmental development. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, donors have focused increasing attention on the problems caused by 

corruption in developing countries. Corruption undermines the main targets of aid, including 

economic growth, poverty reduction and efforts to promote sustainable development (Mauro, 

1995; Gupta et al., 2002; Holmberg et al., 2009).  However, few studies have explored how 

this increased attention to corruption has affected public support for foreign aid in donor 

countries (Paxton and Knack 2012: Bauhr et al 2013). While substantial research effort has 

been devoted to the larger issue of the determinants of foreign aid and support for foreign aid 

(see, for example, Lebovic and Voeten, 2009; Tingley, 2010; Boulding and Hyde, 2008; 

Paxton  & Knack 2012; Milner and Tingley, 2013),  much of our current knowledge about 

how recipient country corruption affects foreign aid is based on studies that rely on co-

variation between cross-national measures of corruption and aid flows (Alesina and Weder, 

2002; Chong and Gradstein, 2008). 

However, studies of foreign aid and corruption tend to rely on broad measurements of 

corruption that are divorced from its context. As a result, the extant literature provides limited 

insight into the trade-offs involved in corrupt transactions in foreign aid, and consequently 

when and why corruption causes aid fatigue. This paper suggests that corruption reduces 

support for foreign aid but that citizens are sensitive to the trade offs involved in corrupt 

transactions. In particular, corruption depresses support for foreign aid but this effect can be 

mitigated by aid effectiveness, prospects for accountability and possibilities for project level 

responses rather than across the board cuts. Citizens are more tolerant to corruption in aid if 

aid reaches successful outcomes (financial and developmental) and if recipients rather than 

donors are involved.  

The study thereby explores and unpacks public understandings of the “aid-corruption 

paradox”, namely that the need for foreign aid is often the greatest in corrupt environments.  

While corruption is often seen as detrimental to the main targets of aid, such as reducing 

poverty or promoting environmental protection, a rigorous enforcement of a “zero tolerance” 

toward corruption risks in foreign aid would disqualify many countries as recipients of foreign 

aid. The effects of corruption on support for foreign aid can potentially be diminished by 

various understandings of this paradox (Bauhr, Nasiritousi and Charron, 2013), but we know 

less about how the context of aid can influence the social acceptability of corruption in 

foreign aid and under what circumstances citizens are at all willing to redistribute their tax 

money to contexts plagued by corruption.  

The study advances the corruption and foreign aid literature by moving beyond the dominant 

focus in extant research on aggregate, cross-national comparisons (see, for example, Alesina 

and Weder, 2002; Chong and Gradstein, 2008) that makes opaque both the meaning of 

‘corruption’ and ‘aid fatigue,’ and accordingly their relationship. By only looking at the 

association between corruption indices and overall foreign aid levels, there is conceptual 

stretching (Sartori, 1970) in the independent variable while the dependent variable is very 

narrowly understood. As a result, these studies measure the relationship between a broad 

swath of illicit exchanges and a discrete form of donor response: across-the-board cuts in aid 
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levels or public support for such cuts. This study instead presents a more fine-grained 

understanding of corruption in foreign aid and public responses. While the scale of the 

corruption problem can be expected to be important for public condemnation, several other 

dimensions and forms of corruption may spur public grievances to varying degrees. 

Furthermore, by allowing for reactions below the most aggregate level – across-the-board cuts 

in foreign aid – new patterns of the relationship between corruption and support for foreign 

aid may emerge. 

While the opinion of the donor public may not be immediately evident in foreign aid 

decisions, research indicates the emergence of a foreign-policy savvy public (see, for 

example, Aldrich et al., 2006; Milner and Tingley, 2013). Several studies show that there is a 

significant covariation between the views of the donor public and the actions by the donor 

government (Lumsdaine, 1993;
 
Paxton and Knack, 2012) and that strong public support for 

foreign aid is important for meeting and sustaining aid commitments (Henson et al 2010; 

Mosley 1985; OECD 2003).
 
The policy relevance of the study is reinforced by increasing 

demand for foreign aid among countries seeking to meet the Millennium Development Goals 

(Clemens et al., 2007), coupled with donor failure to deliver on aid commitments in nascent 

fields such as climate change (OECD, 2010). Moreover, a strong public support for foreign 

aid allows policymakers to engage in contexts where aid can produce beneficial effects in the 

long term, rather than those that involve the lowest short term financial, reputational or 

electoral risks. 

The study proceeds as follows. First, I review the literature on the determinants of foreign aid, 

and specifically focus on how corruption has been suggested to influence support for foreign 

aid. Second, I develop a theoretical framework for the conditions under which corrupticauses 

fatigue in the donor public, and derive hypotheses on the relationship between corruption and 

aid fatigue. Third, I present the research design and empirical study: Fourth, I present the 

results and suggest that it may, indeed, important to distinguish between different varieties of 

corruption and responses to it when estimating the effect of corruption on public opinion on 

foreign aid. The fifth section concludes. 

Corruption and Aid Fatigue 

Influential studies suggest that the strategic interest of donors account for aid allocation to a 

greater degree than recipient characteristics such as democratic practices, corruption  or 

governance.  Alesina and Dollar (2000) show that factors such as bilateral trade and colonial 

ties were found to have a stronger effect on aid levels than political and institutional factors in 

the recipient country. Building on these findings, other research suggests that donor 

governments do not punish recipient governments for violations of human rights, since their 

strategic interests may provide a disincentive to do so (Lebovic and Voeten, 2009). Some 

studies give very little support to the contention that corruption causes ‘aid flight’. Alberto 

Alesina and Beatrice Weder (2002) use official aid flows as their dependent variable, and try 

seven cross-national measures of corruption as their independent variable to capture the 

aggregate level of corruption by country. Building on these measures, the study’s conclusion 

is that “there is no evidence whatsoever that less corrupt countries receive more foreign aid” 
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(Alesina and Weder, 2002, 19). Similarly, Chong and Gradstein (2008) test the relationship 

between the level of corruption and aid. No statistically significant relationship is found 

between corruption in the recipient country and aid disbursements although domestic 

corruption in the donor country drives down aid levels (Chong and Gradstein, 2008).
44

  

However, this approach tells us little about how public reactions to corruption constrains 

possibilities to meet current demands for increased levels of foreign aid or how donor publics 

may constrain donors transactions to highly corrupt countries. In other words, pointing to the 

fact that corrupt countries receive more aid than less corrupt countries tell us little about 

whether corruption causes aid fatigue, and thereby reduces absolute levels of foreign aid to 

these contexts. The increasing disillusionment with the ability of foreign aid to produce 

desirable results and a general disenchantment with the idea of foreign aid could potentially 

have detrimental effects on aid levels (Boschini & Olofsgård, 2007).
45

 As demand for foreign 

aid rises with countries seeking to meet the Millennium Development Goals (Clemens et al., 

2007), and donors agreeing on unprecedented increases in aid in emerging fields such as 

climate change, there is now a new sense of urgency that the supply of aid has to be more 

forthcoming.
46

 A strong public support for foreign aid is important for meeting and sustaining 

these commitments (Lumsdaine, 1993;
 
Paxton and Knack, 2012).There are reasons to believe 

that recipient performance and corruption has increased in salience as a factor in aid 

allocation decisions since the 1990s. The increased media attention on corruption has made 

this issue more salient globally, not least in light of increasing evidence on the importance of 

institutions for economic growth and development (e.g., Mauro 1995; Acemoglu et al. 2001; 

Rodrik et al. 2004; Pellegrini and Gerlagh 2007).  While several recent studies investigate the 

determinants of support for foreign aid ( i.e. Heinrich et al 2016; Henson & Lindstrom, 2013; 

Milner & Tingley, 2013; Paxton & Knack, 2012; Van Heerde & Hudson, 2010), only a few 

investigate the impact of recipient country corruption on support for foreign aid,  Some recent 

studies find that corruption influences aid fatigue (Bauhr, Nasiritousi and Charron, 2012), that 

bilateral donors in the 1990s sometimes withdrew aid to countries following antidemocratic 

performance: electoral fraud, undermining of democratic institutions, and political violence 

(Hyde and Boulding, 2008) and that increasing quality of rule of law in the recipient country 

was a positive and significant predictor for multilateral aid in 2000-2003 (Dollar and Levin 

2006). The steady supply of corruption scandals and indications of the weak or even 

counterproductive effects of foreign aid, not least in corrupt contexts (see, for example, Moyo, 

2009; Boone, 1996; Svensson, 2000; Knack, 2001; Djankov, Monatlvo, and Reynal-Querol, 

                                                           
44

 Similarly, results based on cross-national responses to the 2002 Gallup International “Voice of the People” 

indicate that most people do not view corruption as a deal-breaker for foreign aid. Americans represent the only 

country in which a majority of people believes that aid should only be given to non-corrupt countries (Paxton 

and Knack, 2012). 
45

 For example, 7 of the 12 African countries that underwent structural adjustment programs with the help of 

World Bank and IMF during 1980-99 actually exhibited negative economic growth per capita (Phillips, 2009). 
46

 One of the few concrete outcomes of the Copenhagen accords on climate change was a promise to deliver $30 

billion emergency aid in the next three years and $100 billion a year by 2020 for developing countries (OECD 

2010). However, several countries are falling short on their aid commitments. 
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2008; Easterly, 2006; Wright and Winters 2010) most probably contribute towards 

undermining public support for foreign aid. This leads to our first hypothesies. 

H1. Corruption reduces support for foreign aid 

Corruption and Foreign Aid Trade Offs: Scale, Distance and Outcome  

Foreign aid faces important trade-offs. This paper therefore suggests that even if citizens in 

general display a strong moral resentment of corruption, public understanding of the aid-

corruption paradox may lead to more tolerance towards corruption in certain contexts.  In 

particular, the scale of the corruption problem, the perceived distance of corrupt transactions 

and the outcome of aid may impact citizens’ responses to corruption in foreign aid. These 

trade offs are summarized in figure one and discussed below.  

Table one. Dimensions of Corruption and aid-corruption trade-offs 

 

 

Severity 

                            

         

Dimension  

 

            

 Of 

 

 

Corruption 

 

 Scale Distance 

 

 

Outcome 

High Large scale Donor 

corruption  

Ineffective 

Low Small scale Recipient 

country 

corruption  

Effective 

 

Important parts of the emerging literature on the causes and effects of corruption treat 

corruption as a uni-dimensional phenomenon; corruption is seen as primarily varying in scale 

rather than in type between societies (Heywood and Andersson 2009). Influential studies use 

indices such as the transparency international corruption perceptions index (e.g. Fredriksson 

et al., 2003; Pellegrini and Gerlagh, 2004; Tanzi, 1998) or other measures of the scale of the 

corruption problem (e.g. Treisman 2007; Ades and Di Tella, 1997; Fisman and Gatti, 2002; 

Mauro, 1995; Tanzi and Davoodi, 2000). Although these indices are convenient for 

comparative research and contribute to exposing cross country differences in how much 

corruption there is in a particular polity, several recent studies suggest that aggregate 

measures of corruption are insufficient to understand both the complex nature of corruption 

and its effects (Bauhr 2016; Johnston, 2014). They are also insufficient to provide an 

understanding of the aid-corruption paradox. Since wide spread corruption and wide spread 

poverty generally coincide, understanding the scale of the corruption problem at the national 

level does not necessarily provide adequate guidance on where to direct aid funds nor how to 

address wide spread poverty.  
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Recent studies suggest that exposure of egregious corruption can demobilize the citizenry and 

lead to resignation (Bauhr and Grimes 2014; Chong et al 2015). 
47

 Similarly, several recent 

studies suggest that perceptions of corruption lead to voter abstention (Davis, Camp, and 

Coleman 2004; McCann and Dominguez 1998; Birch 2010; Simpser, 2012; Stockemer et al, 

2013; Sundström & Stockemer, 2013; Dahlberg and Solevid 2013). One possible explanation 

for the demobilizing effect of corruption is derived from the logic of collective action theory 

and in particular that citizens mobilization is highly contingent upon evidence that others will 

do the same (Bauhr and Grimes 2014; Person et a 2013; Karklins 2005; Ostrom 2000). In 

contexts where corruption reaches systemic levels, citizens may resign from all attempts to 

influence the state of affairs. 

However, few studies investigate how exposure of egregious corruption in the context of 

foreign aid influence citizens support for foreign aid. In the context of donor public opinions 

of foreign aid, the most meaningful conceptualization of the scale of the corruption problem 

could be the sums of money lost in corruption, rather than, for instance, the number of actors 

participating in corrupt transactions, or the absolute rank-number that a recipient country 

scores in the international rankings of perceived level of corruption.  The public in donor 

countries may care more about how much of donors tax money is being lost in corruption and 

thereby how much funds are being diverted from promoting development.  Large-scale 

corruption can thus be less acceptable simply because the absolute sum of taxpayer money 

lost is greater.   

H2: More extensive corruption defined as money lost in corrupt transactions results in 

stronger expressions of aid fatigue  

Another important dimension of corruption in foreign aid with potential implications for its 

societal acceptability is whether corruption can coexist with beneficial societal outcomes. The 

effectiveness dimension builds on research that suggests that acts are less likely to be seen as 

corrupt if they promote public benefits (Peters and Welch, 1978) or are otherwise viewed as 

effective (de Sousa, 2008). Several recent studies suggest that beneficial outcomes may 

contribute towards explaining citizen’ tolerance for corruption and in particular why citizens 

to a surprisingly large extent reelect corrupt politicians. While there may be several reasons 

why citizens fail to engage against corruption and reelect corrupt politicians (Kunicova and 

Rose-Ackerman 2005; Gerring and Thacker 2004; Bauhr and Grimes 2014; Charron and 

Lapuente 2010; Zechmeister and Zizumbo;, Chang et al 2010; Costas-Perez et al. 2012), a 

                                                           
47

 While many indices used to measure corruption rank countries in terms of the extent of corruption in society, 

the scale of corruption cannot necessarily be reduced to whether there is “a little” or “a lot” of corruption. In 

other words, “whereas 0 and 100 degrees Celsius are measures with a certain utility related to boiling and 

freezing points for water, a ten-point scale of corruption has little intrinsic value” (Galtung, 2006). Furthermore, 

“scale and incidence of corruption are inversely related” (Huntington, 2009), meaning that the average value of 

the private goods and public services involved in a corrupt exchange tend to increase at higher levels of 

bureaucratic hierarchy. Uslaner (2008) suggests that grand corruption has a stronger negative effect on trust as it 

exacerbates inequality. 
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growing number of studies suggest that citizens perceive a trade off between corruption and 

politicians ability to attract investment, build successful coalitions, generate economic growth 

or making otherwise popular decisions, and that these are sometimes valued more highly than 

non corrupt representatives (see i.e. Zechmeister and Zizumbo-Colunga, 2013; Konstantinidis 

and Xezonakis 2013; Esaiasson and Munoz 2014: Pavoa 2014; Fernandez-Vasquez 2014, see 

also Stokes 2009; Kitscheld 2000 and Manzetti and Wilson 2007).  In other words, the extent 

to which corruption can coexist with desirable individual or societal outcomes seem to 

influence citizens responses to corruption. 

While most of these studies are conducted within domestic contexts., the extent to which 

corruption can coexist with efficient or good outcomes may influence if the donor public 

perceives the aid diversion as ‘corrupt enough’ to enforce accountability in future aid 

transfers. The effectiveness dimension highlights the trade-off between corruption and public 

goods. Although research show a clear negative association between corruption and desirable 

outcomes such as economic development and poverty reduction at the aggregate level 

(Mauro, 1995; Gupta, 2002; Holmberg et al 2009), such general accounts contribute towards 

concealing the important tradeoffs involved in corrupt transactions. While the importance of 

good institutions for effective aid delivery is strongly supported in aggregate level studies 

(Burnside and Dollar 2000; 2004), some studies seek to disaggregate the delivery of foreign 

aid by sectors (Michaelaowa and Weder 2007; Dreher et al. 2008; Christensen 2011) and 

suggest that corrupt governments comply strategically to donor demands and can therby 

achieve effective outcomes in certain sectors (Dietrich 2010). Furthermore, where corruption-

free environments are unrealistic, tolerating the risk of aid diversion may be the only viable 

way to engage in poverty reduction and environmental improvement. In other words, the 

effectiveness dimension highlights a potential conflict between output legitimacy standards 

and throughput legitimacy standards (cf. Scharpf, 1999, Easton, 1965). This forms the third 

hypothesis. 

H3: Corruption associated with successful developmental outcomes leads to less aid fatigue 

While both aid effectiveness and efficacy can be intuitively important for the impact of 

corruption on aid fatigue, they are not neatly associated with the absolute level of corruption 

in recipient countries. Risk of failure (because of insufficient control of corruption and weak 

institutions) can be associated with potential for large welfare gains, since highly corrupt 

countries generally perform badly on development related indicators. Likewise, while the 

amount of aid money lost in corrupt transactions may be associated with the overall level of 

corruption in a recipient country, the amount of money lost is more likely to be of more direct 

importance to donors.  

A third factor that may be relevant for citizens’ expression of aid fatigue is the real or 

perceived distance of corrupt transactions. In particular, possibilities to hold corrupt actors 

into account may matter:  citizens may focus their demand for accountability on forms of 

corruption and actors where they perceive an opportunity to exercise accountability, and be 

more ready to accept forms of corruption that fall beyond immediate accountability spheres. 

On average, donor countries may experience less corruption than recipient countries, thereby 
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making corruption in recipient countries more “normal” (de Sousa, 2008). The public may, in 

other words, perceive that corruption is “normal”, the expected behavior or even unavoidable 

in recipient countries, which would increase the level of acceptability of corrupt transactions 

in these contexts. Mature democracies, on the other hand, are often expected to act on the 

basis of the norm of universalism rather than particularism and therefore be less engaged in 

corruption ( Mungiu-Pippidi, 2006). Siphoning off aid funds for private gain, may therefore 

be extra problematic if they are associated with foreign aid donors rather than recipients.  

H4: Corruption illicits stronger responses if donors rather than recipients are involved.  

Reseach design, data and measurement 

A study on the relationship between corruption and aid fatigue relying solely on observational 

data potentially suffers from endogeneity, and potentially also runs a a greater risk of social 

desirability and omitted variable biases. The analysis in this paper is based on data from a 

unique survey experiment, where participants are randomly assigned to different groups, 

which contributes towards mitigating these concerns and there by better establishing 

causality. 

Participants are randomly assigned to six different treatment groups describing scenarios of 

foreign aid involving corruption and one control group. The scenario describes a foreign aid 

project that has been plagued by corruption, but the scenarios vary in outcome (successful 

development outcome/ unsuccessful development outcome), scale (small scale 

corruption/large scale corruption) and distance (donor corruption/ recipient corruption). The 

texts are derived from samples of journalistic texts on foreign aid projects, in order to make 

the scenarios as realistic as possible to participants.  The control group scenario describes the 

aid scenario where involved parties had “failed in their handling of project money” and where 

money has not been used “as intended”.  Since the control group scenario also describes an 

aid project plagued by problems, any additional effects of the corruption scenarios on support 

for foreign aid can more reliably estimates the effect of corruption than if the control group 

described in more neutral terms. The experimental scenarios are found in appendix I. 

The Swedish case provides an interesting context for examining the acceptability of 

corruption since Swedes are generally highly supportive of foreign aid (Abrahamsson and 

Ekengren, 2010). Thus, it should be comparatively difficult to reduce support for foreign aid 

in the Swedish context. The survey experiment was conducted on the Laboratory of Opinion 

Research’s (LORE) Internet panel in collaboration with the center for Multidisciplinary 

Opinion and Democracy Research at the University of Gothenburg. The sample is opt-in with 

an overrepresentation of males, politically interested, and highly educated individuals, but it is 

nevertheless relatively diverse (Dahlberg, Lindholm, Lundmark, Oscarsson, & Åsbrink, 

2011).
48

 While it is important to note that the sample is not representative for Swedish citizens, 

                                                           
48

 Moreover, the quality of the LORE data is thoroughly monitored (e.g., Martinsson, Lindgren, Pettersson, & 

Åsbrink, 2013). A series of one-way analyses of variance (ANOVAs) confirm that the original treatment groups 

are balanced with regard to gender, age (four categories), and political trust. 
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Although it is important to note that these participants do not constitute a representative 

sample of Swedish citizens, this bias in the sample could potentially serve to make the results 

of this study stronger since participants are more supportive of foreign aid than the average 

citizen. 

Finally, the dependent variable of the study – aid fatigue –needs to be carefully 

conceptualized.  How can aid fatigue be conceptualized? While it is tempting to understand 

reactions to corruption simply as reductions in overall foreign aid levels or the level of 

support for foreign aid (Bauhr et al 2013; Lahiri & Raimondos-Moller, 2004; Doig & 

Theobald, 1999; Alesina and Weder, 2002; Paxton and Knack, 2012; Chong and Gradstein, 

2008; Schudel, 2008), it is important to note that this approach may not capture variations in 

the public responses to foreign aid diversion.  Although these studies clearly add to our 

understanding of the relationship between country-level corruption and support for across-the-

board cuts to foreign aid, we have scarce information on how aid diversion may influence 

other forms of responses to corruption in foreign aid. In turn, this lacuna can contribute to an 

insufficient understanding of the constraints that policymakers face in attempting to uphold or 

increase public support for foreign aid. 

This study proposes a more fine-grained understanding of aid fatigue and the donor public’s 

reaction to aid misuse, and distinguishes between specific and generalized aid fatigue. 

Specific aid fatigue is expressions of aid fatigue directed to specific countries or projects. In 

other words, specific aid fatigue leads to the discontinuation of specific parts of aid 

undertakings, but do not necessarily have wider implications for the legitimacy of foreign aid 

or the overall aid budget. Generalized aid fatigue, on the other hand, expresses a wish to 

reduce overall aid budgets or even a general disillusionment with the positive potential of 

foreign aid. This distinction is important since it allows us to understand whether corruption 

leads to a reallocation of aid funds – away from the corrupt agent– rather than a reduction in 

overall aid budgets. These questions were also combined into an aid fatigue index (alpha 

.70).
49

 

Results 

The results of the survey experiment show how corruption influence public support for 

foreign aid. Figure one and two summarizes the results for the effects of corruption on 

generalized or across the board cuts in foreign aid and support for more specific project level 

responses. Figure one shows that the mean values of participants support for foreign aid cuts 

were consistently higher among participants exposed to the corruption scenarios compared to 

participants exposed to the control scenario.  

                                                           
49

 To ensure that the randomization worked correctly and that there is potential covariate balance across the 

groups, I conducted a multinominal logistic regression predicting the treatment conditions that included gender, 

age, education, and employment status as independent variables.  
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Figure one thereby confirms that information about corruption in foreign aid projects can 

increase support for foreign aid cuts. Despite of the fact that control group participants where 

exposed to information about an aid project critiqued for having “failed in their handling of 

project money”, adding information about outright corruption seem to illicit stronger 

responses among participants, and more support for cutting foreign aid.  All of the differences 

attain statistical significance except for the scenario describing corruption as being very 

limited in scale.  

Figure two shows the mean values of the different corruption treatment groups and the control 

group on more specific or project level responses to corruption in foreign aid. The figure 

show that only some of the corruption scenarios increased support for project level responses. 

In particular, if aid attained significant results in terms of reducing poverty and mitigating 

climate change or if the amount of money lost was limited, citizens expressed less support for 

project level responses. The figure also shows that there are differences both within and 

between the different trade-off scenarios. These results are illustrated in Figure 1 and 2. 

 

Figure one. The influence of corruption on generalized aid fatigue (foreign aid cuts) 
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Figure two. The influence of corruption on specific aid fatigue (project level responses)  

 

In order to further explore how donor public response to corruption in foreign aid is 

contingent upon the context of corruption, table two presents the results of the two-way 

ANOVA. 

Table two. The Influence of the Severity and Dimension of Corruption on Aid Fatigue, ANOVA 

results 

 d.v. 

Repay 

money 

d.v. 

Discontinue 

project 

d.v. 

Discontinue 

aid to 

country 

d.v. 

Reduce 

foreign 

aid 

d.v. 

Aid –

fatigue 

index 

 

Model 

7.37     

(0.000)*** 

19.74     

(0.000)*** 

3.89     

(0.000)*** 

0.51     

(0.828) 

8.32     

(0.000)*** 

Severity 9.41 

(.002)*** 

68.35 

(.000)*** 

6.29 

(.012)** 

0.23 

(.630) 

33.81 

(.000)*** 

Dimension 7.16 

(.000)*** 

20.60 

(.000)*** 

3.53 

 (.014)** 

0.98 

(.403) 

5.85 

(.000)*** 

Severity*Dimension 2.97 

(.031)** 

17.50 

(.000)*** 

4.86 

(.002)*** 

0.24 

(.865) 

4.41 

(.004)*** 

N 789 787 788 791 778 

Notes. Dependent variable is the aid fatigue index and its different components. F values reported with p-values 

in parenthesis. ***p.<.01,**p.<.05, *p<.10 

The results show that the severity of corruption has a highly significant effect on aid fatigue 

(F=33.81 p<0.000). The mean value on the 1-10 aid fatigue index – capturing aggregate aid 

fatigue – for the scenarios manipulating low severity was 5.197 (SE 108) and the high 

severity scenarios was 6.008 (SE.094). Mean values and standard errors are reported in table 

A1.  Second, table two also shows that effects are not consistent across the different contexts 

of corruption, i.e. certain dimensions of corruption cause more aid fatigue than others 

(F=6.85, p<0.001). Third and finally, the results in table two broadly confirm the existence of 
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an interaction effect between the dimension and severity of corruption. In other words, the 

severity of corruption is more important in some dimensions of corruption than others. The 

results of the two-way ANOVA show support also for this theoretical expectation (F 4.41, p< 

.004).  

I next examine more closely the effects of the different dimensions of corruption on aid 

fatigue. While mean values for the high severity scenarios are consistently higher, the severity 

of corruption matters primarily within two types of corruption scenarios: the scale and the 

outcome scenarios, which confirm hypotheses 2 and 3. The results of the post-hoc tests 

reported in the right hand column of table three below show that large-scale corruption causes 

significantly more aid fatigue than small-scale corruption (p<.000). The mean value of the aid 

fatigue index when corruption is small-scale is 4.6 (SE.204). When corruption is large-scale, 

the mean value of aid fatigue increases to 6.1 (SE.197). 

Table three. The Effects of Corruption Context on Specific and Generalized Support for Foreign 

Aid. 

Hypothesis Dv repay 

money 

Dv 

discontinu

e aid 

project 

Dv 

discontin

ue 

country 

Dv 

reduce 

foreign 

aid 

Aid 

fatigue 

index 

 

Large scale > 

Small scale  

.450 2.105*** .754 .246 1.501**

* 

Non corrupt 

social 

environment> 

Corrupt social 

environment  

1.184*** -.052 -.527 .0842 .446 

Ineffective  > 

Effective  

.413 1.948*** .634 -.0989 1.142**

* 

Notes. Difference in mean values of aid fatigue index  and its components with pair wise post hoc comparison of 

hypothesis on within dimension differences, bonferroni corrected standard errors. ***p.<.01,**p.<.05, *p<.10 

There is also a significant difference between failed and successful developmental outcomes 

of diverted aid (p<.000) on the aid fatigue index. The mean value on the aid fatigue scale for 

failed outcomes is 6.1 (SE.190), while the mean value when aid produces successful results is 

4.9 (SE.220). Thus, in accordance with our expectations, both the effectiveness of aid and the 

scale of the corruption problem influences citizens support for foreign aid to corrupt contexts..  

Table three also shows the difference between donor and recipient country corruption. The 

results show that  while the mean value for the group exposed to information on donor 
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corruption is higher than the mean value for the group exposed to recipient country 

corruption, the differences does no attain statistical significance when the dependent variable 

is aggregated into the aid fatigue index. This suggests that the donor public holds the 

responsible agent, rather than all foreign aid recipients, accountable for aid diversion by 

expressing specific aid fatigue.  

The results of the post hoc tests reported in table three also shows the effects of the different 

corruption contexts on specific and generalized aid fatigue. The results show that the 

differences found in the aggregate index are mainly driven by effects on specific or project 

level responses to corruption in aid. Small scale corruption leads to significantly less support 

for the discontinuation of the aid project than large scale corruption (p<.000). Further more, 

As aid corruption moves from being associated with successful to failed outcomes, we 

observe a statistically significant increase in support for discontinuing the aid project. Finally, 

donor public to a significantly higher degree holds donors rather than recipients accountable 

for repaying the money that has been diverted in corruption, while we observe no differences 

between the two groups effects on support for foreign aid cuts. This  suggests that perceived 

opportunities for accountability shape demands for countermeasures. 

In sum, the data shows overall support for the main hypothesis of this study, i.e. that 

corruption reduces support for foreign aid, but that context in which corruption occurs matters 

for citizens’ responses to corruption in foreign aid. The scale of the corruption problem, the 

impact of corruption on development outcomes and the distance of corrupt transactions 

influences public responses to corruption in foreign aid.  

Conclusion 

This paper sets out to unpack the complex relationship between corruption and aid fatigue, 

moving beyond studies of levels of aid disbursements and cross national comparisons, and 

instead focusing on how and under what circumstances corruption negatively impacts support 

for foreign aid. Using a unique survey experiment in a context generally highly supportive of 

foreign aid, the results show that corruption reduces support for foreign aid, but that citizens 

responses to corruption in foreign aid is contingent upon the effectiveness of aid, prospects for 

accountability (and in particular whether donors or recipients are involved) and the scale of 

the corruption problem. The study thereby contributes to our understanding of how citizens 

deal with the aid corruption paradox i.e. that the need for foreign aid is often greatest in 

environments where corruption is deeply entrenched and why donors continue to send foreign 

aid to corrupt countries, despite that corruption is increasingly seen as detrimental to 

economic and environmental development.  

The results show that both the circumstances under which corruption occur and the severity of 

corruption influence aid fatigue. The scale of corruption in terms of money lost in corrupt aid 

transaction can be important for citizens’ expression of aid fatigue, not only the overall level 

of corruption of the recipient country. Participants also punish corrupt recipients less if aid 

attains desirable results in the short term, such as reducing poverty or mitigating climate 

change. A strong public concern for aid effectiveness can be very important to reduce waste 
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in aid. However, as noted by Collier (2007,183) in The Bottom Billion, concerns about 

measurable effectiveness in aid may also make policy makers and aid agencies risk averse and 

constrained to deliver aid in sub-optimal ways. Since corruption has been more clearly 

intertwined with discourses of effectiveness since the mid-1990s, and the costs of corruption 

become more widely understood, this clearly risks further increasing aid fatigue in the future. 

Moreover, the results suggest that even citizens living in contexts where the overall level of 

corruption is very low perceive corruption as more acceptable in contexts where corruption is 

endemic. In other words, citizen propensity to turn a blind eye to corruption may increase if it 

is the expected behaviour or demands for accountability may fail. Citizens punish donors 

somewhat harder than corruption involving recipients of aid. The results also point to the 

importance of distinguishing between forms of responses to corruption in aid. Corruption 

reduces the perceives legitimacy of foreign aid and lead to support for across the board cuts in 

aid levels, but does not illicit strong specific reactions, targeted towards i.e. particular projects 

or actors, if aid attains desirable outcomes or if the sums of money lost is limited despite the 

project being plagued by corruption.  

Although findings would benefit from being tested in more settings, the results provide 

support for the detrimental effects of corruption on public support for foreign aid, which can 

have long- term negative implications for the size of aid budgets. Thus corruption has 

detrimental effects not only on the effectiveness of foreign aid (Moyo, 2009; Boone, 1996; 

Svensson, 2000; Knack, 2001; Djankov, Monatlvo, and Reynal-Querol, 2008; Easterly, 2006; 

Wright and Winters 2010)  but also on public support for distributing aid. Corruption also 

leads to demands for specific or project level responses. However, responses to corruption in 

aid vary depending on the context in which it occurs, and do not necessarily lead to project 

level responses, suggesting that the public can support distribution of aid to corrupt contexts 

under some circumstances. Thus, while the results suggest that corruption can have 

implications for the size of aid budgets, it has  less consistent implications for how the budget 

is divided between projects   Therefore, studies would benefit from increasingly moving 

beyond the most aggregate level of indicators, such as the amounts of aid funds distributed to 

corrupt countries, in order to better understand the relationship between corruption and aid, 

and to unpack the complex issues that corruption poses to greater demands for accountability. 

Insights into the important trade-offs involved in corrupt transactions, and when and why 

citizens can be expected to support foreign aid is important to understand how corruption may 

affects both the size of aid budgets, and the distribution of foreign aid. 
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Appendix A.  

Table A1. Mean values of aid fatigue among different groups, standard errors in parenthesis  

Type of 

corruption 

Take 

measures 

Repay 

money 

Discontinue 

project 

Discontinue 

aid to 

country 

Reduce 

foreign 

aid 

Aid –

fatigue 

index 

Large 

scale 

5.879   

(.165) 

6.357   

(.119) 

4.735  

 (.224)   

2.735   

 (.218)   

2.607   

(.210) 

6.089   

(.197) 

Small 

scale  

6.905   

(.040)   

5.907   

(.163) 

2.629    

(.172)   

1.981   

 (.150) 

2.361   

(.191) 

4.589   

(.204) 

Donor  6.639   

(.097) 

6.458   

(.112) 

3.948   

 (.205) 

2.583   

 (.176)  

2.667   

(.200) 

5.757   

(.167) 

Recipient 6.198   

(.152)   

5.275   

(.195)   

4    

(.230) 

3.110   

 (.221)   

2.582   

(.200)   

5.311   

(.238) 

Ineffective 6.534   

(.122)   

5.676   

(.173) 

5.267   

(.172)   

3.129    

(.214) 

2.627    

(.185) 

6.131   

(.190) 

Effective 6.137   

(.145)    

5.263   

(.189)    

3.319    

(.209)   

2.495    

(.189)   

2.726    

(.205) 

4.989   

(.220) 

control  5.383  

(.162)       

4.418   

(.186)       

 |2.145   

(.159)  

 

Notes. Mean value of the aid fatigue index and its different components in all experimental groups. Standard 

error in parenthesis 

 

 

Table A2. Number of observations in experimental groups  

  

Type of 

corruption 

Take 

measures 

Repay 

money 

Discontinue 

project 

Discontinue 

aid to 

country 

Reduce 

foreign 

aid 

Aid –

fatigue 

index 

Large 

scale 

84 84 83 83 84 82 

Small 

scale  

108 108 108 107 108 107 

Donor 97 96 97 96 96 96 

Recipient 91 91 89 91 91 89 

Ineffective 103 102 101 101 102 99 

Effective 95 95 94 95 95 94 

control 110 112   110  

Notes. Number of participants in all experimental groups.  
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Table A3. The influence of corruption on generalized and specific aid fatigue, regression results 

 (1) (2) 

 
Generalized(across the board 

cuts) 

Specific (project level 

responses) 

Corruption (all) 0.44
**

 -0.47
**

 

 (0.20) (0.22) 

Corruption (small 

scale) 
0.22 -1.79

***
 

 (0.25) (0.25) 

Corruption (large 

scale) 
0.46

*
 0.32 

 (0.26) (0.29) 

Corruption (good 

outcome) 
0.58

**
 -1.10

***
 

 (0.26) (0.28) 

Corruption (bad 

outcome) 
0.48

**
 0.85

***
 

 (0.24) (0.25) 

Corruption (donor)  0.52
**

 1.07
***

 

 (0.25) (0.20) 

Corruption (recipient)  0.44
*
 -0.11 

 (0.25) (0.25) 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*
 p < 0.10, 

**
 p < 0.05, 

***
 p < 0.01 

 

Table A4. Public support for generalized and specific measures and foreign aid trade-offs, 

regression results 

 
Generalized aid fatigue 

(foreign aid cuts) 

Specific aid fatigue  

(project level responses) 

Aid outcome 

(ineffective) 
0.10 1.95

***
 

 (0.28) (0.27) 

Scale (large) -0.25 2.11
***

 

 (0.28) (0.28) 

Distance 

(donor) 
-0.08 1.18

***
 

 (0.28) (0.22) 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*
 p < 0.10, 

**
 p < 0.05, 

***
 p < 0.01 
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Appendix II 

ATTITUDES TOWARDS FOREIGN AID 

Below follows a description of a foreign aid project. Read the description and describe what 

You think about the proposal on the basis of the information you have received.  

No corruption placebo 

An aid project in India, that aims to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, has today been exposed 

to criticism. The investigation carried out by the Swedish International Development 

Cooperation Agency (SIDA) shows that several of the involved parties have failed in their 

handling of the project and money has not been used as intended. Nearly 90 million SEK has 

previously been earmarked for this project. 

Small Scale Corruption 

An aid project in India that aims to reduce green house gas emissions, has today been accused 

of corruption. The investigation carried out by the Swedish International Development 

Cooperation Agency’s (SIDA) shows that involved parties have seized money from the 

project’s budget, but that very small amounts of money have disappeared. The advantages and 

money that involved parties have misapproriated are negilable in this context. Barely 2 

million SEK has   beforehand been earmarked for this project 

Large scale corruption 

Corruption has been revealed in a foreign aid project in India that aims to reduce the 

emissions of greenhouse gases. The investigation carried out by the Swedish International 

Development Cooperation Agency’s (SIDA) shows that several parties have been involved 

and considerable sums of money have disappeared. Involved parties have seized significant 

advantages and very large sums of money have disappeared from the project’s budget. Nearly 

90 million SEK has in beforehand been earmarked for this project. 

Recipient country corruption 

Corruption has been revealed in a foreign aid project in India that aims to reduce the 

emissions of greenhouse gases. The investigation carried out by the Swedish International 

Development Cooperation Agency’s (SIDA) shows that involved parties seized advantages 

and money from the project’s budget. The investigation shows however that the sum that has 

disappeared is not higher than the sum which normally disappears as a consequence of 

corruption and that the occurrence is normal for all kinds of activities in India. Nearly 90 

million SEK has in beforehand been earmarked for this project. 

Domestic (donor) corruption 

Corruption has been revealed in a foreign aid project in India that aims to reduce the 

emissions of greenhouse gases. The investigation carried out by the board of the Swedish 
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International Development Cooperation Agency’s (SIDA) shows that several Swedish 

authorities have been involved. Employees at SIDA and Swedish organizations have seized 

advantages and money from the project’s budget. Nearly 90 million SEK has in beforehand 

been earmarked for this project. 

Effectiveness 

Corruption has been revealed in a foreign aid project in India which intention is to reduce the 

emissions of greenhouse gases. The board of the Swedish International Development 

Cooperation Agency’s (SIDA) investigation shows that involved parties seized advantages 

and money from the project’s budget. Despite this, the investigation shows that the project has 

had an intended effect and not only reduced the emissions of greenhouse gases, but also 

contributed to an efficient poverty reduction. Nearly 90 million SEK has in beforehand been 

earmarked for this project. 

Ineffectiveness 

Corruption has been revealed in a foreign aid project in India which intention is to reduce the 

emissions of greenhouse gases. The board of the Swedish International Development 

Cooperation Agency’s (SIDA) investigation shows that involved parties seized advantages 

and money from the project’s budget. The investigation shows that the corruption has been 

the most significant reason to that the project has not reached its goals. Instead, the project 

seems to have contributed to an increase of emissions and made poverty worse. Nearly 90 

million SEK has in beforehand been earmarked for this project. 
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Horizontal Accountability: Transparency, audit, and anti-corruption 

6. Bauhr, Monika and Marcia Grimes. 2016. “Transparency to Curb 

Corruption? Purpose and Principals”.  

Paper presented at the International Political Science Association (IPSA), July 24th-July 

29, Poznan, Poland.  

 

Abstract 

Policymakers and researchers often cite the importance of government transparency for 

strengthening accountability, reducing corruption, and enhancing good governance. Without 

access to information about government operations and accomplishments, principals both 

outside and inside the government, argue advocates, are unable to monitor agents, allowing 

government offices and officials to use public power and resources indiscriminately and with 

impunity. Yet despite the prevalence of such claims, definitional precision is lacking, and this 

conceptual ambiguity is reflected in several recent attempts to capture the concept 

empirically. Operationalization and measurement are complicated by the nature of the 

concept; the broadest conceptualization can imply making information about all aspects of 

government visible to all potentially interested parties. This paper offers a theoretical 

foundation for more specific measurement of government transparency, arguing that 

operationalization should pay greater attention to main parameters: the principals and purpose 

of the information in any given context. When the purpose of transparency is to mitigate 

corruption, we argue, the public itself constitutes a primary principal, and type of information 

most relevant includes that related to the flow of revenues, as well as the exposure of abuses. 

Measures of transparency most central to anti-corruption efforts therefore include, we argue, 

public access to information on revenue flows, and exposure of abuses of public power 

(whistleblower protections). This paper introduces new measures of government transparency 

designed to capture these parameters from a survey of public administration experts in 102 

countries carried out by the Quality of Government institute and our analysis suggest that this 

measure of transparency allow for more reliable analysis of the effects of transparency on 

reduced corruption, since it delineates the concept of transparency from related concepts and 

in particular from state capacity more generally.  
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Introduction 

The last decade has seen a strong and sustained call for greater government transparency; 

international organizations and NGOs advocate transparency as a necessary condition for 

better government quality, greater accountability and a more limited scope for corruption and 

impunity (UN-HABITAT and Transparency International 2004; Islam 2006; Kaufmann et al., 

2002; Kurtzman et al., 2004; IMF 2001; UNODC 2004; CEPA 2009). The theoretical 

arguments behind the instrumental value of transparency are by now well established (Stiglitz 

2002) and are found in such varying fields as negotiation theory (Stasavage 2004), 

international security (Florini 2002), and regime effectiveness (Mitchell 1998). Existing 

definitions provide a good baseline conceptualization but greater precision, as well as 

disaggregation and delineation, are needed in order to allow for more stringent empirical 

investigation (Relly & Sabharwal 2009; Florini 2007). Transparency is at times conflated with 

“good governance” more generally, leading to difficulties in operationalization and 

measurement (Grigorescu 2003). 

The value of transparency lies in its purported influence on government probity and 

effectiveness, as well as on the functioning of markets. In terms of government performance, 

and more specifically the prevalence of corruption, the logic is undeniably compelling: since 

information asymmetries are seen as the primary obstacle to principals’ ability to hold agents 

accountable, lowering the information barrier will enable monitoring and therefore also 

sanctioning of abuses of public power. Such claims have until recently only been the subject 

of empirical scrutiny in experimental studies, as data on transparency has been wanting (e.g. 

Chong 2015; Reinikka and Svensson 2005). The research community has begun to address 

this gap. While a welcome development, we argue that the breadth of these measures risks 

introducing unhelpful tautologies in empirical investigations of the effects of transparency on 

other aspects of good government.  

This paper advances an argument for delimited operationalizations of transparency that are 

sensitive to two situational characteristics: the intended principals as well as the expected use 

of the information, i.e. the purpose. The paper introduces a new measure of government 

transparency designed to capture these parameters an suggest that this measure of 

transparency allow for more reliable analysis of the effects of transparency on reduced 

corruption, since it delineates the concept of transparency from related concepts and in 

particular from state capacity more generally. 

The paper is structured as follows. Section one discusses the conceptualizations of 

transparency and existing claims regarding its beneficial implications, and argues that existing 

definitions, while a useful baseline, are too broad and all-encompassing to allow for 

explorations of the implications of transparency independent of other aspects of state capacity. 

Section two discusses existing measures of transparency in more detail. We then introduce a 

novel measure of transparency from the Quality of Government survey of public 

administration experts, along with other data used in the empirical analysis.  The final section 

analyses the implications of our novel measure of transparency for understanding the effects 

of transparency for reducing government corruption. 
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Dimensions of Transparency: the Purpose and the Principals  

The arguments linking insight and information to all forms of accountability, to democracy 

and to government honesty and effectiveness are highly compelling theoretically, yet rest on 

many assumptions about institutions and actors act and interact that have only recently 

become the subject of empirical research. Work to conceptualize transparency has lamentably 

not developed in step with these trends, which means that conceptualizations and 

operationalizations of transparency have tended to exist at a higher rungs in the ladder of 

abstraction, or ladder of generality (Collier and Mahon 1993; Lindberg 2013; Sartori 1970). 

The measures that have recently emerged, discussed in greater detail below, may hence be 

useful in exploring research questions at higher levels of abstraction, but are less useful and 

may potentially even yield misleading results, when used to examine more fine-grained 

theoretical claims. In order to unpack this argument, we first introduce a more nuanced 

framework for conceptualizing transparency and then present arguments for why existing 

definitions, and subsequently attempts at measurement, are useful for addressing some 

empirical questions but not others.  

Transparency is, without a doubt, a multifaceted concept but at times has been made  

unnecessarily multifaceted in that it has been conflated with accountability or even corruption, 

impartiality, and rule of law. Christopher Hood traces the history of the concept and identifies 

the "broadest doctrine of openness" as "...the doctrine that the general conduct of executive 

government should be predictable and operate according to published (and as far as possible 

non-discretionary) rules rather than arbitrarily" (Hood 2006, 14). Hood's analysis illustrates 

transparency has tended to bleed conceptually into other equally compelling normative 

standards such as rule of law, accountability, public participation, and deliberative democracy. 

As another example, The World Trade Organization states that ensuring “transparency” in 

international commercial treaties typically involves three core requirements: (i) to make 

information on relevant laws, regulations and other policies publicly available, (ii) to notify 

interested parties of relevant laws and regulations and changes to them; and (iii) to ensure that 

laws and regulations are administered in a uniform, impartial and reasonable manner (Bellver 

& Kaufman 2005). This definition includes not only making information available and 

accessible to stakeholders, but also that laws and regulations be administered and 

implemented in an impartial and predictable manner, a core element of rule of law yet outside 

the scope of the concept of government transparency.
50

 

Many authors take variations of Florini’s definition – “the release of information which is 

relevant for evaluating institutions” (Florini 2007) – as a point of departure for 

conceptualizing transparency. Subsequent work has placed greater emphasis on two 

components in particular: visibility, and inferability (Michener & Bersch, 2013). As expressed 

                                                           
50

 Policy organizations such as the World Trade Organizations can, of course, scarcely be criticized for 

advancing broad and sometimes conceptually vague definitions of policy concepts, definitions which may stretch 

to encompass both conditions seen as necessary for a policy measure to take root and operate effectively. Policy 

actors’ main aim is to promote ”thick” meaningful reform, not lay the groundwork for empirical measurement, 

an inherently more precise exercise which requires ”thinner” conceptualizations.  
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in Gregory Michener’s recent review of efforts to capture transparency empirically: “The 

essential idea is that “transparent” information should be visible in the sense of being 

complete and easily accessible and inferable in the sense of lending itself to accurate 

conclusions” (Michener 2015, 185; Michener and Bersch 2013, 234). Michener and Bersch 

(2013) point to a need for conceptual convergence around a single definition of transparency 

in the research community, and that visibililty and inferability constitute core elements of 

such a definition. The stipulations of availability and accuracy are normatively compelling, 

perhaps even incontrovertible, yet still leave the definition quite vast. In Michener’s later 

piece (2015), in which he reviews and critically evaluates international transparency policy 

indexes (ITPIS) often used in the policy community, he instead advances a case for 

methodological pluralism and a need to examine the considerable variation among the various 

institutions in a single polity.  

Taking this line of argumentation a step further, we advocate that the empirical study of 

transparency requires further conceptual precision and, more importantly, operationalizations 

tailored to the situational specifics, in particular paying attention to the purpose for which 

information is to be used, as well as the intended users, i.e. the principals (government 

offices, voters, and non-state actors acting outside of electoral institutions). The purposes of 

government transparency may be of three ilks: deliberation, predictability, and accountability. 

Transparency in policy-making allows, according to some normative theorists, for more 

extensive and meaningful participation and deliberation, yet it is crucial that participation and 

deliberation be kept conceptually distinct from transparency (Chambers 2003). The 

availability of information in the input stage of the political process does not axiomatically 

lead to participation and deliberation (and too much openness may even impede deliberation, 

see Malesky et al 2012; Naurin 2007), but the disclosure of information to stakeholders in 

policy making is a necessary condition.  

Table 1. The purpose and principals of transparency: Types of information implied  

 
Purposes 

Accountability Predictability Deliberation 

Policy performance Probity/stewardship 
  

P
ri

n
ci

p
a

ls
 

Politicians & 

Government 

agencies 

Detailed information on 

expenditures, results, 

evaluations of societal 

conditions  

Detailed accounting of 

revenues and 

expenditures 

Internal rules and 

regulations; 

consequences for 

non-compliance 

Policy proposals, 

alternative solutions, 

and expected 

impacts 

Voters Indicators of government 

performance, and general 

indicators of economic, 

societal, environmental 

conditions 

Flows of revenues and 

expenditures, exposure 

of abuses; handling of 

abuses, procedures and 

ad hoc 

Detailed and 

concrete election 

pledges and policy 

programs 

Policy proposals and 

expected impacts 

NGOs, firms, 

the public in 

off-election 

periods 

Indicators of government 

performance, and general 

indicators of economic, 

societal, environmental 

conditions, including issue 

specific outcomes 

Flows of revenues and 

expenditures (agent and 

non-agent controlled) 

Statements of policy 

aims; Rules and 

regulations; 

consequences for 

non-compliance 

Policy proposals and 

expected impacts, 

including issue 

specific proposals 
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In terms of predictability, visible and inferable information regarding rules and regulations, as 

well as the implications for failure to comply with rules and regulations, have been pointed to 

as necessary preconditions of a stable investment climate, lowering risks in market 

transactions (Stiglitz 2002). As with deliberation, this is not to say that fair and impartial 

implementation and enforcement of rules, i.e. rule of law, becomes folded into the definition 

of transparency, as rules may be equally well published in two settings but to varying degrees 

enforced impartially (c.f. Hood 2006, 14). In order to adequately test the merits of 

transparency empirically, it is essential that the concept not stretch beyond the core elements 

of visible and inferable information.  

The third overarching purpose of transparency is accountability. Analogous to both 

deliberation and predictability, theoretical arguments that transparency constitutes a necessary 

precondition to accountability are highly compelling, yet the concept should not be stretched 

to include accountability in its entirety by including elements of sanctioning, or even the 

capacity and performance of agents (government agencies) more generally (Fox 2007). Such 

stretching incorporates the predictions regarding the positive effects of transparency into the 

conceptualization and measure of transparency itself, precluding any stringent examination of 

under what conditions transparency leads to better accountability. Transparency in various 

forms is hypothesized to affect several different forms of accountability, including horizontal 

(intra-governmental), vertical (electoral), and diagonal (societal).
51

 Each of these forms of 

accountability implies a distinct category of principals, discussed in more depth below, but 

also may have two more specific, albeit interrelated, accountability functions. The first relates 

to policy performance, for which information regarding outcomes is the most relevant, and the 

other relating to the legal and ethical use of public power. Accountability for policy 

performance – which may be exercised horizontally as when legislative assemblies evaluate 

and take corrective action with respect to the executive, or the executive with respect to 

administrative offices, but may also be vertical, as when voters vote retrospectively based on 

performance, which requires evaluative data on social and economic conditions detailed 

enough to track change.  

Accountability exercised to ensure probity and honest stewardship of public resources, in 

contrast, requires information regarding, in particular, government finances, i.e. all 

appreciable revenues, transfers and expenditures. Common forms of corruption involve 

diverting or embezzling funds as well as requiring irregular payments for contracts or 

licenses, and the ability to track fiscal flows both into and out of public coffers is therefore a 

necessary precondition to detect such activity. In addition, mechanisms such as whistleblower 

protections further strengthen transparency with the purpose of exposing malfeasance in its 

various forms, i.e.  both petty and grand forms of corruption.  

 

                                                           
51

 Full and total exposure of all aspects of an organization’s activities is theorized to ameliorate abuses mere 

through self-restraint (as implied in the oft-cited quote by Brandeis, that sunshine is the best disinfectant). Full 

and total exposure is, however, quite unrealistic, as any form of documentation invariably involves selection and 

abstraction, both of which allow an organization or its members to obscure aspects they wish to hide. 
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The second situational parameter which operationalizations of transparency ought to reflect is, 

we argue, the intended principal(s). Several authors regard principals as an integral part of the 

definition of transparency, as in Kaufmann’s (2002) definition of transparency as the 

“increased flow of timely and reliable economic, social and political information, which is 

accessible to all relevant stakeholders” (see also Vishwanath and Kaufmann, 1999). Yet 

without stipulating the intended stakeholders, or principals, operationalizations of 

transparency may fail to take into account that information may be accessible to, for example, 

initiated experts but impenetrable to a lay audience. Moreover, bringing in the question of the 

intended principal brings to light the matter of the extent to which principals may request 

information, and not merely partake of the information that agents elect to publish. One 

government agency may for example publish information only very selectively, such as 

simple pie charts indicating revenues and expenditures, but willingly open its books to formal 

auditors and the lay public alike upon request, while another may publish more information a 

priori but deny (by intent or omission) requests for additional documentation. Lindstedt and 

Naurin (2010) make this distinction, using the terms agent controlled and non-agent 

controlled transparency, where non-agent controlled transparency refers to the ability of 

parties outside an organization to obtain any information deemed relevant by the principals. 

Measures that ignore this distinction risk overestimating the availability of useful information, 

as they reflect the volume of information and ignore the possibility that organizations 

intentionally abstain from publicizing information that may reveal malfeasance and 

culpability.  

In terms of transparency intended to constrain corruption, principals may include government 

offices, such as offices of internal oversight, elected assemblies, the judiciary, as well as non-

state actors, i.e. citizens, civil society associations, and the media. In polities in which 

corruption is prevalent or endemic, many government actors and institutions may be 

enmeshed in, and therefore gain from, the same self-serving behavior and disregard of rules 

which they are tasked with detecting and sanctioning in others. Where pervasive, in other 

words, corruption in all likelihood undermines government actors’ incentives to hold one 

another accountable regardless of the availability of information, what Timothy Besley has 

termed the problem of the lack of a principled principal (Besley 2006; see also Kaufmann 

2004; Rose-Ackerman 1999). Many in the policy community have therefore pointed to non-

state actors as the most plausible honest principals, as they have greater incentives to act as 

principals. The measures proposed here therefore seek to capture the extent to which the 

public has access to information relevant to detecting venality. 

The next section reviews some recent attempts to measure transparency and argues that many 

of them tend to cast a wide net when measuring transparency. In that they tend to capture 

government transparency more generally without specifying any purpose or principals, they 

cast a wide net and may therefore be of limited use in investigating claims about the more 

specific benefits of government transparency for government operations. If transparency is 

allowed to bleed conceptually into related concepts such as accountability, participation or 

state capacity, resulting measures are of limited use in investigating the significance of 

transparency for these normative goods.  
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Delineating Transparency from Related Concepts 

Disentangling transparency from empirically and conceptually related phenomena, such as 

state capacity, accountability and participation is analytically feasible and necessary to 

understand the dynamics by which political systems reach and maintain higher levels of 

political development. Collecting, compiling, computing and publishing reliable information 

in a timely manner is to some extent a function of institutional capacity (but also of political 

will). In that sense, some element of capacity is indistinguishable empirically from 

transparency itself. It is, in other words, indisputable that states need a certain organizational 

capacity to collect, compile, verify, organize and archive information on societal conditions 

and its own operations. That said, state capacity in its broadest sense extends well beyond the 

resources and competencies required to collect and organize information on social and 

economic conditions to include the many and varied organizations involved in the collection 

of taxes and enforcement of laws, the protection of private property, and the provision of 

public goods and services (e.g. Besley and Persson 2007; Geddes 1994). While capacity to 

survey and report on conditions in all likelihood correlates with capacity in other respects, it is 

crucial to try to develop targeted measures of transparency that do not capture the gamut of 

organizational spheres that make up the state. Attempts at measurement that are not sensitive 

to these issues may yield measures that may be useful in examining theoretical claims relating 

to government openness and phenomena that are exogenous to the state, such as for example 

aid donor’s willingness to grant support to a country. But measures that tap extensively into a 

state’s capacity in a broad spectrum of its activities, or incorporate measures such as citizens’ 

confidence in government bodies, cannot be used to study the significance of transparency for 

exactly these factors without introducing risk of false positives, or type I errors (Michener 

2015).  

Although long overlooked in cross country empirical research, and in particular when 

compared to the groundswell of research efforts devoted to understanding and measuring 

corruption, recent years have seen several important and helpful attempts to capture the 

concept of transparency empirically.  Given the theoretical expectation and policy importance 

attached to the promotion of increased government transparency, these efforts are welcome 

developments. Studies of the effects of transparency have employed one of three approaches 

to measurement, either composite indices comprising a broad spectrum of indicators, where 

some of them extend conceptually beyond transparency (Williams 2014; Bellver and 

Kaufmann 2005), specific indicators of transparency (including expert assessments of legal 

frameworks or indicators of de facto transparency, but also surveys of government publication 

of relevant information and statistics), or proxy measurements, such as press freedom 

(Brunetti and Weder 2003) or newspaper circulation (Adesèra, Boix & Payne 2003; Besley & 

Burgess 2002). While measures of media freedom is crucial to the circulation of information 

relevant to scrutinizing government, it is a rather circumstantial measure and will not be 

discussed in any detail here. Composite indices are, however, currently the best available 

option for measuring government transparency, and a more detailed discussion of their 

strengths and weaknesses is therefore warranted.   
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Composite indices of transparency build on the basis of a wide range of data sources and, 

using a similar logic to the widely used indices of corruption and governance such as the 

World Bank’s Governance Indicators or Transparency International’s Corruption Perception 

Index, include indicators that use a plurality of definitions of transparency and data collection 

strategies. Williams (2014) brings together data from 29 sources and derives annual scores for 

1980 through 2010 for 190 countries. Similarly, although available for one year only, Bellver 

and Kaufmann (2005) build transparency indices on 13 surveys carried out in 2003 and 

(primarily) 2004 by various international organizations and nonprofit organizations. They 

summarize: 

…some of the variables used to construct the indicators originate from ‘objective’ measures 

of transparency; for example the existence of Freedom of Information laws (Freedom info) 

or mandatory requirements for political funding disclosure, the availability of information 

on official web sites or online tools for public participation (Global e-government survey by 

the Centre for Public Policy or the UN E-government survey), or ‘objective’ assessments 

against fiscal, budget and public expenditure benchmarks (i.e. WB/OECD Budget Practices 

and Procedures survey or International Budget Project). Other individual variables rely on 

perception-based measures of transparency from enterprise surveys or polls of experts from 

international organizations (Bellver and Kaufmann 2005:23). 

The Bellver and Kaufmann index thus evaluates aspects such as the content, quality and 

frequency of the information provided by public institutions and whether the general public is 

actually getting that information, as well as whether the decision-making process in public 

institutions is clear and transparent.  

Broad and all encompassing composite indices are most certainly useful in research on the 

effects of government transparency on societal factors outside the sphere of government 

performance and may, similar to composite corruption indicators, facilitate a policy discourse 

on laggard and forerunner countries.
52

 Composite transparency indices sometimes 

conceptually extend beyond transparency and include data on, for example, political 

constraints and the quality of budgetary and financial management (Williams 2014). The 

component measures included in the index also cover several additional issues such as 

accountability mechanisms, audit practices, and participatory opportunities (Bellver and 

Kaufman 2005). The risk is that composite indices may tap into state attributes such as 

accountability systems or even capacity and public service provision more generally, limiting 

their usefulness for analyses of questions relating the independent effect of transparency on 

such outcomes, as they may show empirical associations which in reality are spurious.  

A final consideration regarding composite indices relates to, as suggested by Michener (2015, 

184), the fact that indices are generally not guided by policy theories regarding which aspects 

of the phenomenon being measured are crucial versus which may simply deepen a desirable 

                                                           
52

 The field of corruption research has now begun to move beyond such composite measures precisely because of 

the noisiness of the measures, the breadth and disparateness of the data sources used and the unspecified 

understanding of the concept at hand. More recent research on corruption has therefore sought to develop 

measures capturing more specific forms of corruption and using measures that are more targeted, a move we feel 

is necessary in research on government transparency as well. 
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quality of governments. He writes: “indexes presuppose substitutability while policies contain 

non-substitutable ‘necessary’ policy provisions”, suggesting that “policies can rank favorably 

on indexes notwithstanding the absence of lynchpin policy provisions.”  Therefore, indices 

that are not firmly based on a conceptualization of transparency that determines what these 

non-substitutable elements are, risk misrepresenting government transparency.
53

 

Furthermore, the extent to which governments compile and publish detailed and accurate 

statistics is likely to be strongly related to government capacity and may therefore capture a 

dimension of transparency that is as likely to be a consequence of state capacity as it is to be a 

cause. If the ambition is to determine whether transparency leads to government effectiveness 

and lowers corruption – questions that neither Grigorescu (2003) nor Hollyer et al (2014) seek 

to address – this approach to measuring transparency is problematic. Furthermore, while data 

availability indicators of transparency are more specific than multi-component indexes, both 

the purpose and principals of the information typically remains rather broad.  

Measures of more specific aspects of government transparency use both expert assessment 

and actual data made available by government officials (Grigorescu 2003; Hollyer et al. 2010 

and 2014; International Budget Partnership 2010; West 2005). Data availability indicators 

refer to surveys of government information published (primarily) electronically, or data 

reported to international organizations (see also Islam 2006).
54

 Such measures offer 

considerable appeal as they considerably reduce measurement error resulting from perception 

biases and inference based evaluation, i.e. that respondents base assessments of, for example, 

corruption on media reporting or the overall political and economic situation in a country 

rather than expert or experiential knowledge. Data availability measures of transparency 

present the limitation that they only capture a government’s propensity to publish information 

proactively on the Internet or in compliance with requests from international organizations. 

While this aspect of transparency is not unimportant, it does not capture whether citizens have 

the opportunity to request and receive information that goes beyond what the government has 

elected to publish. Moreover, data requested by organizations such as the World Bank is not 

necessarily the kind of data that is either the most relevant or easily accessible to individuals 

seeking to ensure government probity.
55

 

Our measurement of transparency seeks to move beyond these broader country level measures 

in order to lay the groundwork for investigating more fine-grained theoretical claims. It 

specifies both the purpose and the principals and uses a narrower and more theoretically 

                                                           
53

 Michener (2015) is particularly interested in international transparency policy indicators, i.e “policies that are 

centrally concerned with transparency (transparency as an end), which include freedom of information laws and 

open-data regulations; and transparency provisions that form part of broader legislation or administrative 

directives (transparency as a means), such as campaign finance disclosure or budgetary transparency”.  
54

 Hollyer et al (2014) construct transparency measures for 125 countries covering a period from 1980 to 2010.  
55

 47 statistical indicators deal with imports and exports; 64 with the economic situation in the country including 

employment indicators; 45 indicators related to societal conditions such as enrollment rates but also area and 

population, the remaining indicators related to natural resources (both production and consumption) or with 

infrastructure. Only 14 of the approximately 230 statistical indicators requested by international organizations 

relate to government revenues and expenditures. 
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founded definition and measurement of transparency, and focuses specifically on the 

necessary elements of transparency for redressing government abuses. It thereby seeks to 

mitigate the risk that a country scores high on our transparency indicator while necessary 

policy provisions, such as whistle blower protection, that are key to ensuring that relevant 

information reaches potential principals. The definition of transparency upon which we build 

our indicators also delineates transparency from related concepts that could be either the cause 

of the consequence of government transparency, including accountability, democracy or 

corruption, and thereby seeks to avoid conceptual stretching (Sartori 1970). Although expert 

judgments are in some sense subjective, and by implication potentially biased, they offer the 

advantage that they capture not only de jure but also de facto conditions. To date, our measure 

also has a wide country coverage compared to many comparable indicators (115 countries). 

Transparency for Government Probity: fiscal openness and exposure of abuses 

The new measures introduced here capture two main dimensions of transparency argued to be 

relevant to containing and curbing corruption: fiscal openness and likelihood of exposure of 

abuses. The survey, presented in greater detail below, captured public administration experts 

in 115 countries around the world. 

Possibility to track fiscal flows 

Fiscal openness is defined as the information that the government releases, electronically or in 

more traditional forms, needed to track the flow of revenues and expenditures. It encompasses 

both the extent to which citizens can demand and receive information not published 

proactively (non-agent controlled information), as well as that published routinely by 

government. One approach sometimes used to capture this dimension is the existence or 

strength of from of information (FOI) laws to capture this dimension (Relly 2010). Legal 

frameworks are, however, not always a strong predictor of de facto conditions, as countries 

vary in actual implementation of such laws. Alistair Roberts (2006) points out that access to 

information depends on well-organized records and a professional civil service. Responding 

to citizen requests for information requires well-established routines for saving documents 

and making them available for the public, which can be costly in terms of monetary and 

human resources (Grigorescu 2003; Fenster 2006; Neuman & Calland 2007; Roberts 2006). 

Using access of information laws may, in other words, ignore altogether the capacity of the 

state to comply with its own statues.  

Moreover, access to information laws vary tremendously in their legal and institutional 

strength (Michener 2015). Mexico’s legislation has received considerable attention and praise 

for the ease of filing requests, the time constraints on compliance, clear appeals measures 

should officials refuse to comply, and an autonomous institution responsible for enforcing the 

FOI law. Both citizens and non-citizens may request information, but, more importantly, a 

person does not need to present proof of identity when requesting information, which grants 

citizens protection from retaliation. Loopholes in any of these respects can render access to 

information legislation quite ineffectual in a political context used to operating under secrecy. 
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The survey included one question designed to capture this dimension of transparency, asking 

experts to evaluate whether citizens and media actors can track the flow of government 

revenues and expenditures in their country. A second question dealt with experts’ perceptions 

of the extent to which government documents and records are open to public access.  

Exposure of abuses 

In addition to the ability to track the flow of fiscal resources in a routine manner, two 

conditions greatly enhance the likelihood that any misuse of government resources come to 

public attention: the ability and willingness of actors inside the government to report any 

abuses they witness, and the willingness of actors outside the government to pass this 

reporting on to the public. Two questions in the survey sought to capture these conditions, one 

relating to whistle-blower protections and other a broader question asking simply whether 

abuses are likely to be exposed in the media. Whistle-blowing in the public sector has, 

compared to transparency more generally, received much less scholarly attention. Miceli and 

Near (1992) define whistle-blowing as “the disclosure by organization members (former or 

current) of illegal, immoral or illegitimate practices under the control of their employers, to 

persons or organizations that may be able to effect action” (see also Miethe & Rothschild 

1994; Dworkin 2002). Whistle-blower protections allow individuals to disclose information 

despite their individual connection to, and vulnerability to retaliation from, those in higher 

positions of power.  

Specific whistle-blower protection laws have been established in over 30 countries, while in 

other countries whistleblower protection is regulated through labor laws and laws related to 

public sector employment. These legal provisions vary in the extent to which they discourage 

the release of information to external actors (the media), and whether they stipulate rewards 

for exposing abuses. They also differ, for example, in terms of whether protection from 

retaliation is circumscribed if it is deemed that whistle-blowers did not act in good faith 

(Callahan, Dworkin and Lewis 2003-2004). The countries that have adopted more 

comprehensive whistleblower protection laws include the UK, South Africa, Ghana, Canada, 

Japan, New Zealand, and the United States. These laws include measures aimed at protecting 

whistleblowers from sanctions, incentives for people to do so and more proactive laws aimed 

at changing organizational culture (Banisar 2006). In a number of countries, whistleblower 

protection is incorporated in the national access to information law and freedom of press acts. 

Sweden has, for example, one of the oldest freedom of press acts which gives civil servants 

the right to anonymously report misdeeds in the public sector, and prohibits journalists from 

revealing the identity of sources under penalty of law.  

Whistle-blowing is one of the fundamental conditions upon which disclosure of abuses of 

power rests. However, despite substantial legal improvements in whistleblower protection 

laws, the level of implementation of these laws can be expected to vary between countries. A 

legal right of protection is difficult to implement, since retaliation against “traitors” can be 

sophisticated and subtle and therefore difficult to prosecute.  
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The second aspect and question instead addresses the willingness and capacity of media actors 

to expose abuses once reported. While this condition may depend on many factors,
56

 two 

primary factors that may impinge on journalists’ willingness to expose government abuses are 

government oppression, and being beneficiaries of government abuses (simply put: being on 

the take). When government actors are adamant about concealing their abuses, they may 

extend their attempts to do so to the sphere of the media. Media willingness to expose abuses 

is a necessary component in societal accountability efforts (Peruzzotti and Smulovitz 2006).  

Data, sample and methods 

The data are collected through a global survey of public administration experts, carried out in 

2014. In addition to measuring our concept of transparency, the survey and includes 59 

questions on a range of topics related to bureaucratic quality, autonomy and the functioning of 

the state. Suitable experts were identified by first contacting public administration 

organizations affiliated with the United Nations Public Administration Network, professional 

networks, the academic literature and university websites. 7096 were contacted successfully 

and sent the link to the questionnaire, of which 1294, or 18.2% submitted completed 

responses. The mean number of respondents per country in the dataset is 8.1 but some have as 

few as one expert. Only countries with at least 3 expert responses are included in the analyses 

below. An evaluative review of the data has analyzed individual level variation in experts’ 

assessments and concludes that “…estimates for a particular country are not determined by 

the make-up of the group of experts who provided assessments. In practice, all items in the 

questionnaire were regressed on six available characteristics of the respondents, controlling 

for countries’ fixed effects” (Dahlström et al 2015; XX)  

The survey included four questions , subsequently combined into a transparency index, 

capturing the dimensions of transparency discussed above, two that relate to fiscal openness 

and two items relating to the detection of abuses. Experts were asked to rate to what extent 

they felt the following statements applied to the country for which they had chosen to submit 

answers (1=not at all; 7= to a very large extent):  

- Citizens and media actors can track the flow of government revenues and expenditures. 

(Fiscal openness) 

- Government documents and records are open to public access (Government openness) 
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 Subhachalasai (2005) suggests, for example, that media competition and press freedom, the higher the 

probability that media reports corruption. Brunetti and Weder (2003:5) show an association between press 

freedom and the level of corruption across countries, and conclude that “independent journalists have 

incentives to actively investigate any wrongdoing” including other corrupt journalists. However, as pointed to 

by a number of studies, a free press does not necessarily mean that it will detect and expose abuses of power. 

Besley and Prat (2006) describe how the nature of media markets can easily lead to media capture and Kolstad 

and Wiig (2009, 526) warn that “the media may concoct false allegations to increase profits, or use information 

to get access to rents.” Though somewhat outside the purview of government transparency per se, we argue that 

the survey question nonetheless taps into the aspect of the media most relevant to the aim of the measure. 
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- Public sector employees risk severe negative consequences if they pass on information about 

abuses of public power to the media (Whistleblower protections) 

- Abuses of power within the public sector are likely to be exposed in the media (Likelihood 

of exposure of abuses)  

In the empirical analyses all values are coded so that higher values mean more transparency. 

Appendix 1 contains additional information on how transparency scores are related to the 

different measures included in the analysis. 

Figure one and two show the transparency scores for OECD and non-OECD countries 

respectively. The country scores for the four individual questions included in this index are 

found in appendix one. With respect to fiscal openness, or the possibility of tracking fiscal 

flows, the estimates plotted in Figure 1 seem plausible. Many of the countries that cluster in 

the upper end of the transparency scale have long-standing traditions of transparency 

(Sweden, Finland, Iceland) or have recently taken large steps towards increasing their level of 

transparency (Chile and Costa Rica). From being known as ”a state of secret” in the mid-

nineties, Chile has implemented a strong agenda increasing government transparency, that has 

become increasingly formalized from 2002-2003 onwards (Open Budget Partnership 2014).  

Chile’s access to information law surpasses international standards in terms of the strength of 

legal guarantees and protections offered to citizens, suggesting a preexisting normative 

climate of transparency and openness. Chile and Costa Rica are also widely regarded as 

having a culture of openness in political institutions. At the other end of the transparency 

scale, countries such as Japans, Guatemala, Eritrea, Algeria or Zimbabwe rank among the 

lowest of all the countries in the sample.  
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Figure 1. Transparency scores for OECD countries 

 
Note: The index include the four different questions on transparency from the QoG expert survey, higher values 

indicates more transparency 

 

Figure 2. Transparency scores for non-OECD countries 

 
Note: The index includes the four different questions on transparency from the QoG expert survey, higher values 

indicates more transparency 
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Since we believe that available measures of transparency may partly capture different aspects 

of transparency, and potentially also related concepts, we compare our measure of 

transparency with two of the most ambitious recent attempts to generate reliable indicators of 

transparency: The HRV index (Hollyer, Rosendorff and Vreeland 2014) and Williams (2014) 

measure of information transparency. Hollyer, Rosendorff and Vreeland (2014) measures 

governments collection and dissemination of aggregate economic data, and relies on a 

Bayesian item response (IRT) model, which treats transparency as a latent predictor of the 

reporting or non-reporting of data in the World Bank’s World Development Indicators (WDI) 

data series, including 240 variables collected by the WDI over time.  The resulting index 

contains 125 countries covering a period from 1980 to 2010. Since the measure is based on 

“objective criteria rather than subjective expert judgments” (Hollyer, Rosendorff and 

Vreeland 2014:414) and the “WDI obtains data from international agencies that, in turn, 

obtain their data from national statistical offices”(ibid.), there is much to commend about this 

measure. However, the measure relies on the WDI, other international agencies and civil 

servants’ in national statistical offices competence and ability to omit data that is questionable. 

Since financial resources are typically tied both to the reporting of data and actual numbers 

reported, there may be incentives to suppress information that might otherwise allow for 

detection of abuses.  This being said, the HRV index does represent the most reliable statistics 

of reported economic data to date.
57

  

We also compare our measure of transparency with Williams index of information 

transparency (Williams 2014). The indicators use data from 29 sources, with scores being 

derived annually between 1980 and 2010 across more than 190 countries.  The indicators are 

broadly divided between information transparency and accountability transparency, where 

information transparency contains indicators of the quantity of economic, social and financial 

information, the quality and processes generating economic, financial and social data and 

information infrastructure. Williams indicator of accountability transparency partly bleeds 

conceptually into related concepts, since it includes measures of human rights and executive 

constraints. Since there is a rather close relationship between accountability transparency and 

accountability or democracy more generally (Williams accountability transparency is 

correlated at .91 to the Freedom house polity2 measure of democracy in 2014), we believe 

that the measures of information transparency, is a stronger indicator of transparency per se.  

Thus, while Hollyer Rosendorff and Vreelands indicator of transparency is most probably the 

most ambitious attempt to measure governments reporting of economic data, Williams (2014) 

collection of indicators of transparency is potentially the most ambitious attempt to generate 

broad indices of transparency over time to date. 

Dependent variables 

This study seeks to contribute to develop our understanding of the effect of transparency on 

corruption. The corruption measures used are also both narrow and broad, with the narrow 

measures capturing two distinct forms of corruption: petty (bribe-paying) and grand (irregular 
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 See also Hollyer et al (2015) for a study on the implications of data reporting for accountability and increased 

risks of autocrats removal. 
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payments and diversion of funds). The former builds on the 8 questions from Transparency 

International’s Global Corruption Barometer (GCB) regarding whether or not a surveyed 

member of the public or someone in their household has paid a bribe in the past 12 months for 

various services. These questions are combined with one question from the World Economic 

Forum’s (WEF) Executive Opinion Survey, which asks executives how common it is that 

firms have to make irregular payments.
58

 The measure of grand corruption also builds on two 

measures from the World Economic Forum’s Executive Opinion Survey that capture whether 

government shows favoritism when granting contracts, and the prevalence with which 

officials divert public funds to companies, individuals, or groups due to corruption (Teorell et 

al 2015, 701-702). We also examine whether transparency measures relate to broader and 

widely used measures of corruption: the World Bank’s control of corruption measure.
59

 This 

measure incorporates data from both the GCB and the WEF, but adds data on public trust in 

government, the strength of transparency and accountability in a country, and the existence of 

anti-corruption policies (http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#doc).  

Control Variables 

In our analysis, we build on recent decades of corruption research and elect to control for 

some of the most well established alternative or complementary explanations for the level of 

control of corruption.  First of all, we include a logged measure of GDP/ capita from the 

Gleiditch Expanded Trade and GDP Data (Gleiditch 2002). The high correlation between 

lower perceived corruption and higher economic development is according to Treisman 

(2007:223) “by far the strongest and most consistent finding” in empirical work on corruption 

and supported in studies such as La Porta et al (1998), Ades & Di Tella (1999) and Treisman 

(2000).  We also include a measure of ethnic heterogeneity or fractionalization developed by 

Alesina et. al (2003), where the definition of ethnicity involves a combination of racial and 

linguistic characteristics. Ethnic fractionalization is believed to increase corruption since more 

polarized societies will be more prone to competitive rent seeking and less likely to agree on 

public goods distribution such as education and infrastructure, and policies (Cerqueti et al 

2010; Alesina and Spolaore 1997; Shleifer and Vishny 1993: Alesina and Drazen 1991). We 

also include the number of women in parliament as a control variable in our study, since 

research have consistently found an association between levels of women in government and 

national or regional levels of corruption (Dollar et al. 2001; Swamy et al. 2001; Wängnerud 

and Sundström 2016; Esarey and Chirillo 2013; Watson and Moreland 2014), as well as a 
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 The Global Corruption Barometer questions refer to customs, education, judiciary, land services, medical 

services, registry and permit services, police or tax authorities. The World Economic Forum measure: “In your 

country, how common is it for firms to make undocumented extra payments or bribes connected with (a) imports 

and exports; (b) public utilities; (c) annual tax payments; (d) awarding of public contracts and licenses; (e) 

obtaining favorable judicial decisions. In each case, the answer ranges from 1 (very common) to 7 (never 

occurs)” (Teorell et al 2015). 
59

 The World Bank Governance Indicators are also strongly associated to two other widely used measures of 

corruption the ICRG measure of corruption as well as the Transparency International Corruption Perception 

index.  
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measure of education using UNESCO gross enrollement data, since a minmum level of 

schooling is most likely a prerequisite for transparency to reach its intended effects (Linstedt 

and Naurin 2007). In addition, we include a measure of democracy developed by Boix et 

al(2013). Research suggest that democracy is closely linked to corruption, although some 

authors suggest that corruption may sometimes increase in young democracies and only 

gradually be reduced as democracies mature (Bäck and Hadenius, 2008; Charron and 

Lapuente, 2010; Keefer, 2007; Rock, 2009; Sung, 2004).  Boix et al. (2013) define a country 

as democratic if it satisfies conditions for both contestation and participation. Specifically, 

democracies feature political leaders chosen through free and fair elections and satisfy a 

threshold value of suffrage.  

Finally, we control for the level of state capacity more generally, using the International 

Country Risk Guide (ICRG) indicator of Bureaucracy Quality, where high points are given to 

countries where the bureaucracy has the strength and expertise to govern without drastic 

changes in policy or interruptions in government services. In countries that receive high 

scores, the bureaucracy tends to be somewhat autonomous from political pressure and to have 

an established mechanism for recruitment and training. In countries that receive low scores a 

change in government tends to have dramatic effects in terms of policy formulation and day-

to-day administrative functions.  Collecting, compiling, computing and publishing reliable 

information in a timely manner is to some extent a function of institutional capacity (but also 

of political will). In that sense, some element of capacity is indistinguishable empirically and 

even analytically from transparency itself. That said, state capacity in its broadest sense 

extends well beyond the resources and competencies required to collect and organize 

information on social and economic conditions, and includes the many and varied factors that 

account for the state’s public service provision, protection of private property, collection of 

taxes and enforcement of laws (e.g. Besley and Persson 2007; Geddes 1994). While capacity 

to survey and report on conditions in all likelihood correlates with capacity in other respects, 

it is crucial to try to develop targeted measures so as not to tap into the underlying conditions 

that account for a range of desirable state outcomes in order to avoid type I errors in empirical 

analyses (Michener 2015). In particular, we believe that some countries with generally low 

levels of state capacity may still perform relatively well on government transparency, and that 

countries with low state capacity may still exhibits “pockets of excellence” and manage 

certain kinds of information in a transparent way.  Since the data used is cross sectional we 

report associations between variables, and claims of causality should therefore be treated with 

caution. All variables are coded so that higher values indicate more corruption, state capacity, 

transparency, women in parliament etc.  

Results 

Many international organizations, such as the WTO, the OECD, the World Bank and the IMF, 

champion the spread of government transparency because of its benefits for reducing 

corruption, and overall leading to better quality of government (QoG). In fact, many policy 

and academic debates tend to conflate transparency with many of these desirable ends. More 

recent scholarship has begun to disaggregate some of these concepts, and question the posited 
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promise of transparency reforms (Lindstedt & Naurin 2011; Kolstad & Wiig 2009; Bastida & 

Benito 2007; Fenster 2006; Stasavage 2004; MacCoun 2006).  

The most widely used argument linking transparency to better practices in government 

operations build on the logic of principal-agent theory.  Transparency increases the likelihood 

of detecting malfeasance and consequently also punishment, and will thereby deter the abuse 

of public power. Bauhr and Grimes (2014) call into question one of basic assumptions upon 

which this link builds, namely that exposure of corrupt institutions will produce public 

indignation and pressure for accountability and reform. If transparency exposes institutions 

rife with venality, it may instead alter perceptions about the extent and entrenchment of 

corruption in society. If engagement in anti-corruption work is seen as a collective action 

problem (Person, Rothstein and Teorell 2010) where individual action critically depends on 

expectations about others’ behavior, information confirming the pervasiveness of corruption 

may instead breed resignation and withdrawal from public and civic endeavors. Transparency 

may, in other words, undermine citizens’ willingness to engage in monitoring and scrutiny of 

public office holders, and by extension also diminish pressure for accountability and reform 

(Bauhr & Grimes 2014, Rose-Ackerman 1999; Smulovitz & Perruzzotti 2000; Peruzzotti & 

Smulovitz 2006). 

Although there are reasons to call into question claims of causation in the link between 

corruption and transparency, the arguments regarding the potential benefits of increased 

transparency are fairly well established, and numerous studies suggest that transparency is 

associated with lower levels of corruption (IMF, 2001; Gerring and Thacker, 2004; Islam 

2006; Kaufmann 2002; Kurtzman, et al., 2004; Lindstedt and Naurin, 2010; Montinola and 

Jackman, 2002; OECD, 2002; Reinikka and Svensson, 2005; Rose-Ackerman, 1999; Siegle, 

2001; UNODC, 2004).  

In the following, we analyze the relationship between transparency and corruption and in 

particular the extent to which our measure of transparency differs from some of the recent and 

broader measures of government transparency, and thereby if it captures aspects of 

transparency of more direct relevance to government probity and reduced corruption. The 

measures included here are Williams’ (2015) measure of information transparency, and 

Hollyer, Rosendorff and Vreeland (2014) transparency measure. Each of these measures, but 

especially the measures proposed by Williams (2015) seek to capture government 

transparency in a general sense and therefore risk tapping into an underlying characteristics of 

the state, i.e. capacity, and an ethos of public stewardship, rather than the type of transparency 

that may be directly relevant to containing corruption.  
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Table two. The Association between Transparency and Corruption 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) 

 
Petty 

Corr 

Grand 

Corr. 

WB 

corr.  

Petty 

Corr. 

Grand 

Corr. 

WB 

Corr 

Petty 

Corr. 

Grand 

Corr 

WB 

Corr. 

QoG 

transparency 
-0.18

*
 -0.43

***
 -0.31

***
       

 (0.09) (0.10) (0.08)       

HRV index    -0.08 0.10
*
 0.03    

    (0.04) (0.06) (0.04)    

Williams 

transparency 

index 

      -0.05
***

 0.02 -0.01 

       (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) 

Democracy -0.21 -0.54
***

 -0.14 -0.02 -0.18 0.17 -0.04 -0.25 0.07 

 (0.22) (0.17) (0.14) (0.25) (0.24) (0.16) (0.21) (0.23) (0.15) 

GDP/cap 

(logged) 
-0.37

***
 0.06 0.20

**
 -0.32

***
 0.20

*
 

0.26
**

*
 

-0.22
**

 0.21
*
 0.18

**
 

 (0.15) (0.07) (0.08) (0.18) (0.10) (0.07) (0.14) (0.09) (0.07) 

Women in 

Parliament 
-0.01 0.01 0.01

*
 -0.01

*
 0.01 

0.02
**

*
 

-0.01 0.01 0.02
***

 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

State Capacity -0.06 0.54
***

 0.49
***

 -0.21
*
 0.50

***
 

0.42
**

*
 

-0.09 0.54
***

 0.47
***

 

 (0.09) (0.09) (0.08) (0.14) (0.12) (0.09) (0.09) (0.10) (0.08) 

Ethnic frac 0.43 0.06 -0.10 0.38 0.07 -0.07 0.38 0.08 0.05 

 (0.40) (0.29) (0.28) (0.45) (0.37) (0.29) (0.32) (0.31) (0.23) 

Education -0.01 0.00 0.01 -0.00 -0.01 -0.00 -0.01 -0.01 -0.00 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.00) 

_cons 5.34
***

 -3.38
**

 -5.02
***

 4.02
***

 -2.18
*
 

-

3.31
**

*
 

6.38
***

 -0.96 -3.49
***

 

 (1.63) (0.99) (1.06) (1.97) (1.04) (0.74) (1.28) (1.25) (0.69) 

N 64 86 87 58 88 99 69 105 118 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*
 p < 0.10, 

**
 p < 0.05, 

***
 p < 0.01 

Note: All variables are coded so that higher values mean more corruption. Some variables such as the world bank 

meaure on control of corruption has therefore been reversed. OLS regression with robust standard errors. 

Table 2 shows how our measure is associated with three different measures of corruption: 

petty, grand and an aggregate index on overall levels of corruption. The results illustrate that 

the association between transparency and corruption does indeed vary depending on the 

indicator of transparency used. Model 1 shows that the QoG transparency index is 

significantly negatively associated with the extent to which citizens’ and business executives 

engage in petty corruption and pay bribes to government institutions such as the customs, 

education, judiciary, land services, medical services, registry and permit services, police or 

tax authorities. Model 2 shows that QoG transparency is also negatively associated with grand 

corruption, defined as collusion among elites the that involves major public sector projects, 

procurement and large financial benefits, which is rarely directly observed by the general 

public (Rose-Ackerman 1999: 27). Thus QoG transparency is negatively associated with both 
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petty and grand corruption, and regardless of whether measures are based on elites and 

ordinary citizens self reported experiences or perceptions. Model 3 shows that QoG 

transparency is also negatively associated with the World Bank’s control of corruption index, 

that just like other commonly used indices, such as the Transparency International Corruption 

Perceptions index or the ICRG corruption index seek to capture aggregate levels of corruption 

using a large number of different indicators. This indicator includes measures of both petty 

and grand forms of corruption, including corruption in the political arena and the tendency of 

elites to engage in “state capture”.  

Models 4-6 show the association between the HRV transparency index, based on the 

reporting/non-reporting of data to the World Bank’s World Development Indicators (WDI) 

data series (World Bank, and our three indicators of corruption. The HRV index has been 

used to examine autocrat removal via mass revolt and democratization, as well as the 

frequency of protests and strikes  (Hollyer et al 2015). Hollyer et al (2015a) also show that 

transparency is associated democratic stability. It thus seems the HRV data disclosure 

measures) are linked to demands for accountability in a broader sense. However, the table 

above examines its association to various indicators of corruption and finds that it is less 

convincingly associated to corruption. Results are associational, and a more rigorous analysis 

is needed in order to allow for causal inferences on the effect of reporting economic 

information on corruption. However, the results above show that while the HRV transparency 

index is significantly negatively associated with petty corruption, it does not retain a statistical 

significant association to the two other measures of corruption included in the analysis (grand 

corruption and the world bank control of corruption indicator), when standard control 

variables are added.  Perceptions of grand corruption even seem to be positively associated 

with the HRV transparency index. There are at least two possible interpretations of this 

positive estimate. The first is that even if the HRV transparency index may be capturing data 

that is relevant for demands for accountability or support for democracy, this form of 

transparency may not lend itself as well to the detection of corruption in the management of 

public resources. Thus, even if data availability on economic (mis) management in general 

may increase demands for accountability, data availability may not suffice to detect 

corruption or the extraction of rents, which could remain relatively hidden even among widely 

published statistics. In other words, publicly available economic information may lead to 

demands for economic accountability, and increase ”the extent to which protests is correlated 

with incumbent performance” (ibid. 764) in general but may not necessarily lead to the 

detection of corruption.  

Model 7-8 show the association between Willliams’ information transparency index and the 

three measures of corruption. The Williams’ information transparency index is negatively 

associated with petty corruption, even when controlling for several other explanations for the 

level of corruption such as democratic rule and state capacity, but is not associated with any 

other of the included measures of transparency when controls are included in the analysis.  

In addition, the results also show that the level of democracy is, generally insignificant when 

accounting for the effect of transparency. However, in some models democracy has a strong 

positive association with the level of corruption, as suggested by some previous research 



149 

 

(model 2, 8,). Furthermore, GDP/capita, share of women in the lower house and the level of 

state capacity are significantly negatively associated with the corruption. 

Taken together, the results suggest that the association between transparency and corruption is 

not stable across indicators, and that the association between transparency and corruption is 

contingent upon the type of transparency that the indicators capture. Our results suggest that 

the QoG transparency indicator has a more consistent association with the different types of 

corruption included, than other indicators developed and used in recent research. This 

indicates that causal analysis of the link between transparency and corruption should consider 

what type of transparency that the different indicators capture and explore why and how 

effects differ. 

Conclusions 

Transparency, despite a surge of attention in policy and academic arenas, has received 

insufficient rigorous theoretical attention and has therefore suffered from considerable 

conceptual stretching. Indicators combined into overarching indexes tend to be drawn from 

disparate areas and borrow from contiguous areas such as accountability and underlying 

qualities such good government more generally. Much like concepts such as democracy or 

good governance, transparency is often discussed in conjunction with a host of attributes 

considered integral to good government, so much so that they are seldom disaggregated 

theoretically and empirically. A transparent organization is not by definition subject to strong 

sanctioning mechanisms, nor by necessity invite constituents, citizens or consumers to 

participate, provide input, and express grievances. A first step in the analytical dissection of 

transparency is therefore to disentangle it from other complementary aspects of good 

governance, as well as from the societal preconditions that shape whether transparency and 

other institutional arrangements operate as intended.  

A second important step consist of developing operationalizations of the concept that are 

tailored to the specifics of each situation, and in particular paying attention to the intended use 

or purpose of the information, as well as the intended principal(s). Assessing information 

volumes and even validity without sensitivity to these parameters risks introducing selective 

blindness in the measurement of transparency.  

This paper argues that delimitation is needed if the concept is to be investigated empirically. 

Research on corruption has, two decades on, progressed from using the broadest measures of 

corruption and rule of law to, in more recent work, examining specific forms of corruption, 

such as clientelism, bribe-paying, manipulations of procurement processes, or electoral fraud. 

While studies using such broad measures of corruption help to establish its salience both in 

terms of policy and social science research, more in depth examinations of specific forms are 

needed to explore the institutional and micro-level mechanisms at work, and therefore also 

more well-founded policy debates. 

In investigations of transparency, using broad measures characterized by conceptual 

dispersion in all likelihood will result in false positives (type I errors), either because 

measures bleed into one another or because they build on the same subcomponents, or, in 
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Michener’s words, (2015) cannibalizing one another. The use of broad indexes also increases 

risks that research is carried out in an echo chamber, as country experts base their assessments 

on existing ratings and rankings, sometimes perhaps of theoretically related but not 

analytically synonymous phenomena, then correlations among these phenomena are built into 

the data, regardless of how things work in reality.  

The policy implications are, at first glance, benign. A false positive regarding transparency 

measures might suggest a need for greater transparency, which is arguably ineffective at worst 

but rarely harmful. While perhaps true, it is important to note that some evidence exists that 

transparency with no means of taking action and bring about sanctions can breed political 

resignation (Bauhr and Grimes 2014; Chong et al 2015; Fox 2007). More importantly, 

however, empirical analyses based on broad measures of transparency may indicate that 

transparency reforms independently can bring about lower levels of corruption, when that in 

fact may not be true. The correlational evidence presented here suggests that transparency 

may have an independent relationship to certain kinds of corruption independent of 

government capacity, but not with all forms of corruption. 
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Appendix 

 

Descriptives 

Table A1. Variables included in the analysis 

Variable |        Obs        Mean    Std. Dev.       Min        Max 

-------------+--------------------------------------------------------- 

 QoG transp. |         87    3.960251    .8860652        1.6          6 

HRVtranspa~x |         99    1.329182    1.920373  -1.279364   5.635727 

W.transS~e   |        118    65.05085    11.50685         36         83 

Petty corr.  |         69   -.0474579    .9553291  -1.172086   2.776045 

 Grand corr. |        105   -.0143185    1.005341  -1.605407   2.557253 

-------------+--------------------------------------------------------- 

    wbgi_cce |        118    .0204123    1.031461  -1.418077   2.413564 

  bmr_demmis |        118    .6525424    .4781932          0          1 

      loggdp |        118    8.963587    1.301211   5.714294   11.08451 

    ipu_l_sw |        118    17.29322    9.976509          0       47.3 

-------------+--------------------------------------------------------- 

     icrg_bq |        118    2.235876    1.080635          0          4 

   al_ethnic |        118    .4469601     .264196    .001998    .930175 

   une_gerpt |        118     105.032    12.84894   60.07901   164.8584 

 

 

Table A2. Descriptives of Quality of Government transparency component measures and index 

Variable Obs Mean Std Dev Min Max 

Fiscal openness 103 3.31 .98 1 5.75 

General openness 103 3.90 1.28 1 6.69 

Whistleblower 

protections 
102 4.47 .99 1 6.2 

Exposure of abuses 102 3.9 1.26 1 6.23 

QoG Transparency 

Index 
102 .08 1.00 -2.95 2.19 

Reliability of index (Crombach’s alpha):  0.8819 
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7. Bratu, Roxana, Dimitri A. Sotiropoulos and Maya Stoyanova. “Practicing 

anti-corruption: The development of innovative anti-corruption policies in 

Bulgaria, Greece and Romania, 2000-2015”.  

Later version published as: (under review at Slavonic and East European Review) 

 

Abstract 

This paper analyses the link between the development of innovative anti-corruption policies 

and contemporary anti-corruption practices in Bulgaria, Greece and Romania, using a social 

constructivist approach. The main argument is that anti-corruption is not just a technical 

solution to a technical problem, but an agent in the production of contemporary political 

culture. Through a comparison of the three national cases the paper discusses the following 

stages of anti-corruption: the historical evolution of meanings or understandings of corruption 

and anti-corruption as a policy priority; the development of anti-corruption establishment and 

institutions; the implementation of anti-corruption policies; and the politicization of anti-

corruption. Taking into account variations of the stages, three different ideal-types of anti-

corruption emerge from the empirical analysis of Greece, Bulgaria and Romania. The paper is 

based on a mixed methods research, based on face-to-face interviews, document and 

secondary data analysis.   

Keywords: anti-corruption practices, anti-corruption policies, social constructionism, 

comparative research 
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The past decade has witnessed two distinct yet interconnected developments in corruption 

studies understanding, policy and practice. On the one hand, corruption has progressively 

been constructed as a major threat to economic and social development through the use of 

deceivingly simplistic Western-centric definitions
60

, awareness campaigns and international 

perception indexes that give the illusion of measuring real levels of corruption
61

. Such 

developments have recently been criticised by academic observers
62

 and activists alike for 

presenting corruption as a country specific –issue, closely linked to the public sector. On the 

other hand, and perhaps counterintuitively, anti-corruption efforts have been 

decontextualized, focusing on generic fixes. This one size-fits-all approach
63

 has not produced 

impressive results
64

.  

This paper examines the construction and development of corruption anxieties and anti-

corruption practices from a comparative perspective in Romania, Greece and Bulgaria. It 

poses the following question: how do corruption perceptions, policies and assumptions shape 

anti-corruption practices? Instead of looking at anti-corruption as an analytical category, this 

article takes the term back to its empirical dimension by contextually examining the 

emergence, role and practices of anti-corruption from a comparative perspective.  

More concretely, it focuses on the ways in which ‘grand corruption’ is conceptualised, 

institutionalised and tackled. Based on interviews with anti-corruption experts and 

practitioners from the three countries and secondary data analysis of relevant policy 

documents and official reports, the paper critically examines the role of anti-corruption in the 

production of contemporary political culture. The paper is based on a mixed methods 

research
65

 that combines qualitative and quantitative approaches, direct interaction with 

research subjects and document analysis. By triangulation, through the combination of 

multiple methods and empirical routes, the researchers have increased the validity of findings 

and overcome the intrinsic weaknesses associated with the respective individual methods or 

single case study research.  

                                                           
60 

 For more details regarding the assumption of public-private divide see Alena Ledeneva  ‘A Critique of the 

Global Corruption "Paradigm".’ In Jan Kubik, Amy Lunch (eds) Postcommunism from Within. Social Justice, 

Mobilization and Hegemony,. New York and London: New York University Press, 2013, pp. 297-332  

(Henceforth ‘A Critique of the Global Corruption "Paradigm".’) 
61

 Frederik Galtung,’Criteria for Sustainable Corruption Control’. The European Journal of Development 

Research 10. 1998.1 pp. 105-128. 
62

  Ledeneva ‘A Critique of the Global Corruption "Paradigm", op. cit. 
63 

Bo Rothstein. ‘Anti-Corruption: The Indirect ‘Big Bang’ Approach’. Review of International Political 

Economy. 2011. 18.2. pp. 228–250. 
64

 Despite massive investments in anti-corruption over the past 10 years, there is not a single case of successfully 

tackling corruption in Europe. See the case of anti-corruption in Georgia in Alina Mungiu-Pippidi (ed.) ‘The 

Anticorruption Frontline (vol 2)’. Barbara Budrich Publishers, Oplanden, Berlin, Toronto, 2014 (Henceforth 
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In total, 27 semi-structured interviews were conducted between November 2014 and February 2016 with 

members of the judiciary (judges (1) and prosecutors (1)), high ranking administrative officials (3), experts (3) 

and journalists (1). The interviews were conducted in the original languages by the authors who are native 

speakers. They lasted between 40 minutes and two hours.  
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The article proceeds as following: the first part describes the context of this research with 

special reference to (anti)corruption. The second part sets out the analytical frame based on 

the social constructivist approach
66

. In the next sections the article explains step by step the 

evolution, institutionalization, implementation and politicization of anti-corruption in the 

three cases. In the final section, the three cases are discussed comparatively and wider 

theoretical implications are drawn.   

Why compare Bulgaria, Greece and Romania?  

The three cases discussed here are particularly suited for comparison because there is now a 

wide consensus regarding the presence of corruption and the necessity of tough anti-

corruption policies. For example, in 2014 the World Bank (WB) attributed some of the lowest 

scores in the European Union (EU) regarding control of corruption to our three national cases, 

namely (-0.28) to Bulgaria, (-0.14) to Romania and (-0.2) to Greece
67

. International observers 

have also agreed that corruption of high ranking officials has remained a pressing issue in 

Bulgaria
68

, Greece
69

 and Romania
70

. In a nutshell, these countries have become what Leslie 

Holmes called ‘rotten states’
71

, being perceived not only as highly corrupt, but as a threat to 

the other EU member states. The perception of threat is due to the fact that they might add 

pressure on the already strained EU budget in the case of Greece, or influence the culture of 

entrepreneurship or restrict access to the market for European partners in the case of Romania 

and Bulgaria
72

.  

Such perceptions of corruption were shaped by the contact between national governments and 

transnational institutions like the EU, European Commission (EC) and International Monetary 

Fund (IMF) in the context of major financial distresses (e.g. the 2008 financial crisis) and 

massive geopolitical shifts (e.g. the EU enlargement). The recent global financial crisis hit 

Romania and Bulgaria hard, while Greece came on the brink of sovereign default and has not 
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 Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann. The Social Construction of Reality, London: Penguin. 1966 (Henceforth 
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recovered since
73

. The causes and evolution of the economic crisis were often mixed with a 

narrative of blame. The narrative traced the causes of the economic problems to the graft and 

greed of the local elites who had foremost pursued personal enrichment to the detriment of 

public’s wellbeing.   

Similar narratives of blame were strongly supported by the international community – in the 

case of Greece the Troika of the EC, European Central Bank (ECB) and IMF and in the cases 

of Romania and Bulgaria the Mechanism of Cooperation and Verification (MCV) instituted 

by the EC. These powerful entities that acted both as international donors and gatekeepers 

legitimised popular dissatisfaction with national (political and/or economic) elites. The 

entities also and framed the solution within the narratives of anti-corruption and politics of 

austerity, putting financial and political pressure on the three countries to ‘solve their 

corruption issue’
74

.  

In Bulgaria, Greece and Romania working in a crisis mode is certainly familiar to the local 

populations, as the contemporary international pressure is juxtaposed to sudden changes and 

social cacophonies. Several domestic factors such as electoral cycles, government stability 

and shifts in the local elites have strongly shaped perceptions of corruption and the 

implementation of anti-corruption policies at local levels.  

The trend to conduct elections frequently is particularly important to understand how the issue 

of corruption has been placed in the public agenda. Except for Romania, parliaments have 

rarely served their full term and early elections have given rise to new parties and 

governments. In Bulgaria, following a pattern established in 1989, governments have seldom 

been re-elected. The reasons that led to their downfall cover a wide spectrum, including 

insurmountable domestic economic problems, failure to tackle corruption, international 

pressure, failure to fulfil their pre-electoral promises to spur job growth, and implementation 

of harsh austerity measures. After the 2001 elections, the ‘National Movement of King 

Simeon the II’ (NDSV) – a centre-right party – formed a coalition with the Turkish-minority 

party ‘Movement of Rights and Freedoms’ (MRF). Four years later, the centre-left Bulgarian 

Socialist Party) (BSP) won the elections, formed a coalition with NDSV and MRF and 

completed Bulgaria’s long journey to Europe. Bulgaria’s accession to the EU took place on 

the 1
st
 of January 2007, the same day as Romania’s. Then a new centre-right party, the 
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‘Citizens for the European Development of Bulgaria’ (GERB), emerged. It won the elections 

in 2009, 2013 and 2014, forming governing coalitions in 2009 and 2014. Bulgaria's corruption 

problem was a recurrent theme in the elections of 2009 and 2013
75

. 

In contrast to the Bulgarian case, until 2010 Greek governments were given second chances. 

For example, the centre-left Panhellenic Socialist Movement (Pasok) won two successive 

mandates in 1996 and 2000, while the centre-right New Democracy repeated the performance 

for the 2004 and 2007 elections. The pattern was suspended in 2009, after the victory of 

Pasok which had to resort to the EU rescue mechanisms in 2010 to avoid the sovereign 

default. Subsequently, the traditional centre-left vs. centre-right cleavage was replaced by a 

pro-austerity vs. anti-austerity cleavage. Pasok and New Democracy governed in coalition for 

three years (2011-2014) but fell in January 2015 when the largest anti-austerity party – 

radical-left Syriza - won the parliamentary elections. Syriza won with a radical agenda, but 

failed to implement it. Consequently, it was cornered by Greece’s creditors in July 2015, 

called snap elections and won again in September 2015. This time, Syriza had a more 

balanced approach, promising to follow austerity policies and attempting not to further 

impoverish middle- and lower-income strata (a policy target eventually not achieved). Despite 

the fact that there was some academic interest in corruption before the eruption of the 

financial crisis, in the 2000s Greek politics revolved around economic policy choices. Given 

the disputes among Greek elites on issues of economic growth, pensions, and fiscal 

(mis)management, debates on corruption took place only far and in between. 

The Romanian transition from socialism to capitalism entailed first and foremost a shift from 

Eastern/ Russian political influence to a Western/ EU political affiliation. The political 

spectrum did not offer a wide array of options, as most parties had similar agendas which 

were developed top-down, they stemmed from the parliament, and not from grassroots 

constituencies. Policy agendas were heavily shaped by the international constraints regarding 

the supremacy of the neoliberal market and EU accession. Consequently, political parties had 

few policy options but to fulfill substantive policy commitments related to EU accession, 

without destroying their own popularity
76

.  

The issue of corruption, put on the political agenda of Romania around 2000, gained more 

prominence over the next years and took centre stage after 2010. In 2000 the Social 

Democratic Party (PSD) – which relied heavily on former Communist Party political 

personnel – won again the elections due to the disappointments provoked by the failure of the 

right-wing governing coalition (which had been in power in 1996-2000) and by the deepening 

economic crisis.  

Four years later a liberal-democratic coalition replaced PSD as the governing entity and 

maintained this position for two mandates. The new government decided that fighting 
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corruption was its main priority
77

. Monica Macovei, a former prosecutor during communism 

and a former member of civil society during the transition period, was appointed the new 

Minister of Justice. She emerged as the leader of anti-corruption movement. Her efforts were 

highly appreciated by EU officials and on the 1st of January 2007, Romania joined the EU
78

. 

Her successor, Tudor Chiuariu, spent less than a year in office and was dismissed by President 

Basescu when charged in a corruption case. In 2012, PSD won the elections again, but amid 

popular discontent and accusations of corruption the Social Democrat government was 

replaced by a technocratic one in November 2015.  

One important comparative dimension is the peculiarity of entrepreneurial culture in the three 

countries. In Romania and Bulgaria, the transition from socialism to capitalism was marked 

by the emergence of new elites that aimed to accumulate both political and economic capital. 

The new ‘business politicians’
79

 used their political influence to gain access to former state 

owned enterprises, bankrupt and subsequently bought them with significant discounts. On the 

one hand, the new businessmen
80

 became ‘political investors’ by financing individual 

politicians and political parties. On the other hand, politicians created their own trusted circles 

in private companies
81

. Networks of businessmen and politicians also sought to enhance their 

profits and political power by engaging in corrupt practices, such as swaps of state-owned 

lands, rigged bids in public procurement, unlawful absorption of EU funds and access to state 

subsidies for targeted business endeavours
82

. In such contexts, the classical public-private 

divide (on which the definition of corruption is based) lost its meaning as there were no clear 

distinctions between state officials and private business interests.  

Such practices coupled with un-impartial judiciary systems that favoured the powerful of the 

day established the patterns of grand corruption. They have also increased the poverty gaps in 

the three countries, which in turn fuelled popular dissatisfaction with declining living 

standards and also sparked massive protests. For example, in Bulgaria immediately after the 

2013 elections the government appointed the media mogul Delyan Peevski as head of secret 

services. The appointment was cancelled after massive protests which challenged the 

nonchalant attitudes of Bulgaria’s major parties towards appointments in and the functioning 

of political institutions. In Romania, an unexpected change in government occurred in 

November 2015. The Social Democratic prime-minister Victor Ponta resigned due to massive 
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protests accusing him of corruption and incompetence. The popular dissatisfaction was 

sparked by a fire in a night club in Bucharest that resulted in more than 60 young victims
83

.  

Anti-corruption through the lens of social constructionism  

In order to analyse the anti-corruption practices from a comparative perspective, this paper 

employs a distinctively social constructivist approach
84

 arguing that anti-corruption is a 

contemporary form of political culture with contingent character and not a technical solution 

to the ‘corruption problem’. Thus it examines how claims about corruption have been 

constructed in the three national contexts and how such claims impacted on anti-corruption 

policies and their implementation. From this perspective, corruption and anti-corruption are 

not self-evident ideas, but the outcome of social actions and political interventions. This 

article considers that (anti)corruption comprises both a set of ideas (knowledge) – as 

corruption has become a growing, heterogeneous and powerful field of academic inquiry – 

and a range of practices, actions and interventions (power) – because anti-corruption has 

become a site in which activists work, i.e., a field of ‘policy expertise’. The intention is to 

show that far from being a sine qua non condition of modernisation, as activists and experts 

would argue, anti-corruption has mediated political agendas and served political interests.  

Our starting point is a classical sociological theory – the Thomas theorem
85

 – which states that 

if people ’define situations as real, they are real in their consequences.’ In other words, social 

reality is a matter of definition because the latter determines the course of action. Later on in 

the late 1960s, Berger and Luckman
86

 argued that social order is the result of past human 

activity and it only exists insofar as human activity continues to produce it. They show that 

the process of social construction involves: 1. society as an objective reality through 

institutionalization (i.e. the creation of new rules/laws/customs) and legitimation (i.e. ensuring 

continuity of such rules); and 2. society as subjective reality based on internalization (through 

socialization and identity). Through language, new meanings are assigned to old facts, which 

in turn become ‘institutions’, thus gaining the social recognition of ‘permanent’ solutions to 

‘permanent’ problems
87

. 
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Using this approach, we argue in line with Mark Granovetter
88

 that corruption is not a 

‘natural’, but a ‘social’ fact. The very definition of corruption is a site of negotiation between 

academics and practitioners. Furthermore, over the past two decades the concept of corruption 

has gradually expanded to include more and more arenas of behaviour. Concomitantly, anti-

corruption has also expanded to include a set of practices carried out by various societies 

seeking to amend corruption.  

Heidenheimer
89

 has argued that three key concepts organise the debates regarding corruption: 

public opinion, public interest or public office. Public opinion-centred definitions focus on the 

public’s understanding of corruption, thus turning public opinion into both the source and the 

judge of corruption. Public interest definitions suggest that through corruption, the public’s 

interest is violated in favour of a small group
90

. Criticised for their vagueness
91

, the concepts 

of public interest and public opinion have been found unsuitable for policy purposes, 

rendering corruption ‘un-measurable’. Definitions centred on public office
92

 focus on the 

distinction between public and private and the misuse of public power. This view was quickly 

adopted by international organisations – i.e. World Bank (WB), IMF, Transparency 

International (TI), who define corruption as the abuse of public power for private gain. This 

view was widely legitimised by TI through its Corruption Perception Index (CPI)
93

. 

Hence, corruption interpretations and anti-corruption practices are brought into existence by 

social events
94

. The idea that corruption could be measured – countries could be ranked 

according to an index – is so appealing to the international community that the CPI index 

became a powerful advocacy tool, despite its methodological shortcomings
95

. In this way, the 

conventional paradigm of corruption started to dominate international debates at the end of 

the 1990s on the basis of three main assumptions: corruption could be defined, measured and 

                                                           
88

  Granovetter ‘The Social Construction of Corruption’, op. cit. 
89

 Arnold J. Heidenheimer. ‘Perspectives on the Perception of Corruption.’ In Political Corruption. A Handbook, 

Arnold J. Heidenheimer, Michael Johnston, Michael LeVine, Victorio Tanzi (eds.) London: Transaction 

Publishers, 1970, pp. 149-163.  
90

 Carl J. Friedrich. ‘Corruption Concepts in Historical Perspective’. In Political Corruption. A Handbook, 

Arnold J. Heidenheimer, Michael Johnston, Michael LeVine, Victorio Tanzi (eds.) London: Transaction 

Publishers, 1970.  
91

 Susan Rose-Ackerman. Corruption And Government. Causes, Consequences And Reform. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1999. 
92

 Gunnar Myrdal. Asian Drama: An Enquiry Into The Povery Of Nations. Vol. II. New York: The Twentieth 

Century Fund, 1968 ; Joseph Samuel Nye. ‘Corruption and Political Development: A Cost-Benefit Analysis’. 

The American Political Science Review no. 61 1967, 2, pp. 417-427. 
93

 Frederik Galtung. ‘Criteria for Sustainable Corruption Control’. The European Journal of Development 

Research no. 10, 1998, 1, pp. 105-128. 
94

 Pierre Bourdieu. 'La Force du Droit [The Force of the Law]', Actes de la Recherche en Sciences Sociales 64, 

1986, pp. 3–19.; Ian Hacking. The Social Construction of What?, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000; 

Ian Hacking (ed) Historical Ontology, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002. 
95

  See more on CPI methodology and recent changes at: 

http://www.transparency.org/files/content/pressrelease/2012_CPIUpdatedMethodology_EMBARGO_EN.pdf 

 

http://www.transparency.org/files/content/pressrelease/2012_CPIUpdatedMethodology_EMBARGO_EN.pdf


164 

 

tackled. Recent scholarship
96

 describes a massive failure of the conventional paradigm 

showing that: 

1. The present definition of corruption assumes a clear distinction between public and 

private spheres which is difficult to document empirically;  

2.  Contemporary measurement tools account only for the perception of corruption, 

providing little evidence about experiences; 

3.  Anti-corruption policies implemented on the basis of current research methodologies 

have either failed, or the present research instruments are incapable of capturing the 

nature and scope of reforms. 

In order to explain this failure, we take a historically informed view to explore the ways in 

which anti-corruption was sustained by institutional contexts and redefinition of rules, the 

creation of new forms of ‘expertise’ and the emergence of new actors, taking into account the 

relationship between knowledge (experts) and power (practices). In doing so, we move away 

from the Weberian model of bureaucracy
97

 and the Western Manichean view of public-

private/state-society.   

Last but not least, we show that anti-corruption is not apolitical. Similarly with Pardo and 

Prato, we suggest that the state can be an active agent who ‘through institutional blindness can 

allow the interests of the elites’
98

. It renders more opaque the borders of legality, exploited by 

power elites who, through law, give significance to and legitimise corruption. A key 

anthropological finding is the discursive power of corruption. Haller and Shore
99

 focused on 

practices that make corruption a semantic of governance, thus suggesting that it is a common 

way to make sense of politics. Torsello
100

 described how environmental movements used 

corruption talk (allegations or facts) to frame their protests and communicate with the wider 

public. This strategy builds on the generalised public talk sustained by media reports and 

locals’ high levels of perceived corruption. 

To sum up, based on our reading of the literature, we analyse anti-corruption in the three 

countries as a process that involves a series of discrete steps: definition of the problem, 

institutionalization, legitimation and politicization. Far from being inherent to modernisation, 

anti-corruption processes are the result of social and political manipulation and have been 
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instrumental to various political regimes. We look at our three cases studies with this matrix 

(Table 1) in mind.  

Table 1. A social constructivist view of anti-corruption policies and practices 

Anti-corruption as a 

process: stages 

Indicators  

The evolution of the 

understanding of 

corruption as a social 

problem and policy 

priority 

 Policy interest vs. policy priority 

 Public concern 

 Priority for the criminal justice system 

 Existence and number of anti-corruption strategies 

The anti-corruption 

institutional setting 

 Level of institutional development  

 Resources assigned to institutions (e.g. human, material, 

informational, financial) 

The implementation of 

anti-corruption 

 Clear measurable progress vs. ‘implementation gap’ 

 Unintended consequences of anti-corruption policies (e.g. 

new forms of expertise or job specialisations in the public 

and private sectors) 

Politicization of anti-

corruption 

 The frequency of corruption as a narrative in the public space 

 Political opponents accuse each other of corruption on 

regular basis 

 AC institutions are heavily scrutinized by non-state actors. 

Creating the ‘problem’: The evolution of corruption and variable understandings of 

corruption within the historical context of Bulgaria, Greece and Romania  

This section focuses on the first stage of the anti-corruption process (see Table 1). Over the 

past fifteen years, corruption has become a recurring theme in the three countries by means of 

opinion polls that put perceptions of corruption at the front, civil society reactions, popular 

discontent, awareness raising mechanisms and political declarations that make corruption a 

top priority. However, anti-corruption has become a top policy priority only in Romania. 

Corruption was installed in the public imagery as a major problem with the use of measuring 

devices
101

, which created feelings of authenticity regarding the spread and forms of the 

phenomenon. This not only legitimised anti-corruption, but transformed it into a meta-

narrative. International organisations like TI (Corruption Perception Index, Bribe Payers 

Index, Global Barometer of Corruption), WB, OECD, Freedom House produce their own 
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composite indexes. Figure 1 shows the trends of corruption in the three countries using WB 

‘control of corruption’ index
102

. Despite index’s methodological shortcomings
103

, Figure 1 

shows that corruption is a problem for all these countries, but it is a matter of timing and 

degree. 

Figure 1: Control of corruption indicator (World Bank 1998-2014) 

 

Further to composite indexes, corruption was objectified through surveys, opinion polls and 

victimisation studies. Such instruments have been regularly used (for example, the Romanian 

Barometer of Opinion survey is conducted yearly; the Eurobarometer survey is conducted 

twice a year) and have started including questions on corruption. These surveys have shown 

that corruption had become a top social problem by the end of 2010. In Bulgaria, for example, 

the number of people who considered corruption as the most serious social problem doubled 

in five years – 31% in 2004 as compared to 65% in 2009
104

.  

The ideology of numbers was systematically sustained by the ideology of high profile corrupt 

individuals who have escaped justice for a long time, thus increasing popular dissatisfaction. 

For example, in September 2015, the Romanian PM Victor Ponta was tried for fraud, tax 

evasion and money laundering that he had allegedly committed while working a lawyer. 
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Already in February 2015 the former Minister of Sports and Youth, Monica Ridzi, had 

received a five-year long prison sentence for side-tracking funds of her ministry and  Elena  

Udrea, former Minister of Tourism, was arrested on charges of corruption
105

.  

In April 2008 the Bulgarian Minister of Interior Rumen Petkov resigned amid accusations of 

failing to prevent police officers passing state secrets to organized crime networks.  In July 

2010 Sergei Stanishev was accused of withholding secret service files with sensitive 

information regarding organized crime, which he had acquired while serving as PM (2005-

2009). More recently, in June 2014, KTV – a Bulgarian bank – became insolvent and 

accusations of corruption involved not only members of the public sphere – Delyan Peevski, 

MP – but also a major businessman – Tzvetan Vassilev
106

.  

Greece has its own high profile corruption cases involving former deputy PM Akis 

Tsochatzopoulos and Vassilis Papageorgopoulos – former mayor of Thessaloniki – the 

country’s second largest city. The former was convicted in first instance to 20 years 

imprisonment for money laundering and bribe taking. The latter initially received a sentence 

of life imprisonment, reduced to 12 years imprisonment in July 2014 for embezzlement of 

18bn EUR from public funds. Subsequently he was released from prison due to health 

reasons, based on a new law passed by radical left/far right government coalition of 

Syriza/Anel in July 2015 regarding prison decongestion.  

Civil society was instrumental in promoting corruption as one of the top social problems and a 

typified model of anti-corruption. More flexible than the public sphere and also more 

dependent on external funding
107

, the third sector reacted by organising coalitions of actors in 

order to gain a stronger voice, exerting pressure on the judiciary system to reform and on 

political factors to comply with their electoral commitments. In Bulgaria, for example, civil 

society had various roles in preventing corruption and organised crime: during late 1990s it 

organised ‘Coalition 2000’, conducted research on and monitored anti-corruption (Centre for 

the Study of Democracy (CSD) and TI); closely supervised the judiciary reform ((TI), Open 

Society Institute (OSI), Centre for Liberal Strategies). Since 2007 Bulgaria has made use of 

EU structural funds aiming to help modernizing public administration
108

.  

In Romania, the third sector’s enthusiasm relating to the issue of corruption spilled over the 

public sphere, especially after 2005 when the democrat liberals took power and developed 

solid partnerships with civil society. Between 2005-2012, the anti-corruption ethos that aimed 

to reform the entire society was translated in awareness campaigns, emergency lines, opinion 
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polls, workshops, meetings and training sessions. Using ‘Poland and Hungary: Assistance for 

Restructuring their Economies’ (PHARE) funding, the Ministry of Justice conducted an 

€1.8M anti-corruption campaign between 16
th

 October 2007 and 27
th

 February 2008. The 

Ministry of European Integration ran an anti-corruption campaign with the slogan ‘I do not 

give bribes – I do not take bribes’ (E.U. nu dau spaga – E.U. nu iau spaga). Based on word-

play – the message was that EU members have nothing in common with corruption.  

The General Anti-Corruption Directorate (DGA) and The National Integrity Agency (ANI) 

popularised the telephone ‘green line’ (TelVerde) that citizens can use free of charge to report 

corruption crimes committed by ministry employees, while The Fight against Fraud 

Department (DLAF) focused on preventing fraud with regard to the EU budget. Partnerships 

and strategic alliances between civil society and state institutions were established. For 

example, DGA conducted several such exercises: ‘No more envelopes!’ (‘Gata cu plicurile!’) 

in cooperation with Romanian Postal Service (on the basis of a protocol between the two 

institutions all envelopes and receipts issued for the public use were to be stamped with anti-

corruption messages and information about the green line), ’Travel the anti-corruption route’ 

(in cooperation with the Bucharest Public Transport Network), ‘I am financing slavery’ (in 

cooperation with a local branch of NGO ‘Pro Democratia’ Association). I 

n Greece, civil society was less mobilized on corruption-related issues, as compared to 

Romania and Bulgaria. Yet, there have been bottom-up attempts to collect information on 

corruption through social media. An example is the facebook page ‘done and over with’ 

(teleia kai pavla)
109

 where citizens can anonymously declare where and when they have been 

asked for bribes. The organization ‘TI Greece’ established an anti-corruption hotline in 2013. 

Another hotline is available at the Internal Affairs Division of the Greek police, while the 

Syriza-Anel coalition government announced in the autumn of 2016 that it will establish a 

new service to report corruption. 

These campaigns, the international pressures expressing the necessity of adopting the acquis 

communautaire and the demands of international financial institutions and business 

community had transformed corruption into a catastrophe. Thus, the ‘fight against corruption’ 

had become a complex endeavour, with “moral entrepreneurs”
110

 making use of various 

strategic approaches. So far, Romania has had four anti-corruption strategies, all of them 

reflecting a change in the ‘fight against corruption’. The first anti-corruption (SNA I: 2001-

2004) strategy aimed to align the political and penal semiotics by making the legislative 

framework in relationship to corruption as comprehensive as possible. The second strategy 

(SNA II 2005-2007) aimed to establish the institutional architecture dedicated to corruption 

control and prevention. The third anti-corruption strategy (SNA III 2008-2011) mainly 

focused on the vulnerable sectors and local administration. The fourth anti-corruption strategy 
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(2012-2017)
111

 focused extensively on prevention mechanisms such as implementation of 

integrity codes and preserving the already set up institutional environment
112

.  

Similarly, Bulgaria also benefited from a number of anti-corruption strategies, the earliest 

dating from 2001. The latest Bulgarian five-year national anti-corruption strategy (2015) 

contains 33 specific measures in six primary areas, but makes the fight against corruption at 

the highest governmental levels a top priority. Since January 2013 Greece also has a national 

anti-corruption action plan. This is a roadmap drafted with the help of the Task Force for 

Greece, a technical assistance team made disposable to the Greek government by the 

European Commission to assist in structural reforms. The strategy was upgraded and modified 

in August 2015 by the Syriza/Anel coalition government just before snap elections were 

called for September 2015. However, government instability has negatively impacted on the 

design and implementation of anti-corruption measures.  

Despite the fact that anti-corruption has become more substantive in Bulgaria, Greece, 

Romania, the respective societies are marked by strong currents of discontent. In Bulgaria, 

during 2013-2014 there were periodic demonstrations against corruption, ‘revealing an 

increase in public sensitivity on political corruption
113

. Citizens were disappointed with the 

mixed results of Bulgaria’s integration into the EU and the repeated austerity measures taken 

by successive governments. The massive protests brought down the government and elections 

were held prematurely in May 2013. The subsequent government was short-lived (May 2013-

July 2014) due to mishandling economic policy and new corruption scandals.  In Romania, 

November 2015 brought about a change in government determined by massive street protests 

coagulated around the issue of corruption
114

.  

In Greece, the twin elections of May and June 2012 and the two elections of 2015 involved 

the theme of corruption as part of the blame put by the anti-austerity parties, the radical left 

Syriza and the far right Anel (Independent Greeks), on the pro-austerity governments of New 

Democracy and Pasok which were in power in 2009-2014. The New Democracy party won 

the elections of 2012 by a small margin, formed a coalition with Pasok in 2012-2014 and was 

voted out of power in early 2015. 

This section has shown that corruption has become a sensitive issue over the past fifteen years 

and a recurring theme in national politics. There has been pressure from public opinion to 

investigate who is to blame for the deepening of economic crisis. The pressure was combined 
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with corresponding demands from external actors (e.g. EU, EC, IMF) and shifted the focus to 

grand corruption. Anti-corruption, however, has become a key policy priority only in 

Romania; in Bulgaria it has remained an important element in the public sphere; in Greece 

anti-corruption has never been a major priority of parties campaigning for election or 

governments putting together their governing programme, except for a short period at the 

peak of the Greek crisis (2012-2014), just before Syriza’s electoral victory of January 2015.  

Creating the ‘solution’: Institutions and resources made available to tackle corruption 

in Bulgaria, Greece and Romania  

After looking at the ways in which corruption was constructed as a problem in Bulgaria, 

Greece and Romania, this section analyses the institutional solutions put in place to solve the 

‘problem of corruption’ (referred in our theoretical model as the second stage, the stage of 

“anti-corruption institutional setting” – see Table 1 above). In doing so, this section looks at 

two main aspects: 1). legal codifications of corruption in general and ‘grand corruption’ in 

particular; and 2). formal institutions with competences in the area of corruption control and 

prevention. Despite the fact that the three countries under study made use of rather similar 

tools and strategies, their development and efficiency has been very different.  

Whereas Romania has had a clear legal definition of grand corruption since 2000, Greece has 

only has a vague approach and Bulgaria is still struggling to find one. Furthermore, Romania 

has a strong anti-corruption institution (e.g. The National Anticorruption Directorate - DNA) 

specially designated to tackle grand corruption that has achieved impressive results over the 

years. Greece has set up several anti-corruption prosecutorial offices and – since February 

2015- a General Secretariat for Anticorruption in the Ministry of Justice. All are under-staffed 

and under-resourced. Bulgaria is still in the process of establishing its first anti-corruption 

prosecutorial office. However, all three countries converge in the fact that there are strong 

anxieties from accross the political spectrum regarding the potential of anti-corruption 

legislation and institutions. Such anxieties are framed along a narrative of concern towards 

abuses of the justice system. As anti-corruption institutions have, by design, an extraordinary 

mandate, politicians and high profile entrepreneurs fear that the anti-corruption mandate can 

lead to abuses due to the highly politicised environment of each country.   

Formal attempts to define corruption in Romanian legislation are rather recent. Before the 

1989 Revolution, the 1969 Criminal Code mentioned corruption only in two distinct cases: 

corruption of a minor for sexual purposes and corrupting a witness to commit perjury
115116

. 

None of these penal law provisions had much in common with the present understanding of 

the concept, which generally referred to ‘the abuse of public power for private gain’. In 2000 
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the Romanian Parliament adopted the first law
117

 that established in penal language the 

modern understanding of corruption.  

This law also set the premises for defining ‘grand corruption’ establishing three main 

conditions: a). Prejudice higher than 200,000 EUR or a serious malfunction of the activity in a 

public institution/authority or the value of the goods traded through corruption is higher than 

10,000EUR; b). If the crime was committed by one of the following categories: deputies, 

senators, members of the government, state secretaries, judges, employees of the National 

Bank of Romania, officers, admirals, police officers, mayors, layers, members of the 

Financial Guard, border control personnel; c).Crimes against the financial interests of the EU. 

The three conditions do not need to apply simultaneously.  

By 2003, anti-corruption was delivered in packages. For example, Law 161/2003 (along with 

Law 52/2003 were branded as the Anti-corruption Package) criminalised conflict of interest; 

institute prohibitions for high status public servants (e.g. members of government, state 

secretaries and sub-secretaries, prefects and sub-prefects) to issue administrative or judicial 

acts that would produce a benefit for themselves, their partners or any relative to the first 

degree; defines new categories of incompatibilities for public servants; modified  and clarified 

other laws regarding corruption (e.g., Law 78/2000, Law 188/1999). 

In Greece, the legal definition of grand corruption is vague covering cases that involve high 

ranking officials and crimes of ‘considerable social and/or public interest’ (Law 4022/2011). 

The law
118

 covers crimes related to the discharging of duties by high-ranking officials listed in 

the law’s text: minsters, members of parliament, general and special secretaries of ministries, 

presidents, governors and chief executive officers of public bodies, state-owned or state-

managed enterprises and mayors (article 1 of Law 4022/2011)
119

. As in Romania, in Greece 

too anti-corruption policies were delivered at the request of international organisations, 

particularly after the start of the economic crisis. For example, in 2011 the Greek government 

established a new Authority on Public Tenders and Contracts and in 2013 it strengthened 

controls on politically exposed persons. Moreover, in 2014 Greece adopted new legislation on 

whistle-blowing in the public sector, political party financing and public procurement. 

The aforementioned new codification of corruption was accompanied by the reform of the 

justice system in order to ensure a rigorous application of the new legislation. In line with the 

orthodoxy of transparency, the justice establishment had to be reformed in order to put the 

establishment of especially dedicated anti-corruption structures at centre stage.  
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There were in fact two types of institutional reform involved: 1. setting up new specially 

designated anti-corruption institutions; and 2.reforming the traditional justice and home 

affairs system to include new anti-corruption departments and/or competences. While the two 

trends should and do co-exist, grand corruption was typically tackled through special 

prosecutorial/police anti-corruption institutions. However, as anti-corruption investigations by 

prosecutors eventually enters the ‘traditional’ justice system through courts, it is highly 

unlikely that grand corruption could even be tackled by only one over-performing institution.   

In Romania, the main institution dealing with grand corruption is the National Anti-corruption 

Prosecutors’ Office (NAPO) set up in 2002 at the request of EU. The NAPO was endowed 

with €2M funding through a PHARE programme. As the aim of NAPO was to target high-

level corruption, it focused on cases involving sums higher than €100, 000 or high-ranking 

officials. To reflect the importance attached to this institution, NAPO prosecutors were paid 

40% more than their counterparts in the General Prosecutor’s Office, on the grounds that they 

were dealing with high-level corruption
120

. This, coupled with the lack of transparency in the 

selection procedure of NAPO staff, created a lot of resentment in the prosecutorial body
121

. 

Ironically, since its inception, the NAPO itself was suspected of corruption. In 2006 the 

institution was reformed and renamed National Anti-corruption Directorate (NDA) and has 

since built a strong reputation of strong capacity to deal with grand corruption by passing 

through trial one prime minister, several ministers and high profile entrepreneurs.   

In Bulgaria tackling grand corruption only became more concrete in June 2015, when the 

deputy Prime Minister Meglena Kuneva announced her plans to establish a new anti-

corruption Bureau, independent from the government, which would track corruption among 

top officials
122

. The new unit was supposed to become operational in 2016, receive asset 

declarations of top officials and focus on asset verification
123

. However, the first attempt to 

establish the Bureau was rebuffed by the Bulgarian parliament on the grounds that the Bureau 

had the potential to become too autonomous, and thus exert disproportionate power over 

elected officials and civil servants.  

Bulgarian MPs were concerned about the Bureau’s competence to open cases on the basis of 

anonymous tip-offs. They also disagreed over the employees’ job descriptions and 

competences when discharging their duties
124

. Bulgaria’s Deputy Prime Minister, Meglena 

Kuneva made a second attempt in the spring of 2016 presenting the Bulgarian parliament with 

a new and updated proposal that envisaged setting up a new anti-corruption bureau which 
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integrated four different anti-corruption agencies. The new bill was approved by the 

specialised parliamentary committees, but was still under debate in the parliament’s plenum in 

the summer of 2016. 

Despite the fact that grand corruption has not been a top policy priority, Bulgaria does have in 

place a dedicated anti-corruption institutional setting. All anti-corruption efforts in Bulgaria 

are coordinated by the Commission to Prevent and Combat Corruption (CPCC) established in 

2006. This Commission coordinates specifically designated anti-corruption committees in the 

executive, legislative and judicial branches. Furthermore, the judiciary, the ombudsman, the 

inspectorate services in each ministerial department and the audit office (Public Financial 

Inspection Agency – PFIA) are complemented by a host of institutions entrusted with the task 

of fighting corruption, which – compared to the corresponding Romanian institutions – are 

larger in number and narrower in terms of competences
125

. 

Compared to Romania and even to Bulgaria, one cannot say that anti-corruption has taken 

center stage in Greek politics, as corruption is considered a symptom, rather than cause, of the 

general malaise affecting the country. In the context of the public outcry related to the 2010 

economic crisis of the Greek state which brought the country to the brink of sovereign default, 

anti-corruption gained impetus.  

Several new anti-corruption institutions were created, but resources made available to them 

proved mostly insufficient. The post of anti-corruption coordinator was established in 2013 by 

the center right/ center left coalition government of New Democracy and Pasok. The 

Coordinator was assigned the task of coordinating anti-corruption across the state agencies 

and to locate loopholes in the Greek criminal law and criminal procedure legislation.  

The post was abolished in March 2015 by the coalition government of Syriza and the far right 

party Independent Greeks (Anel). The latter coalition created a new General Secretariat for 

anti-corruption and it replaced the Coordinator with a new, autonomous ministerial post, the 

Minister for Anti-Corruption. In September 2015 the same coalition government abolished 

this post too and replaced it with the Alternate Minister for Anti-Corruption, a position 

subsumed under the Ministry of Justice. During its short life span (2013-2015), the Minister 

for Anti-Corruption concentrated on fighting tax evasion, but evidently lacked the resources 

and the time to carry out the task. Two positions of anti-corruption prosecutors were 

established in 2013 (serving Athens and Thessaloniki) with the aim of tackling corruption in 

the public sector and banking. Other institutions that have more general competences in 

tackling corruption or crime associated with corruption are: the Financial Intelligence Unit 

(set up in 2008)
126

 and General Inspector of Public Administration (set up in 2002)
127

.  
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‘The problem’ and ‘the solution’: Comparing the implementation of anti-corruption 

policies in Bulgaria, Greece and Romania  

This section looks at the match between the ‘problem of corruption’ (which is a continuous 

work in progress as described in Section 3 of the paper and Table 1) and the institutional 

‘solutions’ put in place (as described in Section 4 above). It focuses on what has changed as a 

result of anti-corruption policies, what has remained the same (known as implementation gap 

in the public policy and corruption literatures
128

) and some unintended consequences of anti-

corruption policies and practices. 

Despite the pessimistic view that labels the three countries as ‘corrupt’, they have 

undoubtedly made significant progress as a direct result of anti-corruption policies and 

practices. Putting anti-corruption on the public agenda, either as a policy priority or as a 

blaming tool to express dissatisfaction with internal affairs or political opponents, has led to 

positive changes
129

.  

Such changes tend to be more visible in Romania, due to the specific context that made anti-

corruption a priority
130

. The changes included increased salaries for administrative personnel 

in key policy sectors (e.g. justice, finance, economy) and key roles related to anti-corruption 

and the opening of new jobs in specific niches. For example, the increased demand for anti-

corruption, and anti-trust, anti-money laundering compliance by financial institutions has led 

law firms to make compliance a special and separate service, one that has now become 

integrated into the traditional practice areas offered to clients. 

Changes included also new hiring policies promoted as part of the anti-corruption ethos which 

encourages hiring young and inexperienced investigators to the detriment of more 

experienced practitioners. This is based on the assumption that young equals non-corrupt. For 

example, it has become a typical strategy for high profile prosecutorial bodies like DNA in 

Romania to hire young (well under 40 years old) professionals
131

. Finally changes comprised 

new forms of expertise related to corruption. As new and innovative policies were 

implemented, national actors were exposed to greater interaction with foreign experts who 

were carriers of new technical languages and practices of governance.  
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Undoubtedly, one of the key indicators of the well-functioning of the new anti-corruption 

system relates to how well the criminal justice apparatus digests the corruption cases. In all 

three countries, there is a discernible rising trend towards conducting investigations of grand 

corruption. Romania, through DNA, is the absolute champion at investigating and opening 

grand corruption trials. In Bulgaria, investigations have frequently begun but few cases are 

finally tried in court and there are ‘very few convictions in cases involving substantial 

corruption’
132

, while in Greece the grand corruption investigation patterns have not been 

impressive and the results of the new specially dedicate anti-corruption institutional setup are 

yet to be seen.  

Despite such positive changes, experts dully noticed the existence of an implementation gap 

in the three counties. This gap refers to the fact that there are mismatches between the 

institutional setting projected functions and their real activities, between political declarations 

that generally show commitment to ‘fight corruption’ and lack of practical support for anti-

corruption measures. Depending on the context, there is a wide array of explanations for this 

gap. Explanations include the lack of monitoring from international community, a fragmented 

approach to ‘fighting corruption’, fluctuating political commitment, lack of expertise, and 

difficulties in adjusting the new anti-corruption legislation to the vernacular legal narratives.  

In Greece, for example, the fluctuating government commitment to tackle grand corruption 

and the dearth of suitable means are the main reasons for implementation gap. Between 2000 

and 2010, there was little political will to focus on grand corruption. The situation changed 

after the financial crisis when successive governments started to pass anti-corruption 

legislation, announcing their will to investigate grand corruption in cooperation with foreign 

authorities. However, this shift in government priorities was met with reluctance by the 

judiciary: ‘the higher the degree of politicians’ involvement in corruption cases, the more 

difficulties anti-corruption investigations face, because the outcome of investigations may 

bear a political cost
133

’. An equally pessimistic view is that ‘Greek governments never had a 

stable commitment to fight corruption. Governments have experimented in short time 

intervals with the creation and abolition of anti-corruption coordinator’s post, new ministerial 

posts and general secretariat of anti-corruption. This shows indecisiveness in fighting 

corruption’
134

. 

Making anti-corruption a government priority was not doubled by the mobilization of 

resources that would allow the practical achievement of policy goals. The judiciary system, if 

it is to function properly, requires financial resources and technical expertise. In the words of 

an ‘insider’ of anti-corruption in Greece: ‘there are neither skilled anti-corruption civil 

servants nor trained judges specializing in anti-corruption. Even those judges who have 
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acquired relevant experience, are overloaded and assigned to try various cases unrelated to 

corruption’
135

.  

Furthermore in Greece ‘in many cases under investigation the accumulated materials have 

acquired unmanageable size. The international banking transactions of officials require the 

cooperation between Greek and foreign authorities, which typically causes unforeseen delays. 

In view of these obstacles, the number of skilled personnel, such as experienced accountants 

at the disposal of prosecuting authorities, is clearly insufficient. Moreover, the higher salaries 

which civil  servants the Ministry of Finance enjoy compared to their counterparts in the 

Ministry of Justice and the courts function as a disincentive for personnel transfer to the latter 

public services, which remain understaffed’
136

. 

The implementation gap is also linked to the fact that formal attempts to define corruption in 

domestic legislation of each country are rather recent. It is thus difficult to accommodate the 

new legal codifications to the national criminal legislation. In all the three countries criminal 

procedure laws still have loopholes which make the investigation, prosecution and trying of 

grand corruption subject to manipulation and further delays given that judiciary systems are 

already overloaded with pending cases. Furthermore, grand corruption cases require high 

levels of expertise and extensive time to investigate highly complex economic 

arrangements
137

. In Bulgaria, there have been very few convictions in cases involving 

substantial corruption
138

. It often happens that cases brought to court are insufficiently 

substantiated. Evidence is missing, either involuntarily or on purpose. Thus, the hands of 

judges are tied: ‘when in my capacity as a judge I receive incomplete files produced either by 

prosecutors or the police, how I could condemn the accused of corruption?
139

’. 

The implementation gap is not only linked to the lack of political will to tackle grand 

corruption, but also to the strong political will to protect entrepreneurs, their fortunes and 

ways of doing things. A good example from Greece is the saga with the ‘Lagarde list’. This 

list contained the names of 2062 Greek citizens who held HSBC bank accounts in Geneva. 

They were suspects for tax evasion as their deposits did not correspond to the income declared 

to tax authorities.  Christine Lagarde (former French Finance Minister) gave this list firstly to 

George Papaconstantinou (Greek Finance Minister) in October 2010 and subsequently to the 

prosecutors in December 2012. Papaconstantinou, accused of deleting the names of three 

relatives from the list, was convicted in March 2015 to one year imprisonment and three year 

suspension. The prosecution of the suspects from this list is still very much work in progress, 
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although admittedly false impressions have been created that all persons included in the 

Lagarde list have evaded paying taxes, whereas in practice only some are suspected of such 

unlawful behavior.  

The mismatch between anti-corruption desiderates and practices can also have unintended 

long term effects. Local resistance to change, doubled by pressure put on the governments by 

international institutions to intensify reforms can pervert the democratic mechanisms of 

governance. For example, the 2003 EC country report for Romania noticed an abuse of 

emergency ordinances, while the 2006 EC country report mentioned 105 emergency 

ordinances approved between February and July 2006. More recently the government has 

employed the vote of confidence and had assumed responsibility for passing particular items 

of legislation. In 2009 the government wanted to assume responsibility for the adoption of the 

new Criminal and Civil Codes, invoking the urgency of the matter (eventually, the codes were 

adopted through ordinary procedure in September 2010)
140

. Even though these are 

extraordinary measures, they have been normalised by overuse. This situation creates not only 

a perpetual sense of urgency, but at a more subtle level, subverts the democratic process 

because these are all mechanisms to bypass parliamentary debates
141

. 

The politicization of anti-corruption in Bulgaria, Greece and Romania  

This section turns to the last row of Table 1 arguing that in the three countries covered by this 

research anti-corruption has become a semantic of governance. As a political exercise, anti-

corruption takes different forms, bears various meanings and has unintended effects ranging 

from disenchantment with anti-corruption measures as useful tools to counter grand 

corruption, to de-legitimization of anti-corruption practices. ‘Politics often demands the 

manufacturing of useful clichés’
142

, so when political elites refer to successful anti-corruption 

initiatives, such as punishment of key corrupt figures, they are increasing their symbolic 

capital. Similarly, when political elites employ corruption narratives in their political 

campaigns to blame their opponents, they are in fact practising good politics.  

The discursive power of corruption is a very recent key anthropological theme
143

, which 

refers to practices that frame political action through corruption talk (allegations or facts). 

Building on high levels of perceived corruption and media reports, this typical practice 

becomes a common way to make sense of politics. As a result, political competition is 

‘reduced to a confrontation between a government accused of corruption and an opposition 

that claims to be slightly less corrupt’
144

. The discursive power of corruption refers to 
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practices that frame political action through development and anti-corruption, with the effect 

of enhancing user’s symbolic capital. 

In Bulgaria, anti-corruption as a theme of political party discourse has experienced short-lived 

prominence followed by periods of relative negligence. The most important political party – 

GERB – first came to power in 2009 when it won the parliamentary elections on an electoral 

agenda that relied heavily on the fight against corruption. This was in line with the EC views, 

as the EC had suspended the EU structural funding to Bulgaria in the second semester of 

2008. Subsequently, the issue became obsolete until 2013 when massive protests against the 

aforementioned nomination of the Bulgarian businessman Peevski at the helm of Bulgaria’s 

secret services brought corruption on the main public agenda again and made it a major theme 

in the 2014 electoral campaign. However, strategically, party representatives refrained from 

accusing their counterparts of corruption leaving several doors open for potential post-election 

alliances
145

.  

In Romania, anti-corruption became a political tool mostly after 2004. The 2004 elections 

were won by a liberal-democratic coalition and the new government decided that fighting 

corruption was its main priority. Later, former PM Adrian Nastase was accused and indicted 

for corruption The center-left PSD party won the elections of 2012, but in 2015 the PSD 

leader Victor Ponta resigned from his post of Prime Minister amid public discontent that was 

not unrelated to corruption accusations.  

In the context of Greece’s polarized party system, consisting of repeated electoral contests 

between New Democracy and Pasok, accusations of corruption only served the needs of 

political competition between the two parties. The politicization of anti-corruption dates back 

to 1989 when parties of the opposition constructed their electoral campaign for the 

parliamentary elections accusing socialist (Pasok) ministers of corruption Ever since, the 

parties winning elections have threatened the previous holders of power with launching 

criminal investigations against them. Such endeavours typically hit a dead end due to lack of 

evidence. No politician was tried for corruption over two decades (1991-2000), until the 

former Minister of Finance – George Papaconstantinou – was convicted in 2015. After the 

economic crisis, accusations of corruptions became part of the common narrative used by 

both left and right wing parties.   

Syriza made use of corruption rhetoric to explain the collapse of state finance. After winning 

the 2015 January elections, the Syriza-Anel government coalition further politicized anti-

corruption. The newly set up Minister of Anti-Corruption, established by Prime Minister 

Alexis Tsipras in February 2015, divided observers: some considered it a welcome initiative 

that sowed government’s commitment to anti-corruption efforts. Others were cautious, 

arguing that ‘the anti-corruption reforms, which were passed in 2015, tended to establish 
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political control over the judiciary and independent authorities, which is indicative of the 

government’s aim to use the fight against corruption as a tool of political communication’
146

.  

Anti-corruption may be employed to save face in front of the international community and 

domestic population, but in reality it may also be used to ‘cover our own’, by providing 

shelter from prosecution for people belonging to the same social group or business circles or 

political party. When this is the case, ‘fighting corruption’ is more a rhetorical device or a 

‘fashionable’ trend than an authentic political action.  

Furthermore, anti-corruption is sometimes used as an electoral tool when the justice system is 

politically influenced by potent groups to charge their opponents just before the elections, 

thus discrediting them and reducing their chances for re-election. In such cases, anti-

corruption can famageend promising political careers.  

For example, in Romania, the former president Traian Basescu claimed that the attempt to 

replace him in 2012 was a reaction to his reformist politics that wanted to end corruption
147

. 

Last but not least, the impartiality of the justice system is questioned in some cases, as anti-

corruption gives extraordinary mandates to a specific professional category – e.g. the ‘corps’ 

of prosecutors. In Romania, there have been allegations that DNA is the representative of an 

abusive justice system that fabricates charges resembling science fiction, making use of ‘KGB 

methods’ to create a ‘witch hunt’.  

The politicization of anti-corruption is sustained by its becoming a spectacle, which is 

conducted through mass media. Corruption cases are highly publicised, as they fascinate the 

public and increase readership. The media market is sensitive to such changes, so if a 

corruption allegation related to a high profile individual (usually a politician) is considered 

minimally plausible, then it is highlighted by the press, regardless of available evidence. Thus 

it is not uncommon that ‘corruption allegations are born in the media and also die in the 

media’
148

. ‘Ideally the publicity around political corruption could have a pedagogical aspect, 

i.e., it could function as a disincentive for politicians prone to engage in corruption while 

discharging their duties
149

’. However, media outlets often make a spectacle out of anti-

corruption criminal investigations, sometimes with the full support of public institutions 

which are indirectly gaining legitimacy and public support.  

For example, it has been alleged that the Romanian DNA calls the press when making arrests 

or subsequently leaks details from the prosecution file in carefully chosen media channels
150

. 

In Bulgaria, the anti-corruption spectacle led to increased sensitivity of the population against 

corruption on the one hand, and to normalization of expectations on the other hand: ‘The 

public may have settled for something less than acceptable transparency and accountability of 
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high-ranking officials: corruption has deep roots in society, from the lowest to the highest 

levels, and is often seen as justifiable, needed or normal in the specific socio-cultural 

context’
151

. In Romania the futility of anti-corruption is sustained by other delegitimization 

techniques that portray ironically the actors involved in it as naïve fighters against corruption,  

dreamers, medieval fighters (‘anti-corruption knights’). By using such terms, the media 

indirectly casts doubts on the institutions and actors involved in anti-corruption, which should 

be the ethical role-models.  

Conclusion and theoretical implications 

Transnational organisations and governments from various countries have invested heavily in 

anti-corruption policies and practices with varying degrees of success. In an attempt to 

explain observed variation, we contend that anti-corruption should not be regarded as a 

technical solution to a technical problem related to the lack of a modernized, water-tight legal 

framework and insufficient resources (e.g. funds, personnel and expertise) necessary to tackle 

corruption. Nor should unsuccessful anti-corruption be interpreted as the result of a prevailing 

culture of ‘particularism’
152

.  

Without completely rejecting the aforementioned ‘political-cultural’ and ‘technical-

organizational’ approaches, we have employed a third way that is based on social 

constructivism. In this view, anti-corruption becomes a contemporary cultural and political 

form through which modernisation is strategized and control is valorised, as old institutions 

fade out so that new institutional layers can be added. Furthermore, anti-corruption is a 

process, contextually shaped by international and domestic factors that relate to political 

priorities, organisational development, political party competition and mass media market that 

dramatizes corruption. The need of political figures to accede to and hold on to power is often 

legitimized through positive association with anti-corruption agenda. Conversely, the need to 

discredit political opponents is negatively associated with corruption scandals.  

In comparing our cases studies, we took into account four key elements (see Table 1 in 

Section 2): the historical evolution of meanings or understandings of corruption and anti-

corruption as a policy priority; the development of anti-corruption establishment and 

institutions; the implementation of anti-corruption policies; and the politicization of anti-

corruption. We conclude by showing that each of our case studies is at a different stage in the 

anti-corruption process (Table 2, below). We also suggest that three different ideal-types of 

anti-corruption emerge from our analysis of Greece, Bulgaria and Romania. 

We consider Greece as an ideal- type of unreflective accommodation with the standard anti-

corruption toolkit, a passive receiver of knowledge from international expertise. Despite the 

fact that anti-corruption has recently become a policy priority for the government, the 

institutional setting, the legal codification and resources assigned to anti-corruption do not 
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show high levels of implementation. This, however, has not impeded the politicization of anti-

corruption, for instance, its use as a tool in electoral campaigns.  

Our second case – Bulgaria – is an example of reactive legitimation. In this situation, 

corruption is a well acknowledged issue and anti-corruption is a policy priority for the 

government at a discursive level. Anti-corruption institutions do exist, but there is a 

distinctive implementation gap, as institutions do not function according to their design – for 

example, there are few corruption investigations, prosecutions and convictions. The levels of 

scandalization in relationship to corruption are very high, due to the fact that corruption is a 

serious matter of public concern.  

Last but not least, Romania represents a third ideal-type: proactive assimilation. In this 

instance anti-corruption is a top policy priority. This is reflected not only in the government 

declarations, but also in the amount of resources assigned to the anti-corruption establishment 

and their evolution. Far from being perfect, the Romanian branch of anti-corruption 

prosecution has become one of the top criminal justice institutions in the EU. Even if the 

match between the size of the problem and the institutional solutions in place is not perfect, 

there are clear and observable steps towards what could be defined as successful anti-

corruption. Such high levels of implementation are only matched by a high degree of 

politicization. On the darker side, accusations of corruption are part and parcel of the 

everyday political discourse. Anti-corruption institutions themselves are heavily scrutinised 

and not seldom accused of political involvements.  
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Table 2. Comparison of anti-corruption practices in Bulgaria, Greece and Romania.  

 Unreflective 

accommodation 

- Greece -  

Reactive legitimation 

- Bulgaria -  

Proactive 

assimilation  

- Romania - 

The evolution 

of the 

understanding 

of corruption 

as a social 

problem and 

policy priority 

 Policy interest, but not 

enough interest to 

secure the necessary 

resources 

 Public concern (along 

with other social 

issues) 

 No priority for criminal 

justice system 

 Policy priority at 

declaration level, 

but little action 

 Public concern 

 No priority for 

criminal justice 

system 

 

 Top policy 

 Public concern 

 Criminal justice 

system priority  

The anti-

corruption 

institutional 

setting 

 Newly set up 

institutions;  

 Low level resources 

Institutions exist, but 

do not function well 

Top EU level 

institutions that are 

templates for other 

countries 

The 

implementatio

n of anti-

corruption 

Really very little 

implementation 

(unsurprising given the 

newly set up institutions, 

low resources and different 

policy priorities) 

Implementation gap at 

its worst  

Clear, measurable 

steps; not perfect, but 

working fast 

Politicization 

of anti-

corruption 

Common narrative 

 

 

 

 Very common 

narrative.  

 Political 

opponents accuse 

each other of 

corruption on 

regular basis 

 

 Very common 

narrative 

 Political 

opponents accuse 

each other of 

corruption on 

regular basis 

 AC institutions 

are heavily 

scrutinized by 

non-state actors 

(may be accused 

of political 

subordination) 
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The theoretical implication of this social constructivist approach is that we problematize the 

inevitability that surrounds anti-corruption institutions and practices. The empirical 

implication is that anti-corruption episodes are considered processes that, far from being 

inherent to transitions, have been instrumental for legitimizing political regimes. Such 

episodes may result from social and political manipulation. Without disregarding its moral or 

social benefits, we argue that more often than not anti-corruption has become a site for the 

negotiation of political agendas. The results of anti-corruption have benefited national elites 

and initiators of anti-corruption. Unlike other approaches, this paper does not assume that 

anti-corruption is ‘good’ or ‘apolitical’ because of its alleged merits. Quite the contrary, the 

paper aims to increase our understanding about how anti-corruption efforts are constructed 

and shaped by historical and institutional contexts, social actions, and political bargains.  
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Abstract 

Despite the large focus in research and practice on audit, inspections and oversight activities 

there has been few empirical studies showing the effects of auditing on public sector 

performance. Hence, we have little knowledge of whether auditing lead to positive, negative 

or no effects at all on the public sector. This paper argues that there is a need to connect 

empirical studies of auditing to an overall theoretical framework, defining what “good 

government auditing” consists of, in order to study if such auditing has positive effects on 

public sector performance. The paper presents a definition of good government auditing 

which builds on three core principles: independence, professionalism and recognizing the 

people as the principal, which is operationalized and tested empirically in the paper. Using 

data from a unique worldwide expert survey, covering 122 countries, the results clearly 

demonstrate that good government auditing has a distinct positive and statistically significant 

effect of the performance of the public sector. These findings indicate that merely conducting 

audits of the public sector is not sufficient, auditing also needs to be organized according to 

certain principles, in order to contribute to well-functioning public administrations. 
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Introduction 

In the recent decade a large focus among scholars and practitioners within public 

administration has been the grand shift in the governance and control of the public sector. 

From central regulation and detailed instructions to decentralization, market solutions and ex-

post controls, all within the New Public Management (NPM) reform package. This change 

increased the demand for oversight, inspection and audit of the public sector; to the extent that 

Power (1999) claimed that we are facing an “audit society.”  Power (1999) argued that this 

would have several undesirable consequences for society, and in line with him much of the 

literature has in general been focused on the harmful impact of inspection and audit activities. 

It has been argued that by making organizations auditable, the measurability of activities 

becomes more important than the kind of activities carried out in the organizations. This in 

turn has been argued to lead to lower levels of efficiency, de-professionalization and mistrust 

and resistance among public employees (Bevan and Hood 2006; Dahlström and Lapuente 

2010; Levi 2005; Pentland 2000; Power 1996; 1999). Although many scholars have tended to 

highlight the negative effects, there have only been a limited number of empirical studies 

demonstrating the impact of oversight, inspections and audit on public sector performance 

(Andrews et al. 2008; Boyne 2003; Cabral and Lazzarini 2014; Walker, Boyne and Brewer 

2010).  

Existing empirical studies provide a mixed picture of how monitoring activities, such as 

auditing, impact the performance of public sector organizations. Some studies demonstrate 

positive correlations, other insignificant or negative correlations between auditing and better 

public sector performance (Bevan and Hood 2006; Boyne 2003; Carlson, Cowen and Fleming 

2013; Rutherford 2014). The same kind of audit activity has also been demonstrated to impact 

performance in different ways in the same organization. In her study of underperforming 

schools, Rutherford (2014) finds that audit interventions in schools increased their 

performance on some indicators at the same time as there were no improvements on other 

performance indicators. Although Rutherford (2014) argues that monitoring can lead to 

improvements, a common counter argument in the literature is how performance 

improvements in some areas most likely has negative consequences in other areas, as a result 

of resources and focus primarily being directed to the areas being subject to audits (Bevan and 

Hood 2006).  

Hence, auditing appears to impact public performance in different ways and as a part of the 

explanation of when it generates positive outcomes, a line of research has demonstrated that 

the manner by which auditing is organized may be significant. Mainly, these studies have 

been centered on how the communication of audit results can play an important role. Result of 

audits have proved to impact the performance in the organization positively when the results 

of the audits have been made public for citizens (Carlson, Cowen and Fleming 2013; Bevan 

and Hood 2006; Ferraz and Finan 2008). In particular, such information has proved to be 

significant in de-centralized public sectors with market solutions, where citizens are allowed 

to choose among various service providers. To be able to make a choice, citizens need 

information and public service providers need to perform well in published reports in order to 
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attract citizens as “customers” (Carlson, Cowen and Fleming 2013). In addition, the source of 

performance information has also proved to be important. In comparison with performance 

information produced by the mass media, the public service provider itself or the local 

government, citizens are more likely to trust information produced by auditing bodies which 

are independent (James 2010). Additionally, the capacity of the auditing agency, in terms of 

expertise and skills among the auditors has been demonstrated to impact their possibility of 

fulfilling their assignment. In particular in poor countries, capacity constraints in terms of lack 

education and expertise among auditors put large limitations on how auditing agencies in 

these countries may operate (Gustavson 2014; Isaksson and Bigsten 2012).  

Almost all countries around the world have an established national auditing agency, 

monitoring the performance of the entire public sector in their country. These national 

auditing agencies do however vary in several significant aspects, such as structure, degree of 

professionalism, degree of independence from the government and whether they communicate 

their results to the public. As demonstrated, previous research emphasize some of these 

characteristics to be important for generating better public sector performance. These 

characteristics are however not connected to an overall theoretical understanding of how 

auditing should be organized in order to generate better public sector performance, or 

empirically tested more systematically (c.f. Boyne, Day and Walker 2002; Cabral and 

Lazzarini 2014; Walker, Boyne and Brewer 2010). In addition, existing empirical research on 

the impact of auditing on public sector performance consists of studies of single public sectors 

organizations or single fields within the public sector, such as health care or schools, within 

the same country. This study aims to expand this field of research through examine how 

“good government auditing” impact public sector performance in a cross-national 

comparative study.   

Theory: The organization of auditing and its impact on public sector performance 

Oversight of the public sector is commonly described theoretically as following the logic of 

the principal-agent problem (Bendor, Glazer and Hammond 2001; McCubbins, Noll and 

Weingast 1987; Weingast 1984). As the principles – the political representatives and, 

ultimately, the people – delegate the execution of the public affairs to the agents – the public 

officials – the need to control their actions and performances raises. If there would be no 

oversight of public officials, there would be an impending risk of policy drift, shirking or 

corruption in the public sector organizations (McCubbins, Noll and Weingast 1987). This 

need for control is enforced by the asymmetric relationship in information between the 

principals and the agents. In particular, in modern societies with highly complex and 

specialized administrations, political representatives and ordinary citizens may have a difficult 

time in constituting a sufficient democratic control, merely through access and insight in the 

public sector organizations. This has given rise to the need for specific government agencies 

controlling other parts of the public sector, such as auditing or inspection agencies (O’Donnell 

1999; Scott 2000).  Apart from this overarching theoretical understanding of the need and 

purpose of auditing agencies in democracies, there is no established comprehensive 

theoretical framework to understand how the organization of such agencies affect the 
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performance of the administration being audited (c.f. Boyne, Day and Walker 2002). 

However, various features are by different scholars emphasized as generating better outcomes 

of an audit process.  

Principles of good government auditing
153

   

I argue that there are three main principles which in the literature are established, although 

separately, as principles of what may be considered essential elements in a definition of “good 

auditing” of the public sector. The first is the principle of independence (Flint 1988; Mautz 

and Sharaf 1961; Normanton 1966; Power 1999; 2005; Hollingsworth and White 1998). If we 

regard auditing as a mechanism for the principal to control the agent, the separation between 

the agent and the auditing agency becomes central. If there is no separation between the 

oversight mechanism and the public administration subjected to control, the oversight 

mechanism would rather work as a function for self-evaluation (Wildavsky 1979). Internal 

auditing serves as such mechanism, and operates as an internal control function for 

management to evaluate and control the organization. Although it may be a valuable 

instrument for management in the public sector, for politicians and the public to enhance 

efficiency and prevent policy drift, fraud and corruption in the administration relying on self-

evaluative mechanisms have severe limitations. In order to present a successful picture of the 

organization, there is an immediate risk that self-estimations overvalue performance and 

downplay underperformance and other problems in the organization. The history of auditing 

in democracy theory also illustrates how independence has been an essential element in the 

relationship between the auditors and the public administration. In The Politics Aristotle 

regarded it as necessary that officials handling public money were controlled by other 

officials who were separated from them and had no other function: But since some, not to say 

all, of these offices handle the public money, there must of necessity be another office which 

examines and audits them, and has no other function.  (Aristotle, The Politics, Book VI, 

1322b5-15). Similar to Aristotle, John Stuart Mill clarifies the need to create systems of 

control of the administration and the necessity to separate “these offices of control and 

criticism” from the administration whose work they are to examine (Mill, (1861) 2001, p. 70). 

As independence is well established as a cornerstone in auditing, the issues discussed in the 

literature is not whether or not independence is necessary, but rather how various dimensions 

of independence can be guaranteed, such as financial independence, protection from 

interference in planning, selecting and executing audits and individual ethics among auditors 

(Antle, 1984; Bayou, Reinstein and Williams, 2011; Cullinan and Sutton, 2002; Gendron, 

Cooper and Townely 2000; Preston et al., 1995; Sikka and Willmott, 1995; INTOSAI 1998).  

The second principle of “good government auditing” is professionalism. The creation of 

specific auditing agencies builds on the notion that officials working for these agencies have 

better possibilities than ordinary citizens and politicians to control financial transactions and 

performance of very complex organizations, as public administrations constitute in 

contemporary societies. Professionalism among officials conducting oversight activities is 
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also argued by scholars to generate better outcomes in terms of improving performance of the 

auditee (Boyne, Day and Walker 2002; Gustavson 2014; Isaksson and Bigsten 2012). A lack 

of professional expertise creates more dependency to the auditee and more limited 

possibilities to take a critical stance to the information obtained in the audit process (Isaksson 

and Bigsten 2012) as well as it impacts the trustworthiness of their assessments, opinions and 

reports negatively (Flint 1988). In addition to the purpose of controlling the public sector, 

auditing also build on recommendations to the auditee with the aim to improve its 

performance (Reichborn-Kjennerud 2013). If these recommendations actually should lead to 

improvements, the understanding of the area by the auditors must be greater than that of the 

public officials working in these organizations (c.f. Boyne, Day and Walker 2002, pp. 1199). 

In comparison with other oversight agencies, constituting a specific profession has 

implications for how the expertise among auditors is governed. A profession is defined by the 

claim for abstract knowledge and the application of such knowledge to particular cases 

(Abbott 1988, p. 8). In order to withhold the legitimacy for the profession, professional 

groups exercise authority and control of their members in several ways. The entrance to the 

profession is generally regulated through demands for specific education and exams, and, 

apart from national legal frameworks, the continuous work is internally regulated through 

requirements of following professional norms, such as specific standards and guidelines 

(Byington, Sutton and Munter 1990; Bédard 1989; Preston et al. 1995). A part of the trust in 

auditors’ competence is also based on whether they follow the norms established by the 

profession for their work (Gustavson and Rothstein 2013). As a consequence of this, the 

auditing profession has handled external threats to their self-regulation and professional 

monopoly by an increased issuance of standards and guidelines (Power 2003). In particular in 

the aftermath of financial crisis and auditing scandals, the reassurance of auditing 

independence and ethics by the profession has been to emphasize the importance of following 

professional standards in the auditing work (Sikka 2009) Albeit standards are soft regulation 

and there is no legal obligation of compliance (Brunsson and Jacobsson 2000), their 

importance is demonstrated when assessments are made to determine whether the auditors 

have failed to properly execute her or his assignment. In court decisions on charges of 

professional negligence, the professional standards are used as indicators measuring whether 

appropriate and sufficient work has been carried out (Byington, Sutton and Munter 1990).  

The third and last principle which I argue constitutes the foundation of good government 

auditing is recognizing the people as the principal. The organization of public administrations 

in democratic societies can be described as a chain of delegation. The people delegate 

authority to elected politicians who in turn delegate power to various public agencies, their 

management and the individual public officials. Who should be considered the principal in 

this vertical accountability framework then depends on where we focus in the chain of 

delegation (Brandsma and Schillemans 2012). Although delegation builds on a movement of 

who should be considered the principal, from a democratic perspective it can be argued that 

the main principle, whose will and power is delegated, ultimately always is the people. The 

question then becomes how auditing can be organized to enable the people to become a true 

principal, towards whom auditing agencies hold the public sector organizations to account?   



189 

 

Auditors have been criticized for not acting in stakeholders, such as the citizens, interests, and 

for not being concerned about whether society holds other expectations on them than what 

they consider their responsibility (Cullinan and Sutton 2002; Larsson 2005; Sikka 2009, 

Öhman et al. 2006). An area where this gap of expectations between auditors and the general 

public becomes notable is in terms of whether it is the responsibility of auditors’ to discover 

and report on fraud and corruption. Power (1999) claims that it has long been debated among 

scholars whether such malpractices should be a part of auditing, and according to him the 

debate come to a general agreement in the 1940s that it should not be a part of the audit 

objectives, even if it might have been a purpose when auditing was established. However, the 

general public still believes and expects that these malpractices are detected and reported 

upon by auditors, even if the auditing profession argues that this is a misunderstanding from 

the public side about the role and responsibility of auditors (Larsson 2005). Turing to the 

democratic origins of auditing, it becomes clear how the establishment of a public audit office 

in the democracy primarily was a matter of detecting maladministration such as 

embezzlement, bribes and other forms of corruption: If they [the auditors] detect anyone who 

has been guilty of embezzlement, the jury condemns him for theft of the public money /…/ if 

they demonstrate that anyone has taken bribes /…/ If they condemn him for maladministration 

/…/ (Aristotle, The Constitution of Athens XLIX LIV2). It is evident that the audit 

assignments need to change when society is modernized and the audited administrations 

becomes more complex. It yet appears as if the auditing profession has altered their role and 

responsibility to the extent that their democratic purpose has been lost. If they are not to 

discover and prevent fraud and corruption in the public sector, then who is? In line with the 

third principle of recognizing the people as the principal, there is a need for auditing agencies 

to start acting in the interest of the principal, subsequently start fulfilling the people’s 

expectations on their role and responsibility in society. To act in the interest of the principal 

also has implications of how to arrange the relationship between the people and the auditing 

agency. How audit reports and recommendations are taken into account by the administrative 

management and the political leadership vary, which in turn, of course, also has consequences 

on how auditing may impact the administrations (Freides 1992; Hanberger 2009; Andersson 

and Bergman 2009). If the people are to be regarded as the main principal, there should be 

little room for the variation of the impact of auditing to depend primarily on how findings and 

reports are handled by the administrative management and the political leadership. Especially, 

considering that a large majority of fraud and corruption problems tend to involve top 

management (Cullinan and Sutton 2002). To fulfill the third principle, auditing agencies need 

to have a higher ambition than merely report to management and politicians. They also have 

to reach out to the general public to bring attention to their findings. Naturally, there is no 

possibility to inform the general public of all audit findings, but auditing agencies need to 

seriously consider what would be the most fruitful way of handling audit findings, with regard 

to the public’s interest. This includes communicating also audit results to the public, which 

are inconvenient for the government. As demonstrated by previous studies, result of audits 

have proved to impact the performance in the organization positively when the results of the 

audits have been made public for citizens (Carlson, Cowen and Fleming 2013; Bevan and 

Hood 2006; Ferraz and Finan 2008). 
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In sum, I have outlined three main principles of what may be considered good government 

auditing, from a democratic perspective, and I suggest the following definition: Good 

government auditing is characterized by recognizing the people as the principal, 

independence to the auditee and professionalism in the exercise of the audit practice. The 

overall theoretical understanding is thus that these principles together organize auditing in a 

way which generates a better performing public sector, i.e. in countries where national 

auditing agencies have high scores on these principles; they also have high scores on how 

well the public sector works. This leads to the following hypothesis:  

H1: If the national auditing agency is characterized by good government auditing, it 

generates better public sector performance   

Although the overall theoretical understanding of what characterizes good government 

auditing builds on the three principles in combination, it is reasonable to assume that each one 

of the principles have an independent effect on how well the auditing may generate a good 

performing public sector. That is, if the auditing agency is independent it will have greater 

possibilities to monitor the public sector in a manner which will lead to better performance. 

Likewise, if the auditors who work in the national auditing agencies have the appropriate 

skills and education, they will be able to conduct the audits in a way which produces better 

performance of the public sector, as well as if they communicate their results to the public 

regularly, it is likely that their results will lead to an impact which eventually generate a better 

public sector performance. This leads to the following three hypotheses:  

H2: If the national auditing agency is independent from the government, it generates better 

public sector performance 

H3: If the national auditing agency is professional, i.e. have the appropriate skills and 

education, it generates better public sector performance  

H4: If the national auditing agency regularly communicates their results to the public, it 

generates better public sector performance 

Data and methods  

To capture the performance of the public sector cross-nationally, this paper uses the definition 

and measure of quality of government established by Rothstein and Teorell (2008), who 

define quality of government as impartiality in the exercise of public authority. Impartiality is 

a more inclusive definition of the quality of the administration than just the absence of 

corruption. For public officials to be impartial it also means that apart from corruption they 

can neither be involved in related practices such as nepotism, patronage or discrimination. It 

is also a more precise definition than the World Bank’s definition of good governance, as the 

latter include all kinds of institutions through which public authority is exercised, which range 

from the formulation of sound policies to social norms among people (Kaufmann, Kraay and 

Mastruzzi 2009).To measure impartiality this paper uses original data from the Quality of 

Government Expert Survey 2015. The survey is based on 1294 country experts, covering 122 
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countries. Each country is represented by three or more experts (Dahlström et al. 2015a). The 

paper uses an index of impartiality which builds on five questions in the survey. Each 

measure was weighted by factor loading from a principal component factor analysis and 

added to the index. Aggregation to country level was then made through using the mean value 

of all experts per country. The index is constructed so that high values on the index represent 

high levels of impartiality. The following five items from the survey was included in the 

index: 1) Whether some groups in society are treated unfairly when policies are implemented 

in individual cases; 2) If strong personal contacts are favored when public officials grant 

licenses to start up private firm; 3) To what extent public sector employees act impartially 

when deciding on implementing a policy in an individual case; 4) If firms that provide the 

most favorable kickbacks to senior officials are awarded public procurement contracts in 

favor of firms making the lowest bid; 5) How large percentage of the money directed to the 

needy poor will actually reach the needy poor (Dahlström et al. 2015b). 

To measure the independent variable, I follow my proposed definition of what constitutes 

good government auditing. Three specific questions capturing each one of the three principles 

was posed in the above described Quality of Government Expert Survey. The questions were 

asked the following way: To what extent would you say the following applies today to the 

country for which you have chosen to submit your answers? 1) The National Audit Office is 

independent from the government. 2) Auditors at the National Audit Office have the 

appropriate education and qualifications. 3) The National Audit Office regularly 

communicates their results, including results that may be inconvenient for the government, to 

the general public. Apart from a “no answer” option, the answer options range from 1 to 7, 

where 1 represent “not at all” and 7 “to a very large extent.” The answers were aggregated to 

country level by taking the mean of all experts per country. The good government auditing 

index was then created through taking the mean of the values for the three questions 

(Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.939). Figure 1 demonstrates the bivariate relationship between the 

good government auditing index and the quality of the bureaucracy.  
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Figure 1. Bivariate relationship, good government auditing and the quality of the public 

administration 

 

 

As we see there is a fairly strong bivariate correlation between how well the national auditing 

agency is experienced to function and the quality of the public administration (R² = 0.644). As 

expected, the Nordic countries are found at the right top corner, together with countries like 

New Zealand, the Netherlands, Germany and France, with a good government auditing and 

well working public administrations. The fact that countries representing different kinds of 

auditing systems, i.e. the parliamentarian system (the Nordic countries, New Zealand and 

Germany) and the juridical system (France and the Netherlands), are found in the top 

indicates that it may not matter what kind of audit system is established in the country as long 

as it is an independent professional auditing agency which communicate with the general 

public. At the bottom left corner we find countries such as Afghanistan, Venezuela, Tajikistan 

and Bangladesh, countries where the quality of the public sector is experienced as being very 

low, these countries are also distinguished by not having a well working national auditing 

agency.  

To ensure that the correlations not merely reflects general levels of economic development 

and to capture other alternative explanations, the model presented in Table 1 includes several 

control variables which in cross country comparative studies are regarded as factors creating 
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quality of the public administrations. To control for economic development I use the gross 

domestic product (GDP) per capita in current prices by Gleditsch (2010) International 

integration has proved to be a significant factor affecting the levels of corruption in a country 

(Sandholtz and Gray 2003). In the models international integration is specified through using 

three different measures. The first is trade openness in the country, which is measured by the 

sum of exports and imports divided by GDP (World Bank Development Indicators 2010). The 

second and third are two indices from Axel Dreher’s globalization indices (2010). Political 

globalization is an index of the number of high commissions and embassies in the country, 

the number of international organizations the country is member of, the number of UN peace 

missions the country has participated in and the number of international treaties the country 

has signed since 1945. The social globalization index is constructed by three categories of 

indicators. The first indicator is personal contacts and includes measures on as telephone 

traffic, transfers (percent of GDP) international tourism, foreign population (percent of total 

population) and international letters per capita. The second indicator is data on information 

flows, which includes number of internet and television users (per 1000 people) and trade in 

newspapers (percent of GDP). Data on cultural proximity constitutes the third category of 

indicators, and it consists of the number of McDonald’s restaurants and number of Ikea (both 

per capita) as well as trade in books (percent of GDP). I also include a dummy variable for 

whether or not the country has been a British colony (from Hadenius and Teorell 2007), as 

several scholars have argued that the British left norms and legal structures in their colonies 

which after independence made these countries perform comparatively better than other 

former colonies, in terms of having administrations based on the rule of law (Bäck and 

Hadenius 2008; Charron and Lapuente 2010; La Porta et al. 1999; Treisman 2000). A part of 

good government auditing is the communication of audit findings to the general public, hence, 

to ensure that the relevance of auditing agencies on the quality of the administration is not 

instead capturing levels of press freedom in the country, a measure of Freedom of the Press 

(from Freedom House, 2010) is added as a control variable into the models. The variable was 

reversed so that high scores indicate high levels of press freedom.  

Results  

Table 1 presents seven empirical models where the hypotheses in the paper are tested. Model 

1 – 5 uses the impartiality index as the dependent variable. The first and most restrictive 

model tests the first hypothesis that good government auditing lead to a better performing 

public administration but includes only the control variables which are the most established in 

research on what may determine the quality of the bureaucracy cross-nationally. That is, GDP 

per capita, trade openness and being a former British colony (Bäck and Handenius 2008; 

Charron and Lapuente 2010; Dahlström, Lapuente and Teorell 2012; La Porta et al. 1999; 

Treisman 2000). We see that the index of good government auditing has a relatively strong 

effect, with a coefficient of .298, significant at the 0.01 level, despite adding these controls. 

As expected GDP per capita has an independent significant effect. More surprisingly, neither 

trade openness nor being a former British colony have significant effects in the analysis. In 

model 2, the first hypothesis is tested in an extended model, in which political and social 

globalization as well as press freedom are added as control variables. As the results 
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demonstrate, the impact of good government auditing drops only a little bit and it stays 

significant at the .01 level. Freedom of the press has only a marginal significant effect and the 

three variables controlling for internationalization dimension, trade openness, political and 

social globalization show no significant impact. The clear and statistically significant impact 

of good government auditing on public sector performance despite controlling for these 

factors is a bit unexpected, but it reveals the importance of how auditing is organized for its 

possibility to have a positive impact on the public sector, a neglected dimension in previous 

research. In accordance with the theory, the three principles of good government auditing are 

also expected to have independent effects on public sector performance. Hence, in model 3 

the second hypothesis is tested: If the national auditing agency is independent from the 

government, it generates better public sector performance. Model 4 investigates hypothesis 

three: If the national auditing agency is professional, i.e. have the appropriate skills and 

education, it generates better public sector performance, and model 5 tests hypothesis four: If 

the national auditing agency regularly communicates their results to the public it generates 

better public sector performance. To run the full extended regression model with each of the 
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TABEL 1

Good Government Auditing and Public Sector Performance

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7

Auditing variables

Good Gov Auditing Index 0.345*** 0.298*** 0.191*** 0.318**

(0.038) (0.046) (0.132)

Audit independence 0.199***

(0.038)

Audit professionalism 0.328***

(0.048)

Audit communication 0.236***

(0.040)

Control variables 

GDP/Capita 0.209*** 0.132* 0.168** 0.133* 0.140* 0.215*** 0.463**

(0.044) (0.069) (0.073) (0.069) (0.071) (0.072) (0.202)

Trade openness 0.065 0.005 -0.002 0.007 0.031 -0.005 -0.134

(0.091) (0.107) (0.115) (0.107) (0.111) (0.107) (0.300)

Political globalization -0.002 0.000 -0.005 0.000 0.001 -0.004

(0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.009)

Social globalization 0.004 0.004 0.005 0.004 0.013*** 0.026*

(0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.013)

Former British colony -0.113 -0.087 -0.016 -0.135 -0.095 0.137 0.360

(0.100) (0.101) (0.107) (0.102) (0.105) (0.104) (0.298)

Freedom of the press 0.005* 0.007** 0.008*** 0.006** 0.011*** 0.032***

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.009)

Number of countries 105 105 106 106 105 106 105

Constant -3.878*** -3.106*** -3.097*** -3.380*** -3.127*** -4.037*** -3.592*

(0.444) (0.749) (0.038) (0.746) (0.778) (0.730) (2.051)

Adjusted R² 0.710 0.736 0.682 0.724 0.695 0.812 0.705

Note : All estimates are unstandardized regression coefficients, with standardized errors in parentheses. For model 1-5, the dependent variable is the "impartiality

index" from the Quality of Government Expert Survey, 2015. The dependent variable for model 6 is the World Bank indicator "government effectiveness" from 2010

and for model 7, Transparency International's "corruption perception index" year 2012. *p < 0.10; **p< 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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three parts in the good government auditing index also makes it possible to see if any of the 

parts in the index is more important than others, and perhaps driving the results for the whole 

index.  Model 3- 5 illustrates how each of the principles of good government auditing has a 

clear impact on the quality of the bureaucracy, significant at the .01 level. In the light of the 

literature on auditing which primarily emphasize the importance of independence; it is 

somewhat surprising to see how the principle of independence demonstrates the weakest 

effect of the three principles, with a coefficient of .199. The strongest effect is found on 

professionalism ( .328) while communication places itself in the middle, with an effect of 

.236. As we see, there is no large difference between the three principles, however. In model 

5, it is interesting to note how communicating audit results to the public remains significant 

with a relatively high impact on the dependent variable, even when freedom of the press is 

controlled for. Although these results are in line with previous studies demonstrating how 

people trust performance information from independent auditing agencies more than media in 

general (James 2010), for a broader audience, freedom of the press would likely be regarded 

as more important to sustain a well performing bureaucracy, as several studies have 

demonstrated how press freedom has a significant impact on levels of corruption (e.g. 

Brunetti and Weder 2003). Similar to model 2, GDP per capita and freedom of the press 

remain significant in all three regressions while the other control variables show no significant 

impact.  

In model 6 and 7 the robustness of the results are tested by changing the dependent variable, 

in model 6 to government effectiveness (World Bank Governance Indicators, 2010) and in 

model 7 to levels of corruption (Transparency International, Corruption Perception Index, 

2012). The scale for the corruption perception index is arranged so that higher values indicate 

lower levels of corruption. The coefficient for good government auditing drops slightly in 

model 6 but it still has a clear impact and remains significant at a .01 level. Changing the 

dependent variable to government effectiveness made social globalization become significant 

at a .01 level, although its effect is rather limited with an estimated effect of .013. Using 

perceptions of corruption as the dependent variable in model 7, the effect of good government 

auditing increases but its significance levels drops a little to the .05 level. A similar change is 

noted for GDP per capita (an increase in the effect but a drop in the significance level), while 

the effect press freedom increases and remains significant at the .01 level. As the principle of 

having professional auditors demonstrated the strongest effect of the part of good government 

auditing, the robustness of the results is also tested by controlling for multicollinearity with 

professionalization of the bureaucracy in general. Previous research has shown how 

meritocratic recruitment of public officials has a strong and significant effect on levels of 

corruption (Dahlström, Lapuente and Teorell 2012), hence there could be a risk that this part 

of the index instead captures professionalization in general. To control for this, the index of 

professionalization in the Quality of Government Expert Survey 2015 is used, which 

measures to what extent the public administration is professional rather than politicized. 

Higher values indicate a more professional administration (Dahlström et al. 2015b). As 

expected the correlation between the professionalization index and audit professionalism is 

high (Pearson correlation = .691) and significant at the .01 level, however the values are not 
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as high as signaling problems of multicollinearity. To further control for multicollinearity I 

run a regression model with impartiality if the public administration as the dependent variable 

and the professionalism index and audit professionalism as independent variables. For this 

model, the collinearity diagnostics a shows a VIF value of 1.880, thus, not indicating any 

problems with multicollinearity between the variables. To make additional tests of the 

robustness of the results I run two regression models including the professionalization index 

as a control variable.  

 
The results are presented in Table 2. As we see in model 1, the effects of good government 

auditing drops from .298 (model 2, Table 1) to .195, when general professionalization of the 

public administration is added to the model. It remains however to have a clear impact which 

is significant at the .01 level. Similarly, the effect of audit professionalism, drops from .328 

(model 4, Table1) to .210 in model 2 (Table 2), but it remains significant at the .01 level. As 

expected, the general professionalism index have higher impact on the quality of the publicly 

administration than the good government auditing index and audit professionalism, with 

coefficient values of .315 (model 1) and .310 (model 2) which are significant at the .01 level. 

Although the effects of auditing drops to some extent when general professionalism is added 

TABEL 2

Robustness Test Good Government Auditing

Model 1 Model 2

Good Gov Auditing Index 0.195***

(0.039)

Audit professionalism 0.210***

(0.045)

Proffessional PA 0.315*** 0.310***

(0.049) (0.050)

Number of countries 103 104

Constant -3.091 -3.218

(0.605) (0.613)

Adjusted R² 0.818 0.817

Note : The estimates are unstandardized regression coefficients with

standardized errors in parentheses. For both models the dependent 

variable is the "impartiality index"from the QoG Survey 2015. The models 

include the same control variables as model 2 in Tabel 1; GDP/Capita, 

Trade openness, political and social globalization, former British colony 

and Freedom of the Press. *p < 0.10; **p< 0.05; ***p < 0.01
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to the models, the effect of good government auditing on the quality of the public 

administration  remains clear and statistically significant, which adds robust support to the 

initial findings.  

Concluding discussion  

To verify and control how resources are used when they are handled by others than the 

original owner is a normative procedure which has a long history in different kinds of 

societies around the globe, in autocracies as well as in democracies. In our contemporary 

world almost all countries have a national auditing office, to monitor and evaluate the 

finances and the performance of the public administration in order to ensure that the public 

resources are used correctly and in an efficient manner. Nonetheless, if auditing actually leads 

to a well performing public administration is a question which has not been answered 

properly in previous research. Several scholars have raised the fear that auditing has a 

negative impact on the organizations being subjects to audit, leading to mistrust, de-

professionalization and a bias for activities being measurable instead of focusing on the 

substance of the activities. The empirical studies on the impact of auditing on public sector 

performance have been limited and in general focused on single organizations or single fields 

within the public sector, in the same country. Research on auditing and inspection activities 

on organizations have also demonstrated mixed results, where some studies show a positive 

impact and others a negative or no impact at all. A reason for the mixed results as well as the 

fears scholars have risen about auditing could be the lack of an overall theoretical framework, 

establishing what may constitute “good auditing” of the public sector. In a similar manner as 

it is not certain that merely “governance” will lead to any positive outcomes in a country, to 

simply have “auditing” does not ensure that the administration is monitored in a way which is 

beneficiary for how it operates. Scholars have defined and debated what constitutes “good 

governance” or “quality of government” as having this in a country have proved to lead to 

several positive outcomes, such as less poverty, lower child mortality, better health among the 

citizens (Azfar and Gurgur 2005; Gupta, Davoodi and Alonso-Terme 2002, Holmberg, 

Rothstein and Nasiritousi 2009) and. I have argued that there are three core principles upon 

which a definition of “good government auditing” should be built and in this paper these 

principles have been operationalized and tested empirically.  

The results evidently demonstrate that if auditing is organized according to these principles it 

has a distinct and statistically significant positive influence on the performance of public 

sector, even when controlling for several alternative explanations and altering the measures of 

a well performing public administration. Auditing independence demonstrates the weakest 

effect of the three principles when they are tested separately, which, in the light of the 

literature is fairly surprising, as independence is regarded as the cornerstone in auditing. 

Instead, audit professionalism demonstrates the most positive impact on public sector 

performance. These results are in line with previous research illustrating how a high degree of 

knowledge in the area being monitored by the people conducting controls is highly significant 

for the possibilities to have a positive impact of the control (c.f. Boyne, Day and Walker 

2002). In particular, in poor countries, which also tend to have the largest problems with 
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malfunctioning public sectors, to have auditors with appropriate skills and education have in 

previous studies also been demonstrated to be crucial for the auditing agency to fulfill its 

assignment (Gustavson 2014; Isaksson and Bigsten 2012). Although audit professionalism 

demonstrates the strongest effect, the differences between effects of the “good government 

auditing” index and each of the three principles are not very large. This indicates that each 

part of good government auditing is central in order to create a public sector of high quality.   

The main policy implication of these findings is to continue to support national auditing 

agencies in development countries through various development cooperation programs, as it 

proves to be an important factor contributing to better functioning public sectors. A high 

quality public administration has in turn been demonstrated to generate several good 

outcomes in society, such as lower child mortality, less poverty, better health among the 

population. Hence, as auditing, according to the results in this paper, appears indirectly to 

contribute to such desired outcomes, promoting auditing agencies in poor countries ought to 

be a prioritized area within development aid. The independent significant effects of the three 

principles of good government auditing indicate that these three areas could be a productive 

focus of such programs. If independence and communicating, also inconvenient, results to the 

public are difficult to promote due to political constraints, directing resources to build 

knowledge, skills and expertise among the public auditors is a constructive way forward to 

generate better quality of the public sector.   

Finally, if there would be no control and monitoring of the public officials, there is an 

impending risk that fraud, corruption and other mismanagement would increase (McCubbins, 

Noll and Weingast 1987). However, a quick empirical lookout in the world tells us that to 

merely have a national audit office conducting audits of the public sector does not produce the 

desired effect to curb such malpractices. In this paper I have demonstrated how auditing 

actually can play an essential role in creating well working public sectors, it yet requires that 

it is organized according to the appropriate principles, i.e. the principles of good government 

auditing.  
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Abstract 

Few cross-country studies examine the effects of auditing quality on public sector corruption. 

We present a definition of good auditing consisting of three principles: independence, 

professionalism and recognizing the people as the principal; Using novel data from an original 

expert survey covering over hundred countries, the concept is then operationalized and tested 

empirically. The results demonstrate that good auditing has a positive effect on national levels 

of public sector corruption. This lends reason to believe that auditing which is organized 

according to certain principles has potential to contribute to well-functioning public 

administrations with a low degree of corruption. 

Keywords: Auditing, Public Administration, Public Sector, Corruption 
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Introduction 

Understanding how to reduce public sector corruption – generally defined as “the abuse of 

public power for private gain” (Transparency International 2011) – is crucial for policymakers 

that seek to get rid of such behavior and it has been described as the ‘million dollar question’ 

facing public administration scholars (Rothstein 2011). The comparative research on public 

sector corruption prevention has examined a range of institutional as well as cultural 

explanatory factors across countries (see Treisman 2007). Seminal work on how to deter 

public agents to engage in corrupt behavior propose that the risk of getting caught is of crucial 

importance (cf. Becker and Stiegler 1974) and in modern societies auditing activities is the 

main tool for detecting such behavior in public administrations. Yet, the departure for this 

article is that comparative research seldom has focused on the quality of auditing of the public 

sector as a mean to reduce corrupt behavior among bureaucratic agents. We therefore ask: 

Can well functioning national auditing of the public sector reduce such behavior?  

Scholars have studied the shift from central regulation and detailed instructions to 

decentralization, market solutions and ex-post controls within the New Public Management 

(NPM) reform package. This change increased the demand for oversight and inspection of the 

public sector to such an extent that Power (1999) claimed that we were facing an “audit 

society.” Power argued that this would have undesirable consequences, and in line with his 

view, much of the literature has focused on the harmful impact of public sector audit activities 

(Pollitt et al. 1999; Lonsdale et al. 2011).
154

 However, not all scholarly contributions adapt a 

pessimistic view on auditing and few have conducted empirical studies to demonstrate the 

impact of audit activities on public sector outcomes (Andrews et al. 2008; Boyne 2003; 

Cabral and Lazzarini 2015; Reichborn-Kjennerud and Johnsen 2015; Walker et al. 2010). 

Notably, a feature of the literature studying the impact from auditing on public sector 

outcomes is that very few studies focus on corruption per se. Among the exceptions are two 

intervention studies by Duflo and colleagues (2012; 2013) that show through field 

experiments that auditing and monitoring of third-party agents can reduce misbehavior related 

to corruption by public agents. More commonly, this vein of research often study outcomes 

that operationalize the concept of public sector performance (Walker et al. 2010). These 

studies depict a mixed picture of how auditing activities impact the performance of public 

sector organizations, (Bevan and Hood 2006; Boyne 2003; Carlson et al. 2014; Rutherford 

2014). Yet, the findings regarding this relationship have further nuances. For instance, 

Rutherford (2014) finds that audit interventions increased schools’ performance on some 

indicators while there were no improvements on other performance indicators.
155

 These 

patterns relate to the importance of how public sector performance is defined and measured. 

As Andersen and colleagues (2016) discusses in a recent conceptual article, the concept of 

                                                           
154

 It has been argued that making organizations auditable leads to the measurability of activities becoming more 

important than the kinds of activities carried out in the organizations (see Holmstrom and Milgrom 1991). This 

in turn has been argued to lead to lower levels of efficiency, deprofessionalization and mistrust and resistance 

among public employees (Bevan and Hood 2006; Pentland 2000; Power 1996, 1999). 
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 A common counterargument in the literature is that performance improvements from auditing in some areas 

may have negative consequences in other areas as a result of resources and attention being directed to the areas 

that are subject to audits (Bevan and Hood 2006). 
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performance is so broad that researchers should be as specific as possible when using this 

terminology. To be clear, we relate our inquiry to insights from research on auditing and 

public sector performance. However, while we see the degree of corruption in the public 

sector as a feature that may have further ramifications for different types of performance (as 

bribery often induce implementation failures and hampers bureaucratic efficiency) we do not 

view corruption as a type of public sector performance as such. 

Almost all countries around the world have an established supreme audit institution (SAI), 

defined as ”national audit agencies responsible for auditing government revenue and 

spending” (World Bank 2001). However, the organization of these SAI’s vary in several 

aspects, such as their structure, degree of professionalism, degree of independence from the 

government and whether they communicate their results to the public. While previous 

research emphasizes some of these aspects as important in relation to efforts to improve 

different performance measures in the public sector, research lack an overall theoretical 

understanding of how auditing should be organized in order to generate lower degrees of 

public sector corruption, nor have they extensively been subjected to systematic empirical 

testing (Boyne et al. 2002; Cabral and Lazzarini 2015; Walker et al. 2010).
156

 The specific 

focus of this study is on SAI’s in a comparative perspective and national levels of public 

sector corruption. This study aims to expand this field of research through examining how 

“good auditing” impacts public sector corruption in a cross-national comparative study.  

The remainder of the article is structured as follows: The second section discusses prior 

research, conceptualizes good auditing and clarifies our theoretical expectations. The third 

section presents the data and methods. The fourth section reports the results and the fifth and 

final section concludes. 

Theory: The Organization of Auditing and Its Impact on Public Sector Corruption 

The Importance of Auditing of the Public Sector 

Oversight of the public sector is commonly described theoretically as following the logic of 

the principal-agent problem (Bendor et al. 2001; McCubbins et al. 1987; Weingast 1984). As 

the principals (the political representatives and, ultimately, the people) delegate the execution 

of public affairs to the agents (the public officials), the need to control the public officials’ 

actions and performance increases. If there were no oversight of public officials, there would 

be an impending risk of policy drift, shirking (i.e. the avoidance of duties) or corruption in 

public authorities (McCubbins et al. 1987). This need for control is enforced by the 

asymmetric relationship between the principals and agents in terms of knowledge. Particularly 

in modern societies with highly complex and specialized administrations, political 

representatives and ordinary citizens may have a difficult time constituting sufficient control 

merely through access and insight into the public sector organizations. This has given rise to 
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 The related existing empirical research on the impact of auditing on public sector performance is seldom 

comparative across countries and consists mainly of studies of single public sector organizations or single fields 

within the public sector, such as health care or schools, within the same country (but see Ahlbäck-Öberg and 

Bringselius 2015; Morin 2014; Reichborn-Kjennerud and Johnsen 2011; Reichborn-Kjennerud 2014a). 
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the need for specific government agencies to control other parts of the public sector, such as 

auditing or inspection agencies (O’Donnell 1999; Scott 2000).  

Research on auditing and inspection of organizations has demonstrated mixed results, with 

some studies showing a positive impact and others a negative impact or no impact at all. 

These studies have mainly been centered on how the communication of audit results can play 

an important role. Audit results have proved to have a positive impact on organizations’ 

performance (measured in a diverse array of outcome variables) when they have been made 

public to citizens (Carlson et al. 2014; Bevan and Hood 2006; Ferraz and Finan 2008). In 

particular, such information has proved to be significant in decentralized public sectors with 

market solutions, where citizens are allowed to choose among various service providers. 

Citizens need information on which to base their choices, and public service providers need to 

perform well in published reports in order to attract citizens as “customers” (Carlson et al. 

2014). The source of performance information has also proved to be important. Research 

holds that citizens are more likely to trust information produced by independent auditing 

bodies than they are to trust information produced by other actors (James 2011). Furthermore, 

the capacity of the agency, in terms of the auditors’ expertise and skills, has been 

demonstrated to impact its ability to fulfill its assignment. In developing countries in 

particular, capacity constraints in terms of lack of education and expertise among auditors 

place strict limitations on how auditing agencies in these countries operate (Gustavson 2014; 

Isaksson and Bigsten 2012). A reason for the mixed results could be the lack of an overall 

theoretical framework establishing what may constitute “good auditing” of the public sector. 

Just as it is not certain that “governance” alone will lead to any positive outcomes in a 

country, neither does “auditing” alone ensure that an administration is monitored in a way that 

will improve its operations. A similar discussion on what constitutes good auditing has been 

lacking.  

Apart from the overarching understanding of the need for and purpose of auditing agencies in 

democracies, there are few established comprehensive theoretical frameworks for 

understanding how such agencies should be organized to achieve better outcomes in general 

and reduce the degree of corruption in the administrations being audited in particular (Boyne 

et al. 2002). In the following section the features of good auditing will be reviewed and 

discussed in the light of historical political theory in order to outline a definition of good 

auditing and anchor it to democratic accountability. We then explicate why we expect these 

features of good auditing to reduce public sector corruption.  

Conceptualizing Good Auditing 

We argue that there are three main principles that can be regarded as essential elements in a 

definition of good auditing, based on a democratic perspective. The first is the principle of 

independence (Flint 1988; Mautz and Sharaf 1961; Normanton 1966; Power 1999, 2005; 

Hollingsworth et al. 1998). If we regard auditing as a mechanism for the principal to control 

the agent, the separation between the agent and the auditing agency becomes central. If there 

is no separation between the oversight mechanism and the public administration that is 

subjected to control, the oversight mechanism would instead work primarily as a self-
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evaluation function (Wildavsky 1979). Internal auditing serves as such a mechanism, 

operating as an internal control function for management to evaluate and control the 

organization. Although internal auditing may be a valuable instrument for management in the 

public sector, for politicians and the public to enhance efficiency and prevent policy drift, 

fraud and corruption in the administration, relying on self-evaluative mechanisms has obvious 

limitations. For example, there is a risk that self-estimations will overvalue performance and 

downplay underperformance and other problems in the organization due to management’s 

desire to present a picture of success (see Meier et al. 2015). The history of auditing in 

democratic theory also illustrates how independence has been an essential element in the 

relationship between auditors and public administrations. In The Politics Aristotle stated that 

officials handling public money must be controlled by other officials who are separate from 

them and have no other function: “But since some, not to say all, of these offices handle the 

public money, there must of necessity be another office that examines and audits them, and 

has no other function” (1996, 1322b5-15). Similar to Aristotle, John Stuart Mill clarifies the 

need to create systems to control the administration and to separate “these offices of control 

and criticism” from the administration whose work they are to examine (Mill, (1861) 2001, 

70). As independence is well established as a cornerstone in auditing, the issue discussed in 

the literature is not whether or not independence is necessary, but rather how various 

dimensions of independence can be guaranteed, such as financial independence; protection 

from interference in planning, selecting and executing audits; and individual ethics among 

auditors (Antle 1984; Bayou et al. 2011; Cullinan and Sutton 2002; Gendron et al. 2000; 

Preston et al. 1995; Sikka and Willmott 1995; INTOSAI 1998).  

The second principle of good auditing, this article argues, is professionalism. The creation of 

specific auditing agencies builds on the notion that officials working for these agencies are 

better able than ordinary citizens and politicians to control financial transactions and the 

ethical conduct of agents in very complex organizations such as contemporary public 

administrations. Scholars also argue that professionalism among officials conducting 

oversight activities generates better outcomes in terms of improving performance of the 

auditees (Boyne et al. 2002; Gustavson 2014; Isaksson and Bigsten 2012). In addition to 

controlling the public sector, auditing also builds on recommendations to the auditee with the 

aim of improving its performance (Reichborn-Kjennerud 2013a). In order for their 

recommendations to actually lead to improvements, the auditors’ understanding these 

organizations must be significant (Boyne et al. 2002, 1199). In comparison with other 

oversight agencies, constituting a specific profession also has implications for how the 

expertise among auditors is governed (for a recent discussion drawing on experiences from 

Nordic countries, see Jeppesen et al. forthcoming). A profession is defined by its claim to 

abstract knowledge and the application of such knowledge to particular cases (Abbott 1988, 

8). In order to limit who can claim legitimate membership in the profession, professional 

groups exercise control and authority in several ways. Entrance to the profession is generally 

regulated through demands for specific education and exams; further, apart from national 

legal frameworks, members’ work is internally regulated through requirements that they 

follow professional norms such as specific standards and guidelines (Byington et al. 1990; 

Bédard 1989; Preston et al. 1995). Hence, a part of the trust in auditors’ competence is also 
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based on whether they follow the norms established by the profession for their work 

(Gustavson and Rothstein 2013). In a democratic perspective the relationship between 

democracy and professionalism is not entirely clear. The historical political theories 

discussing a function such as audit are not fully consistent in their approach to 

professionalism. The democratic system promoted by Aristotle was an amateur system based 

on a rotation of positions between the public officials, in order to be truly democratic.
157

 More 

recent democracy and public administration theorists such as Max Weber ((1922) 1978) 

nonetheless argue that the need for professionalism in an audit function is essential due to the 

asymmetric relationship in information and knowledge between a specialized administration 

and the people and politicians. Mill also emphasized the importance of using highly skilled 

people in the administration. In addition, he argued that they should carry out the work in an 

impersonal manner, according to specific procedures (Urbinati 2002, 54-55).  

The third and last principle that we argue constitutes the foundation of good auditing is 

recognizing the people as the principal. The organization of public administrations in 

democratic societies can be described as a chain of delegation. The people delegate authority 

to elected politicians who in turn delegate power to various public agencies, their 

management and the individual public officials. Who should be considered the principal in 

this vertical accountability framework then depends on where we focus in the chain of 

delegation (Brandsma and Schillemans 2013). Although delegation builds on a shift in 

thinking about who should be considered the principal, from a democratic perspective it can 

be argued that the main principal, whose will and power are delegated, is always ultimately 

the people. The question then becomes how auditing can be organized to enable the people to 

become a true principal, for whom auditing agencies hold the public sector organizations to 

account. The literature pinpoint that communication of the findings from audits is a crucial 

aspect of this accountability process. Audit reports and the information produced by 

independent bodies like auditing agencies can be used directly by the citizens, creating a 

direct vertical accountability link between the auditing agency and the people. People are 

affected by, and may act upon, information on public sector performance generated by 

external audit agencies. For instance, they might change service provider if the audit reports 

present negative reviews of their current service provider’s performance or they may voice 

concerns for political change (James 2011; Carlson et al. 2014). Communication of audit 

results directly to the people may hence lead to higher levels of political accountability. 

Good Auditing and Reduced Public Sector Corruption: Theoretical expectations 

In a wide sense it is quite plausible to assume that actors in public authorities will have the 

incentives to limit corrupt practices if the risk of being exposed is a real threat (cf. Becker and 

Stiegler 1974). If auditing is truly effective it will hence have a deterring effect on the 

behavior of agents in such authorities. As discussed above, three main principles of what may 

be considered good auditing, from a democratic perspective, have been outlined and the 

following definition is proposed: Good auditing is characterized by independence from the 
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 Yet, in need of better control of finances and greater efficiency, the system was eventually changed, moving 

more towards professionalism, in particular within financial administration (Rhodes 1980). 
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auditee, professionalism in the exercise of the audit practice, and recognizing the people as 

the principal. The overall theoretical understanding is thus that these principles together 

organize auditing in a way that generates a public sector with less corruption; that is, countries 

where national auditing agencies is organized according to these principles also will tend to 

have little public sector corruption. This leads to the following hypothesis:  

H1: If the SAI of a country is characterized by good auditing, it tends to reduce public sector 

corruption  

Although the overall theoretical understanding of what characterizes good auditing builds on 

the three principles in combination, it is reasonable to assume that each one of the principles 

has an independent effect on how well auditing can generate a public sector without 

corruption. There are specific reasons to believe that the components of this concept have an 

effect on reduced public sector corruption. To start with, previous discussions lend reason to 

believe that independence matters. Two main systems for organizing SAI’s is discussed in the 

literature. In some countries, for instance, France and the Netherlands, the SAI serve as courts 

wherein the public entities may face penalties if irregularities are detected (Bundt 2000). In 

such accountability arrangements the auditors acquire a great deal of discretion and have the 

final say in how the administrations perform, with limited participation from the people. In 

other countries, such as Sweden and Great Britain, auditing instead builds on 

recommendations from the auditors to elected politicians and the administrative management 

in the audited entity, which then are responsible for implementing the auditors’ 

recommendations (Pollitt and Summa 1997). In such an accountability arrangement it mainly 

becomes the responsibility of the political leaders and the administrative management to act 

on the audit results on behalf of the citizens. If the contemporary juridical audit system has 

limited democratic influence, the audit system building on recommendations to administrative 

management and political leadership has also proven to be inadequate from a democratic 

perspective. Scholars have argued that auditors are frequently too closely aligned with 

administrative management to report sufficiently on maladministration (Sikka and Willmott 

1995). In particular, it has been pointed out that the advisory role of auditors may conflict 

with their role as reviewers of the organization (Cullinan and Sutton 2002; Sikka 2009). For 

government audit agencies, independence is a cornerstone, and if they become “too cozy” in 

their relationship with the audited entities there is a risk that they will no longer be perceived 

to be independent (Pollitt and Summa 1997, 334). To illustrate, independence has been 

characterized by Barzelay (1997) as “an essential attribute of performance auditing” (p. 241). 

In addition, studies have demonstrated that when auditors do report on mismanagement and 

recommend changes, reports and recommendations are not always taken into account by the 

administrative management and the political leadership (Freides 1992; Hanberger 2009). As 

noted in our conceptual discussion, an auditing which is not independent may run the risk of 

becoming a self-evaluation of public officials and therefore may downplay corrupt behavior. 

Building on this argument we conclude that it is reasonable to assume that if the auditing 

agency is independent it will be better able to monitor the public sector in a manner that will 

reduce corruption. This leads to the following hypothesis:  
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H2: If the SAI of a country is independent of the government, it tends to reduce public sector 

corruption  

Likewise, we find reason to believe that if the auditors who work in the SAI have the 

appropriate skills and education, they will be able to conduct the audits in a way that reduces 

public sector corruption. As noted above, theory suggests that professionalism should 

characterize such organizations. Weber ((1922) 1978) argues that officials need to be held to 

account; moreover, he argues that it should be experts who are tasked to hold other experts to 

account, since leaders generally lack the knowledge needed to be able to check the experts’ 

work (p. 236). We find it likely that this also should hold true for the staff in audit 

organization in regards to anticorruption investigations. To illustrate; if a SAI do not have the 

expertise to identify acts of misbehavior for personal gain in complex organizations – acts 

which most often is hidden in paper trails so that outsiders do not easily find out about them – 

its work would be quite toothless as a tool to reduce public sector corruption. Moreover, it can 

be noted that a lack of professional expertise creates more dependency on the auditee and it 

limits possibilities to take a critical stance towards the information obtained in the audit 

process (Isaksson and Bigsten 2012); it also has a negative impact on the trustworthiness of 

the auditors’ assessments, opinions and reports (Flint 1988). It is therefore plausible to assume 

that SAI’s need to be staffed with skilled employees and given the appropriate resources to 

conduct meaningful investigations of fraud and bribery in public authorities. In other words, a 

SAI which is characterized by professionalism should be much more likely to expose 

corruption than one that is not, everything else alike. To conclude, this leads to the following 

hypothesis:  

H3: If the SAI of a country is professional (i.e. has staff with the appropriate skills and 

education), it tends to reduce public sector corruption 

Finally, if the SAI in a country communicate the results from audits to the public regularly, 

resulting public pressure will tend to lead to reduced public sector corruption. To illustrate, 

Andersson and Bergman (2009) show in their study that the significance the administrative 

management attaches to audits can influence its ability to protect the administration from 

mismanagement. Weak audits and limited attention to audit reports constituted part of their 

explanation for the higher level of corruption found in one out of two otherwise similar 

regions in Sweden (Andersson and Bergman 2009). A closely related and important issue 

regards communication of audits and accountability structures. Ferraz and Finan (2008) 

illustrate how audit reports can significantly impact the way citizens hold political leaders 

accountable in elections. As part of an anticorruption strategy, the Brazilian state conducted 

an extended audit of randomly selected municipalities. The results from the audit were 

published on the internet and handed over to the local media. The audit reports on the 

prevalence of corruption in some municipalities greatly influenced whether or not the local 

politicians were reelected. Politicians who were reported as corrupt in the audits were much 

less likely to be reappointed, whereas those reported as “clean” were much more likely to be 

reelected (ibid.). As we can see, when audit results are communicated directly to the people, 

accountability increases and the chances of maladministration proceeding undetected 
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diminish. Of course it is not possible to inform the general public of all audit findings, but if 

the people are to be recognized as the principal, auditing agencies need to seriously consider 

how best to handle audit findings with a view to serving the public interest. This entails 

communicating audit results to the public, including those that are inconvenient for the 

government. This reasoning informs us to formulate the final theoretical expectation in this 

paper and leads to the following hypothesis:  

H4: If the SAI of a country regularly communicates its results to the public, including results 

that would be inconvenient for the government, it tends to reduce public sector corruption 

Study design and data 

To assess the impact from good auditing on public sector corruption, this study conducts an 

empirical investigation with a cross-sectional design focusing on a global sample of countries. 

The following sections will discuss the operationalizations, methods and data used in this 

study. 

Operationalizing the dependent variable 

The dependent variable in this study is the degree of corruption in the public sector of a 

country. To measure corruption we use figures from the Transparency International’s (TI) 

Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI). The CPI is a perception-based expert assessment, which 

combines investigations performed by a number of established institutions, such as the World 

Bank, the Economist Intelligence Unit, Freedom House and the Bertelsmann Foundation. The 

index combines these investigations to a single indicator of the extent to which bribery and 

corruption is pervasive in the public sector of a country. The CPI is reported as an annual 

figure for a global sample of countries and a nation is assigned a value ranked from 0 (high 

corrupt) to 100 (low corrupt). We make use of the CPI from the year 2015. As will be 

discussed in the results section we also perform the analyses in this paper by using a different 

measure of corruption. As a mean of robustness test we run the models with Control of 

Corruption data from the World Bank Governance Indicators as an alternative dependent 

variable. Both variables are taken from the Quality of Government Institute’s cross-sectional 

database (Teorell et al. 2016). 

Operationalizing the independent variable 

To measure the main independent variable in focus, good auditing, we use original data from 

the Quality of Government (QoG) Institute Expert Survey II. The survey was launched by 

researchers at the QoG Institute at the University of Gothenburg, Sweden, in 2014 and is 

based on responses from 1294 country experts, covering 159 countries. These experts were 

purposively recruited in four rounds during 2014 through the network of the organizing 

researchers and their involvement in associations such as the United Nations Public 

Administration Network. The survey was administered per email and from a pool of 7096 

experts, 1784 started the survey and 1294 finished it. The survey was available in English, 

French, Spanish as well as Russian and its items were pretested on a sample of experts that 
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participated in an earlier round of the survey. The participants are more often than not of male 

sex, with a PhD degree, employed at a public university and are born or live in the country 

that they are assessing.
158

 Experts participated in the survey on a voluntary basis with no 

remuneration for their involvement (Dahlström et al. 2015a).
159

 The 122 countries that are 

represented by three or more experts in the survey are used in this dataset. While a reduced 

number of countries may slightly skew the sample geographically, we are informed by the 

writings of Lee and colleagues (2012) and deem it important not to rely on information from 

single experts when analyzing the answers pertaining to a country. On average, roughly eight 

experts assess a country and the responses have been subject to tests for experts’ perception 

bias (see also Dahlström et al. 2015b). The dataset has been validated in previous publications 

and earlier rounds of this data collection – the QoG Institute Expert Survey I – have been 

reported in a number of articles in political science and public administration journals (e.g. 

Dahlström et al. 2012; Sundell 2014). 

Good auditing is measured with three specific items in the expert survey, capturing each one 

of the three principles outlined in the theory section. The three items follows after the 

question “To what extent would you say the following applies today to the country for which 

you have chosen to submit your answers?”. Respondents are then asked to assess the 

following three dimensions according to this question; 1) The National Audit Office is 

independent of the government. 2) Auditors at the National Audit Office have the appropriate 

education and qualifications. 3) The National Audit Office regularly communicates their 

results, including results that may be inconvenient for the government, to the general public. 

Apart from a “no answer” option, the answer options range from 1 to 7, where 1 represents 

“not at all” and 7 “to a very large extent.” The answers were aggregated to the country level 

by taking the mean of all experts per country. The good auditing index was then created by 

taking the mean of the values for the three questions (Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.939).  

Operationalizing control variables 

To ensure that the relationship between good auditing and public sector corruption is robust to 

other features that may explain variance in the degree of corruption across countries we make 

use of a range of control variables. These variables have been shown in cross-country 

comparative studies to be factors contributing to the degree of corruption in the public 

administration of a nation.  

Several studies pinpoint that the economic development in a country is a strong predictor for 

corruption in a country (see an overview in Treisman 2007). To control for economic 

development the gross domestic product (GDP) per capita in current prices by Gleditsch is 

used (year 2011). International integration has also proved to be a significant factor leading to 

lower levels of corruption in the public sector of a country (Sandholtz and Gray 2003). In the 

models, international integration is specified using an indicator of trade openness, from the 
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 The average respondent is of male sex (73 % of the pool of experts), has a PhD degree (74%) and is born in 

1966. The mean respondent is born (81 %) and live in (76 %) the country that she/he assesses. Common 

employers include a public university (56 %), private universities (12 %), governments (10 %) and NGOs (9 %). 
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 The mean response time for an expert – after removing those that took more than ten hours – was 36 minutes. 
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World Bank Development Indicators (year 2012), which is measured by the sum of the 

country’s exports and imports divided by GDP. A dummy variable for whether or not the 

country has been a British colony is also included, as scholars have argued that the British left 

norms and legal structures in their colonies that, after independence, made these countries 

more likely than other former colonies to have administrations based on the rule of law (La 

Porta et al. 1999; Treisman 2000). For this variable, the article uses the measure of colonial 

origin created by Hadenius and Teorell (year 2014). A part of good auditing is the 

communication of audit findings to the general public. Hence, to ensure that the apparent 

relevance of auditing agencies to the quality of the administration is not instead due to levels 

of press freedom in the country, Freedom House’s measure of freedom of the press was added 

into the models as a control variable. This scale assess countries on whether their press is 

considered “free”, “partly free” or “not free”. The variable was reversed so that high scores 

indicate high levels of press freedom. Finally we control for the level of democracy in a 

country as this factor as been shown to be a strong predictor of corruption in a country (e.g. 

Bäck and Hadenius 2008; Charron and Lapuente 2010). We use the imputed Polity scores to 

measure this concept, a standard measure in this literature. This indicator ranges from 0 to 10, 

the upper score indicating the highest level of democracy in a country. All control variables 

are taken from the Quality of Government Institute’s cross-sectional database (Teorell et al. 

2016).  

Empirical strategy 

Using our cross-sectional dataset the empirical strategy proceeds in two steps: we first 

investigate the bivariate relationship between good auditing and public sector corruption. We 

here utilize OLS-regression methods as the dependent variable is expressed as an interval 

scale. Since a range of factors may explain levels of public sector corruption – some of which 

may be rival explanations to the impact from auditing – we then proceed to investigate the 

impact from good auditing in a multivariate framework in which we include the control 

variables discussed above. In the final multivariate models we have data for all variables 

available for 104 countries, distributed across the globe. The summary statistics of the 

variables used in these models are reported in Table 1. It should be noted we made sure to 

investigate if there is multicollinearity in the models we report. Collinearity diagnostics 

indicate that the variables are not problematic in terms of tolerance and that Variance Inflation 

Factors are within secure boundaries. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics  

 Mean Standard Deviation Min Max 

Corruption 42.43 20.05 8 91 

Good auditing index 4.57 1.38 1.33 7 

Component 1: Audit 

independence  

4.31 1.62 1 7 

Component 2: Audit 

professionalism 

4.96 1.17 2 7 

Component 3: Audit 

communication 

4.45 1.53 1 7 

GDP per capita (log) 8.82 1.28 5.71 11.60 

Trade openness 4.39 0.45 3.13 5.93 

Former British colony  0.30 0.46 0 1 

Press freedom 52.68 24.20 3 90 

Democracy 6.70 3.09 0 10 

 

Results 

Focusing on the relationship between good auditing and the levels of public sector corruption 

in a country, we first report the bivariate patterns in Figure 1. In this scatterplot it is evident 

that countries with higher scores on the good auditing index also tend to have low degrees of 

corruption.  As expected, the Nordic countries are found at the top right corner, together with 

countries like New Zealand, the Netherlands and France, with high levels of good auditing 

and well-functioning public administrations. The fact that countries representing different 

kinds of audit systems, that is, the parliamentarian system (the Nordic countries, New Zealand 

and Canada) and the juridical system (France and the Netherlands), are found at the top 

indicates that it does not matter what kind of audit system is established in the country as long 

as it is an independent and professional auditing agency that communicates with the general 

public. At the bottom left corner we find countries such as Afghanistan, Venezuela and 

Bangladesh, countries where corruption in the public sector is perceived as being very high; 

these countries are also distinguished by not having national public auditing agencies that are 

organized according to principles of good auditing.  
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Figure 1. Bivariate relationship between good auditing and lack of public sector corruption 

 
Comments: The corruption indicator, the Corruptions Perceptions Index 2015, runs from 0 (indicating high 

levels of corruption) to 100 (low levels of corruption). Higher values on the good auditing index indicate that the 

national auditing agency is independent, that its staff has the appropriate skills and education and that it regularly 

communicates its results to citizens.  

Proceeding to the results from the OLS-regression model, Table 1 reports the findings from 

this analysis in five different models. Model 1, reporting the bivariate relationship, clearly 

shows that there is a strong association between the two variables Good auditing index and 

Corruption. The b-value suggests that there is a substantially large and statistically significant 

effect from the auditing variable on national levels of public sector corruption. When 

introducing the set of control variables in Model 2 the magnitude of this effect decreases but 

is still substantial. The size of the b-value in this full model indicates that a one-point increase 

in good auditing would decrease corruption by about 4 points on this scale (p < .001). Using 

the full index as the main independent variable, this lends support for our first hypothesis 

posed earlier in this paper, that good auditing leads to a public administration with less 

corruption. 
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Table 2. Good auditing and lack of public sector corruption, results from OLS-regression (b-

values) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Good auditing index 10.99* 

(1.00) 

3.94* 

(1.09) 

   

Component 1: Audit 

independence  

  2.60* 

(0.90) 

  

Component 2: Audit 

professionalism 

   5.00* 

(1.12) 

 

Component 3: Audit 

communication 

    2.65* 

(0.99) 

GDP per capita (log)  6.01* 

(1.12) 

6.52* 

(1.12) 

5.76* 

(1.09) 

6.26* 

(0.99) 

Trade openness  1.57 

(2.19) 

1.47 

(2.25) 

1.96 

(2.12) 

1.74 

(2.25) 

Former British colony   -1.75 

(2.48) 

-0.71 

(2.50) 

-2.37 

(2.42) 

-1.71 

(2.57) 

Press freedom 

 

 0.68* 

(0.12) 

0.71* 

(0.12) 

0.68* 

(0.12) 

-0.72* 

(0.12) 

Democracy  -3.19* 

(0.95) 

-3.25* 

(0.97) 

-3.01* 

(0.92) 

-3.17* 

(0.98) 

Constant -3.99 

(4.81) 

-46.23* 

(10.86) 

 

-44.93* 

(11.17) 

 

-53.99* 

(10.57) 

 

-44.93* 

(11.24) 

 

 
N 104 104 104 104 104 

Adj. R-squared  .54 .75 .75 .77 .74 

Comment: *p < .010.  Standard errors are reported in parentheses. The dependent variables in all models are the 

Corruption Perception Index (CPI) country scores from 2015 (Higher values on this scale indicate less 

corruption). 

We then proceed to examine the three dimensions that constitute this aggregate index. In 

accordance with the theory, the three principles of good auditing are also expected to have 

independent effects on public sector corruption. Hence, in model 3 the second hypothesis is 

tested: If the national auditing agency is independent of the government, it generates less 

public sector corruption. Similarly, model 4 investigates hypothesis number three: If the 

national auditing agency is professional (i.e. has the appropriate skills and education), it 

generates less public sector corruption. Model 5 finally tests hypothesis four: If the national 

auditing agency regularly communicates its results to the public, it generates less public sector 

corruption. Running the full regression model with each of the components of the good 

auditing index also makes it possible to see if any part in the index is more important than the 

others and is perhaps driving the results for the whole index. 

Models 3 to 5 illustrate how each of the principles of good auditing has a clear impact on 

corruption in the public administration, significant at the at the 99 % level. Yet, the size of the 

effects in these three models differs slightly. The strongest effect found is that of 
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professionalism (a b-value of 5), reported in model 4 (the variable Component 2: Audit 

professionalism). This is also the model with the highest level of explained variance. The 

principles of independence, as reported in Model 3 (the variable Component 1: Audit 

independence), and communication (the variable Component 3: Audit communication, 

reported in model 5) demonstrate b-values of around 2.6. The effect from professionalism 

therefore seems to be somewhat driving the results of the index.  

Notably, the above results are reported when including a number of control variables. These 

factors mainly behave as predicted from theory. As expected, GDP per capita has a positive 

significant effect. Trade openness does not have any significant effect in the analysis, nor 

does being a former British colony. More surprisingly, the democracy levels of a country 

exhibit a negative impact. Pertaining to press freedom, this effect is in line with prior research 

positive and statistically significant throughout all four models.  

It should be noted that we also reran all these five models with an alternative dependent 

variable that operationalize public sector corruption. By using the Control of Corruption data 

from the World Bank Governance Indicators as the variable to be explained we obtain 

basically identical results: The effect from the good auditing index is positive and when 

disaggregating the three components of this index it is the professionalism feature that exhibit 

the largest substantive effect. These results may be obtained from the authors upon request.  

Concluding Discussion 

Most countries have a supreme audit institution to monitor finances in public authorities and 

the behavior of officials to ensure that public resources are used without corrupt practices. 

Yet, from current comparative research it is unclear whether or not auditing actually leads to a 

public administration without corruption. Among existing work showing the potential of 

audits to reduce corrupt behavior in the public sector (e.g. Andersson and Bergman 2009) few 

studies adapt a cross-country perspective. In this article, three core principles of good auditing 

have been suggested as well as operationalized and tested empirically using original data from 

a novel expert survey with a global scope.  

The results from the investigation reported in this article suggest that having authorities of 

national auditing that is organized according to these principles is associated with low degrees 

of public sector corruption. Moreover, the data suggests that of the different features of good 

auditing, the indicator gauging audit professionalism demonstrates the largest effect on 

corruption levels. These results resonate findings from previous research that stress the 

importance of skills among the officials conducting controls in order for the controls to have a 

positive impact. In developing countries, often facing problems with corruption, it is 

particularly important to have auditors with appropriate skills and education in order for the 

auditing agency to fulfill its assignment (Gustavson 2014; Isaksson and Bigsten 2012).  

How should one then understand these results in a larger perspective? We do not adhere to a 

view that installing a SAI is a quick fix for corruption in a country: since most countries are 

equipped with such institutions, this is indicative that having such a body is not sufficient in 
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itself. Instead we argue in this article that it is the quality of auditing that matters and we have 

explicated the different cornerstones of this concept. The contribution of our article is hence 

to advance the discussion about how to design audit institutions to reduce corruption. Theory 

does not present a straightforward suggestion to understand if one of the three different 

components identified in the conceptual discussion of good auditing is more important than 

the others. For instance, is independence more important feature than the other two? Or is a 

combination of the three necessary for any reduction of public sector corruption from auditing 

activities? The empirical results from our inquiry, as discussed above, seem to suggest that 

professionalism is possibly the more important feature of the three components.  

Judging from the expert assessments we analyze it seems that only a minority of countries 

manages to live up to the principles of good auditing in practice. There is hence room for 

improvement and the main policy implication of the article suggest a need to continue to 

support national auditing agencies in countries plagued by corruption through various 

capacity building programs. We here wish to stress that the different aspects of what 

constitutes good auditing should be guiding the discussion on anti-corruption work. In other 

words, policymakers should investigate how the SAI of high-corrupt countries can be given 

further independence, increased human resources and educational skills, as well as the 

institutional support for communicating audit reports to citizens that may in fact paint a grim 

picture of behavior of actors in the civil service and alike. 

It should be noted that we are aware of some limitations of this study. A significant constraint 

of our empirical analysis is that it builds on a cross-sectional design, which generally poses 

some challenges in establishing causality between variables. This refers to the problem of 

endogeneity and reverse causation but also the fact that correlations may in fact illustrate 

spurious relationships. As such, our research design is not perfect. However, being the first 

global assessment of the impact from good auditing on levels of public sector corruption we 

still think that this approach worthwhile. Moreover, we believe it is plausible that there is a 

causal relationship on the degree of public sector corruption from having SAI’s characterized 

by the principles of good auditing. This assumption is grounded both in theory and previous 

empirical findings. Theoretically, we find the argument convincing that the degree of public 

sector corruption should decrease when actors face the potential risks of being exposed 

through effective inspections from the SAI in a country. Empirically, a limited number of 

intervention studies implement field experiments in which they are able to isolate the causal 

factor studied on outcome variables related to corruption. Two notable examples relevant for 

this project are Duflo et al. (2012; 2013). The studies implement two interventions that seek to 

reduce corrupt behavior. The take-home point from Duflo and colleagues from 2012 – 

focusing on teacher absenteeism – is that the threat of being inspected is crucial. When such 

public agents know that they are being watched they act according to incentives – to keep 

their jobs – and corrupt behavior in this setting is reduced. In the study by Duflo et al. (2013) 

the focus is on the impact from third-party auditors. The results suggest that the unwanted 

behavior in focus – factory inspectors that take bribes to be lax in emission controls – is 

reduced in the group that where randomly targeted by auditors. In these field experiments the 

risk of reverse causality is significantly reduced because of the use of treatment groups (with 
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auditing) and controls groups (with no auditing). Hence, we believe that these causal effects 

illustrates the argument we are making and that it is likely that the causal chain runs from 

good auditing to low corruption in the public sector. A further limitation of our cross-national 

approach that deserves mention is that we focus on the aggregate level of countries, both in 

terms of auditing quality (which may vary between audits) and in terms of corruption (which 

may vary within the public sectors or regions of a country). However, this we believe is a 

trade-off that is inherent in comparative research across nations and we hope that our 

approach will complement the more fine-grained studies mentioned above.  

For future research we anticipate that other researchers could build on our work and further 

studies would benefit from addressing the topic of this article with additional theoretical and 

empirical scrutiny. For theoretical development we would like to see more work on the 

necessary conditions of good auditing as discussed above. Possible venues in empirical 

research to explore are comparisons of different sectors within corrupt countries facing 

different types of auditing reforms. Another area of empirical research that would be 

worthwhile exploring is, for instance, studies that measure the impact from public sector 

auditing reforms before and after their implementation: Designing interventions and creating 

panel studies with participants in public authorities ridden with corrupt behavior that are 

facing increased auditing would be an interesting area for additional research.  
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Abstract 

Democratic accountability is associated with the enhancement of transparency and the fight 

against corruption. Prior to the eruption of the economic crisis in Greece (2010), anti-

corruption was a secondary policy priority. After 2010, anti-corruption gained some 

momentum because of social discontent with the management of Greece’s finances by 

successive governments prior to the crisis,  the passage of new anti-corruption legislation, and 

the establishment of additional anti-corruption agencies. Anti-corruption was stimulated not 

only by pressure “from below”, but also by international organizations and Greece’s lenders 

who required anti-corruption reforms in the context of externally imposed conditionality on 

Greece. In 2010-2016 there was some progress in anti-corruption, as indicated by the court 

convictions of three former ministers and one former mayor and the dismissal of corrupt 

public employees. The economic crisis functioned as a critical juncture at which historical 

legacies of anti-corruption were curbed and anti-corruption was upgraded. Today the initial 

aims of anti-corruption policy are far being accomplished. The limits of enhancing democratic 

accountability are set by problems of policy design and implementation, meanders of political 

will to fight corruption, polarized political party competition, and faltering state capacities and 

resources incommensurate to the size of corruption problems. A critical juncture may be an 

adequate but not sufficient precondition in order to break path dependencies in anti-

corruption. 
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Ιntroduction 

Democracies around the world today face multiple challenges, including dissatisfaction with 

the functioning of democracy and de-legitimation of elected governments which are 

constrained by financial and security risks and by the outcomes of their own unpopular 

policies (Ginsborg 2008, Krastev 2014). There are also pressures stemming from economic 

globalization and population movements. A way to measure and interpret this interplay 

between unsatisfied publics and unconvincing democratic regimes and governments is to 

focus on democratic accountability.  

Accountability refers to a set of institutions and processes whereby office holders render 

account to a third party (Rose-Ackerman 1999, Schedler 1999). This concept helps assess 

democracy beyond its formal, procedural understanding as a manner to elect governing elites 

to power in periodic time intervals.   

The concept’s use is not limited to the study of politics, as it also applies to corporate 

governance in the private business sector. However, since the onset of the most recent 

financial crisis, accountability in contemporary democracies has become a topical issue. It is 

useful for assessing to what extent a certain democracy is or can become more substantive, 

namely more open to control exerted by citizens over elected officials and more generally 

political and administrative institutions in a democratic setting.  

Such control ‘from below’ is impossible unless more than a modicum of transparency in the 

structure and function of institutions is available. Citizens cannot exert control over opaque 

institutions, as they lack information to form an opinion about them. No such modicum of 

transparency can be found in a corrupt polity, as those involved in corruption, namely 

government and administrative officials and their ‘business associates’, have a lot to lose if 

their transactions are exposed to public eye. In the long-run they stand to lose even more, if 

past policies allowing corruption are reversed and new legislation promoting transparency and 

facilitating accountability is passed and implemented. 

Thus, the enhancement of accountability depends on past institutional arrangements and 

legacies of public policies which prevail in a certain democracy as far as promoting 

transparency and limiting corruption are concerned. If in the past, the institutional and policy 

environment has been hostile to transparency and accountability, then institutional reform and 

policy change can happen after a shock to the system, such as an economic or political crisis, 

takes place.  To put it in terms of historical institutionalism, a critical juncture (Collins and 

Collins 1991) may first occur for a policy shift to materialize afterwards. 

In order to discuss the possible linkages between accountability and democracy and also 

between crisis and policy shift in anti-corruption, I am going to use the case of Greece, a 

country generally viewed as quite corrupt, in the context of its recent economic crisis.  

In view of the above, in this paper I am going to address the following questions: What past 

policy decisions have “locked-in” today’s decision-makers with regard to anti-corruption? 
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Which historical legacies bind today’s reforms in anti-corruption policy? To what extent the 

critical conjuncture of the economic crisis has allowed for shifts in anti-corruption policy in 

Greece? And finally has after all accountability been enhanced in the light of anti-corruption 

reforms and policy shifts?  

In what follows, I will first briefly discuss a theoretical framework and then proceed to 

present and interpret how accountability has functioned or rather has not adequately 

functioned in post-authoritarian Greece, i.e. between 1974 and today. I will then compare 

legislative changes and the establishment of anti-corruption agencies before and after the 

eruption of the crisis in Greece (2010). I will then shift my attention to the implementation 

gap in anti-corruption policy and the politicization of anti-corruption. And I will conclude 

with the causes of limited progress which has been made with regard to accountability in 

today’s Greek democracy.  

Theoretical framework and empirical data 

Democratic accountability is a required feature of modern representative democracy, as 

“representatives must in some way render account to those on whose behalf they claim to act” 

(Whitehead 2002: 93). This definition includes all elected officials, such as cabinet ministers 

and members of parliament (MPs), who claim to act on behalf of the nation and/or the state, 

but also non-elected ones, such as directors of state-owned enterprises and civil servants. As it 

is well known, in contemporary democracies power holders are held accountable through 

elections in the context of which they have to explain their record of past decisions or plan of 

future decisions to the electorate. In addition, non-elected officials are accountable to their 

superiors. For example, middle-ranking civil servants report to their director general who in 

turn reports to the political official in charge of their ministry (Gregory 2003).  

Both of these are forms of “vertical accountability” (O’ Donnell 1999), the first one being 

“downward accountability” as it is oriented downwards, towards the citizenry, while the 

second being “upward accountability”, as inferiors are held accountable by superiors within a 

hierarchy. Vertical accountability and electoral politics are intertwined in a paradoxical 

fashion:  corrupt leaders do not necessarily lose elections in which they stand after they have 

been accused for corrupt acts (Bagenholm 2013). Voters do not necessarily punish corrupt 

leaders in elections, as they may prioritize other, social or economic, criteria over the personal 

integrity of candidates. A catharsis from past corrupt acts does not have to wait for the next 

round of elections. Accountability may be served, if political officials leaders are stripped 

from their powers in between elections (e.g., if they are successfully impeached) or they 

themselves choose to step down from power.  

Even if elected officials do not stand for re-election, they may still be called in after they 

resign, if they have violated the law while holding office. Democracies also have institutional 

processes, in the form of constitutional provisions, on the basis of which power holders may 

be prosecuted, under variable statutes of limitations. Typically, prosecuting authorities and the 

courts serve this function. This is just one instance of multiple and “mutual controls exercised 

by divided institutions” (Whitehead 2002: 94), in the familiar form of checks and balances of 
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modern democracies, which has been labeled “horizontal accountability” (O’ Donnell 1999). 

In that sense, courts are at the same institutional level as the national government and can held 

the latter accountable.  

Horizontal accountability can serve as a buffer to impede corruption to spill over from one 

institutional domain to the other. For instance, a parliament may check a corrupt minister and 

an independent authority, such as the Ombudsman, can check public administration.  

Achieving horizontal accountability does not only require the establishment of institutions 

balancing each other off, but also the adoption of long term principled objectives, such as 

enlarging access to public services which citizens enjoy or controlling corruption. The control 

of corruption, in turn, requires a battery of means for its implementation, which must be 

complementary and effective, if its pursuit is not to become a decorative exercise. 

In order to control corruption contemporary democracies have not limited themselves to 

resorting to the powers of the judiciary and the rules of criminal procedure. They have 

established constitutional and criminal law procedures as well as anti-corruption agencies 

dedicated to the investigation and prosecution of offenders and particularly so political and 

administrative officials, in order to hold them accountable.  

Even though accountability mechanisms are crucial for controlling corruption, the extent to 

which they actually act as buffers to corruption depends on intervening variables, such as 

institutional arrangements in a certain democracy and historical legacies of anti-corruption. In 

other words, adopting the theoretical framework of historical institutionalism (Steinmo, 

Thelen and Longstreth 1992, Thelen 1999), we are going to interpret anti-corruption in 

Greece from a public policy analytical perspective.  

In postwar Greece, which was at the forefront of Cold War and was recuperating from a civil 

war (1946-1949) between the Right and the Center, on the one hand, and the Communist Left, 

on the other, the public bureaucracy was heavily politicized. The civil service was clearly 

controlled by the Right. The justice system also served the interests of power elites, namely 

the right-wing governing elites, the military and the throne. These patterns were accentuated 

during the seven-year Colonels’ regime (1967-1974).  After transition from authoritarian rule, 

which took place in Greece in 1974, a bipolar party system was established, while the justice 

and administrative systems remained to a large extent politicized and weak in terms of state 

capacity (Sotiropoulos 1993).  

Notably, in contrast to the pre-1967 period, when the royalists, the winners of the 1946-1949 

Civil War, had monitored the evolution of crown democracy and erected barriers to the 

political influence of the Left and the Center-Left, in the post-authoritarian period government 

turnover was considered normal. Such turnover occurred multiple times and it was quite 

spectacular on two occasions. First, in 1981 when the Panhellenic Socialist Movement 

(Pasok), won elections only seven years after it had been founded (in 1974), thus dethroning 

the center-right New Democracy (ND); and, second, in 2015 when a small radical left party, 

Syriza, after rapidly gaining popularity, won elections and humbled both Pasok and ND which 
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had been the major partners of coalition governments in 2011-2014. The latter case was 

particularly significant because it showed that democratic institutions and processes in Greece 

functioned smoothly amidst a grave economic crisis, which could have destabilized Greece’s 

democracy. In other words, to the extent that vertical accountability is achieved through 

elections, in Greece political officials were held accountable. The same, though, does not hold 

for horizontal accountability. 

As the following summary of such procedures and institutions found in Greece shows, to put 

suitable institutions in place is a necessary but not sufficient condition for controlling 

corruption, let alone for the enhancement of horizontal accountability.   

Data for this paper were collected through collecting relevant anti-corruption legislation in 

Greece for the period before and after the crisis; through consulting reports and memoranda of 

international organizations; and by conducting five semi-structured, personal interviews with 

judges and prosecutors in 2014-2015 in Athens.   

Legacies of horizontal accountability and anti-corruption in Greece 

After 1974 reforms of the political system and the public sector in Greece focused primarily 

on democratization and the establishment of new institutions. By contrast, managerial reforms 

and reforms restricting the potential for corruption were not pursued as vigorously. 

Particularly since the mid-1980s Pasok and ND converged towards other major policy targets, 

such as Greece’ further integration into the European Union (which the country had joined in 

1981) rather than the reform of the day-to-day functioning of government structures and 

public administration (Spanou and Sotiropoulos 2011).   

Anti-corruption was never a main priority of successive, left and right, governments. For 

example, parliamentary immunities and statutes of limitations, stipulated by the Constitution 

of Greece were and still are quite problematic. The permission of the parliament is required 

for the prosecution of MPs (art. 62 of the Greek Constitution) and Ministers or Deputy 

Ministers for criminal offences (art. 86 of the Greek Constitution), unless they are caught in 

the act. Such permission is very rarely given. A majority vote is required for such a 

prosecution, and the parliament may give its permission within three months after the petition 

of the prosecuting authorities to the parliament. If three months pass without any reaction by 

the parliament, then the petition is considered to have been rejected.  

The parliament’s permission may be granted until the end of the second regular session of the 

parliamentary term commencing after the offence was committed (art. 86 para. 3 of the Greek 

Constitution). Each term has four regular sessions, roughly corresponding to four years. Thus 

the aforementioned constitutional provision leads to implementing statutes of limitation 

extremely favorable to offenders. It essentially means that the time available to prosecute 

offenders who have served as ministers runs out about two years after the parliamentary 

elections following the time point at which the alleged criminal offence was committed.  

Moreover, the parliament is dissolved often, and national elections are frequently conducted 
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in Greece (five elections in six years, in 2009-2015). Further on, the parliament may at any 

time suspend the prosecution even after it has granted its permission.  

Anti-corruption institutions before the onset of the crisis 

Of course, the parliament is not alone in controlling corruption among politicians. In Greece, 

as in most other contemporary democracies, there are other institutions, such as the judiciary, 

the ombudsman, and the audit office, which have anti-corruption functions. They can control 

corruption of politicians and other citizens. In addition, there are additional anti-corruption 

institutions, established before the crisis erupted.   

The Special Secretariat for Financial and Economic Crime Unit (SDOE) 

The Financial and Economic Crime Unit (SDOE) is charged with fighting economic crime 

across the public and the private sector. The SDOE unit was established in 1997 and was 

placed under the supervision of the Minister of Finance and the scope of its competences 

included financial and economic crimes. In practice, it mostly concentrated on battling tax 

evasion, fraud, and transactions involving the sale of arms and drugs. Its autonomy was 

enhanced after the eruption of the crisis. In March 2011 the then Pasok government placed the 

SDOE under the supervision of the Economic Crime Prosecutors, i.e., a high-ranking 

prosecuting authority (about which more to follow). However, in order to improve the 

efficiency of collecting government revenue, in 2015 the SDOE was merged with the General 

Secretariat of Public Revenue, an administrative unit of the Ministry of Finance.  

Internal Affairs Unit of the Greek Police and Internal Disciplinary Councils of Ministries 

The Internal Affairs Unit of the Greek Police is charged with investigating cases of corruption 

across government ministries, i.e. not only inside the police itself but also within the civil 

service as a whole. It is a unit which has been active before and after the eruption of the crisis, 

but it has mostly focused on actions of administrative rather than political officials. 

The disciplinary councils, internal to each ministry and public body, officially are in charge of 

managing cases of violations of Greek Civil Service Code, including cases of corruption of 

civil servants. In practice and until their reform in 2012, they were decorative organs. Owing 

to a culture of covering up misdeeds in each ministry, they used to convene with delay and 

passed lenient sanctions against violators of the Code. 

Parliament-based committees 

In the Greek Parliament, there is a committee consisting of MPs of all parties, i.e., the Special 

Permanent Committee on Institutions and Transparency. Its task is to inspect electoral 

expenses of candidate MPs and impose sanctions on elected MPs who have spent funds for 

their election above a certain threshold. However, no Greek MP has been sanctioned for 

surpassing the threshold of electoral expenses, determined by law, as everybody recognizes 

that particularly in urban districts the threshold is very low. Moreover, in Greece there is an 

extensive grey economy, and many cash outlays are not recorded anyway. The result is that 
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after each parliamentary election, in a purely ritualistic manner, MPs submit to this 

parliamentary committee a fictional list of expenses they incur during their electoral 

campaign, while the committee does not proceed to any substantive control of such submitted 

lists.  

The General Inspector of Public Administration (GIPA) 

Established in 2002, the General Inspector of Public Administration (GIPA) is responsible for 

preventing and controlling maladministration (e.g., undue delays or discrimination affecting 

citizens) and corruption in the wider public sector, including state-owned enterprises (SOEs).  

The GIPA, which merged in 2013 with a similar Authority titled Corps of Inspectors of Public 

Administration (SELDD), more generally bears the tasks of overseeing the functioning of 

public administration, including the monitoring and evaluating of transparency in public 

administration.   

The GIPA’s role is threefold, as it includes inspecting administrative staff, procedures and 

units, taking disciplinary action against public employees violating the law, and coordinating 

different bodies of inspectors based in individual ministries. It is an independent authority, i.e. 

the person who becomes head of the GIPA is selected by the government, but must be 

approved by the parliament. Every year the GIPA submits a report summarizing his (or her) 

activities to the Parliament and the Prime Minister. Highlights of this report are the particular 

cases in which the GIPA discovered that disciplinary councils of individual ministries have 

completely absolved or imposed very lenient sanctions on civil servants who had been 

charged with corruption. Most importantly, if a public employee commits a crime during the 

course of his or her duties and is tried by courts, the GIPA can represent the interests of the 

state in court. A former judge, Leandros Rakintzis, served in that post for 12 years (2004-

2016) and acquired wide publicity, particularly after the start of the crisis, because of his 

pursuit of covered-up cases of corruption in the public administration. 

In brief, anti-corruption agencies were in place before the eruption of the economic crisis, but 

they worked in a context of indifference towards law violations and acts of bribery. Anti-

corruption agencies functioned in a cultural context within which larger or smaller 

opportunities for corruption arose at many different levels, from street-level bureaucracy to 

the higher echelons of successive governments. Thus, people at different hierarchical levels 

had no interest in transparency, let alone accountability. In the meantime, while public money 

was made available through loans obtained by the Greek state in domestic and international 

markets, until of course it was proven that it had become unable to service the country’s 

public debt. Further on the staff of such agencies to an extent had their hands tied, as the 

relevant anti-corruption legislation had not been adequately developed, before the crisis broke 

out. 

Anti-corruption legislation passed before the onset of the crisis 

As Table 1 (below) shows, Greece had passed legislation in major anti-corruption policy areas 

before the crisis broke out. Such areas included party financing, criminal responsibility of 
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ministers, asset verification, internal controls of the public administration and the judiciary, 

and politically exposed persons, while the Ministry of Justice also had the parliament ratify 

major international anti-corruption treaties. It is obvious, however, that other major policy 

areas, including public procurement, tax evasion and other financial crimes, and whistle-

blowing  had not been covered.   

Table 1. Pre-crisis legislation on anti-corruption: 7 laws in 7 years, 2002-2008. 

L. 3023/2002, political party financing  

 L. 3074/2002 και 3320/2005, General Inspector of Public Administration  

L. 3123/2003 Asset verification of political officials, media owners and others 

L. 3126/2003, criminal responsibility of Ministers  

L. 3327/2005, internal control in the justice system  

L. 3691/2008, politically exposed persons, financial intelligence committee  

But also integration of international anti-corruption legislation (Laws  2802/2000, 3560/2007 and 

3666/2008) ratifying various AC international treaties, such as the Strasbourg treaty of 1999.  

Source:  Greek Parliament and Ministry of Justice of Greece. “L.”  denotes Law.   

Moreover Greece’s criminal law provisions on bribery and the Civil Service Code’s 

regulations on disciplinary matters were either incomplete or outdated. Such provisions and 

regulations had been surpassed by the reality of new forms of economic crime. Further on the 

implementation of disciplinary measures against civil servants who had received bribes was 

regularly delayed and resulted in unjustifiably lenient sanctions (Rakintzis 2015). In sum 

before the onset of the crisis anti-corruption in Greece had left many things to be desired.  

The incomplete legal framework of anticorruption combined with other historical legacies 

impeding the enhancement of transparency and more generally accountability. First, the 

Greek public administration is overtly centralized, and power is concentrated at the peak of 

hierarchies of Ministries. Despite regional and local decentralization, which has progressed 

since the mid-1990s (Hlepas 2015), decision-making is still in the hands of high-ranking 

politically exposed persons, namely the same ones who are in charge of setting anti-

corruption procedures in motion. For example, unless a minister closely monitors the 

functioning of disciplinary councils in his (or her) ministry, chances are that delays in 

examining pending cases of corruption will occur and very lenient sanctions will be meted out 

to law-violating employees.  

Second, there is a legacy of fragmentation in the function and structure of national 

government (Sotiropoulos 2000, Featherstone and Papadimitriou 2015). The Cabinet rarely 

convenes to substantively discuss government policy, ministers treat their ministries as their 

own political feuds and the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) is usually understaffed and lacks 

the necessary skills and resources to guide and coordinate the government as a whole. Thus, 

government policy making is fragmented and rarely cohesive, as reshuffling of the Cabinet 
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means that a new minister may discontinue the policies of his (or her predecessor), even if 

belonging to the same political party. 

Third, there was and still is tight control of the judiciary by the government. The Prime 

Minister and the Cabinet were handpicking Supreme Court judges (the Areios Pagos court 

and the Symvoulio tis Epikrateias court). They in turn controlled promotions and transfers of 

judges and prosecutors of the middle- and lower-ranks. These practices of political control 

continue to this day. 

And fourth, until the onset of the crisis, there was a discernible social tolerance towards 

corruption. After multiple cases of political corruption surfaced in 1987-1989, the last phase 

of Pasok’s eight-year long rule (1981-1989), voters continued to support socialist ministers 

suspected for corruption and returned them to parliament in the elections of 1989 and 1990 

(Sotiropoulos 1996). Political polarization between the Right and the Left in the Greek party 

system was so acute, that socialist voters defended the Pasok governmental equippe to the last 

minute, i.e., until ND won the elections of 1990.  

It is also telling that in two public opinion surveys conducted in 1998 and 2001, respondents 

did not include “corruption” at all in their answers to the question which were Greece’s major 

problems (Instituto VPRC 1999: 409-410 and Instituto VPRC 2003: 271-272). Tolerance 

towards grand political corruption is of course also associated with diffuse petty corruption in 

obtaining construction permits and drivers’ licenses as well as widespread tax evasion. In a 

nutshell, for approximately four decades (1974-2010), those who were governing used to 

tolerate corruption among those who were being governed and vice versa. 

These four legacies along with the reproduction of political polarisation, heavily impacted the 

evolution of anti-corruption in Greece after the onset of the crisis. The legacies functioned as 

intervening variables which mitigated the pressure exerted on domestic decision-makers, i.e. 

the government and the parliament, from external collective actors, such as Greece’s lenders 

and international organizations (the EC, the Council of Europe). 

The meanders of anti-corruption in Greece after the onset of the economic crisis 

Before the onset of the crisis, policy change was to a large extent owed to pressures from 

abroad. For example, public procurement in Greece started to become streamlined after the 

relevant EC Directive 18/2004, which was transposed in Greece in 2007 through Presidential 

Decree 60/2007. Funds and policy guidelines became available to Greece through the 

National Strategic Reference Framework (NSRF) 2007-2013 and more specifically through 

the EU-funded Operational Programme “Digital Convergence 2007-2013”. 

Yet, despite passing the legislation noted above (Table 1), Greece had not made visible 

progress with regard to fighting corruption until the break out of the economic crisis in 2010, 

when the country almost defaulted on its public debt. To avoid sovereign default, it resorted to 

a tripartite rescue mechanism put together by the European Commission (EC), the European 

Central Bank (ECB) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF).   
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In this context, in 2009-2017 Greece’s efforts to control corruption increased. In view of 

economic constraints on public finances, reduced household incomes and the public outcry 

against fiscal mismanagement and austerity, governments amplified the available means to 

fight corruption and created new ones. The government realized that the public opinion 

associated fiscal derailment, which had occurred before 2010, with the fact that corruption 

had gone unchecked in the same time period. For instance, as Table 2 shows, Greeks directly 

associated the crisis with corruption. 

Table 2. Percentage share of Greeks claiming that “the incapacity and corruption of Greek 

governments are factors responsible for Greece’s economic crisis” 

Fully agree    81.3 % 

Somewhat agree    16.5% 

Somewhat disagree    1.5% 

Fully disagree    0.6% 

Don’t know, no answer     0.1% 

Source: nationwide sample survey conducted for the Athens-based research foundation «Dianeosis» in 2015 by 

the GPO polling company, available at http://www.dianeosis.org/wp-

content/uploads/2016/02/ti_pistevoun_oi_ellines_spreads_B.pdf, last accessed on 09.02.207. 

Post-crisis legislative reforms 

Moreover, after Pasok’s electoral victory and rise to power in 2009, a major, transparency law 

was passed even before anyone had realized how severe the crisis was. The law, known as 

“Diavgeia” (Law 3861/2010), was passed in July 2010. It stipulated that no administrative act 

is valid, unless it is first uploaded on the “Diavgeia” electronic platform created by the Greek 

government. This has been the most important enhancement of accountability in Greece for 

almost ten years now and has become a “best practice” recognized by the EU (European 

Commission 2014). 

Already in the first two Memoranda of Understanding (MoU) provisions were made for a 

policy shift in anticorruption. The first MoU was signed between by the Pasok government 

and Greece’s lenders in May 2010 and the second between the Pasok/ND/Laos coalition 

government and the country’s lenders in February 2012 in exchange for financial assistance to 

avoid sovereign default. The third MoU, signed by the Syriza/Anel government in August 

2015, as well as the further austerity measures agreed by Syriza/Anel in June 2016 (European 

Commission 2016), also contained requirements on anti-corruption as preconditions to 

provide further financial assistance to Greece. 

More concretely, in the context of the second MoU (2012) technical assistance was offered to 

Greece by the EC, not only in managing the economic crisis, but also in managing anti-

corruption. The EC put together a Task Force for Greece (TFGRE), among the 

recommendations of which was the establishment of a new post of Coordinator of 

Anticorruption (see next section for the fate of this post). The EC has been instrumental in the 

http://www.dianeosis.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/ti_pistevoun_oi_ellines_spreads_B.pdf
http://www.dianeosis.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/ti_pistevoun_oi_ellines_spreads_B.pdf
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Greek government’s drafting and following a National Anti-corruption Action Plan. The 

Council of Europe, through the Group of Countries against Corruption (GRECO), has 

repeatedly invited the government to improve on the fragmented and incomplete character of 

Greece’s anti-corruption legislation (European Council 2010, European Commission 2014). 

Finally, the OECD has insisted on the upgrading of anti-bribery legislation (OECD 2015). 

In response to such pressures from international organizations new anti-corruption policy 

measures were adopted and 18 new laws were passed in the span of seven years, 2010-2016 

(Table 3).   

Table 3. Post-crisis, new legislation on anti-corruption. 18 new laws in 7 years, 2010-2016. 

L. 3932/2011, Financial Intelligence Unit  

L. 3943/2011, Tax evasion, New economic prosecutors  

L. 3961/2011, Criminal responsibility of ministers  

L. 4013/2011, new Hellenic Single Public Procurement Authority, Electronic Register of Public 

Contracts  

L. 4022/2011, new AC Prosecutors  

L. 4057/2012, Reform of Disciplinary Councils for Civil Servants 

L. 4152/2013, AC Coordinator, disciplinary procedures against corrupt civil servants  

L. 4155/2013, new National Electronic Public Procurement System (ESIDIS)  

L. 4170/2013, Enhancement of control of politically exposed persons  

L. 4254/2014, Whistle-blowing in the public sector  

L. 4281/2014, Single legal framework for all regulations on public procurement, conflicts of interest, 

asset verification  

L. 4304/2014, Political party financing  

L. 4312/2014, Enhancing sanctions for economic crimes 

L.  4320/2015, new Anti-Corruption General Secretariat  

L. 4389/2016, Enlargement of the circle of persons obliged to file asset declaration  

L. 4396/2016, Prohibition of political officials to hold shares in foreign companies 

L. 4410/2016, new Coordinating Center to Fight Smuggling  (Anti-smuggling Center) 

L. 4412/2016, Public contracts (Transposition of two EU Directives, 2014/24/EC and 2014/25/EC) 

Source:  Greek Parliament and Ministry of Justice of Greece 
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The largest share of anti-corruption legislation was passed by the ND/Pasok coalition 

governments in 2011-2014. External pressures, namely pressures from the EC, the Council of 

Europe and OECD, exerted on Greece were crucial for passing such anticorruption 

legislation. This is true for the new national system for electronic procurement established in 

2013 and legislation on whistle blowing in the public sector, the financing of political parties, 

and public procurement passed in 2014. However, the legislation was very unevenly 

implemented, creating a serious implementation gap (on which more to follow in the prior to 

last section of this paper).  

At least, high or grand corruption was defined more precisely. The legal definition of grand 

corruption covers cases that involve high-ranking officials and crimes of “considerable social 

and/or public interest” (Law 4022/2011). This law, which was voted in September 2011, 

covers crimes related to the discharge of duties by high-ranking officials including 

government ministers, members of parliament, general and special secretaries of ministries, 

presidents, governors and chief executive officers of public bodies, state-owned or state-

managed enterprises and mayors (article 1 of Law 4022/2011). 

In January 2015 Syriza won the elections on a strong anticorruption platform. Immediately 

afterwards a  Syriza/Anel coalition government was formed which claimed that all past 

governments had nurtured corruption. In detail, according to Prime Minister (PM) Tsipras, 

who on 10 February 2017 took stock of his government’s anticorruption record in a public 

speech in the Parliament (http://primeminister.gr/2017/02/10/15733), in 2015-2016 his 

government did not have a magic wand to resolve the country’s corruption problem but made 

progress in several fronts. First, under the government’s supervision tax authorities have 

checked the accounts held by Greek citizens and businesses in foreign banks and have started 

imposing and collecting taxes on such undeclared income. He promised that checks would 

continue and bring results in the near future. Second, the government has actively investigated 

and sanctioned tobacco smuggling and fuel smuggling through establishing a new Anti-

smuggling Center within the Ministry of Finance (article 6, Law 4410/2016) Third, the 

government has expanded on past legislation on public procurement. On the basis of new 

legislation passed in 2016 (Law 4412/2016, passed in August 2016), all public procurement of 

goods and services of a value exceeding 60,000 Euros (excluding VAT) are managed through 

a central digital system. And fourth, the government has pressed for the criminal investigation 

of large-scale cases of corruption in the public health system, including cases of price fixing 

in medical supplies for public hospitals.  

While all these claims are true, it is noteworthy that the Syriza/Anel government’s 

anticorruption drive did not really start until mid-2016, namely one and one-half year after it 

rose to power. For example, the Anti-smuggling Center was established by law only in 

August 2016 and has become operative only since September 2016. Legislation on public 

procurement dated back to 2013 and 2014 but had not been implemented. Αnd according to 

the Syriza/Anel Deputy Minister of Finance, owing to the lack of skilled staff,  by October 

2016 only 177 out of 2,062 cases of undeclared income kept in foreign bank accounts had 

been fully investigated (Hadjinikolaou 2016).  

http://primeminister.gr/2017/02/10/15733
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With regard to accountability the Prime Minister’s taking stock of anticorruption in 2015-

2016 appears not fruitful. Most measures referred to fighting tax evasion and smuggling, not 

to strengthening the accountability of political ad administrative officials. Only the criminal 

investigation of public procurement cases in public hospitals, the investigation of which was 

under way in early 2017, had the potential of unearthing the unlawful involvement of political 

officials (the so-called Novartis scandal, Papadakou 2017). Overall, however, as the next 

section on post-crisis legislation and the establishment of new anti-corruption agencies shows, 

in 2010-2016 Greece progressed in enlarging the institutional framework necessary to 

upgrade accountability.  

Post-crisis institutional reforms 

In the wake of the crisis successive governments started putting anti-corruption structures at 

centre stage. Some existed before 2010 but most were new anticorruption agencies, as the 

cases discussed below indicate.  

Anti-corruption Coordinator 

The post of Anti-corruption Coordinator was established in 2013 by the coalition government 

of ND and Pasok. The Coordinator was assigned the task of coordinating anti-corruption 

measures across all state agencies and modernizing Greek criminal law and criminal 

procedure legislation. The post of Anti-corruption Coordinator was to be filled every five 

years, i.e., for a term longer than the usual electoral cycle of four years, and the coordinator 

was obliged to refer directly to the Prime Minister. The post was abolished in March 2015 by 

the coalition government of Syriza/Anel. The new coalition government created a new 

General Secretariat for Anti-Corruption (L. 4320/2015) and replaced the Coordinator with a 

new post of Anti-corruption Minister but in September 2015 the same government for 

unspecified reasons abolished this ministerial post. It then created a post of Deputy Minister 

of Anticorruption, subsumed under the Minister of Justice.  

The creation of the coordinator’s post could have been a major step towards promoting 

horizontal accountability but it was undermined from the start. The first person appointed to 

the Coordinator’s post (I. Tendes) was a respected but retired judge. He was handpicked by 

the ND/Pasok government but was then left with no infrastructure necessary to discharge his 

duties. During their short life-span (2013–2015), the services of the Coordinator concentrated 

on tackling tax evasion, but evidently lacked the resources to accomplish their tasks. It is 

telling for instance that the new institution lacked computer infrastructure, supporting staff 

and even office space. The Coordinator was granted his own headquarters only in November 

2014.  The replacement of this post by a political official’s post (a Minister) in 2015, which 

was one of the very first decisions of the Syriza/Anel government, was of course a further step 

away from the target of enhancing the accountability of political officials. 

Indeed, this pattern has been replicated at an  hierarchical level below that of Minister, namely 

the level of General Secretary of Ministry. The General Secretariat of Transparency and 

Human Rights was established in 2012 by the ND/Pasok coalition government as a unit of the 
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Ministry of Justice with administration-wide competences to control corruption. It was always 

headed by a political official, selected by the Minister of Justice. After the rise of the 

Syriza/Anel to power the Secretariat was renamed to Anti-Corruption Secretariat and was first 

subsumed under the new Minister of Anti-Corruption and then under the Deputy Minister of 

Anti-Corruption. Given that the Secretariat has always been supervised by a government 

minister, it is hard to see how it could control any future cases of corruption involving 

political officials.  

The anti-corruption prosecutors 

After 2010 there were new prosecuting authorities entrusted with ani-corruption tasks. The 

Economic Crime Prosecutor, which was established in 2011, is a unit of the Greek judiciary 

staffed by two prosecutors, who are charged with investigating economic crimes. 

The Prosecutor against Corruption, established in 2013, is most recent unit of the Greek 

judiciary dedicated to control corruption across the public sector. In detail, in March 2013 two 

posts of anti-corruption prosecutors were created, one in Athens, the other in Thessaloniki. 

The two posts were staffed with higher-level prosecutors, aided by two junior prosecutors. 

Given the tendency of reshuffling the higher judicial and prosecutorial authorities after each 

government turnover, it is commendable that the two persons who were appointed to the 

above posts in 2013, remain in their place in early 2017.  

The two prosecutors are entitled to prepare cases but do not themselves participate in the trials 

following after criminal investigations are successfully completed. The anti-corruption 

prosecutors normally take a long time to collect evidence. This is owed to the unavailability 

of expertise (e.g., financial experts) among the prosecutors’ staff and to bureaucratic hurdles 

emerging whenever foreign authorities (e.g., in cases of investigating the award of public 

contracts to foreign suppliers) are requested by Greek prosecutors to offer evidence for 

investigations under way.  

The headquarters of the Athens-based anti-corruption prosecutor are understaffed, 

underequipped and assigned very limited office space in a large building of the Athens 

second-instance court (Efeteio Athinon). Communications with other authorities, including 

government ministries and other judicial authorities, are slow and coordination with other 

anti-corruption agencies is haphazard. For example, there is large room for bureaucratic turf 

battles with general prosecutors in the same instance court who may also handle criminal 

investigations cases revealing corrupt acts. In brief, although the above new prosecuting 

authorities have contributed to the fight against corruption, they have run into the usual 

problems of the Greek bureaucracy and judicial system (personal interviews with prosecutors 

at the second-instance court of Athens, 28.05.2014). 

The Financial Intelligence Unit (FIU) and asset verification 

The Financial Intelligence Unit (formally known as Independent Authority for Combating 

Money Laundering) was originally established as a Committee of the Ministry of Finance in 
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December 2008, when the ND party was in power. It was completely revamped by the Pasok 

government in December 2011, when it was upgraded to an independent authority. One of its 

major assignments is to control the asset declarations of politicians, high-ranking 

administrative officials, journalists and business owners, such as media owners, who have 

been awarded public contracts. The FIU is also in charge of fighting the financing of terrorist 

activities and money laundering committed by individuals or companies. 

The FIU is usually presided over by a former judge, selected by the government and approved 

by a competent parliamentary committee. Among the tasks of FIU is asset verification. While 

records of assets of MPs, based on their annual tax declarations, are supposed to be made 

public, this process was not transparent until the crisis started and it still usually takes a long 

time. It was only in December 2011 that the Parliament uploaded asset declarations of MPs on 

its website. Since then assets have been made available to the public, but only for a very 

limited time period (one month) once a year. Moreover, the uploading of relevant records on 

the Parliament’s website occurs with at least a two-year long delay. For instance, in 2016 

records of assets of MPs for the years 2012, 2013 and 2014 were made public. 

Further on, given that frequent government turnover and Cabinet reshuffling are quite 

common patterns in the Greek political system, the composition of political personnel changes 

frequently. Consequently, the FIU is flooded every year with tons of handwritten asset 

declarations. As paper work piles up, the FIU is unable to discharge its duties and the 

submission of asset declarations has become a mere anti-corruption ritual. It was only in the 

early months of 2017 that for the first time persons obliged to file an asset declaration were 

required to do so through an electronic system, shedding all paper work.  

The Public Procurement Authority 

In September 2011 the Pasok government established a new independent agency on public 

tenders and contracts, the Hellenic Single Public Procurement Authority. The Authority was 

equipped in November 2013 with a new national electronic system of e-procurement 

(ESIDIS). The ESIDIS system took a long time to become operative, as various public 

services responsible for issuing tenders and managing public contract awards declared their 

inability to adapt to ESIDIS. This reaction has raised suspicions that not only technical 

problems (e.g. lack of computer infrastructure or skills) but also more substantive reasons lied 

behind their distancing from the ESIDIS. For example, in January 2016 the Minister of Public 

Works claimed that his Ministry would postpone the implementation of ESIDIS, because the 

ministry’s personnel had not been adequately trained to use the new system. When it comes to 

explaining the implementation gap in this case (on which more to follow), it is difficult to 

disentangle actual technical problems from political calculations of all involved side. Clearly, 

different stake-holders (contractors, contracting authorities) would rather circumvent the 

improved transparency requirements brought about by the ESIDIS system. Similar thoughts 

apply to other cases of non-implementation of anti-corruption policies, to which we now turn. 
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Enduring problems of anti-corruption in Greece 

Politicization of anti-corruption 

DG Home Affairs of the EC and the Presidency of the EC monitor the anti-corruption policy 

of the Greek government (Task Force for Greece 2012). Transparency International has also 

examined Greece’s problems with corruption or more precisely the inability to fight 

corruption. All external international actors have arrived at the conclusion that anti-corruption 

in Greece has been politicized and inefficient. 

One cannot miss noting that court proceedings are extremely lengthy and statutes of 

limitations surprisingly short. It is telling, for instance, that the final conviction on criminal 

offences committed by Akis Tsochatzopoulos in his capacity as Minister of Defence in 1996-

2000 took place only in 2013.  

Notably, corruption and anti-corruption issues have become issues of the main political 

agenda since the economic crisis broke out. In 2010-2014, parties of the left-wing and the 

right-wing  and a large share of the media explained in a populist and simplistic manner the 

derailment of the Greek economy by attributing it to the corruption of political elites.  

Yet, political party financing, which in Greece as in other contemporary democracy is one of 

the major defects of the political system, is still not at the top of the political agenda of anti-

corruption. An explanation of this insensitivity to the pathologies of party financing may be 

related to the fact that fragile coalitions of different political parties have governed Greece 

since November 2011, when the single-party majority government of Pasok gave its place to a 

succession of coalition cabinets. Changing the rules of party financing may have threatened 

coalition members as well as the government’s stability in a period of delicate economic 

situation. 

Nevertheless, parliamentary investigations and criminal procedures started in 2011-2012 

against former government ministers and other high government officials, such as already 

mentioned former socialist Minister of Defense Akis Tsochatzopoulos and the former socialist 

Minister of Finance, George Papaconstantinou. The latter was the architect of the first 

austerity package, agreed between Greece and the troika of EC, IMF and ECB in May 2010, 

but he was accused of tampering with lists of tax evaders which included two of his cousins. 

The Greek parliament has given permission for the prosecution of Papaconstantinou, but the 

High Court has to resolve a thorny legal issue regarding whether the statute of limitations for 

the offences he has allegedly committed has already run out. 

The aforementioned cases of parliamentary investigation and trials against former ministers 

are not the first of the kind since 1975 when the current Constitution of Greece was adopted. 

In the past, on several occasions, parliamentary investigations were used as a tool in political 

party contests. Such investigations were usually launched after a general election by a new 

parliamentary majority against members of the fallen government (e.g., in 1990-1992 and 

again in 1994-1995.)   
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For example, in 1990-1992, under the ND government of Constantine Mitsotakis, the former 

Pasok PM Andreas Papandreou and several of his ministers were put through trial. The former 

PM was acquitted, while two former Pasok ministers were condemned to prison but later the 

parliament intervened and annulled the imposed prison sentence.  

The impunity of the Greek political class matches as an enduring problem the continuing and 

flagrant tax evasion. Since 2010 successive Ministers of Finance have publicly committed 

themselves to reducing the extent of tax evasion and the anti-corruption institutions listed in 

the previous section of this paper, have been involved in anti-corruption. Yet, the outcomes of 

anti-corruption have been poor. There is little political will to address tax evasion. Whatever 

such political will exists it has been undermined by  legal complications, lack of resources and 

obviously bureaucratic resistance on the part of politicians and tax officials who probably 

participate in closely knit networks with tax evading citizens and businesses.  

After winning the 2015 January elections, the new Syriza-ANEL coalition further politicized 

anti-corruption. The newly created Anti-Corruption Ministry divided observers: some saw it 

as a welcome initiative that showed the government’s commitment to anti-corruption efforts. 

Others were more cautious, arguing that since “the recent anti-corruption reforms passed in 

2015 there is a tendency of establishing political control over the judiciary and independent 

authorities, which is indicative of the government’s aim to use the fight against corruption as 

a tool of political communication” (interview with middle-ranking prosecutor in the Athens 

second-instance court, 27 July 2015). 

The implementation gap 

Fluctuating government commitment to tackling grand corruption and a dearth of suitable 

means are the main reasons for the implementation gap. Between 2000 and 2010, there was 

little political will to focus on grand corruption. The situation changed after the financial crisis 

when successive governments started to adopt anti-corruption legislation, announcing their 

readiness to investigate grand corruption in cooperation with foreign authorities.  

However, this shift in government policy was met with reluctance to cooperate by the 

judiciary: “the higher the degree of politicians’ involvement in corruption cases, the more 

difficulties anti-corruption investigations face, because the outcome of investigations may 

bear a political cost” (Interview with middle-ranking prosecutor, Athens, 30 July 2015).  

An equally pessimistic view is that “Greek governments never had a stable commitment to 

fight corruption. Governments have experimented in short time intervals with the creation and 

abolition of an anti-corruption coordinator’s post, new ministerial posts and a general 

secretariat of anti-corruption. This shows indecisiveness in fighting corruption” (Interview 

with high-ranking prosecutor, Athens, 20 October 2015).  

Making anti-corruption a government priority after 2010 was not matched by the mobilization 

of resources that would allow the practical achievement of policy goals. The judiciary system, 

if it is to function properly, requires financial resources and technical expertise. In the words 
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of an anticorruption ‘insider’ in Greece: “There are neither skilled anti-corruption civil 

servants nor are there trained judges specializing in anti-corruption. Even those judges who 

have acquired relevant experience are overloaded and assigned to try various cases unrelated 

to corruption” (Interview with former high-level government official of the Ministry of 

Justice, Athens, 24 September 2015). 

Furthermore: “In many cases under investigation the amount of material gathered is 

unmanageable. The international banking transactions of officials require cooperation 

between the Greek and foreign authorities, which typically causes unforeseen delays. In view 

of these obstacles, the number of skilled personnel, such as experienced accountants, at the 

disposal of the Greek prosecuting authorities, is clearly insufficient. Moreover, the higher 

salaries which civil servants in the Ministry of Finance enjoy compared to their counterparts 

in the Ministry of Justice and the Greek courts function as a disincentive for personnel 

transfer to the latter public services, which remain understaffed” (Interview with high-ranking 

prosecutor, Athens, 20 October 2015). 

The ‘implementation gap’ is also linked to the fact that criminal procedure laws still have 

loopholes which make the investigation and prosecution of cases of grand corruption subject 

to manipulation and delay. Furthermore, grand corruption cases require high levels of 

expertise and extensive time to investigate highly complex economic arrangements. 

The policy implementation gap is also linked to the strong political will to protect Greek 

businessmen. An example is the mismanagement of the ‘Lagarde list’, which contained the 

names of 2,062 Greek citizens who held HSBC bank accounts in Geneva. They were 

suspected of tax evasion as their deposits did not correspond to the income declared to the 

Greek tax authorities. Christine Lagarde, who at that time was French Finance Minister, 

passed the list to Greek Finance Minister George Papaconstantinou in October 2010 and then 

to Greek prosecutors in December 2012. Papaconstantinou, accused of deleting the names of 

three relatives from the list, was convicted in March 2015 to one year in prison suspended for 

three years. Meanwhile, the prosecution of suspects from the Lagarde list still remains an 

incomplete task.   

Perceptions and experience of corruption among the public 

To the extent that perceptions of corruption reflect actual shifts in controlling corruption, anti-

corruption may have progressed in Greece between 2010-2015 (Table 4). The Corruption 

Perception Index increased from 3.5 in 2009 to 4.6 in 2015. Similar conclusions can be drawn 

from an annual public opinion survey asking Greeks whether they themselves or a member of 

their household were asked to give a bribe in the previous twelve months (Table 5). It turns 

out that the percentage of respondents who have claimed to have been asked to offer a bribe 

was almost halved between 2008 and 2013. 
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Table 4. Perceptions of corruption in Greece, 2006-2016 

Year PCI Rank of Greece              # countries   

(10.0=no corruption)     

       

2006 4,4      54  163 

2007 4,6      56  179 

2008 4,7      57  180 

2009 3,8      71  180 

2010 3,5      78  178 

2011 3,4      80  182 

2012 3,6      96  176 

2013 4,0      80  177 

2014 4,3      69  175 

2015 4,6     58  168 

2016 4,4     69  176 

Source: Transparency International, various years, http://www.transparency.org, CPI=Corruption Perception 

Index. 

Table 5. Percentage of Greeks claiming that in the previous twelve months they themselves or a 

member of their household were asked to give a bribe in the course of contacting a public service 

2007 8.5% 

2008 9.5% 

2009 9.3% 

2010 7.2% 

2011 7.4% 

2012 6.3% 

2013 5.6% 

Source: Public Issue, annual surveys, http://www.publicissue.gr/en/category/surveys/  

Conclusions and policy lessons 

Taking stock of anti-corruption achievements and failures in today’s Greece 

Constitutional impediments to control corruption have created a historical legacy of impunity. 

Anti-corruption agencies and prosecuting authorities have their hands tied by existing 

http://www.transparency.org/
http://www.publicissue.gr/en/category/surveys/
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constitutional provisions, first passed in 1975 and never changed in the constitutional reforms 

which followed in 1986, 2001 and 2008. Such impediments to control corruption remain as 

long as constitutional reform does not take place and cast a shadow on progress made before 

and particularly after the onset of the crisis in other anti-corruption fronts.  

In other areas of anti-corruption, while new legislation was passed and new anti-corruption 

agencies were established after the crisis erupted, there were impediments and hurdles which 

delayed or sidetracked the control of corruption. For example, in 2010-2016 there were long 

delays in mining lists of tax violators supplied to Greece by France, Luxembourg, and 

Germany. There were of was delayed because of the bureaucratic inertia of the justice system 

and the repeated strikes of public servants and lawyers battling against austerity measures, 

such as decreases in their pensions or increases in taxation. In addition, there were 

disciplinary actions against civil servants particularly in 2013-2015, but again the relevant 

processes were delayed because of bureaucratic obstruction and the conduct of frequent 

parliamentary elections which impeded the smooth functioning of the public services.   

A recent worrying phenomenon was the aborted attempt of the Syriza/Anel government in the 

summer of 2016 to limit media pluralism, by allowing only four private TV channels to exist 

and assigning the Minister of the State, a close associate of PM Tsipras, the responsibility to 

dispense TV licences. The government’s attempt was based on a public tender originally 

meant to regulate the otherwise chaotic media sector in Greece. However, if implemented, 

this government iniative would have severely curbed not only media freedom but also the 

potential of mass media to contribute to accountability. Eventually this government drive was 

declared unconstitutional by the high-level Court Symvoulio tis Epikrateias in late 2016.  

However, one should also note specific progress in anti-corruption, particularly after the 

economic crisis broke out. First, there have been convictions of high-ranking political 

officials for crimes such as money laundering and false declarations of assets. Convicted 

former ministers and other political officials included Tsochatzopoulos, Smpokos, 

Papageorgopoulos, Papaconstantinou, and Papantoniou.  

If we believe that changes in perceptions of corruption reflect actual changes in the spread of 

corruption (which is quite debatable), then, as Tables 4 and 5 show, Greece has made progress 

since 2010, as the level of Corruption Perception Index (CPI) has improved. The 

improvement may be attributed to the efforts of successive governments to pass new anti-

corruption legislation and to establish new anti-corruption agencies as well as to the 

completion of trials against former government ministers who have been condemned for 

various crimes. The case which received the widest publicity was that of Akis 

Tsochatzopoulos, former Deputy PM and Minister of Defence of Greece. He has received 

long prison sentences for money laundering (20 years) and violation of asset verification 

legislation (5.5 years) and has been imprisoned since April 2012. 

Anti-corruption cannot be said to have taken centre-stage in Greek politics. However, in the 

context of the public outcry related to the 2010 economic crisis of the Greek state, which 

brought the country to the brink of sovereign default, anti-corruption gained impetus. Since 
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2010 several new anti-corruption institutions have been created, though the resources made 

available to them have proven to be mostly insufficient.  

In other words, the onset of the crisis was a critical juncture at which Greek anti-corruption 

was able to somewhat overcome path dependencies. However, there are still historical 

legacies which have yet to be overcome, such as a cumbersome constitutional procedure to 

investigate and sanction corrupt politicians. Such constitutional provisions have locked-in 

decision-makers of the post-crisis period, to the extent that they were willing to proceed faster 

and more efficiently with anti-corruption. 

The above analysis shows that in contemporary Greece the record on anti-corruption is mixed, 

although there have been improvements in fighting corruption after the onset of the economic 

crisis (2010). After  that time point, owing to international pressure on Greece and to 

pressures from public opinion, there was a policy shift in anti-corruption. Governments were 

motivated to pass new anti-corruption legislation, to set up new or upgrade existing anti-

corruption agencies, and to dedicate additional resources, although the level of financial, 

technical and human resources’ support to anti-corruption has remained inadequate. Despite 

the fact that after 2010 anti-corruption was identified by the government as a policy priority, 

the institutional setting, legal codification and resources assigned to anti-corruption do not 

show high levels of implementation.  

This however has not impeded the politicization of anti-corruption or its use as a tool in 

electoral campaigns. Consequently, there has been some progress over time regarding 

accountability, but overall accountability remains limited. 

Causes of limited progress in achieving accountability 

The causes of limited progress in accountability, which is observed in Greece are multiple.  

First, there are long historical legacies of fragmentation in government and the justice system, 

impeding concerted action not only in anti-corruption but also in other policy fields. A quick 

look at the large number of prosecuting, ministerial and other anti-corruption authorities, 

sampled in this paper, proves the point. 

Second, there is also administrative centralization, in the sense that political responsibility for 

anti-corruption is concentrated in the upper echelons of the central government, while 

regional and local authorities lack the relevant competences as well as resources for anti-

corruption. This is also a long-term tendency of the Greek administrative system, which has 

become more acute after the economic crisis erupted, because of the pressure on Greece to 

achieve fiscal consolidation. Thus, decentralization and deconcentration of authority have 

been halted, because they have been associated with over-spending and over-extension of the 

state budget.  

Third, there is a lack of resources and skills to fight modern advanced forms of corruption. 

Prosecuting authorities and anti-corruption agencies lack the expertise and infrastructure 
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necessary to monitor an ever expanding range of corrupt practices, involving domestic and 

international business transactions. 

Fourth, corruption and anti-corruption have been colored by political party competition. This 

is common in many democracies, but in the case of Greece the polarized party system has 

aggravated the tendency to use anti-corruption as a tool in the conflicts between government 

and opposition.  

Fifth, in Greece there is accentuated political control of the judiciary, meaning that the hands 

of prosecuting authorities are periodically tied and also that the heightened mistrust towards 

political institutions also affects the legitimacy of anti-corruption agencies. This tendency was 

exacerbated after the radical left/ far right government coalition (Syriza/Anel) further 

politicized anti-corruption by dedicating a new government ministerial post for anti-

corruption. This political development complemented earlier tendencies, for example under 

Pasok/ND governments, to establish new independent authorities and keep them at bay as 

well as to prevent them in practice to discharge their duties. 

Sixth, for a long time and certainly until the economic crisis erupted, anti-corruption was not a 

major item in Greece’s political agenda. There was a widespread tendency to avoid 

considering anti-corruption as a top political priority, even though admittedly Greece’s 

political-administrative nexus has been a corruption-prone system.  

Seventh, there are still major structural barriers to anti-corruption, including of course the 

less-than-transparent, long-established triangle of collaboration among political parties, mass 

media and business companies. This is typical in other democracies too, but in Greece it has 

functioned unchecked for a long time, namely at least since the 1974 transition to democracy 

There have been extensive and unrecorded financial transactions among Greek and foreign 

companies on the one hand and Greek political officials on the other, some of which have 

gone unpunished, while other ones are still under investigation.  

And eighth, most importantly, the wrong message about anti-corruption is still given by the 

continuing Constitutional leniency towards political officials and more specifically the very 

short statutes of limitations and the cumbersome, parliament-dominated criminal process 

required to manage criminal offences by MPs and Ministers. 

The Greek case has shown that passing anti-corruption legislation and establishing anti-

corruption agencies may not be adequate to curb corruption. An implementation gap remains, 

even if such steps are taken by responsible governments. Research on anti-corruption has 

shown that the organization of auditing is crucial for enhancing accountability in 

contemporary democracies (Bauhr and Grimes 2014). The mere conduct of audits in the 

public sector does not curb fraud, corruption and mismanagement. An auditing agency should 

be completely independent from the agent, while auditing should be performed by 

professionals rather than lay people, in order to bear fruits. Thus, resources should be 

dedicated to promote the skills and expertise of existing public auditors. 



250 

 

Lessons for the future are more or less obvious. The EC’s Anti-corruption report (2014) and 

European Parliament reports (European Parliament 2016) have singled out selected policy 

areas where anti-corruption needs to be strengthened in Europe as a whole. Such priority areas 

include whistle blower protection, public procurement, anti-money laundering, beneficial 

ownership, corporate tax transparency and organized crime. All these are areas where 

Greece’s anti-corruption remains weak. In view of the above, Greece has a difficult double 

task: first to overcome lacunae in its national anti-corruption legislation and improve on its 

policy implementation record; and second to adapt to the aforementioned priorities of anti-

corruption in the EU. 

To conclude, Greece still has a handful of problems of accountability and corruption to 

resolve. A lot remains to be done regarding amendments to those clauses of the Constitution 

and criminal laws which inappropriately protect criminal offenders among politicians, the 

staffing and provision of other resources to anti-corruption agencies, the tightening of 

coordination among the latter and above all of the commitment of political elites to control 

corruption.  
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Abstract 

In this paper it is argued that under specific post-transition circumstances, such as the 

circumstances of post-communist democracies of Western Balkans, corruption fulfills two 

functions. The first function is the use of public office for private benefit and the second 

function is to prolong the governing elites’ term in power. Both functions are attained though 

creating strongholds among business elites and among public officials at various ranks who 

are involved in webs of corruption. In the three countries under study, namely FYR 

Macedonia, Serbia and Monenegro, mechanisms of controlling corruption are only skeletal 

and there are a few, if any, checks and balances against the executive. Moreover, governing 

elites use anti-corruption to legitimize the government and delegitimize opposition as well as 

to subdue un-loyal party cadres and uncooperative businessmen. Policy capture is atypical, as 

it involves government officials capturing business sectors than vice versa. Data for this paper 

is drawn on international sources, such as international statistical estimations of corruption 

and reports of European Union (EU), OECD and other organizations, press reports, and 

personal interviews with activists, journalists and experts conducted by the author in Belgrade, 

Podgorica and Skopje during his multiple field trips to the region in 2015 and 2016. 
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While research on corruption is usually hampered by the lack of evidence, the revelation of 

twenty thousand (20,000) wire-taped confidential telephone conversations, including 

conversations of government ministers and officials of FYR Macedonia, in the spring of 2015 

opened a window to further understand varieties and functions of corruption. Except for 

evidence on rigging elections and abusing state resources, the tapes revealed plans of cabinet 

members, including Prime Minister (PM) Nikola Gruevski, to engage in murky business deals, 

arbitrarily arrange public procurement and illegally seize landed property.
160

  

Although such fresh evidence refers only to one country, it offers a lead to understand 

political corruption, at least in the Western Balkans, in a new inclusive way. As it will be 

argued in this paper, corruption is not only the use of public office for private benefit, but is 

also the use of public office for private benefit so as to consolidate political power. In other 

words, a government-business nexus is built serve two functions. The first function is to 

facilitate the personal enrichment of involved politicians and businessmen, while the second 

one is to foster and prolong the involved politicians’ grip on power. The two functions of 

corruption can be illuminated with reference to Max Weber’s celebrated essay “Politics as a 

Vocation”.
161

 

In what follows, I will first very briefly present the Weberian conceptualization of modern 

politicians and then use this conceptual schema to understand the behavior of corrupt 

politicians in three West Balkan democracies, namely FYR Macedonia, Montenegro and 

Serbia. As shown in the section following the brief theoretical section of the paper, these three 

countries are not extreme cases in terms of the extent of corruption, but are comparably more 

corrupt than other East European democracies. I will then discuss the extent, forms and 

explanations of corruption; the failure of anticorruption in the three countries under study and 

the lack of institutional buffers to corruption in each of them; and the conclusions which can 

be drawn from analyzing the political and economic functions of corruption. 

Data for this paper is drawn on international sources, such as international statistical 

estimations of corruption and reports of European Union (EU) and other organizations, and on 

personal interviews with activists, journalists and experts conducted by the author in Belgrade, 

Podgorica and Skopje during his multiple field trips to the region in 2015 and 2016 (field trips 

in Podgorica in May and September 2016,  in Skopje in November 2015 and April 2016) and 

Belgrade in April and November 2015) .  

Political corruption as a strategy to govern the state and society 

In FYR Macedonia, as the wire-tapping affair has shown, the role of secret services in 

corruption cannot be underestimated. The secret services of that country have played a vital 

role in creating a corruption network with positive political benefits for the governing 
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coalition. In FYR Macedonia “the head of the secret services has forged the ties which bind 

mass media, the government and businesses”.
162

 

If, as a Skopje-based former trade unionist has noted in a personal interview, the “coalition 

government ruling FYR Macedonia is a kleptocratic government”
163

, this statement has at 

least two different but interwoven meanings. First, that governing elites forge bonds with 

selected businessmen whom they favor, excluding their business competitors from public 

tenders or awards of public contracts; and, second, that members of governing elites actively 

participate in business deals themselves. Τhis creates an obvious conflict of interest, as elected 

officials only formally defend the public interest, but in practice use their position for personal 

benefit. The desired benefit is not necessarily economic, as in typical cases of corruption, but 

it is also political, defined in the narrow sense of prolonging one’s stay in power by all 

possible, legal and illegal means, including corruption. In other words, in FYR Macedonia, as 

in the rest of countries under study, political corruption is not so much a means of personal 

enrichment as a vehicle for clinging to power. Thus there are two obviously inter-connected 

functions of corruption, serving the interests of corrupt politicians, namely the political and 

the economic function. 

One may understand the political and economic function of corrupt politics as an extension of 

Max Weber’s conceptual distinction of living for politics and living off politics. As Weber 

stated in his “Politics as a Vocation”: 

“There are two ways of making politics one's vocation: Either one lives 'for' politics or one 

lives 'off' politics. By no means is this contrast an exclusive one. The rule is, rather, that man 

does both, at least in thought, and certainly he also does both in practice. He who lives 'for' 

politics makes politics his life, in an internal sense. Either he enjoys the naked possession of 

the power he exerts, or he nourishes his inner balance and self-feeling by the consciousness 

that his life has meaning in the service of a 'cause.' In this internal sense, every sincere man 

who lives for a cause also lives off this cause. The distinction hence refers to a much more 

substantial aspect of the matter, namely, to the economic. He who strives to make politics a 

permanent source of income lives 'off' politics as a vocation, whereas he who does not do this 

lives 'for' politics.”
164

 

Max Weber’s conceptual dichotomy can be used to understand how corrupt politicians in 

practice do both, namely live for politics and off politics. In a way that Max Weber would 

probably disapprove, corrupt politicians use corruption to continue living for politics, namely 

to fulfill their passion for politics and hold on to power. At the same time, as Weber admits in 

the above passage, the same politicians strive to “to make politics a permanent source of 

income”. Obviously, they do so in a completely unbounded way, since they do not limit 

themselves to living off their salary as prime minister or minister but use their position of 

authority as a resource or spring board to become wealthy. 
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Extent of corruption 

Despite infrequent successes of the fight against corruption, such as the conviction to prison 

of the Montenegrin former president of the State Union of Serbia and Montenegro, Svetozar 

Marovic, in May 2016
165

 and, separately, one of the largest businessmen of Serbia, Miroslav 

Miskovic, in June 2016
166

, West Balkan democracies today are widely considered to be very 

corrupt. Comparatively speaking, they are seen as more corrupt than other European 

democracies, including East European ones. This is a pattern emerging on various counts, 

such as the Corruption Perception Index (CPI) of Transparency International  (Table 1, below) 

and the Control of Corruption indicator of the World Banks’ governance indicator (Table 2) 

as well as the Progress Reports issued every winter by the DG Enlargement of the European 

Commission. Regarding transparency, as Table 1 shows, compared to other states across 

Europe, three West Balkan countries, namely FYR Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia are 

ranked rather lowly. The same holds for the rest of West Balkan states.  

In Western Balkans corruption is often discussed in conjunction with organized crime. 

However, corruption is not the same as organized crime. The latter involves the use of 

violence to commit smuggling of illegal goods, human trafficking, and organ trade, among 

other criminal law violations. Even though international observers, when discussing 

corruption in Western Balkans may tend to discuss crime and corruption together
167

, the truth 

is that organized crime is not a distinctive characteristic of West Balkan states, as it can also 

be found in EU Member – States (Bulgaria, Italy).  

Not all corruption involves politicians. It may involve illegal exchanges in the private sector, 

such as the paying of bribes to obtain insider information about a business company. While 

corruption in the private sector, which is unrelated to the conduct of national politics, may be 

indicative of the larger issue of unregulated or wild capitalism characterizing the functioning 

of the market in the Western Balkans, the focus of this chapter is specifically on political 

corruption, that is, the use of public office for personal gain. 

Combining quantitative assessments of the extent of perceived corruption with qualitative 

reports on corruption, one can claim that Western Balkans stand out for a specific reason: 

corruption is observed in other European countries, but in West Balkan countries corruption 

has spread and has overflowed into practices of organized crime, while the fight against 
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corruption has started only recently and has not borne but few fruits.
168

 What this chapter 

would like to argue is that these patterns result from a purposeful strategy of governing elites 

in the three aforementioned countries under study to employ corruption not only to enrich 

themselves but also, if not primarily, to prolong their stay in power. 

The most commonly used indicator to measure corruption is the Perception Corruption Index 

(PCI) of Transparency International (TI), which although disputed, provides a rough measure 

of the perceived extent of corruption in each country. Based on numerous opinion surveys, 

this index is sensitive to shifts in the patterns of criminal investigations for corruption and in 

the mass media’s attention towards or away from corruption. The PCI provides a rough idea 

about where a certain country stands on the extent of perceived corruption relatively to other 

countries. However, the PCI is not based on uniform attitudinal surveys in all countries. 

Rather than a reliable cross-national measure of corruption, the PCI is thus an indicator which 

is probably more useful to register trends over time, if one concentrates on long term trends 

and does not take year-by-year estimates at their face value. 
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                     Table 1 

Table 1: CPI - Extent of Perceived Corruption in the Western Balkans in the 

Comparative Perspective of Eastern Europe, According to Transparency International  

 

 2009 2015 Change 

Albania 32 36 +4 

Bosnia-Herzegovina 30 38 +8 

Croatia 41 51 +10 

FYROM 38 42 +4 

Kosovo 28 33 +5 

Montenegro 39 44 +5 

Serbia 35 40 +5 

Bulgaria 38 46 +8 

Romania 38 41 +3 

Central East Europe 52.2 56 +3.8 

Source: https://www.transparency.org/cpi2015/, last accessed on 2I.06.2016. Central East Europe in this table includes the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia and 

Slovenia. The average CPI (=Corruption Perception Index) of these five countries is shown in the last row. The highest the level of CPI, the less corrupt a country is perceived 

to be.  

https://www.transparency.org/cpi2015/
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As Table 1 shows, there are three sub-groups of West Balkan countries as far as perceived 

corruption is concerned. Kosovo, Bosnia-Herzegovina and Albania seem to be the most 

corrupt among West Balkan countries, while Croatia the least corrupt. The three cases under 

study, namely, FYR Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia, fall in between these two 

“extremes”. This tripartite pattern has remained more or less the same since 2007, i.e., the 

first year after the separation of Montenegro from Serbia (2006). 

The quite large extent of corruption is corroborated by another indicator, namely “control of 

corruption”, which is used by the World Bank as part of Worldwide Governance indicators’ 

database. According to the World Bank,  “control of corruption  captures perceptions of the 

extent to which public power is exercised for private gain, including both petty and grand 

forms of corruption, as well as "capture" of the state by elites and private interests.” 
169

 

Table 2 

Table 2: Control of Corruption in the Western Balkans in the Comparative Perspective 

of  Eastern Europe, According to World Bank’s Governance Indicators  

 2003 2015 

Albania 26 40 

Bosnia 47 45 

Croatia 60 63 

FYROM 31 54 

Kosovo 23 37 

Montenegro 40 56 

Serbia 41 51 

Bulgaria 55 49 

Romania 47 58 

Central East Europe 71.6 67.4 

Source: http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#home, last accessed on 2I.06.2016. Central East 

Europe in this table includes the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia. The higher the figure 

shown, the better a country is in terms of controlling corruption in comparison with all other countries in World 

Bank’s list.  

The impression that corruption is quite extensive in the three countries under study, as 

indicated by Tables 1 and 2 above, is corroborated by qualitative assessments of international 

organizations. This is evident if one takes the three countries one by one. For instance, the 

otherwise reserved, diplomatic language of the European Commission’s annual Progress 

Reports changes when discussing the fight against corruption in 2015 in FYR Macedonia: 

“The country has some level of preparation in the fight against corruption. No progress has 

been achieved in the past year on the outstanding issues identified. Corruption remains 

widespread” (italics in the original).
170

 “Montenegro has achieved some level of preparation 
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in the fight against corruption. Corruption remains prevalent in many areas and continues to 

be a serious problem” (italics in the original).
171

 ”Serbia has some level of preparation in the 

fight gainst corruption. Some progress has been achieved in the past year…However, 

corruption remains idespread.” (italics in the original).
172

 

Forms, scale and explanations of corruption 

Corruption can take make different forms, such as petty corruption, involving under-the-table 

informal exchanges between street-level bureaucrats and individuals or businesses, and high-

level or grand corruption. In the latter case, high-level state officials, such politically 

appointed heads of administrative units and state agencies and government ministers, are 

involved and typically engage in unlawful exchanges with businessmen. Corruption may be 

on small scale or a grand scale, depending on the size of bribes or state funds channeled to 

private hands. The scale of political corruption at the level of a small municipality, even when 

non-negligible, is obviously different from that at the level of national government.  

The different forms and scale of corruption are obviously neither an exclusive problem of 

FYR Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia nor more generally of Western Balkans. Corruption 

today surfaces in various advanced capitalist economies and consolidated democracies and it 

is quite widespread even in EU Member-States, such as Bulgaria, Greece and Romania. 

Across-the-board explanations of corruption in the modern world, such as, for example, the 

corruptive side of today’s globalized capitalism, tell only part of the story. One needs to put 

the understanding of corruption in context. In the three countries under study, corruption may 

be attributed to historical, geographical, and cultural reasons.  

First, the Western Balkans, as other East European countries, bear a historical legacy of 

communism. This is a legacy favoring the conflation rather than the careful distinction of 

political, administrative and economic realms. This is so because state socialism had put the 

law in the service of larger social transformation, such as transition to communism. Former 

socialist regime did not adhere to the rule of law and even impeded the development of civil 

society which could have limited the spread of corruption in the period of socialist rule.  

Second, the geographical position of the Western Balkans in an area linking the East and the 

West facilitates the emergence of corruption (and organized crime). In the region of Western 

Balkans there are transit routes for illegal goods, human trafficking and the flow of 

unrecorded payment across newly demarcated or porous national borders.  

A third condition favoring corruption is the amalgam of ethnic and/or religious bonds tying 

small and larger West Balkan communities together. Such a community may form part of 
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national majority in a West Balkan nation (e.g. Albanians in Kosovo), while it may be part of 

a minority in a neighboring state (e.g., in FYR Macedonia or Serbia). As it happens in other 

areas of the world, local norms may be in conflict with national norms. For example, norms of 

exchanging gifts and favors, in order to serve relatives, friends and other community members, 

may clash with norms related to modern state administration, such as rule of law, due 

diligence and transparency. Traditions of honorable behavior may be incompatible with 

meritocratic standards required by modern public bureaucracy and the level-playing field 

ideally required by the free market system. In other words, corruption is also facilitated by the 

type of social capital prevailing in the Western Balkans. Negative social capital, involving the 

strengthening of intra-communal ties at the expense of bridging any gaps with other 

communities and the nation as a whole, still prevails in the countries under study and the 

region as a whole.
173

   

While all three causes of corruption noted above are valid in order to understand corruption in 

West Balkan countries and could be useful to explain corruption elsewhere in the world where 

similar historical and structural conditions apply, what is often forgotten is the role of agency 

at corruption. A legacy of state socialist rule, age-old values and norms, and structures of 

untamed capitalism may provide the ideal environment for corruption to flourish, but it takes 

purposeful human action for corruption to occur.  

Corruption unfolds because individual actors, such as politicians and collective agents, such 

as governing parties or well-oiled governing elites, consistently and in full conscience engage 

in corruption. In other words, as it will be argued below, what is particular about corruption in 

the countries under study is, first, the involvement of the peak of the government and secret 

services with corruption and, second, the systematic use of corruption as a weapon of the 

governing elites in political competition against the opposition.  

The failure of anti-corruption in Western Balkans 

In FYR Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia, under pressure from international organizations 

such as the European Commission and the Council of Europe, anticorruption has ostensibly 

become a major policy priority. New anticorruption legislation has been passed and, in 

addition to the usual prosecutorial and judicial authorities, new anticorruption agencies have 

been established by national governments. For example, Serbia has ratified all international 

anti-corruption conventions and has an Anti-Corruption Agency, entrusted with the task to 

prevent corruption through collecting and analyzing data, and an Anti-Corruption Council 

which has a policy-advice role (European Commission 2015: 14).  

Montenegro has also ratified all relevant international legislation and in December 2014 

passed comprehensive anticorruption legislation. On the basis of this legislation, a new Anti-

Corruption Agency was founded. However, the most important agency is the “Special 

Prosecutor’s Office for the fight against corruption, organized crime, war crimes, terrorism 
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and money laundering”, established in February 2015
174

. The Special Prosecutor acts before 

Montenegro’s High Courts, directs the Police and is responsible for all pre-trial proceedings 

in the fields of competence mentioned in the institution’s title.  

FYR Macedonia has also been equipped with anti-corruption agencies, although the 

mobilization to fight corruption has been very uneven.  Judicial authorities, such as the 15-

member Judicial Council which was established in 2006, formally is independent in managing 

the justice system, but in practice the independence of the Council’s members is undermined 

by their lack of tenure. The European Commission reports that in 2007-2014 there were “59 

dismissal proceedings, resulting in 44 dismissals”.
175

 As for the country’s prosecuting 

authorities, they suffer from the quasi-permanent lack of resources, such as their own budget, 

personnel and digital infrastructure. 

In the same country with regard to specialized anti-corruption agencies, such as the State 

Commission for the Prevention of Corruption (SPSC), a pattern of “selective passivity” is 

observed. According to the European Commission, “serious allegations against government 

officials have yet to trigger thorough investigations”.
176

 

The situation improved after the Przno agreement between the government and opposition of 

FYR Macedonia, which was reached in July 2015. A new agency, the Special Prosecution, 

assumed the task of examining evidence for corruption and other crimes which surfaced after 

wire-taped telephone conversation among government officials.
177

 Leaked conversations 

involved ministers and officials of the secret services. By March 2016, i.e., six months after 

its establishment, the new agency had started investigations in 30 cases of high-level crime 

and had probed 80 suspects.
178

 However, as expected, the government-controlled judiciary 

was recalcitrant to facilitate the new agency to carry out its tasks and did not proceed with 

judicial action as quickly.  

In brief, in all three countries governments have been remarkably active in formulating a new 

anticorruption framework. In practice, however, anticorruption has progressed with small 
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steps. With the possible exception of Montenegro, anticorruption has affected middle- and 

lower ranking officials. In other words, it is rare to see progress in fighting higher-level 

corruption.  

In Montenegro, in the so-called “Zavala and Kosljun” cases, two former Mayors and one 

Deputy Mayor of the city of Budva as well as a former parliamentarian of the ruling DPS 

party, charged with corruption, were convicted to prison sentences ranging from 3 to 6 years 

of imprisonment.
179

 Moreover, the aforementioned Special Prosecutor’s Office has prosecuted 

Svetozar Marovic, former President of the Union of Serbia and Montenegro. Marovic was 

tried on charges of corruption and after two plea bargains was convicted to three years and ten 

months imprisonment in September 2016. However, as the European Commission states, 

“Montenegro’s track record on effective investigation, prosecution and final convictions in 

corruption cases, in particular regarding high-level corruption, remains limited”.
180

  

Apprehending a few high-ranking politicians, accused of corruption, does not render 

Montenegro an ideal case of anti-corruption, but the corresponding record of the other two 

countries is even more disappointing. According to the European Commission, FYR 

Macedonia’s track record is “weak on high-level political corruption. Serious allegations 

against senior government officials have yet to trigger thorough investigation. This selective 

passivity raises concerns over the independence of the police, the Public Prosecutor’s Office 

and the State Commission for the Prevention of Corruption (SPSC)”. 
181

  

Clearly, a large shadow has been cast on the political will of the government to fight 

corruption after the revelations about 20,000 intercepted telephone communications and the 

leaking of the content of these communications in early 2016. Higher-standing government 

officials are implicated in corrupt practices in public procurement, urban planning, the 

financing of political parties and public employment. The agreement signed in Przino 

facilitated the establishment of a special prosecutor to investigate the extensive wiretappings. 

However, the appointed prosecutor, Katica Janeva, discovered that multiple impediments 

were placed in her way. For instance, in October 2015 Janeva’s list of candidates for members 

of her prosecuting team the Council of Public Prosecutors was rejected only to be accepted 

with delay about a month later. Moreover, owing to the lack of considerable progress in 

clearing the wire-tapping case and continuing problems with the unreliable electoral registers 

of Montenegro, the national elections of June 2016 were postponed, while a caretaker 

government remained in place. The inconclusive general elections of December  2016, as the 

VMRO-DPMNE and the SDSM  parties obtained a roughly equal share of the vote (38-39 per 

                                                           
179

 European Commission (2015 ), “Montenegro 2015 Report”, p. 54, 

http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2015/20151110_report_montenegro.pdf., last accessed on 

22.06.2016. 
180

 European Commission (2015), “Montenegro 2015 Report”, p. 14, 

http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2015/20151110_report_montenegro.pdf., last accessed on 

22.06.2016. 
181

 European Commission (2015), “Montenegro 2015 Report”, p. 15, 

http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2015/20151110_report_montenegro.pdf., last accessed on 

22.06.2016. 

http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2015/20151110_report_montenegro.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2015/20151110_report_montenegro.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2015/20151110_report_montenegro.pdf


265 

 

cent), the fairness of the electoral procedure was highly contested by the opposition and no 

Albanian or other coalition partner agreed to enter a coalition government. 

In Serbia, some progress was made in 2014-2015 in fighting corruption. However, there is a 

low track record in investigating, indicting and convicting law violators; anti-corruption 

agencies are neither properly overseen nor coordinated in the fight against corruption; and 

amendments in Criminal Code and the legislation on the Anti-Corruption Agency. Such 

problems remain because there is a lack of political will to fight corruption. In the words of 

the European Commission: “…strong political impetus has yet to be translated into sustained 

results”.
182

 

Lack of institutional buffers to corruption 

There are few institutional buffers to corruption. For example, in Montenegro despite the 

establishment of a new independent anti-corruption agency and a new Special Prosecution 

Office for Corruption and Organized Crime, the government can reign in the administration of 

justice, because higher judges are hand-picked by the government.  Although a Montenegrin 

academic claimed in a personal interview that “today the Montenegrin judiciary is more 

independent than in the past”,
183

 other respondents, such as local journalists and seasoned 

observers of Montenegrin politics disagreed. In the words of a retired higher-ranking diplomat 

of Montenegro
184

, who had seen from close by the evolution of Montenegro in 1991-

2015, ”the judiciary has been constructed under party control”. This means that the receiving 

end of anti-corruption investigations, the justice system, can delay, altogether abort, or 

selectively process cases of corruption, depending on the government’s will. 

In Montenegro government supporters who want to underline to the independence of the 

judiciary from the ruling DPS party point to the aforementioned conviction of Svetozar 

Marovic and imprisonment of three former mayors who also were close to the governing 

party.
185

 However, these are relatively recent developments and may mean that the DPS has 

“handed out” selected former government officials to the justice system in order to show 

progress to the European Commission, in the context of Montenegro’s accession negotiations. 

The political function of corruption: corrupt practices as a means to consolidate political 

power 

Corruption’s political function is a means of political domination manifested in several ways. 

It entails building an electoral base in ways different from the corresponding ways observed 

in two other means of political domination, such as populism and clientelism. While in the 

case of populism ruling elites use populist political discourse and practices which marginalize 
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institutions and organizations other than those controlled by them, by using corruption ruling 

elites carve out government-friendly niches in the private economy. Elites construct such 

niches by favoring selected businessmen over others and marginalizing uncooperative 

entrepreneurs or by pushing them out of business. This can be achieved through government-

orchestrated visits paid to disfavored businesses by tax collectors and labor inspectors as well 

as police and criminal investigations against such businesses.  

Corruption bears political fruits for ruling elites in ways which can be also distinguished from 

political clientelism. While in clientelism patrons dispense social benefits to selected groups 

of the population (e.g., the old age pensioners, farmers) and offer public sector jobs to 

individual political clients, in the case of corruption, the ruling elite offers state funds, 

business opportunities and tailor-made regulations to domestic and foreign business 

entrepreneurs, in exchange for their support.  

Such support may be financial, as when a businessman contributes to the finances of the 

governing political party. It may be political and ideological support, as when a businessman 

influences or presses his employees to vote for a particular party or has mass media which he 

owns support the electoral campaign of a political party with which the businessman has 

made back-door agreements. 

Using corruption as a means of prolonging one’s stay in power can be done in more than one 

ways. Government officials award contracts of public works to domestic and foreign 

businessmen in a very selective manner, as public tenders are not managed in a transparent 

way. This is a practice common in all three countries under study. 

For example, in FYR Macedonia, some businessmen were already prominent before VMRO-

DPMNE’s rise to power in 2006 and forged an alliance with the government. An example is 

the 80-year old Loubisav Ivanov-Djingo, leader of the small, pro-government Socialist Party 

of Macedonia (SPM) and for the last forty years general manager of a Kratovo-based mining 

plant “Sileks”.
186

 Some businessmen were selected “from above” to implement state plans, 

such as road construction.  

Other ones were not visible or had a small niche in the market, before one of the major 

political parties the government rose to power and molded them as business partners.  

Examples are Vladimir Todorovic, former VMRO-DPMNE-based mayor of the municipality 

of Centar (in the city centre of Skopje) and owner of “Tinex”, the largest trade network in 

FYR Macedonia.
187
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Moreover, other businessmen were not citizens of the country but convenient foreign business 

partners such as Greece’s Dimitris Kontominas. The latter had ties not only with the 

governing coalition of VMRO-DPMNE and DUI, but also with the preceding SDSM 

government which was in power until 2006. Significantly, according to Transparency 

International, in the context of the project “Skopje 2014”  Kontominas has bought land in the 

center of Skopje with the aim to construct two buildings, following the neo-baroque style 

favoured by the Gruevski government. Kontominas has also been active in telecommunication 

enterprises doing business with the government of FYR Macedonia.
188

 According to a 

testimony given in late 2014 to a US court by Slobodan Bogoevski, former Deputy Secretary 

for State Security in FYR Macedonia, by 2006 Kontominas had already been involved in the 

bribing of SDSM and DUI politicians, in exchange for barring the access of his competitors to 

the mobile phone market in the country. For this case there were never any charges pressed 

against Macedonian politicians. Charges were pressed against foreign citizens, but the case 

was dropped in 2008.
189

 

In exchange, those businessmen who have emerged and flourished through the government’s 

preferential treatment, finance the governing coalition parties and – if they are also active in 

the media sector – diffuse government propaganda to the people. 

Through this function of corruption the government intervenes in the economy not so much to 

curb the inequalities created by the functioning of the capitalist market, but actually to 

construct a previously non-existing or dormant, government-friendly business elite. The 

active role of the governing coalition in creating a government-business nexus includes an 

even more debatable part. This is the systematic marginalization or even expulsion from the 

market of those businessmen who are reluctant to cooperate with the government or openly 

oppose it.  

The example of the TV station A1 in FYR Macedonia is telling. The station’s owner, Velija 

Ramkovski, and journalists had criticized the VMRO-DPMNE. After that the financial police 

(tax revenue officers) raided the station in November 2010.
190

 In July 2011 the station 

declared bankruptcy and its owner was escorted to prison. Essentially this station, which had 

been broadcasting since 1993, was silenced after the government decided that it could not 

fully control it.  

If the case of A1 TV shows how unwanted businessmen are excluded from the market, how is 

the government-business nexus created in the first place? Essentially in each major sector of 

the market the government favors one or more companies and makes them dependent on state 

funds in at least two different ways. First, dependency is created through distributing state 
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funds to more than one business competitors at a time or in sequence. As a former diplomat of 

FYR Macedonia put it, “the government distributes works to companies which become 

dependent on state funds channeled to them on a piecemeal basis”.
191

   

Second, dependency is reproduced through purposeful delays in paying arrears to private 

suppliers of goods and services to the state. More concretely, the government does not pay 

suppliers of goods and services to the state in any predictable manner. Government outlays 

are overdue and haphazard. Such tactics makes business companies wait for the whimsical 

decisions of power-holders to open or not to open the state coffers. As a pro-government 

Skopje-based NGO activist admitted in a personal interview, “in the process of implementing 

public contracts, government-controlled state-owned enterprises delay arrears in order to hold 

private enterprises hostage”.
192

 In other words, more than one companies benefit from 

government outlays at unpredictable intervals, while no company is allowed to become too 

large as to free itself of government control.  

It would be wrong to assume that in FYR Macedonia all private companies are mere puppets 

of the government and have no room for manoeuver. Depending on the business sector in 

question, there companies of local businessmen as well as local affiliates of multi-national 

companies which closely monitor shifts in the political scene of FYR Macedonia. In other 

words, businesses adapt to shifts of the political game. 

From time to time they attempt to stay neutral towards large parties or abandon their alliance 

with a declining political party and take sides with a rising party: “at times of political change 

the big fish in business switch sides or remain neutral for a while. Yet even strong companies 

can crumble without links with the government or at least cannot become leaders in their 

business sector without establishing links to the government. In pre-election periods, 

businesses support large and small parties and this is true for both ethnic communities, the 

Macedonian and the Albanian”. 
193

 

Shorn to its essentials what all this amounts to is that in FYR Macedonia it is the government 

who captures businesses than the reverse. This is not a typical case of policy capture of a 

public policy sector by one or more business interests. The government influences 

businessmen, not vice versa, unless of course we include in this equation the influence of 

large foreign companies who have invested funds in the country. The balance of power 

between the government and foreign investors is delicate, even though the government is 

investment-friendly and would normally not alienate foreign investors.  

For example, the Austrian utility company EVN acquired 90 per cent of the Macedonian 

electricity distribution company in FYR Macedonia in 2006, has operated under the name 

EVN since 2008 and has obtained policy leverage in the energy sector. The Austrian company 

is then a privatized distributor which dominates the electricity distribution sector, but has had 

to face government-driven sudden cuts of the tariffs it charges customers and also increases in 
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the prices it pays to the electricity generator
194

. As an EBRD report put it in 2012, 

“Macedonia [was] addressing the growing pains of its relationship with the privatized 

distributor”.
195

 However, the distributor may still count on the fact that even today the energy 

market is only half-open, i.e., it faces little competition.  

In Montenegro, the political functions of corruption materialized in the drive of the PM Milo 

Djukanovic himself, who has companies of his own, to control the banking sector and the 

tourism sector. He owns Prva Banka and through his relatives he has invested in tourism on 

the Montenegrin coast. He has also allowed the creation of foreign monopolies or dominant 

position in other sectors such as oil industry (distribution network) and tourism. Major foreign 

companies are the Swiss - Egyptian company ORASCOM which has invested in Lustica Bay, 

the Azeri state-owned oil company SOCAR, which has invested in banking and high-end 

tourism and the Greek company EKO which prevails in the oil and gasoline distribution 

network, and Montenegrin businessmen, such as Veselin Pejovic, who through his company 

UNIPROM has multiple investments in aluminum production and hotel business.
196

 

Essentially, though deals with domestic and foreign businessmen the PM and his family for 

the last 25 years control Montenegro’s economy, thus creating support for the continuous re-

election of Milo Djukanovic at the helm of the governing party and the government. The fact 

that Djukanovic stepped down after the elections of October 2016, which were won again by 

his party, does not mean that he will relax control over the party and government. After all he 

had been formally, but not substantively, away from Montenegrin politics in 2006-2008 and 

again in 2010-2012, only to come back whenever he decided to do so. 

In Serbia, there is a long tradition of interlocking networks of politicians and businessmen, 

dating back to the 1990s. “Today’s Serb tycoons were created in the era of Milosevic and 

today practically politicians and tycoons are inseparable”.
197

 Yet today the government has 

the upper-hand, as the “private sector is controlled by the state through inspections of private 

enterprises, engineered by the government-controlled tax administration, and through the 

imposition of taxes.”
198

 In fact, as an activist put in a personal interview, the government 

“selectively blackmails private businesses by threatening them with the imposition of 

taxes”.
199

 The governing party thus creates a circle of private businesses which purposefully 
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support the government and another circle of businesses which reluctantly support the 

government or at least are afraid to be caught supporting the opposition. 

The economic function of corruption: corrupt practices as a vehicle for personal enrichment 

Corruption’s second function, which cannot be clearly disentangled from the first, entails a 

politician using corruption not so much to prolong his or her stay in power, as to acquire 

wealth. One may have been a businessman before entering politics. Then he or she decides to 

become a politician to obtain access to the state coffers or to create business opportunities 

which, so to speak, come naturally to holders of political authority. Politicians can become 

rich businessmen, depending of course on the role of the state in the economy and also 

depending on the presence or absence of checks -and – balances against political authority in 

a certain country. 

First, if a politician exits politics much richer than the time he or she entered politics, then this 

person at some point swapped the identity of a politician for that of a businessman. It is all a 

matter of degree, of course, as after a certain time point in one’s political career and 

depending on how lax is law enforcement is, one may hold both roles, i.e.  a businessman and 

a politician.  

Second, shifts in public policies or changes in legislation may not be the result of public 

deliberation but personal calculations reflecting the interests of the legislators. In the words of 

a politician who is an insider of government circles in Skopje, “government officials are 

themselves businessmen and make laws suitable to them”.
200

 

In Montenegro, the personal enrichment of politicians materializes through their personal 

involvement in domestic and foreign private investment projects.  For example, in March 

2014 US officials of the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) dropped charges against 

three former managers of Hungary’s Magyar Telekom and Germany’s Deutsche Telekom that 

they had bribed government officials in Montenegro.  After that US officials continued to 

pursue civil allegations in a similar case in FYR Macedonia. There is an international 

convention, produced by the OECD and signed by OECD member-states and others, which 

makes it illegal to bribe officials of a third country for any reason and certainly in order to 

obtain business advantage over one’s competitors in that country. 
201

 

The withdrawal of charges by the SEC resulted from the fact that the use of evidence and 

relevant criminal procedures were extremely complicated and involved the cooperation of 

several countries. Meanwhile, in December 2011, the parent company, Deutsche Telekom, 

and its subsidiary, Magyar Telekom, had agreed to pay $ 95 million to settle the case. At the 

same time, Magyar Telekom had acknowledged the bribery charges, namely it acknowledged 

that unnamed government officials of Montenegro had received bribes in order to regulate the 
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telecommunication sector in Montenegro in such a way as to prevent competition to 

Telekom.
202

 

In FYR Macedonia a comparable case occurred in late December 2014. A former counter-

intelligence chief of that country, Slobodon Blagoevski, revealed to a SEC official, who 

visited him in Skopje, that Magyar Telekom had bribed government officials in that country 

in order to have them edge out business competitors. The informant admitted being personally 

involved in one of the briberies. Following another deposition he made to the SEC on the 

same case in February 2015, Mr. Blagoevski was taken to prison by his country’s police.
203

 

The Macedonian government officials who allegedly received bribes remain unknown. 

In Serbia, the situation is similar although, in contrast to Montenegro and FYR Macedonia, 

the private benefit which politicians reap through corrupt practices does not seem to be 

distributed mainly among family members or members of an inner circle of political 

associates. Private funds are siphoned to the coffers of political parties. Since the 1990s 

private businessmen have contributed to the finances of almost all parties, a practice 

continued to this day.
204

 “Leaders of parties take money directly from businessmen, keep 

some of it for themselves and pass the rest to cadres of their party”.
205

 Of course, governing 

parties obtain funds also from the state budget, while the legislation on political party 

financing is not respected.  

Essentially, in Serbia, as in other West Balkan countries, instead of soliciting funds from 

private businesses and individual supporters in order to participate in elections and win power, 

political parties compete for political power in order to have access to funds after they ascent 

to power. Nowhere does this pattern become more obvious than in the governing parties’ 

tendency to capture business sectors in the private economy. 

Policy capture of state sectors by business interests and its reverse, government capture of 

business sectors in the private economy 

Policy capture is understood as the exercised of unwarranted influence of private business 

interests in public policy areas in transition countries, such as countries emerging from state 

socialist rule. It is the phenomenon of private business firms formulating “the rules of the 

game to their own advantage” to the extent that “public officials and politicians privately sell 

underprovided public goods and a range of rent-generating advantages a la carte to individual 
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firms”
 206

. Capture includes also the formulation of tailor-made policies and the blocking of 

decisions constraining the involved business interests. While policy capture has been 

documented for South Eastern Europe, e.g., for Bulgaria
207

 and Romania
208

, in Western 

Balkans the situation is more complicated. In fact, what is observable is the reverse of typical 

policy capture: instead of businessmen capturing public policy sectors, politicians put in 

charge of policy sectors, in their capacity as ministers, start capturing parts or the whole of 

selected business sectors.  

In Montenegro the personal entourage of PM Djukanovic takes business-like decisions where 

to invest and proceed to forge alliances with businessmen. Government officials or their 

relatives themselves become businessmen through private companies which they establish 

and parachute in selected market sectors. This is not a capture of the economy by private 

interests, such as business elites, but by state elites serving their own private interests. In the 

words of a Montengrin academic, “there is no policy capture in Montenegro”. 
209

 As a foreign 

diplomat observed, “the economy of Montenegro is controlled by the governing party, the 

DPS which, for example, places its own party cadres at the boards of directors of domestic or 

foreign business companies investing in Montenegro”.
210

  

Control of the economy is accomplished through numerous ways, including privatizations and 

public procurement contracts in which government members or members of the PM’s family 

win the relevant tenders; and the government’s bailing out of indebted private banks owned 

by relatives, friends or close business associates.  

Moreover, the governing party puts pressure on selected private businesses to hire 

government supporters and exerts pressure on business companies which do not cooperate 

with the governing party through targeted inspections of disfavored companies by tax 

authorities. 

However, while in other South East European countries the government’s control of the 

economy is not uncommon, what sets Montenegro apart is the fact that a single family, 

namely the PM’s family, largely exerts control over the economy.  Several examples attest to 

this fact. 

A first concrete example is the buying of a bank, the Prva bank (formerly Niksic bank) by the 

PM Milos Djukanovic, and family members of his, namely his two siblings and a close friend. 
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The bank was later close to bankruptcy and was bailed out by the government, headed by 

Milos Djukanovic.
211

 

A second example is the privatization in Montenegro of the state-owned “Institute for Urban 

Planning and Design”. This was bought by the Prime Minister’s brother, Aco Djukanovic, 

who obtained 75 per cent of the institute’s shares. He then proceeded make a large-scale 

investment, under government tutelage, in the coast of Montenegro on the Adriatic sea. He is 

reported to possess land, building and cultural monuments in the location of Dorota on the 

coast.
212

 

A third example is the assignment of legal counseling services regarding major privatizations 

for the Montenegrin state to the law office of Ana Kolarevic (nee Djukanovic), the sister of 

Milo Djukanovic.  As it is plainly stated in the official website of her law firm,  “a significant 

number of investors, represented by the Law Office Ana Đukanović, took part in important 

substantial privatization processes, mergers and acquisitions, creating a tremendous, positive 

impact on Montenegrin economy as a whole.”
213

 Further on, the same law office openly says 

that it is active in public procurement on both sides, i.e., the government issuing tenders and 

private companies competing to win tenders: “Law Office has significant experience in 

representing and protecting the interests of numerous participants in public procurement 

procedures, both on behalf of orderer and tenderer. In this respect, activities of the office are 

numerous and range from the initial preparation of tender terms and conditions to completing 

tender documentation and conclusion of the agreements, submitting legal remedies before 

first – instance and second – instance administrative bodies and competent courts.”
214

 

A fourth example is the concession of state-owned landed property on the Montenegrin coast 

to Edin Kolarevic, the son of Ana Kolarevic who is the sister of PM Milo Djukanovic. The 

firm of Edin Kolarevic, “Sublime Developments”, owns 11,797 square meters on the coast, 

but is also heavily indebted to the Prva Bank which is owed by the Djukanovic family
215

. 
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And a fifth example is the establishment of a private university, the University of Donja 

Gorica, on landed property which belongs to the PM himself by 25 per cent. The land is 

allegedly under mortgage, since the PM used this land in order to raise credit on two 

Montenegrin Banks, i.e., CKB and Montenegrin Bank, and become thus able to fund the 

foundation of the private university. 

Obviously in all these instances where the PM himself and members of the PM’s family do 

business with the state over which he presides, there is a flagrant conflict of interest. All this 

of course does not preclude the possibility that private businessmen also approach 

government elite members, forge linkages with them and obtain favourable treatment 

regarding their business initiatives. As a Pogorica-based journalist put it in a personal 

interview, “corruption in Montenegro works both ways”.
216

 However, it is the governing elite 

which primarily has the initiative and the power to direct private investment in sectors which 

strengthen its own political power and enrichment. 

In Macedonia as wire-taped records of telephone conversations have revealed, members the 

governing elite of the VMRO-DPMNE party engage in private business deals, which again 

are not reminiscent of typical state policy capture but indicative of the capture of selected 

market niches by government officials.  In the words of a Skopje-based journalist, “the state 

and governing party are more powerful than businessmen. The latter do not have a choice but 

to cooperate with the government”.
217

 

As in the case of Montengro, in FYR Macedonia businessmen may have some room for 

taking business initiatives and connect themselves with the government, but they come upon 

limits: “there is a mutual connection between business and government, but essentially it is 

the government which controls everything”.
218

 A similar view, expressed in another personal 

interview, is that “private business companies may be strong, but without links to political 

power, they can easily crumble; without such links they cannot be leading companies in their 

business sector”. This is why businessmen tend to support not one but many parties, including 

parties representing both the Macedonian majority and the Albanian minority.”
219

 

A differentiating view would be that there is typical state capture by private business interests 

in some sectors, while there is government-driven capture of other sectors. As one journalist 

and NGO activist put it in a personal interview: “some sectors such as energy and 

telecommunications are captured by foreign business interests. For example, Greeks control 

oil distribution, textile production and telecommunications, while Austrians control the 

banking and electricity sectors. Foreign investors are not required to pay insurance 

contributions for their workers and they give them the minimum salary.”
220

 In other words, in 

order to attract foreign capital, the state has subsidized foreign business interests.  

                                                           
216

 Anonymous interview with Podgorica-based foreign correspondent, Podgorica, 20 May 2016. 
217

 Anonymous interview with Skopje-based journalist, Skopje, 14 November 2015. 
218

 Anonymous interview with Professor of the Cyril and Methodius University, Skopje 14 November 2015. 
219

 Anonymous interview with NGO manager, Skopje, 16 November 2016. 
220

 Anonymous interview with journalist and NGO activist Skopje, 14 November 2015. 



275 

 

On the other hand, the government clearly controls private media in FYR Macedonia, 

including most newspapers, TV and radio stations. The same holds for the construction sector 

where the government “hands out public contracts to selected companies which later return 

part of the received state budget funds to the VMRO party”.
221

 A typical manner in which 

government officials or trusted business associates control segments of the market is through 

companies registered not in FYR Macedonia but in remote countries, such as Belize, which 

are “tax-heavens”. It has been reported that “Macedonian companies which can be linked to 

moguls from the Government hide in their ownership structure companies registered in 

offshore countries or so called tax-havens.”
222

 

For example, PM Gruevski’s best man in his first marriage, Risto Novachevski, is reported to 

own a Belize-based company, “Sirah Limited” which in 2012 founded a subsidiary, the “Sirah 

Engineering”. In the same year “Sirah Engineering” bought 11,000 acres of wooded land in 

Vodno, the most expensive neighborhood of Skopje. According to telephone conversations, 

wire taped by unknown sources and leaked by the opposition party SDSM in March 2015, 

Gruevski himself is interested in real estate business and acquiring landed property. He 

discussed such plans on the phone with government ministers and government officials and 

has been seen visiting landed property to be bought.  The opposition has brought evidence in 

the form of telephone tapes to that effect.
223

 In short, there is strong indication of government 

capture of lucrative opportunities in the real estate sector in FYR Macedonia. 

In Serbia there is no typical situation of policy capture either. It can be argued that in 2008-

2012 strong private interests, e.g. the companies of Milan Beko and Miroslav Miskovic, who 

were close to the government coalition partners, the DS and the SPS parties, controlled the 

policy agenda of some ministries.
224

 After the government turnover of 2012 there was a 

gradual change. After its ascent to power, the SNS party “used anti-corruption as a new basis 

of legitimizing government”.
225

 The new SNS governing elite “accused tycoons associated 

with the previous, DS-dominated coalition government, of corruption, while it continued the 

corrupt practices of DS now in alliance with its own tycoons.”
226

. As a NGO director put it in 

a personal interview, “Vucic won national elections by blaming Miskovic”.
227

 

Moreover, foreign interests, including Western and Russian interests, started playing a larger 

role after 2012.  Nowadays there are government-fostered, oligopolies and monopolies in 

some sectors, such as energy, information and communication technologies (ICT) and 

agribusiness, while a process of shift of allegiance of “Serbian tycoons towards the SNS 
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governing elites is still under way”.
228

 Today, we see “not private interests, but governing 

party (SNS) interests, capturing the state”.
229

 Or in the words of a former Serb diplomat, today 

“the ruling party elite instrumentalizes policy sectors in order to help the rich. What takes 

place under SNS rule is a new redistribution of scarce wealth, while the majority of people are 

preoccupied with their daily survival”.
230

 As a respondent summed the situation, “in Serbia 

we do not have an elected government, but a regime controlling state-owned enterprises, 

banks and media in the public and the private sector”.
231

 

Conclusions: political corruption as a strategy to govern society and consolidate political 

power 

In this paper I have argued that higher-ranking government officials in FYR Macedonia, 

Montenegro and Serbia behave in ways suitable to preserve their political power. If they win 

elections, they may enrich themselves as other corrupt politicians have done, but their priority 

is to not so much to become rich but to win power and stay in power. In order to stay in power, 

they employ various strategies and tools and above all means of political domination, such as 

corruption.  They purposefully use corruption to their own political benefit. In other words, it 

is through enriching themselves and even through enriching their relatives, friends and 

business partners, that governing elite members consolidate the bases of their political power.   

The Western Balkans is a region fraught with political corruption, but the benefits which 

political officials reap from corruption are not limited to personal enrichment.  They extend to 

their consolidating political power. The extent of corruption in the societies under study, 

involving different groups linked to variable forms of corruption and the fact corrupt 

governing elites are returned to power through elections set the stage for analyzing corruption 

not as a temporary pathological symptom or a side-effect of a dys-functioning democratic 

regime, but as a more systematic strategy to govern society by governing elites which on 

purpose use corruption to win elections and prolong their stay in power. 

Governing elites create a power base among businessmen who are involved in networks of 

corruption with government ministers and heads of state agencies, if not the head of the 

government himself or herself. Either the government hand picks previously unknown 

businessmen on whom it passes state assets, on funds raised by government controlled banks; 

or the government builds linkages with established businessmen in exchange for services the 

latter would provide to the government. Such services by pro-government businessmen often 

include influencing employees working for the pro-government businessmen; selectively 

hiring the most pro-government among job candidates; contributing to government-sponsored 

local development or social protection projects; and financing the electoral campaign of the 

governing party.  
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A crucial role is played by pro-government business elites involves their control of private 

mass media, such as newspapers and TV stations. Ostensibly out of the reach of government 

and managed in a manner formally autonomous and different from the government-controlled 

state media, such private pro-government media can serve two tasks: first, the task of 

diffusing to the electorate the government line on disputed issue; and, second, the task of 

discrediting the opposition, through hostile reportages or even smearing campaigns against 

the government’s opponents.  

The power base woven through such a government – business nexus of relations is extended 

to the middle and lower ranks of public administration and local government, including street-

level bureaucracy. Thus middle- and low-income groups, whose primary source of income is 

a public sector salary, can look forward to additional income. This is income either directly 

obtained through bribe-taking in the public employees’ encounters with citizens or income 

trickling down to the middle and lower ranks of public bureaucracy from the higher echelons 

of government. At these echelons large sums of money are illegally handed out to government 

officials in exchange for passing tailor-made legislation which suits the interests of selected 

businessmen or issuing administrative acts convenient to the same businessmen.  

Nothing of this sort can be smoothly carried out without the involvement of public employees 

at different levels of the administrative hierarchy. Such necessary involvement explains the 

need to win over such employees, to involve them in less than transparent citizen-

administration relations and to keep doing so, at least until the next elections. Thus what may 

have been a narrow power base gradually becomes a social base for corrupt governing elites.     

Further on, governing elites use the tool of anti-corruption to legitimize government and 

delegitimize opposition as well as to subdue un-loyal party cadres and uncooperative 

businessmen, as indicated by  the cases of Marovic in Montenegro, Miskovic in Serbia and 

the  A1 TV channel in FYR Macedonia. 

To sum up, corruption in the three cases under study shows that in addition to obtain personal 

benefit, corrupt practices can be used as a strategy to consolidate one’s own political power. 

Corruption is then the use of public office for private benefit and for prolonging one’s term in 

power though creating strongholds among business elites and among public officials at 

various ranks who are involved in webs of corruption. In the three countries under study 

mechanisms of controlling corruption are only skeletal and there are a few, if any, checks and 

balances against the executive. All these are not symptoms of technical inefficiency or 

inadequate resources dedicated to controlling corruption. They are the result of the strategy of 

governing elites to retain power. In brief, high-level or grand political corruption in FYR 

Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia is something larger than a side-benefit of exercising 

government authority. Such corruption is one of the several means which an elite purposefully 

uses to stay in power, once it has arrived in power, in our case, by winning democratic, if not 

altogether fair, national elections.   
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How institutional arrangements affect civic engagement and societal 

accountability 

12. Grimes, Marcia and Agnes Cornell. 2015. “Political Control of 

Bureaucracies as an Incentive for Party Behavior”.  

Later version published as: “Political Control of Bureaucracies as an Incentive for Party 

Behavior,” in Carl Dahlström and Lena Wängnerud (eds). Elites, Institutions and the 

Quality of Government. Palgrave Macmillan. 
 

Clientelism, the practice of wooing voters with particularistic payoffs rather than 

programmatic policies, scourges many contemporary democracies, drastically undercutting 

the will and capacity of political elites to address broad societal issues such as inequality or 

under-development. Recent years has seen renewed interest in exploring clientelism as a 

social and political phenomenon (e.g., Stokes et al. 2013), as well as understanding the factors 

that might induce, propel or prevent parties from transitioning to more programmatic 

approaches to contests in the electoral arena (Keefer 2007; Weitz-Shapiro 2012). The bulk of 

this latter strand of research explores the economic conditions that constitute more, or less, 

fertile soil for clientelism (Hicken 2011; Weitz-Shapiro 2012). This chapter draws on research 

from the field of public administration (e.g., Dahlström et al. 2012; Grindle 2012; Peters and 

Pierre 2004), and argues that the institutional framework structuring the interface between 

input (policy making) and output (policy implementing) institutions in the political system is 

a crucial component in political parties’ choice of whether to attract voters via clientelistic or 

via programmatic linkage strategies. In doing so, this chapter seeks to contribute to the 

investigation of the interdependent and mutually reinforcing relationship between specific 

institutional arrangements on the one hand, and parties’ choices of linkage strategies with 

voters on the other (Geddes 1994; Shefter 1994).  

Bureaucracies staffed with meritocratically recruited personnel, as well as programmatic 

political parties, have both been linked to key developmental indicators. Programmatic 

parties, in addition to being considered an integral component of a well-functioning 

democracy, are essential to rendering the electoral process a contest of ideas and ideology, 

and a precondition to the formulation of broad based social welfare policies required for 

societal development. A professional bureaucracy is instead essential for the successful 

implementation of such policies, as well as for the mitigation of corruption, and the 

stimulation of entrepreneurialism and economic development (Dahlström et al 2012; Evans 

and Rauch 2000; Nistotskaya and Cingolani 2014). Effecting change on either front requires 

an appreciation of the mechanisms through which they are mutually intertwined and 

reinforcing. While political parties constitute the category of actors in a polity most well 

placed to bring about a reform of the civil service, their choices of strategies and even policy 

ambitions also adapt to the institutional frameworks in place. In this sense, the relationship 

between actors’ choices and the rules of the game reflects a dynamic that characterizes the 

relationship between elites and institutions more generally. As the relationship between elites 

and institutions in this example involves two sets of elite actors (parties and higher level 
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bureaucrats), and also involves dynamics within parties (i.e. party discipline) as well as 

competition over popular support (the citizen level), the dynamics are arguably additionally 

reinforced and entrenched, as multiple arenas at multiple levels are involved.  

The argument, in brief, is that the institutional relationship between the political and the 

administrative spheres of the state constitutes not only one among many, but in fact a key 

element of the incentive and opportunity structures that inform parties’ logic of action. This 

institutional interface is in some countries highly porous, resulting in a high degree of political 

control of the bureaucracy, while in others, institutional safeguards and constraints maintain a 

clear division of roles and jurisdictions, and prevent the political elite from intervening in the 

day to day workings of the bureaucracy (Dahlström et al. 2012; Peters and Pierre 2004). A 

politicized bureaucracy expands parties’ and individual politicians’ opportunity to use public 

resources for partisan ends. When parties opt for this strategy, the disincentives for – as well 

as coordination costs of – institutional reform are, in turn, greatly increased (Geddes 1994).  

This interdependent relationship between political control of the bureaucracy and parties’ 

linkage strategies has been pointed to in previous research; the analyses presented here 

establish that the relationship extends far beyond the case studies examined previously, and 

that it is independent of other plausible social, political and economic factors. The empirical 

analyses build on data from the Quality of Government survey of public administration 

experts, combined with data on parties’ linkage strategies from the Democratic Accountability 

and Linkages Project, and confirm a positive relationship between political control of the 

bureaucracy and clientelistic practices among political parties. 

Organizational firewalls within the state  

The benefits of strong institutional safeguards between politicians and bureaucrats has been 

noted by public administration scholars, from classical authors such as Woodrow Wilson and 

Max Weber to contemporary researchers (Dahlström and Lapuente 2012; Grindle 2012; 

Lewis 2008; Peters and Pierre 2004; Silberman 1993, 5; Weber 1978; Wilson 1887), but has 

received less attention in the literature exploring parties’ use of clientelistic linkage strategies.  

Institutions set the normative frameworks for actors’ behavior, inform what is allowed and 

appropriate, but also constitute the set of opportunities and incentives for choices in a broad 

range of strategies not specifically stipulated in rules and procedures. In a state, what matters 

are not only structures of individual institutions per se, but also the relations among them (e.g. 

the legislature and executive). Government institutions can be principal and agent at the same 

time, and the authority and instruments granted each to monitor and sanction one another 

make up the overall institutional backdrop of the larger political game. In the relationship 

between political and administrative spheres of the state, a balance must be struck between 

control and stimulus, but they must also be appreciably separate in order to allow for effective 

oversight and corrective action (Dahlström et al. 2012). This trade-off accounts for the vast 

across-state and within-state variation in the degree to which political institutions control 

administrative institutions (Hollibaugh et al. 2014; Peters and Pierre 2004).  
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The strength and effectiveness of a firewall between the political and bureaucratic spheres of 

the state has been shown to have implications for the prevalence of corruption in a country, as 

well as for economic growth and development (Dahlström et al 2012; Evans and Rauch 2000; 

Nistotskaya and Cingolani 2014).  We argue that it also constitutes an important component 

of the incentive structure for both the political elite and bureaucrats. For the political elite, 

extensive control over the bureaucracy, and in particular over careers of individual 

bureaucrats, allows much more extensive opportunities to engage in discretionary allocation 

of public goods and services to reward party supporters or curry favor with undecided voters 

(Cornell and Lapuente 2014; Gingerich 2013). Control of the bureaucracy thus potentially 

allows incumbents to use government resources to strengthen their own chances of reelection. 

Access to social welfare programs such as subsidized housing or cash transfers may more 

easily be allocated along partisan lines if politicians have loyal appointees in offices 

administering public programs (see Stokes et al. 2013, 15-17). The legwork of clientelism is 

often carried out by so called brokers, a category of actors who act as mediators between the 

political party leaders and the voters. Survey data from Argentina indicate that many brokers 

in fact are public sector employees (Stokes et al. 2013, 99). The power to appoint and dismiss 

public sector employees therefore may be a highly favorable condition for clientelism to 

operate efficiently.  

From the perspective of the bureaucrats themselves, political appointment may mean that 

loyalty to the incumbent and the ruling party rather than to the agency may be the most 

rational strategy in terms of career advancement (McCarty 2004; Lewis 2008; Gingerich 

2013). In other words, bureaucrats may have incentives to carry out the will of the appointing 

politicians, even when such actions are incongruous with the spirit of the law or the stated 

aims and performance objectives of the agency in which they are employed (Cornell 2014). 

Such effects would of course be more intense in settings where politicians not only have the 

power to appoint, but also to dismiss (or demote or sideline). In such arrangements, obedience 

is synonymous with bureaucrats’ continued employment.  

An early study, Martin Shefter (1994) argues not only that bureaucratic autonomy is likely to 

affect the use of patronage as a strategy for electoral success, but that it is a precondition that 

is, if not necessary at least highly conducive, to the very emergence of programmatic parties. 

Shefter traces the emergence of such programmatic parties in the United States as well as in 

the Great Britain, Italy, and Germany. Based on these cases, he observes that the use of 

patronage politics is strongly related to whether a professionalized bureaucracy existed at the 

time of universal male suffrage. Very much along the lines of the argument presented above, 

Shefter points out that absent a professional and autonomous bureaucracy—with a stake in 

remaining professional and autonomous—mass enfranchisement tends to induce a 

competitive frenzy among elites who use public resources to the extent they are able in order 

to win popular support. 

Nested dilemmas in multiple arenas 

When institutional arrangements afford political parties the opportunity to marshal public 

resources to advance party ambitions, parties as well as voters face a collective action 
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dilemma both with respect to short-term choices of electoral strategies, but also long-term 

choices of working toward civil service reform. A number of mechanisms serve to keep these 

interdependent logics in place. In political systems in which clientelism is a predominant 

strategy in electoral contests, politicians from the major parties have weak and even negative 

incentives to deviate from clientelism as a strategy to win votes. In such a context, parties that 

choose not to employ clientelistic strategies would be at a disadvantage vis-à-vis competitors 

who do employ them. Parties find themselves in a collective action dilemma and they will 

oppose any reform that reduces the opportunities for clientelistic strategies. However, under 

some circumstances the incentives of the politicians may change. Geddes (1991; 1994) 

argues, for example, that civil service reform may be feasible in contexts where the 

opportunities for patronage are equally distributed among the major parties. In these situations 

there would be no relative advantage of patronage for the majority party and therefore 

politicians from the major parties will be more inclined to reform. In situations where the 

relative advantage for the major parties of using patronage is large, only minor parties that are 

at a disadvantage in the clientelistic game can be expected to promote reform. Geddes (1994) 

also reveals evidence that bureaucratic reforms may also be undermined or reversed given a 

shift in the political landscape. 

Several authors have pointed out that politicians and parties abstain from bureaucratic reform, 

or undermine its enforcement, precisely because the use of clientelistic strategies brings 

political gains (Cruz and Keefer 2013; Grindle 2012). Parties and individual electoral 

contenders whose support rests heavily or entirely on rewards or commitments to deliver 

private goods have a stake in the maintenance of a politically controlled bureaucracy, but also 

a bureaucracy with weak mechanisms of audit and oversight. Cruz and Keefer (2013) find 

support for these causal claims in evaluations of the success of World Bank programs 

targeting precisely bureaucratic professionalization (see also Keefer 2011). The authors find 

that if the extent to which programmatic parties exist in a political system noticeably enhances 

the success of World Bank programs.  

While Cruz and Keefer (2013) argue that programmatic parties facilitate reform efforts, 

Keefer (2007) in an earlier work also supplies convincing arguments for how bureaucratic 

autonomy affects parties’ choice of linkage strategies. The degree of autonomy of the 

bureaucracy strongly determines what parties credibly can promise to accomplish if elected. 

Absent a professionalized and sufficiently well-functioning bureaucracy, the electorate will 

hardly find campaign promises relating to large-scale policy programs plausible. An 

individual party may therefore find it difficult to shift unilaterally toward a more 

programmatic approach as the organizational infrastructure needed to implement such policy 

is lacking. 

The difficulty of coordinated action therefore disincentivizes parties from pushing for 

bureaucratic reform, and the institutional arrangements allowing undue political intervention 

in administrative affairs incentivizes parties to choose clientelistic strategies over 

programmatic policy platforms. In addition to these two levels, the degree of bureaucratic 

politicization also has implications for, and in turn may be affected by, yet another arena, 
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namely the discipline within political parties. The choice of linkage strategy, and in particular 

the choice to develop and promote an ideological and programmatic profile, requires that 

candidates on the party ticket abstain from free-riding on the party’s good image, while 

simultaneously courting voters with clientelistic payoffs (Geddes 1991; 1994). Thus when 

institutions allow for such political meddling in bureaucratic business, dilemmas arise both 

between parties as well as within parties.  

At this juncture, the most plausible theoretical account of the relationship between 

bureaucratic autonomy and parties’ linkage strategies is one of mutual reinforcement resulting 

in a highly stable equilibrium (see also Geddes 1994). The current state of the relationship 

between politicians and the administrative arm of government, along with past electoral 

strategies of other parties, provide the two most salient considerations for a party in 

developing its own electoral strategy. In this sense, the relationship between politicization of 

the bureaucracy and clientelism exemplifies a larger set of phenomena, namely institutions 

developed by elite actors to serve their own interests, which then sustain and reinforce the 

inequalities in the polity (Pierson 2004, 11). Clientelism, in Luis Roniger’s words, 

“…involves asymmetric but mutually beneficial relationships of power and exchange, a 

nonuniversalistic quid pro quo between individuals or groups of unequal standing. It implies 

mediated and selective access to resources and markets … conditioned on subordination, 

compliance or dependence on the goodwill of others” (2004, 353-354). In addition to the 

various interdependent social dilemmas that maintain the status quo, the nexus between 

institutional arrangements and party choices examined here is therefore also held in place by 

the same type of inertia that characterizes such institutions more generally (Pierson 2004). 

The full range of factors that might prompt parties to strive to become more programmatic is 

beyond the scope of this paper, as is developing a comprehensive account of the factors 

driving the emergence of an autonomous bureaucracy. Confirming an association between 

political control of the bureaucracy and clientelism that is independent of other possible 

determinants of clientelism will nonetheless help to focus the scholarly work in this line of 

inquiry, laying the groundwork for future investigations of the conditions under which one or 

the other of these developments occurs, as well as the conditions under which they survive or, 

alternatively, are reversed.  

Explanans and explanadum: Conceptual distinctions 

The two constructs investigated in this chapter are thus bureaucratic autonomy – and its 

inverse politicized bureaucracy – and clientelism. Since a core aspect of a politicized 

bureaucracy is the appointment of civil service jobs with partisan considerations in mind, and 

a core element of clientelism is rewarding political supporters with preferential benefits, 

including public sector jobs, some conceptual delineation is in order. 

Politicians, if elected through free and fair elections, provide the best approximation of 

citizens’ preferences in the aggregate, and must in any meaningfully democratic system exert 

control over the means, ways and aims of the bureaucracy. All states, in order to control 

bureaucracies, use a mix of various instruments, ranging from organizational stimuli and 
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constraints (such as budget allocation and objective-based governing) to regulations at the 

individual level (such as civil service codes and personnel policies). The civil service corps 

normally contains a mix of political appointments and professionals hired exclusively based 

on merit and irrespective of political leaning, and the power to appoint members of the civil 

service corps is one of the primary tools at politicians’ disposal to ensure a more obedient 

bureaucracy (Geddes 1994; Lewis 2008). Civil servants appointed by incumbent politicians 

are more loyal to the party in power, and presumably also more committed to the policy 

agenda incumbents wish to implement (Geddes 1994; Peters and Pierre 2004). While heads of 

agencies are in most countries politically appointed, considerable variation exists in terms of 

the proportion of political appointees in the bureaucracy, as well as down to which 

organizational depth political appointees can be found (Dahlström et al. 2012; Gingerich 

2013; Peters and Pierre 2004).  

Clientelistic allocation of public goods and services, as distinct from programmatic policy 

implementation, is not governed by formalized and published rules outlining criteria for 

entitlement and distribution, and is instead based on a non-programmatic (individualized or 

small group) distribution in exchange for political support (Stokes et al. 2013, 6-13). Unlike 

other forms of corruption, clientelism often entails iteration. While paying a bribe may be a 

one-shot transaction, members of the electorate must have some grounds for believing in 

benefits promised by electoral challengers, and candidates need some basis for believing that 

a promised vote will translate into an actual vote.  

The types of payoffs to voters tend to be private and excludable, such as scholarships, utility 

connections (water, electricity, telephone), groceries, kerosene, inclusion in welfare programs, 

but also public sector employment. Excludability is a crucial distinguishing feature of 

clientelistic payoffs, as a campaign promise targeted toward a specific group of citizens (e.g. 

the unemployed) but from which no eligible citizen can be excluded, cannot be used to reward 

electoral support (Hicken 2011, 294; Stokes et al. 2013).  

Employment in the public sector granted in exchange for political support thus clearly 

qualifies as a clientelistic exchange, and thus potentially overlaps with politicization of the 

bureaucracy empirically (c.f., Stokes et al. 2013). The distinction lies in the level of the 

bureaucracy involved. The political control of the bureaucracy is determined by the extent to 

which positions at the upper and middle echelons of the organization are politically appointed, 

i.e. positions with discretionary power. It is precisely the discretionary power that makes 

positions relevant for political appointment. A key attribute of such political appointments is 

therefore that they are forward looking, i.e. with an eye to allocating public goods and 

services in future scenarios. Employment granted only in exchange for political support, i.e. 

patronage, is, on the other hand, more retrospective, may be characterized by transferability 

(easily withdrawn and reassigned). Such positions are more likely to be low-skilled and 

therefore transferrable to a broader set of potential voters or party loyalists (Hicken 2011), or 

concentrated in agencies in policy sectors of lower political priority (Hollibaugh et al. 2014).  
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Research design and data 

In this chapter we set out to explore the relationship between political control of the 

bureaucracy and clientelism using the best data currently available and taking into account 

confounding factors. The analyses are country comparative; political control of the 

bureaucracy is gauged in the country as a whole, and evaluations of parties’ strategies are also 

aggregated to the country level. Since the theoretical argument applies only to countries that 

are at least minimally democratic, the analyses exclude countries considered autocracies 

according to Cheibub et al.’s (2010) dichotomous classification of democracy, which builds 

on a rather minimalistic conceptualization of democracy (see list of countries in the 

Appendix, table A1).   

Measurement of political control of the bureaucracy and clientelism 

To measure political control of the bureaucracy we employ data from the Quality of 

Government expert survey of public administration experts (Teorell et al. 2011). We construct 

an index which builds on two questions from the survey: 1) the extent to which skills and 

merit determine selection of applicants to public sector employment; or whether conversely 2) 

political connections decide who gets the job, each answered on a scale from “hardly ever” to 

“almost always”. The first question is reversed so that higher scores indicate a higher degree 

of political control of the bureaucracy. The two questions are averaged first for each 

responding expert, and then across experts for each country.  

To measure the degree to which parties are clientelistic, we use the expert survey from the 

Democratic Accountability and Linkages Project (Kitschelt 2014). We construct an index 

which builds on four different questions that capture whether political parties or candidates of 

these parties give or promise to give four different types of rewards for votes: 1) “citizens 

consumer goods (e.g., food or liquor, clothes, cookware, appliances, medicines, building 

materials etc.)”; 2) “material advantages in public social policy schemes (e.g., preferential 

access to subsidized prescription drugs, public scholarships, public housing, better police 

protection etc.)”; 3) “preferential access to government contracts or procurement opportunities 

(e.g., public works/construction projects, military procurement projects without competitive 

bidding to companies whose employees support the awarding party).” to either citizens and 

businesses; and 4) whether citizens and businesses may get special favors in the form of 

lenient application of regulatory rules in exchange for votes. All of these items are evaluated 

on a response scale from “a negligible effort” to “a major effort” (Kitschelt 2014). We sum 

the scores for each component and combine each party’s scores in a given country, weighted 

by party size to get a country score.
232

 

                                                           
232 

This index is similar to the clientelism index constructed by Kitschelt (2014) but excludes the component 

related to employment in the public sector since this component risks tapping into our main independent 

variable, political control of the bureaucracy. 
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Alternative explanations to clientelism – Economic development, political competition and 

electoral systems 

Widespread poverty, the most widely cited determinant of clientelism, highlights the demand 

side of the equation and is therefore neither institutional nor political, but rather economic and 

sociological. Poverty affects the logic of interactions between voters and parties in a number 

of ways. First, it substantially shortens the time horizons of voters. Absent basic material 

security and access to sanitation, and lacking education, voters are less likely to support or 

even grasp the value of proposals for longer-term and programmatic policy reform (Kitschelt 

and Wilkinson 2007). A willingness to think in terms of a collective good that extends beyond 

the family or immediate community may be appreciably undermined by the immediate needs 

of one’s own circumstances.  

Poverty also induces clientelism as it, to put it bluntly, makes it affordable. As Allen Hicken 

puts it, “…as income rises, the marginal utility to a recipient of a given material benefit 

decreases. Because of this diminished marginal utility of income, candidates can get more 

bang for their clientelistic buck by targeting the poor” (2011, 299). Individuals or 

communities at higher levels of material well-being may require a larger payoff in exchange 

for partisan support, while buying the vote (or electoral participation, or electoral abstention) 

of an individual living in poverty simply requires less party resources. Thus both voters’ 

preferences but also the calculus of vote buying change dramatically as material well-being in 

a society increases.  

We measure economic development using the natural log of GDP per capita from the World 

Development Indicators (WDI). The theoretical argument suggests that a more appropriate 

measure would be the percentage of the population living in relative deprivation. The WDI 

publishes a measure of percent living below the national poverty line, but this measure is only 

available for a small number of countries, considerably reducing the power of the analyses. 

Political competition, and in particular the degree of meaningful contest in elections, has also 

been pointed to as a factor which may contribute to the prevalence of clientelism, though 

conclusions in this literature diverge sharply. Several authors argue that “robust competition 

provides a check against clientelism” (Hicken 2011, 297), provided that parties have a 

minimally programmatic platform to start with. The existence of viable challengers pushes 

incumbent parties to show results to as large a portion of the electorate as possible, which may 

induce not only abstaining from clientelistic practices, but even working toward large scale 

bureaucratic reform (Geddes 1991). Somewhat similarly, Keefer (2007; Keefer and Vlaicu 

2008) argues that once one party shifts to a programmatic strategy, other parties will have an 

incentive to follow suit, given that meaningful competition exists. A number of other studies 

instead find that political competition is associated with a greater prevalence of clientelistic 

exchanges (Lindberg and Morrison 2008).  

While seemingly contradictory, these findings taken together suggest that political 

competition may mitigate or alternatively intensify the use of clientelistic exchanges 

depending on the circumstances, either crucial attributes of the parties themselves, as Keefer 
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and Geddes imply, or other contextual conditions. Rebecca Weitz-Shapiro (2012) argues that 

the degree of political competition plays out differently depending precisely on the level of 

poverty in the setting. In a situation in which political competition is low, an incumbent may 

withhold clientelistic payouts in order to conserve resources, and if the electorate enjoys a 

higher standard of living, then clientelism threatens to alienate middle class voters that are 

more hostile towards these practices both out of self-interest and on normative grounds. If on 

the other hand, viable challengers threaten incumbents’ likelihood of re-election, and the 

populous is largely composed of low-income individuals, then clientelism, Weitz-Shapiro 

argues, can be expected to be more prevalent. Her argument, for which she finds support in 

the context of municipal elections in Argentina, may explain divergent findings in previous 

research. Following Weitz-Shapiro’s findings we control for an interaction between economic 

development and political competition.  

Our analyses use Vanhanen’s measure of political competition, which captures the “electoral 

success of smaller parties, that is, the percentage of votes gained by smaller parties in 

parliamentary and/or presidential elections” (Teorell et al. 2013, 141). Higher values indicate 

more competition; a value of zero would indicate a single-party dominance, while a value of 

100 would indicate that each voter voted for a different party.  

A number of other alternative explanations also need mention. First, a number of authors 

emphasize, for example, the learning aspect of democratic development, and that well 

developed parties with stable ideological platforms quite simply require a prolonged iterative 

process in which voters gradually gain confidence in parties’ campaign promises, and parties 

incrementally come to understand that voters are willing to endorse larger policy programs 

(Kitschelt and Kselman 2012; Keefer 2007). We measure democratic experience as the 

number of years between 1930 and 1995 for which a country was rated as a 6 or higher on 

Beck et al.’s democracy scale, which rates countries based on electoral competitiveness for 

executive office (Teorell et al. 2013, 188). Secondly, theories of societal accountability 

predict that non-state actors may contribute to holding government to better standards of 

behavior (Peruzzotti and Smulovitz 2006), but only if it is equipped to do so. The extent to 

which citizens have access to information about the goings on in the political sphere has been 

shown to be one such enabling condition (Grimes 2013). We therefore include a variable for 

the number of newspapers per 1000 inhabitants.  

Results 

On the whole, the results are consistent with the main theoretical contention outlined above: 

political control of the bureaucracy exhibits a relationship with clientelism, independent of 

other institutional, political and economic factors. Figure 1 illustrates the bivariate 

relationship between political control of the bureaucracy and clientelism. 

Beginning with the main results, models 1-3 in Table 1 yield evidence that parties opt for 

clientelistic exchanges to woo voters to a much greater extent in countries with a more 

politicized bureaucracy and, conversely, abstain from doing so when the bureaucracy is less 
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politically controlled. The association between political control of the bureaucracy and 

clientelism is significant also when several relevant controls are included in the models. 

Figure 1. Political control of the bureaucracy and clientelistic linkages  

 

Note: The figure shows the relationship between political control of the bureaucracy and clientelism for the 

democracies included in the sample. 
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                                Table 1. Political Control of the Bureaucracy and Clientelism 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Political control of the 

bureaucracy (index) 
1.593

***
 0.695

***
 0.701

***
   

 

 (0.185) (0.221) (0.210)    

       

Political appointments    1.364
***

 0.590
***

 0.614
***

 

    (0.178) (0.197) (0.186) 

       

Political Competition  -0.0540
**

 0.450
**

  -0.0552
***

 0.471
**

 

  (0.0205) (0.188)  (0.0206) (0.189) 

       

Years of Democracy  -0.0149 -0.00916  -0.0147 -0.00843 

  (0.0103) (0.01000)  (0.0104) (0.0101) 

       

Log(GDP per capita)  -0.968
***

 1.841
*
  -1.051

***
 1.890

*
 

  (0.329) (1.091)  (0.326) (1.094) 

       

Newspapers  -0.00127 -0.000327  -0.00125 -0.000211 

  (0.00198) (0.00191)  (0.00200) (0.00193) 

       

Political Competition* 

Log(GDP per capita) 
  -0.0541

***
   -0.0565

***
 

   (0.0201)   (0.0202) 

       

Constant 4.007
***

 20.20
***

 -6.087 4.473
***

 21.25
***

 -6.379 

 (0.758) (3.436) (10.31) (0.790) (3.308) (10.35) 

       

N 68 64 64 68 64 64 

R
2
 0.529 0.750 0.778 0.471 0.746 0.777 

adj. R
2
 0.522 0.728 0.754 0.463 0.724 0.753 

                                Note: OLS with Standard errors in parentheses. 
*
 p < 0.10, 

**
 p < 0.05, 

***
 p < 0.01
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Wealth has, as predicted by ample investigative work, a very strong negative association with 

the prevalence of clientelism in a country and also political competition is negatively 

associated with clientelism. Moreover, the interaction between political competition and 

economic development is significant and is consistent with Weitz-Shapiro’s (2012) 

contention. The number of years a country has been a democracy and the number of 

newspapers are, however, not significantly related to clientelism.  

As a robustness check, models 4–6 in Table 1 report the results for similar models but in 

which the index of political control of the bureaucracy has been replaced by one of its 

components, political appointments. Even with this narrower operationalization, the results 

remain the same. Political appointments are positively correlated with clientelistic practices 

among parties. Supplementary analyses using the other component of the index of political 

control of the bureaucracy, meritocratic appointments, also show significant results and in the 

expected direction (not shown in table).  

Different clientelistic strategies 

As indicated, the clientelism index employed above contains four different types of 

clientelistic strategies that the parties can use to build clientelistic linkages. In order to 

examine whether certain types of clientelistic strategies drive the relationship reported above 

we therefore run analyses where we separate these clientelistic strategies from one another. 

The two first types of payoffs are direct benefits to citizens: consumer goods and preferential 

benefits in public social policy schemes. The third and fourth types are different since they 

include preferential benefits that are related to organizations that compete for public contracts 

and could benefit from certain regulations, e.g., businesses, civil society organizations and in 

some cases private citizens (mainly business owners); government contracts or procurement 

opportunities and favorable regulations. Given the different orientations of these types of 

payoffs (those oriented more toward citizens and those more oriented toward business and 

civil society) and their different degrees of sophistication, they may be used to varying 

degrees by political parties and candidates. 

Figure 2 reports the results from models in which the four different types of clientelistic 

strategies are analyzed separately. Each of the four styles of line (indicated by the marker) 

shows the coefficients and confidence intervals (95%) of the estimates from four different 

models. The results indicate a positive relationship between political control of the 

bureaucracy and clientelistic exchanges in the form of consumer goods (round marker, Figure 

2). The alternative variable, political appointments, is related to this type of clientelistic 

strategy as well. However, there is no significant relationship between political control of the 

bureaucracy and clientelistic exchanges in the form of advantages in public social policy 

schemes (x marker, Figure 2).  

For the two types of clientelistic linkages related to civil society and businesses, the results 

are significant and in the expected direction (square and diamond markers, Figure 2). The 
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relationship is also significant if we instead employ the political appointment component of 

the index of political control of the bureaucracy (not reported here). 

Figure 2. Political control of the bureaucracy and different types of clientelistic linkages 

 

Note: OLS. The figure reports the results from four different models. Constant omitted. The horizontal lines 

indicate 95% confidence intervals. 

All in all, the results from our models indicate a positive relationship between political control 

of the bureaucracy and clientelism also when we analyze different types of clientelistic 

strategies. These results are significant also when we include several controls in the models 

(see Figure 2). This is true also for models including an interaction between political 

competition and economic development (not reported here). As reported in figure 2, only one 

of the four clientelistic strategies turns out to be insignificant. These results thus indicate that 

the relationship is valid across different types of clientelistic strategies, but does suggest that 

future research should be attentive to the possibility that different dynamics may be at play in 

different forms of clientelism. 

Concluding remarks 

Competition is inherent to electoral contests, and parties by definition must jockey to win 

support among the electorate. If this competitive dynamic is allowed to spill over into the 

administrative sphere of the state and influence the flow of public goods and resources, then 

representation is eroded, and private payoffs may come to replace more broad-spectrum 

attempts to change society. The existence and strength of a firewall between the political and 

administrative spheres of the state may thus help to keep politicians’ sights focused on the 

longer term issues facing the polity, rather than resorting to payoffs – or promises of payoffs – 
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to individual or small groups of voters. More importantly, if parties abstain from seeking 

electoral support through short-term payoffs and instead issue policy pledges against which 

they later are evaluated, then the mechanisms of electoral accountability that form a 

fundamental building block of representative democracy operate much more in line with the 

normative ideal of democracy. 

The analyses presented here indicate that the extent to which political elites in the form of 

elected incumbents can exert control over the bureaucracy in a country, and in particular 

through appointing civil servants, is associated with the extent to which parties and candidates 

opt for clientelistic linkage strategies. The results of this analysis indicate that the 

observations put forth primarily in the work of Geddes and Shefter hold in a much broader set 

of countries. Geddes examines six countries in Latin America, and Shefter bases his analysis 

on a similarly small number of countries. The analyses presented here cover 64 countries, the 

sample includes countries from a range of regions of the world as well as levels of 

development, and the results indicate that the relationship between political control of the 

bureaucracy and clientelism is largely independent of other factors previously identified to be 

crucial in explaining the incidence of clientelism, most notably the wealth of a society. The 

findings illustrate how the organization of the state is both an expression of the preferences of 

elite actors, in this case political parties, but also a structure that greatly impedes changes in 

strategy even if the expected gains might be considerable for the society as a whole, and even 

in the longer term for the elites themselves (Pierson 2004). Somewhat paradoxically, 

therefore, an institutional arrangement that can be justified with arguments that it affords 

incumbents greater power in implementing their ideological policy program, may in fact serve 

to undermine their incentives to formulate such a program in the first place.  

Many questions remain regarding, for example, the conditions under which bureaucracies 

professionalize and parties become more programmatic, whether these happen in tandem, and 

what conditions might sustain or conversely undermine such processes from moving forward. 

While some authors point to the importance that the existence of an autonomous and 

professional bureaucracy precedes universal suffrage and mass based parties (Shefter 1994), 

others see possibilities for incremental change (Keefer 2007) but also considerable risks of 

reform reversals (Geddes 1994; Grindle 2012). The factors accounting for stability are here 

and elsewhere well accounted for; moving forward requires additional attention to conditions 

that are conducive to meaningful and sustained change. 
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Appendix. Table A1. Countries included in the analysis 

Albania Nicaragua 

Argentina Nigeria 

Australia Norway 

Austria Pakistan  

Belgium Paraguay 

Bolivia Peru 

Brazil Philippines 

Bulgaria Poland 

Canada Portugal 

Chile Romania 

Colombia Slovakia 

Costa Rica Slovenia 

Croatia Spain 

Czech Republic Sweden 

Denmark Switzerland 

Dominican Republic Thailand 

Ecuador Turkey 

El Salvador Ukraine 

Estonia United Kingdom 

Finland United States 

France  Uruguay 

Germany Venezuela 

Ghana  

Greece  

Guatemala  

Honduras  

Hungary  

Indonesia  

Ireland  

Israel  

Italy  

Japan  

Kenya  

Korea, South  

Latvia  

Lithuania  

Macedonia  

Mauritius  

Mexico  

Moldova  

Netherlands  

New Zealand  

Note: Sample based on Table 1, model 2.   



296 

 

13. Grimes, Marcia and Agnes Cornell. 2016. “Bureaucratic politicization 

and accountability in Peruvian regional governments”.  

Paper presented at the Latin American Studies Association, 27-30 May 2016, New York 

City, and American Political Science Association Annual Meeting, 1-4 September 2016. 

 

Abstract  

Democratic governance presupposes that citizens have the means to hold officeholders 

accountable, even between elections, in the event of observed misuses of public power or 

mismanagement of government resources. The institutional framework in a polity determines 

the existence - and viability - of such accountability channels both explicitly but, we argue, 

sometimes in indirect and unintended ways. This paper examines the implications of the 

degree of political control of the bureaucracy for the perceive effectiveness of informal 

channels of accountability, as compared to formal channels of accountability. The use of 

informal channels of accountability, which consist chiefly of directly contacting patrons or 

personal contacts, are problematic in the sense that they are not equally available to the 

citizenry or civil society as a whole, but may, we argue, also deter non-state actors from using 

formal channels of accountability for reasons of loyalty of dependency. This paper argues that 

a key aspect of the institutional framework of government in this matter is the extent to which 

politicians exert control over the bureaucracy. The empirical analyses build on original survey 

data of civil servants in Peruvian regional governments, and reveal a link between 

bureaucratic politicization on the one hand, and perceptions of the viability of informal 

channels of accountability on the other.   
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In many third-wave democracies, democratic government is today, as per the oft-cited 

criterion, the only game in town. Yet, as some observers note, one can still ask: “what game is 

it, exactly?”
233

 Indeed, the variation among democracies is striking in terms of the nature of 

the political game being played, with implications for core elements of democracy, such as 

political equality, representation, and accountability. How this game is being played is not 

only related to the institutions regulating elections, party formation and finance, and electoral 

integrity, but may also, as we argue here, be shaped by other institutional aspects of the 

government, such as the institutional interface between the political and administrative 

spheres of the state. This paper focuses on democratic accountability, and more specifically 

on what channels are available, and considered viable, if members of the demos wish to hold 

government officials to account. We argue that the extent to which civil servants are 

autonomous or, alternatively, subject to political control matters for the modus operandi of 

politics in a way that closes some and opens other channels of accountability. 

Most democratic polities offer a number of channels though which citizens may seek to hold 

governments accountable outside of the framework of elections, such as for example 

ombudsman offices, public prosecutors, or mechanisms for reporting abuses or filing 

complaints regarding, for example, failures in the provision of public goods and services. 

Scholars of younger democracies have noted, however, that accountability may assume 

informal forms as well, as when citizens use personal or patronage networks to secure access 

to public goods, or, somewhat paradoxically, political or personalistic networks to redress 

abuses of public office (e.g. Lindberg 2013; Lawson and Greene 2014). While informal 

strategies to hold government officials accountable may on the one hand represent a form of a 

social contract it its own right, and therefore provide a recourse for citizens and civil society 

associations to gain access to entitlements, we argue that they are problematic in two respects, 

one normative and the other empirical. Normatively speaking, informal channels of 

accountability are problematic for the simple reason that they are not universal. Those without 

the proper contacts are less able to stage accountability actions. Empirically, they may be 

problematic as they may diminish the willingness of non-state actors to utilize more formal 

mechanisms of accountability, which hold more sanctioning potential. An aim of this study is 

to shed light on whether or not this is the case. 

The study of how citizens can and do engage with the state in various forms constitutes one of 

the predominant themes of political science research. This paper explores an institutional 

factor largely overlooked in attempts to understand civic engagement; factors such as socio-

economic status on the individual level, and contextual factors such as party and electoral 

systems have drawn most attention in efforts to explain citizens’ efforts and opportunities to 

exercise accountability. Our focus is on the interface between the institutions on the input and 

output ends of the policy process, i.e. between politicians and bureaucrats. This institutional 

                                                           
233 Reflecting on such experiences as the Arab Spring, Ukraine’s Orange revolution, gridlock in the U.S. policy 

making, and the tendency toward over-indulgent short-term spending in Brazil and India, a recent issue of The 

Economist poses the question: What’s gone wrong with democracy? The piece notes that “…building the 

institutions needed to sustain democracy is very slow work indeed, and has dispelled the once-popular notion 

that democracy will blossom rapidly and spontaneously once the seed is planted.” 
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interface between the political and the administrative spheres of the state may either be highly 

porous, allowing politicians extensive control over the implementation of policy, or 

alternatively characterized by safeguards and restrictions designed to maintain a stricter 

division of roles and jurisdictions. In this paper, we seek to contribute to understanding how 

this structural element of the state affects the viability of different accountability channels.  

This paper draws on research on the relationship between input (policy making) and output 

(policy implementing) institutions in the political system, as well as on research on 

clientelism and the various forms of accountability, formal and informal, in young 

democracies. The empirical analyses build on an original survey of approximately 1,300 civil 

servants in regional governments in Peru. The findings, still somewhat preliminary, suggest 

that a politicized bureaucracy seems to enhance the perceived effectiveness of informal 

channels of accountability, which are premised on personal and political connections and are 

therefore more accessible to individuals or groups of citizens with such personal and political 

connections, and undermine the perceived effectiveness of formal channels. 

Politicization of the bureaucracy and formal versus informal accountability 

A primary, though certainly not singular, purpose of civic engagement is to hold government 

accountable for past decisions, actions and behavior, i.e. request information, demand 

explanations and follow-through on promises and pledges, or seek to expose and bring about 

sanctions for violations of rules and regulations. An important subset of civic engagement 

relates in other words to accountability, and such accountability may be either to sanction 

government agents for observed or perceived wrong-doing, or to demand access to goods and 

services to which citizens are entitled. Accountability strategies, i.e. the means available to a 

citizenry to hold a principal to account are, like accountability more generally, only 

meaningful when made with reference to a norm, rule or written or stated intent (as an 

electoral pledge).  

Research on accountability overwhelmingly analyzes formal channels of accountability, i.e. 

institutional arrangements that allow citizens and civil society associations the opportunity to 

hold government accountable with reference to formal rules, publically stated intent, or the 

official mandate of the government office in question (see for example, Ackerman 2013; 

Mainwaring 2003; Pegram 2008; 2011). As Lindberg (2013, 213-214) points out, however, 

accountability may occur via informal mechanisms, as well as with reference to informal 

rules, unofficial pledges and obligations set out in social norms as well (Lawson and Green 

2014 make a similar point). Though the strength of control in such accountability relations is 

weaker than when formal rules and public pledges are involved, accountability actions using 

informal channels and with reference to non-codified modes and norms are theoretically 

plausible and occur in empirical reality (Lindberg 2010). Such actions may for example take 

the form of disruptive protests or gossip intended to damage the reputation of the politician as 

a worthy patron, but commonly consist of leveraging personal and/or political connections 

and allegiances.  
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Lindberg (2010, 123) documents, for example, that MPs in Ghana unanimously reported 

having at some point been contacted by members of their extended family asking for personal 

assistance in the form of money, jobs, or conflict resolution. Lindberg reports that these types 

of requests were the most common type of accountability actions in MP’s relationships with 

their constituents (p. 124). While less conclusive, other evidence further suggests that actions 

such as voting, protests and contacts with politicians may often be clientelistic rather than 

programmatic accountability actions. Pande (2011, 218) reports, for example, that while in 

established democracies, more affluent voters have a higher rate of electoral participation than 

poorer voters, the opposite is true in developing countries (empirics from 16 African 

countries), where voters with lower levels of education are have much higher rates of turnout 

(12 percentage points higher) than voters with college level education. Analyses from Egypt 

and Paraguay have revealed similar patterns. Wampler and Touchton (2015) advance similar 

findings in a survey of civil society organizations in seven municipalities in Brazil. They ask 

heads of 900 CSOs about the organizations’ activity, for example whether they have any form 

of government contract, whether they have had contact with an elected politician, and whether 

they have participated in a protest. They find that organizations from lower income sectors of 

society (as measured by the self-reported personal income of the head of the organization) and 

those with no government contracts were much more likely to have contact with elected 

leaders and also more likely to engage in protests. Though not framed as such by the authors, 

these results indicate that both of these forms of civic engagement may be a means for 

marginalized CSOs to develop their own contact network and perceived political relevance, to 

important currencies in the game of clientelism.  

This evidence, while indicative that informal accountability actions do occur, deals only with 

one possible subtype of accountability actions, i.e. those which relate to securing access to 

public goods and services. Considerable empirical evidence exists that citizens also at times 

seek to hold government accountable for observed abuses of public power (Grimes 2013; 

Peruzzotti and Smulovitz 2006). Citizens and civil society actors do not have any direct 

means to hold officials accountable between elections, as they rarely have formal powers to 

issue sanctions. They do, however, have the possibility of reporting, filing formal complaints, 

or bringing cases to trial, thereby triggering formal accountability institutions to take action, 

and investigate and sanction corrupt officials (see Grimes 2008 for an overview of the case 

study evidence). Institutions must be in place to guarantee citizens’ right to monitor 

government, and to afford citizens the opportunity to act on any information or observations 

that indicate impropriety or outright criminal activity. The empirical scholarship on societal 

accountability to redress abuses has focused entirely on the use of formal channels. It is 

theoretically plausible, however, that informal channels might be meaningful, and potentially 

considered more viable, than formal channels in such cases as well. Even if the abuses are in 

reference to formal laws and regulatory frameworks, informal channels may nonetheless 

appear more fruitful as a means to address these abuses. 

How bureaucratic politicization relates to the effectiveness of formal versus informal channels 

of accountability, and whether citizens see these channels as meaningful and effective, may 

not be immediately obvious. The hypothesis advanced and investigated here is that there are 
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trade-offs between the use of formal and informal types of accountability mentioned above. 

The principal causal pathways theorized to link a politicized bureaucracy to the viability of 

various accountability channels are clientelism and semi-exclusive networks. The practices of 

clientelism may induce citizens to favor the use of informal mechanisms to secure access to 

goods and services, and may even deter the use of formal mechanisms.
234

 This deterrence 

effect would stem from the fact that clientelism is a system that, by merit of the fact that it is 

not entirely above board, prohibits the use of formal channels to secure access to public goods 

and services promised in exchange for political support. If conditions are favorable for a 

candidate, as when viable challengers are absent or voters in dire economic straits (Weitz-

Shapiro 2012; Szwarcberg 2012), clientelism and vote-buying may even assume a coercive 

character, in which highly vulnerable citizens lack any leverage and therefore may fear 

retaliatory action from office holders should they denounce or demand the full fulfillment of 

pledges. Alternatively, when more mutually beneficial and therefore less coercive, 

clientelistic exchanges instead may implicate citizens as being ‘on the take’, or induce an 

element of loyalty, a sentiment which arguably undermines the motivation needed to engage 

in accountability actions. In sum, we expect that where bureaucracies are more subject to 

political control, informal accountability tactics will be perceived as more effective, and 

formal accountability tactics will be perceived as less so.  

Empirically, the link between a politicized bureaucracy and partisan use of public resources 

(including clientelism) has long been noted, and several authors have suggested that the 

development of a professionalized bureaucracy before universal male suffrage is highly 

conducive to emergence of programmatic parties, while universal male suffrage absent an 

autonomous bureaucracy tends to lead to widespread clientelism and vote-buying (Shefter 

1994). In contemporary democracies, the association between a politicized bureaucracy and 

estimates of clientelism has been found both in more in-depth case studies, as well as larger 

country comparative analyses (Gingerich 2013; Cornell and Grimes 2015b).  

Politically controlled administrative offices may also enhance the perceived effectiveness of 

informal channels of accountability at the expense of formal channels via a second 

mechanism, namely semi-exclusive networks. A politicized bureaucracy is likely to establish 

and maintain semi-exclusive networks that permeate many if not all operations of the political 

organization, including administrative offices and government agencies. When civil servants 

owe their careers to politicians, and their responsibilities and powers as public officials are 

partially – or in extreme cases wholly – used to reinforce the political standing of those 

                                                           
234

 It is important to note that there is an extensive and growing literature on clientelism as a phenomenon per se. 

This literature seeks primarily to understand the internal workings of clientelism as a system, i.e. how parties 

deal with moral hazard of brokers (those who link parties to voters), how brokers deal with moral hazard among 

voters (as the secret ballot makes it, in theory, impossible to monitor clients’ actual ballot choice), and how 

conditions such as political competition (i.e. loyal districts, swing districts, or districts controlled by another 

party) and economic development (i.e. poverty) shape the use of different forms of clientelism (vote-buying, 

turnout buying or abstention buying). For recent overviews of this literature, see for example Stokes et al 2013; 

Gans-Mors 2014; Hicken 2011; Nichter 2008). This research offers invaluable knowledge on the internal 

dynamics and logic of clientelism, but it focuses mainly on the relationship between the politicians and the 

citizens and does not consider the workings of the bureaucracy. 
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politicians, then access to the government offices assumes a logic governed by connections 

and reciprocal exchanges rather than formalized and neutral rules. While fluid and therefore 

not exclusive, they are by definition exclusive to some degree, as the value of such networks 

lies in the very fact that they are not equally accessible to all. Political supporters are 

rewarded by inclusion, others are not.  

The two mechanisms are theorized to be at work in the two hypotheses tested in the analyses 

to follow.  

H1 Informal accountability channels are seen as more effective to secure access to public 

goods and services when bureaucracy is subject to stronger political control 

H2 Relative to formal channels, informal channels of accountability are seen as more viable to 

redress abuses when bureaucracy is subject to stronger political control 

Politicized bureaucracies – previous research 

In a state, what matters are not only structures of each separate institution, but the overall 

structure and interrelations among institutions, since government bodies (e.g. the legislature 

and executive; or the executive and administrative agencies) serve as principal and agent at 

the same time, tasked with monitoring and sanctioning of one another. In textbook versions of 

democracy, institutions of preference aggregation and policy formation are construed as 

principals while bureaucratic institutions act as agents (Miller 2005), yet the policy-making 

and policy-implementing spheres of the state are in fact tasked in myriad ways with 

monitoring, evaluating, reporting on and taking corrective action with respect to one another. 

The optimal organizational solution to structuring the relationship is therefore far from simple 

or singular.  

In the institutional interface between the political and administrative spheres of the state, a 

balance must be struck between control and stimulus on the one hand, and sufficient 

separation to allow for effective oversight and corrective action on the other. This trade-off 

accounts for the vast variation between and even within states in the degree to which political 

institutions control administrative institutions (Peters and Pierre 2004). With too little control, 

the state ceases to be a democracy, transforming into a technocracy, as popularly elected 

representatives have little or now power to affect the aims and organization of the public 

administration (Dargent 2015). Yet too much control creates incentives for politicians, 

bureaucrats and citizens alike to engage in behaviors which, in the aggregate, may affect 

accountability and perhaps even democracy (Geddes 1994; Gingerich 2013; Grindle 2012; 

Shefter 1994).  

Personnel policies and practices and in particular the extent to which politicians have the 

power to appoint, promote, demote or sideline civil servants constitute the most important 

determinant of the balance between separation or control between the administrative and 

political spheres of the state and thus the degree of bureaucratic politicization (Peters and 

Pierre 2004). Meritocratic recruitment of civil servants, a key element in the degree of 
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bureaucratic autonomy, has been linked theoretically and empirically to a number of factors 

relevant to the functioning and legitimacy of regimes, including the ability of the public 

administration to deliver public goods, economic growth, the prevalence of clientelism in 

parties’ linkage strategies, and politicians’ ability to make credible public goods promises in 

elections (Cingolani and Nistotskaya 2014; Cornell and Grimes 2015a; Evans and Rauch, 

2000; Dahlström et al., 2012; Dahlström and Lapuente 2016; Gallo and Lewis 2011; Geddes 

1994; Keefer 2007; Gingerich 2013; Lewis 2007; Shefter 1994). Less work has been done, 

however, on how a politicized bureaucracy, in which civil servants are to a larger extent 

appointed on the basis of political allegiances, may affect the functioning of accountability 

channels available to the public, which is the focus of this paper.  

Subnational democratic governance and the Peruvian case  

Analyses of subnational units offer important advantages over country comparisons, in that 

many crucial variables are held constant, which make it more plausible to examine, for 

example, which contextual conditions affect the perceived effectiveness of courts, 

ombudsman offices, or audit offices for accountability purposes. Exploring such questions in 

a cross-country design is complicated by the fact that the institutional set-up of such offices 

differs considerably in their formal design from country to country (for an analysis of FOIAs, 

see Banisar 2006). Exploring the implications of institutional arrangements for accountability 

and citizens’ is confounded by myriad factors that to some extent are held constant in a 

within-country design. 

A number of studies leverage these advantages to understand processes of democratization in 

subnational political units (Gibson 2010; Gibson 2012; Giraudy 2015; Snyder 2001). These 

studies provide ample empirical evidence for the persistence of undemocratic regimes in 

regional level governments despite democratic development at the national level, as in the 

case of several states in Mexico and provinces in Argentina. Their primary focus is, however, 

why and via what mechanisms national level elites and parties either push for a democratic 

transition or the puzzle of why they at times undermine such a transition. Our study adds to 

this literature in two ways, first by exploring not only transitions to democracy but the more 

fine-grained issue of the quality, modes and manners of subnational democracy (Moisés and 

Mangonnet 2013; Oliveros 2016; Weitz-Shapiro 2012; . More importantly, however, we put 

regional institutional factors at the center of the analyses and thereby hope to contribute to the 

existing understanding of how these institutional arrangements affect the functioning of 

democracy. 

Though not a federal system, Peru began a comprehensive decentralization via a 

constitutional amendment in 2000, and the first regional elections were held in 2002. A 2014 

review carried out by the national government found that between most functions intended to 

be decentralized had been transferred (over 90% for most regions with the notable exception 

of the capital city, where the corresponding figure was 17%.) Sectors transferred to regional 

governments include agriculture, economic development and employment, tourism, 

education, energy and mining, social development, housing, transportation and health, and 
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fiscal transfers to regional governments amount to 76% of the entire government budget 

(Contraloría General de la República 2014, 12). 

Peru presents, in some respects, a fortuitous case in that considerable variation exists among 

the regions in Peru with respect to some of the parameters relevant for the questions at hand 

but other important factors are held constant. One of the strongest predictors of clientelism is 

poverty among the electorate, for the simple reason that depravity makes vote-buying more 

economical. Among the Peruvian regions, GDP per capita ranges from 6 thousand to 53 

thousand Nuevos Soles (approximately 1.8 to 15.6 thousand USD, see Table 2 for 

descriptives). Rates of poverty and illiteracy also vary widely, with the least developed 

regions reporting poverty rates of 57% and 16% illiteracy, compared to the most with 8% 

poverty and only 2% illiteracy. The regions also show variation politically and institutionally. 

They differ from one another in terms of institutional quality, as suggested by the tremendous 

variation spending rates of transfers from national government. While some regions spend all 

funds transferred, others only manage to disburse a third of these funds (Ponce and 

McClintock 2014, 124). Finally, the organization of the work has been largely the 

responsibility of the regions themselves, and the organization of sectors into agencies varies 

considerably from region to region. Peruvian regional governments thus operate in a common 

national framework, but have considerable financial and organizational autonomy. Beyond 

that, we see Peru as somewhat of a typical case for the Latin American context, and perhaps 

even of the broader set of developing countries that are democracies.  

To argue that the findings from Peru will generalize to a broader set of democracies still in the 

process of development overstates the potential of the analyses. That said, the broader effort 

to collect data of this kind for the subnational level is, to say the least, in its infancy, and 

given that Peru at any rate is not an outlier on parameters important to this study, the results of 

this study at any rate generate plausible a priori expectations that can then be tested further in 

other contexts.  

Moreover, with a handful of notable exceptions, research on the still fairly new regional 

governments in Peru is also in its infancy. Ponce and McClintock (2014) examine the 

prevalence of protest in the regions as the function of natural resource extraction, but also 

consider whether satisfaction with public services may affect proclivity to protest, which it 

does. While the regions constitute their unit of analysis, their focus is not on the performance 

of regional governments, although the observed effects may of course be tapping into exactly 

that. A number of studies also examine electoral results at the regional level (Dargent and 

Muñoz 2012), the party politics and clientelism (Muñoz 2013; Zavaleta 2014), and economic 

development (Barrantes et al 2012). In terms of the study at hand, the most important insight 

from this scholarship relates to the fluidity of parties at the subnational level in Peru. The 

theoretical expectations outlined above may nonetheless be at work, but where parties are 

weak, the empirical patterns will also in all likelihood be noisier and more difficult to detect, 

as many other factors inform the political game and citizens’ interactions with the state 

(Holland and Palmer Rubin 2015). 
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Methods 

The analyses presented below build on data from a survey of 1300 civil servants, 50 from 

each of 25 regional governments plus the city of Lima (Lima Metropolitana), and 

demographic measures from the 2007 census carried out by the National Institute of Statistics 

and Informatics. The analyses use multilevel modeling to reflect the structure of the data, with 

region level controls and controls at the individual level for other factors that might affect 

attitudes and reported behavior, such as gender, education and length of employment in the 

regional government. The evidence presented here is correlational and aim to establish that 

the expected associations exist in the Peruvian context. Future efforts will combine these data 

with data from other sources to explore the questions further. 

An opinion polling company (Instituto de Opinión Pública) based at the Pontificia 

Universidad Católica del Perú, who also conducts the Peru portion of the Americas Barometer 

carried out the three stages of the work as per our instructions: compiling rosters of employees 

in regional level agencies (the sample frame), drawing the sample, and administering the 

survey with the help of polling teams based in each region. A team leader from each region 

participated in a series of training session carried out using teleconferencing technology.  

Sampling and survey procedure 

The sample frame was defined along two parameters: policy sector and position in the 

organization. On the first, it consisted of civil servants from regional level agencies dealing 

with the following sectors: education, health, housing and land issues, infrastructure, 

employment and economic growth, and energy and mining. Second, only civil servants with 

professional or administrative functions were included in the sample frame. These functions 

might include policy analysis and evaluations, planning, oversight, but also citizen services. 

Employees engaged in manual labor (e.g. custodial staff, chauffeurs) and employees of 

schools, hospitals and orphanages organization related to service provision, such as hospitals, 

schools and orphanages, were excluded. 

Once the regional research teams had compiled rosters of all employees of agencies under the 

jurisdiction of the regional governments, the polling institute then drew a sample of 50 civil 

servants. The overall response rate for this initial sample was 61.5%. Enumerators were 

instructed to visit each civil servant three times before considering the person a non-response, 

unless they were informed that it was a case of longer-term absenteeism. A second sample 

was drawn to compensate for non-responses so that each region has 50 respondents.
235

 The 

                                                           
235

 To administer the survey, enumerators first described the study, asked respondents if they were willing to 

participate and that the survey would take approximately 30 minutes. If respondents were willing but were not 

able at the moment, a different time was agreed upon. At the time of administering the survey, enumerators gave 

the respondent the questionnaire in hardcopy form, reiterate assurances of anonymity, provide a stapler, and 

were then instructed to stand at a distance so as not to be able to monitor the answers. Upon completion, the 

respondent was instructed to fold the questionnaire, stable it to ensure it remain folded, and the enumerator then 

insert it a large envelop with other completed surveys in front of the respondent.  
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response rate varied greatly among the regions, with 44 (88%) of the initial sample 

participating in one region, and only 5 (10%) in another. The overall response rate was 61.5%.  

Measuring bureaucratic politicization and clientelism 

Two distinct measurement strategies are used to capture bureaucratic politicization.  The first 

strategy builds on civil servants’ assessments of two factors: first, the importance of political 

connections to secure a position or promotion, or alternatively be dismissed in the event that 

an incumbent is replaced (‘Importance of political connections’ in Table 1). Second, we asked 

them to estimate the percentage of their colleagues that are affiliated with a party, and 

followed up this question with one asking how certain they felt about their estimate. The 

thinking was that greater certainty of others’ party affiliations would occur in a setting in 

which the civil service was more politicized. The question regarding their level of certainty 

was coded to range from 0 to 1 and then multiplied by their estimate of others’ party 

affiliations so that a high but uncertain estimate receives a lower value than a high estimate of 

which a respondent is more certain.  

The second strategy instead asks civil servants about their own political behavior, first 

regarding whether they are a member of a party, and second to what extent they have engaged 

in different types of activities in the most recent regional elections. For the question regarding 

party affiliation, all those responding that they were an active or inactive member of political 

parties and regional movements (regional parties in Peru) were coded as yes (23% of the total 

sample). The battery of questions regarding civil servants’ own political activity included 

actions that might pertain to being an informed voter, such as partaking of information on 

different parties and candidates. It also included four items that are more suggestive of being a 

player in the political game than merely a voter, and these items together form the index 

‘Politically active bureaucrats’ (see Table 1). The response scale ranged from “not at all” (1) 

to “to a great extent” (7). 

To measure accountability to secure access to public goods and services, the first of the two 

dependent variables, the survey first prompted civil servants with the sentence “Citizens, 

social associations, NGOs and private companies sometimes contact public offices in order to 

resolve specific problems.” Subsequent questions asked if their office, based on their own 

experience or what they’d heard from colleagues, was ever contacted in this way. All who 

answered in the affirmative were then asked to answer two questions regarding 1) the 

importance of personal contacts and 2) the importance of the backing of a party or politician 

to secure a favorable outcome in such cases (1=not at all important; 7=very important). These 

two are combined in a mean index.  
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Table 1. Overview of constructs and measures 

Variables Measures 

 

Dependent 

variables: 

 

Accountability to 

secure access to 

goods and services 

In efforts to secure help from government, how important are 1) personal connections 

and 2) the backing of an elected official or party to receive a favorable outcome? Mean 

of responses on scale 1=not at all important to 7=very important. 

Informal vs formal 

accountability 

Scores of formal accountability channels subtracted from informal accountability 

channels. Higher values indicate a stronger relative belief in the effectiveness of 

informal channels of accountability. Values above zero indicate that informal channels 

are perceived to be more effective than formal channels. The inverse is true if the value 

is below zero. 

Formal 

accountability 

channels* 

To what extent would doing the following lead to uncovering and resolving a case of 

corruption, if detected in your regional government?  

- Contacting the comptrollers office in the regional government 

- Filing a complaint with the national ombudsman office (Defensoría del Pueblo) 

- File a complaint with the National Audit Office  

- File a case with the public prosecutor (Ministerio Público) or other judicial office  

Informal 

accountability 

channels* 

To what extent would doing the following lead to uncovering and resolving a case of 

corruption, if detected in your regional government? 

- Contact someone you know personally in the regional government 

- Contact an elected representative you know in the regional assembly 

- Contact the mayor of your municipality 

 

Independent variables 

Politicization of 

bureaucracy 

Importance of political connections. Mean of responses on scale 1=not important, 

7=very important):  

- Political connections are important to get a job in respondent’s place of employment 

- Political connections are important to get promoted at respondents’ place of 

employment 

- Change of governor important for dismissals 
 

Perceived party membership * certainty of assessment. 

-Percentage of colleagues at place of employment affiliated with a party or movement 

(0=0%; 10=100%) 

- Self-assessed certain about this estimate (0=not very certain, 1=very certain) 
 

Politically active bureaucrats. Regional mean of extent to which civil servants 

reported having done the following in the most recent regional elections (1=did not do; 

7=did to a great extent) 

- Met with citizens to provide information about a candidate’s program 

- Used digital technology to promote a favored candidate 

- Distributed campaign material 

- Met with citizens to try to influence their vote choice 
 

Member of a party 

1=yes and active member or a member but not active; 0=sympathize but not a member 

or simply not a member 
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Controls 

Individual level 

Gender, eduear of employment in regional government, sector of employment, main 

function (administrative, policy evaluation, technical) 

Regional level 

Government statistics on socio-economic factors (INEI): 

% illiteracy in the region 

% living in poverty in the region 

GDP per capita 

*these measures are components of the ‘informal vs formal accountability’ measure 

With respect to accountability to redress abuses, the index captures the perceived 

effectiveness of formal channels of accountability relative to informal channels. Civil servants 

were asked to rate how effective various actions are to trigger an investigation and resolution 

of suspected malpractice, if detected in the regional government (1=would rarely lead to 

investigation and resolution, 7=would almost always lead to investigation and resolution). 

Four of the channels mentioned involve contacting the proper authorities (ombudsman office, 

filing a legal claim, contacting the comptrollers office, or filing a complaint with the national 

audit office). Three other items instead asked about the effectiveness of informal channels: 

personal contacts with politicians or civil servants in the regional government, or alternatively 

contacting the mayor of one’s own municipality. Mayors have no formal power with respect 

to regional governments, and utilizing personal contact networks can also be seen as 

indicative of using an informal channel accountability. The measure used to investigate H2 

are the scores of formal accountability channels subtracted from informal accountability 

channels (infacc-foracc). Positive values signify that informal channels are regarded as more 

effective than formal channels, negative values signify the inverse. 

Analyses and results 

The descriptives in Table 2 illustrate and confirm the considerable variation among regions in 

Peru on all the measures used. Party membership ranges from 8% on the low end to 64% in 

more political active bureaucracies. The values for the informal versus formal accountability 

measure indicate that formal channels on the whole are considered to be more effective than 

informal channels, though here as well the span is quite large, with civil servants in two 

regions (Arequipa and Puno) on average rating informal channels as on the whole more 

effective than formal channels (0.17 and 0.15).   

Accountability to secure access to public goods and resources 

The results presented in table 3 yield support for the first hypothesis, that a link exists 

between bureaucratic politicization and the perceived effectiveness of informal accountability 

channels. All four indicators or bureaucratic politicization exhibit the expected association to 

assessments that personal and political connections are important if citizens can expect 

favorable outcome upon contacting government offices for assistance and support. Having 

been active in the most recent electoral campaign or being a member of a party, as well as the 

perceived importance of political connections in civil service careers, and self-assessed 
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estimations of others’ party membership all turn in positive estimates, irrespective of the 

sector or organizational function of the individual. 

Table 2. Summary statistics for measures used in the analyses 

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 
Regional 

min 

Regional 

max 

Accountability to secure access to 

goods and services (informal) 
3.30 2.07 1 7 2.33 5.6 

Informal vs formal accountability  -.68 1.67 -6 4.17 -1.77 .17 

Accountability to redress abuses 

(informal channels)* 
2.66 1.54 1 7 2.06 3.70 

Accountability to redress abuses 

(formal channels)* 
3.38 1.81 1 7 2.39 4.71 

Political connections important for 

career 
3.30 1.99 1 7 1.81 4.9 

Know colleagues’ party sympathies 3.0 2.68 0 10 1.42 4.68 

Member of a party .23 .42 0 1 .08 .64 

Active in most recent campaign 2.04 1.6 1 7 1.21 3.53 

Gender (man=1) .64 .48 0 1 .42 .86 

Education 8.61 2.10 1 12 6.6 10.62 

Year employed in regional gov’t 2001 12.6 1971 2016 1991 2012 

GDP/cap (2007 Nuevos Soles) 14.79 9.63   6.07 53.51 

Illiteracy (%) 7.43 4.20   2.19 15.98 

Poverty (%) 25.10 13.39   8.05 57.39 

*not used in the analyses, only used to compute ‘informal vs formal accountability’, the DV for H2 

Men and women seem to make approximately the same assessments, but individuals with 

more education and shorter tenures in civil service tend to deem informal channels to be 

slightly more effectively than those will less education and shorter tenures. When all four 

indicators of politicization are included simultaneously, only the two that tap into civil 

servants’ subjective assessments of the degree of politicization retain a significant relationship 

with the dependent variable, though it is impossible to adjudicate exactly how these 

behavioral and attitudinal factors relate more precisely to one another. While the variation 

explained on the individual level is quite small, it is important to note that models 1, 2 and 5 

explain an appreciable amount of variation at the regional level. 

Interestingly, civil servants’ assessments are uncorrelated with the measures for GDP per 

capita and rates of illiteracy. Additional analyses controlling instead for rates of poverty are 

consistent with these null results, suggesting that the regional level differences do not seem to 

be merely an expression of broader social and demographic factors.  
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Table 3. Bureaucratic politicization and accountability to secure access to public goods and 

services (multilevel regression, unstd coeffs) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Active in past campaign  0.163
***

    0.0118 

 (0.0452)    (0.0477) 

Political connections important for career  0.359
***

   0.323
***

 

  (0.0356)   (0.0374) 

Member of a party    0.377
**

  0.0820 

   (0.167)  (0.166) 

Know colleagues’ party sympathies    0.0911
***

 0.0665
***

 

    (0.0265) (0.0258) 

Gender (1=man) -0.164 -0.172 -0.112 -0.0813 -0.164 

 (0.151) (0.146) (0.151) (0.151) (0.146) 

Education -0.0761
*
 -0.0434 -0.0702

*
 -0.0830

**
 -0.0511 

 (0.0389) (0.0367) (0.0385) (0.0386) (0.0374) 

Year employed 0.0137
**

 0.00467 0.0154
**

 0.0167
**

 0.00676 

 (0.00665) (0.00616) (0.00653) (0.00654) (0.00647) 

Primary role in the organization (reference category: core staff and policy development) 

Technical or professional activities 0.468
**

 0.270 0.383
*
 0.278 0.283 

 (0.203) (0.196) (0.204) (0.204) (0.197) 

Citizen services 0.702
***

 0.635
***

 0.669
***

 0.545
**

 0.596
**

 

 (0.242) (0.233) (0.241) (0.242) (0.234) 

Administrative or auxiliary  0.336 -0.244 0.302 0.155 -0.240 

 (0.273) (0.266) (0.275) (0.276) (0.267) 

Other functions 0.400 0.148 0.391 0.357 0.221 

 (0.353) (0.340) (0.353) (0.353) (0.340) 

Policy sector respondent is employed in (reference category: Education) 

Health -0.431 -0.792
*
 -0.607 -0.763 -0.792

*
 

 (0.460) (0.427) (0.464) (0.465) (0.442) 

Infrastructure -0.391 -0.699
*
 -0.489 -0.705

*
 -0.726

**
 

 (0.379) (0.360) (0.378) (0.385) (0.367) 

Housing -0.251 -0.463 -0.332 -0.608 -0.530 

 (0.536) (0.524) (0.540) (0.541) (0.526) 

Energy and Mining -0.829
*
 -0.950

**
 -1.026

**
 -1.105

**
 -0.962

**
 

 (0.450) (0.440) (0.447) (0.461) (0.446) 

Promotion of employment -0.695
*
 -1.154

***
 -0.888

**
 -1.152

***
 -1.242

***
 

 (0.409) (0.394) (0.407) (0.415) (0.398) 

Other sector -0.608
*
 -0.952

***
 -0.725

**
 -0.905

**
 -0.983

***
 

 (0.343) (0.328) (0.343) (0.352) (0.336) 

Regional level controls      

GDP/cap 0.00672 0.00652 0.00806 0.00409 0.00448 

 (0.0156) (0.0112) (0.0164) (0.0153) (0.0142) 

Illiteracy 0.0266 0.0260 0.0224 0.0192 0.0229 

 (0.0351) (0.0250) (0.0368) (0.0343) (0.0322) 

Constant -23.90
*
 -6.357 -26.78

**
 -29.23

**
 -10.51 

 (13.30) (12.35) (13.08) (13.12) (12.95) 

N 838 820 859 835 798 

R2 within .05 .13 .04 .05 .14 
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R2 between .19 .36 .02 .05 .31 

R2 total .05 .14 .03 .05 .14 

Standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

Informal versus formal accountability to redress abuses 

Table 4. Bureaucratic politicization and informal vs formal accountability to redress abuses 

(multilevel regression, unstd coeffs) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Active in past campaign  0.0996
***

    0.0616
*
 

 (0.0322)    (0.0346) 

Political connections important for 

career 
 0.132

***
   0.124

***
 

  (0.0255)   (0.0264) 

Member of a party    0.228
**

  0.118 

   (0.114)  (0.119) 

Know colleagues party sympathies    -0.0116 -0.0297 

    (0.0185) (0.0188) 

Gender (man) 0.259
**

 0.219
**

 0.253
**

 0.285
***

 0.235
**

 

 (0.101) (0.101) (0.101) (0.102) (0.103) 

Education -0.0512
*
 -0.0484

*
 -0.0524

**
 -0.0455

*
 -0.0416 

 (0.0265) (0.0266) (0.0266) (0.0269) (0.0269) 

Year employed in Reg Gov -0.00497 -0.00434 -0.00288 -0.00285 -0.00687 

 (0.00453) (0.00454) (0.00447) (0.00449) (0.00463) 

Primary role in the organization (reference category: core staff and policy development) 

Technical or professional activities 0.294
**

 0.241 0.299
**

 0.267
*
 0.259

*
 

 (0.148) (0.148) (0.148) (0.150) (0.150) 

Citizen services 0.593
***

 0.506
***

 0.578
***

 0.567
***

 0.545
***

 

 (0.172) (0.172) (0.172) (0.175) (0.174) 

Administrative or auxiliary  0.376
**

 0.232 0.392
**

 0.393
**

 0.267 

 (0.187) (0.189) (0.188) (0.190) (0.191) 

Other 0.441
*
 0.366 0.511

**
 0.477

**
 0.319 

 (0.233) (0.234) (0.232) (0.236) (0.238) 

Policy sector respondent is employed in (reference category: Education) 

Health 0.667
**

 0.574
**

 0.646
**

 0.654
**

 0.606
**

 

 (0.277) (0.279) (0.278) (0.282) (0.282) 

Infrastructure 0.367 0.267 0.351 0.376 0.314 

 (0.248) (0.250) (0.249) (0.254) (0.255) 

Housing 0.346 0.338 0.421 0.426 0.309 

 (0.340) (0.340) (0.338) (0.347) (0.351) 

Energy and Mining 0.448 0.384 0.446 0.512 0.475 

 (0.313) (0.315) (0.313) (0.321) (0.322) 

Promotion of employment 0.619
**

 0.542
**

 0.634
**

 0.637
**

 0.567
**

 

 (0.273) (0.274) (0.273) (0.279) (0.280) 

Other 0.568
**

 0.486
**

 0.570
**

 0.607
***

 0.539
**

 

 (0.222) (0.224) (0.223) (0.228) (0.229) 

Regional level controls      

GDP/cap 0.0120 0.0127 0.0135 0.0123 0.0114 
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 (0.0103) (0.0118) (0.0108) (0.0101) (0.0109) 

Illiteracy 0.0384 0.0397 0.0378 0.0340 0.0402 

 (0.0239) (0.0275) (0.0252) (0.0234) (0.0252) 

Constant 8.048 6.676 4.005 3.985 11.59 

 (9.058) (9.094) (8.952) (8.990) (9.254) 

N 1167 1150 1172 1145 1123 

R2 within .04 .05 .03 .03 .06 

R2 between .14 .19 .08 .06 .24 

R2 total .05 .06 .04 .03 .07 

Standard errors in parentheses, * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

Turning to the second hypothesis, the findings in table 4 are markedly similar to those 

presented above. Three of the four indicators of bureaucratic politicization correlate positively 

with assessments that informal channels of accountability to redress abuses are on par with or 

comparatively more effective than formal channels.  

When introduced simultaneously in the model, only the associations between one’s own 

political activity in past elections, and assessments of the importance of political connections 

for civil service careers retain an association with the dependent variable.  

Unlike above, however, men and women do differ in their assessments on this type of 

accountability, with men placing comparatively more faith in informal channels of 

accountability to redress abuses, and higher levels of education correlated with stronger faith 

in formal channels. Economic and demographic factors also lack any association with civil 

servants’ assessments of accountability strategies in a region. Though further analysis is 

necessary, a glance at the sector dummies indicates that respondents in education by and large 

seem to indicate that connections and political backing are more important for citizens to 

secure a favorable outcome on requests for help than respondents in other policy sectors. In 

contrast, respondents from the education sector tend, if anything to deem informal channels to 

redress abuses to be less effective than respondents from other policy sectors.  

Conclusions  

The analyses suggest that politicization of the bureaucracy in the Peruvian regions, may, in a 

manner consistent with theoretical expectations, strengthen the perceived effectiveness of 

informal channels of accountability, even at the expense of the perceived effectiveness of 

formal channels of accountability. The effects are consistent across different measures of 

bureaucratic politicization, which suggests that the associations warrant further investigation.  

An important caveat relates to the matter of the causal inferences that can be drawn from the 

observed associations. With respect to accountability to secure access to goods and resources, 

it is worth noting that even if regional means of the measures of bureaucratic politicization are 

entered rather than individual level values, three of the four politicization indicators retain a 

significant estimate (not shown in tables). While not incontrovertible, these findings to some 

extent mitigate the suspicion that the attitudinal indicators all merely tap into assessments by 

civil servants regarding the extent to which their regional governments follow a political and 
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personalistic logic rather than tenets of rule of law. The aim of this paper is, however, not to 

demonstrate that the one unilaterally causes the other. Instead, the aim is to understand the 

possible implications of the nature of the relationship between the political arena and the civil 

service for how democracy works, and more specifically for what avenues might be available 

to state and non-state actors alike in efforts to hold government accountable.  

The findings have policy implications as well. While the direction of causality from 

bureaucratic politicization to accountability strategies used by non-state actors in all 

likelihood runs in both directions, one of these two parameters may be more plausible to 

modify with policy actions than the other. Legislating change with respect to the use of 

personal contacts may be quite difficult starting point in reform efforts. In contrast, while 

politicians may at times use the power to appoint for ends that extend beyond the spirit of the 

law, the power to appoint itself is in many instances legal, and even justifiable with arguments 

that it aids in implementing the policies decided upon by popularly elected representatives. 

The mounting evidence regarding the possible downsides of this mode of organizing political 

systems better helps to understand the trade-offs and implications for the polity as a whole.  
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Abstract  

This paper examines the link between political control of government bureaucracies and the 

likelihood of disruptive protests. A public administration heavily controlled by politicians, 

and staffed to a large extent with political appointees, allows politicians to intervene in policy 

implementation and favor some groups over others in terms of access to public services and 

employment. Such a system may induce citizens or civic associations to resort to disruptive 

actions to express demands and demonstrate political relevance, and thereby secure access to 

public goods. The effects are hypothesized to be more pronounced where civil society is 

stronger. We test the arguments empirically on data from 19 countries in Latin America and 

the Caribbean and the findings are consistent with the hypotheses. 
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Introduction 

Many democracies routinely experience disruptive actions at the hands of ordinary citizens, 

actions which can incur significant costs on commerce, on public coffers, and on individual 

citizens’ lives.
236

 In 2013, the teachers’ union in Mexico, for example, staged a massive 

number of protests throughout the country, some of which included blocking roads, closing 

toll booths, barricading a petroleum distribution center, storming public buildings and 

causing damage to public and private property (Corona 2013).
237

 While such actions occur in 

most societies, their prevalence varies considerably, even between countries similar in levels 

of economic and political development. 

The act of staging demonstrations is a fundamental democratic right, protected by freedoms 

of expression, assembly and association, and democratic governments should under no 

circumstances circumscribe citizens’ right to take to the streets. However, when citizens 

routinely employ protest tactics, and especially those expressly designed to impose high costs 

upon society such as violent acts against public or private property, it suggests that some 

actors in society do not, for whatever reason, accept and adhere to the democratic rules of the 

game.  

Some existing research attributes disruptive protest action in democracies to a failure of 

representative channels and bodies to channel preferences and grievances effectively, 

compounded by ineffectiveness in government agencies leading to inadequacies in 

government-provided goods and services (e.g. Machado et al. 2011; Scartascini and Tommasi 

2012; Tilly 2003). While certainly relevant, we find this explanation inordinately broad as it 

encompasses the entirety of the political and policy process. This paper seeks to contribute to 

the emerging literature that explores how institutional attributes of the state may induce 

turbulence, including the incidence of disruptive protests, and directs attention to a rather 

specific organizational aspect of the political setting: the relationship between the political 

and administrative spheres of the state (Charron et al. 2012; Dahlström et al. 2011; Evans and 

Rauch 1999; Gingerich 2013). The focal point in this institutional interface is the extent to 

which politicians have control of administrative offices and, more importantly, over the 

careers of individual civil servants and bureaucrats. 

We argue that a bureaucracy subject to extensive political control influences the methods and 

procedures of the allocation of public goods and government jobs, and may therefore 

constitute a central component of the incentive structure for much political action in a 

democracy, including citizens’ propensity to stage disruptive protests. A politically controlled 

bureaucracy may, we argue, lead to a distribution of public goods and services that is 

informed by political loyalties, and access to public goods and services therefore becomes 

contingent upon one’s political relevance. As disruption is one means of demonstrating 
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 The online appendix with supplementary material for this paper, attached to this submission, will be available 

online upon publication. All data used in this paper is freely available and replication files will be published 

online upon publication of the paper. 
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 See Hecock (2014) for an interesting account on the teachers’ union in Mexico.  
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relevance, we expect citizens to be more likely to engage in disruptive protests in polities 

with a politically controlled bureaucracy than if public services are merely of poor quality.  

The implications of these institutional arrangements for citizens’ propensity to stage 

disruptive protests may, however, not be uniform across political contexts. We hypothesize 

that the propensity to engage in disruptive protests is higher in polities with a politically 

controlled bureaucracy and a comparatively strong civil society than in countries with a 

politicized bureaucracy but weak civil society. Civil society organizations may lower the 

coordination costs of staging protests, but may also become enmeshed in clientelistic 

networks and therefore have incentives at the organization level to stage disruptive protests.  

The theoretical discussion below unpacks some of the testable implications of these ideas, 

and the empirical analyses examine, and corroborate, the hypothesized patterns. Multi-level 

models on nineteen contemporary Latin American and Caribbean democracies show that in 

countries with a higher degree of political control of the bureaucracy and in which civil 

society is comparatively strong, the propensity to engage in disruptive protests is stronger.  

Disruptive Protests: Institutional Incentives, Participants and Instigators  

This analysis seeks to understand the incidence of medium-intensity protests principally 

aimed at government, i.e. those which aim to cause damage to private and/or public property 

and to disrupt social, political and/or commercial activity but do not primarily seek to harm 

human life (as terrorist actions). Road blocks, riots and looting exemplify this type of actions 

(e.g. Arce and Mangonnet 2013; Auyero and Moran 2007). In contrast to more peaceful 

demonstrations, disruptive actions are generally regarded as outside the bounds of 

democratically legitimate modes of expression.
238

 In Sidney Tarrow’s words “disruption 

obstructs the routine activities of opponents, bystanders, or authorities and forces them to 

attend to protesters’ demands” (1998, 96). The reasons for engaging in such action are 

numerous, but most often ostensibly derive from a desire to affect an outcome. Why, then, 

are citizens more inclined to stage disruptive protests in some political contexts than in 

others? The theoretical account presented here focuses on the relationship between the 

political and the administrative arenas of the state, as well as the role of civil society as 

instigators. 

In a stylized depiction of democracy, the institutions of preference aggregation and policy 

formation can be described as principals, while bureaucratic institutions act as agents (Besley 

2007; Miller 2005; Weingast and Moran 1983). As in any principal-agent relationship, this 

central relationship within the state must strike a balance between control and stimulus, but 

also a degree of separation that allows for effective oversight and corrective action. The 

central trade-off between control and separation accounts for the vast variation in the 

institutional designs that structure political offices’ relationship to administrative offices 
                                                           
238

 Tarrow and others have examined the dynamics underlying a broad range of protest tactics, even those 

directed at corporate actors, and ranging from peaceful but obstructive sit-ins on the steps of a public building, to 

terrorist actions ultimately seeking to undermine the authority of the state (see also Sánchez-Cuenca and de la 

Calle 2009). While contentious action may share some common elements, the institutional focus and explanatory 

aim of this analysis require a narrower conceptualization of disruptive protest.  
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between, and even within, states. With too little control, the state ceases to be a democracy, 

transforming instead into a technocracy. Yet too much control, we argue, creates incentives 

for behavior among politicians, bureaucrats and citizens to act outside the democratic rules of 

the game. In the following we will explain how these institutional features may affect the 

logic of political action of citizens, both as individuals and in associations.  

Institutional arrangements that allow for extensive political control over the public 

administration, for example by far-reaching powers to appoint, promote, sideline or dismiss 

civil servants, contributes to creating an incentive structure for actors both within and outside 

the state, and therefore shapes what actions seem productive and effective. In democracies 

with administrations extensively controlled by politicians, it is more likely that politicians 

will seek to influence the allocation of government resources to reward supporters (Gingerich 

2013; Zuvanic et al. 2010). If the public administration is sufficiently politicized, electoral 

losers become losers not only of political power but also of equal access to the goods and 

employments that incumbents disproportionately channel to constituents, i.e. the electoral 

winners. A politically controlled administration may, in other words, induce both politicians 

and citizens alike to opt for clientelistic strategies, thus constraining the ability of the political 

system to be responsive to citizens’ demands more generally. 

How might a politically controlled bureaucracy affect propensity to engage in disruptive 

protest? When access to public goods and services becomes a political currency rather than 

an entitlement or societal safety net, the logic of politics and political action shifts. 

Competition is inherent to and also desirable in political debates and electoral contests, but 

when access to public goods is politicized, competition permeates society (Shefner 2012, 49-

50). Access to public goods and services to a greater extent becomes a zero-sum game; 

politicians have incentives to allocate goods selectively, and one citizen’s gain is another 

citizen’s loss. Consequently, selective allocation of state resources may have a divisive effect 

on the electorate, turning politics into a high stakes game in which the difference between 

winning and losing may have a considerable impact on one’s livelihood and household well-

being. Engaging in disruptive political actions entails risks, not least the risk of violent 

clashes with law enforcement. Yet if one is faced with a game in which one must demonstrate 

one’s political relevance in order to gain access to state resources, and disruptive protest 

constitutes one means of doing so (Dunning 2011, 329), then the calculus may shift in favor 

of such risky behavior. 

Conversely, institutional arrangements that prevent politicians from interfering in the policy 

implementation process may to a greater extent ensure that the state serves citizens according 

to merit and need rather than according to political affiliation. Incentives to engage in 

disruptive protests are weaker as political relevance is not a requirement of gaining access to 

state resources to the same extent. 

That political control of the bureaucracy may introduce bias along party lines in the 

allocation of government resources is well substantiated in the Latin American context. In a 

study comparing civil servants and agencies within and between Bolivia, Brazil and Chile, 

Gingerich (2013, 203-207) finds that degree of political control of bureaucracies is associated 
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with higher levels of partisan use of state resources. These findings corroborate one of the 

central components in the theorized chain between politicized bureaucracies and disruptive 

protests.  

To the extent that civil servants engage in allocating resources along partisan lines, citizens 

thus have incentives to seek to gain access to government resources by leveraging partisan 

sympathies and demonstrating their political relevance through protest, as well as other 

means. Moreover, we argue that a strong civil society may exacerbate this effect through two 

mechanisms, one that is specific for settings with a politicized bureaucracy and a second one 

that is more general. The second and more general intensifying effect, which simply makes 

reference to the mobilizing capacity of civic associations, might account for an increase in 

protests regardless of the reason for citizens’ discontent. 

The specific mechanism concerns the incentive structure faced by civil society organizations 

themselves in a context of a politically controlled bureaucracy. Civil society is not in all 

contexts autonomous from the state and political parties. Citizens associations, whether local 

neighborhood organizations or large mass-based labor organizations, face the same incentive 

structure described above, and may also see fit to adapt to the clientelistic mode of securing 

benefits for members. Neighborhood associations in Brazil (Gay 1994; Wampler 2008) as 

well as in Mexico (Grindle 2009) have been documented to utilize clientelistic tactics to 

secure goods such as street lighting, schools, and clinics. If organizations ally themselves 

with political parties’ clientelistic networks, their options for working for their members’ 

interests may therefore be constrained if they emerge as electoral losers. As electoral winners, 

the primary strategy would be to pressure politicians to follow through on electoral promises. 

As losers, however, the most effective recourse may be to instigate disruptive actions such as 

road blocks and violent riots. Civic associations would also find themselves engaged in a 

more high stakes game in which gains in the form of access to public goods and resources are 

contingent upon demonstrating political relevance.  

Moreover, disruptive protests may even at times be instigated or at least tacitly supported by 

politicians (Auyero 2007). As McCarthy and Zald write, “grievances and discontent may be 

defined, created, and manipulated by issue entrepreneurs and organizations” (McCarthy and 

Zald 1977, 1215; see also Hecock 2014 on the teachers’ union in Mexico), and politicians 

may act as issue entrepreneurs if it serves their own political ends. Reflecting on a broad 

range of countries, Goldstone notes, “We find that the same actors, the same groups, and the 

same causes often simultaneously involved in social movement actions and institutional 

political actions” (2004, 336). The strong observed linkages between politicians and citizens’ 

association further intensifies the competitive logic in access to public resources, and party 

leaders and brokers may collaborate with civil society associations, to incite violent and 

illegal activities (Auyero 2007). 

The second more general intensifying effect relates to the well-established insight that civic 

associations facilitate collective action among citizens. Protest of any kind, whether peaceful 

or disruptive, present a collective action dilemma and require leadership and coordination. 

Social movement scholars note that the solution to the collective action dilemma of 
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mobilization often comes in the form of mobilizing organizations, who in turn mobilize their 

members, rather than mobilizing individual citizens (e.g. Marwell and Oliver 1993). 

According to this logic, a strong civil society would be expected to introduce tumult and 

protest regardless of the source of popular discontent.  

In exploring the questions at hand, we also therefore seek to contribute to the exploration of 

contextual differences in the behavior of civil society. In numerous theoretical accounts and 

historical contexts, civil society is seen as the champion of democratization, and a watchdog 

of public power, as exemplified by the Solidarity movement in Poland (Arato 2006; Ekiert 

and Kubik 1999). Performing in such a capacity presumes autonomy from political power 

and of course the will to prod the political system to become more democratic, efficient and 

impartial (Oxhorn 2003).  

Civil society research has in recent decades, however, yielded insights and evidence that 

support the plausibility of the hypothesis under investigation here, that civil society may 

mobilize using anti-democratic means (and at times even toward anti-democratic ends), be 

enmeshed in clientelistic networks, and have strong ties to governments and political parties. 

Several authors point to failures in political parties to adequately represent citizens’ concerns 

(Huntington 1968) as a key factor that prompts large scale defection from democratic modes 

of engagement on the part of civil society associations. Sheri Berman (1997; 2009) attributes, 

for example, civil society’s support of Fascism in Italy and National Socialism in Germany 

during the Weimar Republic to a failure of political parties to incorporate newly emerging 

grievances (Berman 2009, 54). Boulding (2010) notes a somewhat related pattern in the 

Bolivian context, showing that the incidence of protests is greater in regions in which 

political competition is lacking, and NGO activity is strong. 

In sum, the hypothesis that civil society intensifies the destabilizing effects of a politicized 

bureaucracy is premised on claims that are substantiated in empirical investigation. Civic 

associations may assume different tactics depending on the context, including both engaging 

in clientelism and employing non-democratic modes of expression. Rather than a failure of 

representative channels and mechanisms, however, the model advanced here sees disruptive 

protests, and civil society’s involvement in such protests, as a rational response to the 

institutional incentives in place, and mechanisms for the allocation of public good and 

services that these create. 

Political Institutions and Protests: Alternative Explanations or Ripple Effects?  

A politically controlled bureaucracy is, of course, not an isolated feature of the state’s 

organizational structure. To the extent that the proportion of political appointees in the 

bureaucracy correlates with other attributes of the state structure that may affect citizens’ 

inclination to protest, they may confound the analyses presented below. 

It is important to note, however, that the degree of politicization of the bureaucracy is not 

merely a function of level of democracy, as it varies considerably within the categories of 

new as well as more established democracies (Dahlström et al. 2012; Evans and Rauch 
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1999). Moreover, a highly politicized bureaucracy may create opportunities for electoral 

clientelism, but might also result in bureaucratic inefficiency, and poorer service provision, 

and may also coincide with various forms of corruption (e.g., Dahlström et al. 2012; Zuvanic 

and Iacoviello 2006). To the extent to which political control of the bureaucracy in fact gives 

rise to such unsavory consequences, and by extension incites protest, they capture alternative 

causal paths in the focal relationship. However, poor service provision or even the broad 

range of maladies that plague campaigns and elections by no means all stem from the 

relationship between the political and administrative spheres of the state. As such phenomena 

may nonetheless correlate with a politically controlled bureaucracy, any attempt to 

understand the effects of the latter must take the former into account. 

A number of studies have, namely, documented a link between the frequency of disruptive 

protests and the more general capacity of the state apparatus. A state which performs better 

with respect to channeling demands and grievances and providing goods and services are 

hypothesized to be the target of protest actions to a lesser extent than states which fall short in 

these respects (Scartascini and Tommasi 2012). Machado et al. (2011, 342) argue, for 

example, that, “[u]nconventional forms of political participation tend to be chosen more often 

where institutions are of lower quality.” Their study employs a broad conceptual definition of 

institutional strength and quality, and measure the concept with a construct consisting of 

indicators of congressional capabilities, judicial independence, party system 

institutionalization, as well as bureaucratic quality. The analyses presented here seek to 

disentangle these effects by disaggregating the institutional components and focus on more 

specific mechanisms, and, as discussed in more detail below, include controls to capture the 

various mechanisms that may be at work.  

Empirical evidence from a study on regions in Peru suggests that the quality of service 

provision may be one of the primary alternative explanations to the incidence of protest. 

Ponce and McClintock (forthcoming) explore the effects of the efficiency of local 

bureaucracies (measured as percent of transfers from national government that are actually 

spent), as well as the effects of individual level satisfaction with the regional services on 

protest propensity. The findings suggest that efficiency of local bureaucracies as well as 

satisfaction with public services indeed do affect the occurrence of protest. The quality of 

service provision is closely related to the hypothesis being tested here. But we aim at taking 

the line of thinking one step farther and claim that two settings similar in terms of quality of 

service provision would meet with different degrees of disruptive protest if one tended to 

grant access to these public goods and services along lines of political affiliations.  

Corruption is another factor known to undermine bureaucratic efficiency and is also strongly 

associated with bureaucratic autonomy (Dahlström et al. 2012). Recent research has also 

begun to uncover evidence that corruption may also give rise to lower levels of satisfaction 

with democracy (Dahlberg and Holmberg 2013), and even to anti-government protests 

(Gingerich 2009). In a study using survey data from Bolivia, Gingerich (2009) finds that 

citizens who had greater exposure to corruption were more likely to participate in anti-

government demonstrations, though the effects differed depending on which institutions were 
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involved. Gingerich attributes differential effects to responsibility attribution; citizens were 

more likely to protest corruption in government offices known to be incorporated in the 

ruling parties’ patronage networks, because these offices were directly linked to the authority 

of incumbents. Our theoretical model might suggest a different interpretation of the findings, 

namely that patronage politics leads to protest to a greater extent than bribe-paying. That 

said, the findings do highlight the need to take into account whether protests have any 

systematic relationship with exposure to bribe victimization.  

Finally, a number of other explanations for disruptive actions have been identified, spanning 

from the individual level (e.g., Schussman and Soule 2005), to social relational bonds (Tilly 

2003), to political history and culture (Andronikidou and Kovras 2012; Tarrow 1998) or 

ideational flows, as well as economic policies (e.g. Arce and Bellinger 2007; Arce and Rice 

2009) and political circumstances such as political competition and electoral system 

(Anderson et al 2005; Anderson and Mendes 2005; Boulding 2010; Gingerich 2013).  

Research Design and Data 

In order to take into account individual level explanations for why people engage in protests 

and political participation in general (e.g., Schussman and Soule 2005; Verba et al. 1995), we 

run multilevel models, allowing for the inclusion of both individual and country level 

controls. As we have a binary dependent variable with two levels of analysis, the analyses 

thus employ mixed-effects logistic regression. The analyses include countries in Latin 

America and the Caribbean. The advantage in restricting the analysis to one region is that 

many parameters are held constant. Almost all countries included in the sample share a 

common colonial heritage (almost all Iberian), have similar political systems (almost all are 

presidential), similar authoritarian experiences, and similar periods of democratization and 

de-democratization. Table A1 in the Online Appendix lists the countries included in the 

sample.  

Measuring Disruptive Protests  

Reliable and comparable data on disruptive protests are, unfortunately, hard to come by. 

Existing data are of two types, aggregate level data based on reports of protests in 

newspapers and other sources, and individual level data from surveys in which respondents 

indicate whether they have participated in different types of protests.  

Aggregate protest data have been used in analyses of variations at the sub-national level 

using data from national bureaus of statistics (e.g. Arce and Rice 2009), the Ombudsman’s 

office (Ponce and McClintock Forthcoming) and national newspapers (e.g. Auyero 2007; 

Auyero and Moran 2007; Boulding 2010). At the national level, the Banks Cross-National 

Time-Series Data Archive offers a widely used measure, and differentiates between anti-

government demonstrations, general strikes, and riots, which would at first glance seem of 

great use for a study specifically of disruptive protests. However, similar to the more recent 

NAVCO data set on mass campaigns, Banks data only captures major events and not smaller 

scale but more common disruptive protests of the type investigated here (Wilson 2013; 
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Chenoweth and Lewis 2013). Moreover, as the Banks data builds primarily on newspaper 

articles from The New York Times (Wilson 2013), it does not necessarily reflect the actual 

occurrence of protests but rather the extent of coverage of events.
239

  

This study therefore builds on survey data. The Americas Barometer from 2012 (LAPOP 

2012) included a question (PROT7) on a very common type of disruptive protest, namely 

blocking streets or public spaces (e.g. Arce and Mangonnet 2013).
240

 While less disruptive 

than, for example, arson or breaking into public buildings, it is also less incriminating and 

responses are therefore hopefully less biased by social desirability. Road blockades are 

commonly regarded as an alternative political technology (Scartascini and Tommasi 2012; 

Machado et al. 2011), in other words they are not legal in most contexts (Finkel and Muller 

1998). Moreover, the measure allows us to take individual-level explanations into account. 

This survey question is posed to those who answered that they had participated in some form 

of demonstration or protest march in the last 12 months (question PROT3). Building on these 

two questions (PROT7 and PROT3) we create a variable at the individual level, disruptive 

protests, with respondents that answered in the affirmative to blocking streets coded as 1 and 

those answering in the negative to any of these questions coded as 0. 

Figure 1 shows the country level percentages for disruptive protests, revealing considerable 

variation among countries with almost eight percent having protested in Bolivia to less than 

one percent in Mexico, El Salvador, and Suriname.  

                                                           
239

 Events occurring in the U.S. are, for example, much more likely to be covered than events in other countries. 
240 

The exact formulation of the question (PROT7 in Americas Barometer) is “[I]n the last 12 months, have you 

participated in blocking any street or public space as a form of protest? Answers: 1) Yes, participated 2) No, did 

not participate. (LAPOP 2012) 
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Figure 1. Disruptive protests 

 

Source: Americas Barometer (LAPOP 2012). 

Measuring Political Control of the Bureaucracy 

To measure political control of the bureaucracy we use data from the Quality of Government 

Institute expert survey (Teorell et al. 2012). The survey question reads: When recruiting 

public employees, the political connections of the applicants decide who gets the job: 

1=Hardly ever to 7=Almost always. The measure used is the mean response for the experts 

for each country from three waves of the survey conducted between 2008 and 2012. This 

question captures political appointments, a central mechanism of politicians’ control of the 

bureaucracy. Political control of the bureaucracy in the sample ranges from 6.67 for 

Honduras, with the most political control of the bureaucracy to 3.29 for Brazil with the least 

(see figure 2). The measure provides a more contemporary indicator and covers a larger 

sample of countries than Evans and Rauch’s (1999) “Weberianness Scale” (including only a 

sample of 35 countries and several Latin American countries are excluded, 1970–1990). The 

International Country Risk Group (ICRG 2011) measures Bureaucratic Quality yearly since 

1984 until today but the measure is an aggregate of several different indicators (including 

political appointments) that are not related to the theoretical argument explored here.  
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Figure 2. Political control of the bureaucracy 

 

Source: QoG-expert survey (Teorell et al. 2011). 

 

Measuring Civil Society Strength 

Civil society has been conceptualized and measured in numerous ways. One approach 

measures the percentage of the workforce active in not-for-profit organizations (Salamon et 

al. 2003). As the measure has fairly limited coverage (available for 35 countries in total but 

only five Latin American countries) and also includes organizations such as hospitals and 

schools operating on a not-for-profit basis, it is less suitable for this analysis. A second 

approach instead builds on the number of civil society associations listed or registered in a 

region or country (Grimes 2013). Grimes (2013) employs a measure of the number of 

development related organizations, and though available for all countries, it does not capture 

the full range of the types of organizations that are in all likelihood involved in the political 

processes examined here. We follow those who use survey data (e.g. Lee 2007) and build on 

individual level reporting of involvement in civil society organizations. 

The variable civil society strength is an additive index reflecting the number of different 

types of organizations at which respondents have attended meetings (score 0–4).
241

 Our 

operationalization of civil society strength includes meetings of four different types of 

                                                           
241 

The introduction to these questions is the following: ”I am going to read you a list of groups and 

organizations. Please tell me if you attend meetings of these organizations once a week, once or twice a month, 

once or twice a year, or never (LAPOP 2012).  
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organizations; parents’ associations at school, community improvement committees or 

associations, associations of professionals, merchants, manufacturers or farmers, and the 

meetings of political parties and associations.
242

 Political organizations and political parties 

are linked to the mobilization potential in a political setting (see also Arce and Mangonnet 

2013) and are therefore crucial for the potential of disruptive protests. As the theoretical 

claims under investigation here treat civil society as a collective capacity for organization and 

mobilization, we create a country level value for civil society strength, which is simply the 

country mean of individual involvement. None of the countries in the sample reaches the 

possible top score of four but considerable variation exists, from 1.42 for Bolivia to the 

lowest score of 0.45 for Costa Rica. 

Individual Level Controls 

The models control for individual level factors, including age of the respondent as the 

propensity to protest may be higher among younger people, as well as gender, education, and 

political interest which all have shown relevance to protests propensity in previous research. 

Women tend to participate less than men, and more educated individuals as well as those 

with more interest in politics tend to participate more in protests (Schussman and Soule 

2005).
243

  

The literature reviewed above also identified a number of other factors that might also affect 

propensity to protest. Gingerich (2009) observes that experience with corruption affects 

inclinations to protest, and Ponce and McClintock (forthcoming) find that dissatisfaction with 

public service provision may do the same. The models therefore include a control for whether 

the respondent has had to pay bribes in order to get different types of social services,
244

 as 

well as satisfaction with public services (including roads, public schools and health).
245

  

Furthermore, research on protests has also argued that people take to the streets when they do 

not feel represented in the political system and that the political system is unresponsive to 

their demands (Huntington 1968; Machado et al. 2011). The models therefore include a 

measure building on a question in the Americas Barometer (LAPOP 2012, Question EFF1) 

that asks respondents if they agree that “those who govern this country are interested in what 

people like you think.”  

Country Level Controls 

The models also control for repression using the political terror scale from the United States 

State Department, as repression is expected to decrease the probability of disruptive protests 

(e.g. McCarthy and Zald 1977; Tilly 2003). Further, economic crisis using economic growth 
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 The following variables in the Americas Barometer: CP7, CP8, CP9, CP13. The index does not take into 

account the intensity of the individual participation in each of these organizations, i.e. how often respondents 

attend meetings. 
243

 All individual level control variables are from the Americas Barometer (LAPOP 2012). Age of the respondent 

is the Q1 variable, gender is Q2 recode so that males are 1 and females 0, education is ED, and political interest 

is measured using a recoded version of POL1. 
244

 An index based on EXC11, EXC14, EXC15 and EXC16. 
245

 Satisfaction with public services is an index created taking the mean of SDNEW2, SD3NEW and D6NEW2. 
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per capita, constructed from data on GDP/capita from the United Nations (UN) is also 

controlled for, as crisis and economic downturn may prompt protest (e.g. Arce and Bellinger 

2007). For these country level controls we have taken the values for 2011 to reflect recent 

developments that may affect protest activity in 2012. Finally, as Boulding (2010) finds that a 

lack of political competition may inhibit inclusive representation and therefore spur protests, 

we control for competition using Vanhanen’s measure of political competition (from 

2010).
246

 As additional robustness tests we also control for GDP per capita (UN), civil 

liberties (Freedom House) and the effective number of parties from the last elections in each 

country preceding 2012. Summary statistics for all variables are listed in Table A2 in the 

online Appendix and the exact sources for country level controls are listed in Table A3 in the 

online Appendix.
247

  

Results 

The multilevel models are highly consistent with our theoretical expectations. The results 

show that a higher degree of political control of the bureaucracy increases the propensity for 

disruptive protests, but only at higher levels of civil society strength.  

Table 1 presents the results from models with disruptive protests as the dependent variable. 

Models 1–3 show that there is no general effect of political control of the bureaucracy on 

disruptive protests. Similarly, civil society strength also does not seem to have an 

independent effect on individuals’ propensity to engage in disruptive protests (Table 1, 

models 1–3). Even if a politicized bureaucracy may still raise the stakes for citizens, they 

seem not to be more inclined to protest across the board. Moreover, and in contrast to 

Boulding’s (2010) results on general protests at the municipal level in Bolivia, a stronger 

civil society does not by itself increase the likelihood of individuals to participate in 

disruptive protests.
248
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Accessed from the QoG-data set in which it is described like this: “The variable is calculated by subtracting 

from 100 the percentage of votes won by the largest party (the party which wins most votes) in parliamentary 

elections or by the party of the successful candidate in presidential elections. The variable thus theoretically 

ranges from 0 (only one party received 100 % of votes) to 100 (each voter cast a vote for a distinct party)” 

(Teorell et al. 2013, 141). 
247

 These variables have been accessed from the QoG-standard data set (Teorell et al. 2013). 
248

 Analyses show, however, that individuals attending meetings of civil society organizations are more likely to 

participate in disruptive protests. It should be noted that the main result holds also with the inclusion of a control 

for civil society at the individual level. Not reported here but available in the online appendix, Table A4. 
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                                                      Table 1. Disruptive protests 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Civil Society Strength and Political 

Control of the Bureaucracy 
      

       

Civil Society Strength 2.121 2.722 2.689 0.00267* 0.0000932* 0.000273* 

 (1.280) (1.684) (1.614) (0.00695) (0.000299) (0.000892) 

       

Political Control of the Bureaucracy 1.125 1.092 1.120 0.416* 0.249* 0.299* 

 (0.177) (0.176) (0.176) (0.167) (0.118) (0.144) 

       

Civil Society Strength * Political 

Control of the Bureaucracy 
   

3.453* 

(1.627) 

6.351* 

(3.601) 

5.214* 

(3.014) 

       

Individual level controls       

Age 0.992*  0.992* 0.992*  0.992* 

 (0.00275)  (0.00275) (0.00275)  (0.00275) 

       

Gender 1.296*  1.296* 1.295*  1.295* 

 (0.101)  (0.101) (0.101)  (0.101) 

       

Education 1.023*  1.022* 1.023*  1.022* 

 (0.00972)  (0.00973) (0.00971)  (0.00972) 

       

Political interest 1.542*  1.543* 1.543*  1.543* 

 (0.0623)  (0.0624) (0.0623)  (0.0623) 

       

Bribe 1.384*  1.379* 1.368  1.364 

 (0.224)  (0.223) (0.221)  (0.221) 

       

Satisfaction with service provision 0.818*  0.817* 0.818*  0.817* 

 (0.0583)  (0.0583) (0.0582)  (0.0582) 

       

Responsiveness 0.952*  0.951* 0.953*  0.952* 

 (0.0206)  (0.0206) (0.0206)  (0.0206) 
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Country level controls       

Repression (2011)  0.893 0.849  1.415 1.284 

  (0.192) (0.178)  (0.323) (0.300) 

       

GDP per capita growth (2011)  1.102 1.080  1.155* 1.126 

  (0.0847) (0.0808)  (0.0740) (0.0739) 

       

Political competition (2010)  0.989 0.996  0.990 0.997 

  (0.0160) (0.0156)  (0.0130) (0.0134) 

       

Constant 0.004* 

(0.003) 

0.009* 

(0.014) 

0.005* 

(0.008) 

0.749 

(1.577) 

6.395 

(15.098) 

1.727 

(4.167) 

       

Individuals 25759 30479 25759 25759 30479 25759 

Countries 19 19 19 19 19 19 

Log-Likelihood -3048.498 -3568.973 -3047.323 -3045.520 -3564.461 -3043.713 

                                                        Note: Table entries are odds ratios with standard errors in parentheses. 
*
 p < 0.05. 
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Models 4 to 6 (Table 1) turn to the exploration of the theoretical contention advanced in this 

paper, namely that political control of the bureaucracy on disruptive protests should be 

conditioned on the capacity of civil society to instigate such protests, captured with a 

multiplicative interaction term. The models reveal that the interaction term is significant and 

in the expected direction. The constitutive terms are also significant. Since these are nonlinear 

models and the constitutive terms are continuous they do not show at what levels of civil 

society strength the marginal effects of political control of the bureaucracy on disruptive 

effects are indeed significantly different from zero. The marginal effects are therefore 

presented in graph form. Figure 3 shows that the effects of political control of the bureaucracy 

on disruptive protests are significant when civil society strength is one or higher, in other 

words when the mean respondent attends meetings of at least one type of organization. At this 

level of civil society strength, political control of the bureaucracy increases the predicted 

probability of disruptive protests with almost 1 percentage point. When civil society strength 

is 1.4, political control of the bureaucracy increases the predicted probability of disruptive 

protests with almost 2.5 percentage points. Thus, the theoretical expectation, that political 

control of the bureaucracy will increase the propensity for disruptive protests when civil 

society is strong is supported by our findings. This result also holds in models where we 

exclude Bolivia (not shown here but available in the online Appendix, Table A5). Bolivia is a 

potentially influential outlier in the sample since this country scores high on all three variables 

of main interest here (disruptive protests, political control of the bureaucracy and civil society 

strength). We also run the models with an alternative broader operationalization of civil 

society strength that adds religious organizations and sports and recreation groups to the 

index.
249

 The main result is similar to the one reported (see online Appendix, Table A5). 

                                                           
249

 The following variables in the Americas Barometer: CP6, CP7, CP8, CP9, CP13, CP21 (LAPOP 2012). 
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Figure 3. Disruptive protests – conditional marginal effects of political control of the 

bureaucracy at different levels of civil society strength 

 
Note: The figure shows the marginal effects of political appointments on disruptive protests at different   

levels of civil society strength when all other variables are held at their sample mean. It is based on 

Table 1, model 6. 95% confidence intervals. 

The individual level controls all yield results in the expected direction. Younger people are 

more inclined to engage in disruptive protests than older individuals. Men seem to engage in 

disruptive protests to a higher extent than women. Individuals with a higher education 

participate more in these activities, as do those with greater interest in politics. Those with 

experience of bribes are more prone to participate in blocking streets (though only significant 

at p<0.1 in the models with interactions, Table 1, models 4 and 6) and those respondents that 

are more satisfied with service provision are less disposed to disruptive protest. Moreover, 

those respondents that think that the rulers are more responsive are less disposed to blocking 

streets (Table 1, 3–4, 6). 

None of the country level controls are significant throughout the models (Table 1). The only 

country level control that is significant in any of the models is economic growth per capita 

which surprisingly, and contrary to expectation, increases the propensity to blocking streets 

(Table 1, model 5). It should be noted that also when these country level controls are entered 

one by one in the model the main result holds and the country controls are not significant (not 

reported here but available in the online Appendix, Table A6).  
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Examining the Intensifying Effect 

The intensifying effect of a strong civil society may, as suggested earlier, be due to two 

different mechanisms, one which relates more specifically to the degree of political control of 

the bureaucracy, and another that relates to the general fact that associations facilitate 

mobilization and collective efforts of various kinds. In contexts with a politicized 

bureaucracy, civil society associations may become integrally involved in clientelistic 

networks of exchange, and may have strong links to politicians and parties. In these contexts 

associations themselves may have incentives to stage disruptive protests as a means to show 

their political relevance and gain access to public goods and services. If the effects have to do 

with the specific mechanism linked to a politicized bureaucracy, then we would not see the 

same intensifying effects for other types of factors. However, if both mechanisms are at play 

or alternatively only the more general one, we would expect the strength of civil society to 

have approximately the same intensifying effect on other factors linked to protest propensity, 

such as assessments of government responsiveness and satisfaction with government 

services.  

Table 2 reports results for interactions with factors whose effect potentially would be 

intensified if civil society strength had a general intensifying effect on factors contributing to 

disruptive protests. Model 1 shows the results for an interaction between civil society 

strength and bribe-paying for public services. We can see that this interaction is not 

significant. We get the same insignificant result for interactions between civil society strength 

and GDP per capita growth or political competition (table 2, models 4 and 5). 
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                                                     Table 2. The intensifying efect of civil society strength – additional tests 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Civil Society Strength and Political Control of the 

Bureaucracy 
     

Civil Society Strength  2.765 0.315 1.768 10.52 117.0 

 (1.663) (0.255) (1.118) (14.06) (319.0) 

      

Political Control of the Bureaucracy 1.120 1.133 1.122 1.079 1.152 

 (0.176) (0.175) (0.175) (0.167) (0.174) 

      

Civil Society Strength * bribe 0.631     

 (0.308)     

      

Civil Society Strength * Satisfaction with service 

provision 
 2.409*    

  (0.553)    

      

Civil Society Strength * Responsiveness   1.148*   

   (0.0806)   

      

Civil Society Strength * GDP per capita growth (2011)    0.705  

    (0.218)  

      

Civil Society Strength * Political competition (2010)     0.923 

     (0.0524) 

Individual level controls      

Age 0.992* 0.992* 0.992* 0.992* 0.992* 

 (0.00275) (0.00276) (0.00275) (0.00275) (0.00275) 

      

Gender 1.297* 1.295* 1.294* 1.296* 1.296* 

 (0.101) (0.101) (0.101) (0.101) (0.101) 

      

Education 1.022* 1.022* 1.023* 1.022* 1.022* 

 (0.00973) (0.00971) (0.00974) (0.00973) (0.00972) 
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Political interest 1.543* 1.539* 1.540* 1.542* 1.544* 

 (0.0624) (0.0624) (0.0622) (0.0623) (0.0624) 

      

Bribe 2.437 1.392* 1.376* 1.383* 1.367 

 (1.502) (0.225) (0.223) (0.224) (0.221) 

      

Satisfaction with service provision 0.816* 0.346* 0.820* 0.817* 0.817* 

 (0.0583) (0.0813) (0.0585) (0.0583) (0.0583) 

      

Responsiveness 0.952* 0.953* 0.827* 0.951* 0.952* 

 (0.0206) (0.0207) (0.0616) (0.0206) (0.0206) 

      

Country level controls      

Repression (2011) 0.847 0.850 0.848 0.829 0.893 

 (0.177) (0.175) (0.176) (0.168) (0.182) 

      

GDP per capita growth (2011) 1.080 1.081 1.081 1.403 1.077 

 (0.0809) (0.0795) (0.0804) (0.342) (0.0770) 

      

Political competition (2010) 0.996 0.996 0.996 0.994 1.070 

 (0.0157) (0.0154) (0.0155) (0.0152) (0.0564) 

      

Constant 
0.005* 

(0.007) 

0.038* 

(0.059) 

0.008* 

(0.011) 

0.002* 

(0.004) 

0.0001* 

(0.0004) 

      

Individuals 25759 25759 25759 25759 25759 

Countries 19 19 19 19 19 

Log-Likelihood -3046.902 -3039.98 -3045.363 -3046.713 -3046.362 

                                                         Note: Table entries are odds ratios with standard errors in parentheses. 
*
 p < 0.05. 
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The graph indicates that the effects of these factors on disruptive protests do not increase as 

civil society strength increases (see Figure 4). In other words civil society strength does not 

have any intensifying effect whatsoever for these factors.  

Figure 4. Disruptive protests – conditional marginal effects of three different factors at different 

levels of civil society strength  
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Note: The figure shows the marginal effects of three different factors on disruptive protests at different levels of 

civil society strength when all other variables are held at their sample mean. It is based on Table 2, models 1, 4–

5. 95% confidence intervals. 

However, from Table 2 we can conclude that the interaction effects between civil society 

strength and satisfaction with service provision and responsiveness are significant. However, 

when we graph these effects (see figure 5) we can actually see that the effects of these factors 

on disruptive protests decrease as the strength of civil society increases. Note that the graphs 

build on models where these variables have been reversed so that they depict dissatisfaction 

with service provision and non-responsiveness, in order to facilitate the interpretation of the 

marginal effects. The marginal effects of these variables are significant when civil society 

strength is 1 or less. When civil society strength is 0.5, dissatisfaction with service provision 

increases the predicted probability of disruptive protests with almost 1 percentage points, 

however when civil society has a value of 1, dissatisfaction with service provision increases 

the predicted probability of disruptive protests with less than 0.5 percentage points. The 

marginal effects for non-responsiveness at different levels of civil society strength are smaller. 

When civil society strength is 0.5, non-responsiveness increases the predicted probability of 

disruptive protests with less than 0.2 percentage points but when civil society strength is 

higher, at 1, the increase is only 0.1 percentage points.  
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Figure 5. Disruptive protests – conditional marginal effects of dissatisfaction with public services at different and non-responsiveness at different 

levels of civil society strength 

  

Note: The figure shows the marginal effects of dissatisfaction with service provision and non-responsiveness on disruptive protests at different levels of civil society strength 

when all other variables are held at their sample mean. It is based on two models comparable to the ones reported in Table 2, models 2–3, but with reversed scale for 

satisfaction with service provision and responsiveness and thus depicts dissatisfaction with service provision and non-responsiveness. 95% confidence intervals. 
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Thus, we can conclude that civil society strength does not play the same role for other factors 

as it does for political control of the bureaucracy and a strong civil society instead appears to 

dampen protest propensity with respect to some types of grievances. Hence, it seems that we 

don’t have support for civil society as intensifying disruptive protests in general irrespective 

of cause. Even when testing the intensifying effect of civil society on factors that are 

important for disruptive protests according to the results presented above, like satisfaction 

with service provision and responsiveness, there is no intensifying effect of civil society but 

on the contrary, civil society strength decreases the effect on disruptive protests for these two 

factors. 

Additional Country Level Controls 

Table 3 reports results from additional models where other country level control variables 

have been added to the base model. All in all the inclusion of several alternative control 

variables to the models does not change the main results. Given the low number of countries 

included in the sample it is not suitable to include all country level controls in one model. 

They are therefore excluded one at a time (see online Appendix, Table A6 for models where 

the country controls are included one by one in the models). Model 1 includes a control for 

GDP per capita since not only changes in economic development (economic growth) but also 

levels of economic development could potentially have an impact on disruptive protests. We 

would expect individuals in countries with higher level of economic development to be less 

prone to disruptive protests since they would probably on average be more satisfied with life. 

However, GDP per capita is not significant. Model 2 includes a control for civil liberties 

(reversed scale of Freedom House’s civil liberties) as an alternative to the repression variable 

presented above. Our expectations here would be that individuals in countries with higher 

degree of civil liberties will experience more freedom to protests and thus will be more prone 

to all types of protests including disruptive ones. However, the variable for civil liberties is 

not significant. Model 3 shows that effective numbers of parties, which could be considered 

an alternative measure of political competition, is also not significantly related to disruptive 

protests. 
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                     Table 3. Additional country level controls  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Civil Society Strength and Political Control of 

the Bureaucracy 
  

 

    

Civil Society Strength  0.000917* 0.00275* 0.00320 

 (0.00312) (0.00797) (0.0109) 

    

Political Control of the Bureaucracy 0.353* 0.412 0.449 

 (0.179) (0.203) (0.229) 

    

Civil Society Strength * Political Control of the 

Bureaucracy 
4.087* 3.516* 3.476* 

 (2.490) (1.837) (2.065) 

    

Individual level controls    

Age 0.992* 0.992* 0.992* 

 (0.00275) (0.00275) (0.00275) 

    

Gender 1.294* 1.295* 1.295* 

 (0.101) (0.101) (0.101) 

    

Education 1.023* 1.022* 1.022* 

 (0.00974) (0.00972) (0.00971) 

    

Political interest 1.542* 1.544* 1.545* 

 (0.0623) (0.0624) (0.0624) 

    

Bribe 1.368 1.363 1.369 

 (0.221) (0.221) (0.221) 

    

Satisfaction with service provision 0.819* 0.816* 0.821* 

 (0.0584) (0.0582) (0.0585) 

    

Responsiveness 0.953* 0.952* 0.952* 

 (0.0207) (0.0206) (0.0206) 

    

Country level controls    

Repression (2011) 1.129  1.120 

 (0.269)  (0.259) 

    

GDP per capita growth (2011)  1.102 1.122 

  (0.0774) (0.0678) 

    

Political competition (2010) 0.992 0.998  

 (0.0140) (0.0140)  

    

GDP per capita (2011) 1.000   

 (0.0000725)   

    

Civil liberties (2011)  0.998  

  (0.175)  

    

Effective number of parties   1.093 

   (0.0626) 

    

Constant 2.170 0.571 0.140 
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(6.667) (-3044.291) (0.354) 

    

Individuals 25759 25759 25759 

Countries 19 19 19 

Log-Likelihood -3045.268 -3044.291 -3042.632 

                               Note: Table entries are odds ratios with standard errors in parentheses. 
*
 p < 0.05. 

Conclusions 

The analyses uncover systematic variation in the propensity to stage disruptive protests in 

countries in Latin America and the Caribbean. The aim is to determine whether a specific 

aspect of the state apparatus, and in particular the relationship between the political and the 

administrative spheres of government, shapes the incentive structure for citizens’ political 

actions and inclination to stage disruptive protests. The analyses suggest that a politically 

controlled public administration may indeed create incentives for disruptive protests, but that 

these incentives will only lead to more disruptive protests if civil society is sufficiently 

strong. When politicians have considerable power over the administrative branch of 

government, they may, it seems, be inclined to use their electoral mandate to reward their 

own constituents to the exclusion of other citizens, and they may also opt to recruit support 

and distribute rewards via the organizational infrastructure that strong civil society affords. 

Civil society organizations who back candidates that later prove unsuccessful in electoral 

contests may consequently find themselves in a lesser privileged position when it comes to 

access to public goods and services, and have few recourses to gain access to these services. 

Under such circumstances, disruptive protests may prove to be a practicable and rational 

option. 

Studies of democratization and democratic quality have traditionally focused heavily on 

political parties and the responsiveness and representativeness of elected bodies. More 

recently, the field has begun to consider how factors such as state capacity and institutional 

quality may affect citizens’ willingness to accept democratic government and abide by the 

norms and rules of the democratic process. We take this line of investigation in a somewhat 

new direction, adding conceptual precision to the rather broad concept of state capacity. Our 

definition does not aim to capture the quality of government service provision per se, but 

rather the institutions that are most crucial with respect to the allocation and distribution of 

public resources. If highly politicized, this allocative point in the political system may create 

an incentive for citizens to stage protests using un-democratic tactics. The findings are 

consistent with these theoretical claims, and suggest that bureaucratic structures warrant 

continued consideration in the exploration of societal actors’ acceptance of the rules of the 

democratic game.  

The results presented here are also in line with previous studies in that dissatisfaction with 

public services and a perceived lack of responsiveness on the part of those in elected office, 

and to some extent also first-hand experience with corruption, also tend to heighten 

inclination to protest. In contrast, however, civil society does not have the same intensifying 

effect on protest propensity given these grievances, strongly supporting our contention that 

the contributing factor of civil society is not merely one of lowering coordination costs. 
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Instead, the findings are consistent with the argument that a politicized bureaucracy acts as an 

incentive structure for political action in which disruptive protests can yield direct and short-

term payoffs, and not only serve to send a message of popular discontent. Counter to 

contentions advanced in the early work by Huntington (1968) and more recent work of 

Berman (1997) and Scartascini and Tommasi (2012), protests led by civil society may not be 

an alternative mode of expression in light of perceived dysfunctionality in representative 

channels or the state as a whole, but rather a mode of action that is consistent with the 

institutional arrangements in place.  

As such, the empirical results also strongly concur with previous accounts that civil society 

may at times strengthen and stabilize democracy, but under other political and institutional 

conditions contribute to destabilizing or undermining democracy. Rather than fostering civic-

mindedness and participation in the formal democratic process, civil society constitutes the 

organizational structure to social interactions, and this relational power may be channeled 

into different forms of political action in different political regimes (Tilly 2003). In this 

sense, the findings suggest that studies of civil society can better contribute to our 

understanding of societal change if the characteristics of the institutional environment and the 

political regime are taken into account. These findings offer a concrete indication of what 

institutional conditions might influence whether civil society is more, or less, inclined to 

work toward developing clientelistic relationships with politicians, or conversely when they 

may be more likely to employ other strategies for serving members’ needs.  
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Abstract 

Scholars have become increasingly aware of the extent and mechanisms through which 

various aspects of state capacity affect the functioning of democracy. This research has tended 

to focus on how failures of the public administration to deliver public goods may breed 

dissatisfaction, encourage clientelistic electoral strategies, and limit politicians’ ability to 

formulate and make credible public goods promises in elections. This paper seeks to 

contribute to this line of investigation by exploring a distinct mechanism through which a 

specific aspect of state capacity – bureaucratic autonomy or, alternatively, politicization – 

may affect the functioning of democracy, namely the politicization of policy knowledge. In a 

two-stage argument, we posit that the politicization of bureaucratic appointments facilitates 

the politicization of data produced by governments related to outcomes and fiscal 

considerations of social and economic policies. This politicization of policy knowledge in turn 

is argued to have implications for citizens’ expectations of democracy, which by extension 

can have implications for how well the democratic system functions. A case study of 

Argentina’s statistical agency and multi-level analyses of survey data provide evidence for the 

two stages.   
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Deputy Commissioner Rawls: Felony rates will decline by 5 percent by the end of the year. 

Police Commissioner Burl: … in addition, we will hold this year’s murders to 275, or less.  

District Major Colvin: Ah, Deputy, as familiar as we all are with the urban crime environment, I 

think we all understand there are certain … um…uh…processes by which you can …uh…reduce the 

number of overall felonies. You can reclassify and agg assault
250

 or you can unfound a robbery, 

but…um… how do you make a body disappear?  

Police Commissioner Burl: There isn’t one of you in this room who isn’t here by appointment. If you 

want to continue wearing those oak leaf clusters
251

 you will shut up and step up. Any of you who can’t 

bring the numbers we need will be replaced by someone who can (The Wire, season 3). 

 

Introduction 

Knowledge related to public sector policies is an important public good in any polity. Such 

knowledge is argued to be essential to the formulation of “evidence-based policy making” 

which responds to socio-economic needs, to sounder investment decisions by businesses, and 

to electoral accountability on the part of citizens, to name a few (Krätke and Byiers 2014; 

Williams 2010). Public sector organizations play a central role in the production of such 

knowledge, as private agents frequently lack the data access and above all the incentives to 

produce this non-rivalrous and non-excludable good (Serra 2014).  

Yet, governments across the world differ dramatically in the extent to which they produce 

publicly available and reliable knowledge about policy, the economy and society. Consider, as 

a rough proxy to support this assertion, cross-country variation in the World Bank’s Statistical 

Capacity Indicator; the Indicator measures, among others, coverage, periodicity and 

timeliness of economic statistics produced by governments. Country scores range from 20 and 

99, with a mean of 66 (Scale: 0-100) (World Bank 2014).  

This paper develops a novel argument to explain the varying extent to which governments 

produce and publish accurate policy knowledge, and then derives and test implications of the 

lack of such policy knowledge for policy discourses and, subsequently, citizens’ expectations 

of democracy. In doing so, we identify a mechanism previously not discussed in the literature 

through which state capacity – and specifically the institutional arrangements that determine 

the degree to which politicians exert control over the bureaucracy – may have implications for 

the functioning of democracy. Politicization of the bureaucracy has been linked theoretically 

and empirically to a number of factors relevant to the functioning of democracy, including the 

ability of the public administration to deliver public goods, economic growth, the prevalence 

of clientelism in electoral competition, and politicians’ ability to make credible public goods 

promises in elections (Cingolani and Nistotskaya 2014; Cornell and Grimes 2015a, b; Geddes 

1994; Keefer 2007; Shefter 1994). We add to this line of investigation by exploring the effect 

on policy knowledge. 

                                                           
250

 Aggravated assault. 
251

 US Military insignia awarded to holders of certain military decorations to indicate a further distinction. 



350 

 

The fictional quote in the epigraph illustrates the first stage of this argument: the politicization 

of bureaucratic appointments facilitates the politicization of policy knowledge made public by 

the government. A politicized bureaucracy enhances the ability of politicians to demand from 

bureaucrats – and incentives for bureaucrats to supply – public policy knowledge which is 

strategically biased and incomplete in a manner which benefits the incumbent.  

This politicization of policy knowledge in turn is argued to have implications for citizens’ 

expectations of democracy. Absent credible policy knowledge, citizen knowledge of a 

country’s state of affairs, and therefore ability to assess politicians' claims regarding past 

accomplishments as well as pledges related to future endeavors, are severely undermined. 

Policy knowledge acts as a constraint on political discourse, and when absent or lacking, 

citizen expectations of what democracy can deliver are likely to become inflated, as electoral 

promises become less checked by policy knowledge. A statement made by Argentina’s first 

president after the democratic transition during the electoral campaign 1983, Raúl Alfonsín, 

exemplifies such promises: “With democracy you eat, with democracy you get educated, with 

democracy you heal.”  

In short, bureaucratic politicization is argued to lead to inflated expectations among citizens 

regarding what democracy can deliver. The first two sections of this paper introduce the 

concept of policy knowledge, discuss the role of bureaucrats in its production and review the 

literature on bias and errors in the production of policy knowledge. Section three develops the 

first stage of the theoretical argument and presents case study evidence that the politicization 

of bureaucracy intensifies bias and error in the production and publication of policy 

knowledge by governments. A vignette of Argentina’s national statistical agency Indec 

(Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censos de la República Argentina) provides empirical 

evidence for this stage of the argument. The paper then develops the second stage of the 

theoretical argument and presents evidence from multi-level analyses of survey data 

consistent with the argument: citizens’ expectations are more inflated in countries with a 

higher degree of politicization of the bureaucracy.  

Bureaucrats and the Production of Policy Knowledge 

Often understood as a “justifiable belief,” knowledge can come in many forms, be these 

scientific, practical or local, for instance (Van Kerkhoff and Lebel, 2006, 447). In this paper, 

we narrow in on one, arguably particularly important form of knowledge in a polity: 

evaluations and statistics produced by government agencies related to the costs and impacts of 

past policies, or estimates of anticipated costs or impacts of proposed future policies 

(henceforth in short: policy knowledge).  

As noted at the outset, public sector organizations are central in the production of knowledge 

in a polity. Bureaucrats in turn are central within these organizations to produce such 

knowledge. They are the “principal actors in charge of the production of official statistics” 

(Krätke and Byiers 2014, 28). To gather, sort, compile and/or report such knowledge is a 

staple job duty in many positions in the state. Bureaucrats thus not only “speak truth to 
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power,” as Wildavsky (1979) famously remarked. They also are central to speaking truth to 

the public. 

The notion of truth in statistics is, of course, a contested one. While symbolizing objectivity, 

accuracy and precision, statistics involve judgment and discretion (Deborah Stone 2012). All 

counting requires categorization, that is, whom to include and exclude in a statistic; a decision 

that a phenomenon is measurable; and a decision to count in the first place, to name a few. 

The latter is inevitable as collecting and disseminating policy knowledge is costly (Repo 

1989). “Rationalistic assumptions about knowledge as a neutral input to decision-making 

processes” thus do not hold (Casula Vifell and Sjögren 2011, 89). 

Invariable discretion in whether, what and how to count and publish, however, does not 

implicate the absence of “a perception of what constitutes ‘good data’ and ‘good statistics’” 

(Krätke and Byiers, 2014, 29). In fact, international guidelines on what and how to count 

frequently set quality standards for statistics, standards which emphasize transparency and 

replicability on what and how to count. 

Statistics very often have implications for policy, as when agency performance indicators or 

population estimates affect budget allocations. As a result, incentives to massage numbers are 

present in many if not most government settings (Deborah Stone 2012, 199). At the most 

general level, the absence of an issue on the policy agenda may lead to a failure to collect data 

and conversely, “political commitment is often mirrored in the type of data that is available” 

(Jerven 2013, 85). Data may also be collected but not, or only partially, reported by 

“strategically selecting one measure from the vast range of possibilities” (Deborah Stone, 

2012, 202).   

As central “agents of knowledge” production (Diane Stone 2012, 339), bureaucrats potentially 

play a central role in biasing the coverage and accuracy of policy knowledge. Why would 

bureaucrats introduce such biases in the production and/or publication of policy knowledge? 

A disparate set of works identifies several rationales. To begin with, bureaucrats may lack the 

ability to produce accurate policy knowledge. In developing countries, for instance, 

“statistical literacy is still in its infancy even in government circles” (Jerven 2013, 105).  

Moreover, bureaucrats may face incentives to exaggerate statistics, which report their own 

performance and are tied to funding allocations. As Wildavsky (1980, 235-236) put it, “[t]he 

desire to pass on only good news eliminates information that might put the conveyer in a bad 

light.” This type of conflict of interest is prevalent: “line ministries require [self-reported] data 

on thousands of schools, clinics, police stations, water points, and road maintenance activities 

across the country” (Sandefur and Glassman 2014, 16). Bureaucrats may also face incentives 

to self-censor. In the UK, for example, Stevens (2011) showcases how career concerns 

incentivize bureaucrats to downplay methodological uncertainty underlying policy choices 

and suppress evidence about policy failures.
252

 Similarly, in the African context, “statisticians 
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 Next to incentives and ability, values of bureaucrats may also bias knowledge production. Where bureaucrats 

are “issue advocates, … they focus on values inherent in policy outcomes rather than on values like analytical 
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often self-censor. If the data do not show anything controversial, the statistical officer will not 

have to answer difficult questions” (Jerven 2013, 105). 

In sum, both bureaucratic ability and incentive structures may introduce bias in the disclosure 

and production of accurate policy knowledge. The introduction of such bias has important 

repercussions for the availability of accurate policy knowledge in a polity: as noted, 

bureaucrats are central among “agents of knowledge” production (Diane Stone 2012, 339). In 

light of the variation of the availability of such knowledge across countries (cf. Hollyer, 

Rosendorff and Vreeland, 2011; World Bank, 2014), we may thus also expect the 

concomitant incentives and ability of bureaucrats to vary dramatically across countries. The 

next section develops a novel argument regarding what may account for this variation, and 

posits that politicization of the bureaucracy aggravates all of the sources of bias pointed to in 

the research on policy knowledge and adds a few additional sources of bias, both with respect 

to ability and incentives. 

Bureaucratic Politicization and Politicized Policy Knowledge 

In view of the centrality of bureaucratic incentives and ability in coverage and bias in policy 

knowledge, the structural and institutional factors shaping these incentives and ability may be 

expected to play a central role in accounting for unbiased policy knowledge. In this paper, we 

focus on one such institutional feature argued to be crucial: bureaucratic politicization.
253

 We 

define politicization of the bureaucracy as the degree to which politicians have control of the 

bureaucracy. The principal means through which politicians gain control over the bureaucracy 

is to appoint personal allies and party affiliates to positions in agencies (Geddes 1994; Wood 

and Waterman 1991). A politicized bureaucracy is thus a bureaucracy in which the employees 

are recruited to a high degree on political grounds as opposed to a bureaucracy where the 

employees are recruited primarily on the basis of skills and merits.  

Narrowing in on bureaucratic politicization to account for bureaucratic incentives and ability 

to produce unbiased policy knowledge takes cues from prior research. Evidence suggests that 

the relationship between the political and the administrative spheres of the state constitutes a 

key element of the incentive structure that informs the logic of action primarily of 

bureaucrats, but also of politicians and political parties as well. In this context, scholars have 

underscored the implications of bureaucratic politicization for, among other things, public 

services provision, the prevalence of corruption, parties’ inclination to woo voters with 

private goods or, alternatively, develop programmatic politics, as well as for economic growth 

and the stability of democracy (see, among others, Cingolani, Thomsson, & de Crombrugghe 

2013; Cornell and Grimes 2015a,b; Cornell & Lapuente 2014; Dahlström, Lapuente, & 

Teorell 2012). 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
integrity” (Weimer and Vining 2011, 43). This issue does not substantially affect the main argument at hand, and 

is therefore not developed further here. 
253

 A fledgling literature on the political economy of government statistics has tentatively identified several 

additional determinants (see Krätke and Byiers 2014). 
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We build on these insights and argue that bureaucratic politicization will, analogously, shape 

the incentives and ability of bureaucrats to supply – and politicians to demand from 

bureaucrats – unbiased policy knowledge. Four mechanisms may account for how 

bureaucratic politicization affects the ability and incentives of bureaucracies to produce 

reliable policy knowledge: bureaucratic capacity to produce reliable policy knowledge; 

bureaucrats’ fear of career punishment when resisting political pressure for biased knowledge; 

incentives to bias statistics upwards to keep their political patrons – and thus themselves – in 

office; and lower propensity to whistle-blow in response to false performance claims or 

unfeasible pledges of future policy endeavors. 

To begin with, bureaucratic politicization may reduce bureaucratic capacity, which in turn 

impairs the coverage and accuracy of policy knowledge. According to Krätke and Byiers 

(2014, 6), for instance, “lack of technical skills (most critically in national statistics offices) 

are often … the reason for poor (i.e. incomplete, low-quality) statistics.” Bureaucratic 

politicization impairs bureaucratic skills in two ways. First, political appointees count on 

fewer relevant skills: political criteria typically take precedence over merit in appointments. 

Second, bureaucrats have weaker incentives to develop their own expertise in agencies where 

turnover is high, which is likely to be greater in politicized bureaucracies (but see Schuster 

2015). This creates a situation in which the bureaucracy is composed to a larger extent of 

inexperienced officials and in which the scope of invaluable organizational and policy 

knowledge fails to accumulate (Cornell 2014). At the individual level bureaucrats have 

weaker incentives to build expertise if they anticipate that they will not stay in the position for 

an extended period (Gailmard and Patty 2007). In a public administration in which a large 

proportion of the personnel are appointed on political grounds, the initial skillset and 

incentives to develop skills are thus more limited than in an administration where a large 

portion are recruited in a meritocratic process. Unsurprisingly, studies associate bureaucratic 

politicization with weaker bureaucratic capacity, particularly where appointments target 

former campaign workers, i.e. appointments most clearly granted as rewards for past loyalty 

and support (Gallo and Lewis 2011; Lewis 2007).  

Beyond a reduced ability to produce unbiased policy knowledge, bureaucrats in politicized 

states may also be expected to face lower or negative incentives to do so. Bureaucrats as 

political appointees are more vulnerable in their public employment to political pressure. 

Where politicization of appointment coincides with politicization of promotions and dismissal 

(c.f. Schuster 2015), bureaucratic job stability and career prospects are at the discretion of 

incumbents. When bureaucrats are dependent on politicians for their employment and career 

progression, the ability of politicians to pressure bureaucrats into producing and releasing 

biased policy knowledge is greatly enhanced. Fear of punishment may also intensify the 

inclination for bureaucrats to self-censor. Disclosing sobering information about the current 

state of affairs, or about the ineffectiveness of politicians’ policy programs, could entail 

personal career costs for bureaucrats, resulting in skewed evaluation and reporting.  

Beyond fear of punishment, bureaucrats may also bias policy knowledge as their career fates 

are – absent job security – tied to the electoral fates of their political patrons (see Oliveros 

2013; Robinson & Verdier 2013 for an analogous arguments about patronage contracts and 
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public service delivery). In bureaucracies in which recruitment and dismissal are politicized, 

the continued employment of bureaucrats is dependent on their party winning the next 

election, giving them a strong incentive to join the politicians in their effort to secure the 

necessary votes. Politically appointed bureaucrats thus face greater incentives to overstate the 

incumbent’s accomplishments to strengthen the incumbent’s chances of reelection, and 

disregard information that could undermine the incumbent’s campaign.  

Vice versa, bureaucrats in professional bureaucracies face career incentives – and cultural 

predispositions – to speak truth to the public. A strong, professional esprit de corps may 

enhance bureaucratic dispositions to act as whistle blowers to the public when politicians seek 

to distort the collection or disclosure of official statistics. With a greater risk of bureaucratic 

whistleblowing, politicians are less likely to bias policy knowledge in the first place. 

Professional bureaucrats also face additional career incentives to speak truth to the public 

about their agencies. Biased official statistics which boost the incumbent’s electoral fortunes 

in the short-run are likely to undermine an agency’s prestige – and, concomitantly, agency 

funding – in the long-run. Lower funding reduces career opportunities inside the agency; 

lower prestige also affects career opportunities outside the agency. To illustrate, in statistics 

offices, “professional bureaucrats … want to avoid reputational risks, partly in order to retain 

their current position as well as chances of finding gainful employment elsewhere as 

professional statisticians” (Krätke and Byiers 2014, 6). In sum, bureaucratic politicization 

may be expected to bias policy knowledge in a polity in a range of ways. 

The Relationship between Politicized Bureaucracy and Politicized Knowledge: An empirical 

illustration 

A brief vignette of the politicization of Argentina’s statistical agency Indec illustrates these 

mechanisms and substantiates the underlying argument. The rationale for the case selection is 

simple and of practical nature: politicization of bureaucracies and government statistics 

frequently falls into the realm of covert politics, which is by definition challenging to shed 

empirical light on. In contrast, Indec’s politicization was highly publicized in the media and 

provoked several judicial investigations (see, for instance, La Nación 2015; The Economist 

2013; Ministerio Público de la Nación 2007a). Secondary data can thus credibly serve to 

substantiate the argument. Indec was created in 1968 as an administrative dependency of the 

Ministry of the Economy and Production, albeit with functional independence for the 

collection and dissemination of official statistics (Congreso de la Nación Argentina 1968). As 

Argentina’s public sector at-large, Indec features a mixed public service system in which 

merit and politicization co-exist for personnel decisions (cf. Echebarria & Cortazar 2007). In 

the Department responsible for calculating the Consumer Price Index (CPI), for instance, only 

roughly a third of 114 public servants held permanent positions. The absence of tenure 

notwithstanding, higher echelons in particular in the organization were frequently staffed with 

professional personnel (Ministerio Público de la Nación 2007a).  

In the years preceding the 2007 onset of politicization, Indec’s official statistics, including the 

consumer price index (CPI) and gross domestic product (GDP), followed standard 

international practices in their calculations and methodology; they were thus largely 
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considered credible. Starting in January 2007, the accuracy and coverage of statistics began to 

decline dramatically. As The Economist (2013) put it, “Since the government seized control of 

the statistics institute in 2007 the discrepancy between the official inflation number and that 

reported by independent economists has been up to 15 percentage points.” “Blatantly 

inaccurate inflation statistics” were complemented by the distortion of other figures linked to 

inflation, including a possible overestimation of GDP growth by two percentage points per 

year (The Economist 2013). In 2014, the country, moreover, stopped publishing poverty rates 

altogether (El País 2015). The manipulation of statistics led to formal IMF warnings to take 

“remedial measures” to report statistics according to IMF’s rules or else risk not being able to 

secure additional loans, or, at the extreme, being expelled from the IMF (IMF 2013). 

The political rationale for statistical manipulation is congruent with theoretical expectations. 

Officially, the government sought to curb official inflation rates to reduce foreign debt 

payments. According to one estimate, underestimating inflation rates saved the governments 

roughly US$2.5bn in service payments of index-linked debt (The Economist 2013). The 

government, in fact, accused Indec officials of colluding with creditors to increase interest 

payments through higher inflation indices, albeit without presenting any supporting evidence 

(La Nación 2015). Reports from a range of observers and the timing of the onset of 

politicization – the beginning of an electoral year and a rapid rise in inflation – suggest an 

electoral motive, however: to distort public policy knowledge which could negatively affect 

the incumbent’s electoral fortunes (see, among many, La Nación 2015). 

Bureaucratic politicization was central in the politicization of policy knowledge. In 2006, 

political actors sought, unsuccessfully, to politicize Indec statistics without politicizing 

Indec’s bureaucracy. Starting in mid-2006, a high-level politician in the Ministry of the 

Economy and Production repeatedly sought access to the list of entities, which Indec surveyed 

to calculate inflation rates. The list was by law protected as a statistical secret to protect the 

neutrality of reporting entities and thus integrity of their reports (Ministerio Público de la 

Nación 2007a). Politicians sought to undermine just that, seeking access to “visit these firms 

and look at the prices that you are disclosing” (Ministerio Público de la Nación 2007b). High-

level bureaucrats, however, consistently refused to share the list, pointing to statistical secrecy 

and international statistical standards. In response, political requests, often accompanied by 

political intimidation, narrowed in on changes to the CPI methodology. Bureaucrats similarly 

rejected these, expressing their “concern with the danger of losing the CPI’s credibility … as 

well as the credibility of … Indec.” (Ministerio Público de la Nación 2007a, 33). The high-

level politician in turn started imposing heavy, detailed and frequent CPI data reporting 

requirements on Indec over the subsequent months. While responding to them, bureaucrats 

were careful not to heed disaggregated data requests which could have undermined 

confidentiality. 

In short, professional bureaucrats protected the integrity of public policy knowledge even in 

the face of strong political pressure to permit manipulation. As hypothesized, technical 

capacity to maintain international standards, a concern with the credibility of their agency and 

a commitment to reliable statistics all added to the incentives and ability of Indec’s 

professional bureaucrats to resist the politicization of statistics. To politicize official statistics, 
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politicians thus had to politicize Indec’s bureaucracy. Exploiting the formal discretion in 

Argentina’s ‘mixed’ public service system, politicians did just that.  

In early 2007, the Director of the CPI was replaced with a political appointee; tellingly, the 

new Director announced herself as the “minister’s delegate” (Clarin, 2007). In close 

succession, other high- and mid-level personnel in key positions – including several other 

departmental directors and the Director of Indec at-large – either resigned voluntarily or were 

“invited” to resign (Ministerio Público de la Nación 2007a). They were replaced with loyal – 

and often non-professional – personnel. To illustrate, the new supervisor for the recollection 

of consumer prices had previously been a security guard, most recently of the new CPI 

Director. The political appointees quickly moved to distort the method for calculating the CPI 

and to share the list of firms surveyed in the CPI with political authorities; professional 

bureaucrats had previously protected this statistical secret. Distortions in the CPI calculation 

were blatant. To cite one example: new “ceilings” in the IT system to calculate the CPI, for 

instance, precluded price increases of goods beyond certain levels – independent of whether 

or not these occurred in practice (La Nación 2015; Ministerio Público de la Nación 2007a).  

Part of the remaining professional bureaucrats resisted statistical manipulations. A minority 

union of public servants in Indec (ATE-INDEC) publicly protested against it, for instance (La 

Nación, 2015). This bureaucratic ‘whistle-blowing’ raised the government’s reputational costs 

of politicizing government statistics. Bureaucrats also resisted statistical manipulation inside 

Indec. Mid-level bureaucrats frequently rejected requests to arbitrarily alter data collection or 

indicator calculation methods on technical grounds, for instance (Ministerio Público de la 

Nación 2007a). Their ability to do so was limited, however. Public protests were met with 

violence from the governing party union. Resistance inside Indec in turn was reportedly dealt 

with by redundancies, early retirements and transfers to positions without functions. 

Cooperation with requests for statistical manipulation, by contrast, could be rewarded with 

salary increases and promotions (La Nación 2015).  

In sum, professional bureaucrats resisted the politicization of official statistics by refusing to 

cooperate in its production and by alerting the public as whistle-blowers. Congruent with the 

theorized causal mechanisms, technical capacity, a concern with the reputation of their agency 

and a commitment to quality statistics all contributed to bureaucratic incentives and ability to 

resist politicized policy knowledge. Once political actors utilized their discretion to politicize 

Indec’s bureaucracy, however, bureaucratic incentives and ability changed. Career incentives 

to maintain and advance employment, low technical capacity and loyalty to appointing 

politicians all tilted bureaucratic incentives and ability towards the production of biased 

policy knowledge.  

In conclusion, this empirical illustration corroborates the first stage of our argument, that 

bureaucratic politicization adds to the politicization of policy knowledge. In the next section, 

we will deductively derive and present empirical evidence for the second stage: politicized 

policy knowledge may inflate citizens’ expectations of democracy. 
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Politicized Knowledge and Inflated Expectations 

This paper argues that politicized knowledge may have important implications for public 

attitudes toward democracy. Knowledge, if it acts as a common frame of reference, can 

inform stated political goals, and in particular shape pledges made by candidates to the 

electorate by limiting policy options to a set of feasible alternatives (Weiss 1977). In this way, 

knowledge serves as a constraint on the political debate, and limits the ability of actors to 

posit claims lacking any form of evidential support. Consequently, in a polity in which 

politicians at least to some extent care about the feasibility of their proposals, a strong 

reaction from the bureaucracy could lead them to rethink their proposal before going public 

with it.  

When policy knowledge is politicized, it is more likely that unrealistic reform proposals – 

ones which is fiscally untenable or which promise outcomes that are, based on the best 

available knowledge, implausible – will stand uncontested, and such proposals will therefore 

proliferate in the public debate. Relaxed knowledge constraints in policy debates and 

deliberations allow parties to make electoral pledges without needing to defend them against 

credible challenges regarding plausible effectiveness, or the costs and budgetary tradeoffs. In 

such a situation campaigning parties simply have to provide a description of reality that fits 

their claims, and argue that opponents are presenting a false description of reality. Once the 

political climate is such that unrealistic pledges constitute the norm, it may also be difficult 

for individual parties to win votes with more modest, albeit more feasible, pledges. In more 

extreme cases, the claims made by parties or candidates about policy relevant conditions may 

become decoupled from policy relevant knowledge altogether, and knowledge itself may 

diminish in status. 

A campaign advertisement from the Yanukovich electoral campaign in Ukraine provides an 

illustrative example of such promises:  

The Regions Party and its leader Victor Yanukovich know your problems and know how to solve 

them. They will put your interests above everything by stabilizing the economy, increasing 

pensions, eliminating unemployment, guaranteeing adequate salaries, providing social protection 

throughout the whole country, professionalism, experience, and protection of interests of every 

Ukrainian by the state. The Regions Party and Victor Yanukovich: improvement of your life 

already today! (Youtube 2011)
254

 

Elsewhere in the campaign, Yanukovich promised “A radical change in quality of life and life 

expectancy,” and that “During the next 10 years, Ukraine should be among the most 

developed countries in the world, and be a part of the G20.” At the same time, the Regions 

Party manifesto stated explicitly that no tax increases would occur. 

Schedler (1998) points out that unrealistic pledges of the kind described above are illegitimate 

from a normative perspective since they violate the norm of realism and sincerity. Candidates 

“must not offer promises which are ex ante impossible to fulfill…Promising the impossible 

constitutes an act of false labeling, a request for credit without backing” (1998, 199). Schedler 

(1998) also discusses potential negative consequences of unrealistic promises: if election 
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pledges do not acknowledge political constraints, this may feed “popular illusions of 

centralized power” (1998: 200). This is well in line with our argument that “unchecked” 

promises contribute to inflated expectations. 

A counterexample helps to illustrate the point further. All parties in the Swedish parliament 

frequently use the Research Service of the Riksdag (Riksdagens utredningstjänst). This is a 

meritocratic agency staffed with qualified researchers with various fields of expertise, 

including law, economics, political science and the natural sciences (Riksdagen 2015), which 

is described in the following way on the Swedish parliament’s webpage: 

There are different reasons behind the assignments the Research Service receives. It may be that a 

party secretariat or member of the Riksdag wants to understand a particular development or 

occurrence better. Perhaps they need background material to develop their policies. Another 

common situation is that a party wants to substantiate a political proposal with facts. The research 

reports are used, among other things, in media debates, private member's motions, interpellations 

and debates in the Chamber… In its research reports, the Research Service provides an objective 

view and independently formulates the contents of its analysis and its conclusions (Riksdagen 

2015, emphasis added). 

Importantly, many of the Research Service’s investigations, in the end, do not result in policy 

proposals. This indicates that politicians, when confronted with information about actual costs 

or expected policy consequences, themselves elect not to move forward and present their 

proposals to the public. Moreover, not only parties’ own policy proposals, but also challenges 

to political opponents, are often based on reports from the Research Service (Dagens Nyheter 

2010). This indicates that there is a knowledge constraint affecting which proposals are 

presented, as well as on how those proposals are handled in the debate. 

Even if the credibility of all information diminishes when knowledge is routinely distorted to 

serve political ends, citizens may still turn to parties and the political elite for clues on what 

the state can provide. Classical democratic theory tends to assume that parties and 

government are responsive to (preexisting) preferences in the electorate (Dahl 1971; Pitkin 

1967), but empirical research has shown that the representative process is much more 

dynamic and interactive. Representatives “orient themselves forward in a speculative mode 

toward what their constituency might want or be induced to want at the next election” and 

political representation can even be depicted as constitutive and not only reactive (Disch 

2011; Lindgren and Naurin, forthcoming). Representatives may be active both in searching 

out and in creating preferences (Mansbridge 2003). 

Consequently, citizens’ expectations echo and are nourished by politicians’ proclamations and 

electoral pledges, and when the latter become unrealistically grandiose, so may the former. 

After all, the choices voters have in a democracy are those that political parties offer:  

Even when electoral competitors present clear policy orientations, “platforms,” the alternatives 

from which voters can choose are only those that are proposed in an election. Hence, although 

collective choice is a choice among alternatives, not all conceivable or even feasible alternatives 

become subject to choice (Przeworski 2009: 85). 

Our only contention with Przeworski’s argument is, however, that not all alternatives 

presented to voters in electoral campaigns are, in fact, feasible. 



359 

 

In short, the politicization of policy knowledge may affect political parties’ strategies for 

connecting with and winning support among voters in electoral campaigns, the main channel 

of communication between political parties and the electorate. Thus, political actors will opt 

for a strategy of offering quick fixes and grandiose pledges – pledges that go beyond what can 

realistically be delivered. These pledges may affect voters’ overall expectations of what the 

government and democracy can deliver. Politicized knowledge is, therefore, likely to be 

related to inflated expectations among citizens.   

Inflated expectations may even spill over into how citizens conceptualize democracy. The 

democracy concept is elastic and even among political theorists subject to considerable 

conceptual plurality.
255

 What should be fairly uncontroversial, however, is that the concept of 

democracy is not infinitely elastic, and that some conceptualizations are impossible to 

reconcile with any established definitions. As a baseline conceptualization, one might draw 

the distinction between input and outcome, where the institutions related to preference 

aggregation and policy debate and formation clearly fit within the realm of any definition of 

democracy. Factors relating to outcomes (e.g. economic equality, public service provision, 

environmental protection) should be kept out of the definition of democracy, even if they may 

be preconditions to a well-functioning democracy, or hypothesized to be outcomes of 

democracy (Tilly 2007; Canache 2012). 

It goes without saying that high expectations on formal democratic rights and liberties are not 

problematic; such expectations can even facilitate democratic deepening in young 

democracies by increasing the cost of repression (Lindberg 2009: 7). The potential problem 

arises when expectations go far beyond political rights and freedoms to include specific policy 

outcomes. While political rights and freedoms are inherent components of a democracy, 

immediate improvement in citizens’ material well-being is in no way guaranteed by the 

political system. Conflating the two, or expecting that one follows automatically from the 

other, is likely to induce disillusionment. Przeworski (2009, 90) has argued that it is important 

to acknowledge the limits of democracy in this regard, “so as not to criticize democracy for 

not achieving what no political arrangements can achieve…in the end, democracy is but a 

framework within which somewhat equal, somewhat effective, and somewhat free people can 

struggle peacefully to improve the world according to their different visions, values, and 

interests” (Przeworski 2009: 90). 

Inflated Expectations – Data and Research Design  

We examine the empirical validity of the hypothesized implication of a politicized 

bureaucracy, and subsequent politicization of policy knowledge, on public expectations and 

conceptualizations of democracy with multilevel analysis using survey data from two 

different surveys combined with country level variables from various sources. These analyses 
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 Tilly (2007, 7) provides a categorization of this plurality, identifying four principal definitions: constitutional 

(legal frameworks for political action), substantive (promotion of human welfare by the regime), procedural (free 

and fair elections), and process-oriented (procedures but with substantively meaningful protections of rights and 

freedoms to formulate, contest and express ideas). Where exactly to draw the line in this debate is beyond the 

scope of this paper. 
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examine whether a politicized bureaucracy is related to inflated expectations. Examining the 

impacts on public attitudes toward democracy provides a means to examine a phenomenon 

otherwise quite difficult to capture empirically. While capturing politicized knowledge in a 

reliable and comparable way presents challenges, its existence leaves observable traces in 

public opinion, which allows for an indirect empirical examination of the arguments presented 

above.   

Since our argument presumes that politicians routinely engage with voters, it is necessary that 

the countries included in the study have a minimal level of democracy. We therefore only 

include countries with a score higher than 6 on a combined Freedom House/Polity IV index 

(Hadenius and Teorell 2005). 

Operationalization of Politicization of the Bureaucracy 

We measure politicization of the bureaucracy – our main independent variable – with data 

from the Quality of Government survey of public administration experts, conducted 2008–

2012. We employ a question that asks to what extent political connections determine the 

selection of applicants to public sector employment.
256

 The question is answered on a scale 

from “hardly ever” (1) to “almost always” (7). The question is averaged across experts for 

each country (Teorell, Dahlström and Dahlberg 2011).  

Dependent variables 

The analyses employ two survey questions to capture different types of inflated expectations 

among the citizenry. As argued above, inflated expectations of what governments can deliver 

may even inform how citizens conceptualize democracy. Therefore, our first dependent 

variable captures expectations on democracy as a system of governance and whether these 

expectations go beyond political rights and freedoms to include specific outcomes. In the 

World Values Survey (WVS) (Wave 6, 2010–2012) respondents are asked about what 

constitutes “essential characteristics of democracy”. It should be noted that the question 

explicitly states that “Many things are desirable, but not all of them are essential 

characteristics of democracy”.
257

 The item used is “The state makes people’s incomes equal”. 

The vague and quite elevated expectation captured in this question differentiates it from 

questions that capture a view of democracy as a means for aggregating preferences (e.g. 

“People choose their leaders in free elections”), but also from questions that are very 

dependent on context (e.g. “Religious authorities ultimately interpret the law”) as well as 

questions with specific policy expectations (e.g. “People receive state aid for 

unemployment”). Notably, the question does not say more equal, which would be a more 

realistic expectation since it points in a desired direction rather than to a preferred end point. 
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 “How often would you say the following occurs today?: When recruiting public sector employees, the 

political connections of the applicants decide who gets the job?” 
257

 Many things are desirable, but not all of them are essential characteristics of democracy. Please tell me for 

each of the following things how essential you think it is as a characteristic of democracy. Use this scale where 1 

means “not at all an essential characteristic of democracy” and 10 means it definitely is “an essential 

characteristic of democracy” 
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Our second dependent variable captures a more specific expectation of what the government 

can be expected to deliver. The International Social Survey Program (ISSP) survey from 2006 

includes a question about what the government’s responsibility should be. One of the items to 

evaluate is “provide a job for everyone who wants one.”
258

 The question is answered on a 

scale from “definitely should be” (1) to “definitely should not be” (4). It seems fairly 

uncontroversial that this expectation goes far beyond what any democratic government could 

realistically deliver, and in that sense is well suited for the purposes here. As this survey was 

conducted a few years prior to the QoG-survey from which we take the measure of politicized 

bureaucracy, it is conceivable that changes may have occurred in the bureaucracies, which 

would cause validity concerns. However, given the stickiness of bureaucratic structures and 

how slow moving reforms usually are, it is unlikely that the overall level of politicization of 

the bureaucracy in a country have changed appreciably between these years. There may have 

been changes in individual agencies but it is unlikely that there have been great changes on 

the average level of politicization of bureaucracy in the countries. 

Alternative explanations and control variables 

Several country level controls as well as individual level controls are included in the analyses. 

If not otherwise indicated, country level controls are measured in the first year of the 

respective surveys (for WVS 2010 and for ISSP 2006).  

A number of authors emphasize the learning aspect of democratic development with respect 

to elections and parties, and that the development of parties with stable ideological platforms 

requires a prolonged iterative process in which voters gradually gain confidence in parties’ 

campaign promises, and parties incrementally come to understand that voters are willing to 

endorse larger policy programs (Kitschelt and Kselman 2012; Keefer 2007; Lindberg 2009). 

In a recent study, Building on WVS data, Cho (2014) finds that individuals residing in 

countries with a longer history of democracy tend to show a stronger association with a 

‘correct’ understanding of democracy (elections and civil liberties, and not military or 

religious leadership), and satisfaction with democracy. The analyses in this paper therefore 

include a measure of democratic experience, measured as the number of years since 1930 the 

system had been democratic as of 2000, with democracy being defined as a 6 or higher on 

Beck et al.’s democracy scale (Teorell et al. 2013; Treisman 2007) 

Others have pointed out that societal conditions in a country affect meanings ascribed to 

democracy. More specifically, the conditions most acutely lacking in a country might come to 

be associated with the promise of democracy, a phenomenon most likely to arise in young 

democracies. Bratton and Mattes (2001, 455) attribute the finding that South Africans in the 

mid-1990s tended to equate democracy with equal access to “housing, jobs and a decent 

income” to the history of total exclusion and unequal access to such basic goods and 

opportunities. In a more recent analysis of data from the European context, Ceka and 

Magalhães (2014, 20) show that lower levels of economic development increase the extent to 
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 “On the whole, do you think it should or should not be the government's responsibility to ... provide a job for 

everyone who wants one” 
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which respondents emphasize that social justice is essential to democracy, even under control 

for the number of years the country has been a democracy.  

With the exception of growth fueled by natural resources, economic growth constitutes a core 

component of societal modernization, and is linked with higher levels of education, 

urbanization, communication infrastructure have been shown to help sustain democracies and 

prevent reversals to authoritarianism (Lipset 1959; Przeworski et al 2000; Teorell 2010). 

Economic growth, to the extent that it appreciably diminishes the prevalence of poverty, may 

also affect voters’ time horizons, parties’ and candidates’ inclination to make promises of 

short-term private goods in conjunction with electoral campaigns, and thereby also affect 

citizens’ expectations of democracy. 

To take these factors into account, we control for economic development, measured with an 

estimate of the countries’ GDP per capita in the analysis;
259

 economic inequality, measured 

using an estimate of the Gini index of inequality in equivalized (square root scale) household 

disposable income, using Luxembourg Income Study data as the standard (Solt 2008; Teorell 

et al. 2013). 

To capture countries’ level of democracy, we use the imputed Freedom house/Polity score 

(Freedom House; Marshall and Jaggers 2001; Teorell et al. 2011). The Freedom House index 

measures political rights and civil liberties with a number of items, including the fairness of 

the electoral process, the right of opposition parties to take part, freedom for media and 

organizations, the right of assembly, etc. Polity IV focuses on electoral matters – such as 

elements of competition and the role of popular participation in recruiting the executive – and 

the distribution of power, including constraints on the executive (for a critical discussion and 

comparison of the two indicators, see Hadenius and Teorell 2005). The scale ranges from 0 to 

10 where 0 is least democratic and 10 most democratic (Hadenius & Teorell 2005; Teorell et 

al. 2011; 2013). We also add a variable showing the share of protestants as percentage of 

population in 1980. (La Porta et al. 1999; Teorell et al. 2013) 

In addition to the factors mentioned above, which may correlate both with a politicized 

bureaucracy and with citizens’ expectations of democracy, the analyses seek to demonstrate 

that the theorized knowledge mechanism is distinct from a closely related causal pathway, 

namely the use of government resources for partisan ends, i.e. clientelism. Since bureaucrats 

themselves face electoral incentives, they may willingly assist candidates in funneling public 

resources to areas or constituencies that are strategically important from an electoral 

perspective, or support a general spending surge in a campaign season, even if it is fiscally 

unwise or goes against the stated aims of the agency.  

For politicians, extensive control over the bureaucracy also allows much more extensive 

opportunities to engage in discretionary allocation of public goods and services to reward 

party supporters or curry favor with undecided voters (Cornell and Lapuente 2014; Geddes 

1994; Gingerich 2013; Shefter 1994). Control of the bureaucracy thus expands parties’ and 
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 Data come from the World Bank´s World Development Indicators, and are provided by the Quality of 

Government Institute (World Bank 2013; Teorell et al. 2011; 2013). For Taiwan, GDP data is missing in the 

WDI dataset so data from the World Economic Forum is used instead (Schwab 2012; Teorell et al. 2011; 2013). 
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individual politicians’ opportunity not only to tweak information, but also to use public 

resources to reward voters in a material way. Access to social welfare programs such as 

subsidized housing or cash transfers may more easily be allocated along partisan lines if 

politicians have loyal appointees in offices administering public programs (see Stokes et al. 

2013, 15-17). The existence of such practices could in all likelihood also contribute to 

inflation in citizens’ expectations on democracy.  

We therefore include a measure of clientelism in the models. The measure employed here is 

an index built on data from the expert survey on political parties from the Democratic 

Accountability and Linkages Project (Kitschelt 2014). The index sums the scores on four 

different questions that capture whether political parties or candidates of these parties give or 

promise to give four different types of rewards for votes; “citizens consumer goods”; 

“material advantages in public social policy schemes”; “preferential access to government 

contracts or procurement opportunities”; and special favors in the form of lenient application 

of regulatory rules in exchange for votes. The response scale runs from “a negligible effort” to 

“a major effort” (Kitschelt 2014). We weight the parties by party size to get a country score. It 

should be noted that we do not include forms of clientelism related to employment since that 

may be harder to distinguish from a politicized bureaucracy. 

At the individual level, the models control for income group, educational level, left-right 

positioning, gender and age. In the ISSP survey, a question where the respondent is asked to 

place herself on a scale, from the bottom to the top of society, is used as a proxy for income 

group. Also in the ISSP survey, left-right placement is derived from party affiliation. The 

models examining respondents’ assessments that government should provide everyone a job 

control for unemployment at the individual level, as well as unemployment rate at the country 

level (World Bank 2013; Teorell et al. 2011; 2013). 

Results: Politicized Bureaucracies and Inflated Expectations  

Beginning with the results for the first dependent variable – the view that it is an essential 

characteristic of democracy that the state makes people’s incomes equal – the results are 

consistent with the theoretical contention outlined above: politicized bureaucracy exhibits a 

relationship with this inflated expectation, independent of other institutional, historical and 

economic factors, as well as individual factors. Figure 1 illustrates the bivariate relationship 

between politicized bureaucracy and the country means for this variable, where higher values 

indicate that people tend to agree with this proposition. 
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Figure 1. Politicized bureaucracy and expectations of state enforced income equality 

 

Table 1 shows the results of multi-level models with citizens’ attitudes that the state should 

make people’s incomes equal as the dependent variable, controlling for alternative 

explanations. Beginning with the main results, Model 1 shows the bivariate relationship 

between politicization of the bureaucracy and the dependent variable. Model 2 shows the 

relationship under control for a number of factors, but excluding those control variables that 

are missing altogether for some countries, in this case the Gini data and Clientelism. Model 3 

shows the model with the inclusion of the Gini index and Model 4 shows the full model 

including also the Clientelism variable. The association between politicized bureaucracy and 

inflated expectations is positive and statistically significant even when relevant controls are 

included in the models. 

Table 1. Politicized bureaucracy and expectations of democracy  

DV: Democracy: The 

state makes people’s 

incomes equal 

(1) (2) (3) (4) 

     

Politicized bureaucracy 0.564
***

 0.420
***

 0.362
***

 0.361
***

 

 

 

Individual level 

controls: 

(0.131) (0.150) (0.138) (0.133) 

Income  -0.0389
*
 -0.0718

***
 -0.0718

***
 

  (0.0218) (0.0208) (0.0208) 

Educational level  -0.101
***

 -0.118
***

 -0.118
***

 

  (0.0176) (0.0203) (0.0203) 

Left-right  -0.0309 -0.0665
***

 -0.0665
***
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  (0.0228) (0.0222) (0.0221) 

Female  0.108
**

 0.131
**

 0.131
**

 

  (0.0476) (0.0542) (0.0542) 

Age  -0.00417
*
 -0.00554

**
 -0.00554

**
 

 

 

Country level controls: 

 (0.00233) (0.00251) (0.00251) 

Years of Democracy  -0.0229
***

 -0.0374
***

 -0.0377
***

 

  (0.00780) (0.00723) (0.00721) 

Ln(GDP/Cap)  0.292 0.698
***

 0.691
**

 

  (0.278) (0.267) (0.272) 

Democracy  -0.0586 -0.324 -0.335 

  (0.193) (0.234) (0.289) 

% Protestant  0.00479 0.00856 0.00837 

  (0.00871) (0.00687) (0.00672) 

Gini   -0.00782 -0.00738 

   (0.0231) (0.0240) 

Clientelism    -0.00936 

    (0.124) 

Constant 3.405
***

 3.284 3.132 3.390 

 (0.564) (2.036) (2.792) (4.226) 

Random Part:     

(sd) Country intercepts 0.899 

(0.097) 

0.761 

(0.085) 

0.628 

(0.074) 

0.628 

(0 .075) 

(sd) Residual 2.783 

(0.059) 

2.758 

(0.061) 

2.762 

(0 .073) 

2.762 

(0.073) 

Individuals 43914 37845 28956 28956 

Countries 31 31 25 25 

AIC 214666.9 184343.7 141141.6 141143.6 

BIC 214701.7 184454.7 141257.4 141267.7 

Log-Likelihood -107329.4 -92158.8 -70556.8 -70556.8 

Standard errors in parentheses (robust) 
*
 p < 0.10, 

**
 p < 0.05, 

***
 p < 0.01 

 

All individual level controls are significantly related to the statement in all four models in 

Table 1. People with high incomes endorse this statement to a lesser degree, as do those with 

higher education, older people, and people that are leaning to the right on the political scale. 

Men are less likely than women to think that state imposed income equality is an essential 

part of democracy. At the aggregate level, years of democracy has a negative effect, 

indicating that inflated expectations on democracy is more of an issue in younger 

democracies. GDP/capita is positively related to the statement in the models with the smaller 

sample (model 3 and 4). The other country level variables do not show any significant effects. 

The second set of analyses explores variations in citizens’ expectations that the government 

should provide a job for everyone that wants one. The results are again consistent with the 

main theoretical contention outlined above. Politicized bureaucracy exhibits a relationship 

with this view, independent of other institutional, historical and economic factors, as well as 

individual factors. Figure 2 illustrates the bivariate relationship between politicized 

bureaucracy and the country means for this variable, where higher values on the Y-axis 

indicate that people, on average, do not agree with this proposition. 
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Figure 2. Politicized bureaucracy and expectations of government job provision  

 

Model 1 in Table 2 shows the bivariate relationship between bureaucratic politicization and 

our dependent variable. Model 2 shows the relationship under control for a number of factors, 

but excluding those control variables that are missing altogether for some countries. This 

means dropping the Gini variable and the clientelism measure, as in table 1, but in this case 

also the derived measure of left-right position, and self-placement on the top/bottom of 

society scale. Model 3 shows the model with the inclusion of the Gini data. Model 4 shows 

the full model with the inclusion of Clientelism. Notably, the inclusion of the additional 

controls does not only cause the exclusion of four countries, but also a huge loss of individual 

cases, particularly due to the derived left-right positioning variable. Still, the association 

between a politicized bureaucracy and expectations of government job provision is 

significant, albeit weaker, when these controls are included. 

Moving to the individual level control variables, those with higher incomes tend to believe 

that this is not the government’s responsibility, as do people with higher education, men, and 

people that are leaning to the right on the political scale. Unemployed people ascribe more 

responsibility to the state in this matter. Age is only significant in model 1 and indicates that 

older people are inclined to think that it is not the government’s responsibility to provide job 

for everyone. In terms of the country level controls, a longer experience with democracy tends 

to lower the expectations on democracy in this respect, as does level of democracy and, 

perhaps surprisingly, inequality. The other country level controls are not significant. 
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Table 2. Politicized bureaucracy and expectations of government job provision  

DV: Gov. responsibility: 

not provide job for 

everyone 

(1) (2) (3) (4) 

      

Politicized bureaucracy -0.261
***

 -0.114
***

 -0.0821
**

 -0.0796
**

 

 

Individual level 

controls: 

(0.0327) (0.0410) (0.0360) (0.0372) 

Female  -0.123
***

 -0.135
***

 -0.135
***

 

  (0.0168) (0.0169) (0.0169) 

Age  0.00109
*
 0.000862 0.000861 

  (0.000569) (0.000960) (0.000961) 

Education level  0.101
***

 0.105
***

 0.105
***

 

  (0.0108) (0.0117) (0.0117) 

Unemployed  -0.155
***

 -0.106
***

 -0.106
***

 

  (0.0222) (0.0325) (0.0325) 

Left-right (derived)   0.117
***

 0.117
***

 

   (0.0230) (0.0230) 

Bottom/top of society   0.0287
***

 0.0287
***

 

   (0.00845) (0.00845) 

Country level controls:     

Years of Democracy  0.00908
***

 0.00743
***

 0.00725
***

 

  (0.00222) (0.00196) (0.00199) 

Ln(GDP/Cap)  -0.100 0.109 0.0938 

  (0.0867) (0.0730) (0.0778) 

Democracy  0.189
***

 0.178
***

 0.164
***

 

  (0.0522) (0.0380) (0.0457) 

% Protestant  -0.00290 -0.00203 -0.00223 

  (0.00201) (0.00216) (0.00233) 

Unemployment (%)   -0.00971 -0.00891 

   (0.00756) (0.00742) 

Gini   0.0259
***

 0.0261
***

 

   (0.00493) (0.00500) 

Clientelism    -0.0125 

    (0.0232) 

Constant 2.942
***

 1.176 -2.044
***

 -1.655
*
 

 (0.137) (0.763) (0.605) (0.915) 

Random part:     

(sd) Country intercepts 

 

0.273 

(0.033) 

0.204 

(0.021) 

0.159 

(0.030) 

0.159 

(0.029) 

(sd) Residual 0.880 

(0.022) 

0.865 

(0.020) 

0.888 

(0.017) 

0.888 

(0.017) 

Individuals 44528 43289 22536 22536 

Countries 32 32 28 28 

AIC 115174.3 110496.7 58729.2 58731.0 

BIC 115209.2 110600.8 58857.6 58867.4 

Log-Likelihood -57583.2 -55236.3 -29348.6 -29348.5 

Standard errors in parentheses (robust) 
*
 p < 0.10, 

**
 p < 0.05, 

***
 p < 0.01 
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Concluding remarks 

Public administration scholars have long since established that meritocratic recruitment 

enhances the accumulation of expertise in bureaucratic organizations, and the positive 

implications this has for the performance of the public sector. This paper argues that the 

politicization of the bureaucracy may have much more profound consequences for the 

production of policy-relevant knowledge and its use both in policy debates and political 

discourse, including in electoral campaigns. A politicized bureaucracy seems to be an 

effective means of politicizing the policy knowledge published by governments, the primary 

source of such knowledge in a polity.  

The empirical analyses suggest further that politicized knowledge may contribute to an 

inflation of citizens’ expectations of what democracy entails and can deliver. Regardless of 

the source, unrealistically high expectations on democracy, when the democracy concept is 

extended beyond the scope of being an arena for the aggregation, negotiation and/or 

deliberation of ideas and ideology and equated instead with a specific policy outcome, may 

sow the seeds for widespread popular disillusionment.  

Moreover, citizens’ expectations of democracy will to some extent affect the demand-side of 

elections, and candidates and incumbents may adjust their strategies and rhetoric accordingly. 

To the extent that this dynamic is at play, it will certainly contribute to the perpetuation of 

parties issuing unrealistic campaign promises, even if those promises are entail fiscal 

profligacy. Citizens’ expectations, though mostly shaped by parties’ rhetoric and pledges in 

electoral campaigns, may in other words also contribute to a lock-in effect, making it rational 

for parties to continue to issue unrealistic promises during campaigns, and abstain from 

advancing and persuading voters of the merits of a more long-term programmatic agenda. 

Citizens’ expectations and parties’ choices of campaign strategies may, in this sense, be 

mutually reinforcing, hindering a transition of the political system from a contest for private 

and club goods, to a contest over ideologically founded policy programs. One important 

component in breaking this mutually reinforcing dynamic may therefore be depoliticizing of 

the bureaucracy, preventing incumbents from manipulating or silencing bureaucrats’ 

estimates of program costs and impacts, both in terms of past efforts and projections for the 

future.  

To the extent that the inflated expectations of democracy examined in the empirical analyses 

in fact capture the politicization of knowledge as we argue, the implications of a politicized 

bureaucracy are yet more far-reaching than previously understood. That bias exists in policy 

knowledge is well-established, but that it varies systematically can help to understand the 

chronic underperformance of some democratic systems. Formulating appropriate and cost-

effective policies is difficult under any circumstances but amounts to mere guesswork when 

relevant, context-specific knowledge is lacking. Even well-intentioned policy makers and 

bureaucrats will be ill-equipped under such circumstances.  

Interesting avenues of research include exploring whether and if so how bureaucratic 

expertise serves to reduce the viability of unrealistic pledges, for example by finding evidence 
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that parties in the electoral contest use available knowledge to challenge such promises, and 

that such a confrontation leads to reputational costs for those issuing unrealistic pledges. A 

second possible line of investigation might be to further examine the link between 

bureaucratic politicization and the accuracy of government statistics. The evidence regarding 

the politicization of knowledge presented in this paper is in some senses incomplete (the case 

of Indec in Argentina is telling, but only a single case) and circumstantial (covariance with 

expectations of democracy), but most certainly sufficient to warrant a call for continued 

exploration. 
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Abstract 

Why do officials in some countries favor entrenched contractors while others assign public 

contracts more impartially? According to the research, such variation responds to differences 

in political institutions, economic development and historical preconditions. This paper 

instead emphasizes the interplay between politics and bureaucracy. It suggests that corruption 

risks are minimized when the two groups involved in decision-making on public contracts—

politicians and bureaucrats—have known different interests. This is institutionalized when 

politicians are accountable to the electorate, while bureaucrats are accountable to their peers, 

and not to politicians.  We test this hypothesis with a novel experience-based measure of 

career incentives in the public sector— utilizing a survey with over 85,000 individuals in 212 

European regions—and a new objective corruption-risk measure including over 1.4 million 

procurement contracts. Both show a remarkable sub-national variation across Europe. The 

study finds corruption risks significantly lower where bureaucrats’ careers do not depend on 

political connections.  
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Introduction 

Prosperous societies require well-functioning institutions. Today, most scholars agree that 

wealth, health and happiness are highly dependent on institutional quality generally, and on 

the absence of corruption more specifically (see for example Holmberg, Rothstein and 

Nasiritousi 2009; Mauro 1995; Veenhoven 2010). Analyzing causes of corruption has 

consequently attracted considerable attention from scholars of comparative politics, 

economics, law and history, and research has made substantial progress during the last two 

decades (for influential studies see for example Keefer 2007; La Porta et al. 1999; Persson 

and Tabellini 2003; Rothstein 2011; Treisman 2007). An important insight is that the interests 

of elite groups and the public do for the most of the time not convey. Unconstrained elites 

have incentives to take advantage of their positions and enrich themselves and their clique at 

the expense of general welfare; contemporary and historical examples of this are 

overwhelming (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012; Fukuyama 2011; North, Wallis and Weingast 

2009). Those who have the greatest chances for corruption, and whose action might have the 

most far-reaching consequences, in scale as well as role models, are thus in a constant “moral 

hazard” (Miller 2000, 289). However, the large variations in corruption levels and welfare 

provision worldwide suggest that such moral hazards can be handled under the right 

circumstances. This paper tries to specify those circumstances and to investigate a central 

implication of the hypothesis. 

Our proposal starts from the premise that, when groups with known different interests are 

forced to work together, they monitor each other, which pushes both groups away from self-

interest towards the common good. Abuse of power will be more common if everyone in the 

elite has the same interest, because no one will stand in the way of self-interested behavior, 

while abuses of power will be less common if groups with different interests are represented 

in the elite, because everyone must adjust their behavior so that it can hold up to public 

scrutiny. There is of course a real increased risk for whistleblowing in elites with divided 

interests, but it is probably even more important that everyone anticipates that risk, and 

adjusts their behavior accordingly. Mainly following Gary Miller (2000; with Hammond 

1994; with Falaschetti 2001; with Knott 2008), this paper suggests that, if incentivized in 

different ways, politicians and bureaucrats are two significant elite groups with known 

different interests. Researchers in the field of public administration have long been aware of 

the importance of recruitment regimes and career perspectives for bureaucrats (Goodknow 

1900; Weber 1978 [1922]): Wilson 1887). We think that whether bureaucrats are directly 

dependent on politicians for their careers is a useful approximation for the separation of 

interests between bureaucrats and politicians.   

This paper makes use of the sub-national variation within Europe, where there is an often 

ignored variation in corruption, prosperity and health, as well as in cultural and institutional 

factors (Charron, Dijkstra and Lapuente 2014; 2015). This provides an excellent opportunity 

for testing comparative theories on new data. We compare 212 European regions using two 

unique datasets. On the independent side, measuring the career incentives in the public sector, 

we develop a new, more experienced-based measure from a recent survey of over 85,000 
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individuals, while we take advantage of a novel objective corruption risk measure on the 

dependent side, based on over 1.4 million public procurement contract awards. The main 

results of our analysis corroborate the theory and demonstrate that high-level corruption risks 

are indeed lower when politicians and bureaucrats are incentivized in different ways, even 

when cultural, economic and political controls are included. 

The paper contributes to the literature in at least three ways. First, most studies have focused 

on political institutions, or on economic and cultural factors, but have left bureaucracy outside 

of the story. While much has been learned about the political constraints needed for good 

governance, and the economic and cultural conditions often correlated with it, not assigning 

the bureaucracy any agency in its own right is not only a misrepresentation of reality but 

comes with an obvious risk of biased results. Second, those studies that have analyzed 

bureaucratic institutions have, due to data limitations, mainly worked with aggregated data on 

the national level, often with perception-based measures on both the independent and 

dependent sides (Dahlström, Lapuente and Teorell 2012; Rauch and Evans 2000). The 

perception-based measures have certainly been important for developing the knowledge in 

this field but have also suffered a great deal of criticism (Andersson and Heywood 2009; 

Kurtz and Schrank 2007). There is a pressing demand for the more experience-based and 

objective measures of good governance and corruption, which this study provides. Third, 

prevailing theories of institutional effects are often developed with a handful of countries in 

mind, and tested on more or less the same set of countries, which violates basic advice in 

comparative social science design (King, Keohane and Verba 1994). Our focus on a central 

part of bureaucratic institutions, namely career perspectives, and a research strategy that 

explores sub-national variations overcome all these problems. 

The paper’s next section defines central concepts and explains our suggestion in more detail. 

This is followed by a section on the research strategy, which describes the design, presents the 

two new datasets and discusses methodological issues. The next section describes the most 

prevailing alternative explanations and how they are taken into account. The results section 

follows, reporting our empirical findings, alternative specifications and robustness checks. 

The final section concludes the paper.  

How careers affect corruption  

Corruption is often defined as the abuse of public power for private gain. This paper 

investigates grand corruption and, more specifically, the extent to which public positions are 

used to benefit particular business interests (Rose-Ackerman 1999, chap. 3). Before going into 

the details of the investigation, we should remind ourselves that corruption is not an exception 

but rather the norm throughout history (North Wallis, and Weingast 2009). As already 

mentioned, provision of public goods inherently implies opportunities for abuse (Miller 2000; 

Miller and Knott 2008). Rulers can always take advantage of their positions at the expense of 

social welfare. If other elected officials, such as legislators, tie the hands of the executive, 

opportunities for rent-seeking simply move from one office to another (Miller and Hammond 

1994). One precondition for this paper is therefore that there is no incentive system that 
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credibly eliminates all possibility for abuse (Miller 2000). We can only hope to limit the 

problems. 

All groups of individuals with decision-making abilities, elected officials as well as 

bureaucrats, are thus susceptible to taking advantage of the opportunities for private gain that 

all public policies entail. Homogenous elite groups are bound to form what Madison referred 

to as factions – “a number of citizens, whether amounting to a minority or majority of the 

whole, who are united and actuated by some common impulse of passion, or of interest, 

adverse to the rights of other citizens, or to the permanent and aggregate interests of the 

community” (Federalist # 10, 56) – and our simple point is that such factions are much harder 

to shape when elites are heterogeneous. 

Fukuyama (2011) indicates that factions that have advanced the interests of their members 

and their families, at the expense of national interests, have preceded the fall of empires. All 

polities face the threat of potential factions that can take over the reins of power and 

parasitically use it to their own advantage. And, as this risk is always present, it is difficult to 

fight. If party machines presiding over a spoils system are fought via the introduction of 

powerful bureaucracies, for example, this might create powerful bureaucratic factions as a by-

product. Consider the virtual monopoly of the whole policy cycle—from enacting laws in the 

legislature to implementing them—exercised by civil servants who occupy both 

administrative and political posts in countries belonging to the Napoleonic tradition (Parrado 

2000). In other words, again following Miller (2000), one must consider the opportunities for 

rent-seeking to be universal in the public realm and, following Madison and Fukuyama 

(2011), one must consider the motivations for rent-seeking to be universal and not restricted 

only to political officials. We thus need to be pessimistic about the nature of all officials, both 

those who are elected and those who are not, such as highly competent trained civil servants. 

Given these assumptions, we argue that a way to minimize corruption opportunities is to 

introduce mechanisms that systematically break down the creation of factions. One powerful 

mechanism is reflected in the debate on how relations between politicians and bureaucrats 

should be organized that started more than a century ago and has continued into the modern 

age, with contributions from scholars such as Heclo (1977), Moe (1989), Miller (2000), 

Rauch and Evans (2000), Hood and Lodge (2006), Lewis (2008), and others. Top officials 

need to be prevented from building a stable faction, and this can be achieved by separating the 

career prospects of two types of officials that occupy those positions, that is, politicians and 

bureaucrats. If the career prospects of politicians and bureaucrats do not depend on each 

other, they will be less likely to form welfare-diminishing factions. This is in turn possible to 

achieve if they respond to the political party and their peers, respectively, which in many 

developed countries are the defining features of the two groups (Alesina and Tabellini 2007). 

If the future prospects for bureaucrats depend on their professional status and not on 

following the instructions of politicians, the chances increase for bureaucrats to expose 

corrupt acts taken by politicians, and vice versa. In other words, when the career prospects of 

politicians and bureaucrats are clearly separated, there are thus embedded two-way 

monitoring mechanisms where politicians watch bureaucrats and bureaucrats watch 
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politicians. If, on the contrary, careers are integrated, so that bureaucrats’ careers are 

determined by political connections, for example, they will be more willing to form colluding 

factions with politicians (Dahlström, Lapuente and Teorell 2012).   

For instance, granting public contracts to entrenched interests, rather than to the best bidder, 

requires a faction. This is illustrated by a case called Operación Punica, unleashed by the 

Spanish judicial authorities in October 2014 (El País 2014a). Over 50 people were involved in 

a complex chain of events starting from public contractors offering bribes to brokers with 

political connections, via elected officials, to bureaucrats writing the public tendering, and 

then back to politicians, who, in turn, were paid in Swiss bank accounts by ghost companies. 

In Operación Punica, politicians did not investigate subordinates’ behavior, even though they 

later admitted that this behavior was suspicious, which illustrates that a politician who 

discovers that a bureaucrat has been taking advantage of her position will have fewer 

incentives to report the malfeasances if she is a fellow party member. The President of the 

Madrid region acknowledged that “I should have thought something strange was going on” 

(PeriodistaDigital 2014), after witnessing how his subordinate’s car, which belonged to a 

businessman, was intentionally burned in what reminded the Madrid President of the “horse 

head scene in The Godfather” (EuropaPress 2014). Yet the Madrid President did not reveal 

anything until her subordinate had actually been formally accused and imprisoned in 2014.  

Or take Operación Gurtel, where €449m of public money was lost in a series of corrupt 

public procurement contracts and the prosecuting judge indicted 40 politicians, political 

appointees and entrepreneurs (El País, 2015). When the career prospects of bureaucrats are 

linked to politicians, bureaucrats will turn a blind eye or even directly engage in the 

corruption activities instead of speaking up. This is exactly what happened in Operación 

Gurtel, where bureaucrats of the Madrid regional government paid bills to contractors even if 

they found the bills suspicious (El País 2013a).   

There is also historical evidence suggesting that dismantling the connection between 

politicians’ and bureaucrats’ careers in Britain and the U.S. in the second half of the 19th 

century hampered corruption. It was common knowledge then that access to the British 

administration via connections contributed to corruption, exposed especially between 1810 

and 1835. Officials who owed their position to political connections enriched themselves at 

the expense of social welfare (Rubinstein 1983). Against this, the 1854 Northcote-Trevelyan 

Report issued that recruitment to the British civil service should be according to open and 

competitive examinations (Harling 1996, Greenaway 2004). British civil servants and 

politicians reached a “public service bargain” according to which politicians renounced 

appointing civil servants and the latter renounced making political careers (Hood and Lodge 

2006). This bargain is largely absent in most administrations in Southern Europe, where 

politicians appoint loyalists to administrative positions and civil servants become politicians 

(Sotiropoulos 2004).  

In the U.S., there was, a coalition of good government reformers who, tired of widespread 

corruption, advocated a separation of politics from administration (Hoogenboom 1961, Knott 

and Miller 1987). Contemporary observers, such as William Clarke, noted the connection 



382 

 

between the ability of politicians to appoint officials at will and levels of corruption: “…as 

official patronage, either direct or indirect, is a great if not perhaps the chief cause of corrupt 

elections, it logically follows that the less patronage there is, the less corruption there will be” 

(quoted in Frant 1993, 994). The connection between politically appointed officials and 

corruption was so clear in fact that, after the Civil War, it “…replaced the slave owner as the 

jinni of evil” (Schultz and Maranto 1998, 55). This strengthened the reformists grouped 

around the National Civil Service Reform League (Schultz and Maranto 1998). As a result, 

numerous administrations introduced civil service commissions or other mechanisms to 

separate the political and administrative spheres such as the council manager type of local 

government.  

Returning to Spain, we offer a final illustration of how the relationship between the separation 

of the careers of politicians and bureaucrats and corruption might look. There are notable 

regional variations in both factors. In particular, one can see how a lack of incentives helps to 

cover up collusive behavior between private firms and politicians in some regions, including 

Madrid and Catalonia, while not in others, such as the Basque country. 

It is documented that a large number of politicians received bribes from construction groups, 

private contractors and all sorts of businesses so regularly that it became a “tradition” 

(Financial Times, 2013a). Indeed, the treasurer of the conservative party, who had 

accumulated €38m in Swiss bank accounts (El País 2013b), acknowledged that he had been 

responsible for a scheme of illegal funding of his party from powerful business entrepreneurs 

in the country.  

Thanks to exhaustive judicial investigations, we know how corruption exchanges usually took 

place. Businessmen offered a sum—generally around 3 percent of the public tender—to 

politicians who, in turn, persuaded civil servants to bend the rules of the public tender offering 

so as to benefit a certain bidder (El País 2014). These practices have been common in several 

Spanish regions, such as Valencia, Murcia, Madrid and León (The Guardian 2014), as well as 

in Catalonia, where the former president, Jordi Pujol, and large parts of his family are under 

investigation for hiding money in Switzerland (The Economist 2014). 

Judicial investigations have uncovered that the favorable treatment to contractors who had 

paid a bribe was possible thanks to the political control of the administration by the ruling 

party. Bureaucrats testifying in court admitted they were told “…which public contractors 

must win…” and, if they complained, they were “threatened” with dismissal. On one 

occasion, they were extremely anxious because the materials used by the private contractor to 

build a stage for a public event were of such “poor quality” that they feared that a catastrophe 

could occur; yet the fear of losing their job was so strong that they reported neither to the 

media nor to judicial authorities (Cadena SER 2014).  

But there are exceptions within Spain, such as the above-mentioned Basque country, which 

ranks as the least corrupt region in the country (Charron, Lapuente and Dijkstra 2014). The 

Basque country also tops Transparency International’s ranking of 17 Spanish regions in terms 

of transparency, both in general and concerning information on public contracting. Politicians 
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also view corruption as a relatively minor phenomenon in the region (Diario.es 2014). For 

example, the MP José Antonio Rubalkaba compares the Basque country with other 

corruption-ridden regions in Spain, and says:  “…political corruption does not exist as such in 

the Basque country, but only very individual cases of misappropriation” (El Pais 2008). 

Analysts tend to agree that, despite the Basque country having its own problems, there is not 

the “3 percent” problem that prevails in most other Spanish regions (Emilio Alfaro, El Pais 

2008). 

To gain an understanding of why the strong links between vested business and politicians are 

less prevalent in the Basque country than in other regions of Spain, such as Catalonia or 

Madrid, experts emphasize the importance of the specific organization of the Basque public 

administration. Unlike other regions, the Basque country has a highly prestigious Instituto 

Vasco de Adminstración Pública (IVAP), which is a government institution that was created 

in 1983 and is responsible for the recruitment and formation of Basque civil servants 

(Hernández 2010). The IVAP overviews the process of selection of senior civil servants who, 

unlike their peers in other Spanish regions, are not appointed at will by their political 

superiors. The result is a widely held understanding that careers in the Basque administration 

are based on transparent, fair and meritocratic criteria, and not on connections (Hernández 

2010).
260

 

Research Design, Data and Method 

The main purpose of the empirical part is to investigate whether our hypothesis, that different 

career incentives for politicians and bureaucrats hamper corruption, is reflected in the data. To 

the present, most analyses of corruption causes have been national comparisons and scholars 

are often forced to work with perception-based measures, such as the well-known Control of 

Corruption index from the World Bank and the Corruption Perceptions Index of Transparency 

International. Although studies using these approaches have indeed contributed extensively to 

the field, they are limited by both design and data. Cross-national comparisons of causes of 

corruption have at least two, and sometimes three, problems in common. 

First, and perhaps most important, theories tested with cross-national comparisons almost 

always draw information initially from differences between the same countries. We are 

certainly not saying that there is something wrong with developing theories inspired by 

empirical observations, that is only natural, but, as noted by Satori (1970) and forcefully 

argued by King, Keohane and Verba (1994), making theories less restrictive after empirical 

observations in one dataset requires new data in order for the theory to be properly tested. It 

otherwise comes close to data fitting, which in turn increases the risk of omitted variable bias. 
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If we continue comparing the same countries over and over again, with better matching 

between theory and data each time, we make this mistake collectively. 

Second, there are good reasons to believe that within country differences are as important as 

between country differences. In Italy for example, the northern regions resemble the best 

performing German Länder in factors such as unemployment, per capita income, education 

and corruption, while the southern regions look more like the lowest performing countries in 

the EU. Similar large differences can also be found in Belgium, Spain, Romania and many 

other countries (Charron, Dijkstra, and Lapuente 2014). In a worldwide analysis explaining 

variation in economic development and productivity, Gennaioli et al (2012) find that sub-

national explanatory factors often trump national level factors. Cross-national comparisons 

thus miss this variability as they must trust the less informative country mean and thus expose 

themselves to what has been called the “whole-nation-bias” (Rokkan 1970). Lipjhart (1971); 

later, Snyder (2001) underlined that, as comparativists are naturally limited by data 

availability, they need to increase the number of cases as much as possible, and sub-national 

comparison offers a particularly promising avenue for doing so. 

Third, studies that use standard indicators of corruption and good governance are also affected 

by the widely held critique of these measures for being imprecise due to their heavy 

dependence on perceptions. The standard request is to take individual experiences and 

objective indicators of corruption into consideration to a greater extent and move away from 

perceptions (Abramo 2008; Andersson and Heywood 2009; Kurtz and Schrank 2007). 

This paper avoids these three problems by analyzing sub-national data, comparing 212 

European regions, with newly collected data for both the dependent and the independent 

variables. Our data allow us to build an experience-based measure of the career incentives in 

the public sector on the independent side and a novel objective corruption risk measure, based 

on over 1.4 million public procurement contract awards, on the dependent side. The next two 

sections describe these two datasets in detail. 

However, before we discuss the datasets, we would like to address a key issue in any analysis 

at the sub-national level. In countries such as Germany, Belgium, Italy or Spain, local 

constituents elect regional governments that are to some degree autonomous in terms of 

forming their administration while, in more politically centralized countries, such as Bulgaria, 

Romania, Slovakia or Portugal, the regions that we target (so-called NUTS 1 and 2) are 

meaningful only in the sense that EU development funds are targeted directly to them and that 

Eurostat reports annual data on them. It can therefore be argued that administrative and 

political responsibility varies too much. This study argues otherwise, in that we attempt to 

capture all regional variation within a country. This is defendable, we think, as scholars have 

noted that the provision and quality of public services controlled by a powerful central 

government can nonetheless largely vary across different regions (Tabellini 2008). We will 

take this potential objection to our data into special consideration in our analysis, however, 

and re-run all models with only the politically meaningful regions in the sample.  
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Corruption risks 

On the dependent side, this paper uses micro-level public procurement data to assess the risk 

of high-level corruption. It is the first time this kind of data is used in an international 

comparative context. The data contain information on individual public procurement tenders 

for EU28 between 2009 and 2013, including for example contract value, the deadline for 

submitting bids and the assessment criteria used. They derive from the European Union’s 

Tenders Electronic Daily (http://ted.europa.eu/), which is the mandatory online publication for 

every tender that falls under the remit of the Public Procurement Directive. This means that 

large contracts are typically included in the database, with publication thresholds varying over 

time while being approximately 125 000 Euro for service contracts and 4 000 000 Euro for 

public works contracts. The database contains about 2.2 million contracts awarded for the 

entire period; however, we used data on only 1 403 939 contracts, excluding small countries 

without a sufficient number of contracts and dropping contracts below the mandatory 

publication threshold. As a result, 26 EU member states have indicators derived from public 

procurement micro data (EU26 henceforth).
261

 

Region-level procurement variables are defined by simply aggregating contracts awarded by 

local public bodies and agencies, using information of the location of the contracting entity. 

Corruption risk measurement solely builds on those characteristics of the tendering processes, 

which are in the hands of the local contracting entities within the boundaries of national, and 

regional procurement laws, for example deciding on the deadline for submitting bids. While 

investments in a particular region conducted by bodies located in another region may also 

influence the corruption level of that region, we focus only on the local decision making 

powers when we define regional corruption levels as matches most tightly with the 

mechanisms tested. 

The data are of varying quality, and fields are missing for some countries. In countries such as 

Germany, issuers of contracts submit tender information as scanned documents while, in 

others, such as the Czech Republic, data flow in an integrated online system. This implies 

country-specific data errors. Nevertheless, in order to enhance data quality, the European 

Commission, DG Markt, which is the ultimate source of the database, has implemented a 

range of data enhancement and cleaning procedures.  

We try to capture high-level corruption risk at the regional level. Our measures tap into 

deliberate restriction of open competition for government contracts in order to benefit a well-

connected company (Fazekas, Tóth and King 2013), and we operationalize our dependent 

variable in two ways, differing only in the number of components included.  

First, the simplest indication of restricted competition is when only one bid was submitted in a 

tender on an otherwise competitive market. Hence, the percentage of single-bidder contracts 

awarded in all the awarded contracts is the most straightforward measure we use. 
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 AT, BE, BG, CY, CZ, DE, DK, EE, ES, FI, FR, GR, HU, IE, IT, LT, LU, LV, NL, PL, PT, RO, SE, SI, SK, 

and UK. 



386 

 

Table 1. Bivariate Pearson correlation between ‘objective’ measures of regional 

corruption and survey-based indicators 

 

Variable Percent single bidder Regional CRI Observations 

Percent single bidder   0.69** 185 

Regional CRI 0.69**  185 

EQI (2013) -0.61** -0.54** 185 

Corruption perception 0.55** 0.47** 185 

Reported bribery 0.53** 0.59** 185 

Comment: ** significant at the 5% level 

Second, the more complex indication of high-level corruption also incorporates characteristics 

of the tendering procedure that are in the hands of public officials who conduct the tender and 

suggests deliberate competition restriction. In addition to the percentage of single-bidder 

contracts awarded, the following process-related indicators of corruption risks were thus 

included: i) a type of restricted, non-open tendering procedure; ii) the use of subjective, non-

price related assessment criteria; iii) a very short advertisement period; and iv) a quick 

evaluation of bids. Each of these are large and significant predictors of single-bidder contract 

awards when controlling for the sector of the contracting entity (e.g. education, health), type 

of contracting entity (e.g. municipality, central government), year of contract award, main 

product market of procured goods and services (e.g. roads, training) and contract value. The 

average incidence of single bids received and the four processes related to ‘red flags’ 

constitute a composite indicator: the Corruption Risk Index (0≤CRI≤1, where 0=minimum 

corruption risk and 1=maximum corruption risk). 
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Figure 1. Average corruption risks of public procurement suppliers registered abroad, 

EU26, 2009-2013, Ncontract=14 909 

 

While the validity of both outcome measures predominantly stems from their direct fit with 

the definition of high-level corruption, their association with widely used survey-based 

corruption indicators and further objective indicators of corruption risks underpins their 

validity. As reported in Table 1, both corruption risk indicators (2009-2013 averages per 

NUTS region) correlate as expected with the European Quality of Government Index (EQI), 

which to our knowledge is the best regional measurement of institutional quality and 

corruption (Charron, Dijsktra and Lapuente 2014; 2015), and to two sub-components of the 

EQI, corruption perceptions in of public sector services and reported public sector bribery. 

To further explore the validity of our measure, we also inspect two more objective micro-level 

risk indicators, namely the procurement suppliers’ country of origin and contract prices. First, 

it is expected that higher corruption risk contracts are won by companies registered in tax 

havens as their secrecy allows for hiding illicit money flows (Shaxson and Christensen 2014), 

which is shown in the case in Figure 1. Second, we expect corruption to drive prices up. A 

simplistic, albeit widely used, indicator of price in the absence of reliable unit prices is the 

ratio of actual contract value to initially estimated contract value (Coviello-Mariniello 2014). 

As expected, both the single-bidder contract and CRI are associated with a higher price ratio. 

Single-bidder contracts are associated with a 7 percent higher contract value, while contracts 

with 1 CRI higher are associated with a 9 percent higher contract value, both reported in 

Table 3 below. 
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Table 3. Linear regression with relative contract value, EU26, 2009-2013 

Independent variable  

Percent single bidder 0.071 (0.000)  

Regional CRI  0.090 (0.000) 

 

N 

 

164,711 

 

164,711 

R2 0.088 0.086 

Comment: Each regression controls: sector of the contracting entity, type of contracting entity, year of contract 

award, country of contract award, main product market of procured goods and services, and contract value 

All in all, the validity checks strengthen our confidence that both our measures are indeed 

picking up high-level corruption risks. 

Career incentives in the public sector 

The primary independent variable captures the extent to which careers of public employees 

are independent of connections. To measure this we surveyed 85,000 respondents across the 

European regions in the European Quality of Government Survey (EQI) (Charron, Lapuente 

and Rothstein 2013). Measuring such independence directly is obviously a challenge, and like 

those before it our measure is indirect.  However, on the continuum between perceptions and 

experienced-based measures, ours certainly leans more toward the later, which is an 

improvement over measures based solely on perceptions or the opinions of outside experts. 

We attempt to accomplish this by only including individuals with a direct experience of what 

they are answering, and thus we first record if a respondent answered that they were 

employed in the public sector. Roughly 30 percent worked in the public sector in some 

capacity. We then used a ten-scale question asking what the respondent thinks is closest to her 

own view: “in the public sector, most people can succeed if they are willing to work hard” (1) 

or “hard work is no guarantee of success in the public sector for most people—it’s more a 

matter of luck and connections” (10).
262
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 The survey was sent out in February of 2013 and was conducted in the local majority language in each 

country/region; the results were returned in April the same year. Respondents were surveyed via telephone 

interviews, each of approximately ten minutes in length, with 32 questions, and the sample size in the survey was 

over 85,000. Moreover, the focus of the final data collected is the European Union’s so-called NUTS statistical 

regional level, and was therefore selectively sampled with more than 400 respondents per region.  
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Figure 2. Career incentives for working hard in the public sector by European region 

 

Note: Lighter shades indicate more independence of careers. 

Finally, we aggregate the scores by NUTS 1 and NUTS 2 region in each country, taking each 

region’s mean score and its standard error (the latter is used as weights in regression analysis). 

Overall, we find that there is significant variation in how public sector employees view the 

road to success in their field, although respondents in the majority of European regions tend to 

lean towards ‘luck and connections’ (as indicated by a score greater than ‘5’).  We reverse the 

scores (so that higher values equal more meritocracy – e.g. the opposite of the map) and find 

that the regional scores range from least meritocratic, 1.7 (Belgrade Region, Serbia), to most, 

5.7 (South Midland, England).  Figure 4 shows the distribution by region in the sample (with 

the exception of Serbia and Ukraine). Regions that are shaded lighter are considered more 

meritocratic. For each region’s point estimate we produce a 95% confidence interval to show 

statistical significance from one region’s estimate to another.
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 The standard error used to construct the confidence interval is used in several statistical models as a regional 

weight, weighting those regions with higher certainty higher in the estimations.  
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Estimation techniques  

Due to the spatial nature of the data, we use primarily ordinary and weighted least squares 

regression.
264

 However, as the data are cross-sectional, we run an obvious risk of endogenity 

between the two main variables. To deal with this issue, we employ a two-stage least squares 

(2SLS) instrumental analysis in several models, using historical and cultural instruments for 

modern day career incentives. 

While instruments are admittedly difficult to find, we explore two possibilities. First are the 

literacy rates in 1880, which we argue would be a determinant of bureaucratic career 

incentives today. Hollyer (2011) argues that introducing civil service reforms that separated 

bureaucratic and political careers was only introduced when there was a pool of qualified 

candidates. A country or region with lower literacy rates is thus expected to be based more on 

patronage than regions with higher literacy rates, while a country or region with higher rates 

of literacy in the past had a wider pool from which to hire employees and thus, over time, 

stronger incentives for rulers to introduce meritocracy. Theoretically, past literacy rates 

should not be directly correlated with corruption levels but through other direct channels 

(such as our hypothesis). Past literacy rates have been used in several previous empirical 

studies as an instrument for testing cultural or institutional development (Charron and 

Lapuente 2013; Tabellini 2010). 

Second, building on Weber (2002) and Becker and Woessmann (2009), who find that, 

historically, counties in Germany with higher concentrations of Protestantism have had better 

education and economic development, we use the proportion of Protestant residents in a 

region as an instrument for a more developed bureaucracy. In addition, Tabellini (2010) uses 

Protestantism in a sample of European regions as an instrument to explain beneficial aspects 

of modern day culture, which in turn lead to greater levels of economic development. 

In many cases, we have regional estimates for both literacy rates and Protestantism, where we 

could not find statistics at the regional level. However, we employ country averages.  Of 

course the validity of the instruments hinges on their statistical relationship with career 

incentives as well as their being uncorrelated with the unobserved determinants of corruption.  

We provide several tests of instrumental validity in these models. More detail on the two 

instrumental variables is given in Appendix 2.
265

   

Another issue of concern is our unit of analysis (regions in countries). We ran a test of 

heteroskadasciticy (ivhettest in STATA) from bivariate corruption-career models. These show 
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 We experiment with several weights.  First, since our regions are of varying sizes, with some very large in 

population and (Catalonia, Bavaria, etc.) and some quite small (Bolzano, Azures) we weight each region by it 

relative population sample, giving more weight to regions with larger populations and thus more information.  

Second, we re-run using the inverse of the standard error of the estimates of meritocracy by region. Third, we re-

run models without weights.   
265

 Pairwise correlations between our measure of corruption and the two instruments (past literacy rates and 

Protestantism) are relatively low – between -0.34 and -0.38.  We report several tests in all models to test for 

instrumental validity.   
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weak signs of heteroskadesticity due to country clustering (p=0.11) while, in later models 

with more control variables, the test shows stronger signs (p<0.01). This issue leads to a 

second potential violation of OLS—that our observations might not be independent due to the 

regions being nested in countries. This implies that the data are clustered (around countries) 

and that the slope estimates and, in particular, the standard errors can be biased due to issues 

of group-wise heteroskadasticity. There is ongoing debate on how to model this issue, where 

three possibilities can be considered (Wooldridge 2003): first, use clustered standard errors in 

normal or weighted regression; second, employ a fixed effects model, which isolates the 

variation of the variables within countries; third, use a random effects hierarchical model, 

which allows for random country intercepts. On the basis of this and the nature of our data, 

we elect to take the country context into account via clustered (country) standard errors and to 

run models with hierarchical estimation (regions nested in countries). We also re-run the 

primary models with country fixed effects in robustness checks. We further provide both 

country and regional level variance in our tables, as recommended (Rabe-Hesketh and 

Skrondal 2008).  

Alternative explanations 

Although the main purpose of this paper is to study implications of the suggestion made 

above, we also take into account explanations from comparative studies of control of 

corruption that are reasonable at the regional level. 

First, we follow authors who regard economic development as a prerequisite for good 

government and low corruption. Different versions of this argument can be found in the work 

of Lipset (1960), Boix and Stokes (2003), or Welzel and Inglehart (2008). We control for the 

overall level of economic development and for the rates of growth in the last years in order to 

capture both the level and recent trends in regional economic development. For this, we take 

the purchasing power per capita for the most recent year (2012) and the year 2000 (the 

furthest year back that is available) from Eurostat. The growth rates are taken over this period. 

Second, we follow a large body of literature on trust and good government that has found how 

low-corruption countries (Zack and Knack 2001, Rothstein and Uslaner 2005) and low-

corruption regions (Putnam 1993, Tabellini 2010) tend to have populations with high levels of 

social capital. We take the average degree of generalized trust into account from a recent 

study by Charron and Rothstein (2015).  The level of civic participation is captured via rates 

of electoral turnout for the latest regional level election (where applicable).   

Third, since the accumulation of political power has been noted as being important for 

understanding corruption (Andrews and Montinola 2004), we control for four variables used 

in previous regional studies of corruption (Charron and Lapuente 2013): i) the 

fractionalization of a region’s parliament for the latest year available (calculated as 1 minus 

the Herfindal Index for each region in the sample with a corresponding regional parliament), 

which is intended to capture the “clarity of responsibility” (Tavitis 2008); ii) the proportion of 

years a region has been governed by a single party; iii) whether the regional has a minority 

government; iv) how long the current party or coalition has been in power; and v) which, if 
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one exists, is the electoral threshold that acts as an entry barrier for new political competitors 

at the regional level.
266

 

Forth, although the causal relationship is debated, countries with higher levels of 

income/wealth inequality tend on average to have higher corruption (You 2005). We use a 

Theil index of inequality of wages in six sectors of employment with the latest regional data 

(2010) from Galbraith and Garcilazo (2005) and the percentage of residents at risk for poverty 

by region in 2012 (Eurostat). 

Fifth, several studies have looked at gender inequalities and corruption levels and found 

strong correlations among these two factors (Wängnerud 2009), pointing out that greater 

levels of participation of women equate with lower levels of corruption (Swamy et al. 2001).  

We control for the percentage of women in a region’s parliament taking data from Sundström 

(2013) 

Sixth, and finally, we control for a geo-political factor—whether the region is the country’s 

capital—and demographic factors—such as the region’s population and population density, 

taken from Eurostat. 

In some cases (data from ESS, women in parliament, Theil measure of wage inequality) the 

NUTS regions provided did not correspond to those in our data for all countries.  In all cases, 

the NUTS regions from other sources were lower (smaller regions); thus we aggregated from 

NUTS 2 to NUTS 1 or NUTS 3 to NUTS 2 using regional population weights taken from 

Eurostat. 

Results 

We begin by looking at the bivariate relationship between corruption and career incentives, 

which is relatively strong.
267

 The bivariate correlations with both our measures of the 

dependent variables are significantly correlated in the expected direction with career 

independence (p=<0.0000). We provide scatterplots in the appendix (Figure A1) that show 

that, on average, regions with more independent career incentives are associated with lower 

corruption.  

When we include control variables, reported in Table 4, we show their effects one at a time 

and then finish with two full models (models 8 and 9). The “percent single bidder” is used in 

all models as the dependent variable, whereas our other measure (CRI) can be found together 

with a third measure for validity (percentage of self-reported bribery by region) in the 

appendix (Table A2).  
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 For such party and electoral institutional variables, as well as voter turnout, the number of regional 

observations falls to 128, as only ’politically relevant’ regions (those with a corresponding elected chamber at 

the level sampled in our study) are included. 
267

 We check several bivariate regressions with different specification (OLS, WLS, 2SLS) and show scatterplots 

in Figure A1. 
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In model 1, we find a robust effect of independent bureaucratic careers on corruption, and 

indistinguishable effects of population density and capital regions. In models 2, 3 and 4, 

economic development, broadly speaking, is accounted for with PPP per capita from 2011 

(model 2) and from 2000 (model 3).  In model 4, we also test the effect of the total regional 

PPP growth per capita over this time period. Corroborating much past empirical literature, we 

find that economic development—past and present—is strongly associated with lower 

corruption levels. Growth is positive, which is what we would expect (lesser developed 

regions tend to grow faster), yet the effect is negligible. 

In model 5 cultural effects are tested via ethnic diversity and social trust. We find both 

measures to be in the expected direction, and that our measure of diversity (percent of non-EU 

born population is significantly related with lower levels of corruption, while social trust 

significant at approximately the 90% level of confidence. 

Model 6 includes our measures of inequality, wage and gender. We find that the percentage of 

women in a sub-national parliament is significantly related to lower corruption. For example, 

the model predicts that a 10% increase in the women in parliament would result in a decrease 

in corruption of 0.1, ceteris paribus. Model 7 includes only politically relevant regions. We 

find that neither the fractionalization nor the voter turnout is associated with higher or lower 

corruption on average. The negative effect of higher levels of career independence on 

corruption remains strongly robust in all the models. 

Model 8 is the full model (without past PPP or growth, which were insignificant). We find 

that, although several variables, such as PPP per capita, fall below statistical significance, 

career independence remains strongly robust to the inclusion of all variables. Model 9 

includes only politically relevant regions, together with significant factors from model 8, plus 

PPP per capita in 2011. In all cases, career independence in the public sector is a significant 

predictor of corruption levels. Interestingly, the percentage of women in parliament is 

strongly robust in all models in which it is included, corroborating several past studies 

(Swamy et al. 2001). 

As several of the explanatory variables correlate between 0.4 and 0.5 with our career measure 

(in particular, PPP per capita and social trust), we include the variance inflation factor (VIF) 

for every model to show the extent to which multicollinearity might have an impact on the 

efficiency of the estimates. In none of the cases do we observe a serious problem. We find the 

effects to be uniform, irrespective of the measure of corruption used (see Table A2 in the 

appendix for results for the CRI and bribery measures). Finally, for robustness, all models in 

Table 4 are re-run using MLM estimation, and the full model is re-run removing all outlier 

regions.
268

 No significant differences are observed in the results.
269
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 We define outliers as those regions having greater than 4/n on the Cook’s D statistic (a formula taking into 

account leverage and residuals of each observation).  Using this rule of thumb, we identify seven outlying 

regions and re-run the models without them.  The regions are: GR2,  IE02, ITE2, PL62, RO11, RO32 and SK01. 
269

 Visuals of the resal plots and plots of residuals versus actual values of the full model 8, as well as outliers, are 

given in the appendix.   
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Table 4. The effect of career independence in the public sector on corruption 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Careers -0.09** -0.07** -0.06** -0.07** 0.05** -0.09** 
-

0.06** 
-0.06** -0.06** 

 

(0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Pop. density (log) -0.002 

      

-0.002 

 

 

(0.009) 

      

(0.004) 

 

Capital region -0.03 

      

0.03 

 

 

(0.03) 

      

(0.04) 

 

PPP 2011 (log) 

 

-0.10** 

     

-0.03 -0.06 

 

 

(0.03) 

     

(0.05) (0.05) 

PPP 2000 (log) 

  

-0.09** 

      

 

  

(0.03) 

      

PPP growth (2000-2011) 

   

0.0009 

     

 

   

(0.0005) 

     

Percent non-EU born 

    

-0.01** 

  

0.0005 

 

 

    

(0.002) 

  

(0.0002) 

 

Social trust 

    

-0.21 

  

-0.23** -0.11 

 

    

(0.12) 

  

(0.07) (0.11) 
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Wage ineq. (Theil) 

     

-0.96 

 

-1.25 

 

      

(1.51) 

 

(0.78) 

 

Percent women 

parliament 
     

-0.01** 

 

-0.006** -0.003* 

 

     

(0.001) 

 

(0.001) (0.002) 

Party fractionalization 

      

0.30* 

 

0.21 

 

      

(0.14) 

 

(0.14) 

Voter turnout 

      

-0.002 

 

-0.001 

 

      

(0.002) 

 

(0.02) 

Constant 0.56** 1.53** 1.53** 0.46** 0.54** 0.75** 0.48** 0.96* 1-01 

 

(0.12) (0.31) -0.24 (0.10) (0.07) (0.09) -0.15 (0.43) (0.55) 

No observations 186 186 186 185 182 182 127 180 122 

Countries 20 20 20 20 20 20 10 20 10 

R² 0.27 0.36 0.36 0.31 0.42 0.45 0.36 0.55 0.44 

Mean VIF 1.06 1.12 1.86 1.14 1.25 1.11 1.07 1.88 1.85 

Comment: Dependent variable is percent of single bidders. WLS estimation with robust cluster (country) standard errors in parentheses. Observations are weighted by 

population. VIF is the mean variance inflation factor, which displays the extent to which multicollinearity might affect the efficiency of a given model.  Models 7 and 9 are 

run with ‘politically relevant’ regions only, hence the drop in observations.  **p<0.01, *p<0.05
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For a more concrete interpretation, we look at Table 5, which elucidates the marginal effects 

of career independence on corruption. We highlight predicted levels of corruption at the 

minimum value, 25
th

 percentile, mean and 75
th 

percentile and max levels of career 

independence, along with standard errors and confidence intervals. The model indicates that 

the lowest levels of corruption differ significantly from mean values and above, while the 

highest values are significantly distinguishable from just under the 75
th

 percentile and below.  

We find that a min-max change in career independence is associated with almost three times 

fewer single-bid procurement contracts in a region (0.27 to 0.08). In practical terms of regions 

in the sample, there are many apt examples, such as the difference in career-scores between 

Piemonte (2.9) and Bolzano (4.9), both in Italy, which yields a difference in corruption risk of 

0.13 (0.27 to 0.14), while in Spain, the difference between Andalucía (3.1) and Navarre (4.4) 

shows a difference in the percent of single bidders of 0.14 (0.18 to 0.04). It is possible to turn 

these results into savings for governments using regression results shown in Table 3. Three 

standard deviation increases in career independence (about a 2 point increase) implies a 0.6-

1.3% price decrease across Europe: that is a 14-31 billion EUR savings per year for the whole 

of EU in 2010 prices.
270

 

Table 5. Marginal effect of Careers on Corruption – from full model with controls 

Careers Predicted corruption Standard error 95% c.i. 

Min 0.27 0.03 0.21 0.32 

25
th

 percentile 0.19 0.02 0.16 0.22 

Mean 0.16 0.01 0.14 0.19 

75
th

 percentile 0.14 0.01 0.12 0.16 

Max 0.08 0.01 0.05 0.10 

Comment: marginal effects calculations from post-estimation command margins in STATA. Estimates from 

model 8 (full model) are found in table 4. Predicted corruption is the proportion of predicted single bidders. 

To address the potential issues of endogenity, Table 6 reports models using a 2SLS 

specification. The first three models in Table 6 are simple WLS regressions with country 

clustered standard errors and no controls and highlight the relationship between the 

instrumental variables—past literacy rates and proportion of Protestantism—with career 

independence in the public sector. Both are in the expected direction; they are significant at 

the 99% level of confidence and remain significant when included together in model 3.  

Models 4-6 try to isolate the exogenous effects of career independence on corruption with the 

use of a 2SLS IV regression for both our measure of corruption and for the measure on 

bribery. These models also include control variables (not shown). We find that the effects of 

career independence on both procurement and bribery are remarkably robust to this 

estimation. Thus we alleviate any concerns that career incentives are endogenous to 
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 For the minimum estimate, we used model 1 in Table 7: 0.04*2.04*0.071. For the maximum estimate, we 

used model 1 in Table 4: 0.09*2.04*0.071.  
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corruption, that both proxy for a salient omitted variable, and even that our indicators are 

measured with a sufficiently damaging level of error. 

Table 6. IV Regression Estimates (2SLS) for three measures of corruption 

  DV=Careers                     DV=Corruption 

  1 2 3 Single bids CRI Bribery 

Careers    -0.12** -0.04* -0.10** 

     (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) 

Past literacy 0.01**  0.06*    

  (0.004)  (0.03)    

Protestantism  2.92** 2.27**    

   (0.62) (0.60)    

Constant  3.80** 4.23** 3.95**    

  (0.22) (0.12) (0.20)    

No. obs  179 185 179 175 175 177 

Countries        

R² 0.24 0.34 0.38 0.47 0.50 0.33 

Uncentered R²    0.80 0.97 0.62 

1st stage F test    16.6** 16.6** 17.07** 

Kleibergen-Paap (χ²)    14.5** 14.6** 14.9** 

Hanson J test (χ²)    0.003 1.81 5.05* 

Comment: Models 1-3 OLS with country clustered standard errors (in parentheses).  The dependent variable is 

careers. Models 4-6 use the three measures of corruption as the dependent variable and include population 

density (log), PPP per capita (2011, log), social trust, % of women in parliament, and robust standard errors in 

parentheses. In models 4-6, careers are modeled as the endogenous regressor with literacy and Protestantism as 

exogenous instruments.  Regions weighted by population.  Relevance of the instruments with careers is tested 

with the first stage F-test (Ho: instruments are weakly identified).  The Kleibergen-Paap (Chi2) test tests whether 

the equation is properly identified (Ho: model is underidentified).  The Hanson J statistic tests whether the 

instruments are valid, e.g. uncorrelated with the error term in the second stage (Ho: instruments are valid). 

**p<0.01, *p<0.05 

This is based on valid instruments.  For an instrument to be valid, it must be correlated with 

the endogenous variable (careers), nevertheless not with the error term in the second stage 

estimations for corruption when the other regressors are controlled for in the model.  The first 

stage F test in models 4-6 shows that the instruments are strongly relevant (the rule of thumb 

is an F statistic >10).  The Kleibergen-Paap test shows that our model is not under-identified, 

while the Hanson’ J statistic’, which tests the correlation between the instruments and the 
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second stage error term, shows that the instruments are quite valid in the first two cases.  In 

the third case (bribery), we find that the instruments are somewhat correlated (p=0.04) with 

the residuals in the second stage, meaning that the estimates of model 6 (bribery) should be 

interpreted with more caution.  

Thus far, we have accounted for several factors associated with corruption on a regional level, 

but some factors from the literature are difficult to disaggregate from the country level with 

existing data. For example, Brunetti and Weder (2003) point to the level of press freedom 

being negatively associated with corruption, while Keefer (2007) highlights the effects of the 

age of a country’s democratic institutions as affecting the level of corruption, and much 

debate has centered around the effects of ethnic diversity and corruption (Alesina et al. 2003).  

In the next table we therefore ask whether our results hold when we account for country 

factors. Table 7 checks for further robustness and focuses on the factors that were not 

accounted for in the regional level analysis—age of democracy, freedom of the press and 

ethnic heterogeneity are also checked in the table below, which uses both MLM and WLS 

(with country clustered, robust standard errors) to estimate the effects of the variables on the 

two levels.
271

   

All models include controls from Table 7 at the regional level, and each country level factor is 

taken one at a time, building up to the full model in models 7 and 8. In sum, corroborating 

several previous studies, regions in countries with a longer history of democracy and higher 

levels of press freedom tend on average to have lower corruption, while states that are more 

ethnically diverse tend to have regions with higher levels of corruption. In none of these 

models that account for country level effects does the impact of career independence on 

corruption fall from significance, demonstrating strong and robust evidence for our 

hypothesis. Interestingly, the random components of the MLM models show that the standard 

deviation at the country level is near ‘0’ in the models, while the standard deviation of regions 

at the second level is in large part insignificant.  There is also little residual variance of the 

dependent variable at the country level relative to the regional level, in particular when the 

three country level factors are included, again highlighting the relevance of the regional level 

of analysis, which supports using the region as the primary unit of analysis. Finally, we find 

the results robust to our other measure of corruption (see Table A2, models 3 and 6 in 

Appendix 1). 

                                                           
271

 Country level data taken from the Quality of Government Institute’s homepage, (Teorell et al. 2013).   
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Table 7. The effect of career independence on corruption accounting for country level factors 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Careers -0.04** -0.04** -0.06** -0.06** -0.04** -0.04** -0.02* -0.02* 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.006) (0.007) 

Country level variables         

Years of democracy -0.002** -0.002**     -0.002* -0.002 

 (0.0005) (0.001)     (0.001) (0.001) 

Ethnic fractionalization   0.003** 0.003**   0.006** 0.006** 

   (0.001) (0.001)   (0.002) (0.002) 

Press freedom     0.006* 0.006* 0.005* 0.005* 

     (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

Constant 0.45 0.45 0.89* 0.88* 0.31 0.31 -0.04 -0.004 

 (0.29) (0.26) (0.33) (0.34) (0.47) (0.49) (0.33) (0.34) 

Random Variance 

Components 
 

       

Sd (cons) 
1.04e-11 

(6.41e-10) 
 

3.04e-12( 

1.48e-10)  

2.54e-14 

(1.77e-12 

)  

3.65e-

12(2.42e-

10)    

Sd (residual) 

0.08 

(0.045)  0.08(0.05)  0.07 (0.04)  0.07 (0.04)  

Obs 180 180 180 180 180 180 180 180 
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Countries 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 

R²  0.58  0.54  0.61  0.66 

Wald model test Pr(χ²) 269.4  1027.9   170.2  1267.6  

Log likelihood (iteration 0) 0.889  0.889   0.923  0.982  

Log likelihood 1.102  1.056  1.137  1.196  

Estimation method MLM WLS MLM WLS MLM WLS MLM WLS 

Comment: The dependent variable is percent of single bidders.  All models include (not shown): PPP per capita (logged, 2011), social trust, population density (logged) and 

% women in parliament.  Other regional level variables from Table 4 were dropped due to insignificance.  WLS (weighted least squares) estimation reports country clustered, 

robust standard errors in parentheses; in such models the regional level observations are weighted by the population.  MLM is estimated with the same regional controls as the 

WLS models and allows for random country intercepts. Units weighted by population and country-clustered standard errors are in parentheses. **p<0.01, *p<0.05
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Conclusions 

Previous studies have shown that institutional quality matters. But the way in which 

institutional quality can be achieved is subject to debate among scholars and practitioners. It 

was long argued that institutional capacity was the result of an appropriate investment of 

resources, but economists have shown that this might not be the solution after all and that, 

quite the opposite, cheap money can foster irresponsible political behavior similar to that 

experimented in oil booms (Fernandez-Villaverde, Garicano, and Santos 2013; Tabellini 

2010).  

Consequently, attention has shifted towards incentives, in particular towards the incentives 

provided by institutions regulating the relationship between citizens and politicians. The idea 

underlying scholarly works emphasizing the importance of democracy for the long-term 

prosperity of nations (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012), reformers´ proposals of open-list 

electoral systems and party primaries in corruption-ridden countries (Financial Times 2013) 

and recent massive anti-corruption rallies in Athens, Madrid and Rome that demand a real 

democracy, is that improving the accountability of the representatives to the represented will 

minimize corruption. Let’s make the agents as accountable as possible to their principals! 

Such suggestions overlook the crucial role of the bureaucracy. To the extent we trust the 

results presented in this paper, the aim should not be to make agents (bureaucrats) as 

responsive as possible to their principals (politicians) but, quite the contrary, make them 

independent of each other. The empirical analyses have indeed shown that, controlling for the 

usual confounders suggested in the literature, making bureaucrats less reliant on political 

connections reduces the risks of corruption. Conversely, where bureaucrats’ career incentives 

exclusively follow professional criteria, we find the lowest levels of corruption risk.  

 

 

 

 

  



402 

 

References 

Acemoglu, Daron and James Robinson. 2012. Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power. 

Prosperity, and Poverty. New York: Crown Business. 

Alesina, Alberto and Guido Tabellini. 2007. ”Bureaucrats or Politicians? Part I: A Single 

Policy Task”. American Economic Review, 97: 169-179. 

Alesina, Alberto, Arnaud Devleeschauwer, William Easterly, Sergio Kurlat, and Romain 

Wacziarg. 2003. "Fractionalization." Journal of Economic growth 8 (2): 155-194. 

Andrews, Josephine and Gabriella Montinola. 2004. ”Veto Players and the Rule of Law in 

Emerging Democracies”. Comparative Political Studies 37(1): 55-87. 

Andersson, Stefan and Paul Heywood. 2009. “The politics of perception: Use and abuse of 

transparency international’s approach to measuring corruption”. Political Studies, 

57(4), 746–767. 

Becker, Sascha and Ludger Woessmann .2009.  “Was Weber Wrong? A Human Capital 

Theory of Protestant Economic History”.  The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 124 

(2): 531-596. 

Boix, Charles and Susan Stokes. 2003. “Endogenous Democratization”. World Politics 55(4): 

517-549. 

Brunetti, Aymo and Beatrice Weder. 2003. “A free press is bad news for corruption”. Journal 

of Public economics, 87(7), 1801-1824. 

Charron, Nicholas, and Victor Lapuente. 2013. “Why Do Some Regions in Europe Have a 

Higher Quality of Government?”. The Journal of Politics, 75(03), 567-582. 

Charron, Nicholas, Lewis Dijkstra, and Victor Lapuente. 2015. “Mapping the Regional 

Divide in Europe: A Measure for Assessing Quality of Government in 206 European 

Regions”. Social Indicators Research, vol 122 (2): 315-346 

Charron, Nicholas, Bo Rothstein, and Victor Lapuente. 2013. Quality of Government and 

Corruption from a European Perspective. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 

Charron, Nicholas and Bo Rothstein. 2015. “Regions of Trust and Distrust: What explains 

Variation of Social Trust within and across European Countries?”  European Political 

Science Review. 

Dahlström, Carl, Victor Lapuente, and Jan Teorell. 2012. “The Merit of Meritocratization 

Politics, Bureaucracy, and the Institutional Deterrents of Corruption”. Political 

Research Quarterly, 65(3), 656-668. 

Diario.es  2014. “La corrupción planea sobre una decena de casos” 01-01-2014. 

El País. 2008. “Corrupción y embutidos” 27-04-2008. 



403 

 

El País. 2013a “Los visitadores de la trama Gürtel.” 26-07-2013 

El País. 2013b “Bárcenas amasó 38 millones de euros”, 25-02-2013. 

El País 2014. ”El juez destapa la trama del 3% madrileño”, 27-10-2014. 

EuropaPress, 2014. “Esperanza Aguirre compara el coche quemado a Granados con algo 

‘mafioso’ como "la cabeza del caballo del 'Padrino” 

Falaschetti, Dino and Gary Miller. 2001. "Constraining Leviathan Moral Hazard and Credible 

Commitment in Constitutional Design”. Journal of Theoretical Politics 13(4): 389-

411. 

Fazekas, Mihaly, István Tóth, and Lawrence King. 2013. Anatomy of Grand Corruption: A 

Composite Corruption Risk Index Based on Objective Data. CRC-WP/2013:02. 

Budapest: Corruption Research Center Budapest 

Fernandez-Villaverde, Jesus, Luis Garicano, and Tano Santos. 2013. Political Credit Cycles: 

The Case of the Euro Zone. Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research. 

Financial Times. 2013. “Politicians pilloried amid Spanish sleaze” (08-02-2013) 

Fukuyama, Francis. 2011. The Origins of Political Order: from Prehuman Times to the 

French Revolution. New York: Profile books. 

Frant, Howard. 1993. "Rules and Governance in the Public Sector: The Case of Civil 

Service". American Journal of Political Science 37(4):990-1007. 

Galbraith, James, and Enrique Garcilazo. 2005. “Pay Inequality in Europe 1995-2000: 

convergence between countries and stability inside”. European Journal of 

Comparative Economics, 2(2), 139-175. 

Gennaioli, Nicola, Rafael La Porta, Florencio Lopez-de-Silanes, and Andrei Shleifer. 2011. 

Human capital and regional development. Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of 

Economic Research. 

Goodnow, Frank J. 1900. Politics and Administration. New York: Macmillan. 

Greenaway, John. 2004. "Celebrating Northcote/Trevelyan: Dispelling the Myths". Public 

Policy and Administration 19(1): 1-14. 

Harling, Philip. 1996. The Waning of'Old Corruption': the Politics of Economical Reform in 

Britain, 1779-1846. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

Heclo, Hugh. 1977. A Government of strangers. Washington: The Bookings Institute. 

Hood, Christopher, and Martin Lodge. 2006. The Politics of Public Service Bargains. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. 



404 

 

Hoogenboom, Ari. 1961. Outlawing the Spoils: A History of the Civil Service Reform 

Movement, 1865-1883. Urbana: University of Illinois Press. 

Hollyer, James. 2011. Merit Recruitment in 19th and Early 20th Century European 

Bureaucracies. New York: Wilf Family Department of Politics, New York University. 

Holmberg, Sören, Bo Rothstein, and Naghmeh Nasiritousi. 2009. ‘‘Quality of Government: 

What You Get.’’ Annual Review of Political Science 12: 135–61. 

Keefer, Philip. 2007. “Clientelism, Credibility, and the Policy Choices of Young 

Democracies.” American Journal of Political Science 51 (4): 804–821. 

King, Gary, Robert Keohane, and Sidney Verba. 1994. Designing Social Inquiry. Princeton: 

Princeton University Press.   

Knott, Jack H., and Gary J. Miller. 1987. Reforming Bureaucracy: The Politics of Institutional 

Choice. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 

Knott, Jack H., and Gary J. Miller. 2008. "When Ambition Checks Ambition Bureaucratic 

Trustees and the Separation of Powers". American Review of Public Administration 

38, no. 4: 387-411. 

Kurtz, Marcus, and Schrank, Andrew. 2007. Growth and governance: Models, measures, and 

mechanisms. Journal of Politics, 69(2), 538–554. 

La Porta, Rafael, Florencio Lopez-de-Silanes, Andrei Shleifer, and Robert Vishny. 1999. 

“The Quality of Government”. Journal of Law, Economics, and Organization, 15: 

222-279. 

Lewis, David E. 2008. The Politics of Presidential Appointments: Political Control and 

Bureaucratic Performance. Princeton University Press. 

Lipjhart, Arend. 1971. “Comparative Politics and the Comparative Method”. American 

Political Science Review 65: 682-693. 

Lipset, Seymour M. 1960. Political Man: The Social Basis of Modern Politics. New York: 

Doubleday. 

Madison, James. 1787-88. “Federalist 10”, “Federalist 51”. The Federalist Papers. Dawson 

ed. 

Mauro, Paolo. 1995. “Corruption and Growth”. The Quarterly Journal of Economics 110 (3): 

681-712. 

Miller, Gary J. 2000. "Above politics: Credible commitment and efficiency in the design of 

public agencies". Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory 10 (2):289-

328. 



405 

 

Miller, Gary, and Thomas Hammond. 1994. "Why Politics is More Fundamental Than 

Economics: Incentive-Compatible Mechanisms Are Not Credible". Journal of 

Theoretical Politics 6(1): 5-26. 

Moe, Terry M. 1989. “The Politics of Bureaucratic Structure”. In John E. Chubb and Paul E. 

Peterson (eds.), Can the Government Govern? Washington: The Brookings Institution, 

pp. 267- 329. 

North, Douglass, John Wallis and Barry Weingast. 2009. Violence and Social Orders: A 

Conceptual Framework for Interpreting Recorded Human History. New York: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Parrado, Salvador. 2000. “The Development and Current Features of the Spanish Civil 

Service System”. In Bekke, Hans and Frits van der Meer (eds.). Civil Service Systems 

in Western Europe. Bodmin, Corwall: MPG Books Ltd. 

Persson, Torsten and Guido Tabellini. 2003. The Economic Effects of Constitutions. Munich 

Lectures in Economics. London: The MIT Press.  

Putnam, Robert, Robert Leonardi and Raffaella Nanetti. 1993. Making Democracy Work. 

Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Rabe-Hesketh, Sophia and Anders Skrondal. 2008. Multilevel and longitudinal modeling 

using Stata. STATA press. 

Rauch, James and Peter Evans. 2000. “Bureaucratic structure and bureaucratic performance in 

less developed countries”. Journal of Public Economics 75:49-71. 

Rokkan, Stein. 1970. Citizens, Elections, Parties: Approaches to the Comparative Study of 

the Process of Development. New York: David McKay.  

Rose-Ackerman, Susan. 1999. Corruption and Government. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Rothstein, Bo. 2011. The Quality of Government: Corruption, Social Trust and Inequality in 

International Perspective. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Rothstein, Bo and Eric Uslaner.  2005.  “All for All: Equality, Corruption and Social Trust”.  

World Politics 58 (1): 41-72 

Rubinstein, William D. 1983. “The End of Old Corruption in Britain, 1780-1860.” Past & 

Present 101: 55-86. 

Sartori, Giovanni. 1970. “Concept Misformation in Comparative Politics”. The American 

Political Science Review, 64 (4): 1033-1053. 

Schultz, David Andrew, and Robert Maranto. 1998. The Politics of Civil Service Reform. New 

York: Peter Lang. 



406 

 

Shaxson, Nicholas, and John Christensen. 2014. The Finance Curse. How Oversized 

Financial Centres Attack Democracy and Corrupt Economies. Chesham, UK: Tax 

Justice Network. 

Snyder, Richard. 2001. “Scaling down: The subnational comparative method”. Studies in 

comparative international development 36(1): 93-110. 

Sotiropoulos, Dimitrios. 2004. “Two Faces of Politicization of the Civil Service: The Case of 

Contemporary Greece”. In Peters, Guy and Jon Pierre (eds.). Politicization of the Civil 

Service in Comparative Perspective. The Quest for Control. London: Routledge. 

Sundström, Axel.  2013. Women’s local political representation within 30 European 

countries: a comparative dataset on regional figures. QoG Working paper 2013:18. 

Tabellini, Guido. 2008. “Institutions and Culture”. Journal of the European Economic 

Association 6: 255–294. 

Tabellini, Guido. 2010. “Culture and Institutions: Economic Development in the Regions of 

Europe”. Journal of the European Economic Association 8 (4): 677-716. 

Teorell, Jan, Nicholas Charron, Stefan Dahlberg, Sören Holmberg and Bo Rothstein. 2013. 

‘The quality of government dataset, version 20Dec13.’  University of Gothenburg: 

The Quality of Government Institute. 

Treisman, Daniel. 2007. “What Have We Learned About the Causes of Corruption from Ten 

Years of Cross-National Empirical Research?”. Annual Review of Political Science 10: 

211–44. 

Veenhoven, Ruut. 2010. “Greater happiness for a greater number”. Journal of Happiness 

Studies, 11(5), 605–629. 

Weber, Max. 1978 [1922]. Economy and Society. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Weber, Max. 2002. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism: and other writings. 

New York: Penguin. 

Wilson, Woodrow. 1887. “Study of Administration.” Political Science Quarterly 2: 197-222. 

Welzel, Christian and Ronald Inglehart. 2008. "The Role of Ordinary People in 

Democratization." Journal of Democracy 19(1): 126-140. 

Wooldridge, Jeffrey. 2003. “Cluster-sample methods in applied econometrics”. American 

Economic Review 93(2): 133-138. 

Wängnerud, Lena. 2009. “Women in parliaments: Descriptive and substantive 

representation”. Annual Review of Political Science, 12: 51-69. 

Zack, Paul and Stephen Knack. 2001.”Trust and Growth”. Economic Journal, 111(1): 295-

321.  



407 

 

17. Dahlström, Carl and Lena Wängnerud. 2015. “How institutions constrain 

elites from destructive behavior”. 

Later version published as: “How institutions constrain elites from destructive behavior”. 

In Dahlström, Carl and Lena Wängnerud (eds.). Elites, Institutions, and the Quality of 

Government. London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

 

Extended abstract 

 

Aims and scope 

After two decades of research on corruption and other aspects of government quality, it is 

clear that the top echelon of a society is of fundamental importance. To a large extent, elite 

politicians, bureaucrats and businessmen hold the fortunes of their societies in their hands (see 

for example Acemoglu and Robinson 2012; Fukuyama 2011; North, Wallis and Weingast 

2009), not only because of their direct influence on politics, administration and economy but 

also since their behavior indirectly signals how things are done. By implication, where elites 

behave in a self-serving manner, there is no reason to believe that the rest of the population 

will be any better, while, if elite behavior honors and adheres to the institutional framework, 

positive spirals towards higher quality of government may ensue (Rothstein 2012). 

 

But how are elites persuaded not to use their privileged position to enrich themselves at the 

expense of the society at large? The answer from research, so far, is through formal and 

informal institutional constraints, which in different ways alter incentives at the top. Most 

studies concern how constitutional rules, legal constraints (La Porta et al 1999; 2008; Person 

and Tabilini 2003), stronger accountability mechanisms for the political elite (Gerring and 

Thacker 2004; Kunicova and Rose-Ackerman 2005; Persson, Roland and Tabellini 2000), 

economic development and openness (Charron and Lapuente 2010; Welzel and Inglehart 

2008; Svensson 2005; Traisman 2007) or bureaucratic reforms (Dahlström, Lapuente and 

Teorell 2012; Rauch and Evans 2000; Miller 2000) hamper corruption and bad government. 

Research has indeed made considerable progress through these and other studies, but at 

present there are several unexpected and contradictory empirical patterns indicating that we 

still know too little about this dynamic, both theoretically and empirically.  

 

For example, studies arrive at different conclusions concerning fundamental constitutional 

electoral rules such as whether presidentialism or parliamentarism should be preferred, or 

whether a majoritarian or proportional electoral system is more efficient (see Persson, 

Tabellini and Trebbi 2003; Traisman 2007). Moreover, there is a well known curve-linear 

relationship between the level of democracy and the level of corruption (Harris-White and 

White 1996; Sung 2004; Keefer 2007). These empirical patterns indicate that there are no 

straightforward relationships between institutions and elite behavior, but rather that different 

intuitional arrangement, and other pre-conditions, interact with each other. Therefore, one of 

the most pressing issues is to understand when and how these interactions occur. 
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Consequently, this edited volume aims to contribute to the knowledge of the interaction 

between elites, institutions and other constraints and how this affects corruption and other 

forms of bad government. It starts with an introduction to the problem by Carl Dahlström and 

Lena Wängnerud and continues with a chapter by Susan Rose-Ackerman that problematizes 

the incentives for elites and masses to fight grand and petty corruption, respectively. Also in 

the introductory section, Sören Holmberg and Bo Rothstein demonstrate the importance of 

elite constraints for good societies, where infant mortality is low and life expectancy and 

satisfaction are high. In a fourth and final contribution in the introduction of the volume, Ann 

Towns explores the behavior of a largely unconstrained elite group, namely the diplomatic 

corps, and shows how corruption not only takes the form of money transfers but also of sexual 

exploitation. 

 

The rest of the volume has three specific goals. First we pay special attention to the 

development during nascent statehood, as much research suggests that historical legacies have 

long lasting consequences for elite behavior (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012). Experiences 

during the very first steps of state building processes continue to affect elite incentives, which 

is demonstrated in the chapters by Anna Persson and Martin Sjöstedt and by Ulrika Möller 

and Isabell Schierenbeck. In the same section, Michelle D’Arcy explains how intra-elite 

relations interact with regime change towards democracy and risks of increasing, rather than 

decreasing corruption, while Anders Sundell’s chapter describes in a broader manner the 

trade-off between political order and self-government in transitions from one political regime 

to another. 

 

Second, we dig deeper into how the rivalry between political, administrative and other elite 

groups sometimes constrains corrupt behavior. Common to the chapters in this section is the 

idea that a monopolization of power at the top has undesirable consequences. Bridging over 

from the previous section, Nicholas Charron, Carl Dahlström and Victor Lapuente show how 

de facto constraints provided by competition between administrative and political elites early 

on form the state infrastructure, which in turn affects outcomes today. Leonid Polishchuk and 

Georgiy Syunyaev’s chapter scrutinizes effects of political turnover and the personal 

economic incentives for elites, while Petrus Sundin argues that elites only under particular 

circumstances have incentives to contribute to economic growth. Helena Stensöta and Lena 

Wängnerud explain why, and under what circumstances, increased numbers of women in elite 

groups hamper corruption. 

 

The chapters in the final section investigate the circumstances under which the most central 

actor in democracies – the political party – hampers corruption and how it under other 

conditions can in fact facilitate bad government. Philip Keefer builds on his previous work on 

party organizations, from which we know that programmatic parties lessen, while clientilistic 

parties enable, corruption, and asks how the so called machine party organization affects 

corruption and other rent-seeking activities. In their chapter, Agnes Cornell and Marcia 

Grimes analyze the interaction between bureaucracy and politics, and show how the 

bureaucracy, depending on its organization, sometimes allows clientilistic and sometimes 

programmatic party strategies. Further, Andreas Bågenholm and Nicholas Charron examine 
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the role of anti-corruption parties and demonstrate how these, under specific circumstances, 

play an important role in fighting corruption. Finally, Georgios Xezonakis, Spyros Kosmidis 

and Stefan Dahlberg make a unique test of the micro mechanisms for political accountability, 

which are often assumed in the literature but are rarely tested.    

 

Taken together, the volume argues that institutions can be better than the individuals who 

constitute them, and therefore that the institutional research agenda is not only fruitful for 

research but should also be interesting for policymakers. We warn against making too 

simplistic conclusions, however, by taking the context seriously. Although this argument is 

certainly not new, we contribute a dynamic and historically more informed view where 

interactions between different institutional arrangements, historical legacies and the strategies 

of political actors are both theoretically defined and empirically studied. This answers the call 

from scholars of corruption and good governance, and from the large community of 

practitioners in national governments and international organizations, for studies that help us 

to better understand the many contradictory results from previous work.  

 

Proposed content 

As outlined above, this volume wishes to contribute to a better understanding of how contexts 

shape elite incentives, which in turn affect corruption and other aspects of government 

quality. The volume is divided into four sections, each related to a theoretically informed 

problem. The first section serves as an introduction to the problem at hand, and the second 

section tracks the effects of historical legacies. The chapters in the third a section deal with 

problems, and solutions, stemming from elite rivalry, and the fourth section investigates the 

role of political parties in corrupt polities. We outline the contents of each chapter briefly 

below.   

 

Chapter 1. Introduction 

by Carl Dahlström and Lena Wängnerud 

 

This chapter reviews the literature on how institutional arrangements constrain elites from 

practicing destructive behavior. It shows that elites play a fundamental role in most present 

day research on corruption and quality of government, but also that a pre-requisite for these 

theories is often that elite behavior can be altered under the right circumstances. The chapter 

builds on insight from the many convincing studies concerning how institutional 

arrangements have a positive effect on government quality, and also identifies several 

contradictory results. It suggests that these contradictions arise because of an underestimation 

of the importance of institutional interactions with historical legacies and other contextual 

factors. It ends by identifying state building, elite competition and the role of political parties 

as fundamentally important for moving forward.  

 

Chapter 2. The Importance of Good Elites for Good Societies 

by Sören Holmberg and Bo Rothstein 
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In this chapter, Holmberg and Rothstein construct a so called Good Society Index (GSI) from 

data on infant mortality, life expectancy and life satisfaction. They have previously shown a 

strong and independent effect of quality of government (QoG) on GSI, but they take one step 

back in the causal chain in this chapter and include a number of elite variables as explanatory 

factors in the model. They thus specify the extent to which elite factors such as elite 

recruitment, elite responsiveness, elite openness and elite accountability have an impact on 

the occurrence and sustainability of good societies. Or, expressed differently and in 

constitutional terms – to what extent and through which mechanisms do various restraints on 

elite behavior increase the likelihood of attaining a good society?  

 

Chapter 3. Are Corrupt Elites Necessary for Corrupt Countries? 

by Susan Rose-Ackerman 

 

Many claim that “a fish rots from the head down.” That may be true, but is that the only type 

of corrupt polity? Can one have a country with corrupt rulers that operate honestly in their day 

to day interactions with citizens? Some have claimed that both Guinea and Belgium fall into 

that category. Conversely, can an honest, public spirited president or prime minister survive in 

a system with high levels of corruption lower down? Might it be in his or her interest to 

tolerate lower level corruption?  A number of Latin American presidents have claimed to 

stand above lower level corruption, although the validity of these claims is of course open to 

question. This chapter explores what features of a country’s political, economic and social 

environments permit such disjunctions between high and low level corruption.  

 

Chapter 4. Understanding Sexual Corruption 

by Ann Towns 

 

Diplomats are elite public servants engaged in institutions that are guarded by norms of 

secrecy. Ministries of Foreign Affairs have indeed not been subjected to the same pressures of 

transparency as other state institutions. What’s more, many diplomats enjoy privileges of 

immunity from the host country’s laws and are thus not susceptible to lawsuit or prosecution 

unless diplomatic privileges are waived, which is very rare. Corruption scholarship focuses 

almost exclusively on monetary corruption, the use of public power for private monetary 

gains. However, as the steady stream of sexual scandals involving public figures suggests, 

public power can also be used for private sexual gain. This chapter explores the concept of 

sexual corruption in the diplomatic context of secrecy and legal immunity. The chapter also 

treats the implications for corruption scholarship of bringing sexual corruption into the 

discussion. 

 

Chapter 5 The Transformative Role of Formative Threats: A Historical Approach to Leaders' 

Development Choices 

by Anna Persson and Martin Sjöstedt 

 

This study explores long term effects of threats to leaders during formative periods of state 

development. How do non-institutionalized threats in the form of coups and conflicts affect 
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the discount rates of leaders and, subsequently, the institutional choices they make? While the 

role of threats has been acknowledged in previous research, we still lack a conclusive theory 

about how and why they should be expected to matter, including a theory about how historical 

threats inform the choices of contemporary leaders. In order to fill this gap, this chapter 

employs a comparative qualitative and quantitative historical approach. Drawing on examples 

from the developing world, the findings suggest that, through the mechanisms of leaders’ 

discount rates and the resulting institutional choices, threats to leaders taking place during so 

called critical junctures heavily influence subsequent paths of development. Countries in 

which the political elites experienced threats during early stages of state development have 

significantly higher levels of corruption today than countries that did not experience such 

threats. 

 

Chapter 6. Restraining Elite Influence at Nascent Statehood  

by Ulrika Möller and Isabell Schierenbeck 

 

This chapter points at the importance of political leadership in nascent statehood for the 

establishment of quality of government throughout the state building process. While broad, 

encompassing agreements between elites are a necessity for the state to come into existence, 

the political leadership has to prevent elites from gaining inappropriate access to the state 

institutions at nascent statehood. The extent to which the political leadership manages to 

restrain the influence of elites (military, religious and bureaucratic) determines the degree to 

which these elites undermine the state’s capacity to good enough political performance of the 

state institutions. The theoretical argument is substantiated empirically through a case 

comparison, which includes Israel, India, Palestine and Pakistan, in a historical perspective. 

The study reveals the greater capacity of the initial leadership, especially in Israel and to a 

significant extent in India, to restrain established elites, including religious conservatives, the 

military and bureaucrats. This leadership capacity is lacking most severely in Pakistan and, to 

a significant extent, also in Palestine. Thus, the “elite restraining capacity” of the initial 

leadership provides an important explanation of the contemporary quality of government in 

these states/political entities.    

 

Chapter 7. Rulers and their Elite Rivals: How democratization has increased incentives for 

corruption in sub-Saharan Africa 

by Michelle D’Arcy 

 

Empirical evidence in this question suggests that corruption seems to increase after 

democratization, before ultimately declining. Why is this the case? Existing theoretical 

explanations focus on how democratization effects voter-ruler relations and cannot effectively 

explain this puzzle. This chapter takes an alternative approach by exploring intra-elite 

relations, showing that this mechanism provides the key to unlocking this puzzle. It argues 

that, far from acting as an effective constraint on elite behavior, democratization in weak 

states initially creates further incentives for corruption. The theoretical argument is illustrated 

using examples from sub-Saharan Africa, where two decades of democratic reforms have 

failed to produce substantial improvements in governance. The chapter concludes by 
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considering the policy implications, and what kinds of institutional reform would be needed to 

constrain elites. The contribution is a new theoretical argument focused on elite-ruler relations 

as the key mechanism that explains the puzzling relationship between democratization and 

corruption. 

 

Chapter 8. Political Order or Self-government - which is More Conducive to Quality of 

Government? 

by Anders Sundell 

 

Since the American Revolution and its Declaration of Independence, the right to self-

government has been seen as a fundamental political virtue. However, the authors of the 

Declaration of Independence also acknowledged that governments should not be changed for 

”light and transient causes” and that it would be better to suffer some evils than to overthrow 

the current political order. The question then is how much evil can be suffered in exchange for 

political order, and how much disorder can be tolerated in exchange for the potential for self-

government? This is not only a theoretical question, as there are many states that wish to 

transform from a system of order but not self-government (autocracy) to a system with order 

and self-government (established democracy). However, the road between may lead to the 

breakdown of political order, which could have dire consequences for human well being. This 

chapter studies the trade-off between order and self-government and the types of systems in 

which quality of government is highest, in both contemporary and historical perspectives. It 

also discusses the process of transition between political systems, drawing on both existing 

research and quantitative evidence.  

 

Chapter 9. How Administration Constrains Politics 

by Nicholas Charron, Carl Dahlström, and Victor Lapuente 

 

What explains cross-country differences in the quality of institutions, such as judicial inde- 

pendence and government regulations of economic life, and in desirable social and eco- 

nomic outcomes, such as a low degree of corruption and a high degree of rule of law? In some 

of the most widely cited publications in the field of economics and political science, scholars 

have claimed that such cross-country variation is explained by a country’s legal origin (a 

common law or civil law tradition). To a large extent, this hypothesis has been corroborated 

by much empirical evidence. This chapter proposes an alternative interpretation of the cross-

country differences observed. Building on scholarly studies of state formation developments, 

the chapter proposes that the state formation process affects the character of the state 

infrastructure to be either patrimonial or bureaucratic, which in turn affects institutions and 

social outcomes. This argument is tested empirically on a global set of countries, which shows 

that the state infrastructure is indeed more influential than the legal traditions for government 

quality. 

 

Chapter 10. Endogenous Property Rights: The role of elites’ rotation and asset ownership  

by Leonid Polishchuk and Georgiy Syunyaev  
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It is usually assumed that the institutional preferences of the elites are sharply different from 

those of society at large – while the society needs public good-type inclusive institutions, such 

as the rule of law and non-discriminatory protection of property rights, the elites prefer 

institutions of rent-extraction. However, in some instances, elites’ immediate institutional 

needs may be more in sync with the rest of society, in which case elites, even if they are not 

accountable to the society, still supply inclusive property rights and other institutions-public 

goods (institutional public goods?). This chapter argues that a combination of two factors – 

one political and one economic – could deliver such an outcome. The political factor is elites’ 

turnover, which implements a dynamic version of checks and balances, whereas the economic 

one is elites’ ownership of substantial assets that need protection from expropriation once 

their owners lose power. The chapter reviews recent theories on the impact on economic and 

political institutions of elites’ rotation and market asset ownership, and presents empirical 

evidence supporting the above claim. The empirical part includes a cross-country analysis, 

and evidence from Russian regions and some other national cases.  

 

Chapter 11. The (creative) Destruction of Destructive Elite Coalitions? 

by Petrus Sundin 

 

The impact of institutional quality on economic growth has attracted a great deal of attention 

in the past couple of decades, and most scholars will now agree that institutional quality plays 

a role in deciding the economic fortunes of a country. Institutions that are sufficiently strong 

and impartial, not favoring certain groups or individuals, are thought to make more people 

utilize their human and economic capital in a more efficient way, leading to economic growth. 

When economic growth brings creative destruction, however, it risks eroding the position of 

incumbent elites. To remove this threat, elites often try to disincentivize investments and 

arrange institutions in ways that suppress economic growth. While research has covered elite 

behavior predicated on the expected effects of creative destruction, a less explored question is 

how actual creative destruction affects elites. This chapter covers the literature on the 

suppression of growth by elites and goes on to argue that, in cases where there is economic 

growth accompanied by creative destruction, it can serve as a constraint on the behavior of 

elites. 

 

Chapter 12. Specifying the Conditions that Make Women Curb Corruption 

by Helena Stensöta and Lena Wängnerud 

 

Women representatives and lower levels of corruption seem to go hand in hand. However, 

since this result was first published a decade ago, research has become increasingly more 

detailed about the possibilities of gender to curb corruption. Today, research is increasingly 

interested in the macro and meso level mechanisms that condition the impact of gender on 

corruption.  This chapter suggests that the impact of gender on corruption depends on regime 

and on sphere of government. Building on the empirical insights of previous research, the 

chapter contributes to our understanding of the relationship between gender and corruption by 

more clearly specifying the conditions that make women curb corruption.  
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Chapter 13. Corruption, Programmatic Parties and Party Machines   

by Philip Keefer 

 

Machine parties are a common form of political organization, but their effects on political 

incentives to engage in rent-seeking or corruption are not well understood. This chapter 

explores the implications of the organizational differences between machine and 

programmatic parties, on the one hand, and machine and clientelist parties, on the other, for 

political incentives to engage in rent-seeking. Like programmatic parties, machine parties 

mobilize large numbers of citizens for collective action (voting in a particular way).  

Substantial evidence demonstrates that corruption is lower in countries with programmatic 

parties, in part because the organization of these parties empowers citizens to act collectively 

to resist politician rent-seeking. Does the organization of party members in machine parties 

restrain corruption in the same way?  One reason why it may not is that, like clientelist parties 

organized around the personal networks of individual politicians, machine parties mobilize 

support with targeted transfers to individual voters, rather than with broad policy appeals.  

The argument advanced in this chapter is that, despite the success of machine parties in 

mobilizing citizens to vote, the currency of machine party politics is incompatible with 

collective action by party members to restrain leadership rent-seeking.     

 

Chapter 14. Political Control of Bureaucracies as an Incentive for Political Party Behavior 

by Agnes Cornell and Marcia Grimes 

 

This chapter advances a theoretical and empirical examination of the relationships between 

the political elite, institutions and political stability. More specifically, it analyzes whether the 

extent to which the public administration is politicized affects whether political parties opt for 

clientelistic or programmatic strategies. Political parties and their leaders are of crucial 

importance in a democratic political system and its linkages to the citizens, and the manner in 

which they choose to mobilize support may especially have implications for the functioning 

of democracy. The chapter first unpacks the theorized link between political control of the 

administration, with parties’ tendency to favor programmatic over clientelistic strategies, and 

goes on to consider whether parties’ choices of strategy are mediated by factors such as the 

constituency’s economic situation and party competition. The analyses employ data on 

bureaucratic structures from the Quality of Government expert survey and recently published 

data on clientelism from Kitchelt’s Democratic Accountability and Linkages Project, together 

with control variables from a variety of different sources.  

 

Chapter 15. Anti-Corruption Parties and Good Government 

by Andreas Bågenholm and Nicholas Charron 

 

This chapter focuses on so called Anti-Corruption Parties (ACPs), which have been 

immensely successful in above all Central and Eastern Europe and on several occasions 

managed to take the leading positions in the government. It seeks to explain the conditions 

under which these ACPs emerge and the extent of their extent and to reveal what they actually 
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accomplish in practice. There are convincing arguments in the literature that curbing 

corruption is extremely difficult and that success stories are rare, due to the logic of collective 

action, but that change may come about as a result of some major shock to the system. An 

assumption is that the circumstances under which these parties emerged and became 

successful would put them in a favorable position to actually make a difference. The chapter 

argues that countries in which ACPs have been able to influence through participation in 

government present the most favorable conditions for successfully curbing corruption, as 

these parties and their leaders are assumingly of a different kind and thus more prone to tear 

down old corrupt structures that have only benefitted the “old” establishment and to create 

new institutions that may lead their countries on a less corrupt path. 

 

Chapter 16. System Level Corruption Accountability: Testing the micro mechanisms 

by Georgios Xezonakis, Spyros Kosmidis, and Stefan Dahlberg 

 

Political accountability is a fundamental feature of and a yardstick for evaluating democracy. 

The effectiveness of democracy in keeping those in power in check is wholly relevant in the 

case of corruption. A large body of research has engaged in a review of the 

systemic/contextual factors that can account for variations in the levels of corruption at the 

aggregate level. A number of country specific factors have been deemed relevant in this kind 

of study. This chapter is concerned with testing the micro mechanism that links those 

systemic level characteristics and levels of corruption. It takes insight from the economic 

voting literature and from research on the determinants of corruption, and argues that features 

of the party system related to clarity of responsibility, in terms of policy outputs, the electoral 

rules and the ‘size’ of the party system, influence the voting weights employed by individual 

voters when they cast their votes. Findings suggest that features of the party system related to 

clarity of responsibility in terms of policy outputs and stable system features such as plurality 

electoral rules might prime corruption as an issue in voting calculations and therefore increase 

accountability. 

 

Market and Competition 

The primary intended audience is scholars and students of economics, political science and 

public administration worldwide. The book could also be included in reading lists for second 

or third year undergraduate courses and postgraduate courses in public management and 

comparative politics. Moreover, we expect that there will be a substantive market among 

practitioners interested in good government, as the book highlights problems in quality of 

government. 

 

With regard to the existing competition for the volume, Daron Acemoglu and James 

Robinson’s Why Nations Fail (2012), Bo Rothstein’s The Quality of Government (2012), 

Michael Johnston’s Corruption, Contention, and Reform: The power of deep democratization 

(2014), are close to the general theme of our manuscript as they attempt to understand 

government quality from historical and institutional angles. However, we think that, given the 

broad competence of the authors included in this volume, it should also be seen as a 
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competitor to handbooks on corruption, such as the International Handbook on the Economics 

of Corruption (2006) and Political Corruption: A Handbook (1989). Nevertheless, to the best 

of our knowledge, there is no book on the market that offers the same focus on the interaction 

between historical legacies, institutional constrains and elite behavior. 

 

Technical details 

94 000 words (including references)  

Completion date: December 20th, 2014. 
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Extended abstract 

 

Contribution of the book  

Widespread corruption and government inefficiencies cause serious problems in the world 

today. Recent scholarship and discussions among policymakers have consequently put quality 

of government firmly on the agenda, and fundamental questions such as why some 

governments perform better than others have been raised. From a global and historical point 

of view, there is a minority of governments that acts impartially and non-corruptly, and uses 

resources efficiently. Others, a majority of governments throughout the history of humankind, 

tend to act in a partial, corrupt and inefficient way. 

Recent research has increased our understanding of this intriguing difference in government 

performance. Think, for instance, of the recent work by highly influential economists – such 

as North, Wallis and Weingast’s Violence and Social Orders: A Conceptual Framework for 

Interpreting Recorded Human History (2009) or Acemoglu and Robinson’s Why Nations Fail 

(2012) – and political scientists – such as Fukuyama’s The Origins of Political Order (2011). 

Think also of articles in top social science journals published on this topic since La Porta, 

Lopez-de-Silanes, Shleifer and Vishny wrote in 1999 the over 4,000 times cited "The Quality 

of Government” on the Journal of Law, Economics, and Organization. 

However, there is a notable institution missing in this otherwise extensive contemporary 

research, namely public administrations. Overwhelmingly, scholars have focused on political, 

economic and cultural differences across countries to understand the divergent performance 

of their governments. They have nevertheless neglected the wide cross-country differences in 

bureaucratic institutions, even though countries present large variations in how they structure 

their bureaucracies, and these, we claim, have a remarkable impact on government 

performance. 

Indeed, our book builds on insights that were already present a century ago, when pivotal 

observers, such as Max Weber, considered that the organization of relations between 

politicians and bureaucrats was essential for understanding successes or failures of nations. 

Following Weber’s insights and those of scholars who have followed after him, we argue that 

the critical feature is the extent to which the professional careers of politicians and 

bureaucrats are separated or, the opposite, integrated in a single chain of accountability. In 

particular, when the careers of politicians and bureaucrats are separated, two independent 

channels of accountability – one based on political considerations, the other on peer review 
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mechanisms – emerge. This separation forms an embedded and mutual control function in 

government institutions, which in turn prevents rent-seeking collusion among officials and 

fosters government effectiveness. In other words, we suggest that governments where 

politicians do not become administrators – and, vice versa, bureaucrats do not become 

politicians – will perform better than governments where the careers of politicians and 

bureaucrats are intertwined.   

The book offers large-N cross-country analyses and numerous empirical illustrations 

indicating that a separation of politicians´ and bureaucrats´ careers generates, first, an 

entrenched system of mutual checks and balances among officials because they are responsive 

to the two different chains of accountability just mentioned. The mechanism emerges as 

politicians are responsive to the electorate and bureaucrats to their professional peers, and as a 

consequence their career interests do not overlap. Quite the contrary, it is probably harmful 

for the career of a bureaucrat for example not to expose a corrupt politician and the other way 

around. Therefore, all officials involved in the policy cycle – from the early stages of 

preparation to the discussion on the implementation details – have incentives to monitor each 

other. More importantly, it is plausible that both political and bureaucratic officials rationally 

anticipate their counterparts’ monitoring function, and thus they may be less willing to engage 

in shady, or directly corrupt, deals with certain constituencies or interest groups.  

Separated careers of politicians and bureaucrats also have implications for government 

effectiveness. We do not need to go to the extreme case of corruption to find a two-way 

monitoring between politicians and bureaucrats useful. There is probably a lot of wasteful 

spending in all polities, within the frames of the law, and if no one dares to speak truth to 

power, this will be higher than it needs to be. Second, a professional management has been 

shown to affect production in both the private and the public sector positively. In a politicized 

system, for example, the public managers will probably not have production of services as 

their only goal, but will to at least some degree be affected by political considerations, which 

probably hamper management. This will also influence incentives for rank and file public 

employees. If they think their future careers depend on political considerations, rather than on 

how good they are at their jobs, the production of public goods will suffer. 

In addition, our book is linked to the organizational research that has shown the absolute 

importance of trust for organizational success. For instance, in order to convince employees to 

make an extra effort to increase overall levels of efficiency, the structure of the relations 

between owners and managers must create a trustworthy working environment in the firm. In 

particular, by separating the managers from the owners, a firm may gain in organizational 

trust, because employees may believe more in those managers who have a certain level of 

independence from short-sighted temporary owners (Miller 1992). Following these 

developments, our book argues that, because public employees will tend to trust “managers” 

(i.e. top bureaucrats) rather than temporary “owners” (i.e. politicians), the existence of a clear 

separation of careers between politicians and bureaucrats helps to solve the inherent 

credibility problems that any managerial attempt to induce employees to undertake efficient 
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but costly efforts has, and we should therefore expect more efficiency enhancing reforms in 

such systems. 

As already indicated, the book builds on a well developed tradition in the public 

administration literature that, following from Max Weber (1978[1921]) and Woodrow 

Wilson (1887), emphasizes the importance of the interplay between the political and 

administrative spheres (see for example Aberbach, Putnam and Rockman 1985; Grindle 2012; 

Hood and Lodge 2006; Lewis 2008; Miller 2000; Peters 2009; and for a recent overview 

Dahlström 2012). This literature shows that the relationship between politicians and 

bureaucrats is organized in different ways over time and across countries, which directly 

influences how government functions. However, these studies are often not concerned with 

explaining differences in quality of government (for important exemptions see Rauch and 

Evans 2000; Rothstein 2011). In addition, this literature lacks encompassing comparative 

datasets on bureaucratic characteristics (with few exceptions, i.e. the 35 semi-industrialized 

countries covered by Evans and Rauch 1999). Consequently, we would argue that, up to our 

research, we know too little about which particular administrative features, if any, separate 

high performing from low performing governments.  

In sum, our book connects the comparative economics and political science literature 

concerned with why some governments perform better than others, with the public 

administration literature specialized in the interplay between politicians’ and bureaucrats’ 

incentives.  

Outline  

In short, this is a monograph that develops a theoretical suggestion for the importance of 

politicians’-bureaucrats’ relationships and identifies three implications, which are 

subsequently empirically tested with an original dataset. Our hypothesis is that the existence 

of a separation between the careers of politicians on the one side and bureaucrats on the other 

should correlate with low levels of corruption, high levels of government effectiveness and 

more efficiency enhancing reforms in the public sector.  

The empirical analysis is for the most part based on a new and unique dataset. On the 

explanatory side, we use data from more than 100 countries, combined with more detailed 

discussions of historical and contemporary cases. The comparative data are designed to 

measure characteristics of the public administration in a broad range of countries, and is to 

our knowledge the most comprehensive data on the structure of public administration in the 

world. The data are compiled by the Quality of Government Expert Survey (from here on the 

QoG Expert Survey) and are collected by the Quality of Government Institute (Teorell, 

Dahlström and Dahlberg 2011). This work includes 1053 public administration experts from a 

total of 135 countries. The experts are highly qualified professionals, often with an academic 

background in public administration (72 per cent have a PhD), who usually live in the country 

for which they answer (92 per cent). The number of respondents per country in the QoG 

Expert Survey varies from one to 28, with a mean of 7.8. However, in order to enhance data 

quality, we include only the 107 countries for which at least three expert responses were 
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obtained (for a more detailed discussion of the data see Dahlberg et al. 2013). In two other 

publications, Dahlström, Lapuente, and Teorell (2012) and Rothstein and Teorell (2012) 

conduct a cross-source validation of three indicators created of items from the QoG Expert 

Survey and demonstrate that there is no systematic measurement error in the data. 

However, we do not rely only on broad cross-country comparisons. The book also includes 

analyses of historical cases, from the adoption of meritocratic bureaucracies in Western 

Europe and North America, and more contemporary cases, for example from Northern and 

Southern Europe and from Latin America. The historical cases are of special importance 

when we discuss the causal implications of our findings.  

The book has seven chapters: 

Chapter 1. Why the organization of government matters 

In the first chapter, we summarize our main argument and introduce the empirical puzzle. The 

main purpose of this chapter is to connect our scientific questions to the very real problems 

created by low institutional quality. To achieve this goal, we use concrete examples from 

Spain, in order to give concrete illustrations of the importance of the problem.   

Chapter 2. Theory: How separated careers promote good government 

The second chapter develops the theoretical suggestion and its implications in more detail. 

We first situate the argument in relation to previous literature in economics, political science 

and public administration, and then point out both contributions and limitations of this 

research. We connect these literatures to each other and thereby develop our own argument. 

In short, we argue that a separation of careers between politicians and bureaucrats creates a 

milieu with low corruption, high effectiveness and many efficiency enhancing reforms in the 

public sector. This chapter also discusses the most significant competing theory. It is 

relatively common to suggest that bureaucrats should be protected from political influence 

through what is sometimes referred to as a closed Weberian system. This is the most 

prevailing competing theory, and its main idea is that bureaucrats should be protected from 

political influence through a closed civil service system, with a formalized recruitment 

system. We therefore end the theoretical chapter by demonstrating that our suggestion and the 

closed Weberian bureaucracy form two different dimensions, and we argue that, while 

separation of careers is indeed associated with high performance, closedness is not.    

Chapter 3. Closed Weberian Bureaucracy 

In chapter 3 we test the closed Weberian hypothesis empirically in a cross-country 

comparison. As it is a competing theory, we try to give it as good a chance as possible, and 

we therefore take five steps. First, we map bureaucracies in about 100 countries around the 

world in a two-dimensional space, and show that the closed Weberianism and meritocratic 

recruitment are not the same. Second, we look at bivariant correlations between indicators of 

a closed Weberian bureaucracy and three dependent variables, which we consider are good 

indicators of the implications of or theoretical expectations. Third, we include a minimum of 
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controls in the regressions. The controls are specific to each type of dependent variable, as we 

follow the most influential theories in each field, but they are generally from the cultural, 

economic and regime areas. Fourth, we conduct a series of robustness checks in order to 

exclude the possibility that closed Weberianism only works if several institutions are in place 

at the same time or in more or less developed parts of the world. The broad comparisons 

analyzed in this chapter demonstrate that in none of the specifications does the closed 

Weberian hypothesis have empirical support. Fifth, and finally, we describe the European 

countries belonging to the Napoleonic administrative tradition and describe why closed 

Weberianism does not contribute to the expected good outcomes but can in fact often be 

counterproductive.  

 

Chapter 4. Corruption  

Chapter 4 tests the impact on corruption of the separation of careers in three analytic steps. 

We start by demonstrating that there is indeed a strong bivariate correlation between our 

preferred indicator and low corruption. We then carry on to include the most prevailing 

alternative explanations from political science, economics and sociology. Even with several 

very demanding controls, our indicator continuously has a statistically significant effect in the 

predicted direction. We thus think it is motivated to go further and study the implications of 

our suggested control mechanism, which should be most significant in democracies, and we 

find that an interaction between our indicator and democracy indeed produces the expected 

results. We think that the main challenge for our results is the potential endogeneity bias. We 

therefore make some additional analyses, including an instrumental variable (the structure of 

bureaucracy in the 18th century) and previous levels of corruption on the independent side. 

Although our results are confirmed in these analyses, we also analyze the historical path from 

high level to low level corruption in the UK, the US and the Nordic countries in order to show 

that administrative reforms indeed were a part of the solution, and not a part of the outcome.  

 

Chapter 5. Effectiveness  

Chapter 5 takes on the challenge of investigating the relationship between bureaucratic 

institutions creating a separation of careers and government effectiveness. The chapter starts 

with a discussion of alternative explanations and the mechanisms we think are at work. 

Empirically, we employ the same kind of methodology as in chapter 4, but this time we use 

indicators of government effectiveness, such as wasteful government spending and 

management performance on the dependent side. The main result from this chapter is 

confirmative of our suggestion. A separation of careers does seem to contribute to 

government effectiveness, even after including several demanding controls. 

 

Chapter 6. Reforms  

In chapter 6 we test whether bureaucratic institutions creating a separation of careers are 

positively associated with efficiency enhancing reforms in the public sector. This is important, 

as it might be an explanation of why countries have such a hard time getting out of vicious 
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circles. The basic message here is that, even if countries identify reforms that could 

potentially help to improve the quality of government, an integrated career system would 

probably hamper the reforms. Our theory suggests that public employees should be more 

willing to make investments that imply an extra effort in systems where the careers of 

politicians and managers are separated, and that this should play out in the degree to which 

incentive systems are used in the public sector. We therefore use the degree of performance-

related pay in the public sector as the dependent variable. We see two main problems with the 

analyses in this chapter. First, we do not like to rely exclusively on analysis with perception 

measures from the same survey on both sides of the equation, and therefore we present model 

specifications where we substitute one or both of the indicators with indicators from other 

sources. Second, we are conscious of potential omitted variable bias. This problem comes 

from the fact that it is possible to view both the separation of careers between politicians and 

bureaucrats, and performance-related pay in the public sector, as parts of the same reform 

package. To exclude this possibility as far as possible, we take two steps; we use an 

instrument and study the time sequence of the implementation of performance-related pay in 

the public sector in Sweden and Spain. Results of this analysis speak against omitted variable 

bias. 

 

Chapter 7. Conclusions  

We turn here to a discussion of the broader theoretical implications of the results and pinpoint 

four discussions to which we think the book contributes: the research on the relationship 

between economic resources and institutional quality; the studies on the effects of democracy 

on good government; the scholarship on Weberian bureaucracies; and theories on managerial 

control of large organizations. We end the book with a reflection about potential policy 

implications of our findings. Specifically, we underline how prevailing institutional reforms 

focus on the enactment of stringent and formal civil service rules, for which this book can 

trace no positive effects. On the contrary, the empirical evidence we give in this book 

indicates that public employees can be recruited, promoted and work under conditions similar 

to those of their private sector counterparts, and still be rewarded according to professional 

and not political criteria. This requires both that politicians do not get involved in recruiting 

and promoting bureaucrats and that bureaucrats do not become politicians. 

Technical details 

78,800 words (including references)  

Completion date: March 24
st
, 2014. 

The readership, market for the book, and comparison with competing books 

The intended audience is scholars and students of economics, political science and public 

administration worldwide. The book could also be included in reading lists for second or 

third-year undergraduate courses and postgraduate courses in public management and 

comparative politics. 
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A relatively large number of scholars have already shown interest in our argument, since we 

have presented the seeds of the theory developed in this book, as well as indications of its 

empirical evidence, at different American (such as the annual meetings of the American 

Political Science Association and the Midwest Political Science Association) and European 

venues (such as the meetings of the Council of European Studies and European Consortium 

for Political Research General Conference, and research seminars in the University of 

Oxford, London School of Economics, ESADE Business School, University of Texas, and 

several Swedish universities, including Lund, Uppsala, Gothenburg, Luleå and Linné).   

Furthermore, we believe the book could be of interest to a large and diverse types of readers 

because, as it is stands at the crossroads of different disciplines and sub-disciplines in the 

social sciences, as we have argued above, and deals with a fundamental societal problem. 

Simply put, we expect attention from those scholars interested in the organizational insight of 

Max Weber and his many followers in sociology, political science and public administration 

to those scholars interested in cutting-edge comparative political economy. Secondly, the 

book, together with a purely positive analysis, explicitly discusses policy implications, which 

also could raise interest among a broader, not strictly academic audience (interest has already 

been shown from, for example, the UN and the EU where we have been invited as presenters). 

Indeed, we expect that there will be a substantive market among practitioners interested in 

good government, and it could also attract media attention. An indication is the interest 

already shown by influential media in the core argument of our book (the 

separation/integration of careers between politicians and bureaucrats) to understand the depth 

of the institutional and economic crisis in Southern Europe. Here we have some examples 

where the critical mechanism of our book is explicitly presented to highlight problems of 

quality of government, in particular for the case of Spain: 

Time Magazine:  

http://world.time.com/2013/01/25/spain-is-disgusted-with-corruption-but-can-anything-be-

done-about-it/ 

Financial Times: 

http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/58bbdb12-720c-11e2-896a-

00144feab49a.html#axzz2wPAuwsef 

The Economist: 

http://www.economist.com/blogs/charlemagne/2009/03/why_is_spain_so_corrupt 

http://www.economist.com/node/13743268 

Thanks partially to this impact on the media, we have also received invitations from 

representatives of political parties in Spain to formulate concrete policy implications 

regarding the reform of public institutions. And we therefore think there are good chances 

also to tap into the Spanish speaking market in Europe and Latin America. 

http://world.time.com/2013/01/25/spain-is-disgusted-with-corruption-but-can-anything-be-done-about-it/
http://world.time.com/2013/01/25/spain-is-disgusted-with-corruption-but-can-anything-be-done-about-it/
http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/58bbdb12-720c-11e2-896a-00144feab49a.html#axzz2wPAuwsef
http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/58bbdb12-720c-11e2-896a-00144feab49a.html#axzz2wPAuwsef
http://www.economist.com/blogs/charlemagne/2009/03/why_is_spain_so_corrupt
http://www.economist.com/node/13743268
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Regarding the existing competition for our book, Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson’s 

Why Nations Fail (2012) and Bo Rothstein’s The Quality of Government (2012), both are 

close to the general theme of our manuscript – i.e. the attempt to understand great divergences 

in the quality of government across nations. In theoretical terms, the book that comes closest 

would be Gary Miller’s Managerial Dilemmas (1992). Thematically, our book also resemble 

B. Guy Peters’ The Politics of Bureaucracy (2009, 6
th

 ed), which looks at the relationship 

between politicians and bureaucrats from a comparative perspective, and David Lewis´ The 

Politics of Presidential Appointments (2008), which studies political recruitment in the US 

bureaucracy. Overall, however, there is, to the best of our knowledge, no book on the market 

that offers the same focus on the critical importance of measurable features of bureaucratic 

structures over government performance.  
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Abstract 

This chapter investigates the interrelationship between professional and democratic 

accountability. Previous scholarship has noted that an administration organized as a Weberian 

bureaucracy contributes to several desirable outcomes, such as high government 

effectiveness, low corruption and high state capacity. We suggest that the reason for the 

strong correlation between good governance and Weberian characteristics is the fact that a 

Weberian bureaucracy provides a mechanism for holding bureaucrats accountable–-the 

professional reputation–-which is distinct from the accountability mechanism of politicians–-

popular support. To achieve good outcomes, both these accountability mechanisms should be 

in place; otherwise, either relatively unconstrained politicians or bureaucrats can take 

advantage of their position at the expense of general welfare. The chapter therefore 

hypothesizes that the characteristics of a Weberian bureaucracy, such as meritocratic 

recruitment, have different effects depending on the level of democracy. For instance, 

professional bureaucrats are probably more likely to blow the whistle–-in reaction to a 

suspicious move by their political superiors–-in an open and democratic society. The chapter 

tests this suggestion on a global sample including proxies for the level of corruption and the 

nature of the bureaucratic structure in about 100 countries. The findings indicate that there is 

indeed an interaction between the existence of a meritocratic recruitment to the bureaucracy 

on the one hand and high levels of democracy on the other, that contributes to low levels of 

corruption. 
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Wilsonianism, Weberianism or both? 

Democratic accountability is often seen as an essential institutional underpinning for the 

prosperity of nations. Democracies with well-established mechanisms of electoral 

accountability provide more secure property rights (Clague et al. 1997), implement policies 

with a higher economic rate of return (Isham, Kaufmann and Pritcket 1997) and perform 

better in areas such as rule of law, bureaucratic quality and school enrolment, as well as 

provide minimal levels corruption (Keefer 2007). These dividends of democracy probably 

help us understand why it is also clamed that “democracy does cause growth” (Acemoglu et 

al. 2014, 1). 

In terms of policy prescriptions, this body of research has strengthened what Paris (2004, 6) 

calls Wilsonianism, coined after the 28
th

 US President Woodrow Wilson, which is the idea 

that democracy will bring prosperity because it promotes, as Wilson wrote, the “ascendancy 

of reason over passion”. Consequently, “the democracy-promotion perspective has become 

increasingly popular, championed by commentators such as Thomas Carothers, Larry 

Diamond, Morton Halperin, Michael McFaul, Joseph Siegle, and Michael Weinstein, among 

others” (Norris 2012, 3). 

Standing in sharp contrast to the tenets of Wilsonianism, many governance scholars instead 

claim that the key institutional ingredient is what is often called a Weberian bureaucracy, after 

sociologist Max Weber’s work on bureaucracy. Propelled by empirical studies on 

developmental states (Evans 1995, Wade 1990), as well as by theoretical discussions of the 

importance of bureaucracies (Olsen 2008), studies have shown that Weberian bureaucracies 

lead to a higher quality of government (Rauch and Evans 2000; Dahlström, Lapuente and 

Teorell 2012) and, in turn, to other socio-economic benefits such as reduction of poverty and 

higher growth rates (Evans and Rauch 1999; Henderson et al. 2003). In essence, this 

scholarship contends that bureaucracy trumps out democracy in explaining cross-national 

differences. According to this line of argument, the reason why public funds are misused in 

some countries, while other countries provide welfare-enhancing policies, is related more to 

how administrative officials are selected than to how political officials are selected. Rothstein 

(2011) compares Singapore and Jamaica, for instance, two postcolonial countries that gained 

independence at almost the same time and were expected to perform alike, and notes that, 

while the former achieved astonishingly high levels of good governance under authoritarian 

rule, the latter performed much worse under a more democratic regime. From a Weberian 

perspective, it is not electoral accountability but a professional bureaucracy formed by 

meritocratically recruited and promoted public employees that is essential for the dominance 

of reason over passion (Olsen 2008).  

Consequently, in terms of policy prescriptions, “diverse commentators such as Simon 

Chesterman, James Fearon, Francis Fukuyama, Samuel Huntington, Stephen Krasner, David 

Laitin, and Roland Paris have all advocated state-building” (Norris 2012, 4). Supporters of 

this strategy acknowledge democracy as a desirable goal in itself but recognize the pragmatic 

gains of strengthening governance institutions before the introduction of electoral democracy 

(ibid. Paris 2004). This prescription is of the utmost importance in post-conflict countries, 
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such as Afghanistan, where what is required is “not democracy promotion …It’s state 

building” (Berman 2010), or rebel-controlled Syria, where efforts of the international 

community should be devoted not so much to the political class but to “training civil servants 

and supporting projects that broaden institutional capacity” (Martin 2014, 35).  

In sum, while many authors champion democracy “as the antidote to everything from 

corruption to poverty”, others follow the 2002 United Nations Human Development Report’s 

warning that “the links between democracy and human development are not automatic” 

(Holmberg, Rothstein and Nasiritousi 2012, 278). The theoretical predictions and the policy 

implications of Wilsonianism and Weberianism are thus opposite: maximizing the democratic 

accountability of political officials or supporting professional bureaucracies.   

This chapter aims to reconcile these two views by arguing that both democracy and 

bureaucracy are necessary to attain a high quality of government. The argument is simply that 

good governance will be achieved in policies that combine democratically accountable 

political officials with bureaucrats who are accountable to their professional peers. The reason 

is that, while both democratically elected leaders and autonomous bureaucrats might be 

tempted to enrich themselves and their constituencies or corps, this can be minimized if they 

are checked by each other, so that politicians are the guardians of bureaucrats and vice versa. 

If this is correct, it could be observable in how well corruption is controlled in the country. 

Where rulers are democratically accountable and at the same time administrators are 

accountable to their professional peers, corruption levels should be lower. The chapter’s main 

goal is to test this proposition in a broad set of countries.     

The remainder of the chapter is organized as follows. The section below deploys arguments as 

to why an interaction between the democratic accountability of politicians and professional 

accountability of bureaucrats minimizes opportunities for rent-seeking. The arguments are 

illustrated with examples of the dangers of both an autonomous bureaucracy without 

democratically accountable rulers and a democracy unconstrained by a powerful body or 

meritocratically recruited bureaucrats, and thus examples of why they need each other. 

Subsequent sections introduce the data and methods and proceed to show cross-sectional 

analyses with a sample of over 100 countries, where we subject the impact of the democracy-

bureaucracy interaction of our hypothesis to diverse controls. Results show that countries 

combining a merit-based, instead of politicized, administrative workforce together with 

democratically accountable political incumbents have lower levels of corruption. The final 

section sums up and concludes that it is probably not a question of Wilsonianism or 

Weberianism; both are needed. 

Why we need both democracy and bureaucracy to prevent rent-seeking 

This chapter explores cross-country differences in corruption and understands corruption as 

the misuse of public office for private gains (Shleifer and Vishny, 1993, Rose-Ackerman, 

2008). Corruption is a central feature of quality of government, according to numerous 

scholars. The huge variation in ability to curb corruption is essential to an understanding of 

the widely divergent national performances in a myriad of outcomes, from economic growth 
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(Nye 1967, Mauro 1995, Mo 2001) to inequality (Li et al. 2000, Gupta et al. 2002) and human 

development (Kaufmann 2004, Akcay 2006). 

A very brief look at the political history of the world allows us to see the inextricable link 

between public goods and opportunities for corruption and abuse of political office. Miller 

(2000, 289) observes this paradox and notes how states, on the one hand, produce public 

goods required to sustain and promote socio-economic development, while they, on the other 

hand, have a structure in which the individuals ruling those states are tempted to appropriate 

the unavoidable “surplus benefits generated by the creation of those goods”. This “conflict 

between the self-interest of ruler(s) and overall social efficiency is one of the more inclusive 

and compelling generalizations to be made” (Hammond and Miller 1994, 6; see also Weingast 

1995). Consequently, the story of the development of state apparatuses has a counter story: 

one of rulers taking advantage of their positions to enrich themselves and their clique at the 

expense of social welfare. Fukuyama’s (2011) The Origins of Political Order offers numerous 

instances of how, throughout the history of humankind, ruling elites—from the Chinese 

imperial state and the Ottoman system to European monarchies—have tended to pursue their 

interests whenever they have been left unchecked. 

As noted in the introduction, while some have put their hope to democracy and others to the 

bureaucracy, the argument here is that both are needed. To explain why, we start by 

discussing how a bureaucracy accountable to professional peers instead of directly to the 

rulers contributes to low levels of corruption, and we also explain why this is probably not 

sufficient. According to Fukuyama (2011), historical experience reveals that many polities 

tried to mitigate rent-seeking following early Chinese state builders, who pioneered 

mechanisms to select officials on a meritocratic basis. In Above Politics (2000), Miller 

generalizes this historical regularity into a compelling theoretical argument: by delegating the 

management of the state apparatus to merit-based autonomous bureaucrats, a barrier is created 

between those tempted by opportunistic actions in the delivery of public goods (i.e. 

politicians) and those effectively providing them (i.e. bureaucrats). The solution would thus 

be to “insulate bureaucrats from efficiency-undermining political pressures” (ibid., 289).  

Much evidence indeed points in this direction; creating administrative bodies that are not 

directly responsive to their political superiors but enjoy a merit-based self-management seems 

to yield beneficial effects in terms of reducing widespread corruption and improving 

governance. For instance, to explain the “East Asian miracle”, the World Bank noted that 

authoritarian rulers had “…effectively insulated meritocratically selected civil servants from 

direct popular pressures” (Isham, Kaufman and Pritchet 1997, 3).  

Nevertheless, as Fukuyama (2013) warns, if a bureaucracy completely subordinated to its 

political masters is a recipe for clientelism and rent-seeking, a completely autonomous 

bureaucracy is probably also very bad, as it risks setting self-interest before public interest if 

not counterbalanced by a powerful political principal. Olsen (2008, 9) remarks that the 

“sympathy for a bureaucracy that sabotages the intentions of Frederick the Great, the Russian 

tsar, or Hitler and derails their reforms…” should not make us forget the dangers of a 

bureaucracy, irrespective of its meritocratic features. Indeed the extraordinarily high levels of 
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bureaucratic autonomy enjoyed by the German and Japanese administrative bodies in the 

times before World War I and World War II has been blamed for their extraordinarily 

aggressive expansionary policies. These “high quality, autonomous bureaucracies…”, simply 

“…took over from the political authorities the task of formulating foreign policy” (Fukuyama 

2013, 16).  

The appalling consequences of the excessive degree of bureaucratic autonomy in both 

Imperial Germany and Japan are well known, but there are other negative consequences of 

highly autonomous bureaucracies that tend to be overlooked in the frequently laudatory 

accounts of developmental autocracies. The lack of transparency reigning in those regimes too 

frequently prevents analysts from detecting the rent-seeking and corruption that occur in 

authoritarian regimes, but a closer look reveals plentiful examples of corruption and abuse by 

bureaucrats who, regardless of whether they are meritocratically recruited or not, are 

inescapably tempted to take advantage of their privileged situation as policy-implementers 

and de facto policy-makers. 

One of those examples is the highly autonomous—and generally high quality—bureaucracy 

developed during the rule of Franco in Spain (1939-1975). From the late 1950s Franco 

embraced an approach based on rapid industrialization and modernization of the economy 

(Maravall and Santamaria 1986). To implement this agenda, he granted extraordinary levels 

of autonomy to the grandes cuerpos of the Spanish administration (Lapuente 2007). 

Bureaucrats belonging to those corps became technocrats in charge of modernizing the 

economy, and Spain fundamentally became a government of bureaucrats (Nieto 1976; 

Parrado 2000; Villoria 2000). All state actions complied with the existing laws that, in turn, 

were issued by bureaucrats themselves who had been promoted to the highest political offices. 

Nevertheless, the fact that almost all high state officials, from ministers to middle-range 

managers, were civil servants who had excelled at the exam to join an administrative corps, 

i.e. they were some of the most qualified individuals of their generations, did not prevent 

rampant corruption. As a matter of fact, scholars agree that under Franco’s regime “corruption 

was widespread, but hidden” (Robles-Egea and Delgado-Fernández 2014, 8). Despite that 

only a few notorious cases made it into the headlines, such as the Matesa, the Reace, the 

Redondela or the Boeing cases (ibid.), Franco’s were “golden years of corruption” (Preston 

2003,14). 

The Matesa case was probably the most notorious, and it is important to remark that it came 

to light towards the end of Franco’s rule (1969) and only as a result of an inter-family rivalry 

within the political-administrative elite. This case involved a colossal misappropriation of 

state funds and unveiled a complex mechanism to benefit from state subsidies; and, as it 

turned out, members of the most prestigious, and merit-based, administrative corps were 

implicated (Preston 2003). At the center of the scandal was the director of the Matesa 

Company, a close friend of the Minister for the Development Plan, Laureano López Rodó, the 

man who embodied the modernization of the Spanish state under Franco and was one of the 

architects of the bureaucratic autonomy. Three other “technocrats”— civil servants turned 

ministers—were also affected by this corruption case (ibid., 17). The Matesa case thus 
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illustrates that a high level of bureaucratic autonomy can also be misused when the 

bureaucrats are not checked by “guardians” with different interests, such as electorally 

accountable politicians. 

The problem of unchecked bureaucrats may also reach regimes where rulers are 

democratically elected but, since they do not get sufficiently involved in policy-making, they 

cannot act as proper guardians of the bureaucrats. A well-known example would be Japan, 

where bureaucrats have traditionally been regarded as “a legitimate source of policy 

generation” (Connors 2000, 113) and taken an active role in parliamentary discussions 

(Nakamura 2001). As a result, for many years and in many policy areas, “the mandarins made 

policy, to be rubber-stamped by the cabinet” (The Economist Feb. 25, 2010). Far from always 

generating efficient and non-corrupt policies, the highly qualified Japanese bureaucrats 

isolated themselves in a “Foggy Fortress” that led to “corruption and bad governance” in the 

1980s (ibid.). 

Similarly, we argue that democratic rulers who are not counterbalanced by a professional 

bureaucracy are also prone to rent-seeking and corruption. It is important to observe that, in 

the literature, democratic accountability is on the one hand considered by many scholars as 

essential for understanding quality of government (Diamond, Linz and Lipset 1990, Keefer 

2007, Treisman 2007). As Adserà, Boix and Payne (2003, 445) state, “…how well any 

government functions hinges on how good citizens are at making their politicians accountable 

for their actions”. On the other hand, a skeptical view of the ability of democratic regimes to 

deliver good policies has a long tradition in political science. It has been argued that, at the 

very least, democratic rulers are too easily tempted to appease voters by implementing 

populist policies with severe long-term costs (Alesina and Drazen 1991) and, at the very 

worst, electoral pressures force them to deliver targeted and clientelistic goods, especially in 

poorer (Charron and Lapuente 2010) or transitional (Bäck and Hadenius 2008) countries.  

Debates about the connections between democracy and corruption are recurrent all over the 

world since the adoption of the first contemporary democracies. The early decades of the 

American democracy were marked by fierce discussions as to how it had led to rampant 

corruption. One pamphlet in Andrew Jackson’s 1824 presidential campaign highlighted the 

general mood (Easton 1824, quoted in Wallis 2006, 45): 

Look to the city of Washington, and let the virtuous patriots of the country weep at the spectacle. 

There corruption is springing into existence, and fast flourishing, Gentlemen, candidates for first 

office in the gift of a free people, are found electioneering and intriguing, to worm themselves into 

the confidence of members of congress, who support their particular favorites, are bye and bye to 

go forth and dictate to the people what is right. 

Two centuries later, in the largest world’s democracy, India, we see similar arguments. 

Despite being a democracy with a vibrant media, “India seems to do neither strikingly better 

nor worse in corruption terms than China” (Sun and Johnstron 2009, 2), and, in some other 

indicators of good government, such as the provision of essential public services, “India trails 

China” (Sen 2013). 
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Our argument is that, similar to what happens when both policy-making and policy 

implementation are in the hands of a group with a corporatist interest such as corps of 

bureaucrats, the risk for corruption is also higher when democratically elected officials 

monopolize governance. There are some illustrations of what has happened since the arrival 

of democracy in Spain (1978-). 

In particular, local and provincial governance reveals the close connections between, on the 

one side, polities where all officials—not only the elected ones—owe their position to the 

ruling party and, on the other, opportunities for corruption. There are hundreds of corruption 

cases that have affected Spanish municipalities in the last two decades where one can see how 

personnel policies in the municipalities tended to be highly dependent on the elected mayor, 

who enjoyed more or less discretionary powers to appoint public managers, and sometimes 

even public employees, at will (Costas-Pérez, Solé-Ollé and Sorribas-Navarro 2012; 

Dahlström, Lapuente and Teorell 2012). One example is Alicante where, in a telephone 

conversation between a direct subordinate of the mayor—a public employee of her “most 

confidence” (Fernández and González 2014)—and a businessman who is thrilled because he 

has earned a “stash of millions” thanks to a local regulation, the public employee tells him: 

“Then, spread the wealth”. This illustrates, first, how politicians who had an ample margin of 

maneuver to appoint officials and corruption were not afraid to not only involve 

administrators but to use them directly and, second, how this is used to buy support. As some 

observers have noted, the presidents of provincial administrations with highly visible 

corruption scandals, such as Ourense and Castellón, were known as caciques, i.e. bosses with 

the ability to give jobs in exchange for electoral support (Moreno Luzón 2014). 

In sum, a democracy without a bureaucracy formed on the basis of merit, and thus 

accountable to their professional peers, seems to create opportunities for corruption and abuse 

by political officials. Conversely, a “…completely autonomous bureaucracy gets no mandates 

at all but sets its own goals independently” and thus creates opportunities for rent-seeking 

(Fukuyama 2013, 14). We have however also tried to show that, when institutions for these 

two different accountability mechanisms are in place, they counterbalance each other. Thus, 

our argument is that a system that balances democratic and professional accountability 

minimizes opportunities for corruption. One should expect lower levels of corruption when 

neither politicians nor bureaucrats monopolize governance within a polity but are forced to 

jointly take decisions that unavoidably entail rent-seeking opportunities.     

Research strategy 

The aim of the empirical section is to evaluate the hypothesis sketched out above, that 

democratic accountability and bureaucratic professionalism strengthen each other. In line with 

this idea, we expect a stronger correlation between bureaucratic professionalism and low 

corruption when institutions securing democratic accountability are in place, and vice versa.  

We take two steps to investigate whether this hypothesis is supported by the best data 

available to us (see Sundell 2014 for a similar approach). First, we plot the correlation 

between meritocratic recruitment to the bureaucracy—a central mechanism of bureaucratic 



438 

 

professionalism in the literature (Evans and Rauch 1999, Nistotskaya 2009, Dahlström, 

Lapuente and Teorell 2012)—and corruption, depending on the level of democracy in the 

country. This gives an overview of the empirical associations in the most basic sense. We then 

move on to a more rigorous analysis and estimate effects of an interaction term of the two 

constituting variables of democratic accountability and meritocratic bureaucracy on the level 

of corruption, through a series of Ordinary Least Squares regressions, including relevant 

controls. 

We use the same indicator of meritocratic recruitment to the bureaucracy as Dahlström, 

Lapuente and Teorell (2012), who found that it deterred corruption. The indicator comes from 

the Quality of Government Expert Survey (Teorell, Dahlström and Dahlberg 2012), which 

measures characteristics of bureaucracies on the national level and is based on the views of 

1,053 public administration experts from a total of 135 countries. The experts are highly 

qualified professionals, often with an academic background in public administration (72 

percent have a PhD). They usually live in the country for which they answer (92 percent). The 

number of respondents per country varies from one to 28, with a mean of 7.8. However, in 

order to enhance data quality, we include only the 107 countries for which at least three expert 

responses were obtained (for a more detailed discussion of the data see Dahlberg et al. 2013).   

For the democracy level, we include a measure that combines Freedom House and Polity 

scores together with imputed values where data on Polity are missing. Data come from 

Hadenius and Teorell (2005), who show that this average index performs better in terms of 

both validity and reliability than its constituent parts. We have however also re-run all models 

with the Freedom House/Polity measure without the imputed values and checked the 

robustness by substituting the democracy measure with the revisited combined Polity IV score 

(Marshall and Jaggers 2011) and with the democracy/dictatorship dichotomy from Cheibub, 

Gandhi and Vreeland (2010). 

As indicative of our dependent variable—the level of corruption in the country—we use the 

2011 version of the World Bank’s Governance Indicators’ control of corruption. This 

perception-based indicator is widely used in the literature and aims at “…capturing 

perceptions of the extent to which public power is exercised for private gain…”, thus fitting 

our understanding of corruption well (Kaufmann, Kraay and Mastruzzi 2010, 3). To create 

these indicators, the World Bank uses data from about 30 different sources, combined into 

one aggregate measure raging from -2.5 (low control of corruption) to +2.5 (high control of 

corruption). We also use alternative measures to check the robustness of the results. These 

include the Corruption Perception Index from Transparency International (Transparency 

International 2012) and the corruption indicator from the International Country Risk Guide 

(ICRG 2013). 

We include a large number of control variables. There is no standard set of controls in the 

literature on corruption, but we mainly follow Treisman (2007) and Dahlström, Lapuente and 

Teorell (2012) and control for the log of GDP per capita, the proportion of Protestants, the 

years of democracy the country has experienced, the press coverage and trade volume. With 

the exception of the ICRG corruption measures, all variables are available either from the 
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QoG Expert Survey (Teorell, Dahlström and Dahlberg 2012) or from the QoG Standard 

Dataset (Teorell et al. 2013). Table 1 summarizes the variables employed and provides some 

descriptive statistics. 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Meritocratic recruitment (QoG) 107 4.3 1.1 1.9 6.6 

Democracy (Freedom House/Imputed Polity) 193 6.7 3.1 0 10 

Control of corruption (World Bank) 191 -.06 .99 -1.7 2.4 

Democracy status (Freedom House) 193 1.8 .81 1 3 

Log GDP/capita 179 8.7 1.3 5.7 11.1 

Protestant 193 13.1 21.3 0 97.8 

Years of democracy 171 18.2 21.6 0 70 

Newspapers per 1000 inhabitants  134 100.2 124.8 0 588 

Total trade (% of GDP) 174 86.1 45.8 22.1 421.6 

Corruption (ICRG) 138 2.6 1.2 .83 5.7 

Corruption (TI) 172 4.3 1.9 .8 9 

Democracy/dictatorship 192 .61 .48 0 1 

Democracy (Freedom House/Polity) 162 6.3 3.1 0 10 

Democracy (Polity IV) 162 3.8 6.3 -10 10 

 

Results 

Figure 1 makes a first exploration of whether the interaction of democratic and professional 

accountability yields positive effects in curbing corruption. It plots the level of meritocratic 

recruitment from the QoG Expert Survey on the X-axis, and the level of control of corruption 

from the World Bank’s Worldwide Governance Indicators 2011 on the Y-axis, for two groups 

of countries divided according to their democratic status with data from Freedom House (free 

countries on the one side, and partly free and not free on the other). The full sample includes 

105 countries, while the two subsamples include 56 (free) and 49 (partly, or not free) 

countries. 

It indicates that there might be something to the suggestion made here. The correlation 

between meritocratic recruitment, our measure of professional accountability, and control of 

corruption is positive and strong in the free countries (R=79), while the correlation between 

the same variables in the partly/not free countries is much weaker (R=0.07). This is 

graphically illustrated in Figure 1, where circles represent free countries, with a rather steep 

regression line, while diamonds represent the partly/not free countries and show an almost flat 

regression line. Another interesting observation is that, although there is a great deal of 

variation in meritocratic recruitment in the partly/not free countries, the highest levels of 

meritocratic recruitment are only reached in free countries.  
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Figure 1. Meritocratic recruitment and control of corruption under different levels of 

democracy 

 

Comment: The Y-axis reports “control of corruption” 2011 from the World Bank, while the X-axis reports the 

level of “meritocratic recruitment” from the QoG Expert Survey (Teorell, Dahlström and Dahlberg 2011), for 

countries that are “free” (circles), on the one hand, and “partly free” or “not free” (diamonds), on the other hand, 

according to Freedom House.  

As no controls are included in the figure above, we of course run a risk of omitted variable 

bias. We therefore run the series of OLS regressions reported in Table 2. The first two models 

include only the two constitutive terms, meritocratic recruitment (model 1) and level of 

democracy (model 2), on the independent side. The regression coefficients in both these 

models are positive and statistically significant, as expected. Model 3 includes an interaction 

term together with the two constitutive terms. Although no controls are yet included, it is 

interesting to see that there is indeed a positive interaction coefficient. Model 4 includes the 

most prevalent control variables in the literature, such as the natural logarithm of GDP per 

capita, the proportion of Protestants, the years of democracy, press coverage and trade 

volume. With these controls in place, both the meritocratic recruitment and the level of 

democracy still have positive associations with control of corruption. Indeed, all variables in 

this model have a positive association with control of corruption, as expected, and, except 

press coverage, coefficients are statistically significant. 
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Table 2. Main results 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Meritocratic recruitment  0.67
***

  -0.57
***

 0.27
***

 -0.23 

 (0.068)  (0.19) (0.056) (0.18) 

Level of democracy   0.19
***

 -0.38
***

 0.071
***

 -0.19
**

 

  (0.019) (0.097) (0.021) (0.090) 

Merit*Democracy   0.13
***

  0.069
***

 

   (0.023)  (0.023) 

Log GDP/capita    0.26
***

 0.24
***

 

    (0.070) (0.067) 

Protestant    0.0079
***

 0.0060
**

 

    (0.0029) (0.0029) 

Years of democracy    0.0077
***

 0.0055
*
 

    (0.0028) (0.0028) 

Newspapers per 1000 inhabitants    0.00050 0.00017 

    (0.00059) (0.00058) 

Total trade (% of GDP)    0.0025
*
 0.0026

*
 

    (0.0015) (0.0014) 

Constant -2.75
***

 -1.35
***

 1.050 -4.44
***

 -2.34
***

 

 (0.30) (0.14) (0.78) (0.55) (0.88) 

N 105 191 105 94 94 

R
2
 0.49 0.37 0.75 0.84 0.85 

adj. R
2
 0.48 0.36 0.74 0.82 0.84 

Comment: Entries are OLS regression coefficients (standard errors in parentheses). The dependent variable is the 

World Bank’s Control of Corruption indicator from 2011. All variables are available from the QoG Standard 

Dataset (Teorell et al. 2013) or the QoG Expert Survey (Teorell, Dahlström and Dahlberg 2011). * p < 0.10, ** p 

< 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

Finally, model 5 again inserts the interaction term between meritocratic recruitment and the 

democracy level. The interaction term is positive and highly statistically significant, even 

when the demanding controls from model 4 are included. Both meritocracy and democracy 

show a negative effect on their own. However, the coefficient of meritocracy is not 

statistically significant and the coefficient of democracy only relates to situations where the 
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level of meritocratic recruitment (the other constitutive term) is zero, and there are no such 

cases in the data, which of course makes this observation less interesting. 

On the basis of model 5, we calculate marginal effects and 95 percent confidence intervals 

over all observed values to make sure that the effects of the interaction term are substantively 

meaningful (Brambor, Clark and Golder 2006). This is reported in Figure 2a and 2b below. 

The solid lines indicate how the marginal effect of meritocratic recruitment (2a) and level of 

democracy (2b) changes with different levels of the other constitutive term. The dashed lines 

show the 95 percent confidence intervals. When both dashed lines are above (or below) the 

horizontal zero line, the effect is statistically significant. The marginal effect of meritocratic 

recruitment is statistically significant when the level of democracy is higher than 5.4 on an 

11-point scale, and the marginal effect of the level of democracy is statistically significant 

when the level of meritocratic recruitment is higher than 3.4 on a 7-point scale. 

Finally, it is important to remark that results do not change substantially if we subject them to 

robustness checks such as replacing the dependent variable employed here for Transparency 

International or the International Country Risk Guide, i.e. using alternative measures of 

democracy, such as the Freedom House/Polity measure without imputed values or the 

revisited combined Polity IV score and including additional controls, such as dummies for 

different regions of the world. Once again, the interaction between democratic accountability 

and bureaucratic meritocracy exerts a significant and positive effect on curbing corruption.  
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Figure 2a and 2b. Interacting meritocratic recruitment and level of democracy 
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Conclusions 

This chapter suggests that both democratic and professional accountability is needed to 

achieve low levels of corruption. One type of accountability (the electoral dependence of 

rulers on their evaluation by voters) is a check on the other type of accountability (the 

dependence of administrations on their evaluation by professional peers), and vice versa. As 

argued in the theoretical section and indicated by the empirical analyses, neither democratic 

nor professional accountability on their own are effective deterrents of corruption. The 

reasons are twofold. Democratically elected rulers without the check of a bureaucracy 

responsive to merit criteria, and thus not politically dependent, may take advantage of their 

position to extract a rent for their private or partisan benefit. Similarly, meritocratic 

bureaucrats who are not subject to the control of democratically elected principals may also 

undertake opportunistic actions at the expense of social welfare. 

We hope that this finding may help reconcile two opposing views in the institutionalism 

literature: on the one hand, the Wilsonianism view—claiming that democratic accountability 

fosters quality of government—and, on the other, the Weberianism view—suggesting that 

meritocratic bureaucracy is key. Authors from both views have actually noted the existence of 

a “contradictory” (Sung 2004, 179) or curve linear (Montinola and Jackman 2002, Fukuyama 

2013) relationship between their favorite institutional variable (democracy or bureaucracy) 

and good government. We believe that one thing that explains those contradictory results 

between democracy (or bureaucracy) and good government is the fact that these two 

institutional factors need each other, and we think the results presented in the present chapter 

support this interpretation.  

Our results are in line with Norris’ (2012, 8) suggestion that the most successful states are 

those that “…combine the qualities of democratic responsiveness and state effectiveness”. 

Like her, we consider that democratic accountability and professional accountability are “like 

the ancient concepts of Yin and Yang”, two seemingly contrary forces that balance each 

other. Democratically elected political officials need to be counterbalanced by administrative 

officials whose career prospects do not depend on political loyalties but on their professional 

reputations. If democratic leaders are able to politicize the state apparatus with party zealots—

or in other words if they democratize their public administrations—they will enjoy 

opportunities for engaging in rent-seeking activities. Likewise, if merit-based bureaucrats take 

over political systems—if they in practice bureaucratize politics—they will also enjoy the 

same scope for opportunistic actions. Only when politicians and bureaucrats respond to 

different chains of accountability, elections and professional reputation, respectively, do 

polities maximize their chances to prevent abuse from public office.  
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Abstract 

This paper engages in the debate on how different ways of organizing relations between 

politicians and bureaucrats affect corruption. Precious research has established robust 

correlations between systems with relative independence of bureaucrats and low corruption, 

on both national and regional levels, but there are few studies of the causal mechanisms 

linking these two phenomenon. In line with earlier studies, this paper suggests that when 

bureaucrats are independent of politicians, there will be less corruption. We compare public 

procurement processes in two Spanish cities, interviewing all important actors provide us with 

a rare opportunity of closely analyzing the causal mechanisms. We show that with relatively 

independent bureaucrats—so-called trustees—can, and do, act on behalf of the general 

welfare. However, our analyses also reveal that in order to do so, other institutions 

empowering the trustee must support her. And even with those in place, all institutional 

arrangements can indeed be circumvented. Nevertheless, having them in place makes it much 

more costly to do so. There is thus no silver bullet, defending us against corruption, but on the 

other hand, it does not mean that we are completely without protection.   
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Introduction 

Is it possible to inhibit corruption, by way of institutional design? Recent papers indicate that 

political institutions can indeed hinder corrupt behavior. In an often-cited paper, Rothstein 

and Teorell (2008) suggest that when impartial government authority is established through 

intuitional design, much is won for the general public. Acemoğlu and Robinson (2012) 

propose that political institutions that are at the same time inclusive of outside groups and 

constrain politicians offer economic prosperity and popular opportunities, while North, Wallis 

and Weingast (2009) argue that, what they call, open access social order is an antidote against 

over-privileged elites. Yet which concrete institutions make governments “impartial”, 

“inclusive” or “open”? 

Most scholars in this tradition, either explicitly or implicitly, considers that institutions 

common in liberal democracies limit corruption. Even though scholars are aware that 

empirical evidence is mixed, traits of liberal democracies and lower levels of corruption 

correlate indeed (Goldsmith 1999; Sandholtz and Koetzle 2000; Paldam 2002; Lederman, 

Loayza and Soares 2005), especially when systems are unitary and parliamentary (Gerring 

and Thacker 2004). However, not all democratic regimes behave the same way, partly 

because elite fractions often dominate new democracies (Montinola and Jackman 2002), and 

sometimes even consolidated democracies (Mungiu-Pippidi 2013; Rose-Ackerman 1996) and 

democracies that do not supply competition for office in the long term (Treisman 2000; 

Lambsdorff 2006). By concentrating their analytical power on political institutions, these 

studies largely neglect the role of bureaucratic structures. Civil servants are mentioned at best 

as actors that can profit from self-dealings, but their role in lowering corruption levels is 

limited. Sometimes it is even considered that a large bureaucracy, or heavy regulation in itself 

fosters corruption (Lambsdorff 2006). 

Researchers have, however, become more and more interested in the empirical association 

between bureaucratic structures that separate bureaucrats from politicians, on the one hand, 

and the inhibition of corruption, on the other (Charron and Lapuente 2013; Rauch and Evans 

2000; Dahlström, Lapuente and Teorell 2012). By separated bureaucratic structures it is 

understood a a professional bureaucracy à la Silberman (1993), which is recruited on merit 

and answer foremost to their professional peers, while elected politicians are accountable to 

the voters (Alesina and Tabellini 2007). The causal argument builds on Gary Miller’s (2000) 

claim elite groups generally have incentives to enrich themselves and their clique at the 

expense of general welfare if they are unconstrained, but that an independent bureaucracy can 

serve as a counterbalance (Miller and Withford 2016). Dahlström, Lapuente and Teorell 

(2012) suggest that corruption opportunities are reduced if there are two elite groups with 

known different interests who are forced to work together as agents on behalf of the principal 

(i.e. the electorate). Since the future interests of elected officials (to be reelected) and 

autonomous bureaucrats (to maintain their professional reputation) diverge, they have 

incentives to monitor each other and avert any action by the other group (e.g. politicians or 

bureaucrats accepting a bribe) that could damage their own career prospects. Obviously, both 

elected officials and professional bureaucrats are agents for the electorate and they could 
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jointly claim all the “residual” of social benefits if they had a monopoly of authority (Cox and 

McCubbins 2007: 96). But the extent to which bureaucrats and politicians collude to extract 

rents is going to depend on how responsive, how servile, bureaucrats are to politicians’ 

requests, because “if congressional actions and impulses are misconceived, bureaucratic 

responsiveness only empowers political moral hazard [incentives to participate in schemes 

that favor a few over the general interest]” (Knott and Miller 2008, 388, 392). The two groups 

of professionals – politicians and bureaucrats – should therefore be organized so that they 

jointly participate in decisions as independent trustees, to limit political moral hazard. 

This paper contributes by studying the mechanisms by which agents and trustees 

counterbalance each other. We focus on the Spanish local level, which is a homogeneous 

democratic polity in cultural and institutional terms, that both displays three attractive 

characteristics: i) Has a variation of corrupt practices at the politically autonomous local level 

(Fernández-Vázquez, Barberá, and Rivero 2013); ii) Has both groups of agents (local elected 

politicians and local officials) and trustees (nationally recruited civil servants), recruited by 

central government to act on behalf of the beneficiary (the electorate); iii) Is an area where all 

these actors interact and are prone to moral hazard, public procurement.  

We study the contracting practices in two Spanish municipalities – in this paper referred to as 

Rotten Apple and Honest Trier – within the Madrid autonomous region. Madrid scores around 

the European average (0,419, just above the Spanish mean) on the regional the European 

Quality of Government Index (Charron, Dijkstra and Lapuente 2015) and has descended in 

the ranking of less transparent regions from rank 6th in 2010 to rank 17th in 2014 out of 17 

regions according to Transparency International Spain. The relative fall in the ranking may be 

due well-known of network corruption cases in public contracting during that period that have 

affected to councils like the Rotten Apple, where politicians received bribes from private 

contractors in exchange for public contracts at a cost to public coffers estimated €449m and 

with nearly 200 official suspects (El País 2015). A relatively similar town in the Madrid 

region, Honest Trier, not only has not been involved in these corruption cases, but in the same 

year Rotten Apple’s corruption was unveiled, it was shortlisted as a successful case of 

“transparency and good governance” (La Vanguardia 2014). While holding other institutional 

characteristics constant the paper tries to explain the differences in corruption between these 

two cities which, otherwise, share similar socioeconomic, cultural and political 

characteristics, through a detailed study of the interactions between politicians and 

bureaucrats in the procurement process.  

The main results are that in the Rotten Apple that both elected politicians and local officials 

enforced decisions that were dubious from an economic or legal point of view, and used every 

legal gap to overcome the checks of the trustee. Quite the contrary, in Honest Trier trustees 

managed to keep elected politicians at bay at the same time that did not have to deal with 

collusive interests from local officials and politicians. We empirically identify three distinct 

theoretical mechanisms through which trustees minimize corruption risks: professionalism 

(merit-based human resources policy); rules and standard operating procedures; and 

transparency and independent watchdogs. Indeed the newly elected government of Rotten 
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Apple after the May 2015 elections has aimed at replicating this trustee relationship by 

advancing in all three mechanisms. Following the path of Honest Trier, post-2015 Rotten 

Apple has granted a larger degree of autonomy to its higher civil servants and increased the 

transparency of its decisions.  

The article is organized as follows. The next section develops the theoretical argument on 

how adding trustees to the principal-agent relationship reduces corruption opportunities. The 

following section presents the research strategy – the comparison of two most-similar cities 

(i.e. Rotten Apple and Honest Trier)  in the suburbs of Madrid with polar corruption problems 

–  and the qualitative methodology – based on 22 interviews with key actors from the political 

principal (i.e. elected officials), its agents (i.e. local government officials), and the trustees 

(i.e. nationally selected civil servants placed on the local government). Discussion of findings 

and conclusions follow. 

Principal, agents, trustees and their roles in corrupt networks 

The starting point of our theory is what we could refer to as the “nuanced” institutionalist 

approach to good government – i.e. that institutional mechanisms to curb corruption can never 

eliminate the opportunities for abuse completely. Institutions can minimize, but never 

eliminate, corruption. All incentive schemes that reduce moral hazard among one type of 

actors necessarily open up opportunities for the same kind of opportunistic behavior among 

the other type of actors (Falaschetti and Miller 2001). This is because all decisions will have a 

residual that can be used for self-interested purposes, and a self-interested actor will therefore 

want to make this residual as large as possible on the expense of the public good. But, if the 

political leader has incentives to maximize their “residual claim” at the expense of social 

efficiency, one way to minimize it is to transform the residual-owner, from being one 

principal, into a team of agents with “known different interests”. Along the same lines, Miller 

and Hammond (1994, 23) suggest that a “professional bureaucrat” may counterbalance 

politicians. Dahlström, Lapuente and Teorell (2012) adapt this idea to explain cross-national 

differences of corruption, showing that countries with more professional bureaucrats whose 

careers do not depend on their political superiors’ have lower levels of corruption than those 

where public administrations have more at-will appointed bureaucrats.   

Still, both politicians and professional bureaucrats are agents for the electorate and they could 

jointly claim the “residual” if they are allowed to collude. According to Cox and McCubbins 

(2007) this can be solved through three different strategies: dismissing the agent, but this can 

be difficult if he is protected; extending the mandate of the agent so that the claim to the 

residuals is not concentrated, but the agent can become greedy; and making strong central 

authority collective by creating independent regulatory agencies, independent judiciary or 

independent comptroller in business firms.  

Knott and Miller (2008, 388-392) propose to use an external actor in order to control whether 

the agents are “inhibitor or instrument of political moral hazard”. Such an actor could be 

termed trustee, and could indeed be a bureaucrat, but her role should be distinguished from 

the standard hierarchical administration, since bureaucrats that are directly responsible to 
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politicians are probably even in shady cases so that there is no guarantee that they prioritize 

general welfare. With trustees, a policy domain can be insulated from moral hazard and the 

trustee can help to safeguard the general interest of the beneficiary (i.e. the electorate). 

Ideally, trustees, as relatively independent actors, behave on behalf of the beneficiaries (which 

include the principal and a wider group, like the electorate or a higher level of government) 

but are not subject to the control of the principal (Pettit 2012). Unlike agents, trustees do not 

merely take orders from their political masters, but act, as put by Hood and Lodge (2006, 2), 

as “independent judges of the public good”. In this, admittedly stylized way of thinking, the 

trustee needs to show a different set of preferences from the principal and have decision 

authority to serve as a guarantor of the principals credible commitment. The relationship 

between the principal and the trustee cannot be elastic and amenable to change when the 

context or the circumstances change. 

Independent central banks, as non-majoritarian institutions, are examples of trustee 

institutions, since they are not controlled directly by politicians, but are instead independently 

acting in the interest of the electorate (Majone 2001). Independent central banks require 

credible commitment to keep monetary policies away from political pressures. It is acquired 

by institutional independence and meritocratic recruitment of bankers (Nistotskaya and 

Cingolani 2016). The independent central bank is the trustee with monopoly of the monetary 

policy while the agent (the government) exerts the fiscal policy of taxation and spending. The 

economic policy reflects the joint action of the trustee and the agent. This independent role of 

the trustee first appeared in the business firm with the use of accountants and auditors, whose 

demand increased at the end of the XIX century with the increasing complexity of the 

corporate world in England. Gradually, the auditor’s independence was accredited by society 

of accountants so that the principal of the firm could trust in the managers and employees 

(Watts and Zimmerman 1988) and thus the business owner could claim the full residual. In 

the public sector, there is a group of public servants (auditors, inspectors, and comptrollers) 

that perform this fiduciary role on behalf of the beneficiary, the electorate. 

The principal-agent-trustee relationship requires establishing constraints on the trustees 

through professionalism, transparency requirements and watchdogs, and rules and standard 

operating procedures (Knott and Miller 2008). These are constraints serves dual purposes: 

both potential rent-seeking behavior of trustees, and rent-seeking capacity of the agents, are 

checked. Such constrains thus limit the ability of the political principal (i.e. elected officials), 

its agents (i.e. political appointees) and the trustee (i.e. autonomous bureaucrat) to interfere in 

each other’s domains and they work to the advantage of the beneficiary (the electorate) 

without needing to specify the particular policy outcomes to be achieved with any of these 

constraints. We will therefore develop these aspects, which, in turn, will guide our empirical 

analyses: 

Professionalism is, according to Freidson (2001: 9), an ideal type where the organization, 

monitoring, and control over work is realized by the occupation and its particular rules. Miller 

and Whitford (2016, 8) writes that “Bureaucrats who can claim that they are ‘above politics’ – 

that is, uninfluenced by the partisan considerations that drive their political masters – can use 
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that claim to gain leverage”. Being part of a profession, does just that. Professionalism is the 

consequence of highly specialized work that is not accessible to those lacking proper training 

and experience and cannot be carried out in a standardized form. Extending Freidson’s 

concept for doctors and teaching staff to the trustee relationship, the trustee exerts its 

‘independent’ power as a consequence of his mastery on a particular field or profession and 

enjoys and independent career from other groups of the agent (politicians and professional 

bureaucrats). This implies that the personnel policy of trustees regarding recruitment, 

promotion, rewards and dismissals has to be isolated from politicians in order for them to 

perform this role.  

Watchdogs and transparency requirements may constrain the work of inspectors and auditors, 

especially when they are located in the organizations that they control. External “watchdogs” 

are entrusted to check that trustees (and also the constituent members of the agent) are within 

the limit of the law. Therefore, an adequate job of the watchdogs will ensure that the trustee 

can perform his activities independently. However, as suggested by Knott and Miller (2008), 

an issue of the role of these watchdogs in the form of General Accounting Offices (United 

States), Audit Commission (in the United Kingdom between 1983 and 2015), Cour des 

Comptes in countries like France, Spain or Italy is the extent to which their independence is 

secured, and not mediated by the legislative, which can be dominated by the executive in 

parliamentary democracies.  

Transparency has the potential to curb corruption in individual countries or cases at lower 

levels of government (Russian regions in Podkolzina et al. 2011; municipalities and states in 

the United States Cordis and Warren 2014). However, comparative research plays down the 

role of transparency as insufficient in itself (Kolstad and Wiig 2009; Bac 2001; Lindstedt and 

Naurin 2010). Lindstedt and Naurin (2010) distinguish between transparency controlled by 

the agent itself (for instance a ministry or a local authority under supervision) and 

transparency under control of an external actor (i.e. higher level of government, or 

independent inspectorate). For the former, the same authority will impose itself a more 

transparent behavior by sharing information on its activities, which entails an obstacle for 

corruption practices. For the latter (i.e. watchdogs), transparency depends on the information 

that audit commissions make available to the public in general and to the judiciary in 

particular regarding misbehaviour from the local authorities. Therefore, it is expected that 

enhanced transparency will jeopardize corrupt behavior. Furthermore, transparency as 

constrainer of corruption should be complemented by the publicity condition (i.e. the 

information made available […] must stand a reasonable chance of actually reaching and 

being received by the public” (Lindstedt and Naurin 2010, 302) and the accountability 

condition (i.e. sanctions must be available to the citizens in order to change the behavior of 

the principal).  

Rules and standard operating procedures constrain the operations of the trustees and also offer 

protection from the interference of the principal. If ‘red tape’ is annoying for the time waste it 

entails, it also offers the potential to limit the exercise of moral hazard. Procedures help to 

keep arbitrariness of politicians at bay. As McCubbins, Noll and Weingast (1987) suggest, 
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administrative procedures induce compliance, without using the resources of political actors, 

by limiting the range of feasible policy actions of the agent. They may solve two problems of 

political control: they reduce informational disadvantages of the principal and enfranchise the 

constituents of the agent in decision-making, which make the agent responsive to the 

stakeholders they deal with. Administrative procedures are used by the legislative and 

executive to retain the control on how outcomes are achieved and ensure that processes will 

affect equally to stakeholders that are going to be enfranchised by the procedure. These 

administrative procedures then tie the hands of agents and trustees. 

In the light of this theoretical discussion, our expectation is that those settings (in our case, 

local governments) where these three mechanisms – professionalism; rules and standard 

operating procedures; and transparency and independent watchdogs – are in place,  public 

procurement will exhibit less instances of corruption than those settings where those 

conditions are not activated, and, consequently, it is not a balance of agents and trustees who 

take the major decisions on public procurement, but solely agents. 

Research Strategy  

The purpose of this study to isolate effects of bureaucratic structures on corruption, and more 

specifically to analyze interactions between the politicians and bureaucrats involved. We have 

described above that previous studies in this field (e.g. Charron and Lapuente 2013; Rauch 

and Evans 2000; Dahlström, Lapuente and Teorell 2012) point out, and provide quantitative 

test with macro variables, that the actors will behave very different depending on the roles 

designated to them by the institutional design. Yet we lack qualitative accounts that show the 

theoretical mechanisms in action – that is, that connect one aggregate variable (e.g. low 

meritocracy in an administration) with another (e.g. high corruption). In particular, we expect 

that, in cases where politicians and bureaucrats have a straightforward principal-agent 

relation, they will not counterbalance each other, and a higher corruption risk therefore 

follows, while in cases where the bureaucrats have a more independent—trustee—role 

politicians and bureaucrats will be more inclined to mutually check each other. Moreover, 

again based on the research cited above, we expect that the degree of professionalism, 

transparency, and how standard operation procedures are design will influence to what extent 

trustees dare to act.  

To fulfill this purpose we would like to find decision processes that involves corruption risks 

in two cases where, ideally, only our variables of interest varies in a most-similar cases design 

(Gerring 2007, 131). In order to keep other institutional factors constant we take advantage of 

the within-country variation in Spain, and study procurement processes in two Spanish cities 

in the region of Madrid. There are at least four arguments for why these cases are relevant. 

First, Madrid is a homogeneous polity that allows for having constant diverse relevant 

independent variables. Local authorities are similar in when it comes to alternative 

explanations of corruption: i) the degree of economic development; ii) political regime; and 

iii) legal tradition (La Porta et al 1999; Treisman 2000). Furthermore, there are an existing 

“combination of factors” that are often used for explaining local corruption in Spain which we 
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considered when we selected the cases (Jiménez, Villoria and García Quesada 2012, 365): 

Underfunding of Spanish municipalities may have encouraged the acceptance of dubious 

deals with developers and private contractors (Jiménez 2009); formal local integrity systems 

are ill-defined (Jiménez, Villoria and García Quesada 2012); and the prevailing strong-mayor 

type of Spanish local government (Lapuente 2009; Jiménez, Villoria and García Quesada 

2012) become the effective Chief Administrative Officers (CAOs) (Mouritzen and Svara 

2002). Therefore Spanish mayors accumulate more powers and lack the professional checks 

imposed over them in other local government regimes, such as the council-manager, where 

the mayor and elected councilors form the “board of directors”. These relative higher powers 

have been linked to corruption through mechanisms in which the mayor becomes the main 

agenda setter (Costas-Pérez, Solé-Ollé and Sorribas-Navarro 2012, 471); decision-maker on 

the level of transparency of the policy-making process (ibid. 472); and main actor for hiring, 

firing and promoting local officials (Lapuente 2009). Yet these factors concur in all Spanish 

municipalities, and thus cannot account for the variations in corruption levels between our 

two cases we have chosen.  

Second, Madrid scores low in the European Quality of Government Index (Charron, Dijkstra 

and Lapuente 2015) and the Corruption Performance Index of Transparency International 

compared to the national average, so we should expect variation on the dependent side. 

Moreover, both scholars and activists agree that most corruption in Spain is local and it has 

been on the rise (Jiménez, Villoria and García 2012; Hay Derecho 2015). The 46 recorded 

cases of local corruption before 1999 jumped to 288 and 408 respectively during the terms 

1999-2003 and 2003-2007 (Costas-Pérez Solé-Ollé and Sorribas-Navarro 2012). From 2007 

onwards, the number of cases skyrocketed with over 600 municipalities under investigation 

for corruption allegations, including 40 out of the 110 largest Spanish municipalities. 

Concerning judiciary sentences on corruption from 2013 and 2014, local government is the 

most corrupted level of government, compared to regional and central government (Hay 

Derecho 2015). 

Third, although many corruption cases during Spain’s economic and building boom in the 

early years of the 21st century are related to town planning policies (Jiménez, Villoria and 

Garcia Quesada 2012, 363; Costas-Pérez Solé-Ollé and Sorribas-Navarro 2012; Jiménez 

2009), yet according to the judiciary sentences on corruption from 2013 and 2014 (Hay 

Derecho 2015), public procurement concentrates most cases of corruption.  

Fourth, and finally, this particular setting offers variation in the roles of the actors involved in 

the procurement processes. For the purpose of this paper, we frame the actors as follows. 

First, we have the beneficiaries, which is the society at large, including the higher levels of 

government (regional and national) which supervise local authorities. Second, the principal is 

identified with the mayor and the councillors from the governing party. These are, according 

to the 2007 Contract Act  (art. 320), the ones responsible for taking the political decisions in 

the local government. The Contract Act does not mandate a politician to chair the 

procurement board; however, this is customary in small and medium-size municipalities. This 

composition already reveals the potential for influencing a rather technical board. The council 
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may include more councilors of the ruling party and/or one (or several) from the opposition as 

well as high officials from the line departments involved in the bid. Third, the agents are the 

public employees hierarchically dependent on the political principals. This category includes 

both relatively autonomous civil servants and staff under labor contract. Both may take part in 

the procurement process by drafting the technical requirements of the bid (for instance, the 

architect) or the administrative prescriptions (chief of procurement’s office, also the secretary 

of the procurement board without voting rights). Both are subject to a merit based recruitment 

process, although with loopholes as criticized by some authors (Cuenca 2013a, 2013b) and 

only local civil servants have tenure. Compared to other central level, the municipalities have 

an overwhelming majority of staff contracted under labour legislation (58.3% against 26.8% 

in central ministries (MHAP 2015: 29, 32) which convert them in potentially more docile 

agents. The proportion of labor contracts in municipalities grew from 30.3% in 1975 to a peak 

of 78% in 2004 (Cuenca 2013a).Forth, the trustees are the ‘habilitados nacionales’, nationally 

recruited civil servants who monitor the legality of municipal administrative acts: the 

financial internal auditor (Interventor) and the legal advisor (Secretario). They are appointed 

to the municipalities by regional government, and subject to the personnel policy of the city 

council for some issues (performance related pay, permits, compatibility with other activities 

among other). They also take part of the procurement board.  

The Rotten Apple and the Honest Trier 

We referee to two cities as the Rotten Apple and the Honest Trier to protect the anonymity of 

interviewees. The Rotten Apple has received wide coverage in the press due to corruption 

scandals related to procurement, which have taken the mayor, one councilor, the chief 

architect and the head of the procurement office to court. In this city, the kickbacks-for-

contracts scheme was so systematic that politicians had set a standardized bribe of 2 percent 

of the public contracts (El País 2016). The Honest Trier has not been involved in corruption 

scandals related to procurement or any other matter in recent times and was granted an award 

for its transparency policy. Otherwise, both cities share similar socio-demographic 

characteristics. Rotten Apple and Honest Trier, with an approximate population of 70,000 and 

22,000 inhabitants respectively and a local economy mostly based on services (60 and 90 per 

cent respectively), are suburban residential municipalities in the outskirts of Madrid. Center-

right parties have governed both municipalities during the last two decades (Honest Trier 

since the 1995 local elections, and Rotten Apple since 1999). Politically, their electorates are 

relatively similar and have become strongholds of Spain’s conservative party in the national 

elections. Since 1993, the Partido Popular has consistently gained over 45 per cent of the vote 

in the national elections in both municipalities; while the social democratic PSOE has always 

lagged behind with a significant difference, and a percentage of vote ranging between 20 and 

40 per cent. 

In the case of the Rotten Apple, there is a turning point in 2015 when a new independent 

political group took office breaking with the corrupt past and forming a minority government 

with 6 councilors in a council of 25. The new government advocated a more transparent 

policy and an absolute clamp down on corrupt practices in public procurement. This provides 



457 

 

us with an ample opportunity for a temporal analysis too. Therefore, we divide the case of the 

Rotten Apple in two, which we refer to as the Rotten Apple I, with the corrupt municipal 

government, and the Rotten Apple II, after the break. 

Interviews  

We have carried out 22 interviews carried between October 2015 and March 2016 with the 

main actors of the procurement process (see appendix I). An agreement with the mayor of our 

two cases municipalities provided the first route to contact actors of the procurement process. 

Thereafter, the selection of respondents followed the chain sampling technique that is also 

known as snowball sampling, which entails that interviewees recruit or recommend other 

relevant interview partners (Guest, Bunce and Johnson 2006). This strategy was adopted 

given that it was initially impossible to find out who had been involved in procurement. The 

selection of new respondents stopped as soon as data saturation was achieved, that is, as soon 

as the interviews would no longer provide new data for the development of conceptual 

categories (Francis et al. 2010).  

The interviews (see Appendix II and III) lasted on average one hour, were transcribed 

verbatim and coded with Atlas Ti (see Appendix IV). We organized the data into categories in 

order to identify patterns and relationships among them (McMillan and Schumacher 1993, p. 

479). The process of coding was developed in three phases. Through open coding, we marked 

and labelled text fragments under a specific code. Axial coding helped us to reorganize the 

codes, by combining and disaggregating them as appropriate. Finally, selective coding helped 

us to establish relations and patterns through a process of ‘constant comparison’ (Boeije 

2005). The citations or examples used in the next section represent the general findings, 

except when explicitly stated that an example or citations represents an atypical finding.  

Findings 

We expect municipal governments following the tenets of principal-agent thinking (Rotten 

Apple I) to allow corrupt activities because agents have an incentive to either turn a blind eye 

or directly engage in self-dealings themselves. On the contrary, municipal governments 

structured following the principal-trustee theory (like Honest Trier and Rotten Apple II) are 

better prepared to deter corrupt behavior since the trustees are only indirectly accountable to 

political principal and serve a larger beneficiary. The main purpose is however not only to 

establish this relationship—others have done that before us (Dahlström, Lapuente, Teorell 

2012; Miller and Whitford 2016; Rauch and Evans 2000)—but rather to study the details of 

the interactions between the different actors, and how professionalism, rules and transparency 

can interact in positive and negative ways. This section is therefore divided in four sub-

sections where we first describe the institutional setup and then turn to discussing the 

professionalism, rules and standard operating procedures and the role of transparency and 

independent watchdogs respectively.  
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Principal, agents and trustees of the procurement board in Rotten Apple and Honest 

Trier 

As mentioned above, the Contract Act 2007 leaves room for discretion in the configuration of 

the procurement board. In the corrupted city council, the composition of the procurement 

board varied from situation I to II. In Rotten Apple I, the mayor, later imprisoned for 

corruption, mandated a composition of the board with four agents and two trustees. If we 

should describe the roles of the most important actors: The agents were three councilors from 

the governing party and a contracted staff from the area of procurement (selected by the 

principal in a non-competitive process according to several interviewees). As customary, the 

two trustees were the mandatory legal advisor and the financial internal auditor. In Rotten 

Apple II, the elected mayor after the corruption scandal set a more plural procurement board 

with the mayor, two councilors from his party, and eight councilors from the opposition 

parties, the two compulsory trustees, and the secretary of the board as a local civil servant 

without voting rights. In Honest Trier the composition of the board had only councilors from 

the governing party before 2015 and it added a councilor from the opposition (on a rotation 

basis among the opposition) with voting rights. 

The overwhelming majority of agents in the procurement board determine the outcomes of the 

bidding process. The agents are unlikely to restrain the will of the principal when voting on a 

decision. The situation in Rotten Apple I was quite archetypical of the conduct in situations of 

majority of agents as lamented by one trustee: 

“When politicians had an absolute majority accompanied by docile agents, they submitted a 

proposal to the Local Assembly and did not check any of our observations” [I-11, similarly I-

12 and I-15].  

However, a majority in the board does not mean that they have to vote illegally if the trustees 

do their job. As the following sections reveal, the dimensions of professionalism, transparency 

and watchdogs, and rules and standard operating procedures, when present (e.g. in Honest 

Trier, and Rotten Apple II), foster a proper monitoring mechanism. While, as the case of 

Rotten Apple I shows, when these characteristics are absent, rent-seeking opportunities thrive.  

Professionalism 

The legal advisor and the financial auditor that perform the functions of a trustee act partly as 

Pettit (2012) suggests when they behave on behalf of the beneficiaries (which include the 

principal and a wider group, like society for instance, or a higher level of government). The 

central recruitment of civil servants to control legal and financial aspects of over 8000 

municipalities was a reminiscence of a highly centralized system during Franco’s 

authoritarian regime, which enhance their trustee role on behalf of the beneficiary (central 

government and the electorate at large). The principal may, however, exert some pressure and 

control on the trustee, which hampers their roles (Pettit 2012). For instance, trustees lack 

sufficient resources, particularly in small municipalities, to engage in a full internal auditing 
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exercise that goes beyond checking up the legislation and the existence of budgetary 

appropriations: 

"What is normally monitored? To check the existence of the required documents: the 

specification of technical details, the clauses… one takes a superficial look at the documents 

because it cannot be done otherwise” I-2 (See also I-17, I-1).  

Another typical pressure is time to move the procurement files forward. A slow procurement 

process may cause that the budget remains unspent; but at occasions, time pressure is made so 

that the internal auditor cannot study the detail of the whole process and illegal acts can be 

concealed:  

“The time pressure is the way to push you and make you lose track of things. Moreover, there 

are technical specifications that are far more complex than others […]; the law gives you 10 

days but they ask you to deliver your report before, and actually you cannot devote10 days to 

one single issue because everything is urgent” I-11 (also I-6, I-12). 

Time pressure and lack of resources to engage in proper auditing are similar in our both case 

studies; however, the dependence of the trustee on the mayor is not experienced in the same 

way in Rotten Apple I and in Honest Trier. In Rotten Apple I, the pressure on the trustee is 

felt in different forms. First, one trustee needed psychological treatment:  

“In 2013, I had to do his work and mine, and then it came the Punica corruption scandal, I 

ended up suffering it and had to take a four-week leave without pay; I was burnout because of 

physical exhaustion, because of the high workload and the pressure they put us here” (I-11).  

Second, non-collaborative trustees were replaced when on holidays by agents who would 

please the needs of the principal regarding some procedures for which the trustee presented 

objections or even tried to stop the process as a trustee asserted:  

“they asked me to do a technical report, I left the draft before the Christmas holidays, because 

there were things that were not according to the initial technical proposal and when I came 

back I found another report completely different from mine, approved by my substitute. She 

had been temporarily appointed, which is a detestable legal figure, […] which means hiring 

someone with the only requirement that she is sufficiently capable,[and] the problem is that 

“capable” has been interpreted in a very lax way” (I-10, also corroborated by I-11 and I-12 

and also other examples from I-6 and I-8). 

 Furthermore, objections to any part of the procurement process were superseded by the 

mayor with the approval of the council, which is legal, according to the Contract Act. In the 

procurement board the majority of the ruling party would approve the process and this would 

be further endorsed by the council in its regular session. Therefore, the internal auditor would 

lack a powerful weapon to veto the process (I-11 and I-7). If nobody pays attention to these 

objections, they may remain hidden in the procedure unless the fiscal attorney from the 

judiciary or the National Audit Commission decide to investigate a particular contract or the 

contracts of a particular year:  
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“If there is an unfavorable report, it stays on the record but nobody does anything about it; 

sometimes the financial auditor and the legal advisor may open the report again, but this 

implies a waste of energy [...], nobody does anything” (I-8). Finally, although not experienced 

in Rotten Apple, trustees depend on the mayor for performance bonus and other perks (I-1 

and I-17).  

In Honest Trier, however, the performance of trustees and politicians has been different. First, 

the trustees of the municipality have created a self-protected team, who support each other in 

their decisions regarding particular matters (independently corroborated without being 

prompted by I-5, I-6, and I-14). Their position is very stable and the trustees have occupied 

their posts during the last 10 to 20 years, unlike the high rotation rate experienced in Rotten 

Apple. Furthermore, none of the trustees were replaced by an agent when on holidays (I-14, I-

5, and I-5). Second, if a trustee puts an objection to the procurement proceedings, the 

politicians will stop the process until the problem is solved and will not overrule the trustee by 

casting a vote in the council, as one politician from the opposition admitted:  

“The current governing coalition says they will not go against the technical reports; even 

when a project was welcomed by all political groups, the Mayor said: ’No because there is a 

negative report by the legal advisor’" I-15. 

Rules and Standard Operating Procedures 

The detailed Contract Act 2007 has 334 articles and foresees the different ways in which the 

rules and procedures could potentially constrain moral hazard from any of the actors. 

However, these rules seem not to be sufficient mainly due to two reasons. First, certain 

cooperation between the agent and the principal cannot go undetected without proper 

investigation techniques, only under the domain of the judiciary. Second, even a detailed 

process can be tweaked to the advantage of the principal deeming the trustee powerless or 

even ignorant of what happened. 

The procurement process and the rules work differently in Rotten Apple and Honest Trier. In 

Rotten Apple, all interviewees and also the judiciary proceedings asserted the cooperation of 

the chief architect with the successful bidder as well as the cooperative role played by the 

chief of procurement. Another assistant of the chief architect used to rank the different bids 

according to the technical specifications of the bid and would select the “pre-selected” bidder 

without being able to see any wrongdoing (I-9 and documentation provided by him). Smart 

engineers and architects can play with formula that “objectively” assess the economic value of 

the bids and this would also give advantage to a particular bidder (see Fueyo 2013). On other 

occasions, the chief of procurement (also indicted) was the collaborating agent, temporarily 

replacing the trustee. All this wrongdoing was impossible to detect unless phone lines were 

intervened as manifested in several occasions by all the interviewees from the Regional Audit 

Commissions (I-17, I-20, I-22 and I-22). Finally, in a serious corrupt case, the trustee was 

given less than the 10 mandatory days for his report and failed to identify an unlawful 

contract clause as well as the fact that the same representative signed the bids for three 

companies. In general, all interviewees from Rotten Apple gave examples of how the process 
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was repeatedly subverted, showing that even if rules and standard operating procedures can 

indeed support the trustee, such arrangements can be circumvented.  

Honest Trier, however, did not subvert the processes in a way that would lead to a corrupt 

practice. Although one of the politicians of the opposition criticized the government for 

having abused the contracts under 18000 euros for which a competitive process is not needed, 

a report from the Regional Audit Office said that the council had done more competitive 

contracts than required by the legislation. The audit of the Regional Audit Office did not 

reveal major wrongdoings and interviewees from the agent, the trustee and the opposition 

party were not able to identify major and systematic subversion of the processes.  

The Role of Transparency and Independent Watchdogs 

Transparency has become a buzzword to shield a public institution against corruption. 

Following Lindsted and Naurin (2010), we distinguish transparency of the local authority (i. 

e. the same agent under scrutiny) from external transparency (i.e. coming from the watchdog).  

Internal transparency implies uploading detailed information on bids and bidders in the 

municipal websites, and including representatives of the opposition in the procurement board 

among the most typical solutions. In the Rotten Apple I transparency was very low since the 

opposition was absent from the procurement board. Furthermore, at times, the process was 

divided between different technical staff so that no trustee had the overview over who was 

doing what (I-9) or the documentation from the proceedings was hidden so that wrongdoing 

would go further undetected (I-5). Therefore, not only was information not published on the 

web, but it was also deliberately concealed from the staff of the organization. In contrast, the 

procurement board of Honest Trier publicly opens the envelopes with the different bids and 

any member of the public can attend. The opposition has voice and voting rights in the 

procurement board. 

This strategy changed after 2015 and marks the transition from Rotten Apple I to Rotten 

Apple-II. First, the information of the bids is currently uploaded on the municipal website. 

Additionally, while the mayor of Rotten Apple II included the whole opposition in the board 

(composed now of 10 politicians), even more than  Honest Trier, which offers one vote to the 

opposition parties on a rotation basis. Although politicians (I-15, I-16-, and I-19) are happy 

with this arrangement, other members of the board in Rotten Apple II think plurality may 

have gone a bit too far, since it converts a technical instrument (the board) in a “mini” 

parliament. For instance, members of the opposition voted against a bid for buying flowers for 

the Easter processions of the Catholic Church on the grounds that this was not ideologically 

acceptable (I-18, I-19), politicising an issue in the procurement board. In general, 

interviewees from both cities were in favour of enhanced transparency in the process but also 

sceptical that bad governance could be prevented with more transparency by itself. The cases 

of the Rotten Apple would have been probably minimized with the availability of more 

information, but the “many eyes” à la Bovens (2007, 455) would not have prevented the 

shady deals between the principal ( councillors or the mayor) and the agents (local officials) 

favouring certain private contractors.  
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The “watchdogs”, Regional Audit Commissions (RAC), are also actors that may enhance the 

transparency of the procurement; however, they turned out to be less relevant than expected. 

RAC’s role depends on the mandate, design and resources granted by the regional 

parliaments. The Madrid RAC is ineffective due to three main reasons, which do not occur in 

other parts of the country (I-17, I-21 and I-22):  

i) Except for one region no RAC audits yearly all local authorities accounts and procurement 

processes. Some RACs are starting to use a risk analysis approach, but otherwise the decision 

on whom to audit lies basically on the commissioners and a particular mandate from the 

Parliament. Since the commissioners are appointed by, normally, a majoritarian Parliament, 

there is room for targeting conveniently municipalities subject to auditing. For instance, 

Honest Trier (with different colour of political party from the majority in the regional 

Assembly) was subject to an audit in 2012. However, the Rotten Apple (from the same 

political party of the majority in the Chamber) was not a target of the RAC in the last 16 years 

for which there is available information. 

ii) The resources to carry out the audit are limited, with only 4 staff members to audit 9000 

contracts and they can only deal with 70 procurement boards each year out of the several 

thousands in the region.  

iii) The mandate of this RAC is very limited since they have to restrict the auditing exercise to 

the year for which the Parliament has given the mandate to the RAC (not previous years) and 

the fight of corruption is not part of its particular remit. 

Again we see examples of that although transparency and watchdogs are indeed valuable tools 

for fighting corruption, they are not bulletproof techniques. While the hold the potential to 

support trustees, corrupt actors can bend the rules and use loopholes so that oversight is less 

powerful than it could be.  

Conclusion: The Abandoned Trustees 

Most of the literature on sub-national variations in corruption has focused on explaining 

regional differences, such as between Flanders and Wallonia in Belgium, or between Northern 

and Southern regions in Italy (Tabellini 2010, Charron and Lapuente 2013). Yet corruption in 

Western Europe seems to be a phenomenon to a great extent linked to local, rather than, 

regional governments, both in countries ranking highest in quality of government, such as 

Sweden (Andersson 2008, Erlingsson, Bergh and Sjölin 2008), as well as in the countries that 

rank lowest, such as Spain (Jiménez, Villoria and Garcia Quesada 2012) or Italy (Drapalova 

2016). Due to the closeness to local business, contractors and developers, local politics can 

easily generate “danger zones” (Andersson 2008, 193) for corruption, which may degenerate 

in “crony collusion” (Drapalova 2016, 38) between local politicians and entrenched 

businesses, or even in “infernal triangles” (Fernández-Villaverde, Garicano and Santos 2013, 

152) when we also add financial tycoons to the corrupt links between politicians and business 

at local level.  
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There are thus reasons to expect that corrupt practices are both present and uneven distributed 

within countries. This paper have used this variation and compare two municipalities, which 

we choose to call Rotten Apple I and Honest Trier, from the same Spanish region. They share 

the same features to promote or prevent moral hazard from agent have displayed contrasting 

corrupting level with one city having many its officials indicted by the judiciary. Moreover, 

we also exploit temporal variation in one the cases and compare Rotten Apple I with Rotten 

Apple II.  

Our main findings are three. First, as expected from much previous research, we show that a 

trustee can independently act on behalf of the general welfare and the beneficiary and against 

the welfare of the agent and other groups would be more successful in promoting good 

governance. Although the Spanish system of trustees fit most features delineated by Pettit 

(2012) and Hood and Lodge (2006), it fails in the fundamental aspect, and gives the mayor 

power to determine some personnel issues that affect trustees at the local level. A de facto, not 

de jure, professional independence of trustees seems to be a necessary condition to prevent 

corruption abuses.  

Secondly, and maybe even more important, our analyses reveal that in order to do so, other 

institutions empowering her to act must support the trustee. And although all these 

institutional arrangements can indeed be circumvented, as shown by the case of Rotten Apple 

I, having them in place makes it much more costly to do so. In this context, the advocated 

separation within the agent part (being the electorate the principal) between elected politicians 

and a professional bureaucrat does not materialize and cannot suffice to stop moral hazard 

(Miller and Whitford 2016). This was more problematic in Rotten Apple, since it had a higher 

proportion of contract staff and several interviewees mentioned that the recruitment process 

was often rigged. Under these circumstances, a proper trustee system, as proposed by Knott 

and Miller (2008), is even more needed. 

And, third, our analyses also shows institutional design of the trustee system is never perfect 

and inevitably opens up the door for some bad governance practices. In other words, the 

willingness of the actors, and not only the institutional setting, also matters. Higher 

willingness of the principal (the mayor) in Honest Trier to respect the role of the trustees and 

higher stability and cohesiveness of the trustee team in Honest Trier helped the city to build 

up a virtuous cycle of good governance in procurement. Rotten Apple I, however, showed that 

the principal with cooperative agents maximized his benefits and the legal system offered 

enough gaps as to overcome the obstructing capacity of the trustees. 

Our findings results are in line with other research on the area of corruption in Spain. For 

instance, Villoria (2015) points at the mayors as source of corruption due to the monopolistic 

power they enjoy. Urquiza (2005) offer reasons why the opposition parties are not fit to 

constrain the mayor and avert corruption cases. And Cuenca (2012, 2013) notes that almost 

two thirds of the local authorities are subject of a questionable merit-based recruitment 

process. All these results reinforce the thesis that non-merit based recruitment may be a 

potential for promoting or allowing corruption in public sector organizations (Dahlström, 

Lapuente and Teorell 2012; Rauch and Evans 2000).  
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In sum, administrative procedures in Spain are insufficiently designed as they depend to a too 

much on an honest principal—the major—and without supporting structures the trustees do 

not always perform their monitoring duties because the personal costs for doing so, such as 

harassment, and the loss of career opportunities, are too high. Therefore, in the Spanish 

system as of today, the principal must accept the constraints of the trustee without 

circumventing her through the process, but this is, of course, this is not sufficient since its 

solution derives from the same source of moral hazard, which is fought through more and 

better controlling mechanisms.  

Both for Spain and any other country experiencing endemic problems of corruption in certain 

administrations, a more well-functioning system would instead give strong incentives to the 

principal to credibly commit to a trustee system (Miller and Whitford 2016). There are, 

however, there are three main flaws also with such an argument: i) the perfect legal self-

enforcing machinery that does not need the intervention of human agency is virtually 

impossible (Hood 1986); ii) there are municipalities that have been included in highly 

corrupted networks and other remain away from these scandals; iii) a proper system of checks 

and balances requires more resources and relational distance that cannot always be present in 

particular small environments unless there are radical changes in the system. This paper 

therefore underlines, again, that there are no perfect systems, but that the institutional design 

can make it more or less costly to enter into corruption, and more or less costly to being the 

individual to who exposes corrupt behaviour, which is the case when the trustee is abandoned 

by the system.  
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Appendix I Interviewees that participate in the procurement board  

1- Trustee– big municipality 

2 – Procurement head – big municipality 

3 – Legal adviser– big municipality 

4 – Trustee, Honest Trier 

5 – Trustee, Honest Trier 

6 – Agent, Legal adviser, Rotten Apple 

7 – Agent, Legal adviser, Rotten Apple 

8 – Trustee, Rotten Apple 

9 – Agent, technical staff, Rotten Apple 

10 – Trustee, Rotten Apple 

11 – Trustee, Rotten Apple 

12 – Trustee, Rotten Apple 

13 – Agent, technical staff, Honest Trier 

14 – Trustee, Honest Trier 

15 – Politician-opposition, Honest Trier 

16 - Politician-opposition, Honest Trier 

17 - Watchdog, procurement auditor – Region 1 

18 - Politician-government, Rotten Apple II 

19 – Politician-government, Rotten Apple I 

20 - Watchdog, procurement auditor – Region 2 

21 Watchdog, procurement auditor – Region 3 

22 Watchdog, procurement auditor – Region 4  
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Appendix II Interview guide for the staff of the procurement board (with some 

adaptations for trustees, principal and agents) 

The process 

1. From the contracts used most frequently at the City Hall, which ones offer more 

possibilities for inappropriate behaviour? And what are the most relevant legal loopholes 

regarding those? 

2. What parts of the process are more vulnerable to inappropriate behaviour? 

3. What process is more vulnerable to improper behaviour? 

 

Upon execution of the contract 

4. Are there contractual modifications after awarding it? What is the monetary proportion of 

these modifications? 

5. Is there a person responsible for the execution of each type of contract? Who and what type 

of control is performed?  

6. How often is sanctioned the breach of contract? 

 

The actors and their ability to denounce incorrect or suspicious practices 

7. Who is usually part of the procurement board? 

8. Overall, how are the relations between trustees (habilitados) and the government team? 

Technical staff and habilitados? Technical staff and the government team? 

9. Are there votes to award the contract in the sessions of the procurement board? What are 

usually the results of the vote? Are there dissenting opinions and how are they recorded? 

10. Are the minutes of the procurement board published? How? 

11. In cases of corruption, what actors are often involved? How can you report on these 

cases? 

12. In cases of suspected malpractice, who intervenes to question it, how?  

Appendix III Interview guide interviewees from the Regional Audit Commissions (RAC) 

1. In your experience, what makes it possible the corruption in local government 

procurement? 

2. Does the RAC detect corruption in procurement? In what areas of activity / types of 

contracts / procurement phases do you usually detect more cases of corruption?  
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3. Is there more corruption in local procurement than in other levels of government (e. g. 

regional)? Why? 

4. What is the relationship between external and internal oversight bodies in the field of 

control of procurement and in general? 

5. What is the role of RAC in auditing irregularities in procurement? 

6. How many times has the RAC initiated a criminal case as a result of an audit report? 

7. How does the sanctioning procedure work in the event that the bidders do not meet the 

terms of the contract (usually the deadlines)? 

8. What are best practices in the municipalities to minimize the risks of corruption? 

9. Is it possible to minimize the risk of corruption through the current legislation? 

10. How does the RAC decide whom to audit? 

  

 

Appendix IV Codes used in this text 

Regional Audit Commission 

 Monitoring 

 Impact 

 Relationship with municipal financial auditor 

 Politicization 

Agents 

 Collaboration with principal 

 Dependence 

 Recruitment 

Contract 

 Capacity of control 

 Deficiencies 

 Monitoring 

 Corruption 
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 Legislation 

 Procurement board composition 

 Voting 

 Technical prescriptions 

 Standardization 

 Sanctions 

Trustees 

 Replacement 

 Dependence 

 Lack of resources 

 Independence 

 Irrelevance 

 Truth to power 

 Relational distance to politicians 

Principal 

 Impunity 

 Moral hazard 

Other 

 Municipal size- Impact  
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Abstract 

The last decades’ reform of public administrations has in numerous countries included the use 

of performance-related pay (PRP). Such programs have been said to reduce civil servants’ 

incentives for bribe taking and have therefore been promoted as an anticorruption tool. 

However, the article proposes that such schemes’ suppressing effect on corruption incentives 

is questionable in highly corrupt settings because the absence of non-corrupt senior 

managers—and hence independent performance evaluations—may lead to the capture of such 

programs. An in-depth study of reforms in the South African civil service provides micro-

level insights into the process in which such schemes may fail. The investigation outlines how 

PRP bonuses are used as rewards from corrupt senior managers to colluding subordinates. 

Honest bureaucrats are instead isolated and receive no addition to their salary. These selective 

rewards make honest behavior increasingly costly and function as an incentive for civil 

servants to engage in bribery. 

Keywords: corruption; governance; performance-related pay; public administration; bribes 
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Introduction 

A consensus among scholars asserts that having a bureaucracy infested with corruption—the 

abuse of entrusted power for private gain—tends to give rise to a number of undesired 

outcomes (Graycar and Villa 2011). In numerous countries the presence of small-scale 

bribery is widespread among public servants. While reducing bureaucratic corruption is a 

priority among policymakers, there is less agreement over which reforms are effective in this 

regard. In fact, it is said that “scholars disagree about which aspects of a civil service structure 

prevent corruption” (Rubin and Whitford 2008, 408). The literature examines linkages 

between civil service structures—focusing on recruitment or salary levels—and national 

levels of corruption (Evans and Rauch 1999). However, it has not paid much concern to 

programs of performance-related pay (PRP). 

The reform of civil services has included an increasing use of PRP schemes in both 

industrialized and developing countries (OECD 2014).
 
Though such schemes come in various 

forms, they generally aim to link employees’ financial rewards to their professional 

performance.
272

 PRP programs are defined as “compensation contingent on performance that 

is awarded to individuals and/or groups either as permanent increments to base salary or as 

bonuses” (Perry et al. 2009, 42). Research from different disciplines has investigated the 

conditions where PRP schemes have an effect on performance (Rynes et al. 2005; Schay and 

Fisher 2013). Moreover, such reforms have been said to reduce civil servants’ incentives for 

corrupt behavior and have therefore been suggested by influential scholars as a tool for 

anticorruption policy (Klitgaard 1988; Rose-Ackerman 1999). Yet, according to a review, 

“evidence that directly links performance pay or other incentive schemes with corruption 

outcomes is largely lacking” (Olken and Pande 2012, 500).  

The rationale of incentivizing the behavior of civil servants through PRP schemes stem from 

principal-agent theory, a line of thinking that builds on the assumption of the presence of an 

honest principal to steer policies (Rauch and Evans 2000). However, it is said that when 

bribery is widespread corruption takes the form of a collective action problem, because it 

becomes rational for an individual to partake in this behavior when “everybody else” is doing 

it (Rothstein 2011). It has also been posited that if principals—for instance senior managers—

are involved in corruption, anticorruption reforms founded on a notion of principal-agent 

theory may face challenges (Persson et al. 2013). Apart from this general caution, PRP 

systems are described as inherently giving a large portion of discretion to senior managers to 

assess employees’ performance (Dahlström and Lapuente 2010).  

In combination—if senior managers in a bureaucracy may be involved in corruption and have 

discretion to assess performance—there are theoretical reasons to suspect that such schemes 

may run the risk of being captured. Thus there is cause for questioning the potential of PRP 

reforms to reduce bribery in settings of endemic corruption. Yet, research lacks a detailed 

understanding of such processes. This article therefore asks the following question: what 

                                                           
272

 Also named performance-based pay, merit pay, and pay for performance, such schemes may be oriented 

toward individuals or collectives and measured through behavior or results (Rynes et al. 2005). 
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potential do PRP reforms have for curbing bribery incentives among civil servants in a high-

corruption context? The purpose is here to contribute by investigating this question 

empirically. The issue is examined through a study of reforms in the South African civil 

service. Using material from confidential interviews with officials in the Compliance 

Directorate of the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (DAFF)—tainted by 

bureaucratic corruption for decades—the article offers insights regarding the prospects of PRP 

reforms to reduce corruption and discusses this in a broader perspective.  

Theory 

Small-scale corruption may take different forms – such as extortion, patronage and the abuse 

of discretion (see Graycar 2015, 90) – yet is most often thought of in terms of bribery. Such 

behavior generally comes in two different forms; whereas non-collusive actions are practices 

of bribery where officials, such as administrative clerks, ask citizens for payments to obtain 

documents and services they are entitled to, collusive actions are the habit of enforcement 

officers, such as public employees in customs offices or the traffic police, who take bribes to 

overlook law violations (Smith et al. 2003). Reducing such behavior when widespread is 

tremendously difficult and this problem has been named the ‘million dollar question’ for 

public administration scholars to solve (Rothstein 2011). 

Incentivizing Civil Servants to Reduce Bureaucratic Corruption 

In recent decades PRP reforms have increasingly been implemented in public administrations 

(OECD 2005). Estimates hold that PRP programs support nearly 300,000 federal employees 

in the United States alone (USOPM 2007, 3). One may also find such schemes in 

transitioning and developing countries. For instance, the performance-share of a salary for 

public employees in Ukraine was as high as 80 percent in 2006 (OECD 2014).  

The occurrence of PRP reforms is a part of the trend in public administration, stemming from 

the New Public Management (NPM) doctrine (Peters 2009).
273

 As such, these reforms are one 

of several examples of ‘market mimicking’ mechanisms. PRP programs build on the premise 

that financial incentives are a cost-efficient way to guide self-interested subordinates’ 

behavior in line with managerial expectations (Miller and Whitford 2007). Given its influence 

it is not surprising that scholars have devoted significant attention to the effects from PRP 

reforms. While being outside the scope of this study it can be mentioned that this literature 

highlights the complexity of implementing such schemes and outcomes may be contingent on 

historical and cultural factors (Schay and Fisher 2013). Overviews describe PRP programs 

being implemented “often with mixed or downright disappointing results” (Pollit and 

Bouckaert 2011, 92). Perry and colleagues (2009) review 57 studies that evaluate PRP 

schemes in (U.S.) government during the years 1977–2008 and collect several lessons 

                                                           
273

 Studies on the link between NPM reforms and corruption are scarce. While Dahlström and Lapuente (2012, 

161) say that they “open windows of opportunity for corruption,” this claim is not substantiated. They refer to 

Erlingsson et al. (2008), who argue that during rapid implementation of NPM reforms in public administrations, 

“there has been neither the time nor knowledge to design new mechanisms for supervision” (603).  
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regarding their implementation. Evaluating the performance of employees is a sensitive 

process. Also in societies with well-functioning government institutions—such as the U.S.—

employees perceive that factors unrelated to merits, such as “office politics,” influence 

performance ratings in PRP schemes (Kellough and Nigro 2002, 163).  

Anticorruption reforms have targeted the incentives of public officials by linking rewards to 

their performance. The idea is to make it rational bureaucrats to refrain from corrupt acts by 

rewarding honest behavior: “Indeed, sufficiently high rewards would eliminate all incentives 

to accept bribes” (Polinsky and Shavell 2000, 3). This notion is similar to the thought that 

points to the importance of the fixed salary paid to public servants. Accordingly, the size of 

the salary, in relation to the gains from bribery and the risks of losing benefits from the 

employment if one gets caught, is a strong determinant for bureaucrats’ incentives to engage 

in bribery (Becker and Stigler 1974). Authors have therefore suggested that competitive 

salaries would “[reduce] the relative attractiveness of the quick returns available from corrupt 

individual practices” (Evans and Rauch 1999, 752). While widely investigated, it can be noted 

that the link between salaries of civil servants and corruption across countries is not uniformly 

supported (Van Rijckeghem and Weder 2001; Dahlström et al. 2012).
274

 

The incentive-focused reasoning likewise underpins PRP reforms: “pay for performance 

draws on standard economics, particularly the economic principal-agent view” (Weibel et al. 

2010, 388). This is also the thinking behind the suggestion that PRP programs may reduce 

bureaucratic corruption (Elliot 1997). In line with the reasoning, “a powerful and determined 

outside monitor (principal) can reduce corruption and improve delivery of services by his 

bureaucratic agents” (Rauch and Evans 2000, 51), and accordingly there are different 

“strategies a principal can use to elicit better performance from his agents, such as 

performance-based pay” (ibid, 51). Influential authors have argued that rather than focusing 

on the fixed part of the salary, it is the varying part that activates employees’ incentives and 

therefore should curb corruption: “A more effective strategy is to change the specific rewards 

that accrue to specific actions” (Klitgaard 1988, 77). Ades and Di Tella (1997) argue that 

corruption may be reduced through “providing the right incentives to bureaucrats” (504), such 

as PRP reforms. However, the authors note, measureable performance indicators for reduced 

corruption are difficult to construct.
 Similarly, 

Rose-Ackerman (1999) posits that “individualized 

incentive pay systems can be a tool to break up circles of corruption” (80). This reasoning is 

further developed by Skladany (2009), arguing that PRP programs targeting bureaucrats in 

developing countries would “substitute for the money that corrupt public servants usually 

steal from the government” (7). This reasoning is again underpinned by principal-agent 

theory: “to motivate an agent to not shirk [i.e. avoid duties], the principal can also offer 

inducements or incentives to the agent that are linked to her performance. … These 

performance-based incentives are meant to reinforce the existing incentive that an agent has to 

act in the best interests of the principal—keeping her job” (23). While acknowledging the risk 

of capture of such reforms in developing countries, the article defends the merit of PRP 
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 One reason for the mixed support for such postulations might be due to how “competitive salaries” are 

measured. Wei (2001) notes that it is not likely that the absolute level of bureaucrats’ wages is of importance, but 

rather the wages in the civil service in relation to alternative careers in the private sector of a country. 
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reforms in such countries and argues that these programs are quite difficult to manipulate. It 

should be noted that the article defends a PRP scheme where “outsiders” evaluate 

bureaucrats’ performance. 

Although such reforms do not lack proponents, few studies have examined the PRP-

corruption relationship empirically. Some scholars have investigated the effect of PRP 

reforms on outcomes that are close to, or may be said to be indirect measures of, bureaucrats’ 

corrupt behavior.
 
An observational study found that an incentive program in Brazil increased 

tax collection (an indication of decreased bribery among collectors) (Kahn et al. 2001). 

Relatedly, Duflo and colleagues (2012) studied a randomized implementation of an incentive 

program in Indian schools. They found that when teachers are paid according to their 

attendance, absenteeism—a misuse of public funds that benefits individual officials—among 

teachers was reduced. Notably, this scheme was bolstered by a mechanism of monitoring, 

where pupils were instructed to take a photograph of the teacher and the other students at the 

start and end of each school day to document actual rates of absenteeism.
275

 Kwoon (2014) 

use a survey to investigate corruption perceptions among South Korean bureaucrats. The 

results suggest that officials who believe that their promotion is contingent on their 

performance are more likely to state that taking substantial gifts from contractors are 

considered corruption. Only one study has tested claims of the impact from PRP reforms on 

corruption empirically in a comparative perspective. Dahlström and Lapuente (2012) examine 

a measure of the degree of PRP in public administrations across a large number of countries. 

When analyzing a multivariate model with controls for rivaling explanations, they do not find 

any association between the degree of PRP and corruption levels. Illustrative, a review 

concludes: “It is striking that few studies directly examine the impact of improved incentives 

[among bureaucrats] on corruption outcomes” (Olken and Pande 2012, 501).  

Why PRP Reforms May Be Captured in High-Corruption Contexts 

There are examples suggesting that the success of administrative reforms is partially 

dependent on institutional quality in the context where they are implemented. Scholars have 

argued that performance-based management practices for public organizations (i.e. not 

individuals) may be less suitable in transitioning countries (Anderson et al. 2003).
276

 

Similarly, Sundell (2014) proposes that the suitable type of administrative reforms—focusing 

on meritocratic recruitment—may depend on the context of patronage risk. The study argues 

that when patronage risks are high, the amount of discretion in recruitment needs to be low in 

order to prevent abuse. Therefore, while flexible recruitment may be the suitable in countries 

with low patronage, formal exams are the better option when patronage is widespread. There 

are hence reasons to suspect that the difference in levels of corruption is crucial to understand 

also why PRP reforms may be captured.  

When corruption is widespread, conventional policy thinking tends to meet resistance because 

authorities cannot simply use exogenous policies to improve the situation (Andvig and 
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 Described as “one of the most serious forms of corruption” in the education sector (Patrinos 2013). 
276

 For a similar argument in the private sector, see the discussion in Bertrand and Mullainathan (2000). 
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Fjeldstad 2008). In a context of widespread bribery, it is said that corruption resembles a 

collective action problem where it becomes individually rational to engage in such behavior. 

If corruption is endemic, the bureaucrat not taking bribes becomes the “sucker” and actors 

will therefore tend to act corruptly since most other colleagues are perceived as doing it as 

well (Rothstein 2011). In such circumstances the underlying foundations behind PRP 

schemes—principal-agent theory—are altered substantially.  

This reasoning has been used to understand delegation in a bureaucracy where senior 

managers are the principals and bureaucrats are modeled as the agent. Yet this thinking has 

been criticized when applied to situations of high corruption: “It assumes away the problem, 

especially in [a low developing country] context, because the political will to engage in 

vigorous monitoring and implement appropriate strategies is lacking, or worse yet the 

principal is himself corrupt” (Rauch and Evans 2000, 529). The postulation of an honest 

principal—for instance, a senior manager—is not necessarily true under widespread 

corruption. And if this assumption is no longer valid, it has consequences: “If the supposed 

principal is also corrupt and does not act in the interest of the public good, the principal–agent 

framework becomes useless as an analytical tool since there will simply be no actors willing 

to monitor and punish corrupt behavior” (Persson et al. 2013, 542). Moreover, they argue that 

this may lead to a breakdown of any anticorruption reform that builds on the principal-agent 

framework. 

With the insights in mind that such principals may also become corrupted the reasoning 

underpinning PRP reform may be questionable in a context of widespread bribery. In 

particular, such reforms have certain inherent features that possibly make them particularly 

ill-suited for corrupt contexts. The evaluation of performance is more complicated than the 

process of raising the fixed part of the salary to all employees (Dahlström and Lapuente 2010, 

581). Moreover, a recent report from the OECD states: “Performance-based pay requires clear 

rules and transparency to avoid abuses. In [transition] countries, there are no clear and 

transparent criteria for the allocation of the variable part. This part provides a very broad, 

sometimes full, discretion to heads of public institutions in allocating bonuses and other 

additional payments to his or her subordinates” (OECD 2014, 110).
277

 This point is important 

as the evaluation part of PRP programs inherently results in managers having discretion and 

room to maneuver.
278

 Intuitively, large amounts of discretion in a high-corruption context 

raise the concern that opportunities for misbehavior may be created.  

Following this notion it therefore seems that rather convincing reasons exist to believe that (1) 

the line of thinking that underpins PRP schemes may be less suitable when imposed in corrupt 

contexts and (2) that such schemes may become captured due to their large share of 

managerial discretion. However, current research does not provide a detailed understanding of 

such processes. The purpose of this article is hence to explore the potential of PRP reforms to 

                                                           
277

 Another OECD report states that PRP policies may be counterproductive in the “inadequate management 

frameworks” of developing countries and may increase problems linked to corruption (2005, 72), yet provides no 

further exploration of this process. 
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 For instance, Klitgaard (2014) see discretion among public officials as spurring bureaucratic corruption. 
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curb incentives for bribery among civil servants in a context of high corruption. The article 

investigates this issue empirically through an in-depth study of reforms in the South African 

civil service.  

Case Description and Methods 

A Corrupt Context  

One of South Africa’s challenges is corruption. While the country places in the middle tier of 

global rankings (number 72 of 177 in Transparency International’s 2013 classification), 

corruption is definitely prevalent. Although officials are legally prohibited to “favor relatives 

and friends in work-related activities,” or to take “decisions which may result in improper 

personal gain,” (Republic of South Africa 1999), such behavior is not eradicated. In fact, 47 

percent of South Africans say they have paid a bribe in the last year to secure an essential 

service—far higher than the global average of 27 percent (Corruption Watch 2013).  

South Africa has witnessed numerous anticorruption programs. To reduce officials’ 

propensity to take bribes, programs of PRP were installed in the 1990s. When the Public 

Service Regulation was enacted in 1999, one of its features was to link rewards to 

performance (Public Service Commission 2007, 2). The legislation spells out that “an 

employee shall be eligible for salary range progression only if … she or he has received 

consistently satisfactory performance assessment” (Republic of South Africa 1999). Van der 

Vyver and Bussin (2013) describes the South African PRP system as having three actors in 

this assessment: the employee, a senior supervisor and a review committee: “[This committee] 

receives all provisional ratings of employees, to review, compare and validate ratings. 

Managers and supervisors should be asked to explain and defend ratings that do not appear to 

be justified” (16). This process may result in rewards for employees on a biannual basis.
279

 

The DAFF administration has for decades had challenges of corruption among its Compliance 

Directorate staff (Hauck and Kroese 2006). This directorate is responsible for ensuring that 

fishermen abide by regulations and its staff enforces the legislation from local substations 

along the coast. In practice, this means that such officials control that fishermen have not 

violated regulations, such as fishing in protected areas or without a license. Graycar (2015) 

note the importance of defining the type, activities, sector and place of corruption, to 

understand the nuances of this behavior in a certain locality. In this particular context of South 

African fisheries, the opportunities for bribery occur when inspectors control fishermen, often 

at local harbors. Inspectors are known to establish relationships with local fishermen where 

they receive money or gifts and, in return, benefit these fishermen by granting noncompliance 

(Raemaekers et al. 2011). Thus, pertaining to the typology of corruption outlined by Graycar 

(2015), the type of small-scale corruption often found here is collusive and this behavior also 

takes nonmonetary shapes.  
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 Estimates hold that about 20 % of the 1.2 million public employees in South Africa receive such bonuses 

(Vyver and Bussin 2013). 
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In 2001, bribery in this authority got media attention through a high-level court case that 

sentenced a fishing company for poaching and having inspectors on a pay roll. As a result, 

numerous reforms were instated during the early 2000s to reduce corruption. The department 

increased salaries for enforcement officers and introduced randomized “lifestyle audits” to 

monitor illegal payments, in which expenses and assets of an official are reviewed in relation 

to incomes. They started working with informants and installed a telephone hotline for 

reporting corruption (Hauck and Kroese 2006, 79). Importantly, a PRP scheme was 

introduced. DAFF now grants rewards to “encourage good performance” (DAFF 2012, 175) 

aimed at increasing inspectors’ propensity to report violations and thus become less inclined 

to take bribes. The assumption is that inspectors commonly taking bribes to refrain from 

report violations tend to have a poor record of fined poachers and confiscated goods. 

Conversely, inspectors refusing such bribes will have more to show in terms of enforcement 

actions. This reward is generally ten percent of the salary and paid biannualy. While figures 

on these payments are hard to come by, for instance, to whom they are paid, a report states: 

“During the 2011/12 performance cycle, 44.7 percent of employees qualified for performance 

rewards” (DAFF 2012, 158).  

Choosing the case of the Compliance Directorate of DAFF as the focus of this study has 

several benefits. The administration has documented problems of bureaucratic corruption and 

the PRP reform has been introduced with the ambition to reduce bribe taking. Moreover, the 

presence of substation managers in each station along the coast offers potential insights into 

the assessment process of the PRP bonuses.  

Methods 

The study reports insights gained from a data collection where the author conducted 43 

interviews in early 2014. In total, 34 respondents were inspectors at substations along the 

western and southern coasts. Moreover, nine carefully selected key informants were 

interviewed: four former senior managers of DAFF, two leaders of fishermen associations, 

two journalists and a scholarly expert. Through local contacts the author was introduced to 

senior managers holding high-ranking administrative positions in the organization. These 

actors ensured that a message was sent out to the staff employed at substations, giving the 

inspectors permission to talk with the author on the problems facing their enforcement. 

Without revealing their names to management, the author then visited such inspectors. 

Therefore, their identities were not disclosed to higher-ranking officers.  

The authority employs about 300 fishery control officers, distributed across 22 stations within 

the two regions Northern Cape and Western Cape, stretching the western and southern 

coastline (DAFF 2014). Yet, information about individual features of these officers, such as 

gender, race or the number of years employed, is not publically available in a systematic 

overview (personal communication with responsible authority). Care was taken to visit 

stations in varying contexts along the coast. Likewise, the selection of the 34 inspectors was 

conducted purposively to maximize the variation of individual features thought to affect their 

attitudes to corruption. Also recently retired inspectors were sampled as they face fewer risks 

when speaking about these issues. To hide the identities of respondents, this section refrains 
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from reporting individual combinations of such features. Respondents’ years of experience 

vary widely—from recent employment to 39 working years (the average was approximately 

12 years). Five respondents were women, although they are quite scarce in the general pool of 

inspectors. Most of the persons interviewed are black or colored, nine persons were white.
280

 

Seven persons were senior managers. Finally, the respondents are not very well educated: 

Two had a bachelor’s degree. The perception is that, besides the high amount of women, the 

sample is roughly representative of the general pool of inspectors. 

When asked to participate the respondents were told that sensitive issues were to be discussed, 

yet these talks would be confidential. On no occasion did a respondent opt out from such a 

meeting. Interviews lasted between 30 and 60 minutes and were conducted in English, the 

first language for half of the group of respondents. Therefore no interpreter was present. To 

maintain confidentiality no recording device was used. Instead great care was spent in taking 

notes of these talks, transcribed within the following hours. Interviews took place in settings 

of respondents’ choice and with no third party present.  

The interviews first touched upon the tasks of inspectors and when describing the practice of 

bribery, follow-up questions explored such behavior. The talk then became freer, using open-

ended questions to explore how the situation of bribery could be improved. At such occasions 

the respondents often brought up performance bonuses. Since the sampling strategy was 

purposive, the interpretation of this material sought to find themes and illustrations of insights 

rather than to analyze answers with a statistical approach suitable for probabilistic sampling 

(Bennett and Elman 206). 

Conducting interviews on controversial issues, the researcher may in some occasions benefit 

from taking the ambivalent position of being an “outsider” (Eriksson Baaz and Stern 2009). In 

this context, the perception is that the position of the author—neither being a government 

employee nor affiliated to a political party—allowed respondents to air discontent without 

risks of repercussions. Respondents would often, without being asked, describe how they had 

received boxes of fish to be blind to rule violations.  

Results 

To put this section into context, the respondents describe a situation of a widespread practice 

among inspectors to take bribes and become “blind” to rule violations.
281

 The officials, often 

living in the same community and therefore facing the pressure to commit to such behavior, 

receive money or boxes of fish in exchange for enabling fishermen to violate rules. These 

transactions may involve large sums of money and if such behavior were to be hindered it 

would affect the involved parties financially. The following quote illustrates the offer facing 

these inspectors: 

[A captain arrested last week] called someone who arrived to the harbor with a wad of 

money. It is quite common. ... Imagine these boats, how much money they carry. And we 

                                                           
280

 It should be noted that the issue of race was surprisingly seldom mentioned during interviews. 
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 After a quote, “I” refers to inspectors and “K” to key informants. The number denotes different respondents.  
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earn so little. ... We can make resources of half a million rand disappear from the books. 

So the temptation is always there. (I:13) 

The accounts from respondents outline how this takes place within an administrative 

organization where top managers are perceived by key informants to be involved in corrupt 

practices. A former director of the department develops this notion: 

Corruption is rampant in the department. How can you start to eradicate this from the 

bottom? We know that it’s going on in the top. And we need to start from there. But it is so 

difficult. … It is the buddy-buddy system. So this just goes on. (K:4)  

Moreover, several accounts suggest that the incidence of corruption in the higher echelons of 

this department may send signals to the lower administrative tiers: 

It must get to them. The inspectors know what’s going on in top management. I can 

imagine that this provides an enabling factor to say “[curse] the system” and then think 

“why not” and then start acting corrupt yourself. (K:6) 

The Presence of Corrupt Managers 

A key feature in the respondents’ accounts is that a senior manager (often referred to as “the 

supervisor”) runs each substation. These managers are generally thought to be the most 

involved in established networks in the coastal communities and are perceived as being more 

corrupt than subordinates and newcomers: 

When I came here the supervisor had worked here for 20–30 years. He lived by the harbor. 

He didn’t perform well. He knew people. And they knew him well. I noted that when I 

started you want to perform. But the supervisor said, “You should only have given this guy 

[a violator] a warning.” (I:4) 

My supervisor fought for this inspector doing this [taking bribes]. And I told management 

what I was witnessing. But no one did anything. … So there is not really anything you can 

do. Each station is run by the substation manager. They are the bosses of their own station. 

(I:5) 

Several descriptions suggest that having a manager that is involved in corrupt practices will 

affect the work of the subordinates. A previous general director of the department explains 

this reasoning: 

Officers know that their bosses are corrupt. … They know there are no consequences. If 

you’re trying to do anything right you will lose your job. And then it is easier to put your 

head under the bed cover and pretend you did not see it. Or, better, be in it yourself. … 

The implication of having corrupt bosses at a station is that you know you can get away 

with anything. Because you will actually be able to. (K:5) 
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Relations to Managers Influence Performance Evaluations 

Regarding the PRP system—most often called the “merit-system” or the “merit-bonus” by 

respondents—the accounts describe in different ways how the introduction of this system was 

implemented, with it generally perceived as being a distorted outcome. A widespread belief 

seems to be that these bonuses are not based on professional accomplishments. Rather, they 

are seen as rewards from managers that are given on contrastingly different grounds. A 

general notion is that the third party in this assessment process, the review committee, seldom 

has a real say in which employees will receive bonuses. Instead, this decision is taken earlier 

in the process by the senior manager. This manager evaluates the performance of a 

subordinate before the assessment is handed to the committee for verification. This process 

often contains discretion and constitutes possibilities for the manager to influence who is (not) 

rewarded. Importantly, a fundamental aspect of this decision seems to be that personal 

relationships influence which inspector gets this reward:  

Even when you meet your targets you never get a bonus. And a colleague who didn’t meet 

his target got it. … So the previous managers used favoritism. Then, the same person 

would get the merit every year and year. They were buddies. (I:17) 

There are only a few persons who get it [the biannual merit bonus]. So I ask myself, “Why 

is this so?” Something like a favorite of top managers. (I:20) 

Favoritism and Corruption: Colluding Employees Are Rewarded 

The accounts highlight whom these managers reward. If managers themselves are involved in 

corruption, they will not benefit from rewarding non-corrupt subordinates. Rather, they will 

seek to assist bureaucrats that collude in corrupt practices. The rationale for such behavior is 

that managers involved in bribery will have an incentive to reward colleagues that (1) are 

interested to continue the practice of payments from citizens and (2) will not blow the whistle 

to outsiders of such practices. Therefore, the personal relations previously described, in turn, 

have corrupt connotations as they are used selectively to benefit inspectors that collude with 

managers:  

The wrong person gets the merit. It is on an agreement with the supervisor. So he must like 

you, agree [with your behavior] when he represents you. Otherwise he will talk badly 

about you [in front of the review committee]. Now, the system is not based on how much 

compliance you have ensured [i.e. reported violations]. (I:12) 

[Inspectors at my station] were taken for misbehavior in this sense [bribery]. Their salary 

was held in for two or three months for disciplinary causes. But at the same time, at the 

end of the same year, they received a merit bonus in their salary. This is ten percent extra 

to your salary. So it sends the signal that crooked behavior is in this sense rewarded. (I:1) 

[Managers] base an assessment on favors. Some people are underestimated, others are 

overestimated. They want to promote people who always say “yes, yes.” But these persons 

are not hard on poaching. Many of them even had disciplinary cases against them, for 
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corrupt behavior. But these just disappear. And the persons assessing these corrupt guys, 

of course they get something back. (I:29) 

Corrupt Exchanges: PRP Bonuses Are Traded for Favors 

These bonuses may also turn into an exchange between inspectors and managers. Accounts 

illustrate three different types of exchanges that are somewhat different. The first type of 

exchange is a situation of mutual collusion where the inspector and supervisor are involved in 

bribery and use bonuses to reinforce this relationship. Accordingly, the actors will then have 

an incentive not to speak openly about this practice: 

If the station’s supervisor is corrupt, then why wouldn’t you yourself be? And no one will 

report. Because then they will report on each other. So people are quiet. This is how so 

many substations work along the coast. And the merit system actually boosts this. (I:13) 

A second and different situation is the exchange where officers involved in corruption can 

“buy” such rewards from the senior manager. In turn, the manager gives positive performance 

reviews after receiving a gift from the inspector: 

The supervisor will say, “Give me a bucket of fish and I will make sure you get the bonus.” 

(I:13) 

Third, this exchange can also be a path for inspectors to blackmail corrupt senior managers. In 

such a situation it is an inspector that uses information about a manager’s involvement in 

corruption to ensure that the performance is positive and the bonus rewarded: 

It’s demoralizing. A merit is a large sum of money. So there are people getting the merit 

year after year. You don’t understand why they got it. … Then you realize it. ... The person 

getting the merit had information of bribery that the supervisor had been involved in. He 

used this as leverage. I understood that this person had something on the supervisor. He 

would spill the beans about this corrupt supervisor. So he used this as a way to get merits, 

a higher salary. (I:6) 

Incentives that Counter Honesty 

These corrupt relationships also determine who is not given such rewards. Contrary to the 

blind and corrupt inspectors that benefit from this practice, bureaucrats that do not take bribes 

become isolated and perceive that this has economic and professional costs: 

Some people get boosted, others don’t. And if the supervisor does not like you, then you 

are stuck. And you know how you have to act to become a favorite: you have to play along. 

And the guys getting the bonus are the guys doing nothing, looking to the other side. (I:21) 

You have to be “one of the boys” to get a merit bonus. Like my supervisor, he will never 

make me get a bonus. He does not like [inspectors who catch violators]. And he is not an 

honest inspector. So I am on my own. (I:27) 
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It is evident that the presence of colleagues involved in this practice—taking bribes and being 

blind to violations—seems to create frustration among honest inspectors: 

If someone does not like you, the supervisor or someone in the reviewing panel, then you 

won’t get it. And this opens up for giving and taking. So if you don’t have a good relation 

[did not bribe the manager] they will just say, “This was all part of your job.” So it is 

demotivating in fact. (I:18) 

[Your supervisor] decides who gets a merit. And then you realize it is not conviction rates 

that give merit. It’s favoritism. … Influence decides who gets merits. So this system of 

merits becomes the real demotivator. It makes it apparent that it is not the number of cases 

that matter for promotion. (I:5) 

Following the reasoning that honest behavior is associated with an economic cost, this reward 

structure becomes a disincentive for inspectors to apply themselves and refrain from bribery. 

Furthermore, this seems to increase shirking behavior, the tendency to avoid performing 

duties. Respondents describe how having colleagues that are engaged in corruption, yet 

receive bonuses, has an impact on their own willingness to enforce regulations: 

We [inspectors at the substation] have a very poor record of arrests. I had three 

[colleagues] that did not catch a single guy for two–three years. But it did not cost them 

anything! … The feeling is that “why should I catch someone? This will not give me 

merits.” (I:1) 

Instead [the merit bonus] will make people to work less. We will think, “Why should I work 

if I’m not rewarded.” (I:20) 

Therefore, the accounts suggest that these selective returns may lead to (1) honest bureaucrats 

finding that their performance is not rewarded and (2) inspectors therefore considering 

engaging in behavior that is more beneficial. In this context, collusion with corrupt colleagues 

is clearly more advantageous.  

Discussion 

The accounts provide in-depth insights into how a PRP reform may become captured in an 

administration permeated with bribery, rather than reducing corruption incentives. The 

exploration outlines the mechanisms in which the bonuses from this specific scheme are 

handed out selectively by senior managers to benefit agents who collude and thus can be 

trusted to maintain status quo.
282

 The investigation reflects a problem discussed by Persson 

and colleagues (2013), that many “anticorruption efforts seem to ultimately have become 

entangled in the very corrupt networks that they were meant to fight” (454). As seen in the 

                                                           
282

 This collusion can be contrasted to depictions of trust in bureaucratic reforms. While interpersonal trust 

within administrations is often described in terms of employees’ experiences of fairness within the organization 

(Battaglio and Condrey 2009), the trust between these colluding actors rather is the mutual assurance that they 

will not tell outsiders. 
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program studied here, PRP reforms may face challenges in highly corrupt societies by 

becoming captured and used to benefit the interests of managers who have an interest in 

keeping status quo. Such capture is illustrated by respondents describing how corrupt 

superiors use “favoritism” to benefit colluding junior agents with PRP-bonuses. Officers that 

have a record of few arrests and seen as corrupt are perceived as being given preferential 

treatment over non-corrupt officers. It seems therefore, that the impact of “office politics” on 

performance assessments, as discussed in the U.S. context by Kellough and Nigro (2002), 

may have a particular connotation in high-corrupt settings: by the use of favoritism—the 

systematic preferential treatment of one actor at the expense of another—managers award the 

agents involved in bribery with perks, while honest colleagues are left without such rewards.  

The Prospects of PRP Reforms as an Anti-corruption Tool  

The findings of this article do not necessarily imply that PRP reforms meant to reduce bribery 

will always fail in corrupt contexts. However, designing them in such settings is a great 

challenge. In criticizing overly optimistic statements of the prospects of principals controlling 

their subordinates, it has been said that “In an escalating cycle of agents overseeing agents, we 

must ask: Who monitors the monitors?” (Shapiro 2005, 280). This highlight a feature that was 

key in distorting the PRP reform investigated here, that “monitors” themselves, the managers, 

are perceived to be involved in the practices the reforms are supposed to curb. Yet, in search 

of designing successful PRP schemes to counter corruption, monitoring should be explored 

further. We have seen—in the study by Duflo and colleagues (2012), focusing on teacher 

absenteeism in Indian schools—that there may be examples of incentive programs targeting 

corruption that can be implemented in high-corruption contexts. In that study key for success 

was that the program designed monitoring—where pupils documented teachers’ presence 

with cameras—that made tampering with the performance measure difficult. Designing 

programs that have agents with little incentive to collude with officials that monitor 

performance is of course a challenging task. Nonetheless, a suggestion for policy may 

possibly be that a crucial condition for the design of PRP schemes targeting bribery incentives 

in high-corruption contexts is that external agents that have little incentive to collude with the 

bureaucrats whose performance is being evaluated should be responsible for monitoring. 

Herein lies a challenge, as evaluating performance is foremost a task suitable for peers in an 

administration. Yet, if such schemes should be used, insights in this regard need to be 

advanced.  

Moreover, it is sometimes difficult to identify the agents that have little incentive to collude 

with officials. Citizens have clear incentives to stop non-collusive corruption, that is, being 

asked for bribes to obtain services that they are entitled to. However, their incentives are not 

equally clear regarding collusive corruption, actions where law-violating citizens pay officials 

to let legal infringements go unreported. In fact, many individuals will benefit by this 

possibility and it is harder to identify who may function as monitoring agents for this kind of 

corruption. Following this reasoning, it is predicted that monitoring of PRP schemes that seek 

to reduce corruption incentives, is more likely to succeed when targeting non-collusive 

corruption, than compared to collusive corruption. Therefore, it may be better to use PRP 
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schemes in administrations where clerks asks for side payments to do their duties than to use 

these schemes in bureaucracies of law enforcement where officers take bribes to let violations 

go unreported. Yet, since non-collusive corruption was not studied in this article, this 

proposition should be further studied in future research. 

Conclusions 

Research is not in consensus over which aspects of a civil service structure may curb 

bureaucratic corruption. The literature has examined the relationship between competitive 

salaries for officials and corruption, but few studies focus on the relationship between PRP 

programs and corruption. Such programs have been implemented in a number of countries. In 

a context of relatively functioning governance, such as the United States, PRP schemes face 

several challenges during their implementation (see Kellough and Nigro 2002), but are not as 

prone to be captured as when introduced in settings with contrastingly low quality of 

government, such as transitioning countries (OECD 2014).  

This article has explored the potential of PRP schemes to reduce civil servants’ incentives to 

engage in bribery in high-corruption settings. The in-depth study of a certain department in 

the South African civil service provides a nuanced understanding of the process in which 

managers in a public organization—where bribery is known to be widespread—tend to 

reward colluding bureaucrats by using the bonuses from a PRP program. These selective 

rewards increase the costs of honest behavior and the article therefore suggests that such 

reforms—when implemented in high-corruption contexts—may lead to incentives that 

preserve corrupt affairs. This indicates that “buying our way out of corruption” through PRP 

reforms may be a problematic recipe for policy makers in corrupt countries to follow.  

These findings invoke the insights from the discussion over whether or not institutions may be 

transplanted across cultures. On the one hand, one could see the challenges of PRP reforms in 

a corrupt context as supporting the notion that when importing institutions, “one size does not 

fit all”. To copy and import institutions from a low-corruption context may be a recipe for 

failure when bribery is common. One the other hand, one could take an optimistic approach. It 

is possible, that by improving monitoring in the design of such programs the prospect of such 

institutions in high corrupt settings may be improved. A key challenge of the PRP reform in 

the case of DAFF was that the review committees could seldom hinder managers from 

assessing subordinates selectively. This paper has discussed the possibility that external 

agents that have little incentive to collude with bureaucrats whose performance is being 

evaluated should be responsible for monitoring. Another insight is that it is more difficult to 

identify such agents with regard to the collusive type of small-scale corruption, where officers 

take bribes to let violations go unreported. Future research should have much to gain 

regarding features that make some types of PRP reforms more resistant to capture in corrupt 

contexts.  
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Implications of Quality of Government 

22. Charron, Nicholas and Bo Rothstein. 2016. “Does education lead to 

higher generalized trust? Testing the Mechanism of Institutional Quality on 

Trust”. 

Later version published as: “Does education lead to higher generalized trust? The 

importance of quality of government”, in International Journal of Educational 

Development 50, 59-73. 

 

Introduction: The Trust-Education Puzzle 

Generalized trust has become a prominent concept at the nexus of several disciplines, and the 

wide differences in trust between different societies continue to puzzle the social science. 

Based on a large number of surveys, study after study reports huge differences in how many 

people in different societies that state that they believe that “most other people can be 

trusted”. Social trust can be defined as “a bet on the future contingent actions of others”
283

and 

is therefore also an important part of what has been conceptualized as social capita
284

. l. 

Social trust can also be seen as an indicator of how people evaluate the moral standard in the 

society in which they live since this should depend on the perception of the trustworthiness of 

the “generalized other”. One reason for the great interest in the question of why trust varies to 

such a large extent is that there are by now considerable empirical support for the claim that a 

high level of social trust is beneficial for a number of outcomes that from most normative 

accounts are considered valuable. These are for example economic prosperity, life 

satisfaction, the quality of democratic institutions and most standard measures of population 

health
285

. This has of course spurred a huge debate about what generates (and destroys) social 

trust
286

.  A number of studies have pointed to historical and cultural factors that sometimes go 

back several centuries
287

. This may very well be scientifically correct but from the perspective 

of making social science research policy relevant, this knowledge is of limited value for 

political leaders who - for the good reasons mentioned above - want to find ways how to 

increase the level of social trust in their societies. To make an analogy, cancer patients are not 

helped if their doctors tell them that they should have had other parents. From a “relevance 

perspective”, we believe there are good reasons for researching the possible impact of 

contemporary factors that can be changed by political means
288

.  A number of such variables 

have also been put forward (with varying success) such as increasing the participation in 

voluntary associations
289

, improving the quality of government institutions
290

 and reducing 
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corruption
291

 as well as expanding universal welfare state programs
292

. In this paper, we 

examine the impact of one such policy proposal that has been put forward in several studies, 

namely universal and public (or publicly funded) education.  Our central   argument is that the 

causal micro-level mechanism by which education can increase social trust depends on a 

factor that has for the most part been neglected in this research, namely the institutional 

quality of the government (henceforth QoG). Such institutional quality, we argue, is based on 

the notion of impartiality in the exercise of public power
293

. We will show that it is only when 

QoG is reasonably high that increased education has a positive impact on social trust. 

Otherwise, the effect of education becomes negligible, which calls into question the view that 

education can serve as a panacea for low trust environments. Our contributions are thus both 

theoretical and empirical. 

On the empirical side, this proposition is tested using newly collected survey data, for a 

sample of roughly 85,000 people in 24 European countries using multilevel modeling. The 

effects are tested using three levels -individuals nested in regions, nested in countries, as we 

find significant variation at each level. The findings, controlling for many individual and 

country level factors, show that the effect of education on generalized trust is highly 

conditioned by country levels of QoG. For example, at low levels of QoG, the models show 

no statistical differences in trust between respondents of any level of education, while the trust 

gap between people of various levels of education increases significantly when we take 

institutional quality into account. We find that while the conditional effects of institutional 

quality are consistent for both regional and country levels, the latter has a noticeably stronger 

impact for increases at all levels of education. The empirical evidence is highly robust to 

alternative model specifications, data sources and the removal of outliers. 

Education and Social Trust: Theory and Evidence 

With respect to the relationship between education and social trust, the literature has mainly 

held an optimistic view. For example, Uslaner states that “the single best predictor of social 

trust and virtually every type of participation is education”
294

. Empirical evidence has for the 

most part been supportive
295

. However, the relationship tends to vary depending on the 

country context
296

 thus presenting a bit of an empirical puzzle – why education has a positive 

impact on trust in some socieities but not others? The literature has produced several 

theoretical reasons for why education should increase the level of social trust in a society. At 

the individual level, it has been argued that education may make people better informed and 

improves skills for handling information which should increase their social trust
297

.  Several 

studies argue that it increases one’s contact with more diversity and cosmopolitanism and 
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leads to more tolerance and less suspicion of others
298

. Another argument is that participation 

in higher education creates a “climate of trust” that creates a virtues circle for trust. The 

authors state that “If individuals know that higher education levels make others more likely to 

be trusting (…..), then they are in turn more likely to trust others”
299

. A similar argument is 

put forward by Huang et. al. (2011, 306) stating that college education increases the 

individuals social trust because it makes these individuals ”open-minded to accept otherness 

from heterogeneous groups, and inspiring consensus on normative values”.  

At the aggregate level it has been argued that better educated citizens are more likely to 

complain to government authorities about misconduct which will increase the quality of 

government operations, reduce corruption which in its turn have a positive effect on social 

trust
300

. Another, more historical argument is that the introduction of free universal education 

that started in the 19th century in most western countries lead to the growth of identification 

with the nation state
301

. Widespread public education created hitherto unknown “strong bonds 

to unknown co-nationals working in the wheat fields thousands of miles away…ties of loyalty 

to strangers who do not share one’s attributes or milieu…”
302

. As one astute analysis of 

France puts it, mass public education made “peasants into Frenchmen”
303

. Education made 

subjects into citizens, thereby increasing the demands and expectations about honesty both in 

government and from other people in general
304

. In addition, universal education lead to 

increased social and economic equality and as Uslaner has argued, equality is a central factor 

behind social trust
305

.   

These theoretical claims notwithstanding, the empirical results are more complex. In a meta-

analysis of 154 estimated results from 28 empirical studies of the effect of education on social 

trust concluded that one additional years of education “increases individual social trust by 

4,6% of its standard deviation” (Huang et al. 2011, 292). Results from countries like the UK, 

USA and Denmark confirm the results that education spurs social trust
306

. Another study 

found that find that while education has little effect on participation in voluntary 

organizations, it has a strong effect on trust in the U.K
307

. However, in a study based on data 

from 1999 and comparing seven countries (East-Germany, West-Germany, Hungary, 

Slovenia, South-Korea, Spain, Switzerland), Delhey and Newton found that education only 

had an effect on social trust in two countries in their study (West-Germany and Switzerland). 

Similarly, in a study using World Value Study survey data for sixty countries, these authors 

found that education became insignificant after controlling for Protestantism and ethnic 
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diversity
308

. An analysis based on data from 2002 and 2007 for 21 European countries also 

shows that the positive effect of education on social trust is not universal
309

. Our argument is 

that the problem with results pointing in many different direction may be due to the fact that 

what is measured as “education” is only the time (years) children and young people are 

attending school, not what takes place during this time. It should be obvious that the quality 

and thereby impact of education can vary enormously in different schools and educational 

systems due to for example economic resources and the competence as well as the ambition of 

teachers and school leaders. The impact of education should also vary due to people’s 

experience of the moral standard of the educational system. Because all educational systems 

entails considerable space for discretionary power in the implementation process, they are 

vulnerable to many forms of favoritism which is the opposite to Brian Barry’s central idea 

about “justice as impartiality”
310

. This is where the QoG variables enter. In many countries, 

corruption and other forms of unethical behavior that deviates from the norm of impartiality 

in the exercise of public power turn out to be pervasive in the educational system
311

. 

According to the 2013 Global Corruption Barometer, 16 percent of respondents in the 96 

countries surveyed answered “yes” to the question if they or anyone in their household had 

paid a bride in their contacts with the public education system during the last 12 months
312

.  

Another survey study shows that 59 percent of the population in Eastern Europe perceives 

education in their country as corrupt or extremely corrupt
313

. The 2013 Global Corruption 

report from Transparency International, which has the educational sector as its focus, 

produces a long list of the various forms corruption can take in education
314

. Among these are 

“shadow schools”, teacher absenteeism and “ghost teachers”, bribes for access to education, 

the buying of grades, nepotism in teacher appointments, fake diplomas, private tutoring in 

place of formal teaching, bribery for on-campus accommodation, misuse of funds  and sexual 

exploitation in exchange for grades and exams. Since the implementation of any large scale 

public educational policy entails lots of administrative discretion, notable qualitative 

differences between different schools, highly valued outcomes, and is usually in short supply, 

the sector seems to be a textbook case for spurring favoritism and corruption. The importance 

of QoG for social trust is also supported by a study carried using immigration for constructing 

a “natural experiment”. Dinesen (2011) has studied what happens with immigrants from very 

low trust countries when they immigrate to Denmark which has the record in high social trust. 

His findings, based on survey data is that after some years in Denmark, their trust levels 

increases substantially and comes closer to the very high Danish level than their country of 

origin. His central finding is that the most important factor behind the increased level of social 

trust among the immigrants is if they perceive that they have been even-handedly and fairly 

treated by the Danish authorities. This result holds when he extended the analysis to 18 

Western European countries: “Immigrants who have migrated to countries with lower levels 
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of corruption tend to have higher levels of trust than immigrants who have migrated to more 

corrupt countries” (p. 56). Since several other analyses have pointed to the negative effect of 

corruption and other forms of favoritism in the exercise of public power for social trust
315

, this 

gives us an argument for trying to theorize the causal mechanism(s) for why perceptions of 

institutional quality should condition the effect of education on social trust. From Rothstein 

(2011) we take the following arguments.   

The starting point is that people cannot really know if other people in general in their society 

“can be trusted”. This implies that they have to use some sort of heuristics as short cuts when 

making up their mind on this issue. Our theory is built on the presumption that people’s 

perception of the public officials they have direct contacts with, such as teachers and school 

leaders in public or publicly funded schools, works as such an important heuristic device for 

how they form their attitudes about general trust. This is based on the notion that public 

officials are supposed to act not in their self-interest but according to a set of ethical and 

professional standards such as impartiality, fair treatment, competence, honesty and legality. 

If the “default positon” is that teachers and school leaders in general are violating these 

standards by being engaged in systemic favoritism, nepotism, abuse of power and corruption, 

citizens that experience this are likely to make three inferences. 1) If teachers and school 

principals cannot be trusted, then neither can other people be trusted. 2) Most other people 

(parents and students) must, in order to get what they need from this system, engage 

themselves in unethical behavior and therefore they cannot be trusted. 3) As a parent or 

student, because the system is thoroughly corrupt, you yourself have to become engaged in 

various sorts of unethical practices and if you therefore cannot act as a trustworthy person, 

then probably you should not trust “other people in general” in such a society. One could add 

that universal education will only produce a strong bond between citizens and the nation-state 

if the educational system is relatively free from corruption and other forms of favoritism. 

Given this presentation of the causal mechanisms for this interaction effect, we test the 

following hypothesis empirically. 

H1: the effect of increased education is conditioned on the context of QoG – only when QoG 

is sufficiently high, does education increase social trust. 

Research Design, Data and Measurement 

To explore these central issues in the research about what explains variation in social trust and 

social capital, the hypothesis calls for hierarchical data (individuals nested in countries or 

regions).  We employ an observational design using multilevel statistical modeling with cross-

level interactions between education and QoG. The study thus consists of a comparative 

analysis based on spatial data in 24 European countries
 316

. For this, we take advantage of two 
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original data sets based on two recent large surveys, organized by the authors (in 2010 and in 

2013). 

The 2010 sample consisted of about 34.000 citizen interviews and the more recent survey 

sampled over 85,000 individuals. The respondents have been sampled by regions in European 

countries, in total 212 so called NUTS 1 and NUTS 2 regions for 25 European countries
317

.  

These surveys have focused on citizen perceptions and experiences of the quality of their 

regional government institutions and have also included questions about social trust
318

. Along 

with national level estimates, the data also allows us to test for sub-national variation within 

countries. This newly collected data thus constitutes a unique empirical resource for this type 

of research and represents a noteworthy improvement over past empirical studies,  

Our measure of generalized trust, which serves as our dependent variables, is based on the 

standard question from the literature. At the individual level, a respondent is coded as ‘1’ if 

they answer “Most people can be trusted” and ‘0’ if “Can’t be too careful”. While not 

without its limitations, this question is particularly apt for comparing trust within particular 

world regions, as the radius of a respondent’s conception of ‘most people’ can vary from 

region to region, yet is conceived of as relatively wide in wealthy areas, such as Europe
319

, 

which we argue is thus an appropriate metric of comparison in this study. The grand sample 

mean score for trust is 0.425, we also find noteworthy national-level variation, as many earlier 

studies have shown.. To some degree, social trust appears to be determined by geography or 

history (that is, western vs. eastern Europe), yet we observe that some of the “old” western 

EU countries such as France, Greece, Portugal, and Belgium have no regions where more than 

half of the respondents state they are “trusters” (with an aggregate trust score above 0.5). At 

the country level, the vast majority of respondents in Sweden and Denmark, as well as in the 

United Kingdom, Finland, Austria, Ireland, and the Netherlands say that they trust others, yet 

social trust is extremely low in several other European states. For example, in Hungary, 

Greece, Bulgaria, and most regions in France, less than 30 percent of respondents say that 

they feel they can ‘trust others’. In the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Serbia, this number 

drops below 20 percent. For purposes of convergent validity (Adcock and Collier 2001), we 

compare these data with other recent empirical analyses, we find our country-level estimates 

to be highly consistent with those from alternative data sources.
320

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
that countries with very low trust (Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hunary, France, etc.) tend to have only marginally 

different secondary education graduation rates, while their gaps in social trust are strikingy wide.  We might 
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Further our findings are certainly strengthened given the scope of our data (approximately 85,000 individuals in 

24 countries).  
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At the regional-level across Europe, variation is also at times striking, with trust scores 

ranging from 0.08 (for the Východné Slovensko region in Slovakia) to a stunning 0.80 (the 

Copenhagen region in Denmark). This means that, at the extreme, the difference in social trust 

between regions in Europe is tenfold. Moreover, several countries, such as Italy, Spain, 

Germany, Austria, France, and Belgium, have noteworthy regional variation in social trust 

within the country, while others, such as Slovakia, Denmark, and Poland, do not). Figure 1 

maps out the variation of trust according to our estimates.   

Figure 1. Generalized Trust in Europe by Region 

 

We have two primary independent variables in the analysis. At the individual level, the first is 

education attainment, which is taken from the 2013 survey described above. Our variable is 

categorical and contains four ordered categories – less than secondary (27.8% of 

respondents), a secondary degree (33.4%), a tertiary degree (university, college, etc.) (27.9%), 

and post-tertiary (MA, PhD, JD, etc.) (9.9%), and thus allows for more variation than many 

previous studies that use only one threshold, such as secondary level
321

, or university level
322

.  

At the macro level, we are interested in how institutional quality (QoG) conditions 

education’s effect on generalized trust. At the country level, we capture institutional quality 

with data for the World Governance Indicators
323

. We combine the measures ‘control of 

corruption’, ‘government effectiveness’, ‘rule of law’ and ‘voice and accountability’ for each 

country for the latest year available, using factor-weighted aggregation. In robustness checks, 

we employ the International Country Risk Guide’s (ICRG’s) measures of ‘corruption’, 
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‘bureaucratic effectiveness’ and ‘rule of law’. In some models, we also account for 

institutional capacity at the regional (sub-national) level. For this we employ data from 

Charron, Lapuente and Rothstein (2013), the European Quality of Government Index 

(henceforth EQI). The EQI measure captures the extent to which regional public services are 

impartial, of high quality, and free from corruption, based on the experiences and perceptions 

of our citizen-respondents. To maximize the importance of the regional level, the data focus 

on services primarily administered or financed by sub-national actors, such as public 

education, public health services, and law enforcement. The survey also included questions 

about the extent to which regional elections were perceived as being free from corruption and 

the level of perceived political impartiality in the regional mass media. The EQI is a 

standardized measure with a sample mean of ‘0’ and a standard deviation of ‘1’. For both the 

national level and regional level measures of QoG, higher scores imply better institutional 

quality. Summary statistics for both variables are found in the appendix as well as more 

information on the EQI measure.   

In addition, we control for several individual level factors that we suspect will relate with 

social trust based on previous empirical literature. First, standard demographic characteristics 

are included, such as gender, age, income, and whether the respondent has the mother tongue 

of the majority in her region. Second, we take into account the political ideology of the 

respondent on the standard left-right scale (self-placement), as respondents on the extreme 

ends of the ideological spectrum have systematically less trust on average. Third, whether the 

respondent is unemployed or not is expected to impact trust negatively. Finally, we control for 

whether direct experience and/or general perceptions with corruption drive individual level 

variation in social trust. Regarding corruption experience, we code 0/1 whether or not the 

respondent paid a bribe involving any public service in the past 12 months. With respect to 

general perceptions, we take the question ‘In your opinion, how often do you believe other 

people in your area use bribery? (0-10, never to very frequently). All data is taken from the 

latest round of regional governance survey data in 2013.324  

At the country level, the level of development has been shown in many studies to be 

correlated with levels of social trust325, thus we control for this (PPP per capita, logged). We 

also take into account ethno-linguistic heterogeneity, which some have shown has a negative 

impact on trust, as well as economic inequality, and the years of consecutive democracy. For 

our hierarchical models with three levels, we keep the regional level as parsimonious as 

possible, controlling for population density and the EQI measure describe previously to 

account for quality institutions. Cross-level interactions between individual level education 

and either country or regional level QoG are included to explicitly test the hypothesis. A full 

description of the variables, summary statistics and sources is found in the appendix. 
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Empirical Methods 

Our analysis proceeds in several parts. First, we highlight the bivariate relationship between 

education and trust is examined overall and for each country, taking into consideration the 

level of QoG by country. For this, simple bivariate logit regression is employed and predicted 

probabilities of trust levels by education for each country are reported to see if any initial 

trends emerge. Next, we take into account the hierarchical nature of the data vis-à-vis two and 

three level models, controlling for the factors outlined in the previous sectional and testing for 

cross level interactions between education and country/regional level QoG. In addition, we 

report several checks for robustness. 

The dependent variable throughout the analyses is binary – whether an individual ‘trusts 

others’ or not, thus we elect to model the outcome with logistic regression. To test whether 

multilevel modeling (MLM) was appropriate, we ran a so called ‘empty model’ (constant 

only), which showed support for significance in variation – albeit unequal – for country, 

region and individual levels, thus we cannot simply pool these individual responses and 

assume that they are independent. The results of the empty model tell us that about two-thirds 

of the total variation in generalized trust in the European sample (84,460) is explained at the 

individual level. Roughly 27% and 7% of the total variation is explained by the country and 

regional levels respectively and both are highly significant, which lends support for modelling 

these dynamics hierarchically – that the observations at the individual level are not 

independent from one another, which is seen quite clearly as well in Figure 1326.    

As individuals are embedded in regions, and regions are embedded in countries, we have 

three distinct possible levels in our model – we elect to run models with both two levels 

(individuals nested in countries) as well as with all three levels327. Ignoring the nested nature 

of the data would lead to an underestimation of standard errors and increase the likelihood of 

spurious inferences. Further, simply accounting for regional and/or country dummy variables 

for individual level variation in an OLS model can lead to problems, due to the fact that the 

error terms of the lowest level unit (individuals) within the same group will still be correlated.  

This violates the assumption of independent observations and leads to an overestimation of 

significance of estimates at times328. OLS models with regional or country dummies also 

assume that the 2nd or 3rd level variables have an equal effect on the dependent variable 

across all individuals, which is not always the case. Further, it has been shown that modelling 

the clustered nature of the data with MLM is a superior approach to logit estimate with 

clustered standard errors329. 

We thus elect to explain individual levels of trust in a hierarchical Logit model. This model 

allows us to test explicitly whether the effect of education on trust varies across countries or 

regions within countries and if that variation can be explained by QoG. Another clear 

                                                           
326

 See appendix for results of the empty model and variation by level.   
327

 Three level hierarchical models with random country and regional slopes can take several days to converge in 

any statistical software program, for this reason, we elected to report most of the models with only two levels. 
328

 Hox 1995 
329

 Cheah 2009 
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advantage in the multilevel design is that we are able to avoid problems of endogeneity 

between institutions and trust – the models elucidate the probability of two otherwise equal 

individuals will exhibit trust in different institutional environments.   

We follow the recommendations of Aguinis et. al. (2013) and estimate the MLM stepwise – 

reporting Random Intercept and Fixed Slope Model (RIFSM), which assume 2nd and 3rd 

level variance in intercepts but that the individual level effects are constant. We then run 

Random Intercept and Random Slope Model (RIRSM), which tests the extent to which the 

slope of our key level 1 variable (education) varies by country or region. Given that we find 

evidence of the random slope, a cross-level interaction model (between education and QoG) is 

employed, testing whether QoG can significantly account for any of the random variation in 

the slopes of education across countries or regions.   

When accounting for all three levels, the basic model used here is: 

Trustijk = β0 + β1xijk … βnxijk …

+∝1 c1j+ ⋯ ∝n cnj + φ1r1jk + ⋯ φnrnjk +  ω(xeducation jk ∗ rQoGjk)

+ u1jkxijk + Z0k + u0jk + e0ijk 

Where Trustijk is the log of the odds as a function of a set of fixed effects parameters at the 

individual level (xijk), the country level (cj) and regional level ( rjk). The hypothesis is tested 

directly with the cross-level interaction between education and QoG (xeducation jk ∗ rQoGjk). 

The random effects of the individual parameter for education (u1jkxijk) is used in the RIRSM 

(essentially to test for whether a cross-level interaction is justified), while Z0k and u0jk are the 

random level intercepts for the country and regional level respectively, and e0ijk is the error 

term. Where we test only two levels, the regional fixed and random effects are removed and 

only country fixed and random effects are included. Where three levels are modeled however, 

in some cases, we test the levels of individual trust in all regions as well as ‘politically 

relevant’ regions only (with data explained in section 3), thus reducing the number of 

observations in the sample. In addition, since our measure of QoG at the regional level is 

centered on national WGI estimates, we exclude the national level WGI measure in these 

models to avoid cross-level correlations. To maximize the number of observations and for the 

broadest possible generalizability, we then run only QoG and regional controls on individuals 

in the 24 countries from section 3. The sample thus somewhat violates the so-called ‘30/30 

rule’ (which advocates at least 30 cases at each level330, and therefore we check for the effects 

of outliers using country-wise jackknife in later robustness tests.   

 

 

 

                                                           
330
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Empirical Results: What is the relationship between education and generalized trust? 

Bivariate Overview 

Is there a basic relationship between education and trust? We begin with a simple look at the 

bivariate relationship between educational levels and generalized trust, first by reporting 

simple cross tabulation for the whole sample and then looking at predicted probabilities by 

country from bivariate logit regression. The number of observations for each tab is reported in 

Table 1. 

We find strong evidence that there is a positive effect of education on trust on whole, and the 

simple bivariate tests show the relationship to be non-random – people with higher education 

tend to have higher trust on average. Whereas only 36.4% of respondents without a secondary 

education answered that they could ‘trust others’, roughly 55% with a post tertiary education 

has generalized trust.   

Table 1. Sample-wide bivariate relationship between Education and Trust 

Ed. level trust no trust total 

< secondary 

36.4% 

(8498) 

63.6% 

(14840) 23338 

secondary 

39.6% 

(11485) 

60.4% 

(17545) 28939 

tertiary 

49.7% 

(11668) 

50.3% 

(11822) 23490 

>tertiary 

54.6% 

(4593) 

45.4% 

(3814) 8407 

    

total 

43% 

(36244) 

57% 

(47930) 

100%   

(84174) 

 

gamma: .19 

 

 

Kendall's tau-b: .12 

 

 

Pr (Pearson's Chi2): 0.0000 

 

Yet given that the country context is highly relevant, what of the bivariate relationship in 

individual countries themselves? Figure 2 reports a summary of the predicted probabilities for 

trust by country based on bivariate logit regressions. To get a sense of how institutional 

quality might play a conditional role, countries are placed in rank order of institutional quality 

according to our WGI measure (top left to bottom right) and a 95% confidence interval is 

placed around each predicated probability for each level of education by country. We find in 

most cases, the effect is positive and significant as the respondent’s education becomes higher 

than no secondary degree; and in most cases the strongest effect is between a high school 

degree and a university degree. We do see however that education does not have a uniform 

effect in all countries, which is of course the crux of the hypothesis. For example, it has a 

negligible (or even a slight negative) effect in several countries – Serbia, Turkey, Hungary, 
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Slovakia, Bulgaria, Croatia, Kosovo, Ukraine and Ireland – with all but the latter ranking in 

the bottom half of our sample with respect to institutional quality.   

Figure 2. Bivariate effect of education on trust by country (predicted probabilities)  

 

Note: y-axis reports predicted probabilities of individual level trust from levels of education (x-axis).  Dots 

represent predicted levels of trust at each education level, with the bars implying a 95% confidence interval of 

the estimate.  Each country was regressed separately, based on logit estimates.  Countries are ordered (from left 

to right, top to bottom) by their QoG sample rank (WGI).  

Multivariate Results 

Effect of education on trust: Two level Models 

We now test the impact of education on trust conditioned by the institutional context, 

beginning with two level models in Table 2.  First we run two RIFSM models with education 

and with all other individual level controls. In model 3, we run a RIRSM to test whether the 

cross-level interaction is justified by accounting for random sloped of individual level 

education across states. A significant random slope for education would indicate that its effect 

varies across states and/or regions. We find in both cases that the random slopes models 

confirm education’s divergent effects across both countries and regions in Europe on trust.  

Our hypothesis is that this effect varies due to variations in institutional quality at the macro 

(and/or meso level), thus we explicitly model the random slope of education vis-à-vis an 

interaction with institutional quality. We test directly our hypothesis in model 4, in which we 
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expect to find positive and significant interactions with QoG and levels of education, and 

more specifically, greater marginal effects of education on trust as QoG increases. In Tables 2 

and 3, for purposes of intuitive interpretation, we keep education in its ‘raw’ coding for easier 

interpretation, however in later robustness checks it is centered with group (country) mean 

centering.   
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Table 2. Results of Hierarchical Estimation  

    

1. baseline 

 

2. + individual 

controls 

3. + country 

controls & random 

slopes 

4. + country 

controls & 

interaction 

I. Fixed Components 

 

Beta(s.e.) O.R. Beta(s.e.) O.R. Beta(s.e.) O.R. Beta(s.e.) O.R. 

Level 1 (individual) 

         

 

intercept 

-

0.78(.13) 

 

-0.38(.17) 

 

8.3(6.6) 

 

8.1(3.9) 

 Education 

         < seconday = control  secondary 0.21(.02) 1.23 0.22(.02) 1.24 0.21(.04) 1.24 0.09(.05) 1.17 

group tertiary 0.55(.02) 1.73 0.49(.02) 1.63 0.48(.07) 1.63 0.36(.06) 1.52 

 

>tertiary 0.91(.03) 2.47 0.82(.03) 2.27 0.83(.10) 2.32 0.41(.08) 1.82 

          Level 2 (country) 

         

 

Inst. Quality (WGI) 

    

0.16(.10) 1.28 0.17(.09) 1.68 

Cross-level interactions 

         

 

secondary*WGI 

      

0.019(.008) 1.05 

 

tertiary*WGI 

      

0.022(.008) 1.06 

 

>tertiary*WGI 

      

0.063(.01) 1.20 

          II. Random Variance Components 

        

 

Random 

intercept_𝜎𝑐𝑜𝑢𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑦
2  0.98 0.13 0.74 0.21 0.57 0.08 0.51 0.07 

 

Random Slope (ed.) 

    

0.16 0.02 

  

          Wald model test Pr(χ²) 

 

0.000 

 

0.000 

 

0.000 

 

0.000 

 Log likelihood (iteration 0) -50885.5 

 

-46409.8 

 

-46052.5 

 

-46136.2 

 Log likelihood 

 

-50863.4 

 

-46190.8 

 

-44892.8 

 

-46003.7 

 LR Test 

 

0.000 

 

0.000 

 

0.000 

 

0.000 
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ind. obs  

 

84174 

 

79205 

 

78822 

 

78822 

 regions 

         countries 

 

25 

 

25 

 

24 

 

24 

 

Note: models 2-4 contain the individual level control variables, while 3 and 4 contain country level controls.  All models run with hierarchical logit estimation (xtmelogit) 

with unstandardized, logged odds coefficients reported, with corresponding odds ratios shown (O.R.). Education is scaled 0-3, with < secondary=0, secondary=1, tertiary=2 

and >tertiary=3. Individual level controls are age, gender, income, population of residence, left-right self-placement, corruption perceptions and experience and 

unemployment.  Country level controls are PPP per capita (log), population density (log), Gini index of income inequality, ethno-linguistic heterogeneity, and years of 

consecutive democracy.  WGI is re-scaled (normalized) between 1-10, with higher scores indicating better governance.
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In model 1 we check for the baseline effect of education on social trust, only accounting for 

random country intercepts. We find that the overall (bivariate) relationship is positive and that 

each level of education increases the likelihood of generalized trust in the respondents. For 

example, looking at the fixed effects of education, compared with some who has less than a 

secondary education, the odds of ‘trust’ increase by 22%, 73% and 148% for people with a 

high school, tertiary and post-tertiary education respectively. These fixed effects of education 

on whole are largely confirmed in Model 2 even when adding the individual level control 

variables.   

Model 3 includes country level fixed effects controls, along with QoG as measured from the 

WGI and tests for the random slopes of education at the individual level. Although the 

positive impact of education remains, the random slope component is eight times its standard 

error, corroborating our bivariate findings from Figure 3 that education’s impact on trust 

varies significantly by country, even when controlling for a host of individual and country 

level factors. This gives support for the cross-level interaction test in model 4.  

In the final model in Table 2, the interaction of QoG at different levels of education provides 

strong support for our hypothesis. The simplest interpretation of the interaction coefficient in 

model 4 is that the effect of education on trust is significantly higher in countries with high 

QoG and significantly lower in countries with poor institutional quality. We also observe that 

compared with previous models, the gap in log odds coefficients between the levels of 

education narrows as the interaction is considered. We find that on average, the substantive 

impact of education on trust is in fact negligible,  at very low levels of QoG, all things being 

equal, while the effect of education becomes significant at just below the sample mean and 

even more so at higher levels of QoG
331

. As logit coefficient estimates, in particular in MLM 

with interactions is difficult to interpret, and Figure 3 provides a visual to better shed light on 

the interaction effect
332

. For practical purposes, the figure highlights predicted levels of trust 

by education in low, mean and high levels of QoG. Because we are most interested in the 

differences in levels of trust by education across country contexts of QoG, we highlight both 

the average marginal effects (‘AME’s) and absolute predicted levels of trust based on a 

change in education from less than secondary to the other three levels in Figure 4. H1 implies 

that the AME’s would increase as a function of QoG at the country/regional level
333

. The null 

hypothesis is thus that the effects of education are more or less constant across countries, 

irrespective of institutional context. 

 

 

 

                                                           
331

 The results for all individual and country level control variables from model 4 are found in the appendix 
332

 For purposes of the producing the visual with confidence intervals, the graph takes into consideration only the 

fixed effects. 
333

 Figure A1 in the appendix shows actual predicted levels of trust according to model 4. 
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Figure 3. 

 

Note: min score of WGI in our sample is -.96 (Ukraine), the mean is 1.02 and the high is 2.45 (Finland).  Figure 

produce from results in model 4 in Table 2 with control variables held at their mean levels.  The AME’s are the 

average marginal effects of each education level on trust relative to the <secondary comparison group at the 

various levels of QoG.  

The results demonstrate strong evidence for our hypothesis. We find that at low values of 

QoG, the probability of generalized trust is remarkably low irrespective of education level 

attained (less than 0.4 in all cases), while at high levels of QoG, even the lowest level of 

education (less than secondary) are greater than 50% likely to display social trust. First, in 

low-QoG settings, the model predicts the probability of someone with less than a secondary 

education is 0.20, while someone with a post-tertiary education is 0.28 to ‘trust others’, and 

while education has a positive effect on trust, the differences in attainment are statistically 

negligible.  On the other hand, two otherwise similar respondents have probabilities of 0.52 

and 0.74 in high QoG settings respectively
334

. Moreover, we observe that the gap in the 

probability of trust among the low and high education attainments is roughly three times 

greater in high QoG compared to low QoG countries – a gap of 0.22 from low to high 

education compared with 0.08 when QoG is fixed at low values. A similar effect is found with 

tertiary education, whereby the AME doubles from low to high QoG settings, from 0.065 to 

0.13. Further, relative to no secondary education, the average marginal effect of secondary 

education more than doubles when QoG is shifted from low to high – from 0.025 to 0.63.  

Thus we find that the country context of institutional quality is highly relevant both for 

                                                           
334

 Predicted probabilities calculated by using the post-estimation command ’margins’ in STATA (fixed portion 

only). 
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absolute levels of trust, as well as for the individual level effect of education on generalized 

trust.  

Effect of education on trust: Three level models 

Given the strong interaction we find between country-level institutions and individual level 

education in explaining trust, we now ask whether our findings hold below the national level.  

We now investigate this relationship further, taking into consideration spatial variation within 

countries. Table 3 reports the results of the three level MLM estimates, which add an 

additional test of whether spatial variation of QoG within countries significantly explains 

some of the random effects of education on trust. If the moderating effect of QoG is similar 

both across and within countries, stronger causal inferences can be drawn. As they were 

relevant in Table 2, we include the interaction between education and country level QoG in 

Table 3 as well. 

Model 5 assesses whether our regional level interaction is warranted by testing for random 

slopes of the effect of education on trust at the regional level while controlling for country 

level effects. We find that the regional level random effects are statistically relevant, with the 

standard error being eight times less than the random slope. A post estimation LR test 

comparison also shows the model improves significantly when taking onto account regional 

variation in education.   

Table 3. The Effect of Education on Generalized Trust: Three Level MLM 

    

5. w/random regional 

slopes 

6. reg level interactions & 

Controls 

  

beta s.e. beta s.e. 

Level 1 (individual) 

     

 

intercept 6.15 5.58 7.79 5.90 

Education 

     < seconday = control  secondary 0.18 0.03 0.25 0.02 

group tertiary 0.45 0.04 0.57 0.03 

 

>tertiary 0.62 0.06 0.85 0.04 

      Level 2 (region) 

     

 

Inst. Quality (EQI) 

  

0.14 0.04 

Level 3 (country) 

     

 

Inst. Quality (WGI) 0.32 0.33 

  Cross-level interactions 

     

 

secondary*EQI 

  

-0.04 0.03 

regional tertiary*EQI 

  

-0.08 0.03 

 

>tertiary*EQI 

  

0.09 0.03 

      

 

secondary*WGI 0.04 0.03 

  country tertiary*WGI 0.05 0.03 

  

 

>tertiary*WGI 0.18 0.04 
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      Random Variance Components 

    

 

Random intercept_c 0.65 0.10 0.51 0.08 

 

Random intercept_r 0.20 0.02 0.18 0.01 

 

Random Slope (ed.) 0.08 0.01 

  

      Wald model test Pr(χ²) 

 

0.000 

 

0.000 

 Log likelihood (iteration 0) -45846.4 

 

-40191.3 

 Log likelihood 

 

-45292.7 

 

-39949.1 

 LR Test 

 

0.000 

 

0.000 

 ind. obs  

 

77264 

 

69443 

 regions 

 

207 

 

185 

 countries 

 

23 

 

20 

  

In model 5 the regional level controls are added to the specification used in model 4 in Table 

2. In addition, we test for random slopes for education within countries at the regional level 

while including the significant interaction between country level QoG and education. The 

regional level random effect is found to be significant, and thus we test directly the cross level 

interaction at the regional level in model 6. Interestingly, the results – while somewhat 

different – largely hold at the regional level as well. Primarily, we observe that any 

differences in trust between less than secondary and secondary education are constant across 

regions of all QoG levels, while trust for tertiary education and our comparison group begin to 

converge as QoG increases. However, the key findings that a high level of education (post 

tertiary) leads to significantly higher levels of trust in regions with higher QoG, ceteris 

paribus. Even within countries, where QoG is measured as higher, the effect of higher 

education on trust is positive.   

Figure 4 is provided to shed clearer light on the results.  Here we show the predicted levels of 

trust by education over regional QoG on the left side and the average marginal effect of the 

three higher levels of education on the right side from the results in model 6 in Table 3. We 

observe that increases in education in higher QoG regions have a much larger (positive) 

impact on social trust – in particular at the highest level of educational attainment, post 

tertiary. For example, we find that someone with a post-tertiary education in a low QoG 

region would only be roughly 42% likely to ‘trust others’, while an otherwise similar 

respondent with post-tertiary education in a high QoG region would be 66% likely.  We do 

however see somewhat of a convergence between the lower thee education levels, as the less 

than secondary and secondary categories increase trust over QoG somewhat more than a 

university degree at the regional level. On the other hand, the average marginal effects of a 

post-tertiary degree are very strong within countries. At low levels of QoG within countries, 

going from low to high levels of education increases the probability of trust by 0.13, yet at 

high levels of regional QoG, the marginal effect of a min to max change increases the 

probability of trust by nearly double, 0.23.   
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Figure 4. Predicted Levels of Trust and Average Marginal Effects of Education on Trust at 

Three Levels of Institutional Quality 

 

As Figure 4 shows the mean results across the sample, Figure 5 highlights the regional 

conditional effects of education on trust in four countries where we observe a relatively high 

degree of spatial variation for trust and QoG at the sub-national level
335

. For simplicity’s sake, 

we show the range in the EQI over each country’s own min, mean and max values. Showing 

the average marginal effects of education on trust over QoG, we find that the differences in 

the ‘trust gap’ between low and high levels of education increases significantly in all cases.  

For example, the difference between otherwise similar respondents between post tertiary and 

less than high school education in the low region in Belgium (Wallonia) is 0.18, while in the 

high QoG region (Flanders), the gap in trust is more than double, at 0.42. A Similar effect is 

found in the regions of France and Italy as well with difference in trust between low and high 

education, while in the UK, the effect is more uniform – differences in trust between low 

levels of education and all others increases as regional QoG increases, all things being equal.  

 

 

 

  

                                                           
335 Logit estimates with all individual controls were run for each country, along with regional QoG (EQI) and 

regional population density.  In each case, we began with a multilevel model, with individual nested in regions, 

and the LR test in all cases rejected the null hypothesis, thus predicted probabilities from logit estimates are 

reported.  
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Figure 5. Average Marginal Effects of Education over Regional QoG on Trust in 4 Countries 

 

Robustness checks 

We check in several ways to check if our result holds to alternative specifications
336

. First, we 

re-run model 4 in Table 2 removing one country at a time to see if the results are driven by a 

single outlying case. Second, we test alternative measures of institutional quality at the 

country level, using the International Country Risk Guide’s combined measures of rule of 

law, bureaucratic quality and corruption in the public sector. Third, we make several 

adjustments to our education variable – adjusting it for group-mean centering within 

countries, which can eliminate correlation between the variables on individual and country 

levels
337

. We also re-code the variable so that if is binary – a ‘1’ if the respondent finished 

college/university and a ‘0’ if their highest educational attainment is below this level. We also 

take into consideration weighting by two factors – the level of mean education, with countries 

closer to the grand mean receiving greater weights and country population weights. In sum, 

the alternative specifications do not change the key finding that the effect of education on 

trust is highly contingent on the context of institutional quality. All results of the robustness 

checks can be found in the appendix.   

 

 

                                                           
336

 Here we focus primarily on the two level models, with the cross-level interaction between individuals and 

national level QoG.  This is primarily due to greater availability of alternative data sources for the key variables. 
337

 Enders and Tofighi 2007 
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Testing for Alternative Channels 

Finally, in this section we inquire about the interaction between education and other macro-

level factors. In models 3 4 in Table 2 we find that years of consecutive democracy is a 

positive explanatory factor in trust, while income inequality and ethno-linguistic diversity are 

negative predictors. We test whether the interaction effects of QoG and education are ‘unique’ 

by re-running model 4 several times with cross-level interactions between education and 

economic inequality, ethnic fractionalization and years of consecutive democracy with full 

individual and country level controls (including QoG). Overall, we find that there are some 

interaction effects with these three macro level variables and education, yet there effects are 

much less pronounced and consistent than those with QoG. First, a key noticeable difference 

between these three interactions and that of QoG is that the average marginal effect of a 

secondary education is not impacted by any of these three mitigating variable. Further, only in 

the case of economic inequality do we observe a significant interaction with a university level 

education –the average marginal effect of a tertiary education on trust drops from 0.14 to 

0.045 from low to high inequality respectively
338

.   

In the context of age of democracy and diversity, we find that only the effects of high 

education (post tertiary) are impacted. Comparing two otherwise similar individuals, the AME 

of a post tertiary education on trust roughly doubles from the newest democracy to the oldest, 

while the AME of the same education level drops by 0.09 from the most homogeneous to the 

most diverse societies in the sample. Overall, while there are some interesting and noteworthy 

interaction effects with the three alternative channels, the results highlight the relatively 

unique contextual effect of QoG through which education impacts trust.  

Discussion 

In this study, we have developed a new theoretical framework to understand variations in 

social trust patterns, a topic which is of interest at the nexus of several fields of social science 

research. The main theoretical contribution highlights a causal mechanism though which 

education affects social trust in individuals – institutional quality understood as 

impartiality/absence of favoritism in the exercise of public power. We hypothesize that 

increases in education will lead to higher social trust in individuals, given that the country (or 

region) in which they reside has a sufficiently impartial and non-corrupt institutional setting.  

Individuals living in countries (or regions within countries) with greater levels of corruption 

and favoritism toward certain, people are more inclined to view the system as ‘rigged’ as they 

become more educated, leading to a decline in the effect of education on trust. This 

interaction effect is tested using original survey data of 85,000 individuals in 24 European 

countries. Using multi-level modelling, we found that the impact of an individual’s education 

on trust is substantially greater as the quality of public institutions increases. This effect even 

holds for regional variation of institutional quality within countries – with the strongest effects 

being higher education - yet the country effects of QoG are strongest. Our results thus 
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 See figure A1 in the appendix for a visual of the results of the interaction. 
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highlight the salience of the interaction of micro and macro level factors in explaining 

variations in generalized trust patterns.  

There are several noteworthy implications of this research. One, although several recent 

studies have highlighted the positive effects of education on social trust – both on individuals 

and aggregated at the country level – we elucidate a key causal mechanism though which this 

societal level factors impacts individual trust via QoG, that to our knowledge has not been 

discussed either theoretically or shown empirically. Two, our study shows that the effects of 

education are limited in generating higher trust in individuals, and that broad claims of the 

benefits of education on trust should be re-evaluated. We explain why, given relatively low 

institutional quality and pervasive favoritism in a country or region, those individuals with 

university education (or higher) are not found to trust others at higher rates than individuals 

with less than a secondary education. Three, the causal inferences we can draw from our 

analyses are strengthened by the fact that we not only see the contextual effects of QoG at the 

country level, but we find that the effects of education on trust vary even within countries 

based on spatial differences of QoG at the regional level, in particular with the effects of post-

university education. In other words, our analysis confirms that Brian Barry’s theory about 

justice as impartiality works in empirical analysis of what explains social trust at all three 

levels in our analysis. 
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Abstract  

Fostering economic cohesion among the regions of the EU is a primary policy goal of the EU 

Commission, and since the mid-1970’s Structural Funds have been used as a key policy tool 

to achieve this goal. Although Structural Fund grants to regions have relatively criteria – 

namely the level of economic development and structural factors such as unemployment – 

several scholars have highlighted an empirical puzzle: there is wide variation among regional 

allocation of funds that can be explained by factors other than economic ones. This study 

builds on this recent literature that has elucidated many political-institutional variables and 

adds an alternative explanation as to why certain regions receive more structural fund grants 

on average – the level of state capacity, or ‘quality of government’ (QoG). The chapter finds 

that even when controlling for standard economic and political factors, that QoG explains 

significant regional variation in grant allocation and that the effect of QoG is even more 

pronounced as regions have more political and fiscal autonomy. This finding highlights a 

strategic dynamic between the three actors – regional, national and Commission – in the 

multi-level negotiations for appropriations of Structural Fund grants to EU regions.   
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Introduction 

Fostering economic cohesion among the regions of the EU is a primary policy goal of the EU 

Commission.  Since 1975, one of the main policy tools used to achieve this goal has been the 

use of Structural Funds in promoting economic convergence among regions. As structural 

funds normally constitute one of the largest proportions of the EU’s annual budget and help 

finance thousands of public-works projects in many areas such as infrastructure, 

transportation, health, environment, agriculture energy and telecommunications, these funds 

have drawn much scholarly attention. For example, many economists and politic scientists 

have examined the effectiveness of such funds in producing the economic cohesions 

promised, with mixed empirical results (Rodríguez-Pose and Fratesi 2004; Beugelsdijk and 

Eijffinger 2005; Dell Erba and Gallo 2008).  Scholars of multi-level governance have also 

produced much research on the intergovernmental aspects of regional policy formation 

(Hooghe and Marks 2001; Benz and Eberlein 1999; Pollack 1995). Recently, a relatively 

small sub-field of scholars have focused attention on regional political factors and 

characteristics in determining the allocation of structural fund grants to EU regions 

(Kemmerlig and Bodenstein 2006; Bodenstein and Kemmerlig 2008, 2011; Delmuth 2011; 

Bouvet and Dall’Erba 2010). Such scholars have noted an empirical puzzle – that regional 

transfers from structural funds vary significantly throughout the EU despite relatively clear 

eligibility criteria for funding (Kemmerlig and Bodenstein 2001). The main research question 

in this chapter draws upon this literature – aside from the stated EU criteria, what regional 

factors can explain variation structural fund allocation to EU regions? 

The several studies that have addressed this question have highlighted several variables 

outside of the stated criteria (e.g. levels of economic development) that also systematically 

explain patters in regional grants. Factors have been put forth and have in large part been 

political determinants –such as regional party systems,  elections, the extent to which a 

region’s population is ‘Euroskeptic’, and the constitutional strength of a region – and several 

have been found to a have systematic link with the distribution of regional grants from 

Structural Funds.   

This chapter contributes a new factor in this ongoing debate – the concept of ‘state capacity’ 

or ‘quality of government’ (QoG) (Rothstein and Teorell 2008) as an explanation as to why 

certain regions are allocated higher levels of Structural Fund grants than others on average.  

The main argument in a nutshell is that when there is room for regions, member states and the 

Commission to negotiate for funds, that regions with greater levels of QoG will acquire more 

on average, accounting for levels of economic development, unemployment rates and other 

political and institutional factors. The rationale behind this is two-fold.  The Commission has 

strong incentives to allocate resources to states and regions where the funds will be absorbed 

(Dellmuth 2011; Tosun 2013). Regions with greater levels of QoG – e.g. lower corruption, 

better quality bureaucracies, etc. – are more attractive candidates to the Commission in 

allocating funds. Second, regions with higher levels of capacity are hypothesized to be better 

at lobbying for their interests on average to both their own central government as well as the 

Commission, and better prepared to effectively implement the rules and criteria associated 
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with grant expenditures from the Structural Funds.  In addition, the chapter also tests whether 

QoG is conditioned upon the constitutional strength of a region – meaning whether the effect 

of QoG on structural fund allocation to regions is greater in regions with higher levels of 

political and fiscal autonomy. Using structural fund grant data for regions for the period of 

2000-2006, and a novel sub-national measure of QoG from Charron Dijkstra and Lapuente 

(2014; forthcoming), the hypotheses are empirically tested and corroborated, even when 

accounting for other economic and political factors.   

The remaining parts of the chapter go as follows. First, the allocation of structural funds and 

the dynamics of the bargaining process are briefly explained. Second, the relevant literature to 

which this chapter contributes is highlighted. Next, the theory and hypotheses are put forth.  

In the next section, the sample, data and research design of the chapter are explained. The 

empirical tests and results are then presented and discussed. The chapter concludes with a 

discussion of the findings, the main contributions, caveats of the analysis as well as future 

research ideas. 

Structural Fund Allocation 

As a cornerstone of the EU Commission’s goal of cohesion policy, structural funds serve as a 

primary redistributionary and development instrument for projects in regions throughout the 

EU. Although there have been adjustments over the years, the structural funds can be 

separated into three main parts: the European Regional Developmental Fund (ERFD), the 

European Social Fund (ESF), and the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), which can be 

broken down into the European Agricultural Guidance and Guarantee Fund and Financial 

Instrument for Fisheries Guidance. These funds are a substantial proportion of the overall EU 

budget – normally the second largest bloc of total expenditures - constituting between roughly 

30.5% and 36% of the total expenditures depending on the period in question (EU 2007; EU 

2011). 

For each period of six year that the funds are allocated, the EU Commission fixes a set 

amount to be appointed to each member state (MS), based on relative MS wealth, population 

and other criteria such as unemployment. Once funds are appointed to each MS, central 

governments and regions within each state propose investment plans for the resources to be 

spent. When such negotiations for regional investments are completed, the Commission draws 

a fixed set of expenditures for the regions, which must be spent during the allotted six-year 

period.   

There is however a division with respect to negotiating the allocation funds to certain regions 

within the agreed framework of the programme. First, lesser developed regions, those under 

75% of the EU average with respect to GDP per capita, (a.k.a. former ‘objective 1 regions’) 

receive more or less pre-set amount of funds, whereby regions and national governments have 

little wiggle room in appropriating funds for investment. On the other hand, in allocating to 

more developed regions (formerly known as ‘Objective 2 regions) national and regional 

actors have considerably more discretion. Although there is not as specific criteria for what 

constitutes ‘objective 2’ as ‘objective 1’ regions, these are generally more industrial regions 
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with unemployment rates above the EU average and declining manufacturing sectors 

(Bodenstein and Kemmerlig 2008). Thus on the one hand, there are clear and transparent 

principles that determine the allocation of regional grants based on need and level of 

economic development. On the other hand, the negotiation process is a complex, multi-level 

one in some cases among the Commission, member states and regional actors.   

The dynamic of the allocation of regional grants has been described therefore as a two-level 

(or even three level) game (Bodenstein and Kemmerlig 2011). While the Commission has the 

final say on the amount allocated to these more developed regions within the Union, the MS 

governments propose a budget for each of these regions within their borders, often as a result 

of bargaining between the national and regional level (Kemmerling and Bodenstein 2006; 

Hooghe and Marks 2001). There is thus ample room for regions themselves to lobby for more 

grants for their local projects during this process It is this window of discretion among 

formerly Objective 2 regions that is of primary interest in this study – although objectives of 

economic development and social cohesion are named as primary in allocating such structural 

funds irrespective of the level of development of a region (Wozniak Boyle 2006). As such 

regions vary in many factors other than level of development and unemployment levels – such 

as political relevant, political institutions, constitutional strength, institutional capacity, etc., - 

several studies have made claims that when central and regional governments have more 

negotiating power, some non-economic, and/or political factors could be skewing 

appropriations of structural funds.  It is this possibility that this study intends to investigate.   

Relevant literature 

As noted, relative under-development has been elucidated as a primary factor in allocating 

structural funds. Yet several studies have put forth alternative factors when appropriating such 

resources other than concerns of economic development. For example, as Bodenstein and 

Kemmerling (2011: 3) note, ‘the official criteria are not sufficient predictors of Structural 

Funds allocation and sketches a rationale for the fact that some European regions receive 

significantly more funds per capita than others even if they face comparable socio-economic 

conditions’  

First, several studies have highlighted that partisan politics at the regional level influence 

appropriations of structural funds to regions within states. For example, Kemmerling and 

Bodenstein (2006) argue and show empirically that left of center regional parties that govern 

are more apt to procure higher funding on average form their national governments, and 

subsequently the EU Commission when negotiating for funds. Such left governments are 

responding to local demand for greater public expenditures. Subsequent empirical studies 

have found mixed support for this claim, with some providing further support for the partisan 

claim (Bodenstein and Kemmerling 2008; Bouvet and Dall’erba 2010), while Dellmouth 

(2011) finds largely insignificant effects. Moreover and related factor has also been lifted as 

salient in dispersion of structural funds – the dispersion of the regional party system also 

contributes to this process (Bodenstein and Kemmerling 2008), in that the more centralized 

the power is in the regional party system (e.g. fewer parties), the more focused a region can be 

in overcoming problems of collective action in negotiations with the central authorities and 
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EU Commission. In addition, electoral competition between fewer parties increases the stakes 

for national actors to funnel more resources to winning actor to gain favor with regional 

constituents (Bodenstein and Kemmerlig 2011). Moreover, as Dellmuth (2011) points, out 

central governments have incentives to also allocate to fewer regional actors to limit ‘credit 

sharing’ in cases of successful implementation. This factor is also related with political 

institutions such as district magnitude, which allow for greater access to smaller parties, and 

thus greater fractionalization of the party system (Cox 1997). Finally, along these lines, some 

scholars have postulated that regions that have constituents that are on average more 

‘Eurosceptic’ will receive more funds, in order to sway their support of EU policies (Carrubba 

1997; Bouvet and Dall’Erba 2010). 

An alternative explanation to these partisan and political party explanations lies in the 

constitutional strength of the regions themselves relative to the central governments. For 

example, Dellmuth (2011) makes the following argument: the EU Commission prefers that its 

structural funds are appropriated and spent efficiently (or in EU parlance ‘absorbed’). It wants 

to avoid a blow to its reputation by misjudging or over-appropriating funds to regions without 

the capacity to absorb them, thus in a sense ‘wasting funds, that could have gone elsewhere.  

Even in cases where national and regional actors can negotiate for more funds, the 

Commission still has the final say on appropriations. Thus the Commission has strong 

incentives to sway more funds toward ‘constitutionally strong’ regions – those more 

autonomy and more self-rule to administer and transparently document structural fund 

allocation. This concept is measured in her study as regions within a strong federal system.   

Bodenstein and Kemmerlig (2011) also highlight this factor, arguing that regions in more 

federal states have greater lobbying capacity both at the national as well as EU levels during 

the negotiation phases. The evidence provided is that regional constitutional strength works in 

tandem with past reputation of regions to successfully absorb structural funds – regions that 

are constitutionally weak are allocated more funds only with successful past records of 

absorption, while constitutionally strong regions are less dependent on past success in 

obtaining present funds (Dellmuth 2011: 1028-1029).   

Building on these past studies, this analysis puts forth a new, and complimentary factor to the 

dynamics of the appropriations of structural funds to regions – institutional capacity, which is 

more developed in the subsequent section.   

Theory and empirical hypotheses 

In compliment to existing ideas about why certain regions acquire more than their ‘fair share’ 

of structural funds in relation to their relative level of development, the main crux of the 

theoretical contribution of this study builds on the ‘state capacity’ or ‘quality of government’ 

(QoG) literature. The underlying factors that comprise QoG in a general sense are an un-

corrupted public sector, a strong and impartial rule of law or protection of property rights, 

and government bureaucratic effectiveness in impartially administrating public goods and 

services. Kaufmann et al. (2009) show that although these individual measures are 

theoretically distinct, they tend to be highly correlated, regardless of the data and 

methodology employed to build the data. Rothstein and Teorell (2008) offer a possible 
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explanation for this strong correlation when discussing the various ‘sub-components’ of QoG; 

in that they argue that the central theoretical underpinning is impartiality—all citizens are 

treated equally by the state regardless of gender, age, ethnicity, or religion.    

First, the idea is built on several assumptions previously posited by scholars in this literature 

regarding the actors in the negotiation process.  First, both for reasons of reputation and policy 

goals, it is assumed that the Commission seeks to retain as little money allocated to structural 

funds as possible – it wants to maximize absorption for as many states and regions as possible 

and avoid having post-hoc complaints of having ‘misjudged’ a region’s absorption capacity 

(Dellmuth 2011). Second, member states also have a strong incentive to show that they can 

effectively implement the Commission’s rules and absorb structural funds – both, again for 

reputation as well as to maximize procurement of additional funds in future rounds of 

negotiations. As several studies have shown, past absorption success in correlated with 

increased funds in future rounds (Dellmuth 2011; Tosun 2013). Third, regions have a strong 

incentive to procure as much as possible for their own development projects to enhance their 

own reputations and to appease local constituents with enhanced infrastructure and 

development without the burden of increasing local revenues.   

Building on a wide literature that has shown the importance of ‘administrative capacity’ in 

implementing and compiling new EU laws and regulations (for example see, Dimitrova 2002; 

Milio 2007; Dimitrova and Toshkov 2009).  Moreover, in regard to absorbing structural funds 

themselves at the national level, Tosun (2013) shows empirical evidence that ‘state capacity’ 

is strongly related with higher rates of success among member states.  One can thus make a 

similar expectation for the negation process of structural funds among the regional, national 

and EU actors. QoG in the sense that it is used here implies a higher level of quality in the 

bureaucracy, a more impartial allocation of resources among citizens and less corruption in 

the public sector. Regions with higher levels of QoG are thus on average more attractive 

candidates for funding on average as they have a more competent bureaucracy to implement 

rules and funds transparently and are less apt to have resources siphoned off by local corrupt 

actors. As projects are more likely to proposed and allocated within such regions according to 

need (rather than procured by local clientalistic pressures and inside contacts), funds will be 

more likely spent impartially across a wider scope of constituent base, thus increasing positive 

exposure for the EU in general. In addition, regions with higher QoG have been found to have 

stronger transparency of public expenditures and ‘whistleblowing’ laws (Charron et al 2010) 

thus making them ‘safer bets’ for funding. On the regional side, similar to the vein of 

‘constitutional strength’ at the regional level, those regions with greater levels of capacity are 

expected to be better on average at organizing, lobbying and pressuring for greater structural 

funds during each round of the negotiation process. 

In sum, the following hypothesis is tested: 

H1: The greater the level of regional QoG, the more structural fund transfers a region is 

likely to receive on average.   
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Secondly, the study will test a complimentary hypothesis, building on the literature that 

highlights the constitutional strength of sub-national actors and decentralization. Several 

studies have investigated how decentralization affects economic performance (Castles 1999; 

Ezcurra and Rodriguez-Pose 2013) and found rather complex relationship – that 

decentralization can improve performance where transparency and ‘regional learning’ are 

present, yet can impair it when corruption and local capture by interest groups is present. Of 

primary interest here is the interaction between QoG and sub-national authority at the regional 

level. Building on Dellmuth’s (2011) hypothesis that constitutional strength of a region is 

associated with procurement of regional grants from the Commission, it is predicted that QoG 

will be a particular salient factor in regions that are more decentralized – where regions are 

constitutionally strong and have high QoG, incentives for MS and the EU will be increase, 

while such decentralized regions that have weaker state capacity will weaker candidates for 

funding.  A second hypothesis is thus tested here: 

H2: the effect a region’s QoG on Structural Fund allocation increases as a function of its 

level of regional autonomy.  

Sample, Research Design, Data and Measurement 

This study is based on an observational design, taking into account sub-national institutional 

quality and structural fund financial transfers allocated to these regions. The unit of analysis is 

thus EU regions, at the NUTS 1nad NUTS 2 level
339

, depending on the country in the sample.  

The empirical tests are based on spatial variation within and across countries. The list of 

countries included as well as the NUTS level of the region in the analysis is shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. List of countries and region NUTS level 

country NUTS level 

Austria 2 

Belgium 2 

Germany 1 

Greece 2 

Finland 2 

France 2 

Ireland 2 

Italy 2 

Netherlands 1 

Portugal 2 

Spain 2 

Sweden 2 

UK 1 
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 NUTS (nomenclature of territorial units for statistics) are statistical units within the EU. A full list of each country’s 

NUTS 1, 2 and 3 levels can be found at 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/nuts_nomenclature/correspondence_tables/national_structures

_eu 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/nuts_nomenclature/correspondence_tables/national_structures_eu
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/nuts_nomenclature/correspondence_tables/national_structures_eu
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The dependent variable is collected from data from Commission decisions from 2000 and 

2001, provided from (Dellmuth 2011). It is the most recently available data on the level of 

structural regional transfers allocated to states by the Commission to then be allocated to 

regions. It is taken from official EU Commission decision from the period of 2000-2006.  The 

data includes 160 regions (NUTS 1 and NUTS2) from thirteen countries – all in the EU15 

(excludes Denmark and Luxembourgh and new member states post 2000), and the limited 

sample is an advantage in this case because the theory pertains mostly to countries and 

regions that have some negotiation space for funds, whereas most all regions in New Member 

States are Objective 1 regions. The regions in the sample are of quite vastly varying sizes 

(Åland’s population in Finland is roughly 25,000, while the Lombardia region in Italy is over 

9 million inhabitants), the funding data is thus taken over the total population size of a region 

(from Eurostat). In addition, the logarithm of this relative ratio is tested as an alternative 

measure due to several outlying regions and to test whether the logged form better fits with 

the OLS assumptions of normality of the residuals and linearity.   

The central explanatory concept of interest, often termed as ‘state capacity’, ‘institutional 

quality’ or ‘quality of government’ (QoG) in the literature, QoG as a concept has gained 

traction both theoretically and empirically in recent years in several social science literatures 

as well as in leading international institutions, such as the World Bank. It is understood more 

in a de jure rather than a legal (de facto) sense in the context of the quality (not the quantity) 

of the public services allocated and administered by the public sector. As with many latent 

concepts in the social sciences, such as “quality of life” or ”freedom,” QoG and its sub-

components cannot be measured directly. The act of corruption is clandestine, and 

impartiality is difficult to parse out simply by looking at a country’s legal code. The vast 

majority of scholars building QoG data at the national level have relied on subjective 

measures, which are more or less perceptions based on surveys of firms, risk-assessment 

groups and NGOs, and citizens.    

Data on this concept has largely been collected to compare QoG across countries, yet we take 

advantage of relatively newly collected data by Charron, Dijkstra and Lapuente (2014). The 

European Quality of Government Index (EQI) constitutes the most comprehensive data on 

QoG at the NUTS 1 and 2 levels for 206 EU regions. The EQI is built on the largest survey to 

date focusing on governance at the regional level; over 85,000 citizens were surveyed. The 

instrument proposed here builds on both perceptions and experiences of citizens in public 

service areas such as health care, education, and law enforcement. The data were collected in 

two rounds – 2010, and 2013
340

 – and are, like the WGI indicators, standardized such that the 
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 An obvious weakness with the data collected for the dependent and key explanatory variable is that the 

structural fund data precedes that of the collection of the first round of the EQI by four years.  This of course 

might invite critiques of endogeneity.  Yet a closer scrutiny of data on QoG in general dampens such worries.  

Primary, data on institutional quality is remarkably ‘sticky’ over time – at least during the 15-year period or so 

that institutions such as the World Bank and Transparency International has been tracking such concepts 

(Andersson and Heywood 2009).  In addition, the two years of the EQI data correlate at 0.94, indicating a strong 

time trend in the data.  We thus make the assumption using the data in this design that spatial variation of QoG 

among regions in the 2010-2013 period were very similar to that during the period of 2000-2006.  However, this 

cannot be tested empirically with existing data, thus the results should be taken with a degree of caution.   
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sample mean is ‘0’ and the standard deviation is ‘1’. The authors also provide a normalized 

range between 0-100 (higher scores equal better QoG), which we take here
341

. 

In addition to the main variables of interest, several other factors are controlled for in the 

analysis. First, two economic factors are controlled for. One, it is the design of the Structural 

Funds that lesser developed regions will be allocated more resources on average. The regional 

PPP per capita (thousands of Euros) is thus taken to account for this.  The data, from Eurostat, 

is an average from the years 1998-2000, and is expected to be negatively related with the 

dependent variable on average. Two, an additional economic factor found to be significant in 

previous empirical studies is the unemployment rate prior to the allocation phase (Dellmuth 

2011), which was found to be positively relative with higher allocation of funds. The measure 

is taken from Eurostat and averaged from 1998-2000.   

Several political institutional factors are also taken into account. First is the idea put forth by 

Dellmuth (2011) – that regions with a greater degree of constitutional strength will on average 

receive more funds on average, which is also used to test H2. Such regions are expected to be 

able to better ‘lobby’ for their interests, reduce error in the implementation of the funds and 

moreover, the Commission has an incentive to allocate more funds to such regions to reduce 

implementation errors (Bodenstein and Kemmerling 2008). Because constitutional strength 

can vary both across and within countries, the best available measure to date tracking this for 

the sample at hand is the Regional Authority Index (Hooghe, Marks and Schakel 2010). The 

data captures ten aspects of regional authority for the regions in all countries in the sample
342

.  

Moreover, it allows researchers to distinguish between ‘self-rule’ of a region, and it’s ‘shared 

rule’ with the central government. Most of interest here is the ‘self-rule’ of a region, which 

indicates its constitutional strength, thus this measure is highlighted, yet ‘shared rule’ is also 

checked in the analyses. A key advantage to this data is that the measure tracks asymmetric 

‘self-rule’ within countries where it exists, thus it is not a country ‘fixed effect’ for many of 

the countries in the sample. For example, the region of Bolzano-Bozen in Italy has higher 

self-rule than other ‘ordinary regions’, and similar asymmetries are found in the UK, Portugal, 

Finland, Spain and Belgium. The variable ‘self-rule’ is also used to test the interaction effect 

between QoG and regional autonomy in H2.   

In addition, Dellmuth (2011) finds a negative link between the ‘effective number of parties’ 

(ENP) governing a region at the time of structural fund allocation. On the regional side, it is 

argued that fewer governing parties have an easier time overcoming problems of collective 

action in lobbying, while central governments prefer to ‘share credit’ with as few other actors 

as possible. As a proxy for the ENP’s in a region (where a applicable), I calculate a 

Herfindahl index of party-seat fractionalization for the closest mandate period prior to 2000 

for each ‘politically relevant region’ in the sample. Whether a region had an election during 
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 For more information on the EQI data in 2010 – see Charron, Dijkstra and Lapuente (2014), for the 2013 

round, see Charron, Dijkstra and Lapuente (forthcoming). 
342

 The ten measured dimensions in the RAI are: institutional depth, policy scope, fiscal autonomy, borrowing 

autonomy, representation, law making, executive control, fiscal control, borrowing control, constitutional 

reform.  For more detail, see Hooghe, Marks and Schakel (2010). 
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the year of allocation 1999/2000 is controlled for, as local attention to structural funds during 

the election period could have elicited more attention and possible more resources. Finally, as 

the theoretical part pertains largely to the regions where negotiation for more or less funds is 

most applicable, a dummy variable for objective 1 region during the 2000-2006 period is 

included. A list of summary statistics of the variables in the analysis is found in Table 2. 

Table 2. Summary statistics of variables 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

structural funds (2000-06, p.c.)) 148 439.3 578.3 0 3514.9 

structural funds (2000-06, p.c., log) 145 5.29 1.39 1.28 8.16 

EQI 143 61.57 16.37 8.54 95.61 

PPP per capita  146 9.88 0.33 9.21 10.84 

Unemployment 141 8.98 5.08 2 25.7 

party fractionalization 96 0.34 0.13 0.11 0.63 

election_1999 96 0.41 0.49 0 1 

self-rule 135 9.45 3.77 1 14 

shared rule 135 2.62 3.16 0 9 

objective 1 148 0.32 0.47 0 1 

 

Results 

Table 2 presents the findings of the empirical tests, beginning with a baseline model in model 

1. H1 is analyzed in models 1-4 and H2 in model 5. Post regression tests for homoskadasticity 

of the residuals (Braush Pagen, and Cameron & Trivedi's IM test) showed clear signs of 

heteroskedasticity, thus country-clustered, robust standard errors are used in all models.  
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Table 3. Test of H1 and H2: OLS Estimates  

  

hypothesis 1     

 

hypothesis 2 

    1 2 3 4 
 

5 
 

EQI 

 

4.95* 5.55*** 6.17** 6.15*** 

 

6.07*** 

 

  

(2.80) (1.45) (2.16) (1.23) 

 

(1.20) 

 PPP per capita (log) 

 

-132.7 347.8* -115.8 

 

-94.7 

 

   

(105.8) (191.5) (92.2) 

 

(98.6) 

 Unemployment 

 

16.6* 59.5*** 15.3* 

 

17.3* 

 

   

(9.10) (17.4) (8.25) 

 

(8.90) 

 party fractionaliztion 

  

-428.4 

    

    

(288.8) 

    election_1999 

  

84.3 

    

    

(129.3) 

    self-rule 

    

5.79 

 

11.1 

 

     

(5.78) 

 

(8.40) 

 shared-rule 

   

-6.90 

 

-10.3 

 

     

(4.83) 

 

(6.02) 

 EQI*self-rule 

   
 

 

0.43 

 

     
 

 

(0.37) 

 

Objective 1 reg. 982.7*** 

765.3*** 

 

 

839.1*** 

 

817.5*** 

 

  

(134.8) (86.4) 

 

(89.6) 

 

(88.3) 

 constant 138.7** 1350.9 3345.3 1136.3 

 

978.8 

 

  

(16.9) (1074.5) (2023.8) (922.9). 

 

(989.7) 

 
    

     mean VIF 
  

1.84 1.50 1.91 

 

2.27 

 observations 143 134 94 125 

 

125 

 countries 

 

12 11 7 11 

 

11 

 R2 

 

0.53 0.63 0.60 0.65 

 

0.65 

 pr>F 

 

0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 

 

0.0000 

 

Note: Dependent variable structural funds allocated to regions per capita for the 2000-2006 period.  Figures are 

unstandardized coefficients with country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.  Models have varying number 

of observations based on missing data for certain variables.  Model 3 tests only ‘politically relevant regions’ with 

elected regional parliaments, thus the number of observations drops 94.  ***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.10 

Model 1 includes only a control for ‘objective 1’ regions, and we find that the effect of QoG 

is significant at the 90% level of confidence.  In the next model, when past PPP per capita and 

unemployment are accounted for, we observed a strong, non-random effect of the EQI 

variable on the allocation of structural funds in EU regions – as QoG increases by one unit, 

funds increase by 5.55 per head on average.  Both the level of economic development (PPP 

per capita, log) and unemployment are in the predicted direction, yet only unemployment is 

significant below the 0.10 level of confidence. In model 3, only ‘politically relevant’ regions 

are included so as to test the effects of fractionalization in regional party systems and the 
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occurrence of a regional election in the year prior to allocation of structural funds (1999)
343

, 

thus the sample size reduction. The impact of QoG increases slightly to 6.17 per head, and the 

effect of the economic factors – PPP per capita and unemployment become more pronounced, 

as this model does not control for the ‘objective 1’ regions due to a lack of degrees of 

freedom. We find here that when accounting the EQI, the political factors that have been 

found to be significant in previous studies become negligible. In model 4, both self-rule and 

shared-rule are added. While the results from the previous models for the economic variables 

and the EQI remain virtually unchanged, neither of the measures of regional constitutional 

strength plays an independent role in explaining the level of regional structural fund 

allocation. Overall, robust support is found for a non-random effect of QoG on the allocation 

of structural funds to regions, lending empirical support to H1. In practical terms, holding all 

other variables constant from model 4, moving from the 25
th

 percentile of the EQI in the 

sample to the 75
th

 percentile (from 55 to 75.1) results in a predicted change in per capita 

structural funds from 354.9 to 478.0, or 123.1 Euros per capita.   

In model 5, H2 is tested using an interaction term between self-rule and the EQI. To reject the 

null hypothesis for H2, we would need to observe a significant and positive interaction term.  

The coefficient, while in the expected direction, is not significant. Yet, this shows only the 

significance of average marginal effect on whole. In Figure 1, the marginal effect of three 

levels of the EQI (min, mean and max) are shown over five levels of self-rule – the min, the 

25
th

 percentile, the mean, the 75%ile and the max values in the sample. The figure shows 

predicted levels of regional structural funds per capita at each specified level of the two 

explanatory variables with 95% confidence intervals around each estimate
344

. Interestingly, 

when looking further than simply the interaction coefficient in model 5, some very interesting 

effects are observed. While the impact of QoG on structural funds is negligible at low levels 

of self-rule, differences in structural funds become more pronounced by the effects of QoG as 

regions increase in self-rule.  For example, when holding economic factors constant, by mean 

values of self-rule (9.45) we begin to observe significant effects of the EQI on structural funds 

when going from both min to mean levels, as well as mean to max levels.  These effects of the 

EQI on structural funds become more pronounced as self-rule increases, which lends support 

to H2.   

In further checking for robustness of the results, it was found that the logged dependent 

variable yielded very similar results with respect to H1 and slightly weaker (yet similar) 

results to H2.   
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 Politically relevant regions in this sample include any region with a popularly elected parliament at the NUTS 

level here.  They are regions from Austria, Belgium, Germany, Italy, Spain, France, and include Åland from 

Finland, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales from the UK, and Açores and Madeira from Portugal. 
344

 Figure produced using the ’margins’ command in STATA post-regression from model 5 in Table 3.  



534 

 

Figure 1. The Effect of QoG on Structural Funds at Various Levels of Self-Rule 

 

 

Discussion 

The purpose of this chapter has been to elucidate a new explanation for the allocation of 

structural funds to EU regions. Building on a relatively new literature, the novel aspect 

brought forth here is the aspect of ‘quality of government’ (QoG) at the regional level, and 

how this factor plays in the strategic negotiations for structural funds between member states, 

regions and the Commission. The argument put forth is that the Commission and member 

states alike have incentives to appropriate higher levels of funds on average to regions with 

greater levels of QoG, as such regions have greater capacity to absorb such funds and do so in 

a transparent and non-corrupt manor. In addition, the chapter tests a second hypothesis - the 

idea from the literature that the constitutional strength of regions relative to the central 

government plays a role in this dynamic and that QoG is likely to have a greater effect on 

structural fund allocation to regions the greater the ‘self-rule’ that a region has.   

In both cases, empirical support for the hypotheses was demonstrated. First, controlling for 

the factors most pronounced by Commission rules when allocating funds – level of 

development and unemployment – and controlling for whether a region was an ‘objective 1’ 

region during the 2000-2006 period, it was found that the measure of QoG used in the 

analysis still explained significant variance in structural funds across regions. The findings 

were robust when considering even political factors put forth in the literature, such as the 

concentration of the regional party system and election timing. Second, when testing the 

effects of the interaction between QoG and self-rule of a region, it was found that the effects 
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of QoG become more pronounced on the allocation of structural funds the greater a region’s 

self-rule is on average.   

These effects shown here demonstrate that strategic considerations are at play at one or both 

main points during the negotiation phase for structural funds – whether in the stage between 

member states and regions vying for projects and each state’s proposed allocated budget to 

their regions, or the approval stage by the Commission for the final appropriations. Given 

constant levels of economic development and unemployment, regions with greater levels of 

state capacity receive more structural funds on average. 

This research should be regarded as taking a modest step forward in our understanding of the 

complex bargaining process between regions, states and the Commission. As shown in 

previous empirical studies with respect to member state absorption rates of funds (Tosun 

2013), state capacity matters, and does so as well in the consideration for regional funding.  

However, several caveats should be highlighted and the results should be treated with a 

degree of caution. One, this analysis pertains only to the period of 2000-2006, and might not 

be generalizable. Moreover, only a limited number of states and regions were included in the 

analysis, making the results most meaningful in older member states. Two, the measure of 

QoG used here (the EQI) is measured a few years after the measurement of the dependent 

variable, thus assuming a ‘stickyness’ over time that cannot be directly tested. Three, there 

might be omitted variables, such as past absorption rates of regions (which might cancel out 

the effect of QoG in allocation of funds), or any number of political factors that were not 

included in this otherwise parsimonious analysis. Finally, one would need to follow up further 

with interviews and/or case studies with national governments and Commission members to 

obtain a better sense of the dynamics between regional QoG and structural fund allocation. 

Finally, it would be fruitful for future research to gather more data on regional structure fund 

grants for the next two periods of EU expenditures – 2007-2013 and 2014-2020 - to test the 

economic and political factors highlighted in the literature and this chapter further.   
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Introduction 

Encouraging economic cohesion among the regions of the EU is one of the of the EU 

Commission’s principal policy objectives. Structural Funds, in promoting economic 

convergence among regions, have been one of the main policy devices used to achieve this 

goal since 1975. As one of the largest portions of the EU’s annual budget, EU Structural 

Funds help fund thousands of public-works projects in infrastructure, transportation, health, 

environment, agriculture, energy and telecommunications. Unsurprisingly, these funds have 

attracted much attention from scholars in several research areas.  First, researchers in political 

science, European studies and economics have looked at the efficacy of Structural Funds in 

delivering economic cohesion, with mainly mixed empirical results reported (Rodríguez-Pose 

and Fratesi 2004; Beugelsdijk and Eijffinger 2005; Dall’Erba and Gallo 2008; Becker et al 

2010). Second, those who investigate questions of multi-level governance have looked at 

issues regarding intergovernmental features of regional policy development (Hooghe and 

Marks 2001; Piattoni 2010; Bukowski et al 2003; Benz and Eberlein 1999; Pollack 1995).  

Third and more recently, a literature has been developed that investigates the determinants 

(regional or national) of the distribution of Structural Funds grants to EU regions (Kemmerlig 

and Bodenstein 2006; Bodenstein and Kemmerlig 2011; Delmuth 2011; Bouvet and Dall’Erba 

2010; Dellmuth and Stoffel 2012; Schraff 2014). Several scholars in this third group have 

highlighted an interesting empirical puzzle – that even with relatively clear eligibility 

benchmarks for regional transfers, EU Structural Funds vary significantly throughout the EU 

(Kemmerlig and Bodenstein 2011). This paper seeks to contribute to this burgeoning literature 

by addressing the research question – apart from the specified EU criteria, what regional 

aspects can explain the heterogeneity in Structural Funds distribution to EU regions? 

The literature on this research question has put forth several noteworthy regional and national 

factors that fall outside of explicitly stated EU criteria for funding, which focus mainly on 

levels of economic development.  Studies have mainly postulated political aspects, and issues 

such as a region’s party system, the timing of elections, turnout, federalism and the level of 

‘Euroskeptisism’ in a region have been found to be systematically linked with greater or 

lesser funding for regions in past studies.  

This study adds to this ongoing debate by putting forward a new determinant of Structural 

Funds distribution – the idea of ‘quality of government’ (QoG) (Rothstein and Teorell, 2008).  

The primary argument here posits an interaction between two factors that helps us better 

understand the allocation of structural funding, even when accounting for economic 

development and levels of unemployment and alternative political explanations. The factors 
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highlighted here influence actors at three levels of the bargaining process – EU, national and 

regional. As regards the first two sets of actors, there are two primary reasons underpinning 

the theoretical idea of this paper – one that stresses the strategic goals of Fund absorption and 

the other that emphasizes the overall goal of achieving regional cohesion by aiding lagging 

regions.  First, at the EU and national levels, there are clear incentives for the EU Commission 

to have the funds that they allocate to states and regions be absorbed (Dellmuth 2011; Tosun 

2013). The argument here is that regions with higher QoG – e.g. lower corruption, better 

quality bureaucracies, etc. – are more attractive as recipients of regional transfers to the 

Commission and member states when they have the regional autonomy to absorb the funds 

primarily on their own. Conversely, in cases where regional autonomy is low, the 

Commission and member states will seek to deliver greater funds to regions with lower QoG 

in order to help improve governance and development of these particular regions, since 

implementation of Funds are administered more at the national level. 

Regarding the regional level, it is hypothesized that on average, regions with higher QoG and 

greater levels of autonomy are better at overcoming problems of collective action and 

lobbying both their own central governments as well as the Commission for their interests.  

Moreover, they have greater capacity to successfully adopt the rules and criteria related to the 

Structural Funds. Further, these abilities to voice for greater funding are enhanced as regional 

autonomy increases. It is for these two primary reasons – which affect EU, national and 

regional levels – that when taken together, greater levels of QoG and self-rule in regions 

should be associated with greater levels of transfers when there is room for negotiating Funds 

allocation.   

The paper provides an empirical test of the main hypothesis using data on Structural Funds 

grants for regions for the period of 2007-2013, and a novel sub-national measure of QoG from 

Charron et al (2014; 2015) as well as the latest self-rule data from Hooghe et al (2010). The 

results show clear evidence for the interaction effect proposed – the hypothesis is 

corroborated, even when accounting for several other economic and political control 

variables. The results have clear implications for future bargaining funding processes and give 

researchers clearer insights into this important strategic process. 

The remaining parts of the paper are as follows. First, the allocation of Structural Funds and 

the dynamics of the bargaining process are briefly explained. Second, the relevant literature to 

which this chapter contributes is highlighted. Next, we put forward the main theory and 

hypothesis to be tested. We then discuss the sample, data and research design. The next 

section presents the empirical results. The paper closes with a discussion of the main findings 

and contributions to the literature, along with caveats to the analysis as well as several 

suggestions for future research. 

The Allocation of Structural Funds 

The Structural Funds, which are one of the most pronounced redistributive policy instruments 

used for development, are a key component of EU Cohesion policy. Despite there being 

several noteworthy changes throughout the years, the Structural Funds are currently made up 
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of the European Regional Developmental Fund (ERDF), the European Social Fund (ESF) and 

the Cohesion Fund (CF). Moreover, the structure of the policy on Cohesion has been once 

again adjusted for the 2014-2020 period, in that rural and fishery funds have been added to the 

Structural Funds. Currently, as a whole, these are labelled ‘European Structural and 

Investment Funds’ (ESIF), which consist of Cohesion policy funds (ERDF, ESF and 

Cohesion Fund) along with the added rural and fishery funds. The funds that are budgeted to 

ESIF are distributed within a shared framework and make up a substantial proportion of the 

EU’s overall budget expenditures (in nominal terms, the ESIF is the second largest line item).  

Depending on the period in question, in percentage terms, the funds have fallen to between 

30.5% and 36% of the total expenditures of the EU (EU 2007; EU 2011).  Regarding the 

period in question in this study (2007-2013) the total amount for Cohesion policy is EUR 347 

billion
345

.  

The EU Commission decides upon a fixed set amount to be distributed to each member state 

(MS) for a seven year budget cycle. This distribution is based on the principle of 

progressivity, and factors such as relative wealth and development, population, as well as 

others such as unemployment levels, play a key role in determining allocation. Central 

governments along with regions can propose plans for investment of the funds once they have 

been distributed by the Commission. Upon completion of these negotiations for funds, the 

Commission then provides a fixed amount of funds for each of the regions in question, which 

then in turn have a six year period to absorb the funds (plus an additional two years if 

necessary).   

Criteria for the allocation of Structural Funds to certain regions are however more clear than 

for others. On the one hand, regions that are relatively less developed economically are 

granted a more or less pre-determined set amount of Structural Funds. The main criterion for 

this category is that any region under 75% of the average EU GDP per capita qualifies (in 

former parlance, these were known as ‘Objective 1/Convergence regions’). In this case, there 

is very little room for negotiation by any actor – be it at national, regional or EU level – to 

adjust the appropriation of funding levels. On the other hand, as Bodenstein and Kemmerlig 

(2011) point out, there are much less clear, pre-determined criteria for the transfer of funds to 

regions that are relatively more economically developed (e.g. over 75% of the EU average; 

formerly known as ‘Objective 2 / Regional Competitiveness and Employment regions’). In 

these cases, the primary goals of the Funds are for regional competitiveness and employment, 

and of particular importance to this study; the bargaining of national and regional players has 

much greater salience. When looking at the sets of criteria for allocation, we therefore observe 

a clear and transparent principle for the first set of (less developed) regions, yet for the 

relatively more developed group of regions the negotiation process is more multifaceted, 

consisting of interests at the regional, national and EU levels.  

Given this, the process of the distribution of regional funds has been termed a two or three-

level game (Bodenstein and Kemmerlig 2011). Bargaining occurs between the regional and 

national actors for the overall funds allocated to each MS, and then the final regional totals are 

                                                           
345

 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:g24231  

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:g24231
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approved by the EU Commission (Kemmerling and Bodenstein 2006; Hooghe and Marks 

2001). Of greatest interest for this study is the window of time in which the bargaining occurs 

for regional fund allocation among the non-convergence (formerly Objective 2) regions, 

where there is room for lobbying, negotiation and more strategic decision-making by regional, 

national and EU-level actors. Regions in this group (over 75% of EU average in GDP per 

capita) have significant heterogeneity in terms of key variables such as economic 

development and unemployment, but also other factors such as political relevance (some have 

elected parliaments at this level while others do not), institutions, constitutional policy-

making autonomy, QoG, among other factors. Several studies, which will be highlighted in 

the subsequent section, have argued that when negotiation is possible between national and 

regional actors, factors other than economic development and unemployment can 

systematically explain patterns of Funds allocation, which is the primary interest of this paper. 

Relevant literature 

We observe from the rules on allocating Structural Funds that the level of economic 

development is a key factor in determining whether a region is eligible for lesser-developed 

(former Objective 1) status. In the case of all other regions however, determining the 

distribution of the level of funds is less clear - Bodenstein and Kemmerling (2011, 3) note, 

‘the official criteria are not sufficient predictors of Structural Funds allocation …(in that) 

some European regions receive significantly more funds per capita than others even if they 

face comparable socio-economic conditions’. In light of this observation, several factors other 

than the ‘standard bearers’ of level of GDP per capita and unemployment have been put forth as 

relevant in the allocation of funds. 

First, scholars have focused on electoral and partisan political factors. The make-up of the 

regional party system for example can increase the likelihood that a region will be successful 

in garnering more funds. When the party system is less dispersed (in other words, fewer 

parties) problems of collective action are easier to overcome and regions can speak with a 

stronger voice in negotiations (Bodenstein and Kemmerling 2008). Moreover, when fewer 

regional parties compete, the incentives for national political actors to gain favor with the 

winner and their constituents, by allocating more funds, increases (Bodenstein and Kemmerlig 

2011). Another factor is partisanship support in a region. Several studies have tested the idea 

that when left of center regional actors are in power, they are more successful in drawing in 

greater levels of Structural Funds than center or right governments. This claim has found 

some empirical support (Kemmerling and Bodenstein 2006; Bodenstein and Kemmerling 

2008; Bouvet and Dall’erba 2010) while in other studies, the effects of partisanship were 

found to be negligible (Dellmouth 2011). Relating to partisanship, a third political factor that 

scholars have examined has been the extent to which a region is collectively ‘Euroskeptic’. 

Some have argued that as skepticism towards the EU collectively increases within a region, 

Structural Funds can be used as a tool to increase the EU’s legitimacy, and thus reduce such 

skepticism (Carrubba 1997; Bouvet and Dall’Erba 2010). Finally, several papers have found a 

positive association with levels of voter turnout and higher levels of transfers (Schraff 2014; 

Dellmuth and Stoffel 2012). 
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In addition, several authors have looked at the institutional strength of regions as a factor in 

acquiring greater funding. Some have argued that a region with greater constitutional strength, 

or more autonomy, is likely to receive more funding than a region with less autonomy on 

average. In her study, Dellmuth (2011) postulates that the Commission does not want to be 

accused of misallocating funds to regions without the capacity to properly implement its 

proposals, and it therefore has strong incentives to see that as much of its Structural Funds as 

possible get absorbed in order to safeguard its own reputation. The consequence is that 

constitutionally strong regions are a ‘better bet’. Moreover, as several studies have pointed out 

(Marks et al 2002; Bodenstein and Kemmerlig 2011), such regions with greater autonomy are 

better lobbying advocates for investment projects, and thus there is multi-level pressure to 

sway funds toward regions with stronger autonomy. Measured as the degree to which a 

country is federalized, the evidence shows that the relationship between regional 

decentralization and Structural Fund allocation is complex – in regions with less autonomy, 

those that receive greater funds are more dependent on successful past absorption rates, while 

greater regional autonomy seems to have a more constant effect on Funds dispersion, 

irrespective of past performance.  

Theory and Hypotheses: The Role of QoG and Regional Autonomy 

This study builds on several implicit and explicit assumptions, made by previous scholars in 

this literature, pertaining to the various incentives of actors in the negotiation process. First, it 

has been argued that the EU Commission has strong incentives to more efficiently allocate 

funds to regions where they are most likely to be absorbed (Dellmuth 2011). Second, regions 

themselves have strong incentives to procure as much funding as possible to develop 

infrastructure and other projects at a reduced cost to their constituents. Third, member states 

have an incentive to prove to the Commission that they can distribute funds in such ways that 

they are most likely to be absorbed – both to enhance their reputation among other members, 

and to procure even greater levels of funds in subsequent rounds of funding, as past 

absorption rates are correlated with future funding (Dellmuth 2011; Tosun 2013). Finally, 

both national and EU-level actors have incentives to succeed in achieving regional cohesion 

by giving greater levels of support to regions that are relatively less developed within and 

across EU countries. 

Given these assumptions, the starting point of the theoretical contribution here is that there is 

a strategic game at play in allocating Structural Funds due to a conflict of interest at times of 

several of these underlying assumptions. While member states (MS) have clear incentives to 

improve relatively struggling regions (a main objective of cohesion policy), they also pursue 

the maximization of their share of Structural Funds (and risk losing as little as possible) in 

budgets. This implies aiding struggling regions as much as possible while simultaneously 

maximizing the odds that funds will be absorbed. However, there are risks to investing too 

much in regions that may not have the capacity for absorption.   

We argue that two factors help determine the risks for MS and the EU level actors in this 

strategic interaction – the level of QoG in a region and a region’s level of sub-national 

autonomy. First, building on the argument of Dellmuth (2011), is the level of a region 
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autonomy, which implies the extent to which such region will be responsible for 

administrating, implementing and absorbing the Structural Funds. In cases where regions have 

low autonomy (high centralization), the risk in failing to achieve absorption of funds for MS 

in allocating greater transfers to weaker regions are relatively low, due to the fact that national 

level actors play a larger role in the process. Conversely, in cases where regional autonomy is 

high (high decentralization), the risk for national actors increases, as the region itself has 

greater administrative responsibility for absorption. 

Second, the level of regional QoG also helps MS and the EU assess risks. In building on a 

growing literature about ‘quality of government’ (QoG), the concept here is defined broadly 

as a polity which displays an un-corrupted public sector, a strong and impartial rule of law or 

protection of property rights, and government bureaucratic effectiveness in impartially 

administrating public goods and services. As a concept, QoG has gained a good deal of 

traction in academic and policy circles in recent years, highlighted by the widely used World 

Bank’s annual Governance Indicators (Kaufmann et al 2009). While these sub-components 

are distinct, Kaufmann et al (2009) argue that they tend to be so highly correlated across 

countries, that conceiving of the underlying concepts (such as corruption, bureaucratic 

effectiveness, etc.) as a unified concept, QoG, is justifiable. Moreover, Rothstein and Teorell 

(2008) argue that underpinning the concept of QoG is the idea of ‘impartiality’ – that all 

citizens, irrespective of ethnicity, age, gender, religion or political affiliation should receive 

equal treatment by the public sector.   

At the national level in other areas of EU politics, several scholars have shown that similar 

concepts to QoG are salient; for example a member state’s ability to implement and comply 

with new EU regulation and laws are determined by its level of ‘administrative capacity’ 

(Dimitrova 2002; Milio 2007; Dimitrova and Toshkov 2009). More specifically, Tosun (2013) 

shows that states with higher ‘state capacity’ have a better track record of absorbing Structural 

Funds. If we take the analysis down to the regional level, the argument would thus be that 

regions with higher QoG have less corruption in their public sectors, allocate resources with 

more impartiality and have more effective bureaucracies than regions with lower QoG. These 

features would make higher QoG regions more attractive candidates for greater levels of 

transfers on average – a more effective bureaucracy is better equipped to implement the 

development projects proposed in the Structural Funds application, and funds are more likely 

to be spent in a transparent manner, with less opportunities for corrupt actors to divert 

resources in to their own pockets or the pockets of clients. Moreover, studies have shown that 

regions in the EU with higher QoG tend to have higher transparency over public sector 

spending and stronger ‘whistleblowing’ laws (Charron et al 2014), which increases their 

attractiveness for funding. Building on Marks et al (2002) in regards to the constitutional 

strength of a region, it is argued here that stronger QoG in a region is also expected to be 

associated with greater capacity to overcome problems associated with collective action and 

lobby for a region’s interest with a strong single voice, which gives such regions an advantage 

in negotiation processes.   
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In sum, there is at times a trade-off between allocating Structural Funds for the purposes of 

cohesion and absorption. The trade-off is determined by regional autonomy and QoG. The 

argument is that regions that are more decentralized play a larger administrative role in the 

implementation of Cohesion funds, and thus for MS (and EU-level decision-makers), such 

regions pose a greater risk of failure to complete absorption goals.  Regional level QoG serves 

as a way for MS and EU actors to mitigate these risks.  In these cases, MS are expected to be 

risk-averse and air on the side of absorption over cohesion goals by allocating greater levels 

of funds to stronger (better QoG) regions. On the other hand, in cases of greater 

centralization, when national actors play a greater administrative role in implementation, the 

risks of failing to achieve absorption goals are lower for MS in allocating to weaker (lower 

QoG) region, and thus MS will air on the side of cohesion goals. Figure 1 shows the two 

factors in tandem, with MS and EU actors choosing to maximize transfers in the upper right 

and lower left quadrants in order to maximize cohesion objectives while minimizing risks 

associated with failure to absorb funds.   

Figure 1. Summary of Interaction Effect and Expected Level of Structural Fund Transfers 

 

 

Based on these theoretical expectations, this study tests the following hypothesis: 

H1: the effect a region’s QoG has on Structural Funds allocation increases as a function of 

its level of regional autonomy 

Research Design, Sample, and Data  

This study gathers observational data for all available EU NUTS 1 or NUTS 2 regions, 

gathering the most relevant indicators for sub-national institutional quality and regional 

Structural Funds financial transfers. The unit of analysis is therefore the region, at the NUTS 
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1 and NUTS 2 level
346

. The level depends on the country in question. The sample and NUTS 

level by country is found in the appendix.   

The dependent variable is a Subnational-level measure of the sum of Structural Funds 

investment in a region in 1000’s of Euros, total sum for 2007-2013
347

, taken from Chalmers 

and Dellmuth (2015), and thus the measure used here is  the most recent data on the level of 

completed structural regional transfers to date. The data includes 156 regions (NUTS 1 and 

NUTS2) from sixteen EU countries. 119 are from the EU15 region, while 35 are from the new 

EU12. The relatively limited sample is an advantage in this case because the theory pertains 

mostly to countries and regions that have some negotiation space for funds, whereas most or 

all regions in the new member States are less developed (formerly Objective 1) regions. The 

distinction of ‘convergence region’ or not is not determined entirely by whether a region is in 

the EU15 or not. Countries like Spain, Portugal, Italy, Greece, Germany, Austria and the UK 

have regions at the level of analysis studied here in both categories, while even some regions 

in the EU12, such as the Bratislava and Prague regions, were no longer classified as ‘less 

developed’ during the 2007-2013 budget cycles. We also observe that the regions in the 

sample are quite dramatically different in terms of population and size – for example, 

Finland’s small island region of Åland’s has a population of roughly 25,000, while Italy’s 

large, northern region of Lombardia has over 9 million inhabitants. To render the regional 

transfer data more comparable across units, the level of funding data is thus taken over the 

total population size for each region (from Eurostat).   

On the independent side, the concept of QoG has generally been measured at the national 

level. Yet with the aid of recently released data by Charron et al (2014; 2015), we are able to 

measure QoG at the sub-national level for all regions that have available Structural Funds 

data. QoG is measured via the European Quality of Government Index (EQI), which is to 

date, the most comprehensive data on QoG at the NUTS 1 and 2 levels and is available for 

206 EU regions. The EQI is built on the largest survey to date focusing on governance at the 

regional level; with data being collected from the live interviews of over 85,000 citizens. The 

measure incorporates both perceptions and experiences of citizens in public service areas such 

as health care, education, and law enforcement, which are appropriate because it is these that 

are most often administered by regional actors. The data were collected in two rounds – 2010, 

and 2013
348

 – and are, like the World Governance Indicators (WGI; Kaufman et al 2009), 
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 NUTS (nomenclature of territorial units for statistics) are statistical units within the EU. A full list of each country’s 

NUTS 1, 2 and 3 levels can be found at 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/nuts_nomenclature/correspondence_tables/national_structures

_eu 
347

 Raw data is publically provided by the EU Commission here: 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/impact/evaluation/data_en.cfm.  
348

 An obvious weakness with the data collected for the dependent and key explanatory variable is that the 

structural fund data precedes that of the collection of the first round of the EQI.  This of course might invite 

critiques of endogeneity.  Yet a closer scrutiny of data on QoG in general dampens such worries.  Primarily, 

data on institutional quality is remarkably ‘sticky’ over time – at least during the 15-year period or so that 

institutions such as the World Bank and Transparency International has been tracking such concepts (Andersson 

and Heywood 2009).  In addition, the two years of the EQI data correlate at 0.94, indicating a strong time trend 

in the data.  We thus make the assumption using the data in this design that spatial variations of QoG among 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/nuts_nomenclature/correspondence_tables/national_structures_eu
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/nuts_nomenclature/correspondence_tables/national_structures_eu
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/impact/evaluation/data_en.cfm
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standardized such that the sample mean is ‘0’ and the standard deviation is ‘1’. The authors 

also provide a normalized range between 0-100 (higher scores equal better QoG), which we 

take here. Due to the timeframe of the Structural Funds in question, the analyses use the 2010 

EQI data, and check the robustness of the results with data from 2013. 

The second key explanatory variable measures the degree of constitutional strength for each 

region in the sample. Because the level of regional constitutional strength can vary across and 

within countries, the best available measure to date is the Regional Authority Index (RAI, 

Hooghe et al 2010). The RAI captures ten features of regional authority for all the regions 

covered in their sample, which covers all the European countries in his study
349

. Moreover, 

the data differentiates between the level of ‘self-rule’ of a region, and its ‘shared rule’ with the 

central government. The ‘self-rule’ of a region is of primary interest here, which indicates its 

constitutional strength and political and fiscal autonomy. Further, a benefit to the ‘self-rule’ 

measure in the RAI data is that it tracks asymmetric ‘self-rule’ within countries where it 

exists, thus this measure does not proxy as a ‘fixed effect’ for many of the countries in the 

sample. For example, the region of Bolzano-Bozen in Italy has higher self-rule than ‘ordinary 

regions’, and similar asymmetries are found in the UK, Portugal, Finland, Spain and Belgium 

for example. 

While there is an attempt to keep the model parsimonious, several other variables are 

controlled for in the analysis. First, two macro-economic factors are controlled for. One, it is 

clear from the design of Structural Funds that economic development plays a key role in the 

allocation of funds, thus the regional PPP per capita (thousands of Euros) is controlled for.  

The data, from Eurostat, is an average from the years 2004-2006, just prior to the 2007-2013 

budget period. Higher levels of GDP per capita are expected to result in fewer transfers on 

average. Two, almost all studies on this topic have found that the unemployment rate prior to 

the allocation phase is a key determinant of Funds allocation, which is expected to have a 

positive relationship with the dependent variable. The unemployment rate is taken from 

Eurostat and averaged from 2004-2006. Other political factors raised by the literature are 

included in some models as controls as well. Whether there is a regional election in the year 

of the negotiation process (2006 in this case) is thought to raise demand for more 

development projects in a region, thus a dummy variable is created if a region had an election 

or not in 2006. The regional support (or skepticism) is also controlled for with data from a 

Eurobarometer (2010) survey question: ‘For each of the following statements, please tell me 

to what extent it corresponds or not to your own opinion. “You feel you are a citizen of the 

EU”: 0 (definitely not), 1 (not really), 2 (to some extent), to 3 (definitely). The individual level 

averages are taken for each region, with higher levels equating to greater support for the EU.  

A third control variable is the level of ‘shared rule’ from the RAI data, which captures the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
regions in the 2010 were very most likely quite similar to that during the period of negotiations building up to 

the 2007-2013 budget period.  However, this cannot be tested empirically with existing data, thus the results 

should be taken with a degree of caution. 
349

 The ten measured dimensions in the RAI are: institutional depth, policy scope, fiscal autonomy, borrowing 

autonomy, representation, law making, executive control, fiscal control, borrowing control, constitutional 

reform.  For more detail, see Hooghe, Marks and Schakel (2010). 
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level of national and regional policy coordination. We would also expect that past levels of 

Structural Funds transfers would impact current levels, thus in several models, a lagged 

dependent variable (transfers from the 2000-2006 period) is included.  In order to account for 

the degree of urbanization and geographic size of region, population density (logged) is 

included in several models. Finally, a dummy variable is created for regions that are 

‘convergence objective (formerly Objective 1) regions’, and ‘0’ for others. The effect of the 

proposed interaction is expected to be most prominent in non-convergence objective regions.  

A full sample list along with more descriptive information for the variables in the analyses is 

found in the appendix. 

Empirical Results 

Table 1 reports the results from OLS regression. Due to the unequal distribution of Structural 

Funds transfers to each country, which results in within-country correlations among the 

regions in the sample, in all cases, country-clustered standard errors are employed.  

Controlling for whether or not an observation is a convergence region, model 1 shows a 

baseline that tests the primary hypothesis – that when regional self-rule increases, the effects 

of regional governance on EU transfers become positive. The two macro-economic controls 

are added to Model 2 – the unemployment rate and GDP per capita (logged), each averaged 

from 2004-2006. The results reveal support for the idea that QoG’s effect on regional 

transfers increases as a function of regional autonomy; while the effect of an increase in the 

EQI is in fact negative at low levels of self-rule, the positive interaction coefficient shows that 

the marginal effect of regional governance on EU Cohesion funds becomes positive as a 

function of self-rule.     

Moreover, in models 3 and 4, the effects of political decision-making become even clearer.  In 

the case of a convergence objective region, where very little leeway is given to states in terms 

of allocation of funds, we find that the effect of governance is negligible.  In this case, only 

the level of economic development, as measured by GDP per capita, systematically 

determines Funds allocation within this group of regions. However, as model 4 highlights, in 

cases where member states and regions have more negotiating leverage to distribute Cohesion 

Funds, regional governance and self-rule play a significant role, suggesting a level of strategic 

decision making. In addition to the main hypothesis here, the evidence shows that regions 

with higher unemployment and lower economic development also systematically receive 

more funds.   
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Table 1. Regression Results of Regional Transfer Funds 

variable baseline Add controls CO regions only 
Non-CO regions 

only 

EQI  -19.88** -17.95** -2.25 -29.22*** 

 

(2.15) (2.36) (0.19) (4.73) 

self_rule -128.1** -119.7*** -60.9 -164.8*** 

 

(2.74) (3.45) (1.42) (5.56) 

EQI*self_rule 1.15* 1.21** 0.30 2.01** 

 

(-1.71) (2.19) (0.33) (4.31) 

Convergence reg (0/1) 1,175.3 984.7 

  

 

(7.46)** (5.05)** 

  Unemployment  

 

-15.5 -43.8 11.4** 

  

(-0.87) -(1.61) (2.36) 

GDP per cap. (log) 

 

-0.02** -0.07*** -0.01*** 

  

(2.42) (3.06) (3.16) 

constant 2,251.4*** 2,721.8*** 3,750.5*** 2,804.1*** 

 

(3.74) (6.34) (3.88) (6.49) 

     R2 0.81 0.83 0.59 0.56 

N 154 154 63 91 

Note: Unstandardized coefficients reported from OLS regression.  T-scores from country-clustered standard 

errors reported in parentheses.  *p<.10, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01 

To shed light on the interaction effect, Figure 2 provides a visual of the main results in model 

4, which show the average marginal effect of the EQI on regional transfers over the range of 

self-rule.  Here we observe that when regional self-rule is low, regions that have poorer levels 

of governance tend to receive greater levels of Structural Funds transfers on average, yet the 

relationship flips at higher levels of self-rule (just over the 75
th

 percentile), and the results 

reveal that at the highest level of self-rule, regions with better governance tend to receive 

systematically more funds on average. For example, the model shows that in regions in the 

top 5 percent of self-rule, the marginal effect of a unit increase in QoG results in 

approximately 6 Euros per capita more in transfers. With the median population in the sample 

being just over 1.57 million, this would result in almost 10 million Euros more in transfers.    
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Figure 2. Marginal Effect of QoG on Structural Funds Conditioned by Regional Self-Rule 

 

Note: Results from model 4 in Table 1.  The levels on the x-axis refer to sample values of self-rule. 

Table 2 presents several checks of robustness of the main results found in Table 1. Here 

several alternative factors are accounted for, including political explanations from previous 

studies, such as timing of regional elections and the average level of support of the EU in each 

region (models 1 and 2 respectively). Similar to an analysis done on allocation of Structural 

Funds for the 2000-2006 period (Dellmuth 2011), we find that the level of EU support in a 

region plays no systematic role in allocating funds in this period either. In addition, model 3 

controls for the level of shared rule between regions and central actors, to check whether this 

factor determines Funds allocation. We find that it does not. Model 4 accounts for a lagged 

dependent variable; regional cohesion funds per capita for the 2000-2006 period; the results 

show that past levels significantly determine present level of funds.    
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                                 Table 2. Alternative Specifications 

 

    OLS   
 

  GLM   

variable 1 2 3 4   5 6 7 

EQI -15.90* -23.74*** -16.84* -10.14 
 

-0.025** -0.017* -0.026** 

 
(-2.47) (-10.44) (-2.56) (-1.96) 

 
(-3.22) (-2.31) (-2.67) 

self_rule -104.8** -134.6*** -109.6** -75.30*** 
 

-0.108** -0.083** -0.096** 

 

 (-3.76) (-25.89) (-4.02) (-5.67) 
 

(-2.90) (-2.72) (-3.28) 

EQI*self_rule 1.076** 1.628*** 1.156** 0.643** 
 

0.0011* 0.0008 0.0015** 

 

(2.23) (12.54) (2.25) (2.05) 
 

(1.78) (1.49) (2.47) 

Convergence reg. 899.8*** 621.1** 917.8*** 479.2* 
 

1.514*** 1.114*** 0.911*** 

 

-6.4 -4.5 -5.32 -2.69 
 

 

(12.28) (8.16) 

GDP per cap. (log) -527.1* -529.6 -504.9* -329.7 
 

 

-0.49*** -1.23*** 

 

(-2.48) (-2.12) (-2.43) (-1.57) 
 

 

(-4.11) (-4.73) 

Unemployment -147.1 103.2 -146.9 97.14* 
 

 

0.13 0.32*** 

 

(-0.97) (1.39) (-0.92) (2.51) 
 

 

(1.27) (3.34) 

EU Support 30.55 
    

   
 

(0.14) 
    

   Election 

 

-82.97** 

     

-0.189 

  

(-2.30) 

     

(-1.19) 

Shared_rule 

  

-2.725 

     

   

(-0.17) 

     Lagged DV (2000-06) 

   

0.370*** 

    

    

(3.41) 

    constant 7433.5** 7428.8* 7236.9** 4464.7* 

 

7.719*** 11.87*** 18.87*** 

 

(3.38) (2.98) (3.41) (2.31) 

 

(15.22) (9.02) (6.91) 

AIC 

BIC 

     

14.7 

-708.1 

14.7 

-702.4 

13.9 

-382.1 

R2 0.84 0.83 0.84 0.76 

    N 153 96 154 103 

 

154 154 96 

Note: Unstandardized coefficients reported from OLS regression in models 1-4 with country clustered standard errors.  Models 5-7 are estimated with generalized least 

squares with a logged linked function.  T-scores from country-clustered standard errors reported in parentheses.  *p<.10, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01
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As the dependent variable is not normally distributed, issues of heteroscedasticity stemming 

from non-constant variance can negatively affect the estimates.  Post-regression residual plots 

reveal greater dispersion at higher levels of dependent variable. The main results are thus 

checked in Models 5-7, which employ a generalized least squares estimation, modeling a 

gamma distribution with a logged linked function, which is appropriate for continuous 

dependent variables greater than ‘0’ that are non-count data (Dobson and Barnett 2008).  

Models 5 and 6 in Table 2 show similar, yet slightly weaker results than models 1 and 2 in 

Table 1. Model 7 includes only ‘politically relevant’ regions (e.g. the sample includes only 

regions with elected parliaments at the level in the analysis) when controlling for recent 

elections, and demonstrates substantively similar results to model 4 in Table 1. Overall, we 

find that when member states have room for maneuvering transfers, regional governance 

plays a significant role in tandem with regional self-rule.   

Further Robustness Checks 

Along with Table 2, we tested the robustness of the results in several ways. We tested the 

effects other possible confounding variables which we added to the full model, including 

population (logged), and whether or not a regional government was governed by the same 

party as the national government’s prime minister at the time of negotiations (2006). In 

addition, we tested weighting the observations with two factors - by population and inverse 

weighting by margin of error for the EQI variable. The alternative specifications were run 

with both OLS and GLM estimation. In all cases, we found the results were strikingly similar 

to those reported in tables 1 and 2.  These results can be found in the appendix.   

Discussion 

As several scholars have pointed out in recent years, there is a clear strategic element found in 

the allocation of EU Structural Funds that is not solely determined by levels of economic 

development and unemployment. This paper argues that the strategic element of Funds 

transfers is determined by mainly two factors – the autonomy a region has to govern itself and 

the quality of its public sector institutions. Given that these two factors are sufficiently high, 

such regions appear as attractive candidates for greater levels of Structural Funds transfers 

due to the increased chance of successful absorption.  Moreover, these regions are more likely 

to better lobby national and EU actors on their behalf during periods of negotiation. Tested on 

all regions available with the latest data on Cohesion Funds, we find a fairly straightforward 

pattern. In cases where there is room for negotiation, high quality regions with a high level of 

autonomy tend to get awarded more funding per capita on average, irrespective of economic 

development, levels of unemployment or other political factors. In cases where self-rule is on 

average lower, the effect of QoG on regional transfers is either negligible, or in fact negative.  

Thus there is a clear divide between the effects of good governance on Structural Funds 

transfers in centralized versus decentralized regions. While modest, the theoretical and 

empirical contributions of this paper are novel and further our understanding of this important 

process.   
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The findings can be interpreted as a story of MS risk aversion within a game that implies a 

trade-off between aiding weaker regions (cohesion) and maximizing funding in subsequent 

budgets (absorption). While member states have clear incentives to improve relatively 

struggling regions (a main objective of cohesion policy), they also seek to maximize their 

share of Structural Funds and risk losing as little as possible in future rounds. This is done by 

helping struggling regions as much as possible while simultaneously maximizing the odds 

that funds will be absorbed. Regions with poorer levels of governance (and thus in relative 

greater need of more transfer funds) tend to only receive a greater share when national actors 

play a larger role in carrying out Structural Funds projects. The results suggest that when 

regions have less authority (more centralized), national level actors take a more active 

administrative role in the absorption of funds. In these cases, national actors believe their risk 

of failure to absorb funds decreases as they are less dependent on the region for successful 

absorption, and in turn structural transfers are sent at systematically higher rates to regions 

with, on average, lower governance. In cases where the national actors play a smaller role – 

e.g. where regional autonomy is high – national actors rely more on regional actors for 

successful absorption. This means that regions with better governance are a ‘safer bet’ for 

absorption of funds. The results demonstrate support for this idea– in cases of high levels of 

decentralization regions with better QoG tend to receive more on average.  That we do not see 

this pattern at all in cases of Convergence (formerly ‘Objective 1 regions’) adds support to the 

notion that this dynamic is a strategic component to the negation process. The results here 

show a similar dynamic to findings shown by Dellmuth (2011) for data on the 2000-2006 

expenditures, where she shows that past performance in terms of absorption rates are more 

pertinent for weaker regions (those with less autonomy) while transfers to regions with more 

autonomy are not influenced by past performance. However, the findings here show (with 

data from a later period) it is not simply about the level of autonomy a region has, but the 

level of governance as well. 

This study is, of course, not without weaknesses that should be addressed by future research. 

First, this study should be replicated with data on 2014-2020 Structural Funds expenditures, 

so that there is a clear temporal difference between the measure of QoG and the dependent 

variable. Second, the models run here erred on the side of parsimony, and while the most 

salient factors – GDP per capita and unemployment –were controlled for, readers might very 

well point out possible omitted variables. Finally, it would be fruitful to analyze more in depth 

the process of negotiation for Funds allocation in more decentralized states where regional 

governance varies significantly – namely in countries such as Spain, Italy, Belgium and 

Germany. This could be done via interviews with regional and central actors to confirm 

whether regional governance is in fact discussed as a key factor in funding.   
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Appendix 

Table A1. Summary Statistics of Variables and Sources 

 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max source 

Struc. Fund transfers (07-13) p.c. 154 931.09 954.9 61.32 3112.2 Dellmuth and Stoffel (2012) 

Struc. Fund transfers (00-06) p.c. 141 368.23 538 0 3514.9 Dellmuth (2011) 

EQI 2010 198 66.21 18.7 9.42 100 Charron, Dijkstra and Lapuente (2014) 

Self Rule 197 10.15 4.6 1 17 Hooghe, Marks, & Schakel (2010) 

Shared Rule 197 3.6 4.3 0 11 Hooghe, Marks, & Schakel (2010) 

Euro p.c. (04-06) log 199 9.88 0.6 8.37 10.95 Eurostat 

Unemployment rate (04-06) log 196 2 0.5 0.71 3.09 Eurostat 

Reg. Election 2006 111 0.08 0.3 0 1 
Author coded from: http://www.parties-and-

elections.eu/  

Support EU membership 158 1.34 0.3 0.56 2 Eurobarometer 2010 

Convergence Region 204 0.34 0.5 0 1 Eurostat 

population dens. (log) 149 14.3 0.91 11.7 16.7 Eurostat 

http://www.parties-and-elections.eu/
http://www.parties-and-elections.eu/
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Table A2. Sample: Country, NUTS level and number of regions 

country NUTS level number of regions 

Austria 2 9 

Belgium 1 11 

Czech Rep. 2 8 

Denmark 2 5 

Finland 2 5 

France 2 22 

Germany 1 16 

Greece 1 13 

Hungary 1 7 

Ireland 2 2 

Italy 2 21 

Netherlands 2 12 

Poland 2 16 

Portugal 2 7 

Slovakia 2 4 

Spain 2 18 

Sweden 1 9 

UK 1 12 
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Table A3. Alternative Specifications 

 

    OLS   
 

  GLM     

variable 1 2 3 4   5 6 7 8 

EQI -15.6** -18.1** -17.3 -27.6*** 
 

-0.02* -0.02** -0.02** -0.03*** 

 
(5.77) (6.66) (6.61) (5.55) 

 
(0.01) (0.008) (0.007) (0.01) 

self_rule -103.1** -106.8*** -112.2*** -156.2*** 
 

-0.07** -0.09*** -0.09*** -0.16*** 

 

(25.5) (25.1) (27.3) (26.6) 
 

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.05) 

EQI*self_rule 1.03** 1.21** 1.18** 1.88*** 
 

0.001 0.001** 0.0008* 0.002** 

 

(0.43) (0.48) (0.49) (0.40) 
 

(0.001) (0.0005) (0.0005) (0.0008) 

Convergence reg. 905.1*** 856.3*** 926.1*** 
  

1.10*** 1.05*** 1.13*** 
 

 

(166.1) (170.3) (171.4) 
  

(0.14) (0.13) (0.13) 
 

GDP per cap. (log) -512.2** -629.0 -500.3 -269.3** 
 

-0.48*** -0.66*** -0.49*** -1.05*** 

 

(220.0) (266.3) (216.3) (98.2) 
 

(0.12) (0.13) (0.12) (0.29) 

Unemployment -136.9 -151.9   -152.2 78.8 
 

0.16 0.10 0.10 0.39*** 

 

(162.5) (176.7) (162.9) (36.3) 
 

(0.10) (0.11) (0.11) (0.10) 

population (log) -38.2 -15.7 
 

-48.3** 
 

-0.16*** -0.15* 
 

-0.22*** 

 

(38.7) (39.2) 
 

(21.1) 
 

(0.05) (0.08) 
 

(0.05) 

    
      

constant 7767.9*** 8730.3*** 7225.5*** 5836.9*** 
 

13.8*** 13.9*** 11.8*** 21.3*** 

 (2186.9) (2636.7) (2217.6) (973.8) 
 

(1.47) (1.44) (1.31) (2.95) 

    
      

sample all all all Non-Con reg. 
 

all all all Non-Con reg. 

weights no EQI m.o.e. population none 
 

none EQI m.o.e. population none 

          
AIC 

     
14.8 14.7 14.8 13.1 

BIC 

     

-670.7 -685.8 -670.7 -331.6 

R2 0.83 0.82 0.84 0.60 

 
    

N 149 146 149 86 

 

149 146 149 86 
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Note: Unstandardized coefficients reported from OLS regression in models 1-4 with country clustered robust standard errors.  Models 5-8 are estimated with generalized least 

squares with a logged linked function.  Country-clustered standard errors reported in parentheses.  *p<.10, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01
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Vol.33(5), pp.1125-1155. 

  

Abstract 

This paper launches two hypotheses for understanding regional differences in 

entrepreneurship – operationalized as the number of small and medium-sized firms/capita 

(SMEs) in a region. Our first hypothesis is that, ceteris paribus, the higher the quality of 

government of the public institutions operating in a region, the more SMEs a region should 

have. The theoretical mechanism would go as follows: an impartial government generates 

predictability and thus facilitates the calculus on the expected return on investment made by 

would-be entrepreneurs. Our second hypothesis is that, ceteris paribus, the higher the quality 

of government, the lower the regional inequalities in entrepreneurship rates within a country. 

The mechanism here would be the following: if corruption, shadow deals, nepotism, 

networking and other connections to the political power determine who can start a business or 

which business can continue operating, would-be entrepreneurs have an incentive to base their 

entrepreneurial activities where political power is mostly concentrated: that is, in the country 

capital. We test these hypotheses with a sample of 172 regions from 18 EU member states.  
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Introduction 

The latest Eurostat data on unemployment across EU regions
350

 reveals outstanding sub-

national differences. For instance, while Italy has the European region with the lowest 

unemployment rate in 2010 – Bolzano, with a mere 2,7 percent – it also has three regions with 

rates over 14 percent. Even more markedly, the difference in unemployment rates between 

Pais Vasco (10,5) and other Spanish regions – such as Andalucia (28) or Canarias (28,7) is 

close to a staggering 20 percent points. Similar sub-national differences within Europe emerge 

clearly in a growing body of studies. After analyzing the most exhaustive data at regional 

level ever collected in Europe, the European Commission’s Fifth Economic Social and 

Territorial Cohesion Report (2010, XII) concludes that “all three perspectives [economic, 

social and environmental] reveal striking regional disparities from differences in productivity, 

to infant mortality rates and vulnerability to climate change.” Despite advances towards 

convergence in some indicators during the past decade, “there remains a wide gap between 

the less developed and the highly developed EU regions” (ibid.) 

Nevertheless, most of the comparative political economy on the determinants of growth (or, 

more generally, the conditions for growth) has neglected these sub-national differences, 

focusing instead on factors and institutions operating at the national level. The puzzle they 

address is thus the “wealth of nations”. There is an intuitive logic behind that preference for 

national units in comparative research. In principle, one should expect a given constitutional 

arrangement, a particular political system or constitutional arrangement (either now or the 

legacy of systems in the remote past), a certain legal tradition, the predominance of some 

religious or cultural beliefs are all factors to have a uniform effect on economic growth within 

the borders of a country. 

In contrast to a mostly cross-national comparative literature, this paper aims to address the 

following question: why do some regions that share so many characteristics in common do 

exhibit such differences in economic outcomes? In other words, what does determine the 

“wealth of regions”? Given the large number of potential factors affecting regional GDP and 

their measurement problems, a complete answer to this question is obviously out of the reach 

of this paper.
351

 Consequently, our goal is to focus on a variable that has been identified by 

many as a key condition or an “engine for growth”: the ability a region has to generate small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).  

The contribution of the paper to the literature is twofold. Firstly, from a theoretical 

perspective, the paper launches two hypotheses for understanding both the different levels of 

                                                           
350

 Released on November 24
th

, 2011. Available at http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/1-

24112011-AP/EN/1-24112011-AP-EN.PDF 

 
351

 Or even a partial response, if we take seriously the criticism that many scholars, since Levine and Renelt’s 

(1992) pioneering paper, have made to the endogeneity problems of any study attempting to explain the 

determinants of growth. A common conclusion in this critical strand of the literature is that “nothing can be 

learned from this empirical growth literature because no variables are robustly correlated with growth” (Sala-i-

Martin 1997, 4)  

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/1-24112011-AP/EN/1-24112011-AP-EN.PDF
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/1-24112011-AP/EN/1-24112011-AP-EN.PDF
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entrepreneurship we see across European regions as well as the important differences in 

regional inequalities across European countries – that is, why some regions generate more 

SMEs than others and why in some countries SMEs tend to concentrate more in some regions 

(in particular, in the capital region) while in other countries SMEs are more evenly distributed 

geographically. The paper argues that the “quality of government” – understood not as size or 

“quantity” of government, but in a narrow way as the ability a government has, irrespective of 

its budget or the functions it performs, to act in an impartial way – of the public institutions 

operating in a region has a notable effect on both regional levels of entrepreneurship as well 

as regional inequalities in entrepreneurship across countries.  

Our first hypothesis is that, ceteris paribus, the higher the quality of government of the public 

institutions operating in a region, the more SMEs a region should have. The theoretical 

mechanism would go as follows: an impartial government generates predictability and thus 

facilitates the calculus on the expected return on investment made by would-be entrepreneurs. 

Where partiality and corruption dominate the relations between would-be entrepreneurs and 

state institutions, only those entrepreneurs with the right resources and the right connections 

may be able to fulfill all the bureaucratic requirements to start and operate a business. 

Additionally, vested interests and insider firms may be able, under conditions of lack of 

quality of government, to raise formal (e.g. “red tape”) or informal (e.g. request for bribes) 

entry barriers for would-be entrepreneurs.  

Our second hypothesis is that, ceteris paribus, the higher the quality of government, the lower 

the regional inequalities in entrepreneurship rates. The mechanism here would be the 

following: if corruption, shadow deals, nepotism, networking and other connections to the 

political power determine who can start a business or which business can continue operating, 

would-be entrepreneurs have an incentive to base their entrepreneurial activities where 

political power is mostly concentrated: that is, in the country capital. In other words, we 

should, relatively speaking, see a disproportionately high level of entrepreneurship rate in the 

capitals of the countries with lower levels of quality of government. On the contrary, 

entrepreneurship should be territorially more evenly distributed in countries with high quality 

where political connections do not pay-off for business success.    

From an empirical point of view, this paper makes an contribution to the literature on 

entrepreneurship by providing a pioneering large-N test at regional level with data for 172 EU 

regions from 18 countries. To the best of our knowledge, this is the largest comparative study 

on entrepreneurship simultaneously looking at both national and sub-national differences. 

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 briefly reviews the literature on entrepreneurship 

and states the paper’s two testable propositions. Section 3 presents the dataset on quality of 

government – and, in particular, the proxy for our independent variable: the European Quality 

of Government Indicator (EQI) – as well as on the number of small and medium-sized 

business in European regions. Section 4 shows how, even controlling for standard variables 

for explaining entrepreneurship (such as level of education, the population of the region, its 

area, and the prevalence of touristic activities, among other), the regional indicator of quality 

of government (EQI) exerts a significant positive effect on the number of small and medium-
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sized firms a region has. In addition, Section 4 test the second hypothesis for the 18 European 

countries included in the sample using in this occasion as a proxy for quality of government a 

national indicator of corruption. Despite the limited number of observations, the results are, if 

any, more robust for this second hypothesis: those countries with low quality of government 

(alas high corruption) present exceptionally high regional inequalities in entrepreneurship. In 

simple words, in countries with low quality of government most business tend to be 

concentrated in the country’s capital. The implications of these results for territorial cohesion 

policies are discussed in the concluding Section 5. 

Theory: quality of government, entrepreneurship, and the wealth of regions 

The recognition that government plays an important role in creating conditions for the wealth 

of nations (economic growth) is a leading paradigm of the post-neoclassical political economy 

(North 1990, Stiglitz 1989, Wade 1990). Neo-institutionalists underscore the importance of 

the state in setting up rules that foster exchange and lower transaction costs for economic 

growth (North 1990, Williamson 1985, 1999). Despite the existing consensus between 

scholars and policymakers on the importance of secure property rights and sound contract 

enforcement, ‘developed countries are exceptions, not the rule’ (Shirley 2005: 611). The vast 

majority of people live today in underdevelopment because they have failed not to create but 

to sustain exchange-fostering and transaction costs-lowering rules. A critical issue here, 

according to the neo-institutional account, is the ability of those who control the power of the 

state – politicians and bureaucrats – to manipulate economic rules to their own advantage and 

the advantage of their associates (Falachetti and Miller 2001, Johnson and Kwak 2010, Miller 

1989, 2000, North 1981, North and Weingast 1989, Rothstein and Theorell 2008, Rothstein 

2010). In their seminal work on the Glorious Revolution of 1688 in England, North and 

Weigast (1989) argue that ‘the more likely it is that sovereign will alter property rights for his 

or her own benefits, the lower the expected returns from investment and the lower in turn the 

incentive to invest’ (803).  

Thus, according to a large body of literature, this ability of governments to refrain themselves 

from abusing their powers is a key foundation for the long-term wealth of nations. Whilst a 

partial government – be it political favoritism, nepotism, corruption or its other forms – 

discourages economic agents, current and potential, from participation and forces them to 

converge on the zero-effort Nash equilibrium, an impartial government encourages people to 

exercise a ‘positive economic activity’: to specialize, to make costly asset specific 

investments and to undertake complex transactions.  

Yet, as appealing as this argument is, the literature has shown less ability to develop testable 

propositions from it. Even the probably most influential study – North and Weingast (1989) – 

has been has been extensively criticized (Clark 1995, Stasavage 2002) because of the 

difficulties to identify the impact of institutional changes over their proxy for economic 

development – i.e. the historical evolution of interest rates in Britain. During the latest two 

decades economists have devoted considerable efforts to measure the ability governments 

have to play by the rules – instead of bending them to their personal and their clique’s 

advantage – most famously through the variable “rule of law”. Available in multitude of 



564 

 

cross-national indicators from different sorts of organizations, it can be argued that the rule of 

law has “become the motherhood and apple pie of development economics” (The Economist, 

13-03-2008), since, as the legal scholar Brian Tamanaha notes, “no other single political ideal 

has ever achieved global endorsement”. World Bank economists Kaufmann, Kraay and 

Mastruzzi even coined the term “300% dividend” because, according to the calculations from 

the governance indicators they assembled, an improvement of one standard deviation in 

governance raises income in a country by 300% in the long run. Nevertheless, the more 

scholars research on the rule of law, “the more desirable it seems—and the more problematic 

as a universal economic guide” (The Economist, 13-03-2008), given the difficulties to find the 

particular mechanisms linking it to economic growth.
352

  

In other words, even if the neo-institutionalists’ large picture of the relationship between 

institutional commitment to preserve property rights and economic development seems to 

hold, we lack studies providing mechanisms on which particular “micro-foundations” connect 

one macro variable (e.g. rule of law) with another (e.g. growth). This paper aims to provide 

some tentative mechanisms: the existence of higher rates of entrepreneurship in those polities 

that, ceteris paribus, present better governance. 

Since at least Shumpeter (1934) entrepreneurship has been recognized as the engine of 

economic growth by both academics and policy-makers. The prevalence of entrepreneurship 

within a given society is obviously difficult to operationalize and measure, but, following 

similar studies to ours, we will focus on the ability a society has to generate small and 

medium business. In addition, although entrepreneurship is not a synonymous with SMEs, 

they make up a lion share of all businesses and contribute considerably to GDP (Berkowitz 

and DeJong 2005, Thorsten et al. 2005, Wennekers and Thurik 1999). 

Recent scholarship on entrepreneurship has primarily utilized three conceptual perspectives 

on the causes of entrepreneurship: psychological/cognitive, sociological and institutional. The 

psychological/cognitive perspective underscores the difference between entrepreneurs and 

non-entrepreneurs with respect to various aspects of personality, such as attitudes towards 

risk, locus of control, a personal need to excel (Bygrave 1989), and cognitive process (Baron 

1998). The second perspective – the sociology of entrepreneurship – has examined the link 

between the attributes of culture, social class, ethnic/migrant group and entrepreneurial 

behavior (Hoang and Antoncic 2002, Thornton 1999). The third perspective, increasingly 

popular in the field, underlines the importance of institutional foundations of economy, such 

as for instance the cost of entry, the security of property rights and the origin of law, in 

fostering or impeding entrepreneurship (Arauzo-Carod and Segarra-Blasco 2005, Fry and 

Zhuravskaya 2000, Radaev 2002).  
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 Some economists, like Dani Rodrik, have in recent times, noted their discomfort with the concept: “am I the 

only economist guilty of using the term [rule of law] without having a good fix on what it really means? (…) 

Well, maybe the first one to confess to it.” (The Economist, 13-05-08) 
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The concept of the quality of government – i.e. the factor explored in this paper – belongs to 

the latter intellectual tradition of the debate on entrepreneurship. We borrow the definition of 

quality of government from Rothstein and Teorell (2008), who refer to it as when a 

government treats all individuals within its jurisdiction in an impartial way irrespective of 

their social, economic, political, cultural or ethnic position. Empirically, we follow recent 

comparative studies that, noting the high correlations among many government indicators – 

such as control of corruption, prevalence of the rule of law, or government effectiveness 
353

– 

have aimed at operationalizing quality of government as “the ability of a state to perform its 

activities in an efficient way and without corruption” (Charron and Lapuente 2010; 443; see 

also Bäck and Hadenius 2008 for a similar empirical specification).  

As important as what is included in the definition of quality of government it is to state what 

is not included. Regarding this, the most remarkable absences in these operationalizations of 

quality of government are proxies for the size of government (in absolute terms or in relation 

to the size of the economy) – which, nonetheless, have traditionally been the prevailing 

measures of government in the comparative literature. The focus is thus in quality and not in 

quantity of government. The intuitive idea behind this is quite straightforward: you can have a 

small quantity of government, but with high quality – e.g. Singapore ranks at the top in most 

quality of government indicators while government expenditures barely amount to 17% of the 

GDP – as well as Big Governments with low quality. The poor performance in any quality of 

government indicator of three of the world’s biggest governments in relation to their 

economies (Cuba, Iraq and Romania) reveals the low correlation one can have between 

quantity and quality of government.  

It is also important to note that, following a recent trend in the comparative literature, we 

analyze differences in quality of government at sub-national instead of the most traditional 

approaches, which have almost exclusively focused on national differences. In particular, 

recent studies of European regions (e.g. Tabellini 2010, Charron and Lapuente 2011) have 

observed notable differences within countries: for instance, the well-known divergences 

between northern and southern Italy, but also less well-known differences within Belgium or 

Romania. These within differences are frequently wider than the cross-country divergences – 

despite an extensive academic literature underlining cross-national variations and despite also 

a public debate that, as the coverage of the current euro and debt crisis in the European media 

illustrates, is mostly centered on national differences. Thus, unlike the traditional assumption 

that the quality of government is roughly similar within a country’s borders, these studies note 

important regional differences. These differences are geographical, but not necessarily 

institutional. That is, as Tabellini (2010) remarks, theoretically similar institutions for law 

enforcement operate in very different ways in a region in Northern Italy than in the South. In 

other words, these differences do not seem to be the result of specific formal institutions in 

each region, but of informal institutions or “rules of the game”.  
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 Observing these high correlations, Tabellini (2008: 263) remarks that “it makes sense to talk about the quality 

of government as a general feature of countries.”  
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The causes of those regionally based informal institutions (e.g. clientelistic or nepotistic 

networks dominating in Southern Italy vs. more meritocracy in Northern Italy) may be 

partially the result of long-lasting historical legacies, given the high correlations between 

these contemporary regional measures of quality of government and historical measures of 

political freedoms in that region (Tabellini 2010, Charron and Lapuente 2010). At the same 

time, there can also be political factors (e.g. the dominance of a single party vs. a more 

fragmented politically region) partially explaining those regional differences in QoG across 

Europe (Charron and Lapuente 2010). The causes of the regional differences are, 

nevertheless, in QoG are outside the scope of this paper, which uses QoG as an independent 

variable. We are interested here in the effects of those differences in QoG for explaining 

regional divergences in entrepreneurship. Obviously, this does not mean that we neglect the 

potential problems of reverse causality and endogeneity that seem likely to emerge between 

an institutional variable (QoG) and an economic one (entrepreneurship). We will extensively 

deal with this problem in the empirical analysis.  

Hypothesis 1: quality of government and regional entrepreneurship  

Following the third perspective on entrepreneurship – i.e. the one that underlines the 

importance of institutional foundations –, we argue here that the level of quality of 

government – defined as impartiality – provides an incentive structure that encourages (or 

discourages) individuals to become entrepreneurs. In particular, we state that the calculus on 

expected return on investment, and therefore the rates of entrepreneurship, is determined by 

the perceived impartiality of government. In what follows, we offer some mechanisms on how 

high (low) quality of government encourages (discourages) entrepreneurship, illustrated with 

some real-world examples from European countries.  

To start with, a partial government may aim at extracting rents from entrepreneurs instead of 

promoting entrepreneurship. The extensive documentation generated by the Spanish 

prosecutors in the Operación Guateque against corruption in Madrid local government 

provides some flesh-and-bone examples of how discouraging of entrepreneurial activity 

bribe-extracting officials are. The investigation unveiled that the owners of several restaurants 

and cafés in the city were asked to pay bribes – ranging from 3,000 to 18,000 euros – to a 

network of sixteen local officials if they wanted to keep their business in operation (Público, 

14-11-2007a). For instance, Alvaro Gallardo recalled how his café in Madrid was sealed after 

several notices by the municipal authorities because there was "a missing paper. But I never 

got to find out what that it was. A municipal department sent me to another and never was the 

person who had to fix the process. I guess the paper a purple one, with a five and two zeros 

[i.e. a 500euro note]" (Público, 14-11-2007b). After his business was sealed, Mr Gallardo 

tried to re-open it, given that he had invested all his savings in it. Nevertheless, he failed to do 

so, because he could not overcome the series of reforms imposed by the local officials, like 

soundproofing the room up to three times because it was leaking a decibel. Even after all 

these expensive reforms were undertaken, the business license never came because his café 

"never ceased to be a decibel over” (ibid.). Mr. Gallardo actually noted how one of the 

prosecuted officials had advised him: "if you knew who to give the money, you would not be 
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in this situation” (ibid.). Many other business owners in the same sector decided to pay the 

required bribes from the very first day in order to obtain all sort of benefits, like a notification 

of the day when the official inspector would visit the business. It is difficult to downplay the 

dissuasive effects that this type of rent-seeking behavior by public officials may have on a 

society’s business community at large and, in particular, on would-be entrepreneurs.  

Additionally, a partial government benefits from “red tape” – which, in turn, is detrimental for 

business, because it increases the costs to start and maintain a business. If a government aims 

at benefiting entrenched interests – being them those politically connected or simply those 

who pay a bribe – instead of delivering policies in an impartial way, it has incentives to 

introduce burdensome and lengthy administrative procedures for those interested in doing 

business. The more cumbersome procedures to get/renew business license are, the more 

government officials have to offer to entrenched interests (and bribe payers) in terms of 

shortcuts and advantages vis-à-vis their competitors. Following the example mentioned 

above, the Madrid bar association has explicitly stated that the fact that it may take years to 

gather all necessary licenses to open a pub in the city increases the incentives entrepreneurs 

have to pay bribes (Público, 14-11-2007a).  This mechanism has been argued in the literature.. 

The excess of red tape and administrative procedures generated by a partial government 

aiming at benefiting insiders (and/or bribe payers) at the expense of outsiders (and/or honest 

entrepreneurs) has a deleterious effect on entrepreneurship levels. This point has been noted 

by influential international analysts studying the difficulties for economic recovery in large 

parts of Europe in the aftermath of the financial crisis. For instance, The Economist, on an 

article on why the euro zone struggles to grow economically, points out precisely to the 

bureaucratic costs for starting businesses in some countries.
354

 The article recalls the story of 

what seems a simple and relatively successful business idea – a bookshop that also serves 

coffee and wine in Madrid – and how it almost died before coming to life because:  

“Curro and his friends [the entrepreneurs] needed three years to set up shop. They 

had to obtain a full house of separate permits, one to sell books, a second to sell 

coffee and a third to sell wine. The town hall said not to worry and advised Curro 

to open his doors while he was still waiting for the paperwork. But the budding 

entrepreneurs wondered what they would do if the police turned up” (The 

Economist, 12-11-2011).  

Using an almost identical example, The Wall Street Journal illustrated the problems for Greek 

business generated by bureaucratic red tape:  

“One example of the bureaucracy involved in running an enterprise in Greece is a 

new bookstore/cafe I visited here last week. The owner had spent nearly a year 

jumping through the hoops required to open her business, now a month old. I 

ordered a coffee at the cafe and the waitress walked immediately over to the bar 
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 The World Bank’s ranking of economies according to how easy it is to start a business puts Italy in position 

77, Spain in position 133, and Greece in position 13. 
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across the street to pick one up. Despite months of trying, the owner had been 

unable to get a license to make coffee on the premises. Shortly after, I watched a 

customer get turned away when she tried to purchase a book. It was 6:05 p.m., and 

it is illegal to sell books after 6 p.m. in Athens. I was at a bookstore/cafe that 

could neither make coffee nor sell books.” (Greene 2012) 

As previous research has shown, the costs for business produced by partial governments is 

particularly harmful for small and medium-sized enterprises – as large business is better 

equipped to cope with the consequences of poor quality of governance, namely uncertainty 

and corruption (Arauzo-Carod and Segarra-Blasco 2005, Miller 1989, Slinko et al. 2005). 

Small and medium-sized firms suffer more, in the first place, due to the costs of uncertainty, 

corruption and the lack of predictability relative to large firms. Furthermore, they may suffer 

tacit or explicit entry barriers by larger insider firms that enjoy connections with the 

bureaucratic agencies in charge of regulating and supervising business. Large businesses have 

an incentive to keep these high barriers of entry for potential competitors and, consequently, 

they may block structural reforms aimed at eliminating them (The Economist, 12-11-2011). In 

other words, low quality of government can be the best outcome for some business – those 

with the resources to obtained targeted benefits from public authorities. Rationally 

anticipating these costs, many would-be entrepreneurs in low-QoG regions may decide not to 

start a business.  

Apart from the examples noted here, there is an extensive literature documenting these 

negative effects of corruption/low QoG over the development of small and medium-sized 

firms in many different settings. For instance, as a bribe to a local party organization was a 

prerequisite of doing business in the U.S. cities in the end of the XIX century (Steffens 1904), 

such a situation, Miller (1989) argues, benefited larger businesses for several reasons. Firstly, 

large corporations could much more easily afford the cost associated with political bribery. 

Secondly, through bribery business developed close relationships with party bosses to erect 

entry barriers against competitors. Thirdly, because of often ‘rapid and unstable coalition 

formation within and between parties’ (Miller 1989: 689) and the dominance of the political 

patronage (spoils system) the wholesale replacements of governments by supporters of the 

new coalition were often. Consequently, a firm’s ‘agreement’ with departing officials would 

necessarily need to be renegotiated with a new administration. As a result, ‘small, local 

businesses seemed to pay the greatest costs in resources, uncertainty, and threat to property 

rights’ (Miller 1989: 689). 

Motivated by the behavior of the Russian oligarchs of 1990s, who controlled large stakes of 

newly privatized economy, Sonin (2003) showed how large business became opponents of a 

public protection of property rights, instead developing a private protection system which 

involved cozy relationships with politicians and administrations. The absence of a public 

system of property rights protection inevitably discourages economic investment by those 

actors who cannot afford private protection of property rights. Similarly, an econometric 

study on Russian firms with and without political connections showed that state capture by 

business adversely affects small-business growth (Slinko et al. 2005). Similarly, a number of 
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recent empirical studies investigating the effects of financial, legal, and corruption problems 

on entry and firms’ growth rates has shown that poor institutional quality constrains business 

entry and growth with the smallest firms being constrained the most (Arauzo-Carod and 

Segarra-Blasco 2005, Beck et al. 2005).  

Following this literature, we thus hypothesize that the higher the level of quality of 

government in a region – such as the absence of politically motivated preferential and/or 

corrupt treatments for certain business people – the more small and medium-sized firms per 

capita the region will have. Quality of government should be translated into increased levels 

of entrepreneurship. This is our first hypothesis. 

Hypothesis 2:  country’s quality of government and regional inequalities 

In our second hypothesis we shift the focus from the levels of regional entrepreneurship to 

regional inequalities in entrepreneurship within each country. Our goal is to explain a 

puzzling finding in several studies looking at regional growth rates in the EU new member 

states. This research has shown that the sharp rise in regional inequalities within new member 

states is almost exclusively driven by the capital region experiencing rapid growth since 

membership (Heidenreich 2003; Ezcurra et al 2007; Jasmand and Stiller 2005), leaving the 

peripheral regions behind.   

We consider that not only quality of government may affect the number of small and medium-

size firms in a region, but also their territorial distribution. Our second hypothesis builds upon 

the same underlying argument as in hypothesis 1: that governments who manipulate the rules 

of the game to the advantage of a few do it at the expense of the wellbeing of society as a 

whole (for a pioneering formulation of this argument, see Mauro 1995). Hypothesis 2 

translates this argument to a territorial dimension: in low QoG countries a few territories (and 

mostly the capital) may benefit at the expense of the rest of the territories.
355

  

Namely, we argue that, as appropriate political connections payoff enormously for 

entrepreneurs in low-QoG countries, entrepreneurial activity will be, ceteris paribus, relatively 

more concentrated in the geographical areas surrounding the centre of political power – i.e. 

capitals. This concentration of business in the capitals would happen through two 

mechanisms. Firstly, in countries with overall low levels of QoG – i.e. government 

institutions are not impartial and benefit certain vested business at the expense of others – 

there is a high incentive for entrepreneurs (or would-be entrepreneurs) to develop the 

appropriate political, personal or clientelistic connections that may help to consolidate their 

business. This may lead to an exodus of entrepreneurial individuals from peripheral regions to 

core regions, and, first and foremost, to the country’s center of political power, where public 

subsidies and tax cuts to business as well as business regulation and supervision are ultimately 

decided: the country’s capital. Secondly, in countries with high levels of partiality or low 

QoG, entrepreneurs in peripheral regions who stay at their regions may enjoy the less 
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privileged access to the appropriate connections that can ease their business, unlike those 

individuals who have started their business in the capital.  

Consequently, one should observe higher concentrations of entrepreneurial activity in the 

country’s core areas – and, particularly, the capital – in those countries where government 

institutions are perceived as partial and benefiting arbitrarily some economic activities or 

some entrepreneurs at the expense of the social well-being. On the contrary, ceteris paribus, 

regional economic inequalities will be smaller in those countries where economic agents 

perceive personal and political connections with government agents are decisive for the 

success of their business. Our second hypothesis thus goes as follows: the lower the overall 

level of quality of government a country has, the higher the economic inequalities among its 

regions.  

In sum, this paper puts forward two interrelated hypothesis. First, all other things being equal, 

regions with better quality of government experience higher rates of entrepreneurial activity 

than regions with lower quality of government. Second, countries with poor quality of 

government experience higher levels of economic inequality across their territorial 

constituencies, compared to polities with better quality of government.   

Sample, Data and Methods 

In this study we employ two separate but related samples – the first at the regional level and 

the second at the national level.  Regarding the QoG and Entrepreneurship and the Wealth of 

Regions analyses, we employ data for 172 EU regions
356

 from 18 different countries (see 

Appendix). For the third empirical test, we take the data for the same 18 countries, yet at the 

national level in order to test the equality of the distribution of small firms among regions.  

Dependent Variable at Regional Level 

In this study we are interested in showing the empirical link between the quality of regional 

governments and the regional levels of entrepreneurship. We measure the level of 

entrepreneurship both with so called ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ measures.  With regard to the former, 

we take the number of small and medium size enterprises operating in a region in a given 

year.
357

 The number of SMEs are taken from a comprehensive database on active businesses 

in Europe, called Amadeus.
358

  The data we are interested in is available for 2007-2010, with 

2010 being incomplete for several countries, thus we only take the first three years. To obtain 

a comparable figure of the level of entrepreneurship we take the number of small business per 

100,000 residents (SMALL FIRMS).  
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 At the NUTS1 and NUTS2 (Nomenclature for Statistical Territorial Units) levels. 
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 We follow the EU definition of SME that is ‘enterprises which employ fewer than 250 persons and which 

have an annual turnover not exceeding EUR 50 million, and/or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding EUR 

43 million’ (The Commission of the European Communities, 2003). 
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 The data we are interested in is available from 2007-2010, with 2010 being incomplete for several countries, 

thus we take only the first three years.  https://amadeus-bvdinfo-com.ezproxy.ub.gu.se/version-

20111110/Search.QuickSearch.serv?_CID=3535&context=3SEF70U2KITJQ1A  

https://amadeus-bvdinfo-com.ezproxy.ub.gu.se/version-20111110/Search.QuickSearch.serv?_CID=3535&context=3SEF70U2KITJQ1A
https://amadeus-bvdinfo-com.ezproxy.ub.gu.se/version-20111110/Search.QuickSearch.serv?_CID=3535&context=3SEF70U2KITJQ1A
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We find that both across countries and at the regional level within countries there is a 

substantial degree of variation in SMALL FIRMS.  For example, Sweden on average has over 

95 of SMEs per 100,000 in the regional aggregate, while Romania has less than 17.  At the 

regional level, Brussels region, Athens region, Östra Sverige (Stockholm region) and Prague 

region all have over 100 small firms, while Burgenland (AT), Nord Nederland (NL) and Sud-

Vest Oltenia (RO) all have less than 10 small firms per 100,000 inhabitants. Within countries 

themselves we also find striking regional variation.  For example, in Greece Athens region 

has over 15 times the amount of per capita small firms as Kentriki Ellada (106.8 and 6.9 firms 

per capita correspondently). In Italy, Lombardia and Bolzano have 85.6 and 72.5 firms per 

100,000 residents, while Calabria has just 10.5, and in Belgium, the Vlaams Gewest 

(Flanders) region has more than 2.5 times more per capita small firms than Wallonia (83.3 

compared with 31.1).  For a clearer picture of the variation of this variable, we provide two 

visual aids.  Figure 1 shows the average per capita number of firms by country and min-max 

region in each country, while Figure 2 shows a map of the distribution of firms by region 

throughout the sample
359

.   

Figure 1. Small Firms per capita by Country Average & Min-Max Region 
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 In addition, we check the robustness of the measure using an alternative coding of SMALL FIRMS and 

includes only those firms for each region-year that do more than 50,000 Euros in business.   
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Figure 2. Number of per capita Small Firms in European Regions 

 

 

Primary Independent Variables at Regional Level 

Institutional Factors: Regional Quality of Government 

The explanatory variable of primary interest is the quality of governmental institutions of 

regions in the sample.  For this, we employ data from a recent pioneering study on measuring 

quality of government (QoG) at the sub-national level (EQI). As with any abstract concept in 

the social sciences, such as democracy or minority rights that scholars attempt to quantify, 

QoG is also a challenge to measure.  Since corruption is clandestine and impartiality and 

quality of public services do not necessarily correspond to any pre-written law, scholars have 

relied on ‘soft measures’ of QoG, based primarily on opinion surveys of citizens, firms, risk-

assessment groups and IGO’s. This paper follows the same approach, but with one difference 

regarding the previous literature: instead of national, we focus on sub-national perceptions of 

QoG. We utilize new data collected in an European Commission-funded project on measuring 

quality of government across 172 European regions in 2009-2010.
360

 While perceptions of 

QoG at the national level are more widely available, sub-national assessments are extremely 

limited, and this represents a pioneering effort.  

The measure of regional QoG is based, first, on a survey of about 34,000 EU citizens 

(approximately 200 respondents per region), which constitutes, to the best of our knowledge, 

                                                           
360

 Original report published by the European Commission, January 2011, available online at 

http://nicholascharron.files.wordpress.com/2010/04/final-report-parts-1-3.pdf  

http://nicholascharron.files.wordpress.com/2010/04/final-report-parts-1-3.pdf
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the largest survey to measure QoG at the sub-national level to date.
361

 The respondents were 

asked to rate three core public services – education, health care and law enforcement – with 

respect to three related concepts of QoG – the quality, impartiality and level of corruption of 

the abovementioned services. Second, the sub-national survey assessment was combined with 

a national assessment from the World Bank’s ‘World Governance Indicators’ (WGI) 

(Kaufmann et al. 2009), following the methodology developed in the Handbook on 

Constructing Composite Indicators (2008) from the OECD and JRC.   

Essentially, the WGI data serve as each country’s mean score and the regional survey data 

provides us information on how much higher or lower a region performs relative to its 

country’s mean with respect to QoG.
362

 This is done essentially for two reasons.  First, 

although we track regional differences within countries with respect to the three public 

services mentioned above, there remains much unobserved ‘national context’ in the regional 

measure.  It stands to reason that a region’s QoG is still affected by several additional factors, 

such as the rule of law, immigration, and customs or defence that need to be accounted for 

when assessing the overall QoG of any sub-national unit.  The second is more a practical one 

– 200 respondent per region is a relatively low number of observations.  Thus to ‘anchor’ each 

estimate, the national level data provided by the World Bank allows us to include outside 

assessment of each country’s QoG, and add the necessary national context unobserved in the 

regional measure alone.  The measure has been coded 0-100, with higher scores equating with 

higher levels of QoG.  For more on this measure, see Charron et al., forthcoming.   

Psychological and Sociological Factors at Regional Level 

We measure ‘psychological’ attitudes toward entrepreneurship indirectly, via survey data at 

the regional level from a recent Eurobarometer survey in 2009.   First, we combine four 

related question to create an index that captures perceptions of entrepreneurship in general.  

The question from a large 2009 EU citizen survey, entitled “Entrepreneurship in the EU and 

Beyond” (EU Commission, 2009).  The 4 questions are the following from the topic “Image 

of entrepreneurship”.  For each question, the respondents are asked to answer from 1-4, 

strongly agree – strongly disagree
363

. 

a. “Entrepreneurs are job creators”  

b. ““Entrepreneurs create new products and services and benefit us all” 
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 A more in depth description of the data collection and construction can be found in (reference deleted for 

anonymity). 
362

 We employ four measures from the WGI: the ‘control of corruption, ‘rule of law’, ‘government effectiveness’ 

and ‘voice and accountability’, and aggregate them using equal weighting (factor weights do not alter the results 

in any meaningful way).  This provides the national-level estimate of each country around with the regional data 

places each region in each of the 18 countries for which survey data is available.  How much higher (lower) a 

region’s score was estimated to be over the mean was derived by aggregating the regional scores for each 

country (using population weighted averages) and this mean score was subtracted from each individual region’s 

score to obtain the range within each country. 
363

 ‘don’t know’ was also an option’ and during the aggregation this response was dropped. 
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c. “Entrepreneurs think only about their own wallet” 

d. “Entrepreneurs exploit other people’s work” 

We aggregate the individual responses by NUTS region to correspond with our measure of 

QoG (and hard measure of small firms) and adjusted the variables so that higher values for 

each measure equates to more positive views of entrepreneurship.  Then we performed a 

principle component, factor analysis to see how well the four variables related to one another 

and to obtain relative weights when combining them into a single index
364

.  The index can 

plausibly range from 1-4, yet in the sample it ranges from 1.95 to 2.79 with a standard 

deviation of 0.15.  We observe the distribution of this variable EU wide in Figure 3, with 

darker regions having more positive views of entrepreneurship.  

Figure 3. Attitudes toward Entrepreneurship in the EU 

 

Second, we take as an alternative measure to the index above, a single question from the same 

survey.  Respondents were asked “Regardless of whether or not you would like to become 

self-employed, would it be feasible for you to be self-employed within the next 5 years? (1-4, 

strongly agree – strongly disagree)”.  We employ this measure in robustness checks. 

                                                           
364

 We found that the four variables loaded well together and according to the Keiser criterion, they load onto a 

single factor. The results showed that only one factor had an Eigenvalue above ‘1’ and that factor explains 64% 

of the variation in the variables.  The resulting factor weights can be found in the appendix.  It should be noted 

that the Spearman Rank coefficient is 0.99 when comparing the factor weighted index to an index of the four 

variables with equal weighting.   
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Regarding sociological factors, direct measures are again unavailable. Thus we use two 

standard measures.  First, we use a proxy for the amount of diversity in a region.  Unlike at 

the national level were several indeces are available for ‘entholinguistic fractionalization’, 

such measures are not available for the regions in our sample, thus we take an alternative.  We 

employ the percentage of non-EU residents per region (Eurostat, year 2008).  The weakness 

of this measure is that it does not pick up diversity when a region has a strong minority of 

residents from another EU country, as is the case with a region like Nord Vest in Romania, 

with approximately 20% ethnic Hungarians.  However, it does capture diversity in the sense 

of residence coming from Africa, Asia/Oceania or the Americas, which does indeed give us 

some indication of the dynamics of the region’s diversity.  

Second, following the cognitive perspective on the causes of entrepreneurship, it is expected 

that the regional level of entrepreneurship (and economic growth) would be influenced by the 

regional human capital endowment.
365

  In addition to this we reason that in advanced 

economies as the EU, business opportunities would lay in areas requiring relatively high skill 

and educational capacity. To capture the phenomenon of regional human capital, we take the 

aggregated level of education as operationalized by the percentage of the population with a 

post-secondary education or higher (EDUCATION).  We take this measure from Eurostat and 

average it from 2001-2006 for each region.   

Additional Control Variables at Regional Level  

Entrepreneurship is a relatively recent area of systematic social enquiry, which characterised 

by both weak theoretical development (Low 2001) and ‘surprisingly limited’ empirical 

research (Djankov et al. 2005). Therefore, unlike for example the economic growth literature, 

there are no ‘core variables’ that proved to be robustly associated with the increased rates of 

entrepreneurship.  

In this empirical test we consider several control factors. We expect that higher levels of 

social trust will lead to greater levels of entrepreneurship on average ((TRUST).  We take 

levels of TRUST from the World Value Surveys (Inglehart et al 2000, from Tabellini, 2010).  

The measure is calculated as the percentage of respondents who answer that “Most people can 

be trusted” (the other possible answers being “Can’t be too careful” and “Don’t know”) to the 

question “Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you can’t 

be too careful in dealing with people?” 

In addition, we introduce TOURISM as a control variable (measured as the amount of per 

capita tourism in each region (logged), averaged from the years of 2001-2006 for each region, 

Eurostat). As tourism stands as a salient feature of economic structure of many European 

countries and regions, it is reasonable to expect that regions that have higher flows of tourism 

traffic would have a greater demand for hotels, restaurants and cafes – an economic sector 

that is traditionally occupied by small and medium business. We also include a measure of 

                                                           
365

 In empirical studies in which the level of analysis is above individuals, psychological/cognitive 

predispositions are usually labelled as ‘human capital’ and proxied by the level of education of the population 

under study. 
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economic development (Euros, PPP per capita, logged) in the models to control for the notion 

that more developed regions have an advantage in attracting more firms (GDP). Although 

admittedly there are inherent problems with endogeneity with the dependent variable SMALL 

FIRMS, we attempt to remedy this by taking the level of development from the mid-1990’s 

(average from 1995-1997), to account for historical advantages in relative regional 

development. 

Although we do not have panel data and thus cannot test these relationships over time, we try 

and account for recent trends in regional employment. The thinking here is that we expect 

‘snowball effects’ to be at play – meaning that regions hat experienced recent increases in 

employment will be attractive to small business entrepreneurs, ceteris paribus. Thus, we 

anticipate that regions which have had relative increases in macro-level employment will be 

more positive to entrepreneurship relative to regions which have had stagnant levels of 

employment (EMPLOYMENT). We control for the percentage change in employment-rates 

per region from 2000-2008 to account for this (from Eurostat).  In addition, despite there are 

reasons to believe that all of the control variables are endogenous to SMALL FIRMS, we 

attempt to minimize this problem by taking each of these three measures temporally prior to 

the outcome variable. 

Finally, we control for three geographical factors. First, we expect that the capital region in 

each country would be more likely to have higher per capital small business (and overall 

wealth concentration) as compared with other regions in the country.
366

  Thus we control for 

this using a dummy variable, which equals ‘1’ for the capital region and ‘0’ if otherwise 

(CAPITAL).  Also, we consider it important to control for the interregional differences in the 

total number of population and the area size of each region (POPULATION and AREA, both 

logged). We take both measures from Eurostat and average them from 2007-2009.   

Data at National Level 

In accordance with the hypothesis on corruption and inequality, we anticipate that, on 

average, more corrupt countries will have greater levels of interregional inequality with 

respect to the rates of entrepreneurship. Therefore, in the third empirical test we take a 

measure of regional inequality of entrepreneurship for each of the 18 countries as the 

dependent variable.  For this, we construct a Gini index of inequality for each country year for 

2007-2009 and take the average of the three years.  Using the formula from Shanker and Shah 

(2003), we take the sum of the absolute difference of the population weighted SMALL FIRMS 

per capita for iregion  and jregion , multiplied by the inverse of maximum value for acountry  

( aY2 ). The weighted Gini index ranges from ‘0’ (perfect equality, whereby each region has an 

equal amount of per capita firms) to )(1 ai Pp  for acountry .   

                                                           
366

 In fact, in all but two countries (Germany and Italy) the level of entrepreneurship is highest in the capital 

region. 
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While other measures, such as the Theil index are at time used to measure regional-level 

inequalities in wealth, results found among several studies using all measures find that the 

measures are most often quite robust (Shaker and Shah 2003; Ezcurra and Pascual 2008). In 

checking the robustness of these results, we also test regional inequalities by using the min-

max method; e.g. the ratio of the region with the most per capita firms over the region with 

the least.  Figure 4 and 5 show a clearer visual of the two national-level dependent variables. 

Figure 4. Regional Inequalities in creation of small firms 
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Figure 5: Corruption and regional inequalities in small firms. 

 

We measure corruption in each country by taking the 2009 CPI score (Corruptions 

Perception’s Index) from Transparency International.  As far as controls are concerned, we 

postulate that the level of trade openness will impact the distribution of firms, as Krugman 

(1991) has shown that more open countries tend to have more concentrated economic 

development in urban regions, in particular when there is a large change in openneness over a 

relatively short period of time.  In particular, we would expect that the ‘shock’ of joining a 

common market such as the EU for the post-socialist states would produce uneven regional 

growth, with much concentration in urban areas. We thus take the change in OPENNESS 

from the KOF Globalization data from the years 1991-1993 (averaged) to 2008 (Drehler 

2010), with greater changes expected to give greater unevenness in the regional levels of 

entrepreneurship. We also control for the ‘state origins’ in each country, which, according to 

the literature, provide a different incentive structure for current and potential entrepreneurship 

(Charron, Dahlström and Lapuente 2012). In addition, as with the literature on regional 

disparities of wealth within countries, we would expect that political decentralization would 

be associated with the concentration of entrepreneurship. The greater political autonomy of 

regions from center, the more interregional variation one would expect to find in a country 

(Rodriguez-Pose and Gill 2004). We account for this in two ways; the first is just with simple 

dummy variables for federal, semi-federal and unitary states
367

. Second, we use a more 

nuanced measure from Hoogue et al, 2010, the amount of “self rule” by sub-national actors in 

each country.  Finally, we control for the overall level of income inequality in a country, using 

the standard Gini index measure from the UN’s Development Indicators.  We would expect 

that more unequal countries with respect to income will be more uneven in the distribution of 
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SMEs as well. In addition to these, we control for two other basic variables in each model: 

population (logged) and whether a country is an EU15 member or not.   

Estimation 

To test the hypotheses, we employ two different regression estimation techniques.  The first is 

simply standard OLS, with Huber-White robust standard errors correcting for 

heteroskadasticity to test whether corruption is empirically related to SMALL FIRMS. We 

admit that our analysis is parsimonious and most likely overlooks several country-level 

factors that might systematically explain levels of SMALL FIMRS, such as the legal system or 

tax levels on entrepreneurs, thus to capture these country-wide factors, country fixed effects 

are included in all models to account for such country-wide variation. Finally, due to the 

absence of a time series in the EQI variable, our analysis is spatial only. 

Results  

Regional Level Analysis – QoG and Small Firms 

In Table 1 we test the hypothesis that lower levels of corruption (and greater levels of QoG) 

are associated with greater levels of SMALL FIRMS.  In all models, we standardize the key 

independent variables (institutional, sociological, and psychological factors) for easier 

comparison of substantive effects. In models 1 and 2, we estimate a simple baseline model, 

the former is purely bivariate, and the latter controls for country fixed effects only.  We see in 

the bivariate model that the EQI is positively and significantly associated with higher per 

capita small business in regions both EU-wide (model 1) and within countries (model 2), with 

the effect of the EQI actually being stronger within countries than EU-wide. Next, we test 

each of the other two factors individually controlling for fixed effects.  

Results show that both macro indicators of sociological and psychological factors have a 

strong and positive impact on the dependent variable, with the sociological variable (regional 

diversity) having the largest substantive effect. In model 5 we execute a ‘horserace’ so to 

speak between the three factors. We find that both the EQI and diversity are significantly 

related with SMALL FIRMS, yet the entrepreneurial index drops below acceptable levels of 

significance, with a one standard deviation increase of the sociological variable having about 

and 80% larger impact on the dependent variable than an equivalent increase in the EQI. Yet 

model 6 reveals that when we control for geographic factors, CAPITAL, POPULATION and 

AREA, the impact of the EQI is most potent – almost three and four times greater than 

psychological and sociological factors respectively. For example, in taking the estimate in 

model 6, we find that an increase in the EQI from ‘0’ to ‘1’ (e.g. one standard deviation 

increase) equates to approximately 11.2 more small firms per capita, holding constant 

sociological and psychological factors as well as the size of the region, population and 

whether it is a capital region or not. In the context of the sample, this helps explain why in 

France, the region of Bretagne (which has a standardized EQI score of 1.03) has 25.8 small 

firms per 100,000 residents and why another French region such as Languedoc-Roussillon 

(standardized EQI=0.51) has only 18.9, or why two similar sized region in Italy - Friuli-
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Venezia Giulia (standardized EQI=0.13) and Abruzzo (EQI = -0.99) have a difference of 

roughly 18 per capita small firms.  In the same model, we find that on average, capital regions 

have approximately 22.7 more small firms per 100,00 residents than non-capital regions, 

while more populous regions (regions with a smaller area size) have more (less) SMALL 

FIRMS respectively. 
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Table 1. QoG and the Number of Small Firms per region: OLS Regression 

  Dep. Variable 

  

Number of Small Firms (per 100,000 residents) 
  

    1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

Institutional Factors 

             EQI 4.81*** 7.21** 
  

7.46** 11.21*** 12.09*** 9.24*** 7.99*** 11.49*** 7.68*** 

  

 

(0.000) 0.05 
  

0.03 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.01) (0.000) (0.01) 

Socialogical Factors 

             Reg. Diversity 

  

11.75*** 

 

12.61*** 3.18 4.80** 2.59 1.05 3.83* 1.65 

    

  

(0.000) 

 

(0.000) (0.14) (0.05) (0.18) (0.62) (0.08) (0.39) 

Psycological Factors 

    
      

   Entreprenuerial Index 

   

6.55*** 2.05 4.67** 3.21 3.45* 1.54 4.01* 1.16 

          (0.01) (0.36) (0.04) (0.32) (0.06) (0.42) (0.07) (0.53) 

Area (log sq. K) 

    
 

-5.92*** -9.11*** -5.97*** -4.15 -6.04*** -4.65*** 

    

    
 

(0.000) (0.000) 0.001 (0.05) (0.01) (0.02) 

Pop. (log) 

    
 

4.43** 9.39*** 5.39*** 3.15 4.93** 4.42** 

    

    
 

(0.05) (0.000) (0.01) (0.11) (0.03) (0.02) 

Capital Region 

    
 

22.68*** 10.25* 17.83*** 17.3*** 21.64*** 14.54*** 

    

    
 

(0.000) (0.07) (0.01) (0.01) (0.000) (0.01) 

Social Trust 

      

0.79*** 

 
  

     

      

(0.000) 

 
  

 Tourism (p.c. log) 

       

5.18*** 
  

3.21** 

    

       

(0.000) 
  

(0.04) 

GDP (PPP p.c. log1995-1997) 

        

26.45*** 

 

20.93*** 

    

        

(0.000) 

 

(0.01) 

Employment 

         

0.77* 0.62 

    

         

(0.07) (0.13) 

Constant   30.8*** 38.5*** 24.9*** 42.2*** 26.7*** 29.1 -39.9*** 15.9 -216.1** 16.5 -183.5** 

    (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.23) (0.000) (0.48) (0.01) (0.53) (0.04) 

Obs.    172 172 170 168 168 168 73 167 168 167 167 

Rsq.    0.06 0.48 0.56 0.43 0.61 0.76 0.79 0.79 0.79 0.77 0.81 

Note: p values from robust SE's in parentheses.  All models (but baseline) include fixed country effects.  The Institutional, sociological and 

psychological variables have all been standardized for easier direct comparison. 
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In models 7-10, we control for SOCIAL TRUST, TOURISM, GDP and EMPLOYMENT 

respectively. We find that TRUST, which is only available for regions in 6 countries, is 

significantly related with the dependent variable, which is also the case with TOURISM (per 

capita, logged) in model 8.  In model 9, we account for past levels of economic development 

(GDP per capita from 1995-1997 averaged and logged) and, as expected find this to be highly 

correlated with the level of contemporary, per capita SMALL FIRMS. Finally, the employment 

trends in a region from 2000-2008 are also significant explanatory factor of contemporary 

levels of the dependent variable in 10.  

Interestingly, the results for the EQI from models 1-6 are highly robust to each variable’s 

inclusion in models 7-10, yet psychological and sociological factors are not robust to the 

inclusion to some of the control variables (DIVERSITY falls below significance levels in 

models 8 and 9 while the entrepreneurial index does so in models 7 and 9). Moreover, in each 

case the substantive effect of a one standard deviation increase in the EQI more than twice 

that of the other two factors. In model 11, we run a full models with all control variables 

together, with the exception of TRUST in order to keep the sample as large as possible. In 

model 11, we find the effect of the on levels of small businesses to be strongly robust, when 

controlling for psychological and sociological factors, geography, human capital, past levels 

of economic development, tourism, employment and country fixed effects, demonstrating the 

highly robust effect of QoG on the presence of small businesses in EU regions. 
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Table 2. Robustness Checks 

 Dep. Variable Number of Small Firms (per 100,000 residents)  
Firms with 50k turnaround only 

Sample:  

  

all available regions politically relevant regions all available regions 

    1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Institutional Factors 

            EQI 11.28*** 13.77*** 7.26** 7.37** 6.13*** 4.86** 5.47** 6.52*** 6.17** 6.23** 

  

 

(0.000) (0.000) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.04) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) 

Socialogical Factors 

            Reg. Diversity 

   

2.81 1.85 

 

2.73 0.45 

 

1.34 

    

   

(0.14) (0.27) 

 

(0.12) (0.77) 

 

(0.38) 

  Education 7.46*** 4.71 4.47** 5.23*** 

 

4.11*** 4.77** 

 

4.11**’ 4.46*** 

    (0.000) (0.19) (0.02) (0.007) 

 

(0.03) (0.02) 

 

(0.01) (0.01) 

Psycological Factors 

            Entreprenuerial Index 

   

0.93 -1.28 

 

-1.56 1.72 

 

0.93 

    

   

(0.59) (0.49) 

 

(0.37) (0.46) 

 

(0.53) 

  Feasibility 5yr Firm 0.78 0.25 0.77 1.19 

 

0.001 0.27 

 

0.09 0.32 

    (0.68) (0.95) (0.68) (0.52)   (0.98) (0.86)   (0.94) (0.81) 

Area (log sq. K) -7.04*** -10.97** -4.99*** -4.12** 0.13 -0.53 0.62 -3.39* -3.31* -2.97* 

    (0.000) (0.000) (0.01) (0.03) (0.93) (0.71) (0.67) (0.04) (0.03) (0.06) 

Pop. (log) 5.37** 11.22*** 4.54** 3.62* 1.71 1.61 1.02 3.33** 3.09* 2.71 

    (0.02) (0.000) (0.02) (0.06) (0.35) (0.36) (0.56) (0.04) (0.06) (0.09) 

Capital Region 13.39** 9.46 9.01 8.23 6.61 2.88 1.01 12.09** 6.83 6.64 

    (0.04) (0.19) (0.19) (0.22) (0.31) (0.36) (0.56) (0.02) (0.24) (0.24) 

Social Trust 

 

0.77** 

            

 

(0.001) 

        Tourism (p.c. log) 

  

3.19** 3.12** 2.18* 2.67** 2.39 2.55** 2.49** 2.48** 

    

  

(0.03) (0.04) (0.10) (0.04) (0.09) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) 

GDP (PPP p.c. log1995-1997) 

  

22.74*** 18.05** 35.48*** 35.22*** 32.83*** 18.12*** 18.24*** 15.44** 

    

  

(0.01) (0.03) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) 

Employment 

  

0.51 0.55 0.38 0.21 0.31 0.55 0.51 0.51 

    

  

(0.19) (0.17) (0.31) (0.59) (0.39) (0.11) (0.13) (0.12) 
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Constant   22.3 -36.2* -199.6** -155.3* -26.1*** -30.5*** -26.1*** -22.8 -157.5** -129.8* 

    (0.39) (0.09) (0.02) (0.07) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.27) (0.02) (0.06) 

Obs.    168 73 167 167 111 111 11 167 168 167 

Rsq.    0.76 0.77 0.81 0.82 0.82 0.82 0.83 0.82 0.83 0.84 

Note: p values from robust SE's in parenthases.  All models (but baseline) include fixed country effects 
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In Table 2, 10 additional models are rune to test the robustness of the results in Table 1. We 

use the two alternative measures of sociological and psychological factors as described in the 

data, along with a sample of only ‘politically relevant regions’ in models 5-7 and in models 8-

10, the dependent variable is coded as only firms with and annual turnaround of 50,000 Euros 

or greater
368

. We find that, despite controlling for geography, capital regions, TOURISM, 

GDP, EMPLOYMENT and TRUST (in model 2 only), the impact of the EQI on SMALL 

FIRMS is remarkably robust, even when including the two measures for psychological and 

sociological factors simultaneously (e.g. in models 4, 7 and 10). Interestingly, in these 

robustness-check models, only the sociological factor of EDUCATION plays a significant role 

in determining regional variation in the dependent variable, yet the substantive effects of a 

one standard deviation increase remain smaller than an equivalent increase in the EQI.   

National Level Analysis: Variation of Small Firms within Countries 

Figure 3 showed the variation in the dependent variable using the Gini Index and the min-max 

measure of regional inequality, while Figure 4 demonstrates the simple bivariate relationship 

between the Gini index and the CPI. Based on this figure, we see strong initial support for the 

claim that more corrupt countries have greater regional inequalities with respect to small firms 

per capita and in fact, corruption alone explains over 50% of the variation in the Gini index 

variable across the 18 countries in the sample.  

Figure 4. Regional Inequalities in creation of small firms 

 

                                                           
368
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In Table 3, we run several OLS regressions with a series of controls for alternative 

explanations as to why countries vary on the dependent variable. Model 1 repeats the bivariate 

results found in figure 4, while model 2 adds population and a EU15 dummy variable. We see 

that the corruption is robust to their inclusion and in fact, the effect becomes larger. In the 

third model, we check the robustness of the Gini measure with the min-max measure of 

regional inequality, for which we find essentially with same results.  
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Table 3. Within Country Variation of Regional Firms per capita: OLS estimates 

 
Dep. Variable Gini  Gini  Min-Max Gini  Gini  Gini  Gini  Gini  Min-Max 

           Corruption -0.38*** -0.52*** -1.31** -0.53** -0.54*** -0.71*** -0.56*** -0.52*** -1.56** 

  

(0.003) (0.003) (0.03) (0.03) (0.009) (0.002) (0.01) (0.005) (0.03) 

Population (logged) 

 

-0.23 -0.13 -0.21 -0.23 -0.27 -0.12 -0.16 -0.15 

   

(0.31) (0.84) (0.44) (0.29) (0.18) (0.52) (0.43) (0.76) 

EU15 (1/0) 

 

0.88 3.4 0.93 0.73 1.02* 1.17 0.99 4.79 

   

(0.17) (0.14) (0.23) (0.25) (0.07) (0.16) (0.25) (0.14) 

Income Inequality 

   

-0.006 

     

     

(0.91) 

     ΔGlobalization 

    

-0.64 

    

      

(0.57) 

    State Origin (1/0) 

     

1.14* 

   

       

(0.08) 

   Federalism (1/0) 

      

-0.71* 

  

        

(0.10) 

  Semi-Federal (1/0) 

      

-0.69 

  

        

(0.30) 

  Political 

Decentralization 

       

-0.02 -0.05 

         

(0.69) (0.76) 

Obs 

 

18 18 18 18 18 18 18 17 17 

Rsq.    0.53 0.45 0.63 0.63 0.64 0.71 0.70 0.51 0.57 

note: OLS estimates with robsut standard errors and p-values in parentheses.  Gini index is multiplied by 10. 

Omitted group in Federal model is unitary states. 

                                          *** p>.01, **p>.05, *p>.10 
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In models 4-8, we again use the Gini index as the dependent variable and check the robustness 

of the relationship between corruption and regional inequalities with one control at a time.  

We find in model 4 that the inclusion of general income inequality does not impact the results, 

and in fact, although this variable is in the expect direction, it is far from statistically 

significant. The change in economic openness from the early 1990’s to 2008 does not 

systematically impact the dependent variable either, and corruption remains strongly 

significant in the model. We find in model 6 that ‘State Origins’ are significantly associated 

with at the 10% level of confidence in the expected direction.  

In models 6 and 7, we test wither political institutions that are associated with power sharing 

between the central government and sub-national units are linked with the dependent variable.  

Interestingly, we find that federalism is significantly associated with lower regional variation 

of small firms per capita compared with unitary countries, which is perhaps not so surprising 

when one considers the sample. Semi-federal sates are negligible from the other two groups 

however. The ‘self-rule’ continuous variable for political decentralization is surprisingly far 

from significant in model 7 and when testing the same specification in model 8 with the min-

max dependent variable, we find the political decentralization variable to be equally lacking 

in explanatory power.   

Discussion 

The crisis in the eurozone, as well as the overall European economic stagnation in the 

aftermath of the financial crisis, is generally seen mostly as a national problem. It is national 

countries the ones suffering speculative (or real) attacks on their governmental bonds, and it is 

national leaders (either democratically elected or more “technocratic”) the ones who are seen 

as responsible for taking the necessary measures to take their countries out of the crisis. Yet, 

looking at the increasingly available data at regional level, it seems that, more than a problem 

of certain nations (e.g. the ‘PIIGS’), the economic crisis seems a matter of certain regions. 

Countries like Italy, Spain or Belgium possess both high-performing regions (e.g. Bolzano, 

Pais Vasco, Flanders) as well as more struggling regions (e.g. Campania, Andalucia, 

Wallonia).  

This paper has offered a factor contributing to explain those regional economic differences: 

the quality of government. By quality of government we do not understand a particular set of 

formal institutions, but an informal rule cross-cutting all governmental functions (whichever 

these are in every region): up to which extent the government treat all individuals in an 

impartial way.   

The paper has argued that quality of governance critically affects the individuals’ calculus of 

the expected return on investment – and hence the rates of entrepreneurial activity in a region. 

This argument finds support in the data. Our analysis showed that the EU regions with better 

quality of government in performed economically on average better than regions in which 

impartiality has been less fully incorporated (for instance, because corruption has flourished). 

High quality of government leads to both more SMS firms as well as higher rates of economic 

growth. The effect of the quality of government is robust to different modeling choices.  
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A second finding of this paper – probably less intuitive and thus potentially more relevant – 

emerges from an original hypothesis: overall poor quality of government in a country leads to 

higher economic activity in the political centre (i.e. the capital) and to lower economic 

activity in the remaining regions. In other words, the country’s territorial GINI coefficient 

sharply increases when governments are perceived as highly partial. This finding is very 

robust to all model specifications, and it may have important normative implications for all 

those that, from the European Commission down to the most peripheral European regions, are 

interested in the territorial inequalities. In the light of the results presented here, it seems that 

the shortest way to reduce the (huge) regional economic differences is to increase the quality 

of government. In other words, in addition to (or alternatively to? Since it may be more cost-

effective) the EU territorial cohesion funds and other national schemes of cross-regional 

redistributive transfers, policy-makers interested in reducing regional inequalities should also 

study the possibility of investing resources in strengthening the impartiality of their public 

institutions.  
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Appendix: Sample and Key Data Values 

nuts Name number country EQI smfirmpc Ent.Percp Index 

AT Austria 1 1 84.45 20.80 

 AT11 Burgenland 2 1 90.62 9.36 2.44 

AT12 Niederöstrerreich 3 1 84.49 11.46 2.51 

AT13 Wien 4 1 84.97 30.30 2.47 

AT21 Kärnten 5 1 88.12 14.46 2.61 

AT22 Steiermark 6 1 81.35 16.10 2.53 

AT31 Oberösterreich 7 1 82.63 26.01 2.41 

AT32 Salzburg 8 1 82.03 28.94 2.73 

AT33 Tirol 9 1 87.66 19.93 2.56 

AT34 Voralberg 10 1 86.16 20.31 2.78 

BE Belgium 11 2 72.1 73.91 

 BE1 Brussels 12 2 53.01 119.63 2.27 

BE2 Vlaams Gewest 13 2 81.55 83.30 2.31 

BE3 Wallonie 14 2 60.89 31.00 2.16 

BG Bulgaria 15 3 25.15 21.78 

 BG31 Severozapaden 16 3 6.99 10.65 1.96 

BG32 Severen Tsentralen 17 3 17.99 12.48 2.09 

BG33 Severoiztochen 18 3 42.92 15.42 1.98 

BG34 Yugoiztochen 19 3 16.25 14.12 2.07 

BG41 Yugozapaden 20 3 23.01 42.42 1.98 

BG42 Yuzhen Tsentralen 21 3 39.17 15.48 2.08 

CZ Czech Rep. 22 4 52.03 38.91 

 CZ01 Praha 23 4 41.64 102.06 2.42 

CZ02 Stredni Cechy 24 4 56.41 33.39 2.43 

CZ03 Jihozapad 25 4 61.09 30.87 2.26 

CZ04 Severozapad 26 4 41.51 24.80 2.31 

CZ05 Severovychod 27 4 58.9 26.73 2.28 

CZ06 Jihovychod 28 4 51.69 37.95 2.32 

CZ07 Stedni Morava 29 4 49.66 30.79 2.29 

CZ08 Moravskoslezsko 30 4 53.42 27.47 2.23 

DK Denmark 31 5 94.71 54.18 

 DK01 Hovedstaden 32 5 91.72 79.93 2.52 

DK02 Sjaelland 33 5 94.82 26.21 2.54 

DK03 Syddanmark 34 5 94.63 48.85 2.56 

DK04 Midtylland 35 5 100 46.68 2.56 

DK05 Nordjylland 36 5 91.96 47.45 2.56 

DE Germany 37 6 81.46 19.31 

 DE1 Baden Wuttemberg 38 6 83.94 18.38 2.43 

DE2 Bavaria 39 6 78.09 19.08 2.26 

DE3 Berlin 40 6 83.94 15.77 2.16 

DE4 Brandenburg 41 6 83.89 16.59 2.41 

DE5 Bremen 42 6 83.33 27.40 2.13 

DE6 Hamburg 43 6 83.51 36.88 2.34 
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DE7 Hessen 44 6 76.31 23.48 2.45 

DE8 Mecklenburg-Vorpommen 45 6 83.25 17.71 2.20 

DE9 Lower Saxony 46 6 82.99 16.16 2.34 

DEA North Rhine Westphalia 47 6 78.14 21.19 2.41 

DEB Rhineland-Palatinate 48 6 80.58 13.55 2.38 

DEC Saarland 49 6 85.48 17.71 2.33 

DED Saxony 50 6 86.44 18.06 2.24 

DEE Saxony-Anhalt 51 6 81.43 18.31 2.12 

DEF Schleswig-Holstein 52 6 90.3 17.36 2.43 

DEG Thuringia 53 6 91.67 20.47 1.96 

FR France 54 7 73.4 30.69 

 FR10 Ile-de-France 55 7 73.5 54.91 2.41 

FR21 Champagne-Ardenne 56 7 65.63 31.37 2.16 

FR22 Picardie 57 7 71.85 23.68 2.16 

FR23 Haute-Normandie 58 7 64.29 23.52 2.16 

FR24 Centre 59 7 74.95 27.52 2.16 

FR25 Basse-Normandie 60 7 72.53 25.82 2.16 

FR26 Bourgogne 61 7 72.15 26.36 2.16 

FR30 Nord - Pas-de-Calais 62 7 73.44 24.36 2.18 

FR41 Lorraine 63 7 66.9 21.61 2.26 

FR42 Alsace 64 7 71.93 26.52 2.26 

FR43 Franche-Comte 65 7 72.36 25.21 2.26 

FR51 Pays de la Loire 66 7 69.36 31.83 2.31 

FR52 Bretagne 67 7 84.3 25.89 2.31 

FR53 Poitou-Charentes 68 7 78.32 25.72 2.31 

FR61 Aquitaine 69 7 79.44 26.94 2.37 

FR62 Midi-Pyrenees 70 7 70.18 26.00 2.37 

FR63 Limousin 71 7 77.42 21.03 2.37 

FR71 Rhone-Alpes 72 7 79 29.02 2.36 

FR72 Auvergne 73 7 73.85 21.67 2.36 

FR81 Languedoc-Roussillon 74 7 73.28 18.63 2.29 

FR82 Provence-Alpes-Cote d'Azur 75 7 66.28 24.83 2.29 

FR83 Corse 76 7 64.28 22.45 2.29 

FR91 Guadeloupe 77 7 48.64 11.93 

 FR92 Martinique 78 7 51.89 13.07 

 FR93 Guyane 79 7 49.48 10.45 

 FR94 Reunion 80 7 58 9.21 

 GR Greece 81 8 42.69 16.75 

 GR1 Voreia Ellada 82 8 31.34 10.40 1.99 

GR2 Kentriki Ellada 83 8 38.31 6.94 1.97 

GR3 Attica 84 8 55.9 106.83 1.96 

GR4 Nisia Aigaiou-Kriti 85 8 41.72 13.20 2.06 

HU Hungary 86 9 49.54 18.50 

 HU1 Közép-Magyarország 87 9 39.69 37.21 2.28 

HU2 Dunántúl 88 9 54.9 12.10 2.27 

HU3 Észak és Alföld 89 9 52.3 10.02 2.17 



595 

 

IT Italy 90 10 39.21 43.98 

 ITC1 Piemonte 91 10 58.07 43.36 2.23 

ITC2 Valle d'Acosta 92 10 75.78 43.41 2.23 

ITC3 Ligura 93 10 49.61 30.81 2.23 

ITC4 Lombardia 94 10 46.76 84.69 2.23 

ITD1 Bolzano 95 10 78.74 72.98 2.29 

ITD2 Trento 96 10 72.35 53.71 2.29 

ITD3 Veneto 97 10 50.57 65.67 2.29 

ITD4 Friuli-Venezia Giulia 98 10 64.96 45.76 2.29 

ITD5 Emilia-Romagna 99 10 53.2 69.37 2.29 

ITE1 Toscana 100 10 48.65 45.16 2.13 

ITE2 Umbria 101 10 56.5 37.83 2.13 

ITE3 Marche 102 10 50.61 40.34 2.13 

ITE4 Lazio 103 10 33.06 39.31 2.13 

ITF1 Abruzzo 104 10 40.86 27.12 2.18 

ITF2 Molise 105 10 33.73 18.51 2.18 

ITF3 Campania 106 10 10.18 20.41 2.18 

ITF4 Puglia 107 10 22.87 15.05 2.18 

ITF5 Basilicata 108 10 33.24 13.37 2.18 

ITF6 Calabria 109 10 13 10.52 2.18 

ITG1 Sicilia 110 10 20.85 13.44 2.12 

ITG2 Sardegna 111 10 41.33 16.91 2.12 

NL Netherlands 11 89.39 29.78 

 NL1 Noord-Nederland 113 11 97.61 9.11 2.26 

NL2 Oost-Nederland 114 11 87.9 18.56 2.26 

NL3 West-Nederland 115 11 89.96 43.25 2.22 

NL4 Zuid-Nederland 116 11 85.69 21.59 2.26 

PL Poland 117 12 41.91 19.40 

 PL11 Lodzkie 118 12 43.91 16.34 2.03 

PL12 Mazowieckie 119 12 40.65 37.38 2.03 

PL21 Malopolskie 120 12 43.28 17.26 2.09 

PL22 Slaskie 121 12 38.06 17.77 2.09 

PL31 Lubelskie 122 12 42.64 9.97 2.07 

PL32 Podkarpackie 123 12 43.77 12.47 2.07 

PL33 Swietokrzyskie 124 12 44.81 13.23 2.07 

PL34 Podlaskie 125 12 41.39 13.19 2.07 

PL41 Wielkopolskie 126 12 40.59 23.21 2.12 

PL42 Zachodniopomorskie 127 12 43.45 16.68 2.12 

PL43 Lubuskie 128 12 42.09 15.96 2.12 

PL51 Dolnoslaskie 129 12 38.03 17.67 2.13 

PL52 Opolskie 130 12 49.03 15.21 2.13 

PL61 Kujawsko-Pomorskie 131 12 41.66 16.93 2.14 

PL62 Warminsko-Mazurskie 132 12 47.78 11.96 2.14 

PL63 Pomorskie 133 12 43.66 19.26 2.14 

PT Portugal 134 13 61.61 38.52 

 PT11 Norte 135 13 54.68 29.95 2.22 
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PT15 Algarve 136 13 66.21 30.92 2.23 

PT16 Centro 137 13 61.05 28.13 2.26 

PT17 Lisboa 138 13 64.74 61.35 2.26 

PT18 Alentejo 139 13 77.74 24.23 2.20 

PT20 Região Autónoma dos Açores 140 13 72.82 27.87 2.28 

PT30 Região Autónoma da Madeira 141 13 67.76 76.79 2.21 

RO Romania 142 14 23.62 14.95 

 RO11 Nord-Vest 143 14 39.8 11.76 2.15 

RO12 Centru 144 14 30.09 14.30 2.11 

RO21 Nord-Est 145 14 20.67 6.81 2.08 

RO22 Sud-Est 146 14 20.22 12.30 1.98 

RO31 Sud-Muntenia 147 14 25.88 10.19 2.11 

RO32 Bucuresti-Ilfov 148 14 0 52.56 2.13 

RO41 Sud-Vest Oltenia 149 14 32.33 6.91 2.02 

RO42 Vest 150 14 15.53 13.74 2.22 

SK Slovakia 151 15 45.56 16.95 

 SK01 Bratislavský kraj 152 15 50.07 52.61 2.14 

SK02 Západné Slovensko 153 15 43.72 14.32 2.08 

SK03 Stredné Slovensko 154 15 45.84 12.49 1.98 

SK04 Východné Slovensko 155 15 45.77 10.04 2.02 

ES Spain 156 16 62.3 42.40 

 ES11 Galicia 157 16 74.66 35.38 2.12 

ES12 Principado de Asturias 158 16 73.3 30.95 2.12 

ES13 Cantabria 159 16 65.28 31.04 2.12 

ES21 Pais Vasco 160 16 76.64 55.57 2.18 

ES22 Comunidad Foral de Navarra 161 16 65.92 58.82 2.18 

ES23 La Rioja 162 16 67.45 51.34 2.18 

ES24 Aragón 163 16 69.13 46.26 2.18 

ES30 Comunidad de Madrid 164 16 60.03 72.99 2.18 

ES41 Castilla y León 165 16 60.97 27.54 2.21 

ES42 Castilla-La Mancha 166 16 66.69 23.74 2.21 

ES43 Extremadura 167 16 71.21 18.68 2.21 

ES51 Cataluña 168 16 52.07 60.09 2.20 

ES52 Comunidad Valenciana 169 16 65.5 38.49 2.20 

ES53 Illes Balears 170 16 64.53 30.80 2.20 

ES61 Andalucia 171 16 57.84 21.85 2.23 

ES62 Región de Murcia 172 16 68.34 37.84 2.23 

ES63 Ciudad Autónoma de Ceuta (ES) 173 16 

 

24.98 

 ES64 Ciudad Autónoma de Melilla (ES) 174 16 

 

12.02 

 ES70 Canarias (ES) 175 16 68.08 33.33 2.09 

SE Sweden 176 17 92.38 95.79 

 SE1 Östra Sverige 177 17 92.13 108.68 2.43 

SE2 Södra Sverige 178 17 93.81 99.16 2.45 

SE3 Norra Sverige 179 17 89.61 61.53 2.39 

UK United Kingdom 180 18 81.76 36.06 

 UKC Northeast England 181 18 81.81 25.75 2.26 
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UKD Northwest England 182 18 84.44 28.11 2.41 

UKE Yorkshire-Humber 183 18 76 30.40 2.27 

UKF East Midland England 184 18 88.91 26.10 2.29 

UKG West Midland England 185 18 79.21 28.34 2.29 

UKH East of England 186 18 78.42 22.49 2.39 

UKI London 187 18 72.34 94.18 2.37 

UKJ South East England 188 18 85.36 41.81 2.30 

UKK South West England 189 18 85.55 19.83 2.27 

UKL Wales 190 18 79.35 17.72 2.27 

UKM Scotland 191 18 89.6 24.17 2.40 

UKN N. Ireland 192 18 82.12 25.78 2.18 
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Measurement 

26. Charron, Nicholas. 2016. “Do corruption measures have a perception 

problem? Assessing the relationship between experiences and perceptions 

of corruption among citizens and experts”. 

Later version published as: “Do corruption measures have a perception problem? 

Assessing the relationship between experiences and perceptions of corruption among 

citizens and experts”, in European Political Science Review 8 (01), 147-171. 

 

Introduction 

Corruption is a highly relevant problem that has garnered a wealth of recent scholarly 

attention. Studies have shown it is related to be a major problem for development worldwide, 

creating economic
369

 as well as social consequences
370

. Although much attention has gone to 

developing parts of the world, recent studies have shown that corruption is also a major 

problem for more developed areas, such as Europe
371

. A major debate within this topic is the 

nature of the corruption data itself – how much can we measure the extent to which corruption 

persists in a given country, and how can this be best captured? Valid and reliable measures are 

critical for our understanding corruption and for assessing possible solutions to this persistent 

problem. 

Corruption data, although proliferating widely in their use across disciplines has come under 

intensive scholarly critique
372

. One problem with such data is that it is very difficult to 

directly observe due to the illegal and clandestine nature of the activity itself, thus perceptions 

are often employed as a substitute for a ‘hard measure’, such as conviction rates. The issue of 

the use of perceptions (most often expert assessments) has been a core critique against leading 

measures such as Transparency International’s CPI and World Bank’s World Governance 

Index (WGI)
373

. Many scholars have claimed that such perceptions do not necessarily reflect 

‘actual’ corruption experienced by residents of the particular country in question
374

.   

Moreover, several empirical studies have in fact tested this distinction in single countries
375

 or 

among several countries in a particular geographic region, such as Latin America
376

 or Sub-

Saharan Africa
377

 and found weak-to-no statistical relationship between the two.  

These recent studies put into question the extent to which corruption perceptions match 

experiences, and citizen assessments match expert assessments, thus affirming doubt in the 

                                                           
369
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validity and reliability of contemporary corruption data in general. This study addresses this 

salient debate in two ways. First, we investigate the extent to which corruption perceptions 

match corruption experience in an under investigated area in corruption studies – Europe - 

using novel data collected by the authors
378

. Second, we test the empirical relationship and 

relative rankings between citizen and expert assessments of corruption. In addition, we 

present novel data that we use to capture citizen perceptions and experiences with corruption 

– free for scholarly use - based on one of the largest surveys to date on corruption and 

governance. Undertaken in 2013, the survey employed here contains 24 European countries, 

and inquires about experiences and perceptions of corruption (among other things), with 

several public services.   

In doing so, we make several contributions to the literature. First, testing the relationship 

between experiences and perceptions has largely been done in single case countries or in less 

economically developed regions of the world – this is thus the first to elucidate this 

relationship in an oftentimes considered ‘low corrupt’ region of the world, Europe. Second, 

the relationship between corruption perceptions and experiences are tested here at three 

levels: individual, country and sub-national/regional level. Although there have been previous 

empirical studies looking at the first two levels mentioned, the third – regions within 

countries- has gone largely overlooked, in particular in a multi-country analysis, largely due 

to data limitations. We argue here that when regional perceptions and experiences vary 

significantly within countries as they have been shown to do
379

, examining the relationship at 

the sub-national level may in fact be the most appropriate test. Third, we test not only the 

general perceptions and experiences with corruption, but perceptions and experiences within 

specific public sectors, such as health care, education service and law enforcement. Thus the 

tests are targeted to see whether the relationships hold across specific areas in the public 

sector in a multi-country/region setting. Finally, although often questioned, we put forth 

several tests comparing citizens and expert assessments of corruption in Europe at the national 

level.   

The findings of this study are as follows. First, although other factors correlate with 

corruption perceptions at the individual level, experience with corruption is the most potent 

independent driver of corruption perceptions among all confounders in the analysis. This is 

consistent across Europe in a sample of over 80,000 respondents as well as when we analyze 

the data within individual countries. Moreover, we test experiences and perceptions within 

individual services of the public sector and find similar evidence for the strong link between 

perceptions and actual experience. At the regional/sub-national level, we find strong evidence 

that the proportion of experienced corruption is a robust and again, the strongest predictor of 

perceptions. We control for an array of other factors, such as GDP per capita, unemployment, 

political and ethnic fractionalization, and geographic factors; using both modes with country 

fixed effects and hierarchical specification. Moreover, where regional perceptions vary 

noticeably within countries, we find that this is explained largely by variations in regional 

corruption experience. Finally, at the national level, corruption experience is again the 
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strongest predictor of variations in perceptions, accounting for geographic, economic, social 

and historical factors.  

Finally, we compare the citizen-based measures with three widely used sources of corruption 

– the Corruption Perception Index (CPI), the ‘control of corruption’ from the World 

Governance Indicators
380

 and the International Country Risk Guide’s (ICRG) corruption 

measure. We find that the three largely expert-based perception measures correlate highly 

with the two citizen-based measures used here, and produce strikingly similar rankings.  

These findings contrast several recent studies that show a weak/non-relationship between 

citizen and expert perceptions – not necessarily putting into question their empirical findings, 

but the generalizability of them across all world regions. At least for European countries, 

citizens and experts tend to be in agreement on the issue of corruption, which we argue is 

critical for the legitimacy and validity of the expert measures. 

This study is organized as follows. First, we present the previous literature that critiques 

perceptions corruptions data and in particular, those recent studies that take up the disparity 

between experience and perceptions measures. Second, we define the key concepts in 

question and present the data used to operationalize said concepts as well as the methods and 

sample employed in the study. Third, the results testing the relationship between experience 

and perceptions measures are presented from individual, to regional to national level.  Next, 

we compare the measures of the citizen-based data with the three measures of corruption 

named above at the national level. We conclude with a summary and discussion for future 

research.   

Relevant Literature 

While the cross-country empirical literature on corruption studies has grown sizably in recent 

years, so have critiques of the data employed. In general, most critics charge that the widely 

used sources of data
381

 have significant problems and should generally avoid being used by 

scholars. For example, Politt (2011) argues that governance indicators such as the CoC are 

overly complex and are too often imprecisely interpreted. He critiques such data as being 

overly-reliant on perceptions and suggests that the field employ a ‘hard measure’ of 

performance. Others find that the definition of corruption on which the data are based is either 

too vague or too biased towards a Western understanding of the concept
382

. Further, some 

scholars have critiqued the data for its methodology, in particular, comparing countries that 

have different underlying sources of expert, NGO and citizen perceptions
383

. Other critiques 

discuss that the measures of corruption currently do not allow accurate comparisons of 

countries over time and that methods such as yearly standardization render states ‘stuck’ in 
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roughly the same position from year to year
384

. Finally, and most relevant to this study, there 

is a wide and consistent critique among scholars that there is an underlying problem in using 

perceptions data to capture corruption across countries.   

There are several related strands of critique involved with the idea that perceptions data is 

problematic. First, that these measures are systematically biased toward corporate interests.  

In a debate with KKM, the authors of the WGI data, Kurtz and Shrank (2007) argued that 

measures such as risk assessment data which are built mostly on perceptions of experts, were 

in fact by nature biased toward commercial interests, and thus countries with more ‘red tape’ 

and/or higher taxes would be judged as having inferior governance and higher corruption.   

Second, some argue that the perceptions from citizens and experts conflict. Moreover, that too 

often experts are based outside of the country in which they are assessing, and it is such 

expert data that is most often used by scholars in contemporary studies. For example, 

Razafindrakoto and Roubaud (2010) compare the perceptions of experts to reported bribery 

among average citizens in eight sub-Saharan African countries and find that outside experts 

consistently overestimated actual corruption levels and that their opinions were ideologically 

biased.  Moreover, they find that in the least developed countries (and/ or those with highest 

reported corruption) there was the highest degree of measurement error in expert perception 

relative to experience corruption. 

On a related third point -perceptions do not accurately reflect the actual level of corruption 

and are thus driven by other factors, such as individual characteristics or macro-economic 

conditions. Several scholars have recently tested this notion between corruption perceptions 

and ‘actual’ corruption experienced with a more objective measure, usually operationalized as 

petty corruption among citizens or reported bribes that firms pay to do business. In a cross 

country survey of variations in perceptions and experience measures, Seligson (2006: 391) 

shows that among six Latin American countries that aggregated level individual perceptions 

and actual ‘victimization’ very only weakly correlated. His study concludes that perceptions 

data may be misleading, and moreover, he argues that experiences can vary significantly from 

region to region within countries. This point about the misleading conclusions driven by 

national level comparisons with perceptions data in Latin American countries is also 

supported by Gingerich (2013). In a study comparing individuals within villages in Indonesia, 

Olkan (2009) finds that perceptions of corruption were only weakly correlated with observed 

corruption in infrastructure projects. Rose and Mishler (2010) find that individual experiences 

do not explain the high perceptions of public sector corruption among ordinary citizen in 

Russia. Morris and Klesner (2010) examine experiences versus perceptions Mexico, and find 

that measures of actual experience are negligible in explaining variations in perceptions when 

accounting for levels of social trust. Even when comparing experiences with bribery across 

different types of firms, studies have shown discrepancies in estimating corruption costs 

(Clarke 2011). On the other hand, Boylan and Long (2004) find a robust relationship when 

looking at the relationship between corruption perceptions of political reporters and 

corruption prosecutions in US states.   
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Finally, some studies point to the fact that there are certain individual level traits that drive 

corruption perceptions. Several studies conclude that in some cases (gender, age, income, 

ethnicity, for example), factors which are at times unrelated with experiences lead to biased 

and/or varying estimates of corruption perceptions within countries
385

. 

The scholarship cited here highlights two potential problems in contemporary corruption data.  

First, whether perceptions and experiences are in fact correlated (or if the former is driven 

largely by outside factors). Second, whether expert and citizen assessments of corruption are 

related. Since expert perceptions are often used as a proxy for corruption in a given country, it 

thus punctures the validity of popular measures when studies show that citizens and experts 

are in disagreement, or that perceptions do not in fact follow experiences (or both). We 

address these two primary critiques mentioned here using the European case in the subsequent 

sections. 

Concepts, Data, Sample and Methods 

Working Definition of Corruption 

The key concept in question is corruption – both perceptions and experience. We take a 

commonly used definition from the literature of public sector corruption which emphasizes 

‘the misuse of public office for private gain’
386

, or put by Shleifer and Vishny (1993:2) “the 

sale by government officials of government property for personal gain.” With respect to 

‘actual corruption’, we know from many past studies that this phenomenon can take many 

different forms – from high level state capture, to low-level so called ‘petty corruption’ in 

various public sector services
387

. It can also vary from service to service, with certain public 

services within countries being more corrupt than others
388

. Our measure of experience is the 

extent to which average citizens use bribery in dealing with or obtaining public services. Thus 

our definition of ‘experience’ within corruption admittedly has its limits, and does not cover 

so called ‘high level’ corruption among elites, state contracts or behind the scenes political 

corruption among party members. Yet while we acknowledge that both the general concept of 

corruption and expert assessments of it are broader than the bureaucratic corruption captured 

here, we argue that despite these drawbacks, our measure is far from irrelevant in that we 

focus on how experience with corruption affects average citizens in their daily lives.  

With respect to perceptions, to be as consistent with our empirical measures as possible, we 

focus on the extent to which average citizens (as opposed to outside country experts, firms or 

NGO’s) believe that corruption takes place in their daily public services. 
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Data on Corruption and Sample 

The data on corruption and demographic background information of citizens in our sample is 

taken from the largest, multi-country survey specifically focusing on matters of governance 

and corruption, collected and conducted by the authors of this study. The questions are aimed 

at the consumers of everyday public services – randomly selected European residents – to 

which over 400 respondents per NUTS 1 or 2 regions (Nomenclature of territorial units for 

statistics) have responded
389

.  With a total sample of over 85,000 respondents, in 212 regions 

within 24 countries, it is currently the largest multi-country governance survey aimed at 

capturing both national and sub-national/regional variation and its correlates, which provides 

an appropriate source to test three different levels of analysis. Questions focus not only on 

perceptions, but on the experiences of citizens with several specific services and their level of 

satisfaction, as well as on individual assessments of quality of public services, media, 

elections, social trust and the perceived and experienced meritocracy of the public and private 

sector. The survey was also conducted in 2010 producing data of a similar sort
390

.  A more in 

depth discussion of the survey and its methodology can be found in Appendix 3.   

Several questions are of interest in this study. First, in capturing experience with corruption 

we follow the standard in the literature by operationalizing ‘self-reported experience’ with 

corruption
391

. We take the following questions: 

In the past 12 months have you or anyone living in your household paid a bribe in any form 

to:  

a. Education services? (1 yes/ 0 no)  

b. Health or medical services? (1 yes/ 0 no)  

c. Police? (1 yes/ 0 no)  

d. Any other government-run agency? (1 yes/ 0 no) 

At the individual level, we take each sector individually (1/0), as well as coding any 

individual who said ‘yes’ to any of the four questions as ‘1’ for our measure ‘EXPERIENCE’.  

For regional and national level comparisons, these individual level responses are aggregated 

to each level, generating a percentage measure of the occurrence of petty corruption, both by 

the given individual sectors listed above, as well as on whole.   

                                                           
389
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With respect to the perception of corruption in the public sector, we are fortunate to have 

questions that match our measures of experience, thus creating a ‘fair test’ when comparing 

the two measures
392

. We take the following four questions: 

“Corruption is prevalent in my area’s local public school system” (0 ‘strongly disagree’ -10 

‘strongly agree’) 

“Corruption is prevalent in the public health care system in my area” (0 ‘strongly disagree’ -

10 ‘strongly agree’) 

 “Corruption is prevalent in the police force in my area” (0 ‘strongly disagree’ -10 ‘strongly 

agree’) 

“In your opinion, how often do you think other people in your area use bribery to obtain other 

special advantages that they are not entitled to?” (0 never - 10 Very frequently) 

In subsequent analyses, we compare both experience and perception within the three stated 

public sectors (education, health care and law enforcement) as well as the general experience 

and perception with all questions included. To create our general measure of public sector 

corruption perceptions (PERCEPTIONS), we conducted a principle component factor 

analysis, testing the extent to which the four perceptions questions were correlated.  We found 

that they loaded strongly onto one single factor
393

. We then combine the four questions into 

one index, using the corresponding factor weights.   

This data has several clear advantages. First, is that along with data that allows for individual 

level analyses, we can aggregate to the national and sub-national level, which address several 

critiques made in previous studies about national level indicators overlooking significant 

regional differences within countries
394

. Second, we can examine the extent to which general 

perceptions follow experiences as well as how they correlate in specific public sectors, as we 

might not expect uniform effects across all services across regions or countries. Finally, as 

most studies focus on the perceptions of outside expert or firm assessments, this focuses on 

how citizens perceive and experience corruption, thus giving us a closer link to ‘life on the 

ground’ so to speak. Furthermore, the perceptions of citizens are not expected to have strong 

‘feedback effects’ or ‘free rider problems’ for which expert level perceptions data has been 

criticized.   

Are perceptions driven by experiences with corruption, and if so how strongly? In large 

samples such as this one, we would of course not find that perceptions are only driven by 

experiences, but by several other factors. In other words, we would not simply expect that a 
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lack of first-hand experience with corruption would lead to ‘zero’ perceived corruption – 

individuals are of course embedded in a social context. They could hear from friends, 

acquaintances or outside-household family members with first hand corruption experiences, 

or hear/read reports in their local media. One’s social class, gender, political philosophy, 

employment among other factors could also influence one’s view of the extent to which 

corruption persists. However, given the inclusion of said other factors, are perceptions still 

significantly driven by experience? We begin the analysis at the individual level, using 

PECEPTIONS as the dependent variable, which scales from 0-10, with higher values equaling 

higher perceived corruption. Our key independent variables thus EXPERIENCE, which is 

dichotomous, equaling ‘1’ if an individual or anyone in their household paid any bribe in the 

last 12 months and ‘0’ if otherwise.  About 7.7% of the sample has reported having first -hand 

experience with corruption in at least one of the services in our data. Following the literature 

on explaining individual level perceptions, we include several demographic factors that have 

shown to significantly influence individual level perceptions
395

. We control first for gender, as 

females are often cited as systematically perceiving corruption as higher than men. Next, we 

control for other demographic factors, such as age, income, whether they speak the country or 

region’s official language as a first language, and education. Based on previous work, we 

would expect that older citizens with higher incomes and education would perceive less 

corruption in general, ceteris paribus.   

In addition, we control for the population of the residence of the individual, as citizens in 

larger metropolitan areas might simply have more opportunities for corruption/ perceive 

higher corruption than those in rural areas.  We also include an individual’s self-placement on 

the political left-right scale, whereby we capture ideology from 1-5, far left, center left, center, 

center right and far right.  It is expected that citizens on either end of the extremes to perceive 

corruption as higher on average. Further, an individual’s perception of corruption could 

simply be driven by her ‘satisfaction with the economy’ – when satisfaction is low she simply 

assumes it is due to corruption. We therefore include a measure of satisfaction with the 

economy in the regression. Whether an individual is unemployed or not has been consistently 

shown to drive perceptions of corruption (negatively if unemployed), thus we include a 

dummy variable for unemployment. A citizen’s occupation might also influence the extent to 

which one perceives public sector corruption, - whether one works for within the public or 

private sector, or whether one is retired or a student for example. Finally, we test to see 

whether or not respondents who have had direct contact with any of the public services in 

question perceive them to be more corrupt or not.  We thus use dummy variables for each of 

these categories. 

At the national and sub national level, we use aggregated measures of PERCEPTIONS and 

EXPERIENCES
396

. So as not to under/overestimate experiences in any of the public services 

in certain regions, all regional and national level estimates are normalized by dividing the 

number of individuals paying a bribe by the total number that had contact with a given 
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government service. To test the strength of their relationship, we run both bivariate and 

multivariate models. In the latter, we include several outside factors often found in cross-

country corruption studies as being significantly correlated with perceptions measures, such 

as population (density, logged), economic development (GDP per capita, logged), 

unemployment rate (averaged 2010—2012), the level of aggregate social trust, measures of 

gender imbalance in the workforce, and measures of ethnic and linguistic heterogeneity to test 

whether experiences are spurious.   

Due to a wider availability of data at the national level, we control for press freedoms, 

strength of civil liberties, state origins of the bureaucracy
397

, a Gini Index of income 

inequality, and trade openness. Specifically to the regional level, in addition to the variables 

mentioned above, we control for whether a region is the capital or not, whether it is 

autonomous as well as a measure of elite fractionalization, measured in the fractionalization 

of the regional party systems in sub-nationally elected parliaments in the politically relevant 

regions in the sample
398

. Summary statistics and further description and sources for all data 

are found in Appendix 2. 

Method  

At the individual level we take two approaches. The data is cross sectional and the dependent 

variable is continuous, thus OLS estimation is used in several models. Diagnostic checks 

show that in many cases, the data is heterogeneous – in particular with several of the key 

variables, most importantly EXPERIENCE and PERCEPTIONS – with much more variation 

in the dependent variable at low levels of the key explanatory factors than at high levels.  This 

can of course be driven by sub-population differences (e.g. countries) and thus we control for 

country fixed effects. Also, for reasons of efficiency, we run models using Huber White 

robust standard errors, which relax the assumption that the errors are independent and/or 

identically distributed. In several regressions, we model the data hierarchically in three levels, 

allowing for county level as well as regional/ sub-national random intercepts to account for 

diverse effects of the explanatory variables across countries and even regions.   

At the regional level, OLS with country fixed effects are also employed, as well as several 

models with two-level hierarchical models controlling for random country intercepts as well 

as testing for a random intercept for EXPERIENCE. The sample size in some models where 

we have no missing data extends up to 212 regions. At the national level, OLS with robust 

standard errors are used as the sample size is 24 countries.   

We are thoroughly aware that readers might be concerned with potential issues regarding 

endogeneity/reverse causality between the dependent variable and several key variables 

throughout the models. In using perceptions and experience data in the same survey, there is 

also the risk that someone who believes that there is more corruption in society may be more 

willing to report bribery incidents. We are less concerned with this issue however, as we are 
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not attempting to show indisputable causality, but a robust relationship between perceptions 

and experiences which has been put into question by many previous studies. In any case, we 

do attempt to address this in the regional and national level analyses by using data on the right 

hand side of the model that is temporally prior to the dependent variable. With respect to 

corruption EXPERIENCE, we take both levels by region and country for 2013 as well as for 

2010 (with data drawn from completely different and randomly selected respondents) in some 

models from Charron, Lapuente and Rothstein (2013) for all available regions to see if results 

are consistent with past levels of EXPERIENCE
399

.   

Results 

Individual Level 
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                                     Table 1. 

  OLS   OLS   OLS   Multilevel 

 Individual Level Beta s.e Beta s.e. Beta s.e. Beta s.e 

Corruption Experience 2.31** 0.03 1.63** 0.03 1.52** 0.03 1.57** 0.14 

          
Direct Experience 

        

 
education 

    
-0.12** 0.02 -0.12** 0.02 

 
health care 

   
-0.15** 0.02 -0.14** 0.02 

 
law enforcement 

   
0.17** 0.02 0.17** 0.02 

          
Female 

 
  

  
0.09** 0.02 0.10** 0.02 

          Age 30-44 

  
  

-0.23** 0.03 -0.23* 0.03 

(18-29) 45-64 

  
  

-0.26** 0.03 -0.26** 0.02 

 

65+ 

  
  

-0.42** 0.03 -0.37** 0.03 

          Education secondary 

  
  

-0.03 0.02 -0.03 0.02 

(< secondary) univserity/college 

 
  

-0.22** 0.03 -0.22** 0.02 

 

post-grad 

  
  

-0.39** 0.04 -0.43** 0.02 

          Income Low Income 

 
  

0.01 0.03 0.003 0.03 

(don’t know) Middle Income 

 
  

-0.05 0.03 -0.03 0.03 

 

High Income 

 
  

-0.08* 0.03 -0.07 0.03 

          Population 10k-100k 

  
  

0.29** 0.02 0.26** 0.02 

(rural) 100k-1m 
    

0.37** 0.02 0.37** 0.03 

 

1m 
    

0.46** 0.03 0.27** 0.04 

 
     

    L-R self 

placement 
Far Left 

  
  

0.18* 0.05 0.16* 0.06 
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(don't know) 
Center 

Left     
-0.09 0.05 -0.08 0.04 

 
Center 

    
-0.09 0.04 -0.08 0.04 

 
Center Right 

   
0.02 0.03 0.03 0.04 

 

Far Right 

  
  

0.33** 0.05 0.34** 0.05 

 
 

  
      

Satisfaction with Economy 

 
      

(1=very sat.) 2 

  
  

0.45** 0.05 0.43** 0.05 

 

3 

  
  

0.85** 0.05 0.82** 0.05 

 

4 

  
  

1.37** 0.06 1.32** 0.06 

 
 

  
      

Language 
 

  
  

-0.01 0.03 0.04 0.03 

  
  

      
Unemployed 

  
  

0.28** 0.04 0.26** 0.04 

Public sec. 

     

-0.11* 0.04 -0.11* 0.04 

Private sec. 

     

0.13* 0.04 0.15** 0.04 

Retired 

     

-0.01 0.04 0.01 0.04 

Student 

     

-0.07 .05 -0.07 0.05 

          Constant   3.56** 0.18 5.09** 0.15 4.27** 0.16 3.09** 0.17 

                    

Country Level δ (s.e.) 
      

1.07** 0.15 

Corr. Experience  δ (s.e.) 
    

  

0.66** 0.11 

Rsq. 

 

0.07 

 

0.17 

 

0.21 

   Individuals 
 

78,371 

 

78,371 

 

76,759 

 

76,759 

 regions 
  

 
 

 
 

 

212 

 countries 
 

24 

 

24 

 

24 

 

24 

 Model, pr>χ² 0 

 

0 

 

0 

 

0 

 Fixed effects none   country   country   -   

                                              Note: **p<0.001, *p<0.01, estimates use Robust standard errors
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We begin with two baseline models; with and without country fixed effects. In model 1 in 

Table 1, which shows the simple bivariate relationship sample-wide, the marginal effect of 

EXPERIENCE is 2.3, while controlling for country fixed effects is falls to 1.63 in model 2, 

demonstrating the importance of national context. An individual’s perception on a 0-10 scale 

is thus 1.63 points higher when she he/she has experienced corruption on average, which is a 

large effect considering the standard deviation of the dependent variable is 2.60. Model 3 

includes all control variables. In a sample this large, we would of course expect many factors 

to register as ‘significant’, which we in fact find. Among factors that increase perceptions of 

public sector corruption on average are gender (female), population, satisfaction with the 

economy, working in the private sector or being unemployed and identifying with either the 

far left or far right of the political spectrum. Factors that are significantly associated with a 

lower level of PERCPETION on average are: age, high income and at least a university level 

education, satisfaction with the economy, being employed in the public sector and identifying 

as a centrist politically. Respondents with first-hand experience with the health care or 

education services tended to have slightly lower perceptions of corruption, while the reverse 

is true regarding law enforcement. Model 4 accounts for random intercepts at both the 

national and regional level, both of which are significant, although variation at the national 

level is greater as we might expect. The results given the mixed model are however 

remarkably consistent with those of the OLS estimation with country fixed effects. The most 

salient finding is of course that experience with corruption is a strongly robust predictor of 

PERCEPTIONS despite the many control factors. Moreover, due to the fact that the control 

variables are all dichotomous, their relative marginal effects can be directly compared – with 

EXPERIENCE having the largest marginal effect on the dependent variable of all explanatory 

variables followed by economic (dis)satisfaction.   

Table 2. Marginal Effect of Experience on Perceptions in Individual Countries 

    

Country   

Marginal effect of 

Experience s.e. obs %Exp. 

AUSTRIA 

  

0.74† 

 

0.14 3475 3.28% 

BELGIUM 

  

0.97* 

 

0.46 1005 2.81% 

BULGARIA 

  

0.91† 

 

0.13 2363 20.07% 

CROATIA 

  

1.45† 

 

0.32 690 8.33% 

CZECH REPUBLIC 

  

1.26† 

 

0.17 3017 5.87% 

DENMARK 

  

7.68† 

 

0.37 1808 0.15% 

FINLAND 

  

1.24 

 

0.94 1711 0.55% 

FRANCE 

  

1.17† 

 

0.10 9810 4.84% 

GERMANY 

  

1.28† 

 

0.17 6156 1.45% 

GREECE 

  

1.10† 

 

0.13 1597 14.20% 

HUNGARY 

  

1.52† 

 

0.17 1174 21.89% 

IRELAND 

  

1.94 

 

1.25 773 0.50% 

ITALY 

  

1.16† 

 

0.08 7580 15.33% 

NETHERLANDS 

  

1.50† 

 

0.31 3873 1.62% 

POLAND 

  

1.80† 

 

0.11 4775 8.25% 
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PORTUGAL 

  

1.19† 

 

0.27 2454 2.32% 

ROMANIA 

  

1.75† 

 

0.11 3165 28.34% 

SERBIA 

  

1.03† 

 

0.17 1246 12.14% 

SLOVAK REPUBLIC 

  

1.21† 

 

0.15 1558 12.93% 

SPAIN 

  

1.89† 

 

0.26 6134 1.35% 

SWEDEN 

  

2.02† 

 

0.62 1119 0.62% 

TURKEY 

  

3.13† 

 

0.12 4224 6.75% 

UKRAINE 

  

1.42† 

 

0.11 2075 28.63% 

UNITED KINGDOM     2.78† 

 

0.31 4642 1.35% 

Note: each model includes all control variables from Table 1, models 3 and 4. Robust standard errors.  ‘%Exp’ is the 

percentage of total firsthand experience with petty corruption reported by country.  † p<0.01, *p<0.05 

As observed in Table 1, country effects were significant, and thus one can question whether 

the results were largely driven by a handful of countries. Table 2 shows the results of re-

running Model 3 in Table 1 for each country and report the coefficient of EXPERIENCE, 

along with standard errors, significance and observations as well as the actual amount of 

reported petty corruption in each country. We find that in all cases, EXPERIENCE has a 

positive and sizable marginal effect, ranging from 0.74 (Austria) to 3.13 (Turkey). Moreover, 

in the vast majority of cases we find a strongly significant coefficient at the 99% level or 

greater.  In the two cases where estimates were negligible – Finland and Ireland – we find a 

very infrequent occurrence of actual corruption in both cases (<0.60%), yet we find that the 

bivariate relationship is significant at the 99% level of confidence in both cases.   

Table 3. The Impact of Experience on Perceptions by Public Service 

       

         Health Care Education  Law Enforcement 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Experience 1.97† 2.11† 2.92† 2.13† 3.13† 2.51† 

 

(0.05) (0.19) (0.10) (0.28) (0.09) (0.29) 

Country Level δ (s.e.)   1.19† 

 

1.16† 

 

1.09† 

  

(0.17) 

 

(0.29) 

 

(0.21) 

Corr. Experience  δ(s.e.)  0.82†  1.08†  1.15† 

  (0.16)  (0.15)  (0.17) 

Rsq. 0.16  0.07  0.09  

Individuals 81,894 81,894 81,229 81,229 81,142 81,142 

Countries 24 24 24 24 24 24 

Model, pr>χ² 
 

0.000 

 

0.000 

 

0.000 

Note: models 1, 3 and 5 are OLS estimation with country fixed effects and models 2,4 and 6 are multi-level models (xtmixed) 

controlling for random effects of corruption experience and intercepts across countries.  † p<0.001 

In Table 3, we re-run models 3 and 4 in Table 1 for each of the three public services inquired 

about in the survey data – education, health care and law enforcement. Looking at the 

dependent variable for each of these, we find that petty corruption occurs most often in the 

health care sector in Europe (about 6%), followed by education (1.4%) and law enforcement 
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(1.3%)
400

. For the sake for space, we report only the marginal effects for the key variable in 

question. Depending on the estimation technique (OLS with fixed effects versus hierarchical 

modeling) the marginal effect of EXPERIENCE in health care increases perceptions of 

corruption by about 2. We see a slightly stronger effect for education, in particular in the OLS 

model. The strongest effect of experience with corruption on perceptions is found in law 

enforcement. This could be possibly explained by the fact that the public has higher 

expectations of ethical behavior on those tasked to uphold the law, and when this trust is 

broken, opinions sway even further. In all three cases of mixed modeling (models 2, 4 and 6), 

we find country and EXPERIENCE fixed effects across countries to be significant. 

Overall however, we find that experience with corruption is on average the most significant 

and strongest predictor of higher levels of corruption perceptions across and within countries 

and public service sectors at the individual level.   

Regional Level 

Figure 1. 

 

We now turn to this relationship at the sub-national level for 212 regions in Europe. Unlike 

national level comparisons, where people in different countries might have slightly different 

understandings of the key concepts, comparing regions within countries offers what we would 

argues is the ‘fairest’ test of whether spatial variations in perceptions are driven by spatial 

variations in experiences. We report the simple bivariate relationship in Figure 1. The 

EXPERIENCE measure ranges from 0 to 43.2%, and we also observe a clustering of regions 

between 0 and 3%. The two measures are highly correlated at 0.74, with all but a handful of 
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 About 1.7% of the sample said that they had paid a bribe in the last 12 months for a service other than these 

three in their area.  
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regions fitting within the 95% confidence interval around the linear estimate
401

. In addition to 

the relationship European-wide, we highlight the regional relationship in nine examples where 

we find significance in regional corruption perceptions; countries that represent diverse 

geographic areas of Europe. We find that in all cases, the relationship between EXPERIENCE 

and PERCPETIONS to be highly significant and positive, with the strongest relationship 

being among the regions in Ukraine, Italy, Poland, Romania and Turkey – all with a Pearson 

correlation coefficient above 0.80.   

Figure 2. 

 

Note: Y-axis is the perceptions index (0-10) with higher values implying more corruption.  X-axis is the proportion of 

respondents who reported direct experience with bribery in at least one public sector in the past 12 months of the total 

proportion of respondents with direct contact with any of the public services, by region.  All regional NUTS abbreviations 

can be found in appendix 1.   

In Table 4 we examine this relationship more systematically, showing only the coefficients 

for EXPERIENCE for the sake of space. In models 1 and 2 we again provide a baseline with 

and without country effects, controlling for only capital and autonomous regions, while we 

test the effect of the amount of regional level EXPERIENCE from 2010 in model 2 for the 180 

regions available in both datasets. We find strong support that regional level perceptions and 

experiences are correlated both across and within countries. Models 3 and 4 add country fixed 

effects, and while we find that the effects diminish somewhat, the relationship remains 

significant at over the 99% level of confidence for both 2013 and 2010 measures. Models 5 

and 6 add additional control variables: GDP per capita and population density (both logged), 

Gender Inequality in the workforce (in terms of relative unemployment rates of all eligible 
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 We report the logged value of the experience measure due to it having a better linear fit with the perceptions 

measure. The raw experience value correlates with perceptions at 0.72, and has an inverse ‘J-shaped’ 

relationship.   
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residents), the percentage of non-EU born residents per region, and the unemployment rate.  

To summarize, we find that the unemployment rate, the Gender Inequality measure, is 

positively correlated with corruption perceptions, while GDP per capita is a robust and 

negative predictor of the dependent variable. In all cases, experiences with corruption by 

region are a robust explanatory factor of the level of perceptions; whether experiences are 

from 2013 or from the 2010 measure. Moreover, the models for each of the three individual 

public sector services in Table 3 were tested at the regional level. The results were consistent 

with those reported in all cases
402

.    

Table 4. 

Model Exp 2013(log) Exp 2010(log) Obs Rsq 

1.Baseline 0.59† (0.000) 

 

212 0.53 

2. Baseline 

 

0.42† (0.000) 180 0.29 

3. w/fixed effects 0.56† (0.000) 

 

212 0.90 

4. w/fixed effects 

 

0.26† (0.005) 180 0.85 

5. full Controls 0.43† (0.000) 

 

182 0.91 

6. full Controls 

 

0.23† (0.009) 166 0.88 

7. Education 0.27† (0.000) 

 

212 0.89 

8. Health care 0.59† (0.000) 

 

212 0.90 

9. Law Enforcement 0.10(0.11) 

 

212 0.88 

 Note: p-values in parentheses from Huber-White robust standard error in parentheses.  Baseline is capital region, autonomous 

region. Country fixed effects added in models.  Full controls include GDP per capita (log), population density (log), 

unemployment rate (2010-2012, ave.), gender gap in employment, and non-EU born population.  Models 10-12 are run with 

baseline controls and country fixed effect only to maximize observations.  † p<0.01,  

In Table 5 we summarize and simplify the findings from Table 4 by looking at the relative 

marginal effects of each of the significant variables throughout the regressions.  We show the 

change in the dependent variable based on a min-max change in EXPERIENCE, GDP per 

capita, unemployment, and gender equality. We find just as in the individual level analyses 

that the largest marginal effect is in the EXPERIENCE variable, followed by GDP per capita.  

Table 5: Marginal effects of Significant Continuous Variables 

(% change in Corruption Perceptions from a min-max change) 

Corruption Exp. 47.6 

  GDP p.c. (log) 28.2 

  Unemployment 29.7 

  Gender Equality 18.2 

  

Note: Marginal effects of EXPERIENCE, GDP per capita, and unemployment taken from model 5 
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 It is worth adding that Ukrainian and Serbian regions lack comparable GDP per capita data (Eurostat does not 

publish regional data for these two countries), thus one could assume that the results would be even stronger with 

their inclusion (as we observed the strong relationship among Ukrainian regions in Figure 2 for example).   
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National Level 

We now move to the final level of analysis - the country level.  We begin with a pairwise 

comparison in Figure 3. The Spearman rank coefficients for the two measures show that they 

are highly related – however there are some deviations worth mentioning. Relative at least to 

the level of observed petty corruption, we find that both citizens and experts in Spain and 

Portugal tend to ‘over-perceive’ corruption, while in Hungary, Italy and Croatia (somewhat), 

corruption tends to be ‘under-perceived’. The two measures have a pairwise correlation of 

0.84, which is significant at the 99% level of confidence. 

Figure 3. 

 

Table 6 shows the relationship between citizen corruption experience and perceptions, 

controlling for a number of other factors
403

. The R² of the bivariate model shows that 

corruption experience explains 75% of the variation in the dependent variable in model 1.  

From model 2, we include population density (logged) and the level of economic 

development (GDP per capita, logged), the latter of which is negatively associated with 

corruption perceptions. In models 3-12, we add additional explanatory factors which have 

been shown in past empirical studies to have a significant effect on measures of corruption 

perceptions. We find that when EXPERIENCE, and GDP per capita are accounted for that the 

effect of none of them with the exception of ‘state origins’ are distinguishable from ‘0’ in the 

models. Thus while variables such as unemployment and gender inequality significantly 

explain regional levels of perceptions even when controlling for corruption experience and 

GDP per capita, they do not at the national level when EXPERIENCE is included. As with 

population density at the sub-national level, we find that when controlling for national level 

economic development that size does not drive levels of corruption perceptions. Moreover, 

we report the variance inflation index (VIF) for each model to test how much 
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 We find the relationship to be non-linear (inverse ‘j’-shaped) at the national level between the two key 

variables, thus we take the logarithm of EXPERIENCE to render the variable more linear for the OLS estimation. 
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multicollinearity could be underestimating the significance levels of the explanatory variables.  

We find that in none of the cases that the mean VIF is over 4.25, far from levels warranting 

serious concern. In comparing the relative marginal effects EXPERIENCE with GDP per 

capita, we find that based on the estimates from model 2 (holding other variables at their 

mean levels) a min-man change in EXPERIENCE results in 75.5% change in PERCEPTIONS 

while the same change in GDP per capita results in a 37.4% change in the dependent variable.   
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Table 6. 

 Dep. Var.=Corruption Perceptions  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Corruption Experience (log) 0.75*** 0.52*** 0.51*** 0.51*** 0.59*** 0.51*** 0.51*** 0.56*** 0.56*** 0.34** 0.50*** 0.39** 

  

(0.13) (0.13) (0.14) (0.14) (0.15) (0.14) (0.14) (0.13) (0.13) (0.15) (0.15) (0.18) 

Pop Density (log) 

 

-0.003 0.001 0.001 0.02 -0.01 0.01 -0.1 -0.08 -0.05 -0.001 -0.07 

   

(0.16) (0.16) (0.16) (0.18) (0.16) (0.17) (0.18) (0.18) (0.13) (0.16) (0.14) 

GDPp.c. (log) 

 

-0.76** -0.71* -0.76** -0.63* -0.65 -1.05* -0.32 -0.53 -0.52 -0.65 -0.73* 

   

(0.35) (0.39) (0.37) (0.39) (0.51) (0.62) (0.43) (0.39) (0.46) (0.59) (0.39) 

Unemployment 

  

0.02 

         

    

(0.05) 

         Gini Index 

   

-0.002 

        

     

(0.04) 

        Gender Gap 

    

2.32 

       

      

(3.72) 

       Press Freedom 

     

0.01 

      

       

(0.02) 

      Civil Liberties 

      

-0.22 

     

        

(0.33) 

     Ethinc Fractionalization 

       

1.71 

    

         

(1.22) 

    Linguistic Fractionalization 

        

0.59 

   

          

(1.06) 

   State Origins 

         

-0.83** 

  

           

(0.34) 

  Trade Openness 

          

-0.01 

 

            

(0.03) 

 Social Trust 

           

1.75 

             

(1.22) 

Constant 

 

2.87*** 9.22*** 10.0** 10.8*** 7.6* 9.5* 13.8** 6.4 8.6** 10.6*** 10.2** 7.9* 

  

(0.1) (3.7) (3.9) (3.4) (4.2) (5.2) (6.3) (4.1) (3.7) (3.8) (4.1) (4.1) 



619 

 

Rsq 

 

0.75 0.76 0.76 0.76 0.75 0.76 0.76 0.77 0.75 0.79 0.76 0.78 

Obs 

 

24 24 24 24 23 24 24 23 23 24 24 24 

mean VIF     2.12 2.10 1.90 2.45 2.94 3.14 2.16 2.02 2.57 4.21 2.48 

Note: dependent variable, perceptions, is the population weighted average of all regional level estimates for each country.  Unemployment is percentage (0-100). Robust standard errors in 

parentheses,  ***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.10
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How Closely do Citizen Perceptions and Experience with Corruption Match Expert 

Corruption Data for European Countries? 

In the final section of our empirical analysis, we take our aggregated measure of citizen 

perceptions and experience data for the 24 European countries and compare them to three of 

the most popular measures in the field of comparative corruption research – the WGI, CPI and 

ICRG
404

 measures. The first two are composite indicators while the third is an expert 

assessment of risk for international business. The most recent years are taken for all three 

measures.     

Following the previous literature, we perform two relatively parsimonious tests here. One, do 

citizens and experts produce similar rankings with respect to country level corruption?  

Although scales that measures use are different, we would nonetheless expect that if citizen 

and expert assessments are closely related, that the relative rankings that their respective 

measures produce would be similar. Second, do variations citizen assessments significantly 

correlate with variations expert assessments, controlling for level of economic development 

and size of a country?   

Figure 4 shows a scatter plot distribution of the five measures – the two citizen measures 

(perceptions and experiences) and the three standard measures. Countries are ranked on the x-

axis by the citizen perceptions measure, against which all other measures are compared.  

Rankings (1-24) are placed on the y-axis. We find that the rankings are strikingly similar in 

the majority of cases – most of the rankings produced by expert assessments are within 

roughly 5 places of the rankings produced by citizen perceptions. For example, Denmark and 

Finland are in the top 2-3 places for all measures, while the UK ranks between 5
th

 and 7th.  

Germany ranks 7
th

 according to citizen perceptions, citizen experiences, 5
th

 according to WGI 

and CPI and 9
th

 in the ICRG measure.  Ukraine and Serbia are in the bottom 2-3 places for all 

measures (except citizen experiences in Serbia, for which it is ranked 18
th

). There are however 

some discrepancies between experts and citizens. In Turkey Poland, Italy and Ireland, the 

citizens perceive corruption to be less pervasive than do the expert assessments. In relation to 

expert rankings (and even direct citizen experience measures), citizens tend to ‘over-perceive’ 

corruption in Croatia, Portugal and to some extent Belgium. The largest difference is between 

citizen perceptions and ICRG in the case of Turkey – in the former Turkey is ranked 10
th

, in 

the latter, it is ranked 21
st
. A full table with each country’s rank by measure can be found in 

Appendix 4. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
404

 This is an expert assessment measure that has been used as proxy in several studies, including Knack and 

Keefer (1997) and Charron and Lapuente (2010). 
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Figure 4. Rankings of 24 European Countries for Five Measure of Corruption 

 

Second we test the extent to which the various measures correlate –their relationship as seen 

in Figure 4 is possibly spurious, and both citizens and experts are simply ranking according to 

economic performance, or some other latent factor. Table 7 shows each of the three (largely) 

expert measures as a function of citizen corruption measures, GDP per capita (logged) and 

population (logged). The results show that even when controlling for economic development 

and country size, we find that both citizen perceptions and experiments significantly explain 

variation in all three leading corruption measures, with the p-value being less than 0.01 in all 

cases. The models have a high degree of explanatory power – in all cases the three 

confounders account for 82%-90% of the variation in each of the expert corruption measures.  

In addition to the regression results, we highlight the bivariate Spearman Rank coefficient (𝜌) 

between the citizen and expert measures, which is 0.82 or greater in all cases.   
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Table 7. 

  CPI CPI WGI WGI ICRG ICRG 

Cit. Perception 0.57*** 

 

0.37** 

 

0.49*** 

 

 

(0.004) 

 

(0.02) 

 

(0.002) 

 Cit. Experience 

 

0.60*** 

 

0.41*** 

 

0.50*** 

  

(0.000) 

 

(0.001) 

 

(0.004) 

GDPpc(log) 0.25*** 0.21*** 0.32*** 0.28*** 0.25*** 0.22*** 

 

(0.005) (0.004) (0.000) (0.000) (0.004) (0.003) 

Population (log) -0.22 -0.01 -0.02 -0.01 -0.07** -0.06** 

 

(0.03) (0.83) (0.43) (0.02) (0.03) (0.04) 

constant -1.99** -1.78*** -2.40*** -2.18*** -1.04 -0.89 

 

(0.02) (0.008) (0.003) (0.001) (0.22) (0.14) 

F stat 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

Obs 24 24 24 24 24 24 

Rsq 0.82 0.85 0.88 0.90 0.87 0.89 

 

Bivariate Spearman Rank 𝜌 
0.84 0.84 0.82 0.85 0.82 0.87 

Note:  P-values in parentheses from robust standard errors.  All corruption variables have been normalized so that they range 

from 0-1, with higher values indicating less corruption for purposes of comparison.  VIF for models with citizen perceptions 

is 2.00, while models with citizen experiences is 2.14.   

The results thus demonstrate that citizen and expert assessment of country-wide corruption 

are highly related. However, based on the underlying nature of the measures, we would not 

expect a ‘perfect’ relationship. For example, in the national data, there are several other 

aspects of corruption captured (in particular in the broad, composite indicators CPI and WGI) 

such as in the courts or immigration, that our measures of citizen experience and perceptions 

with specific public sector services do not capture, thus we would not expect a ‘perfect’ 

correlation, but one that is highly related within the sample of European countries.   

Discussion and Conclusions 

This paper has addressed several large questions that have drawn wide debate in this field of 

research. First, what is the empirical relationship between citizen experiences with 

perceptions of corruption in the public sector? Second, what is the relationship between expert 

perceptions and citizen perception and experiences with corruption? Such questions are of 

great importance for establishing the reliability and validity the data used in contemporary 

corruption studies. We highlight several conclusions and contributions based on the empirical 

findings of this study. 

First, in general, we observe that there is wide variation among countries and regions in 

Europe with respect to both perceptions and actual experience with corruption. The findings 

elucidate that even in so called ‘developed’ areas of the world, that this issue is highly 

relevant, and that problems associated with corruption should not be overlooked in this 

region.    
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Second, for our sample of European states, experiences strongly drive citizen perceptions at 

all three levels of analysis – individual, sub-national and national - even when controlling for 

a range of additional factors related to perceptions data. The results are robust and in fact the 

experience measure has the most powerful marginal effect on perceptions relative to all other 

indicators tested here. The relationship is also consistent across specific public services, with 

the strongest effect of experience on perception being within the law enforcement sector.  

Moreover, this is the first study to systematically test this relationship at the sub-national level 

within multiple countries, where one could argue is the ‘fairest’ test due to a shared 

understanding of the concepts among the respondents. We find that where experiences are 

geographically varied within countries by regions, that perceptions are robustly correlated. 

Next, measures of citizen perceptions of corruption strongly relate with experiences, and 

citizen and experience data strongly correlates with outside expert assessment data, this study 

gives support to the validity to perceptions data to be used for cross-country comparisons 

across this particular region of countries. This is evidenced by the citizen perceptions and 

experience measures in this study, based on a survey of over 84,000 European respondents, 

which are highly correlated with three of the leading national level corruptions measures, 

based largely on expert perceptions data. However, they do not match entirely due to the fact 

they capture different aspects of corruption (and mostly likely contain measurement error).  

Relative to more developing areas of the world, there is of course a high degree of 

transparency in how these systems function, and a perhaps a wider understanding of the extent 

to corruption actually persists in this area of the world compared with others - which bears out 

in the data. This actually underscores a key finding by Razafindrakoto and Roubaud (2010) 

who show that the distance between citizen and expert corruption perceptions decreases as a 

function of country-level development. The fact that these measures are strongly correlated in 

Europe speaks to this point. 

Finally, this study is not without weaknesses that should be addressed in future research.  

One, there is an admittedly somewhat narrow focus on petty corruption and perceived 

corruption largely in public sector services, as opposed to ‘higher level’ corruption. This was 

due to the nature of the data and the inherent difficultly of directly observing high level 

corruption. A second weakness is the generalizability of these findings.  Previous studies have 

shown a weak link at best between experience measures and perceptions at the individual and 

national levels. This study does nothing to put into question those previous findings.  Europe, 

being highly developed (yet not without problems associated with corruption) may be unique 

in this respect, with many shared norms and values driven by supranational organizations like 

the EU and ECJ producing a shared understand among citizens and experts of how one 

defines and recognizes public sector corruption. Thus while this study can offer strong 

support to the use of perceptions measures to compare European states (at least insofar as the 

perceptions measures related strongly to actual corruption) it cannot offer such support for 

states outside of Europe. Yet it does offer some counter-evidence to the relatively uniform 

finding of a weak relationship between perceptions and experiences in general, as well as 

between citizen and expert assessments of corruption.  It is of course relevant to demonstrate 

that this empirical relationship is strong for this part of the world, and this study is the first to 
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do so. Finally, there is an inherent problem with tracking these two concepts - even at the 

individual level - in that one’s own individual experience may be ‘zero’ yet he/she might 

know someone personally who has paid a bribe. This will obviously influence a person’s 

perception, yet our measures of experience do not track this. Therefore, more nuanced 

questions of personal experience with corruption should be developed in future surveys to 

capture ‘experience’ in the context of a greater social network that extent beyond one’s own 

household.   
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Abstract 

Do aspects of quality of government, broadly defined, such as corruption, impartiality, and 

quality of public services, vary below the country level? The concept of quality of 

government (QoG) and various measures to assess it have become more ubiquitous in several 

social science disciplines. QoG is related with economic and social development, better 

environmental conditions, and better quality of life. Yet while governance indicators have 

proliferated in recent years, their focus remains almost universally on analysis at the country 

level. Moreover, the majority of indices rely on expert assessments, as opposed to the 

assessments of citizens, who are the on-the-ground consumers of public services. Building on 

a preliminary round of data collected in 2010, this study, for which data were collected in 

2013, presents a novel and comprehensive index that captures the quality of governance for 

206 regions in 24 European countries. The ‘European Quality of Government Index’ (EQI), 

which will be published free for scholarly use, is built on the largest survey to date focusing 

on governance at the regional level; over 85,000 citizens were surveyed. The instrument 

proposed here builds on both perceptions and experiences of citizens in public service areas 

such as health care, education, and law enforcement. The paper presents final results of the 

survey, as well as a sensitivity analysis and checks for external and internal validity. 
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Introduction
405

 

In recent years, a multidisciplinary field of research has emerged focusing on quality of 

government (QoG), a concept that encompasses factors such as corruption, rule of law, and 

the impartiality of the public sector. At times called “state capacity” (Norris 2012), QoG 

attempts to capture the extent to which states perform their required activities and administer 

public services in an impartial and uncorrupt manner.  

A wealth of research in development economics, comparative politics, and public 

administration, among others, has demonstrated that dysfunctional and corrupt states are often 

systematically plagued by a wide range of economic and social problems (Kaufmann et al. 

1999; Rothstein and Teorell 2008; Holmberg et al. 2009). For example, the empirical 

literature has found that states that suffer from high corruption, weak rule of law, and low 

impartiality are associated with lower levels of economic development (Mauro 2004), poorer 

health (Holmberg and Rothstein 2012), poorer environmental outcomes (Welsch 2004), 

greater income inequality (Gupta et al. 2004), lower levels of happiness (Veenhoven 2010), 

and lower overall subjective well-being (Samanni and Holmberg 2010; Helliwell and Huang 

2008).  

In other words, good state institutions do seem to matter for the prosperity of nations. 

Consequently, international organizations, NGOs, and research centers have devoted much 

effort to measuring “good government.” As a result, building on measures such as the World 

Governance Indicators (WGI; Kaufman et al. 2009) and Transparency International’s 

Corruption Perception Index, the comparative data on various aspects of QoG have 

proliferated in recent years. While such measures have drawn their fair share of criticism,
406

 

this study highlights two key weaknesses in the current research.  

The first is the almost exclusive focus on measuring QoG at the national level. One main 

problem with this level of analysis is that many available sub-national measures of key social 

and economic indicators elucidate vast regional differences within countries. Data on 

unemployment, per capita income, and education statistics within many countries—in both 

the developing and industrial worlds—would suggest that sub-national differences are highly 

relevant. What seems to be decisive for the well-being of individuals, then, is not the country 

they live in, but the particular region within that country. In Spain, for example, according to 

Eurostat, the per capita income of País Vasco is about twice that of Extremadura, and the 

2013 unemployment rate in five Spanish regions—including Andalucía and Extremadura—is 

above 33 percent, while in other regions—such as País Vasco, Navarra, and La Rioja—it is 

below 20 percent.  The 20-point gap in unemployment levels between País Vasco (15.8 

percent) and Andalucía (36.3 percent) is difficult to square with the fact that these are regions 

within a single country. Likewise, in Italy, the per capita income of Bolzano is about two and 

                                                           
405

 Funding for this project comes from the Seventh Framework Programme for Research and Development of 

the European Union.  This research project is part of ANTICORP (http://anticorrp.eu/ ). 
406 For recent critiques of leading composite indicators of corruption and governance perception, 

see, for example, Andersson and Heywood 2009, Abramo 2008, and Kurtz and Schrank 2007. 
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a half times greater than that of Campania, and in Romania, the Buchuresti-Ilfov region has a 

per capita income over three and a half times that of Nord-Est. The unemployment rate in 

Wallonia, in Belgium, is more than twice that of Flanders, while in Slovakia the poorest 

region, Vychodne Slovensko, has an unemployment rate almost four times that of the 

Bratislava region.  

If we are to believe that QoG is linked with economic and social development, then 

overlooking such substantial differences within countries misses much valuable variation and 

may lead to misleading inferences and poorly designed policy prescriptions. While some 

studies have attempted to remedy this issue for certain individual countries (for example, Goel 

and Nelson 2002; Putnam 1993; Golden and Picci 2003; Leon et al. 2013), data is lacking at 

the regional level in a multi-country context. In this study, we build on a smaller preliminary 

study (Charron et al. 2013) and present a new and far more comprehensive round of data that 

constitutes the most wide-ranging study to date of QoG for the sub-national level in a multi-

country context—encompassing 206 regions in 24 European countries. 

A second weakness of current measures stems from the fact that many of the key concepts of 

QoG, such as corruption, cannot be measured directly, and the field has as a result gravitated 

toward the overrepresentation of expert perceptions as a source of data to capture cross-

country differences (see, for example, Kurtz and Shrank 2007). In this study, we attempt to 

take our measure in an alternative direction, focusing our survey on the perceptions and 

experiences of the consumers of public services—ordinary citizens. In a survey administered 

in spring 2013, over 85,000 respondents in answered questions of the extent to which they 

perceive and experience corruption, quality, and impartiality in such services as education, 

healthcare services, and law enforcement, among other public-sector functions.  

Like “democracy” or “human rights,” the concept of QoG is an abstract latent concept; 

consequently, it presents problems for researchers attempting to craft meaningful metrics. The 

measure presented in this study, like the majority of those that precede it, is an indirect one 

that relies heavily on perceptions, which could potentially be influenced by other factors.  The 

regional level also offers unique challenges for measurement, as administrative and political 

authority at the sub-national level varies significantly from country to country. However, we 

argue that this perspective is invaluable both for scholars and for policy-makers seeking to 

improve the daily lives of citizens through better public-sector services, and it serves as a 

much-needed complement to the expert-driven data that currently dominates empirical QoG 

research. The main purpose of this paper is to present the data collection methods, as well as 

results and robustness checks for the data, which we offer free for scholarly use. 

In the remainder of the article, we first outline key concepts and past research on which we 

build in putting together the measure. The next section outlines the sample, data, and 

methods, after which we present the results of the index and highlight several relevant 

examples of within-country variation. In the subsequent section, we show the robustness of 

the data and demonstrate their internal and external validity. We conclude with a discussion of 

potential uses of the data along with a critical look at the EQI and how QoG measures can be 

improved in the future.   
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We regard this endeavor as key to understanding the institutional underpinnings of the huge 

regional differences across what is otherwise fundamentally a common market, the EU. Why, 

in the wake of the Great Recession, do some European regions have unemployment rates 

below 3 percent while others have rates ten times higher? Why are over 60 percent of the 

young people in many Greek and Spanish regions unemployed, while less than 5 percent of 

their counterparts in some German regions are? To understand these wide divergences, it is 

necessary, as the institutionalist literature in economics has shown (from North 1990 to 

Acemoglu and Robinson 2012), to look at the inclusiveness or quality of government. We 

take a slightly different approach to this question, with a more microscopic view, and instead 

of looking at the institutional foundations of Why Nations Fail, we look at the institutional 

foundations of Why Regions Fail. The data presented in this paper show that the huge 

variation in social well-being across European regions is matched by huge variations in 

quality of government. The causal connections between the wide divergences socioeconomic 

indicators on one hand and institutional quality on the other—which probably run in both 

directions—open up an interesting future research agenda. 

Defining the Key Concept: Quality of Government 

QoG as a concept has gained traction both theoretically and empirically in recent years in 

several social science literatures as well as in leading international institutions, such as the 

World Bank. It is understood more in a de jure rather than a legal (de facto) sense in the 

context of the quality (not the quantity) of the public services allocated and administered by 

the public sector. The underlying factors that comprise QoG in a general sense are an un-

corrupted public sector, a strong and impartial rule of law or protection of property rights, 

and government bureaucratic effectiveness in impartially administrating public goods and 

services. Kaufmann et al. (2009) show that although these individual measures are 

theoretically distinct, they tend to be highly correlated, regardless of the data and 

methodology employed to build the data. In fact, Tabellini (2008: 263) argues that “it makes 

sense to talk about the quality of government as a general feature of countries” rather than to 

distinguish among the many underlying components. Rothstein and Teorell (2008) offer a 

possible explanation for this strong correlation when discussing QoG; they argue that the 

central theoretical underpinning is impartiality—all citizens are treated equally by the state 

regardless of gender, age, ethnicity, or religion. Components such as corruption and abuses of 

the rule of law violate the concept of impartiality because they favor certain individuals, 

whether because such individuals offer bribes (which not everyone in a country or region has 

the means to pay) or because they are connected to power via some type of clientelistic 

network. 

Building on this comprehensive picture of the concept of QoG, this study and the index 

presented focus on capturing a broad view rather than individual aspects, such as corruption. 

Our objective is to measure the quality—not necessarily the quantity—of public-sector 

outputs. This can be thought of in the sense of what government does—for example, provide 

impartial services and policies that society as a whol —or what it does not do— for example, 

engage in corrupt behavior and malfeasance. 
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As with many latent concepts in the social sciences, such as “quality of life” or ”freedom,” 

QoG and its sub-components cannot be measured directly. The act of corruption is 

clandestine, and impartiality is difficult to parse out simply by looking at a country’s legal 

code. The vast majority of scholars building QoG data at the national level have relied on 

subjective measures, which are more or less perceptions based on surveys of firms, risk-

assessment groups and NGOs, and citizens. We agree with the argument made by Veenhoven 

(2002) that the foundation of the QoG indicator should be largely subjective (although we 

include some data collected through direct experience as well). The overall core principles of 

the index presented here are citizens’ perceptions and experiences of the public sector, and we 

seek to capture the extent to which people are treated impartially, without corruption, while 

receiving quality services delivered in an effective manner. 

The Sample 

The data presented here are unique in that the primary goal of the EQI is to provide scholars 

and policy-makers with a comparable metric of QoG to compare sub-national–level political 

or statistical units within and across countries in Europe. To match with the statistical 

information and cohesion goals of the EU Commission, we randomly sampled between 400 

and 450 individuals per NUTS 1 or 2 region, (for a total of 85,248 individuals).
407

 The EQI 

2013 expanded the sample to 206 NUTS 1 and 2 regions, from 172 in 2010. Table 1 shows 

the countries, their NUTS regions and total number of regions, and the number of individuals 

interviewed from each. The country is in bold if our NUTS region corresponds with a relevant 

political or administrative sub-national level
408

. 

Table 1. Sample of Countries in the 2013 Survey, Number of NUTS regions and Respondents 

  
Abreviation  Countries at NUTS 1 level  No. of Regions  No. of total respondents 

  

          

DE   Germany 16 6400   

UK   United Kingdom 12 4800   

SE   Sweden 3 1295   

BE   Belgium 3 1208   

HU   Hungary 3 1215   

GR   Greece 4 1613   

TR   Turkey* 12 4800   

      
   

      

      Countries at NUTS 2 level 
  

      

IT   Italy 21 8510   

DK   Denmark 5 2028   

FI   Finland* 5 2000   

NL   Netherlandsª 12 4822   

AT   Austria 9 3600   

CZ   Czech Republic 8 3236   

SK   Slovakia 4 1609   

                                                           
407

 Statistics for all NUTS (nomenclature of territorial units for statistics) levels can be found at Eurostat’s data portal 

(http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/region_cities/regional_statistics/data/database).  
408

 To enable wider comparisons, we include smaller EU28 countries for which there are no NUTS 2 regions in the total EQI 

data in a distinct methodology explained in a subsequent section 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/region_cities/regional_statistics/data/database
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ES   Spain 17 6800   

PT   Portugal 7 2886   

FR   France 26 10409   

PL   Poland 16 6400   

RO   Romania 8 3200   

BG   Bulgaria 6 2402   

HR   Croatia* 2 800   

IE   Ireland* 2 800   

RS   Serbia* 5 2015   

UA   Ukraine*** 6 2400   

      
 

    

Total   24 countries 212 85248   

Note: countries in bold letters represent those that have politically and/or administratively relevant regions at the 

level on which we sampled.  ‘Relevant regions’ are defined as those in which a popularly elected sub-national 

body has administrative control over at least one (or more) of the policy areas covered in the survey.  Countries 

in italics have at least one (but not all) relevant regions.  The U.K. contains three relevant regions, Scotland, 

Northern Ireland and Wales, while Portugal contains two – Açores and Madeira.  Finland and Serbia have one 

politically relevant autonomous region each – Åland and Vojvodina respectively.  ªNetherlands was surveyed at 

the NUTS 1 level in 2010, now is at the NUTS 2 level. *countries that were not included in the 2010 round and 

are new to the 2013 round of data. ***Ukraine not included in the final index due to a significant amount of 

missing regions 

NUTS is a classification used by the EU since 1988 for statistical purposes as well as for the 

allocation of Cohesion Policy funding. Since 2003, each member state has been required to 

identify regions at three NUTS levels. As of 2012, there are 97 NUTS 1 regions, 270 NUTS 2 

regions, and 1294 NUTS 3. Each NUTS level is defined by an upper and lower population 

threshold, as follows:  

 NUTS 1: 3 million–7 million 

 NUTS 2: 800,000–3 million 

 NUTS 3: 150,000–800,000 

If a member states uses an administrative regional breakdown (that is, one that corresponds to 

governmental or administrative units), the population thresholds must be respected on average 

over the entire country. If, on the other hand, a member state uses statistical regions that have 

no corresponding political or administrative function, each region must respect the population 

thresholds. This provides more flexibility to member states using an administrative 

breakdown. For example, Finland has a NUTS 1 region (Ǻland) with only 27,000 inhabitants 

and France has a NUTS 2 region (Île de France) with 11 million inhabitants. Although neither 

of these regions respect the population thresholds, the average regional population in the 

member states does respect the thresholds. 

Not all member states have NUTS regions at all levels. For example, smaller member states, 

such as Malta or the three Baltic States, may consist of a single NUTS 1 and a single NUTS 2 

region, but have multiple NUTS 3 regions, as their population size of less than 3 million does 

not impose a NUTS 1 or 2 breakdown. The smallest member, Luxembourg, has no NUTS 

distinctions at any of the three levels. All states are given two-letter abbreviation; a NUTS 

region is designated by that two-letter abbreviation followed by a numerical designator. For 
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example, in Germany DE2 is Bavaria, DE25 is Middle Franconia, and DE259 is Nürnberg 

Land.   

NUTS regions are, when possible, drawn around a country’s own administrative divisions; for 

instance,  the provinces of Italy (each designated as a NUTS 2), the Bundesländer of Germany 

and Austria (NUTS 1 and NUTS 2, respectively), or Voivodeships in Poland (NUTS 2). In 

practice, however, countries vary with respect to administrative and political decentralization 

and not all countries have NUTS regions that correspond exactly with the country’s own 

administrative regions. For example, none of Hungary’s three NUTS levels corresponds to its 

own primary administrative units due to recent national reforms, nor do any of the NUTS 

regions have any particular meaning in Ireland, other than for the distribution of 

administrative EU. In the case of countries such as Bulgaria, Slovakia, Sweden, or Finland, 

the NUTS 3 level corresponds to the most meaningful sub-national level. In these cases, the 

resources were not available to sample on this level, thus NUTS 2 or 1 regions were used 

instead.
409

 While the regional borders within countries are subject to change, they are by EU 

law in place for at least three years at a time and in most cases are stable over time.
410

   

The goal of the EQI is to measure the regional variation in the quality of government. The 

source of this variation can be manifold and a relevant political or administrative unit is 

neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition. A highly centralized country may still have 

substantial regional variation, while a decentralized country can have very little variation. In 

addition, different public services may be organized along different geographies, such as 

school districts, health services areas, or police zones. In such a situation, a single survey 

could never achieve a perfect match between the administrative geography and the public 

services offered. The three key issues underpinning this survey (impartiality, lack of 

corruption, and quality services) are primarily linked to the implementation of laws and public 

policies and less to law making or policy decisions. Differences in implementation can arise at 

any geographic level. QoG can be a local issue in a part of a country or region, or it can be a 

wider problem that encompasses multiple regions as a form of corruption or discrimination 

becomes widespread.  

In short, this survey is designed to provide a general picture of the public services provided in 

a region. It is not designed to hold the providers of a specific public service accountable, nor 

is it designed to monitor the performance of sub-national administrative units. The EQI 

survey does, however, show the need for such surveys, particularly in countries and regions 

where quality is poor. 

 

                                                           
409

 A full list of each country’s NUTS 1, 2 and 3 levels can be found at 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/nuts_nomenclature/correspondence_tables/national_structures

_eu.  
410

 Changes over time by country can be found at 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/nuts_nomenclature/history_nuts. 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/nuts_nomenclature/correspondence_tables/national_structures_eu
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/nuts_nomenclature/correspondence_tables/national_structures_eu
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/nuts_nomenclature/history_nuts
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The Survey: A Brief Summary 

As with many of the empirical measures of QoG at the national level, the EQI is built on 

survey data. However, unlike many of the leading empirical measures, which rely solely on a 

limited number of experts, the survey collects data from citizens. The survey was 

administered beginning in February 2013. The study, which was conducted in the local 

language of each region, selectively sampled 400 or more citizens in each region; thus, the 

sample size in each country will vary by the number of regions included.  

The regional level for each country included in the survey is based on the European Union’s 

NUTS statistical regional level. The NUTS levels to be surveyed in each country were 

selected, in direct consultation with the EU Commission, with two factors in mind: the extent 

to which elected political authorities have administrative, fiscal, or political control over one 

or more of the public services in question, and the price per respondent in each country.  

Two issues in the preparation of this study are worthy of mention here. First, in some arenas, 

such as immigration, customs, defense, or the judicial system, we do not expect much 

variation from region to region as these policy areas tend to be highly centralized. Thus, to 

maximize regional variation on the QoG-oriented questions in the survey, we limited the 

questions to those policy areas that are most often either governed or administered by sub-

national bodies. In the end, three policy areas were selected for particular attention—health 

care, education, and law enforcement. 

The second issue is the inconsistency in the alignment between NUTS regions and politically 

meaningful units. In some countries—such as Germany, Belgium, Italy or Spain—the NUTS 

regions we sample are both politically and administratively meaningful. That is, these 

regional governments are elected by their local constituents, and they have their own 

autonomous revenues (from either directly taxing citizens or central government transfers, or 

both) and have a degree of policy freedom in deciding how to redistribute resources in the 

form of public services.  

However, in more politically centralized countries, such as Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia, or 

Portugal, NUTS regions and administrative divisions are not so clearly aligned. The regions 

that we are targeting (NUTS 1 or NUTS 2) —while meaningful in the sense that EU 

development funds are allocated directly to them and that Eurostat reports annual data on 

them—have in some cases been mainly an invention for EU statistical purposes; they are not 

politically meaningful. Therefore, in some cases, questions like “How would you rate the 

quality of X service in your region of Y?” might be very confusing, since respondents from 

countries like Hungary or Romania might not recognize that they are even living in region Y.  

It can be argued that the administrative and political responsibility for the three target services 

varies in different countries and this may be problematic for data collection. However, we 

argue otherwise. Our goal is to capture all regional variation within a country, and, as several 

other scholars have noted (e.g. Tabellini 2005), there are numerous empirical indications and 

ample anecdotal evidence demonstrating that the provision and quality of public services 
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controlled by a powerful central government can vary widely across different regions (see, for 

example, Charron, Dijkstra, and Lapuente 2013). 

To synthesize the survey and make the results as comparable as possible both between and 

within countries, we ask respondents questions focusing on three key concepts of QoG: the 

quality of the services themselves, the extent to which they are administered with impartiality, 

and the extent to which corruption exists in their area. A more detailed description of the 

survey, the demographic make-up of the respondents, and relevant questions can be found in 

Appendix table A1. 

Building the Index: The Data and Aggregation Method 

The EQI data is built on 16 survey questions, aggregated from the individual level to the 

regional level and then combined into a single number for each region in the study. The 

questions are in large part framed around the central concepts of quality, impartiality, and 

corruption and ask about both respondents’ experience and their perceptions. As noted, the 

main public services of interest are those expected to maximize regional variation—

education, health services, and law enforcement. 

Aggregation Method and Methodology of Index Construction 

In order to capture unmeasured aspects of regional QoG (such as immigration, legal 

institutions, defense, and customs) and to include smaller countries for which there are no 

NUTS 1 or 2 regions, thus making the data comparable with existing national-level data, we 

elected to anchor the regional-level data around national-level estimates. To achieve this, we 

took the country averages for four indicators—control of corruption, government 

effectiveness, rule of law, and voice and accountability—from from the World Bank’s WGI 

data for four indicators from 2011: the World Bank WGI data for 2011 and combined them 

into one measure (equal weighting).
411

 The combined WGI data serve as the national average 

for each country in the EQI data and are more or less the final estimate for countries that have 

no regions at the NUTS 1 or 2 level, such as Estonia, Latvia, and Malta. 

For the 24 countries with regional data, the regional-level index was added to the country-

level WGI estimates. The 16 survey questions listed in the previous section were aggregated 

into a single measure to produce the regional estimates, using the procedures described in the 

OECD’s Handbook on Constructing Composite Indicators (Nardo et al. 2008), executed in 

several steps.  

First, the mean score for each of the 16 questions was calculated for each region. Then, we 

normalized the aggregated regional scores to a common range of values via standardization 

(z-scores) and investigated whether there was significant sub-group clustering in the data by 

performing a factor analysis (principle component). Three relevant groups, clustered around 
                                                           
411

 In addition, we performed extensive sensitivity testing of each of these four  pillars of QoG and found the 

data to be highly robust. For a closer look at the sensitivity tests and results for the EU sample, see Charron 

(2010).  
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the survey’s main concepts of impartiality, corruption, and quality, were detected.  These 

were labeled ‘pillars’ in the overall EQI regional estimates; (The media and election questions 

were most closely related with the three question regarding quality of services.) The 

individual regional scores were then aggregated into their respective pillars (equal weighting). 

The final regional index was the result of aggregating the scores for the three pillars for each 

region. Figure 1 provides a visual representation of the aggregation method used to arrive at 

each region’s EQI score. 

Figure 1. Aggregation of the Data 

 

To calculate the final score for each country and region, the regional scores for each of the 

countries included in the 2013 survey were aggregated by regional population weights. This 

national average of regional scores is used to elucidate the extent to which 𝑟𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑥  in 

𝑐𝑜𝑢𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑦𝑦 conforms to the national QoG standard, which is done by subtracting the national 

average from each region’s score.  A positive score for a region implies that it is above the 

national mean; conversely, a negative score indicates that the regions QoG performance is 

below the national mean. In the final index, this regional score is added to the national WGI 

score, so that each region’s score is adjusted; centered around the WGI. In combining the 

regional and WGI data, none of the regional variation within countries is lost. The formula is 

listed in equation 1. 

          𝐸𝑄𝐼𝑟𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑋 𝑖𝑛 𝑐𝑜𝑢𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑦 𝑌 =  𝑊𝐺𝐼𝑐𝑜𝑢𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑦𝑌 + (𝑅𝑞𝑜𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑋 𝑖𝑛 𝑐𝑜𝑢𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑦𝑌 − 𝐶𝑅𝑞𝑜𝑔𝑐𝑜𝑢𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑦𝑌)               (1) 

EQI is the final score from each region or country in the EQI. WGI is the World Bank’s 

national average for each country for the four pillars of data described. Rqog is each region’s 

score from the regional survey (that is, the result of Figure 1) and CRqog is the country 

average (weighted by regional population) of all regions within the country from the regional 
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survey. After combining the two levels of data, we standardized (z-score) the full sample so 

that the mean of the EQI is 0 and the standard deviation is 1. 

Results: The 2013 EQI 

Figure 2. EQI 2013 

 

Note: regions shaded in blue are above the sample mean, while those in red are below.  Darker colors represent 

regions on more extreme ends of the data range, while lighter colors are closer to the mean.  Regional map 

coding for Serbia is unavailable, thus it is omitted from Figure 2. 

Figure 2 maps the final data by region, with regions in blue above the mean and region in red, 

below the mean of the EQI. The final results largely corroborate the findings of the 

preliminary EQI data from 2010, which included roughly half the number of respondents per 

region that this 2013 study did. In addition, we provide Figure 3, which shows the results of 

the 2013 EQI data in rank order by country.
412

 Similar to the preliminary 2010 round, we find 

that in several countries, the data show significant and wide variations in QoG by region, 

while in other countries, there is apparently little to no regional variation in QoG.
413

 For the 

latter, it makes sense to talk about the country’s overall QoG; for the former, in contrast, it is 

much more difficult, and, indeed, it would be more appropriate to refer to these nations as 

constellations of regions with notable differences among them. Thus, the prevailing cross-

national indicators of good government seem to fit well with the regional picture emerging in 

countries like Denmark, Sweden, the Netherlands or Slovakia, but those mainstream cross-

                                                           
412

 A full list of scores by region and country (along with confidence intervals) is found in Appendix 1. 
413 There are of course several more-advanced techniques for showing within-unit variation, as discussed by 

Shanker and Shah (2003), such as Gini or Theil indices. For the sake of simplicity, a simple distribution and 

min-max differences areused here, as those measures correlate strongly with the min-max for this sample. 
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national indicators fit the image in states like Italy, Belgium, Turkey, France, or Spain very 

poorly. 

The final country-level scores (in rank order) with the regional variations around the country 

scores are shown in Figure 2. A cluster analysis
414

 at the country level shows that, with 

respect to QoG, the sample has five performance groups, with the highest-performing group 

formed by the Scandinavian countries, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg and the lowest 

performers being Croatia, Turkey, Bulgaria, Romania, and Serbia. At the same time, the 

regional distribution shows that the country-level estimates can be very misleading, over- or 

underestimating the performance of particular regions within countries. For example, the top-

performing regions in Italy (Trento and Bolzano, with scores of 1.04 and 1.01, respectively) 

have scores similar to the average German or Austrian region (for instance, Rhineland-

Palatinate or Burgenland, with scores of 1.026 and 1.048, respectively), while the poorest 

Italian performers, such as Campania (–2.24) or Calabria (–1.69) are on par with some regions 

in Serbia and Romania, such as Bucharest and Belgrade, with scores of –2.23 and –2.22,  

respectively. 

Figure 3. Country and Regional Variation of the EQI 2013 

 

In order to better make inferences of significant differences within and across countries, we 

construct a confidence interval around each region’s estimate, giving users of the index a 

margin of error around the regional estimates and allowing us to state with some degree of 

certainty that region x’s EQI score is in fact significantly different than region y’s score. We 

employ a method comparable to that used by the authors of the WGI, who report margins of 

error around each of the QoG variable estimates. Although in theory, any number can be 

                                                           
414

 Hierarchical clustering with squared Euclidean distancing (Wards linkage) was employed. 
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chosen, we select a margin of error at the 95 percent confidence level.
415

 After obtaining the 

margin of error based on our sample size, we can then calculate the distance around the 

estimates of QoG for each region.
416

 Each region thus has its own margin of error, capturing 

the extent to which the respondents consistently rate the quality, impartiality, and corruption 

of regional public services. In cases where all are perceived and experienced as “good” or 

“poor,” the margin of error will be small. In other cases, where services are seen as of poor 

quality, yet impartial for example, the margins will be wider. The mean margin of error by 

region is 0.32, with a standard deviation of 0.09.
417

 

Figure 4. EQI Estimates with Margins of Error in Netherlands, Belgium and France 

 

As an example, in Figure 4 we highlight the regional variation in three countries—the 

Netherlands, France, and Belgium. In the case of the Netherlands, all regions score quite high 

on the EQI relative to the sample as a whole, and all regions’ margins of error overlap, 

indicating that the country-level estimate is quite appropriate. In the case of France, we find 

moderate levels of regional variation, with one stand-out region (Bretagne, FR52) 

                                                           
415

 We assume a normal distribution of the sample so that we may use the Central Limit Theorem. Basic 

statistical probability shows that in a sample x, 95 percent of the area of a basic normal bell curve is between our 

estimates, (µ) 1.96+/- the standard error around µ. We calculate the margins of error as 𝑠. 𝑒. = 𝜎
√𝑛⁄ .  The 

margin of error for each individual region is based around its QoG estimate, 1.96 ± (𝜎
√𝑛⁄ ), with N=16, 

because of the 16 indicators in the regional index. 
416 To be precise, there are two ways to go about calculating the margin of error for survey data—using an exact 

confidence interval or an approximate confidence interval. The former takes into account both sampling and 

non-sampling errors, while the latter only accounts for random sampling errors. While the exact interval may be 

more precise, we find the advantages of the approximate confidence interval to far outweigh the drawbacks, in 

particular with respect to the efficiency of the calculation. Moreover, we have no reason to suspect that there is 

any bias created by certain groups being excluded or not being forthright in their responses, so compensating for 

such error is simply beyond our reach. Thus we report an approximate confidence interval for each region’s QoG 

estimate. 
417 A table showing the full range of EQI estimates in rank order with margins of error by region is included as 

Appendix 3. 
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significantly distinguishing itself from regions such as Provence-Alpes-Cote d'Azur (FR82) 

and Corse (FR83), and especially the overseas regions. However, the EQI is particularly 

relevant for a country such as Belgium, where we observe that Flanders (Vlaams Gewest, 

BE2) clusters among Europe’s top 25 regions  and the Wallonia and Brussels regions cluster 

with the bottom third of French regions. Thus, we can infer that the BE estimate for the 

country of Belgium as a whole is irrelevant in capturing the concept of QoG.  

In other cases, such as Italy, Spain, Bulgaria, and Turkey, we find that the significant regional 

variation captured by the EQI demonstrates the futility of attempting to capture such 

countries’ QoG with one number. For instance, in Spain some northern regions, such as 

Asturias (ES12), Cantabria (ES13), Navarra (ES22), and La Rioja (ES23), score significantly 

higher than some southern or eastern regions, such as Castilla-La Mancha (ES42), Canarias 

(ES70), or Valencia (ES52). Nevertheless, geographical location does not seem to explain the 

whole story, since it is a northern region—Galicia (ES11)—that has Spain’s lowest EQI score 

(-0.404). Indeed, while Galicia, in terms of QoG, seems closer to the Hungarian average than 

to the Spanish one, its neighboring region, Asturias (with a score of 0.596), is the best-

performing region in the country, with a score closer to the French average than to the 

Spanish one. 

With respect to the individual indicators themselves, the data elucidates several interesting 

trends. First, petty corruption among European residents occurs, at a rate of 5.9 percent for the 

total sample, yet its prevalence varies strikingly across regions.  In several Danish, Dutch, 

Finnish, and Swedish regions, not one respondent said they had paid a bribe in the past 12 

months, while in the capital regions of Bulgaria and Romania, as well as Sud-Est Romania, 

over 30 percent of respondents claimed to have direct experience with the payment of bribes. 

Across the public-service sectors we targeted, petty corruption is on average across the 

sample roughly six times more likely in the healthcare sector than in education or law 

enforcement.  

Public services, in particular law enforcement and health care, are perceived as quite corrupt 

in many Serbian, Romanian, Bulgarian, Greek, southern Italian, and southern and western 

Spanish regions, while they are seen as remarkably clean in Finnish, Danish, Irish, and Dutch 

regions. The vast majority of regions assessed their public services as being of relatively high 

quality (an aggregate score above 5), with education rated consistently best among the public 

services in question. With respect to impartiality, there is much wider regional variation 

across Europe. A majority of residents in several regions in Croatia, Serbia, Slovakia, 

Bulgaria, France, and Portugal consider their healthcare services to favor certain individuals, 

while residents of most regions in the Netherlands, Finland, Denmark, Sweden, and northern 

Italy, as well as Flanders in Belgium and even several Turkish regions rated their services as 

quite impartial, with law enforcement scoring highest among the public services in 

question.
418

  

 

                                                           
418

 More details about the results of the EQI by question can be found Charron (2013). 
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Sensitivity, Robustness, Reliability, and Validity of the Data 

As pointed out by Nardo et al. (2008), building a composite index with multiple variables 

requires many steps and decisions along the way, many of which are arbitrary. As the data are 

presented as an index built on numerous underlying factors and indicators, we performed a 

wide array of sensitivity testing for both the national-level WGI data and the regional scores. 

For example, what if factor weights were used instead of equal weighting? What if certain 

variables were removed or an alternative method of normalization of the data was employed 

instead of z-scores? What happens if we aggregate the data using a different method, say 

multiplying (geometric aggregation) the 16 indicators together rather than adding them 

(arithmetic aggregation)? 

Further, we do not have perfect information as to the complete demographic make-up of each 

region in our sample, thus considering population weights by gender, age, income, or other 

factors would be imposing a very arbitrary (and possibly quite misleading) constraint on the 

outcome of the index. While our survey sample was randomly selected, it is likely that in 

some cases, certain groups have been oversampled (by gender, income, age, or some other 

factor). Thus, we elect to check for the sensitivity of the data to the removal of certain 

demographic groups. If the rank order of the regions changes substantially due to the removal 

of say, low income earners, than we would have evidence that regions where higher income 

earners are possibly oversampled would have an advantage in the final index. Thus along with 

alternative weighting, aggregation, normalization methods, and removal of individual 

indicators in the index, certain demographic groups were removed and the index was re-

aggregated and compared with the final EQI 2013 in Figure 2.
419

 

We find that the results are highly robust and that the underlying individual indicators 

correlate strongly to one another, which is what we would expect based on the fact that they 

are all contributing to a shared, broad concept (QoG). For the national-level data, a sensitivity 

and uncertainty test can be found in Charron (2010). For the regional-level sensitivity test for 

the 2013 data, we ran over 70 simulations in which aspects of the data were altered during the 

building and aggregation process. The data proved to be highly robust to all alternative 

specifications; in no model does the Spearman Rank Coefficient drop below 0.91 when 

compared with the final results presented in section 4.  

This does not mean, however, that no regions were sensitive to alterations. For example, the 

most sensitive regions were found in Romania and Turkey. In Romania, most regions climb 

quite significantly in the rankings if aspects (or the whole pillar) of corruption is removed, 

meaning that they tend to score much higher on questions of quality or impartiality. This can 

be seen clearly in Figure 1 in Appendix 3, where Romanian respondents rate their public 

services as among the most corrupt in Europe while ranking them among the mean in terms of 

quality. This demonstrates the importance of separating various concepts within the broad 

framework of QoG. Researchers using this data should be cautious when making inferences 

                                                           
419 Measures recommended by Nardo et al (2008) in the JRC-OECD handbook on composite indicators. We 

would like to thank Michaela Saisana for her help in this process. 
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about these regions in particular. In general, even for the most extreme alternative scenarios, 

the median change in rank is less than 9 places (of a total of 206). A summary of the results of 

the sensitivity testing for regional scores can be found in Appendix 3, where we highlight the 

most extreme scenarios. 

When building a composite index to capture a concept empirically, one is essentially saying 

that the latent concept consists of several related underlying (smaller) concepts that can be 

empirically measured. For purposes of internal consistency, it is important that all of the 

underlying data used to build the final index are empirically related, or at least are correlated 

in the same direction (Nardo et al. 2008). To establish this, two relatively simple tests were 

performed. First, we looked at pairwise correlations among all 16 of the underlying indicators 

at the regional level. Of the 120 possible pairwise correlations, all were in the expected 

direction, and all were significant at the 99 percent level of confidence save two, personal 

experience with bribery paired with the election and media indicators. Moreover, when 

aggregated to the three pillars (quality, impartiality, and corruption), the three pillars were 

strongly correlated, yet not above 0.80, thus representing unique empirical concepts within the 

overall QoG data.
420

 That the indicators were as strongly correlated as they were lends support 

for the strength of our arithmetic aggregation method. Second, Chronbach’s Alpha was used 

to test the overall internal consistency of the underlying data. The 0.90 result exceeds the rule 

of thumb for reliable internal consistency in the data of an index. With respect to validity of 

the data, we would expect that the EQI 2013 data would be correlated both with our 

preliminary round of data collected in 2010 and with other factors (correlates) that the 

literature has postulated should be correlated with QoG from national-level analyses. In 

addition, we also test discriminant validity, which determines whether the measure at hand is 

uncorrelated with other factors with which it is not expected to have any empirical relation. 

In Figure 5 we compare the 2013 EQI results with those from our smaller initial study 

conducted in 2010.
421

 QoG has been shown to be a “sticky” variable when it is tracked within 

countries over time; thus, we would expect a high correlation between two sets of data 

collected three years apart. Figure 4 shows a scatterplot of the two data sets. The two sets 

(with completely different random samples of citizen-respondents) correlate quite strongly for 

the regions included  in both samples, at 0.94. Regional estimates above the red line imply 

that the region has improved  in rank relative to 2010; those below the line have dropped in 

rank. While the majority of regions are in a relatively similar position in both years, some 

stand-outs are worth mentioning. For example, the Athens region in Greece (GR3), Galicia in 

Spain (ES11), and two regions in Bulgaria (BG41 and BG11) are significantly lower in the 

current index than in the previous index according to their margins of error, while the London 

region in England (UKL) and the capital (Brussels) region in Belgium (BE1) have increased 

their ranks significantly from 2010. 

 

                                                           
420 The pairwise correlation for the pillars quality and impartiality is 0.73, quality and corruption is 0.59, 

impartiality and corruption, 0.76. 
421

 The 2010 data consisted of 34,000 respondents (200 per region) for 172 regions in 18 countries. 
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Figure 5. Relationship between the EQI 2010 and 2013 

 

In comparing the data to other factors for which we would expect a significant correlation, we 

find much support for the external validity of the data. It should be noted that the results 

shown in Table 2 in no way attempt to make directional causal claims, but are presented only 

to show correlations that highlight the external validity of the EQI measure. 

Table 2 highlights several of the key correlations with measures of economic and social 

development in both the 2013 and 2010 data. For example, a standard measure of economic 

development (PPP per capita, logged) is correlated at 0.68 and 0.69 with the 2013 and 2010 

EQI data, respectively. Two measures of inequality—income inequality in terms of the 

percent of the population at risk of poverty after social transfers (from Eurostat 2008)
422

 and 

unemployment rates by gender—are correlated at a 99 percent level of confidence. Social 

trust was collected from the European Value Surveys for 2008, and in 2013 was taken from 

the same survey as the EQI 2013 questions. Both are strongly correlated with both years of 

the EQI. Two measures of social development, education (percent of population with greater 

than a secondary education) and health care (infant mortality rates) correlated at 0.51 and –

0.59 respectively with the 2013 data. While the correlation with adult unemployment is less 

significant than for other measures, both adult unemployment 25–64 and long-term 

unemployment rates (both averaged 2009–2011) are significantly correlated with the 2013 

and 2010 EQI. All of these variables have been shown to correlate strongly with QoG at the 

national level and give support to the external validity of the regional-level measure. 

Population density, which tends to be unrelated to QoG in national-level studies, is also 

uncorrelated with the EQI, lending some evidence for the discriminate validity of the regional 

measure. 

 

                                                           
422

 The risk of poverty “is defined as having equivalised disposable income (i. e. adjusted for household size and 

composition) of less than 60% of national median” (EU Commission Cohesion Report, 2010). 
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Table 2. Tests of External Validity – Pairwise Correlations 

 
EQI2013 EQI2010 

Variable Pearson's p-value Pearson's p-value 

PPP p.c. (log, 07-09) 0.68 0.000 0.69 0.000 

Economic Inequality -0.48 0.000 -0.44 0.000 

Gender Inequality -0.45 0.000 -0.47 0.000 

Social Trust (2008) 0.60 0.000 0.56 0.000 

Social Trust (2013) 0.48 0.000 0.50 0.000 

Education 0.51 0.000 0.50 0.000 

Health (infant mortality) -0.59 0.000 -0.62 0.000 

Unemployment (25-64) -0.33 0.000 -0.31 0.000 

Unemployment (long term) -0.31 0.000 -0.34 0.000 

Population Density -0.04 0.500 -0.06 0.440 

Note: PPP p.c., Gender Inequality, Education, health, Unemployment and population density taken from Eurostat. Inequality 

(poverty risk) is taken from Eurostat (2008), while social trust 2008 is from the European Values survey. All bivariate 

correlations using Eurostat data, social trust 2013 have 206 observations. Correlations with inequality and social trust 2008 

have 181 and 189 observations respectively.   

Potential EQI Use in Social Science and Further Discussion 

The associations pointed out in Table 2 open intriguing possibilities for future research. 

Having an overall high level of QoG means that a region enjoys relatively higher, and more 

heterogeneous, social outcomes, such as higher income, more education, and higher levels of 

social trust—and, at the same time, demonstrate fewer problems, such as economic and 

gender inequalities, unemployment, and infant mortality. Conversely, low-performing regions 

lag in almost all relevant socioeconomic indicators. Why societies enter a vicious or virtuous 

circle is a question that has drawn the attention of several scholars in recent years, both at the 

national (Rothstein 2003; Rothstein and Uslaner 2005) and regional levels (Tabellini 2010; 

Charron and Lapuente 2013). The data presented in this paper fuel this debate, presenting 

evidence of the divergence in quality of government observed within the borders of what is a 

de facto single market in many cases. 

The purpose of this study is to present new data that captures the concept of quality of 

government (QoG) at the regional level for 206 regions in 24 European countries; we provide 

the data free here for scholarly use. The index is the first of its kind in offering a multi-

country, sub-national index of QoG. Building on a smaller, preliminary round of data 

collected in 2010, the 2013 EQI offers the most comprehensive set of indicators to date 

describing various aspects of QoG for researchers and policy-makers, allowing comparison of 

regions within and across countries as well as country-level comparisons. The index, 

constructed via the largest citizen-based survey on QoG factors with a specific focus at the 

sub- national level, builds on the responses of over 85,000 citizens (400+ per region) to 

inquiries about their perceptions and experiences with regional public services, particularly in 

the areas ofeducation, health care, and law enforcement. The 16 survey questions that 

comprise the survey are aggregated into a single index, the European Quality of Government 
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Index (EQI). Sensitivity tests demonstrate that the aggregations, weighting, and normalization 

techniques used to build the composite index, along with consideration of demographic 

groups that might be over- or underrepresented in certain regions, do not significantly bias the 

results, as the data is highly robust to alternative construction specifications. Our checks of 

internal consistency show the underlying indicators are strongly correlated and are tracking a 

similar latent concept. Moreover, the data is highly correlated with both the 2010 round of the 

EQI and several measures of social and economic development that the literature has 

highlighted at the national level of analysis, thus lending support for the EQI’s external 

validity. The EQI’s lack of correlation with other measures such as population or area size 

lends a degree of discriminant validity. 

The data have been used thus far in several scholarly works, for example linking variations in 

historical constraints on executive power prior to the nineteenth century to modern-day 

institutional quality in European regions (Charron and Lapuente 2013) and explaining the 

proportion of women in local parliaments (Sundström 2013) and regional economic 

performance (Rodriguez-Pose and Garcilazo 2013). They have also been incorporated into the 

EU’s Regional Competitiveness Index (Annoni and Dijkstra 2013).  

The data have many other potential uses for scholars and policy-makers alike. First, the 

timing of the two rounds of data collection (2010 and 2013) could allow exploration of 

whether regions with higher QoG are more likely to recover from the Great Recession more 

quickly than average or poorly performing regions. A second potential research area might be 

cohesion policy, a cornerstone of the EU that is targeted at the regional level. The EQI 

estimates could serve as important benchmarks for EU policy-makers assessing aspects of 

regional cohesion such as institutional quality. In addition, one could check whether QoG at 

the regional level is related with an efficient use of cohesion funds and whether 

socioeconomic convergence occurs faster in regions with higher QoG.  

Third, scholars interested in political or fiscal decentralizationcould use the EQI to test some 

previously untestable hypotheses, such as whether or not spatial variations in the quality of 

sub-national governance can be explained by various types of decentralization. Intriguingly, 

the results of both the 2010 survey (Charron, Dijkstra, and Lapuente 2013) and the 2013 

round presented here show a puzzling relationship between regional autonomy and within-

country differences in QoG: some countries that allow regions relatively little capacity of self-

rule (for instance, Italy or France) present notable regional variations while countries that give 

a lot of autonomy to their regions (Germany or Austria) have, on the contrary, little variation 

in the quality of their institutions. These results suggest that what drives institutional quality 

may go beyond particular institutions and might be embedded with overall social logics in 

specific geographical locations. This might be in line with the recent reintroduction of 

culturally based explanations of social phenomena (see, for instance, Sapienza, Zingales, and 

Guiso 2006; Tabellini 2008, 2010). One line of potential inquiry could be to check whether 

QoG at the regional level is related with other salient attitudes of citizens, such as social or 

political trust or happiness.  
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Similarly, a fourth interesting strand of research could be to examine whether sub-national 

variations in various types of inequality (income, health, education, gender, life-quality, or 

civic participation) are related with QoG. At first sight, it seems that those regions where 

public institutions treat their citizens in an unequal way also score high in many other 

measures of inequality: why do these diverse inequalities go hand in hand?  

In addition, one can take any of the subcomponents of the EQI separately, depending on one’s 

research question. In testing any one of these or numerous other empirical questions at the 

sub-national level, across countries, provides many advantages, as this level of analysis 

increases the number of observations, providing an inherent natural controls for cultures , 

institutions, and norms across countries and strengthening causal inferences (Snyder 2001).  

We would also point out that Europe is not the only applicable area for such sub-national 

measures—the methods applied here could certainly be applied to other relevant countries, 

such as countries in North and South America or other large countries where it is suspected 

that regional institutional performance varies, such as India, Russia, China, Nigeria, or South 

Africa, or even others where sub-national differences might be less severe, as it would be 

relevant to attempt to understand why certain countries vary sub-nationally with respect to 

QoG while others do not.  

There are of course several criticisms one can assert against the EQI measures. First, the 

concepts in question are latent, and thus difficult to measure directly. To date, no “objective” 

measure has been as universally accepted or used in QoG research as subjective indicators, 

such as the WGI. Building on the core methodology of leading national-level indicators, the 

data here are also mostly subjective. Thus skeptics might posit that low or high regional 

scores could be the result of some unobserved citizen bias or some untracked aspect of the 

public sector. Moreover, as with any survey data, respondents (citizens) could simply be 

uninformed. Second, is the data captures a snapshot; thus, although a first round of data from 

2010 is available, the power of these data to show clear causal links over time is admittedly 

limited. 

Third, we present a composite index, and with that comes many complexities, not the least of 

which is the methodology for building the index. However, we argue that such criticism does 

not detract from the overall contribution and utility that the EQI provides. The data, which is 

robust and internally consistent, built on a large sample of informed opinions from the 

consumers of the public services in question, and shows strong external validity, offers a step 

forward in our empirical understanding of QoG at a new level of analysis that can be used to 

test old and new theories alike. 
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Appendix 

Figure A1. EQI and Margins of Error 

 

Table A1: The 16 questions used in the index 

Quality of Service Questions, ‘0’ (extremely poor quality) to ‘10’ (extremely high quality) 

1.‘How would you rate the quality of public education in your area?’ (edqual) 

2.‘How would you rate the quality of the public health care system in your area?’ (helqual) 

3.'How would you rate the quality of the police force in your area?’ (lawqual) 

Impartiality of Services Questions. 4-6: '0' (strongly disagree) to '10' (strongly agree), 7-9: 1. 

Agree, 2. rather agree, 3. Rather disagree or 4. Disagree 

4. “Certain people are given special advantages in the public education system in my area.” 

(edimpart1) 

5.“Certain people are given special advantages in the public health care system in my area.” 

(helimpart1) 

6.“The police force gives special advantages to certain people in my area.” (lawimpart1) 

7.“All citizens are treated equally in the public education system in my area” (edimpart2) 

8.“All citizens are treated equally in the public health care system in my area” (helimpart2) 

9.“All citizens are treated equally by the police force in my area” (lawimpart2) 

Corruption in Services (Perceptions), ‘0’ being “strongly disagree” and ‘10’ being “strongly 

agree” 

Åland (FI)

Ankara/Bati Anadolu (TR)

-3
-2

-1
0
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10.“Corruption is prevalent in my area’s local public school system” (edcorr) 

11.“Corruption is prevalent in the public health care system in my area” (helcorr) 

12.“Corruption is prevalent in the police force in my area” (lawcorr) 

13. In your opinion, how often do you think other people in your area use bribery to obtain other 

special advantages that they are not entitled to? (0 never - 10 Very frequently) (otherscorr) 

Corruption in Services (Experiences), ‘(yes/no)’ 

14. ‘In the past 12 months have you or anyone living in your household paid a bribe in any form to: 

(a): Education services? (b): Health or medical services? (c): Police? d) any other public service? 

(bribe) 

Other Aspects of Regional QoG, '0' strongly disagree - '10' strongly agree 

15.“Elections in my area are clean from corruption” (elections) 

16. “I trust the information provided by the local mass media on matters of politics and public services 

in my area”. (media) 
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Table A2. Full Sample, Data and Margins of Error: 2013 and 2010 

  

2013 data 

   

2010 Data 

   

NUTS name 

EQI 

2013 margin13 lo_c.i.95% hi_c.i.95% EQI13_100 
EQI2010 

margin10 lo_c.i.95% hi_c.i.95% 
EQI10_100 

AT Austria 0.923 

   

65.836 1.157 

   

83.94 

AT11 Burgenland 1.048 0.324 0.724 1.373 68.143 1.456 0.189 1.267 1.645 90.40 

AT12 Niederöstrerreich 1.109 0.223 0.886 1.332 69.263 1.159 0.215 0.944 1.374 83.97 

AT13 Wien 0.466 0.248 0.218 0.713 57.430 1.182 0.247 0.935 1.429 84.48 

AT21 Kärnten 0.870 0.338 0.532 1.209 64.873 1.335 0.266 1.068 1.601 87.78 

AT22 Steiermark 1.118 0.216 0.902 1.334 69.429 1.007 0.207 0.800 1.214 80.68 

AT31 Oberösterreich 0.991 0.215 0.776 1.205 67.082 1.069 0.174 0.895 1.243 82.03 

AT32 Salzburg 0.870 0.444 0.426 1.314 64.872 1.040 0.216 0.824 1.255 81.40 

AT33 Tirol 1.373 0.260 1.112 1.633 74.107 1.313 0.261 1.052 1.573 87.30 

AT34 Voralberg 0.525 0.532 -0.007 1.057 58.517 1.240 0.255 0.985 1.495 85.72 

BE Belgium 0.831 

   

64.152 0.515 

   

70.02 

BE1 Brussels 0.202 0.404 -0.203 0.606 52.576 -0.406 0.409 -0.816 0.003 50.08 

BE2 Vlaams Gewest 1.318 0.437 0.881 1.754 73.095 0.975 0.477 0.498 1.452 79.99 

BE3 Wallonie 0.161 0.389 -0.228 0.549 51.828 -0.025 0.352 -0.377 0.327 58.33 

BG Bulgaria -1.576 

   

19.889 -1.591 

   

24.42 

BG31 Severozapaden -2.020 0.461 -2.481 -1.560 11.726 -2.479 0.427 -2.907 -2.052 5.19 

BG32 Severen Tsentralen -1.391 0.433 -1.824 -0.959 23.290 -1.947 0.540 -2.486 -1.407 16.72 

BG33 Severoiztochen -0.111 0.596 -0.707 0.485 46.832 -0.740 0.261 -1.001 -0.479 42.86 

BG34 Yugoiztochen -1.592 0.397 -1.988 -1.195 19.610 -2.031 0.388 -2.419 -1.643 14.90 

BG41 Yugozapaden -2.598 0.533 -3.131 -2.065 1.108 -1.704 0.366 -2.070 -1.337 21.99 

BG42 Yuzhen Tsentralen -0.940 0.515 -1.455 -0.426 31.583 -0.922 0.315 -1.236 -0.607 38.92 

CY Cyprus 0.230 

   

53.100 0.389 

   

67.31 
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CZ Czech Rep. -0.300 

   

43.354 -0.351 

   

51.27 

CZ01 Praha -0.336 0.227 -0.563 -0.109 42.694 -0.855 0.437 -1.291 -0.418 40.37 

CZ02 Stredni Cechy -0.285 0.153 -0.438 -0.132 43.625 -0.140 0.419 -0.559 0.280 55.85 

CZ03 Jihozapad -0.136 0.188 -0.324 0.053 46.376 0.087 0.353 -0.266 0.440 60.76 

CZ04 Severozapad -0.820 0.175 -0.995 -0.644 33.802 -0.861 0.485 -1.346 -0.376 40.23 

CZ05 Severovychod -0.183 0.183 -0.366 0.001 45.513 -0.019 0.316 -0.335 0.297 58.46 

CZ06 Jihovychod -0.065 0.184 -0.250 0.119 47.671 -0.368 0.338 -0.706 -0.030 50.91 

CZ07 Stedni Morava -0.250 0.207 -0.457 -0.043 44.273 -0.466 0.383 -0.850 -0.083 48.78 

CZ08 Moravskoslezsko -0.468 0.188 -0.657 -0.280 40.257 -0.284 0.413 -0.697 0.129 52.73 

DE Germany 0.852 

   

64.530 0.889 

   

78.14 

DE1 Baden Wuttemberg 0.980 0.238 0.742 1.219 66.892 1.011 0.313 0.698 1.323 80.76 

DE2 Bavaria 1.045 0.243 0.802 1.287 68.074 0.727 0.340 0.388 1.067 74.63 

DE3 Berlin 0.470 0.291 0.179 0.761 57.510 1.010 0.369 0.642 1.379 80.76 

DE4 Brandenburg 0.573 0.368 0.205 0.942 59.413 1.008 0.385 0.623 1.393 80.71 

DE5 Bremen 0.834 0.372 0.461 1.206 64.194 0.981 0.309 0.673 1.290 80.13 

DE6 Hamburg 0.767 0.255 0.511 1.022 62.964 0.990 0.297 0.693 1.287 80.31 

DE7 Hessen 0.840 0.268 0.573 1.108 64.318 0.641 0.275 0.366 0.917 72.77 

DE8 

Mecklenburg-

Vorpommen 
0.831 

0.311 0.520 1.142 64.147 
0.977 

0.293 0.684 1.270 
80.04 

DE9 Lower Saxony 1.062 0.255 0.807 1.317 68.396 0.964 0.301 0.663 1.266 79.76 

DEA N. Rhine Westphalia 0.710 0.319 0.391 1.029 61.922 0.730 0.352 0.378 1.082 74.68 

DEB Rhineland-Palatinate 1.026 0.283 0.743 1.309 67.732 0.848 0.241 0.607 1.090 77.24 

DEC Saarland 1.019 0.376 0.642 1.395 67.596 1.085 0.333 0.752 1.418 82.37 

DED Saxony 0.788 0.272 0.516 1.060 63.356 1.132 0.293 0.839 1.425 83.39 

DEE Saxony-Anhalt 0.375 0.353 0.022 0.727 55.758 0.889 0.350 0.539 1.240 78.14 

DEF Schleswig-Holstein 1.092 0.334 0.758 1.426 68.944 1.318 0.358 0.961 1.676 87.43 

DEG Thuringia 0.488 0.333 0.155 0.821 57.839 1.385 0.385 1.000 1.770 88.87 
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DK Denmark 1.659 

   

79.366 1.643 

   

94.46 

DK01 Hovedstaden 1.631 0.243 1.388 1.873 78.850 1.498 0.357 1.142 1.855 91.32 

DK02 Sjaelland 1.447 0.273 1.173 1.720 75.471 1.648 0.366 1.283 2.014 94.57 

DK03 Syddanmark 1.689 0.267 1.422 1.957 79.926 1.639 0.254 1.385 1.893 94.37 

DK04 Midtylland 1.761 0.238 1.523 1.998 81.241 1.899 0.274 1.625 2.173 100.00 

DK05 Nordjylland 1.756 0.207 1.549 1.963 81.152 1.510 0.334 1.176 1.844 91.57 

EE Estonia 0.131 

   

51.283 0.092 

   

60.86 

ES Spain 0.131 

   

51.284 0.089 

   

60.80 

ES11 Galicia -0.404 0.278 -0.681 -0.126 41.451 0.667 0.534 0.133 1.202 73.33 

ES12 Principado de Asturias 0.596 0.315 0.282 0.911 59.832 0.601 0.493 0.109 1.094 71.90 

ES13 Cantabria 0.573 0.235 0.338 0.808 59.402 0.213 0.463 -0.250 0.676 63.49 

ES21 Pais Vasco 0.446 0.379 0.067 0.824 57.065 0.763 0.405 0.358 1.168 75.40 

ES22 Navarra 0.423 0.266 0.156 0.689 56.638 0.244 0.347 -0.103 0.591 64.17 

ES23 La Rioja 0.536 0.266 0.271 0.802 58.731 0.318 0.525 -0.207 0.843 65.77 

ES24 Aragón 0.262 0.234 0.028 0.496 53.687 0.399 0.427 -0.027 0.826 67.53 

ES30 Comunidad de Madrid 0.419 0.335 0.084 0.754 56.575 -0.041 0.485 -0.526 0.444 57.99 

ES41 Castilla y León 0.401 0.225 0.176 0.625 56.235 0.005 0.472 -0.467 0.477 58.98 

ES42 Castilla-La Mancha -0.093 0.213 -0.306 0.120 47.159 0.281 0.416 -0.135 0.698 64.97 

ES43 Extremadura 0.298 0.238 0.060 0.536 54.345 0.500 0.406 0.094 0.906 69.71 

ES51 Cataluña -0.051 0.280 -0.330 0.229 47.942 -0.426 0.446 -0.872 0.019 49.64 

ES52 Comunidad Valenciana -0.151 0.292 -0.443 0.141 46.100 0.224 0.423 -0.199 0.647 63.73 

ES53 Illes Balears 0.112 0.286 -0.174 0.398 50.931 0.177 0.437 -0.261 0.614 62.70 

ES61 Andalucia 0.018 0.254 -0.236 0.272 49.200 -0.147 0.437 -0.584 0.290 55.70 

ES62 Región de Murcia 0.490 0.279 0.211 0.769 57.884 0.361 0.449 -0.087 0.810 66.70 

ES63 Ceuta (ES) 

         
 

ES64 Melilla (ES) 
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ES70 Canarias (ES) -0.207 0.267 -0.474 0.059 45.055 0.349 0.476 -0.127 0.826 66.44 

FI Finland 1.583 

   

77.966 1.493 

   

91.22 

FI13 Itä-Suomi  1.485 0.251 1.234 1.736 76.168 1.493 

   

91.22 

FI18 Etelä-Suomi  1.598 0.246 1.352 1.844 78.249 1.493 

   

91.22 

FI19 Länsi-Suomi 1.568 0.262 1.306 1.830 77.699 1.493 

   

91.22 

FI1A Pohjois-Suomi 1.596 0.269 1.327 1.865 78.204 1.493 

   

91.22 

FI20 Åland 2.781 0.292 2.489 3.074 100.000 1.493 

   

91.22 

FR France 0.615 

   

60.178 0.656 

   

73.09 

FR10 Ile-de-France 0.552 0.341 0.211 0.893 59.014 0.695 0.380 0.315 1.076 73.93 

FR21 Champagne-Ardenne 0.403 0.326 0.077 0.729 56.279 0.314 0.347 -0.032 0.661 65.68 

FR22 Picardie 0.403 0.321 0.082 0.724 56.284 0.615 0.340 0.275 0.955 72.19 

FR23 Haute-Normandie 0.466 0.350 0.116 0.816 57.432 0.249 0.313 -0.064 0.562 64.27 

FR24 Centre 0.948 0.272 0.676 1.220 66.296 0.765 0.305 0.460 1.071 75.45 

FR25 Basse-Normandie 0.855 0.252 0.603 1.107 64.589 0.648 0.304 0.344 0.952 72.91 

FR26 Bourgogne 0.435 0.275 0.159 0.710 56.864 0.630 0.258 0.372 0.888 72.52 

FR30 Nord - Pas-de-Calais 0.286 0.327 -0.042 0.613 54.119 0.692 0.385 0.307 1.077 73.87 

FR41 Lorraine 0.510 0.298 0.211 0.808 58.238 0.376 0.334 0.042 0.710 67.01 

FR42 Alsace 0.716 0.322 0.394 1.039 62.040 0.619 0.344 0.275 0.963 72.29 

FR43 Franche-Comte 0.668 0.233 0.435 0.901 61.145 0.640 0.374 0.266 1.014 72.74 

FR51 Pays de la Loire 0.739 0.317 0.421 1.056 62.451 0.495 0.374 0.121 0.869 69.59 

FR52 Bretagne 1.146 0.279 0.867 1.425 69.940 1.218 0.346 0.872 1.564 85.25 

FR53 Poitou-Charentes 0.893 0.324 0.569 1.217 65.284 0.928 0.353 0.576 1.281 78.98 

FR61 Aquitaine 0.939 0.254 0.685 1.192 66.125 0.983 0.313 0.670 1.295 80.16 

FR62 Midi-Pyrenees 0.890 0.274 0.616 1.164 65.235 0.534 0.282 0.253 0.816 70.45 

FR63 Limousin 0.706 0.311 0.395 1.017 61.848 0.885 0.270 0.614 1.155 78.04 

FR71 Rhone-Alpes 0.788 0.271 0.517 1.060 63.363 0.962 0.294 0.667 1.256 79.70 
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FR72 Auvergne 0.862 0.296 0.567 1.158 64.726 0.712 0.353 0.359 1.065 74.30 

FR81 Languedoc-Roussillon 0.517 0.297 0.220 0.814 58.375 0.684 0.281 0.404 0.965 73.69 

FR82 

Provence-Alpes-Cote 

d'Azur 
0.188 

0.330 -0.142 0.518 52.329 
0.346 

0.274 0.072 0.620 
66.37 

FR83 Corse 0.312 0.333 -0.021 0.645 54.600 0.249 0.355 -0.107 0.604 64.26 

FR91 Guadeloupe -0.300 0.315 -0.615 0.016 43.364 -0.508 0.453 -0.962 -0.055 47.87 

FR92 Martinique 0.021 0.286 -0.265 0.307 49.254 -0.351 0.418 -0.769 0.067 51.28 

FR93 Guyane -0.534 0.343 -0.877 -0.191 39.053 -0.468 0.375 -0.843 -0.093 48.74 

FR94 Reunion 0.022 0.376 -0.354 0.398 49.273 -0.055 0.515 -0.571 0.460 57.68 

GR Greece -0.958 

   

31.262 -0.629 

   

45.25 

GR1 Voreia Ellada -0.906 0.314 -1.220 -0.592 32.217 -1.185 0.476 -1.661 -0.709 33.22 

GR2 Kentriki Ellada -0.980 0.339 -1.319 -0.641 30.856 -0.848 0.570 -1.418 -0.278 40.52 

GR3 Attica -1.073 0.400 -1.473 -0.673 29.144 0.004 0.551 -0.547 0.555 58.96 

GR4 Nisia Aigaiou-Kriti -0.653 0.309 -0.962 -0.345 36.858 -0.683 0.483 -1.166 -0.199 44.10 

HR Croatia -1.182 

   

27.136 -1.179 

   

33.36 

HR03 Jadranska Hrvatska -1.280 0.399 -1.678 -0.881 25.343 -1.179 

   

33.36 

HR04 Kontinentalna Hrvatska -1.134 0.374 -1.508 -0.759 28.030 -1.179 

   

33.36 

HU Hungary -0.572 

   

38.358 -0.436 

   

49.44 

HU1 Közép-Magyarország -0.764 0.393 -1.157 -0.371 34.821 -0.907 0.389 -1.296 -0.517 39.25 

HU2 Dunántúl -0.374 0.328 -0.702 -0.047 41.986 -0.170 0.238 -0.408 0.068 55.19 

HU3 Észak és Alföld -0.578 0.330 -0.908 -0.248 38.238 -0.296 0.232 -0.528 -0.065 52.46 

IE Ireland 0.798 

   

63.546 0.948 

   

79.42 

IE01 

Border, Midland and 

Western 
0.906 

0.369 0.537 1.275 65.535 
0.948 

   

79.42 

IE02 Southern and Eastern 0.758 0.252 0.507 1.010 62.810 0.948 

   

79.42 

IT Italy -0.930 

   

31.773 -0.838 

   

40.73 

ITC1 Piemonte -0.652 0.365 -1.017 -0.287 36.879 0.034 0.250 -0.216 0.284 59.62 
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ITC2 Valle d'Acosta 0.653 0.350 0.303 1.003 60.876 0.892 0.251 0.641 1.143 78.19 

ITC3 Ligura -0.848 0.381 -1.229 -0.467 33.277 -0.375 0.327 -0.703 -0.048 50.75 

ITC4 Lombardia -0.542 0.371 -0.913 -0.170 38.914 -0.513 0.221 -0.734 -0.293 47.76 

ITD1 Bolzano 1.005 0.321 0.684 1.326 67.339 1.035 0.236 0.799 1.271 81.29 

ITD2 Trento 1.043 0.339 0.703 1.382 68.039 0.726 0.277 0.448 1.003 74.59 

ITD3 Veneto -0.186 0.364 -0.550 0.179 45.458 -0.329 0.263 -0.592 -0.065 51.76 

ITD4 Friuli-Venezia Giulia 0.373 0.311 0.062 0.685 55.736 0.368 0.212 0.156 0.580 66.85 

ITD5 Emilia-Romagna -0.217 0.328 -0.546 0.111 44.877 -0.201 0.191 -0.392 -0.010 54.52 

ITE1 Toscana -0.533 0.335 -0.868 -0.198 39.070 -0.421 0.249 -0.671 -0.172 49.75 

ITE2 Umbria -0.495 0.353 -0.848 -0.142 39.774 -0.041 0.307 -0.349 0.266 57.98 

ITE3 Marche -0.535 0.327 -0.862 -0.209 39.034 -0.327 0.302 -0.628 -0.025 51.80 

ITE4 Lazio -1.512 0.362 -1.874 -1.150 21.080 -1.176 0.267 -1.443 -0.910 33.40 

ITF1 Abruzzo -1.097 0.378 -1.475 -0.719 28.705 -0.799 0.348 -1.147 -0.450 41.58 

ITF2 Molise -1.661 0.371 -2.032 -1.290 18.335 -1.144 0.363 -1.507 -0.781 34.11 

ITF3 Campania -2.242 0.345 -2.587 -1.897 7.650 -2.284 0.308 -2.592 -1.976 9.42 

ITF4 Puglia -1.604 0.396 -2.000 -1.208 19.379 -1.669 0.333 -2.003 -1.336 22.73 

ITF5 Basilicata -1.423 0.375 -1.798 -1.047 22.716 -1.168 0.317 -1.485 -0.851 33.59 

ITF6 Calabria -1.687 0.443 -2.130 -1.245 17.846 -2.147 0.465 -2.612 -1.683 12.38 

ITG1 Sicilia -1.588 0.333 -1.922 -1.255 19.670 -1.767 0.339 -2.107 -1.428 20.61 

ITG2 Sardegna -1.307 0.387 -1.695 -0.920 24.835 -0.776 0.293 -1.069 -0.483 42.07 

LT Lithuania -0.612 

   

37.620 -0.768 

   

42.25 

LU Luxembourgh 1.320 

   

73.140 1.143 

   

83.63 

LV Latvia -0.669 

   

36.580 -0.722 

   

43.24 

MT Malta 0.195 

   

52.457 0.429 

   

68.17 

NL Netherlands 1.326 

   

73.254 1.204 

   

84.95 

NL11 Groningen 1.390 0.273 1.117 1.662 74.420 1.602 0.406 1.196 2.008 93.57 
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NL12 Friesland (NL) 1.428 0.286 1.142 1.714 75.125 1.602 0.406 1.196 2.008 93.57 

NL13 Drenthe 1.201 0.282 0.919 1.482 70.941 1.602 0.406 1.196 2.008 93.57 

NL21 Overijssel 1.636 0.281 1.356 1.917 78.955 1.132 0.366 0.766 1.498 83.39 

NL22 Gelderland 1.316 0.246 1.071 1.562 73.073 1.132 0.366 0.766 1.498 83.39 

NL23 Flevoland 1.277 0.282 0.995 1.559 72.347 1.132 0.366 0.766 1.498 83.39 

NL31 Utrecht 1.426 0.296 1.130 1.722 75.082 1.232 0.338 0.894 1.569 85.54 

NL32 Noord-Holland 1.196 0.264 0.932 1.460 70.859 1.232 0.338 0.894 1.569 85.54 

NL33 Zuid-Holland 1.368 0.222 1.145 1.590 74.016 1.232 0.338 0.894 1.569 85.54 

NL34 Zeeland 1.257 0.318 0.939 1.575 71.975 1.232 0.338 0.894 1.569 85.54 

NL41 Noord-Brabant 1.238 0.284 0.955 1.522 71.634 1.025 0.315 0.710 1.340 81.07 

NL42 Limburg (NL) 1.301 0.304 0.997 1.605 72.786 1.025 0.315 0.710 1.340 81.07 

PL Poland -0.453 

   

40.535 -0.720 

   

43.28 

PL11 Lodzkie -0.563 0.354 -0.917 -0.210 38.513 -0.623 0.243 -0.867 -0.380 45.38 

PL12 Mazowieckie -0.614 0.375 -0.988 -0.239 37.589 -0.781 0.214 -0.995 -0.568 41.96 

PL21 Malopolskie -0.330 0.352 -0.682 0.021 42.799 -0.654 0.242 -0.896 -0.411 44.72 

PL22 Slaskie -0.722 0.385 -1.107 -0.337 35.591 -0.907 0.188 -1.095 -0.719 39.25 

PL31 Lubelskie -0.458 0.317 -0.775 -0.142 40.442 -0.685 0.227 -0.911 -0.458 44.05 

PL32 Podkarpackie -0.582 0.340 -0.922 -0.242 38.173 -0.630 0.274 -0.904 -0.356 45.24 

PL33 Swietokrzyskie -0.508 0.327 -0.835 -0.181 39.525 -0.580 0.235 -0.815 -0.344 46.33 

PL34 Podlaskie -0.157 0.331 -0.488 0.174 45.978 -0.745 0.205 -0.951 -0.540 42.74 

PL41 Wielkopolskie -0.437 0.277 -0.714 -0.159 40.844 -0.784 0.204 -0.988 -0.580 41.90 

PL42 Zachodniopomorskie -0.312 0.383 -0.695 0.071 43.134 -0.645 0.211 -0.856 -0.435 44.90 

PL43 Lubuskie -0.195 0.354 -0.548 0.159 45.292 -0.711 0.265 -0.976 -0.446 43.48 

PL51 Dolnoslaskie -0.728 0.382 -1.110 -0.346 35.487 -0.908 0.249 -1.157 -0.658 39.22 

PL52 Opolskie -0.001 0.320 -0.320 0.319 48.858 -0.375 0.228 -0.603 -0.147 50.75 

PL61 Kujawsko-Pomorskie -0.042 0.385 -0.428 0.343 48.095 -0.732 0.170 -0.902 -0.562 43.02 
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PL62 Warminsko-Mazurskie -0.266 0.373 -0.639 0.108 43.988 -0.436 0.221 -0.657 -0.215 49.44 

PL63 Pomorskie -0.184 0.387 -0.571 0.202 45.482 -0.635 0.203 -0.839 -0.432 45.12 

PT Portugal 0.053 

   

49.845 0.067 

   

60.34 

PT11 Norte -0.121 0.420 -0.541 0.299 46.638 -0.268 0.361 -0.630 0.093 53.07 

PT15 Algarve 0.337 0.224 0.114 0.561 55.068 0.290 0.510 -0.220 0.800 65.16 

PT16 Centro 0.049 0.366 -0.317 0.415 49.777 0.040 0.358 -0.318 0.399 59.75 

PT17 Lisboa -0.063 0.291 -0.354 0.227 47.706 0.219 0.395 -0.176 0.614 63.62 

PT18 Alentejo 1.004 0.200 0.804 1.205 67.337 0.848 0.387 0.461 1.236 77.24 

PT20 

Região Autónoma dos 

Açores 
0.618 

0.338 0.280 0.956 60.230 
0.610 

0.307 0.303 0.917 
72.08 

PT30 

Região Autónoma da 

Madeira 
0.118 

0.395 -0.277 0.513 51.042 
0.365 

0.410 -0.044 0.775 
66.79 

RO Romania -1.649 

   

18.545 -1.580 

 

-1.580 -1.580 24.67 

RO11 Nord-Vest -1.630 0.562 -2.191 -1.068 18.906 -0.792 0.459 -1.252 -0.333 41.72 

RO12 Centru -1.064 0.504 -1.567 -0.560 29.315 -1.262 0.459 -1.721 -0.804 31.54 

RO21 Nord-Est -1.672 0.485 -2.157 -1.187 18.134 -1.718 0.561 -2.279 -1.158 21.67 

RO22 Sud-Est -1.931 0.578 -2.509 -1.353 13.369 -1.740 0.598 -2.339 -1.142 21.19 

RO31 Sud-Muntenia -1.478 0.524 -2.001 -0.954 21.705 -1.466 0.495 -1.961 -0.971 27.13 

RO32 Bucuresti-Ilfov -2.227 0.669 -2.896 -1.558 7.928 -2.719 0.706 -3.425 -2.013 0.00 

RO41 Sud-Vest Oltenia -1.659 0.532 -2.191 -1.127 18.371 -1.154 0.562 -1.716 -0.591 33.89 

RO42 Vest -1.591 0.544 -2.135 -1.047 19.621 -1.967 0.552 -2.520 -1.415 16.28 

RS Serbia -1.822 

   

15.366 -1.901 

   

17.72 

RS11 Belgrade -2.223 0.320 -2.543 -1.903 8.003 -1.901 

   

17.72 

RS21 

Šumadija and Western 

Serbia 
-1.831 

0.317 -2.147 -1.514 15.215 
-1.901 

   

17.72 

RS22 Vojvodina -1.811 0.530 -2.341 -1.281 15.579 -1.901 

   

17.72 

RS22 

Southern and Eastern 

Serbia 
-1.854 

0.492 -2.347 -1.362 14.782 
-1.901 

   

17.72 

RS23 Kosovo and Metohija -1.353 0.654 -2.007 -0.699 23.990 -1.901 

   

17.72 
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SE Sweden 1.496 

   

76.376 1.388 

   

88.92 

SE1 Östra Sverige 1.536 0.347 1.189 1.883 77.108 1.375 0.321 1.053 1.696 88.64 

SE2 Södra Sverige 1.509 0.273 1.236 1.782 76.619 1.456 0.361 1.095 1.817 90.41 

SE3 Norra Sverige 1.380 0.323 1.057 1.703 74.240 1.252 0.296 0.956 1.548 86.00 

SI Slovenia -0.020 

   

48.502 0.008 

   

59.06 

SK Slovakia -0.541 

   

38.926 -0.558 

   

46.79 

SK01 Bratislavský kraj -0.646 0.234 -0.880 -0.413 36.990 -0.340 0.299 -0.639 -0.042 51.51 

SK02 Západné Slovensko -0.434 0.221 -0.655 -0.213 40.892 -0.648 0.304 -0.952 -0.344 44.85 

SK03 Stredné Slovensko -0.444 0.219 -0.663 -0.225 40.712 -0.545 0.245 -0.790 -0.300 47.08 

SK04 Východné Slovensko -0.707 0.238 -0.945 -0.470 35.866 -0.548 0.254 -0.802 -0.295 47.00 

TR Turkey -1.493 

   

21.422 -1.497 

   

26.45 

TR1 Istanbul -2.608 0.235 -2.843 -2.372 0.929 -1.497 

   

26.45 

TR2 Bati Marmara 0.147 0.422 -0.275 0.568 51.569 -1.497 

   

26.45 

TR3 Ege -2.358 0.454 -2.812 -1.904 5.513 -1.497 

   

26.45 

TR4 Dogu Marmara -1.385 0.305 -1.690 -1.080 23.405 -1.497 

   

26.45 

TR5 Bati Anadolu -2.658 0.366 -3.025 -2.292 0.000 -1.497 

   

26.45 

TR6 Akdeniz -1.056 0.393 -1.449 -0.663 29.452 -1.497 

   

26.45 

TR7 Orta Anadolu -0.887 0.280 -1.167 -0.607 32.560 -1.497 

   

26.45 

TR8 Bati Karadeniz -0.070 0.392 -0.462 0.322 47.578 -1.497 

   

26.45 

TR9 Dogu Karadeniz 0.127 0.332 -0.205 0.459 51.206 -1.497 

   

26.45 

TRA Kuzeydogu Anadolu -0.491 0.345 -0.836 -0.146 39.841 -1.497 

   

26.45 

TRB Ortadogu Anadolu -1.897 0.411 -2.308 -1.486 13.998 -1.497 

   

26.45 

TRC Güneydogu Anadolu -0.475 0.368 -0.843 -0.107 40.132 -1.497 

   

26.45 

UK United Kingdom 0.803 

   

63.641 0.879 

   

77.92 

UKC Northeast England 0.705 0.181 0.524 0.886 61.826 0.882 0.359 0.524 1.241 77.99 

UKD Northwest England 0.853 0.244 0.609 1.097 64.551 1.010 0.379 0.631 1.389 80.75 
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UKE Yorkshire-Humber 0.936 0.193 0.743 1.129 66.071 0.601 0.321 0.280 0.922 71.90 

UKF East Midland England 0.689 0.195 0.493 0.884 61.535 1.226 0.332 0.894 1.558 85.43 

UKG West Midland England 0.655 0.190 0.465 0.845 60.914 0.757 0.246 0.511 1.003 75.26 

UKH East of England 0.907 0.166 0.740 1.073 65.536 0.719 0.298 0.421 1.017 74.44 

UKI London 1.003 0.183 0.820 1.186 67.308 0.424 0.258 0.166 0.682 68.06 

UKJ South East England 1.062 0.245 0.817 1.307 68.392 1.055 0.351 0.704 1.406 81.72 

UKK South West England 0.522 0.200 0.322 0.722 58.471 1.064 0.356 0.708 1.419 81.91 

UKL Wales 0.389 0.328 0.061 0.718 56.026 0.764 0.357 0.406 1.121 75.42 

UKM Scotland 0.615 0.287 0.328 0.902 60.176 1.260 0.388 0.872 1.648 86.16 

UKN N. Ireland 0.731 0.194 0.537 0.926 62.312 0.898 0.424 0.474 1.322 78.32 



663 

 

28. Charron, Nicholas, Carl Dahlström, and Victor Lapuente. 2016. 

“Measuring Meritocracy in the Public Sector in Europe: a New National and 

Sub-National Indicator”.  

Later version published as: “Measuring Meritocracy in the Public Sector in Europe: a New 

National and Sub-National Indicator”,  in European Journal on Criminal Policy and 

Research 22(3): 499-523. 

 

Introduction 

Since the late 19
th

 century, the presence of an independent and meritocratic bureaucracy has 

been posited as an advantage for effective bureaucratic behavior and a means of limiting 

patrimonial networks and corruption, among other benefits (Northcote and Trevelyan 1853; 

Wilson 1887). In his influential writings, Max Weber (1978 [1922]) argued that the 

bureaucratic organization, based on merit principles, was a superior form of organization 

which, in addition to other things, contributes to economic development. These suggestions 

have informed debates in political science, sociology and economics ever since, and modern 

day studies have often confirmed the original ideas (Dahlström, Lapuente and Teorell 2012; 

Evans and Rauch 1999; Krause, Lewis, and Douglas 2006; Horn 1995; Miller 2000; Peters 

and Pierre 2001). 

There is little consensus on how the features of an independent and meritocratic bureaucracy 

should be measured across countries, however, and broad empirical studies are therefore rare. 

The few such studies that exist have advanced measures that focus on certain aspects of 

meritocratic practices such as hiring, predictable long-term employment, time horizons and 

relatively high salaries, always on the country level. They are also constructed exclusively on 

expert surveys (Dahlström et al. 2015; Evans and Rauch 1999; Teorell, Dahlström and 

Dahlberg 2011). Although these have indeed contributed to the knowledge in the field, the 

data on which they are built come with some problems. First, even though expert assessments 

are sometimes the only way to learn about complex variables, and are therefore valuable 

tools, they are far from perfect. Probably everyone would agree that more direct, experienced 

based measures are preferable. Second, even when we talk about national bureaucracies in 

centralized countries, there are remarkable differences within countries in how institutions 

perform de facto and in policy outcomes (Charron and Lapuente 2013; Charron, Dijsktra and 

Lapuente 2014; Tabellini 2008). Country means naturally miss this variation and therefore 

introduce what Stein Rokkan (1970) called a “whole-nation-bias” into comparative studies. 

Third, as Olsen (2005) remarks, there are many aspects of a Weberian bureaucracy that do not 

pull in the same direction. Aggregating different aspects of it—for example into a 

“Weberianess scale” (Evans and Rauch 1999, 755)—might therefore bias conclusions.  

Here we propose a set of novel measures that complement existing measures in all these three 

aspects and thus fill important gaps in this burgeoning literature. The measures we present are 

not based on expert assessments but on public sector employees’ experience and citizens’ 
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perceptions. We create two measures—that can be combined into one—from a recent survey 

(2013) of over 85,000 citizens in 24 European countries. One taps directly into public sector 

employees’ experiences and asks whether they think success in the public sector is based on 

merit or on connections and luck. The other is based on perceptions of citizens working 

outside the public sector. In order not to have to trust country means, we follow Snyder’s 

(2001) suggestion and explore within country variation at the sub-national level that allows 

scholars to test causal inferences within countries, which constitutes a new level of analysis in 

this field. To capture this, the survey offers a sample of over 400 respondents in 212 regions 

in the 24 European countries included, which makes it possible for us also to explore spatial 

variations in bureaucratic meritocracy within countries. We are therefore able to offer the first 

indicator of regional level experiences and perceptions of the extent to which the public sector 

is meritocratic, together with aggregated cross-country measures. Finally, we follow Evans 

and Rauch (1999) and study the personnel side, because it is arguably the most important side 

of an independent and meritocratic bureaucracy. However, in contrast to previous measures 

that focus on the de jure rules (salaries, hiring practices etc.), we capture more closely the de 

facto side—whether success in the public sector is based on merit, according to current 

employees (experiences) and citizens who are both potential employees and users 

(perceptions).  

The rest of this paper discusses the survey in general and the questions employed to build our 

two measures. We use the experienced based measure to map meritocracy in Europe. Later, 

we explore the external validity of the measures provided here, showing correlations with 

alternative measures based on expert opinions, as well as standard variables from the 

literature that we would expect to correlate highly with a meritocratic bureaucracy, such as 

GDP per capita, corruption, bureaucratic effectiveness, rule of law, human development 

(HDI), measures of inequality (income and gender) and social trust. We find that when we 

aggregate the measures to the national level, they correlate strikingly highly with alternative, 

expert-based survey data, along with measures of economic and social development, which 

lends credibility to the sub-national indicator. The measure at the sub-national level correlates 

highly with past measures of petty corruption (percentage of reported bribery), the European 

Quality of Government Index (EQI) (Charron, Dijkstra and Lapuente 2014) and several 

similar indices of social and economic development and social trust. Thus, despite capturing 

this concept from a different direction, previous measures based on formal/expert assessments 

are in strong agreement with our informal/citizen experience-based measure. We finally look 

at the extent to which meritocracy varies spatially within countries. We ask whether this 

variation is meaningful and try to answer by means of correlating it with Kuznets’ curve of 

economic development (1956), openness to trade, length of European Union membership and 

political and fiscal decentralization. Our measure correlates as expected, which is an 

indication that the variation it is picking up is not simply random.  

Measuring Meritocracy in the Public Sector: a Review of Existing Measures 

Contrary to the case in economics and political science, for example, public administration 

has seen few broad comparisons because the lack of data. While we know relatively much 
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about the impact of political regimes, types of elites, openness and media freedom on for 

example corruption (Treisman 2007) and economic growth (Person and Tabellini 2003), the 

lack of data on bureaucracies has hampered our understanding of the effects of bureaucratic 

structures, although there is good reason to believe that how bureaucracies are organized is 

very important. There are indeed several case comparisons (e.g. Silberman 1993), edited 

volumes with comparable case studies (e.g. Peters and Pierre 2004) and studies on single 

countries (e.g. Lewis 2008) that make it safe to conclude that how the bureaucracy is 

organized, generally, and the level of meritocracy, specifically, are central to bureaucratic 

efficiency and effectiveness, but we do not know how important it is compared to other 

factors, or whether effects are similar across the globe. For that we would need data that are 

difficult to find.  

To our knowledge there are only two datasets where the structure of bureaucracy is measured 

in a broad set of countries. The first is Peter Evans and James Rauch’s pioneering work 

(Evans and Rauch 1999; Rauch and Evans 2000) that covers 35 developing or semi-

industrialized countries and focuses on the period from 1970-1990. While it provides 

important insight into the bureaucratic structures of a particular group of countries that 

experienced unprecedented growth rates with the help of autonomous bureaucracies (such as 

Spain, South Korea and other Asian “Tigers”), it remains unclear whether the same results 

hold for other parts of the world. The second broad dataset is newer, includes more countries, 

and is collected by the Quality of Government Institute on two different occasions (Dahlström 

et al. 2015; Teorell, Dahlström and Dahlberg 2011). Based on these two datasets, the impact 

of bureaucratic structures, such as meritocratic recruitment to the public sector, is shown to 

have a surprisingly large impact on corruption (Dahlström, Lapuente and Teorell 2012; Rauch 

and Evans 2000), economic growth (Evans and Rauch 1999), poverty reduction (Henderson et 

al. 2007) and effectiveness and reform capacity (Dahlström and Lapuente 2014). 

As mentioned in the introduction, these datasets are limited as they are based on expert 

assessments, are thus perception based, and are only available on the national level, even 

though there might be a great deal of sub-national variation. Although both datasets have 

produced valuable results, there is very much room for improvement. 

Measuring Public Sector Meritocracy ‘from Below’: A Citizen Experience Index 

Meritocracy in the public sector 

According to Evans and Rauch (1999), meritocracy in the public sector is mostly a product of 

two factors. The first is the weight put on education and examination when a public employee 

is hired, and the basic question of the grounds on which the employee is hired is a powerful 

signal of whom she owes her loyalty: to her peers, the Corps or the ruling party. The dividing 

line goes between systems that appreciate education and talent, on the one hand, and systems 

in which strong ties with the hiring part are pivotal, on the other. 

However, although the signal given when recruiting public employees is important, it is not 

the only way that public employees learn what is appreciated. The second factor, claimed by 
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Evans and Rauch (1999), therefore concerns what makes the rest of the career successful for a 

public employee. In a Weberian understanding of meritocracy (Weber [1922] 1978), 

predictable careers and long-term employment are important for creating a working 

environment in which meritocracy is rewarded. Appreciating hard work or appreciating 

connections gives rise to two rather different systems of governance.  

We will try in this paper to measure the de facto level of meritocracy in a bureaucracy. As we 

will describe in more detail below, we use a different strategy than previous studies: we will 

not try to observe institutions and routines that are supposed to contribute to meritocracy but 

rather try to measure it directly. 

Reporting National and Regional Level Data: The European Quality of Government Survey 

2013 

Our measure uses several survey questions from the latest round of the survey, which is 

funded by the European Commission’s Seventh Annual Framework (Charron, Lapuente and 

Rothstein 2013) and is intended to track citizen experiences and perceptions of “quality of 

government” (QoG) in the public sector
423

. The survey was started in February, 2013, and was 

conducted in the local majority language in each country/region. It included 24 questions on 

the quality of institutions as well as demographic questions about the respondents. The results 

were returned to the Quality of Government Institute (Sweden) in April, 2013. 

The large international survey was conducted via telephone interviews, each of approximately 

ten minutes in length, during which 32 questions were posed. The total sample of respondents 

was over 85,000 individuals across Europe. The focus of the data is the regional level and the 

survey selectively sampled over 400 respondents per region. The sample size per country thus 

varies depending on the number of regions. The regional level for each country in the survey 

is based on the European Union’s NUTS statistical regional level
424

. The NUTS level for each 

country was selected according to two factors—the extent to which elected political 

authorities have administrative, fiscal or political control over one or more of the public 

services in either health, education or law enforcement, and the price for conducting the 

survey. In direct consultation with the EU Commission, the NUTS 1 and 2 regions were 

selected on these bases
425

. 

As a consequence of this dissension, one issue that must be dealt with is that the regions we 

are targeting in some countries—such as Germany, Belgium, Italy or Spain—are both 

politically and administratively meaningful, while others are less so. This is to say that their 

local constituents elect these regional governments, have their own autonomous revenues 

(either from directly taxing citizens or central government transfers or both) and a degree of 

                                                           
423

 Funding for this project comes from the Seventh Framework Programme for Research and Development of 

the European Union, project number 290529.  This research project is part of ANTICORRP, 

(http://anticorrp.eu/). 
424

 NUTS stands for ‘Nomenclature of territorial units for statistics’ and is made up of statistical regions for the 

EU and other European countries.  For further information, see: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/overview  
425

 The sample of countries and corresponding NUTs level and regions is reported in Appendix 1. 

http://anticorrp.eu/
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/overview
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autonomy with which to redistribute resources in the form of public services.  In more 

politically centralized countries, such as Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia or Portugal, this issue 

becomes more challenging. The regions of our focus (NUTS 1 or NUTS 2), while meaningful 

in the sense that EU development funds are targeted directly to them and that Eurostat reports 

annual data on them, have in some cases been mainly an invention for EU statistical purposes, 

and are not politically meaningful. For this reason, asking a respondent in some cases whether 

most people in the public sector “can succeed if they are willing to work hard” in your region 

might be a bit confusing, since respondents from countries such as Hungary or Romania 

might not recognize that they are even living in that region. 

It can therefore be argued that the administrative and political responsibility of the NUTS 

regions varies too much in different countries and thus poses a problem in analysing these 

data. We recognise this problem and therefore include a variable identifying the politically 

relevant regions
426

, which makes it possible for anyone to take this issue into account by 

separating relevant from non-relevant region or simply removing regions one deems as 

irrelevant for comparison. We would however argue against generally dropping the regions 

from the centralized countries as we attempt to capture all regional variation within a country 

and, as several other scholars have noted (e.g. Tabellini 2008), there are numerous empirical 

indications and anecdotal evidence pointing out that provision, quality of public services, and 

informal rules in countries with powerful central governments can nonetheless vary greatly 

across different regions.  Moreover there is a practical side to the sub-national level reported 

in this study - when conducting statistical analyses at the sub-national level in Europe, 

oftentimes scholars will employ source data from Eurostat, which provide panel data for the 

level provide here, making merging of datasets rather painless. 

Thus, to synthesize the survey and make the results as comparable between and within 

countries as possible, we ask respondents questions that focus on de facto meritocracy and 

other concepts that the survey is trying to capture in their area. 

In order to build the indictor of meritocracy discussed in this paper, we employ the following 

survey question: 

“Which statement comes closer to your own views? 1 means you agree completely with the 

statement on the left; 10 means you agree completely with the statement on the right; if your 

views fall somewhere in between, you can choose any number between 1 and 10: 

1 (In the public sector most people can succeed if they are willing to work hard)  

10 (Hard work is no guarantee of success in the public sector for most people—it’s more a 

matter of luck and connections)”  

                                                           
426

 By ‘politically relevant’ region we mean one that has an elected parliament and exercises policy control over 

several areas, such as health care and education. Regions that are ‘Politically relevant’ in this sample include: all 

regions in Italy, Germany, Spain, Denmark, Belgium, Poland, France, and Austria; three regions from the United 

Kingdom (Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland); and two from Portugal (Açores and Madeira). 
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As we have indicated, we build two different measures from this question. The first is more 

experience based, and the second is based on perceptions. To separate between experience- 

based and perception-based responses, we thus take a second step and draw from the 

following question: 

“As far as your current occupation is concerned, would you say you work in the public sector (a 

public sector organization is either wholly owned by the public authorities or they have a 

majority share), the private sector or would you say that you are without a professional activity? 

PUBLIC SECTOR (Military / Soldier; Law enforcement/ police/ fire-fighter; Health care 

worker/ doctor; Teacher, Academic, researcher; Other government agency) 

PRIVATE SECTOR (Self-employed / small business owner/ Freelancer; Other private sector 

employee) 

WITHOUT A PROFESSIONAL ACTIVITY (Currently unemployed; Housewife / Houseman; 

Pensioner, retired; Pupil / Student / Trainee; Other)” 

We record whether respondents answered that they were employed in the first five categories 

(“public sector”) as an answer based on experiences, while all other professions fell under 

perceptions of public sector meritocracy. Of the over 85,000 respondents, roughly 30 percent 

work in the public sector in some capacity while, consequently, 70 percent do not. 

This gives us two different measures of meritocracy in the public sector. In the final step, we 

aggregate these answers, either to the regional (NUTS 1 or 2) or to the national level. Figure 1 

shows the roadmap used in this paper to build the sub-national and national level indictors 

from the survey data. 

Figure 1. Roadmap for sub-national and national level indictors (experiences and perceptions) 

 

Question: Success in Public Sector

(Hard work vs. Connections/luck)

Public sector employee Non-public sector employee

Aggregate to region Aggregate to region

Regional experience measure Regional perception measure

Aggregate to country Aggregate to country

(weight by reg. Population) (weight by reg. Population)

Country experience measure Country perception measure
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Comment: Based on the European Quality of Government survey 2013, which has a total sample of over 85,000 

individuals, with over 400 respondents per region (NUTS 1 and 2). 

Correlations between the measures and variations at the sub-national and national levels 

We begin by looking at the correlation between the experienced-based and perception-based 

assessments of public sector meritocracy (e.g. public sector employees relative to non-public 

sector employees). This is illustrated in Figure 2 below. The data show that the two measures 

are in striking agreement—of the 206 regional estimates, 197 fit within a 95% confidence 

interval, and the Spearman Rank coefficient is 0.75. This demonstrates that there seems to be 

a relatively well-understood consensus about the extent to which success in the public sector 

is determined by merit versus connections/luck, irrespective of direct experience. 

Figure 2. Comparison of Experience versus Perceptions of Public Sector Meritocracy 

 
Comment: Figure 2 shows a comparison of the experienced-based and perception-based measures of meritocracy 

in the public sector on the regional level in Europe (NUTS 1 and 2 levels). 

If we instead use the national level indicators, which consist of the population weighted 

average of all regional scores in each country, the two measures are even more strongly 

correlated, with a Spearman Rank correlation coefficient of 0.89, with no apparent outliers 

(see Figure 3 below).  

We now move on to look at the spatial variation within Europe, with the help of our 

experienced measure on meritocracy. Overall, we find that there is significant variation in 

how public sector employees view the road to success in their field, yet respondents in the 

majority of European regions tend to lean towards ‘”luck and connections” (as indicated by a 

score greater than “5”). We find that the regional scores range from 4.3 (South Midland, 

England) to 8.3 (Belgrade Region, Serbia). 
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Figure 3. Experience versus Perceptions at the National Level 

 
Comment: The national level indicators are a population weighted average of all regional scores in each country, 

on experienced-based and perception-based assessments of meritocracy in the public sector. The population data 

were taken from the most recent year available from Eurostat (2011).  

Figure 4 shows the distribution by region in the sample (with the exception of Serbia and the 

Ukraine). Regions that are shaded lighter are considered more meritocratic. 

Taken together, we make two observations so far: first, the correlation between the 

experienced-based and perception-based measures is high on the regional level and very high 

on the national level, and, second, there appears to be a large variation in some countries 

regarding how important merit is for success in the public sector across Europe on both the 

regional and national levels.   

  

AT

BE

BG

CZ

DE
DK

ES

FI

FR

GR

HR

HU

IE

IT

NL

PL

PT
RO

RS

SE

SK

TR

UA

UK

Connections/luck

Hard work Connections/luck

Spearman: 0.89

5
5

.5
6

6
.5

7
7

.5

E
x
p

e
ri

e
n

c
e

5 6 7 8
Perceptions



671 

 

Figure 4. Public Sector Meritocracy in 212 European Regions  

 

Comment: The distribution shown in the figure comes from the experienced-based measure on meritocracy. 

Regions that are shaded lighter are considered more meritocratic by public sector employees. 

Validity of the Meritocracy Measures on the National and Sub-National levels 

As Adock and Collier note, “Measurement validity is specifically concerned with whether 

operationalization and the scoring of cases adequately reflect the concept the researcher seeks 

to measure” (Adock and Collier 2001: 529).  Although there are numerous ways in which 

validity can be assessed, we evaluate in this section what Adock and Collier (2001: 530) call 

‘criterion validity’ (the extent to which our indicator relates to other, similar measures of our 

concept) and ‘construct validity’ (the extent to which our measure correlates with indicators 

of related concepts where we would theoretically expect a relationship from the relevant 

literature), or what might broadly be referred to as ‘external validity’ by some scholars. 

The National Level 

In this section we compare the measures presented in the previous section with other 

measures of meritocracy in the public sector, as well as indicators of institutional quality such 

as measures of public sector impartiality, corruption and rule of law, along with several 

correlates that have been elucidated in the literature. Although we would not expect the 

measure in this study to correlate exactly with alternative measures (we rely on citizens, not 

experts, etc.), a strong correlation with other related factors and established measures would 
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demonstrate that the meritocracy measure in this study actually captures the underlying 

concept in question. As already noted, most existing measures are on the national, and not on 

the sub-national, level. We therefore start with the national level, for which Table 1 provides 

the correlates
427

. 

Table 1. Correlations with Meritocracy Experience Measure 

  Meritocracy Experience 

    Pearson's P-value obs 

QoG Impartiality 0.74 0.000 24 

QoG Professional 0.75 0.000 24 

QoG Closed -0.03 0.870 23 

Government Effectiveness (WGI) 0.72 0.000 24 

Corruption (WGI) 0.78 0.000 24 

Corruption (CPI) 0.80 0.000 24 

Rule of Law (WGI) 0.77 0.000 24 

Judicial Independence (WEF) 0.83 0.000 24 

Property Rights (WEF) 0.86 0.000 24 

Human Development Index 0.62 0.013 24 

PPP per capita (WDI, logged) 0.58 0.002 24 

Income Inequality (Gini index) 0.12 0.59 23 

Gender Inequality (% women in lower house) 0.39 0.10 24 

24  Gender Equality (economic rights, CIRI) 0.52 0.09 

Political Trust (WEF) 0.76 0.001 24 

Comment: Correlations reported with the merit experience indicator inverted (higher scores imply more 

meritocracy) in order to match the other variables. ‘WGI’ is World Governance Indicators; ‘CPI’ is 

Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index, ‘WEF’ is the World Economic Forum, WDI is the 

World Development Indicators, and the three QoG measures come from Teorell, Dahlström and Dahlberg 

(2011). The data are taken from the QoG institute’s database (Teorell et al. 2013).   

Assessing the criterion validity of the measure with other measures of different ways of 

organizing the public sector (Dahlström, Lapuente and Teorell 2012; Teorell and Rothstein 

2012), we find that the citizen experience measure is highly correlated with two of the three 

dimensions (“impartiality” and “professionalism”) while it is unrelated to “closedness”. The 

“professionalism” index picks up the personnel side, including independence from politics, 

and meritocratic recruitment, and the “impartiality” index taps into neutral service delivery, 

while the “closedness” index measures the extent to which the bureaucracy is protected by, 

for example, special labor market laws. That the de facto measurement we are presenting here 

correlated with the two former but not with the latter is in fact exactly what one would expect, 

and underlines the point made earlier with reference to Olsen (2005). It is also in line with 

observations of cases in Southern Europe, such as Spain and Greece, with extensive 

protection for the bureaucracy, combined with high levels of politicization (Parrado 2000; 

Sotiropoulos 2004). 

                                                           
427

 Summary statistics and sources for data used throughout this section are found in Appendix 2 
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In addition, we find that the correlations with similar indicators of institutional capacity, 

impartiality, rule of law and corruption are also in the expected direction, and fairly strong, 

with various measures of state capacity—corruption, rule of law and government 

effectiveness. All correlate with our measure at 0.72 or higher, and the correlations are 

significant at the 99.9% level of confidence.  However, it should be noted that these latter 

measures of governance used to check criterion validity here are largely composite indices, 

which have been accused of several problems; among which are that they are sensitive to 

construction, misleading and over complicated (Pollitt 2011; Jacobs et al 2006), thus we 

highlight the correlations with the data from Teorell, Dahlström and Dahlberg (2011) below.   

In testing for construct validity, the measures of economic and social development, such as 

the HDI and per capita income, are also significant in pairwise correlations. On the basis of 

previous research we would predict that a meritocratic public sector is one that is highly 

related with impartiality—and thus more equal outcome across social groups on average—and 

we find that the measure is highly correlated with three measures of inequality (Henderson et 

al. 2007; Rauch and Evans 2000). 

The two measures of gender inequality—political and economic—correlate at 0.38 and 0.52 

respectively. Finally, the measure presented here is strongly correlated with political trust, at 

0.76, which is also expected (Rothstein 2011).
428

  The Gini index is in the expected direction, 

but non-significant, mostly due to several post-socialist countries, such as the Ukraine, Serbia 

and Slovakia, still having relatively low levels of income inequality (and low meritocracy) 

while England and Ireland demonstrate the reverse pattern. 

Figure 5. Expert versus Citizen Measures of Meritocracy (Impartiality) 

 

 

                                                           
428

 In general, Turkey is an outlier in our sample, and its exclusion noticeably increases almost all correlations in 

Table 1.   
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Figure 6. Expert versus Citizen Measures of Meritocracy (Professionalism) 

 

Figures 5 and 6 are graphs of our experienced-based measure with the “impartiality” and 

“professionalism” indices from the QoG expert survey data (Teorell, Dahlström and Dahlberg 

2011) included in Table 1. We highlight the two significant factors in the two above figures, 

whereby we find that our citizen-based, informal measure correlated remarkably strongly with 

the expert-based more formal rules measures.  Some outliers, such as Turkey and Croatia in 

Figure 5 and Ireland, Croatia and Turkey in Figure 6, warrant further investigation.   

All in all, the correlations on the national level are in the expected direction, showing a high 

degree of both criterion (with the QoG variables) and content (with the development, equality 

and trust variables) validity, and therefore strengthen our confidence in the measure presented 

here. 

The Sub-National Level 

Table 2 highlights simple pairwise correlations with outside measures that we would expect to 

correlate with our measure of meritocracy on the sub-national level. Data availability at the 

sub-national level is not as good as the national level, but we start with comparing the 

meritocracy measure with our index of regional-level quality of government from the EQI 

(Charron, Dijkstra and Lapuente 2014; 2015). The data are available in two rounds, 2010 and 

2013 (the latter is based on the same survey as the meritocracy measure). 
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Table 2. Sub-National Level External Validity Check 

  Meritocracy (citizen experience) 

    Pearson's P-value obs 

EQI 2010  0.72 0.000 189 

EQI 2013  0.60 0.000 206 

Petty Corruption 2010  -0.55 0.000 180 

Petty Corruption 2013 -0.56 0.000 212 

Impartiality 2010 0.56 0.000 180 

Impartiality 2013 0.54 0.000 206 

PPP Per capita 0.47 0.000 189 

Income Inequality (Theil) 0.29 0.000 187 

Gender Inequality (% women in regional 

parliament) 0.43 0.000 182 

% Poverty risk  0.21 0.006 181 

Economic Satisfaction 0.35 0.000 212 

Pop. Density (log) -0.23 0.001 189 

Capital region -0.17 0.011 212 

 

We find that the 2010 EQI correlates with our meritocracy measure at 0.72, while this is at 

0.60 in 2013. The drop in the strength of the correlation is due to the inclusion of the Turkish 

regions, which are ranked much higher on the meritocracy measure than the EQI. 

We then take two sub-components from the EQI—a measure of direct experience with 

corruption (reported petty corruption) and the perceived level of impartiality in several 

regional public services (education, health service, law enforcement). The correlations are 

negative as expected, relatively strong—between -0.54 and -0.56—and significant at the 

99.9% level of confidence for both 2010 and 2013.  

Next we look at the meritocracy measure in relation to other factors, again reported in Table 

3, and find that PPP per capita, income inequality and the gender gap in political 

representation correlate at 0.47, 0.29 and 0.43, respectively. Capital regions are recorded as 

(slightly) less meritocratic on average. We also find that the aggregate levels of economic 

satisfaction (from the same survey) are correlated with meritocracy. Whether a region is 

autonomous and the size of the region (in terms of population density) are unrelated to the 

level of meritocracy, even when controlling for the level of PPP per capita.  

In Figure 7, we highlight the bivariate relationship between our meritocracy measure and the 

past value of the EQI measure (from 2010), which are highly correlated, with a Spearman 

Rank measure of 0.71.  
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Figure 7. Meritocracy and the EQI 2010 

 

Comment: The figure shows the correlation between the experienced-based meritocracy measure in the 2010 

EQI (Charron, Lapuente and Rothstein 2013). 

In our view, the correlations presented here demonstrate strong external validity for the 

measure presented. Without exception, the new measurement correlates as expected with 

other measures on the sub-national level. 

Spatial Variations of Public Sector Meritocracy within Countries 

Next we examine the level of within-country variation in public sector meritocracy. Figure 8 

shows the distribution of meritocracy scores for each country in rank order (triangles) with all 

respective regional estimates around the country estimates (circles). The regional data are not 

centered in any way, and thus we see that the country context is highly salient in the 

assessments of meritocracy on which we base our measure, as the regional distribution is far 

from random. However, it does appear that, in several cases, the regional distribution is highly 

relevant and worth further exploration.   
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Figure 8. Within-county variation in meritocracy in the public sector 

 

Comment: The figure shows the distribution of meritocracy scores for each country in rank order (triangles) with 

all respective regional estimates around the country estimates (circles). 

To compare the extent to which regional estimates vary in a country, we calculate a 

population weighted regional Gini index measure for each country, in which lower scores 

indicate less regional variation. Figure 9 shows the results. We see that Serbia (which includes 

Kosovo), Bulgaria, Romania, Italy and Turkey demonstrate the widest regional variation, 

while regions in Belgium, Greece, Hungary, Finland and Denmark are much more evenly 

distributed.   
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Figure 9. Population weighted within-country variation index in meritocracy 

 

Comment: The figure presents a population weighted regional Gini index measure for each country, in which 

lower scores indicate less regional variation.  Country abbreviations are given in Appendix 1. 

To further explore the validity of the measure presented here, we would like to make sure that 

the variation is meaningful, and not only random. The question is thus what factors could 

explain why citizens in certain regions of some countries assess public sector meritocracy so 

differently, while, in other cases, there are relatively small spatial variations, and the within-

country variation in the measure presented here correlates with the explanations in an 

expected way. For this, we rely on several explanations from the literature on regional 

inequalities in wealth within countries.   

Scholars of a host of disciplines have been interested in the question of regional inequality for 

decades, and empirical and theoretical analyses focusing on regional inequalities began many 

years ago (Myrdal 1957; Williamson 1865). Moreover, it should be stressed that the literature 

on differences in economic divergences between countries is theoretically and empirically 

distinct from that on regional divergences within them. While space does not permit an 

entirely compressive review of this literature, we summarize several relevant strands in this 

section. 

First, building on Kuznet’s (1955) curve hypothesis, the neoclassical explanations postulate 

that regional divergence/convergence is a natural function of a country’s development.  

Scholarship in this model tends to stress the non-linear bell curve pattern of regional 

inequalities, highlighting factors such as competitive advantage and constant returns to scale 

as key mechanisms behind changes in regional inequalities. The essence of the theory here 

implies a non-linear inverted U-shaped relationship—that regional inequalities are small at 
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of development, regional divergence occurs, while, at high levels of development, regions are 

more harmonized.   

Second, while some studies show the benefits of increases in trade for overall growth (Dollar 

1992; Frankel and Romer 1999), other scholars have posited that one consequence is that 

which is positively linked with regional inequality.  Based on the work of Krugman (1991), 

several studies have developed models of the “New Economic Geography” (NEG), which 

elucidates the effects of how globalization and openness to trade produce tensions for regional 

balances, via centrifugal and centripetal forces. Thus we would expect divergences in the 

spatial distribution of meritocracy across regions within countries to be related to the level of 

economic openness at the country level.  

Third, political institutions, such as the extent to which a country is decentralized, could allow 

for regional variations in public sector practices that would impact the level of meritocracy—

although the literature and empirical evidence are largely divided on this point. For example, 

Prud'homme (1995) argues that the greater the level of decentralization in the public sector, 

the less power the central government has to harmonize levels of development among its 

regions via redistribution. Regions that are more endowed with human capital, natural 

resources or beneficial geographic positions are more likely to grow faster than less endowed 

regions when a country decentralizes, at least in the short to medium run. We thus look at the 

level of political and fiscal centralization compared with the spatial distribution of 

meritocracy.   

Fourth, and finally, one of the cornerstone policies of the EU is regional cohesion—and thus 

countries and regions that have been member states for a longer period of time may have 

benefited from the numerous public sector investments made by the Commission to aid less 

developed regions in catching up. We would thus expect that time as an EU member would be 

negatively correlated with the level of regional variation in meritocracy.  

Table 3. Correlates of Sub-National Variation in Public Sector Meritocracy 

    Pearson's P-value obs 

PPP per capita (log) -0.49 0.010 24 

Income Inequality (GINI) 0.03 0.890 24 

Rule of Law (WGI) -0.48 0.011 24 

Corruption (CPI) -0.39 0.060 24 

Impartial Bureaucracy (QoG) -0.44 0.033 24 

Economic Openness (KOF) -0.52 0.010 22 

Decentralization (RAI) -0.11 0.640 22 

Yrs. EU Membership -0.43 0.038 24 

Population (log) 0.00 0.970 24 

Unemployment % (WDI) 0.29 0.190 22 

Comment: Ukraine, with only six of 24 regions, is not included in the analysis. 

Table 3 shows bivariate correlations based on these various hypotheses. We find that, despite 

a relatively small number of observations, that spatial variation in public sector meritocracy 
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within countries is related to the level of economic development and to several governance 

measures, including rule of law, corruption perceptions and the overall level of impartiality in 

the public sector. We find also that economic openness is negatively correlated with regional 

inequalities, which is probably due to the fact that all countries in the sample are mid to 

highly developed. Thus we see only the right side of a somewhat inverted U-shaped curve, 

with Ukraine standing out as an outlier. Length of membership in the EU is significant at the 

04% level of confidence, which possibly suggests the effect of convergence policy 

harmonizing regions within countries.  Population, unemployment and decentralization appear 

to have no relation with spatial differences in public sector meritocracy.   

We highlight the bivariate relationship between the regional variation in meritocracy and 

economic development in Figure 10. 

Figure 10. Variance in meritocracy and PPP per capita (log) 

 

Although it would be premature to draw any conclusions on the explanatory power of any of 

the hypotheses presented in this section, based only on bivariate correlations, we think that it 

is encouraging that the within-country variation seems to fit existing theories fairly well. 

Again this speaks for the validity of the experienced-based measure of meritocracy presented 

here.  

Conclusion 

This paper has proposed a novel measure of meritocracy in the public sector that 

complements existing measures (Dahlström et al. 2015; Evans and Rauch 1999; Teorell, 

Dahlström and Dahlberg 2011). From a recent survey (2013) of over 85,000 citizens in 24 

European countries, we create two measures of the extent to which public sector employees 

think success in the public sector is based on merit, or on connections and luck. The first 

measure presented in this paper is an experience-based measure of meritocracy and, to our 
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knowledge, the first of its kind. We also present a perception-based measure. Both these 

measures are contrary to previous studies available on the national as well as the sub-national 

level, as the survey offers a sample of over 400 respondents in 212 regions (NUTS 1 and 

NUTS 2 level) in the 24 countries included.  Both are listed fully by region and country in 

Appendix 1, free for scholarly use. 

The purpose of this paper has been to present and validate the data, and we think we can draw 

three conclusions from the analysis. First, after an external and internal validation that 

consistently points in the expected direction, we think that the measure presented there 

actually captures the de facto meritocracy in the public sector. Second, we conclude that 

regions within countries vary in terms of meritocracy in the public sector to a fairly large 

extent. Third, we conduct a very preliminary analysis of why there are regional differences, 

looking only at bivariate correlations. We find that, despite a relatively small number of 

observations, spatial variation in public sector meritocracy within countries is related to level 

of economic development, and to several ‘governance’ measures, including rule of law, 

corruption perceptions and the overall level of impartiality in the public sector. And, at least 

weakly, it is related to the length of membership in the EU, while population, unemployment 

and decentralization appear to have no relation with spatial differences in public sector 

meritocracy.  

Taken together, we think that the measure presented holds water and that the regional 

differences merit more thorough investigations.  
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Appendix 1. Sample and full data by country and region 

 

 

Table A1. Country data, abbreviations and NUTS level 

 

country NUTS code regional NUTS level 

Merit 

Experience 

Merit 

Perceptions 

Austria AT 2 5.685 5.515 

Belgium BE 1 6.058 6.332 

Bulgaria BG 2 6.902 7.794 

Croatia HR 1 7.279 7.383 

Czech Republic CZ 2 6.410 6.746 

Denmark DK 2 5.292 5.672 

Finland FI 2 5.256 5.931 

France  FR 1 5.587 5.943 

Germany DE 2 5.384 5.522 

Greece GR 1 6.772 7.688 

Hungary HU 2 6.442 6.469 

Ireland IE 2 5.963 6.021 

Italy IT 2 6.236 6.904 

Netherlands NL 2 5.727 6.101 

Poland PL 2 6.623 6.894 

Portugal PT 2 6.268 7.217 

Romania RO 2 6.348 7.091 

Serbia RS 2 7.330 7.454 

Slovakia SK 1 7.240 7.355 

Spain ES 2 5.796 6.580 

Sweden SE 2 5.471 5.704 

Turkey TR 1 5.334 5.032 

Ukraine UA 2 6.937 6.879 

United Kingdom UK 1 5.071 5.654 
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Table A2. Regional data 

 

NUTS code name Merit Experience exp_se Merit Perceptions per_se 

AT11 Burgenland 5.222 0.447 5.497 0.134 

AT12 Niederöstrerreich 5.897 0.375 5.592 0.157 

AT13 Wien 6.088 0.348 5.544 0.140 

AT21 Kärnten 5.868 0.493 5.384 0.144 

AT22 Steiermark 5.605 0.395 5.511 0.146 

AT31 Oberösterreich 5.681 0.437 5.768 0.135 

AT32 Salzburg 5.310 0.450 5.411 0.134 

AT33 Tirol 5.058 0.321 5.156 0.123 

AT34 Voralberg 5.000 0.470 5.129 0.121 

be1 Brussels 6.023 0.292 6.287 0.153 

be2 Vlaams Gewest 5.983 0.338 6.208 0.146 

be3 Wallonie 6.203 0.340 6.567 0.145 

BG31 Severozapaden 7.788 0.340 8.315 0.167 

BG32 Severen Tsentralen 7.374 0.333 8.248 0.163 

BG33 Severoiztochen 6.202 0.358 6.741 0.171 

BG34 Yugoiztochen 6.654 0.305 7.296 0.150 

BG41 Yugozapaden 7.469 0.444 8.087 0.147 

BG42 Yuzhen Tsentralen 5.942 0.413 7.845 0.154 

CZ01 Praha 7.050 0.321 6.864 0.166 

CZ02 Stredni Cechy 6.413 0.304 6.562 0.178 

CZ03 Jihozapad 6.787 0.343 6.920 0.162 

CZ04 Severozapad 6.447 0.309 6.752 0.173 

CZ05 Severovychod 6.345 0.326 6.932 0.183 

CZ06 Jihovychod 5.620 0.349 6.497 0.178 

CZ07 Stedni Morava 6.632 0.342 6.748 0.173 

CZ08 Moravskoslezsko 6.289 0.351 6.745 0.175 

de1 Baden Wuttemberg 5.083 0.278 5.652 0.148 

de2 Bavaria 5.408 0.365 5.357 0.163 

de3 Berlin 5.322 0.380 5.510 0.143 

de4 Brandenburg 5.627 0.311 5.845 0.160 

de5 Bremen 5.375 0.392 5.358 0.133 

de6 Hamburg 4.821 0.386 5.407 0.135 

de7 Hessen 5.236 0.324 5.418 0.141 

de8 Mecklenburg-Vorpommen 6.172 0.337 5.964 0.148 

de9 Lower Saxony 5.145 0.309 5.421 0.148 

dea North Rhine Westphalia 5.432 0.344 5.418 0.153 

deb Rhineland-Palatinate 5.563 0.303 5.500 0.148 

dec Saarland 5.945 0.312 5.569 0.153 

ded Saxony 5.561 0.389 5.510 0.144 

dee Saxony-Anhalt 5.569 0.418 6.161 0.143 

def Schleswig-Holstein 5.346 0.285 5.421 0.152 

deg Thuringia 6.152 0.378 6.225 0.157 

DK01 Hovedstaden 5.114 0.233 5.529 0.142 
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DK02 Sjaelland 5.570 0.230 5.698 0.150 

DK03 Syddanmark 5.424 0.262 5.739 0.148 

DK04 Midtylland 5.179 0.233 5.739 0.145 

DK05 Nordjylland 5.378 0.199 5.767 0.159 

ES11 Galicia 5.426 0.458 6.709 0.161 

ES12 Principado de Asturias 5.366 0.455 6.484 0.158 

ES13 Cantabria 5.460 0.412 6.742 0.159 

ES21 Pais Vasco 5.091 0.399 6.385 0.162 

ES22 Comunidad Foral de Navarra 5.038 0.378 6.320 0.157 

ES23 La Rioja 5.978 0.394 6.485 0.157 

ES24 Aragón 5.264 0.389 6.544 0.151 

ES30 Comunidad de Madrid 5.833 0.450 6.366 0.161 

ES41 Castilla y León 5.308 0.401 6.454 0.167 

ES42 Castilla-La Mancha 5.885 0.419 6.595 0.165 

ES43 Extremadura 5.594 0.357 6.394 0.170 

ES51 Cataluña 5.978 0.404 6.859 0.153 

ES52 Comunidad Valenciana 6.102 0.444 6.538 0.166 

ES53 Illes Balears 4.860 0.337 6.703 0.161 

ES61 Andalucia 6.276 0.376 6.751 0.162 

ES62 Región de Murcia 5.053 0.367 5.991 0.165 

ES70 Canarias (ES) 6.091 0.419 6.393 0.172 

fi13 Itä-Suomi 5.053 0.336 6.135 0.158 

fi18 Etelä-Suomi 5.353 0.289 5.948 0.166 

fi19 Länsi-Suomi 5.118 0.304 5.800 0.163 

fi1a Pohjois-Suomi 5.367 0.283 5.986 0.157 

fi20 Åland 4.879 0.226 4.641 0.159 

FR10 Ile-de-France 5.595 0.322 6.079 0.151 

FR21 Champagne-Ardenne 5.872 0.304 5.895 0.154 

FR22 Picardie 5.244 0.280 5.836 0.163 

FR23 Haute-Normandie 5.314 0.291 5.760 0.159 

FR24 Centre 5.245 0.279 5.739 0.162 

FR25 Basse-Normandie 5.472 0.334 5.870 0.142 

FR26 Bourgogne 5.830 0.293 5.684 0.156 

FR30 Nord - Pas-de-Calais 5.436 0.279 6.089 0.151 

FR41 Lorraine 5.553 0.332 5.740 0.154 

FR42 Alsace 5.525 0.316 6.154 0.143 

FR43 Franche-Comte 4.867 0.306 6.061 0.155 

FR51 Pays de la Loire 5.968 0.339 5.856 0.143 

FR52 Bretagne 5.413 0.309 5.467 0.148 

FR53 Poitou-Charentes 5.028 0.312 5.842 0.158 

FR61 Aquitaine 5.956 0.280 6.248 0.143 

FR62 Midi-Pyrenees 5.776 0.316 5.917 0.152 

FR63 Limousin 5.453 0.268 6.079 0.147 

FR71 Rhone-Alpes 5.397 0.340 6.055 0.146 

FR72 Auvergne 5.549 0.300 5.937 0.149 

FR81 Languedoc-Roussillon 5.750 0.308 5.829 0.155 
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FR82 Provence-Alpes-Cote d'Azur 6.000 0.344 5.940 0.155 

FR83 Corse 6.165 0.293 6.415 0.158 

FR91 Guadeloupe 5.805 0.281 5.977 0.165 

FR92 Martinique 5.708 0.295 5.919 0.176 

FR93 Guyane 6.145 0.210 6.084 0.192 

FR94 Reunion 5.371 0.283 5.746 0.173 

gr1 Voreia Ellada 6.792 0.361 7.607 0.148 

gr2 Kentriki Ellada 6.509 0.385 7.330 0.154 

gr3 Attica 6.881 0.454 7.969 0.136 

gr4 Nisia Aigaiou-Kriti 6.887 0.384 7.709 0.145 

HR03 Jadranska 7.627 0.315 7.436 0.165 

HR04 Kontinent 7.107 0.349 7.356 0.169 

hu1 Közép-Magyarország 6.242 0.365 6.562 0.169 

hu2 Dunántúl 6.630 0.330 6.503 0.174 

hu3 Észak és Alföld 6.446 0.375 6.375 0.173 

ie01 Border, Midland and Western 5.259 0.396 5.870 0.168 

ie02 Southern and Eastern 6.224 0.390 6.076 0.163 

ITC1 Piemonte 6.061 0.584 6.882 0.164 

ITC2 Valle d'Acosta 5.115 0.423 6.410 0.175 

ITC3 Ligura 6.273 0.530 6.789 0.172 

ITC4 Lombardia 6.313 0.659 6.879 0.169 

ITD1 Bolzano 5.988 0.345 5.968 0.187 

ITD2 Trento 5.368 0.359 6.053 0.185 

ITD3 Veneto 5.881 0.534 6.961 0.163 

ITD4 Friuli-Venezia Giulia 5.689 0.434 6.552 0.172 

ITD5 Emilia-Romagna 5.231 0.443 6.736 0.173 

ITE1 Toscana 5.738 0.564 6.799 0.166 

ITE2 Umbria 7.125 0.469 7.048 0.164 

ITE3 Marche 6.510 0.485 7.213 0.159 

ITE4 Lazio 6.545 0.433 7.064 0.170 

ITF1 Abruzzo 6.118 0.401 7.355 0.166 

ITF2 Molise 6.985 0.378 7.208 0.175 

ITF3 Campania 6.768 0.363 6.768 0.183 

ITF4 Puglia 6.088 0.414 7.097 0.169 

ITF5 Basilicata 6.317 0.427 6.991 0.171 

ITF6 Calabria 6.358 0.419 6.943 0.179 

ITG1 Sicilia 6.829 0.388 7.124 0.177 

ITG2 Sardegna 7.071 0.392 7.206 0.169 

nl11 Groningen 5.352 0.282 5.938 0.195 

nl12 Friesland (NL) 5.181 0.257 5.927 0.200 

nl13 Drenthe 5.752 0.311 5.816 0.189 

nl21 Overijssel 5.857 0.270 6.313 0.189 

nl22 Gelderland 5.860 0.293 6.411 0.178 

nl23 Flevoland 5.573 0.302 6.073 0.187 

nl31 Utrecht 5.540 0.254 5.963 0.192 

nl32 Noord-Holland 5.307 0.290 6.084 0.190 
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nl33 Zuid-Holland 6.141 0.290 6.072 0.197 

nl34 Zeeland 5.839 0.297 6.242 0.186 

nl41 Noord-Brabant 5.621 0.278 5.836 0.186 

nl42 Limburg (NL) 6.007 0.285 6.465 0.196 

PL11 Lodzkie 7.078 0.338 6.826 0.172 

PL12 Mazowieckie 6.842 0.363 7.127 0.173 

PL21 Malopolskie 6.378 0.300 6.629 0.180 

PL22 Slaskie 6.634 0.329 7.042 0.170 

PL31 Lubelskie 6.566 0.356 6.866 0.168 

PL32 Podkarpackie 6.375 0.350 6.818 0.175 

PL33 Swietokrzyskie 7.105 0.290 6.906 0.180 

PL34 Podlaskie 6.105 0.336 6.545 0.180 

PL41 Wielkopolskie 6.123 0.367 6.883 0.172 

PL42 Zachodniopomorskie 6.843 0.301 6.914 0.179 

PL43 Lubuskie 6.562 0.331 6.997 0.172 

PL51 Dolnoslaskie 6.933 0.301 7.201 0.169 

PL52 Opolskie 6.838 0.318 6.426 0.182 

PL61 Kujawsko-Pomorskie 6.368 0.332 6.892 0.172 

PL62 Warminsko-Mazurskie 6.766 0.366 6.457 0.178 

PL63 Pomorskie 6.493 0.339 6.844 0.165 

PT11 Norte 6.420 0.490 7.480 0.144 

PT15 Algarve 7.171 0.315 6.686 0.152 

PT16 Centro 6.129 0.368 7.340 0.142 

PT17 Lisboa 6.067 0.478 7.005 0.146 

PT18 Alentejo 6.328 0.367 6.707 0.153 

PT20 Região Autónoma dos Açores 6.508 0.407 7.026 0.158 

PT30 Região Autónoma da Madeira 5.605 0.372 7.119 0.169 

RO11 Nord-Vest 6.792 0.389 7.166 0.183 

RO12 Centru 6.020 0.505 7.095 0.179 

RO21 Nord-Est 5.716 0.395 7.147 0.192 

RO22 Sud-Est 5.692 0.455 7.192 0.174 

RO31 Sud-Muntenia 6.679 0.433 6.639 0.186 

RO32 Bucuresti-Ilfov 7.526 0.522 7.406 0.169 

RO41 Sud-Vest Oltenia 6.283 0.356 7.156 0.190 

RO42 Vest 6.459 0.451 7.056 0.177 

SE1 Östra Sverige 5.181 0.232 5.740 0.127 

SE2 Södra Sverige 5.706 0.206 5.621 0.126 

SE3 Norra Sverige 5.517 0.220 5.822 0.143 

SK01 Bratislavský kraj 7.439 0.350 7.308 0.139 

SK02 Západné Slovensko 7.515 0.315 7.261 0.152 

SK03 Stredné Slovensko 6.726 0.353 7.568 0.156 

SK04 Východné Slovensko 7.276 0.353 7.304 0.161 

ukc Northeast England 4.885 0.383 5.282 0.161 

ukd Northwest England 5.161 0.379 5.799 0.155 

uke Yorkshire-Humber 5.102 0.322 5.706 0.167 

ukf East Midland England 4.948 0.363 6.033 0.158 
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ukg West Midland England 5.410 0.363 5.503 0.153 

ukh East of England 5.236 0.373 5.405 0.163 

uki London 5.200 0.345 5.550 0.168 

ukj South East England 4.810 0.329 5.559 0.161 

ukk South West England 4.438 0.376 5.926 0.165 

ukl Wales 5.333 0.436 5.957 0.162 

ukm Scotland 5.204 0.438 5.559 0.161 

ukn N. Ireland 5.343 0.387 5.642 0.150 

RS11 Belgrade 8.393 0.329 8.052 0.160 

RS21 Šumadija and Western Serbia 7.367 0.374 7.581 0.166 

RS22 Vojvodina 7.929 0.426 7.442 0.173 

RS22 Southern and Eastern Serbia 6.939 0.400 7.867 0.159 

RS23 Kosovo and Metohija 5.875 0.651 6.273 0.213 

TR1 Istanbul 5.667 0.594 5.520 0.162 

TR2 Bati Marmara 5.326 0.484 5.234 0.181 

TR3 Ege 5.111 0.433 4.436 0.178 

TR4 Dogu Marmara 5.521 0.388 4.943 0.169 

TR5 Bati Anadolu 5.367 0.317 5.572 0.161 

TR6 Akdeniz 4.927 0.567 5.003 0.177 

TR7 Orta Anadolu 5.655 0.315 5.292 0.151 

TR8 Bati Karadeniz 6.226 0.647 5.433 0.166 

TR9 Dogu Karadeniz 4.643 0.505 4.194 0.154 

TRA Kuzeydogu Anadolu 4.595 0.409 4.881 0.150 

TRB Ortadogu Anadolu 4.860 0.440 5.169 0.155 

TRC Güneydogu Anadolu 5.333 0.623 4.369 0.175 

UA13 Kharkov 6.677 0.354 7.132 0.198 

UA15 Zakarpatt 7.480 0.307 6.881 0.189 

UA21 Odessa 6.922 0.320 6.556 0.207 

UA25 Crimea 6.462 0.396 6.401 0.194 

UA4 Kiev 7.169 0.339 7.521 0.167 

UA7 Lviv 6.892 0.340 7.255 0.194 
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Appendix 2. Summary statistics and data sources 

 

varianble Obs Mean St. Dev. Min Max source  

National level        

Meritocracy experience 24 6.14 0.70 5.07 7.33 Author  

Meritocracy perceptions 24 6.49 0.78 5.03 7.79 Author  

Impartiality (QoG) 24 0.27 0.64 -0.82 1.21 Dahlström et al. 2015 

Profesionalism (Qog) 24 4.31 0.92 2.58 6.32 Dahlström et al. 2015 

Closed (Qog) 23 5.23 0.69 3.97 6.29 Dahlström et al. 2015 

Gov effectiveness  24 0.98 0.79 -0.75 2.25 World Governance Indicators 

Corruption 24 0.83 1.00 -0.98 2.41 World Governance Indicators 

Corruption 24 5.91 2.17 2.40 9.30 Transparancy International (CPI) 

Rule of Law 24 0.94 0.83 -0.81 1.98 World Governance Indicators 

Judicial Independence 24 4.38 1.46 2.44 6.49 World Economic Forum 

Property rights 24 4.77 1.06 2.73 6.45 World Economic Forum 

Human Development Index 24 0.84 0.06 0.73 0.90 United Nations 

PPP per capita (log) 24 11.30 6.80 7.59 42.70 World Development Indicators 

Gini index 24 31.57 4.30 25.00 39.00 World Development Indicators 

% women in parliament 23 19.31 10.64 4.20 42.70 Teorell et al. 2013 

Women eocnomic equality 24 2.25 0.85 1.00 3.00 Cingareli and Richards 2013 

political trust 24 2.97 1.22 1.54 5.47 World Economic Forum 

Regional Level        

Meritocracy experience 212 5.95 0.74 4.44 8.39 Author  

Meritocracy perceptions 212 6.34 0.77 4.19 8.31 Author  

EQI 2010 189 0.20 0.99 -2.72 1.90 Charron, Dijkstra & Lapuente (2014) 

EQI 2013 206 0.06 1.05 -2.66 2.78 Charron, Dijkstra & Lapuente (2015) 

Petty corruption (2010, %) 180 0.07 0.06 0.00 0.36 Charron, Dijkstra & Lapuente (2014) 

Petty corruption (2013, %) 212 0.08 0.08 0.00 0.43 Charron, Dijkstra & Lapuente (2015) 

Impartialty (2010, EQI) 180 0.05 1.01 -2.58 2.04 Charron, Dijkstra & Lapuente (2014) 
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Impartialty (2013, EQI) 206 0.00 0.87 -2.41 2.38 Charron, Dijkstra & Lapuente (2015) 

PPPp.c. (2011, log) 189 10.00 0.39 8.88 10.93 Eurostat  

Wage Inequality (2010) 187 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.03 Galbraith and Garcilazo (2005) 

% women parl 189 27.60 8.19 10.00 44.97 Sundström (2013) 

poverty risk (%) 181 16.17 6.71 4.90 38.40 Eurostat  

pop. Density (logged) 189 2.50 1.65 -0.02 8.49 Eurostat  

capital region 212 0.11 0.32 0.00 1.00 Author  
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Gender  

29. Bauhr, Monika and Lena Wängnerud. 2016. “Inclusion or Exclusion? 

Gender Difference in Mobilization against Greed Corruption”.  

Paper presented at the Gender and Corruption workshop, the Quality of Government 

(QoG) institute, 23-24 May 2016. 

 

Abstract 

Are women less corrupt than men?  While recent research suggests that women are less likely 

to be involved in corruption than men and that a higher share of women elected tends to be 

inversely related to the level of corruption, most dominant approaches focus on the scale of 

the corruption problem, i.e. how much corruption there is, rather than its vastly different 

forms. This paper suggests that gender differences can be better explained if we distinguish 

between different forms of corruption. Building on a distinction developed by Bauhr (2012; 

2016) between need corruption (corruption to gain access to “fair” treatment) and greed 

corruption (corruption to gain access to special illicit advantages), we suggest that women are 

more likely than men to perceive greed corruption as prevalent in society and to mobilize 

against greed corruption once they attain public office. Women condemn greed corruption in 

part because women are typically excluded from participation in this particular form of 

corruption, since opaque and collusive networks, rather than open transactions and extortion 

drive greed corruption. Women are therefore more likely to be excluded from the short-term 

individual benefits of greed corruption, and more likely to experience its long-term 

detrimental effects on public service delivery. Our argument is supported by a preliminary 

analysis using new regional level data across European countries.  
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Introduction 

Research on the link between gender and corruption tend to focus on the role of women in 

parliaments and national levels of corruption. It has consistently been demonstrated that 

higher shares of women in elected positions is associated with lower levels of corruption.
429

 

The relationship also appears in studies focusing subnational variation: European regions with 

a high number of women in local elected assemblies tend to be less corrupt than regions with 

a low number of women in elected office (Sundström and Wängnerud, 2014). However, while 

the correlation between gender and corruption is firmly established, research is struggling 

with the identification and understanding of the core mechanisms at work. 

Early studies on the link between gender and corruption suggested a number of explanations 

for why women should be more restrictive towards corruption than men: girls may be brought 

up to have higher levels of self-control than boys; women may be socialized to be more 

honest than men or, more generally, women, as a disadvantaged group in society, may feel 

that laws exist to protect them and therefore follow them to a higher degree (cf. Swamy et al., 

2001).  More recently, scholars have started to delve into contextual factors affecting the link 

between gender and corruption. For example, Esarey and Chirillo (2013) notes that the 

expected relationship between levels of women in parliament and national levels of corruption 

appears in democracies but not in authoritarian states and this makes them elaborate on 

mechanisms connected to women’s position in society: Their hypotheses is that women 

belong to a disadvantaged group in society and therefore have a strong self-interest in 

following norms since members of disadvantaged groups tend to be punished more severely 

for transgressing them than members of groups that are not discriminated against. Since 

democracies embody a strong norm against corruption, gender differences appear in these 

countries but not in other states (Esarey and Chirillo, 2013). 

While it is important to theorize on mechanisms connected to the different positions women 

and men holds in society, one shortcoming in this literature is however the almost exclusive 

reliance on measurements capturing the scale of corruption, i.e. how much corruption there is, 

rather than its different forms. This is partly driven by the convenience of using broad and 

aggregate indicators such as the Transparency International Corruption perception index or 

the World Bank Governance Indicators in comparative research, but also from a disconnect 

between the rich theoretical literature suggesting that corruption does indeed come in many 

different varieties, and empirical research on gender and corruption. We suggest that better 

distinguishing between the different forms of corruption may add important insights to the 

gender and corruption literature, and contribute towards better explaining gender differences 

in the mobilization against corruption. 

In particular, we propose that women are to varying degrees included in or excluded from 

different forms of corruption and that women tend to mobilize against the form of corruption 

                                                           
429

 The first studies showing an association between levels of women in government and national levels of 

corruption were Dollar et al. (2001) and Swamy et al. (2001). Treisman (2007) presents an overview of studies in 

the area. Recent studies are Esarey and Chirillo (2013) and Watson and Moreland (2014). 
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that they are excluded from. Better understanding womens inclusion in or exclusion from 

different forms of corrupt transaction, can lead to a better understanding of what form of 

corruption that women mobilize against and can contribute towards containing if they attain 

public office. In this paper we use a distinction developed by Bauhr (2012;2016) between 

“need” and “greed” corruption; that is between the kind of corruption citizens engage in in 

order to receive fair treatment (need) and the kind of corruption citizens engage in in order to 

receive special advantages (greed). We propose that these forms of corruption are gendered in 

the way that women citizens are more likely to be excluded from, and thereby also more 

negatively affected by greed corruption than men, which lead them to condemn this form of 

corruption more harshly. We also propose that greed corruption is the form of corruption most 

likely to be affected by the share of women in elected positions. In forthcoming sections, we 

develop and corroborate these ideas using data from the subnational level in Europe. The 

preliminary analyses show (i) that women citizen perceive more greed corruption than men 

citizens and (ii) that the share of women in local elected assemblies reduces the extent to 

which citizens perceive that greed corruption is prevalent in society. 

The rest of the paper proceeds as follows: In the next section we discuss recent developments 

in research on the link between gender and corruption. We proceed to discuss why the 

distinction between need and greed corruption is relevant to this research area, and develop 

the reasoning on the important features characterizing these two forms of corruption. The 

section on design and data present the survey of 85,000 individuals in 24 European countries 

(Charron et al. 2015) that serves as the basis for the empirical analysis as well as data on the 

share of locally elected women in Europe (Sundström and Stockemer 2015). The empirical 

part of the paper report differences between male and female citizens in relation to 

perceptions of different forms of corruption and then move on to discuss the effect of women 

in locally elected assemblies on citizen’s perceptions of greed corruption. The final section 

concludes and point out avenues for future research. It is our contention that research on the 

link between gender and corruption need to more carefully conceptualize the type of 

corruption included in the analysis, in order to better understand the core mechanisms at 

work. 

Explaining the link between gender and corruption 

Taking a birds-eye view of the literature, there are two types of individual-level mechanisms 

in research trying to explain the relationship between gender and corruption (that women, on 

average, are less involved in corrupt transactions than men). One strand of research sketch 

avoiding “passive” mechanisms at work among women, and the other sketch a more “active” 

approach (Stensöta and Wängnerud 2016).
430

  

Passive, avoiding mechanisms 

Much research at the individual level is carried out through experimental designs. An 
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 This section builds on an overview article “Gender, Politics, and Corruption” forthcoming in the Oxford 

Research Encyclopedia of Politics (Stensöta and Wängnerud 2016).   
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overview article by Dhaudhuri (2012), looking at state-of-the art of experimental findings on 

gender and corruption, concluded that some studies show that women are less corrupt, while 

others show no gender differences; however, no study shows that men are less corrupt. When 

experiments are directed towards the role of gender in risk-taking, however, results seem to 

show a more consistent gender gap. Byrnes et al. (1999) reviewed 150 studies, examining 

differences in risk-taking between men and women, and demonstrated that women, on 

average, take fewer risks than men (see also Jianakoplos and Bernasek, 1998; Watson and 

McNaughton, 2007). In experiments focusing explicitly on the gender and corruption nexus, 

risk-taking is often framed as the risk of being caught, corresponding to a comprehension of 

corruption as a rule- or norm-violating behavior. Schulze and Frank (2003) found no gender 

differences in corruptibility in non-risk treatment, but that women were less corruptible in 

risky (real world) situations (Schulze and Frank, 2003, p. 158). In sum, these experiments 

indicate that women have an increased fear of punishment when there is a risk of being caught 

(e.g., Dreber and Johannesson, 2008; Rivas, 2011; Schulze and Frank, 2003). A related 

mechanism is formulated as opportunism, defining a general preparedness among women to 

follow whatever norms are in place (cf. Frank et al. 2011, p. 59).   

Esarey and Chirillo (2013) have elaborated a theoretical model that combines the 

experimental findings of women being more opportunistic with the finding in cross-country 

comparative research that women are less corrupt in democracies but not in authoritarian 

states. Their main hypothesis is, as discussed in the introduction to this paper, that women 

belong to a disadvantaged group in society and therefore have a stronger self-interest in 

following norms than members of groups that are not discriminated against. They have argued 

that democracies embody a strong norm against corruption, which can account for gender 

differences in corruption in these countries, and concluded that no equivalent norm exists in 

autocracies.  

One way of understanding the gender differences referred to above relies on sociologically 

oriented explanatory models, which focus on the role of socialization. An early example is the 

study by Swamy et al. (2001) in which they suggest a number of hypotheses to account for the 

correlation between gender and corruption: that women are brought up to be more honest or 

risk averse than men; that women, who are typically involved in raising children, may “do the 

right thing” as role models for their children; that women may feel that laws exist to protect 

them – for example, criminal laws – and therefore abstain from corrupt behavior. In this way 

norms related to corruption can be seen as internalized and part of a gender identity. Research 

in a wide variety of fields, ranging from criminology and risk sociology to political 

psychology and risk psychology, shows that women tend to display higher levels of anxiety to 

both personal and social risks and threats than do men. Indeed, the strong relationship 

between gender and anxiety and gender and risk-aversion comes across as extraordinarily 

robust in the social sciences (Bord & O´Connor, 1997; Flynn, Slovic & Mertz, 1994; Slovic, 

1999). This underpins the notion that risk-aversion influences women’s behavior with respect 

to corruption, though perhaps even more so when anti-corruption is a strong norm in society.   
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Active behavior mechanisms  

An alternative way of capturing gender differences in relation to corruption is to rely on ideas 

of active behavior mechanisms, that is, not to say that women passively refrain from 

something, but that they actively want to achieve something by their behavior. Thus far, these 

ideas have been discussed most frequently in connection to the role of women on the electoral 

arena. Alexander and Ravlik (2015) have coined the concept “the women’s interest 

mechanism” to highlight that some actions women in elected office may take can have 

important spin-off effects on society at large. In essence, the argument is that female 

politicians’ support of policies that improve conditions for women citizens, such as family 

policy and health policy, is especially dependent on a “state on track,” where resources are 

used for public goods rather than private gains. Thus, certain policy preferences among 

women politicians constitute an impetus to strive for a strict monitoring of the state, which, in 

the long run, may lower levels of corruption (Alexander and Ravlik, 2015; Jha and Sarangi, 

2015).  

A study by Watson and Moreland (2014) brings further evidence to the strand of research 

highlighting active behavior mechanisms. They used time-series analysis of 140 countries, 

from 1998–2011, to analyze the relationship between women’s descriptive representation (the 

number of female elected representatives) with citizens’ perceptions of corruption. Their 

analysis largely confirms previous findings of a positive relationship between large numbers 

of women and low levels of corruption. What, besides the number of female elected 

representatives, has a positive effect in multivariate regression analysis is the substantive 

representation of women. Watson and Moreland included measures of health expenditures 

and pregnancy protection as indicators of substantive representation, and the analyses 

demonstrate that perceptions of corruption are lower in countries with higher levels of 

substantive representation of women. Watson and Moreland were careful not to draw hasty 

conclusions, but thus far they have shown the most convincing results that changes in levels 

of corruption, brought about by the presence of women legislators, can be a result of 

substantive representation. In sum, Watson and Moreland suggested that women legislators 

focus on issues of particular interest to women citizens such as social spending and women’s 

rights. In the next step the passing of laws about gender issues may, especially if they are 

designed to protect disadvantaged groups, influence citizens’ perceptions of corruption and 

quality of government in the broad sense.   

Stensöta et al. (2015) add a new, citizen-related, perspective when they examine whether 

welfare policies affect the way the relationship between gender and corruption unfolds. Their 

research builds on a scenario, embedded in a survey of approximately 85,000 EU citizens,
431

 

and is focused on citizens’ preparedness not to vote for a party that has been involved in a 

corruption scandal. The result shows that the gender gap, with women being more inclined 

than men to not vote for a party that has committed corrupt acts, was largest in the most 

encompassing welfare states, such as Sweden, Denmark, and the Netherlands. Gender gaps 

were much smaller in countries such as Greece, Spain, and Portugal, where the welfare state 
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(measured as social spending, figures from the OECD) is less encompassing, but actual levels 

of corruption much higher.  

Stensöta and Wängnerud (2016) suggest that the results presented above can be used to ask 

questions about the calculations women and men do when they are confronted with 

potentially corrupt transactions. They state that it is reasonable to believe that, if the state 

provides policies that give women opportunities to combine care-and-career, this will affect 

the propensity of women to protect the state from wrongdoings. Put simply, women who have 

experienced a well-functioning welfare state, strengthening their self-determination, may 

perceive the rewards of corruption as lower than the costs. Men, who generally are less 

dependent on the state for their self-determination, may arrive at a different conclusion.  

Feminist scholars and non-governmental organizations have pointed to the need to expand 

definitions of corruption from money-based forms to also include non-delivery of public 

services and types of “kickbacks” other than bribes in order to more fully understand the 

gender-corruption nexus.
432

 The UN Development Programme (UNDP, 2010, 2012) has 

highlighted that corruption often occurs in the form of illicit commissions at the point of 

procurement, which reduce the overall amount of public resources available for distribution 

and affect their equitable distribution among different population segments. Because women 

in most countries are the primary users of basic public services such as health, education, 

water, and sanitation, they are disproportionately affected by corruption in service delivery. 

When grassroots women in corrupt communities are asked about their perceptions of 

corruption, they tend to emphasize such non-delivery of goods and services. Moreover, when 

grassroots women are asked about tools to curb corruption, they bring forward monitoring of 

service delivery as one of the most important aspects (UNDP, 2012).  

To sum up, there is a burgeoning field of research highlighting wrong-doings at the point of 

procurement and how delivery/non-delivery of public goods may affect women and men 

differently. Our approach is related to this research and we align ourselves with the view that 

it may be an active choice on behalf of women to abstain from certain forms of corruption 

and condemn it more harshly than men. In contrast to organizations such as the UNDP we 

are however dubious about the proposal to expand definitions of corruption, we believe it is 

more useful to make careful distinctions between various forms of corruption and also be 

careful about whether focus is directed towards the demand- or supply-side of corrupt 

transactions. In specific, we perceive a lack of research on gendered aspects on the supply 

side: Do women and men citizens differ when it comes to reasons for engaging in 

corruption? If so, why do we find these differences? In the next step we will discuss the 

distinguishing features of need and greed corruption and present two hypotheses related to 

gender.  
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 Goetz (2007) and Towns (2015) discuss sexual corruption. 
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Varieties of Corruption: Explaining the distinction between need and greed corruption 

Corruption is very likely one of the most complex concepts in the social sciences. Perhaps in 

response to complexity, some of the most influential analyses of the causes and effects of 

corruption depart from some variant of the definition “the abuse of entrusted power for 

private gain” and use aggregate indices that in essence attempt to capture the scale of the 

corruption problem, i.e. how much corruption there is in any particular polity, rather than its 

different types (e.g. Pellegrini and Gerlagh, 2004; Tanzi, 1998, Treisman, 2007; Ades and Di 

Tella, 1997; Fisman and Gatti, 2002; Mauro, 1995). However, this approach risks leading to 

false inferences, since different forms of corruption may have widely different causes and 

societal effects. While underrepresented in comparative empirical research, there have been 

several attempts to distinguish between different forms of corruption. These include 

distinctions based on the level in society on which corruption takes place (petty and grand 

corruption), relational distinctions (extortive and collusive corruption), perceived normality 

of corruption (such as Heidenheimer (2002) white, grey, black corruption) and distinctions 

between different forms of favoritism (nepotism, cronyism, clientelism). Furthermore, 

societies may suffer from several different “syndromes of corruption” (Johnston, 2005, 2014).  

However, studies have granted surprisingly little attention to the basic motivations of 

engaging in corruption. In this paper, we build on a distinction developed in Bauhr (2016) 

between need and greed corruption. The distinction between need and greed corruption 

developed is an attempt to direct more attention to the basic, supply side motivations for 

engaging in corruption and suggests potential implications of this distinction for both 

understanding mechanisms at work, effects of corruption, and, not the least, effectiveness of 

anticorruption measures.  

The distinction suggests that citizens engage in corruption either to receive fair treatment – 

“need” – or to receive special advantages – “greed” (Bauhr 2012; Bauhr 2016). By 

consequence, the nature of these forms of corruption differs. Citizens engage in need 

corruption since it is the only way to receive services or avoid abuses, and in greed 

corruption to receive special advantages that you are not entitled to. The distinction suggests 

that there is a difference between engaging in corruption if it is the only way in which a 

service, such as health care or education, can be received, or whether corruption is used to 

receive a special illicit advantage (cf. Alatas 1999, p.11).  

It is important to note that the distinction between need and greed corruption does not 

fundamentally relate to whether or not engaging in corruption is beneficial for the individuals 

involved. Instead, corruption is in some ways beneficial for all individuals engaging in it and 

that, in the absence of such benefits, they would not do so (Alatas 1999; Marquette and 

Pfeiffer 2015).
 
Thus, individuals engaging in both need and greed corruption engage in 

corruption to receive social or material benefits that they could not have received without 

resorting to corruption, whether these are prospects of staying in business, receiving a public 

service or avoiding being abused by the police. In other words, corruption solves problems 

for citizens, regardless of whether citizens are involved in need or greed corruption. The 

distinction instead relates to whether or not a corruption free society would grant the benefit 
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obtained to these individuals, or the type of problem that it solves. A corruption free society 

produces better and more impartial service delivery and restrains i.e. the police from 

demanding bribes for made-up offences and doctors from demanding bribes for services. It 

would also contribute to channeling investments and aid into the fulfillment of these needs 

rather than into the pockets of the greedy. In other words, a corruption free society is more 

likely to benefit those who are exposed to need corruption. The advantages of reduced 

corruption for citizens involved in greed corruption are less tangible and occur at a 

substantial time lag. In other words, while many of the long term advantages of a corruption 

free society such as economic growth, stronger democracy and a healthier environment tend 

to be both non-excludable and non-rival, and thereby resemble a “public good” (Samuleson 

1954: Olson 1965), the advantages of a corruption free society are far from equally 

distributed between citizens. The drawbacks of reduced corruption are indeed very tangible 

for those involved in greed corruption, since the types of privileges obtained are very 

difficult to access in non- corrupt societies.  

The distinction is not necessarily related in any straightforward way to the overall moral 

defensibility of the outcome of citizens’ engagement in corruption. In particular, need and 

greed corruption can coexist with other motives for engaging in corruption, such as love.
 
As 

an example, love can indeed motivate both need and greed corruption, and can be used to 

help your child to a better life or to secure the jobs of your employees. Need and greed 

corruption are therefore not necessarily easily categorized as more or less morally defensible, 

since the intended or unintended outcomes of corruption may not be closely related to the 

forms of corruption used. In other words, while the word greed typically connotes immoral 

behavior, greed corruption should not be equated with corruption that has stronger 

detrimental effects. Similarly, need corruption could impose indirect harm to fellow citizens 

(for instance when the services that are received by paying a bribe for health care are in short 

supply).  

It is also important to note that the need and greed distinction focuses on the supply side of 

corrupt transactions. As You (2015) and others have pointed out, “Most studies have focused 

on the demand side of corrupt transactions, while ignoring the supply side” (You 2015:176). 

The supply side of corrupt transactions has traditionally received less attention than the 

demand side: i.e. public officials who abuse their power for private gain. However, a better 

understanding of the supply side in corrupt transactions can potentially lead to a closer 

understanding of the potential for anticorruption measures, which have traditionally focused 

on detecting and punishing corrupt officials on the demand side.  

Most forms of corruption are practiced in very complex and ambiguous environments, and 

the underlying motives for engaging in corruption may therefore be difficult to discern. 

However, a stronger focus on why citizens engage in corruption may potentially provide new 

insight into the nature of corruption and thereby the effectiveness of anticorruption reforms. 

While need and greed corruption are somewhat connected to previous distinctions between 

forms of corruption, such as the distinction between extortive and collusive corruption 

commonly used in the literature on tax evasion (Klitgaard 1988; Flatters and MacLeod 1995; 
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Hindricks et al 1999; Brunetti & Weder 2003), they are less related to distinctions that 

directly or indirectly focus on the scale, level or profitability of corruption. Corruption can, 

for instance, be characterized as both greed, petty and greed grand. Corruption used to win a 

contract with a less competitive bid can occur by paying a bribe to a low level official as well 

as by manipulating the basic rules and laws upon which a society operates. Similarly, 

corruption used to influence a child’s grades can occur both through small bribes to a teacher 

or by manipulating the school system to the advantage of a particular ethnic or other group.  

Gendering greed corruption: Theory and Hypothesis 

At first glance, it may seem like need corruption is most relevant to discuss from a gender 

perspective since this form of corruption occur, more or less, on a daily basis and absence 

would have an immediate positive impact on the situation of disadvantaged groups; leaving 

more money for schooling, food, health care, and other traditional feminine areas of 

responsibility.  

However, there are several reasons to expect that gender differences may be explained by 

differences in perceptions of and mobilization against greed corruption. Greed corruption is 

more likely to be driven by collusive, opaque and excluding networks.  In line with previous 

research, that shows that women seldom are part of ‘old-boys-networks’ where sensitive 

exchanges take place (Bjarnegård, 2013; Goetz, 2007; Stockemer, 2011; Sundström and 

Wängnerud, 2016), we suggest that women are more likely to perceive this form of 

corruption as prevalent in society and mobilize against it. 

In particular, the advantages of reduced greed corruption are less tangible for most citizens 

and occur at a substantial time lag, whereas the drawbacks of reduced corruption are indeed 

very tangible for those involved in greed corruption. The point we would like to make is that 

women seldom stand a chance to obtain these kinds of privileges; in contrast to men they will 

experience few gains of greed corruption but only the negative consequences of manipulated 

rules and laws. In addition, it is reasonable to believe that those individuals – most of whom 

are men – that manipulate rules and laws in order to receive privileges do it in ways that 

favor their own group. Thus women are affected twice: by not being able to obtain the 

privileges of greed corruption and by being left with a situation tilted against them.
433

 

It is important to note that we, in this paper, are studying European regions where levels of 

education are high among women, where women are present in the public sphere, take part of 

media reports, etcetera. We therefore assume that it is likely that women are aware of 

different forms of corruption and, in particular, will mobilize against greed corruption. We 

also assume that having a high number of women on political positions send signals to 

citizens – signals of fair(er) treatment of disadvantaged groups and the prevalence of 

                                                           
433

 Research on government auditing from a gender perspective (Addabo, Lanzi and Picchio 2003; Sharp 2000) 

suggest the term “selective unattentivess” to highlight that heavily male-dominated groups do not allocate 

resources evenly between the sexes.   
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comparatively weak greedy networks (cf. Sundström and Wängnerud 2016). Thus we 

hypothesize that:  

H1. Women citizens perceive that greed corruption is more prevalent than men, ceteris 

paribus 

H2. A larger share of locally elected women reduces the perceived prevalence of greed 

corruption, ceteris paribus.    

Data and measurements 

We explore the link between gender and female representation on the perceived prevalence of 

different forms of corruption using a multi-level design, and based on a large survey of 85000 

individuals in 24 European countries (Charron et al 2015 ) as well as data on female 

representation at the local level (Sundström and Stockemer 2016). Previous studies have 

shown that that corruption varies significantly from country to country within and between 

European countries (Charron, Dijkstra and Lapuente 2015). The survey was administered 

beginning in February 2013. The study, which was conducted in the local language of each 

country, randomly selected between 1,200 and 10,500 respondents per country (varying by 

population size of the country), providing a high degree of reliability due to the large sample 

size. In all, 34 questions were posed to the respondents, and several are of particular interest 

here in capturing the key concepts.  

First, our measure of greed corruption builds on the following question “In your opinion: How 

often do you believe that other people in your area used bribes to obtain special advantages 

that they are not entitled to?” While this question may not capture our concept perfectly, it 

does constitute a good proxy, and also shows substantial variation in our sample.  Around 

20% answer “ never” in our sample and around 30% answer between 6-10 on the 0-10 scale.  

Our key independent variables are the following. At the individual level we analyze the 

association between respondent’s gender and perceptions of the prevalence of greed 

corruption. At the societal level, we then investigate the extent to which the share of locally 

elected women representative influences perceptions of the prevalence of greed corruption. 

Following Sundström and Stockemer (2015) we use the average percentage of female local 

councilors per region, and define local councilor as “an individual elected to local deliberative 

assemblies constituted of councilors elected by direct universal suffrage” (see also Sundström, 

2013). As stated in the hypotheses, we expect that [H1] women citizens perceive that greed 

corruption is more prevalent than men, ceteris paribus, and [H2] a larger share of locally 

elected women reduces the extent to which citizens perceive that there is greed corruption. 

In order to compare the effects of gender and female representation on the perceived 

prevalence of greed corruption we compare the associations obtained with associations 

between gender/representation and other forms of corruption included in the survey. In 

particular we compare our associations obtained to the association between 

gender/representation and the perceived prevalence of corruption in health care, in education 
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and in law enforcement, as well as the association between gender and corruption on an index 

aggregating these three measures. 

Furthermore, several control variables are included at both the individual and country levels 

based primarily on empirical research of representation, political involvement and 

mobilization. First, we account for demographic characteristics, including income, age, 

education and employment status. In addition, we control for whether or not the respondent 

has paid a bribe in the last 12 months for any public service. The second level fixed effects are 

GDP (logged), ethnic heterogeneity, years of democracy and inequality as measured by the 

WDI GINI-coefficient.  

Our first cut analysis employs a multilevel mixed design. Thus we explain individual 

perceptions of greed corruption in a hierarchical model with two levels, ‘i’ and ‘j’, to 

represent individual and regional levels, respectively. The basic model used here is: 

𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑐𝑒𝑝𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑠 𝑜𝑓 𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑒𝑑 𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑟𝑢𝑝𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 𝑖𝑗

= 𝛼𝑗 + 𝛽1𝑤𝑜𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽2𝑝𝑓𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒 𝑟𝑒𝑝𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑎𝑖𝑡𝑜𝑛𝑗+𝜑𝑛𝑖𝑗
+ 𝜔𝑛𝑗

+ 𝑒0𝑖𝑗

+ 𝑢0𝑗 

Where 𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑐𝑒𝑝𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑠 𝑜𝑓 𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑒𝑑 𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑟𝑢𝑝𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖𝑗  is a function of a set of individual level (𝑥𝑖𝑗) 

and country level ( 𝑧1𝑗 ) fixed effects to estimate our model parameters ( 𝛽).   𝜑𝑛  and 

𝜔𝑛 represent individual and country (or regional) level fixed effects controls respectively.  𝑢0𝑗 

show the random level intercepts for the country level, and 𝑒0𝑖𝑗 is the error term.  

Results 

Do women perceive more greed corruption than men? And do women once they are elected at 

the local level more effectively reduce greed corruption rather than other forms of corruption? 

Table 1 shows the preliminary results of the analysis on how gender and female 

representation influence perceptions of the prevalence of greed corruption 

Table one. Gender differences in the perceived prevalence of greed corruption. 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 Greed Corruption Greed Corruption Greed Corruption Greed Corruption 

Female 0.10
***

 0.11
***

 0.10
***

 0.11
***

 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Education  -0.11
***

 -0.12
***

 -0.01 

  (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Age  -0.12
***

 -0.11
***

 -0.05
***

 

  (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Income  -0.01 -0.02 0.01 

  (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Unemployed  0.20
***

 0.21
***

 0.07
*
 

  (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) 

GDP/capita 

(logged) 
  -1.62

***
 -0.57

***
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   (0.21) (0.15) 

Years of democracy   0.01 -0.00 

   (0.01) (0.00) 

Ethnic div.   0.93
*
 -0.58 

   (0.52) (0.38) 

Inequality 

(wdi_gini) 
  0.04

**
 -0.00 

   (0.02) (0.01) 

Paid a bribe    1.01
***

 

    (0.04) 

Perception of 

corruption 
   0.47

***
 

    (0.00) 

_cons 3.91
***

 4.45
***

 18.68
***

 8.32
***

 

 (0.08) (0.09) (1.84) (1.33) 

lns1_1_1     

_cons 0.06 0.05 -0.34
***

 -0.68
***

 

 (0.05) (0.05) (0.06) (0.06) 

lnsig_e     

_cons 1.05
***

 1.05
***

 1.05
***

 0.94
***

 

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

N 67218 66903 65338 63165 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*
 p < 0.10, 

**
 p < 0.05, 

***
 p < 0.01 

The results of the analysis above suggest that women perceive more greed corruption than 

men. This results holds even to the inclusion of standard demographic controls (age, 

education, income, employment) and contextual level explanatory variables (years of 

democracy, logged GDP, inequality and ethnic division) that can be expected to influence the 

perceived prevalence of greed oriented corrupt transactions. More importantly, these findings 

are also robust to the inclusion of experiences of corruption (and in particular whether 

respondents have paid a bribe) and perceptions of corruption in general. In particular the 

results show that perceptions of greed corruption is positively associated with experiences of 

bribing and positively influenced by perceptions of corruption being prevalent in general. But 

even when controlling for these factors the positive association between being a female and 

perceiving wide spread greed corruption remains significant. 

While table one suggest a gender difference in perceptions of the perceived prevalence of 

greed corruption, table two adds two additional insights. First, as outlined in H2, we test the 

association between local level female representation and the perceived prevalence of greed 

corruption. Second, we compare the association between both gender and female 

representation on the perceived prevalence of greed corruption to its association with other 

forms of corruption, including corruption in health care, corruption in education and 

corruption in law enforcement, as well as an aggregate index capturing the perceived 

prevalence of corruption in these three sectors. While these questions do not necessarily 

capture a different type of corruption, they still indicate whether the association between the 

perceived prevalence of greed corruption and gender differences can be seen as simply 

indicating that female representation reduces the perceives prevalence of all forms of 
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corruption, regardless of its type. In other words, we would like to explore the extent to which 

gender differences in the perceive prevalence of greed corruption are more consistent than 

gender differences in the perceived prevalence of corruption in general.  

Table two. The influence of Female Representation on Perceptions of Different forms of 

Corruption 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 
Greed 

corruption 

Corruption in 

Education 

Corruption in 

Health care 

Corruption in 

law 

enforcement 

Corruption 

index 

Average share 

of locally 

elected 

Women 

-0.02
*
 0.00 -0.04

***
 0.02

**
 0.06

***
 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Female 0.10
***

 0.01 0.02 0.04
*
 -0.00 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.00) 

Education -0.12
***

 -0.33
***

 -0.18
***

 -0.15
***

 0.00 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.00) 

Age -0.11
***

 -0.05
***

 -0.08
***

 -0.24
***

 0.00 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.00) 

Income -0.02 -0.09
***

 -0.01 -0.06
***

 0.00 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.00) 

Unemployed 0.21
***

 0.29
***

 0.28
***

 0.27
***

 0.00 

 (0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05) (0.00) 

GDP/capita 

(logged) 
-1.58

***
 -1.54

***
 -1.91

***
 -1.72

***
 1.37

***
 

 (0.21) (0.18) (0.19) (0.19) (0.43) 

Years of 

Democracy 
0.01

*
 0.03

***
 0.02

***
 0.02

***
 -0.01 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Ethnic diversity 1.51
**

 3.37
***

 2.94
***

 3.54
***

 -1.95
***

 

 (0.60) (0.52) (0.54) (0.56) (0.67) 

Inequality: wdi 

gini 
0.04

**
 0.07

***
 0.08

***
 0.08

***
 -0.16

***
 

 (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) 

_cons 18.59
***

 15.17
***

 20.55
***

 16.79
***

 -9.32
**

 

 (1.82) (1.59) (1.64) (1.70) (3.90) 

lns1_1_1      

_cons -0.35
***

 -0.49
***

 -0.46
***

 -0.42
***

 -0.81
***

 

 (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.07) 

lnsig_e      

_cons 1.05
***

 1.09
***

 1.13
***

 1.11
***

 -5.99
***

 

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

N 65338 66954 67496 66957 44240 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*
 p < 0.10, 

**
 p < 0.05, 

***
 p < 0.01 

Table two shows that female representation reduces the perceived prevalence of greed 

corruption. It also shows that this effect is robust to the inclusion of demographic, attitudinal 
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and contextual controls.  Furthermore, table two shows a striking variation in the extent to 

which female representation influence the perceived prevalence of different forms of 

corruption. While female representation decreases the perceived prevalence of greed 

corruption, our results suggest that female representation does not influence the perceived 

prevalence of corruption in education and that it actually increases the perceived prevalence 

of corruption in the police and law enforcement. Apart from greed corruption, the only 

measure of corruption among the once included that female representation decreased was the 

perceived prevalence of corruption in health care. We will explore these differences further in 

our subsequent work on this, but our results suggest that the positive effects of female 

representation is particularly consistent for certain forms of corruption, including greed 

corruption. 

Concluding discussion 

This paper suggests that citizens are more likely to mobilize against corruption when they are 

excluded from participation in, and thereby the ensuing benefits of, corruption. In particular, 

we suggest that women more seldom stand a chance to obtain the privileges of greed 

corruption since greed corruption is typically driven by collusive, opaque and excluding “old-

boys-networks.” Moreover, we suggest that it is reasonable to believe that those individuals – 

most of whom are men – that manipulate rules and laws in order to receive privileges do it in 

ways that favor their own group. Thus women are affected twice: by not being able to obtain 

the privileges of greed corruption and by being left with a situation tilted against them. 

Women may, at least if they have attained some level of socioeconomic status, be more likely 

to obtain the benefits of need corruption, that tends to be both open and extortive, and less 

dependent on collusive networks. 

Our preliminary analysis, using newly collected regional level data in Europe,  shows 

important gender differences between different forms of corruption. In particular women 

perceive that greed corruption in more prevalent than men and greater shares of locally 

elected women reduces the perceived prevalence of greed corruption. The analysis also 

suggest that these gender differences are not consistent across all forms of corruption, 

indicating that female representation may more effectively contribute to contain greed 

corruption compare to other forms of corruption.  In revising this paper we need to flesh out 

the theoretical reasoning behind the detected gender differences more carefully, and in 

particular relate it to possible alternative explanation.  However, in light of the findings our 

theory seems plausible. If, for example, the main explanation for gender gaps in corruption is 

to be found in differences in gender roles, norm compliance and risk aversion then we could 

possibly expect more similar gender differences across all forms of corruption. While this is a 

first take, we find the preliminary results of the empirical analysis encouraging. This, we 

believe, indicates that  i that gender and corruption research would gain from taking more 

seriously into account  the vastly different nature of different forms of corruption , and in 

particular the differences between need and greed corruption.  
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Abstract  

The link between female representation and low levels of government corruption, while noted 

in a number of studies, has evaded convincing theorizing in terms of the possible catalysts for 

change. This article suggests that, as the impetus for women’s entry into politics is often 

exogenous to political organizations, once successful, it may disrupt existing “modus 

operandi” of politics and create a window of opportunity for additional change. If anti-

corruption efforts concurrently figure on the policy agenda, then changes both in formal laws 

and informal norms related to corruption may ensue. The theoretical model is developed and 

corroborated by data from the subnational level in Mexico. The analyses show that female 

representation is associated with reductions in the prevalence of corruption in government. 

The results also uncover evidence that causation may run in the other direction as well, 

however. 

Key words: Corruption, women’s representation, subnational variation, Mexico  
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An extensive body of policy and academic research now attests to the detriments of 

government corruption on the provision of public services, and even on intangibles such as 

social capital and happiness in a populous (Holmberg & Rothstein, 2012). An equally 

extensive literature explores the institutional, cultural, normative, economic, and of course 

political correlates of government corruption (e.g. Treisman, 2007). In this research field, the 

link between gender and corruption has, somewhat paradoxically, become both 

indisputable
434

 yet arguably remains somewhat of a theoretical black box.  

Early studies focusing on the link between gender and corruption (Dollar et al., 2001; Swamy 

et al., 2001), building on country-level cross-sectional data, established that societies with a 

comparatively large proportion of women in elected office tend to evince less corruption. 

More recent studies find the same correlative evidence at the subnational level; European 

regions with a high number of women in local elected assemblies tend to be less corrupt than 

regions with a low number of women elected to office (Sundström & Wängnerud, 2014).  

Taking a birds-eye view, the theoretical reasoning in scholarship on gender and corruption has 

developed two major lines of thinking, one emphasizing a risk-aversion mechanism (c.f. 

Esarey & Chirillo, 2013) and the other a women’s interests mechanism (c.f. Alexander & 

Ravlik, 2015; Jha & Sarangi, 2015).
435

 The first suggests a gender difference in relation to 

willingness to engage in corruption at the individual level, and more women in office lowers 

corruption by merit of the fact that a larger proportion of representatives are risk-averse and 

are therefore disinclined to engage in corrupt acts. The second instead emphasizes that 

support for social developmental policies means that women representatives will be likely to 

push for more well-functioning state institutions. Both theorized mechanisms, while plausible, 

ignore compelling insights that corruption is a highly stable equilibrium not easily subject to 

change. Moreover, the historical record suggests that women entering government is neither a 

sufficient nor necessary condition for the reduction of corruption. Most established 

democracies attained comparatively low levels of corruption well before women began to 

enter political office, and countries such as Argentina and Bolivia today have comparatively 

high levels of female representation yet continue to evince high levels of corruption.  

This article develops a theoretical argument regarding under what conditions female 

representation can be expected to curb corruption, one which also is sensitive to the evidence 

showing that corruption itself affects women’s success in attaining political office. It therefore 

develops a theory of conditioned and reciprocal causality, an approach which admittedly 

lacks the appeal of a more simple X causes Y account, but which is more consistent with 

existing empirical evidence.
436

 Mexico provides an apt case to illustrate the theorized 

                                                           
434

 Today, gender is one of the “usual suspects” included as a control variable in most Large-N studies on 

corruption.  
435

 There is also scholarship proposing a reversed causality or even a spurious relationship. We will discuss this 

research in the literature review.                       
436

 In their forthcoming book Clarity of Responsibility, Accountability, and Corruption, Schwindt-Bayer and 

Tavits (2016) argue that clarity of responsibility is important for controlling corruption because it increases 

accountability in the political system. When clarity of responsibility is high, politicians have a more difficult 

time shifting blame for undesirable outcomes, and voters can more easily monitor decision makers and assign 

them responsibility for political performance. Accountability mechanisms also affect the link between gender 
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mechanisms, as increases in women’s political representation has occurred 

contemporaneously with a major international and national anti-corruption push for reform. 

The findings indicate that an increase in women in elected office triggers reductions in the 

prevalence of corruption, but also that the presence of corruption inhibits women’s access to 

the electoral arena.  

The first section discusses corruption as a stable, exclusionary equilibrium, which many have 

argued inhibits incremental change and which, we argue, calls into question the merit of the 

theorized mechanisms that others have advanced to account for the country level correlative 

evidence between gender and corruption. The paper then develops a more nuanced and 

dynamic account of the conditions under which the entry of women into politics can be 

expected to affect corruption. The paper then presents evidence from the case of Mexico both 

in terms of the anti-corruption agenda and women in politics to substantiate the theoretical 

model. 

Corruption: A Stable, Exclusionary Equilibrium 

What sort of a phenomenon is corruption? And in what way can it be seen as a stable 

equilibrium? One conceptualization sees corruption as an individual-level departure from 

rules and policies, and therefore as a breakdown in systems of monitoring and sanctioning. 

Principals in the form of higher level officials or audit offices fail to detect and punish 

instances of rule-breaking among agents (Rose-Ackerman, 1999). While the view of 

corruption as a problem of moral hazard that can, in theory, be corrected with better oversight 

and sanctioning, a first important point to understand the persistence of corruption relates to 

the fact that institutional and policy reform of any kind is difficult. Research on policy change 

identifies a number of mechanisms such as decision costs, transaction costs, information costs 

and cognitive costs (Jones, Sulkin & Larsen, 2003), all of which contribute to path 

dependency in policies and institutions.  

A more important explanation of the robustness of corruption is that, in any context in which 

corruption is moderately to highly prevalent, transforming the modus operandi from corrupt 

and collusive transactions to public-regarding and rule-bound behavior also involves 

overcoming a number of large scale and nested collective action dilemmas. Those who 

engage in and benefit from corruption have strong material incentives to continue acting 

corruptly, and moreover have disincentives to behave honestly if they believe that others 

intend to opt for self-interested strategies (Persson, Rothstein & Teorell, 2012). Behaving 

honestly while others continued to engage in corruption would, as is the case in collective 

action dilemmas, mean foregoing individual payoffs yet do nothing to change the overall 

suboptimal outcome.  

Unlike some other collective action dilemmas, defection in the form of engaging in corruption 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
and corruption (Esarey & Schwindt-Bayer, 2016) in the way that the women’s representation-corruption link is 

strongest when the risk of corruption being detected and punished by voters is high i.e. when officials can be 

held electorally accountable. Our argument is not contradictory to this but focus on changes in society more 

broadly and in a context, the sub-national level in Mexico, where formal institutional setups basically are the 

same.    
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entails violation of the law, which can help explain why it is not only stable but also 

exclusionary. Engaging in corruption, even in the instances in which it may be profitable for 

all parties involved in the transaction, requires a degree of confidence among those involved 

that transgressions will not be revealed, i.e. collusion. Corruption therefore becomes a system 

in its own right with norms of reciprocity (regarding favors, benefits, and turning a blind eye), 

and is therefore a system heavily dependent on interpersonal relationships (e.g. Graham, 

1990; Karklins, 2005; Persson, Rothstein & Teorell, 2012). When corruption is 

conceptualized this way, rather than merely as individual-level non-compliance with rules and 

policies, it becomes clear why entry into the political realm is less a matter of merit or 

promoting the most qualified candidates, and more the product of patronistic exchange, social 

networks and linkages (Bjarnegård, 2013; Goetz, 2007; Stockemer, 2011).  

Unequal access to political power also constitutes a stable state not readily subject to change, 

though more as a result of the fact that it is those with political power that to a large extent 

determine who has access to power, than the logic of collective action. Similar to corruption, 

it is those excluded from the system who have incentives to bring about change, while those 

with access to power generally benefit from upholding the exclusionary system. Corruption 

and gender inequality equilibria thus intersect and reinforce one another via mechanisms of 

exclusion and collusion within the sphere of political power. Even highly stable equilibria are 

subject to disruption, however, given sufficient pressure for change, and disruption on one 

front may allow for the simultaneous disruption of other subsystems in an organization. 

Before exploring these dynamics further, we first expound upon how previous research has 

interpreted the gender-corruption link. 

Research on the effect of gender  

The milestone article Are Women Really the ‘Fairer’ Sex? Corruption and Women in 

Government, by Dollar et al. at the Development Research Group of the World Bank initially 

sparked interest in and empirical research on the link between gender and corruption. Dollar 

et al. present a large cross-country study and establish that the proportion of women in 

parliament has a significant effect on corruption, even when other factors such as overall level 

of social and economic development, political and civic freedom, average years of schooling, 

and ethnic fractionalization are taken into account (Dollar et al., 2001).  

A second early study by Swamy et al., also at the World Bank, reported largely similar results 

(Swamy et al., 2001). The study by Swamy et al. utilizes several different measures of 

corruption, and explores the relationship to a number of forms of female participation: women 

government ministers, women in national parliament, and women in the labor force. A time-

series analysis reveals that all of these specific forms, as well as a composite index of 

women’s political participation, show an association with all corruption measures independent 

of a number of other factors known to correlate with levels of corruption. Moreover, Swamy 

et al. (2001) find gender effects in micro-level data both from the World Value Survey’s 

measures of opinions on the acceptability of various dishonest or illegal behaviors, as well as 

in a World Bank study of 350 firms in the country of Georgia measuring the prevalence of 

bribe-paying in male- versus female owned firms. They sum up: “…to question the central 
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finding of this paper, one needs to argue that the results of careful analyses of several distinct 

data sets have, by sheer fluke, all been biased in the same direction. Our conclusion, that there 

is indeed a gender differential in tolerance for corruption, is more plausible” (Swamy et al., 

2001, p. 25). 

Swamy et al. suggest a number of mechanisms that may be at work at the micro-level: that 

women may be socialized to be more honest or risk averse than men; that women, who are 

typically more involved in raising children, may find they have to practice honesty in order to 

teach their children appropriate values; that women may feel that laws exist to protect them 

or, more generally, that girls may be brought up to have higher levels of self-control than 

boys, all assumed to affect women’s propensity to indulge in criminal behavior (Swamy et al., 

2001, p. 20).  

Findings from studies conducted on the micro-level can, however, best be described as mixed. 

In a study from Ghana, Alhassan-Alolo (2007) concludes that, when exposed to an 

opportunity involving corruption, women in public life do not prove to be any less corrupt 

than men. This conclusion is corroborated by a study on clientelistic practices among male 

and female political candidates in Thailand (Bjarnegård, 2013). These scholars emphasize the 

need to avoid “myth-making” about male and female nature in corruption research. Thus 

while the correlational evidence is compelling, the mechanisms at work remain somewhat 

uncertain. In addition, several scholars present convincing arguments that causation may 

simply run in the other direction. 

As mentioned above, it is important to consider how sex-based power structures in part 

explain low levels of gender equality in corrupt government organizations.
437

 Goetz (2007) 

points out that corrupt activity is linked to (predominantly) male patronage networks, and that 

any observed pattern between women in government and the prevalence of corruption may 

reflect not a learned or inherent gender-based difference, but rather a difference in the forms 

of political involvement available to women: “The point is that the ways women are recruited 

(or not) to the leadership and rank-and-file of political parties restrict their opportunities for 

engaging in corrupt activities. These restrictions have to do with women’s relative exclusion 

from male patronage networks, and the sexual danger associated with inclusion.” (Goetz, 

2007, p. 99) 

Women have, in other words, more limited access to the collusive networks that facilitate, 

reinforce, and allow individuals in positions of power to benefit from corruption. Experiment-

based research offers some evidence of a gender effect in corruption, however. In one-shot 

interactions that entail temptations for bribery, for example, women appear less willing to 

form the collusive pacts needed among corrupt actors. Men tend, in these experiments, to 

engage in “positive reciprocity”, delivering to the briber, even if this behavior is at odds with 

moral considerations vis-à-vis society and are more likely to punish other players when the 

bribe was not reciprocated (Frank et al., 2011, p. 68).   

                                                           
437

 Sung (2003, 2012) contends that the link between gender and corruption is altogether spurious and that liberal 

democracy is the underlying factor causing both good governance and gender equality. 
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In sum, this review of research suggests a need for more theorizing about the barriers to entry 

for women, but also, once on the inside, how women’s presence in the political sphere may 

contribute to puncturing the otherwise quite stable equilibria of collusive corrupt networks 

and initiate a process of change. An important component of understanding the link is to bring 

in insights that the inclusion of women in the electoral arena often is the result of external 

pressure for change, which might result in an influx of a new set of actors somewhat in spite 

of the preference of those previously with privileged access to political power.  

 

Unpacking conditions and mechanisms of change 

During the past decades there has been a global push for increasing the number of women in 

elected office. However, research shows that pressure from international organizations like 

the United Nations is not enough to spark changes; in most cases there is a need for additional 

pressure, most often from national women’s movements that put pressure on political parties 

to recruit women in large numbers.
438

 The entry of women into politics is therefore to some 

extent, though certainly not entirely, the result of processes and pressure exogenous to the 

political parties and to government, which may result in rather abrupt changes in female 

representation. 

As an illustration, the entry of women into politics in Sweden, most often considered an 

incremental model for increases in the number of women elected, nonetheless experienced 

two instances of rather abrupt changes. In the first, the election of 1973, the number of women 

in the Riksdag, the national parliament, increased from 14% to 21%, and second, in the 

election 1994 the percentage of women increased from 33.5% to 41%. At no other occasion 

have there been similar jumps, and analyses show that women’s organizations within parties, 

but also non-parliamentary women’s organizations, were active in both these elections and put 

heightened pressure on the major political parties (Wängnerud 2015, ch. 2).  

As a first observation, the Swedish case illustrates that transformations towards good 

governance can precede gender equality; the historical record suggests that the Swedish 

political system became relatively free of corruption during the nineteenth century (Rothstein 

& Teorell, 2015). More relevant to the theoretical model, however, the Swedish example 

suggests that the dynamic of external pressure and resistance to change from within may tend 

to result in stepwise rather than gradual change, which can trigger a disruption in “normal” 

procedures of political parties and government, i.e. a window of opportunity for further 

changes.
439

 A window of opportunity opens up for changes on myriad fronts, including 

changing norms of corruption. We therefore suggest that the entry of women into politics is 

likely to reduce corruption if there is a contemporaneous resonance for this specific change in 

the political arena and society more broadly. How then might an influx of women into the 

political arena dovetail with – and enhance – the impact of an anti-corruption policy agenda? 

We propose that several mechanisms may come into play: 

                                                           
438

 For recent publications on the role of gender quotas and different kind of pressures for increasing the number 

of women elected see Dahlerup (2006), Krook (2009), Towns (2010), Tripp and Kang (2008). 
439

 Based on a study at the local level in Denmark Bækgaard and Jensen (2012) confirm that far-reaching 

processes of change and “reflexive learning” can start in party organizations when electoral competition is high.  
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First, when corruption is high on the public agenda, the perception that women are less 

corrupt may give women an electoral advantage. Kostadinova and Mikulska (2015) present 

evidence that populist parties in countries moderately affected by corruption, such as Bulgaria 

and Poland, have recruited large numbers of women on the basis that women constitute 

“outsiders”, individuals not already embroiled in political machinations. In a similar way, 

women in Mexican politics may be looked upon as clean outsiders and benefit from 

expectations on good behavior. Using time-series analysis of 140 countries from 1998-2011, 

Watson and Moreland (2014) confirm that women’s descriptive representation—the number 

of female elected representatives—is significantly correlated with citizen’s perceptions of 

corruption. Thus, in a climate in which anti-corruption figures prominently on the public 

agenda, women may have a new-found edge. 

The entry of women into office may then increase the costs of collusion, in part because 

women are new-comers but also to some extent because women may in fact be significantly 

more reluctant to engage in corruption in an anti-corruption climate. Esarey and Chirillo 

(2013) and Swamy et al., (2001) suggest that women are, in many respects, more risk averse 

than men. Research in a wide variety of fields, ranging from criminology and risk sociology 

to political psychology and risk psychology, shows that women tend to display higher levels 

of anxiety to both personal and social risks and threats than do men. Indeed, the strong 

relationship between gender and anxiety and gender and risk-aversion comes across as 

extraordinarily robust in the social sciences (Bord & O´Connor, 1997; Djerf-Pierre & 

Wängnerud, 2015; Flynn, Slovic & Mertz, 1994; Gustafson 1998; Slovic, 1999). It seems 

reasonable to expect that this factor influences women’s behavior with respect to corruption, 

though more so when anti-corruption efforts are in focus. Where corruption is a behavioral 

norm and barely questioned, engaging in corruption scarcely entails risk of sanctioning.  

With the entry of women, a new set of actors less versed in norms of patronage and collusion 

and on average more averse to taking risks, the window for reform opens further. Reform-

minded male incumbents who might have found it difficult to bring about change prior to 

women’s entry into the political sphere may now find useful allies. Women representatives 

may, as mentioned above, find they gain political standing by joining such reform efforts, but 

may also find such reform in line with their larger political agenda.  

As incumbents, women have repeatedly been found to work toward different ends than men. 

Surveys of Swedish parliamentarians show that women parliamentarians have much more 

feminist values than their male counterparts (Öhberg & Wängnerud, 2014; Wängnerud 2015), 

suggesting that an influx of women into politics may have far-reaching policy consequences. 

Watson and Moreland (2014) examine effects on substantive representation, i.e. the effects of 

political representation on the content of policy measured as public health expenditures and 

pregnancy protection, and a positive association with the percentage of women in national 

parliaments (see also Schwindt-Bayer & Mishler, 2005). Rodríguez (2003, p. 87) contends, in 

a study on women in Mexican politics, that “problems threatening the home, the land, and the 

family—problems to which women seem to be more directly connected—have brought 

women into the forefront […] in state-society interactions.” As pressure to address issues 
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more central to women’s political agendas increases, it may become necessary to put in place 

stricter monitoring of the state operations as suggested by Alexander and Ravlik (2015) and 

Jha and Sarangi (2015).   

Women candidates in Mexican politics tend moreover to enter the political arena after 

experience in some form of grassroots organizations, including work “in the base” of political 

parties, with nongovernmental organizations, and with popular movements (Rodríguez 2003, 

p. 231), which may intensify this mechanism. Given such a background, women in elected 

office may, even to a greater extent than in other contexts, have a political agenda building on 

issues of social justice, and therefore see a need to promote improvements in government 

capacity and efficiency.  

The theoretical argument, summarized in Figure 1, is thus one of conditioned causality with 

feedback mechanisms. The model does not reject explanations advanced in prior research, but 

instead expands the model to reflect recent insights on the nature of corruption as a highly 

stable equilibrium, and therefore adds the argument that the entry of a new set of actors might 

create the needed disruption to allow for change. An anti-corruption climate might to some 

extent aid women’s movements in their pressure to gain entry into political power. And once 

in office, women may be highly disinclined to engage in corruption (as risks of detection and 

sanctioning are high), and even inclined to push for reform (in order to further their desired 

policy agenda). Finally, the ensuing disruption of ‘politics as usual’ may be sufficient to allow 

meaningful change to take place.  

Figure 1. Good government and female representation: modelling iteration and feedback 

mechanisms 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The starting point in Figure 1 is a context with equilibrium of high corruption (1). We 

highlight the need for external pressure on political parties to favor women candidates, which 
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the number of women elected (3). The influx of women constitutes a disruption in the modus 

operandi of politics and opens up a window of opportunity (4). However, in order for 

strengthened norms of rule compliance to emerge (5) there must also be an element, such as 

an anti-corruption agenda in the public debate that serves as an impetus for anti-corruption 

reforms (6). In the final step, the political entity may arrive at an equilibrium of low 

corruption (7) as a result of strengthened rule compliance. Figure 1 also reflects an expected 

feed-back mechanism (8) where strengthened norms of rule compliance may further lower the 

barrier for women to enter politics, as collusive networks to a lesser extent enforce their 

exclusion. 

 

The case of Mexico 

Testing each of the specific components of Figure 1 is beyond the scope of the analyses 

presented here. We do, however, find this account more compelling and complete than those 

presented in previous research. The case of Mexico presents an appropriate setting for 

examining the model due to the considerable subnational variation, but also due to the fact 

that anti-corruption efforts have in fact figured strongly on the policy agenda in recent 

decades. Reform efforts began as early as the 1970s with a constitutional reform in 1977, but 

gained in intensity and credibility in 2000, with the election of Vicente Fox, the first president 

elect in more than seven decades not from the dominant party Partido Revolucionario 

Institucional (PRI), and thus with “no formal links to the prior authoritarian regime” (Morris, 

2009, p. 85). Fox’s agenda included measures to further “administrative modernization and 

simplification, electronic government, improved professional and ethical training of public 

officials, the establishment of a civil service career system, the strengthening of measures and 

mechanisms to denounce and sanction corruption… and greater transparency,” (Morris, 2009, 

p. 88) the latter by passing an access to information law considered to be among the strongest 

in the world at the time. As such, it constitutes an opportune case for examining the dynamics 

outlined above. The most optimal set-up would of course have been to compare the case of 

Mexico with a context in which anti-corruption was absent from the political agenda.
440

 

Explore these dynamics in a range of contexts and cases will be left to future research, 

however. 

This study presents, to our knowledge, the first exploration of subnational variation in Mexico 

of the link between gender and corruption. Comparative analyses of subnational units allow 

for more focused explorations of specific factors while holding the broader legal and 

institutional context somewhat constant. While Mexico rates as highly corrupt in country 

rankings, considerable variation exists within the country, with some regions approaching a 

condition of state capture, and others resembling countries in the moderately corrupt range 

                                                           
440

 Mexico first implemented a quota recommendation in 1993, but it was only in 2000 that a law requiring all 

parties to comply with a clearly articulated national quota law was passed. Figures from the Inter-parliamentary 

Union (www.ipu.org, statistical archive figures from December each year) show that in 1997 the number of 

women in the national parliament (lower house) in Mexico was 14.2%; in 2005 (the year in focus of this study) it 

had increased to 24.2% which is, in a historical perspective, a significant increase. This underpins our notion that 

issues of women´s political representation were present on the political agenda in Mexico. Schwindt-Bayer 

(2010) presents an analysis of gender-quotas in Latin America.     

http://www.ipu.org/


721 

 

(Morris, 2005; Morris, 2009; see also Table 1). Given the degree of decentralization in 

Mexico, local and state governments are also an important locus for change on many social 

and political parameters, including anti-corruption efforts (Snyder, 2001, p. 99). While this 

variation allows for interesting comparative work, it also introduces a need for careful 

attention in model specification, an issue to which we return below. Subnational variation in 

the number of women elected is also considerable.  

 

Design and Measurement 

Mexico is a federation of 31 states, subdivided into 2 440 municipalities (Mexico City is 

excluded from these analyses). The analyses employ data on the municipal level, but use 

states as the unit of analysis. A number of services that are susceptible to bribe-solicitation, 

and are included in the bribe-paying survey, are under the jurisdiction of municipal 

governments (Morris, 2009). Aggregating to the state level is, however, necessitated by the 

fact that disaggregated data on women in municipal government are not available.  

Aggregating municipal values to the state level of course introduces the risk of drawing 

incorrect inferences due to ecological fallacy. A negative association at the state level 

between the proportion of women in municipal government and municipal corruption does 

not necessarily prove that such an association exists at the municipal level. If, for example, a 

noticeable increase in the proportion of women into politics in municipality Q did not affect 

corruption in municipality Q itself, but did trigger a process of political efforts to stem bribe-

paying in neighboring municipalities, then aggregating to the state level could yield 

misleading results. While not impossible, this interpretation does not seem to be the most 

plausible inference to draw from the analyses below.  

The analyses build on bribe-paying data for 2001 and 2010 and examine the effect of women 

in politics on corruption using a lagged dependent variable model. Data on women in 

municipal government are only available for 2005, which affords less analytical power to the 

analyses of the effects of corruption on women’s entry into politics.  

 

Measuring corruption and women’s representation 

The Mexican chapter of Transparency International, Transparencia Mexicana, has carried out 

its National Survey on Corruption and Good Governance surveys in 2001, 2003, 2005, 2007 

and 2010 (www.tm.org.mx). The survey contacts approximately 15,000 heads of households’ 

and poses questions regarding respondents’ experiences with corruption (Morris, 2009; see 

also Berliner & Erlich, 2015). The survey includes a large battery of questions relating to 

circa 40 different kinds of services, several of which have private service providers (e.g. 

telephone connection, obtaining a loan from a private bank, vehicle inspections) or are 

services for which the federal government is responsible (e.g. receiving certain welfare 

entitlements, obtaining a passport, moving goods through customs). The questions included in 

the municipal index used here refer to: 1) obtaining or expediting the issuance of a certificates 

of birth, death, marriage or divorce, 2) transactions related to vehicles such as deed transfers, 

3) obtaining a driver’s license, 4) gaining access to municipal water, 5) soliciting proof of 
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land use or other service from public registry, and 6) obtaining garbage removal. All of these 

six services are handled by municipal governments and the questions referred to the 

timeframe of the past 12 months or less. For each question, respondents were asked if they 

had availed themselves of the service and, if affirmative, whether they had paid a bribe in the 

transaction. The measure reflects the percentage of transactions that involved bribe paying.
441 

 

The bribe-paying index offers advantages but also disadvantages for capturing corruption. 

Corruption is a multi-dimensional phenomenon that may include not only bribe-paying but 

also such phenomena as overpricing and kickbacks in public projects, embezzlement, 

clientelism, patronage, nepotism, and electoral fraud. Bribe-paying is among the forms of 

corruption with the most immediate impact on the lives of citizens and is therefore the most 

visible to citizens. Politicians seeking to establish an anti-corruption profile in a campaign 

may prioritize this area in order to demonstrate tangible results. Since citizens are involved in 

bribe-paying transactions, they are also comparatively easy to detect through the creation of, 

for example, an ombudsman or hotline. The bribe-paying index may therefore be more 

sensitive to reform efforts than other more back room forms of corruption.  

The index offers methodological advantages over other measures of corruption as well. Many 

composite measures of corruption such as the World Bank’s control of corruption measure or 

Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index all build on a large number of 

indicators, some of which are measures of institutional features presumed to be conducive to 

detecting and sanctioning corruption (e.g. accountability mechanisms). For this reason they 

also introduce analytical vagueness that confounds efforts to tease out exactly what 

institutional and political conditions contribute to mitigating corruption. The narrower scope 

of the bribe-paying index therefore adds some analytical precision.  

The measure of women’s representation is the state level mean of the percentage of municipal 

regidores (city council members) that are women in 2005, originally compiled by Frias 

(2008). Data from other periods of time would of course have strengthened the power of the 

analyses, but are unfortunately not available. 

Control Variables 

Control variables include factors that may affect women’s representation, or that may change 

between T1 and T2 (2001 and 2010) and may also effect change in the prevalence of 

corruption. The analyses therefore consider demographic conditions, such as the percent of 

the state’s population living below two minimum wages, the percent that live in towns with 

fewer than 5000 residents, and literacy rates, all taken from the Instituto Nacional de 

Estadistica y Geografía (INEGI), the census bureau of Mexico; such factors may affect 

citizen’s collective capacity to hold government accountable. Considerable cultural variation 

also exists among regions in Mexico, including with respect to norms related to gender. The 
                                                           
441

 The number of people indicating having used any of these services ranges from 65 in Tamaulipas to 343 in 

Sonora, though all but Tamaulipas have at least 120 reporting having used at least one of these services. There is 

no systematic relationship between number of respondents per state and rates of reported bribe paying, i.e. the 

varying response rate (or alternatively variations in the extent to which residents of a state sought these services) 

does not seem to be a source of measurement error. 
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analyses seeking to explain women’s entry into politics therefore also include two measures to 

capture this variation: labor force participation among women, and the percentage of women 

in state legislatures.
442

 As Morris (2005) found population size to correlate with levels of 

corruption in a state level analysis, we include this in the corruption models as well.  

The analyses also examine whether a number of political and institutional factors affect the 

prevalence of corruption and women’s electoral success. First, we control for the existence of 

political competition in the state, using Ríos-Cázares and Cejudo (2009, p. 31) coding of 

states in which the PRI still has a stronghold as hegemonic (coded as 0), and those with some 

degree of competition (dual party or multiparty, coded as 1). Political competition may both 

facilitate anti-corruption reform, and may also lower the threshold for women to enter into 

politics as parties have an incentive to identify and promote the most competent candidates 

irrespective of gender (Folke & Rickne, 2012).  

Sung’s argument (2003, 2012) that female representation and the mitigation of corruption are 

both expressions of a broader process of political development has relevance for within 

country studies as well, and even when the analyses build on panel data. A thrust to 

strengthen rule of law in a region may both stem corruption and open up the political realm to 

newcomers. In order to capture any such effects, the models include two measures that 

arguably tap into such a broader movement of political development. First, we control for 

whether the state had enacted access to information law (AtI) in 2004 or before. In 2001, the 

federal government enacted a comprehensive access to information law. The federal 

government required all states in the union to implement such laws, but compliance was 

considerably more expeditious in some states than others. We do not hypothesize that the 

early adoption of an ATI law directly affects women’s prospects in local politics, but may tap 

into a change in underlying conditions that may shape these prospects. Data on state level 

access to information laws is from Instituto Federal de Acceso a la Información y Protección 

de Datos (IFAI).   

In a similar vein, we also control for the extent to which state governments have actually 

complied with the directives regarding access to information in 2010. The Centro de 

Investigación y Docencia Económicas (CIDE) publishes a metric of transparency which codes 

the rate of compliance with ATI legislation, i.e. the extent to which information required by 

law to be published digitally on state government agencies’ websites is in fact available 

(expressed as a percentage). The measure is from 2010, which makes it rather difficult to 

argue that transparency, according to this measure, has causal implications for women’s 

success in local politics. It does, however, serve as a proxy indicator for government capacity 

and the existence of a political will to reform; information management requires both an 

organizational capacity and publishing the information will only happen with considerable 

                                                           
442

 The three major parties implemented gender quotas in the 1990s that may have contributed to women’s 

electoral success in some states more than others. In this sense, the proportion of women in the state legislature 

may say more about party strategies and shares than gender norms. The extent to which parties enforced quotas 

also varies, however, with the PRD being a forerunner in this regard (Bruhn 2003), and it is a fair assumption 

that regional gender-related norms may also have informed parties choices regarding the enforcement of quotas 

locally. 
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political backing. Including these indicators helps to assure that any observed associations are 

not merely an expression of a broader climate of reform and political development. 

Results 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for all variables.  

 

Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Municipal corruption 2001 10.5 5.9 2.4 26.2 

Municipal corruption 2010 8.1 4.9 0.4 21.5 

Percent women in municipal council 30.1 9.6 0.0 48.0 

Percent rural 37.0 18.0 8.5 74.5 

Percent low income 51.9 13.4 22.2 75.9 

Percent literate 91.3 4.9 78.6 96.9 

Percent women employed 35.1 4.9 24.2 43.5 

Percent women in state legislature 19.4 6.6 8.0 39.0 

Political party competition (1=yes) 0.6 

 

0 1 

ATI before 2004 (1=yes) .7  0 1 

De facto transparency (% compliance with 

e-government requirements) 76.5 12.5 51.5 97.2 

Average population per municipality 77,510 98,450 6150 568,890 

State Population  3,050,000 2,651,000 512,000 14,000,000 

Notes on sources: Municipal corruption: Mean rates of bribe-paying in six municipal services used within the 

past year, month or week. Services in battery: 1) issuance of a certificate of birth, death, marriage or divorce, 2) 

transactions related to vehicles, 3) obtaining a driver’s license, 4) access to municipal water, 5) services from the 

public registry, and 6) garbage removal. 2010 survey by Transparencia Mexicana.  

Percent women in municipal council (regidores), 2005. Data from Sistema Nacional de Informacion Municipal 

(Frias 2008). 

Percent women in state legislature: Data from Sistema Nacional de Informacion Municipal (Frias 2008).  

Percent rural=percentage of the state’s population living in towns with fewer than 5000 inhabitants. Percent low 

income=percentage of the state’s population with a salary of less than two minimum wages. Demographic data 

are all from 2000 (Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía).
 

Political party competition: 0=continued hegemony of the Partido Revolucionario Institutional (PRI), 1=two or 

multi-party system established in the state 

ATI before 2004: Access to Information law adopted in 2004 or before, data from Instituto Federal de Acceso a 

la Información y Protección de Datos (IFAI), available at http://www.metricadetransparencia.cide.edu 

 

The descriptive statistics shown in Table 1 confirm that considerable variation exists within 

Mexico with respect to levels of corruption, but also in terms of economic development, size, 

and women’s success in politics. The smallest in population (Baja California del Sur) has 

approximately a half a million inhabitants while the largest (México) has fourteen million. In 

terms of corruption, bribe-paying occurred in some states very rarely, with less than one 

percent of citizens’ attempts to access services involving bribes (Baja California del Sur, 2.6 

percent in Aguascalientes), while in other states, about 20 percent of all services involved the 

paying of bribes (18 percent in Oaxaca and 21 percent in México respectively). Of the 31 

states, political competition exists in 20 (roughly 60 percent) and 21 implemented an access to 

information law before 2004 (fortunately for methodological reasons, not the same 20 states). 

With respect to women’s representation in municipal councils, state averages range from zero 
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(Oaxaca) to 48 percent (Tamaulipas).
443

 Excluding Oaxaca, the states with the fewest women 

in local government are Chiapas (17 percent) and Durango (19 percent). In state legislatures, 

women occupy eight percent of seats in Durango and as many as 39 percent in Quintana Roo. 

 

Women in government: an antidote to corruption? 

The first set of analyses examine whether the presence of women in politics has bearing on 

levels of corruption. The data allow for a more robust examination of this dynamic than 

previous studies in that we control for corruption at a previous point in time. To the extent 

that, for example, social norms of reciprocity shape the propensity to solicit and offer bribes, 

they would do so approximately equally at two measurement points nine years apart. In sum, 

it allows for an examination of factors linked to change in the dependent variable.  

A bivariate analysis shows that corruption rates in 2010 do in fact tend to be lower in states 

with more women in local government. Literacy and lower levels of poverty also correlate 

with the prevalence of corruption. These associations concur with the findings of cross-

country analyses, which have repeatedly demonstrated the strong relationship between 

corruption and almost all indicators of economic well-being and development.
444

 Women’s 

political representation at the state level does not, however, exhibit any relationship with 

municipal level corruption, nor does the size of the rural population in the state. 

Table 2. The effects of gender on corruption in local government in 2010, controlling for 

development indicators and corruption 2001 (OLS with robust standard errors) 

 Bivariate 

(Pearson's r) 

B Beta 

% Women in municipal 

government 

-.35* -.15* (.08) -.28 

Literacy -.30* .12 (.32) .12 

% Rural -.05 -.15* (.09) -.53 

% Low income -.31* .21** (.09) .58 

% women in state legislature .01 .11 (.07) .14 

Municipal corruption 2001 .55*** .36 (.21) .43 

Constant  -10.2 (34.05)  

N=31  R
2
 =.45 R

2
adj=.29 

*p<.10; **p<.05; ***p<.01 

For measurement details, see notes to table 1.  

 

The multivariate model provides robust support for the contention that women in political 

office may affect the prevalence of corruption in a jurisdiction independent of levels of social 

                                                           
443

 Indigenous communities in Oaxaca follow the “usos y costumbres” in the election of their community and/or 

municipal leaders. This means, in many cases, excluding women. See Frias (2008) for a discussion and details on 

how data was collected in this region.   
444

 They do stand in contrast to Morris’ findings, however, which primarily showed null results. The difference 

in our approach as compared to Morris’ analyses lies in the construction of the corruption index. Unlike Morris, 

we construct an index that includes a delimited set of items, specifically those related to public services, and 

even more specifically those in the jurisdiction of the municipalities.  



726 

 

and economic development (Table 2). The estimate suggests that the difference in levels of 

corruption between the states in which women have been least and most successful in local 

politics (which ranges from 0 to 48) is 7.2 percentage points. These factors combined explain 

roughly a third of the variation in local corruption measured as bribe-paying. Supplementary 

analyses not shown in the table consider whether GDP or log GDP have any relationship with 

rates of bribe-paying but no such association seems to exist in the context of Mexican states. 

The findings of the model also remain unchanged if the population of the state, the only factor 

which Morris finds to correlate with corruption, or average population per municipality, are 

controlled for.  

Due to the limited number of units of analysis, the link between women’s representation and 

corruption controlling for political development indicators is explored in a different model. 

Early adoption of an ATI act, as well as a high degree of compliance with this act in terms of 

willingness to publish information digitally, arguably signal an atmosphere of reform in a 

state and the existence of political will to mitigate corruption. The analyses below examine 

whether these currents of change, to the extent that they pick up reform-mindedness at the 

local level as well, have any bearing on corruption at the municipal level and whether the 

presence of women in politics retains a relationship with corruption once these factors are 

taken into account.  

Table 3. The effects of gender on corruption in local government in 2010, controlling for political 

and institutional factors and corruption 2010 (OLS with robust standard errors) 

 Model 1 Model 2 

 B Beta B Beta 

% Women in municipal government -.25 (.13)* -.48 -.14 (.11) -.26 

Party competition 2.0 (2.0) .19 .76 (2.41) .07 

Early adoption of FOI law .13 (2.19) .01 1.08 (1.52) .10 

De facto transparency 5.8 (9.8) .15 8.29 (8.87) .21 

Municipal corruption 2001   .42* (.23) .51 

Constant   -10.2 (34.05)  

N=31   R
2
 =.37 R

2
adj=.21 

*p<.10; **p<.05; ***p<.01 

For measurement details, see notes to table 1.  

 

The results of model 1 indicate that women’s representation is associated with local 

corruption independent of other apparent attempts to work toward better government in 

Mexican states, and is in fact the only factor exhibits any association with corruption, even in 

bivariate analyses (not shown). The patterns are less conclusive, however, with respect to 

whether women’s representation effects change in levels of corruption. Model 2 controls for 

corruption in 2001, and while the estimate remains negative, it is not significant.  

The fact that none of the political and institutional factors examined have bearing on local 

corruption is noteworthy. States with early adoption and extensive compliance with 

transparency laws are not systematically less corrupt than laggards in the transparency 

reforms. Either state level reforms leave local corruption untouched, or alternatively, 
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transparency does not have the transformative power that policy proponents suggest. 

Similarly, states with more political competition do not show signs of moving toward cleaner 

government than those still dominated by a single party. With respect to this parameter, it is 

safer to assume that a lack of political competition on the state level also suggests a lack of 

competition in local level politics. The reverse is not necessarily true, however, political 

competition at the state level does not ensure that local elections in all the municipalities in 

the state are contested. PRI dominance may reign at the local level even if other parties have 

made inroads at the state legislature. These reservations notwithstanding, the analyses indicate 

that political competition does not by itself have an independent effect on corruption. More 

fine-grained analyses are certainly needed on these issues. 

Determinants of women’s political prospects 

The theoretical model indicated that while women entering government may create an 

opening for additional change, including efforts to combat corruption, that feedback effects 

are also expects; high levels of corruption may exclude women from politics, and an on-going 

process of institutional change may lower barriers to entry. We therefore also consider the 

link between corruption in 2001 and women’s representation in 2005 independent of social 

and economic as well as political and institutional factors. Based on the findings of cross-

country evidence, we expect levels of development to correlate with female representation, 

and the estimates in the table below to some extent corroborate these findings.  

 

Table 4. Social and economic development and women’s representation in local government 

(OLS with robust standard errors) 

 Bivariate 

(Pearson's r) 

B Beta 

Literacy .49** 1.07 (.53)** .55 

% Rural -.34* .01 (.19) .02 

% Low income -.29 .16 (.21) .22 

% women in state legislature .26 .31 (.32) .22 

Labor force participation .17 -.11 (.46) -.06 

Oaxaca  -22.7 (3.5)*** -.43 

Constant  -77.53 (57.51)  

N=31  R
2
 =.50 R

2
adj=.38 

*p<.10; **p<.05; ***p<.01 For measurement details, see notes to table 1.  
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Table 5. Political and institutional factors and women representation in local government (OLS 

with robust standard errors) 

 Bivariate 

(Pearson's r) 

B Beta 

Municipal corruption 2001 -.41** -.40* (.20) -.24 

Political competition .34* 4.59* (2.67) .23 

Early adoption of FOI law .17 1.31 (3.62) .07 

De facto transparency .41** 14.5 (11.1) .19 

Oaxaca  -19.74** (4.86) -.37 

Constant  19.94** (9.82)  

N=31  R
2
 =.49 R

2
adj=.38 

*p<.10; **p<.05; ***p<.01For measurement details, see notes to table 1.  

 

The correlation coefficients in the first column indicate that women are more strongly 

represented in local government in states with higher literacy rates, and a smaller proportion 

of the population living in rural areas, as well as a larger proportion of the population living in 

poverty, though the latter is not statistically significant, suggesting that many states also 

deviate from the pattern. The two measures of gender equality – the proportion of women in 

state level legislatures, and women’s labor market participation – are both positively 

associated with women’s electoral success in local politics, which lends some support for the 

argument that norms of gender equality vary sufficiently at the regional level and affect 

women’s success in entering political office. These associations are, however, not sufficiently 

robust to meet minimal limits of statistical significance. That said, an examination of outliers 

suggests that the state of Quintana Roo is an outlier with strong leverage, with a high 

proportion of women in the state legislature but comparatively few women in municipal 

councils. If this influential outlier is excluded, the correlation coefficient is 0.4 (p<.05). In the 

multivariate analyses, if the influential outlier (Quintana Roo) is excluded from the model, 

women’s representation at the state level shows a strong and robust relationship to women in 

local politics (B=0.64, p=0.06), and the adjusted R-squared increases to 0.49. 

Education among the populace emerges as the factor most strongly associated with women’s 

success in local politics in the multivariate analyses as well.
445

 The OLS estimate suggests 

that women’s representation increases in step with increases in literacy, percentage point for 

percentage point. As educating the populace is an endeavor that requires considerable time, 

and women’s entry into the political sphere is a fairly recent phenomenon, it is tempting to 

conclude that the direction of causality runs from education to greater gender equality in the 

political realm. While education most certainly lowers the threshold, it is important to keep in 

mind that the historical record abounds with examples of countries with very high levels of 

literacy, and yet comparatively little equality between men and women in terms of political 

representation. Education is, in light of this, not a sufficient but perhaps a facilitating driving 

factor in women’s political empowerment.  

                                                           
445

 The models in these analyses all include a dummy variable for the state of Oaxaca (see footnote 10).     
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The final analysis examines whether municipal corruption in 2001 affects women’s success in 

reaching office in 2005 under control for political and institutional factors. The analyses 

presented in Table 5 suggest that women’s electoral success to some extent relates to several 

aspects of the political setting and climate. The bivariate analyses in the first column indicate 

that de facto government transparency correlates with the proportion of women in local 

government, but this association disappears under control for other factors. The two factors 

that retain a relationship with female representation in the multivariate model are political 

competition and municipal corruption.  

How strong is the association between bribe-paying in 2001 and female representation 2005? 

In the way of an illustration, the most and least corrupt states differ in rates of municipal 

bribe-paying by 24 percentage points (between 2 and 26 percent of all transactions that 

entailed bribe-paying). The estimate for municipal corruption in the multivariate model (-.4) 

suggests that these two extremes would differ in women’s representation by 9.6 percentage 

points, other factors held constant. The estimated effect of corruption on women’s 

representation remains significant and substantively strong under control for the percentage of 

low income and rural residents in the state, though not under control for literacy (not shown in 

table). Thus, while not entirely independent of the level of socio-economic development in a 

region, entrenched corruption seems to weaken women’s prospects in the political arena.  

 

Conclusions and Discussion 

A number of authors have questioned the early studies on gender and corruption for their 

inability to shed light on the issue of causality – political regimes such as well-functioning 

liberal democracies committed to impartiality and probity might simply also provide 

opportunities for women to attain positions of political power. Sung (2003, 2012) takes the 

critique even farther and contends that when liberal democratic institutions are controlled for, 

gender factors drop dramatically in both statistical significance and substantive relevance. We 

agree that Sung makes an important point, and his research clearly illustrates the difficulty of 

teasing out the issue of causation among factors that tend to develop in tandem. To conclude 

that gender equality and honest government are not causally related merely because their 

relationship is not completely independent of a broader process of political development is, 

however, perhaps not altogether surprising; shining a floodlight on a movie screen will 

invariably cause details to disappear and images to pale. Continued analyses are therefore 

warranted in order to understand the mechanics, contingencies and interrelated push and pull 

factors that drive political development.  

Our comparative analysis of the Mexican states suggests that causation in fact runs in both 

directions: Corruption in local government, the models suggest, inhibits women’s success in 

electoral contests at the local level. Even once indicators of economic and political 

development are taken into account, levels of corruption in 2001 retain a substantively strong 

relationship with the proportion of women in local government in 2005. Socio-demographic 

factors also to some extent account for women’s political success, as does political 

competition, in congruence with research from a context as different as Swedish 
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municipalities (Folke & Rickne, 2012). De facto government transparency also shows a 

bivariate relationship with women’s electoral success, but this relationship disappears under 

control for local corruption, which to some extent speaks against the contention that gender 

equality and corruption in government are merely expressions of a broader process of political 

change. We return to this issue below.  

The extent to which women gain access to local government legislative bodies also affects 

corruption in municipalities farther down the road. We subject this thesis to a tough test, not 

least due to the small number of cases and because the operationalization of corruption is 

perhaps not the most theoretically plausible type of corruption affected by women in 

legislative office, but because our results provide rigorous support for the contention that an 

increase in women’s representation can trigger a change in levels of corruption.  

Are women, then, the fairer sex? Not necessarily. Micro-level findings presented by others 

simply do not provide sufficiently consistent evidence to substantiate this theoretical account 

of the observed macro-level relationship. Corruption is not an expression of moral failure at 

the individual level, but rather a system of behavioral norms, incentives and inherent logics of 

rational action, and in some contexts even mechanisms to sanction those who fail to behave in 

accordance with these norms (Karklins 2005; Persson, Rothstein, & Teorell, 2012). Even if 

women were inclined toward more rule-bound behavior, they are certainly not impervious to 

social learning and adaptation; entry into and socialization into the political realm would 

require women to figure out and adapt to the practices in place. 

The exclusion of women from politics is, however, itself an expression of a rather stable set of 

gendered roles in society – a barrier which numerous historical examples suggest does not 

dissolve of its own accord. The historical record instead indicates that women’s entry into the 

political realm results from prolonged efforts on the part primarily of women’s movements to 

convince parties to address the barrier in a proactive manner. Norms and organizational logics 

become visible and subject to reexamination and renegotiation in a way they otherwise are 

not, creating an opening for further introspection and renegotiation of praxis and its 

underlying logics. This theoretical account, which we argue is more plausible than the fairer 

sex thesis, implies a more nuanced understanding of the gender-corruption nexus, and also a 

more limited scope for the transformative effect of female representation in terms of the 

mitigation of political corruption. In order for women’s electoral success to have any bearing 

on corruption, anti-corruption efforts must already exist in the policy discourse and 

presumably also have momentum in the form of strong advocates both within and from 

outside the immediate political context as well (i.e. pressure from below but also from higher 

levels of government or international actors). Absent such an ideational current, it seems 

unlikely that an increase in the number of women in politics will effect a change on 

corruption. The effect of gender on corruption does not, in other words, axiomatically travel 

in time and space. 
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The argument 

Corruption, or the act of using public power for private ends, can be considered a major 

destructive force for humans and our societies. Research has shown not only that corruption 

reduces economic prosperity, but alsoand that it undercuts various dimensions of human 

wellbeing that is affected by government output, such as health, access to clean water and 

education as well as human subjective wellbeing and happiness (Halleröd et al. 2012; North 

1990; Rothstein and Holmberg 2012; Swaroop and Rajkumar 2002; Uslaner 2008). Moreover, 

corruption may have deeper destabilizing consequences in society, as it arguably threatens not 

only the direct output of government, but also its prerequisite: people’s willingness to pay 

taxes. , which seems to be affected by their judgments of how well government works. In a 

recent study, Stefan Svallfors (Svallfors 2013) compared attitudes toward taxes and social 

spending across European countries and concluded that the organization of government 

affects, peoples judgments of how well government works, which in tern affects their 

preparedness to pay taxes, leading to long-term consequences on the possibilities to pursue 

encompassing welfare state policy. Hence, aAs an overview by Treisman shows, a vast flora 

of recent research confirms how serious the problem of corruption is perceived to be 

(Treisman 2007). 

There are clear correlations between gender and corruption. On the one hand, women suffer 

disproportionately from the effects of corruption, as women are overrepresented among the 

world’s poor (Unicef, xxxx). On the other hand, women themselves tend to be less involved 

in corrupt transactions than men. There is a growing flora of gender and corruption research 

exploring the relationships Prior scholarship has pointed at an association between higher 

rates of female participation, especially in the legislative arena, and lower levels of corruption 

even when standard controls are taken into account (Dollar et al. 2001; Swamy et al. 2001). 

However, the more precise mechanisms producing these relationships remain largely unclear. 

Generally, studies are either conducted on a country comparative level drawing on research 

on gender differences from other areas, to explain how the mechanisms work, or they are 

experimental studies conducted on the individual level. The latter, however, show diverging 

results, some studies providing support for the relationship and others finding no effect of 

gender.  

We argue that previous studies have disregarded the importance of institutions. First, we 

identify an empty empirical space with regard to how gender and corruption are related in the 

bureaucratic administration, which can be considered an institution, as most studies focus on 

gender effects in the legislative arena. Second, institutional theory provides a framework for 

how gendered experiences may matter, through the mediating effects of institutions.  
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This leads us to propose that the relationship between gender and corruption plays out 

differently depending on the surrounding institutional context In the electoral arena, personal 

attributes, for example gender, may represent unique possibilities to attract voters. Women 

actors may thus choose strategies through which they develop their uniqueness as women, 

either because of an inner conviction, or because of stereotypical ideas held by voters that 

they wish to trigger. The electoral arena logic may thus be expected to reinforce gender 

differences rooted in experiences, which may account for several of the findings in previous 

research. 

However, within bureaucratic administrative institutions, the relationship between gender and 

corruption ought to play out differently. We argue that the institutional power of the 

bureaucracy mediates the relationship between women and corruption such that it becomes 

weaker. Bureaucratic institutions ideally formalize human interaction in such a way that 

personal experiences no longer play a role. The bureaucratic organization achieves this by 

instilling organizational principles or norms that overshadow any individual strategies actors 

may have. Hence, we suggest that the bureaucratic organization constrains actors’ use of 

personal experiences, such as those related to gender. Following this line of thinking to its 

logical end, we further hypothesize that the stronger the organizational principles in the 

bureaucracy are, the more absorbed actors become. Hence, if the organizational principles are 

strong, we would expect actors’ personal strategies to be fully absorbed by such principles 

and the relationship between more women and lower levels of corruption to diminish or 

vanish entirely. If the organizational principles are weaker, we would expect actors to have 

greater leeway in forming strategies of their own. This would mean that gendered experiences 

might become visible and affect levels of corruption.  

As our model comprehends institutions as mediating, we assume that actors bring their 

individual gendered experiences into the institutions, and that some of these experiences are 

of a kind that has bearing on corruption. A variety of suggestions concerning how women 

might differ from men in relation to corruption have been mentioned in previous research; 

some examples are that, compared to men, women are more honest, kind, risk aversive or 

have fewer opportunities to commit corrupt acts because they have less power. We do not 

explore what the mechanism might look like on the individual level, but limit ourselves to the 

claim that gendered experiences that attach to women more than men in our society cause 

women to be less corrupt on the group level. Hence we understand “gender” on the individual 

level as the sum of experiences that the individual has collected and that cluster differently to 

the two groups: men and women. The term strategy further implies that actors are not seen as 

cultural dupes. We assume that strategies can be both an outcome of agents’ preferences 

based on individual experiences or opportunities as well as an indivudual’s response to the 

expectations of others concerning how persons of a specific gender should behave.  

We further understand organizational strength as the ability of the organization to distinguish 

itself from the surrounding milieu. This has been labeled a Napoleonic administrative 

tradition (Peters 2008) in previous research. Examples of tools that achieve this separation are 

formal examination systems or special public employment laws. Hence, with regard to the 

hypothesis of organizational strength, we examine the strength of some central organizational 
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principles that separate the bureaucratic organization from other areas of society such as 

management. 

To test our theory, we use data on women representation in government administration 

provided by the European Commission, data that cover only a limited set of countries (about 

30 countries), as well as original data provided by the Quality of Government Institute Expert 

survey (2008-2010) covering a larger number of countries (95). 

Gender and corruption – previous research 

Research on gender and corruption started as country comparative studies. A study by the 

World Bank advanced the idea of a general correlation between higher levels of women in 

parliament and lower levels of corruption, using a standard set of controls such as social and 

economic development, political and civic freedom, average years of schooling and ethnic 

fractionalization (Dollar et al. 2001). The analysis was conducted exclusively at the macro 

level, and the theoretical insights concerning gender differences were taken from other 

research (Eagly et al. 1986). 

A subsequent study by Swamy et al. (Swamy et al. 2001) was broader in scope and examined 

the relationship between women and corruption in several spheres, such as parliament, among 

ministers and in the labor force. The study confirmed a positive correlation between share of 

women and lower levels of corruption in all of the three areas studied. Theoretically, the 

argument concerning how gender matters was also formulated fairly broadly, claiming that 

experiences that cluster to women more than to men on an aggregate level cause women to be 

more honest and/or more risk averse than men. Further, the closer connection to children that 

women have all over the globe may cause them to more closely adhere to ideals such as 

honesty, in order to set a good example. Women may also follow laws to a greater extent 

because they feel that laws are there to protect them, for example laws against violence. Girls 

may also generally be brought up to have higher levels of self-control than boys, which may 

prevent them from engaging in criminal acts. With regard to the underlying mechanism 

proposed, the article stated that women in the parliamentary arena may lower corruption 

levels by being less involved in corrupt behavior themselves, but also by initiating laws 

against corruption. In government, women may likewise have a lower individual propensity to 

take bribes just as in parliament, but they may also recruit staff who are less corrupt.  

Findings from these studies have subsequently received support from, on the one hand, 

macro-level studies claiming that the relationship between gender and corruption is spurious 

and, on the other hand, individual level studies, often using experimental designs, which both 

support and reject the hypothesis that gender matters with regard to corruption.  

Based on a macro-level analysis, Hung-En Sung (Sung 2003) argued that both higher levels of 

female representation and lower levels of corruption can be attributed to liberal democracy. 

Sung presented a longitudinal study of 204 countries and demonstrated that when liberal 

democratic institutions are controlled for, gender factors drop dramatically in both statistical 

significance and substantive relevance. 



738 

 

Within the experimental realm, several studies have shown support for gendered differences 

in the above-mentioned direction. Rivas (Rivas 2008) concluded that, in an experimental 

setting, women are more willing to sacrifice private profit for the public good. Another 

experimental study examined the hypothesis of the male warrior and found that the idea that 

competition between groups brings about human cooperation was limited to male 

cooperation, whereas female cooperation was relatively unaffected by intergroup competition 

(Gneezy et al. 2009). There are also experimental studies showing that men view interaction 

more strategically than women do (e.g., Buchanan et al. 2008).  

Several experimental studies have compared the surrounding structural context and drawn 

conclusions based on this factor. Based on their comparative experimental study set in 

Australia, India, Indonesia and Singapore, Alatas et al. concluded that the gender un-equal 

structures in developing countries suppress gender differences, whereas the more equal 

structures of Australia allow them to emerge (Alatas et al. 2007). A recent overview article 

looking at state-of-the art  experimental findings on gender and corruption suggests that some 

studies show that women are less corrupt, while others show no gender differences; however, 

no studies show that men are less corrupt (Dhaudhuri 2012). Within the area of business 

ethics, the research has shown that women place more importance on moral philosophy than 

men do and that women have greater intentions to behave ethically than men do (e.g., 

Bateman and Valentine 2010). Other studies have found that the evidence for pronounced 

gender differences is weak (e.g., Donleavy 2008). 

The literature on the importance of stereotypification supports an understanding of why 

gender matters on the individual level that does not refer to experiences. It is argued that it is 

not intrinsic gender differences that produce group differences, but the expectations other 

people have concerning how a representative of a specific gender should behave. Thus, we act 

differently as gendered beings not because we have different experiences ourselves, but 

because we react to the different expectations other people have for us based in our visible 

gender identity (Alhassan-Alolo 2007). 

Goetz (2007) argued that power differences rather than group attributes can account for the 

empirical difference between women and men in relation to corruption. Goetz’s main 

argument is that differences in opportunity produce gender differences in relation to 

corruption, and not women´s experiences or gender characteristics. However, she also 

acknowledged that gender-based power differences could have an explicit impact on the 

tendency to act in a corrupt manner. For example, corruption often involves money transfer, 

and in a society where women are sexualized to a greater extent than men, a woman receiving 

money from a man may have sexual connotations that are not in play when a man receives 

money from another man (Goetz 2007).  

It is our view that previous research has not been engaged in connecting individual level 

findings with meso-level institutional context. We find, on the one hand, country level studies 

that use mechanisms developed in other areas to elaborate on corruption mechanisms 

theoretically, but without empirical examination. On the other hand, we find experimental 
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studies that aim at exploring a gender difference per se in relation to corruption or related 

subjects. Hence, we find a gap in the previous research as regards the role of institutions. 

In a recently published conference proceedings, Branisa and Ziegler introduced the notion that 

social institutions matter for the relationship between gender and corruption (Branisa and 

Ziegler 2011). However, they measured social institutions in relation to civic liberties, which 

means they did not present an institutional argument.  

Institutions and corruption– previous research 

Institutional theory assumes that institutions have an independent power to affect human 

interaction within them. Institutions are seen as being permeated with norms that in turn affect 

human interaction (Evans et al. 1985). Historical institutionalism emphasizes the importance 

of history, timing and sequence for the creation of these norms (Pierson 2005), whereas 

rational choice institutionalism expects people to engage in rational calculation within the 

institutional framework (North 1990). In general, however, institutions are seen as 

constraining actors’ behavior by influencing their taken-for-granted norms and understandings 

(Hay 2002; March and Olsen 1989).  

Recent research that more broadly addresses the problem of corruption has pointed at the 

crucial importance of institutions in curbing corruption. Under the heading Quality of 

Government (QoG), a number of researchers have explored how the characteristics of 

bureaucracy can influence levels of corruption (Rothstein and Holmberg 2012). The core 

argument is that organization of government is of the utmost importance for what the 

government can deliver and provide, and that the latter also influences the general legitimacy 

that the state enjoys among its citizens.  

Bureaucratic institutions are, however, not the same but vary across the globe. Research 

further refrains from distinguish one dimsnion of organization of the bureaucracy as per se 

better than others, which is why researchers prefer to discuss administrative traditions that fit 

to different surroundings including political and societal patterns (Peters 2008). According to 

Peters, each administrative tradition has historical roots and defines what constitutes 

appropriate pubic administration within society. He distinguished between four different 

administrative traditions: the Anglo-American tradition, the Rechtsstaat tradition, the 

Scandinavian tradition and the Napoleonic tradition. Although they are all based in the 

European context, they have validity worldwide as they have spread across the globe through 

colonization.  

For several reasons, the Napoleonic tradition can be considered well suited to examining the 

idea of the strength of bureaucratic principles. The Napoleonic tradition is, according to Peters 

(2008), characterized by an organic or state-centric conception of governance, where the 

society is seen as being of less importance. The law defines the fundamental tasks of 

administration rather than managerial ideas about “getting things done,” although senior 

public servants often play a role as policy advisors. Another feature, which is of the utmost 

importance, is whether there are special careers paths for public employees. The Napoleonic 
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tradition tends to have fewer boundaries between the political and the administrative than do 

most other traditions (ibid. p 124).  

To claim that bureaucracy matters is not to say that individual action is without importance. 

Within the institutional theoretical discussion, criticism of early attempts to treat actors as 

“cultural dupes” has been widespread and led to several suggestions for how actors’ choices 

can be incorporated into a theory that still relies on the explanatory power of institutions. One 

widely used way of doing this is to talk about how institutions constrain actors’ choices.  

Theory 

Our theory is situated on the meso-level and elaborates on how institutions mediate the effect 

between gender and corruption by constraining the use of actors’ individual strategies. We 

argue that this theory helps us deal with the problems of previous research on gender and 

corruption, which reveal a gap between macro-level analysis and individual level analysis. 

We regard institutions as sites in which specific “logics” prevail. By logics we mean informal 

rules, inspired by the initial ideas about the logic of appropriateness put forward by James 

March and Johan P Olsen (March and Olsen 1989). Specific logics are seen as linking 

individual level behavior to larger macro-level outcomes. 

We first distinguish between two larger bodies of institutions/arenas, the first pertaining to the 

legislative sphere and the second to bureaucratic administrative institutions. We argue that 

these two sites give varying degrees of incentive to actors to use their personal experiences, 

such as gender, in their strategies and everyday actions. We use the term “strategies” to 

capture the process in which actors choose acts of conduct deliberately, or through taken-for-

granted understandings, and to avoid seeing actors as “cultural dupes”. Gender is considered 

to be one important personal experience. The term strategy implies that choices made may be 

a result of inner conviction as well as a result of how actors value other people’s expectations 

concerning appropriate behavior.  

We propose that the electoral arena is dominated by a logic that enforces the use of gender-

differentiated experiences. The electoral arena is a sphere in which it is necessary to stand out 

if one is to attract attention and votes (Manin 2007). Personal attributes may therefore be used 

to improve one’s reputation on the electoral arena. We would expect that the logic of 

appropriateness on this arena is to capitalize on the uniqueness an actor can mobilize and that 

attributes connected to gender are likely to represent one such source of uniqueness. If we 

take this claim seriously, we would expect the electoral arena to enforce any initial gender 

difference. 

In contrast, we propose that bureaucracy constrains actors’ strategic choices, as suggested by 

institutional theory. In a bureaucracy, we expect that the formalization of human interaction 

will constrain the use of personal characteristics such as gender. According to the assumption 

of institutional theory, institutions constrain actors’ strategic choices and cause them to be 

absorbed into the taken-for-granted procedurs of the institution.  
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Because our theory is rooted in institutional theory, we are most interested in elaborating on 

how the relationship between the share of women and corruption develops within the 

bureaucratic institution. Hence, we argue that the power of the organization to suppress 

individual characteristics will vary depending on the strength of its bureaucratic principles. If 

the organizational principles are strong, we expect actors’ strategies and actions to be 

absorbed by the institution, whereas if the organizational principles are weaker, actors will 

have space in which to maneuver and, thus, gender experiences may play a role and women 

may contribute to lower levels of corruption.  

Hypotheses 

We examine two hypotheses: 

H1 The relationship between the share of women and levels of corruption varies between 

institutions/arenas, such that the explanatory power of women in relation to corruption is less 

in administrative institutions than in the legislative arena.  

H2 In a bureaucracy, the relationship between a larger share of women in the bureaucracy and 

lower levels of corruption is dependent on the strength of the bureaucratic principles, such 

that the relationship between more women and lower levels of bureaucracy decreases as the 

strength of the organizing principles in the bureaucracy increases.  

Empirical section 

Our central measure is the share of women in administration, and to assess this we use data 

from different sources. The European Commission offers two types of relevant data on: level 

1 administrators, measuring the highest level of administrative (non-political) positions within 

each ministry, and level 2 administrators, measuring the second level of administrative (non-

political) positions within each ministry. In addition, we have unique access to original data 

measuring the share of women in administration worldwide. The data were collected through 

the Quality of Government Institute Expert Survey (2008-2010) (Teorell et al. 2011) 

Variables  

Independent variables. The European Commission data: The European Commission offers 

two types of data on the share of women in administration: level 1 administrators, measuring 

the highest level of administrative (non-political) positions within each ministry, and level 2 

administrators, measuring second level of administrative (non-political) positions within each 

ministry. The original dataset contains 31 countries for each level (see Table 1 in the appendix 

for descriptive data and sources). 

The share of women in administration - Quality of Government Data: The Quality of 

Government Institute has collected original data in an expert survey distributed between 

September 2008 and November 2010 in the form of a web survey sent to public 

administration experts.  The question on the share of women in administration was one of 

several items under the main question: “To what extent would you say that the following 

applies today to the country you have chosen to submit your answers for?” The specific 
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statement was formulated as follows: “Women are proportionally represented among public 

sector employees.” The respondents provided answers on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 

“not at all” (1) to “to a very large extent” (7). As the descriptive statistics in Table 1 show, the 

data are normally distributed.  

The correlations between these three measures of the share of women in the administration 

are not particularly high. The correlation between the two types of EC data is 0.73, and the 

correlations between these two datasets  and Quality of government expert data-set 

respectively are 0.30 (EC level 1) and 0.36 (EC level 2). Hence, we conclude that the three 

datasets measure different aspects of gender representation in administration and, therefore, 

examine the three datasets independently.  

The share of women in the legislature: To measure the share of women in parliament, we use 

the standard dataset, also used by Swamy and Dollar: “Women in parliament”, provided by 

the Inter-Parliamentary Union, available in the QoG standard Dataset, version 31 for August 

2012.  

Organizational strength as the strength of bureaucratic principles: We conceive of 

organizational strength as the ability of the bureaucracy to protect its employees and/or to 

distinguish itself from the outside world, such as the market, which is a feature of the 

Napoleonic administrative tradition. We use two measures from the Quality of Government 

Expert Survey dataset to examine this. Both measures are based on responses to statements 

falling under the main question: “How often would you say the following occurs today?” The 

statements are: “Public sector employees are hired via a formal examination system” and 

“The terms of employment for public sector employees are regulated by special laws that do 

not apply to private sector employees.” The responses range from “hardly ever” (1) to “almost 

always” (7).   

The dependent variables. For our purpose, we need to create a measure of corruption that 

makes sense both for the legislature sphere and for the administrative sphere. We use two 

standard measures of corruption: “Control of Corruption – Estimate” (wbgi_cce) and 

“Perception of Corruption” (ti_cpi_2011). Both measures define corruption as the exercising 

of public power for private gain. The Control of Corruption index measure includes data on a 

range of factors from frequency of additional payment to get things done and the effect of 

corruption on the business environment to measuring ”grand corruption” in the political arena 

or efforts to achieve ”state capture.” The Perception of Corruption measure focuses on 

corruption in the public sector and does not distinguish between administrative and political 

corruption.  

Controls. In the multivariate analysis, we include controls that have been used in previous 

research on the same topic. We draw, above all, on three studies: First, the results of Hung-En 

Sung (2003), who found that the relationship between women and corruption to be spurious. 

Sung used the following controls: GDP per capita, Poverty, Illiteracy, Rule of law (including 

freedom of the press and electoral democracy). Second, the results of Swamy et al. (2001), 

who found that the share of women lowers levels of corruption, and who used the following 

controls: logged GDP per capita, average years of schooling, Catholic proportion, Muslim 
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proportion, former British colony, never colonized, largest ethnic group in percent, political 

freedoms. Third, the initial study by Dollar et al. (2001), who used the controls: logged GDP 

per capita, civil liberties, schooling, openness, ethnic fractionalization, colonial dummies. 

As several of the above-mentioned controls overlap we have decided to use: 1) a logged 

measure of GDP per capita PPP (2005) (log-version of wdi_gdpc), 2) a dummy variable 

measuring former colony versus no colony (ht_colonial) (2005), 3) enrollment in secondary 

education (UNESCO) as a measure of literacy. This measure is preferable to the literacy 

measure from the World Bank that limits the population considerably, 4) political freedoms 

(fh_ipolity2) (Hadenius and Teorell 2005), and 5) level of ethnic homogeneity (al_ethnic). 

Descriptive statistics are found in Table 1.  

Analysis 

The first analysis, exploring Hypothesis 1, compares the explanatory power of the share of 

women in relation to corruption in the electoral and in the bureaucratic arena in the same 

countries. The second analysis explores Hypothesis 2 and uses only the QoG dataset, as this 

set also provides measures of the quality of bureaucracy. In the tables, we show the results 

when using Control of Corruption as the measure of corruption. The Perception of Corruption 

is used as a test of robustness, and the results using this measure are partly discussed in the 

texts, although not shown in tables 

Our first hypothesis is that the explanatory power of the share of women in relation to  

corruption will be less in the bureaucratic institutions than in the electoral sphere. The 

hypothesis is examined in the three datasets separately. We compare the relationship between 

the share of women and levels of corruption in the bureaucracy and in the electoral arena 

within the same countries.  
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Scatterplot 1. Bivariate relationship between number of women in administration (Level 1) and 

levels of corruption. 

 

Comment: Scatterplot 1 shows the relationship between Control of Corruption and the number of women in 

Level 1 administration (European Commission data). There is no relationship between the share of women in 

administration (Level 1) and the Control of Corruption. The coefficient is 0.00 (t 0.04) and the adjusted R2 is 

below zero (n=29). Perception of Corruption shows similar results; the coefficient is -0.01 (t -0.34) and the 

adjusted R2 is below zero (n=30). Sources: see Table 1, Appendix. 

Plot one shows the correlation between the number of women in administration at level 1 

(EC-data, 30 countries) and Control of Corruption. As can be seen, there is no relationship 

between the two variables. In the bivariate analysis of corruption (Control of Corruption) and 

share of women in administration (EC level 1), the coefficient is 0.00 (t 0.04) and the adjusted 

R2 is below zero (n=29). The Perception of Corruption index shows similar results; the 

coefficient is -0.01 (t -0.34, n=30) and the adjusted R2 is below zero (n=30).  
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Scatterplot 2. Bivariate relationship between number of women in administration (Level 2) and 

Control of Corruption. 

 

Comment: The plot shows the relationship between Control of Corruption and the number of women in Level 2 

administration (EC data). There is no relationship between the share of women in administration (Level 2) and 

the Control of Corruption. The coefficient is -0.00 (t -0.32) and the adjusted R2 is below zero (n=29). The 

Perception of Corruption (Transparence International) shows similar results; the coefficient is -0.02 (t -0.71) and 

the adjusted R2 is below zero (n=30). Sources: see Table 1, Appendix. 

Plot two shows the correlation between the number of women in administration at level 2 

(EC-data, 30 countries) and Control of Corruption. As can be seen there is again no 

relationship between the two variables. In the bivariate analysis, the coefficient is -0.00 (t -

0.32) and the adjusted R2 is below zero (n=29). The Perception of Corruption measure shows 

similar results; the coefficient is -0.02 (t -0.71) and the adjusted R2 is below zero (n=30). 
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Scatterplot 3. Bivariate relationship between number of women in parliament and Control of 

Corruption. 

 

Comment: the explanatory power of share of women is strong; the adjusted R2 is 49 percent. The coefficient 

(Control of Corruption) in the bivariate analysis is not very high (0.05*** (P>|t| 0.000 (t = 5.25)), but it is 

significant. The Perception of Corruption index shows similar results; women explain 54 percent of the variation 

in Perception of Corruption and the coefficient in the bivariate analysis is 0.135 *** (t=5.93). Sources: see Table 

1, Appendix. 

Plot three shows the bivariate relationship between corruption and the share of women in 

parliament for the same countries, as in plots one and two. As becomes clear, the explanatory 

power of the share of women in relation to corruption is strong; the adjusted R2 is 49 percent. 

The coefficient (Control of Corruption) in the bivariate analysis is not particularly high, but it 

is significant (0.05*** (P>|t| 0.000) (t = 5.25). The Perception of Corruption index shows 

similar results; the share of women explains 54 percent of the variation in Perception of 

Corruption, and the coefficient in the bivariate analysis is 0.135*** (t=5.93).  

We conclude that within the EC countries, the share of women in parliament has great 

explanatory power in relation to corruption in the bivariate analysis, whereas the 

corresponding explanatory power of the share of women in administration is zero.  
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Scatterplot 4. Bivariate relationship between corruption and proportional share of women in 

administration (QoG Expert survey) 

 

Comment: The explanatory power of share of women in administration on corruption (Control of Corruption) is 

8 percent. The coefficient in the bivariate analysis is 0.32** (P>|t| 0.003) (t=3.05) n=91). The corresponding 

figure for Perception of Corruption index is 6 percent (the coefficient in the bivariate analysis is 0.61** (P>|t| 

0.008 (t=2.72 n=95)). Sources: see table 1 appendix. 

Using the more expanded Quality of Government Expert Survey data, covering a wider set of 

countries including other parts of the world than Europe, the explanatory power of the share 

of women in administration increases to 8 percent (using the measure Control of Corruption). 

The coefficient in the bivariate analysis is 0.32** (P>|t| 0.003 (t=3.05 n=91)). The 

corresponding figure for the Perception of Corruption index is that the share of women in 

administration explains 6 percent of the variation in corruption. The coefficient in the 

bivariate analysis is 0.61** (P>|t| 0.008 (t=2.72 n=95)). 
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Scatterplot 5. Bivariate relationship between share of women in legislation and levels of 

corruption  

 

Comment: The explained variance for Control of Corruption is 25 percent and the coefficient in the bivariate 

analysis is 0.05*** (P>|t| 0.000 (t = 5.54 n=88)). For Perception of Corruption, the explained variance is 20 

percent and the coefficient in the bivariate analysis is 0.09*** (P>|t| 0.000 (t = 4.90). Sources: see table 1 

appendix. 

If we examine the relationship between the share of women in parliament and levels of 

corruption for the same countries that were examined in the QoG dataset, the variance 

explained by the share of women increases to 25 percent (Control of Corruption) and the 

coefficient in the bivariate analysis is 0.05*** (P>|t| 0.000 (t = 5.54 n=88)). For the 

Perception of Corruption index, the explained variance is 20 percent and the coefficient in the 

bivariate analysis is 0.10*** (P>|t| 0.000 (t = 4.90 n=92)). 

In sum, the bivariate analyses have shown that the explanatory power of the share of women 

in relation to corruption clearly varies between institutions/arenas. The share of women 

representatives in the legislative arena explains considerably more of the variance in 

corruption between countries than does the share of women in administration. Among the EC 

countries, the difference is very clear, ranging from 50 percent explained variance in 

corruption when the share of women in the legislature is examined to zero explained variance 

for the share of women in administration.  

When the dataset is expanded to include extra-European countries, using the Quality of 

Government Expert Survey dataset, the difference between the two spheres decreases but 

remains significant: Using the Control of Corruption measure, the share of women in the 

legislature explains 25 percent of the variance in corruption, whereas the share of women in 
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the administration explains 8 percent. The Perception of Corruption index shows similar 

results, where the share of women in the legislative arena explains 20 percent of the variance 

in corruption and the share of women in the bureaucratic institutions of the administration 

explains 6 percent.  

To conclude, our analysis raises serious doubts as to the way in which the earlier literature has 

discussed the relationship between gender and corruption in general terms. It would seem 

instead to be a good idea to distinguish between institutions/arenas when discussing women 

and corruption. Hence, we conclude that our first hypothesis, concerning the difference 

between the legislative arena and administrative institutions with regard to the explanatory 

power of the share of women in relation to corruption, is well supported. Admittedly, the 

analysis only shows bivariate relationships and the level of corruption is of course influenced 

by other factors. The second analysis, examining Hypothesis 2, includes a number of controls 

and may address some of these concerns.  

Institutional mechanism - interaction analysis 

The main contribution of our paper is to introduce a meso-level theoretical account to study 

the issue of women and corruption. Hence, our second hypothesis focuses solely on the 

bureaucracy and suggests that the relationship between share of women and corruption is 

dependent on the strength of bureaucratic principles. We use the theoretical divisions in 

administrative tradition as our inspiration and believe that the Napoleonic tradition, in 

particular, captures dimensions of bureaucratic principles such as organizational strength, 

because it deals with how forcefully and well the organization is able to protect its employees 

and distinguish itself from the surrounding society and politics. We examine two empirical 

features of organizational strength: the use of formal examination systems and the use of 

special public employment laws. 



750 

 

 

Table 2. Dependent variable: Corruption. Effect of share of women at different organizational strengths measured as formal examination systems. 

 Bivariate  

analysis 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3: 

full model 

Model 4: 

Interaction model 

Share of women 0.317** 

(3.05) 

 0.322** 

(03.07) 

0.09 

(1.16) 

0.52* 

(2.29) 

Formal examination systems -0.01 

(-0.10) 

 -0.326 

(-0.42) 

-0.04 

(-0.72) 

0.36* 

(1.77) 

Colonial origin -0.87*** 

(-4.38) 

-0.05 

(-0.30) 

 -0.06 

(-0.34) 

-0.06 

(-0.33) 

Gross enrollment 0.03*** 

(7.97) 

-0.00 

(-0.22) 

 0.00 

(-0.48) 

-0.000* 

(-0.61) 

Ethnic Fractionalization -1.84*** 

(-4.15) 

-0.28 

(-0.78) 

 -0.40 

(-1.09) 

-0.32 

(-0.87) 

GDP per capita (logged) 0.78*** 

(12.70) 

0.60*** 

(5.14) 

 0.58*** 

(4.92) 

0.60*** 

(5.18) 

Political Rights -0.36*** 

(-8.43 

-0.15** 

(-3.15) 

 -0.15** 

(-3.16) 

-0.14** 

(-3.10) 
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Interaction, share of women, and  

formal examination system 

    -0.10* 

(-2.01) 

N  80 91 80 80 

Adj R2  0.67 0.076 0.70 0.683 

Constant  .4.57 

(-4.73) 

-0.970* 

(-1.80) 

-4.41*** 

(-3.16) 

-6.32*** 

(-4.56) 

Comment: legend: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001. Sources: see Table 1, Appendix. 
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Table 2 shows the results when the strength of bureaucratic principles is represented by 

formal examination systems. The first column shows bivariate relationships, and all factors 

used are significant except for formal examination systems. Model 1 examines all the controls 

and shows that GDP (logged) and political rights have the strongest effect. Model 2 shows the 

relationships between the share of women and organizational strength, and here as well the 

formal examination systems variable is not significant. Model 3 shows the full model, and 

Model 4 includes the interaction term. One problem might be that the total explained variance 

(Adj R2) decreases slightly between Model 3 and Model 4, but the decrease is not so large as 

to raise serious doubts. Model 4 shows that when an interaction term between the share of 

women and strength of bureaucratic principles as formal examination system is added, a 

different pattern emerges. As can be seen in Model 4, the interaction term is significant, and a 

significant separate effect of formal examination system is also revealed. Model 4 shows that, 

when the formal examination system variable is zero, the share of women has a positive effect 

(coefficient 0.52*) on Control of Corruption, meaning that corruption decreases. The 

interaction term (-0.10*) shows that when the bureaucratic principles increase in strength, the 

relationship between more women and less corruption decreases. The same pattern is seen 

when the alternative measure Perception of Corruption is used, but then the strength of the 

coefficient doubles. In the interaction model, the coefficient for the share of women increases 

to 1.15*, the coefficient for formal examination system to 0.96* and the interaction term to -

0.24*. 

The table, however, only shows the average interaction effects. Following the advice of 

Brambor, Clark and Golder (Brambor et al. 2006), Figure 1 depicts the marginal effect of the 

share of women on corruption at different levels of strength of bureaucratic principles, 

measured as formal examination systems.  
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Figure 1. The marginal effect of share of women on corruption at different levels of strength of 

bureaucratic principles measured as formal examination systems. 

 

Comment: The Marginal Effect of share of women in administration on corruption. The graph shows the 

conditional impact of share of women on levels of corruption at different levels of formal examination systems 

from Model 5 in Table 2, represented by the solid line. The grey area represent the 95% confidence interval 

around the estimate, and when they are both above (below) the zero line, this implies that the marginal effect of 

woman on corruption is positive (negative). Sources: see table 1 appendix. 

Figure 1 indicates that there is a significant relationship between more women in 

administration and lower levels of corruption when the formal examination system value is 

between 1 and 3.65 (xx). The mean of the variable formal examination system is 4.44, so the 

interaction is only significant when the formal examination system value is low, that is below 

the mean.  
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Table 3. Dependent variable: Corruption. Effect of share of women at different organizational strengths measured as special employment laws. 

 Bivariate  

analysis 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3: 

full model 

Model 4: 

Interaction model 

Share of women 0.317** 

(3.05) 

 0.32** 

(3.06) 

0.09 

(1.23) 

1.51* 

(2.24) 

Special employment laws -0.10 

(-0.62) 

 -0.11 

(-0.73) 

-0.12 

(-1.16) 

0.92* 

(1.84) 

Colonial origin -0.87*** 

(-4.38) 

-0.05 

(-0.30) 

 -0.01 

(-0.04) 

-0.01 

(-0.09) 

Gross enrollment 0.03*** 

(7.97) 

-0.00 

(-0.22) 

 0.00 

(-0.58) 

-0.00* 

(-0.55) 

Ethnic Fractionalization -1.84*** 

(-4.15) 

-0.28 

(-0.78) 

 -0.45 

(-1.21) 

-0.38 

(-1.04) 

GDP per capita (logged) 0.78*** 

(12.70) 

0.60*** 

(5.14) 

 0.60*** 

(5.06) 

0.56*** 

(4.86) 

Political Rights -0.36*** 

(-8.43 

-0.15** 

(-3.15) 

 -0.14** 

(-3.05) 

-0.15** 

(-3.44) 

Interaction, share of women, and  

Special employment laws 

    -0.24* 

(-2.12) 
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N  80 91 80 80 

Adj R2  0.67 0.08 0.67 0.69 

Constant  .4.57 

(-4.73) 

-0.47* 

(-0.49) 

-4.41*** 

(-3.16) 

-9.93*** 

(-3.44) 

Comment: legend: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001. Sources: see Table 1, Appendix. 
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Table 3 shows the results when special employment laws represent the strength of the 

bureaucratic principle. The first column shows bivariate relationships; here all factors used are 

significant except special employment laws. Model 1 examines all the controls as in Table 2. 

Model 2 shows the relationships between the share of women and organizational strength, but 

here as well the special employment laws are not significant. Model 3 shows the full model, 

and Model 4 includes the interaction term. As can be seen, in Model 4 the interaction term is 

significant and a significant separate effect of organizational strength emerges. Model 4 

shows that, when the special employment laws factor is zero, the share of women has a 

positive effect (coefficient +1.51*) on Control of Corruption, meaning that corruption 

decreases. The interaction term (-0.24*) shows that when the bureaucratic principles increase 

in strength, the relationship between more women and less corruption decreases. The same 

pattern is shown when the alternative measure Perception of Corruption is used, but then the 

strength of the coefficient doubles. In the interaction model, the coefficient for the share of 

women increases to 3.05*, the coefficient for special employment laws to 1.80* and the 

interaction term to -0.49*. Figure 2 depicts the marginal effect of that share of women on 

corruption at different levels of strength of bureaucratic principles, measured as special 

employment laws. 

Figure 2. The marginal effect of share of women on corruption at different levels of strength of 

bureaucratic principles measured as special employment laws. 

 

Comment: The Marginal Effect of share of women in administration on corruption. The graph shows the 

conditional impact of share of women on levels of corruption at different levels of special employment laws 

from Model 5 in Table 3, represented by the solid line. The grey area represent the 95% confidence interval 

around the estimate, and when they are both above (below) the zero line, this implies that the marginal effect of 

woman on corruption is positive (negative). Sources: see table 1 appendix. 
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Figure 2 indicates that there is a significant relationship between more women in 

administration and lower levels of corruption when the formal examination system value is 

between 3.5, which is the lowest value, and 5.6 (xx). The mean of the variable formal 

examination system is 5.82, so the interaction is only significant when the bureaucratic 

principle value is comparatively weak. The interaction analysis has, thus, also supported our 

second hypothesis.  

Conclusion 

The present article set out to explore the validity of an institutional argument concerning the 

relationship between gender and corruption. First, we showed that the relationship between 

gender and corruption is quite different when the number of women in the legislative arena is 

examined, compared to when the number of women in administration is in focus. A larger 

share of women in the legislative arena has a clear effect of lowering corruption, whereas in 

the administrative institutions this relationship is nonexistent or low. Our theory about 

institutions mediating the relationship between gendered experiences and corruption is 

supported by these findings. In the bureaucratic arena, we expected the institution to constrain 

the use of personal characteristics /experiences in actors’ strategies. 

In developing our institutional argument in more detail, we examined interaction effects 

between the share of women and the strength of bureaucratic principles. We used formal 

examination systems and special employment laws as operationalizations for organizational 

strength, as the principles indicate how well the organization protects its members and the 

degree to which it distinguishes itself from the outside world. The analysis supported the 

existence of a relationship between more women and lower levels of corruption when the 

bureaucratic principles were zero and a diminishing relationship as the bureaucratic principles 

increased. The results were similar for both measures of bureaucratic principle strength and 

for both measures of corruption. Our second hypothesis was thereby also supported.  

In sum, our analysis has illustrated the usefulness of discussing the relationship between 

women and corruption in institutional terms. We have shown that there are clearly different 

relationships between the share of women and degree of corruption depending on whether the 

so-called input sphere, including the legislative arena, or the so-called output sphere, 

including bureaucratic institutions, is concerned. Hence, we conclude that we should not 

discuss the relationship between gender and corruption in general terms, but specify the type 

of institution. Second, we have shown that institutional theory seems to provide a solution for 

determining when gender matters for corruption in the bureaucratic sphere. By discussing 

how institutions can constrain actors’ choices, institutional theory provides a framework for 

understanding the mechanisms underlying the relationship between the share of women and 

corruption in administrative institutions. In our view, this relationship emanates from the 

collective experiences that cluster more to women than to men in contemporary Western 

societies. However, as the strength of the bureaucratic principles increases, the relationship 

between the share of women and corruption decreases. 
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It would seem, then, that gendered experiences, referring to the general experiences that 

cluster differently to women than to men, have a significant relationship to corruption, such 

that employing more women correlates with lower levels of corruption. This relationship is 

evident when the legislative arena is concerned, as previous studies have shown, but is also 

present in bureaucratic institutions, although to a lesser extent. We showed that when the 

bureaucratic principles were weak, the share of women in administration correlated with 

lower levels of corruption, but that this relationship ceased to be significant as bureaucratic 

principles became stronger.  
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Appendix 

Table A1. Descriptive Table of Variables 

                                                                          n                  Median Mean Std Min Max Year 

Women in administration level 1 (EC)                        31   16.06 13.30 0 43 2005 

Women in administration level 2 (EC)                        31   21.39 10.53 0 43 2005 

Women in administration (QoG)                        95   4.20 0.98 1.88 6.33 2008–

2010 

Women in parliament                                               186   15.35 10.06 0 48.80 2005 

Women in parliament + administration (index)                   121   39.53 11.44 12.99 74.40 2005+ 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        2008–2010 

Corruption perception index                                               179   4.00 2.09 0.96 9.45 2011 

Control of corruption                                               181   −0.03 1.01 −1.72 2.42 2011 

Formal examination system                                                95   4.44 1.36 1.64 6.83            2008–2010 

Special employment laws                                                95   5.82 0.69 3.5 7                 2008–2010 

Former colony (y/n)                                                95   0.41 0.49 0 1 — 

Ethnic fragmentation                                              189   0.44 0.26 0 0.93 — 

Enrollment, secondary education                      150   75.24 29.78 10 128 2005 

Log GDP per capita                                              178   8.59 1.32 5.22 11.13 2005 

Political rights                                                                      191   3.29 2.14 1 7 2005 
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Note: Women in administration (QoG) includes all countries in the 2008–2010 survey. Source: Quality of Government Institute Expert Survey 2011. Women in 

administration level 1 and Women in administration level 2. Source: European Commission. Women in parliament. Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union, The QoG Standard 

Dataset, version 6Apr11. Women in parliament + administration (index) is calculated as an additive index based on the variables Women in administration (QoG) and Women 

in parliament. Corruption Perception Index. Source: Transparency International, The QoG Standard Dataset, version 6Apr11. Control of Corruption. Source: World Bank, The 

QoG Standard Dataset, version 6Apr11. Formal examination system. Source: Quality of Government institute Expert Survey 2011. Internal recruitment. Source: Quality of 

Government institute Expert Survey 2011. Former colony. Source: Hadenius & Teorell, The QoG Standard Dataset, version 6Apr11. Ethnic fragmentation. Source: Alesina 

et al., The QoG Standard Dataset, version 6Apr11. Enrollment, secondary education. Source: UNESCO, The QoG Standard Dataset, version 6Apr11. Log GDP per capita is 

the log of the variable wdi_gdpc. Source: World Bank, The QoG Standard Dataset, version 6Apr11. Political Rights. Source: Freedom House, The QoG Standard Dataset, 

version 6Apr11.
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32. Wängnerud, Lena, Helena Stensöta och Mattias Agerberg. 2015. “Why 

women in comprehensive welfare states punish corrupt political parties”. 

Later version published as: “Why women in comprehensive welfare states punish corrupt 

political parties”, in Dahlström, Carl and Lena Wängnerud (eds.). Elites, Institutions, and 

the Quality of Government. London: Palgrave Macmillan.  

 

Research on gender and corruption is getting increasingly sophisticated. Early studies 

demonstrated a correlation between higher levels of women in government and lower levels 

of corruption (Dollar et al 2001; Swamy et al 2001) while subsequent studies have highlighted 

that the correlation is visible in democracies but not in authoritarian states (Esarey and 

Chirillo 2013) and that the correlation appears in analyses of the electoral arena but not  in 

analyses of the bureaucracy (Stensöta et al 2014). Currently there is a demand in this strand of 

research for analyses of the mechanisms at work, producing different results in different 

institutional settings. 

In this chapter we focus on welfare state arrangements and their impact on the link between 

gender and corruption. More specifically we analyze to what extent women and men say that 

they would punish corrupt political parties. Our study focus nineteen European countries and 

the results show that the size of the gender gap varies according to type of welfare state: The 

gender gap, with women being more inclined to punish corrupt political parties, is greatest in 

the most comprehensive welfare states.  

We make sense of this finding by drawing on the literature on women´s interest in the welfare 

state. This literature argues that women have a stronger interest than men in an encompassing 

welfare state as it contributes to self-determination for women. Encompassing welfare states 

provides women with opportunities to work and services in the form of childcare and elderly 

care which facilitates for a successful combination of family life and working life. Thus, we 

hypothesize that the more extensive social services are provided, the greater women’s interest 

in sustaining the welfare state would be.  

Our study is part of a bourgeoning field of research focusing interactions between individual 

level characteristics, such as being male or female, and institutional level characteristics, such 

as welfare state arrangements, in analyses of corruption. At heart of this discussion is which 

mechanisms that produce different outcomes in different settings. The conclusion from 

previous research is that institutions mediate the link between gender and corruption but there 

is no agreement on how and why this mediation takes place. The focus on the welfare state 

sheds light on accountability processes that reach all the way into citizen’s everyday lives—

women’s “double dependence” on the welfare state creates incentives for women to react 

more protective and punish political elites who act destructively towards the state. 

The chapter starts with a review of previous research in the field of gender and corruption 

highlighting findings in studies discussing interplays between individuals and institutions. We 

then proceed to develop our reasoning on causal mechanisms linked to welfare state 
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arrangements, making use of earlier comparative research on gender regimes. The empirical 

part focuses on European countries for which we have trustworthy data on welfare state 

institutions and on corruption.  

Institutions, gender and corruption 

The early studies that opened the debate on gender and corruption were conducted by scholars 

at the World Bank, who demonstrated a correlation between higher levels of women in 

government and lower levels of corruption, using a standard set of controls such as social and 

economic development, political and civic freedom, average years of schooling, and ethnic 

fractionalization (Dollar et al 2001; Swamy et al 2001). In the study by Dollar et al (2001), 

theoretical insights concerning which factors underlie gender differences were taken from 

other areas of research and generally based on the assumption that women are less “selfish” 

than men. Swamy et al (2001) suggest that women may follow laws to a greater extent 

because they feel protected by them and that girls may be brought up to have higher levels of 

self-control than boys, which may prevent them from engaging in criminal acts. Moving to 

the institutional level, the most important argument for why an increased number of  women 

in government would affect corruption was that women may lower corruption levels by being 

less involved in corrupt behavior themselves, but also by initiating policies to fight corruption 

or to recruit staff that are less corrupt.  

During the last decade research on gender and corruption has evolved into, on the one hand, 

individual-level studies using experimental designs to explore the effects of gender-roles in 

greater detail and, on the other hand, macro-studies that delve more deeply into the effects of 

system-level variables such as regime-type. Admittedly, there are also studies that argue that 

the correlation between gender and corruption is spurious and therefore not worth paying 

attention to, such as Sung (2003, 2012) who suggest that the confounding factor is liberal 

democracy that produces both gender equality and good government. 

For the advancement of this study it is most important to discuss recent developments in 

studies focusing system-level variables. Esarey and Chirillo (2013) make an important 

contribution when they point to the fact that a higher share of elected women is associated 

with lower levels of corruption in democracies but not in authoritarian states. Moreover, they 

find that tolerance of corruption among the general public also follow this trend. Combining 

these two types of findings, they argue that women, as members of a discriminated group, 

have stronger self-interest in following norms, because, owing to discrimination, they are 

likely to be punished more severely for transgressing norms. As democracies contain a norm 

against corruption, women are more perceptive to this norm in democracies, whereas this 

relationship is not found in autocracies where no such norm exists.  

Esarey and Schwindt-Bayer (2014) propose a further nuance in the theory of gender and 

corruption which relates to accountability. Drawing on the notion of women being more risk-

averse, which is backed up by experimental studies, and the finding that women are more at 

risk of being caught when committing corrupt acts, as they lack the protective networks of 

men, they hypothesize that the difference between women and men in relation to corruption, 
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should be greater, the higher the risk of detection. The risk of detection of corrupt acts is tied 

to accountability mechanisms differing between states, for example through press-freedom. 

The theory proposes that the relationship between gender and corruption is mediated by 

accountability strength. Esarey and Schwindt-Bayer (ibid.) find that more women in 

parliament suppress corruption in parliamentary systems but not to the same extent in 

presidential systems, which is in line with the suggested theory. 

Stensöta et al (2014) have provided yet another argument for why institutions mediate the 

relationship between gender and corruption. They show empirically that the correlation 

between higher levels of women and lower levels of corruption appears in analyses of the 

electoral arena but not in analyses of the bureaucracy. The line of reasoning is that the 

political arena provide incentives for female politicians to make use of “feminine” attributes, 

such as being a clean outsider, and thus strengthen gender differences in order to attract voters 

whereas the bureaucracy provide incentives for actors to follow formal rules and thus 

suppress any initial gender differences in preferences or behavior. 

Following Young (2002), the initial gender differences that become suppressed or enforced by 

different institutions should not be seen as biologically given, but transmitted over certain axis 

in society that cluster experiences asymmetrically to women and men. A case in point is the 

axis of reproduction/production; in most contemporary societies does the division 

reproduction/production coincide with a gender-based division of work and of responsibilities 

in the private/family sphere.   

In this chapter, we develop research on the interplay between individuals and institutions 

further. What we have proposed in an earlier study (Stensöta et al 2104) is that the effect of 

gender and corruption proceeds as an interaction effect between gendered experiences on the 

group level of society and gender as an attribute of institutions. Taken seriously this means 

that one cannot understand one part—e.g. tendencies among broad layers of the population—

without the other—e.g. attributes of social institutions. A major task for this research is then 

to find out which institutions that exert a certain effect on the link between gender and 

corruption since different institutions may modify the relationship in different ways. An area 

hitherto overlooked is how welfare state arrangements, understood as institutions, affect the 

link between gender and corruption.      

Protecting the benefits of the welfare state?  

Citizens´ perceptions of the state have considerable impact on how much they are willing to 

contribute to the state and support it. In a recent study Stefan Svallfors (2013) compare 

attitudes toward taxes and social spending across European countries and concludes that the 

citizen’s judgments of how well government works (measured as absence of corruption) 

affects their preparedness to pay taxes. If citizens believe that the government works well, 

they are more inclined to accept to pay higher taxes. The analysis shows that in particular in 

the Scandinavian countries, this relationship seem to form a positive feedback loop.  
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This idea, that citizens perception of the state is dependent on what it delivers and with what 

quality relates to the feminist debate on the state dating back to the 1980s.  When the debate 

started the view among most feminist scholars was that the state should be considered a 

patriarchal structure upholding the power and interests of men. However, Scandinavian 

scholars presented another approach and Helga Maria Hernes (1987) coined the concept of the 

women-friendly state and argued that an encompassing welfare state may serve the interest of 

women and increase their possibilities of making a life-path of their own choice. Key here is 

that the emerging Scandinavian welfare states provided women with opportunities for paid 

work, both because the welfare state sector employed women to a high degree, and because of 

the establishment of public services such as childcare and elderly care that allowed women to 

pursue a paid career.  

Since then, the feminist debate on the state has developed into a field of gender regime 

studies, contributing to the comparative welfare state research area. The latter started with 

Esping-Andersen (1990) who discussed how well different welfare state regime could 

accommodate the needs of the working class, thus, address and diminish socio-economically 

based group differences. Feminist scholars soon pointed to the fact that welfare state 

institutions also affected gender-based group differences. Jane Lewis (1992) distinguished 

between male-breadwinner models and individual models arguing that welfare states differed 

in relation to whether they addressed the family as a unit, assuming a main (male) 

breadwinner, or whether they addressed individuals. Lewis (ibid.) argued that women’s 

emancipation increases when the state turns to individuals instead of families and other 

scholars followed this line of reasoning (Sainsbury, 1996; Orloff, 1993).  

Today, there is a wide literature on what type of policies that facilitates for women to develop 

their self-determination. Typically scholars distinguish between three types of welfare 

regimes in relation to gender: Dual earner regimes, found primarily in the Nordic countries 

distinguished by generous paid parenting leaves and public childcare that extensively 

facilitate mothers employment. In continental Europe we find family support regimes, that on 

the one hand provide benefits to families, but which also encourage more traditional family 

arrangements where spouses have different roles, one directed to earning the bread and the 

other to caring for the family. The third type is a liberal or market oriented regime where the 

state does not provide so much support, but encourage individuals to make their own care 

arrangements through the market, as in UK or US, or extended family relations, as in southern 

Europe (Bettio and Plantenga 2004; Daly and Lewis, 2000; Gornick and Meyers, 2003; 

Ferrarini 2006). In sum, this literature has pointed to a number of features that are beneficial 

for women of which the most important are policies enabling for dual earner careers and 

policies aiming for general instead of selective welfare.  

The hypothesis 

As earlier research suggests that women are more dependent than men on the state for 

pursuing a career of their own and successfully combine working life and family life, we 

expect women to have a greater interest in protecting the welfare state and thus be more 

willing to punish political actors who act destructively towards the state. Initial gender 
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differences are not primarily seen as biological but rooted in asymmetrical axis in society for 

example in relation to reproduction/care work. Corruption can be seen as a major form of 

destruction towards the encompassing welfare state, both because it drains resources but also 

because it drains legitimacy, that can make people in general less willing to contribute with 

taxes, and thus eroding the basis for an encompassing policies on the whole (Svallfors 2013). 

Therefore we expect women to be more willing to punish political parties who behave corrupt 

and we expect this gender gap to be stronger in the more encompassing welfare states.  

Data and methodology 

An important point of departure for our study is publications showing that corruption and bad 

governance is widespread and varies to quite a large extent in Europe (Charron et al 2011, 

2013). At the same time European countries are, from a global perspective, quite similar in 

terms of culture and liberal democratic institutions. This enables for research that move 

beyond distinctions of democracies versus authoritarian states and contributes with 

knowledge on explanatory factors hitherto overlooked in research on gender and corruption.    

Our study is exploratory in the sense that we use a scenario embedded in a survey to European 

citizens. In this scenario, citizens are asked to imagine that their preferred party is involved in 

a corruption scandal. The questions asks if respondents would continue to vote for the 

preferred party, would vote for another party not involved in the corruption scandal, or not 

vote at all. We note a gender gap, with women being more inclined to punish a party involved 

in a corruption scandal, in the responses and use the size of the gender gap as our main 

dependent variable. This variable is labeled tolerance for corruption. 

However, we will also analyze gender differences in perceptions of corruption. The survey to 

European citizens asks respondents to assess levels of corruption in three sectors of society: 

school, health care and law enforcement. Also here the size of the gender gap is used as the 

dependent variable (the gender gap is quite stable across sectors). The idea is that attention to 

corruption is important for how citizen’s reactions unfold: In order to punish destructive 

behavior citizens need to be sensitive to the presence of such behavior. We believe that our 

argument is strengthened by a finding showing that gender gaps in perceptions of corruption 

follow the same trend as tolerance for corruption; that is that the gender gap is bigger in the 

more encompassing welfare states.  

In this study we are not concerned with total levels in different countries but, as noted 

elsewhere, the size of the gender gap. We are neither concerned with bribe-paying as such, 

even though our data show that women in Europe are less prone to pay bribes than men. Our 

approach is about expectations on the state; a well-functioning state is supposed to produce 

high expectations and thus strong reactions when achieved benefits are threatened. 

The data has been collected by the Quality of Government, QoG, Institute in two different 

waves, the first in 2010 and the second in 2013. The data is based on survey questions among 

randomly selected European citizens and includes approximately 34000 and 85000 
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respondents from 2010 and 2013 respectively (Charron et al 2013). In this study we will use 

the most recent data from 2013 (see Appendix for a more detailed description on the data).  

We will start by reporting correlations between our two dependent variables tolerance of 

corruption and perceptions of corruption and two different indicators of welfare state 

arrangements: (i) the first, social spending in kind, is an index which distinguishes between 

welfare state services and welfare state benefits and is constructed in order to capture how 

general versus selective policies are, (ii) the second, dual career-earner index, is constructed 

in order to capture to what extent policies enable for two adults with children to uphold paid 

work.
446

 

When we move on to test our hypothesis in multivariate regressions we use social spending in 

kind as the main independent variable since this allows for more countries to be included. To 

check for alternative explanations and potential spuriousness we include a number of control 

variables. The models differ since it is reasonable to assume that tolerance of corruption is 

driven by slightly different factors from perceptions of corruption. 

In the first tolerance model we control for two variables that affects the number of party 

choices available to each voter, something that arguably affects the propensity for voters to 

switch party after a corruption scandal. Here, we control for the effective number of parties 

(ENP:s), as measured in Bormann and Golder (2013), and we include a dummy variable from 

the Database of Political Institutions (Beck et al. 2001) that is coded 1 if proportional 

representation is used as electoral rule to select any candidate in any house. We also control 

for the share of women in national parliament (Inter-Parliamentary Union 2013). The share of 

female politicians might affect womens’ propensity to punish a party for corruption, and this 

variable is also closely related to general levels of corruption (Dollar et al. 2001; Esarey & 

Chirillo 2013; Swamy et al. 2001). Finally, we also include GPD per capita (PPP) as a general 

control for social and economic modernization. The GDP measure and the ENP variable have 

been logged to account for skewness.  

In the second perceptions model we control for two variables that are closely related to the 

perceived levels of corruption: control of corruption, which is measured by the World Bank 

(Kaufmann et al. 2009), and rule of law, as measured by Freedom House (2013). We also 

include a general index of gender inequality that might affect the gender differences with 

regard to the perceived levels of corruption. This variable reflects gender-based disadvantages 

in reproductive health, empowerment and the labor market, and is available in the Human 

Development Report (UNDP 2013). The gender inequality measure was logged to account for 

skewness. 

Results    

There is no self-evident way how to operationalize an encompassing welfare state and 

especially not when it comes to the features we are most interested in: policies facilitating for 
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the self-determination of women. Our study is exploratory and this is the main reason why 

we, in this first part of the results section, include two indicators to illustrate the same 

phenomenon. 

Figure 1 and 2 show scatterplots for the countries where we have trustworthy data on 

perceptions of corruption and the two welfare state measures: the dual-career-earner index 

and the social spending in kind index. When it comes to the dual-earner index the dataset 

comprises 14 countries and when it comes to social spending in kind the dataset comprises 19 

countries. In both figures do perceptions of corruption refer to gender gaps in perceptions: 

zero means that there is no gender gap whereas results above zero means that more women 

than men perceive the presence of corruption in the local public education system, the public 

health system and the local police force respectively. The index also includes estimations 

from the respondents of how often other people in their own country use bribery to get special 

advantages. Results below zero means a reversed gender gap that is more men than women 

perceive the presence of corruption.    

Figure 1.1. The dual career-earner index and gender gaps in perceptions of corruption in 14 

European countries.  
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Figure 1.2. Social spending in kind and gender gaps in perceptions of corruption in 19 European 

countries.  

 

One has to bear in mind that the results in Figure 1.1 and 1.2 are about gender gaps in each 

country, not about total levels of perceived corruption. From our perspective it is interesting 

to note that both figures show similar results: countries such as Denmark and Sweden display 

large gender gaps and these countries also score high on the two indexes which means that 

their policies, compared to policies in other European countries, are encompassing and 

facilitates for women’s self-determination. 

If we focus on the index “social spending in kind” where there are more countries included, 

the results clearly show a positive correlation between increasing level of general welfare 

state services and a greater gender gap in regard of perception of corruption (the explained 

variance is 51 percent). This means that the higher score on the index social spending in kind 

the greater is women´s perception of corruption in relation to men´s. We can theoretically 

understand this relationship as follows: In regard of school and health care, this could be due 

to women having more contact than men with authorities in these areas, as they often assume 

greater responsibility for children and care-issues. Hence, we could assume that the verdict of 

women is simply more accurate than that of men in this respect. The gender gap in relation to 

law-enforcement cannot be explained by the same mechanism, but it could be attributed by 

people answering the same in three after each other following items.  
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Before discussing the results further we will turn to results for our second dependent 

variable—which also is the most important for the analysis in this chapter—and that is the 

measure on tolerance for corruption. Figure 2.1 and 2.2 show scatterplots for the countries 

where we have data on tolerance of corruption (the scenario with corrupt political parties) and 

the two welfare state measures used previously. In both figures do tolerance of corruption 

refer to gender gaps: zero (0) means that there is no gender gap whereas results above zero 

means that more women than men are inclined to punish a political party involved in a 

corruption scandal, either by voting for another party or not to vote at all. Results below zero 

means a reversed gender gap with more men than women inclined to punish a political party 

involved in a corruption scandal.    

Figure 2.1. The dual career-earner index and gender gaps in tolerance of corruption in 14 

European countries.  

 

Interesting to note in Figure 2.1, focusing on the dual career-earner index, is that there is no 

country that displays a result below zero; this means that in all countries more women than 

men say that they would not vote for a party that has been involved in a corruption scandal.  

Sweden stands out as an “outlier” with the largest gender gap and this is also the result in the 

following figure, Figure 2.2, focusing on the index on social spending in kind. 
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Figure 2.2. Social spending in kind and gender gaps in tolerance of corruption in 19 European 

countries.  

 
 

Besides Sweden, Denmark, Finland and the Netherlands are countries that, in both analyses, 

show large gender gaps in terms of tolerance of corruption. The three Nordic countries fits 

well with our suggested theory since all of them, from a comparative perspective, are 

encompassing welfare states.  

If we focus on the index “social spending in kind” where there are more countries included 

the results show a positive correlation between increasing level of general welfare state 

services and a greater gender gap in regard of tolerance of corruption (the explained variance 

is 19 percent which is a bit lower than in the analysis of perceptions of corruption). What we 

propose theoretically is that women in encompassing welfare states are protecting achieved 

benefits. As stated previously, corruption can be seen as a major form of destruction towards 

the encompassing welfare state, both because it drains resources but also because it drains 

legitimacy, that can make people in general less willing to contribute with taxes, and thus 

erode the basis for encompassing policies.    

Multivariate regression analyses 

To test the hypothesis more rigorously, we do two multivariate regression analyses controlling 

for a number of factors that may affect, first tolerance of corruption and, second, perceptions 

of corruption.   
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In the first tolerance model we control for two variables that affects the number of party 

choices available to each voter, something that arguably affects the propensity for voters to 

switch party after a corruption scandal. We also control for the share of women in national 

parliament and GPD per capita (PPP), the latter as a general control for social and economic 

modernization.   

 
The most important result is that our main independent variable, social spending in kind, 

remain significant under control for proportional representation, effective number of parties, 

women in parliament and GDP/capita. The only other factor that triggers a significant result is 

effective number of parties (cf. Charron and Bågenholm 2014).  

Table 2 shows the results for the multivariate regression concerning perceptions of corruption. 

In this second perceptions model we control for two variables that are closely related to the 

perceived levels of corruption: control of corruption and rule of law. We also include a 

general index of gender inequality that might affect the gender differences with regard to the 

perceived levels of corruption. This variable reflects gender-based disadvantages in 

reproductive health, empowerment and the labor market. The gender inequality measure was 

logged to account for skewness. The results in Table 2 show that in the multivariate 

regression it is only our main independent variable; social spending in kind, that triggers a 

significant result. 
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Discussion 

Perceptions of corruption and tolerance of corruption is not only driven by factors related to 

actual corruption. What we find in this chapter is that gender gaps are large in countries where 

actual levels of corruption are comparatively low: Sweden, Denmark and Finland. This is a 

puzzle hard to understand if one does not bring the literature on women’s interests and gender 

regimes to the discussion.  

We have also analyzed gender gaps in bribe-paying, as measured through the QoG-survey to 

European citizens. For most countries there is no significant gender gap but for the countries 

hardest hit by corruption like Romania, Bulgaria, Slovakia and Greece there are (results not 

shown in a table) considerably more men than women saying that they have paid a bribe for a 

public service.    

Data from the Swedish Parliamentary Survey 2010 (89 percent response rate) underpin the 

notion that women in Sweden, one of the most encompassing European welfare states, react 

strongly towards corruption. In this survey the Swedish parliamentarians were confronted 

with a number of possible future societies such as a society with increased tensions between 

social groups, increased influence of extreme political movements, disregard of politicians, 

etcetera. The list also included the item of increased level of corruption. The results show that 

55 percent of female MPs in Sweden, compared to 39 percent of male MPs, felt worried about 

a future society with increased levels of corruption. For most other items, eleven in total, the 

gender gap was much lower and non-significant.    

Conclusion: gender and changing elite behavior 

The analysis in this chapter contributes to our (Stensöta et al 2014) previous theory on the 

importance of institutions for the relationship between gender and corruption in the following 

way: Previously we have shown how gender becomes mediated by institutions such as the 

political arena and the bureaucracy, which leads to enhancing as well as suppressing effects of 

gender. Initial gender differences were seen as emanating from asymmetrical positions in 

society relating to the axis of reproduction/production. In the present analysis we have 

examined institutions that affect the axis of reproduction/production, in the form of how the 
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welfare state offers opportunities to women (and men) to combine working life and family 

life. We have shown that the more expansive these policies are, the greater gender gap is 

found among citizens in relation to the perception of corruption, and the preparedness not to 

vote for political parties that have committed corrupt acts. The former gender gap 

(perceptions) we theorize as women having greater closeness to the areas of school and health 

care, which can mean that women’s perception of corruption, may be more accurate. The 

second gender gap (tolerance) we have theorized as an act of women protecting the welfare 

state and through it, their possibilities for self-determination.    

We agree with Esarey and Schwindt-Bayer (2014) that the core mechanism at work is about 

accountability. However we do not tie this mechanism to the risk of detection but to the 

protection of achieved benefits. The focus on welfare state arrangements serves as a lens that 

shed light on accountability processes that reach all the way into citizen’s everyday life and 

the possibilities to pursue an independent life path. In most contemporary societies these 

possibilities differ for women and men and, in short, what an encompassing welfare state does 

is that it provides women with opportunities to work and services in the form of childcare and 

elderly care that frees them from some private/family care work.   

This new way of theorizing on the accountability link is especially interesting to reflect on 

since data show that in most contemporary societies more women than men turn out to vote 

on Election Day (http://www.idea.int/vt/survey/by_gender.cfm). The gender gap in tolerance 

of corruption could be a forceful signal to political parties that wants to stay in power: to 

attract female votes political parties have to think careful about destructive behavior that may 

erode the quality of the state. It has already been recognized that female political candidates 

may gain from portraying themselves as a ”clean” outsider. What we suggest is that political 

parties may gain from using such “feminine” attributes in election campaigns. 

 

  

http://www.idea.int/vt/survey/by_gender.cfm
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Appendix (under construction) 

Respondents were asked to rate three different types of government services - law 

enforcement, health care and education – in three different aspects; quality, impartiality and 

corruption. The respondents’ perception of the different government services were surveyed 

through 16 questions, which were then combined with equal weight into three pillars, 

corresponding to the quality, impartiality and corruption dimension of the services. The three 

pillars were then combined with equal weight into a regional average score that is the base for 

the EQI index (Charron et al. 2013). 

To examine gender differences with regard to corruption we chose to look at some of the 

individual questions in the survey material. Here, we are mainly interested in two aspects of 

corruption: perceptions of the level of corruption and tolerance for corruption. Our perception 

measure is composed of four different questions. The first three questions ask the respondent 

to assess general levels of corruption in the local public education system, the public health 

system and the local police force respectively. The fourth question asks the respondents to 

estimate how often other people in the area use bribery to get special advantages. We 

combined the answers for all respondents in the survey material on these four questions into 

an index that was standardized to a mean of 0 with a standard deviation of 1. In the next step 

we calculated the average for all the male and female respondents respectively in the different 

countries. Then the female score was subtracted from the male to create a measure of gender 

differences in perceptions of corruption at the country level. 

Our second measure tries to estimate gender differences in tolerance for corruption. Question 

24 in the QoG regional survey asks the respondent which political party he or she would vote 

for if the national parliamentary election were today. Question 25 follows up on the question 

in the following way: ‘Now imagine that that party was involved in a corruption scandal, 

which of the following would be most likely?’ The alternatives are: ‘Still vote for the same 

party’, ‘Vote for another party not involved in the corruption scandal’ and ‘Not vote at all’. 

We use this question to measure the respondents’ tolerance for corrupt behavior, or the 

propensity among respondents to punish such behavior. Here, we calculated the average 

percentage of the male and female respondents respectively in each country that chose the 

first alternative, and thus reported that they would tolerate corrupt behavior in this case. We 

then subtracted the female percentage from the male percentage to create a variable measuring 

gender differences in tolerance for corruption at the national level. These two variables, 

measuring gender differences with regard to Perceptions of corruption and Tolerance for 

corruption at the national level, are our main dependent variables.  
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33. Wängnerud, Lena. 2015. "Gender and Corruption".  

Later version published as: “Gender and corruption”, in Routledge Handbook of Political 

Corruption, edited by P. Heywood. London: Routledge. Pp. 288-298. 

 

New direction, old puzzle 

In her book on gender and politics in the thought of Niccolò Machiavelli, Hanna Pitkin states 

that “From the beginning of Christianity, woman was not merely Eve the corruptress but also 

Mary, the mother of God’s only begotten son” (Pitkin 1984, 201). Pitkin analyses the 

symbolic representation of women in Machiavelli’s work. The picture that emerges is one in 

which “corruption consists in a falling away from virtù and is generally the work of feminine 

powers” (Pitkin 1984, 242).  

Pitkin presents a discourse on gender and corruption in medieval thinking. Going to a 

different part of the world and a time of democratization, we find that early twentieth-century 

Japanese suffragist women gendered the discourse of democracy along the divide of “pure” 

women and “impure” men. According to Mariko Asano Tamanoi, the suffragettes succeeded 

in eliminating corrupt officials from Tokyo city assemblies (Tamanoi 2009, 805).  

What can be learned from Pitkin’s and Tamanoi’s analyses is that powerful metaphors are 

connected to issues of gender and corruption. Discourse analysis is still a feature of gender 

and corruption research. This chapter, however, will focus on research examining whether 

there is more to the story than metaphors or stereotypic beliefs about male and female 

behaviour. The first systematic empirical studies appeared in the late 1990’s, and therefore 

gender research is considered a “new” direction in corruption research. But, as Pitkin’s 

reference to Eve suggests, the puzzle is an old one. 

Early empirical studies  

It was the article “Are women really the ‘fairer’ sex? Corruption and women in government,” 

by David Dollar, Raymond Fisman and Roberta Gatti at the Development Research Group of 

the World Bank that sparked empirical research on gender and corruption. The article was 

published in the Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization in 2001, but the main results 

had, through draft versions, been spread before that. In that same year, 2001, another research 

group with a connection to the World Bank, consisting of Anand Swamy, Stephen Knack, 

Young Lee and Omar Azfar, published a study with similar results in the Journal of 

Development Economics. Both articles have been influential and they constitute the point of 

departure for most current research in the field. 

The article by Dollar and colleagues presents a large cross-country study and establishes that 

the proportion of women in parliament has a significant effect on corruption, even when other 

factors, such as overall level of social and economic development, political and civic freedom, 

average years of schooling, and ethnic fractionalization, are taken into account (Dollar et al., 
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2001). The core measurements consist of an index of corruption
447

 based on the International 

Country Risk Guide, the World Bank, and figures for the percentages of women elected to 

national parliaments from the Inter-Parliamentary Union database. The article is rather short 

and the point is to prove the expected relationship—that higher rates of female participation in 

government are associated with lower levels of corruption.  

In this first study, the assumption that women are more honest than men was never tested, but 

was underpinned by results from previous research suggesting, for example, that women are 

more likely than men to exhibit “helping” behaviours and to base voting decisions on social 

concerns (Eagly & Crowley 1986; Goertzel 1983). The study has been accused of bringing 

forward stereotypic beliefs about women as a new “anti-corruption force” (e.g. Goetz 2007). 

One reason for this criticism might be the lack of thorough theoretical reasoning. Dollar and 

colleagues point to the need to be cautious when interpreting the results, and at the same time 

they state that “there may be extremely important spinoffs from increasing female 

representation: if women are less likely than men to behave opportunistically, then bringing 

more women into government may have significant benefits for society in general” (Dollar et 

al. 2001, 427-428). 

The study by Swamy and colleagues utilizes a wider range of data and is more complex in 

design. Swamy and colleagues do a cross-country comparative study using data from the 

International Country Risk Guide, the World Bank, and the Corruption Perceptions Index, the 

Transparency International, as measurements of corruption. They distinguish between 

different forms of female participation: women government ministers, women in national 

parliament, and women in the labour force. Since all gender factors display significant results 

on the level of corruption, the researchers merge these categories into a women’s participation 

index when they do multivariate analysis and control for a set of “standard” variables in 

corruption research. 

Swamy and colleagues also use micro-data from the World Value Surveys, in which 

respondents were asked their opinions on the acceptability of various dishonest or illegal 

behaviours. Moreover, they use micro-evidence from a World Bank study of corruption in 

Georgia which included a survey of 350 firms. Finally, they add data on the changes in 

women’s position and the extent of corruption within countries over time. They emphasize the 

use of “several distinct data sets” and “careful analyses” when they underpin their 

argumentation:  

We are making a simple point: to question the central finding of this paper, 

one needs to argue that the results of careful analyses of several distinct data 

sets have, by sheer fluke, all been biased in the same direction. Our 

conclusion, that there is indeed a gender differential in tolerance for 

corruption, is more plausible (Swamy et al. 2001, 25). 
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This study, however, like the study by Dollar and colleagues, also lacks thorough theoretical 

reasoning. Swamy and colleagues suggest a number of hypotheses: that women may have 

been brought up to be more honest or risk averse than men; that women, who are typically 

more involved in raising children, may find they have to practise honesty in order to teach 

their children appropriate values; that women may feel that laws exist to protect them or, 

more generally, that girls may be brought up to have higher levels of self-control than boys, 

which is assumed to affect women’s propensity to indulge in criminal behaviour (Swamy et 

al. 2001, 20).  

The quotations selected from these early empirical studies illustrate that the authors rely 

heavily on the strength of the empirical evidence. The hypotheses brought forward highlight 

aspects of socialization, such as that women have been brought up to be more honest and law-

abiding than men. Later studies in the same vein have continued to flesh out the argument. 

For example, in a study using data on eight Western European countries from the World 

Values Survey, covering the period 1981–1999, Torgler and Valev (2006) examine 

relationships between gender and age. The results show that older individuals of both sexes 

have similar, more strict, moral perceptions than younger people; young men are singled out 

as the deviant law-breaking group. Torgler and Valev get back to the suggestion by Swamy 

and colleagues that the causal factor is lack of self-control among young men. Torgler and 

Valev point to corruption as a criminal act and refer to the finding by criminologists that there 

is a rather universal gender gap in crime. 

Criticism pushing the field further 

Studies by the research groups around Dollar and Swamy have become influential due to the 

combination of a new approach, the gender perspective, and multivariate controls founded in 

mainstream corruption research. Both research groups are aware of strengths and weaknesses 

of their studies, and it should be mentioned that Dollar and colleagues address the issue of a 

potentially unobserved variable that is causing both high female participation in government 

and low corruption (Dollar et al. 2001,  427).  

It is equally important to note that there are few studies that reject the presented relationships. 

However, a number of authors have criticized these early studies regarding their failure to 

address the possibility of reverse causality—political regimes committed to impartiality and 

probity might also provide opportunities for women to attain positions of political power. 

Hung-En Sung, one of the most fervent critics of the research initiated by Dollar and Swamy 

suggests that “gender equality and government accountability are both great achievements of 

modern liberal democracy” (Sung 2003, 718). 

Sung’s study resembles that of the research group around Swamy. Sung also uses the 

Corruption Perceptions Index from Transparency International and he distinguishes between 

different forms of female participation. Most important is that he introduces a number of 

liberal democracy indicators such as rule of law, freedom of the press and electoral 

democracy and presents them as part of an alternative explanatory theme. This is different 
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from using variables as “controls” since it heightens the status, theoretically and empirically, 

of the selected indicators. 

There is no reason to get into details, but the result from Sung’s study is that when liberal 

democratic institutions are controlled for, gender factors drop dramatically in both statistical 

significance and substantive relevance. However, the dispute about causality is not yet 

settled. More research is needed to reach any final conclusion. The main dividing line 

brought forward so far is between a theoretical perspective in which gender and corruption 

are seen as parallel phenomena without much connection, highlighting a spurious 

correlation, and a theoretical perspective highlighting effects of socialization/sex roles in 

society.   

Sung’s study is important and it pushes the field further since it addresses the need for theory 

development and rigorous testing. Another strand of research that pushes the field further 

relies on a theoretical perspective that views the relationship between gender and corruption 

as having to do with opportunities to commit “reckless” acts (Torgler & Valev 2006, 138). 

What is highlighted in this research is that women usually earn less money than men and that, 

due to family responsibilities in the private sphere, they are also less involved in public 

matters. Naci Mocan (2008) develops the logic behind the argument: 

All else the same, highly educated and high-income individuals should have 

higher exposure to being asked for a bribe by a government official because 

of their higher earning capacity and because they are likely to have more 

opportunities to interact with government officials (Mocan 2008, 3). 

Theories of opportunity structures basically comprise two versions, one focusing on 

conditions in the everyday lives of citizens and one focusing on conditions in the decision-

making arena. In a study from Ghana, Namawk Alhassan-Alolo (2007) concludes that, when 

exposed to an opportunity involving corruption, women in public life do not prove to be any 

less corrupt than men. This conclusion is supported by a study on clientelist practices among 

male and female political candidates in Thailand (Bjarnegård 2009). Anne-Marie Goetz 

(2007) opposes “myth-making” about male and female nature in corruption research and 

suggests as an alternative approach examining differences in how men and women are 

recruited to political positions: 

The point is that the ways women are recruited (or not) to the leadership and 

rank-and-file of political parties restrict their opportunities for engaging in 

corrupt activities. These restrictions have to do with women’s relative 

exclusion from male patronage networks, and the sexual danger associated 

with inclusion (Goetz 2007,  99). 

It is a common understanding in corruption research that it is important to focus on corrupt 

subsystems, sustained by the collective action of interest groups that benefit from the 

corruption. The expression “old boys’ networks” is sometimes used to illustrate the endurance 

of these subsystems and the fact that, in most countries, there are relatively few women in 
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positions of power. There is an analogy here with the research on gender and crime that points 

to the fact that one of the most significant gender differences in crime is the overwhelming 

dominance of males in organized illegal activities (Steffensmeier & Allan 1996, 466). 

In sum, recent research pushes the field further but it does not overrule the initial findings 

that there is a relationship between gender and corruption.
448

 One problem here is the 

increasing diversity concerning data and design. Diversity can be a sign of creativity, but it 

can also signify a lack of communication between research groups. The following sections 

will discuss methodological challenges and suggest ways forward for theory development. 

Figure 1 presents an overview of the main hypotheses in research on gender and corruption 

brought forward so far.  

Figure 1. Main hypotheses in research on gender and corruption 

Theoretical perspective Effect of gender on corruption Driving forces 

Liberal democracy Gender has no independent 

effect on corruption; spurious 

correlation 

Liberal democracy is the 

driving force behind election of 

a high number of women, as 

well as good governance 

Socialization/sex roles Gender has a direct effect on 

corruption 

Risk behaviour/lack of self-

control: men dominate most 

criminal activities  

Role as caregiver: women 

exhibit more social/helping 

behaviour 

Opportunity structures  Gender has an indirect effect on 

corruption  

 

 

Women are, due to family 

responsibilities, less involved in 

public affairs 

Women, when they enter 

decision-making arenas, tend to 

be excluded from “old boys’ 

networks” 

Comment: This is a schematic presentation of perspectives presented in the text.  

Methodological challenges 

Currently, more and more studies in the field use experimental designs to assess the relevance 

of the gender perspective. The overall impression from these studies is that gender in its pure 

or basic sense has little impact. Namawk Alhassan-Alolo (2007) has used vignette-styled 

scenarios to collect data from public servants (78 males and 57 females) in two public 

institutions in Ghana: the police service and the education service. Respondents were 

presented with imaginary scenarios involving corrupt conduct by officials—for example, 

accepting a gift in the course of public duty—and they were asked to express their level of 
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approval or disapproval for each one. It was found that females did not demonstrate higher 

ethical standards than men.  

Along similar lines, a study on ethical decision-making behaviour within organizations in the 

United States showed that, based on sex alone, there are no differences between men’s and 

women’s ethical perceptions. Yet, when a multidimensional approach to gender is applied, 

results show that expressive traits and egalitarian gender-role attitudes contribute to both 

men’s and women’s propensity to perceive unethical workplace behaviours as unethical 

(McCabe, Ingram & Dato-on, 2006).  

The methodological challenges revealed here are twofold. First, the categories “women” and 

“men” are not stable. There is a need to develop instruments to measure the interplay between 

social background characteristics and attitudes that might affect ethical behaviour. Second, the 

impact of context needs to be measured in a more precise way than at the country level. From 

the study in Ghana, Alhassan-Alolo (2007) concludes that when exposed to collectivist 

cultures that expect public servants to honour certain obligations, both male and female 

officials use their positions to fulfil soar contracts at the expense of public sector ethics. Goetz 

(2007) points out the need to distinguish between male- and female-dominated working 

environments: 

[I]n a female-dominant working environment, or where women 

professionals are dealing with women clients or with a socially inferior 

class, women professionals are not averse to extorting unofficial “payments” 

for services that ought to be provided as a right (Goetz 2007, 101). 

This is in line with the reasoning in a report from Transparency International dealing with 

gender and corruption in the public sector. This report suggests that corruption levels in the 

public sphere have more to do with group dynamics than with gender (Mukherjee & 

Gokcekus, 2004). One interpretation is that the interactions discussed are about reciprocity 

(Gintis et al. 2005). To some extent, corruption presupposes a kind of mutual understanding 

between the parties, and that is likely to be more easily created if you belong to the same 

clan, ethnic group or (why not?) sex. Especially in countries with large differences in terms 

of gender equality, it might be difficult to establish mutual understandings and necessary 

partnerships between women and men. 

Moreover, context at the national level might mean the study of norms. In a recent paper 

Boris Branisa and Maria Ziegler (2011) bring in a variable that captures the level of 

discrimination in society. They use data from the OECD Development Centre to measure 

social institutions related to gender inequality. The results show that levels of corruption are 

higher in countries where social institutions deprive women of their freedom to participate in 

social life, even when accounting for democracy and representation of women in political 

and economic life as well as for other “standard” variables. They conclude that “in a context 

where social values disadvantage women, neither political reforms towards democracy nor 

increasing the representation of women in political and economic positions might be enough 

to reduce corruption” (Branisa & Ziegler 2011, 1). 
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In sum, experimental designs are interesting since they suggest that gender differences found 

in previous research may not be nearly as universal as stated in some of the early writings. 

Experimental research thus provides grounds for rejecting a unified gender perspective. 

Contextual approaches add to the complex picture through the close look at the dynamics at 

work in concrete situations. The question of whether there is a link between gender and 

corruption seems less relevant today than when empirical research in the field started. The 

methodological challenge is to design studies that can capture when and why gender has an 

effect. In order for this strand of research to develop, researchers also need to explicitly 

address issues of theory development.  

Suggestions for theory development 

Concept clarification  

There is a need to develop fine-tuned understandings of the relationship between gender and 

corruption. So far, no definition of corruption has been presented in this chapter. An 

important element for theory development is, naturally, to make clear whether one is talking 

about grand or petty corruption; corruption in the private or the public sector.
449

 However, 

the quest for concept clarification is common for most strands of corruption research. What 

may be particularly pressing for gender-oriented research, however, is the need to widen the 

perspective beyond money-based forms of corruption to include other forms. In a study of 

the implementation of welfare reforms in Mexico, Hevia de la Jara (2007, 87) has 

documented cases of recipients, most of them women, being asked to do extra work for the 

city, such as cleaning and sweeping streets, in order to avoid losing benefits. Goetz (2007) 

points to sexual danger for women in patronage networks, and sexual abuse might be seen as 

a manifestation of corruption. 

A framework for multiple gender theories 

What is perhaps even more important than clarifying concepts is developing a framework in 

which multiple theories can be used to study the relationship between gender and corruption. 

The mechanisms at work might, for example, differ between the decision-making arena and 

most people’s everyday life situations. Taking a bird’s-eye view to research in the field, it 

also seems relevant to distinguish between different spheres of decision making. Different 

studies use different designs and methods of data analysis, but the impression is that studies 

focusing on the electoral arena tend to report effects of gender on corruption, whereas studies 

focusing on the bureaucracy tend to report no such effects.  

It is reasonable to believe that gender is intertwined with logics operating in different spheres 

of society. Thinking about it, what is the raison d'être in electoral politics? Isn’t it to make a 

difference, to spark change? And, for the bureaucracy, isn’t it to adjust to standard operating 

procedures? These kinds of norms or logics may affect the likelihood of attributes such as 

gender being exploited or not. Thus, one way to move ahead is to abandon the idea of a 

monolithic gender theory that can be applied in all situations. At the same time it is useful 
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with collaborations that enable coherent theoretical thinking. We want to know why the 

effect of gender varies between different settings.  

A rationality perspective 

Even though theoretical perspectives in previous research differ on important points, they 

tend to describe passive rejection among women as the mechanism at work; women are 

either socialized to be more compliant and law-abiding than men or they are locked out of 

“old boys’ networks”. I believe that research in the field would benefit from asking questions 

about conscious reasoning. It is possible that, when calculating costs and benefits, women 

more often than men actively choose to abstain from corrupt behaviour. 

A study at the subnational level in Mexico found that regions in which high numbers of 

women were elected at the municipal level displayed lower levels of corruption than regions 

in which low numbers of women were elected (Wängnerud 2010). Mexico is a country in 

which corruption is rife. In her extensive study “Women in Contemporary Mexican Politics”, 

Victoria E. Rodríguez (2003) finds that it is common among women politicians in Mexico to 

have been actively involved in social movements. It has been suggested (Wängnerud 2010) 

that in order to reach and hold on to positions of power women might seek to build 

alternative power bases. Democratic developments open doors for women to enter the public 

sphere, but women’s connections with the surrounding society might still differ from men’s. 

There is evidence that social movements serve the role of watchdog for abuse of public 

office. Engaging in corrupt behaviour would then be particularly risky for women politicians 

since doing so could ruin their chances to gain support in future political races. 

At a citizen level, one has to deal with the fact that women, in most countries, make up a 

majority of the poor. They have fewer assets than men, whether in terms of cash, land or 

other resources. At the same time, women are most often responsible for the well-being of 

the family. In her book Rodríguez (2003) refers to a number of studies that highlight the 

difficulties women in Mexico face in trying to make ends meet. If corruption is viewed as an 

extra expense, leaving less money for food, schooling and clothing, it becomes quite 

understandable that it would be rational for women to abstain from corrupt behaviour or 

“negotiate to pay the least they can” when confronted with bribery demands (c.f. Guerrero & 

Rodríguez-Oreggia 2005, 17). 

So far, this rationality perspective is rather speculative, but it can be tried out in future 

studies. One advantage of this perspective is that it does not assume women to have higher 

inherent ethical standards than men, but introduces the aspect of agency. The point of 

departure is that the different positions women and men hold in society affect them in 

fundamental ways. Most contemporary societies are structured around sex, and that structure 

coincides with structures of power. Thus women may have particular reasons to reject 

corruption both at the individual level and through different forms of collective action. 
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Integration with closely related areas of research 

It should be remembered that the gender perspective represents a new direction in corruption 

research, and therefore it comes as no surprise that some results are “speculative”.  A closely 

related area of research with a longer tradition is gender and crime. Some references have 

already been made to this area; however, findings among criminologists could be used more 

extensively in corruption research.  

In the article “Gender and crime: Toward a gendered theory of female offending” Darrell 

Steffensmeier and Emelie Allan (1996) ask whether gender-neutral or gender-specific 

theories hold the most explanatory promise. The “gender-equality” hypothesis states that 

gender differences in crime will converge as male and female roles become more similar. 

Data support that, over time, the proportion of women arrested for economically motivated 

crimes in categories that require little or no criminal skill has increased. This is due to 

changes in merchandising and credit that have given women greater access in their roles as 

consumers and heads of households (Steffensmeier & Allan 1996, 471). The data mainly 

reflect the situation in the United States, but building on these research findings it could be 

hypothesized that petty corruption is an area where we can expect the gender gap to close up 

as women’s positions in society change in relation to men’s. 

At the same time it could be hypothesized that no such closing of the gap will occur 

regarding grand corruption. Steffensmeier and Allan (1996, 466) state that “women are far 

less likely to be involved in serious offenses, and the monetary value of female thefts, 

property damage, drugs, injuries, is typically smaller than for similar offenses committed by 

men”. The most significant gender difference—and here the authors notice no changes over 

time—is the overwhelming dominance of males in more organized and highly lucrative 

crimes, whether based in the underworld or the “upper-world.”  

One could ask about the extent to which corruption is different from other forms of illegal 

activities. Steffensmeier and Allan (1996) conclude that traditional “gender-neutral” theories 

provide reasonable explanations of less serious forms of female and male criminality. But 

they also ask for a truly gendered approach in which the routes to crime for women and men 

are studied in detail. The elements that are suggested to be included in such a model are, for 

example, motivation for crime (willingness to take risks, degree of self-control, and costs 

versus rewards), criminal opportunities (underworld sexism, access to skills, crime 

associates, spinoff of routine activities), and context of offending. The authors also point to 

the need to study biological factors and the organization of gender in society beyond the 

criminal/illegal sectors (Steffensmeier & Allan 1996, 474-475). 

Theoretical models should not get too complicated, but Steffensmeier and Allan provide a 

coherent line of thinking that can be used as a reference point in corruption research. In a 

similar vein, the research area of risk-analysis could be used more extensively in corruption 

research. It is a rather universal finding that women, generally speaking, tend to be more 

anxious than men, and studies in risk psychology suggest that this anxiousness stems from 

feelings of vulnerability (O’Connor & Bord, 1997). The link to corruption is largely 
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unexplored and yet every bribe paid is a form of risk taking. Anxiousness is sometimes 

related to physical attributes, women generally being physically smaller/weaker than men, 

but women may see the world as more dangerous just because they benefit less from current 

institutions and policies, and generally speaking have less power and control over what 

happens in their communities and their personal lives (Slovic, 1999).  

Why we should care about the link between gender and corruption 

Why should we care about the link between gender and corruption? The short answer is that 

it tells us something about how societies progress. Future research is needed, however, in 

order to state more precisely what it tells us. 

A study at the subnational level in Mexico was mentioned earlier, which found that Mexican 

regions/states in which high numbers of women were elected at the municipal level displayed 

lower levels of corruption than regions/states in which low numbers of women were elected 

(Wängnerud, 2010). From my point of view, the very fact that patterns previously found in 

cross-country comparative research are repeated at the subnational level strengthens the 

relevance of the gender perspective.   

The study from Mexico is preliminary. There are deviant cases, such as regions/states with 

high numbers of women elected and high levels of corruption. What characterizes those 

states is a socio-economic situation much worse than that of the states with high numbers of 

women elected and low levels of corruption. One lesson that could be learned from this is 

that it has to be recognized that actors who want to bring about progressive changes are 

sometimes faced with overwhelming obstacles; when inequality is pertinent and processes 

towards modernization are slow, it might be extremely hard to pursue good governance. 

This chapter will end with an example from a different part of the world: Sweden. Sweden is 

generally seen as a role model for other nations when it comes to transparency and good 

governance. In 2011 Transparency International ranked Sweden as one of the least corrupt 

countries in the world (after New Zealand, Denmark and Finland). Against this backdrop, it 

is intriguing that a substantial number of political representatives in Sweden perceive 

corruption as a rather prominent feature of Swedish society. Perhaps even more intriguing is 

that there is a considerable gender gap in this respect. In 2011, the United Nations ranked 

Sweden as the least gender-unequal country in the world.  

In 2010 a survey was conducted among Swedish Members of Parliament (Wängnerud et al. 

2010). One question asked, “How widespread do you think bribe taking and corruption are in 

Sweden?” The results indicate that female political representatives perceive corruption as 

more widespread than their male counterparts: 65 per cent among women, compared to 51 

per cent among men, indicate that public officials in Sweden are engaged in corruption 

(categories “a few are” and “most are” merged).  

It is perhaps even more interesting to note the gender gap among political representatives in 

Sweden when it comes to perceptions about the future for the Swedish political system. The 



790 

 

survey also included a question “If you think of Sweden’s political system, how worrying do 

you consider the following options in the future?” Increased levels of corruption was 

included among a list of eleven areas that constitute a potential threat. For each item, 

respondents could indicate whether they perceive the area as “very worrying”, “fairly 

worrying”, “not very worrying” or “not at all worrying”. The results show a significant 

gender difference, with 55 per cent of women compared to 39 per cent of men in the Swedish 

parliament expressing worry about the future of the country’s political system in this respect. 

The difference between women and men holds when controlling for factors such as left–right 

ideology, number of years spent in parliament and age. 

The results from Sweden are of general interest since Sweden could be seen as a critical case; 

Sweden is, by most standards, a highly gender-equal and well-functioning society. Even 

though we do not know why we find these gender differences among Swedish political 

representatives, the results signal that it is relevant to study the link between gender and 

corruption in a variety of contexts and not only in those countries, like Mexico, that are 

among “the usual suspects” in the field. 

 

  



791 

 

References  

Alhassan-Alolo, N. (2007), ‘Gender and corruption: Testing the new consensus’, Public 

Administration & Development, 2(3), 227–237.  

Bailey, J. and P. Paras (2006), ‘Perceptions and attitudes about corruption and democracy in 

Mexico’, Mexican Studies, 22(1), 57–81. 

Bjarnegård, E. (2009), Men in politics: Revisiting patterns of gendered parliamentary 

representation in Thailand and beyond, Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Uppsala 

University: Department of Government. 

Branisa, B and Ziegler, M. (2011), ‘Re-examining the link between gender and corruption: 

The role of social institutions’, unpublished manuscript, Department of Economics, 

University of Goettingen.  

Dollar, D., Fishman, R. and R. Gatti (2001), ‘Are women really the “fairer” sex? Corruption 

and women in government’, Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization, 46(4), 423–429. 

Eagly, A.H. and M. Crowley (1986), ‘Gender and helping behaviour: a meta-analytic review 

of the social psychological literature’, Psychological Bulletin, 100, 283–308. 

Gintis, S., Bowles, S., Boyd, R.T., and E. Fehr (2005), ‘Moral Sentiments and Material 

Interests. The Foundations for Cooperation in Economic Life’, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT 

Press. 

Goertzel, T.G. (1983), ‘That gender gap: Sex, family income, and political opinions in the 

early 1980s’, Journal of Political & Military Sociology, 11, 209–222. 

Goetz, A.M. (2007), ‘Political cleaners: Women as the new anti-corruption force?’, 

Development and Change, 38(1), 87–105.  

Guerrero, M.A. and E. Rodríguez-Oreggia (2005), ‘About the decisions to commit corruption 

in Mexico: The role of perceptions, individual and social effects’, Mexico City: Universidad 

Iberoamericana, A.C.  

Hevia de la Jara, F. (2007), ‘Between individual and collective action: Citizen participation 

and public oversight in Mexico’s Oportunidades programme’, IDS Bulletin, 38(6), 64-72.  

McCabe, C.A., Ingram, R. and M.C. Dato-on (2006), ‘The business of ethics and gender’, 

Journal of Business Ethics, 64(2), 101–116.  

Melnykovska, I. and J. Michailova (2009), ‘Gender, corruption and sustainable growth in 

transition countries’, Journal of Applied Economic Sciences, 9, 387–407. 

Mocan, N. (2008), ‘What determines corruption? International evidence from microdata’, 

Economic Inquiry, 46(4), 493–510. 



792 

 

Mukherjee, R. and Gokcekus, O (2004), ‘Gender and corruption in the public sector’, in 

Transparency International Global Corruption report 2004, 337-339, published online 

http://www.transparency.org/publications/gcr/gcr_2004. 

 O’Connor, R.E. and Bord R.J. (1997), ‘The gender gap in environmental attitudes: The case 

of perceived vulnerability to risk’, Social Science Quarterly, 78(4):830-40 

Pitkin, H. (1984), Fortune Is a Woman. Gender & Politics in the Thought of Niccoló 

Machiavelli. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  

Rodríguez, Victoria E. (2003), Women in contemporary Mexican politics, Austin: University 

of Texas Press.  

Slovic, P. (1999), ‘Trust, Emotion, Sex, Politics, and Science: Surveying the Risk-Assessment 

Battlefield’, Risk Analysis, 19(4):689-701. 

Steffensmeier, D. and E. Allan. 1996. ‘Toward a gendered theory of female offending’, 

Annual Review of Sociology, 22, 459–487. 

Stockemer, D. (2011), ‘Women’s Parliamentary Representation in Africa: The Impact of 

Democracy and Corruption on the Number of Female Deputies in National Parliaments’, 

Political Studies, 59: 693-712.  

Sung, H.E. (2003), ‘Fairer sex or fairer system? Gender and corruption revisited’, Social 

Forces, 82(2), 703–723. 

Swamy. A., Knack, S., Lee, Y. and O. Azfar (2001), ‘Gender and corruption’, Journal of 

Development Economics, 64, 25–55. 

Tamanoi, M.A. (2009), ‘Suffragist Women, Corrupt Officials, and Waste Control in Prewar 

Japan: Two Plays by Kaneko Shigeri’, The Journal of Asian Studies, 68(3):805-834.  

Torgler, B. and N.T. Valev (2006), ‘Corruption and age’, Journal of Bioeconomics, 8(2), 133–

145.  

Treisman, D. (2007), ‘What have we learned about the causes of corruption from ten years of 

cross-national empirical research?’, Annual Review of Political Science, 10, 211–244.  

Wängnerud, L. (2010), ‘Variation in corruption between Mexican states: Elaborating the 

gender perspective’, the QoG Institute Working Paper series, 2010:18 (www.qog.pol.gu.se).     

Wängnerud, L., Esaiasson, P., Gilljam, M. and S. Holmberg (2010), ‘Parliamentary Survey 

2010’, the Department of Political Science, University of Gothenburg (unpublished material). 

 

 

http://www.transparency.org/publications/gcr/gcr_2004
http://www.qog.pol.gu.se/


793 

 

34. Sundström, Aksel och Lena Wängnerud. 2016. “Corruption and Bad 

Governance: Hindrances to Women’s Local Political Representation in the 

European Regions”. 

Later version published as: “Corruption as an obstacle to women’s political 

representation: Evidence from local councils in 18 European countries”, in Party Politics, 

2016, Vol.22(3), pp.354-369. 

 

Abstract 

While much of the literature on descriptive representation of women focuses on the formal 

role played by political parties, a growing body of research emphasizes the impact of 

informal institutions in recruitment processes. We build on this scholarship and hypothesize 

that, as corruption and partiality in government favor clientelism and advancement of 

candidates with access to traditional networks, this will have a negative impact on the 

proportion of elected women. We test this argument on a new, as yet unused dataset on 

locally elected councilors in 167 regions of 18 European countries. Using a novel measure of 

regional corruption and bad governance, we perform a multi-level analysis with several 

regional-level as well as national-level control variables. As such, this article is one of the 

first to study the variance of women’s local political representation within countries in a 

comparative perspective. The results suggest that levels of corruption, partiality, and 

ineffectiveness of government substantially affect the proportion of female councilors. The 

article contributes by illustrating how quality of government is an important determinant for 

women’s political presence in contemporary Europe and concludes that hindrances to female 

representation are not eliminated by the reformation of formal institutions alone. 

Keywords: Women’s descriptive representation; subnational variation; Europe; corruption; 

quality of government. 
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Introduction 

It is widely recognized that the number of women elected to national parliaments varies 

across time and across countries. It is also widely recognized that political parties is a key 

factor when it comes to explaining this variation. One lesson to be learned from previous 

research is that that dedication matter; when political parties commit themselves to gender 

equality they find ways of organizing recruitment to reach higher numbers of women elected 

(Lovenduski and Norris 1993; Kittilson 2006). 

A burgeoning field of research strives to clarify the interplay between formal and informal 

institutions when trying to explain recruitment of women: Why is it needed an extra push for 

women to reach political positions? Fox and Lawless (2010) found that highly qualified and 

politically well-connected women from both major parties in the United States were less 

likely than similarity situated men to be recruited to run for public office. They point to an 

“integrated ethos of masculinity” as an explanation to this situation. Along a similar line of 

reasoning Cheng and Tavits (2011) discuss three mechanisms at work in informal dynamics: 

(i) gatekeepers are more likely to recruit and promote people like themselves, (ii) there is a 

lack of women in male party gatekeepers’ social networks, and (iii) there is an indirect signal 

effect – if most of the gatekeepers at the national or local level of political parties are men, 

this signals that there is an “old boy’s club at work,” which discourages women’s 

participation. The conclusion from both these studies is that hindrances to the recruitment of 

women are not eliminated by the reformation of formal institutions alone.  

In a recent study of gender equality and effects of the global economic crises on Iceland, 

Johnson, Einarsdóttir and Pétursdóttir (2013) suggest that constitutional arrangements may be 

accompanied with a parallel regime characterized by “shadowy arbitrary arrangements” 

which benefit the already privileged. The interpretation we are making is that under certain 

circumstances this parallel regime – labeled a prerogative regime – can take over and 

determine the outcome of, for example, recruitment processes. In order for this strand of 

research to develop there is however a need for more rigorous testing. So far the idea of 

prerogative regimes, hindering gender equality, has mostly been built on data from countries 

outside Europe. The few studies that focus on Europe have been rather limited in scope. 

Our study should be seen as part of the burgeoning field of research focusing on the interplay 

between formal and informal institutions in recruitment processes. There are a growing 

number of political parties, in Europe and world-wide, that introduces gender quotas in order 

to increase the number of women elected but developments are slow. Ten years ago the 

average number of women elected to national parliaments in Europe was 18%, the current 

figure, as of 1
st
 July 2013, is 24%. With new, as yet unused data on women’s local 

representation in Europe, we empirically test the claim that “shadowy arrangements” may be 

a factor hindering the advancement of women also in this part of the world. Our study is a 

strong case supporting the idea that political parties need to do deep commitments in order to 

increase the number of women elected. Changes that only occur on the surface, in party 

statutes or other official documents, are likely to be insufficient. 
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We have constructed a comprehensive dataset on the proportion of locally elected female 

councilors in 167 NUTS (Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics) regions in 18 

European countries in the most recent elections for which data was available. Using a novel 

measure of the quality in regional governance, the European Quality of Government Index 

(EQI, see Charron et al. 2011), we perform a hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) analysis 

with regional-level control variables such as educational attainment and economic 

development, as well as the national-level controls of gender quotas, gender equality culture, 

types of electoral system and degrees of democracy. In this respect, this study contributes a 

unique analysis of the variance of women’s local political representation within countries in a 

comparative perspective. The results show that EQI substantially affect the proportion of 

female local councilors and hence is an important determinant of women’s political 

representation in contemporary Europe. 

The rest of the article will proceed as follows. First we discuss recent trends in research on 

gender and quality of government and show how this strand of research is relevant for 

understanding women’s in/exclusion from political institutions. This strand of research 

centers on concepts such as “corruption,” “clientelism,” and “bad governance” and we 

develop how closely knit male-dominated networks can be a mechanism excluding women. In 

the section on methodology we argue for the advantage of studying the subnational level in 

Europe. The section on results reports the findings from our empirical analysis. In the 

concluding section we spell out our contribution and identify certain venues for future 

research. 

Women’s local political representation 

A much-used distinction in scholarship on women’s political representation is that between 

descriptive and substantive representation.
450

 In this article we focus explicitly on descriptive 

representation. While this research field has a long tradition (cf. Duverger 1955), there is a 

lack of knowledge regarding gender-specific obstacles. Not all men who aspire on political 

positions reach their goal and some hindrances that women face are gender-neutral.  

Most research on descriptive representation focus on national levels politics. We noted 

previously that developments in Europe, over the past decade, have been slow. Scholars in the 

field however tend to focus on the large variations found: For example, in the Nordic 

countries the average number of women elected to national parliaments is currently 42%. This 

should be compared to 24%, the average across all European countries. Perhaps even more 

important to note is that in the Nordic countries the number of women elected has been high 

for quite a long period of time.  

The literature on causes behind the election of large numbers of women reveals a shift, at least 

in Western democracies, from system-oriented towards strategy-oriented explanatory models 

(Wängnerud 2009). Strategy-oriented explanatory models dig into processes that are 

                                                           
450

 The first strand of reseerach, descriptive representation, focuses on variations in the number of women elected 

to political institutions, primarily parliaments, across time and in different parts of the world. The second strand 

of research, substantive representation, focuses on effects of women’s presence in political institutions.  



796 

 

endogenous to parties; factors such as party ideology and organizational factors are brought 

forward. In contrast, system-oriented explanatory models dig into processes that are 

exogenous to parties; factors such as the electoral system and gender equality culture are 

brought forward. The shortcomings of this research become obvious if we look at results from 

the subnational level. Figures from the dataset used in this article are illustrative. For example, 

how is it that, in Greece, there are some regions in which women make up an average of 12% 

of local councilors, whereas in other regions women make up more than 24% of councilors? 

Italy is another country with large variations at the subnational level; there are some regions 

with an average of 10% female local councilors and others with an average of 28%. Thus, the 

size of within-country variation is as big as the size of between-country variation and neither 

traditional system-oriented nor strategy-oriented explanatory models are sufficient for 

understanding this phenomenon.  

Our suggestion is that much could be gained by taking findings in research on gender and 

corruption into account when trying to explain variations in women’s descriptive 

representation in Europe. In this strand of research there is an ambition to pinpoint gender-

specific obstacles. A further argument for our study is that research by Esaray and Chirillo 

(2013) analyzing the relationship between gender and attitudes towards bribery among 

citizens, as well as the association between female participation in parliaments and national 

levels of corruption, show a stronger relationship between gender and corruption in 

democracies than in autocratic systems. 

Research on gender and corruption 

History is full of examples where powerful female leaders (Indira Gandhi is a case in point) 

have emerged from political dynasties with seemingly little aversion to corruption. There is 

plenty of anecdotal evidence of women being “mere politicians” – systematic research 

however tells a slightly different story. In their seminal study “Are Women Really the Fairer 

Sex? Corruption and Women in Government”, Dollar et al. (2001) demonstrate that higher 

rates of female participation in government are associated with lower national levels of 

corruption. They measure corruption using data from the International Country Risk Guide 

and claim to have included a range of variables in their analysis to control for various 

underlying institutional characteristics that could be responsible for a spurious correlation. 

Since then, the association between the presence of women and levels of corruption has been 

reproduced in repeated studies (see Treisman 2007 for an overview). 

It is relatively uncontroversial to state that there is an association between gender and 

corruption. In this strand of research however the debate on causality is heated. The proposal 

that countries with a higher number of women elected have lower levels of corruption has 

produced an assumption among a number of policy-makers that increasing the presence of 

women can be a quick fix in reducing corruption (e.g. World Bank 2001). In contrast, Sung 

(2003) launched a rival explanation, the “fairer system” thesis. This argument contends that 

“liberal democratic institutions and spirit increase female participation in government and 

restrain systematic corruption, but the latter two factors are not causally related” (Sung 2003, 

708). Goetz (2007) argue that it is rather the opportunities for corruption that differs for 
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women and men, an assumption that has been supported in subsequent research (Branisa and 

Ziegler 2010; Pande and Ford 2012; Vijayalakshmi 2008). Today, most researchers agree that 

it is important to take context into account and that one has to be clear about whether research 

focus on corrupt practices as an obstacle to the advancement of women, or on potential effects 

once women have been elected. One can almost talk about two separate research programs in 

scholarship on gender and corruption. 

Closely knit networks – the mechanism excluding women in corrupt contexts 

 In the introduction we referred to research in Iceland on prerogative regimes characterized by 

“shadowy arbitrary arrangements” (Johnson, Einarsdóttir and Pétursdóttir, 2013). We believe 

that the authors capture something important when they suggest that constitutional 

arrangements may be accompanied with a parallel regime that hinders gender equality. 

Research from other parts of the world however indicate that these arrangements may be 

rather stable – the opposite from arbitrary – and this is part of the story why under-privileged 

groups like women need an extra push for breaking the barriers. 

As Beck (2003) has argued, patronage networks tend to uphold power relations and thus often 

reproduce female subordination in politics. Building on this argument, Bjarnegård (2013) 

contends that certain aspects of clientelism affect the political representation of women. In a 

case-study on Thailand she shows how clientilism creates a flexible interface between formal 

and informal political institutions; when formal institutions are weak, certain types of 

informal institutions tend to grow strong. According to Bjarnegård, the gender dimension 

kicks in since “in clientelist systems, opportunities for electoral corruption are gendered in 

that only those with access to networks, those with connections within the local or national 

elite, those with resources to finance corrupt behavior, and those who are already influential 

in society are in positions to be considered assets in clientelist networks and are the only ones 

who will be trusted with the sensitive nature of the exchange” (Bjarnegård 2013, 37).  

Stockemer (2011) is even more specific about why recruitment processes tend to “weed out” 

female candidates in high corrupt environments. Accordingly, under-institutionalized parties 

in corrupt settings are organized on the basis of personal connections and lack transparent 

rules of candidate selection. In such situations political seats can be bought and public 

officials are elected based on traditional – and often male-dominated – clientelistic networks. 

When promotion to higher office is contingent upon personal connections rather than merit, 

women must become either patrons or clients in the male-dominated patronage networks. 

Thus, women are often excluded from these corrupt networks based on tradition and culture 

and also often lack the resources to buy themselves into these networks. Taken together, this 

reasoning lead Stockemer (2011, 697) to assert that corruption “reinforces traditional 

networks and prevents women from gaining human and financial resources” and hypothesize 

that levels of corruption will affect the proportion of women to elected seats. 

Clientelism is a label for exchanges of personal favors for political support (see Stokes 2007). 

We believe that these factors may be at play in comparatively formalized systems as well. In 

the introduction we referred to studies by Fox and Lawless (2010) and Cheng and Tavits 
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(2011) which build on data from established democracies. In addition, recent work, from the 

context of local politics in Scotland, illustrate how participants in the selection process 

circumvents institutional reforms of parties by adapting elements from past institutional 

repertoires, namely “informal and masculinist party practices of local patronage and the 

privileging of ‘favorite sons’” (Kenny 2013).  

The standard definition of corruption is “the abuse of public power for private gain.” So far, 

we have used concepts such as corruption, clientilism, and bad governance to capture 

dysfunctional systems. To us, what is most important is that we are dealing with “shadowy 

arrangements” and we find the distinction made in previous research (Cheng and Tavits 2011) 

between direct and indirect effects particularly useful. There is some evidence that female 

candidates, in corrupt systems, lack the economic resources needed to buy support – a direct 

effect. However, in a European context it may be more useful to think in terms of closely knit 

networks where outsiders are not trusted and thus locked out. Corruption, partiality, and 

ineffectiveness of government services could be likened to a filter hindering women, and it is 

reasonable to believe that there are two mechanisms at work at one and the same time: in 

corrupt systems, party gatekeepers are less willing to support women candidates, and 

politically engaged women are also less willing to strive for candidacy. 

In sum, we argue that male-dominated closely knit networks with informal patterns of 

recruitment can hinder the advancement of women en masse even though individual women 

may be let in. We believe that this holds true also in a European context. Following this 

reasoning, our intention is to test this claim empirically. We therefore hypothesize that a low 

quality of government – understood as high levels of corruption, partiality, and ineffectiveness 

of government services – will have a negative impact on the proportion of female local 

councilors in the European regions. 

Design and data 

In this study we break new ground by focusing on the gender composition of elected officials 

at the subnational level in Europe and by studying regions rather than nations. Our study was 

prompted by the recent publication of other studies showing that corruption and bad 

governance are more widespread and vary to a larger extent within countries in Europe than 

previously recognized (Charron et al. 2011, 2013). While the proportion of women is still low 

in a number of political institutions throughout Europe, few comparative studies have 

analyzed the variance in descriptive representation beyond national-level institutions. This 

insight informed our collection of data on the proportion of female local councilors in the 

European regions. Even though European countries are heterogeneous, they are, from a global 

perspective, quite similar in terms of culture, modernization, and liberal democratic 

institutions. Much research in the field of gender and corruption is focused on regions like 

Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Yet, we argue that it is essential to recognize that a low 

quality of government has a negative effect on social and economic development in 

established democracies as well. This leads us to a research design with several opportunities. 

Most important, our focus on regions allows us to move beyond the ecological fallacies 

sometimes present in cross-country studies, where researchers ignore variances within 
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countries and make inferences regarding nations based on observations that are not valid for 

the entire country (Rydgren 2007).  

Explaining the share of female local councilors in the European regions 

The dependent variable of our study is the proportion of locally elected female councilors 

aggregated to a mean of each region. Since the construction of this variable required a 

comprehensive collection of new data by the authors, the following sections will briefly 

describe the data collection procedure. It should be noted that previous scholarly comparisons 

of subnational representation of elected women have provided little insight into the reasons 

for the variations across and within countries.
451

 At best, some organizations have provided an 

overview of the national averages of locally elected women (Council for European 

Municipalities and Regions 2008; European Institute for Gender Equality 2013). Yet no 

recent source of comparative data exists to date that describes such variances within countries. 

The dataset used in this article therefore contributes by providing a unique picture of the 

proportion of women in the locally elected assemblies in the European regions.  

The authors performed the collection of data in the 18 countries included in this study with 

the purpose of finding the most recent figures (as of June 2013) on the gender composition of 

locally elected councils. The first priority was to obtain the official sources of data from 

statistical offices and electoral institutions. In some instances – when statistics from official 

channels were not sufficiently comprehensive – experts, such as scholars specialized in 

elections or statistics, provided the figures (for a description of sources, see Appendix 2).  

What constitutes a local councilor is difficult to assess across these diverse institutional 

settings. For 16 of the 18 countries studied in this report we have found figures on categories 

that we believe are highly comparable: They broadly correspond to municipal councils – that 

is, local deliberative assemblies constituted by councilors elected by direct universal suffrage. 

Two countries (Slovakia and Romania) presented some challenges in meeting these 

requirements. For Romania, data on municipal councilors is not available to researchers, and 

so we use figures on their intermediate-level councils. In Slovakia, national authorities have 

not collected data on the gender composition of local councilors. Instead of excluding the 

country from this comparison we include figures on the sex ratio of mayors of the 

municipalities in the country (for more information on the local assemblies in the countries, 

see Table 1).
452

 The regions in this study are based on the system of NUTS (Nomenclature of 

Territorial Units for Statistics) and their levels differ in the countries we analyze. Figures on 

local councilors in each municipality or local division are aggregated to an average value for 

each NUTS region in this study.
453

 This is a common procedure of reporting statistics in many 

                                                           
451

 See Rigon and Tanzi’s (2012) study of Italy, Smith et al.’s (2012) study of U.S. cities, and Wängnerud and 

Sundell’s (2010) and Svaleryd’s (2009) studies of Sweden for exceptions. 
452

 We will discuss how we perform the same models for the dependent variable but with these cases excluded, 

and how this does not seem to alter our main findings significantly. 
453

 In Belgium, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Netherlands, Sweden, and U.K., we study NUTS 1 regions. In 

Austria, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Denmark, France, Italy, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, and Spain, we 

study regions at the level of NUTS 2. 
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of these countries, and most often the authors have not been forced to make this calculation, 

but have instead relied on official aggregates. 

 

Table 1. Comparing local councilors across 18 countries 

 

Country Name of local councils 

No. local 

authorities 

Year of 

election 

France Municipal councils (conseil municipal) 36 569 2008 

Germany Local council (gemeinderat) app 14000 2011 

Italy Local council (consiglio comunale) 8094 2011 

Spain Local council (concejal) 8117 2011 

UK Local authority councils 466 2010 

Hungary Municipal body of representatives (képviselõ-testület) 3175 2010 

Czech 

Republic 

Municipal council (zastupitelstvo obce) 6250 2010 

Slovakia Local council (obecné zastupiteľstvo in municipalities, 

mestské zastupiteľstvo in cities). Figures refer to mayors 

(starosta in municipalities, primátor in cities). 

2792 

(2909 

mayors) 

 

 

2010 

Portugal Parish assembly (assembleia de freguesia) 4259 2009 

Romania County council (consiliul judeţean) 41  2012 

Sweden Municipal assembly (kommunfullmäktige) 290 2010 

Denmark Municipal council (kommunalbestyrelse) 98 2009 

Belgium Municipal council (conseil communal/ gemeenteraad ) 589 2012 

Austria Municipal council (gemeinderat) 2357 2009-12 

Netherlands Local council (gemeenteraad) 418 2009 

Poland Municipal council (rada gminy) 2479 2010 

Bulgaria Municipal council (obchtinski savet) 264 2010 

Greece Municipal council (dimotiko simvoulio) 325 2010 

Overall, we believe that our dependent variable is operationalized in a way that we measure 

the concept that we are interested in. The percentage of elected women is a standard 

operationalization in the literature on descriptive representation (Wängnerud 2009). It should 

be acknowledged that it is challenging to compare local councilors across these institutionally 

diverse contexts, as the mandates and responsibilities of these councilors differ across 

countries. The authors have compiled the responsibilities of the local councils of each country 

and found that the responsibilities of the local councils differ across the 18 countries we study 

(see Appendix 3). Since they differ, we acknowledge that the meaning of being a municipal 

councilor to some extent vary across the nations in the study. A municipal councilor in a 

country where these bodies have influence over more policy areas is arguably a more 

important political creature than a councilor in a country where the councils have fewer 

responsibilities. However, we do not see this as especially problematic since we are not 

aiming to explain the effects of having a certain share of locally elected women. Assuming 

that the processes of clientelism and recruitment to the position of councilor are relatively 

similar, even though these councils might have different responsibilities, we believe that the 

specific differences between the countries are less relevant. Also, it should be noted that if 

countries do indeed differ significantly with respect to how corruption affects the share of 
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elected women, these differences are taken into account statistically by the random intercept 

at the country level in our multi-level model.  

Since the electoral cycles in the countries we study are not synchronized, the year when the 

most recent elections were held varies across our sample from 2008 to 2012 (see Table 1 for 

details). In three countries, Portugal, Netherlands, and Denmark (and also in a few Austrian 

regions), elections were held in 2009. The French data is from 2008. Since the data on 

regional quality of government was collected during 2009 and we would like the dependent 

variable to be measured after our main independent one, this is not perfect. However, we 

argue that this does not constitute a problem. Quality of government is known to be a “sticky” 

concept and it is unlikely that this measure would fluctuate rapidly over time.  

Regional measure of Quality of Government 

In this study we test the effect of “shadowy arrangements.” Arguably, it is very hard to find 

direct measures of closely knit male-dominated networks that work in a large-N study. A 

reasonable alternative is to find a proxy for these kinds of arrangements. While there is no 

shortage of indicators for levels of corruption or the quality of government in countries (e.g. 

the International Country Risk Guide rating, the Corruptions Perception Index, and the World 

Bank Good Governance Indicator), there is a clear lack of reliable data on the subnational 

level. We use the most comprehensive regional governance indicator available, the European 

Quality of Government Index (EQI). This index was assembled in 2009 by scholars at the 

Quality of Government Institute, at the University of Gothenburg, with funding from the 

European Commission (see Charron et al. 2011). The investigators focused on 18 countries 

and surveyed approximately 34 000 citizens on three different types of government services 

(law enforcement, health care, and education). Participants were asked to numerically 

evaluate three aspects of these services: their quality, impartiality and corruption. The survey 

consisted of 16 independent questions related to the three pillars of good governance, which 

were then combined to create a regional index. Moreover, the researchers combined the 

regional scores with external measures of quality of government in order to complement the 

regional scores from the survey with a country context. To do so, the researchers introduced a 

component controlling for these regions’ deviation from the national average of the 

established World Bank’s World Government Indicator (WGI).
454

 In this sense the index also 

gauges corruption in the political sphere. The final index is standardized so that the mean is 0 

with a standard deviation of 1. In all, the EQI gauges the quality, impartiality, and corruption 

of government in these regions. Higher numbers correspond with low levels of corruption, 

partiality, and ineffectiveness, and lower numbers correspond with high levels of these factors 

(see also Charron and Lapuente 2013). We include all regions from the 18 countries that have 
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 For a detailed description of the survey and the index, see Charron et al. (2013). For extensive sensitivity tests 

between national WGI scores and the regional measure of quality of government, see Charron (2010). 
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been covered by the EQI.
455

 For a description how the EQI varies across the 167 regions, see 

Appendix 4.  

National-level control variables 

Our model includes a rigorous test for alternative explanations for the variance of our 

dependent variable. We use both national-level and regional-level variables for this purpose. 

The six national-level controls are type of election system, gender equality culture, legislative 

gender quota at the subnational level, voluntary party gender quotas, degrees of democracy, 

and if a country belongs to Eastern Europe. The role of election systems has a long history of 

research on women’s representation (e.g. Duverger 1955; Norris 1993). Numerous studies 

find that women’s presence is favored by electoral systems with party lists, proportional 

representation (PR), and large district magnitudes (see Kittilson 2006). To account for this 

aspect we control for election system and create four dummy variables (Mixed-Member 

Proportional system, Two-Round System, Party-List Proportional System, and First Past the 

Post system).
456

 Related to the control for gender equality culture, it has been stated that 

“societies that elect large numbers of women tend to be more gender equal also in other 

respects than societies that elect few women” (Wängnerud 2009, 51). The concept of gender 

equality culture – where women have opportunities for upward mobility – has been widely 

acknowledged to correlate with the number of women in elected seats (Inglehart and Norris 

2003, 138). Although the concept is quite difficult to gauge empirically, a reasonable 

alternative is to use a measure of women’s participation in the labor force (Iversen and 

Rosenbluth 2008; Stockemer 2011). This measure has been shown to be significant in 

previous analyses of women’s participation in local politics, comparing national averages in 

Europe, thus it makes sense to include this factor as a control (Wide 2006, 144). The indicator 

included in our analysis measures the ratio of women to men active in the labor market.
457 

 

It has been shown that, especially in more recent democracies, legislative quotas matters 

(Dahlerup 2006; Krook 2009). To gauge this effect we have created dummy variables for 

countries with legislative gender quotas at the subnational level.
458

 Besides the importance of 

legislative acts, some studies also point to voluntary acts by parties, such as the 

implementation of gender quotas or other voluntary gender-specific measures within parties, 

as important determinants of the number of women elected (Freidenvall 2006; Studlar and 

McAllister 2002). It should be noted that the number of women elected has also increased in 

parties that have never adopted quotas. Thus, one can expect a “contagion effect” in party 

systems where one party has adopted voluntary quotas (such as a zipper system for party 

lists); that is a positive impact on the share of female candidates also in other parties (Kittilson 

2006). To measure this effect we introduce dummy variables for countries with political 
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 An exception is Bolzano in Italy, as this region does not have local councilors as the other regions of Italy do. 

In our multivariate analysis we also “lose” four French territories as missing cases, as no data on educational 

attainment was available for these regions. 
456

 Data is taken from the Electoral System Design database at http://www.idea.int/esd/ 
457

 Retrieved from Eurostat at http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/region_cities/   
458

 Information retrieved from The Quota Project  http://www.quotaproject.org/uid/countryview  

http://www.idea.int/esd/
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/region_cities/regional_statistics
http://www.quotaproject.org/uid/countryview
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parties that have adopted voluntary gender quotas.
459

 Since democracy has been argued to 

affect the amount of elected women (e.g. Sung 2003) we include a measure for the degree of 

democracy.
460

 We also include a dummy variable to account for if the country belongs to 

Eastern Europe. 

Regional-level control variables 

Numerous studies have found that modernization in a broad sense often tends to correlate 

with high gender equality and a high presence of elected women (Berg 2007; Ingelhart and 

Norris 2003). It has been found that countries with higher economic development and a highly 

educated population tend to elect a larger share of women. To account for these effects, 

regional measures of GDP per capita and level of education are included as regional 

indicators of modernization.
461

 The measure for GDP per capita has been averaged for the 

years 2007-2009 and, as this is the standard procedure when dealing with skewed variables, 

logarithmically transformed. The indicator for education is a measure of the percentage of the 

population having completed a tertiary education. 

Potential endogeneity 

Before we report the findings from our empirical test, a discussion on the possible challenge 

of endogeneity between the share of locally elected women and regional quality of 

government is warranted. With the debate on the causal relationship between gender and 

corruption in mind, one could believe that the proportion of women in local parliaments 

would affect the governance in these regions, directly or through feedback mechanisms (see 

Wängnerud and Grimes 2012). We believe that there are two reasons that this does not 

constitute a large problem. Firstly, we rest on the empirical results where it is mainly cross-

country studies that have argued that having a large share of elected women has an effect on 

corruption. The studies using a time-series design fail to find any significant effects on 

corruption from having a large share of elected women (Bjarnegård 2013; Sung 2012). 

Secondly, we believe that there are even fewer theoretical reasons to suppose that politicians 

elected at the local level would have enough influence to fundamentally eradicate corruption 

and partiality in government. In order to address potential endogeneity problem in our 

analysis we would, ideally, need time-series data on both women’s representation and 

regional governance. As this data does not exist, we have tried our best to measure our 

dependent variable temporally after the data on quality of government, the EQI. We are 

therefore humble with our claims and do not attempt to end any debate on causality between 

gender and corruption. However, we still believe that providing a robust result of correlation 

in this cross-regional sample is a substantial contribution in itself. We also argue that we do 

not have a potential problem of spurious relationships in our model. As mentioned, Sung 

(2003) proposes that the correlation between corruption and women’s representation across 

nations is produced by “liberal democracy.” Besides analyzing only countries that are 
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 Information retrieved from The Quota Project http://www.quotaproject.org/uid/countryview  
460

 We use the impute Freedom House/Polity score, available from the QoG Dataset (Teorell et al. 2013).    
461

 The data was generously made available from the data used by Charron et al. (2013) and originated from the 

official figures reported to the Eurostat database. 

http://www.quotaproject.org/uid/countryview
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declared “free” in the Freedom House Index and classified as “democracies” in the Polity IV 

score
462

, we also control for the degree of democracy in our model.  

Method 

To gauge the effect of quality of government on our dependent variable we firstly analyze the 

bivariate relationship between the proportion of elected women and the EQI factor. Secondly, 

we proceed to build a multi-level model. We have two regional-level covariates (GDP per 

capita and educational attainment) and six national-level factors (the electoral system type, 

female labor force participation, legislative gender quotas on the subnational level, voluntary 

party quotas, degrees of democracy and if a country belongs to Eastern Europe). Having data 

structured across two different geographical stages we deem hierarchical linear modeling 

(HLM) to be the appropriate method (Goldstein 2010).
463

 In our multi-level model 167 

European regions are nested within 18 countries.  

As discussed recently by Stegmueller (2013), studies in comparative political research often 

face the problem of analyzing a small numbers of countries using multi-level analysis. The 

recommendations from the literature on what is the minimum number of countries for this 

method have also varied quite widely (see Hox et al. 2012). Since we do not model cross-

level interactions in our analysis we believe that we limit the relative bias of effect estimates 

of the macro level variables on level one observations and hence regard our method 

appropriate. We have also run a model using OLS-regression with robust standard errors 

clustered around countries and find similar results as reported below regarding the impact of 

the quality of government variable (available from the authors upon request). 

For summary statistics of the variables included in the model, see Appendix 1. It should be 

noted that the dependent variable we analyze below is the one where we included 18 

countries, and thus also the two countries (Slovakia and Romania) that admittedly are a bit 

differently measured. Our rationale for this is based on thorough analysis and several tests to 

ensure that these two countries do not significantly alter our results. We have run the same 

model using a slightly altered dependent variable (having only one of these countries or none 

of them) and basically find the same results as reported below. This further strengthens our 

belief that the same process of corruption and partiality that affects the recruitment of women 

is present in both county councils and municipal councils.
464

  

Results 

Studying the distribution of our dependent variable we can conclude that there is a large 

variance in the share of locally elected women between countries, but more importantly, also 

                                                           
462

 See www.freedomhouse.org/ and http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/polity4.htm  
463

 Using a linear model to estimate the predictors of the percentage of elected women is standard in this 

literature (see e.g. Smith et al. 2012). 
464

 The literature on women’s representation sometimes notes that the Nordic countries are difficult to compare 

with other settings (Rosenbluth et al. 2006). We see no problem with including the regions of Denmark and 

Sweden in this analysis. Constituting 5 per cent of our sample they do not drive our results to any significant 

extent. 

http://www.freedomhouse.org/
http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/polity4.htm
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within the nations in this study. The difference between the regions with the lowest and the 

highest share of women exceeds 10% in a majority of the countries in our sample. The 

variance in the share of locally elected female councilors is graphically illustrated in Figure 1.  

Figure 1. Locally elected female councilors in the European regions (percent)  

 
 Comments: For the exact share of elected women for each region, see the Appendix 3. 

In Denmark, for example, the region of Syddanmark has an average of 28% women in their 

local assemblies, compared to 39% in Hovedstaden. In Greece, the 12% female share of the 

councilors in the region of Kentriki Ellada stands in contrast to the region of Attica and its 

mean proportion of 24%. In Italy, too, this difference is clearly visible. While the councils in 

Emilia-Romagna comprise 28% women on average, those in the region of Campania are 

made up of only 10% women. The numerical distribution of the share of locally elected 

women in each country is illustrated in Figure 2. The detailed figures for each region are 

listed in Appendix 5. 
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Figure 2. Distribution of female councilors (percentage) in the regions of each country 

 

We now proceed to analyze the determinants of this observed variance. From the scatter plot 

in Figure 3 it is evident that we have a strong bivariate relationship between regional quality 

of government and the average proportion of locally elected women in these entities. This 

relationship is positive and based on this first analysis it is apparent that the regions with less 

partiality, corruption and ineffectiveness tend to be the ones with a higher share of female 

councilors. Within some countries this can be seen clearly. In Greece and Italy, for instance, 

we generally find that the regions with the worst EQI score are the ones with the lowest 

presence of women. Sweden, on the other hand, shows little variation in either of the two 

main variables across regions, but shows that low levels of corruption and partiality within 

government and a high presence of locally elected women correlate. However, in order to 

complement this picture with even more robust results we proceed to report findings from the 

multivariate model. 
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Figure 3. Bivariate relationship: female councilors and quality of government 

 

Our multivariate HLM analysis basically confirms the findings that regional quality of 

government has a substantially strong effect on women’s representation in the European 

regions. As evident in model 2 of Table 2, when only the effect from EQI is reported, this 

relationship is positive and significant at the 99.9 per cent level. When our regional-level and 

national-level control variables are introduced this effect is slightly decreased, but still strong. 

In our full analysis, model 4 of Table 2, we still observe positive and significant coefficients 

from EQI on our dependent variable, when all our independent variables are taken into 

account. More specifically, the size of the coefficient indicate that a one-point increase in 

regional governance would predict an increase of approximately 2.3 higher percent of female 

councilors on average. Taking our country-level variations into account, we can also see that 

our model explains a large share of the variance within countries. 
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Table 2. Predicting the share of elected women: Results from the HLM analysis  

Fixed Intercept 

27.454*** 

(1.818) 

27.441*** 

(1.515) 

-77.328 

(64.235) 

-131.535 

(87.257) 

EQI  

3.284*** 

(0.693) 

 2.873*** 

(0.747) 

 2.303*** 

(0.712) 

Education   

0.004 

(0.084) 

-0.091 

(0.117) 

Logged GDP per capita    

    5.086*** 

(1.625) 

  7. 798*** 

(1.673) 

Party quota   

3.554 

(6.826) 

9.654 

(9.963) 

Subnational legislative quota   

13.436 

(8.148) 

21.820 

(11.373) 

List PR election system   

-2.305 

(7.941) 

-8.981 

(11.628) 

TRS election system   

-9.175 

(13.927) 

-23.845 

(19.500) 

MMP election system   

-2.551 

(8.762) 

-10.253 

(12.624) 

Female labor force 

participation   

96.484 

(62.363) 

141.259 

(89.067) 

 

Level of democracy   

-2.890 

(5.992) 

-4.175 

(8.000) 

 

Eastern Europe    

10.982 

(5.840) 

25.826*** 

(7.976) 

Random intercept 

7.528 

(1.365) 

6.224 

(1.153) 

 7.019  

(1.767) 

8.628 

(5.630) 

Model for log GDP/c slope    

0.000 

(0.000) 

Model for education slope    

0.310 

(0.104) 

Log likelihood -502.1402   -491.3139    -457.9795  -455.10864    

AIC 1010.28 990.6278   943.9589 942.2173   

BIC 1019.634 1003.1 987.6109 992.1052 

Observations 167 167 167 167 

Number of countries 18 18 18 18 

Comments: The three dummy variables for election system have the fourth dummy, for countries with a First 

Past The Post election system, as a reference category. Standard errors are presented in parentheses. *** = 

p<0.001, ** = p<0.01, * = p<0.05. 

The statistics reported in Table 2 indicate that our full model indeed has a good fit and 

explains a substantial part of the variance in the proportion of locally elected women in the 

European regions. The control variables show surprisingly few significant effects, but most of 

them have the anticipated sign of direction. Notably, GDP per capita have a positive and 

significant effect. As of no surprise to the literature on gender and politics, the prosperity of 

regions is an important determinant for the share of female representatives. Also, it should be 
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noted that the main findings remain robust if we exclude the Romanian and Slovakian regions 

from this analysis.  

Conclusion 

In this study we have analyzed a novel dataset on the proportion of locally elected female 

councilors in Europe. As such, this article is one of the first to study the variance of women’s 

local political representation within countries in a comparative perspective. Our findings 

suggest that regional governance quality exert a substantial influence on women’s local 

political representation in the European regions. This research design allows us to hold 

national-level factors constant that have argued to be of importance for women’s 

representation. Thus, we are able to observe an impact from quality of government with larger 

certainty than studies focusing on comparing nations. In this sense we specifically contribute 

to the debate on gender and corruption. Sung (2003, 718) observes that “gender equality and 

government accountability are both great achievements of modern liberal democracy” and 

thus downplays the possible effect of government quality on women’s representation. In 

earlier literature on country comparisons, such reasoning is difficult to question. However, 

studying female representation at the subnational level, we can challenge this assertion. If 

Sung was right, then we should not observe such a wide variance of elected women within the 

regions in the countries we study. Controlling for a range of determinants of women’s 

representation, our model still indicate a significant and substantially important impact from 

our regional measure of quality of government.   

In our empirical test we rely on cross-sectional data and therefore need to remain careful 

when making inferences. Although we do not claim to propose a final answer to the debate of 

causality between the representation of women and levels of corruption, our findings clearly 

advance this field of research. For future empirical research it would be worthwhile to study 

how this relationship holds in a time-series analysis at the subnational level. This would of 

course require a continuous effort, as regional data on governance and women’s local 

representation currently is limited. The test performed in this article constitutes for now a 

significant contribution, and we urge other scholars to continue this conversation.   

We contribute to the discussion within gender and politics focusing on the interplay between 

informal and formal institutions in order to understand women’s descriptive representation. 

We argue that, as factors such as corruption and bad governance affect the proportion of 

elected women, hindrances to women’s political representation are not eliminated by the 

reformation of formal institutions alone. Political parties need to do deep commitments and 

reflect on “standard operating procedures” in order to reach gender equality. As Kenny (2013) 

have shown, the overhaul of informal and masculinist networks within parties in the selection 

process to political seats is a process in need of a more thorough understanding. We hope that 

the discussion of informal institutions and norms within political parties will be informed in 

the future by taking into account the role of shadowy arrangements. Finally, we would like go 

back to the study by Cheng and Tavits (2011) demonstrating that women candidates are more 

likely to be nominated when the gatekeeper is a woman. It would be relevant to study whether 
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the presence of female gatekeepers is a proxy for a “clean” system or whether it is possible to 

separate the effects of each factor.  
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Appendix 

 

Appendix 1. Summary statistics for the variables in the model 

Variable Observations Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Share 167 27.60246 8.252306 10.04  44.5565 

EQI 167   -0.0011182   1.016937 -2.87937   1.74988 

Gdp 167 9.853323 0.6516282 7.953688  11.00957 

Edu 167 22.39371 8.044362  7.6  42.9 

fem_lab 167 0.7588922 0.0621198 0.634   0.875 

Democracy 167 9.784588 0.3169401 8.92 10 

Listpr 167 0.6347305   0.4829538 0 1 

Trs 167 0.1317365 0.3392213 0 1 

Mmp 167 0.1616766   0.3692612   0 1 

Fptp 167 0.0718563   0.2590265  0 1 

quota_subnat 167 0.5329341  0.5004147 0 1 

quota_party 167 0.7784431   0.4165434 0 1 

Eastern Erope 167 0.2647059 0.4424798 0 1 
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Appendix 2.  Sources from which data was collected 

Country Sources 

France Dr. Aurelia Troupel, Faculté de Droit et de Science Politique 

Germany Statistisches Bundesamt, Statistischer Informationsservice and Landesbetrieb für 

Statistik und Kommunikationstechnologie Niedersachsen 

Italy The Ministry of Interior 

Spain The Ministry of Interior 

UK The UK Local Government Association, the Welsch Local Government Association, 

the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities, the Local Government Staff 

Commission in Belfast 

Hungary The Election Information Service at the National Election Office of Hungary 

Czech 

Republic 

The Information Services Unit of the Headquarters of the Czech Statistical Office 

Slovakia The International Relations Department, Association of Towns and Communities of 

Slovakia 

Portugal The Directorate of Legal Services and Electoral Studies of the Direcção Geral de 

Administração Interna 

Romania Respective regional authorities’ websites 

Sweden The unit for Democracy Statistics of Statistics Sweden 

Denmark The Danish statistical yearbook 2011 

Belgium The Information Centre of the Brussels Region, the Agentschap voor Binnenlands 

Bestuur, and the Union des Villes et Communes de Wallonie.    

Austria The Verbindungsstelle der Bundesländer and additional regional authorities 

Netherland

s 

The Dutch Institute for Public Administration 

Poland The National Electoral commission 

Bulgaria The Central Election Commission of Bulgaria 

Greece The Ministry of Interior 
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Appendix 3. Responsibilities of local councils across 18 countries 
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France 

(county) 

  x x    x x x         x 

Germany x  x x x   x      x   x  x 

Italy   x x    x  x    x     x 

Spain x x  x x x  x  x    x      

UK x x x x x x  x x x       x   

Hungary x  x x x x  x x x    x   x   

Czech 

Republic 

x x x x x x   x    x  x x x   

Slovakia x  x x x x x x x x       x   

Portugal    x x  x x x x    x   x   

Romania 

(County) 

x  x x x x x  x x      x   x 

Sweden x x  x x  x x x x x x     x  x 

Denmark   x  x   x x x  x x     x x 

Belgium x x x x x   x  x x x x       

Austria x x x x x x x x            

Netherlan  x x x  x x x x   x   x  x   
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ds 

Poland    x  x  x x x       x   

Bulgaria x   x x  x x x x    x x     

Greece   x x  x x  x x          

Comments: This information was retrieved from a comparison of municipal responsibilities across Europe 

performed by the The Council of European Municipalities and Regions [www.ccre.org/en/membres/]. 
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Appendix 4. The variance in Quality of Government in the European regions  
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Appendix 5. The share of locally elected women in the European regions  

 

SE3 44.6 

SE1 44.4 

ES30 42.5 

ES21 42.4 

FR10 42 

DE3 41.9 

ES43 41.9 

ES23 41.6 

ES42 41.5 

BE1 41.5 

ES61 41.2 

SE2 40.9 

ES62 40.9 

ES53 40.7 

ES52 40.5 

ES22 40.4 

ES41 39.8 

FR82 39 

DE5 38.8 

DK01 38.6 

ES13 38.6 

ES12 38.2 

ES11 37.9 

ES24 37.9 

ES51 37.1 

FR51 37 

FR71 37 

FR52 37 

UKI 36.4 

BE2 36.1 

AT13 35 

FR24 36 

FR53 36 

FR81 36 

FR61 35 

BE3 34.9 

PT17 34.4 

FR63 34 

FR30 34 

FR23 34 

UKE 33.8 

FR72 33 

FR26 33 

DE7 33 

PT15 32.9 

PL61 32.8 

DE6 32.7 

FR25 32 

FR62 32 

PT20 31.7 

UKC 31.4 

DK04 31.2 

FR22 31 

FR42 31 

UKD 30.8 

PT30 30.8 

PT18 30.8 

UKK 30.7 

UKH 30.6 

DK02 30.5 

UKJ 30 

FR41 30 

PL51 29.7 

DEF 29.5 

CZ02 29.4 

HU2 29.2 

PL42 29.2 

FR83 29 

FR43 29 

FR21 29 

DEA 28.8 

HU3 28. 8 

PL62 28.7 

BG34 28.6 

DK03 28.5 

ITD5 28.2 

UKG 28.1 

PT16 27.7 

PL43 27.5 

CZ05 27.5 

CZ08 27.2 

NL1 27 

CZ07 26.6 

DEB 26.5 

AT12 26.2 

AT22 26.2 

PL11 26.2 

DK05 26 

DE4 26 

PL12 25.9 

PL63 25.8 

HU1 25.8 

NL3 25.7 

BG41 25.7 

BG31 25.6 

UKF 25.6 

PL52 25.6 

BG33 25.5 

DE2 25.2 

PL22 25 

DE8 24.8 

PT11 24.7 

NL2 24.4 

GR3 24.3 

BG32 24.3 

UKM 24.0 

CZ04 24 

ITD2 23.9 

ITC2 23.9 

ITE1 23.9 

CZ03 23.7 

SK03 23.6 

UKN 23.5 

UKL 23.5 

DEG 23.3 

CZ06 23.2 

ITC1 23.0 

SK02 22.8 

DE9 22.6 

ITE3 22.5 

ITC4 22.3 

CZ01 22.2 

PL41 22.1 

BG42 22.1 

ITG2 21.9 

PL21 21.8 

NL4 21.7 

AT21 21.6 

AT32 21.5 

ITE2 21.4 

PL33 21.2 

ITC3 21.0 

AT34 20.7 

SK04 20.5 

PL31 20.4 

PL34 20.3 

AT33 20.2 

ITD4 20.1 

DEC 20 

DEE 19.3 

AT11 19.3 

DED 19.2 

ITD3 19.1 

SK01 19.1 

AT31 18.9 

DE1 18.7 

RO31 18.5 

PL32 17.5 

RO22 16.8 

ITF1 16.0 

GR4 15.7 

ITF5 15.4 

ITF2 15.4 

RO41 15.2 

ITE4 14.8 

RO11 14.6 

GR1 13.9 

ITF6 13.1 

RO21 12.6 

ITG1 12.4 

GR2 12.3 

ITF4 12.3 

RO42 12.2 

RO32 10.7 

RO12 10.4 

ITF3 10.1 
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ANTICORRP is a large-scale research project funded by the European Commission’s Seventh 

Framework Programme. The full name of the project is “Anti-corruption Policies Revisited: 

Global Trends and European Responses to the Challenge of Corruption”. The project started in 

March 2012 and will last for five years. The research is conducted by 20 research groups in 

fifteen countries. 

 

The fundamental purpose of ANTICORRP is to investigate and explain the factors that 

promote or hinder the development of effective anti-corruption policies and impartial 

government institutions. A central issue is how policy responses can be tailored to deal 

effectively with various forms of corruption. Through this approach ANTICORRP seeks to 

advance the knowledge on how corruption can be curbed in Europe and elsewhere. Special 

emphasis is laid on the agency of different state and non-state actors to contribute to building 

good governance. 

 

 

Project acronym: ANTICORRP 

Project full title: Anti-corruption Policies Revisited: Global Trends and European Responses 

to the Challenge of Corruption 

Project duration: March 2012 – February 2017 
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