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Abstract
The literature studying citizen responses to exposed political corruption is rapidly growing. 
While some studies explore how information credibility and group identities can reduce the 
electoral impact of the exposure of corruption, this article addresses different mechanisms for 
weak electoral accountability for corruption: candidate competence in public works provision and 
corruption prevalence. It uses a vignette experiment embedded in a national survey in Peru to 
isolate the causal effect of political corruption on electoral support. The results suggest that even 
types of corruption with side benefits would be harshly punished when attributed to incompetent 
politicians. They also indicate that while voters punish corruption more leniently when a candidate 
is competent, they respond negatively to corruption regardless of the prevalence of corruption, 
which casts doubt on the idea that voters in highly corrupt environments are acceptant of 
corruption.
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Introduction

A rapidly growing literature on citizen responses to corruption has advanced our under-
standing about how information credibility and group identities can reduce the electoral 
impact of the exposure of corruption (Anduiza et al., 2013; Chong et al., 2015; Weitz-
Shapiro and Winters, 2017). In comparison, we know less about how some contextual 
conditions undermine informed voters’ ability to punish corrupt candidates. While we 
know that economic gains are one prominent factor explaining why voters sometimes 
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overlook corruption (Fernández-Vázquez et al., 2016; Manzetti and Wilson, 2007; Rosas 
and Manzetti, 2015; Zechmeister and Zizumbo-Colunga, 2013), we are still unclear about 
the nuances of the relationship between corruption accusations and candidate competence 
in public works provision. Empirical studies on the corruption-competence trade-off use 
different causal logics to explain why economic welfare leads voters to put up with cor-
ruption. Moreover, our existing knowledge about the trading of corruption for economic 
well-being has not yet offered guidance about how this exchange plays out in highly cor-
rupt environments. Cross-national studies suggest that the normalization of bribery might 
increase tolerance to corruption, but we need new studies to shed light on whether wide-
spread corruption does in fact translate into electoral impunity for politicians suspected of 
corrupt behavior.

This article makes several contributions that advance our understanding of the micro-
foundations of political accountability for corruption. First, in order to understand the dis-
crepancies in the empirical literature on corruption, this article theoretically distinguishes 
between different ways in which economic well-being drives voters’ tolerance of corrup-
tion. The exciting empirical literature about the long-standing idea that tolerance of cor-
ruption is a function of the material benefits that voters associate with corrupt politicians 
has produced mixed evidence. While some studies have found that economic side benefits 
could help protect corrupt politicians from electoral penalties (Klašnja and Tucker, 2013; 
Zechmeister and Zizumbo-Colunga, 2013), other research reach different or even oppos-
ing conclusions (Esaiasson and Muñoz, 2014; Winters and Weitz-Shapiro, 2013).

The present article builds on the literature’s disagreement and analyzes the relation-
ship between corruption and economic welfare with additional nuance. I focus on the 
specific ways in which economic well-being drives voters’ tolerance of corruption. One 
version of the link that is often found in the trade-off literature suggests that certain types 
of corruption bring side benefits that would render corruption innocuous to voters. 
Instead, another version of the link, less often found in the experimental literature, would 
argue that economic performance induces voters to evaluate corruption of competent 
politicians in a fundamentally different way from that of incompetent ones. This is an 
important theoretical distinction between two trade-off accounts, one based on corrup-
tion types and another based on candidate types. This subtle distinction matters because 
if voters are more lenient with corrupt candidates who are competent, even types of cor-
ruption that carry side benefits will be harshly punished when attributed to incompetent 
politicians.

A second important contribution of the present article is to contrast the trade-off 
explanation to another more explicitly related to the social context in which corruption 
information is disseminated: perceptions of widespread corruption. Existing cross-
national studies showed that voters sometimes overlook corruption to preserve economic 
well-being in highly corrupt environments, but they did not test the normalization mech-
anism directly (the process by which the normalization of bribery reduces electoral 
accountability for corruption). Therefore, this article separates the trade-off effect from 
the “they are all corrupt” effect by manipulating voters’ expectations of corruption and 
leveraging within-country variation of corruption perceptions. In particular, the article 
assesses a normalization mechanism through an experimental design that allows for the 
measurement of voter responses to corruption under different but comparable corruption 
level settings.

Finally, this article sheds light on the politics of electoral impunity for corruption in an 
understudied country, Peru, a low-middle income nation with a long history of corruption 
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and weak rule of law (Quiroz, 2008). Like other young democracies, this developing 
country has enacted reforms aiming at increasing government transparency and strength-
ening political institutions, but these reforms have been implemented unevenly (Levistsky, 
2013; Vergara and Watanabe, 2016). More importantly, although corruption has become 
one of the most critical problems for Peruvians in recent years, corruption concerns vary 
considerably across the country. Only a handful of regions see corruption as the top politi-
cal concern, while the rest are primarily worried about the more pressing matters of crime 
and unemployment.

The article will proceed as follows. First, I review the existing literature on the interac-
tion between corruption, competence, and voting. Second, I discuss the existing literature 
suggesting the voters’ expectations of corruption might be driving the limits of electoral 
accountably. Third, I describe the survey experiment I designed for Peru and compare it 
to other candidate vignettes in corruption experiments. The fourth section presents the 
results of the experimental study. The final section discusses some of the key implications 
of the findings and concludes.

Corruption, Competence, and Voting

In spite of the prevailing view that elected officials who are charged with wrongdoings 
are able to hold on to office or retain popular support, recent experimental studies find 
that exposing corruption can help prevent the persistence of dishonest officials in gov-
ernment (Banerjee et  al., 2010; Bobonis et  al., 2010; Ferraz and Finan, 2008). This 
divergence has renewed the interest in understanding precisely how and when voters 
use corruption evidence to inform their candidate evaluations and decide their vote (for 
good reviews of this literature see De Sousa and Moriconi (2013) and De Vries and 
Solaz (2017)).

An important strand of this emerging literature focuses on information credibility and 
group identities. For example, some experimental studies show that the effect of exposing 
corruption depends on the severity of the malfeasance (Chong et al., 2015) and on the 
credibility of the sources of information (Botero et al., 2015, 2017; Weitz-Shapiro and 
Winters, 2017). Moreover, other noteworthy studies show that voters are more likely to 
overlook corruption cases that affect their own party, their own ethnic group, or male poli-
ticians (Anduiza et al., 2013; Banerjee and Pande, 2009; Barnes et al., 2017).

In contrast, another strand of the literature focuses on how certain contextual and insti-
tutional factors may influence voter responses to exposed corruption. For instance, they 
focus on the role that features of proportional representation (PR) electoral systems play 
on creating incentives for corrupt rent-seeking and on reducing opportunities for monitor-
ing, which has inspired a debate about whether electoral rules, and which features, can 
serve as constrains on corruption or not (Chang, 2005; Chang and Golden, 2007; Kunicová 
and Rose-Ackerman, 2005). Party composition of government has also motivated impor-
tant studies that point out that citizens vote corrupt incumbents out of office more often 
under unified government than under divided government (Schwindt-Bayer and Tavits, 
2016; Tavits, 2007). Similarly, good economic performance is believed to protect corrupt 
governments from public disapproval (Zechmeister and Zizumbo-Colunga, 2013), but 
our understanding of why and how these political contexts are more (or less) conducive 
to electoral accountability for corruption is still incomplete.

Among the contextual factors that may influence the decision to punish a corrupt can-
didate, the economy is one of the most prominent (Manzetti and Wilson, 2007; Rosas and 
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Manzetti, 2015; Zechmeister and Zizumbo-Colunga, 2013). Several studies suggest that 
tolerance of corruption is a function of economic gains voters associate with corrupt poli-
ticians, but those studies reach divergent conclusions. For example, some experimental 
studies find support for the idea that citizens are pragmatic with regards to corruption, 
showing that they would tolerate corruption as long as the state of the economy was good 
(Klašnja et al., 2017; Klašnja and Tucker, 2013). Similarly, other studies show that cor-
ruption cases that ensure jobs, service delivery, or other economic gains are less severely 
punished than those that do not (Botero et al., 2017; Klašnja et al., 2017; Konstantinidis 
and Xezonakis, 2013). However, still other studies find no support for the “tradeoff 
hypothesis,” showing that voters are unlikely to support a corrupt politician even if this 
politician delivered public goods (Winters and Weitz-Shapiro, 2013) or that competent 
politicians will in fact pay higher costs for corruption than incompetent ones (Esaiasson 
and Muñoz, 2014). How can we reconcile these diverging findings?

Trade-off Hypothesis: Two Different Accounts

One step toward making sense of the mixed evidence is to consider the channels through 
which economic benefits might motivate voting for a corrupt politician. A standard 
account of the trade-off hypothesis attributes tolerance of corruption to differences in cor-
ruption types because certain corruption practices may bring side benefits that would 
render corruption acceptable. Demanding bribes in exchange for public contracts, for 
example, could be seen as less reprehensible than receiving illegal campaign donations 
from large corporations. The first type of corruption would produce identifiable side ben-
efits such as jobs and services, whereas the second type would be obscure about how the 
average voter might benefit from it and would reveal instead a corrupt leader gaining 
undue political advantage. While all types of corruption involve some form of private 
gain from public office, only some types of corruption have evident welfare consequences 
for the electorate (Fernández-Vázquez et al., 2016).1

The notion that voters deem some corruption types more acceptable than others is 
consistent with the long-standing idea that voters might reward corruption if they mate-
rially benefited from it (Rundquist et al., 1977). Several empirical studies have exam-
ined this interpretation of the trade-off hypothesis based on corruption types. For 
example, Klašnja et al. (2017) finds that corruption that brings construction jobs is pun-
ished less harshly than corruption that does not. Botero et al. (2017) finds that corrupt 
behavior described as clientelism would cost candidates less than corrupt behavior that 
is mainly seen as private enrichment.2 Nonexperimental studies also highlight the role of 
welfare consequences of certain corruption types. Fernández-Vázquez et al. (2016) for 
instance finds that welfare-enhancing types of corruption are less detrimental to elec-
toral success than welfare-reducing types. That is, citizens see some forms of offenses as 
less reprehensible when they have the potential to improve the material well-being of 
their communities. 

However, another plausible instance of the relationship between economic gains and 
corruption would be one in which voters overlook corruption because the allegedly cor-
rupt politician can sometimes be seen as a competent representative as well. By focusing 
on candidate type rather than on corruption type, this second interpretation of the trade-
off hypothesis allows us to separate the acceptability that certain corruption practices 
carry from the economic benefit that voters may associate with certain politicians. This 
distinction is important, because while corruption might bring side benefits, it is still 
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possible that some corrupt mayors were less successful at revitalizing the economy than 
others. An important implication is that clientelistic politicians would still be punished if 
they performed worse than their non-clientelistic peers. That is, among candidates who 
are accused of comparable dishonest behavior, some politicians could be more effective 
in approving advantageous policies and programs than others. Good economic perfor-
mance, therefore, would indicate that this authority figure is well-suited for the job, moti-
vating voters to evaluate corruption qualitatively differently among competent politicians 
than among incompetent ones.

Noticing the subtle difference between two types of channels through which economic 
benefit shields corrupt politicians (corruption type or candidate type) is particularly rele-
vant for the study of accountability in contexts of uninstitutionalized party systems, in 
which partisanship is generally weak and non-programmatic linkages dominate (Kitschelt, 
2000; Roberts, 2013). When voters cannot rely on party or policy cues to make judgments 
about electoral choices, they may find signals of quality in candidates’ revealed attributes. 
Candidate type becomes a very important piece of information to guide voting. In fact, 
candidate type can be such a strong signal that it may motivate voters to overlook corrup-
tion evidence. Indicators of candidate competency and efficiency would, therefore, assist 
voters in better evaluating a candidate’s fitness for office and electing highly skilled poli-
ticians. While acknowledging the importance of previous findings that voters are indeed 
less likely to disapprove of corruption types that carry side benefits, this article examines 
another mechanism for the rouba mas faz (“he steals but gets things done”)3 based on 
candidate type: the role of a candidate’s reputation of being an efficient public manager. 
We should expect to see that citizens punish corruption less harshly in a competent can-
didate who has shown the ability to deliver collective benefits while in office than in an 
incompetent candidate.

The understanding of this theoretical nuance, which is often overlooked in studies of 
the corruption-competence trade-off, has important consequences for the experimental 
design. Ideally, we would design an experiment that holds the type of corruption constant, 
thereby allowing us to test how candidate competence has a distinct effect on citizens’ 
responses to an identical type of corrupt behavior. With a few exceptions (Esaiasson and 
Muñoz, 2014; Winters and Weitz-Shapiro, 2013), research on the trade-off hypothesis has 
mostly examined the failure of political accountability as a result of voters’ acceptance of 
certain corrupt acts. Here, I propose to examine it as result of the value that voters assign 
to candidate competence traits. Again, this focus on candidate type is theoretically rele-
vant because, even if corruption brought side benefits, voters would still punish it if cor-
ruption came from incompetent politicians. As a result, clientelistic candidates, or 
candidates engaging in welfare-enhancing types of corruption, might still receive elec-
toral penalties if they lacked a good track record.4

Hypothesis 1a. The electoral penalty for corruption is smaller for politicians who are 
competent in delivering public works than for those who are incompetent in delivering 
public works.

Another step toward making sense of the mixed evidence in previous work is to con-
sider the type of economic gains for which the literature has suggested that voters might 
reward competent authorities. Performance associated with these gains has ranged from 
competence in promoting local economic development (Klašnja and Tucker, 2013) to 
competence in delivering selective goods such as public works or patronage jobs (Klašnja 
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et al., 2017; Winters and Weitz-Shapiro, 2013).5 While subnational authorities often claim 
credit for infrastructure projects that have the potential to directly impact the material 
well-being of constituents, public works provision is particularly susceptible to corrup-
tion (Kenny, 2009; Locatelli et al., 2017). The public procurement system is often plagued 
with secretive arrangements between public officials and construction contractors. In 
fact, the central actor in one of the largest recent corruption scandals in Latin America is 
the international giant Odebrecht, a construction company that has admitted to paying 
some $800 million in bribes to public officials across the region. If politicians competent 
in public works provision were generally perceived as lacking integrity, this perception 
could be one of the reasons why some studies did not find support for an explicit exchange 
of corruption for public works. It is possible that if a community receives outstanding 
public works provision under an authority accused of taking bribes, citizens might take 
competence as a sign of greater opportunities for corruption.6 This discussion yields the 
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1b. The electoral penalty for corruption is larger for politicians who are 
competent in delivering public works than for those who are incompetent in delivering 
public works.

Why Should Widespread Corruption Matter?

Another explanation for the mixed evidence in favor of the explicit exchange idea would 
be that voters condone corruption in competent politicians in part because they expect 
corruption to be generally widespread among the political elite. In high corruption envi-
ronments, the comparative disadvantage of a corrupt candidate would be underestimated 
because of the large probability that other electoral alternatives would also be corrupt 
(Pavão, 2018) and because of the prospect that any honest candidate would not remain 
upstanding for a long time (Bauhr and Charron, 2018). Therefore, when voters’ prior 
expectations are that corruption is a normalized practice, new information about one offi-
cial’s honest or dishonest behavior might be overlooked. In other words, we should expect 
that corruption information would not affect voting behavior uniformly across popula-
tions with different prior beliefs about corruption (Arias et al., 2016).

The literature has paid attention to the impact of social norms on the likelihood that 
individuals would engage in bribing (Corbacho et al., 2016), but there is less systematic 
evidence regarding how beliefs about societal corruption may affect citizens’ readiness to 
punish it in the electoral arena. In a cross-national study, Klašnja and Tucker (2013) indi-
rectly attribute differences in voters’ attitudes toward corrupt but efficient governments to 
country levels of widespread corruption. Similarly, Pavão (2018) finds that prompting 
individuals to think that corruption is very high in their country makes them more tolerant 
of political corruption.

Putting together these studies, the emerging evidence suggests that the environmen-
tal degree of corruption affects citizens’ electoral reactions to new cases of corruption. 
Voters would overlook corruption accusations when they perceived that the practice of 
corruption was so widespread that all candidates were likely to be corrupt or that throw-
ing one rascal out would do little to reduce the normalization of corruption in society. 
The present article, therefore, extends the proposition that prior beliefs about societal 
levels of corruption matter for tolerance of corrupt acts (Cameron et al., 2009; Pavão, 
2018), to the study of how the pervasiveness of corruption in society influences the 
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individual decision to electorally punish corrupt acts of officeholders. This discussion 
yields the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2a. The electoral penalty for corruption is smaller when a voter expects 
corruption to be prevalent than when a voter expects corruption to be limited.

However, there are several reasons to doubt that widespread corruption should neces-
sarily undermine electoral accountability. The reasoning behind the idea that the normali-
zation of corruption makes citizens indifferent to corrupt politicians is incomplete. First, 
it is not clear that the acceptance of bribing as a normalized practice should readily trans-
late into tolerance of corrupt politicians. Citizens who expect a large proportion of politi-
cians to be involved in corrupt dealings may place high value on candidates’ integrity 
credentials. Second, recurrent exposure to political corruption, may make the issue of 
corruption an important national problem and lead voters to use a politician’s record of 
corruption to evaluate which politician is in fact able to enact anticorruption policies. 
Therefore, rather than losing all hope of finding clean candidates, citizens would actively 
search for and reward them.

Finally, some of the claims about the irrelevance of corruption in settings of wide-
spread corruption seem to be out of sync with contemporary affairs. A recent wave of citi-
zen upheaval and public denunciation of corruption in Latin America indicates that people 
are in fact willing to speak out against corruption (Avenburg, 2017). Moreover, the emer-
gence of parties using anti-corruption rhetoric in countries with high levels of corruption, 
especially in southern and eastern Europe (Polk et al., 2017), also casts doubt on the idea 
that voters in these settings are pardoning of corrupt politicians. Recent electoral results 
in highly corrupt countries also show that candidates from the right and the left of the 
ideological spectrum (e.g. Jair Bolsanaro in Brazil or Manuel Lopez Obrador in Mexico) 
are successful in using the rhetoric of cleaning up politics of corruption.

Hypothesis 2b. The electoral penalty for corruption is not smaller when a voter expects 
corruption to be prevalent than when a voter expects corruption to be limited.

Experimental Design

This study uses a candidate vignette to randomize the information about not only a hypo-
thetical candidate’s corrupt record but also their competence in delivering public works 
and their district’s level of corruption. Similar factorial designs have been used in other 
survey experiments of corruption as a way to test multiple hypotheses by randomly modi-
fying components of a vignette (Hainmueller et al., 2013). The vignette was embedded in 
a nationally representative survey in Peru and fielded during a 3-week period from 2 
November 2015 to 23 November 2015 by a local survey firm, Ipsos-Apoyo.7 A sample of 
1308 Peruvians was randomly drawn using a stratified two-stage cluster sampling with 
replacement. The sample was first stratified into 5 regions: Center, North, South, Lima, 
and Amazon. Then, districts were randomly sampled from within each region with 
replacement, and from each district, neighborhoods were randomly sampled. Face-to-
face interviews were conducted using electronic devices to record the data.

The variation of the three experimental factors of interest of two levels each resulted 
in eight vignettes. Respondents were randomly exposed to one of these vignettes and then 
immediately asked to judge the hypothetical politician in the vignette by stating how 
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likely someone like them would cast a vote for this candidate.8 Overall, this experimental 
approach was adopted as an unobtrusive way to measure the socially desirable attitude of 
rejecting a corrupt candidate.9 First, it does not expose a respondent to multiple vignettes 
that would make them aware of the experimental variations. Second, it presents a vignette 
with a rather complex hypothetical candidate that has multiple qualities, making it diffi-
cult for the respondent to notice the key factors manipulated in the vignette. And, finally, 
it asks for the attitudes of a third person, allowing the respondent to answer honestly 
without explicitly stating their preference.10

Holding constant the type of corruption, this vignette varied whether the hypothetical 
candidate was accused of wrongdoings or not. In the corruption condition, therefore, 
respondents were given information that the fictional politician had been criticized for 
receiving bribes in exchange for public contracts, and in the control condition the hypo-
thetical politician had instead been praised for performing these contracts in an honest 
and transparent manner. The type of corruption was receiving bribes for public contracts, 
which, unlike illegal campaign funding or private enrichment, can have positive eco-
nomic consequences for the public (e.g. a concession for a large infrastructure project 
could generate jobs and promote economic development). In the competent condition, 
respondents were exposed to a candidate that had enacted more public works than the 
majority of mayors, whereas in the incompetent condition the candidate had completed 
fewer works than the majority of mayors. Notice that all candidates were described as 
completing some amount of public works for the benefit of their communities, but some 
candidates were outstanding and others were mediocre. Finally, in the prevalent corrup-
tion condition, the former mayor was running for office in a district known for its high 
levels of corruption, and in the limited corruption condition, this district was instead 
known for its low levels of corruption.11

The vignette was the following (Figure 1):
The experimental setting and the wording of the vignette were carefully selected to 

increase success in eliciting honest responses. The Peruvian case helps maximize the 
chances of properly testing the effects of perceptions of widespread corruption as they 
vary greatly within the country, while allowing for realism in the experimentally manipu-
lated contextual conditions. Corruption has become one of the most important concerns 
of Peruvians, but this concern is nevertheless more acute in certain regions than in others. 
In some regions, the percent of respondents who think corruption is “very common” 
among public officials reaches as high as 80%, but in others, corruption is considered 
“very common” only for 20% of respondents (see Figure A3 in appendix).

To ensure the authenticity of the manipulations, which is a major challenge of such 
experiments (Druckman et al., 2011), the language of the vignette was adapted to Peruvian 
politics. By presenting a type of corruption that is frequently seen by Peruvians, such as 

Figure 1.  Vignette.

“Imagine that Juan is a candidate for congress in a region known for its [high/low] levels 
of corruption. An international anticorruption commission has [criticized/praised] Juan for 
performing multiple public contracts in [exchange for bribes amounting to 1 million soles/ an 
honest and transparent manner] during his previous administration as mayor. Also, Juan is 
known because he enacted [more/fewer] works benefiting the population than the majority of 
the mayors in the country. Juan asserts that if he is elected congress member, he will work to 
improve the quality of life in his region."

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/0032321719868210
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taking bribes in exchange for public contracts, I make sure that subjects take the stimulus 
seriously and respond in a meaningful way. Also, by presenting the hypothetical legisla-
tive candidate as a former mayor, I make sure that the public works provision treatment 
is realistic. Moreover, to rule out the possibility that corruption is overlooked due to lack 
of credibility of information presented in the experimental vignette, I hold the source of 
the information constant and attribute the accusation to an international anticorruption 
organization, as a way to guard against less trustworthy national sources (Botero et al., 
2015; Weitz-Shapiro and Winters, 2017).12

In terms of comparability, this design most approximates Winters and Weitz-Shapiro’s 
(2013) survey experiment in Brazil, in which they modify candidate competence while 
holding corruption type constant as bribes in exchange for public contracts. Nevertheless, 
this study differs from their study in some important regards. First, this study explicitly 
tests a nonadditive model of corruption voting, in which a candidate’s competence trait 
influences the way voters punish corruption. While their experiment focuses on the 
important question of whether the benefits of a competent administration can offset the 
cost of corruption, this study’s main focus of attention is rather how the effect of corrup-
tion on vote varies across candidate competence levels. Moreover, this study disentangles 
the effect of public works provision from that of voters’ expectations of corruption in 
government by manipulating the perceived level of prevalence of corruption in the dis-
trict where the hypothetical candidate is running for office.

Finally, the present experiment is different from other studies of corruption in that it 
investigates accountability for a legislative candidate, a case of accountability that has 
been relatively understudied in the recent boom of experimental studies of corruption. 
Having a subnational authority switching to a legislative office instead of retaining the 
same office also serves a way to reduce the overreporting of rejection of a corrupt candi-
date.13 Seeking reelection is so disreputable in the Peruvian context that only 17% of 
district mayors, 10% of provincial mayors, 16% of governors, and 20% of legislators 
were reelected in the last regional and national elections (Aragón and Incio, 2014). 
Furthermore, in addition to carrying a distinct electoral disadvantage, reelection for sub-
national authorities in Peru has recently become an unrealistic political ambition, as term 
limits were enacted in 2015.

Personalistic politics and party system fragmentation also makes Peru an interesting 
case for the study of electoral accountability for corruption. In elections for a seat in the 
national legislature, citizens can vote for up to 2 individual candidates to a seat in the 
single-chamber National Congress of 130 members. The Peruvian territory is divided into 
25 electoral districts with magnitudes ranging from 2 to 36 seats per district. The propor-
tional representation electoral system with open lists translates into several dozens of 
candidates running for a seat in the legislature in each district (up to 200 candidates in 
large magnitude districts like Lima). These candidates often run under party labels that 
convey little meaning in terms of ideological positioning or policy programs. While some 
traditional political parties have survived in Peru, mass partisanship is one of the lowest 
in the region, with only around 15%–20% of citizens identifying with any of the numer-
ous political parties that so often come and go from one election to the other.

Results

The main outcome of interest is the respondent’s willingness to cast a vote in support of 
the hypothetical candidate. I measured this outcome variable using a 1–7 scale of the 
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likelihood that a respondent will opt to vote for the candidate, where 1 is very unlikely 
and 7 very likely.

Table 1 lists the mean values of support under the “corrupt” and “honest” conditions, 
the difference in means, and the corresponding standard errors. It shows that when a 
hypothetical corrupt candidate is contrasted with an honest one, support drops from 3.984 
to 2.805, and this difference is statistically significant (p < 0.01). That is, a corrupt record 
decreases candidate support by 1.178 points on the 1–7 scale.14 To measure the standard-
ized effect size, I divide the average treatment effect of corruption (ATE) by the average 
of the two groups’ standard deviations to reveal that the corruption treatment caused a 
decrease of 0.63 standard deviations. This strong negative effect of corruption suggests 
that when presented with a hypothetical situation, citizens are willing to take notice and 
reject a corrupt official. It confirms the intuition that alleged corrupt behavior has a con-
siderable effect on candidate support, a finding that is consistent with the effect of audits 
found in large-scale field experimental studies (Chong et  al., 2015; Ferraz and Finan, 
2008; Olken, 2007).

Do public works help candidates in cushioning the electoral impact of a corruption 
accusation, or do they harm their electoral bids even further? In support of Hypothesis 1a, 
I find that voters evaluate corruption of competent politicians in a less negative manner 
from that of incompetent ones. Figure 2 displays the heterogeneous impact of corruption 
on electoral support for a hypothetical candidate in the two-candidate competence condi-
tions. The penalty for corruption is 0.378 (p < 0.1) points greater for those politicians 
who fail to deliver public works, as the conditional average treatment effect of corruption 
goes from –0.996 (p < 0.01) in the competent condition to –1.374 (p < 0.01) in the 

Table 1.  The Effect of Corruption on Likelihood of Support (1–7).

Combined Corrupt Honest ATE p-value

Support 3.392 2.805 3.984 1.179 0.00
Standard error (0.11) (0.07) (0.08)  

ATE: average treatment effect.

Figure 2.  Likelihood of Support by Corruption and Candidate Competence in Public Works 
Provision.
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incompetent condition. Even though the difference of corruption effects under the high 
and low competence in public works conditions is only significant at the 90% confidence 
level, this finding provides some evidence in favor of the idea that voters would be more 
lenient toward corrupt politicians who successfully deliver tangible benefits to their 
constituencies.15

A substantive interpretation of the significant reduction in punishment for corruption 
suggests that voters evaluate corruption with a different mind-set when the alleged corrupt 
candidate is a competent politician. This finding runs against Hypothesis 1b that public 
works could increase the electoral costs of corruption by signaling greater government 
involvement in corruption. In contrast to the study in Spain and Sweden (Esaiasson and 
Muñoz, 2014), in which researchers found that corruption is more costly for competent 
politicians than for incompetent ones, competence in public works provision mitigates 
rather than exacerbates the influence of corruption on vote in this Peruvian sample.

Turning our attention to the second hypothesis, are citizens more lenient with an offi-
cial’s wrongdoing when corruption is normalized? To explore the “they are all corrupt” 
hypothesis that corruption is penalized less when it is considered a widespread phenom-
enon, I examine whether the corruption effect is conditional on the level of corruption 
prevalence. Against Hypothesis 2a, I do not find evidence of this relationship. Figure 3 
shows that the electoral punishment is slightly smaller, though not statistically signifi-
cant, for corrupt candidates under the high prevalence of corruption treatment condition 
(–1.139 with p < 0.01) than under the low prevalence of corruption condition (–1.221 
with p < 0.01). Although electoral penalties are on average 1.139 points lower for candi-
dates who run in a low corruption environment than they are for candidates in a high 
corruption environment, I cannot reject the possibility that this difference is not statisti-
cally different from zero. This finding suggests that, although voters do not overlook 
corruption when corruption is widespread, they do not apply a corruption penalty of a 
different magnitude in a context of low prevalence of corruption.

To better understand this null result, I explore whether it is possible that the perception 
of corruption as a widespread phenomenon motivates voters to penalize all candidates, be 
they corrupt or honest. Would voters take cues from the environment and hold all leaders 
accountable for corruption observed in society, including an honest candidate who was not 
accused of any wrongdoing? As expected, I find that upstanding candidates suffer when 

Figure 3.  Likelihood of Support by Corruption Prevalence and Corruption.
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corruption is widespread. In Table 2, the significant average treatment effect of widespread 
corruption suggests that all candidates are negatively affected when corruption is per-
ceived to be high, and the conditional average treatment effects indicate that the honest 
candidates are particularly disfavored by perceptions of widespread corruption. This 
observation is in line with what Chong et al. (2015) found in Mexico about how corruption 
information decreased not only incumbent party support but also challenger party support 
and voter turnout. It also speaks to a broader literature on the demobilizing effects of cor-
ruption (Bowler and Karp, 2004; Carreras and Vera, 2018; Chang, 2005; Kostadinova, 
2009; Sundström and Stockemer, 2015).

I have presented evidence in favor of Hypothesis 1a suggesting that the cost of corrup-
tion is mitigated by the competence of a candidate in delivering public works, but it is 
possible that the trade-off effect is only present in highly corrupt environments. If the 
candidate were instead running in a context where corruption is rare, then the shielding 
effect of competence in delivering economic benefits might turn ineffective. To uncover 
where the trading effect comes from, I calculate the conditional effect of corruption on 
candidate competence at different levels of corruption prevalence. Contrary to my expec-
tation, the trading is not present in the high prevalence of corruption group. Table 3 shows 
the coefficient estimates of electoral support for the respondents in the subgroups of high 

Table 2.  The Effect of Widespread Corruption on Electoral Support (0–100).

Combined Honest Corrupt

Limited corruption 3.50 4.12 2.90
  (0.78) (0.10) (0.10)
Prevalent corruption 3.28 3.85 2.71
  (0.79) (0.11) (0.11)
Difference –0.22** –0.27* –0.19

Standard errors in parentheses.
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

Table 3.  Trading by Prevalence of Corruption.

Variables Combined Full sample Subsample

  Prevalent 
corruption

Limited 
corruption

Prevalent 
corruption

Limited 
corruption

Corruption –1.374*** –1.310*** –1.437*** –1.169*** –1.408***
  (0.148) (0.214) (0.204) (0.330) (0.246)
Competence 0.423** 0.427** 0.426** 0.867** 0.669**
  (0.148) (0.212) (0.206) (0.334) (0.249)
Corruption × 
Competence

0.378* 0.335 0.414 0.204 0.219

  (0.209) (0.301) (0.289) (0.477) (0.357)
Intercept 3.774*** 3.635*** 3.912*** 3.566*** 3.797***
  (0.104) (0.151) (0.144) (0.243) (0.170)
N 1271 638 633 223 430

Standard errors in parentheses.
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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and low prevalence separately. While competence does mitigate the effect of corruption 
in the full sample, it does not seem to matter in this way for the subsample of respondents 
in the high prevalence of corruption treatment. Hence, perceptions of widespread corrup-
tion do not appear to be driving the competence-corruption trading strategy.

Finally, to take into account the possibility that our contextual corruption treatment 
was unsuccessful, in an additional analysis I excluded the cases of a mismatch between 
the treatment and underlying levels of institutional trust. That is, I restricted the analy-
sis to only the most likely cases for a successful manipulation. For the limited treat-
ment condition, I considered only those respondents living in a region of high trust in 
institutions, and for the prevalence of corruption condition, I included just the cases of 
low trust in institutions.16 While this decision might interfere with the randomization, 
the new indicator of widespread corruption is not fully correlated with other contex-
tual variables in the same way as an entirely observational indicator would. As 
expected, the conclusions are similar using both a full sample and a restricted sample 
of most likely cases; the mitigating effect of competence is not limited to highly cor-
rupt environments.

Discussion and Conclusion

In this article, I considered different ways of the political context in which information is 
disseminated matters for political accountability for corruption. I identified and tested 
one particular form of trade-off between corruption and economic performance that dis-
tinctly embodies the puzzle of voters condoning corrupt politicians: precisely how would 
candidate competence in public works provision influence electoral support for a corrupt 
politician? I found that the magnitude of the effect of corruption is conditional upon the 
candidate’s perceived ability to provide public works in Peru but not in the same direction 
that a prior study of corruption and public works provision was found (Esaiasson and 
Muñoz, 2014). In this Peruvian sample, rather than exacerbating the costs of corruption, 
public works provision mitigates the negative effects of corruption on vote. This outcome 
is in line with what the “rouba mas faz” literature suggests about the exchange of eco-
nomic gains for corruption, yet it remains contrary to what the experimental literature 
examining public works provision had found so far.

Adding further nuance to the discussion, this finding indicates that punishment for 
corruption is not necessarily negated by candidate competence but that citizens apply a 
smaller penalty for corruption if a politician has the reputation of an efficient public man-
ager. Therefore, instead of a classical trade-off mentality where voters prefer a corrupt but 
competent candidate to an honest but incompetent one (Winters and Weitz-Shapiro, 
2013), the evidence suggests that voters evaluate corruption of competent politicians in a 
qualitatively different manner from that of incompetent ones. Far from being fully accept-
ant of corruption, therefore, voters resist it by taking cues from competence traits to 
decide how to penalize a corrupt leader. Competent politicians are subject to more lenient 
standards but are not fully exonerated from an electoral penalty.

This study also relates to a central debate on the role of social norms in the persistence 
of corruption. Building upon existing evidence, I argued that when voters expect corrupt 
behavior to be the norm among the political elite, they do not update candidate evalua-
tions after a single accusation of corruption as they might if corruption were atypical.17 
Such a saturation effect is particularly concerning in the face of the increasing efficacy of 
oversight institutions and news media in scrutinizing and publicizing corruption around 
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the world. Against expectations, however, I found that citizens do not overlook corruption 
when they view it as inevitable; they instead punish corrupt incumbents just as severely 
in both high and low corruption environments. This trend is in part due to the fact that 
voters blame all candidates for a highly corrupt environment, and this responsibility 
might especially hurt the honest candidates, setting an already low reference point.

Further exploring the role of the context of widespread corruption in electoral account-
ability for corruption, I also found that the competence-corruption exchange is not par-
ticular only to highly corrupt environments. This finding runs against cross-national 
studies suggesting that voters condone corruption in candidates who create positive eco-
nomic conditions in highly corrupt countries but do not overlook it in less corrupt coun-
tries (Klašnja and Tucker, 2013). Testing this conditionality directly by randomizing 
corruption across varying levels of corruption prevalence, I found no effect. Furthermore, 
the replication of this null finding with a subsample of most likely cases suggests that it 
cannot be fully explained by a possibly unsuccessful treatment. Nevertheless, future stud-
ies should try other innovative methods to assess how voters’ expectations matter in polit-
ical accountability for corruption.

Overall, these results are particularly interesting form a comparative perspective 
because Peru—a low-middle income country with a long history of electoral impunity—
is an unlikely case in which to find that politicians cannot get away with taking bribes, 
even when corruption is perceived to be the norm rather than the exception. Although the 
present study also suggests that voters do apply smaller penalties to corruption when the 
candidate is presented as an efficient public works provider, the evidence that voters are 
not entirely forgiving sheds light on the micro-foundations of accountability for corrup-
tion. Citizens are less permissive and increasingly willing to voice their discontent with 
corrupt officials.

Nevertheless, these findings should be taken with caution. Before overextrapolating 
from a single experiment, other studies could explore in greater depth the nuances of cor-
ruption voting in high and low corruption environments. One interesting avenue for future 
research would be to compare these survey experimental results to a behavioral bench-
mark. Whereas some argue that survey experiments would overestimate corruption 
effects in comparison to field experimental measures using secret ballots (Boas et  al., 
2017), others have found that stated preferences in survey experiments match behavioral 
benchmarks rather well (Hainmueller et al., 2015). Note also that I do not mean to say that 
corruption effects will always be mitigated by public works provision. First, it is possible 
that if electoral campaigns were more party-centered, the personal reputation of a candi-
date who “gets things done” might not serve at all as a partial shield against corruption 
accusations. In real-world elections, policy issues might become more salient, especially 
in party-centered elections, and other factors such as media or campaign strategies could 
also play an important role. Second, the effect of public works provision might be particu-
larly strong in Peru where both subnational authorities as well as national representatives 
are expected to provide public works to their constituencies, directly or indirectly. 
Nevertheless, I anticipate these results to be relevant for any developing country where 
political representatives are seen as agents of constituents’ demands vis-à-vis the central 
government.

Finally, the results of this study have implications for the challenges developing coun-
tries face in breaking the vicious cycle of corruption (Ashworth et al., 2013). While it is 
generally thought that social norms reinforce the persistence of corruption, these results 
suggest that when voters are exposed to credible information about corrupt behavior, 
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even in the case of competent candidates, they will punish corruption. This implication 
calls into question the conventional image of citizens’ high tolerance of corruption, and it 
points to the need for additional research that develops and tests theories that will eluci-
date the circumstances in which exposed corruption information can in fact help eradicat-
ing electoral impunity. More studies about corruption are urgently needed in contemporary 
Latin America, where abundant information about government officials’ malfeasance 
inundates the news and where growing awareness appears to be turning cynicism into 
resistance. Finally, while electoral accountability is only one of the many mechanisms 
that can help prevent corruption in government, the changing citizen attitudes toward cor-
ruption can play a central role in the development of new and more effective institutional 
checks on corruption.
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Notes
  1.	 On a similar note, Bauhr (2017) points out that the differences between need and greed corruption have 

important consequences for citizens’ mobilization in the fight against corruption.
  2.	 In an experiment investigating vote buying, Weschle (2016) reaches a related conclusion, that voters judge 

politicians who engage in corruption differently depending on how they use the money they receive.
  3.	 A Brazilian expression, also common in other Latin American countries, describing a situation in which a 

politician is corrupt but at the same time is praised for delivering effective government.
  4.	 The two studies focusing on candidate traits found only partial or null evidence of trade-off, and none of 

them contrasted the trade-off hypothesis to the hypothesis that voters condone corruption because of high 
societal levels of corruption.

  5.	 For example, Klašnja and Tucker (2013) use improved economy, Klašnja et al. (2017) used employment 
opportunities, and Winters and Weitz-Shapiro (2013) used public works projects.

  6.	 This idea could be in line with the popular saying “el que no transa no avanza” (“he who does not cheat 
does not get ahead”), according to which the only conceivable way of conducting political affairs is by 
making deals with privates seeking to obtain special treatment by illegal means. Hence, a politician with a 
reputation of being an efficient public manager might be suspected of corruption, even if no direct accusa-
tion against him was aired.

  7.	 This survey was entrusted by a nonprofit organization, Proética, the Peruvian Chapter of Transparency 
International, which has run a survey every year since 2004. Results of all the annual corruption surveys 
can be found at: http://www.proetica.org.pe/encuestas-corrupcion/

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4347-3302
http://www.proetica.org.pe/encuestas-corrupcion/
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  8.	 This study uses a rating outcome rather than a choice outcome to measure fine-grained changes in vote 
intentions. As Hainmueller et al. (2013: 6) point out, the rating outcome is usually preferred by researchers 
who are interested in detailed information about preferences. While a single-candidate vignette may seem 
like an unrealistic scenario, I opted for a single-candidate vignette because it has been tested before in 
multiple relevant studies of corruption and was found to be a valid instrument to examine voting attitudes 
toward corrupt politicians. By using a single-candidate vignette, I can be sure that my results would be 
comparable to the previous results, thereby helping to build knowledge by cumulation of analogous evi-
dence. Also, because two-candidate vignettes may closely approximate decision-making in bipartisan set-
tings, but this survey was conducted in a multiparty setting, Peru, with a highly fragmented party system.

  9.	 Although I did not expect a strong social norm in favor of punishing corruption in Peru, a country that is 
plagued by weak rule of law, I opted for a methodology that would guard us against any social desirability 
bias as much as possible.

10.	 I take advantage of the third-person question wording to prevent the overreporting of disapproval of a 
candidate described as corrupt in the vignette. Even though the wording of the question could introduce 
some noise in the responses, it diminishes the bias generated by social desirability.

11.	 Note that I opted to manipulate the characteristics of the region described in the vignette, because a sub-
ject’s perceptions about a hypothetical political scenario are easier to modify than their views about the 
environment they actually live in.

12.	 Following the definition by Weitz-Shapiro and Winters (2014), credible information is data produced by a 
source that does not have an incentive to lie about the information it disseminates.

13.	 Recent studies of incumbency in developing countries have found that incumbents are less likely to win 
than challengers (Klašnja et al., 2017; Klašnja and Titiunik, 2017; Roh, 2017; Uppal, 2009).

14.	 The result holds when using a nonparametric test, Kruskal Wallis Test, which does not assume the data fits 
a specific distribution type.

15.	 As an additional identification method, I also use a series of regressions to simultaneously add interac-
tion effects between vignette factors and take into account the clustered structure of the data. Table A3 
in Appendix reports the coefficient estimates, which show that the negative effect of corruption remains 
statistically significant across different model specifications, and that the interaction effect also appears 
significant, confirming the intuition that competence moderates the effect of corruption on electoral sup-
port. Statistical results remain the same using an ordered logit regression in Table A4 in Appendix.

16.	 Low and high trusting regions are coded with data from the 2014 National Household Survey 
(ENAHO).

17.	 A study of accountability in Mali have placed a similar emphasis on the role of citizens’ expectations 
(Gottlieb, 2016). When citizens underestimate government, they hold politicians to a lower standard and 
sanction poor performers less often.
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