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Abstract 

Previous research found a demobilizing effect of corruption on voter turnout. I add to the 

current literature by exploring the effect of individual perception of corruption on voter 

turnout, and analyzing if this effect is weaker in high corruption countries. Using logistic 

regression analysis and the European Social Survey (ESS), Round 5 data (2010), I found 

support for a significant negative effect of individual perception of corruption on voter 

turnout. Moreover, I found evidence of a moderation effect of macro corruption level on the 

effect of individual perception of corruption on voter turnout. The retrospective voting model 

applies in countries with a low corruption level, while the resource model and RCT explain 

voter turnout in countries with a high corruption level. Citizens who perceive corruption as 

low and live in a low corruption country will be more inclined to vote than citizens who 

perceive corruption as low and live in a high corruption country, and citizens who perceive 

corruption as high and live in a low corruption country will be less inclined to vote than 

citizens who perceive corruption as high and live in a high corruption country. 

 

Keywords:  individual perception of corruption; interaction corruption level; voter turnout; 

demobilization; retrospective voting model; resource model; RCT 
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When Does Corruption Demobilize?  

The Conditional Effect of Individual Perception of Corruption on Voter Turnout 

Corruption1 is, has been, and probably will always be part of society. In general, 

corruption tends to cause inequality of economic nature, as well as inequality of opportunities 

and inequality in the legal field. These inequalities will be reinforced by that same corruption. 

Corruption causes resources, public goods, and services to redistribute from the have nots to 

the haves (Heywood, 2014; Rothstein & Uslaner, 2005; Uslaner, 2005; World Bank, 2021; 

You & Khagram, 2005). The poor are dependent on the rich and powerful, for example for 

juridical services. The rich and powerful reinforce their position by anticipating an illegal 

compensation for their services, either of monetary nature or payment in kind. In some 

countries, such as the northern countries in Europe, authorities implement policies to combat 

corruption and its effects on society (Transparency International, 2021; World Bank, 2021). 

On the other hand, some authorities in other countries are less eager to combat corruption, or 

even actively participate in corrupt activities themselves (for instance former president 

Sarkozy from France, who was recently convicted for corruption.2). Now that vaccines and 

protective equipment for COVID-19 are distributed, we can see a whole new dimension of 

corruption. Governments, companies, and individuals are trying to benefit more than others, 

making the topic of corruption more urgent than ever (Transparency International, 2021; 

World Bank, 2021). 

Citizens have an option to exert their influence on the prevalence of corruption, or 

counteract corruption, by partaking in politics, and thereby adjust policies that could in turn 

affect corruption, or punish corrupt politicians. Many contemporary research shows a 

negative relation between the perception of corruption and political participation (Dahlberg & 

Solevid, 2016; Hooghe & Quintelier, 2014; Kostadinova & Kmetty, 2019; Školník, 2020). 

The higher the perceived corruption, the less citizens will be inclined to participate in politics. 

This result could lead to the conclusion that high perceived corruption has a demobilizing 

effect on individuals’ political participation (Kostadinova & Kmetty, 2019), because potential 

participants feel that their contribution would not matter. Moreover, it could be that citizens 

might have no incentive to alter the state of high corruption because they benefit from 

 
1 Corruption is defined as “the misuse of public office for private gain” (Sandholtz & Koetzle, 

2000, p. 32). 
2 NOS (2021). Retrieved 1 March 2021, from https://nos.nl/artikel/2370810-franse-oud-

president-sarkozy-jaar-cel-in-voor-corruptie.html 
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corruption (de Vries & Solaz, 2017). They choose not to vote because they have no intention 

to change the political status quo.  

Most of the existing research that examines the effect of corruption on political 

participation uses macro measures like Transparency Internationals Corruption Perceptions 

Index (CPI), or the corruption measure by The World Bank (Školník, 2020; Stockemer et al., 

2013; Wysmułek, 2019) as independent variable, with voter turnout as the dependent 

variable. Stockemer and Sundström (2013) show in their research that there is only moderate 

correlation between individual measures of perception corruption and macro measures. 

However, other scholars find a strong correlation between these measures (Dahlberg & 

Solevid, 2016; Olsson, 2014). Furthermore, research that does use individual measures of 

perception of corruption often focus on different dependent variables such as satisfaction with 

democracy (Stockemer & Sundström, 2013). To my best knowledge, there is little research 

investigating the effect of individual perception of corruption on voter turnout. Dahlberg & 

Solevid (2016) researched the effect of individual perception of corruption on voter turnout in 

26 countries, combining micro-level CSES data and Transparency International’s CPI macro-

level measure. Olsson (2014) researched the effect of citizens perception on political 

participation (including voter turnout) in 33 countries, however, leaving room for 

methodological improvements3. Sundström and Stockemer (2015) investigated regional 

differences using comparative research, however, not considering any interaction effects. 

Inman & Andrews (2009), and Kostadinova & Kmetty (2019) limited their research on the 

effect of individual perception of corruption on political participation (including voter 

turnout) to the country of Senegal and Hungary respectively. I will add to the current 

literature by researching the effect of the individual perception of corruption on voter turnout 

in the Netherlands, Norway, Hungary, and Croatia. Both the Netherlands and Norway score 

relatively high on the 2010 Corruption Perception Index (CPI)4 by Transparency International 

(Transparency International, 2021): 8.8 and 8.6 respectively, while Hungary and Croatia 

score a mere 4.7 and 4.1 on the same index. Furthermore, the Netherlands and Norway have a 

solid democratic tradition, while both Hungary and Croatia were formerly ruled by 

authoritarian communist regimes. Research by Hooghe & Quintelier (2014) showed that 

having lived under an authoritarian regime could negatively affect participation in politics, 

 
3 Due to technical limitations, Olsson (2014) used linear multilevel analysis instead of logistic 

multilevel analysis. 
4 Transparency International’s CPI is an aggregated indicator that uses an index between 0 

and 10, where a higher number equals less corruption, as perceived by independent experts. 
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however, this effect turned not significant when corruption was taken into account. The 

inconsistent correlation previous research found between individual perception of corruption 

and CPI (Dahlberg & Solevid, 2016; Olsson, 2014; Stockemer & Sundström, 2013), and the 

finding of Stockemer et al. (2013) that voter turnout in highly corrupt countries is 20 to 30 

percentage points lower compared to voter turnout in less corrupt countries make it relevant 

to research potential cross-country differences. Dahlberg & Solevid (2016) tested the 

hypothesis that perceiving politicians as corrupt decreases turnout more in countries with a 

high degree of corruption as compared to countries with a low degree of corruption, yet found 

no support for their hypothesis. Their results indicated that the interaction effect is only 

significant for countries with a low to medium CPI. Comparing countries that are considered 

by experts to be highly corrupt to countries considered less corrupt will add to the 

understanding of the scope of the effect of individual perception of corruption on voter 

turnout, and the conditions under which this effect takes place. I will therefore expand my 

research by additionally researching a moderating effect of CPI on the effect of the individual 

perception of corruption on voter turnout. 

This research will be conducted using the European Social Survey data (2010), which 

contains measures of individual perception of corruption, as well as data on voter turnout. 

Furthermore, a country-level measure will be added to the dataset; Transparency 

International’s CPI for the year 2010 (Transparency International, 2021). I will research data for 

the following countries: the Netherlands, Norway, Hungary, and Croatia.  

Theory 

Perception of Corruption 

Perception of corruption is tied to normative and cultural aspects (Heidenheimer, 

1970). What behavior is defined as corruption in one culture, or by one social group, could be 

perceived in a different way in another culture, or by people with a different social or 

socioeconomic background. Heidenheimer (1970) defined a typology of corruption in which 

he distincts ‘black’, ‘gray’, and ‘white’ corruption. Black corruption refers to the type of 

behavior people from all different kinds of backgrounds would dismiss as corruption. White 

corruption entails behavior that most people would not find necessary to punish. Gray 

corruption however is not equally regarded by all as behavior or actions that need to be 

punished. Some people want to see this behavior punished, while others do not, and most 

remain inconclusive. Whether corruption is regarded as ‘gray’ by citizens depends on 

conditions such as their socioeconomic status, and their cultural and geographical 

background. Research by Tverdova (2011) has shown that citizens who earn a high income 
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are less inclined to perceive a high level of corruption than citizens whose income is low. 

However, a higher income and higher education are associated with a higher tendency to be 

involved in corruption (Johnston, 1986; Mangafić & Veselinović, 2020; Redlawsk & 

McCann, 2005), and this might be explained by the difference in perception of gray 

corruption.  

In line with Heidenheimer (1970), Johnston (1986) found that peoples backgrounds 

and conditions shape their view of corruption. For instance, people of high social class are 

more likely than lower class people to occupy jobs that allow them to ask for illegitimate 

favors and advantages. They are used to those advantages, and regard them as something that 

comes with the job. By lower class people this behavior is seen as detrimental, and they feel 

it forms a threshold that keeps themselves from reaching a higher social status through hard 

work. Lower-class people will therefore be more inclined to regard favoritism as negative 

than higher-class people. Regarding law-breaking, Johnston (1986) found evidence that 

corruption that stems from poverty and leads to redistribution of resources from the rich to 

the poor is regarded as less severe than when for instance prominent people benefit from 

corruption.  

The Effect of Individual Perception of Corruption on Voter Turnout 

Uslaner (2005) and De Vries & Solaz (2017) suggest the retrospective voting model 

explains the relation between perceived corruption and voter turnout: citizens use their right 

to vote, or to abstain from voting, to punish politicians for being corrupt, or for allowing a 

corrupt system to operate. In line with the retrospective voter model, perceived corruption has 

mostly found to be significantly associated with a decline in voter turnout (Caillier, 2010; 

Dahlberg & Solevid, 2016; Hooghe & Quintelier, 2014; Kostadinova & Kmetty, 2019; 

Školník, 2020; Stockemer et al., 2013; Sundström & Stockemer, 2015; Zheng et al., 2017). 

Citizens that suffer from corrupt practices tend to get discouraged, they lose trust in the 

government and withdraw from the political process and abstain from voting (Caillier, 2010; 

Tverdova, 2011; Stockemer et al., 2013). Inman and Andrews (2009) on the contrary found 

no support for the retrospective voting model: perceived corruption of politicians 

significantly increases voter turnout. However, they used experimental and survey data in 

Senegal, and the research might not be generalizable to the European context. My first 

hypothesis is in line with the retrospective voting model: 

H1: Individuals who have a higher perception of corruption will be less inclined to 

vote in the elections. 
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The Moderating Effect of Corruption Level on the Effect of Individual Perception of 

Corruption on Voter Turnout 

The effect of individual perception of corruption on voter turnout is expected to be 

negative. However, this does not imply that this effect is the same under all conditions 

(Dahlberg & Solevid, 2016). It can be expected that only under certain conditions the 

retrospective voting model is a valid explanation for the effect of individual perception of 

corruption on voter turnout. In countries where corruption is high, voter turnout is already 

low compared to countries where corruption is low (Dahlberg & Solevid, 2016; Hooghe & 

Quintelier, 2014; Stockemer et al., 2013). The resource model (Verba and Nie, 1972; Verba et 

al., 1995, as cited in Kostadinova & Kmetty, 2019; Smets & Van Ham, 2013) assumes it is 

the availability of resources that makes citizens vote. Evidence of significant positive effects 

of age, education, income, and urbanity on voter turnout is found (Smets & Van Ham, 2013). 

Citizens in highly corrupt countries have less resources, like a high income or high education, 

that could increase their chance of voting (Hooghe & Quintelier, 2014) regardless of their 

individual perception of corruption. They are used to living under corrupt circumstances, as 

part of living under bad governmental and economic conditions (Tverdova, 2011; Hooghe & 

Quintelier, 2014). Since they regard corruption as a part of daily life (Mangafić & 

Veselinović, 2020), their individual perception of corruption probably does not deviate from 

the experience of all citizens. Furthermore, most scholars agree that voter turnout can be 

explained using Rational Choice Theory (RCT) (Caillier, 2010; Dahlberg & Solevid, 2016; 

Smets & Van Ham, 2013); the benefits of voting should outweigh the costs (Downs, 1957, as 

cited in Smets & Van Ham, 2013). A higher cost of voting has found to significantly decrease 

voter turnout, while a (perceived) personal benefit may increase voter turnout (Smets & Van 

Ham, 2013). In line with RCT the cost of voting will outweigh the benefits for citizens in 

highly corrupt countries, notwithstanding the individual perception of corruption. The 

negative effect of individual perception of corruption on voter turnout might therefore be 

smaller, or even absent, when the conditional effect of countries with a high corruption level 

is taken into account. This leads to my second hypothesis:  

H2: Individuals who have a higher perception of corruption will be less inclined to 

vote in the elections, and this effect is weaker in countries with a high corruption 

level. 
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Figure 1 

The Conceptual Model of the Study 

 

 

Methods 

Data 

To answer my research questions, I used data from the European Social Survey (ESS), 

Round 5, edition 3.4 (NSD - Norwegian Centre for Research Data, 2010). The ESS is an 

academically directed face-to-face survey focusing on attitudes, beliefs, and behavioral 

questions. It is conducted every two years among a cross-sectional probability sample that is 

representative for residents aged at least 15 in each country. In this research I used the ESS 

Round 5 data restricted to four countries: Norway (n = 1548), the Netherlands (n = 1829), 

Hungary (n = 1561) and Croatia (n = 1649). The ESS data were supplemented with country-

level data from Transparency International (Transparency International, 2021). The analytical 

sample comprised 6587 respondents from four countries. After listwise deletion and deletion 

of outliers 4394 respondents remained for analysis, which is 67% of the total sample. 

Measurements 

Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable in this research is voter turnout. Respondents were asked: 

“Some people don’t vote nowadays for one reason or another. Did you vote in the last 

[country] national election in [month/year]?”. The answer categories are “yes” (1), “no” (2), 

“not eligible to vote” (3), “refusal” (7), “don’t know” (8), and “no answer” (9). The question 

was recoded into a binary variable voter turnout, where “1” equals respondents who voted in 

the last national election in their country, and “0” equals the respondents who stated they did 

Individual perception of 

corruption 

Voter turnout 

Corruption level 

H1: - 

H2: - 
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not vote. The respondents who are either not eligible to vote, refused to answer, stated they 

do not know, or did not answer were counted as missing values and omitted from analysis. 

Independent Variables 

Individual Perception of Corruption. The two independent variables in this research 

that measured individual perception of corruption were based on the questions “How often 

would you say that the police in [country] take bribes?” and “Using this card please tell me 

how often you would say that judges in [country] take bribes?”. In both cases respondents 

were presented with a card on which they could indicate their answer on an eleven-point 

scale from “never” (0) to “always” (10). The question regarding police taking bribes was 

recoded into the independent variable individual perception of corruption of police, with 

answer options on a scale from 0 to 10, where 10 equals a higher corruption perception. 

“Refuse to answer”, “don’t know”, and “no answer” were coded as missing values and not 

included in analysis. The independent variable regarding judges taking bribes was recoded as 

individual perception of corruption of judges, and the answer categories were recoded in the 

same way as individual perception of corruption of police. Both items were then tested for 

reliability using Spearman-Brown reliability5. A reliability of 0.80 was found, and a 

correlation of 0.66. I proceeded to create a scale variable individual perception of corruption, 

which consists of the mean of the variables individual perception of corruption of police and 

individual perception of corruption of judges. 

Corruption Level. The country-level measure corruption level was based on 

Transparency Internationals Corruption Perception Index (CPI) (Transparency International, 

2021). This index variable has a scale from very corrupt (0) to not at all corrupt (10). Firstly, 

the CPI scale was reverse coded so that, in line with the research, a higher value equals more 

corruption. Since there are only four countries in the research, I added the CPI values for the 

year 2010 to the dataset at country-level. To reverse the values, I subtracted them from 10, 

creating the variable corruption per country6. Secondly, the values for the low corruption 

level countries Norway and the Netherlands, and the high corruption level countries Hungary 

and Croatia have CPI values that are close together (8.6 and 8.8 respectively, versus 4.7 and 

4.1). Therefore, I created a dummy variable corruption level that indicates if a country is 

 
5 Spearman-Brown correlation is preferred to test reliability of a two-item scale (Eisinga et al., 

2013). 
6 Theoretically this is a continuous variable, but in this research, since just four countries are 

analyzed, technically a categorical variable. 
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highly corrupt, as assessed by experts, based on the CPI measure. A value of “1” means that 

experts view these countries as more corrupt. 

Interaction Variable. By multiplying the individual perception of corruption variable 

and the corruption level dummy variable I created the interaction variable individual 

perception of corruption * corruption level that is needed to test the moderation effect. 

Control Variables 

Age was measured in years and calculated based on year of birth and year of 

interview, and centered on the mean. From the variable age, 13 outliers were removed, since 

these concerned respondents that stated not to have voted, however, they were not eligible to 

vote. In order to control for a potential polynomial effect, I added a quadratic variable age2.  

I controlled for education using the variable education, which was based on the ESS 

variable, asking respondents “About how many years of education have you completed, 

whether full-time or part-time? Please report these in full-time equivalents and include 

compulsory years of schooling.” The interviewer was asked to round down the answer to a 

whole year. Six extreme outliers were removed from analysis. 

The variable income was created from the ESS variable that stated: “Using this card, 

please tell me which letter describes your household’s total income, after tax and compulsory 

deductions, from all sources? If you don’t know the exact figure, please give an estimate. Use 

the part of the card that you know best: weekly, monthly or annual income.”. The respondent 

could then indicate in which decile their income fits, with measures from 1 to 10. The 

measurement of income in deciles enables an international measurement of income. A higher 

number equals a higher household income. I kept the scale from 1 to 10, and will treat this 

variable as continuous.  

Urbanity was measured using the ESS variable that asked: “Which phrase on this card 

best describes the area where you live?”. The answer categories, ranging from 1 to 5, were 

recoded so that a low variable equals more rurality, and a high variable more urbanity. The 

variable will be treated as continuous. For all control variables, if the respondent indicates 

“refuse to answer”, “don’t know”, or “no answer”, their responses are defined as missing 

values. 

 

  



THE EFFECT OF CORRUPTION ON VOTER TURNOUT       11 

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics (Nlistwise = 4394) 

Variable Mean SD Min. Max. Nmissing 

Voter turnout .81  0 1 492 

Individual perception of corruption 3.25 2.25 0 10 1254 

Corruption level .40  0 1 256 

Age  49.48 16.97 18 96 256 

Education (in years) 13.02 3.94 0 30 256 

Income (in deciles) 5.31 2.62 1 10 1340 

Urbanity (low – high) 3.04 1.25 1 5 263 

Note. Descriptive statistics for the observed variables are shown in Table A1 (Appendix A). 

Analyses 

All analyses were performed using the open-source software RStudio Version 

1.4.1106 (RStudio Team, 2021). Before conducting analysis, listwise deletion was applied. 

Furthermore, I assessed the relation between individual perceptions of corruption and the 

macro-level experts’ assessment of corruption by calculating the correlation between 

individual perception of corruption and corruption per country using Spearman’s ρ. 

Measuring the correlation tells us to what extend the individual and experts’ perceptions of 

corruption agree. Thereafter, assumptions for logistics regression analysis were checked. 

Outliers and influential cases were detected using boxplots, and by calculating and 

visualizing Cook’s distance. Consequently, using scatterplots I checked for linearity between 

the independent variables and the log odds. Lastly, I checked for multicollinearity in the 

independent variables by calculating the VIF values, where VIF values below 10 were 

considered to represent no multicollinearity (Appendix B). 

To test the first hypothesis I created Model 1, comprising voter turnout as dependent 

variable, individual perception of corruption as independent variable, and the theoretically 

related control variables corruption level, age, age2, education, income, and urbanity. This 

model was tested using multiple logistic regression analysis. The second hypothesis was 

tested with Model 2, comprising of Model 1, extended with the interaction variable individual 

perception of corruption * corruption level to test for the moderating effect of macro-level 

corruption.  
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Results 

After applying listwise deletion and removing outliers, a total of 4394 respondents 

remained. The number of respondents left for Norway was 1292, for the Netherlands 1334, 

for Hungary 867, and for Croatia 901.  

Bivariate Analysis 

The correlation between individual perception of corruption and corruption per 

country was calculated and found to be moderately correlated: ρ = .45, p < .001. This 

indicates that individual and experts’ perceptions of corruption did not fully agree. Between 

countries the individual level of perceived corruption varied (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2  

Individual Perception of Corruption, by Corruption per Country 
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The Effect of Individual Perception of Corruption on Voter Turnout 

A one unit increase in individual perception of corruption significantly decreases the log odds 

of voter turnout (b = −0.086, Wald χ2 = −4.149, p < .001). The odds ratio is 0.918 (95% CI 

[0.881, 0.956]), controlled for all other variables in the model (Table 2). In line with my first 

hypothesis, a higher individual perception of corruption showed a significant negative effect 

on voter turnout. Individuals who perceive corruption to be high are less inclined to vote than 

individuals who perceive corruption to be low. The log odds of voter turnout significantly 

decrease when corruption level is high versus when corruption level is low (b = −0.380, Wald 

χ2 = −3.911, p < .001). The odds ratio of 0.684 (95% CI [0.566, 0.827]) showed that for 

countries where the corruption level is high voter turnout showed a significantly large 

decrease compared to countries where the corruption level is low, controlled for all other 

variables in the model. In highly corrupt countries, voter turnout was a great deal lower than 

in countries that are less corrupt. Each extra year of age significantly increases the log odds 

of voter turnout (b = 0.078, Wald χ2 = 6.244, p < .001). The odds ratio of 1.081 (95% CI 

[1.055, 1.108]) tells that older citizens are somewhat more inclined to vote than younger 

citizens. For each additional year of education, the log odds significantly increased (b = 

0.109, Wald χ2 = 8.215, p < .001). By the odds ratio of 1.115 (95% CI [1.087, 1.144]) it can 

be seen that citizens that received more years of education were more inclined to vote. A one 

decile increase in income significantly increases the log odds of voter turnout (b = 0.077, 

Wald χ2 = 4.483, p < .001). The odds ratio of 1.081 (95% CI [1.045, 1.118]) indicates that 

citizens that receive a higher income are somewhat more inclined to vote, and income has a 

positive effect on voter turnout. Lastly, a one unit increase in urbanity significantly decreases 

the log odds of voter turnout (b = −0.076, Wald χ2 = −2.288, p = .022). The odds ratio of 

0.927 (95% CI [0.869, 0.989]) showed a negative effect of urbanity on voter turnout. Citizens 

that live in a more urban area are significantly less inclined to vote. A likelihood-ratio test 

showed Model 1 to be a good fit: (χ2(7) = 366.623, p < .001). 

  



 

Table 2 

Logistic Regression Results - the Effect of Individual Perception of Corruption on Voter Turnout 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 

  95% CI for OR  95% CI for OR 

 B SE B OR LL UL B SE B OR LL UL 

Individual perception of 

corruption 

−0.086*** 0.021 0.918 0.881 0.956 −0.165*** 0.032 0.848 0.797 0.902 

Corruption level −0.380*** 0.097 0.684 0.566 0.827 −0.873*** 0.177 0.415 0.293 0.587 

Individual perception of 

corruption * Corruption level 

     0.138** 0.042 1.149 1.059 1.247 

Age 0.078*** 0.013 1.081 1.055 1.108 0.078*** 0.013 1.082 1.055 1.109 

Education (years) 0.109*** 0.013 1.115 1.087 1.144 0.105*** 0.013 1.112 1.083 1.141 

Income (deciles) 0.077*** 0.017 1.081 1.045 1.118 0.077*** 0.017 1.081 1.045 1.118 

Urbanity (low – high) −0.076* 0.033 0.927 0.869 0.989 −0.081* 0.033 0.923 0.865 0.985 

Intercept −2.042*** 0.345 0.130 0.066 0.255 −1.790*** 0.354 0.167 0.083 0.334 

χ2 366.623***     377.477***     

N 4394     4394     

Note. The control variable Age2 was tested, however, the effect was too small to be significant, and therefore excluded from the table. 

*p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.  
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The Effect of Individual Perception of Corruption on Voter Turnout, Moderated by 

Corruption Level 

My second hypothesis was confirmed by the results. A one unit increase in individual 

perception of corruption * corruption level significantly increases the log odd of voter turnout 

(b = 0.138, Wald χ2 = 3.304, p = .001). The odds ratio is 1.148 (95% CI [1.058, 1.245]), 

telling us that the effect of individual perception of corruption on voter turnout significantly 

differs between corruption levels (Figure 3). The effect of individual perception of corruption 

on voter turnout is significantly different in countries that experts consider to be highly 

corrupt than in countries that experts consider to be less corrupt.  

The finding of this significant moderating effect of corruption level called for further 

investigation of the simple slopes. A manual simple slope calculation showed that the 

estimate for countries with a low corruption level is b = −0.165. For countries with a high 

corruption level, I found a simple slope estimate of b = −0.028 (bindividual perception of corruption + 

bcorruption level = −0.165231 + 0.137647). The analysis confirmed my second hypothesis. The 

negative effect of individual perception of corruption on voter turnout is weaker in countries 

with a high corruption level. A one-unit increase in individual perception of corruption 

significantly decreases the log odds of voter turnout more in countries with a low corruption 

level than in countries with a high corruption level. Citizens who perceive corruption as low 

and live in a low corruption country will be more inclined to vote than citizens who perceive 

corruption as low and live in a high corruption country, and citizens who perceive corruption 

as high and live in a low corruption country will be less inclined to vote than citizens who 

perceive corruption as high and live in a high corruption country. Overall, the significant 

interaction suggests that the negative effect of individual perception of corruption on voter 

turnout differs per corruption level, and is largest in low corruption countries.  

Like in Model 1, all control variables in Model 2 were found to have a significant 

effect on voter turnout. The results for age and income were the same as the results of Model 

1. Education and urbanity differed slightly. For each additional year of education, the log 

odds significantly increased (b = 0.105, Wald χ2 = 7.928, p < .001). Similar as in Model 1, the 

odds ratio of 1.112 (95% CI [1.083, 1.141]) shows that citizens that received more years of 

education were more inclined to vote. A one unit increase in urbanity significantly decreases 

the log odds of voter turnout (b = − 0.080, Wald χ2 = − 2.430, p = .015). The odds ratio of 

0.923 (95% CI [0.865, 0.985]) showed a negative effect of urbanity on voter turnout. Citizens 

that live in a more urban area are significantly less inclined to vote.  
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A log likelihood test showed Model 2 to be a significant improvement of Model 1: 

χ2(9) = 10.8, p < .001. Model 2 showed to be a good fit: χ2(8) = 377.477, p < .001. 

 

Figure 3 

Moderating Effect of Corruption Level on Voter Turnout 

 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

In this research I examined the effect of individual perception of corruption on voter 

turnout, and analyzed if this effect is weaker in high corruption countries. Corruption has a 

potential detrimental effect on society, and citizens have the option to exert their influence on 

corruption by exercising their right to vote in elections, and thereby adjust policies that could 

in turn affect corruption, or punish politicians that do not counteract corruption. Most 

previous research finds that corruption has a demobilizing effect on citizens. A perception of 

high corruption could cause citizens to feel that their vote would not matter. Alternatively, 

citizens might choose not to vote because they have no intention to change the political status 

quo, conceivably because they benefit from corruption. Although most previous research 

does find a decreasing effect on voter turnout, most existing research studying the effect of 

corruption on voter turnout uses macro measures of corruption. I have added to the current 

literature by researching the effect of individual perception of corruption on voter turnout and 

analyzing differences in this effect between high and low corruption levels. To test my 

hypotheses, I used logistic regression analysis and data from the European Social Survey 
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(ESS) Round 5 (2010) for the countries Norway, the Netherlands, Croatia, and Hungary. Data 

from countries with different levels of corruption allowed me to analyze potential cross-

country differences.  

Individuals who perceive corruption to be high are less inclined to vote than 

individuals who perceive corruption to be low. This demobilizing effect of a high individual 

perception of corruption is in line with my expectations, as well as with the retrospective 

voting model. The findings are supported by previous research (Caillier, 2010; Dahlberg & 

Solevid, 2016; Hooghe & Quintelier, 2014; Kostadinova & Kmetty, 2019; Olsson 2014; 

Školník, 2020; Stockemer et al., 2013; Sundström & Stockemer, 2015).  

As expected, in highly corrupt countries a high individual perception of corruption 

has a weaker demobilizing effect. Citizens do not vote because the cost of voting exceeds the 

benefits, which is in consonance with RCT. These citizens expect their effort of voting will 

not change the corruption level, so why would they bother to vote? Additionally, the resource 

model is presumably a valid explanation for the different effect between corruption levels. 

Citizens that have access to more resources are more inclined to vote, and citizens that suffer 

from a high corruption level in their country have less access to resources that potentially 

make them vote than citizens in countries that do not suffer from a high corruption level. 

These findings are in line with the findings of Dahlberg & Solevid (2016), who argue that in 

highly corrupt countries, citizens are less inclined to vote because of the high system level 

corruption, regardless of their individual perception of corruption. Support for the resource 

model that I suspect underlays the different effect between corruption levels can be found in 

the research of Hooghe & Quintelier (2014). Their research question differed from mine, but 

their findings indicate that besides corruption, bad governance and low income have a 

significant decreasing effect on voter turnout. 

Overall, my findings provide evidence that could support a different approach in 

stimulating voter turnout in countries with a low versus high corruption level. The 

retrospective voting model appears to apply in countries with a low corruption level, while 

the resource model and RCT are more important as explanation of voter turnout in countries 

with a high corruption level. In countries with a low corruption level, but a variance in 

individual perception of corruption, combatting corruption, and thereby lowering the 

individual perception of corruption, could potentially increase voter turnout. For countries 

with a high corruption level citizens basic needs need to be addressed as well, and a more 

comprehensive approach might be needed in order to increase voter turnout. 
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This research has some limitations that need to be addressed. First, individual 

perception of corruption was measured by asking respondents to assess how common they 

think bribing is among police and judges. However, corruption is a broad concept that spans 

many parts of society and is not limited to police and the legal field. Moreover, both 

individual perception of corruption and voter turnout are self-reported measures, which could 

make respondents give socially desirable responses and thereby influence the results of 

analysis. Voter turnout is known to be overreported in survey measures (Karp & Brockington, 

2005), which could additionally lead to distorted results. Second, listwise deletion is applied, 

and part of the data missing is presumably missing not at random (MNAR). Measures 

regarding corruption, voter turnout, and income are sensitive in nature, leading to people 

potentially not answering the questions, based on the questions themselves. For instance, 

respondents who suffer from corruption choose not to answer questions on corruption. 

Consequently, the results of the analysis may have been biased and may not be generalizable. 

The research of the effect of corruption on voter turnout is rather complex, involving 

many factors. For future research, it could be interesting to include institutional trust and 

quality of government as measures. Previous research (Uslaner, 2005) has shown corruption 

has a negative effect on quality of government, and quality of government has a positive 

effect on trust. Quality of government is additionally expected to have a positive effect on 

voter turnout (Hooghe & Quintelier, 2014). It can also be expected that higher corruption 

perceptions negatively influence trust, and trust has, depending on the type of trust, both a 

positive (out-group trust) and negative (in-group trust) effect on corruption (Uslaner, 2005). 

Since expected relations are complex, multilevel structural equation modeling could be 

considered to unravel relations between observed and unobserved variables, both between 

countries and at the individual level. An additional recommendation for future research is to 

improve the voter turnout measure by validating it using election data. In this research the 

retrospective voting model, the resource model and RCT explain the difference in voter 

turnout. However, further expansion of theoretical insights regarding the topic of corruption, 

perception of corruption, and its effect on voter turnout would be welcomed. To dissect the 

aspects that influence citizens perception of corruption, qualitative research could be 

considered, and combined with tailor made survey data in a mixed mode research design. 

Furthermore, the difference in effect of individual perception of corruption on voter turnout 

between corruption level found by this research could be further investigated between 

countries and between respondents that have different cultural backgrounds, considering 
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cultural and normative aspects are expected to play a major role in corruption and corruption 

perception (Heidenheimer, 1970; Johnston, 1986). 

This research contributed to the existing and expanding literature by indicating that 

the effect of individual perception of corruption on voter turnout differs between countries 

with a high and a low corruption level, giving direction to future research, and insights that 

can be used by policy makers looking into approaches that could increase voter turnout. 
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Appendix A 

Table A1 

Descriptive Statistics of Observed Variables (N = 6587) 

Variable Mean SD Min. Max. Nmissing Nvalid  % 

Vote 1.3  1 3 56 6531  

   Yes      4920 75.33 

   No      1289 19.74 

   Not eligible      322 4.93 

Country (number of respondents)     0 6587  

   Netherlands      1829 27.77 

   Norway      1548 23.50 

   Hungary      1561 23.70 

   Croatia      1649 25.03 

Domicil 2.95  1 5 14 6573  

   A big city      1378 20.69 

   Suburbs or outskirts of big city      671 10.21 

   Town or small city      1858 28.27 

   Country village      2260 34.38 

   Farm or home in countryside      406 6.18 

jdgcbrb (bribing judges) 3.12 2.54 0 10 851 5736  

plccbrb (bribing police) 3.73 2.54 0 10 643 5944  

Age  48.92 18.38 15 99 27 6560  

Education (in years) 12.70 4.08 0 55 64 6523  

Income (in deciles) 5.22 2.64 1 10 1199 5388  

Note. The variables in Table 1 are derived from the variables in this table, which are the raw 

data. For categorical variables, the percentage of Nvalid is listed per category. 
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Appendix B 

Assumption Checks 

From the scatterplots showing the linear relationship between the predictor variable 

and the log odds it was visible that the assumption of linearity between the independent 

variables and the log odds was not fully met. An additional test was performed, regressing 

voter turnout on the logged interaction of the continuous independent variables. A significant 

result was found for the logged interaction age (p < .001) and the logged interaction 

individual perception of corruption (p = .030). This indicates that both the variables age and 

individual perception of corruption violate the assumption of linearity of the predictor 

variable and the log odds. For the variable age this problem was solved by creating a squared 

term age2. For the variable individual perception of corruption, no solution for solving the 

linearity violation has been found, yet analysis was continued. This could potentially bias the 

results of the analysis. 

Furthermore, the centered variables age and age2 showed a VIF value over 10. The 

VIF value for age was 30.83, and for age2 31.61. This high VIF value can be explained by 

the high correlation between those two variables, which is to be expected of a variable and its 

squared self. No further multicollinearity was detected. 


