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P

S H O R T A R T I C L E
Why Do Voters Support Corrupt Politicians?
Experimental Evidence from South Africa

Louise Bøttkjær, Copenhagen Business School
Mogens K. Justesen, Copenhagen Business School
Democratic elections are supposed to prevent corrupt politicians from winning office. In practice, however, corrupt poli-

ticians frequently get elected for public office in mass elections. In this article, we examine how voters respond to corruption

allegations against political candidates and how voter responses may be attenuated by patronage and partisanship. We test

these explanations through a survey experiment in South Africa—a country where political corruption is a recurrent issue.

We find that voters express strong willingness to punish corrupt candidates. However, voters are more lenient toward

corrupt politicians when they are offered work or jobs in return for their vote as part of a clientelist exchange. This effect is

amplified for people living in economic hardship. These findings suggest that some types of clientelism serve to reproduce

corruption—particularly when poverty is rife—and have important implications for the fight against corruption.
olitical corruption defined as the abuse of public of-
fice for private gain (Schwindt-Bayer and Tavits 2016)
is one of the most significant threats to economic de-

velopment and a well-functioning democracy. When politi-
cians engage in corruption, they violate the fundamental
principles of representative democracy in which politicians
are supposed to serve as agents of citizens and govern on
their behalf. Yet, around the world, politicians facing cor-
ruption allegations continue to win office in mass elections.
This raises a fundamental puzzle: Why do voters support cor-
rupt politicians?

This study makes three contributions to the literature on
corruption voting. First, we conduct a survey experiment de-
signed to examine the impact of corruption allegations and
how patronage and partisanship may attenuate voter support
for corrupt politicians. While the current literature has em-
phasized the role of economic side benefits and partisanship
in shaping voter responses to corruption (Anduiza, Gallego,
and Muñoz 2013; Klašnja, Lupu, and Tucker 2017), to our
knowledge, this is the first time the impact of corruption
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allegations is studied experimentally alongside the potentially
mitigating effects of patronage and partisanship. Second, we
provide new survey experimental evidence from a country—
South Africa—that has received surprisingly little attention in
the literature. While South Africa held its first postapartheid
election 25 years ago, corruption is viewed as an increasing
problem, exemplified most vividly by former president Jacob
Zuma who survived in office for nine years despite numerous
charges of corruption and crony connections to business ty-
coons (Chabalala 2018; Nkanjeni 2019). Third, while South
Africans strongly disapprove of corruption, we also find that
voters are more tolerant of corruption when it is coupled with
patronage, involving the distribution of work or jobs in return
for political support. This effect is amplified for people liv-
ing in economic hardship. These findings suggest that corrupt
politicians can reduce electoral sanctioning by offering pa-
tronage as compensation to voters—particularly among the
poor and vulnerable. In contrast, we find that—in the context
of municipal elections in South Africa—partisanship plays lit-
tle role for electoral sanctioning of political corruption.
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ELECTORAL SUPPORT FOR CORRUPT POLITICIANS
Democratic elections serve as instruments that voters can use
to hold politicians accountable for their performance in office
(Bauhr and Charron 2018). Indeed, in models of retrospective
voting, voters are supposed to punish poorly performing pol-
iticians and reward those who perform well in elected office
(de Vries and Solaz 2017). For electoral sanctioning to work,
voters need to observe, perceive, or acquire signals that a can-
didate is corrupt (de Vries and Solaz 2017; Weitz-Shapiro and
Winters 2017). In such circumstances, voters should be less
likely to support a candidate alleged or known to be involved
in corruption. Our initial hypothesis is therefore:

H1. Voters tend to punish politicians alleged or known
to be involved in corruption.

Even though voters may prefer honest politicians, responses
to corruption may be mitigated if voters are embedded in
politicians’ patronage networks, where parties and candidates
distribute work or jobs in exchange for political support (Rob-
inson and Verdier 2013). Clientelist strategies involving vote
buying and patronage—where material benefits are distrib-
uted in return for political support—are quite commonmodes
of mobilizing voter support during elections in new democ-
racies around the world (Cantú 2019; Jensen and Justesen
2014). However, compared to vote buying, patronage may
make voters particularly lenient in their response to corrup-
tion because the distribution of patronage is more enduring
across the electoral cycle, holds greater value to the indi-
vidual voter, and provides parties with greater discretionary
control of the allocation of the flow of rewards (i.e., work or
jobs; Robinson and Verdier 2013). This may affect voter be-
liefs that their future employment and income is contingent
on their stated political support. Contexts such as South Africa,
where almost 40% of the working-age population is unem-
ployed,1 provide fertile grounds for patronage, not least in
poor townships where access to work may be contingent on
connections to local party officials. Our second hypothesis is
therefore:

H2. Voters are less likely to punish (and more likely to
support) corrupt politicians if they offer patronage in
return for votes.

Electoral sanctioning of corrupt politicians can also be un-
dermined if voters evaluate politicians on the basis of feelings
of partisanship rather than performance in office. Indeed,
1. See Statistics South Africa’s Quarterly Labour Force Survey at https://
bit.ly/2IlCnxy.
partisan affiliations may create strong (dis)inclinations to
support a particular party, even if the party or its candidates
face allegations of political corruption. For instance, Anduiza
et al. (2013) show that Spanish voters judge the same offense
differently, depending on whether the perpetrating politician
is member of the voter’s own party. In South Africa, parti-
sanship is strongly related to racial identities shaped by the
country’s apartheid history and deep-rooted feelings of loyalty
toward the dominant party, the African National Congress
(ANC). Coupled with ANC strategies to portray itself as a
massmovement—while framing the key opposition party, the
Democratic Alliance (DA), as the heir to white privilege—
makes partisanship a salient feature of South African elections
(Ferree 2011). We therefore expect that voter sanctioning of
corruption in South Africa is affected by partisanship:

H3a. ANC partisans are less likely to punish (and more
likely to support) corrupt ANC politicians.

H3b. DA partisans are less likely to punish (and more
likely to support) corrupt DA politicians.

SURVEY EXPERIMENT
We test the hypotheses using a survey experiment we im-
plemented in South Africa in 2017 in collaboration with
Citizen Surveys (see app. A; apps. A–O are available online).
The sample (n p 1; 500) is nationally representative, and
interviews were done face to face by trained enumerators
using tablets. Respondents were assigned to one of five ver-
sions of the experiment using complete random assignment.
The distribution of the outcome variable is available in ap-
pendix B. Summary statistics and descriptions of variables used
in the analyses are available in appendixes C and D, and ap-
pendix E contains a power test.

The experiment revolves around a hypothetical candidate
running for office in a municipal election, where voters can
cast a ballot for a ward councilor (app. F). We randomly vary
respondents’ information on the candidate’s corrupt activi-
ties, the use of patronage, and the party label of the candidate.
We focus on voters’ inclination to support an allegedly cor-
rupt candidate, which is a realistic scenario in a country like
South Africa that has a dominant party and is plagued by
corruption. However, in appendix G we test whether the
results change conditional onANCdominance of the electoral
landscape at the local level and show that this is not the case.

Table 1 shows the experimental prompts read out to re-
spondents. All versions describe a candidate who has worked
hard in the municipal council to build a new health clinic
in the respondent’s local area. The baseline candidate de-
scription includes positive features—working hard to build a

https://bit.ly/2IlCnxy
https://bit.ly/2IlCnxy
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health clinic in the local area—to give the candidate an ap-
pealing, but realistic, characteristic (working hard) on an im-
portant issue (health), making it harder for respondents to
outright reject the candidate. In the first treatment, the can-
didate is known for taking bribes from businesses when hand-
ing out government contracts, which is a widespread form
of state-business corruption in South Africa (Beresford 2015).
The remaining versions maintain an environment with a cor-
rupt candidate but vary the party (ANC or DA) or the offering
of a job or work in return for the respondent’s vote (patron-
age). Since we are interested in people’s willingness to support
a corrupt candidate, respondents are subsequently asked how
likely they would be to vote for the candidate, using a five-point
scale from 0 (very unlikely) to 4 (very likely). Asking cautiously
about respondents’ propensity to support the candidate may
also increase willingness to answer honestly.

Although our experiment with a hypothetical candidate
follows the approach of related studies (Eggers, Vivyan, and
Wagner 2018; Klašnja et al. 2017; Weitz-Shapiro andWinters
2017), it captures stated preferences against corruption rather
than real-world behavior (Schwindt-Bayer and Tavits 2016,
94). This could be a challenge to external validity. However,
Bøttkjær (2019) shows that results from a list experiment and
a direct question on vote buying in South Africa are remark-
ably similar, indicating only weak tendencies among South
Africans to underreport potentially controversial attitudes and
behaviors related to clientelism and electoral corruption. We
also test whether respondents’ willingness to answer is related
to the treatments, for example, because one experimental con-
dition may have been perceived as more controversial, causing
more refusals or “don’t know” answers, but this is not the case
(app. H). More generally, Hainmueller, Hangartner, and Ya-
mamoto (2015) find similar results when comparing survey
experimental data to behavioral data, suggesting that indi-
vidual behavior is not detached from the norms that survey
experiments on corruption often capture. Finally, as empha-
sized by Schwindt-Bayer and Tavits (2016, 95), willingness to
punish corrupt candidates may be overestimated in survey
experiments with hypothetical candidates, but overestima-
tion should be similar across treatments and should not bias
treatment effects, like those for patronage and partisanship—
even if they mainly capture anticorruption norms.

RESULTS
Figure 1 shows results fromordinary least squares regressions
with candidate support as the outcome and the experimental
groups as treatment indicators (the regression table is avail-
able in app. I, and app. J contains straight comparisons of
means). The coefficients (filled circles) are themarginal effects
of the treatments. The vertical line shows whether confidence
intervals cut across zero. Standard errors are clustered by enu-
meration areas, the smallest geographical unit within which
respondents are sampled. The experimental groups are bal-
anced on standard pretreatment covariates (app. K), and the
results do not change when pretreatment covariates are added
as controls (app. L).

Figure 1A shows that all treatments involving a corrupt
candidate have a strong and statistically significant negative
effect on voter support. Relative to the mean in the (noncor-
rupt) baseline (2.57), the level of support across all treatment
groups is substantially lower, with coefficient sizes ranging
Table 1. Survey Experiment
Condition
 Text with Treatment Conditions in Italics
Baseline (control)
 Let’s say that a political candidate is running for election to the municipal council in your municipality.
The candidate has worked hard in the municipal council to build a new health clinic in your area.
Treatment 1: corruption
 Let’s say that a political candidate is running for election to the municipal council in your municipality.
The candidate has worked hard in the municipal council to build a new health clinic in your area and
is known for taking bribes from businesses when handing out government contracts.
Treatment 2: ANC
 Let’s say that a political candidate from the ANC is running for election to the municipal council in your
municipality. The candidate has worked hard in the municipal council to build a new health clinic
in your area and is known for taking bribes from businesses when handing out government contracts.
Treatment 3: DA
 Let’s say that a political candidate from the DA is running for election to the municipal council in your
municipality. The candidate has worked hard in the municipal council to build a new health clinic
in your area and is known for taking bribes from businesses when handing out government contracts.
Treatment 4: patronage
 Let’s say that a political candidate is running for election to the municipal council in your municipality
and has offered YOU work or a job in return for your vote. The candidate has worked hard in the
municipal council to build a new health clinic in your area and is known for taking bribes from businesses
when handing out government contracts.
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from 21.10 to21.52. This result mirrors related work show-
ing that voters sanction corruption allegations strongly (Klašnja
et al. 2017). The result for the patronage treatment shows that
voters display significantly lower levels of support relative to
the control group. However, magnitude of the effect (21.10)
is closer to the baseline compared to the other treatments.
This result is partially in line with hypothesis 2: while voters
punish candidates who engage in corruption, they are also
more lenient toward corrupt candidates using patronage to
mobilize support.

This is shown more clearly in figure 1B, where the pa-
tronage treatment serves as the reference. This shows that
patronage induces higher support (mean p 1:47)—or lower
punishment—compared to the corruption and partisanship
treatments. That is, the use of patronage seems to attenuate
the electoral cost suffered by politicians involved in corruption.
This result is line with the literature suggesting that corrupt
candidates survive in office because voters trade off the costs
of having corrupt candidates in office for the prospect of re-
ceiving economic side benefits in return (Klašnja et al. 2017).
This finding does not allow us to say whether patronage is
effective for mobilizing support among noncorrupt politi-
cians. It is also plausible that other forms of clientelism (e.g.,
vote buying and handouts of cash and food) could play a
much smaller role for voter responses to corruption. Even so,
in contexts where unemployment is rife and access to even
precarious work may be contingent on political connections
to local party officials (Dawson 2014), our findings suggest
that patronage often coexists with corruption because reput-
edly corrupt politicians can use it to reduce the electoral costs
of corruption.
The final treatments establish the party of the corrupt
candidate as being either from the governing party, the ANC,
or the main opposition party, the DA, and show that vot-
ers maintain high punishment levels relative to the baseline
(fig. 1A) and patronage treatments (fig. 1B) when the identity
of the candidate’s party is known. To test how partisan align-
ment shapes voter responses to corruption, figure 2 shows
results from regressions where the party label treatments are
interacted with voter partisanship (see app. D). Full results
are available in appendix M.

Figure 2 shows that partisanship does little to moder-
ate support for corrupt politicians. Although ANC partisans
(fig. 2A) are slightly more forgiving of corruption if the per-
petrator is an ANC politician, the effect is imprecisely esti-
mated and not statistically significant at the 95% level. The
same picture emerges when the DA treatment is interacted
with DA partisanship (fig. 2B). These results speak against
hypotheses 3a and 3b. Although this suggests that partisan-
ship does not matter much for voter support for corrupt can-
didates in South Africa, an important scope condition is that
our experiment is set against a candidate running for office in
a municipal election. Since municipal elections are sometimes
treated as ‘second-order’ elections, partisanship could easily
play amuch greater role in national elections, particularly since
national elections in South Africa use a party-based, closed-list
electoral system.

While the results so far suggest that patronage weakens
voters’willingness to punish corrupt politicians, the impact of
patronage on corruption voting may be contingent on voters’
socioeconomic background. Poor and vulnerable people are
disproportionately parts of clientelist networks and targets of
Figure 1. Voting for corrupt candidates: A, comparison to no corruption; B, comparison to patronage
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campaigns to mobilize support by clientelist parties (Jensen
and Justesen 2014). Economic deprivation may also increase
people’s willingness to tolerate corruption in return for side
benefits, particularly if they involve work or jobs (Klašnja et al.
2017).

In figure 3, we therefore explore whether conditions of
socioeconomic hardshipmoderate the impact of patronage on
corruption voting. To do so, we use four measures of socio-
economic hardship: material living standards, poverty, edu-
cation, and unemployment (app. D). Figure 3 is based on fully
interacted models (app. N) but only shows results for the pa-
tronage treatment interacted with the four measures of so-
cioeconomic disadvantage. The results are robust to control-
ling for pretreatment covariates (app. O). Figure 3 shows that
socioeconomic conditions moderate the impact of patronage
on voter support for corrupt candidates. Corrupt candidates
distributing patronage are punished less harshly by people
with low living standards, while voter sanctioning increases as
people become more well off (fig. 3A). The same pattern is
evident usingmeasures of poverty (fig. 3B), education (fig. 3C),
Figure 3. Patronage and corruption voting: A, conditioning effect of living standards; B, conditioning effect of poverty; C, conditioning effect of education; D, con-

ditioning effect of unemployment.
Figure 2. Partisanship and support for corrupt candidates: A, support for corrupt ANC politicians; B, support for corrupt DA politicians
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and unemployment (fig. 3D). These findings show that eco-
nomically deprived people sanction corrupt politicians much
less—or not at all—when patronage is distributed in return
for political support.
CONCLUSION
Using a survey experiment in South Africa, we show that
voters punish politicians for corruption, regardless of parti-
sanship. We also show that politicians can employ patronage
as a strategy to attenuate voter punishment of corruption. In
fact, our findings suggest that patronage is particularly effec-
tive at reducing electoral punishment for corruption among
poor and vulnerable groups. In contexts where corruption
is thriving alongside electoral democracy, this suggests that
clientelist strategiesmay play a pivotal role in boosting the (re)
election chances of corrupt politicians. Clientelism may there-
fore be a significant part of the reason why voters support
corrupt politicians, why some corrupt politicians manage to
survive in office, and why poverty, clientelism, and corruption
often coexist and operate as mutually reinforcing forces. These
findings imply that anticorruption efforts may be more ef-
fective if they not only focus on informing voters about can-
didates’ involvement in corruption but also seek to address
and reduce political parties’ use of clientelist strategies during—
and in between—elections.
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