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Abstract

There is evidence that people vote for corrupt candidates even when they have infor-

mation that their representatives have been engaged in corruption in the past. Based

on a survey experiment in Brazil, we find evidence that ideology is an important fac-

tor to explain this voting behavior. We also found evidence of two psychological

mechanisms that explain this effect: a change in perception of corruption and a cog-

nitive cost-benefit evaluation. This study expanded previous findings, showing that

ideology can affect voting behavior when there is information about corruption even

in a country where voters are supposedly less loyal to a single party.

“Ideology, I want one to live for”

Cazuza

It is puzzling that corruption (i.e., misuse of public office for private gain) persists in

democratic countries, where voters have the chance to choose honest people for political

positions. One extensive line of inquiry focuses on informational failures to explain the

puzzle of electing corrupt candidates (Ferraz & Finan, 2008; Person & Tabellini, 2004).

Uninformed voters may reward corrupt incumbents primarily because of their inability

to distinguish clean politicians from dirty ones. By increasing the level of information
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available to voters, corrupt incumbents are more likely to be penalized for deviant or

dishonest behavior (Winters & Weitz-Shapiro, 2013).

Another line of research, however, has provided evidence that voters may elect cor-

rupt candidates even when they are informed about their wrongdoings (Golden, 2009;

Manzetti & Wilson, 2007; Pereira & Melo, 2015; Winters & Weitz-Shapiro, 2016).

Informed voters may engage in a cost-benefit evaluation and decide to vote for allegedly

corrupt incumbents if they expect to receive public goods in exchange for political sup-

port (Pereira & Melo, 2015), or material benefits that other parties or candidates cannot

guarantee (Golden, 2009).

A large body of research shows that the effect of corruption on voting choice is con-

ditional on other dimensions (e.g., access to information, delivery of public goods, or

provision of material benefits—Golden, 2009; Pereira & Melo, 2015; Winters & Weitz-

Shapiro, 2013). However, the role played by ideology has been scarcely investigated.

Specifically, it is not clear if sharing ideological positions may facilitate voting for a cor-

rupt candidate and, if so, what mechanisms explain this effect.

On the one hand, ideology may create an informational failure in which people may

ideologically identify themselves with the corrupt candidate in such a way that they do

not perceive the candidate’s corruption as something so wrong. On the other hand, one

should purposely choose a corrupt candidate when the benefits of sharing ideological

views are preferred.

In this article, we investigate the extent to which ideological preferences influence

voting for a corrupt candidate in Brazil. Besides, we analyze whether a change in the

perception of corruption (informational failure) and a cognitive cost-benefit evaluation

can explain the impact of ideology on voting choice. To do so, we carried out a survey

experiment in Brazil.

Brazil is an interesting environment in which to investigate voting for corrupt can-

didates for two main reasons. The first is that it is a country where corruption is wide-

spread (Pav~ao, 2018) to the point of being Brazilians’ primary concern, reaching 31% of

the population (ahead, for instance, of unemployment 13%, health 10%, economy 6%,

and security 6%; Latinobarómetro, 2017). The latter is that Brazil has a highly frag-

mented party system (about 30 parties hold at least one seat in Congress), and partisan-

ship is weak, although people still use other cues to identify themselves with some

candidates (Boas, Hidalgo, & Melo, 2019).

We show that when voters and the corrupt candidate share the same ideology, vot-

ers are less likely to reject the candidate, as they perceive him or her as less corrupt.

Finally, we show that even for voters who perceive the corruption of their ideologically

preferred candidate, a cost-benefit evaluation makes them believe that tolerating corrup-

tion is worthwhile.

Tolerance of Corruption: Informational Failure and Cost-Benefit

Evaluation

Corruption is commonly defined as the misuse of public office for private gain

(Le Billon, 2003). It has very negative consequences, so that little disagreement exists

among the electorate and political elites (Stokes, 1963) about how bad it is to elect cor-

rupt candidates. Therefore, voters should be motivated to punish corrupt candidates in

the elections, which very often does not happen.
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The reason for this is twofold. First, even though voters are willing to punish

wrongdoing when they acquire information about the true type of politician (Ferraz &

Finan, 2008; Person & Tabellini, 2004; Winters & Weitz-Shapiro, 2013), in countries

where many politicians are corrupt, such as Brazil, voters may find it hard to assess

credible information about the candidates (Winters & Weitz-Shapiro, 2013). Second,

voters may prefer corrupt candidates if they see other benefits in electing them (Pereira

& Melo, 2015). Specifically, when processing information, voters consider different

aspects of candidate evaluation (Lau & Redlawsk, 2006) and the honesty of a candidate

is only one of them. Because there is not a perfect candidate, voters will naturally have

to make a choice, a tradeoff. The relative weight of honesty vis-à-vis other factors is

what determines this tradeoff (Rundquist, Strom, & Peters, 1977), and there are some

circumstances in which voters think that choosing a corrupt candidate is worthwhile.

Tolerance of Corruption and Ideology

Ideologies are “those systems of political thinking, loose or rigid, deliberate or unintend-

ed, through which individuals and groups construct an understanding of the political

world they, or those who preoccupy their thoughts, inhabit, and then act on that under-

standing” (Freeden, 1996, p. 3).

People identify themselves through one ideological tradition that serves as a short-

cut, a cognitive heuristic to facilitate evaluation and choice (Huckfeldt, Levine,

Morgan, & Sprague, 1999). One common simplification of the concept of ideology is as

a position on a left-right spectrum (Inglehart, 1984) or a liberal-conservative continuum

(Erikson, Wright, & McIver, 1993), where voters position themselves according to their

attitudes toward the size and role of government (Devine, 2012) or toward the willing-

ness to change the status quo (Conover & Feldman, 1981). This simplification is subject

of sharp criticism since it does not represent political attitudes of a large proportion of

people (Feldman, 2003; Knight, 1999; Maddox & Lilie, 1984). Instead, other definitions

consider ideology a multidimension concept, in which people have preferences over so-

cial issues (liberal-conservative social divide) and economic issues (liberal-intervention-

ist economic divide) (Benoit & Laver, 2006; Franchino & Zucchini, 2015).

Ideological self-identification is one of the strongest predictors of politicians’ evalu-

ation and choice (Carreir~ao, 2002; Conover & Feldman, 1981; Devine, 2012; Jost, 2006;

Mann, 1980; Scotto, Stephenson, & Kornberg, 2004; Singer, 1998). Even when people

are not aware of the meaning of ideological positions (e.g., the differences between left

and right orientation), intuitive knowledge and feeling about the preferences of a candi-

date is enough to allow them to vote coherently with their ideas (Singer, 1998). For this

reason, in two-candidate elections, people vote for the candidate whose ideology is clos-

est to their own (Berry, Ringquist, Fording, & Russell, 1998).

However, what would happen when the ideologically preferred candidate is found

to be corrupt? It has been assumed that voters usually would prefer to vote for an honest

candidate instead of a corrupt one (Myerson, 1993; Person & Tabellini, 2004; Winters

& Weitz-Shapiro, 2013). This situation, thus, creates a problem for voters, who must

choose between honesty and ideology.

This condition happens when there are two options for the voters only. This might

occur when there are only two established parties, which is the case of the American

two-party presidential system (Myerson, 1993), or when there are runoff elections for
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executive posts (president, governor, and mayor) between the two first positioned can-

didates, in case no one obtains 50% plus one vote, which is the case of Brazil.

Addressing this puzzle, we argue that voters might tolerate a dishonest candidate if

he or she is ideologically preferred because switching to an honest candidate risks giving

the victory to a candidate of the opposite ideological preference. Rundquist et al. (1977),

Myerson (1993), and Golden (2009) support this idea, discussing the possibilities that

voters might tolerate a corrupt politician in case he or she mirrors their ideological pref-

erences. Our rationale completes the findings of Franchino and Zucchini (2015) that

voters may prefer a less competent candidate (e.g., less experienced) when their ideolo-

gies match.

In other words, we propose the following hypothesis:

H1: Voters are more likely to choose a corrupt candidate when they share the candi-

date’s ideology.

If this hypothesis regarding voting choice holds, the next step is to investigate why and

how this effect takes place on voters’ perception. We propose two explanations: First,

people may ideologically identify themselves with the corrupt candidate in such a way

that they do not perceive the candidate as a corrupt person (informational failure).

Second, voters may recognize their candidate as corrupt but still believe they will be

better off by tolerating a corrupt politician rather than voting for an alternative candi-

date whose ideology is contrary to their own or who is less competent (cost-benefit

evaluation).

Informational Failure: Misperception of Corruption

The first step for ethical behavior is moral awareness, which means recognizing that

there is a moral problem in a situation, or that a situation requires a moral standard or

principle (Rest, 1986; Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 1999; Trevi~no, Weaver, &

Reynolds, 2006). The recognition that a moral problem exists is not fixed: in some cir-

cumstances, the same situation can trigger ethical considerations from some people but

not from others (Gino, Schweitzer, Mead, & Ariely, 2011; Schuckmann, Barros, Dias,

& Andrade, 2018).

Since many behaviors have flexible categorization, people often wish to reinterpret

them in a self-serving manner (Mazar, Amir, & Ariely, 2008). Because individuals do

not always have moral motivations (Batson, Kobrynowicz, Dinnerstein, Kampf, &

Wilson, 1997), they fail to compare their behavior with moral standards (Batson,

Thompson, Seuferling, Whitney, & Strongman, 1999). In turn, this failure makes indi-

viduals unaware that their actions may be against their own moral standards.

People tend to discount information about dishonest behavior more often when the

person who commits it is oneself instead of others (Chimonas, Brennan, & Rothman,

2007). Supposedly, it is more painful for people to see themselves dishonest than it is to

see others. Since people use strategies of self-deception and dissonance-reduction to

protect valued beliefs (Bénabou & Tirole, 2016), discounting dishonest information

works as a painkiller, facilitating acting in an unethical manner (Mazar et al., 2008). For

instance, physicians reported that receiving gifts from the pharmaceutical industry is

generally wrong, but when they faced this situation themselves, their evaluation
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changed, especially when they remembered how much sacrifice they made during med-

ical training (Sah & Loewenstein, 2010).

Ideology is part of one’s identity (Huddy, 2001; Iborra, 2005; Teles, 2009), in such

a way that an individual identifies herself with other people that share the same political

identity (Huddy, 2001). Because people tend to see other people who share the same

ideology as more similar to them (Mullen, Dovidio, Craig, & Copper, 1992), having a

corrupt candidate from the same ideology should be something so painful that this in-

formation is hard to be accepted. For this reason, people may use their ideological posi-

tions as lenses that make moral awareness less likely to happen because it is less

convenient.

Mazar et al. (2008) explained that the fact that something is wrong seems to be

enough to prevent one from doing so because people want to have an honest self-image.

Even if a corrupt candidate appears to be a better choice (e.g., more experienced), the

fact that he or she is perceived as corrupt (e.g., what he or she did is recognized to be

“very wrong”) should be enough to prevent this person from voting for the candidate.

The literature on partisan motivated reasoning explains that partisans interpret in-

formation in a way that benefits their own party (Bisgaard, 2015; Bolsen, Druckman, &

Cook, 2014; Leeper & Slothuus, 2014). Knowing that an issue is defended by a political

party works as a perceptual screen, in which people make an effort to interpret a situ-

ation and arrive at the desired conclusion (Bolsen et al., 2014). We propose that not only

partisanship but also ideology can create a state of blindness, in which voters may disre-

gard factual information when it disconfirms their previous values (Druckman &

Bolsen, 2011). For this reason, they see the candidate’s misconduct as not “wrong

enough.” If corruption is not “very wrong,” voters may believe that it is not a problem

for them to vote for this candidate (Anduiza, Gallego, & Mu~noz, 2013). Also, ideological

congruence between voters and the corrupt candidate could have a blinding effect by

merely making the respondent skeptical that the allegation of corruption is true. This

attitude could be particularly prevalent when corruption is widespread and, therefore,

voters perceive all politicians as equally incompetent to deal with corruption (Pav~ao,

2018).

Based on this rationale, we propose that a corruption allegation is more likely to be

considered by voters as false or less wrong when voters’ and the candidate’s ideologies

match because the candidate represents voters’ self-identity, and voters do not want to

see themselves as “bad people.” If they do not see their candidate as a bad option, they

are more likely to vote for her or him.

Formally, we propose the following mediation hypotheses:

H2: The effect of ideology matching on voting choice is mediated by the perception of

corruption.

Cost-Benefit Evaluation

People are more likely to arrive at conclusions that they want to arrive at, but their abil-

ity to do so is constrained by their ability to construct seemingly reasonable justifica-

tions for these conclusions (Kunda, 1990). Some cases may provide very salient

corruption information, making it hard to be misperceived. In these cases, the fact

that people search for arguments to arrive at desired conclusions (Kunda, 1990,
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Mazar et al., 2008) may not be enough to change corruption perception. We argue that

when this is the case, it is still possible that voters are so motivated to choose a specific

candidate that they may find other reasons for this choice.

Because corruption is one facet of a multidimensional voting space, choosing a clean

candidate may be too costly if s/he holds preferences that deviate from the voter’s ideal

point (Pereira & Melo, 2015). In this situation, voters search for arguments to conclude

that there are some circumstances in which electing a corrupt candidate is better than

choosing a rival.

First, the corrupt candidate may be perceived as the most efficient in terms of

delivering public goods (Boas et al., 2019; Pereira & Melo, 2015). Specifically, having a

politician in the office sharing ideological preferences would probably lead not only to

the delivery of more public goods but also to the implementation of public policies more

consistent with voters’ appreciation and values (Rundquist et al., 1977).

Second, the benefits of electing a corrupt candidate could also be represented by fi-

nancial and material returns in terms of private goods (Boas et al., 2019; Chang & Kerr,

2017). That is, belonging to a clientelist network or a specific political constituency may

enhance the chances of having access to benefits if the politician would be ideologically

aligned with voters.

Finally, voting for a candidate who holds a different ideology may be so emotionally

costly (van Prooijen, Krouwel, Boiten, & Eendebak, 2015) that the voter does not even

include this candidate as an option in her/his consideration set. If this is the case, even

acknowledging that a candidate is corrupt, the fact that s/he shares the same ideology

makes s/he to become “the only option.”

Based on this rationale, we propose the following mediation hypotheses:

H3: The effect of ideology matching on voting choice is mediated by a cost-benefit

trade-off evaluation.

Method

To test our hypotheses, we ran a web-based survey experiment. We used a 2 (economic

ideology—matching vs. mismatching) � 2 (social ideology—matching vs. mismatching)

� 2 (mode of corruption: money vs. nepotism) between-subjects design. We followed

Benoit and Laver (2006), and Franchino and Zucchini (2015), and operationalized ideol-

ogy as more than one dimension. We used two modes of corruption as replicates to test

the generalizability of our results.

Our sample comprised 1,045 Brazilian participants who were randomly assigned to

one of the experimental conditions. We recruited these participants by placing a paid

advertisement on the Facebook platform (see the ad in the Supplementary data). This

recruitment method is effective because it allows greater demographic diversity and rep-

resentativeness than student samples (Samuels & Zucco, 2012). We created an account

for this purpose and raffled off an iPad among all participants. The objective of placing

a paid ad (instead of using personal accounts) was to reach greater demographic diver-

sity. Interested participants clicked on the link provided in the ad and answered an on-

line survey.

The procedure was the following: When people agreed to participate, they received

instructions asking them to imagine a second-round presidential election in which they
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would have to choose between two opposing candidates. The participants (a) read the

profile of both candidates; (b) made the decision on which candidate they would vote

for; (c) answered a questionnaire measuring their own ideology; (d) read the manipula-

tion text; (e) made a second decision on whom to vote for; (f) answered a questionnaire

measuring the type of processing (whether the corrupt candidate was seen as a cost-

benefit choice, and/or if he was seen as not corrupt); and (g) answered some socioeco-

nomic questions.

The first option was Candidate A, who had long political experience. He had been a

mayor twice and served as a state governor once, had 70% citizen approval, and was

considered very efficient by the population. The second option was Candidate B, who

lacked administrative experience. He had been a mayor just once and had only 30% citi-

zen approval. When he was a mayor, he did very little to improve people’s quality of

life. In this campaign, his platform focused on honesty in politics and public service.

We purposely chose Candidate B to be less competent than Candidate A, so that voting

for Candidate A would be the best choice. There was no information about neither

ideology nor corruption. The only information that was displayed was that Candidate A

was more competent than Candidate B.

After reading these political profiles, participants chose for whom they would vote.

The questionnaire measuring the type of ideology of the respondents contained

four indicators that measure economic ideology, and three indicators that measure social

ideology (see Supplementary Table A1). This measure is an adaptation of the scale used

by the Pew Research Institute. The Brazilian Institute Datafolha also uses a similar

scale. We chose this scale because it captures two dimensions of ideology (economic and

social), and it has been used in representative Brazilian samples. The survey used two

dimensions of ideology, measured in terms of the role of the government in the econ-

omy, and social values related to religion, gay marriage and legalization of marijuana.

The measurement models were validated by confirmatory factor analysis. All the indica-

tors had two opposite sentences and subjects had to agree with one of them or say they

did not know.

The manipulations came next. The subjects read a vignette showing once again the

profile of both candidates and saying that they found more information about Candidate

A. It was when we introduced information about corruption and ideology.

In the money condition, Candidate A was accused of causing a R$4 million Reais

(Brazilian’s currency) loss in public accounts for stealing money (vs. appointing a rela-

tive to a public position). We decided to make Candidate A suspected instead of con-

victed because it would facilitate participants to interpret the situation according to

their ideology (i.e., they would be unsure if the allegation is true).

In the economic liberal condition, Candidate A was in favor of privatization and

less intervention in the economy (vs. creation of state-owned companies and more

economic intervention/regulation). In the social liberal condition, Candidate A was in

favor of (vs. against) legalizing the consumption of marijuana and homosexual

marriage.

Then, participants were asked if they would keep their vote to the same candidate,

or if they would like to change. Since Candidate A was always the best choice in terms

of competence, if participants decide to change their vote to Candidate B (or decide not

to vote), it is because they are rejecting either ideology or corruption. Since all condi-

tions provided information about corruption (Candidate A was never honest), if there
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was a difference in rejection of corruption, it could only be because of ideology.

Candidate B profile remained the same as before (fixed across all conditions).

Based on their score differences, subjects were classified into matching or mis-

matching (whether his or her ideological view matches Candidate A’s or not) for both

economic and social views. After that, subjects answered a questionnaire measuring the

type of processing (see Supplementary Table A2). This scale contained two dimensions,

which were confirmed by exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis. Subjects rated

the statements using a Likert rating, ranging from 1 (“I totally disagree”) to 5 (“I totally

agree”). Answers for each scale were averaged, resulting in one score for tradeoff and

another one for the perception of corruption. In the latter, because high levels of agree-

ment mean low perception, we reversed the scale. Supplementary Table A3 details the

operational definition of the variables used in this study.

Results

Our sample of 1,045 participants was quite diverse in terms of its demography.

Approximately 60% were male, 63% single, 20% had a bachelor’s degree, 43% lived in

the State of Sao Paulo, 71% lived in a state capital, 50% had monthly income above

US$2,800, and the average age was 31 years. A confirmatory factor analysis model

including the questions related to economic ideology (a ¼ .6) and social ideology

(a ¼ .6) of the respondent, perception of corruption (a ¼ .8) and cost-benefit tradeoff

(a ¼ .8) was estimated by maximum likelihood and presented adequate fit indexes

(v2(59) ¼ 270.6, RMSEA ¼ 0.059, CFI¼ 0.943). Some indicators presented factor

loadings (see Supplementary Tables A1 and A2) below the usual thresholds, but were

kept in the model to preserve nomological validity. Discriminant validity between con-

structs was supported by nested model comparisons (see details in Supplementary

Table A4).

Randomization checks indicate that demographic variables were balanced across

ideology match conditions (see Supplementary Table A5). Before seeing the manipula-

tions, 91% of the sample preferred Candidate A, confirming that it was perceived as a

better choice, as anticipated. We used participants’ own decisions before the manipula-

tion as a baseline for their choices. We used changes in choice as our dependent variable,

which took the value of one if the respondent rejected corruption, changing from

Candidate A to another option (Candidate B or not voting), and zero otherwise.

Overall, rejection of corruption was prevalent: 56.7% of participants changed from

Candidate A to another choice (Candidate B or not voting) after learning that their pre-

ferred candidate was corrupt and had a particular ideology. Approximately 34.5% of

the respondents still voted for Candidate A (i.e., did not reject the corrupt candidate),

7.5% maintained the vote for Candidate B or abstained, and 1.3% changed to

Candidate A (McNemar’s v2(1) ¼ 551.29, p < .001). Hereafter, our dependent variable

of interest would be the change from Candidate A to another option, which represents

the rejection of corruption.

As can be seen in Figure 1, there are differences between participants in which

ideology matched compared to when they did not match, both in economic and social

ideological dimensions. In other words, when voters and the candidate shared the same

ideological preferences, voters were more inclined to vote for the corrupt candidate than

when they had distinct ideological preferences.
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To test H1, we estimated three probit regressions of our manipulations on the re-

jection of corruption using effects coding (e.g., match ¼ 1, mismatch ¼ �1). Model 1

includes the direct effects of type of corruption, respondent’s economic ideology,

respondent’s social ideology, candidate’s economic ideology, and candidate’s social

ideology. In addition to these variables, Model 2 includes economic matching and social

matching (Table 1).

predicted that voters are more likely to choose a corrupt candidate when they share

the same ideology. Model 1 shows the main effects of both respondents and candidates’

ideologies on the likelihood that the respondent rejects the corrupt candidate. Model 2

shows that when voters and the candidate shared the same ideology in the economic or

social dimension, voters were less likely to reject the corrupt candidate than when they

mismatched (b ¼ �.238, p < .01 for social match and b ¼ �.397, p < .001 for economic

match). Therefore, we found support for H1.

Additionally, we did not find any difference between the types of corruption

(money vs. nepotism), neither an interaction effect between the two kinds of ideological

match, indicating our results hold regardless of the type of corruption (see

Supplementary Table A6—Models 1–4).

To investigate the two psychological mechanisms, we tested the indirect effect of

social and economic matching on rejection of corruption mediated by perception of cor-

ruption and cost-benefit evaluation.

To test H2, or the indirect effect of ideological match on voting mediated by per-

ception of corruption, we estimated Model 3, which indicates that perception of corrup-

tion has a significant and positive effect on the probability of rejecting corruption

(b¼ .307, p < .001) and Model 7, which shows a negative and significant effect of eco-

nomic ideological match on perception of corruption (b ¼ �.101, p < .05) but not of so-

cial ideological match (b ¼ �.049, p ¼ .439). Finally, the indirect effect of economic

ideological match on rejection of corruption, mediated by perception of corruption, is

Figure 1.
Rejection of corruption per ideology match condition
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significant as estimated with bootstrapped standard errors and 500 replications (indirect

effect ¼ �0.026, 95% CI [�0.0470 to �0.0048]). As the mediator is observed and thus,

endogenous, a sensitivity analysis (Imai, Keele, Tingley, & Yamamoto, 2011) was per-

formed and indicated that this indirect effect would still hold even if, due to omitted

variables, the correlation between the error terms of the regressions in the first and se-

cond paths of the mediation would be up to 0.2.

Therefore, we find partial support for H2, because perception of corruption only

mediates the effect of the economic dimension of ideology.

To test H3 or the indirect effect of ideological match on voting mediated by

cost-benefit tradeoff, we estimated two models. Model 4, which shows a significant

and negative effect of cost-benefit tradeoff on the probability of rejecting corruption

(b ¼ �.474, p < .001) and Model 9 that indicates a significant and negative effect of

economic ideological matching on cost-benefit tradeoff (b ¼ .236, p < .001) a nonsigni-

ficant effect of social ideological match (b ¼ .046, p ¼ .527). The indirect effect through

cost-benefit tradeoff—also estimated with bootstrapped standard errors—is significant

(indirect effect ¼ �0.064, 95% CI [�0.0954 to �0.0324]), which indicates mediation.

The sensitivity analysis indicated that this indirect effect would still be significant if the

correlation between the error terms of the regressions in the first and second paths of

the mediation would be as high as 0.3.

Again, we find partial support for H2, because perception of corruption only medi-

ates the effect of the economic dimension of ideology.

Furthermore, in an exploratory manner (Kerr, 1998), we evaluated if, in a case in

which corruption information is too salient to be misperceived, motivated voters may

still engage in a biased cost-benefit evaluation, in which the benefits of choosing the

candidate become so accessible in their mind that selecting this candidate may still seem

worthwhile. To explore this possibility, we tested a moderated mediation model in

which perception of corruption moderates the indirect effect of cost-benefit tradeoff on

rejection of corruption. The results (Table 1, Model 5) indicate that the cost-benefit

mechanism acts only for higher levels of perception of corruption but not for lower ones

(Figure 2). This exploratory result suggests that when the participant did not perceive

the candidate as corrupt, this lack of perception mediated the effect of economic match

on voting choice. However, when the participant perceived the candidate to be corrupt,

the cost-benefit evaluation drove the effect. This result suggests that ideology is so im-

portant that the perception of corruption is not enough to prevent a voter from choosing

a corrupt candidate. In other words, both mechanisms seem to complement each other

in explaining why people are motivated to vote for corrupt candidates who share the

same ideology.

Discussion

Even though in democratic countries, voters have the chance to choose honest candi-

dates and punish those that misbehave, there are sometimes conditions in which they

may fail to do so. Previous research suggests that voters choose corrupt candidates when

they do not have information about corruption, or when they receive benefits from cor-

rupt politicians, both in exchange for personal favors or public goods.

Our research sheds light to an understudied factor that explains voting for a corrupt

candidate: ideology. We proposed that the ideological match between voter and
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candidate can have two different effects: It can change people’s perception of whether a

candidate is corrupt or not (even though information about corruption is available), and

it can also be a form of benefit that compensates the cost of corruption. Precisely, our

experimental analysis demonstrates that voters are more likely to choose a dishonest

candidate when they share the same ideology, even acknowledging that this candidate

may be corrupt.

We demonstrated that ideology is more important than the mode of corruption in

affecting choice. The fact that more than half of the participants under the matching

conditions decided to vote for the corrupt candidate is striking and suggests that it is

easier to accept corruption from a politician who shares one’s ideology.

Interestingly, when people read the information that an ideologically preferred can-

didate is corrupt, they are less likely to perceive this corruption than when the candidate

has the opposing ideology. In other words, ideological matching facilitates the belief

that the candidate’s misconduct is not that wrong since people are motivated to reach

self-serving conclusions.

Finally, we showed that the way corruption is perceived affects voting choice.

However, when people are unable to misperceive corruption information (e.g., it is too

salient), people are still motivated to search for other mechanisms to support the candi-

date who matches their ideological preferences. This process leads to a cost-benefit

evaluation that still favors the decision they already want to make. In other words, our

results suggest that motivated reasoning can manifest in both misperception of corrup-

tion and a biased cost-benefit tradeoff.

This study expanded Anduiza et al. (2013) findings showing that not only partisan-

ship but also economic and social ideology can affect the importance attributed to infor-

mation about corruption. Interestingly, our results show that this phenomenon happens

in a country in which there is a highly fragmented party system like Brazil, where peo-

ple are supposedly less loyal to a single party (but not to an ideology).

Finally, this study also expanded current knowledge about dishonesty, showing

that perceiving self-misconduct as less severe than others’ not only happens for peo-

ple’s own dishonest acts, but also for dishonest acts of other people, since they share

the same ideology. By showing this, we suggest that dishonesty from another person

may hurt people’s own self-concept, as long as they identify themselves with this other

person.

Even though our findings contribute to an understanding of why people choose cor-

rupt candidates, they have some limitations. The first of them is that we did not have

conditions in which Candidate A is honest. Since our dependent variable is vote change,

using people’s first intention as a baseline, if participants simply rejected corruption,

ideology should not matter, and we would not find support for our hypotheses.

However, our experimental design did not allow us to disentangle the effect of corrup-

tion from the effect of ideology. We hope that other experimental designs could repli-

cate this study using different conditions.

Another limitation is that the manipulation assumed that the candidate was sus-

pected of being corrupt, but there was no evidence to prove it. As mentioned in the

methods section, we decided for this manipulation to facilitate participants to interpret

the situation according to their ideology. Besides, we believe that the current manipula-

tion is more similar to real-world situations, in which voters are bombarded with fake

news and are rarely sure about which allegation is true. However, if the candidate had
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been presented as already convicted, the pattern of answers might have been different.

This modification in the experimental design could also be tried in future research.

Furthermore, in this study, we opted for a hypothetical scenario because it ensures

that the study has the highest internal validity. Since real candidates vary in many

dimensions other than ideology and corruption, using data from real elections would

make it difficult to assess causality. However, we acknowledge that this approach limits

external validity. Future research should consider using other strategies to increase the

external validity of our findings.

Additionally, our analysis of the mechanisms considers observed mediators, and

thus, our estimates of indirect effects may be biased due to common method variance

and endogeneity problems. Although we believe that this limitation does not invalidate

our findings since we performed a sensitivity analysis, future studies may consider alter-

native designs manipulating the mediators (Imai, Tingley & Yamamoto, 2013) to en-

hance the internal validity of the inference concerning the mechanisms.

Another limitation of the research is that we did not include an attention check to

ensure data quality. Although this procedure would allow us to remove participants that

were not paying attention, we do not have any evidence to believe that our results were

driven by random answers of inattentive respondents. On the contrary, our results

would probably be stronger if we could remove noise from our data. For this reason,

this improvement should be used in future studies.

Our recruitment method also may have generated some bias. It is possible that only

people interested in politics, or people who wanted to win an iPad (i.e., those who do

not have one) decided to click on the button and participate in the study. Nevertheless,

Figure 2.
Effect of cost-benefit tradeoff on probability of corruption rejection for different levels of per-
ception of corruption.
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while this fact may limit the external validity of the results, it does not affect internal

validity, and thus our results show that at least for part of the population, matching

ideology helps tolerate corruption. Nevertheless, we recommend that future studies rep-

licate our findings in a representative sample.

Besides, future research can investigate whether voters can differently perceive

other modes of corruption. For example, if instead of nepotism, a nonmonetary type of

corruption like patronage or public contracts, would the change in perception be differ-

ent? This kind of investigation could shed light on what types of behaviors Brazilian (or

other nations’) voters see as corrupt.

Moreover, this research was conducted in Brazil. It is an interesting setting to

understand how people make vote choices, since corruption is widespread and party

identification is weak, and we believe that our findings can be generalized to other polit-

ical environments similar in these elements. However, in other nations where these ele-

ments are absent, people may show different preferences. Therefore, future research

can investigate the role of ideology on the choice of corruption candidates using data

from other countries or in comparative perspective.

Finally, our results suggest that motivated reasoning can manifest in both misper-

ception of corruption and a biased cost-benefit tradeoff; however, investigating when

one is more likely to happen than the other was out of the scope of this project. We en-

courage future studies to give this step further that would contribute to a deeper under-

standing of the psychological mechanisms behind the voting choice.
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