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1. Introduction

Most of the existing literature on voter turnout focuses on the determinants of vote supply. Ever
since Downs (1957) advanced his model of the rational voter, whose decision to participate in
elections hinges on a comparison of the benefits and costs of voting to him personally,
considerable scholarly effort has been devoted to identifying the factors that either motivate or
deter voters from going to the polls on Election Day. The stylized facts deduced from empirical
analyses of aggregate voting data suggest that turnout rates tend to be higher among voters who
are older and have more years of schooling. On the other hand, turnout rates tend to be lower
where the requirements for registering to vote are more onerous, on days when the weather is bad
and where there is no explicit penalty for not voting. The weight of the evidence also suggests
that, because one vote is more likely to be decisive when the margin of victory is thin, voter
participation is higher in “close” elections than those in which a candidate or ballot issue wins by
a landslide.

But if the supply of votes depends at least in part on the instrumental consequences of
voting, many of the same forces also will animate the behavior of the elected politicians who
demand the electorate’s votes. Rational candidates for public office and the political parties,
interest groups and other organizations who support them must balance the benefits and costs of
the effort required to win an election. In order to prevail at the polls, successful candidates must
help solve the collective action problem faced by the members of their hoped-for winning
coalitions, among whom the spoils of victory will be shared and who therefore individually will
be tempted to free-ride. Politicians, in short, must become strategic actors in the electoral process
(Jacobson and Kernell 1983), working to raise the benefits and lower the costs of prospective
voters in ways similar to group leaders and elite actors who energize and mobilize voters to turn
out on Election Day (Morton 1987; Uhlaner 1989; Shachar and Nalebuff 1999).

The efforts expended by candidates and their supporters to win political office take many

forms. In competing for votes, politicians extol their own virtues and disparage their opponents,
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engage in advertising to promote their policy positions and to enhance their name-recognition,
make promises to support new programs or defend existing ones that transfer wealth to key
electoral constituencies, and pledge preferential treatment in the awarding of government jobs
and procurement contracts. They may also offer selective incentives (Olson 1965) to get out the
vote on Election Day, such as providing transportation to the polls or distributing “walking
around money”.

Electioneering effort on the part of candidates and their campaign volunteers, especially
when it takes the form of personal contacts with prospective voters (Kramer 1970-1971), helps
resolve the Downsian paradox of not voting, and expending more effort increases turnout, even
holding campaign spending constant (Cox and Munger 1989). Linking politicians’ demands for
votes, with vote supply in this way, suggests that voter turnouts will be heavier when candidates
invest more time and money campaigning for office — and they will rationally do so when the
expected payoff from winning is greater. The expected payoff to a political campaign, in turn, is
equal to the probability of winning times the anticipated value of public office minus the costs of
mobilizing the votes needed for victory (Karahan et al. 2006).

While the value of a political office depends on many things, including the pay, the perks
and the prestige it offers, we turn attention in what follows to the opportunities made available by
positions of public trust for collecting corruption rents. Unlawful though it may be, the possibility
of engaging in bribe-taking and other illegal activities raises the expected payoff to winning an
election over and above that which would be anticipated by honest candidates that refrain from
misusing their offices for personal gain. And if opportunities for corruption increase the expected
returns to office-holding, corruption also raises candidates’ demands for votes, hence leading to
greater electioneering effort and, other things equal, heavier voter turnouts.

We test the hypothesis that voter turnout is positively related to the prevalence of
corruption in public office using a pooled time-series dataset drawn from gubernatorial elections
in the 50 U.S. states between 1979 and 2005. Estimating an OLS model that includes variables
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commonly used in the existing literature to measure the benefits and costs of electoral
participation, we find that voter turnout is indeed higher in states where more public officials had
been convicted of corruption in the previous four-year period, as the demand-side theory predicts.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 summarizes prior scholarly
work on the determinants of voter turnout, with special attention to the impact of electoral
closeness. Our dataset is described in Section 3 and our empirical results are reported in Section

4, Section 5 concludes.

2. Electoral closeness, political corruption and voter turnout

The issue of voter turnout and electoral closeness is one of the most extensively studied issues in
political economy (Matsusaka and Palda 1993). The theory of the rational voter, who participates
in elections to advance his own self-interests, has evolved over time, initially applying marginal
analysis to the individual’s decision to vote, and focusing more recently on the role played by
political institutions, such as parties, interest group leaders, and campaign finance laws.

The literature begins with Downs (1957), who contended that individuals decide whether
or not to vote based on the costs and benefits associated with being decisive in an election. Riker
and Ordeshook (1968) expanded on this view, identifying many socioeconomic factors that
motivate voters. Later, the focus shifted toward asking whether voting is an investment or a
consumption good (Stigler 1972; Tollison and Willet 1973; and Barzel and Silberberg 1973). The
conclusion drawn from this early work is that if a voter perceives the probability of his or her vote
being electorally decisive as being close to zero, the decision to vote then hinges on whether the
consumption or psychic benefits of voting exceed the costs. But even if the consumption benefits
of voting are large, the Downsian model also implies that, because going to the polls on Election
Day is unlikely to affect the outcome, voters will have little incentive to become informed about

the candidates and ballot issues; they instead will rationally be ignorant.
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Empirical studies of voter turnout relying on theories of what has come to be called
instrumental voting have examined a variety of election and constituent characteristics." Since an
individual’s vote can be pivotal only if the votes of all other participants are evenly divided, the
implication of Down’s model that turnout will tend to be higher in “close” elections has received
the most attention, with scholars debating how closeness should be measured, and whether these
measures should be computed ex-ante or ex-post (Abramson et al. 2007; Endersby et al. 2002;
and Kunce 2001). Other scholars have explored how voters receive and process information about
candidates and election issues (Fridkin and Kenney 1999; Matsusaka 1995; and Carter 1984).
Still others have focused on the socioeconomic and institutional factors that mobilize voters. Hill
and Leighley (1999) focus on race, Primo and Milyo (2006) examine the role of campaign
finance laws, Cox and Munger (1989) address campaign expenditures, Patterson and Caldeira
(1983) and Paterson et al. (1985) emphasize the mobilization of voters via campaign spending,
partisan competition, the closeness of individual contests and the presence of other, more salient
races on the ballot. Smith (2001), Tolbert et al. (2001) and Matsusaka (1993) examine turnout in
voting on initiatives and referendums.

More recently, evidence gathered in field experiments suggests that “social pressure”
plays a role in explaining voter turnout (Gerber et al. 2008) and that voting is contagious in the
sense that exposing one member of a household containing two registered voters to a get-out-the-
vote message raises the voting propensity of the other by about 60% (Nickerson 2008).

According to Matsusaka and Palda (1993), Matsusaka (1995), and Matsusaka and Palda
(1999), the rational voter theory has produced mixed empirical results. Specifically, after
providing a brief review of the literature, Matsusaka and Palda (1993) argue that the main defect
in prior work is using aggregate voting data to explain what is in fact an individual decision to
participate or not. Relying on surveys of Canadian voters, Matsusaka and Palda (1999) find no
evidence that electoral closeness influences the probability that a potential voter actually votes.
Indeed, they conclude that very little of the variation in voter turnout can be explained by most of
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the “standard” independent variables, such as age, income and education, leaving much of the
observed variation to myriad unobservable factors. Geys’s (2006) more recent meta-analysis of
aggregate-level studies of voter turnout does, however, yield evidence that participation tends to
be greater, ceteris paribus, when elections are closer, candidates spend more and constituencies
are less populous and, hence, voting is more likely to be decisive. Fauvelle-Aymar and Frangois
(2006), studying voter participation in elections at the legislative-district level in France, and
Rallings and Thrasher (2007), analyzing the responses to a survey of individual voters in
England, also report evidence that electoral closeness, no matter how measured, has important
and meaningful impacts on voter turnout.

Another strand of the relevant literature examines voter turnout from the perspectives of
the political elites and group leaders who benefit personally from winning an election (Morton
1987; Uhlaner 1989; Shachar and Nalebuff 1999). In this view, closeness is a significant
determinant of turnout, not because it changes the probability of a single vote being decisive, but
rather because closer elections raise the expected payoff to candidates and their organizations of
getting supporters to the polls on Election Day. Candidates themselves, political parties and the
leaders of other organizations with important stakes in election outcomes have incentives to work
harder at mobilizing voters in close races because additional votes have a larger impact at the
margin on the probability of winning. Indeed, greater electioneering effort by candidates and the
elites who back them tends to raise voter turnout even if perceived closeness is wholly unrelated
to the participation decisions of individual voters (Aldrich 1993).?

Treating politicians and parties as strategic actors in the electoral process (Jacobson and
Kernell 1983) suggests a demand-side theory of voter turnout, which predicts greater voter
participation when candidates and their organizations invest more time and money in their
election campaigns. More electioneering effort will in turn be forthcoming when the office being
sought is more valuable and when the contest is expected to be close.

Indeed, Nichter (2008) suggests that many pre-Election Day activities conventionally
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thought of as being intended to buy the votes of “swing” voters instead are designed to increase
the turnout rates of a candidate’s or party’s core constituencies. By rewarding loyal voters who
show up at the polls, including those who might not otherwise have turned out, the probability of
winning is enhanced without having to monitor actual vote choices.

Some elective offices are more valuable than others for a variety of reasons, including
pay, perks, their usefulness as steppingstones to higher office, and the opportunities they afford
for making personal contacts and acquiring human capital that raise the officeholder’s expected
income after his or her public career is at an end. The returns to holding public office likewise are
increased by the chances they provide for engaging in bribe-taking and other corrupt activities. A
position of public trust that offers illegal forms of compensation is worth more than one from
which the incumbent expects merely to draw a fixed government salary and to enjoy whatever
status and lawful non-pecuniary rewards the post confers.

While the literature has focused on the determinants of corruption, few researchers have
looked at the impact of corruption beyond its chilling effects on economic growth.® Recognizing
that if corruption increases the expected returns to office-holding it also increases candidates’
demands for votes, Karahan et al. (2006) examine the relationship between voter turnout rates in
county supervisor races in Mississippi’s November 1987 statewide election and the number of
incumbent supervisors convicted of corruption in an FBI sting operation (“Operation Pretense”)
that ran for three years prior to Election Day. Holding other determinants of voter participation
constant, they find that turnout was heavier in 26 of the state’s 82 counties where one or more
supervisors had been caught soliciting or accepting bribes from vendors seeking to supply
materials needed to maintain county roads and bridges. In a companion study, Karahan et al.
(2007) find the same positive correlation between county supervisor corruption and voter
participation in the November 1988 general election, when voters were given the option of
replacing the status quo decentralized “beat” system of county governance with a more
centralized “unit” system that its proponents contended would be less corruption-prone.*
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The work of Karahan et al. (2006; 2007) serves as a point of departure for the present
paper. Their empirical results lend support to a model of voter participation in which
opportunities for corruption increase the returns to holding public office. The model predicts that,
holding the probability of detection constant, corruption elicits more electioneering effort both
from incumbents hoping to retain their offices and by challengers attempting to unseat them and,
moreover, that additional investments by candidates and political parties in mobilizing their
supporters raises voter turnout. In what follows, we extend these ideas to the state level by
exploring the relationship between public corruption and voter turnout rates in gubernatorial

elections.

3. Data

To test the hypothesis that public sector corruption leads to greater voter turnout, we use pooled
time-series data from the gubernatorial elections held in the 50 U.S. states over the period 1979 to
2005. Here, we briefly describe each of the variables entered in our models and, in Table 1, report
descriptive statistics. More precise variable definitions and data sources are provided in Appendix
1.

Voter turnout (TURNOUT) is measured as the total number of votes cast in each
gubernatorial election in our sample divided by the corresponding state’s voting age population
and is taken from the Statistical Abstract of the United States.” CORRUPT is the number of
public officials convicted of corruption by state by year; the observations are derived from the
U.S. Department of Justice’s “Report to Congress on the Activities and Operations of the Public
Integrity Section.” This publication lists the number of federal, state and local public officials
convicted on corruption-related criminal charges by state. The crimes investigated by the Justice
Department include a variety of ways in which public officials may misuse their offices, such as
conflict of interest, fraud, violations of campaign finance laws and obstruction of justice.®

Given that our empirical model focuses on the relationship between public corruption and
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voter turnout in U.S. gubernatorial elections, our dataset ideally would include only the state and
local officials convicted each year of misusing their offices. Unfortunately, however, the Justice
Department’s Public Integrity Section reports by state the number of convictions obtained against
individuals holding office at all levels of government, including Members of Congress and other
federal officials. Nor does the Justice Department provide information on the specific criminal
charges that led to each conviction, meaning that we are forced to give the same weight in our
empirical model to an official found guilty of a minor violation of state or federal campaign
finance laws as given to one convicted of arguably far more serious bribe-taking or obstruction of
justice.

Our analysis thus assumes that the number of public officials convicted of corruption in a
particular state is an indicator of the extent to which the state exhibits a “culture of corruption”.
The raw data seem consistent with that interpretation. Table 2 shows the total number of public
officials found guilty of misusing their offices, by state, over our sample period.” Table 3 shows
the same information normalized by states’ voting age populations. The Spearman rank
correlation coefficient between the state rankings presented in Table 2 and in Table 3 is 0.40,
indicating that there is a weak, but positive correlation between the two variables.

Following the demand-side approach of Karahan et al. (2006; 2007), we model voter
turnout in gubernatorial elections as a function of public corruption. Although our key
explanatory variable includes all public officials convicted of corruption in a particular state each
year, a dead fish rots from the head, as the saying goes, and we therefore hypothesize that the
office of chief executive is more valuable in a state where corruption is widespread than it would
be in a less corruption-prone jurisdiction. Even so, U.S. governors themselves are not immune to
misusing their offices for personal gain. Governor Dan Miller of Illinois, for example, was
convicted and sentenced to federal prison in 1987 of wrongdoing connected with what became
known as the savings & loan scandal. Alabama Governor Guy Hunt was removed from office in
1993 after being convicted of improperly using campaign funds. Other governors caught in the
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Justice Department’s net include James Guy Tucker, Jr., of Arkansas, entangled in the Clinton
Whitewater scandal and convicted of fraud and conspiracy in 1996; Fife Symington of Arizona,
convicted of fraud the following year; and Louisiana’s Edwin Edwards, found guilty of extortion
in 2000.

The expected payoffs from winning gubernatorial office and the electioneering effort
candidates invest logically depend on the level of corruption observed in the past. In an attempt to
capture the lagged nature of corruption’s influence on voter turnout, we calculate annual lags of
the corruption variable for each of the eight years prior to a state’s gubernatorial election. In
alternate specifications of the empirical model, we enter the individual lags (LAGCOR1 through
LAGCORY) as well as the average level of the corruption variable for two, four and eight year
intervals (CORRUPT-2, CORRUPT-4, and CORRUPT-8). For example, CORRUPT-2 for an
observation from 1982 would refer to the mean level of the corruption variable for a given state
during the years 1980-1981, while CORRUPT-4 for the same observation would point to the
mean level of corruption identified during the prior four years, 1978-1981, and so forth. In
defining corruption in this way, we allow corruption’s influence to vary over time. We expect
corruption to be positively correlated with turnout.?®

To control for other factors influencing voter turnout, we introduce a number of
explanatory variables that have become standard in the literature (Geys 2006). Voting age
population (VAP) is entered to test the Downsian argument that a larger voting population
decreases the probability that one vote will be decisive. The other variables included are the
proportion of the population 65 years old and over (POP65), the percentage of the total
population 25 years old and over with a bachelor’s degree (COLLEGE), the state unemployment
rate (UNEMP), real state per capita income (INCOME), and the state poverty rate (POVERTY).
These variables hold constant states’ socio-economic heterogeneity and are taken from the
Statistical Abstract of the United States, with the exception of UNEMP and COLLEGE, which
were obtained from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the United States Census Bureau,
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respectively.® Finally, SOUTH is a dummy variable indicating the former Confederate states.
These states traditionally have had considerably lower turnout rates as a legacy of Jim Crow laws
and one-party dominance.

We expect older, more educated voters and those who are unemployed to turn out in
greater numbers, as the literature has commonly found.™® We include per capita income in the
model, but the expected sign is ambiguous: higher incomes may produce lower turnout rates
owing to the higher opportunity cost of voting, or higher turnout rates as individuals think they
have more to lose personally by not participating. Overall, the literature has produced mixed
results on the relation between voter turnout and income. With respect to the poverty rate, we
hypothesize that lower turnout rates will be observed in states with larger numbers of poor
people. Specifically, income diversity may lower the social pressure to turn out and poorer people
may have smaller stakes in election outcomes.

In addition to the socio-economic variables we include several political variables. We
include CLOSENESS, defined as the margin of victory of the winning gubernatorial candidate
over the runner-up, and anticipate an inverse relationship with turnout if voters are rational and
vote instrumentally. In order to take into account concurrent presidential elections (PEY), we
include a dummy variable indicating whether the gubernatorial race appears on the same ballot as
a presidential election. We expect a positive association between PEY and TUNROUT since
elections occurring simultaneously create economies of scale for voters. To control for
differences across states in voter registration requirements, we include the number of days before
an election an individual must register to be able to vote (REGDATE). We hypothesize that the
longer before an election a voter must be register the higher is the cost of voting, and the lower

turnout will tend to be.

4. Empirical analysis and results

In order to explain the relationship between corruption and voter turnout in U.S. gubernatorial
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elections from 1979 to 2005, we use Ordinary Least Squares (OLS). While state fixed effects are
an attractive alternative to the OLS model we estimate, a number of the independent variables
tend to be remarkably stable, at least over the 27 years our sample spans. For example,
correlations between the percentage of the population 25 years and over with a bachelor’s degree,
voting age population, and the percentage of the population 65 years old or older in 1979 and
2005 all are above 0.84. Since these variables change slowly over time, they themselves behave
like “fixed effects” and are highly correlated with the state fixed effects."* Hence, we use OLS to

estimate the following equation:

TURN, =a + X, +$Z, + yCORRUPTION, + &,,

where TURN is the logistic transformation of voter turnout, that is, TURN = In[TURNOUT/(1-
TURNOUT)], for state i at time t. This transformation is necessary since turnout is a rate,
restricted between zero and one hundred.* The X;; vector is composed of the following six socio-
economic variables: log of the voting age population (VAP), proportion of population 25 years
and over with a bachelor’s degree (COLLEGE), the state unemployment rate (UNEMP), log of
real state per capita income (INCOME), the poverty rate (POVERTY), and in an attempt to
capture differences across states we include a dummy for Southern states (SOUTH). The Z;
vector is composed of the following three political variables: margin of the winning gubernatorial
candidate’s victory over the candidate placing second (CLOSENESS), concurrent presidential
elections (PEY), and voter registration requirements (REGDATE). CORRUPT is the number of
convictions by state per year, and ¢ is assumed to be white noise.

It is important to note that the nature of our pooled time-series dataset raises the
possibility that voter turnout rates in one state will be correlated with turnout rates in neighboring

states, that is, the data exhibit spatial dependence. Formal tests of the null hypothesis of no spatial
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dependence produced conflicting results.”® Typically, spatial dependence arises because social
norms, psychological behavior patterns, and herd behavior that cannot be quantitatively measured
enter panel regressions as unobserved common explanatory factors. The presence of spatial
dependence does not affect the consistency of the OLS estimators. However, spatial correlation of
the errors may yield inconsistent estimates of the standard errors of the parameters. This problem
is particularly serious because positive correlations of external shocks across temporal units result
in an underestimation of the standard errors, which may lead to the erroneous conclusions that the
coefficients they refer to are significantly different from zero. That is, if our data are
characterized by spatial correlation, we may end up with results that appear to be statistically
“significant” when in fact they are not (Hoechle 2007). Fortunately, Driscoll and Kraay (1998)
propose a nonparametric covariance matrix estimator which produces heteroskedasticity
consistent standard errors that are robust to very general forms of spatial and temporal

dependence. Thus, we report Driscoll-Kraay nonparametric standard errors for all our estimates.

4.1. Baseline results
Empirical results from the estimation of equation (1) are presented in Table 4. Given that our
primary interest is the relationship between voter turnout and public corruption, Table 4 reports
three variants of our basic regression equation: Model 1 includes the average level of corruption
for a two-year pre-election interval, Model 2 includes the average level of corruption for a four-
year interval and Model 3 includes the average level of corruption for an eight-year interval.
Broadly speaking, the empirical results in Table 4 provide coefficient estimates that
strongly support our demand-side theory concerning public sector corruption and voter turnout.
Specifically, in each of the three regressions the coefficient on corruption is both positive and
statistically significant. Also, it is important to note that the magnitude of the estimated
coefficient on corruption rises as one goes from Model 1 to Model 3. That is, the effect of
corruption increases as that variable is measured further back in time. Specifically, the impact of
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corruption on voter turnout is greatest when corruption is lagged eight years. One interpretation
here is that the longer the history of corruption in a state the higher is the value of gubernatorial
office and the more effort candidates therefore expend to get their supporters to the polls on
Election Day.

Turning to the socioeconomic control variables we find results that are as expected. The
voting age population, VAP, exerts a negative and significant influence on voter turnout,
suggesting that the lower the probability of an individual’s vote being decisive, the less incentive
there is to participate. POP65 has a positive and statistically significant affect on voter turnout in
Models 2 and 3. Specifically, older voters turn out in greater numbers because they have more
experience relative to the younger population and their opportunity costs of participating in an
election is lower. We find a positive and significant effect on voter turnout from educational
attainment (COLLEGE), indicating that a better educated population has an enhanced ability to
take advantage of information and thus receives greater benefits from voting. As expected, states
experiencing higher unemployment rates, UNEMP, have higher turnout, either because voters
who are out of work attempt to change economic conditions through the ballot box or because
their opportunity costs of voting are lower. Also, we find that indicators of income diversity, per
capita income (INCOME) and the poverty rate (POVERTY), have negative and statistically
significant impacts on voter turnout. Finally, consistent with previous research, we find that
Southern states (SOUTH) tend to have lower turnout than non-Southern states.**

Equally predictable outcomes are found for the political variables. The margin of victory
of the winning gubernatorial candidate (CLOSENESS) has a negative and significant affect on
voter turnout. This result suggests that as gubernatorial races become more competitive people
are more likely to go to the polls because they believe that their votes are more likely to influence
the outcome. We find that concurrent presidential elections (PEY) have a positive and significant
effect on voter turnout, suggesting that having an election at the national level on the same ballot
attracts more voters to the polls. Finally, as anticipated, more stringent voter registration
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requirements (REGDATE) have a negative and significant impact on turnout, indicating that

having to register far in advance of an election raises the cost of voting.™

4.2 Further empirical analysis

In addition, we consider a number of alternative estimations of the results presented in Table 4 as
means of testing the sensitivity of our key finding that public sector corruption has a positive and
significant effect on voter turnout. The first issue one might reasonably raise is that averaging
corruption over the past two, four, or eight years does not indicate whether corruption in a state is
increasing, decreasing or remaining relatively stable within the past two, four or eight-year
intervals. For completeness we examine the impact of the corruption trend on voter turnout. To
do so, we divided the four-year cycles into halves (TREND1) and eight-year cycles into two terms
(TREND2) and computed the absolute change. Since we are interested in the direction of the
trend, we then create a dummy variable taking the value of 1 if the absolute change is positive
and zero if there is no change or a negative change. The results are presented in Table 5.
Specifically, all the variables continue having the expected signs and are statistically significant.
Most importantly for our analysis, CORRUPT-4 and CORRUPT-8 remain positive and significant
at the 10% level after taking into account the trend of corruption in the model. In addition, as
expected, the trend of corruption (TREND) has as positive impact on voter turnout; however it is
statistically insignificant.

Next, we check for a systematic pattern in convictions over an election cycle since we
suspect that using the lagged average annual number of convictions hides important information.
We re-estimated equation (1) by entering the individual lags of corruption (LAGCOR1 to
LAGCORY) one at the time over two election cycles in lieu of the lagged average corruption
variable.™ These results are presented in Table 6 and all of the variables are again well-behaved.
The key finding is a systematic pattern in convictions over an election cycle consistent with the
information presented in Figure 1, where we plot the total number of corruption convictions

1l4|Page



across all states centered on their respective election days. Although exploring the incentives
facing federal prosecutors is beyond this paper’s scope, the data supply some evidence that they
tend to reduce effort invested in ferreting out public corruption during gubernatorial election
years. Finally, to test the robustness of our results, we restricted the sample to the 32 states that
have gubernatorial elections on the same cycle.!” The results are substantially the same as those
reported in Tables 4 through 6 and are presented in Tables 7 through 9.

In sum, the results support with a reasonable level of confidence the idea that corruption
raises voter turnout in gubernatorial elections. Perhaps most importantly, this relationship appears
rather insensitive both to the addition of socioeconomic and political variables and to alternative

estimations.

5. Conclusions

Students of the political process have begun to recognize that candidates for public office have
strong incentives to mobilize their supporters on Election Day, that they, their party organizations
and the political elite are the demanders of the votes the electorate supplies. This paper
contributes to the literature adopting a demand-side approach to explaining voter turnout by
linking electoral participation rates to the prevalence of public corruption. Our conjecture is that
more electoral effort will be expended and, hence, turnout rates will be higher, when candidates
seeking office perceive opportunities for misusing those offices for personal gain and the benefits
of winning therefore are greater.

We test the hypothesis that corruption rents increase the value of holding public office
and, hence, elicit greater demand-side effort in building winning coalitions. Analyzing a pooled
time-series dataset of public officials convicted of misusing their offices between 1979 and 2005,
we model voter turnout in U.S. gubernatorial elections. Overall, our results provide relatively
strong and consistent support for the proposition that, in addition to socioeconomic determinants

and political institutions, public corruption is relevant in explaining the variability of voter
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turnout rates across states and over time.

It is worth emphasizing that the positive relation we find between corruption and voter
turnout does not depend on voters’ underlying motivations. It is irrelevant whether voters are
going to the polls in larger numbers in corruption-prone states to “throw the rascals out” or
because they themselves are corruptible and, hence, hope to share in the available corruption
rents. We do not conclude that, because voter turnout rates in corrupt states are higher, ceteris
paribus, than it is in less corrupt ones, corruption promotes citizen participation and more
democratic elections. Our hypothesis simply is that because political offices are worth more in
jurisdictions where corruption is greater, candidates seeking office and their supporting
organizations exert more effort in winning elections and that this additional electioneering effort

increases the number of voters who go to the polls on Election Day.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics

Variable Mean Minimum Maximum
TURNOUT (%) 46.4312 0.05513 0.776883
CORRUPT 13.54472 0 107
VAP 3,428,857 251,029 2.46E+07
POP65 (%) 12.10222 2.58 18.54
COLLEGE (%) 20.30119 9.98 35.5
UNEMP (%) 5.923035 2.3 15.54
INCOME ($) 21,326.2 1,2423.37 37,074.83
POVERTY (%) 12.8568 3.7 27
SOUTH 0.22441 0 1
CLOSENESS 16.44132 0.00004 64
PEY 0.224932 0 1
REGDATE 21.87805 0 50
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Table 2. Number of corruption convictions and ranking by state, 1977-2005

Average Number of Average Number of
State Convictions per year Rank | State Convictions per year Rank
1977-2005 1977-2005
Alabama 14 15 Montana 5 22
Alaska 3 24 Nebraska 1 26
Arizona 10 18 Nevada 3 24
Arkansas 6 21 New Hampshire 1 26
California 88 1 New Jersey 30 8
Colorado 9 19 New Mexico 4 23
Connecticut 7 20 New York 86 2
Delaware 3 24 North Carolina 14 15
Florida 70 3 North Dakota 5 22
Georgia 25 9 Ohio 50 5
Hawaii 5 22 Oklahoma 9 19
Idaho 4 23 Oregon 2 25
Illinois 62 4 Pennsylvania 47 7
Indiana 12 16 Rhode Island 4 23
lowa 4 23 South Carolina 10 18
Kansas 4 23 South Dakota 4 23
Kentucky 18 12 Tennessee 23 10
Louisiana 30 8 Texas 48 6
Maine 4 23 Utah 3 24
Maryland 11 17 Vermont 1 26
Massachusetts 16 14 Virginia 25 9
Michigan 21 11 Washington 9 19
Minnesota 6 21 West Virginia 6 21
Mississippi 18 12 Wisconsin 9 19
Missouri 17 13 Wyoming 2 25
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Table 3. Convictions relative to voting age population by state, 1977-2005

Average Number of Average Number of
State Villion Voting Age | ek | state Vilion Voting Age | oK
Population 1977-2005 Population 1977-2005
Alabama 5 6 Montana 8 3
Alaska 8 3 Nebraska 1 10
Arizona 4 7 Nevada 3 8
Arkansas 3 8 New Hampshire 2 9
California 4 7 New Jersey 5 6
Colorado 4 7 New Mexico 3 8
Connecticut 3 8 New York 7 4
Delaware 5 6 North Carolina 3 8
Florida 7 4 North Dakota 11 1
Georgia 5 6 Ohio 6 5
Hawaii 7 4 Oklahoma 3 8
Idaho 5 6 Oregon 1 10
Illinois 8 3 Pennsylvania 5 6
Indiana 3 8 Rhode Island 6 )
lowa 2 9 South Carolina 4 7
Kansas 2 9 South Dakota 7 4
Kentucky 7 4 Tennessee 7 4
Louisiana 10 2 Texas 4 7
Maine 4 7 Utah 2 9
Maryland 3 8 Vermont 3 8
Massachusetts 4 7 Virginia 6 5
Michigan 3 8 Washington 3 8
Minnesota 2 9 West Virginia 5 6
Mississippi 10 2 Wisconsin 3 8
Missouri 4 7 Wyoming 6 5
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Table 4. Determinants of voter turnout

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
*
CORRUPT-2 (0600001(;39) — —
*
CORRUPT-4 _ (0600002101) _
**
CORRUPT-8 _ _ %)Ogéil)
047065 | _0.1712%* 0.1743%
Log(VAP) (0.0264) (0.0275) (0.0241)
0.0140% 0.0155%* 0.0101%*+
POP65 (0.0077) (0.0076) (0.0078)
0.0182%** 0.0182%** 0.0213%**
COLLEGE (0.0051) (0.0051) (0.0053)
0.0270%*+ 0.0207%%+ 0.0206%**
UNEMP (0.0097) (0.0096) (0.0083)
~0.4807 ~0.4538%** 0.5733%%*
Log(INCOME) (0.1805) (0.1759) (0.1773)
~0.0137%* ~0.0144%* ~0.0158**
POVERTY (0.0065) (0.0067) (0.0067)
T0.1204%%% | _0.1254%* ~0.0980%*
SOUTH (0.0474) (0.0483) (0.0488)
0.0063°* | —0.0062%** ~0.0061%**
CLOSENESS (0.0013) (0.0013) (0.0014)
ey 0.5221%%* 0.5271%%* 0.5317%**
(0.0384) (0.0384) (0.0473)
T0.0079%** | —0.0081%** ~0.0076%**
REGDATE (0.0013) (0.0012) (0.0013)
ot 6.7554 6.4661 7.6362
(1.7861) (1.7215) (1.6018)
N 331 328 275
F-statistic 159.70 171.48 285.56
R’ 0.67 0.68 0.68

Notes: Driscoll-Kraay nonparametric standard errors in parentheses; ***.01 **.05 *.10
indicates level of significance.
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Table 5. Determinants of voter turnout with corruption and

corruption trend

Variable Coefficient Coefficient
*
CORRUPT-4 8)'00002112) _
**
CORRUPT-8 — (2'008339)
0.0311
TREND1 (0,096 _
0.0621
TREND2 — (0.0385)
0.1736% ~0.1745%%
Log(VAP) (0.0279) (0.0248)
0.0150%* 0.0182%*
POP65 (0.0077) (0.0077)
0.0180%** 0.0215%%*
COLLEGE (0.0050) (0.0054)
0.0294%%* 0.0176%*
UNEMP (0.0097) (0.0089)
~0.4508%* ~0.5520%*
Log(INCOME) (0.1735) (0.1817)
~0.0147%% 20,0145+
POVERTY (0.0066) (0.0063)
~0.1233% ~0.0967*
SOUTH (0.0484) (0.0504)
~0.0062%%* ~0.006 1
CLOSENESS (0.0012) (0.0013)
0.5233%* 0.5330%%*
PEY (0.0382) (0.0461)
~0.0081%* ~0.0077%%
REGDATE (0.0012) (0.0013)
ot 6.4727 7.3963
(1.7009) (1.6559)
N 328 275
F-statistic 159.16 23469
R 0.68 0.68

Notes: Driscoll-Kraay nonparametric standard errors in parentheses; ***.01 **.05 *.10
indicates level of significance.
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Table 6. Determinants of voter turnout with lags of corruption

Variable o) B @) @ ®) ©) D
*
LAGCOR1 ?(500001079) _ — — — — _
*
LAGCOR?2 — (0600001059) — — — — —
LAGCOR3 _ _ (8888;) — — — _
*
LAGCOR4 - - - ?(;00001180) - - -
*
LAGCOR5 _ _ — — (00'00001037) — _
LAGCOR6 _ _ _ _ _ (8888;) _
LAGCOR? — — — — — — (888%)
Log(VAP) T01705* | _0.1645*** | _0.1540%** | _0.1655** | _0.1660*** | _0.1584*** | _0.1443***
9 (0.0262) | (0.02456) | (0.0243) | (0.0226) (0.0199) (0.0170) (0.0126)
- 0.0145* 0.0135* 00135 | 00152** | 00159** | 00152** | 0.0188%**
(0.0078) (0.0077) (0.0075) | (0.0076) (0.0076) (0.0077) (0.0074)
COLLEGE 0.0183** | 0.0179%** | 0.0178%** | 0.0180** | 0.0181%** | 0.0177%** | 0.0215***
(0.0052) (0.0052) (0.0052) | (0.0051) (0.0052) (0.0053) (0.0055)
ONEMP 0.0275** | 0.0263*** | 0.0260%** | 0.0295** | 0.0306®** | 0.0296%** | 0.0211%**
(0.0096) (0.0095) (0.0092) | (0.0093) (0.0092) (0.0091) (0.0084)
Log(INCOME) | ~OATOL™ | 04604+ | 04516 | ~0.4530%* | 04289 | ~0.4010** | —0.5106+**
9 (0.1829) (0.1782) (01775 | (0.1708) (0.1865) (0.2025) (0.2089)
COVERTY T0.0138** | _00130** | _00121* | _0.0142** | _0.0140%* | _0.0125* | _0.0124**
(0.0065) (0.0064) (0.0064) | (0.0065) (0.0066) (0.0067) (0.0060)
SoUTH T0.1212%%* | _0.1216%** | _0.1281%* | _0.1275*** | _01151** | _0.1168*** | _0.1013**
(0.0459) (0.0486) (0.0460) | (0.0487) (0.0494) (0.0480) (0.0489)
CLOSENESS | 0.006475 | 0.0063<% | ~0.0062° | ~0.0061~ | ~0.0060" | 0.0059** | 00056
(0.0012) (0.0012) (0.0012) | (0.0012) (0.0013) (0.0012) (0.0012)
ey 0.5206%** | 0.5227%** | 05207 | 0.5271%** | 0.5238** | 0.5250%** | 0.5274%**
(0.0386) (0.0382) (0.0385) | (0.0383) (0.0427) (0.0429) (0.0462)
REGDATE | 0.0079°% | 00079%% | ~0.0079"** | ~0.0080 | ~0.0083" | 0.0083<* | -0.0076***
(0.0013) (0.0013) (0.0013) | (0.0013) (0.0013) (0.0013) (0.0012)
ot 6.7296 6.5644 6.2364** | 6.3860°** |  6.1389 5.7605 6.5589
(1.8056) (1.7310) (1.6764) | (1.6010) (1.7442) (1.9416) (2.0445)
N 331 331 331 328 315 313 277
F-statistic 148.15 176.84 171.12 207.75 157.45 147.89 11331
R? 0.67 0.67 0.67 0.68 0.66 0.66 0.67

Notes: Driscoll-Kraay nonparametric standard errors in parentheses; ***.01 **.05 *.10 indicates level of significance.
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Table 7. Determinants of voter turnout (restricted sample)

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
CORRUPT-2 (Ebogﬁic» — —
CORRUPT-4 _ ?60803113) _
CORRUPT-8 — — (2608353)

02043 0.2070 0.2041
Log(VAP) (0.0236) (0.0250) (0.0190)
0.0191 0.0186 0.0203
POP65 (0.0116) (0.0118) (0.0134)
0.01847 0.0186" 0.0188"
COLLEGE (0.0027) (0.0029) (0.0011)
0.0396" 0.0390™" 0.0218
UNEMP (0.0139) (0.0141) (0.0186)
~0.3865 ~0.4257 04757
Log(INCOME) (0.2449) (0.2621) (0.2635)
-0.0231" -0.0241" -0.0274"
POVERTY (0.0117) (0.0122) (0.0115)
-0.1549"" -0.1600"" -0.1361"
SOUTH (0.0415) (0.0404) (0.0283)
-0.0061"" -0.0061"" -0.0064™"
CLOSENESS (0.0008) (0.0008) (0.0009)
-0.0096"" -0.0096" -0.0087""
REGDATE (0.0008) (0.0008) (0.0009)
Constant 6.3203 6.7624 7.3000
(2.5685) (2.7962) (2.8092)
N 192 192 160
F-statistic 1409.6 5313.92 399.29
R’ 0.551 0.553 0.537

Notes: Driscoll-Kraay nonparametric standard errors in parentheses; ***.01 **.05 *.10
indicates level of significance.
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Table 8. Determinants of voter turnout with corruption and
corruption trend (restricted sample)

Variable Coefficient Coefficient
CORRUPT-4 (()6083113) —
CORRUPT-8 - (2'0088%3)

0.0099
TREND1 (0.0163) —
0.0890
TREND?2 — (0.0315)
-0.2079" -0.2007""
Log(VAP) (0.0248) (0.0185)
0.0184 0.0176
POP65 (0.0119) (0.0127)
0.0187 0.0196
COLLEGE (0.0029) (0.0015)
0.0388"" 0.0125
UNEMP (0.0145) (0.0177)
—0.4244 —0.4350
Log(INCOME) (0.2593) (0.3049)
-0.0242" -0.0235"
POVERTY (0.0122) (0.0119)
-0.1593" -0.1334""
SOUTH (0.0419) (0.0254)
-0.0061"" -0.0064""
CLOSENESS (0.0008) (0.0009)
-0.0097"" —0.0091""
REGDATE (0.0008) (0.0011)
Constant 6.7614 6.8179
(2.7843) (3.2038)
N 192 160
F-statistic 25.42 147.75
R? 0.553 0.549

Notes: Driscoll-Kraay nonparametric standard errors in parentheses; ***.01 **.05 *.10
indicates level of significance.
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Table 9. Determinants of voter turnout with lags of corruption (restricted sample)

Variable 1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7
0.0025
LAGCOR1 (0.0011) — — — — — —
LAGCOR?2 — %)08(1)87) — — — — —
LAGCOR3 — — (8'8833) — — — —
LAGCORS - - — | - -
LAGCORS5 — — — — (8'8812) — —
LAGCOR6 — — — — — (8'8833) —
LAGCOR7? — — — — — — (8'88%)
Log(VAP) -0.20597" | -0.19277 | -0.1826 | -0.1989" -0.1880"" -0.17917" | -0.15637
9 (0.0231) (0.0243) (0.0219) (0.0233) (0.0177) (0.0179) (0.0107)
POPES 0.0199" 0.0183 0.0183 0.0176 0.0190" 0.0184" 0.0205
(0.0115) (0.0114) (0.0113) (0.0116) (0.0103) (0.0107) (0.0125)
COLLEGE 0.0188"" 0.0167 0.0154"" 0.0176 0.01637 0.0146 0.0137
(0.0028) (0.0024) (0.0019) (0.0032) (0.0024) (0.0018) (0.0019)
UNEMP 0.0407 0.0385 0.0383" 0.0386 0.0393" 0.0389"" 0.0259"
(0.0139) (0.0130) (0.0124) (0.0130) (0.0109) (0.0117) (0.0145)
Log(INCOME) -0.3910 -0.3310 -0.2902 -0.4320 -0.3326 -0.2760 -0.2032
9 (0.2542) (0.2289) (0.2526) (0.2938) (0.2902) (0.2535) (0.3199)
POVERTY -0.0238" -0.0208" -0.0194" -0.0243" -0.0220 -0.0199 -0.0181
(0.0121) (0.0111) (0.0117) (0.0132) (0.0143) (0.0126) (0.0134)
SOUTH -0.1547" | -0.1611" | -0.1758" | -0.1669 -0.1605 -0.1683" | -0.15317"
(0.0393) (0.0429) (0.0393) (0.0400) (0.0509) (0.0463) (0.0297)
CLOSENESS -0.00627" | -0.0060"" | -0.0059™" | -0.0060"" -0.0060"" -0.0059"" -0.0062""
(0.0008) (0.0007) (0.0007) (0.0007) (0.0008) (0.0007) (0.0008)
REGDATE —0.0096" | -0.0095"" | -0.0094"" | -0.0096 -0.0094"" -0.0092™" | —0.0085"
(0.0008) (0.0008) (0.0009) (0.0009) (0.0009) (0.0010) (0.0010)
Constant 6.3732 5.6261 5.0883 6.7485 5.5862 4.9149 3.8854
(2.6912) (2.3335) (2.605) (3.1494) (3.0776) (2.6058) (3.3413)
N 192 192 192 192 192 192 160
F-statistic 12665.99 4527.17 545.58 331.27 953.53 37525 220.28
R? 0.553 0.547 0.543 0.556 0.545 0.541 0.522

Notes: Driscoll-Kraay nonparametric standard errors in parentheses; ***.01 **.05 *.10 indicates level of significance.
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Figure 1. Pattern of corruption over an eight-year cycle
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Appendix 1. Variable Definitions and Sources

Variable

Definition Source
Name
TURNOUT Number of votes cast in gubernatorial election Statistical Abstract of the
relative to state’s voting age population United States
CORRUPT Number of federal, state and local public officials U.S. Department of
convicted of a corruption-related crime by state Justice Report to Congress
. . Statistical Abstract of the
VAP Voting age population United States
. Statistical Abstract of the
POPG65 Percentage of population 65 years old or older United States
U.S. Census Bureau,
COLLEGE Percentage of the population 25 years and over Decennial Census of
with a bachelor’s degree Population, 1970-2000
UNEMP State unemployment rate Bureau of Labor Statistics
o Statistical Abstract of the
INCOME Real per capita income United States
POVERTY Percentage of population below the poverty line U.S. Census Bureau
Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana,
SOUTH Muississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, U.S. Census Bureau
Tennessee, Texas, Virginia.
Winning candidate’s margin of victory over
runner-up = [(Winner’s vote total — Runner-up’s Statistical Abstract of the
CLOSENESS vote total) —~ (Winner’s votes + Runner-up United States
votes)]*100
. . . _ L . Statistical Abstract of the
PEY Presidential election year 1= Yes; 0 = Otherwise United States
REGDATE Number of days before election voter must be Book of the States

registered
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Notes

! See Foster (1984) for a review of the early literature and Aldrich (1993) for a more thorough analysis of
the rational choice model of voting.

2 An additional resolution to the voting paradox is offered by the theory of expressive voting. According to
Brennan and Hamlin (1998), expressive voters are rational in their behavior, but their decision to vote is not
dependent upon the outcome of the election. Instead, voters are merely expressing a preference. For more
detailed analysis of expressive voting see Fiorina (1976), Brennan and Buchanan (1984), and Ashworth et
al. (2006).

® The literature on corruption is large and expanding quickly. See, for example, Johnston (1983), Rose-
Ackerman (1978), Meier and Holbrook (1992), Mauro (1995; 1998), Goel and Nelson (1998), Fisman and
Gatti (2002), Alt and Lassen (2003; 2006), Glaeser and Saks (2006), and Maxwell and Winters (2007).

* Meier and Holbrook (1992) look at the historical, cultural and political determinants of corruption,
including voter turnout. They find that greater voter turnout reduces public corruption when only political
variables are entered in their model, but do not find any statistical significance for voter turnout in their
final specification, which includes all three sets of factors. Peters and Welch (1980) examine U.S.
congressional races from 1968 to 1978, which involved 81 cases of corruption, and do not find that
corruption affected turnout. It should be noted that Peters and Welch’s empirical model was based on a
supply-side theory of voter turnout and that a dummy variable was used to indicate the existence of
corruption.

® Endershy et al. (2002) and Geys (2006) suggest that this calculation is among the most common for
measuring turnout. In addition, because not all states compile accurate records on the number of registered
voters, we use voting age population as a proxy for registered voters.

® The use of conviction rates as a measure of corruption has become common in the literature. See, for
instance, Meir and Holbrook (1992), Goel and Nelson (1998), Fisman and Gatti (2002), Glaeser and Saks
(2006) and Maxwell and Winters (2007).

" The corruption variable starts in 1977 since CORRUPT-2 for an observation from 1979 would refer to the

mean level of corruption in a given state during the years 1977—1978.
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® In addition, by lagging corruption we reduce the problem of multicollinearity between corruption,
education and income. Corruption tends to be highly correlated with low income and less education across
states and countries.

® Missing observations for the percentages of the population 25 years old and over with a bachelor’s degree
are interpolated using the ipolate function of STATA in order to apply a standard procedure instead of
using our own criterion. Similar methods of handling missing data have been adopted by others, such as
Primo and Milyo (2006).

10 See, inter alia, Foster (1984), Matsusaka (1995), Kunce (2001), Lau and Pomper (2001), Cebula and
Toma (2006) and Primo and Milyo (2006).

1 For more on this issue, see Glaeser and Saks (2006) and Wooldridge (2002).

21t we use a simple linear estimation method, the estimated turnout numbers are not constrained to lie
within the 0-100% interval. After the transformation, the dependent variable ranges from negative infinity
to positive infinity, eliminating predictions outside the allowable range.

13 We obtained contrasting results using the three tests documented in De Hoyos and Sarafidis (2006).

14" See, for example, Lau and Pomper (2001) and Tolbert et al. (2001), among others.

15 We also included incumbency as a control variable in the models and found that it has a negative and
insignificant effect on voter turnout. This result may reflect the high, positive correlation between closeness
and incumbency (0.66). In addition, since some states hold gubernatorial elections every two years we
included a dummy variable for states that have four-year election cycles; its impact on voter turnout was
insignificant. Thus, we decided not to report these results; however, they are available upon request.

16 We did not include all the individual lags at once in the model since they are highly correlated among
themselves and this will create inflated standard errors.

" The PEY variable has been dropped since it has a value of zero for all states in the restricted sample
because their gubernatorial elections do not coincide with presidential election years. The 31 states in the
restricted sample are Alaska, Alabama, Arizona, California, Colorado, Connecticut, Florida, Georgia,
Hawaii, Idaho, Illinois, Kansas, Massachusetts, Maryland, Maine, Michigan, Minnesota, Nebraska, New
Mexico, Nevada, New York, Ohio, Oklahoma, Oregon, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, South Dakota,
Tennessee, Texas, Wisconsin and Wyoming. The length of the term of Arkansas’s governor changed from
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two years to four years during our sample period. We therefore dropped that state from the restricted

sample.
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