CHAPTER 20.

NATALIE A. KISTNER

THE SOURCES AND
CONSEQUENCES OF PUBLIC
PERCEPTIONS OF CORRUPTION

Political corruption, or the use of public office for private gain, is in most
respects antithetical to democracy. It obfuscates the transparency central to
democratic governance, undermines democratic legitimacy, and contributes
to citizens’ lack of trust in politicians and the system alike. From the standpoint of democratic consolidation, it is somewhat troubling that more than
fifteen years after the fall of communism, the mass public’s level of perceived corruption in East Central Europe is high and appears to be on the rise
(della Porta and Vannucci 1999; Holmes 2003; Open Society Institute 2002).
How can we explain this growing perception that political systems are
corrupt? One possibility is that democracy, while creating greater opportunities for political competition, also gives rise to added opportunities for corruption. Weyland (1998) cites a number of specific mechanisms by which the
transition from an authoritarian to a democratic regime may, in fact, create
incentives for corrupt behavior. Transferring power from the hands of a few
under authoritarian systems to the many in democracies creates additional
opportunities for bribery and fraud. Privatization and other economic reforms
associated with the creation of market economies create added chances for
corrupt behavior. Finally, a rise in candidate−centered politics creates
a demand for media exposure and the funds necessary to pay for it.
It is difficult to say whether there has been a palpable rise in the incidence
of corruption in the democratic era, or whether the public’s perception
reflects instead a difference in kind. In the case of East Central Europe, the
opportunities for corruption available to public officials under communism
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differ from those under democratic rule; bribery and fraud in the areas of privatization and political party financing have replaced corruption related to
the fulfillment of economic plans and the use of nepotism under the nomenklatura system (Holmes 2003). Perceptions of rising corruption may further
reflect the changing role of mass media in the democratic period, for the
media were not capable of exposing the corruption of public officials to the
same extent under communism (Holmes 2003). Finally, high levels of perceived corruption may simply be a consequence of the uncertainty of the transition era; citizens are unclear as to the new “rules of the game” and so may
assume the only way that things get done is through corruption.
The factors contributing to the public’s perceptions of corruption in the
aggregate are certainly interesting, particularly in light of the role the democratic system itself plays in the existence of corruption in new democracies.
Yet, while the mass public in East Central Europe may view corruption as
a problem of increasing importance, opinion on the matter is unlikely to be
uniform from one individual to the next. Do those who view the system as
highly corrupt differ in some significant way from those who see the system
as less corrupt? If so, what factors determine the extent to which the political
system is viewed as corrupt at the individual level? Beyond the determinants
of perceptions of corruption, the consequences these perceptions hold for
new democracies may be equally, if not more, important. How do these perceptions influence an individual’s attitudes toward the political system?
Furthermore, does perceiving the system to be corrupt hold consequences for
the behavior of these individuals?
The purpose of this chapter is to explore these questions in greater detail
in the case of Poland. Specifically, I seek to identify those factors contributing to individual−level perceptions of corruption, focusing on social stratification and attitudes toward the democratic system more generally. I further
examine the potential impact of these corruption perceptions on the most
common form of political participation in democracies: voting. Does perceiving the political system to be corrupt deter individuals from voting? In
other words, can an individual’s decision not to turn out to vote be attributed
to the extent to which he or she believes the political system to be corrupt?

Corruption in Poland
Polish politics in the post−communist era have been marred by corruption
scandals, the most notorious of which, dubbed “Rywingate,” came to a close
in April 2004. Film producer Lew Rywin, whose production credits include
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Schindler’s List and The Pianist, was found guilty of fraud after offering to
use his political connections, in exchange for $17.5 million, to ensure the passage of media laws that would allow the Agora media company, publisher of
Poland’s leading newspaper, Gazeta Wyborcza, to purchase television station
Polsat. While a massive scandal in its own right, Rywingate was perhaps
most controversial for Rywin’s claim that he approached Gazeta Wyborcza’s
editor−in−chief, Adam Michnik, with this offer on behalf of “a group holding
power” said to include top government officials going all the way up to Prime
Minister Leszek Miller himself (Guardian 2004: 15). As a direct consequence of Rywingate, approval ratings for Prime Minister Miller and his
Democratic Left Alliance (SLD) government dropped dramatically, leading
Miller to resign from office in May 2004. In an effort to capitalize, opposition parties declared themselves “anticorruption” and incorporated into their
party programs the goal of eliminating corruption (BBC 2004a). This strategy paid off. So−called clean parties Law and Justice (PiS) and Civic Platform
(PO) won the parliamentary elections in September 2005 and PiS candidate
Lech Kaczynski defeated PO candidate Donald Tusk in presidential elections
the following month.
While clearly a salient political issue, just how pervasive are perceptions
that Poland is corrupt? According to the 2005 Corruption Perceptions Index
published by Transparency International,1 Poland is the seventieth most corrupt country in the world, tied with several countries in the Middle East
(Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Syria) and Africa (Burkina Faso and Lesotho),
along with one other post−communist state, Croatia. Poland’s 2005 score of
3.4 (out of a possible 10; higher scores imply a country is less corrupt) is even
lower than its 2004 score of 3.5, when it was tied with Croatia, Peru, and Sri
Lanka as the sixty−seventh most corrupt in their survey. Poland’s 2005 score
of 3.4 is the lowest it has received since first being included in the survey in
1996, indicating that Poland is not only perceived as fairly corrupt but has
become more so in recent years (Transparency International 2003).
As for perceptions of corruption among the public, a survey published in
September 2004 by the Stefan Batory Foundation reports that one−third of

1 According to their Web site, the Transparency International (TI) Corruption
Perceptions Index “ranks countries in terms of the degree to which corruption is perceived to exist among public officials and politicians. It is a composite index, drawing on
corruption−related data in expert surveys carried out by a variety of reputable institutions.
It reflects the views of businesspeople and analysts from around the world, including
experts who are locals in the countries evaluated” (www.transparency.org/cpi/2004/
cpi2004_faq.en.html#one).
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respondents believe laws can be bought in Poland; the belief that little can be
achieved in their country without bribes is pervasive among Poles. This contrasts with only 20 percent of parliamentarians in the same study who
believed that bribery is a major problem in politics (Deutsche Presse−Agentur
2004). Finally, in an EU−wide survey conducted in May 2004, 92 percent of
Poles responded in the affirmative to the question “I live in a corrupt country” (BBC 2004b).

Consequences of Corruption Perceptions
Corruption holds important consequences for newly democratic states, both
politically and economically. Early research on the political consequences of
corruption tended to view corruption as beneficial (Heidenheimer, Johnston,
and Levine 1989; Huntington 1968; Nye 1967), claiming it served “the function of binding society together, something that is sorely needed in most
developing nations” (Seligson 2002: 411). The predominant view today,
however, is that corruption does, in fact, produce negative consequences for
politics, more so for democracies than authoritarian regimes. For example,
della Porta and Vannucci (1999: 9) argue that corruption is antithetical to
democracy:
Corruption is secret by definition and public decisions affected by it
therefore violate the principle of transparency. As a result, corruption
undermines the political control exercised by citizens, which “depends
precisely on the greater or lesser extent to which the actions of the
supreme power are offered to the public, are visible, knowable, accessible, and therefore controllable.”
Furthermore, corruption threatens democratic legitimacy, particularly in
societies (e.g., in East Central Europe) that are still consolidating democracy
(Holmes 2003). High levels of corruption also lead to low levels of trust in
the actors and institutions of democratic systems (Anderson and Tverdova
2003). As della Porta and Vannucci (1999: 5) write, “The perception that corruption, while concealed, is widespread has fueled a general distrust of and
dissatisfaction with politics, public institutions, and the governing elite.”
Corruption may shape the outcome of elections by impacting the voting
behavior of individuals, both in terms of whether citizens vote at all (Davis,
Ai Camp, and Coleman 2004; Hodess 2004) or opt instead for more direct
forms of political participation. Charges of corruption may also determine
how individuals vote, impacting both individual candidates (Welch and
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Hibbing 1997) and political parties (Davis, Ai Camp, and Coleman 2004;
Dobratz and Whitfield 1992).
Corruption is also seen as holding a number of negative consequences for
the economy (Amundsen 1999; Hodess 2004; Holmes 2003; Mauro 1998;
Rose−Ackerman 1999; Seligson 2002). Specifically, corruption may act as
a deterrent to investment as potential investors decide that the costs associated with doing business in a corrupt environment outweigh the prospective
benefits. Rose−Ackerman (1999) further argues that corruption tends to stifle
economic growth and productivity while at the same time leading to the
development of unnecessary public infrastructure.2 Although the focus of this
chapter is the political consequences of corruption, the economic consequences of corruption are nevertheless worth mentioning given the concurrent nature of transitions to democracy and market economies in East Central
Europe.

Perceiving the System as Corrupt
As the discussion above makes clear, to the extent that the literature addresses perceived corruption at the individual level, it concerns the consequences
of those perceptions. Yet the impact of these perceptions, whether on trust in
government or political participation, may depend in large part on who views
the system as corrupt in the first place. Are certain segments of society more
or less apt to view the political system as corrupt? To address this question,
I examine whether, and to what extent, certain social stratification factors
contribute to an individual’s perceptions of corruption.
Within Polish society, who might be more likely to hold the belief that
corruption is on the rise? The major societal divisions within Poland may
hold the answers to this question. I hypothesize that the key factors in determining an individual’s perceptions of corruption in the Polish case include
socioeconomic factors such as education and income, age and gender, as well
2

Empirical evidence does indeed point to these negative consequences of corruption
(Amundsen 1999; Seligson 2002). Mauro (1998: 12), for example, cites a previous study
using Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index in which he discovered
“a country that improves its standings on the corruption index from, say, 6 to 8 (0 being
the most corrupt, 10 the least) will experience a 4 percentage point increase in its investment rate and a 0.5 percentage point increase in its annual per capita GDP growth rate.”
Seligson (2002: 410) summarizes several empirical studies, all of which find a statistical
relationship between corruption on the one hand, and economic growth and investment
on the other.
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as an individual’s residence (urban or rural) and religiosity. The specific
nature of the relationships of these variables to perceived corruption is difficult to assess and, as a result, the analyses here should be considered
exploratory.3
The data used in this study come from the two most recent waves of the
POLPAN panel study, conducted in 1998 and 2003. Questions regarding corruption were included only in 1993 and 2003, and, since I am most concerned
with what appear to be increasing perceptions of corruption in recent years,
the question in the 2003 wave of the study is most appropriate for my purposes.4 Descriptive statistics of the variables utilized throughout the chapter
are included in Table 20.1.
To test the relationship between select indicators of social stratification
and perceptions of corruption I developed an ordered logit model of corruption perceptions, which I then tested using the STATA statistical program.
The results of this analysis are presented in Table 20.2.
The analysis indicates that different segments of Polish society do,
indeed, perceive corruption differently. The likelihood ratio for the model as
a whole is highly statistically significant (0.00), indicating that the model
provides important information about perceived corruption. Turning to the
independent variables themselves, we see that all but education are
statistically significant. In terms of interpretation of the coefficients, age is

3

Take income, for example. We might expect individuals with higher levels of
income to be more likely to see corruption as rising given the probability that they themselves have engaged in corrupt behavior (as a result of having the means to do so). On the
other hand, these same individuals may not see corruption as rising simply by virtue of
being too close to the situation. Expectations about the nature of the relationship at lower
income levels are equally unclear; these individuals may see corruption as rising due to
the coverage of corruption scandals in the press, or could just as easily view corruption
as declining if they have not had personal experience with corruption.
4 There are numerous advantages to using a panel study over a simple cross−sectional
survey, even if the analysis is not conducted over all waves of the panel. Thus, my
analysis focuses mainly on responses provided to the 2003 survey; however, I can utilize
responses from the same individuals in the 1998 survey as lags of key variables included
in the 2003 survey, for example. In addition, it is difficult when asking about attitudes and
behaviors at the same point in time to discern the direction of the causal arrow. Thus, an
individual may feel corruption is a problem at time t, and be dissatisfied with the state of
democracy, also at time t; however, does dissatisfaction with democracy color the
respondent’s attitudes regarding corruption, or is it the other way around? The availability
of responses from a previous wave of the study circumvents this problem in that it allows
for the inclusion of attitudes and behaviors at a point in time prior to that under
investigation, thereby helping to clarify the nature of causality.
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Table 20.1. Descriptive Statistics
Variable
Would vote if elections today
Voted in 1997 elections
Demographic variables
Age
Age2
Education
Income
Residence (urban/rural)
Religiosity
Gender (male)
Mobilization variables
Interest in politics
Membership in political organization
Satisfaction with democracy
State of the economy
Instrumental motivation variables
Citizens influence government
Elections not necessary
Perception of corruption

Mean
0.66
0.71

Standard deviation
0.475
0.454

47.8552
2,553.3067
5.28
2,316.32
3.75
3.22
0.49

16.2278
1,581.2883
3.140
1,751.029
2.668
1.029
0.500

2.48
0.06
2.3137
2.7046

0.937
0.244
0.7360
1.0386

2.47
2.79
4.23

1.186
1.442
0.904

Table 20.2. Ordered Logit Model of Corruption Perceptions, 2003
Variable
Age
Age2
Educationa
Income
Residence (size of town)
Religiosity
Gender (male)
N
Likelihood ratio (LR) x2 (df)

Parameters
0.0674***
–0.0006***
–0.0189
0.0001*
0.0422**
0.0958*
0.1797*
1,446
43.83

(standard errors)
(0.0184)
(0.0002)
(0.0188)
(0.0000)
(0.0209)
(0.0511)
(0.1017)
(7)***

Notes: The dependent variable here is corrupt (low values indicate corruption has increased,
high values that it has decreased). Standard errors are included in parentheses.
a I ran the model using two separate measures of education. The first is the twelve−category
measure included in the original data set (low values reflect lower levels of education). In the
second formulation, I divided respondents’ education into three groups—low, medium, and
high—and included two of these in the model (low and high, leaving medium as the baseline
category). As neither formulation proved statistically significant, I include results for the
twelve−category measure here.
*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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positively related to corruption perceptions, indicating that older individuals
are more likely to see corruption as decreasing (given the nature of the
dependent variable where higher levels indicate that corruption has
decreased). The relationship between income and corruption perceptions is
positive and significant. Thus, the interpretation here is that wealthier
individuals perceive corruption to have decreased in Poland. The variable
included to measure urban/rural differences—the size of one’s town—is also
statistically significant and positively related to corruption perceptions.
Individuals living in larger towns are more likely to see corruption as
decreasing, whereas those in smaller towns appear to perceive corruption as
rising. Religiosity is also statistically significant and positively related to
corruption perceptions; those who attend mass more frequently are also less
likely to see corruption as rising. Finally, males are more likely than females to
see corruption as decreasing.

Corruption and Voter Turnout
Having examined the determinants of perceived corruption in Poland, what are
the consequences? As mentioned in the discussion of the literature above, one
potential consequence of citizens’ perceptions of corruption in the political system is “voter apathy.” The underlying logic here is that an individual who perceives the political system to be corrupt will choose not to participate in this system, opting instead to remain at home rather than show up at the polls to vote.
To determine the extent to which perceived corruption impacts an individual’s propensity to vote, we must first determine why some people vote
and others do not.5 Franklin (1996) identifies three theories of voter turnout

5

Despite the importance of voting to democracy, turnout levels differ
cross−nationally. Whereas turnout in the United States hovers around 50 percent, over 90
percent of Italian voters turn up at the polls to vote (Jackman 1987; Powell 1982). What
explains these differences? According to the line of thought presented above, low voter
turnout likely represents dissatisfaction with the democratic process on the part of
individuals. Alternatively, however, it can be argued that low turnout reflects high levels
of satisfaction. Thus, citizens stay home from the polls because they are happy with the
government and see no need for change, or, as Franklin (1996) notes, low turnout may be
“associated with the widespread use of alternative avenues of participation” (216).
Studies of cross−national differences in turnout have largely ignored the decision to
vote made by individuals. Instead, they have sought answers to the puzzle of differences
in turnout in two areas: cultural and institutional (Jackman 1987; Jackman and Miller
1995; Powell 1982). According to cultural explanations, differing levels of turnout are the
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at the level of the individual. The first of these involves the resources an individual brings to the voting booth. The argument here is that “people participate
who have the time and money to do so” (Franklin 1996: 220). Socioeconomic
status (SES) is the primary factor examined in this argument. Thus, factors such
as education, income, and occupation are thought to contribute to differences
across individuals in voting turnout. The second theory examined by Franklin
is mobilization; “the heightened awareness of their role that can be inculcated
in people through the operations of the media, parties and groups” (1996: 219).
People are more likely to vote, it is argued, when they are encouraged to do so.
Finally, instrumental motivation is “the sense that individuals may have that
their actions (at least taken in concert with the actions of other individuals who
share the same concerns) might affect an election outcome” (ibid.). This argument claims that characteristics of the election itself, defined by the institutional structure of the electoral system, determine whether an individual feels
he or she can make a difference in the election outcome.

Testable Hypotheses
The independent variables included in the model of voter turnout developed
here can be divided into three categories, roughly commensurate with the
three theories of turnout put forth by Franklin (1996): resources, mobilization, and instrumental motivation. As mentioned above, those voters with
greater resources are more likely to turn out to vote. I identify six resource
dimensions, consisting of demographic and social structural factors: age,
education, income, residence, gender, and religiosity. The more educated and
the wealthy are expected to have a greater propensity to vote, as are older

result of the fact that democracies differ in the extent to which their culture can be characterized as “participatory.” This notion of the participatory culture goes back to Almond
and Verba’s classic study The Civic Culture (1963). Societies that can be characterized
as having a participatory culture should also have higher levels of voter turnout, yet this
relationship does not bear out. Scholars have pointed to a second category of factors,
institutional constraints, in their attempts to explain the coincidence of a participatory culture with low voter turnout. In the United States, voluntary registration laws that include
residency requirements have been pointed to as the source of low U.S. turnout (Powell
1982). Beyond these factors specific to the United States, comparative studies of turnout
have also pointed to electoral laws and governmental structure as having an important
influence on variation in turnout. For example, the number of days polls are open as well
as the days and times polls are open may influence turnout. Furthermore, the importance
of an election (whether for a powerful national executive or the European Parliament)
may also play a part in turnout.
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individuals.6 Residence may also be an important factor in turnout given that
differences between rural and urban areas tend to be more pronounced in East
Central Europe than in more advanced democracies. I would expect, then,
that those living in cities may be more likely to vote than those in rural areas.
Differences in turnout may also exist for males and females. In established
democracies, turnout among women was lower than for men in the early
years following suffrage; however, turnout among women today tends to be
higher than for men. Given the newness of the democratic system in Poland,
I would expect turnout to be lower for females. One final important factor in
Poland is religiosity. Whereas most Poles identify themselves as Catholic,
differences exist between individuals in the extent to which they practice
their religion. These six demographic and social structural factors taken
together provide a single resource−based hypothesis.
Hypothesis 1: Those with greater resources are more likely to turn out to
vote than are their counterparts with fewer resources.
The second category of variables includes measures of what Franklin
(1996) refers to as mobilization. The mobilization argument claims that
individuals will turn out at the polls if they are encouraged to do so. Four
dimensions of mobilization are included here: interest in politics, membership
in a political party or political organization, satisfaction with democracy, and
assessments of the state of the economy. I expect positive relationships
between all four of these factors and whether an individual votes. To begin
with, we expect that the higher an individual’s interest in politics, the higher
his/her interest in voting. Whether a citizen belongs to a political
party/organization is also likely to be positively related to voting in that those
who feel close to a party will be more likely to vote. The inclusion of
satisfaction with democracy and satisfaction with the economy as indicators of
mobilization warrants further explanation. If an individual is pleased with the
economy and the functioning of the democratic system, he or she may be
mobilized to vote not in any direct way (the way that belonging to a political
party directly encourages voting) but simply out of satisfaction with the broader
circumstances in society. Alternatively, we might see those who are satisfied
with the functioning of the democratic system choosing to stay home
(a common argument for low levels of voter turnout in established democracies
such as the United States).
6 The relationship between age and turnout is nonlinear, however; age has a positive
relationship to a point at which it begins to decrease. To take account of this nonlinearity, both age in years and age in years squared are included (Timpone 1998).
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Hypothesis 2: Voter turnout will likely be higher among those individuals who are mobilized to participate in the system (based on interest in
politics, membership in an organization, and satisfaction with democracy
and the economy).
The final category of variables includes indicators of the instrumental
motivation argument proposed by Franklin (1996). I identify two dimensions
of instrumental motivation: the extent to which a respondent thinks that citizens have an influence on government and whether an individual thinks that
elections are necessary or not. If a respondent thinks citizens can influence
the government, he or she is more likely to participate in an upcoming electoral contest. In addition, believing that elections are necessary is expected to
lead individuals to vote. Thus, these are measures of the extent to which citizens feel the act of voting can make a difference.
Hypothesis 3: Individuals motivated by the notion that voting makes
a difference are more likely to turn out to vote than are individuals less
convinced of the importance of voting.
The final and key variable of interest here is measurement of perceived
corruption. As mentioned above, one potential impact of perceived corruption is that it acts as a disincentive to vote (Davis, Ai Camp, and Coleman
2004; Holmes 2003). Individuals assessing the level of corruption in their
country as high may decide that decisions are made not by voters but by
bribery and fraud, and, as a result, may choose to stay home from the polls.
In Poland, where turnout levels are among the lowest in the region (mean
turnout for the first three parliamentary elections was just under 50 percent),
the relationship between perceptions of corruption and voter turnout may
prove particularly important. I expect that perceiving corruption to be high
will make an individual less likely to vote.
Hypothesis 4: Individuals who perceive corruption to be high are less
likely to turn out to vote than those who do not see corruption as presenting such a problem.

Dependent Variable—Voter Turnout
Two questions in the 2003 wave of the survey ask individuals about their voting behavior; one prospective (would you vote?) and one retrospective (did
you vote?). I choose to use the prospective version of this question, which
asks respondents, “If the elections for Sejm [lower house of parliament] and
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Senat [upper house] happened today, would you participate in them?”7 This
variable, labeled “willvote” in my analyses, is a dichotomous variable coded
“0” for those who say they would not vote and “1” for those who say they
would vote if elections were held today. The distribution of this variable for
respondents in 2003 is included in Table 20.1.
I also include a lag measure of an individual’s voting behavior in this
analysis because those who did vote in a past election are certainly more likely to vote in an upcoming election, or at least to say they will vote in an
upcoming election. Thus, a comprehensive model of voting must control for
this past behavior. Rather than simply create a lagged version of the dependent variable through recoding, the nature of this panel study allows me to
include a separate measure. Thus, the lagged version of voting is
a respondent’s answer to a question on the 1998 survey asking whether he or
she voted in the previous parliamentary election in 1997.

Independent Variables—Resources
The first of the resources/demographic variables included here is age.
Respondents were asked to identify the year in which they were born: “When
were you born? What year?” I subsequently transformed this variable into the
individual’s age at the time the survey was conducted, which serves as the
measure of age. I also created a variable that takes individuals’ ages and
squares them, which, when included in the model, helps to account for the
nonlinear relationship between age and turnout (turnout increases with age
but only to a certain point at which it begins to decrease).
The variable measuring education contains a total of twelve separate categories ranging from incomplete elementary education to a Ph.D. or equivalent. Income here is measured on a monthly basis by respondents’ answer to
the question, “What is the average monthly income in your household?
Please take into account all persons in the household and all sources of their
income in the past three months.” The answer is provided in terms of the
Polish currency, the złoty.
7 My reasons for selecting this question over that asking respondents whether or not they

voted in the last parliamentary elections held in 2001 is that I cannot be sure whether
a respondent’s attitudes toward corruption, as measured by a survey question in 2003, had
any impact on his/her decision to vote in 2001. The causal arrow could just as easily work in
the opposite direction; an individual’s decision to vote or not in 2001 might help determine
his/her attitude toward corruption in 2003. I can be more confident that viewing the system
as corrupt today influences whether or not an individual says they will vote in elections if
they were held today—thus, my decision to use the prospective voting variable instead.
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To measure whether a respondent lives in an urban or rural locale, I use
a variable in the data set measuring the size of the respondent’s town. This
variable, size, includes a total of nine categories and ranges from “rural” and
“town below 10,000” at the low end, to “town 500,000–999,999” and
“Warsaw” at the high end. Thus, higher values in this category represent
more urban respondents; lower values more rural respondents.
A respondent’s gender is measured simply as male or female and has been
coded “1” for male and “0” for female. The final variable in the resources category is religiosity. Respondents were asked, “How frequently do you attend
mass?” Responses range from “never” at the low end, to “more frequently
than once a week” at the high end, for a total of five categories. Higher values therefore reflect a higher degree of religiosity than lower values.

Independent Variables—Mobilization
The first of these mobilization variables measures an individual’s interest in
politics. Respondents are asked to indicate “To what extent are you interested
in politics?” The responses have been recoded from the original here so that
higher values reflect a higher level of interest in politics. Thus, a value of “1”
indicates an individual is “not interested in politics at all,” whereas a value of
“5” is assigned to an individual who identifies him/herself as being interested
in politics “on a very high level.” To measure whether an individual belongs
to a political party or other political organization, I use a variable asking
respondents “Are you a member of any political organization—parties,
associations, or clubs?” The options are simply “yes” and “no” and I have
coded the responses so that a response of yes is assigned a value of “1” and
a no response is assigned a score of “0.” This variable is taken from the 1998
wave of the panel study in order to avoid potential complications in
determining causality.
Turning to the variables measuring an individual’s satisfaction with the
economy and the democratic system, I use responses from the 1998 wave of
the study in order to avoid the problems with causality identified above.
Thus, in 1998, individuals were asked to respond to the following question,
“Do you think the current economic system in Poland functions: very well,
quite well, quite badly, very badly, or neither well nor badly?” I have coded
responses as follows: a score of “1” is assigned for a response of “very
badly,” a score of “2” for “quite badly,” “3” for “neither well nor badly,” “4”
for “quite well,” and “5” for “very well.”
The question on democracy does not ask respondents to assess how well
or poorly democracy is functioning but rather to determine the relative mer-
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its of democratic and nondemocratic forms of government. Thus, respondents
were asked, “Do you think that for people like you: democracy is always the
best form of government, sometimes nondemocratic government is better, or
there is no difference between the two?” I recoded these responses so that
believing democracy to be the best form of government is assigned a value
of “3,” thinking there is no difference is assigned a “2,” and believing that
nondemocratic government is sometimes better is assigned a value of “1.”
Thus, higher values reflect an individual’s belief in the value of democratic
government.

Independent Variables—Instrumental Motivation
In order to tap into Franklin’s (1996) theory of “instrumental motivation,”
I include two key variables here, both from the 1998 wave of the survey
because they deal with an individual’s attitudes. The first of these determines the extent to which an individual believes “Citizens have an influence on the government.” Respondents were presented with this statement and asked to identify their level of agreement, ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree (standard Likert scaling). I coded these
responses so that agreement with this statement is assigned a higher value
and disagreement a lower value, for a total of five categories. The second
indicator of instrumental motivation deals explicitly with elections.
Respondents were presented with a statement that “Elections are not necessary” and were then asked to what extent they agreed or disagreed.
I coded responses so that higher values indicate disagreement with the
statement and lower values reflect agreement with the statement. As with
the influence on government question, there are five response categories
here as well.

Independent Variables—Corruption
As mentioned in the section on hypotheses, corruption perceptions are likely
best considered an example of instrumental motivation; however, given that
this is my key variable of interest, I choose to discuss it separately here. The
corruption question in the 2003 wave of the study asks respondents the following: “Do you think that in the past three years the level of corruption in
Poland: increased very much, somewhat increased, remained at the same
level, somewhat decreased, or decreased very much?” I recoded this variable
in two ways: first, so that higher values reflect the perception that corruption
is on the rise, and second, as a dichotomous variable where those who
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answered either “increased very much” or “somewhat increased” were coded
as “1” and all others as “0.”8

Findings
The dependent variable, whether an individual would vote if parliamentary elections were held today, is dichotomous, and, as a result, requires a suitable method
of analysis. Here, I have chosen to provide logit estimates of the model of voting,
produced using the STATA statistical package and presented in Table 20.3.
Table 20.3. Logit Model of Voting 2003
Variable
Intercept
Voted in 1997 elections
Demographic variables
Age
Age2
Education
Income
Residence (urban/rural)
Religiosity
Gender (male)
Mobilization variables
Interest in politics
Membership in political organization
Satisfaction with democracy
State of the economy
Instrumental motivation variables
Citizens influence government
Elections not necessary
Perception of corruption
N
Likelihood ratio (LR) c2 (df 15)

Parameters
–4.4333*
0.5737**

(standard errors)
(0.1.0434)
(0.1647)

0.0927**
–0.0008*
0.1438**
0.0001*
–0.0242
0.2530**
0.0026

(0.0373)
(0.0004)
(0.0317)
(0.0000)
(0.0307)
(0.0766)
(0.1566)

0.2690**
0.7527*
–0.0602
0.1768*

(0.0944)
(0.3359)
(0.1070)
(0.0763)

0.0983
–0.0817
–0.1056
995
145.94**

(0.0649)
(0.0562)
(0.0864)

Notes: The dependent variable here is willvote (coded zero if would not vote, one if would
vote). Standard errors are included in parentheses.
*p < 0.05; **p < .01.
8

Regardless of which measure of corruption was used, the variable did not prove
statistically significant. As a result, I chose to simply include the original measure of
corruption. Given the way in which this variable is coded, we thus expect to see
a negative relationship between corruption perceptions and turnout.
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We can examine the overall goodness of fit of the logit model using the
likelihood ratio (LR) test, which is chi−square distributed and provides us
a test of the null hypothesis that the impact of all independent variables on
voting is equal to zero. The LR value of the logit model of 145.94 (15 degrees
of freedom) is significant at the 0.00 level. Thus, the model clearly provides
some valuable information with respect to voting.
Taking each of the three categories of independent variables in turn, starting with the resource factors for voter turnout, we see that age (and its value
squared), education, religiosity, and income are all highly significant predictors of whether an individual will vote.9 Looking first at age, we notice that its
relationship to voting turnout is positive, thus the likelihood of an individual
voting increases with age; however, the sign of the coefficient on age−squared
is negative, indicating that, as hypothesized, the positive relationship between
age and voter turnout holds only to a certain point at which the likelihood of
voting decreases. Education is also highly significant and positive. Thus, individuals with higher levels of education are more likely to vote than are their
less well−educated counterparts. Religiosity is also highly statistically significant and indicates that those who attend mass more frequently state that they
will vote with greater frequency than those who do not attend mass. Finally,
income has a significant, positive impact on an individual’s decision to vote,
although the size of the coefficient is the smallest for all those included in the
model. Gender and where an individual resides, whether urban or rural, appear
to have no statistically significant impact on whether an individual will vote.
Turning now to the mobilization category of explanatory variables, three
of the four variables in this category are statistically significant predictors of
an individual’s attitudes regarding voting if elections were held today.
Interest in politics appears to be an important factor in whether individuals
say they will vote or not. Individuals with higher levels of interest in politics
are more likely to say they will vote in upcoming elections than those with
less interest. Individuals who belong to a political party or other political
organization are also more likely to vote than those who do not; the size of
this coefficient is the largest of all those included in the model. How an individual assesses democracy is not a statistically significant determinant of
whether or not that person says they will vote; however, an individual’s eval9 Direct interpretation of the b coefficients is problematic in logit (and probit) models.
The coefficients indicate both the relationship between the independent variables and the
underlying latent variable y*, and the identifying assumptions made regarding the threshold, the conditional mean of the error, and the conditional variance of the error (Long
1997: 49). As such, the parameters are not directly interpretable. It is possible, however,
to examine the direction and statistical significance of the variables in the model.
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uation of economic performance is statistically significant. Those who evaluate the economy positively are more likely to say they will vote if elections
were held today than are those who see the economy as functioning poorly.
Finally, the instrumental motivation category of explanatory factors
appears to have no statistically significant impact on the decision to vote
(although the relationships for all three are in the expected direction). An
individual’s attitudes regarding the influence of citizens on elections, whether
elections are necessary, and perceptions of corruption have no statistically
significant effect on voter turnout.

Discussion of Findings
This model appears to be a fairly good predictor of voter turnout (or rather
expressed intent to turn out) in Poland in 2003. A few general comments are
in order here. First, looking at the three categories of explanatory factors
derived from the relevant literature, the resource and mobilization categories
appear to be more important predictors of whether an individual intends to
vote than are the factors included in the instrumental motivation categories.
These empirical results support the theory that individuals vote because they
have the time and money to do so. Thus, individuals with higher levels of
income and education, for example, vote with greater frequency than
do individuals with lower socioeconomic status. Second, individuals are
more likely to vote to the extent that they are motivated to do so. Individuals
who are engaged in politics through some kind of political organization, and
those who are more interested in politics generally, are more likely to vote
than those who are not. In addition, an individual’s attitudes with respect to
the merits of democracy are not important factors in determining voting,
whereas how well an individual thinks the economy is performing is important. Finally, it appears that an individual’s beliefs about whether his or her
vote will make a difference do not influence voting, as measured by the
instrumental motivation category and the perceptions of corruption variable.
How can we explain the unanticipated and somewhat disappointing performance of the instrumental motivation and corruption factors in this model
of voter turnout? Given the large number of individuals who believe corruption to be on the rise in Poland in this sample, it may be that corruption is
merely a given for Poles and thus plays little to no role in determining behavior and other attitudes.10 In order to try to account for this, I recoded the cor10 Nearly 50 percent of respondents in 2003 believed the level of corruption “has
increased very much” in the past three years. When we include the response category
“somewhat increased,” over 70 percent of respondents believe corruption has increased.
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ruption variable into simply those who believe corruption is rising, and all others
(corruption has stayed the same, corruption has decreased), but this did not cause
the results to change in any significant way. It may also be the case that perceptions of corruption actually influence other attitudes included in the model, which
in turn influence voting. Thus, how one assesses corruption might influence
his/her assessment of democracy as a form of government; this attitude regarding
democracy may then impact voter turnout. To account for this I ran a model that
included interaction terms for corruption and “democracy,” corruption and
“economy,” corruption and “influence on government,” and corruption and
“elections are not necessary.” The inclusion of these interaction terms did not
change the results of the model. Individuals may also be exaggerating their intention to vote because they believe it is the proper response to the question. If we
look at the numbers of individuals who say they will vote, the number is significantly higher than what we see in practice from aggregate figures on voter turnout
where only about 50 percent of eligible voters turn up at the polls.11

Conclusion
Corruption is a pervasive problem throughout the new democracies of East
Central Europe, and Poland is no exception. The continued existence of political corruption has not escaped the public consciousness, however, as citizens
throughout the region continue to identify corruption as a significant problem
in their society, and, in many cases, even believe corruption to be on the rise.
Yet, what are the consequences of perceived corruption? The central
question this chapter explores is whether perceiving corruption to be
a problem deters an individual from engaging in the most common form of
political participation in democracies: voting. Examining corruption’s impact
on voter turnout is valuable given that “free expression of political will by
individual citizens” is said to be “the cornerstone of democracy” (Junn 2000:
193). It is the act of voting that, “encapsulates more directly than any other
means of participation the two core democratic principles of universality and
equality—that every individual whatever his social or economic circumstances, should have equal say” (Crewe 1981: 216–217).
Based on the evidence from my test of the “voter apathy” hypothesis, an
individual’s beliefs about the state of corruption in Poland do not signifi11

In the first fully free post−communist elections in 1991, turnout was a mere 43 percent; in 1993 that number increased to 52 percent but in 1997 dropped down to 48 percent. Turnout in the 2001 parliamentary election was 46 percent (Institute for Democracy
and Electoral Assistance).
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cantly influence whether or not that individual would vote in parliamentary
elections. Instead, voter turnout appears to be driven by the resources an individual possesses (in terms of time, money, education, etc.) and the extent to
which he or she is mobilized to vote. This is an interesting finding in that it
indicates Polish citizens behave in a fashion similar to their counterparts in
the more established democracies.
What, then, can we conclude about the absence of any significant relationship between perceptions of corruption and voter turnout in Poland in the
analysis here? This result likely reflects both the enduring legacy of the communist era and the continuing uncertainty of the democratic transition.
Citizens in Poland and other post−communist states in Central and Eastern
Europe tend to view public officials, political parties, elections, and even the
political process itself with a certain degree of skepticism given the inheritance of state socialism. Nevertheless, the fact that this cynicism does not
appear to significantly impact an individual’s decision to vote is an interesting and important finding. Thus, it appears that one does not necessarily need
to be of the opinion that elections matter to participate in them; the behavior
is possible without the corresponding attitudes.
It may also be the case that perceived corruption is important not in determining whether an individual votes, but for whom. Rather than choosing not
to participate in elections at all, individuals who perceive the system to be corrupt may use these perceptions as a basis for deciding how to cast their ballot.
This interpretation certainly seems plausible, particularly in light of the 2005
elections when establishing a reputation for being “clean” may have been
a key factor in a party’s electoral success. Perhaps, then, it is this differentiation among parties as either “tainted” by corruption or “clean” that holds the
key to the somewhat puzzling relationship (or lack thereof) between corruption perceptions and voter turnout in Poland. While unfortunately outside the
scope of the current project, examining the link between party image, corruption, and the decision to vote is an important agenda for future research.12
12 An additional possibility for future research, which would allow me to truly flesh
out the relationship between perceptions of corruption and the decision to vote (specifically whether these perceptions have increased over time), requires analysis over a longer
time period. The 1993 wave of the POLPAN study does include questions on corruption
and a start to extending the time dimension of this project would be to repeat this analysis for the 1993 data set. Ideally, however, I would like to include information for the
years in between as well. It may be the case that other surveys exist (e.g., Eurobarometer)
that include measures of corruption perceptions over time. What I would gain in time
points from using such a survey would, unfortunately, come at the cost of measuring
these attitudes for the same individuals across time, a benefit the POLPAN study provides.

