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Executive summary 
Most anti-corruption programmes include an awareness-raising element, where significant 

resources are spent on trying to raise the profile of corruption and anti-corruption. These 
types of efforts have been categorised as ‘demand-side’ anti-corruption interventions. 
Demand-side initiatives aim to widen the socio-political space available for citizens to 
demand better control over corruption and work to empower citizens’ groups to do so). So, 
while advocates of such efforts hope that by raising the profile of corruption and anti-
corruption the public will be more motivated to resist and report corruption, an additional 
aim for many is that awareness-raising will make the public more willing to hold their 
elected officials accountable for any corrupt transgressions.    

Worryingly, however, the emerging consensus from five relatively recent studies on the 
impact of anti-corruption messaging suggests that anti-corruption awareness-raising may 
not work as intended (Corbacho et al., 2016; Peiffer, 2017 and 2018; Kobis et al., 2019; 
Peiffer and Walton, 2019; Cheeseman and Peiffer, 2020). The results of several of these 
studies suggest that by priming citizens to think about the extent of corruption in their 
country, anti-corruption messaging may make individuals feel that the problem is too great 
to be solved, and therefore may induce apathy, rather than activism. To this end, our most 
recent study found that anti-corruption messaging failed to discourage corrupt behaviour 
and, in some cases, actually compelled people to be more willing to engage in bribery 
(Cheeseman and Peiffer, 2020). These dire findings beg a host of new research questions 
around whether anti-corruption messaging may have a broader set of unintended impacts.  

In this study we contribute to the literature by examining for the first time whether such 

messaging might also unintentionally influence political attitudes and beliefs – such as the 
willingness of citizens to defend democracy and comply with socially beneficial norms such 
as tax payment. Democracies in systemically corrupt contexts face specific challenges. The 
presence of widespread corruption and/or acute corruption scandals can signal to citizens 
that those in power cannot be trusted, that the democratic nature of the political system is 
compromised, and that citizens’ taxes are being stolen. It may therefore be the case that by 
priming citizens to think about corruption, anti-corruption messages unintentionally have a 
negative impact on wider political attitudes like perceptions of the quality of democracy and 
willingness to vote for ‘anti-corruption’ candidates.  

This paper uses data from an original survey experiment conducted in Lagos, Nigeria in 2019. 

In the study 2,400 respondents were randomly exposed to one of five messages about 
(anti)corruption or no message at all (the control group). The messages respectively 

emphasised: 1) the widespread nature of corruption in the country, 2) that religious leaders 
supported anti-corruption efforts, 3) the achievements the State government has had in 
fighting corruption, 4) that corruption can be fought locally, rather than nationally, and 5) 
that corruption represents the theft of taxes and fees that citizens pay. All respondents were 
then asked questions about their perceptions of how democratic Nigeria was, whether they 
would be willing to support an anti-corruption candidate and whether they felt it was their 
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duty to pay taxes. Regression analyses were used to examine what influence exposure to the 

five messages had on the perceptions scrutinised. 

Our findings suggest additional cause for concern: anti-corruption messaging appears to do 

more harm than good when it comes to shaping key democratic beliefs and ideas. Key 
findings that support this conclusion include the following:  

 Exposure to every single one of our five messages led to individuals losing confidence in 
the quality of democracy in Nigeria.  

 Exposure to three of the five messages resulted in individuals becoming less likely to 

vote for an anti-corruption political leader in an election.  

 Exposure to four of the five messages undermined individual commitment to tax 
payment.  

 In no cases did we find that anti-corruption messages had a positive impact on these 
public attitudes.  

Taken together, these results strongly suggest that anti-corruption messaging has a much 

wider set of negative externalities than what was previously thought. Moreover, in almost all 
cases the substantive impact of the messages on attitudes was similarly large – between 5% 
and 8%. 

Only one message bucked this trend, with exposure to the religious treatment found to be 

considerably less damaging. Exposure to this treatment did not influence willingness to 
support an anti-corruption candidate or willingness to pay tax. We argue that this is likely to 
be because the religious treatment is the only one of the five that does not directly discuss 
the state. It may be that the message encouraged recipients to be concerned about 

corruption but not to place responsibility for corruption on state/government officials. While 
more research would be needed to substantiate this finding, this suggests that it is not 
simply priming citizens to think about corruption that generates negative externalities for 
attitudes towards democracy. Rather, it is priming them to think about corruption while 
simultaneously priming them to think about the political system – whether in terms of 
individual leaders, civil servants or state bodies. 

If this is the case, there may be a way of minimising the negative externalities of anti-
corruption work on these political attitudes – but it is one that leaves corruption 
campaigners in a bind. The implications are that to have the least negative effect, their work 
should avoid explicitly invoking the government and the state, yet without doing so their 
messages may appear to be obscure and be criticised for protecting precisely those people 

and institutions that lie at the heart of the problem. 
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1. Introduction 
Over the last 30 years, anti-corruption programmes have become a central part of 

international donors’ arsenal as they engage with wasteful and mismanaged governments. It 
is easy to see why reducing corruption has become such an important focus for donors and 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) alike. On the one hand, corruption undermines the 
quest for development and the diversion of resources means that donor programmes are 
less likely to be successful, raising questions about the efficacy of the international aid sector 
itself. On the other hand, corruption increases the value of controlling the state to 
politicians, and hence exacerbates the risk that competition for power will turn violent.  

Initially, anti-corruption efforts focused on persuading political elites to eschew corruption 

and strengthening checks and balances within the financial, audit and broader political 
system. However, these strategies met with limited success because leaders faced 
insufficient incentives to moderate their behaviour. As the SOAS Anti-Corruption Evidence 
(ACE) research consortium has found (Khan et al., 2019: 3), ‘Conventional anti-corruption 
strategies have typically delivered poor results’ in developing countries characterised by 
political settlements in which formal rules are weakly enforced and widely violated. This is 
because ‘they focus on improving the enforcement of a rule of law’ in contexts ‘where the 
distribution of organisational power allows a wide range of powerful individuals and 
organisations to violate rules’. The authors go on to say ‘a strategy that assumes that we can 
strengthen the enforcement of rules is likely to result in poor results in the short to medium 
term’.  

The failure of existing strategies has led to a refocusing of efforts on how greater pressure 

could be applied to political elites to incentivise them to amend their behaviour. One of the 
most popular methods to achieve this has been to try to shift popular attitudes through anti-
corruption awareness-raising and other messaging, so that politicians need to reform in 
order to carry favour with voters. This often involves circulating anti-corruption adverts via 
newspapers, radio stations, television and, more recently, social media platforms. At the 
same time, posters warning of the dangers of corruption and encouraging citizens to report 
bribery and extortion are erected in public buildings and government institutions.  

Despite the near ubiquity of these strategies, very few academic studies have been 

conducted that systematically analyse their effectiveness. Since 2016 this has changed, with 
the publication of five studies that have examined the impact of anti-corruption messaging 
on the attitudes of citizens (Corbacho et al., 2016; Peiffer, 2017 and 2018; Kobis et al., 2019; 
Peiffer and Walton, 2019; Cheeseman and Peiffer 2020). Worryingly, the emerging 

consensus from this literature is that anti-corruption messages do not work. Worse still, 
there is growing evidence that by priming citizens to think about the extent of corruption in 
their country, anti-corruption messages actually contribute to ‘corruption fatigue’. In other 
words, by making individuals feel that the problem is too great to be solved, anti-corruption 
messages can induce apathy rather than activism, and hence contribute to the collective 
action problem that is systemic to corruption.  
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Our own contribution to the debate is based on testing the impact of five anti-corruption 

messages on 2,400 respondents in Lagos, Nigeria. More specifically, we have broken new 
ground by assessing the impact of anti-corruption campaigning on behaviour by showing 
messages to individuals in their own homes, and then asking them to play a ‘bribery game’ in 
which they stood to win real money depending on whether or not they are willing to pay a 
bribe. Even though we utilised a broader set of messages in a more realistic setting, we also 
found that ‘exposure to anti-corruption messages fails to discourage corrupt behaviour and, 
in some cases, actually makes individuals more willing to pay a bribe’ (Cheeseman and 
Peiffer, 2020: 8). 

The problematic findings of this emerging literature raise an important question: do such 

messages have a detrimental impact on other political beliefs and activities such as the 
willingness of citizens to defend democracy and to comply with socially beneficial norms? In 
other words, does anti-corruption messaging have a broader set of negative externalities 

that we need to be worried about? The secondary literature provides reasons to suspect 
that they might: corruption has often been viewed as a threat to democracy, in part because 
it impacts on the performance of democratic governments but also because it suggests that 
those in power cannot be trusted and that citizens’ taxes are being stolen (Chang and Chu, 
2006). Especially in ethnically divided countries with winner-takes-all political dynamics, 
evidence of corruption may also exacerbate feelings of political exclusion among individuals 
and communities that are not affiliated with the ruling party (Burbidge, 2016). It is therefore 
plausible that by priming citizens to think about corruption, anti-corruption messages have a 
negative impact on perceptions of the quality of democracy and willingness to pay tax. Or, to 
put this another way, messages about fighting corruption may further demonstrate that 
governments are not fulfilling their part of the social contract and so undermine the 
willingness of citizens to perform their civic duties. 

Although there are a number of good reasons to expect there to be a relationship between 

democracy and anti-corruption efforts, this link has received insufficient scholarly attention. 
As Andersson and Heywood (2012: 48) have put it, there is a pressing ‘need for a better 
understanding of the relationship between anti-corruption campaigns and governance, and 
their impact on democracy’. In this paper we provide the first ever systematic test of the 
relationship between anti-corruption messaging and key democratic attitudes and 
behaviours. We do so by shifting our focus from how participants responded to the ‘bribery 
game’ we have analysed in previous work (Cheeseman and Peiffer, 2020) to the answers 
that they gave to a short survey that all individuals completed after exposure to an anti-
corruption message – or in the case of the control, no message. More specifically, we look at 
how our treatments shape individual attitudes to three issues that are of particular 
significance to efforts to stabilise democracy and strengthen the social contract: 1) 

perceptions of the quality of democracy; 2) willingness to back anti-corruption candidates; 
and 3) support for tax payment. 

Unfortunately, our findings suggest that, once again, anti-corruption messaging does more 
harm than good. Exposure to every single one of our five messages led to individuals losing 
confidence in the quality of democracy in Nigeria. Three of the five messages resulted in 
individuals becoming less likely to vote for an anti-corruption political leader in an election. 
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Four of the five messages undermined individual commitment to tax payment. In no cases 

did we find that anti-corruption messages had a positive impact on these public attitudes. 
This suggests that anti-corruption messages may also have a much wider set of negative 
externalities than was previously thought. 

The final part of the paper investigates exactly how this mechanism works by comparing 

variations in the impact of the five messages to develop a better understanding of the 
conditions under which anti-corruption messages may undermine support for democracy. 
Each of the five treatments is designed to have a very different and specific focus, variously 
emphasising the fact that: 1) corruption is widespread; 2) religious leaders have taken a 
stand against corruption; 3) the government has had success in fighting corruption; 4) the 
local impact of corruption; and, 5) the impact of corruption on tax revenues. Of these, only 
the religious treatment did not have a statistically significant impact on both support for an 
anti-corruption candidate and willingness to pay tax. We argue that this is likely to be 

because the religious treatment is the only one of the five that does not explicitly prime 
respondents to think about the state. While all of the other treatments explicitly reference 
one or other of government officials, public services, politicians and civil servants, the 
religious treatment solely focuses on the efforts of religious leaders to combat corruption 
and does not mention exactly where corruption occurs. It therefore encourages recipients to 
be concerned about corruption – in our previous paper we found that this message actually 
encouraged bribery – but not to lay the blame at the feet of state/government officials, and 
hence not to become less willing to fulfil the core duties of citizens under the social contract. 

This insight enables us to refine our argument. It may not be that all anti-corruption 

messages have a negative impact on democracy; rather, it is messages that effectively 
connect corruption to the government and/or the state that are particularly harmful. Put 

another way, the negative impact of anti-corruption messages occurs when two things are 
primed: the idea that corruption is pervasive, and the notion that the state is the locus of 
corruption. This suggests a clear way of minimising the negative externalities of anti-
corruption work, but it is one that leaves corruption campaigners in a bind. The implication 
is that to do the least harm they should avoid explicitly invoking the government and the 
state – but if they follow this advice their messages may appear to be obscure and to protect 
precisely those individuals and institutions that lie at the heart of the problem. 
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2. What do we know about the 
impact of anti-corruption messaging 
so far? 
Including our own, five studies have been conducted to assess the impact of corruption 
messages on attitudes about corruption and anti-corruption and on corrupt behaviour 
(Corbacho et al., 2016; Peiffer, 2017 and 2018; Kobis et al., 2019; Peiffer and Walton, 2019; 
Cheeseman and Peiffer, 2020). The findings of these studies have provided little optimism 
regarding the efficacy of anti-corruption awareness-raising. 

The first, Corbacho et al. (2016), employed a survey experiment with more than 4,000 

respondents in Costa Rica in 2013. They found that survey respondents exposed to a 
message which described an increasing rate of Costa Ricans practising corruption were more 
likely to indicate that they would be willing to pay a bribe to a police officer, than those who 
were not exposed to a message about corruption. 

The second, Peiffer (2017; see also 2018) used a survey experiment with 1,000 respondents 

in Jakarta, Indonesia, in 2015. Peiffer exposed respondents to four different messages about 
corruption and anti-corruption and tested to what extent exposure to each of the messages 
influenced attitudes about corruption and anti-corruption, as well as willingness to report, 
protest and otherwise resist corruption. Two of the messages were about the pervasiveness 
of grand corruption and petty corruption, respectively. Another highlighted the successes 

that the government had had in fighting corruption, while the last emphasised how citizens 
could easily get involved in the fight against corruption. Each of the messages produced 
strikingly similar results; exposure to all of the messages increased worry about how harmful 
corruption had been to development, decreased pride in the government’s response to 
corruption, and reduced the belief that ordinary people could easily participate in a popular 
anti-corruption movement (Peiffer, 2018). Exposure to these messages also either had an 
almost zero influence on promoting favourable attitudes towards reporting corruption, or a 
sizeable negative influence on willingness to join an anti-corruption organisation or protest 
against corruption (Peiffer, 2017).  

In the third article, Kobis et al. (2019) deployed a lab-in-the-field experiment to test the 
influence of a single message on willingness to pay a bribe, while playing a social dilemma 
bribery game on a computer in a mobile lab. This study was conducted in Manguzi, KwaZulu-

Natal, South Africa, with 311 participants. To approximate bribery in the game, participants 
were rewarded with a small amount of money depending on the choices they made. 
Participants took on the hypothetical roles of a citizen who could offer a bribe and a public 
official who could accept an offered bribe. Posters with a message about how bribery had 
decreased recently in the region were posted throughout the town. Kobis et al. (2019) found 
that when taking the role of the citizen in the game, those who played before the posters 
were put up were just as likely to choose to offer a bribe as those who played after the 
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posters were displayed. When taking on the role of the public official, however, they found 

that respondents were less likely to accept a bribe after the posters were displayed than 
before they were displayed. While these latter findings are a potential glimmer of hope for 
awareness-raising – as they suggest that the message tested deterred bribery – they are 
arguably less valid beyond the confines of the experiment, as many participants were not 
public officials.  

The fourth paper, Peiffer and Walton (2019), used a survey experiment to gauge the 

influence of several different types of messages. Using a sample of over 1,500 respondents 
in Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea in 2018, their study examined the influence of anti-
corruption messaging on willingness to report corruption. Respectively, the messages tested 
in this study emphasised that corruption is 1) a local issue and can be countered at the 
community level; 2) illegal and undermines the rule of law; 3) opposed by religious leaders 
and immoral according to religious teachings; and 4) ubiquitous in government and society. 

Peiffer and Walton (2019) found that three of the four messages did not impact attitudes 
towards reporting corruption, while, in contrast, exposure to the ‘local’ message prompted 
more favourable attitudes about reporting corruption. This finding is an exception to the 
general rule of anti-corruption either having no effect or generating problematic unintended 
consequences.  

The fifth study is our own research on Lagos State, Nigeria, which has already been 

introduced (Cheeseman and Peiffer, 2020). This research involved exposing 2,400 randomly 
selected people in Lagos to one of five messages, or no message at all in the case of the 
control group. We then asked everyone a number of questions about their attitudes towards 
corruption. In an advance on previous studies, we also invited 1,200 people to play a game 
in which they had an opportunity to win real money (from $0.00 to $10.00). In the game, 

players could take away more money if they were willing to pay a small bribe to the ‘banker’ 
who determined the pay-outs, and so this provided an ‘objective’ test of players’ 
commitment to rejecting corruption – a more demanding test than simply asking them if 
they believe that corruption is wrong. 

In line with the four studies outlined above, our study provides compelling evidence that 
anti-corruption campaigns may be doing more harm than good. None of the narratives we 
used had a positive effect overall and unfortunately many of them made Lagosians more 
likely to pay a bribe. In this way: 

‘Our findings also support the hypothesis that anti-corruption messages prime 

citizens to think more about corruption and can emphasise the extent of the 
problem and so encourage “corruption fatigue”. In turn, this reinforces 

collective-action problems and makes individuals more likely to go with the grain 
rather than to stand against the tide’ (ibid: 4). 

The existing literature therefore has three important lessons for our current study. First, 

anti-corruption messages can change citizens’ perceptions, even when exposure is relatively 
brief. Second, the impact of these messages is often not what the designers/communicators 
of the messages intend and can have problematic unintended consequences. Third, priming 
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individuals to think about corruption may lead to them focusing on the size of the problem 

and so induce apathy and problematic behaviours.  

Significantly, there are reasons to think that some of these negative unintended 

consequences may extend to the impact of anti-corruption messaging on tax morale and 
support for democracy. More specifically, Andersson and Heywood (2012: 48) argue that 
‘The way corruption is understood in the dominant “good governance” approach and the 
remedies employed generates a number of potential risks in the context of the emerging 
democracies of Eastern Europe and also in developing countries in Asia’. They might well 
have added sub-Saharan Africa. In line with findings about the impact of anti-corruption 
messages outlined above, Anderson and Heywood highlight the:  

‘risk of politicians and political institutions being regarded as inherently corrupt, 

which promotes disaffection amongst citizens and a growing fixation with clean 

politics which in some cases depoliticizes policy choice in favour of a focus on 
moral propriety. Moreover, as corruption in many cases has become the 
explanation of last resort, it further contributes to the impression of corruption 

being everywhere and all officials being corrupt, which makes the democratic 
process even more fragile (Andersson and Heywood 2012: 48).’ 

In other words, the risk of anti-corruption messaging is that it reinforces existing negative 
stereotypes of politicians. In doing so, it risks having the same effect on attitudes towards 
democracy as attitudes towards corruption – encouraging citizens to believe that the system 
is so rotten that it cannot be reformed and so inducing apathy towards democracy rather 
than activism to strengthen it.  

This is particularly concerning given existing public attitudes. Alina Mungiu-Pippidi (2020: 

91), the Chair of the European Research Centre for Anti-Corruption and State-Building 
(ERCAS) at the Hertie School of Governance in Berlin, has written about the way that anti-
corruption campaigns can be manipulated by anti-democratic forces because citizens 
already suspect that key democratic institutions are fixed against them:  

‘In 2017, Transparency International’s Global Corruption Barometer found that 

people around the world rated political parties and legislatures (along with 
police) as the most corrupt of all institutions. Social media have intensified 
mistrust and stimulated a “revolt against expertise” – as symbolized, for 
instance, by the antivaccination movement. While the decay of representative 
democracy surely has more than one cause, the rise in global demands for 
“anticorruption” has likely played a role, and not a small one.’ 

Thus, although the exact relationship between anti-corruption messages and support for 
democracy and tax paying has never been explicitly empirically tested, there are good 
reasons to think that it will be a negative one. To the extent that evidence of corruption is 
taken to signal that the existing political system is beyond repair, it is likely to discourage 
citizens from conforming with the everyday forms of behaviour that are required to sustain 
that system: political participation, law following, tax payment, and so on.  
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3. What do we know about 
corruption and democracy and 
taxation? 

3.1. Corruption and democracy 

Moving beyond the specific literature on anti-corruption programmes and messaging, there 
is also a broad consensus that corruption is bad for democracy. The main areas of 
contestation and debate therefore focus on exactly how this relationship works. So far as 

our study is concerned, these arguments are relevant to the extent that they are likely to 
explain the responses of respondents when primed to think about corruption by anti-
corruption messages. In this regard, it is important to keep in mind that these messages are 
not read/heard in a vacuum, but are interpreted against a background of established beliefs 

and prejudices. Understanding how corruption works, what attitudes and behaviours it 
impacts, and how it is viewed by ordinary citizens is therefore critical to our purposes. This 
section builds on the general expectation developed in the preceding discussion – that 
evidence of corruption is likely to be deleterious to support for democratic norms and values 
– in order to generate three specific hypotheses that we subsequently test empirically.  

Much of the literature focuses on the way in which corruption undermines the performance 

of democracy (Seligson, 2002). Elite corruption, i.e. the diversion of state resources by those 
who hold political power, usually – though not always – leads to waste and the unproductive 

consumption of government revenue. According to Mo (2001: 66) ‘a 1% increase in the 
corruption level reduces the growth rate by about 0.72%’. In turn, this generates sub-
optimal economic development, manifested in lower levels of economic growth and, in 

many cases, lower levels of employment (Nwankwo, 2014). Petty corruption, i.e. among 
lower-level state officials and employees such as doctors, teachers and customs officers, 
creates a barrier to public services (Chetwynd et al., 2003). Especially for poorer members of 
society, this may render essential services such as healthcare unaffordable, undermining the 
legitimacy of the state in the eyes of citizens (Justesen and Bjørnskov, 2014). Both elite and 
petty corruption therefore undermine the ability of governments to deliver to citizens. 
Because democratic performance is expected to be related to public approval and hence the 
consolidation of democracy, high levels of corruption are expected to undermine 
democratisation.  

This is especially true in sub-Saharan Africa for three reasons. First, young democracies are 

often weakly institutionalised and are more likely to be prone to democratic backsliding 
(Cheeseman, 2015a). Second, high levels of poverty and inequality mean that poor economic 
and development performance is particularly likely to cause suffering and to exacerbate 
social tensions (Justesen and Bjørnskov, 2014). Third, survey data has revealed that many 
societies in Africa perceive there to be a strong relationship between democracy and 
economic performance, with some citizens directly evaluating whether or not a country is a 
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democracy on the basis of its economic performance (Bratton and Mattes, 2001). The 

Afrobarometer survey, for example, has found that in the early 2000s a large majority of the 
people interviewed across 18 different African states agreed that the provision of ‘basic 
necessities like shelter, food and water’ (90%), ‘jobs for everyone’ (86%), ‘equal access to 
education’ (88%), and a ‘small income gap’ (73%) were important for a country to be called a 
democracy. More broadly, Bratton (2002: 6) finds that when encouraged to think about the 
delivery of socio-economic goods, interviewees broaden ‘their initial conception of 
democracy to include positive (social and economic) as well as negative (civil and political) 
rights’. We therefore have good reasons to expect the negative economic and 
developmental consequences of corruption to be particularly detrimental to support for 
democracy on the continent.  

In the literature discussed so far, the impact of corruption is seen to be mediated through 

other economic or political processes – corruption is significant because it harms economic 

growth and government performance, and citizens respond to these trends by withdrawing 
their support for democracy. However, precisely because this effect is mediated through 
government performance, citizens may not be fully conscious of the link between corruption 
and their own standard of living – and so simply priming individuals to think about 
corruption is only likely to undermine support for democracy when citizens have already 
been sensitised to this relationship. 

A second strand of literature that discusses how corruption might directly impact on how 

individuals feel about democracy provides evidence of a more straightforward pathway that 
is likely to apply in a greater proportion of cases. This scholarship has three main sub-
themes. In the first, corruption undermines public trust in the government of the day and, if 
it continues over time, in the broader political system (Dodsworth and Cheeseman, 2020). 

This has both short- and long-term effects. In the short term, a lack of trust makes the task 
of governing more challenging because citizens are less likely to comply with government 
policies in key areas, such as following restrictive health policies, or the need to pay tax. In 
the long term, the build-up of a high level of distrust may spill over into a broader 
questioning – and doubting – of the value of democracy itself (Warren, 2006). As Thompson 
(2000: 258–9) has put it:  

‘One of the dangers of political scandals is that they can help to produce an 
attitude of deep distrust among some sectors of the population … a society in 
which significant sectors of the population have effectively given up their stake 
in the political process, turning their backs on a political system they judge to be 
irredeemably flawed or corrupt, is not a society with a strong and vibrant 
democracy.’ 

In other words, by reducing trust in the political system, corruption may open the door for 

potentially dangerous populist leaders. This is not to say that the relationship is always 
straight forward. Fieschi and Heywood (2004: 290) suggest that Thompson’s ‘understanding 
fails to capture a much more complex set of relationships between corruption, trust and the 
rise of populism’, and that different kinds of corruption scandals – and the different ways in 
which they are instrumentalised – may engender different kinds of populism. But while the 
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exact mechanism through which this relationship works may be contested, there is broad 

consensus that corruption can undermine trust in the political system and exposes 
democracies to greater threat from non-democratic sentiments and actors.  

In the second strand of literature, corruption is seen to generate public anger and frustration 

because it is perceived to be unfair. This may occur in two different ways. On the one hand, 
being asked to pay bribes – or being aware that others are – may persuade individuals that 
the political system is generally unfair and so undermines support for the status quo (Chang 
and Chu, 2006). On the other hand, if specific groups disproportionately lose out due to 
corrupt activities – or feel that they do – particular classes, regions and ethnic communities 
may come to believe that the system is systematically bias against them, and so lose faith in 
the wider democratic system (Burbidge, 2016). It is important to note that these 
relationships may work in both directions. For example, Ariely and Uslaner (2017: 349) have 
found that ‘countries with higher levels of income inequality evince a higher degree of 

perception of corruption and, in correspondence with the unfairness thesis, that people who 
believe that public officials treat them fairly are less likely to perceive corruption to exist’. 

In a third strand of literature, the emphasis on fairness is given a more specific focus through 

an emphasis on corruption as a form of exclusion that directly undermines a central tenet of 
democracy. According to Warren (2004: 329), in a democracy ‘corruption is always a form of 
duplicitous and harmful exclusion of those who have a claim to inclusion in collective 
decisions and actions’, and as a result ‘… involves duplicitous violations of the democratic 
norm of inclusion’. In turn, this violation undermines a central aspect of the moral claim of 
democratic political systems to legitimacy. Such concerns about exclusion are likely to be 
particularly significant in sub-Saharan Africa, as many – though not all – countries have a 
history of winner-takes-all politics which means that the political salience of ethno-regional 

identities is particularly pronounced (Mueller, 2008). Corruption is particularly likely to be 
interpreted as a form of ethnic, regional or religious exclusion by those groups who already 
perceive that they are not included in the government – for example, because no one from 
their community is included within the executive or the cabinet (Arriola, 2009). This effect is 
unlikely to be universal, however, because in neo-patrimonial contexts those members of 
society who feel that they have a stake in the government – most obviously ruling party co-
ethnics and partisans (Anduiza et al., 2013) – are likely to believe that corruption may 
directly or indirectly benefit them and their community, and so will be more willing to 
tolerate it (Cheeseman, 2015a).  

All three of these examples of the way in which corruption may more directly impact 
attitudes towards the political system suggest that priming citizens to think about corruption 
is likely to reduce support for democracy. 

Significantly, many of these strands of thought can be identified in the literature on 

corruption and democracy in Nigeria (Ogundiya, 2019). A number of scholars, for example, 
have identified pervasive corruption as one reason that many citizens are disappointed in 
the performance of democracy in their country (Smith, 2008). Although often less explicit, 
the literature on Nigerian political parties and elections also suggests that one reason for 
apathy is that many citizens come to the conclusion that no matter who is in charge of the 
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country, the government will remain corrupt and so ‘the more things change the more they 

stay the same’ (Idike, 2014).  

Although the literature on corruption in Africa has at times suggested that graft persists 

because it is considered to be legitimate according to ‘traditional’ norms of patrimonial 
leadership (Hopper, 2017; Masenya, 2017), there is also documented public frustration with 
such practices, especially when it comes to the need to pay a bribe to access public services 
(Smith, 2008). According to the latest round of the Afrobarometer survey in 2017, a majority 
(51%) of Nigerians believed that corruption is increasing and 23% listed corruption as the 
most significant problem facing the country – more than education (15%), wages (14%) and 
electricity (21%) (Afrobarometer, 2018). It therefore seems likely that the lack of popular 
mobilisation around this issue is less to do with public acceptance of graft and more to do 
with the widespread belief that corruption is too big a problem to be easily resolved 
(Marquette, 2012; Hoffman and Patel, 2017): according to the same Afrobarometer survey, 

almost half of all Nigerians do not believe that ‘ordinary people can make a difference in the 
fight against corruption’. 

Thus, although these different literatures envisage the relationship between corruption and 

democracy to operate in varying ways, there is a consensus that corruption undermines 
public support for the democratic project, which leads to our first hypothesis: 

H1: Any message that primes individuals to think about corruption will reduce public 
confidence in the extent to which the political system is democratic. 

3.2. Corruption and voting 

At first glance, it might be expected that those for whom corruption is part of a wider 

exclusion from government policies and services will be motivated to vote for leaders who 
promise to ‘clean up’ politics. However, a growing body of literature discusses the ways in 
which corruption may complicate voter choice. The motivation for this line of inquiry lies in 
the observation that politicians well known for their corrupt transgressions are often re-
elected in democracies around the world. Researchers have therefore used experimental 
research designs to tease out what role new information – for example, learning about a 
specific corruption scandal – plays in shaping voting behaviour and choice. These studies tend 
to show citizens messages about a particular incidence of corruption, and gauge whether that 
exposure is likely to provoke citizens to punish an implicated politician at the polls.  

The findings of these studies have been mixed (see Incerti, 2020 for an excellent, more 
thorough review and meta-analysis). Several research projects reliant on survey-

experimental designs have shown that corruption information treatments can have large 
negative effects on the vote share of hypothetical candidates (Anduiza et al., 2013; Klasnja 
and Tucker, 2013; Winters and Weitz-Shapiro, 2013a, 2013b; Banerjee et al., 2014;   Weitz-

Shapiro and Winters, 2017; Eggers et al., 2018; Avenburg, 2019; Boas et al., 2019; 
Breitenstein, 2019; Mares and Visconti, 2019; Vera, 2019; Agerberg, 2020; Klasnja et al., 
2020). However, others that deploy field experiments have produced more complicated 
findings. Some field experiments have found that informing voters of a real candidate’s 
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corruption has a small, negative impact on that candidate’s share of votes (Ferraz and Finan, 

2008; De Figueiredo et al., 2011; Chong et al., 2014; Buntaine et al., 2018). Others, by 
contrast, have found that corruption information has an almost zero or zero impact on vote 
choice (Banerjee et al., 2010; Boas et al., 2019), and, in one case, even a positive, albeit 
small, impact on vote share (Arias et al., 2019).1 

However, while instructive, the findings from this literature are only tangentially related to 

our inquiry. Most obviously, almost all the messages tested in this literature tend to focus on 
corruption committed by specific political actors, and are not designed to emulate those 
that would be deployed in an anti-corruption awareness campaign.2 As such, this literature 
offers valuable context but is unable to inform our expectations about what impact anti-
corruption awareness-raising might have on attitudes to democracy more generally. The one 
study that does have more direct implications for our work is the paper by Banerjee et al. 
(2010). In that research, the messaging came in the form of a dynamic information 

campaign, involving wall writing, puppet shows, village meetings and children’s rallies that 
encouraged people to vote for ‘clean politicians that care about your development needs’. 
This type of messaging is much more indicative of a typical anti-corruption messaging 
campaign. The authors found that exposure to this anti-corruption voting campaign had no 
impact on voter decisions.  

On this basis, it would not be unreasonable to hypothesise that anti-corruption messaging 

would have no effect on the willingness of citizens to support ‘pro-reform’ candidates – a 
key issue if corrupt democracies are going to mend their way. Yet the literature that we have 
already reviewed suggests a different conclusion regarding the problematic effects of 
priming citizens to think about corruption leading to apathy rather than activism. By 
emphasising the extent of corruption, anti-corruption messaging has been shown to 

contribute to existing collective-action problems. Given the limited applicability of the 
literature on corruption and voting behaviour, and its mixed conclusions, we therefore 
hypothesise that priming citizens to think about corruption will encourage them to believe 
that a vote for an ‘anti-corruption’ candidate will inevitably prove to be a wasted ballot. This 
leads to our second hypothesis: 

H2: Any message that primes individuals to think about corruption will reduce their 
willingness to support “anti-corruption” politicians. 

 

 
1 Incerti (2020) conducts a meta-analysis on these studies and persuasively argues that discrepancies in findings have likely 
arisen due to methodological differences in approaching the inquiry.  

2
 Certainly, in the case of the survey experiments conducted, the messages tested are about whether and how a 

hypothetical candidate has been personally involved in a hypothetical case of corruption. The field experiments, in contrast, 
have mostly tested whether exposure to information about specific irregularities in public budgets (Ferraz and Finan, 2008; 
Buntaine et al., 2018; Arias et al., 2019), or specific corrupt transgressions of real candidates (De Figueiredo et al., 2011; 
Chong et al., 2014; Boas et al., 2019) influence voter behaviour. 
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3.3. Corruption and taxation 

As one might expect from the prior discussion, there is also a broad consensus in the 

literature that corruption undermines the efforts of states to collect greater tax revenues. 
Recent research has highlighted two different ways in which this can happen. The first and 
perhaps most obvious is that corrupt governments allow their political and economic allies 
to not pay tax, which directly undermines government revenues (Ghura, 1998). This may be 
done either by passing legislation or granting official waivers that institutionalise tax 
exemptions for certain companies and sectors, or by simply directing revenue authorities 
not to pursue tax payments from certain individuals and companies (Moore et al., 2018). In 
either case the effect is the same – this form of corruption directly undermines government 
revenue collection, and hence hurts the economic performance of the ruling part. However, 
as with the indirect mechanism linking corruption and democracy discussed above, it is not 

immediately clear that this relationship will be at the forefront of citizen’s minds. 
Consequently, it is unclear how much this will shape the way that citizens respond to 
corruption-related messaging unless they have already been sensitised to the significance of 
this connection. 

A more direct relationship is suggested by a second strand of literature, which has 

demonstrated that corruption undermines tax revenues by eroding ‘tax morale’ – public 
willingness to pay taxation (D’Arcy, 2011). Especially in contexts in which the enforcement of 
taxation is weak and a large number of individuals operate in the informal sector or are self-
employed, closing the ‘tax gap’ – the difference between the total tax due to the 
government and what is actually paid – requires voluntary public compliance (Prichard, 
2015). In this context, evidence that state revenues are being diverted from their intended 
destination, used to fund the activities of the ruling party, or that well connected individuals 

are being allowed to escape payment is particularly problematic because it is likely to 
undermine citizens’ willingness to declare their own taxes.  

There are two main mechanisms through which the erosion of tax morale takes place. In 
one, evidence of corruption within the tax system itself has been found to encourage 
citizens to believe that the process of collecting revenue is inconsistent, politically 
compromised and unfair (ibid.). In turn, these perceptions encourage citizens to both think 
that it may be possible to get away with not paying taxes and believe that they have less of a 
duty to pay taxes given that wealthy figures connected to the government are not paying 
theirs. While some individuals may still choose to register and pay taxes in such a context, 
others are likely to be dissuaded from doing so – especially in countries in which tax 
payment is already patchy and norms in favour of tax compliance are already low (Moore et 

al., 2018). For example, Jahnke and Weisser (2019: 1) conclude, on the basis of data from 
sub-Saharan Africa, that ‘petty corruption not only has a direct effect on tax morale but also 
diminishes confidence in tax authorities and therefore affects tax morale indirectly’. 

In the other mechanism, evidence of corruption in any part of the government is argued to 

erode public confidence in the political system and hence undermine the social contract 
between citizens and the state (ibid.). Although the precise nature of the social contract has 
been shown to vary according to historical evolution of the state in a given context (Skryms, 
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2014), at its most basic it involves individuals giving up certain rights and powers to the state 

– such as the right to tax and to employ a police force – in return for basic services such as 
personal security and freedom from hunger (Bodea and LeBas, 2016). Many scholars from 
Rousseau (2018) onwards have seen the presence of a social contract as essential to the 
legitimacy of the government to exert authority, and to the voluntary compliance of citizens 
with core duties such as tax payment (Christians, 2009). Corruption is particularly significant 
in this context because it undermines the notion that citizens must pay taxes because tax 
revenues are required to deliver essential public services. In the absence of a binding social 
contract, individuals are less likely to feel that they must keep their side of the bargain, 
undermining tax compliance (Prichard, 2015).   

The experience of Nigeria provides an empirical example of these relationships. A number of 

researchers have demonstrated how a history of government waste and corruption has 
undermined public confidence in key governance institutions and the willingness of 

individuals to pay tax (Meagher, 2018; Umar et al., 2018). According to the aforementioned 
Afrobarometer survey conducted in 2017, over three-quarters (77%) of Nigerians believed 
that it is likely that ‘a rich person could pay a bribe or use personal connections to get away 
with avoiding paying taxes they owe to government’. Given this, it is unsurprising that only 
24% of Nigerians strongly agreed that ‘the tax authorities always have the right to make 
people pay taxes’. 

We therefore find the literature on taxation to feature a broad consensus that corruption 

undermines efforts to improve tax collection. Combined with the five studies that have 
already demonstrated how anti-corruption messages can trigger negative unintended 
consequences when it comes to what might be called ‘good governance’ attitudes, this leads 
to our third hypothesis: 

H3: Any message that primes individuals to think about corruption will reduce their 
willingness to pay tax. 
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4. Methodology  

4.1. Location 

This study uses data from an original experiment conducted in Lagos, Nigeria. The study ran 

from 21 December 2019 to 12 January 2020. Lagos was selected for a number of reasons. 
First, corruption is a serious problem in Nigeria. Transparency International’s 2019 
Corruption Perception Index ranks Nigeria 146th (out of 183 countries) for its control of 
corruption (Transparency International, 2020). Second, in Nigeria, corruption is not a socially 
taboo topic to discuss (Smith, 2008), and so recruitment of potential participants for this 
study was not problematic. Third, Lagos State government has had some public ‘wins’ in its 
fight against corruption and in its efforts to close the ‘tax gap’, most notably under the 

Governorship of Babatunde Fashola (2007–2015). Although some of these gains have been 
reversed, and there have been accusations of corrupt behaviour against former Lagos State 
administrations, this means that citizens are more likely to believe that reform is possible – if 
not always realised. Lagos therefore represents a sterner test of our hypotheses than areas 
in which no such progress has been made over the last 20 years and where citizens are 
therefore likely to be more pessimistic about the prospects of reducing corruption. Lagos is 
also a diverse location in terms of wealth, ethnicity and religion, and so features many of the 
conditions that are present in much of sub-Saharan Africa. This means that our findings are 
likely to have resonance well beyond the specific case.  

4.2. Recruitment 

We relied on Afrobarometer’s well established recruitment protocol (Afrobarometer, 2020) 

to recruit 2,572 participants for this study. Working with Practical Sampling International 
(PSI), an experienced research firm based in Lagos, random sampling was employed at every 
stage of recruitment. Specifically, 200 primary sampling units (PSU) were randomly selected 
based on the national census frame. Because of this, our sample is representative of Lagos 
State in terms of income, ethnicity and religion. Sampling start points were then randomly 
selected, enumerators used random selection to choose households from start points and, 
within households, respondents were randomly selected amongst household members. To 
ensure gender balance in the sample, enumerators alternated between asking for a man or 
woman to interview. All interviews were conducted at the household level, face to face and 
in the participant’s favoured language, with a choice of English, Yoruba and Pidgin. Details 
on the demographic characteristics of the sample are available in Appendix A.  

4.3. Design 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of six groups: control, widespread corruption, 
religious, government success, local fight or taxes (n=421 to 434 in each). For each interview, 
professional enumerators from PSI started by reading a short introduction that described 
the study’s aims as wanting to ‘learn what citizens think about public services and the 
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experiences they have with public officials’. It was then explained to all participants that 

they could withdraw at any time and that responses given would be treated confidentially. 

All participants were first asked the same simple demographic questions. If assigned to the 

widespread corruption, religious, government success, local fight or taxes groups, after the 
demographic questions respondents were then asked to read their group’s respective 
treatment paragraph (message). Following exposure to the treatment (or not for those in 
the control group, which proceeded to the next set of questions), participants were asked a 
series of survey questions to gauge their perceptions of corruption levels, anti-corruption 
efforts, willingness to engage in anti-corruption activism, political attitudes and attitudes 
towards paying taxes.  

4.4. Treatments 

In addition to our focus here, which is to examine how it is that messages about corruption 
influence attitudes about democracy and taxes, the experiment was also designed to test 

the influence of different messages about corruption on willingness to engage in corruption. 
The findings of that analysis were summarised in the literature review (Cheeseman and 
Peiffer, 2020).3 It is important to recall that motivation here, however, because it helps to 
explain the types of messages that were tested. Many of the treatment messages were 
included in our survey experiment so that we could evaluate whether their thematic 
characteristics (i.e. emphasising morality, leadership and/or anti-corruption progress) would 
encourage resistance to engage in corruption. In contrast to past studies that attempted to 
leverage variation between different treatments to reveal which kinds of messages are 
most/less effective, our expectation in this study was that all messages would have the same 
effect. In other words, any message about corruption has a negative effect on attitudes 

towards voting, taxation and democracy. 

The widespread treatment makes the widespread nature of corruption in Nigeria salient. The 

treatment was important because there have been some competing notions about its 
impact articulated. While it has been advised as best practice that anti-corruption messaging 
publicises notable scandals (Jones, 2011), as we have extensively discussed, it is expected by 
many that resignation to a corrupt system is triggered when people believe that corruption 
is systemically practised. The treatment paragraph read:  

‘Corruption in Nigeria is considered to be widespread throughout society, the 

private sector and across all public services and agencies. In a recent survey, over 
60% of respondents in Nigeria agreed that most government officials were 

corrupt. Over a third said that they had to pay a bribe for a public service they 

 

 
3
 After survey questions, about half of our participants were also randomly selected to play a bribery game on a tablet. 

Given that the bribery game was played after participants had responded to the survey questions which we examine here, 
the game’s presence in the survey instrument does not impact upon the analyses and results presented in this paper. 
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were entitled to receive for free.  Many elites have been involved in corruption. 

For example, it is believed that the former chairman of the Pension Reform Task 
Team misappropriated billions of naira worth of pension funds. And parliament 
has discussed a report said to reveal that billions have been corruptly defrauded 
from the fuel subsidy fund. Former political leaders have also claimed more than 
10% of all Nigeria's oil production is being lost due to corruption. We all need to 
fight corruption because it infects most if not all sectors of Nigeria’s society, 
private sector and government.’  

The religious treatment was tested because, in anti-corruption policy circles, some have 

called for religion to be used and for religious leaders to be prominent in the fight against 
corruption (Marquette, 2012). The treatment paragraph read: 

‘Religious leaders have taken a strong stand against corruption. For example, a 

Catholic Archbishop has declared that “The war against corruption is not just a 
battle for virtue and righteousness in our land but a fight for the soul and 
substance of our nation”. Similarly, an Imam recently called on Islamic leaders in 

Lagos to fight corruption and said that he will “encourage and support the 
Imams, preachers and their followers to speak against those who use their 
positions and opportunities to cheat and loot”. These leaders believe that 
corruption is against the word of God; it is against the principles set out in the 
Bible and the Quran. Many different religious groups have banded together to 
fight corruption through the Religious Leaders Anticorruption (RLAC) working 
group. As a religious country, and in line with our strong cultural traditions, we 
all have a moral obligation to fight corruption whenever we come across it, no 
matter if it involves our friends or local communities.’  

The government success treatment makes salient the achievements made by the Lagos State 
Government in fighting and reducing corruption. It was tested with the idea that messaging 
that emphasises the strides made by Fashola’s government may persuade others to follow 
suit and resist corruption. It read:  

‘Over the last twenty years the Lagos State Government has led the way in 

Nigeria when it comes to reducing corruption and delivering better government. 
Under Governor Babatunde Fashola, the state increased its revenue so much 
that Lagos is now wealthier than many other African countries. At the same time, 
the level of corruption was significantly reduced. For example, even some of 
those close to the government were forced to pay their taxes. Because less 
money was wasted through corruption, the Lagos State Government was able to 

invest more in cleaning roads, strengthening infrastructure, improving education 
and opening more health clinics. In 2018, the State Government made history by 
setting up special courts solely for the prosecution of corruption cases. The 
impact and legacy of Governor Fashola during his time in Lagos demonstrates 
that corruption is not inevitable and that electing the right leaders can made a 
positive difference.’  
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In the local fight treatment, corruption is framed to be an issue that impacts local 

communities and resources. It argued that local, communal efforts should be prioritised 
first. It was inspired by the treatment used in Peiffer and Walton’s (2019) study in Papua 
New Guinea (PNG); a similar message in that study was found to encourage positive 
attitudes towards reporting corruption, and like in the PNG context, many people identify 
strongly with their local, ethnic communities in Nigeria. The message read: 

‘We live in a land that has a diverse array of cultures, religious and ethnic groups.  

We need to do what is right by the laws and rules of our own communities, 
before issues can be addressed for the nation as a whole. Corruption is as much 
of a local issue as it is a national issue because it impacts our own local 
communities and families first and foremost. We see corruption’s impact locally 
when it disrupts our community’s access to, or the quality of, locally delivered 
services, like health care and education. Corruption also impacts the resources 

our local areas receive for projects which could further develop our local area. 
Our community’s opportunities to develop and grow are therefore hindered by 
corruption. We must come together with our local communities to fight 
corruption because our own communities are the first to suffer from it. Our fight 
against corruption must focus on small-scale communal efforts against the 
problem, first. To represent our many communities, our nation needs many 
different responses to the problem of corruption.’ 

Finally, the taxes treatment argues that corruption represents the theft of taxes and fees 

that ordinary citizens pay daily. The message read:  

‘As a resident in Lagos, you are required to pay lot of taxes and fees to the State 

and Federal Governments. Indeed, many people pay more than they think. Those 
with a formal job pay income tax and when you buy goods in shops you pay 5% 
sales tax. Many people also pay a Land Use Charge, which has recently been 
increased. Market traders pay fees, which increases the cost of food for those 
who buy from them. Anyone who goes to hotels, bars, restaurants and event 
centres will also be paying tax on food and drink. Taxes and fees make life more 
expensive in other ways too, for example because they increase the cost of rent. 
Corruption means that officials and political leaders take this money for 
themselves, stealing the taxes and fees that you have paid. As a result, your 
money does not go towards development goals like maintaining roads and 
providing education and healthcare for all. If there was less corruption, people 
would get better services while paying less money to the government.’ 

4.5. Dependent variables 

This paper focuses on the extent to which exposure to each of five treatments influenced 

attitudes towards issues that are of particular significance to efforts to stabilise democracy 
and strengthen the social contract, namely: perceptions of the quality of democracy; 
willingness to back anti-corruption candidates; and support for tax payment. Attitudes about 
citizens having a duty to pay taxes were gauged by agreement with the statement ‘citizens 
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have a duty to pay tax to any government, no matter how the government performs’. 

Attitudes about the democratic nature of Nigeria’s political system were measured with a 
variable that divides the sample into those who believed that Nigeria is either a democracy 
with minor problems or a full democracy, and those that believed that Nigeria is not a 
democracy or a democracy with major problems. Attitudes about voting for an ‘anti-
corruption’ candidate were gauged by agreement with the statement ‘I would be more 
inclined to vote for a candidate who focused their campaign on fighting corruption.’4   

About three-fourths of our full sample agreed that citizens have a duty to pay taxes to any 

government and that they would be more inclined to vote for a candidate running on an 
anti-corruption platform. Just under a third of respondents agreed that Nigeria is either a full 
democracy or a democracy with minor problems. Table 1 displays the survey questions used 
to approximate these attitudes, and a note on the distribution of responses within the 
sample.   

Table 1: Dependent variable questions 

Variable Question/Statement Distribution note 

Duty to pay tax Citizens have a duty to pay tax to any government, no matter 
how the government performs 

75%: ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ 

Democracy in Nigeria In your opinion, how much of a democracy is Nigeria today? 29%: ‘democracy with minor 
problems’ or ’full democracy’ 

Vote for anti-corruption 
candidate 

I would be more inclined to vote for a candidate who focused 
their campaign on fighting corruption. 

72%: ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ 

Note: Distribution notes are based on full sample. 

4.6. Estimation strategy 

To examine the influence of messaging in a study like this, pair-wise difference in means 

(DIM) tests are appropriate to use if it is clear that the only differences between treatment 
groupings are that they were exposed to different treatments or no treatment at all. To 
determine whether this was the case in this study, DIM tests were run on basic demographic 
variables. The results of these analyses showed that there were discrete significant 
differences between some of the groups with respect to their mean levels of poverty, but 
not with respect to their mean levels of education, gender distribution or mean age.5 On this 
basis, instead of using DIM tests, we ran multivariate logistic regression analyses. These 

 

 
4
 All dependent variables were originally measured on four- to five-point ordered scales. Duty to pay tax and Vote for an 

anti-corruption candidate were measured with 5-point Likert agreement scales, while the response options for Democracy 
in Nigeria were 1 not a democracy, 2 democracy with major problems, 3 democracy with minor problems, and 4 full 
democracy. However, for ease of exposition and interpretation, we transformed each into dichotomous variables. Doing 
this allows us to report logistic regression models, rather than ordered logistic regression models. The results of logistic 
regression models have a more straightforward and intuitive interpretation than that of ordered logistic regression models. 

5 Specifically, these DIM tests revealed that the control and local group’s mean poverty score was significantly lower than 
that of the religious group. The differences were significant at the p-value level of <0.05. 
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analyses allowed us to control for the potential influence of poverty, as well as other control 

variables of interest. Controlling for poverty, especially, allowed us to confidently rule out 
that varying responses to the treatments across groups were not due to the groups’ 
significantly different mean poverty levels.  

As standard logistic regression coefficients are difficult to interpret, we have also reported 

the predicted probability shifts that are associated with exposure to the messages. Predicted 
probability shifts have a straightforward and useful interpretation. They show the direction 
of association between exposure to the messages and agreeing with the statements, 
‘citizens have a duty to pay tax to any government, no matter how the government 
performs’, ‘I would be more inclined to vote for a candidate who focused their campaign on 
fighting corruption’, and that Nigeria is either a ‘democracy with minor problems’ or a ’full 
democracy’, respectively. A positive shift illustrates that exposure to a message increases the 
likelihood of agreement – and they also indicate the substantive size of the effect that 

exposure to a message has on agreement. Put differently, they articulate the estimated 
extent to which exposure to each message changes the probability of agreement with our 
dependent variable statements. Therefore, these estimated shifts are comparable across 
messages; a larger estimated shift indicates that a message had a greater impact on 
agreement. 

Dummy variables were used in these analyses to represent exposure to each of the four 

treatment conditions (the baseline is the control group). In addition to poverty, we also 
controlled for a respondent’s gender, age, education, whether they self-identified as feeling 
close to the ruling party (the All Progressives Congress or APC), and if they had personally 
witnessed an act of corruption in the last year. Income/poverty and other proxies for wealth 
have often been found to be correlated with attitudes towards democratic norms and 

taxation, with poorer citizens found to be more willing to support activities such as vote 
buying and tax evasion. Previous research has also – though inconsistently – identified a 
gender effect, with women more likely to support the status quo and in some cases more 
willing to pay taxes (D’Attoma et al., 2017). Prior studies have also suggested that education 
plays an important role in shaping democratic attitudes, with greater education – especially 
at the university level – driving pro-democratic attitudes (Cheeseman, 2015b). Finally, as 
discussed above, there is a general consensus in the literature that those who feel included 
in the government, either because they share an identity with the president/prime minister 
or because they feel close to the ruling party, are less likely to perceive that corruption is a 
significant problem (Chang and Kerr, 2017). Details of how all the control variables are coded 
and constructed can be found in Appendix B. 
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5. Results 

5.1. How does exposure to (anti)corruption messaging 
influence the evaluation of democracy? 

The results of the first logistic regression (see Table 2) provide significant support for our 

first hypothesis, as they show that exposure to all five anti-corruption messages reduced the 
likelihood that respondents evaluate Nigeria’s political system as being democratic. 
Somewhat surprisingly, the size of the influence of each message is estimated to be very 
similar. The estimated shifts in predicted probabilities demonstrate that, compared to the 
control group, exposure to the widespread, government success, local and tax treatments 

significantly reduced the probability of agreement with the notion that Nigeria is a full 
democracy or a democracy with minor problems by five percentage points, and exposure to 
the religious message reduced the probability of agreement by four percentage points. 
These impacts are significant at the one-tailed p-value threshold of <0.10 for the 
widespread, religious and local treatments and at the one-tailed p-value threshold of <0.05 
for the government success and tax treatments.6  

Taken together, these findings support the argument that awareness-raising campaigns and 
corruption messaging may unintentionally influence how people evaluate the political 
system; while very different in content, each message tested is shown to have a similarly 
negatively influence on evaluations of Nigeria’s democracy. This supports the expectation 
that any messaging which primes the issue of corruption at all might be detrimental to 
democratic evaluations.  

The performance of the control variables in Table 2 indicate that younger respondents, 

those who feel close to the ruling party, and those who have not personally witnessed 
corruption in the last year are also more likely to rate Nigeria’s political system as 
democratic. In additional models to test the robustness of our findings, we examined 
whether the estimated influence of messaging on agreement reported in Table 2 is reliant 
on the inclusion of these control variables in the models. In Appendix C we report the results 
of ‘paired-down’ logistic regression models, which exclude all control variables, except for 
poverty (given that some treatment groups had significantly different mean poverty levels it 
is necessary to always control for poverty). The results of those ‘paired-down’ models show 
that our results in Table 2 are largely robust. In these additional tests, exposure to all but 
one of the messages (religious) remained negatively and significantly associated with 
agreement that Nigeria is a democracy (p-value level <0.05, one-tailed). 

 

 
6
 As our hypotheses are directional they support one-tailed hypothesis testing; using one-tailed hypothesis testing for 

directional hypotheses is standard practice in the interpretation of survey-experiment results (see Inman and Andrews, 
2015; Holman et al., 2016 and 2017; Endres and Panagopoulos, 2019 for a few examples). 
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Table 2: How messaging influences agreement that Nigeria is a democracy  

 b S.E. Δ P.P. 

Treatment groups    

Widespread –0.25* 0.15 –0.05 

Religious –0.22* 0.15 –0.04 

Gov’t success –0.29** 0.15 –0.05 

Local –0.24* 0.15 –0.05 

Tax –0.27** 0.15 –0.05 

Controls    

Poverty –0.02 0.05  

Female  0.14 0.09  

Age –0.01** 0.00  

Education –0.10 0.07  

Close to APC  0.36** 0.11  

Witness corruption –0.50** 0.10  

    

Constant  0.08 0.32  

N 2,506 

Pseudo R
2
  0.02 

Likelihood ratio 49.29 

Prob>Chi
2
 0.000 

Notes: Coefficients (b) and standard errors (S.E.) are displayed, with symbols indicating 
significant p-values: ** one-tailed p-value <0.05, and * one-tailed p-value <0.10. To estimate 
the substantive size of the influence of exposure to the messages, we report predicted 

probability (P.P.) shifts in the final column. These shifts articulate the estimated extent to 
which exposure to each message changes the probability of agreement. These shifts were 
calculated from post-estimated analyses using marginal effects in Stata, where the effects of 
other variables in the model were held constant.    

5.2. How does exposure to (anti)corruption messaging 
influence the evaluation of an anti-corruption candidate? 

Our second hypothesis also finds considerable support in the results of our next logistic 

regression (see Table 3). Table 3 shows that exposure to a majority of the messages tested 
reduced agreement with the notion that a respondent would be more inclined to vote for a 
candidate who focused their campaign on fighting corruption. Specifically, the estimated 

predicted probability shifts show that, compared to the control group, exposure to the 
widespread, tax and local treatments significantly reduced the probability of agreement with 
the statement by eight, six and five percentage points, respectively. These are substantively 
large impacts – if they were translated into vote shares in the context of a general election, 
they could easily be the difference between victory and defeat for a candidate. The effects 
we identify are significant at the one-tailed p-value threshold of <0.10 for the local 
treatment and at the one-tailed p-value threshold of <0.05 for the widespread and tax 
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treatments. However, in contrast to our first hypothesis, not all messages have the same 

effect, with two messages (religious and government success) having no significant impact 
on support for an anti-corruption candidate.  

The performance of the control variables in this model indicate that poorer respondents, 

more educated respondents, those who do not feel close to the ruling party, and those who 
have not personally witnessed corruption in the last year are also less likely to agree with 
the idea that they would vote for an anti-corruption candidate.  As with our first model, to 
test the robustness of our Table 3 findings, we examined whether the estimated influence of 
messaging on agreement is reliant on the inclusion of the control variables in the models. 
Appendix C’s ‘paired-down’ models show that our results in Table 3 are robust. In fact, the 
results reported in Appendix C provide stronger support for hypothesis two than that 
reported in Table 3.7  

Table 3: How messaging influences self-reported proclivity to vote for an anti-corruption 

candidate 

 b S.E. Δ P.P. 

Treatment groups    

Widespread –0.36** 0.16 –0.08 

Religious –0.19 0.16 –0.04 

Gov’t success –0.07 0.16 –0.01 

Local –0.21* 0.16 –0.05 

Tax –0.26** 0.16 –0.06 

Controls    

Poverty –0.12** 0.06  

Female –0.05 0.09  

Age  0.00 0.00  

Education –0.20** 0.07  

Close to APC  0.23** 0.12  

Witness corruption  0.37** 0.10  

    

Constant  1.53** 0.33  

N 2,506 

Pseudo R
2
  0.01 

Likelihood ratio 41.28 

Prob>Chi
2
 0.000 

 

 
7
 In our second set of ‘paired-down’ models, exposure to all five messages tested are negatively and significantly associated 

with agreement with the notion that a respondent would be more inclined to vote for a candidate who focused their 
campaign on fighting corruption. 
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Notes: Displayed are coefficients (b) and standard errors (S.E.), with symbols indicating 

significant p-values: ** one-tailed p-value <0.05 and * one-tailed p-value <0.10. To estimate 
the substantive size of the influence of exposure to the messages, we report predicted 
probability (P.P.) shifts in the final column. These shifts articulate the estimated extent to 
which exposure to each message changes the probability of agreement. These shifts were 
calculated from post-estimated analyses using marginal effects in Stata, where the effects of 
other variables in the model were held constant.   

5.3. How does exposure to (anti)corruption messaging 
influence willingness to pay tax? 

Our third hypothesis is also largely supported by the results of our final logistic regression 

(Table 4). It shows that exposure to four of the five messages reduces agreement with the 

principle that citizens should pay taxes, regardless of government performance. As we found 
in our first model reported in Table 2, the size of the influence of each treatment found to 
be significant is estimated to be very similar. The estimated shifts in predicted probabilities 
show that, compared to the control group, exposure to both the widespread and 
government success treatments significantly reduced the probability of agreement that 
citizens should pay taxes by seven percentage points, while exposure to the local and tax 
treatments significantly reduced the probability of agreement by six percentage points. 
Again, these are substantively large differences. 

The impacts are significant at the one-tailed p-value threshold of <0.10 for the widespread 
treatment, and at the one-tailed p-value threshold of <0.05 for the remaining three 
significant treatments. That these very different messages are estimated to be very similarly 

influential lends further support to the notion that any message at all which makes 
corruption salient will have an equally negative influence on attitudes towards paying taxes.    

The performance of the control variables in this model indicates that wealthier, older, more 

educated respondents and those who feel close to the ruling party are also more likely to 
agree that citizens should pay taxes to any government. Once again, the paired-down 
models reported in Appendix C show that our findings, related to the influence of the 
messages reported in Table 4, are robust when the control variables are not included in the 
model. 
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Table 4: How messaging influences agreement that citizens should pay taxes, regardless of 

government performance 

 b S.E. Δ P.P. 

Treatment groups    

Widespread –0.26* 0.17 –0.07 

Religious –0.09 0.17 –0.01 

Gov’t success –0.36** 0.17 –0.07 

Local –0.33** 0.16 –0.06 

Tax –0.34** 0.17 –0.06 

Controls    

Poverty –0.26** 0.05  

Female –0.04 0.10  

Age  0.01** 0.00  

Education –0.18** 0.07  

Close to APC  0.52** 0.14  

Witness corruption  0.14 0.10  

    

Constant  1.62** 0.14  

N 2,506 

Pseudo R
2
  0.02 

Likelihood ratio 60.36 

Prob>Chi
2
 0.000 

Notes: Displayed are coefficients (b) and standard errors (S.E.), with symbols indicating 
significant p-values: ** one-tailed p-value <0.05, & * one-tailed p-value <0.10. To estimate 

the substantive size of the influence of exposure to the messages, we report predicted 
probability (P.P.) shifts in the final column. These shifts articulate the estimated extent to 
which exposure to each message changes the probability of agreement. These shifts were 
calculated from post-estimated analyses using marginal effects in Stata, where the effects of 
other variables in the model were held constant.   

Finally, it is important to note that the religious treatment did not have a significant effect 

on willingness to pay tax. The same treatment also had no significant effect on willingness to 
support an anti-corruption candidate, and was only significant at the 0.10 level when it came 
to shaping attitudes towards Nigeria’s democratic status – and was not significant in the 
additional robustness checks in which control variables were removed. This is notable 
because it suggests that there may be one type of message that does not have a similarly 
substantive effect on attitudes towards democracy. In turn, this provides what may prove to 

be a valuable hint about the kinds of anti-corruption messages that are particularly 
problematic for democracy. Of all the treatments that we tested, the religious message is 
the only one that does not make any mention of public officials, political leaders or state 
institutions. A number of religious authorities are mentioned, including a Catholic 
Archbishop and the Religious Leaders Anticorruption (RLAC) working group, and there is an 
allusion to ‘those who use their positions and opportunities to cheat and loot’, but nothing 
specific is said about who these people are. 
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While more research is needed to substantiate this finding, it is plausible that it is not simply 

priming citizens to think about corruption that generates negative externalities for attitudes 
towards democracy. Rather, it is priming them to think about corruption while 
simultaneously priming them to think about the political system – whether in terms of 
individual leaders, civil servants or state bodies. This makes intuitive sense. While ‘apolitical’ 
messages encourage respondents to focus on the problem of corruption, they may not 
encourage individuals to view it as a direct consequence of government failure. By contrast, 
‘political’ messages may give citizens a clear indication of who is to blame. The implications 
of this finding are discussed in greater length in the conclusion. 
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6. Conclusion 
Having previously found that anti-corruption messages encourage citizens to pay bribes 

(Cheeseman and Peiffer, 2020), we set out in this paper to test whether such messages also 
have other unintended – and unwanted – side effects. To do this, we evaluated whether 
anti-corruption messaging shapes public attitudes in three areas that are likely to shape the 
prospects for sustainable democracy: whether citizens view their country to be democratic, 
whether they are willing to support an anti-corruption candidate, and whether they are 
willing to pay tax. Our base assumption is that democracy is likely to rest on shakier 
foundations if citizens who do not believe they live in a democracy also do not see the point 
of voting for change and pay no taxation. 

Testing the impact of five treatments in Lagos, Nigeria, we unfortunately found that none of 
our anti-corruption messages had a positive effect. Worse still, all of the treatments made 
citizens more pessimistic about whether their country is a democracy, and most of the 
treatments made respondents less willing to vote for an anti-corruption candidate and to 
pay taxes. The overall conclusion of this research is therefore as clear as it is problematic: 
anti-corruption messaging has negative externalities on public attitudes to democracy. Given 
the importance of democratic government to efforts to promote human rights, this finding 
may be even more significant than the tendency for anti-corruption messaging to foster 
‘corruption fatigue’ and hence induce bribe payment.  

The exception to this particular rule is the religious treatment, which did not have a negative 

effect on tax payment and support for an anti-corruption candidate. While more research 
needs to be conducted on this relationship, the main reason for the different outcome in 

this case seems to be that the religious treatment was the only one that did not explicitly 
mention state officials, institutions and political leaders. This suggests a clear way to target 
anti-corruption messages that may minimise their negative impact on attitudes towards 
democracy. However, designing anti-corruption drives that do not mention political 
institutions or leaders will no doubt be challenging and many anti-corruption activists may 
also feel that it would be disingenuous and, worse still, morally problematic to let the 
biggest offenders off the hook. 

Nonetheless, if further research substantiates our finding, it may prove to be a viable way 

forward. For while the religious treatment did not name political leaders and institutions, it 
did describe ‘those who use their positions and opportunities to cheat and loot’. Given this, 
it may be possible to create a message that clearly conveys the need to hold those in power 
accountable without priming citizens to always think about the state as part of the problem 

rather than part of the solution. Doing so could minimise the negative externalities of anti-
corruption messaging for democracy, but – as our previous research has demonstrated 
(ibid.) – unless such a message was very carefully targeted at a specific group of citizens, the 
chances are that it would do little to encourage citizens to resist graft. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Details on the demographic characteristics of 
the sample 
Variable % of sample 

Gender  

     Male 50 

     Female 50 

Age (years)  

     18-24 20 

     25-34 37 

     35-54 37 

     55-64 4 

     65+ 2 

Education  

     Not completed primary 1 

     Completed primary only 7 

     Completed secondary school 46 

     Completed some/all university 46 

Income  

Less than 20,000 NGN  11 

20,001- 40,000 NGN  21 

40,001- 60,000 NGN  20 

60,001- 80,000 NGN  15 

80,001- 100,000 NGN  11 

100,001-200,000 NGN  7 

200,001- 300,000 NGN  1 

More than 300,001 NGN  <1 

Refused to answer 14 

Ethnicity  

Yoruba 68 

Igbo 16 

Edo  3 

Other 13 

Religion  

Traditional Christian (Catholic/Anglican) 27 

Pentecostal 41 

Islam 30 

Other/None 2 

 

To the extent to which they were available, the demographic statistics of the sample can be 

compared with the demographic breakdown of Lagos State as reported in previous academic 
studies. The breakdown of groups by ethnicity is for all groups within 2% of Cheeseman and 
Klaas (2018), as is the percentage of all religious groups. The age sample is comparable with 
official figures, which find that 2.7% of the population is over 65 years and that 60% of the 
population is under the age of 30. Our income sample is also comparable to economic 
studies, which find that 90% of the population earn less than 100,000 NGN. 



Why efforts to fight corruption hurt democracy: Lessons from a survey experiment in Nigeria 

32 

Appendix B: Summary of variables  

Variable Coding Mean Std. D. 

Dependent variables   

Duty tax 1 = Agree or strongly agree with Citizens have a duty to pay tax to any 
government, no matter how the government performs; 0 = otherwise 
(neither disagree or agree, disagree, or strongly disagree) 

0.75 0.43 

Democracy 1 = Nigeria is either a full democracy or a democracy with minor problems; 
0 = otherwise (Nigeria is not a democracy or Nigeria is a democracy with 
major problems) 

0.29 0.45 

Vote campaign 1 = Agree or strongly agree with I would be more inclined to vote for a 
candidate who focused their campaign on fighting corruption; 0 = 
otherwise (neither disagree or agree, disagree, or strongly disagree) 

0.72 0.45 

Controls    

Lived poverty Mean response to questions about how often respondents or family have 
gone without 1) food, 2) water, 3) medicine, 4) cooking fuel, or 5) cash in 
the past year. Response options: 0 = never, 1 = just once or twice, 2 = 
several times, 3 = many times, 4 = always 

1.17 0.85 

Female 1 = Female; 0 = Male 0.50 0.50 

Age Years 33.87 11.15 

Education 1 = No primary complete; 2 = Primary complete; 3 = Secondary complete; 4 
= Some university 

3.36 0.66 

Close to APC 1 = indicates closeness to APC; 0 = otherwise (not close to any party, close 
to another party, or no response (2%)) 

0.19 0.39 

Witness corruption 1 = Personally witnessed an act of corruption in the past year; 0 = have not 0.72 0.45 

Appendix C: Robustness check – paired down  

 Duty tax Democracy Vote campaign 

Treatment groups   

Widespread –0.26* –0.24* –0.37** 

Religious –0.09 –0.22* –0.23* 

Gov’t success –0.36** –0.31** –0.10 

Local –0.32** –0.23* –0.23* 

Tax –0.33** –0.22* –0.29** 

Controls    

Poverty –0.23** –0.01 –0.10** 

    

Constant  1.62** –0.69**  1.29** 

N 2,543 2,543 2,543 

Pseudo R
2
  0.01  0.00  0.09 

Likelihood ratio 27.07  4.98 10.99 

Prob>Chi
2
  0.00  0.55  0.09 

Notes: Displayed are coefficients with symbols indicating significant p-values:  
** one-tailed p-value <0.05, and * one-tailed p-value <0.10. 
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