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ABSTRACT
This paper uses a cross-country panel to examine
the determinants of change of corruption levels, paying
particular attention to freedom of press and executive
composition (parliamentary or presidential). The results
are analysed in the theoretical perspective of collective
action theory, which defines corruption as an equilibrium.
The empirical evidence confirms previous results
on the role of freedom of the press and parliamentary
systems in determining the prevalence of corruption.
In addition, the paper finds evidence of a significant
interaction effect. If change of corruption is defined as
the dependent variable, only the variables ‘freedom of
press’ and ‘share of Protestants’ remain significant.
This indicates that the focus of previous studies
on causes of corruption might have to shift toward
determinants of change. Referring to collective action
theory, this paper argues that freedom of the press is
able to shift the collective action equilibrium toward
less corruption because it increases accountability and
is exogenous to the equilibrium. Factors regarded as
exogenous determinants of change might be even more
important than their potential to foster radical change as
suggested in previous studies.
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INTRODUCTION
Corruption, often defined as the misuse of public office for
private gain (Kolstad and Wiig, 2009: 521), has devastating
effects on economies and their citizens’ quality of life (Graf
Lambsdorff, 2005). Various studies provide evidence that corruption reduces gross domestic product (GDP) growth, foreign investment and the efficiency of government expenditures (Graf Lambsdorff, 2005). The global annual costs of
corruption are estimated to reach around US$ 1 trillion from
bribery alone (Kaufmann, 2005). Thus, an increasing number
of studies have been analysing possible causes of corruption
over the last two decades to raise awareness and inform anti-corruption policies (Judge et al., 2011).
This paper contributes to this strand of literature by testing executive composition (presidential or parliamentary) and
freedom of the press as independent variables for correlation
with change of corruption as the dependent variable. Previous
studies do not shed light on the question of whether both variables are working in concert or against each other (Gerring
and Thacker, 2004). This paper departs from the dominating
framework of principal agent (PA) theory in previous studies,
which often only addressed single causes of corruption like
Kolstad and Wiig (2009) who focus entirely on transparency
and free press without taking cultural or economics factory
into account. Accordingly, papers focusing on single causes
neglected explanations for the systematic failure of previous
anti-corruption policies (Mungiu-Pippidi, 2013). In contrast,
collective action (CA) theory explains this almost systematic failure by characterising corruption as an equilibrium
where the existence of corruption is driven by various factors
and leads to a strategic situation where no agent can choose
a non-corrupt strategy without harming his own interest.
Therefore, the corrupt system is maintaining itself in an equi-

177

THE PUBLIC SPHERE | 2016 ISSUE

librium even if anti-corruption policies are addressing one of
the several determinants (Persson et al., 2013)
The CA model justifies the focus on executive composition
and a free press as effective solutions to CA problems (Lederman et al., 2005). They are highlighted as pathways to a less
corrupt equilibrium by increasing the accountability in the
system (Lederman et al., 2005). By addressing previous methodological shortcomings and by making first attempts to analyse determinants of change rather than causes of corruption,
this paper is opening new avenues for future research. The
investigation is guided by the research question: Are executive
composition and freedom of press determinants of change of
corruption levels?

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES
As the theoretical background and previous empirical evidence indicates, corruption is a regional and sector-specific
phenomenon, with great degrees of variability within as well as
across societies (Peisakhin and Pinto, 2010: 265). Six hypotheses are derived from the literature under the assumption that
causes of corruption have a similar impact on change of corruption as on corruption itself. Figure 1 illustrates the research
design, including all hypotheses and using dotted arrows to indicate the tested correlations and direction of those correlations
based on the described underlying mechanism and previous
findings.
In order to allow measurement and comparison across
countries, the following section defines independent, dependent and control variables precisely, discusses them from the
theoretical perspective of the CA model and outlines testable
hypotheses.
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FIGURE 1 RESEARCH HYPOTHESES
Independent variable: corruption

H1
control
variables

H5

parliamentarism

H6(I)

interaction effect

H2

H6(II)

H3

free press

H4

Independent variable: change of corruption

Source: Author.

Dependent variables: corruption
and change of corruption
Despite the fact that corruption is commonly defined as misuse of public office for private gain (Kolstad and Wiig, 2009: 523),
the concept is ambiguous (Rothstein, 2014). For example, the
chosen definition does not specify the standard against which
abuse of power is measured. Bribes, for example, could be engrained within social practices and become a de facto standard in
a specific country like for example in Papua New Guinea where
local authorities provide services for fees that are legally not implemented but still not considered as corrupt by citizens (Walton,
2014). This variation illustrates the difficulties for cross-country
investigations to pin down a definition of corruption (Rothstein,
2014; Svensson, 2005). However, for the purpose of cross-country comparisons this paper defines corruption as ‘perception of
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corruption’ which allows it to compare between different cultural
settings and especially analyze the change over time in a certain
country (Treisman, 2000).
This definition adheres to the CA model since the observation
that other agents are corrupt is the central mechanism that stabilises the political equilibrium: as long as corrupt agents observe
and ‘interpret life in terms of corruption’, this ‘deeply held system
of beliefs’ does not give incentives to single actors to change their
behaviour (Rothstein 2011: 234). It is described as a belief because the agents cannot control all other agents at all times. However, as long as they believe that all other agents follow a corrupt
strategy they will act accordingly. This models corruption as a
self-reinforcing equilibrium (Persson et al., 2013). The empirical
evidence suggests that the perception of the past level of corruption determines the current level (Dong et al., 2012), which
indicates that perception also shapes the change of corruption
levels. However, previous analyses did not differentiate between
determinants that stabilise the equilibrium and determinants that
act as drivers of change towards a lower (or higher) equilibrium.
Therefore, corruption and change in corruption levels are both
analysed as dependent variables in order to answer independent
hypotheses.
This focus on the CA model within the rational choice approach (RCA) relies upon an instrumental account of rationality. This allows clear and testable predictions for the independent variables, which is essential for the purpose of an empirical
cross-country investigation.

Independent variable: executive composition
Executive composition is understood as the degree of separation between president and parliament as well as their relative power. Parliamentarism is a governmental system in which
the executive is elected and therefore responsible to the elective
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body (Gerring and Thacker, 2004). This constellation ‘creates
a single sovereignty at the national level’ (Gerring and Thacker, 2004: 305). Therefore, parliamentarism centralises political
power, which reduces the number of potential veto points1 (or
points of access). In contrast, sovereignty in presidentialism is
distributed between the two directly elected bodies, the legislature and the president (Gerring and Thacker, 2004). This decentralises the power.
Traditional advocates of public choice theory are more in
favor of presidential systems (Asthana, 2012). They argue that
corruption is decreased (Asthana, 2012) by the greater autonomy
of and checks and balances between sub-jurisdictions (Fisman
and Gatti, 2002). In contrast, parliamentary systems are more
likely to increase the internalisation of externalities by centralising political power in the hands of national party leaders and
central government bureaucrats (Bannikova, 2013). Therefore,
parliamentary systems enable the legislature to monitor the executive more closely because its members can be removed from
the executive office by parliament (Bannikova, 2013). This solves
collective action problems by bringing the ‘net social costs and
benefits of policy into the purview of the relevant political authority (Gerring and Thacker, 2004: 324).
More recent empirical evidence seems to suggest however
that presidentalism is associated with higher levels of corruption
(Treisman, 2007), or has no effect at all (Pellegrini and Gerlagh,
2008), while parliamentarism is associated with lower levels of
corruption (Lederman et al., 2005). However, these previous
studies lack some control variables such as GDP or uninterrupted establishment of democracy identified in other studies (Serra,
2006). Their results have to be retested and the following hypotheses are derived from those studies.

1. ‘Veto points’
are representing
the power of
individuals and
groups to influence
governmental actions,
even if they cannot
blockade such actions
(Tsebelis, 2002).

H1: Corruption is lower in countries with a parliamentary system than in
countries with a presidential system.
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H2: Negative change of levels of corruption is more likely to occur in
countries with a parliamentary system than in countries with a presidential system.

Independent variable: free press
The idea that greater transparency of the government´s
activities decreases corruption is assumed by several scholars
(Lindstedt and Naurin, 2005). More generally, Kaufmann et al.
(2002) argue that ‘voice-related variables, including freedom of
speech and freedom of press, have a large effect on corruption
and the quality of services’ (Kaufmann et al., 2002: 3). Freedom
of press is considered to be the most important operator for
transparency (Kolstad and Wiig, 2009). A lack of transparency makes corruption less risky and more attractive for agents
because they do not have to fear consequences as the problems remain hidden from the public (Kolstad and Wiig, 2009).
Therefore, it becomes harder to use incentives to make public
officials act cleanly. Taking this evidence into account, the research question is further defined
H3: The level of corruption is lower in countries with higher levels of freedom of press than in countries with lower levels.
2. In order to avoid
an overfitting, not
all possible control
variables suggested
by the literature were
incorporated into the
estimation model
(Wermuth, 1992).
Simultaneously, it
was important to
avoid problems of
omitted variable bias
(OVB) (incorrectly
leaving out causal
factors) (Kaufmann et
al., 2002).

182

H4: Negative change of levels of corruption is more likely to occur in countries with higher levels of freedom of press.

Control variables
The selection of control variables was guided by previous literature and the criteria of robustness used by Serra (2006) and
Treisman (2007).2 Robustness is defined as follows: the estimated
coefficient of an explanatory variable that remains statistically
significant for the 1 per cent threshold under different sets of

[Determinants of change in the international fight against corruption]

control factors (Serra 2006). This paper focuses on the robust
factors identified by Serra (2006) and Treisman (2007) as they
represent the most complete set of variable in the literature so
far and reduce the danger of OVB. These variables are economic
development measured via GDP, democratic development, legal
culture measured via a British colony dummy and share of Protestants. It is important to note that this paper’s chosen focus does
not presume to ‘claim the irrelevance of all the other explanatory variables’ (Serra, 2006: 250). Therefore, OVB might still be
a problem within this study even if empirical robustness is the
best criteria available and the presented set of variables complete
according to the status quo in the literature.

GDP
The empirical evidence exposes a negative correlation between corruption and GDP per capita (Serra, 2006), but many
scholars acknowledge that causality remains unclear as high levels of corruption, for example, decrease economic growth (Mauro, 1995). The literature suggests that a long exposure (at least 30
years) to uninterrupted democracy undermines the foundations
of corruption (Serra, 2006). This is explained through the combination of electoral competition and institutional checks and balances on executive power, which increase the costs of corruption
for corrupt agents. They often fear being exposed and punished
as corrupt, according to experimental findings (Barr et al., 2009).

Former British colonies
Treisman (2000) argues that the civil service of former British
colonies has a strong focus on procedural aspects of law. This results in judges who follow procedures also against state officials,
which may lead to a lower level of corruption as corrupt agents
have to fear a higher risk of exposure (Treisman, 2000).
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Socio-cultural factors
Among socio-cultural factors, the presence of Protestants
in the population is associated with lower corruption in comparison to more state-religions like Catholicism or Islam that
are officially recognized and supported as the official religion
of the nation by the government (Pellegrini and Gerlagh, 2008)
because of deliberative and less hierarchical structures within
the Protestant church (Armantier and Boly, 2011). The analysis
with ‘change of corruption levels’ as a dependent variable may
reveal to what extent causes of corruption also function as determinants of change. The evidence is used to test the following
hypothesis:
H5: Root factors of corruption are significantly correlated with factors determining changes in corruption levels.

Interaction effect
In addition, the investigation has to check for an interaction
effect between the independent variables. The central argument for such an effect is that both factors increase the degree
of accountability in the system. Accountability is defined as the
degree of competition in the political system, the existence of
checks and balances mechanisms across different branches of
government and the transparency of the system (Lederman et
al., 2005). Furthermore, previous studies argue that the effect
of free press is not unconditional. Lindstedt and Naurin (2005)
provide empirical evidence that the effect is dependent on fair
elections and democracy, which are highly correlated with executive composition (Gerring and Thacker, 2004). They argue
that only the connected impact of these factors is effective in
reducing corruption (Lindstedt and Naurin, 2010). In addition, empirical evidence provided by Lessmann and Markwardt
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(2010) as well as Treisman (2007) suggests that freedom of press
is an intermediating factor for separation of power to decrease
corruption: separation of power does not have an effect on its
own, only when interacted with freedom of the press. This adheres to the theoretical definition of executive composition.
Thus, the following hypothesis is derived:
H6: There is a positive interaction effect between freedom of press and executive composition which entails (i) corruption reduction and (ii) negative
changes of corruption levels.

METHODOLOGY AND DATA
This paper uses a cross-country regression analysis to investigate the determinants of changes in corruption using panel
data. Previous cross-national studies have often been limited
to 80 or fewer country cases (Treisman, 2007). Such partial
coverage may cause problems of sample bias, leverage (influential cases that screw the whole analysis in a certain direction
as for example the case of Hong Kong is a huge success story
but also historically not compariable to other Asian countries),
and misspecification (Bollen and Jackman, 1985). Furthermore,
many studies have not included the full range of control variables identified in the literature (Serra, 2006). Consequently, this
paper includes a wider country set of 130 countries. Moreover,
panel data regressions are conducted to ensure that the determinants of corruption as suggested by Serra (2006) are indeed
associated with corruption or change in corruption. The results
are presented in Tables 7 and 8 (see Appendix B). Variables
that were statistically significant at the 10 per cent threshold
were included in the model. Following suggestions from the
empirical literature, this paper uses the block-recursive linear
regression method (Wermuth, 1992)3, which ensures that there

3. The method allows
testing different types
of non-decomposable
independent
hypotheses and
does not face
problems of overparameterisation
(Wermuth, 1992).
Each parameter is a
regression coefficient
the interpretation
directly derives from
the model graphs,
which simplifies the
interpretation of the
results. The crosssectional method has
also the advantage
of avoiding a serial
correlation of the
residuals and is not
dependent on the
assumption that the
relation between the
variables is stable
over time. These
characteristics
make the method
superior to alternative
approaches as
covariance selection
or path analysis
(Wermuth, 1992).
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are no correlation between residuals and does not rely on assumption that the relation between the variables is stable over
time. This makes the methodology to a fixed-effect regression
as ithas the advantage of avoiding various complicating aspects
of the use of data drawn from various points in time, such as
serial correlation of residuals. It also has the advantage that the
data analysis does not rely on the assumption that the nature
of the relationships between variables is stable over time. This
assumption does not adhere to the analysis of corruption levels
because the nature of the determinants is changing over time.
For example, the variable executive composition differentiate
only between presidential and parliamentary system but the in
reality this variable has to be understood as a continuum consisting also of many semi-presidential and semi-parliamentary
system. If the paper would assume fixed effects, it would impose time independent effects for each entity that are possibly
correlated with the regressors.
Additionally, this paper analyses the effect power of the two
independent variables ‘executive composition’ and ‘freedom of
press’ following Cohen (1992) and explores the interaction effects
between the two variables (Brambor, 2005).
This analysis spans the years 2003 to 2013. Corruption is
measured via Transparency International’s (TI) annual index of
perceived corruption (Transparency International, 2014). The
index represents a ‘poll of polls’ from a number of individual
surveys in each country (Treisman, 2000). It is converted to a
scala from 0 to 10, so that higher values indicate a higher level of
corruption. It has the biggest database among all available indices
(Donchev and Ujhelyi, 2014).
Following Golder (2005), the executive composition on governance is coded with a three-part coding scheme: 1, presidential; 2, semi-presidential; 3, parliamentary. In accordance with
the literature (Kolstad and Wiig, 2009), an index of freedom of
information produced by Freedom House is used as a proxy for
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free press or transparency4. The further selection of control variables and the sources of data are derived from Serra (2006) and
are briefly described in the following paragraph.
Drawing on the World Bank, economic development is
measured as the logarithm of GDP per capita5. The degree of
democracy is measured through a dummy defining the degree
of basic political rights as constructed by Freedom House. For
the legal culture variable, a British colonial heritage dummy
(‘British colony’) is used with data from Treisman (2000). The
dummy is constructed based on historical evidence whether the
country was ever a British colony or not. Data for ‘Protestants’
is obtained from Porta et al. (1997) that indicates the per centage of the population belonging to the Protestant religion in
1980 and their calculations are repeated with new data obtained
from the CIA World Factbook – Religions (Central Intelligence
Agency, 2010).

4. https://
freedomhouse.
org/report-types/
freedom-world

5. http://data.
worldbank.org/

RESULTS
The descriptive statistics of all the variables are presented and
described in detail in Table 6 in Appendix A. Independent analysis for the starting and end phase of the analysed time period
indicates that overall the level of corruption seems to be almost
constant across countries as the mean level of corruption only
changed slightly from 4.46 to 4.17 (SD = 2.3).
The descriptive statistic exposes no outliers, but countries
with no experience as a democracy by 2003 are excluded from
the analysis. In a non-democratic system, the freedom of speech
is not guaranteed. It is therefore unclear if the observed data on,
for example, the perception of corruption is reliable since the
data is based on polls. Additionally, the analysis has filtered out
countries with a semi-presidential system when analysing the
executive composition, as the theoretical lens is focused on the
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6. The analysis uses
the generalised
formula for panel
data by Bhargava
(1982) resulting in a
value of 1.647 and a
corresponding p-value
of 0.141.
7. VIF provides
an index based on
a ordinary least
squares (OLS)
regression that
measures how the
variance of the
estimated regression
coefficient is
increased because
of collinearity. No
high values (>7.5) are
resulting from the
analysis presented
in Tables 1 and 2,
which indicates
that no problematic
multicollinearity
occurs.
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difference between parliamentary and presidential systems. All
restrictions are in alliance with previous studies (Gerring and
Thacker, 2004) and reduce the number of countries from 130
down to 123 for the analysis of freedom of press and 112 for the
analysis of the executive composition.
Autocorrelation, which is a common problem of cross-sectional analyses, is checked via the Durbin Watson test6. Results
show no strong autocorrelation and therefore are not considered
a problem for the overall analysis. Multicollinearity was checked
in the final models using the variance inflation factor (VIF) analysis to assess its robustness7. Results show no multicollinearity
problems.

Relationship between free press and the
executive composition on corruption
Table 1 presents the results for the multivariate regression
analysis, putting ‘perceived corruption in 2013’ as the response
variable. All factors are added one by one in order to indicate
the additional impact of each factor, creating six different models
that are all significant at the one per cent threshold (P<F). When
fitting the best multivariate regression models, being a former
British colony is dismissed from the analysis, as it does not reach
the significance threshold.
In the multivariate model 5 for perceived corruption in
2013, after controlling for all the other variables, the coefficient for freedom of press means that an increase of freedom
of press by 1 index point would is associated with a perceived
corruption of 0.027 index points. This is equivalent to a decrease of perceived corruption by 0.27 per cent on average,
ceteris paribus at a global level. The coefficient for the governmental system shows that a parliamentary system is associated lower perceived corruption by -0.317 index points than
a presidential country. Therefore, a change from a presidential
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to a parliamentary system is associated with a decrease in perceived corruption by 3.17 per cent on average ceteris paribus
at a global level.
Table 1 Multivariate models for corruption, 2013 (Model 1)
Dependent variable: perception of corruption
1

2

3

4

5

6

Ln GDP

0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001***

B

-1.040

-0.664

-0.464

-0.426

-0.393

-0.438

Standard
error

0.087

0.095

0.104

0.107

0.103

0.113

VIF

1,63

Free press

0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001***

ß

-0.040

-0.035

-0.031

-0.027

-0.027

Standard
error

0.006

0.006

0.006

0.006

0.006

VIF

2,15

Democracy

0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.013**

ß

-0.019

-0.017

-0.016

-0.013

Standard
error

0.005

0.005

0.005

0.005

VIF

1,78

Executive
composition

0.018**

0.016**

0.03**

ß

-.331

-0.317

-0.310
continue
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Table 1 Multivariate models for corruption, 2013 (Model 1) (continuation)
Dependent variable: perception of corruption
1

2

3

Standard
error

4

5

6

0.138

0.133

0.142

VIF

1,2

Protestant

0.005*** 0.011**

ß

-0.014

-0.014

Standard
error

0.005

0.005

VIF

1,43

British
colony

0.691

ß

-0.108

Standard
error

0.270

VIF

1,07

Constant

14.376

13.482

12.056

11.986

11.826

11.926

Standard
error

0.732

0.634

0.697

0.694

0.671

0.740

Adj. R²

0.603

0.717

0.744

0.756

0.773

0.767

Change R²

0.114

0.027

0.012

0.017

-0.006

F

149.726

124.862

95.750

76.814

67.790

54.364

P<F

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: For all tables, defined significance levels are: *P<0.10; **P<0.05;
***P<0.01.

Relationship between free press and executive
composition on change of corruption
Table 2 presents the results of the multivariate regression analysis, putting change of perceived corruption from 2003 to 2013 as
the response variable. The six different models are all significant
at the five per cent threshold (P<F).
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In the multivariate Model 4, after controlling for all the other
variables, the coefficient for freedom of press indicate that an increase of freedom of press by one index point is associated with
a decrease in perceived change of corruption by 0.017, which
equals a decrease of perceived change of corruption by 0.17 per
cent on average, ceteris paribus at a global level. After controlling
for all the other variables, the coefficient for the executive composition is not significant.
Table 2 Multivariate models for change of corruption (Model 2)
Dependent variable: Change of perception of corruption between 2003 and
2013
1

2

3

4

5

6

Free press

0.013**

0.063*

.156

0.032**

0.019**

0.027**

ß

-0.014

-0.013

-0.010

-0.017

-0.019

-0.018

Standard error

0.006

0.007

0.007

0.008

0.008

0.008

VIF

1,85

Executive
composition

0.780

0.837

0.576

0.397

0.651

ß

-0.045

-0.033

-0.089

-0.142

-0.080

Standard error

0.161

0.161

0.159

0.167

0.176

VIF

1,34

Protestant

0.278

0.071*

0.068*

0.147

ß

-0.007

-0.012

-0.012

-0.010

Standard error

0.006

0.006

0.006

0.007

VIF

1,17

Democracy

0.019**

0.106

0.074*

ß

0.013

0.010

0.011

Standard error

0.005

0.006

0.006

VIF

1,56
continue
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Table 2 Multivariate models for change of corruption (Model 2) (continuation)
Dependent variable: Change of perception of corruption between 2003 and
2013
1

2

3

4

5

6

Ln GDP

0.300

0.611

ß

0.134

0.072

Standard error

0.129

0.140

VIF
British colony

0.259

ß

-0.380

Standard error

0.335

VIF
Constant

0.338

0.356

0.447

0.343

-0.453

-0.073

Standard error

0.341

0.348

0.355

0.348

0.840

0.919

Adj. R²

0.051

0.042

0.044

0.089

0.090

0.087

-0.009

0.002

0.045

0.001

-0.002

Change R²
F

6.299

3.159

2.507

3.393

2.934

2.548

P<F

0.014

0.047

0.064

0.012

0.017

0.025

Source: Author’s calculations.

Effect power and interaction effect
In order to allow a more detailed interpretation and understanding of the regression results, the relation between the executive composition and freedom of press will be further analysed in terms of an interaction effect and the effect power of R².
Thise paper will refer back to the effect power as used by Cohen
(1992), which compares the difference between the average of
two groups with equal numbers (n) and equal variance. Cohen’s
effect power is ranges from 0 to 1. The results are presented in
Table 3.
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Table 3 Effect power
R² difference to 0

Effect power of R²

0-<0.0196

No effect power

0.0196-<0.1300

Weak effect power

0.1300-<0.2600

Medium effect power

0.2600-<1.00

Strong effect power

U1

U2

M1

M2

E

E

F, E

F
F

F, E

Source: Cohen (1992).

After adding the control variables and conducting a multivariate analysis, freedom of press only had a medium effect power
on perception of corruption and a weak effect power on change
of corruption. The executive composition had no effect power in
both models.
In order to test for an interaction effect between freedom of
press and executive composition, the estimation for Model 5 in
M1 and Model 4 in M2 is replicated after standardisation8 of freedom of press in order to reduce problems of multicollinearity and
to simplify interpretation.

8. Standardised
variables are centred
around zero and have
a standard deviation
of one.

Table 4 Interaction effect
U1

M1

U2

M2

Ln GDP

0.001***

0.487

ß

-0.468

0.093

Standard error

0.105

0.133

Free press

0.001***

0.018

ß

-0.044

-0.033

Standard error

0.011

0.014

Democracy

0.001***

0.119

ß

-0.013

0.010

Standard error

0.005

0.006

Executive composition

0.001***

0.284
continue
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Table 4 Interaction effect (continuation)
U1

M1

U2

M2

ß

-0.374

-0.183

Standard error

0.134

0.169

Protestant

0.001***

0.034

ß

-0.017

-0.014

Standard error

0.005

0.007

Interaction effect

0.001***

0.071*

0.077*

0.208

ß

1.000

-0.333

1.000

-1.984

Standard error

.088

0.183

.560

1.565

Constant

14.376

15.127

-2.220E-16

-0.083

Standard error

0.732

1.929

0.286

0.886

Adj. R²

0.568

0.779

0.022

0.096

F

130.068

58.454

3.188

2.729

P<F

0.000

0.000

0.077

0.017

Source: Author’s calculations.

The results for the interaction effect are presented in Table 4 and indicate that the interaction is significant at the ten
per cent threshold if ‘perception of corruption in 2013’ is the
dependent variable. The effect disappears for ‘change of perceived corruption’ if all control variables are added to the regression. In both cases, the interaction effect is positive, which
indicates that the variables are more likely to act in concert together rather than being rival antecedents. Interestingly, 32.8
per cent of the variation for parliamentary system is explained
by the interaction effect.

Linking evidence and hypotheses
The investigation provided mixed empirical evidence in
relation to the hypothesis: no clear conclusion seems to apply.
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The results are illustrated in Figure 2. Confirmed hypotheses
are marked with green and hypothesis not supported by evidence are marked with red. If the evidence leads to unclear
conclusions, the hypothesis is in white. Hypotheses H1 and
H3 are confirmed, as the analysis exposes that countries with
free press and parliamentary government countries are associated with lower levels of corruption. This supports previous
findings of Gerring and Thacker (2004) as well as Peisakhin
and Pinto (2010).
FIGURE 2 LINKING EVIDENCE AND HYPOTHESES
Independent variable: corruption

H1
control
variables

H5

parliamentarism

H2

H6(I)

interaction effect

H6(II)

H3

free press

H4

Independent variable: change of corruption

Source: Author.

If a free press exposes corrupt actions in a presidential
system that tends toward corruption, it could motivate other
agents to become corrupt as well according to the RCA. However, the exposed positive interaction effect reveals that freedom of press has a greater impact in reducing corruption in
presidential systems. One reason for this might be the fact that
in a parliamentary system the opposition functions as a con-

195

THE PUBLIC SPHERE | 2016 ISSUE

trol institution for governmental actions, whereas the free press
fulfills this role in a presidential system, for example in China.
This explanation seems to be more plausible than the theoretical argument provided by RCAs.
Freedom of press and the executive composition are moving
in the same direction and are correlated together with a change
in corruption. Yet an analysis of the effect power exposes that
only freedom of press has a moderate effect power. In contrast,
the executive composition stays significant, but does not effectively shape the perception of corruption. Therefore, freedom of
press seems to be more relevant than executive composition in
decreasing corruption.
H2 is not confirmed as executive composition is not correlated with the change of corruption levels. In contrast, freedom of
press has a significant impact on change of corruption at the five
per cent level, which confirms H4. Despite the significant effect
on corruption, the interaction effect between freedom of press
and the executive composition disappears for change of corruption levels, once the control variables are added. Therefore, the
second part of H6 is not confirmed. The analysis provided no
clear results for H5 as the chosen causes, freedom of press and
share of Protestants, had a significant impact on change of corruption but not the other variables.

Discussion and limitations
While the discussed empirical evidence seems to offer clear
evidence in favor of freedom of press as a determinant of change
in corruption levels, several limitations regarding the theoretical
perspective of CA as well as the empirical methodology have to
be taken into account. Therefore all findings presented must be
interpreted with caution. This section highlights possible explanation for the causal mechanism behind changes in corruption
and discusses limitations of the proposed analysis.
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Endogenous versus exogenous factors
In the context of the CA model, it might be plausible that parliamentarism alone is not associated with change of corruption,
as parliamentarism to solve the collective action problem will not
exist if the elected officials are part of the corrupt equilibrium.
For example, they may block reform initiatives to ensure their
personal benefits or legalise their traditional system of patronage
(Rothstein 2011). Corrupt systems might also be disrupted by
an exogenous factor like changes in the degree of free press. Free
press functions as a check and balance to the government if the
parliamentary opposition is not able to do so. This indicates that
this underlying mechanism to parliamentarism might not work
if the corrupt political equilibrium also includes the free press
or if free press lacks the credibility or motivation to fight against
corruption (Besley and Prat, 2006). On the other hand, in a globalised world, international newspapers or the internet can also
satisfy the role of free press if the national media is not effective
at embracing this function and could help to decrease corruption
(Lio et al., 2011). Therefore, a free press cannot be solely treated
as national variable: it cannot be truly endogenous to a national
corrupt equilibrium. This might explain why freedom of press is
a better determinant of change in corruption levels as compared
to other historical, cultural or institutional factor bound to the
national level and which are likely to be an endogenous factor in
the corrupt equilibrium (Kolstad and Wiig, 2009).
Generalising these results indicates that the premises of the
CA model might need to be adjusted (Pieth, 2014) as scholars
have mostly been advocating for a radical change towards more
accountability to overcome a corrupt political equilibrium (Rothstein, 2011). However, less attention was given to the question
of whether this change can be triggered by endogenous factors
or if it has to be an exogenous shock (Persson et al., 2013). The
presented findings in this paper indicate that it depends on the
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initial spread of corruption within the system. Yet it seems likely
that only exogenous factors like international press can facilitate
a break away from the corrupt equilibrium (Peisakhin and Pinto, 2010). This argument would support institutional and policy
reforms that would focus on determinants of change rather than
on causes of corruption.

Challenging the collective action model assumptions
Nevertheless, the theoretical perspective of the CA model
is limited to its assumptions. It has, for example, a shortcoming when explaining the formation of this corrupt equilibrium.
Therefore, this paper is limited to finding ways of changing the
corrupt equilibrium rather than explaining why it is there in the
first place (Treisman, 2007). This approach often underestimates
cultural differences between countries (Collier, 2002). In Asia, for
example, bribes are often perceived as presents (Barr and Serra,
2010) and there is a different Asian press model (Winfield et al.,
2000). Hallin and Mancini (2011) provide a framework with a
compilation of media systems beyond the Western world that differentiates between Western media systems as opposed to communist, authoritarian, revolutionary and developmental media
systems around the world. The function of a free press differs
among these systems, but it was not in the scope of this paper to
explore these culture differences in detail. However, the purpose
of an empirical cross-country investigation justified the adoption
of the CA perspective, as it sheds light on the basic characteristics
that indicate corruption as a persistent problem in many countries around the world (Persson et al., 2013).

Limitations
From a methodological point of view, several limitations apply. First, there is a concern about measurement error. Corruption
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is measured as an index of perception, but in a field experiment
in Indonesia, Olken (2009) exposes that although villagers report
corruption correctly, the most significant cases are successfully
hidden by officials. This indicates potential large differences between real corruption and perception. Furthermore, the perception of corruption is strongly influenced by current discourses in
the media (Markovits and Silverstein, 1988). In more advanced
democracies, corruption tends to be overestimated in by public
and press. By contrast, corruption might be underestimated in
corrupt regimes by virtue of the absence of free public opinion
and press. Moreover, perception of corruption is often shaped by
the number of corruption events reported in the media rather
than the relative level. This might lead to an overestimation of
corruption in large countries (Donchev and Ujhelyi, 2014). An
experiment from Falk and Fischbacher (2002) found that a high
perception of corruption could cause future corruption. However, in their meta study, Judge et al. (2011) evaluated around 100
previous empirical papers and find a strong significant correlation between all corruption measures. Therefore, no available index seems to be superior among the available measurements and
‘perception of corruption’ provides the largest data base.
Overall, the regression analyses in this paper cannot test causality but only highlight correlations. Future research should include additional quantitative and qualitative method to enhance
the understanding of the causal mechanisms behind changes in
corruption, in particular to address measurement errors highlighted previously as well as OVB related problems For example, is the analyses biased by the fact that only determinants with
available data are considered. Therefore, future research might
identify relevant additional variables not considered here via
explorative and qualitative methods. Another reason to assume
that OVB might be problematic is the fact that all variables are
highly correlated and it is therefore, not possible to identify the
specific impact of each determinant. The GDP for example is a
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rather broad indicator as it gives very limited information on the
direction of causality regarding corruption. It´s also not including information on how the resources are distributed among the
society which on the other side might help to explain corrupt behavior. Future research should use experimental methods to analyze the impact of single factors to ensure the used set of variables
is complete and to provide evidence on the direction of causality.

CONCLUSION
This paper analysed how executive compositions and freedom
of press affected change of corruption levels between 2003 and
2013 and explores the interaction between both variables. The selection of these factors is justified by the CA model as they can
change the incentives for all agents, increase accountability and be
influenced more easily by policymakers as compared to cultural,
historical or economic antecedents. Parliamentarism is associated
with a centralisation of power, resulting in fewer veto points and
allow a closer monitoring by the central government. A free press
works as a check and balance mechanism for the government.
The empirical results are mixed: both independent variables
were found to be associated with lower levels of corruption. Additionally, the investigation finds a positive interaction effect, indicating that both variables work in the same direction. Interestingly,
this interaction effect as well as the correlation with composition of
the government disappears if change of corruption is analysed as
the dependent variable as suggested by the CA model. The empirical model only indicates a significant correlation between freedom
of press and change of corruption levels. Some theoretical limitations and methodological problems cannot be ruled out completely. However, the applied method provides more robust empirical
evidence than previous studies as the criteria for robustness was
checked for more variables and applied.
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The results can be explained by the ability of a free press to
overcome a corrupt equilibrium if it is not endogenous to and
therefore, part of the corrupt system. In contrast with the executive composition, a free press is not limited to the national level
and can affect corruption via the global media and the internet.
This adheres to a new avenue of research (Persson et al., 2013),
which explains the failure of previous anti-corruption reforms
through the focus on causes of corruption.
Corruption, analysed on the macro level, seems to be a rather
technical or moral issue, but the large associated costs indicate that
it is a major challenge to policymakers all over the world. Therefore, the fight against corruption should continually receive high
priority and attention by scholars as well as policymakers. Future
research should explore the underlying mechanism of free press
in detail and should search for other endogenous determinants of
change. This paper recommends that policymakers primarily support a free global press to achieve a less corrupt equilibrium, as it is
less likely to be endogenous to the current equilibrium.

APPENDIX A
The results of the descriptive analysis are presented in Table 6.
On average, between 2003 and 2013 the highest score for freedom
of press was 90 in Denmark and the lowest was 10 in Uzbekistan.
The world average was 56.94. The mean for executive composition
indicates that countries in the sample tend to be parliamentary
rather than presidential. Regarding corruption, the country with
the lowestindex in 2003 was Finland and in 2013 it was Denmark;
whereas the country with the highest level of corruption was Bangladesh and Sudan in 2013. However, the change between 2003
and 2013 of 0.29 is rather small but the minimal value of -6.1 and
the maximal value of 5.8 indicates that in some countries radical
change has taken place in the level of corruption.
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Table 6 Descriptive statistics
Variables

N

Mean

Standard
deviation

Standard
error

Min

Max

Free press
average, 2003
and 2013

130

43.06

22.51

1.98

10.00

94.00

Executive
compensation

130

1.84

0.95

0.08

1.00

3.00

Corruption
perception, 1997

130

4.46

1.34

0.12

1.34

6.46

Corruption
perception, 2003

130

4.25

2.20

0.19

0.20

9.10

Corruption
perception, 2013

130

4.17

2.30

0.20

1.30

9.70

Change of
corruption
between 2003
and 2013

130

0.29

1.09

0.10

-6.10

5.80

GDP per capita
average between
2003 and 2013,
US$

130

8.46

1.56

0.14

5.55

11.46

Democracy since
1900 until 2003

130

33.55

30.37

2.66

0.00

103.00

Political rights,
average 2003 and
2013

130

2.86

1.86

0.16

1.00

7.00

Protestant
population

130

12.80

23.26

2.04

0.00

98.00

British colony

130

0.28

0.45

0.04

0.00

1.00

Source: Author’s calculations using data obtained from the World Bank, CIA
World Factbook and Transparency International 2014.

The GDP per capita ranges from Malawi, with US$ 5.55 thousand per capita, and Luxembourg, with US$ 11.86 thousand per
capita. Sixty-one countries have a Protestant population, within
which there is an enormous range between 1 and 98 per cent.
Thirty-seven countries have a former history as a British colony, which is above the suggested n<30 line. Some countries such
Switzerland or the United States have been a democracy for more
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than 103 years, whereas other countries only became democratic
recently, such as Algeria in 1995. However, in a majority of states
the political rights of the citizens are respected as the mean is
2.86 over the 5.00 threshold, which some studies set for consider
the country as truly democratic (Gerring and Thacker, 2004).

APPENDIX B
The univariate analysis was conducted for every year between
2003 and 2013 to generate more measurement points. However,
as no contradicting results occurred, Table 7 presents only the
results for ‘setting perception of corruption in 2013’ as the response variable.
Table 7 Univariate corruption 2013 (U1)
Variables

B

SE

SD

T

Sign

R²

Adj. R²

N

Executive
composition

-1.350

0.167

-0.634

-8.078

0.001***

0.402

0.396

112.00

British colony -0.410

0.446

-0.085

-0.918

0.361

0.007

-0.001

123.00

Democracy

-0.049

0.004

-0.714

-10.981

0.001***

0.510

0.505

123.00

Free press

-0.070

0.006

-0.755

-12.414

0.001***

0.571

0.567

123.00

GDP

-1.040

0.070

-0.779

-13.390

0.001***

0.607

0.604

123.00

Protestant

-0.049

0.070

-0.550

-7.084

0.001***

0.302

0.296

123.00

Source: Author’s calculations.

Apart from being a former British colony, the two independent
variables free press and the executive composition as well as all included control variables reach the one per cent threshold. The coefficient for the executive composition would mean that a parliamentary system faces a -1.350 lower level of perceived corruption
compared to a presidential system. It is therefore expected that parliamentary ruled countries have 13.5 per cent less perceived corrup-
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tion in the observed country set. For a democracy, this would mean
that for every additional year of being a democracy the perception
of corruption dropped by -0.049 index points, which means that
every additional year of democracy is expected to reduce corruption by 0.49 per cent on average, ceteris paribus on the global level.
In addition, for each additional index point for freedom of press,
the perception of corruption dropped 0.070 points, which means
that it is expected to reduce perceived corruption on the global level
by 0.7 per cent. An increase of GDP per capita of one index point is
associated with an drop of corruption by -1.040, which means that is
expected to reduce perceived corruption by 10,4 per cent on average,
ceteris paribus on the global level. For the share of Protestants in
the population, an increase of one per cent would indicate a drop of
-0.049 of the perceived corruption, which means a reduction of 0.49
per cent on average, ceteris paribus on the global level. As a result,
it can be stated that the robust variables are able to explain between
29.6 per cent and 60.4 per cent of the regression, whereas the variable Protestant explains the lowest and GDP the highest share of the
variation in the data set. The results of the univariate analysis presented in Table 8 put the change of perception of corruption between
2003 and 2013 as the response variable.
Table 8 Univariate model for change of corruption (U2)
Variables

B

SE

SD

T

Sign

R²

Adj. R²

N

Executive
composition

-0.209

0.125

-0.153

-1.668

0.098*

0.027

0.017

112.00

British colony

-0.462

0.264

-0.161

-1.746

0.084*

0.026

0.017

123.00

Democracy

0.002

0.004

0.049

0.532

0.595

0.002

-0.006

123.00

Free press

-0.010

0.005

-0.183

-1.999

0.048** 0.033

0.025

123.00

GDP

0.010

0.074

.013

0.142

0.887

0.000

-0.008

123.00

Protestant

-0.007

0.005

-0.131

-1.420

0.158

0.017

0.009

123.00

Source: Author’s calculations.

204

[Determinants of change in the international fight against corruption]

The executive composition and being a former British colony
reaches the ten per cent threshold whereas free press is significant on the five per cent level. All other control variables fail in
the univariate analysis to reach at least the ten per cent threshold. The coefficient ß indicates that the executive composition
parliamentary systems foster a more negative change compared
to presidential systems, which is estimated to be -0.209 index
points. This indicates that parliamentary systems reduce corruption 2.09 per cent more than presidential systems on the global
level. The coefficient for British colonies indicates that the change
is -0.462 index points as compared to other countries, which
means that former British colonies reduce corruption by 4.62
per cent more than other countries. One index point increase for
freedom of press results in a -0.010 lower increase of corruption,
which means that it is expected to reduce perceived corruption
on the global level by 0.01 per cent.
It is notable that the R² is much lower than for the univariate
analysis on perceived corruption as the lowest level is reached
with 0.017 by the executive composition and being a former British colony, which indicates that a model based on this factors
would only make 1.7 per cent fewer mistakes in order to estimate
the change of perceived corruption. However, the highest value
is reached by freedom of press with 0.025, which indicates that
even the most significant factor could only help to reduce errors
by 2.5 per cent if used for an estimation of change of perceived
corruption.
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