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Key Findings:

• Wealthier, more educated individuals and men are more likely to say that corrup-

tion is the most serious problem facing their country.

• Neighborhood insecurity and negative perceptions of the national economy

reduce the likelihood of identifying corruption as the most serious problem.

• Support and belief in one’s political institutions also reduce one’s propensity to

identify corruption as the most serious problem.

• People who are politically engaged are more likely to cite corruption as the most

serious problem facing their country.



Corruption as Country’s Worst Problem 1

Corruption is widespread in the Americas. Transparency International’s

2017 Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI), an expert ranking of corruption

around the world, suggests that governments in the region are consis-

tently “failing to tackle corruption.”1 Indeed, on a 100-point “cleanliness”

scale, the Americas as a region falls below the midpoint.2 Corruption can

negatively affect economic productivity,3 and can depress satisfaction

with democracy4 and political trust.5 Corruption varies in scope, rang-

ing from high-level scandals (e.g., the Panama Papers) to petty bribery

associated with routine daily activities (e.g., traffic tickets).6

This AmericasBarometer Insights report examines perceptions of those

respondents who believe that corruption is the most serious problem fac-

ing their country. In the 2016/17 AmericasBarometer survey, respondents

were asked:

A4. In your opinion, what is the most serious problem facing your coun-

try?7

While there are other questions in the AmericasBarometer that ask about

individuals’ perceptions of or experiences with corruption, this question

is particularly interesting because it is open-ended. If a respondent states

that corruption is the most serious problem facing their country, this

means that they are also choosing not to name other issues, such as crime

or the economy, as their country’s most pressing problem. Further, since

the “problem” item appears early in the questionnaire, before corruption

and other issues such as the economy are mentioned, the response

is not conditioned by other parts of the survey itself. Understanding

who prioritizes corruption over these other salient issues is important to

deepening our understanding of corruption perceptions in Latin America.

Figure 1 shows the percentage of respondents in 18 Latin American coun-

tries who indicated that corruption is the most serious problem facing

their country.8 Results vary substantially across the region, from a low

of 1.1% of respondents in Uruguay to a high of 27.1% of all respondents in

Peru identifying corruption as the most serious problem. Brazil, which

has in recent years experienced a series of high-profile corruption scan-
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Corruption as Country’s Worst Problem 2
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Figure 1: Percentage of Respondents Reporting that
Corruption Is the Most Serious Problem
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Corruption as Country’s Worst Problem 3

dals, is second from the top, with 19% of respondents providing this

answer.9

Onemight expect corruption to be an objectivelymore serious problem in

countrieswheremore individuals cite it as themost pressing issue. Figure

1 belies this expectation. For example, the proportion of respondents

listing corruption as the most serious problem facing their country in

Chile is relatively high (13%); the CPI, however, suggests that Chile is one

of the least corrupt countries in the region. In Venezuela and Nicaragua,

in contrast, the CPI suggests that corruption is quite high compared to

other countries in the region, yet fewer than 2% of respondents identify

corruption as the most salient problem.10

This points to a second possible explanation for citing this issue as the

most serious: corruption may only become a salient problem when citi-

zens’more basic concerns are addressed.11 This so-called “post-materialistic”

argument maintains that individuals’ attention and values shift as they

achieve economic security. The following sections assess this explana-

tion by first looking at socioeconomic and demographic factors that,

if positively correlated with beliefs that corruption is the most serious

problem, would suggest that concern is post-material. I then move on to

examine attitudinal factors associated with individual perceptions that

corruption is the most serious problem in their country.

Who Cares About Corruption?

Figure 2 begins by examining how five key demographic factors (wealth,

education, urban versus rural residence, age, and gender) shape per-

ceptions that corruption is the most serious problem in one’s country.12

Previous research offers two competing sets of expectations. A first set

of scholarship shows that wealthier individuals are more likely to tolerate

corruption than are poorer individuals, as long as politicians provide

public goods.13 Based on this work, I expect that wealthier individuals

will be less likely than poorer individuals to say that corruption is the
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Corruption as Country’s Worst Problem 4

most serious problem facing their country.

Education and wealth, however, are also measures of socioeconomic

status and economic security.14 If corruption is an issue that receives

attention only after other more pressing issues have been addressed,

then higher levels of education and wealth should be associated with a

greater likelihood of citing corruption as the most pressing issue. Figure

2 provides a first cut at testing these competing hypotheses, while also

controlling for age, urban/rural residence, and gender.15
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Figure 2: Demographic Measures of Citing Corruption
as Most Serious Problem

Figure 2 presents the results of a logistic regression analysis predicting

the likelihood of naming corruption is the most serious problem. Each

independent variable is listed on the vertical axis. Black dots represent

the change in the probability that an individual will give this response

associated with a maximal increase in a given independent variable. Hor-

izontal bars show 95% confidence intervals around these estimates. Dots

to the right of the red “0” line indicate a positive relationship, while dots
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Corruption as Country’s Worst Problem 5

to the left of the line signal that individuals with a particular character-

istic are less likely to say that corruption is the most serious problem

facing their country. Hollow dots with lines that cross the line at 0 are

not considered statistically significant.

Figure 2 shows that, on average, the wealthiest and most educated are

more likely to cite corruption as themost serious problem. The likelihood

of giving this answer over any other increases by 3 and 4 percentage

points, respectively. This is consistent with the post-material hypothesis,

with corruption becoming salient only when an individual’s basic needs

are guaranteed. Those who reside in urban areas are 1 percentage point

more likely to cite corruption as the most serious problem, while females

are 3 percentage points less likely than males to give this response. The

next section delves into this and other potential attitudinal predictors of

this belief.

Additional Individual-Level Factors

The analyses presented above suggest that identifying corruption as

the most serious issue may be a problem of privilege. Put another way,

corruption (like feminism and LGBT rights) may be an issue that gains

importance as basic needs, like personal and economic security are

met. The AmericasBarometer includes several variables that capture

the economic and physical security that might provide an individual

with the ability to focus on corruption. To capture economic security,

I use a variable that asks individuals about their ability to save versus

feeling they do not have enough money to make ends meet.16 I measure

individuals’ feelings of physical security with a measure of whether or

not an individual sees their neighborhood as safe.17

In addition to these main measures of security, I control for system sup-

port. Scholars have found that individuals in the Americas with higher

levels of support and trust for democratic institutions perceive less cor-

ruption among officials.18 Similarly, individuals who support efforts to
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Corruption as Country’s Worst Problem 6

maintain social stability even when doing so threatens their own inter-

ests perceive less corruption.19 And Bohn (2012) finds that perceptions of

corruption are higher among Latin Americans who view institutions as

failing. All three of these studies measure types of “diffuse support”20 or

“system support,” which captures the belief that the political system is

moral and right. High levels of system support indicate faith in democ-

racy itself as well as the institutions that are meant to help it function.21

Based on this past work, I expect that those expressing greater system

support, which I measure using an index,22 will be less likely to report

that corruption is the most serious problem facing their country.
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Figure 3: Security and System Support

Figure 3 presents the results of a logistic regression analysis that re-

gresses beliefs that corruption is the most serious problems on these

measures of system support and physical and economic security.23 First,

as expected, respondents who feel more physically and economically

secure are more likely to say that corruption is the most serious prob-

lem facing their country. Compared to those who feel insecure, those

who feel safe in their neighborhood are 1 percentage point more likely
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Corruption as Country’s Worst Problem 7

to citing corruption as the most serious problem facing their country.

Similarly, individuals without major economic problems are 1 percentage

point more likely to cite corruption than some other problem.24 Beyond

the scope of this report, those experiencing more economic security or

threats to physical security may be more likely to cite crime or economic

problems as the most serious issue facing the country.

Figure 3 also shows that individuals who report high levels of system

support are five percentage points less likely to say that corruption is

the most serious problem facing their country. This finding echoes

scholarship cited above linking satisfaction with the political system to

less critical views of the prevalence of corruption. Also, it could be that

corruption is being linked to specific actors in addition to the system.

This relationship between “specific support” and citing corruption as the

most important problem might be more likely to occur where corruption

scandals have been particularly infamous. Other work on this topic

should consider this in the future.

Conclusion

The goal of this Insights report was to gain a better understanding of the

type of citizen in Latin America who reports that corruption is the most

serious problem facing their country. Overall, wealth, education, and

male gender are associated with a greater likelihood of citing corruption.

The results for wealth and education support the notion that corruption

becomes a more salient issue as individuals’ basic needs are fulfilled. I

further test this post-materialism hypothesis by examining the effects of

economic and physical security. In line with these expectations, individu-

als who are doing well economically and feel safe in their neighborhoods

are more likely to cite corruption.25

These findings have important implications for public policy. The type of

respondent described above - male, educated, wealthy, and secure – may

have a disproportionate ability to influence national political priorities.26
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Corruption as Country’s Worst Problem 8

Alternatively, corruption may continue to matter only to the secure,

opening up the opportunity for politicians and officials to carry on with

corrupt acts as long as they fulfill other duties.27 This would hinder

meaningful policies to reduce corruption, and perhaps even encourage

other forms of poor performance.

Notes

1. Ebrard (2017). The Corruption Perceptions Index aggregates 13 data sources to quantify

perceived corruption using a methodology that scores and ranks all countries on the

same scale and allows for significant variation across countries and across time. Data

from various sources are standardized (all variables are coded on a scale of 0-100 with 0

meaning the least corruption and 100 meaning the most) and each country’s Corruption

Perceptions Index score is the average of the standardized scores for that country.

For more information, see http://www.transparency.org/news/feature/corruption_

perceptions_ index_ 2016.

2. The Americas as a region has an average score of 44, out of 100 points. Calculation by au-

thor, using data available at: https://www.transparency.org/news/feature/corruption_

perceptions_ index_ 2017#table.

3. Bentzen (2012).

4. Villoria, Ryzin, and Laverna (2012).

5. Ionescu (2013).

6. See Morris and Blake (2009).

7. For this report, I recoded A4 as a dummy variable. Respondents that responded that

corruption was the most serious problem take the value of “1” and those giving any other

response are assigned a value of “0”.

8. Grey bars represent 95% confidence intervals around the estimated percentage.

9. E.g., BBC (2018).
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Corruption as Country’s Worst Problem 9

10. Levels of corruption victimization reported by AmericasBarometer participants across

countries also align poorly with respondents’ perceptions that corruption is the most

serious issue in their country. For example, corruption victimization in Chile is relatively

low, and in Nicaragua and Venezuela is substantially higher.

11. Inglehart (1981); Maslow (1943).

12. Gender is a dichotomous variable, coded as 1 for females and 0 for males. Type of resi-

dence is also a binary variable, with urban coded as 1 and rural coded as 0. Age is broken

down into six categories: 18-25, 26-35, 36-45, 46-55, 56-65, and 66+. Wealth is mea-

sured in five categories using questions about possessions present in the respondent’s

household (see Córdova (2009). Education is measured in four categories (none, primary,

secondary, and post-secondary). All variables in Figure 2 have been rescaled to range

from 0-1, with 0 being the lowest value and 1 being the highest.

13. Winters and Weitz-Shapiro (2013).

14. Inglehart (1981); Franzen and Meyer (2010).

15. Country-fixed effects are included in the model but not shown in Figure 2.

16. I recoded question Q10D, which asks, “The salary that you receive and total household

income... (1) Is good enough for you and you can save from it (2) Is just enough for you,

so that you do not have major problems (3) Is not enough for you and you are stretched

(4) Is not enough for you and you are having a hard time.” I have made the variable binary,

where 1 represents security (answers 1 and 2), and 0 represents insecurity (answers 3

and 4).

17. I recoded variable, AOJ11, which reads: “Speaking of the neighborhoodwhere you live and

thinking of the possibility of being assaulted or robbed, do you feel very safe, somewhat

safe, somewhat unsafe or very unsafe?” In the new variable, those who feel very and

somewhat safe are coded as a “1”, while those who feel somewhat or very unsafe are

coded with a 0”.

18. Morris and Klesner (2010).

19. Tan et al. (2016).

20. Easton (1975).
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Corruption as Country’s Worst Problem 10

21. Easton (1975); Booth and Seligson (2009).

22. See Booth and Seligson (2009). System support is an index variable that combines the

results of multiple questions about support for different national institutions: B1, “To

what extent do you think the courts in (country) guarantee a fair trial?”, B2, “To what

extent do you respect the political institutions of (country)?”, B3, “To what extent do you

think that citizens’ basic rights are well protected by the political system of (country)?”,

B4, “To what extent do you feel proud of living under the political system of (country)?”,

and B6, “To what extent do you think that one should support the political system of

(country)?”. It has been transformed linearly to range from 0-1, where individuals with a

score of 0 had the lowest possible average score on all these questions, and those with a

score of 1 had the highest possible average score.

23. Figure 3 includes all of the variables included in Figure 2, including country-fixed effects.

24. While these effect sizes may be small, it is important to note that the percentage of

people citing corruption as the most serious problem is rather small.

25. It is important to remember that perceptions of corruption are not necessarily accurate,

and that respondents who believe corruption is the most serious problem may not

have personal experience with corruption. This report does not include a discussion

of corruption victimization’s effect on citing corruption. When measures of corruption

victimization are included, however, results presented in Figure 3 hold.

26. Hunt and Laszlo (2012).

27. Winters and Weitz-Shapiro (2013).

References

BBC. 2018. “Brazil Corruption Scandals: All You Need to Know.” BBC News.

April 8. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-3581057
8.

Bentzen, Jeanet S. 2012. “HowBad Is Corruption? Cross-Country Evidence

of the Impact of Corruption on Economic Prosperity.” Review of

Development Economics 16 (1): 167–184.

©2018, LAPOP www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-35810578
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-35810578


Corruption as Country’s Worst Problem 11

Bohn, Simone R. 2012. “Corruption in Latin America: Understanding the

Perception-Exposure Gap.” Journal of Politics in Latin America 4 (3):

67–95.

Booth, John A., and Mitchell A. Seligson. 2009. The Legitimacy Puzzle

in Latin America: Political Support and Democracy in Eight Nations.

New York: Cambridge University Press.

Córdova, Abby. 2009. “Methodological Note: Measuring Relative Wealth

using Household Asset Indicators.” Insights Series, no. 6: 1–9.

Easton, David. 1975. “A Re-Assessment of the Concept of Political Support.”

British Journal of Political Science 5 (4): 435–457.

Ebrard, Jessica. 2017. “Americas: Sometimes Bad News Is Good News.”

Transparency International. January 25. https://www.transparency.
org/news/feature/americas_sometimes_bad_news_is_good_news.

Franzen, Axel, and Reto Meyer. 2010. “Environmental Attitudes in Cross-

National Perspective: AMultilevel Analysis of the ISSP 1993 and 2000.”

European Sociological Review 26 (2): 219–234.

Hunt, Jennifer, and Sonia Laszlo. 2012. “Is Bribery Really Regresive? Bribery’s

Costs, Benefits, and Mechanisms.”World Development 40 (2): 355–

372.

Inglehart, Ronald. 1981. “Post-Materialism in an Environment of Insecu-

rity.” American Political Science Review 75 (4): 880–900.

Ionescu, Luminita. 2013. “The Corrosive Effects of Corruption on Political

Trust.” Economics, Management, and Political Markets 8 (1): 112–117.

Maslow, A. H. 1943. “A Theory of Human Motivation.” Psychological Review

50 (4): 370–396.

Morris, StephenD., andCharlesH. Blake. 2009.Corruption andDemocracy

in Latin America. Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press.

©2018, LAPOP www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop

https://www.transparency.org/news/feature/americas_sometimes_bad_news_is_good_news
https://www.transparency.org/news/feature/americas_sometimes_bad_news_is_good_news


Corruption as Country’s Worst Problem 12

Morris, Stephen D., and Joseph L. Klesner. 2010. “Corruption and Trust:

Theoretical Considerations and Evidence fromMexico.” Comparative

Political Studies 43 (10): 1258–1285.

Tan, Xuyun, Li Liu, Zhenwei Huang, Wenweng Zheng, and Yuan Liang.

2016. “The Effects of General System Justification on Corruption

Perception and Intent.” Frontiers in Psychology 7:1107.

Villoria, Manuel, Gregg G. Van Ryzin, and Cecilia F. Laverna. 2012. “Social

and Political Effects of Administrative Corruption: A Study of Public

Perceptions in Spain.” Public Administration Review 73 (1): 85–94.

Winters, Matthew S., and Rebecca Weitz-Shapiro. 2013. “Lacking Infor-

mation or Condoning Corruption: When Do Voters Support Corrupt

Politicians?” Comparative Politics 45 (4): 418–436.

©2018, LAPOP www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop



Julia Gabriel graduated from Vanderbilt in 2017 with a Bachelor of Science degree in Human
and Organizational development, concentrating in International Leadership and World Politics.
As a recipient of the Walter C. Wattles Fellowship, Julia moved to the UK after graduation to
work in international property insurance at Lloyd’s of London. She now works as an Associate
Broker for Willis Towers Watson London.

This report was edited by Dr. Mollie J. Cohen, Claire Q. Evans, Dr. Noam Lupu, Dr. Mitchell
A. Seligson, and Dr. Elizabeth J. Zechmeister. Auditing for this report was done by Daniela
Osorio. This report was translated by Rubí Arana, Dr. Daniel Montalvo, and Dr. Juan Camilo
Plata. Formatting, production, copy editing, graphics, and report distribution were handled by
Rubí Arana, Laura Sellers, and Dr. Zach Warner. Our data and reports are available for free
download on the project website. Please follow us on Twitter or Facebook to stay in touch.

As a charter member of the American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR) Trans-
parency Initiative, LAPOP is committed to routine disclosure of our data collection and reporting
processes. More information about the AmericasBarometer sample designs can be found at
vanderbilt.edu/lapop/core-surveys.

This Insights report is made possible by the support of the American People through the United
States Agency for International Development (USAID) and Vanderbilt University. The contents
of this Insights report are the sole responsibility of its author and LAPOP and do not necessarily
reflect the views of USAID, the United States Government or any other supporting organization.
LAPOP’s AmericasBarometer surveys are supported predominantly by USAID and Vanderbilt
University. The 2016/17 round also had support from the IADB, the UNDP, the Open Society
Foundations, and academic partners and researchers across the Americas.

vanderbilt.edu/lapop �
@lapop_barometro �

@LatinAmericanPublicOpinionProject �
lapop@vanderbilt.edu �

+1-615-322-4033 �
230 Appleton Place, PMB 505, Suite 304, Nashville, TN 37203, USA �

https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/core-surveys.php
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/
https://twitter.com/lapop_barometro
https://twitter.com/lapop_barometro
https://www.facebook.com/LatinAmericanPublicOpinionProject/
https://www.facebook.com/LatinAmericanPublicOpinionProject/
mailto:lapop@vanderbilt.edu
mailto:lapop@vanderbilt.edu

