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Abstract 

Long before the Panama leaks, nearly three quarters of Europeans (73%) had already endorsed the 

belief that bribery and connections are the easiest way to obtain public services in their respective 

countries. Furthermore, pan-European surveys revealed that nearly 7 out of 10 Europeans agreed 

that corruption was part of the business culture in their country (66% of respondents) and that 

favoritism and corruption hampered business competition (68% of respondents). But are such 

perceptions accurate, or do they reflect the general pessimism in times of austerity, uncertainty and 

growing inequality? This paper uses survey data to deconstruct perceptions of corruption, but also as 

a premiere uses fact-based data from new research projects on corruption and procurement to 

understand how much is real and how much is noise in the growing public perception of crony 

capitalism in Europe. The paper finds that individual perceptions are not disconnected with reality. 

Although people whose self-ascription places them in the lower part of a status scale are more 

inclined to perceive generalized corruption, most of the variance at both national and individual level 

is explained by fact based variables, for instance the number of non-competitive tenders per country. 
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1. Why do Europeans perceive so much crony capitalism? 

On the occasion of the 12th International Anti-Corruption Day, on December 9, 2014, DG Home 

Commissioner Dimitris Avramopoulos issued a public statement reminding Europeans that 

"Transparency and good governance are the pillars of our democratic values and the essence of the 

European project” 1. Earlier that year, the European Commission unveiled an official anti-corruption 

report on the basis of a dedicated Eurobarometer survey (European Commission 2012), stating that 

“more should be done to prevent and punish corruption”2. The survey showed that three in four 

Europeans (73%) believed that bribery and connections were the easiest way to obtain public services 

in their respective countries. Two of three also thought that corruption was an intrinsic part of the 

business culture in their country (66% of respondents), while three of five Europeans identified 

political connections as the best way to succeed in business (58%). Except for the countries in 

Northern Europe (Denmark, Finland and Sweden), negative perceptions regarding the integrity of the 

public and private sectors in the European Union seem to be widespread. Disquieting majorities 

believe that crony capitalism ─an economy in which success depends more on the close relationships 

between government officials and businesspeople than on merit (Kang 2002) ─ prevails in Western, 

Southern and Eastern Europe (see Table 1) 

Table 1. Regional variations in perceptions of corruption across EU MS 

  % of respondents who agree with statement 

Region 

Political connections 

are the only way to 

succeed in business 

Corruption is 

part of the 

business culture 

Bribes and connections 

are the easiest way to 

obtain a public service 

Western Europe 52% 64% 72% 

Southern Europe 78% 87% 92% 

Northern Europe 25% 32% 40% 

Eastern Europe 76% 83% 90% 

Source: Eurobarometer 397 

                                                

1 http://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-is-new/news/news/2014/20141209_01_en, last accessed 12.02.2017  

2 http://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/organized-crime-and-human-trafficking/corruption/anti-corruption-

report_en , last accessed 12.02.2017  

http://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-is-new/news/news/2014/20141209_01_en
http://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/organized-crime-and-human-trafficking/corruption/anti-corruption-report_en
http://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/organized-crime-and-human-trafficking/corruption/anti-corruption-report_en
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The widespread perception that in the European common market, supposedly highly competitive and 

rule-based, favoritism is stronger than merit should indeed be a serious concern, in itself and by its 

political consequences. But are these perceptions accurate, or do they reflect the general pessimism 

in times of austerity, uncertainty and growing inequality? This paper attempts to give an answer by 

analyzing how much of the widespread perceptions of corruption, state capture and government 

favoritism in the EU are based on facts, and how much on other factors. 

European corruption scandals predate, of course, the digital leaks of the last generation. The wave 

of scandals which started in the 1980s has led to a problematic state of affairs. 

‘In a number of countries seen as democratic, corruption no longer appeared to be a marginal 

or exceptional problem, [but rather] a kind of meta-system which is equally effective in 

operation as the official state-apparatus to which it is attached and which nourishes it’. (Della 

Porta and Meny 1997: 4).  

The convictions of some top politicians in France and Italy have not managed to shake the belief that 

some people are above the law and in some countries, particularly Italy, some people are questioning 

if their political class has wasted the reform opportunity offered by deep judicial purges like mani pulite 

(Vanucci 2009; Rayner 2012). Some non-Europeans even questioned if the sophisticated and high 

transaction cost system created in Europe with the European Union governance was not itself 

conducive to ever more corruption, a “best system that money can buy” (Warner 2002; 2007). 

Meanwhile, as the European Union enlarged, allowing entry to countries such as Romania and 

Bulgaria which by all standards were “developing” and not developed, a new, more visible sort of 

corruption emerged. This consisted of a large spectrum of symptoms, from informal payments to 

poorly paid doctors or clerks to top-level undue profit owing to unregulated conflict of interest. The 

new member countries’ corruption captured most of the attention (and sanctions) of the European 

Union after the 2004-2006 enlargement (Vachudova 2009; Innes 2014). After the digital leaks, 

however, legitimate questions can be raised as to which of the two halves of Europe, the developed 

or the developing one, are more corrupt and if current inquiry methods are even sufficient to answer 

this delicate question (Heywood 2014). How exceptional or limited is crony capitalism in general, 

however, when the number of countries in the world perceived as non-corrupt in expert and public 

opinion surveys both is less than a third in the most optimistic assessments (Mungiu-Pippidi 2015)? 

The existence of free markets, or of an economic order shaped purely by rational supply and demand 

as the main factors of price and production, has also recently been questioned as being common 

except for a small group of rich countries. In the rest of the world, high levels of government 

intervention, corruption, and rent seeking may create stable and self-sustaining equilibria (DiTella and 

McCulloch 2009; Alesina and Angeletos 2005). Some scholars question if even the most advanced 
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democracies are free of government favouritism (Rajan and Zingales 2003; The Economist 2013; 

Freund and Oliver 2015; Wedel 2014), but few questions have ever been raised in relation to the 

quality of institutions in the common European market. The EU has long been the modernity 

benchmark for the rest of the world and its historical capitalism was the model for the theory of 

rationalization of governance through inner-worldly asceticism, mostly Protestant Ethics (Weber 

1968). Crony capitalism clearly belongs with the non-modern, limited access order based on 

particularism - treating individuals or businesses by virtue of their status and connection to power 

rather than on a universal and impersonal basis (North, Wallis and Weingast 2009; Parsons 1997; 

Mungiu-Pippidi 2006) - so it is hardly conceivable to find it in the European Union. 

In this context, the legitimate, albeit relativistic question can be raised: what is the benchmark by 

which we label ‘normal’, ‘rational’ capitalism if both the EU and the US are no longer seen as ideal 

models? The 2003 United Nations Convention against Corruption, ratified by over 170 countries in 

the world, gives our answer by setting clear standards of ethical universalism described as 

impartiality, equal treatment and transparency in governance. UNCAC offers the legal as well as 

normative benchmark against which we can measure corrupt practices in a country. How many 

countries actually correspond to the benchmark is a question open to empirical study. 

However, would relying on corruption perceptions return an accurate answer? The same 

Eurobarometer (European Commission 2012) shows that 20,000 (75%) of respondents deem 

corruption as very or fairly widespread in their countries. Out of these 20,000 citizens, however, 94% 

report not having paid any bribes over the previous 12 months and only 6% of the whole sample 

confess to having had some direct experience with corruption. Moreover, bribery seems to be mostly 

confined to some poor post-communist countries and remains an exceptional practice in the rest of 

the continent. Since so many people report corruption without any direct experience, politicians and 

scholars alike tend to dismiss such perceptions as based on excessive media scandals where 

corruption is actually addressed, for instance when national media covers the charging of a politician. 

Scholars have already investigated the gap between the perception of corruption and experience, on 

one hand, and between experts and the general population, on the other (see Seligson, 2006; Abramo 

2008; Donchev and Ujhelyi, 2009; Morris and Klesner, 2010; Mocan 2009; Rose and Mishler, 2010; 

Razafindrakoto and Roubaud, 2010; Charron 2015), although conclusions vary widely. This literature 

produced an important set of individual determinants of corruption perception which might influence 

how other experiences are processed and reported alongside direct experience with bribery. If 

corruption is not narrowly reduced to bribing, experience and perception seem less disconnected. 

Some perception-based measurements of corruption, such as Transparency International’s 

Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI), for example, has been shown to correlate highly with some illegal 

behaviors such as illegal exports (Fisman & Wei 2009), corporate tax evasion (DeBacker, Heim & 

Tran 2015) and international bribery (Escresa & Picci 2015). Hence, perceptions might simply reflect 
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a broader experience with other phenomena perceived as corrupt, such as favoritism, undue profit or 

other observable occurrences (Olken 2009; Mungiu-Pippidi 2015). Alternative explanations, for 

instance that corruption perceptions reflect people's personal satisfaction with governments, have 

also been advanced: Inglehart (1999), for example, argues that people might become fed up with the 

waste and ineffectiveness of “Big Government” and simply label this type of spending as ‘corrupt’. 

There are two ways of testing this widespread perception that influence peddling, rather than merit, 

explains advancement in society and success in business. The first is to oppose these subjective 

views to some direct observable facts. This has been hindered so far by the insidious and obscure 

nature of corruption, and the difficulty to enter in possession of the objective and generalizable data 

enabling us to infer on grand corruption or government favoritism. New corruption research has, in 

recent years, produced a new generation of fact based indicators, after a long reliance on perception 

indicators. This allows a test of the widespread perceptions of corruption, state capture and 

government favoritism in the EU against the actual practices of a country. The second is to test the 

credibility of the source, rather than the message - to see who the proponents of such views are, and 

to relate their beliefs to their social and educational background, their experience (knowledge of facts) 

and their psychology. However, very few surveys on corruption consider including questions which 

retrieve information on the other beliefs, attitudes and values of the respondents. 

Despite imperfect data on both counts, this paper attempts to establish the merit of popular claims by 

both drawing on objective data and deconstructing perceptions. The two aforementioned approaches 

are intended to complement one another to answer more fully the question; is European crony 

capitalism just a paranoid delusion, or is it a justified popular fear? Our sources are therefore based 

on subjective data (the 397 Eurobarometer survey fully dedicated to corruption) and the objective 

indicators generated in recent research projects on corruption. Our objective data sources are based 

on the European Tender Database (TED), the Foreign Corrupt Practices Litigations data and a 

collection of other sources including the World Bank PAM data, the Ease of Doing Business Index 

and the Open Budget Index, among others. 

The European Union is ideally suited for this test case of corruption perceptions. No other continent 

has managed sufficient variation in controlling corruption across countries while simultaneously being 

developed (with the most open data and best statistics in the world), with a common market and a 

rule based polity. Countries have common legislation, the competition acquis, (articles 101 to 109 of 

the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, TFEU, see European Union 2016) and a 

national enforcement agency partly subordinated to Brussels. The European treaty and secondary 

legislation is mindful of cartels, collusion and other anti-competitive practices, under article 101 of 

the TFEU; market dominance, or  potential abuse of firms' dominant market positions (under article 

102 TFEU); and also of state aid, direct or indirect (TFEU article 107). Directive 2014/24/EU of the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/TFEU
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European Parliament and of the Council of 26 February 2014 on public procurement, which replaced 

Directive 2004/18/EC, states that: 

 The award of public contracts by or on behalf of Member States’ authorities has to comply 

with the principles of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), and in 

particular the free movement of goods, freedom of establishment and the freedom to provide 

services, as well as the principles deriving therefrom, such as equal treatment, non-

discrimination, mutual recognition, proportionality and transparency. (European Union 2014). 

By choosing the EU for our study, we therefore have the further advantage to control for formal 

institutions, as competition law and most of the procurement regulations are similar across 28 member 

states. 

 

2. Research design and instruments 

The goal of this paper is to investigate the distance between perceptions and objective measurements 

of corruption and ‘crony capitalism’. We ask to what extent corruption perception is grounded in 

evidence, and what factors other than corruption influence this perception. Our hypotheses 

are laid out as follows: 

H1:  Countries where fact based measurement shows high favoritism and corruption 

will also have higher proportions of citizens holding the view that the 

governance regime does not operate on the basis of merit. Also, at an 

individual level, individuals with direct experience of bribing will be more 

inclined to perceive more corruption than individuals without such experience. 

We hypothesize that perceptions of corruption, although they might not 

necessarily be grounded in direct experience, draw on observable evidence of 

government favoritism available to the larger public. 

The mechanism that we presume is accounting for the difference between widespread perceptions 

and limited bribing experience consists of direct observation by respondents of the general reward 

system in society (which is captured by our objective indicators), which contributes more to their 

perception of corruption than personal encounters with bribery. Thus, the widespread perceptions of 

particularism and corruption might be explained by the direct observation of politicians becoming 

successful businessmen, of the same small group of companies winning most public tenders, of civil 

servants displaying fortunes disproportionate to their means and of elites avoiding paying tax through 

different loopholes. Some objective indicators capture such phenomena, and can be matched to 

subjective ones.  
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Furthermore, drawing on previous literature we identify inequality, media exposure and government 

spending as possible sources of ‘noise’ that can blur corruption perceptions. We therefore test the 

following hypotheses:  

H2.1: A vicious circle exists between inequality and corruption, which determine and 

support one another (Jong-Song and Khagram 2005; Rothstein and Uslaner 

2005). As individuals do not experience grand corruption directly, but only 

through its outcomes (inequality and discrimination), we hypothesize that 

individuals who experience them, both objectively and subjectively, tend to 

perceive more corruption. That means that we should find higher perceptions 

of corruption associated with lower economic and social status. This 

hypothesis can be tested both at national level, with inequality proxied by the 

Gini index, and at individual level, as the Eurobarometer includes questions on 

financial status and even on self-ascribed social class. 

H2.2. Public scandal. The literature has mixed results as to the impact of media 

exposure on corruption perceptions, some work endorsing the view espoused 

frequently by politicians that more corruption scandals in the media worsens 

corruption perception (Misher and Rose 2010; Rizzica and Tonnello 2015). As 

individuals do not experience grand corruption directly, we hypothesize that 

the highest perceptions of corruption should belong to people with most media 

exposure (with adequate controls), who confuse scandals in the public space, 

which can sometime mean that corruption is addressed, with corruption itself. 

This hypothesis can be tested at individual level, as we have the Internet 

consumption patterns for respondents. 

H2.3. Waste and spending. Individuals might not know much of grand corruption, but 

they consider big government in general as wasteful and corrupt, as Ronald 

Inglehart (1999) suggested. At macro level we should therefore find more 

government spending associated with higher perceptions of corruption. 

To test these hypotheses, we look at the perceptions of Europeans regarding the extent of corruption, 

particularism and political favoritism using the following Eurobarometer questions: 

● Extent of perceived corruption is based on the question QB5 “How widespread do 

you think the problem of corruption is in the country?” and with answers ranging from 1 

(very widespread) to 5 (there is no corruption in the country). 

● Particularism in the public sector was taken from the answers to the question 

QB15.10 “Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: bribery and the use 

of connections is often the easiest way to obtain certain public services in our country”, 
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which are coded from 1 (totally agree) to 4 (totally disagree). 

● Particularism in the private sector was extracted from the question QB15.4 

“Corruption is part of the business culture in the country”. The possible answers also 

range from 1 (totally agree) to 4 (totally disagree). 

● Political favoritism was measured through the answers to question QB15.13, which 

follow the same coding as the previous two variables. This item in the survey asks 

whether political connections are the only way to succeed in business.  

Since our first hypothesis requires us to contrast these perceptions with fact based measurements of 

corruption and particularism, we selected the following experience-related indicators. Some are 

entirely objective (at national level), others are self-reports based on experience, but still subjective. 

● Self-reported experience with bribing (individual level) was extracted from the 

Eurobaorometer 397 QB9b question, worded as follows: “Thinking about these contacts 

in the past 12 months has anyone in (OUR COUNTRY) asked you or expected you to 

pay a bribe for his or her services?” 

● Individual assessment of public procurement as being corrupt. This measure was 

also extracted from the Eurobarometer results. The original question QB7 is phrased 

as follows: “In (OUR COUNTRY), do you think that the giving and taking of bribes and 

the abuse of power for personal gain are widespread among any of the following?” and 

one of the possible answers involves officials awarding public tenders. 

● Index of Public Integrity (IPI) is created by extracting the principal component of six 

components that are closely correlated to diverse corruption measurements. Out of 

these six components, three measure opportunities for corruption (fiscal transparency, 

administrative burden, trade openness) and three others capture constraints 

(independence of the judiciary, Freedom of the Press and e-citizenship (Internet access 

and Facebook use). (Mungiu-Pippidi and Dadasov 2016). 

● Public Administration Corruption Index (PACI) was developed by Escressa and 

Picci (2015). The PACI is built with official judicial statistics on closed and ongoing cases 

of bribery by companies on the basis of the US Foreign Corrupt Practice Act. 

● Single Bidding in competitive markets is an indicator of potential procurement fraud, 

thoroughly researched and developed at EU level with data from the European Tender 

Electronic Daily Database (TED) (Fazekas & Kocsis 2015) as an indicator of 

particularism. 
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Our analysis also includes other commonly used indicators of particularism and corruption such as 

the Government Favoritism score from the Global Competitiveness Report (World Economic Forum, 

WEF) and the World Bank’s Control of Corruption Index. 

 

3. How evidence-based is corruption perception? 

Our tests of the first hypothesis show that people with direct experience of bribing are more inclined 

to perceive higher levels of particularism in the public and private sector than non-bribe payers. 90% 

of bribe payers agree that corruption is part of business culture, while only 72% of those who did not 

pay a bribe share this belief. 93% of bribe payers agree that bribery and connections are the easiest 

way to obtain a public service in the EU, compared to just 79% of non-bribe payers. The latter figures 

are, however, stunning. So what might inform these negative perceptions of those without direct 

experience? By correlating subjective and objective factors at country level, as well as across our 

public opinion survey and expert estimates, we find impressive consistency throughout, as follows: 

● Between Eurobarometer perceptions of crony capitalism and expert surveys that 

measure government favoritism, from WEF and World Bank (all correlations are at over 

80 per cent) 

● Across Eurobarometer perceptions of public and private particularism and extent of 

corruption- despite common talk of petty versus grand corruption, these perceptions 

seem to measure a governance order which is internally consistent, and rules of the 

game which cut across areas of experience, direct (as with bribing) and indirect (other 

observable phenomena). 

● Across subjective indicators and objective indicators. The Eurobarometer perceptions 

of particularism correlate at 80 per cent with the Index of public integrity, at around 60 

per cent with single bidding and at around 50 per cent with PACI. The objective indexes, 

in particular IPI and single bidding also strongly correlate with expert scores from World 

Bank and WEF (over 70 per cent). As the public opinion data and the fact-based 

indicators are completely separately generated, their high consistency can only mean 

one thing- that particularism is observable by ordinary citizens, as well as by experts. 

Non-competitive tenders, impartiality of the judiciary, and fiscal rationality are all 

observable phenomena. 

On top of such simple bivariate correlations, we ran a series of multivariate linear regressions, 

comparing across fact-based determinants, expert scores and socio-economic (contextual) variables 

that are often used in corruption literature. Here, we preferred to not combine the different types of 

indicators or include the contextual variables as controls in the models due to obvious endogeneity 
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problems, as governance rules of game are captured by most corruption and development indicators. 

Instead, we simply used life expectancy as a development control. 

 

Table 2. Explaining country-level perceptions of corruption 

 

 

The results in Table 2 show that citizens’ perceptions are closely related to what scholars have been 

able to objectively measure through different methods from the objective reality of the country’s 

governance regime in both the public and private sector. The explanatory power of the IPI, the PACI 

index and the single bidding indicators remains high and statistically significant, even when using life 

expectancy as a development control: the IPI explains between 61 and 66% of the variation in our 

perception-based variables, single bidding captures between 35 and 48% of the variation and the 

PACI index, despite showing the weakest explanatory power with values between 19 and 34%, 
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remains statistically significant. In none of these cases does the development control turn out to be 

statistically significant, or affect the significance of our objective indicators. 

Table 2 also shows that there is a high degree of consistency between expert scores such the WEF’s 

assessment on government favoritism and the perception-based indicators constructed with 

Eurobarometer data. The WEF indicator explains almost three quarters of the variation registered 

across countries in all three measurements of corruption and particularism. Once again, this effect 

remains statistically significant, even when using life expectancy as a development control. A similar 

situation occurs when using the WGI Control of Corruption indicator as an explanatory variable: 

between 70% and 81% (see Appendix 1) of the variation in the national scores constructed with 

perception data are captured by this variable. In this case, however, life expectancy also turns to be 

statistically significant as an explanatory variable, albeit with a lower level of statistical certainty than 

Control of Corruption. 

Experience of bribery explains between 21 and 26% (see Appendix 1) of the variation in corruption 

perceptions, which is less than the percentage attained by the weakest objective measure, showing 

that observable phenomena matter more. Finally, the socio-economic indicators have the lowest 

explanatory power. Out of the five variables chosen to capture the national context, only two appear 

to be statistically significant across all three dependent variables: secondary education attainment 

and government investment in gross fixed capital formation both have a negative effect on 

perceptions of corruption and particularism. The percentage of people with completed tertiary 

education and the total government expenditure, a measurement often used to capture the size of 

government, on the other hand, do not show a statistically significant effect. 

The first finding is thus that perceptions of corruption are mostly shaped by secondary school. The 

second is that it is not the overall level of government spending, or the “size of government”, that 

people consider when assessing the level of corruption in their countries. Rather, citizens seem to 

take cues from the particular ways in which the government budget is spent. This is in line with 

previous research showing that universalistic spending in areas such as health and education is often 

associated with less corruption, whereas spending in construction, for example, tends to be perceived 

as more corrupt (Tanzi and Davoodi 1998). The other factors often cited in the literature as possible 

sources of bias for perceptions, such as inequality, level of education and size of government, show 

even lower explanatory power and in some cases, they are not even statistically significant at national 

level. 

 

 

 

4. Which subjective factors mediate perceptions of evidence? 
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Having tested our first hypothesis, and having shown that there are indeed strong and statistically 

significant relationships between the citizens’ perceptions, objective and expert measurements of 

corruption and particularism at national level, we will now attempt to shed some light on the 

determinants of these perceptions. 

Despite the salience of these theories in corruption studies, the first piece of evidence suggesting that 

socio-economic variables might have less importance in driving the popular perceptions of corruption 

and particularism in the EU Member States can already be found in Table 2. As mentioned before, 

tertiary education enrolment and total government expenditure as a share of GDP are not statistically 

significant. Inequality, however, does show a positive and statistically significant relationship when 

regressed against two of our perception-based dependent variables: higher values of the GINI 

coefficient are indeed related to higher perceptions of corruption and the need for connections to 

succeed in business. The explanatory power of this indicator (20-30%) and its statistical significance 

is still lower than that of two of our objective measurements and only comparable to our weakest one, 

i.e. the PACI index. This is worth exploring further, however, as it might be that for some individuals, 

their perceptions might indeed be less grounded in evidence and more in their personal situation. 

To provide further evidence on this, we will now proceed to dissect these perceptions at the individual 

level. For evidence-based mechanisms of corruption, we use three variables: assessment of 

procurement, experience with bribing and perceived political favoritism. Seeing that in the 

Eurobarometer survey, politicians are blamed far more for corruption than civil servants (Mungiu-

Pippidi and all 2016), we will test political favoritism, the hypothesis that political connections provide 

the shortcut to success. Based on the results obtained in the previous section and considering the 

limited presence of bribery in the EU, we thus presume that particularism is attributed foremost to 

political connections, rather than other types of undue influence, and we use this survey question on 

political favoritism alongside victimization (whether a person was asked to pay a bribe over the past 

12 months to either a public or a private organization). 

Further controls are needed. We therefore included basic controls for gender, type of community 

(urban or rural) and income (proxied by capacity to pay monthly bills). Furthermore, due to the uneven 

geographic distribution, we will add a control based on a simple cultural-geographic hypothesis: 

that all other things being equal, individuals residing in Northern Europe will perceive less 

corruption than those in the remaining three regions (Western, Southern and the Eastern 

Europe) – see Rothstein and Uslaner (2005) on the Scandinavian exception. 

To test for the remaining hypotheses, we rely on the following questions from the survey: 

● For perceived inequality, we use the respondents’ self-assessment of their stand in 

society as an indicator of subjective social status, but also their inability to pay bills as 

an objective indicator of hardship. 
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● For media exposure, we use Internet consumption; given that the Internet has 

evolved into a main source of news and information for many people, we use this as 

a way to indirectly test for media exposure. 

A simple look at the breakdown of citizens’ perceptions of corruption and particularism in the public 

and the private sector by social class and availability of internet access reveals some fascinating 

results. First, for all three dependent variables, people with regular access to the internet are less 

likely to believe that corruption and particularism are defining trends of their countries’ governance 

regimes. This still means that where six Internet intensive consumers see corruption, seven or more 

complain of it from people with less Internet access and usage, depending of the question. The 

difference is consistent across all our dependent variables. The biggest difference between these two 

groups is with regards to the importance of political connections to succeed in business: while three 

quarters of respondents without internet access believe that this is a problem, only 63% of 

respondents with access to the internet share this same opinion. 

 

Figure 1. Perceptions of corruption and particularism by social class. 

 

The graphical illustration of our other hypothesis, i.e. that the perception of belonging to an 

underprivileged social class might increase the likelihood of seeing the governance regime as rigged 

or designed to favor others, can be found in Figure 1. These results also show some interesting 

features. Firstly, our hypothesis seems to be generally true: respondents who identify themselves as 

belonging to a lower social class do exhibit higher perceptions of corruption and particularism. This 
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group includes the highest proportion of respondents who believe that political connections are the 

only way to succeed in business, that corruption is part of the business culture and that bribes and 

connections are the easiest way to obtain public services. Yet again, while the differences between 

groups are statistically significant, we still have majorities which agree with the vision of the 

underprivileged class in the other groups as well. The biggest disparity between the perception of the 

lowest and highest social class is when it comes to the importance of political connections to succeed 

in business: 75% of the poorest respondents think this is true, while only half of the richest 

respondents hold the same opinion. It is interesting to see, however, that there is almost a consensus 

regarding corruption in the private sector. Eight out of ten respondents believe that corruption is part 

of the business culture and seven out of ten respondents from the middle and upper classes believe 

the same. 

In order to gain more insights from the results obtained from the Eurobarometer and the significance 

of our hypotheses, we also conducted an individual-level order probit analysis of the responses (see 

Table 3). We used three different models to explain each one of our dependent variables: 

● The first model tries to explain different perceptions of corruption only through socio-economic 

variables often found in the literature, i.e. the type of residential community, the level of 

education, income and gender. This model also includes our hypotheses regarding internet 

access and social class.  

● The second model incorporates three corruption “red flags” that are related to experiences or 

possible sources of information that a person can access to estimate the overall level of 

corruption, i.e their direct experience of bribery, their assessment of how difficult it is to 

succeed in business by merit only (without the use of political connections) and their 

assessment of whether public tenders are corrupt. This last variable was included for  two 

main reasons: firstly, public procurement can be a source of objective cues on which  people 

can base their perceptions of corruption: if a highway, an airport or a hospital is being built, 

but is never finished or its quality is disputed, an individual might attribute this to corruption. 

Secondly, our country-level regressions in Table 2 show that there is a remarkable overlap 

between non-competitive tenders awarded by the government and the people’s perception of 

corruption. This evidence also suggests that people do not simply make up their assessments 

of corruption or particularism based on their personal situation or their satisfaction with 

government, but that they rely on some cues, and procurement with public contract disbursal 

is one of the most visible areas of government. 

● Finally, the third model includes regional dummy variables to account for the geographical-

cultural control. 
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The explanatory power of personal factors such as income, education or gender is weaker than that 

of people’s more direct encounters with corruption in the form of either bribery, expectation of the 

need for connections to succeed in business, or identification of corrupt public tenders. While the 

socio-economic factors show an adjusted R square of only two to three percent (see models 1,4 and 

7), including encounters with corruption as explanatory variables increases the value of this 

measurement to a range of 14 to 16% (see models 2,5 and 8). Moreover, the corruption variables 

remain significant across all three dependent variables, while the statistical significance of the socio-

economic indicators varies greatly: gender and the type of community where respondents live are 

only significant when explaining overall corruption perceptions, but they have no statistically 

significant effect when explaining the perceptions of crony capitalism (corruption is part of the 

business culture in this country) or particularism in the public sector (bribery and connections are the 

easiest way to get a public service). 

 

Table 3 Ordered Probit models of explaining individual corruption perceptions. 
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The statistical models also confirm the descriptive evidence linking the frequency of internet access 

to lower perceptions of corruption, crony capitalism and particularism. The statistical significance of 

internet access, however, disappears once we introduce the control for regional dummies. The self-

assessed level in society, as well as the objective level of income (measured through the difficulty to 

pay bills every month), on the other hand, remain statistically significant even when we introduce the 

regional controls (see models 3, 6 and 9). These indicators, however, do not have a strong 

explanatory power. Although the number of respondents that have a direct experience with bribery 

across the EU is limited, we consistently find that it is a significant determinant in shaping people’s 

perceptions. Alongside this direct kind of experience, though, the most powerful explanatory variables 

are the beliefs that public tenders are corrupt - and in particular, that political favoritism (political 

connections) is responsible for business success - in other words, less subjective, and observation 

based, phenomena.  

 

5. Conclusions 

The individual level analysis complements and completes the national level one, leading to three brief 

conclusions with serious policy implications: 

The first finding is a general validation of public perception. ‘Crony capitalism’ emerges not as some 

collective paranoid delusion, but as a threat which needs further exploration and a strong policy 

response, or we would not find fact-based national factors being stronger determinants of individual 

perceptions of crony capitalism than personal factors. Individuals reflect what they observe and 

experience. 

The second finding is that more than one group exists within the majority of Europeans perceiving 

crony capitalism, and within it, we find a minority who feels the most disadvantaged, which blames 

politicians and politics disproportionately and which may turn against the system. The feeling of being 

cheated on the part of this objectively disadvantaged group requires a policy if they are not to be left 

prey to radical populist movements. As we have seen with Brexit and the election of Donald Trump, 

pocket groups that lose out because of globalization develop anti-status and anti-elite narratives and 

attitudes, which may play a large role in turning a popular vote. Corruption apart, these groups need 

some better targeted policies to adjust to new realities in the labour or housing markets. 

The third conclusion is that Scandinavia alone, of all Europe, seems to have succeeded in successfully 

addressing both of the previous two points, although other countries, such as the UK or the 

Netherlands, seem to have high integrity capitalism and public sector both. The policy implication is 

that optimally, there would be some sort of mix between addressing social alienation to avoid blaming 
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it on political corruption, and controlling corruption itself. While the main response should be directed 

to the facts themselves – addressing government favoritism, the fairness and integrity of taxation, 

public tenders and public services - a successful dual approach on the lines suggested here should be 

sought for the particular European model. Meanwhile, the European Commission might have been 

wise when deciding to scrap its second anti-corruption report, as its short term profiteers are clearly 

the populist and anti-system parties3. 

  

                                                

3 On EC’s decisions and rationale, see http://transparency.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/20170130-Letter-FVP-LIBE-

Chair.pdf; https://euobserver.com/institutional/136775, last accessed 12.02.2017 

 

http://transparency.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/20170130-Letter-FVP-LIBE-Chair.pdf
http://transparency.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/20170130-Letter-FVP-LIBE-Chair.pdf
https://euobserver.com/institutional/136775
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Appendix 1 Explaining country-level perceptions of corruption 

 

 

 

 


