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INTRODUCTION 1 
Corruption constitutes a major problem in most of the developing world. It tends to hamper investment and 
economic growth (Shleifer and Vishny, 1993; Mauro, 1995; Sekkat and Méon, 2005), aggravates problems 
of underground economies (Friedman et al., 2000; Dreher et al., 2009; Bjørnskov, 2011), exacerbates the 
difference between rich and poor (Gupta et al., 2002; Uslaner, 2008), creates obstacles to economic and 
political reform (Shleifer, 1998; Hellman et al., 2003), and can in the long run cause very considerable losses 
of human welfare (Kaufmann, Kraay, and Mastruzzi, 2005). While popular debate often treats corruption as a 
problem created by greedy bureaucrats and politicians that mainly affects elites�² those who presumably can 
afford to pay bribes�² little is known about how a culture of corruption affects ordinary citizens and which 
groups are most likely to bear the costs of corruption.2 Hunt (2007), one of the few papers to study this issue, 
finds that in Peru, victims of adverse events like crime and job losses are more likely to pay bribes than other 
�S�H�R�S�O�H�����'�H�V�F�U�L�E�L�Q�J���W�K�L�V���S�K�H�Q�R�P�H�Q�R�Q���D�V���µ�K�L�W�W�L�Q�J���S�H�R�S�O�H���Z�K�H�Q���W�K�H�\���D�U�H���G�R�Z�Q�¶�����V�K�H���K�L�Q�W�V���D�W���D���P�R�U�H���J�H�Q�H�U�D�O���V�H�W��
of social problems related to street-level corruption that has received only little attention in the literature. 
 
In this paper, we begin to open the black box of street-level bureaucratic corruption by asking who is actually 
most likely to pay bribes, and in particular how micro-�O�H�Y�H�O���H�F�R�Q�R�P�L�F���F�R�Q�G�L�W�L�R�Q�V���D�Q�G���S�R�Y�H�U�W�\���D�I�I�H�F�W���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V��
exposure to corruption. In doing so, we make two contributions to the literature. First, we develop a simple 
theoretical framework showing that corrupt bureaucrats would ideally want to extract bribes from the rich, 
but may have incentives to mainly target the poor when asking for money in return for access to public 
services they control. The mechanism creating this perverse effect is the existence of costly exit options not 
available to the poor, a mechanism strengthened if households face credit constraints and coordinating 
bureaucracies. Secondly, we test the theoretical implications using micro-level data from the third round of 
the Afrobarometer, which includes detailed survey information from individuals in 18 sub-Saharan African 
countries. We create an index capturing how often respondents have had to bribe bureaucrats controlling 
access to five different areas of public services. Estimates from multilevel regressions provide robust 
evidence that poorer individuals more often have to bribe bureaucrats to obtain access to vital public 
services. In Africa, consequently, bureaucratic corruption is not an elite problem, but one that is most 
harmful to the poorest. This result sheds new light on the relationship between micro-level poverty and 
corruption in Africa.  
 
The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. We first outline the theoretical considerations in section two. 
Section three describes the data and estimation strategy used in section four. Section five explores two 
possible complications, while section six concludes. 

 
THEORETICAL CONSIDER ATIONS: A SIMPLE MOD EL OF BUREAUCRATIC C ORRUPTION 
We start by assuming that a key motivation for paying bribes in Africa is to get access to basic public 
services, such as education, water, permits and licenses, or legal enforcement. If, for example, a public water 
supply is not available, getting water may be difficult and highly costly. Our theory takes as a starting point 
that people�² the actual or potential clients of public services�² have strong incentives to protect themselves 
from such situations. As such, street-level corruption differs from standard settings of grand corruption 
where agents attempt to gain illegal access to special treatment (Banerjee et al., 2012). In our setting, bribes 
associated with regular access to public services instead are functionally similar to insurance against adverse 
shocks to service access.  
 

                                                      
1 Earlier versions of this paper were presented at the 2012 meetings of the Midwest Political Science Association, 
Chicago, and the International Society for New Institutional Economics, Los Angeles. We are grateful for constructive 
comments from Stine Ludvig Bech, Mike Bratton, Ted Jelen, Phil Keefer and Steve Knack. Any remaining errors are 
ours alone.   
2 For general surveys of the corruption literature, see Aidt (2003) and Treisman (2007). For evidence on the costs of 
corruption for firms and private entrepreneurs, see Svensson (2003, 2005).   
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bribe, give a gift, or do a favor to government officials in order to: a) get a document or a permit, b) get a 

child into school, c) get a household service (like piped water, electricity, or phone), d) get medicine or 

medical attention, e) avoid a problem with the police (like passing a checkpoint or avoiding a fine or 

arrest)?�´���7�K�H���Z�R�U�G�L�Q�J���R�I���W�K�L�V���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q���L�V���V�L�P�L�O�D�U���W�R���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Qs asked in related surveys of corruption and 
bribery (Hunt, 2006, 326; 2007, 576; Knack, 2007; Mocan, 2008). Importantly, these questions are 
measuring corruption in the relationship between ordinary citizens and government officials, and therefore 
deal with what Knack (2007, 256) call�V���µ�D�G�P�L�Q�L�V�W�U�D�W�L�Y�H���F�R�U�U�X�S�W�L�R�Q�¶�² corresponding to what we label 
�µ�E�X�U�H�D�X�F�U�D�W�L�F���F�R�U�U�X�S�W�L�R�Q�¶�����&�R�Q�V�H�T�X�H�Q�W�O�\�����Z�H���G�R���Q�R�W���S�U�H�W�H�Q�G���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�V���F�D�S�W�X�U�H���D�O�O���G�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q���R�I��
corruption in Africa. For instance, bribes paid to local chiefs or representatives of private companies are not 
included in our measure, and nor is corruption in exchanges between large corporations, high-ranking 
government bureaucrats, and politicians. Another caveat is that the survey data do not allow us to measure 
how much money people pay in bribes or how large a share of their incomes this amounts to, given that they 
engage in bribery. Consequently, we can only measure the raw magnitude of corruption episodes�² that is, 
how frequently people pay bribes to government bureaucrats in return for public services.   
 
�)�R�U���H�D�F�K���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�����U�H�V�S�R�Q�G�H�Q�W�V���F�D�Q���D�Q�V�Z�H�U���X�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H���F�D�W�H�J�R�U�L�H�V���µ�1�H�Y�H�U�¶�����µ�1�R���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���Z�L�W�K���W�K�L�V���L�Q���W�K�H���S�D�V�W��
�\�H�D�U�¶�����µ�2�Q�F�H���R�U���W�Z�L�F�H�¶�����µ�$���I�H�Z���W�L�P�H�V�¶�����R�U���µ�2�I�W�H�Q�¶�����:�H���F�R�P�E�L�Q�H���W�K�H���I�L�U�V�W���W�Z�R���F�D�W�H�J�R�U�L�H�V���R�I���H�D�F�K���L�W�Hm and code 
them as 0, while the remaining categories are given the values 1, 2, and 3, respectively. On this background, 
we create three different dependent variables, which are used in the analyses below. First, we add the five 
items into one bribery variable producing a 16-point scale ranging from 0 to 15. Results from principal 
�F�R�P�S�R�Q�H�Q�W���D�Q�D�O�\�V�L�V���F�R�Q�I�L�U�P���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���E�U�L�E�H���Y�D�U�L�D�E�O�H�V���O�R�D�G���R�Q�W�R���R�Q�H���F�R�P�P�R�Q���I�D�F�W�R�U�����Z�L�W�K���&�U�R�Q�E�D�F�K�¶�V���D�O�S�K�D��
equal to 0.76.10 This variable is normalized to vary from 0 to 1, where low values indicate that respondents 
have no experience with paying bribes in the past year, and high values indicate that people often have to pay 
bribes to obtain services from government officials in a number of areas, e.g. to get permits and household 
services. We treat this variable as continuous and use it as dependent variable in the linear models. However, 
as shown in Figure 3a, a problem is that the continuous variable is not normally distributed but strongly 
skewed.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
10 Results are available upon request.  We also note that the country averages of our variable correlate highly (>.8) with 
standard corruption indices from Transparency International and the World Governance Indicators. 
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Figure 3: Distribution of dependent variables 

   

 
 
 
The skewness of the bribery index is caused by the fact that a surprisingly large proportion of Africans�²
more than 70 percent�² report that they have no experience with paying bribes to government officials. This 
�F�R�U�U�H�V�S�R�Q�G�V���W�R���W�K�H���U�H�V�X�O�W�V���U�H�S�R�U�W�H�G���E�\���%�U�D�W�W�R�Q���H�W���D�O���������������������D�Q�G���L�Q�G�L�F�D�W�H�V���W�K�D�W���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���Z�L�W�K��
paying bribes is, in fact, relatively modest. Part of the explanation of the distribution of the bribe index may 
be that what we define as corruption�² the use of public power to obtain private pecuniary gains (Aidt, 2003; 
Kaufmann et al., 2005; Svensson, 2005; Rose-Ackerman, 2006) �± is not always perceived as acts of 
corruption (Bratton et al., 2004, 234; Anderson and Heywood, 2009, 748-750). However, it is equally 
�L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W���W�R���V�W�U�H�V�V���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���E�U�L�E�H�U�\���L�Q�G�H�[���L�V���D���P�H�D�V�X�U�H���R�I���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V���D�F�W�X�D�O experience with paying bribes�²
which is precisely what we are interested in�² and not their perceptions of corruption. That is, we do not look 
at whether people perceive government officials to be corrupt; rather, we follow recent contributions to the 
literature that attempt to measure behavioral and experience-based rather than perceptional aspects of 
corruption and bribery (Hunt, 2006, 2007; Olken, 2006, 2009; Knack, 2007; Treisman, 2007). This is an 
important distinction, since perceptions of corruption may differ dramatically from personal experiences with 
paying bribes (Knack, 2007; Treisman, 2007, 217-220; Olken, 2009; Anderson and Heywood, 2009, 752). 
Indeed, in Africa �W�K�H���O�H�Y�H�O���R�I���S�H�U�F�H�L�Y�H�G���F�R�U�U�X�S�W�L�R�Q���L�V���P�X�F�K���O�D�U�J�H�U���W�K�D�Q���F�R�U�U�X�S�W�L�R�Q���P�H�D�V�X�U�H�G���D�V���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V��
experience with being part of an exchange involving bribes (Bratton et al., 2004, 234).   
 
To alleviate problems caused by the skewness of the bribery index�² which may result in a non-normal 
distribution of the errors obtained from linear regressions�² we also create dependent variables which are 
coded as binary and ordinal responses. These are shown in Figures 3b and 3c, respectively. The binary 
dependent variable is coded as zero (0) if respondent have no experience with paying bribes, and one (1) if 
respondents report having experience with paying bribes to government officials. The ordinal dependent is 
divided into four categories from zero (0) to three (3), according to the following rules: Respondents who 
have no experience with paying bribes are coded as zero (0). People who report that they have paid a bribe 
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�µ�R�Q�F�H���R�U���W�Z�L�F�H�¶���L�Q���M�X�V�W���R�Q�H���R�I���W�K�H���D�U�H�D�V���F�R�Y�H�U�H�G���E�\���W�K�H���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�V�����H���J�����W�R���J�H�W���D���S�H�U�P�L�W���R�U���D���K�R�X�V�H�K�R�O�G���V�H�U�Y�L�F�H����
�D�U�H���J�L�Y�H�Q���W�K�H���Y�D�O�X�H���R�Q�H�������������3�H�R�S�O�H���Z�K�R���K�D�Y�H���S�D�L�G���E�U�L�E�H�V���µ�R�Q�F�H���R�U���W�Z�L�F�H�¶���L�Q���W�Z�R���D�U�H�D�V���R�U���µ�D���I�H�Z���W�L�P�H�V�¶�����!�������L�Q��
one area are given the value two (2). Finally, people whose experience with paying bribes exceeds these 
levels are given the value three (3). Thi�V���\�L�H�O�G�V���D�Q���R�U�G�L�Q�D�O���Y�D�U�L�D�E�O�H���Z�L�W�K���I�R�X�U���F�D�W�H�J�R�U�L�H�V���U�D�Q�J�L�Q�J���I�U�R�P���µ�Q�R��
�H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�¶���W�R���µ�H�[�W�H�Q�V�L�Y�H�¶���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���Z�L�W�K���S�D�\�L�Q�J���E�U�L�E�H�V���L�Q���U�H�W�X�U�Q���I�R�U���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W���V�H�U�Y�L�F�H�V�����:�H���W�U�H�D�W���W�K�H��
binary and ordinal variables as manifest realizations of a latent variable, measuring the propensity of people 
to be targets of corrupt actions by government officials.  
 
Although our dependent variable is based on experienced rather than perceived corruption, we do not want to 
be too sanguine about the corruption measure. Indeed, a final worry may be that the corruption measures are 
�E�L�D�V�H�G���E�\���V�R�F�L�D�O���G�H�V�L�U�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���H�I�I�H�F�W�V�����Z�K�L�F�K���R�F�F�X�U�V���Z�K�H�Q���U�H�V�S�R�Q�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���D�Q�V�Z�H�U�V���W�R���V�X�U�Y�H�\���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�V���U�H�I�O�H�F�W��
their beliefs about what is socially desirable rather than their true attitudes or experiences (Heerwig and 
McCabe 2009, 676). Social desirability bias often arises because highly educated people are more likely to 
overreport socially desirable attitudes and behavior and underreport socially undesirable attitudes and 
behavior. Indeed, one of the most robust findings in the literature on social desirability bias and voter 
participation is that highly educated people are more likely to overreport their voting behavior (Silver et al. 
1986; Bernstein et al. 2001; Karp and Brockington 2005). This association aris�H�V���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���³�«highly educated 
respondents are the most likely to misrepresent their true beliefs, attitudes, or practices in order to align 
�W�K�H�P�V�H�O�Y�H�V���Z�L�W�K���H�[�L�V�W�L�Q�J���V�R�F�L�D�O���Q�R�U�P�V�´�����.�D�U�S���D�Q�G���%�U�R�F�N�L�Q�J�W�R�Q���������������������������7�K�L�V���Z�R�X�O�G���D�O�V�R���V�H�H�P���W�R���E�H��
consistent with the results of Olken (2009, 958-059), who finds that corruption perceptions are increasing 
with education.  
 
Against this background, one might worry that even experience-based measures of corruption suffer from a 
type of social desirability bias related to the educational background of respondents. However, it is not 
entirely clear whether higher education will lead to over- or underreporting of experienced corruption. On the 
one hand, better educated people may be more aware of attempts by bureaucrats to extract bribes, and 
therefore more likely than less educated people to report incidents of corruption to interviewers. More 
educated people may also be more likely to perceive the actions of bureaucrats as corrupt, even when, in fact, 
they are not. They may therefore be more attentive to corruption as a socially unacceptable form of 
exchange, which creates upward bias in the level of corruption they report. On the other hand, if prevailing 
norms identify corruption as socially unacceptable, there is also a chance that highly educated people �± 
attempting to conform to those norms �± will underreport their own payments of bribes to government 
officials. In any case, if education-induced social desirability effects confound our findings, we should be 
able to detect this by replicating the results excluding the respondents with the highest levels of education. 
We have therefore tested the sensitivity of our results to excluding respondents with secondary and/or tertiary 
education from the regressions. Importantly, doing so does not change the results (details are available in the 
online appendix). While this does not prove the absence of social desirability effects, it is at least consistent 
with the view that our results are not driven by bias due to the education of respondents.  
 
A final type of social desirability effect that may arise particularly in survey data from countries where 
�G�H�P�R�F�U�D�F�\���D�Q�G���W�K�H���U�X�O�H���R�I���O�D�Z���D�U�H���U�H�O�D�W�L�Y�H�O�\���Z�H�D�N�O�\���L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�D�O�L�]�H�G���L�V���E�L�D�V���G�X�H���W�R���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V���E�H�O�L�H�I�V���D�E�R�X�W��
who are conducting and sponsoring the survey. In particular, if people believe that the survey is administered 
on behalf of their government, they may be inclined to underreport engagement in corrupt exchanges out of 
fear that such behavior might be punished. Fortunately, towards the end of the interview (Q100), respondents 
�D�U�H���D�V�N�H�G�����µ�:�K�R���G�R���\�R�X���W�K�L�Q�N���V�H�Q�G���X�V���W�R���G�R���W�K�L�V���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�"�¶���$���U�H�O�D�W�L�Y�H�O�\���O�D�U�J�H���S�U�R�S�R�U�W�L�R�Q���R�I���U�H�V�S�R�Q�G�H�Q�W�V��
�D�Q�V�Z�H�U���µ�W�K�H���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W�¶�����7�R���F�K�H�F�N���W�K�D�W���R�X�U���U�H�V�X�O�W�V���D�U�H���Q�R�W���E�L�D�V�H�G���E�\���W�K�H���D�Q�V�Z�H�U�V���R�I���S�H�R�S�O�H���Z�K�R���E�H�O�L�H�Y�H���Whe 
government is the source of the survey, we have replicated the results excluding all respondents answering 
�µ�W�K�H���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W�¶�����Q�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�����U�H�J�L�R�Q�D�O���R�U���O�R�F�D�O�������7�K�L�V���K�D�V���Q�R���H�I�I�H�F�W���R�Q���R�X�U���U�H�V�X�O�W�V�����'�H�W�D�L�O�V���D�U�H���D�Y�D�L�O�D�E�O�H���L�Q���W�K�H��
online appendix.  
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On this background, we are relatively confident that our corruption measure validly captures an important 
dimension of administrative corruption in Africa. Table 1 shows summary statistics for the three bribe 
variables. The table ranks countries according to the mean of the dichotomous bribe variable, which shows 
the proportion of people who, at least once, have had to bribe a government official to obtain a public 
service. Across all countries, a quarter of the population reports that they have used bribes to get services 
from government officials, but there is considerable variation in the use of bribery both across and within 
countries. The least corrupt countries are Botswana and Cap Verde, where only around 5 percent of the 
population has experience with paying bribes. At the other end of the scale, bureaucratic corruption appears 
to be widespread in countries such as Nigeria, Uganda, and Kenya, where nearly 50 percent of the population 
have had to pay bribes to government officials. Even so, individuals�¶���X�V�H���R�I���E�U�L�E�H�V���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���F�R�X�Q�W�U�L�H�V���Y�D�U�L�H�V���D��
lot, as witnessed by the large standard errors in many countries.   
 
Explanatory variables: Measuring poverty in Africa  
In the absence of reliable household data on income, measuring material poverty in Africa is a major 
challenge (Bratton et al., 2004; Bratton, 2008). To assess poverty at the individual level, we need a measure 
which can account for the possibility that many people in Africa may not have a clear account of their annual 
cash income, and that a large proportion of people work outside the formal economy or are self-sustaining 
and make a living through, e.g., farming (Bratton, 2008, 31-32; Poku and Mdee, 2011, 54). We therefore 
follow the standard established by the work of Mattes et al. (2003), Bratton et al. (2004), and Bratton (2008), 
who use Afrobarometer survey questions to develop the so-called Index of Lived Poverty. This index assesses 
poverty by asking respondents how frequently they lack access to basic household necessities. Specifically, 
respondents are asked how often during the past year, they or anyone in their family have gone without: a) 
enough food to eat, b) enough clean water for home use, c) medicines or medical treatment, d) enough fuel to 
cook food, e) a cash income.11 �5�H�V�S�R�Q�G�H�Q�W�V�¶��answers are coded on a five-�S�R�L�Q�W���V�F�D�O�H���I�U�R�P���³�Q�H�Y�H�U�´���W�R��
�³�D�O�Z�D�\�V�´�����,�Q���D�F�F�R�U�G�D�Q�F�H���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���O�L�W�H�U�D�W�X�U�H�����0�D�W�W�H�V���H�W���D�O�������������������%�U�D�W�W�R�Q���H�W���D�O�������������������%�U�D�W�W�R�Q�����������������-�X�V�W�H�V�H�Q����
2011) we create a combined poverty index based on these five items, where high values reflect that people 
live in poverty and deprivation, while low values indicate that people are well-off and live in materially good 
conditions, in the sense that they do not lack basic necessities on a regular basis. A principal component 
analysis shows that the five items load onto a single component�����Z�L�W�K���&�U�R�Q�E�D�F�K�¶�V���D�O�S�K�D���H�T�X�D�O�L�Q�J���������������7�K�L�V��
�F�R�U�U�R�E�R�U�D�W�H�V���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���S�R�Y�H�U�W�\���L�Q�G�H�[���Z�R�U�N�V���D�V���D���J�R�R�G���P�H�D�V�X�U�H���R�I���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V���D�F�W�X�D�O���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���Z�L�W�K���E�H�L�Q�J��
deprived of basic material necessities like food, water, and medicine.12 In addition, the index has the benefit 
that it fits closely with our theoretical conceptualization of poverty. 
 
Since the argument linking poverty to corruption has implications at the macro-level too, we also include real 
GDP per capita as a country-level explanatory variable (cf. Montinola and Jackman, 2002; Svensson, 2005; 
Treisman, 2007). This will allow us to test whether economic wealth and poverty has an effect on average 
levels of bribery at the national level. GDP data are from the Penn World Table (Heston et al., 2006).  
 
Control variables 
To guard against spurious correlations, we include a number of control variables that may affect both 
experience with corruption and selection into poverty. The multilevel structure of the data allows us to 
include data at both the levels of individuals (Level 1) and countries (Level 2). To ensure that we do not 
capture the effect of simply using public services, it is important to distinguish people who have used public 
services from people who have not (Hunt 2007). We cannot, of course, rule out the possibility of endogeneity 
in the relationship between public sector use and bribery, in the sense that people who expect to pay bribes 

                                                      
11 We do not include question Q8F on school expenses for children, because a large number of respondents report 
having no children. It is unclear whether these people would lack money to school expenses if they had children. 
Although we do not include this variable, the results (available upon request) are entirely robust to doing so.  
12 Results are available upon request. We have tested the robustness the results to using two alternative variables, which 
�D�V�N�� �S�H�R�S�O�H�� �W�R�� �D�V�V�H�V�V�� �W�K�H�L�U�� �O�L�Y�L�Q�J�� �F�R�Q�G�L�W�L�R�Q�V���� �7�K�H�� �U�H�V�X�O�W�V�� �D�U�H�� �U�R�E�X�V�W�� �W�R�� �X�V�L�Q�J�� �W�K�H�V�H�� �Y�D�U�L�D�E�O�H�V���� �+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U���� �L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶��
subjective assessments of their own living conditions are not necessarily good indicators of poverty. We therefore prefer 
to use the index of experienced poverty as the key explanatory variable. 
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may select out of the public sector. Nevertheless, to ensure that poverty does not work as a proxy for 
�S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V���S�U�R�S�H�Q�V�L�W�\���W�R���X�V�H���S�X�E�O�L�F���V�H�U�Y�L�F�H�V�����Z�H���H�Y�D�O�X�D�W�H���W�K�H���L�P�S�D�F�W���R�I���S�R�Y�H�U�W�\���R�Q���E�U�L�E�H���S�D�\ing conditional on 
using public services. To this end, we create an index based on five questions (Q71A�±A71E) that enable us 
to distinguish respondents who find it difficult or easy to obtain government services from those who report 
�W�K�H�\���µ�Q�H�Y�H�U���W�U�\�¶���W�R���G�R so. For each of the five constituent variables, we categorize people who report that, in 
their experience, obtaining government services is either difficult or easy as public sector users (1). People 
�Z�K�R���D�Q�V�Z�H�U���W�K�D�W���W�K�H�\���µ�Q�H�Y�H�U���W�U�\�¶���W�R���R�E�W�D�L�Q���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W���Vervices are classified as non-users (0). The five 
dummy variables are then aggregated into an index ranging from 0 to 5, with high values indicating 
extensive experience with using government services.  
 
In a related fashion, we want to ensure that the poverty index does not capture general demands for 
government services, which may lead to increased use of corruption by government officials and staff. To do 
so, we use four variables (Q32A-Q32D) based on questions asking respondents how often during the past 
year they have contacted: a) a local government councilor, b) a member of parliament, c) a government 
ministry official, or d) a political party official, in order to solve a problem or to express personal views. 
Including all four variables seems relevant, since we are dealing with bribes paid to precisely people who are 
employed in and affiliated with the public sector. Moreover, the variables also capture any effect on bribery 
of simply establishing contact with people in specific job functions related to the government sector, e.g., a 
political party official or a local government councilor. For each question, respondents can answer on a four-
�S�R�L�Q�W���V�F�D�O�H���I�U�R�P���µ�Q�H�Y�H�U�¶���W�R���µ�D�O�Z�D�\�V�¶�����8�Q�I�R�U�W�X�Q�D�W�H�O�\�����W�K�H�V�H���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�V���Z�H�U�H���Q�R�W���D�V�N�H�G���L�Q���=�L�P�E�D�E�Z�H�����:�H��
therefore run regressions that both include and exclude these four variables. Importantly, this also works as a 
test of the robustness of the results to excluding Zimbabwe from the analyses, which, no doubt, is the least 
democratic country in the Afrobarometer sample.  
 
�:�H���D�O�V�R���F�R�Q�W�U�R�O���I�R�U���U�H�V�S�R�Q�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���P�H�P�E�H�U�V�K�L�S���R�I���Y�D�U�L�R�X�V���F�L�Y�L�O���R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�V�����6�S�H�F�L�I�L�F�D�O�O�\�����T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�V���4�����$-
Q28D ask people whether they are members (active, inactive or leaders) of a) religious groups, b) trade 
unions or farmers association, c) professional or business association, or d) community development 
organizations. Membership of such organizations may both increase the demand and supply of corruption. 
On the demand-side, organization members may both act as lobbyists and rent-seekers on behalf of their 
organization to obtain specific government services in return for payment of bribes. On the supply-side, 
government officials may target members of a specific organizations to obtain bribes. To allow for these 
possibilities, we include all four variables measuring organizational membership.   
 
Finally, we include a series of socio-economic and demographic controls that may correlate with both 
poverty and corruption. We control for whether people live in urban (1) or rural (0) areas, which is important 
because poverty is particularly widespread in rural areas (Poku and Mdee, 2011: 54). Moreover, people 
living in rural areas may have little or no access to alternative service providers--i.e. few exit options. Since 
our theoretical argument requires that opting out of public services is feasible for at least some citizens, 
addressing urban-rural differences is particularly important. Below, we do so in two ways: We first control 
for urban-rural residence, and later we include an interaction term for poverty and urban-rural residence, 
thereby allowing the poverty effect to depend on the existence of viable exit options. To ensure that the 
impact of poverty is distinguished from the impact of employment, a dummy variable indicating whether 
respondents have a paid job (1) or not (0) is included. Similarly, we control for education attainment using a 
10-point scale ranging from a minimum value (0) reflecting no education to a maximum value (9) indicating 
a post-graduate degree. All regressions also include controls for gender (females=1) and age.   
 
Four variables are included at the country-level (Level-2). Other than GDP per capita, the first of these is a 
measure of institutional quality, which may also affect corruption (Treisman, 2000, 2007; Dreher et al., 2007, 
2009; Bjørnskov, 2011). As a proxy for institutional quality, we use the property rights component from the 
�+�H�U�L�W�D�J�H���)�R�X�Q�G�D�W�L�R�Q�¶�V�����������������,�Q�G�H�[���R�I���(�F�R�Q�R�P�L�F���)�U�H�H�G�R�P�����7�K�L�V���L�V���D���T�X�L�W�H���H�Q�F�R�P�S�D�V�V�L�Q�J���Y�D�U�L�D�E�O�H���W�K�D�W��
comprises information on the security of property rights, the rule of law, and the extent of corruption in the 
judicial system. It therefore captures potential effects of variations in institutional quality, broadly construed, 
on average levels of bribery across countries. However, since the literature offers other valid measures of 
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Table 2: Poverty and Bribery in Africa: Results from Multilevel Regressions 
Model 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Method 
Scale of dependent variable 

Linear RE 
Continuous 

Linear RE 
Continuous 

Linear FE 
Continuous 

Linear FE 
Continuous 

 Logit RE 
Binary 

Logit RE 
Binary 

Logit FE 
Binary 

Logit FE 
Binary 

Ologit RE 
Ordinal 

Ologit RE 
Ordinal 

           
Individual-level regressors           
Poverty  0.064*** 0.060*** 0.064*** 0.060*** 0.979*** 0.963*** 0.978*** 0.963*** 1.068*** 1.052*** 
 (6.16) (5.62) (6.17) (5.63) (13.12) (12.45) (10.87) (10.33) (12.29) (11.35) 
Public sector user 0.013*** 0.012*** 0.013*** 0.012*** 0.244*** 0.239*** 0.244*** 0.239*** 0.257*** 0.255*** 
 (5.68) (5.42) (5.63) (5.37) (16.07) (15.49) (10.77) (11.11) (12.18) (14.29) 
Religious assoc. member -0.004 -0.005 -0.004 -0.005 0.008 -0.017 0.008 -0.017 -0.002 -0.018 
 (-1.38) (-1.60) (-1.43) (-1.66) (0.21) (-0.39) (0.16) (-0.34) (-0.04) (-0.38) 
Union member 0.006* 0.003 0.006* 0.003 0.072 0.020 0.073 0.020 0.076 0.021 
 (1.79) (0.83) (1.80) (0.84) (1.64) (0.43) (1.13) (0.29) (1.25) (0.30) 
Business assoc. member 0.024*** 0.021*** 0.024*** 0.021*** 0.306*** 0.250*** 0.306*** 0.250*** 0.314*** 0.248*** 
 (4.61) (3.99) (4.60) (3.98) (6.03) (4.79) (4.26) (3.21) (4.71) (3.44) 
Community assoc. member  0.012*** 0.008*** 0.012*** 0.008** 0.217*** 0.152*** 0.216*** 0.151*** 0.221*** 0.153*** 
 (3.81) (2.96) (3.77) (2.91) (5.41) (3.68) (4.49) (3.41) (4.84) (3.73) 
Local councillor contact - 0.007*** - 0.007*** - 0.098*** - 0.099*** - 0.114*** 
  (4.43)  (4.42)  (4.49)  (2.89)  (4.92) 
MP contact - 0.010*** - 0.010*** - 0.037 - 0.037 - 0.080* 
  (3.24)  (3.24)  (1.12)  (0.85)  (1.83) 
Bureaucracy contact - 0.007** - 0.007** - 0.082*** - 0.082 - 0.092* 
  (2.42)  (2.39)  (2.60)  (1.49)  (1.87) 
Political party contact - 0.006** - 0.006** - 0.177*** - 0.176*** - 0.163*** 
  (2.26)  (2.24)  (6.59)  (4.74)  (4.23) 
Urban 0.016*** 0.016*** 0.016*** 0.016*** 0.235*** 0.240*** 0.231*** 0.236*** 0.237*** 0.246*** 
 (3.77) (3.85) (3.75) (3.84) (6.40) (6.31) (3.22) (3.48) (3.61) (3.87) 
Employment 0.005* 0.003 0.005* 0.003 0.172*** 0.157*** 0.169** 0.154** 0.175*** 0.155** 
 (1.91) (1.29) (1.88) (1.27) (4.80) (4.24) (2.24) (1.96) (2.65) (2.43) 
Education 0.003*** 0.002 0.003** 0.002 0.061*** 0.037*** 0.061*** 0.038 0.062*** 0.043** 
 (2.63) (1.63) (2.64) (1.64) (6.00) (3.52) (2.79) (1.64) (3.21) (2.05) 
Gender -0.013*** -0.010*** -0.013*** -0.010*** -0.298*** -0.259*** -0.298*** -0.259*** -0.305*** -0.259*** 
 (-4.74) (-4.03) (-4.74) (-4.03) (-8.82) (-7.36) (-6.27) (-5.10) (-6.78) (-5.30) 
Age -0.000* -0.000*** -0.000* -0.000** -0.011*** -0.013*** -0.011*** -0.013*** -0.010*** -0.013*** 
 (-1.95) (-2.72) (-1.94) (-2.72) (-8.81) (-9.79) (-5.17) (-5.62) (-4.41) (-5.42) 
Country-level regressors           
GDP per cap.  -0.002 -0.002 - - -0.193*** -0.192*** - - -0.165*** -0.137*** 
 (-0.72) (-0.77)   (-3.23) (-3.08)   (-11.86) (-15.66) 
Institutional quality -0.001** -0.001 - - -0.021*** -0.019** - - -0.018*** -0.020*** 
 (-2.00) (-1.41)   (-2.96) (-2.02)   (-15.25) (-13.20) 
Inequality 0.001 0.001 - - 0.034** 0.036** - - 0.027*** 0.032*** 
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The results for the poverty variable in Table 2 show a consistent pattern across different model specifications. 
�7�K�U�R�X�J�K�R�X�W���D�O�O���P�R�G�H�O�V�����S�R�Y�H�U�W�\���K�D�V���D���K�L�J�K�O�\���V�L�J�Q�L�I�L�F�D�Q�W���L�P�S�D�F�W���R�Q���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���Z�L�W�K���S�D�\�L�Q�J���E�U�L�E�H�V���W�R��
government officials. This effect is robust to including country fixed effects in models 3-4 and 7-8, which 
allows us to rule out that omitted country-level variables are confounding the results. Recall that high values on 
the poverty index indicate that people are poor and regularly suffer from shortage of basic household necessities. 
�7�K�H���S�R�V�L�W�L�Y�H���V�L�J�Q���W�K�H�U�H�I�R�U�H���V�K�R�Z�V���W�K�D�W���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���Z�L�W�K���S�D�\�L�Q�J���E�U�L�E�H�V���L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�H�V���Z�L�W�K���L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�L�Q�J���O�H�Y�H�O�V���R�I��
poverty. This is similar to saying that, compared to wealthier groups, poor people are more exposed to 
corruption and more likely to pay bribes in return for obtaining services from government officials. Regardless 
of the choice of dependent variable and estimation techniques, this result is extremely robust and suggests that 
poverty is an important determinant of corruption at the micro-level in Africa. With the exception of the linear 
regressions in models 1 and 2, GDP per capita also has the expected effect, with higher levels of GDP being 
associated with lower bribery at the macro-level. That is, poorer African countries generally suffer from higher 
levels of bribery and bureaucratic corruption than the wealthiest countries, such as Botswana and South Africa.  
 
Although the effect of poverty is very strong, it appears to be weakest in models 1-4, which may be because the 
skewed distribution of the dependent variable gives a relatively poor fit with the linear model. In these models, 
the magnitude of coefficients for the poverty variable is around 0.06 and is fairly similar across the random and 
fixed effects models. Substantially this means that increasing the poverty index from the lowest (0) to the 
highest (1) value, corresponding to a movement from being well-off to being very poor, leads to an increase 
0.06 percentage points on the continuous bribery index. In the binary and ordered logistic regressions in models 
5-10, the coefficients of the poverty index are both large and stable. Compared to the linear models, the effect 
also becomes much stronger, as shown by the double-digit z-values. In both the random and fixed effects 
logistic regressions in models 5-8, the coefficients show that a change from being well-off to being very poor 
increases the estimated log odds by around 0.96-0.98. This corresponds to a multiplicative effect on the odds 
ratio of e0.96 =2.61 (Gelman and Hill, 2007, 82-83; Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal, 2008, 249), meaning that a 
change from the lowest to the highest value on the poverty index on average increases the odds of paying bribes 
by nearly a factor three. Compared to a well-off person, a poor person is therefore almost three times more 
likely to pay bribes to government officials in return for obtaining public services, all else equal. The estimates 
from the ordered logistic regressions are slightly larger and also highly significant, with a multiplicative effect 
on the odds of paying bribes around e1.05 =2.86. This means that the likelihood of being a victim of more 
extensive corruption�² i.e. the likelihood of moving into a higher category on the ordinal bribe variable�²
increases as poverty increases. These findings strongly corroborate Hypothesis 1 that micro-level poverty is 
�V�L�J�Q�L�I�L�F�D�Q�W�O�\���U�H�O�D�W�H�G���W�R���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶���H�[�S�R�V�X�U�H���W�R���F�R�U�U�X�S�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���W�K�H�L�U���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���Z�L�W�K���S�D�\�L�Q�J���E�U�L�E�H�V���� 
 
Since even high odds ratios can conceal small differences in real probabilities (Keefer, 2010, 15), Figure 4 
shows predicted probabilities of effects of poverty on the likelihood of paying bribes, based on model 6 in Table 
2. Figure 4 plots the individual-level effect of poverty for two different contexts, with country-specific random 
effects and values on the country-level regressors corresponding to South Africa and Kenya. While the national 
levels of corruption in Kenya and South Africa differ markedly from the sample mean, as shown in Table 1, 
both countries are geographically large, coastal, and populous countries that have formerly been subjected to 
British colonial rule. The two countries receive the same score on the measure of institutional quality, and both 
are highly fractionalized along ethnic and �H�F�R�Q�R�P�L�F���O�L�Q�H�V�����D�O�W�K�R�X�J�K���6�R�X�W�K���$�I�U�L�F�D�¶�V���O�H�Y�H�O���R�I���H�F�R�Q�R�P�L�F���L�Q�H�T�X�D�O�L�W�\��
is somewha�W���K�L�J�K�H�U���W�K�D�Q���.�H�Q�\�D�¶�V����South Africa, however, is much wealthier than Kenya, with a GDP per capita 
that is nearly five times as large. Although all country characteristics are certainly not similar, Figure 4 
nevertheless illustrates both the impact of individual-level poverty on corruption within countries, as well as 
differences in corruption between countries that differ markedly in their levels of national wealth.  
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Since logistic regressions model non-linear relationships, predicted probabilities depend on the values at which 
the explanatory are evaluated. Accordingly, Figure 4 plots the effect of poverty for a male person who is 37 year 
old, employed, lives in an urban area, has completed primary school, is not a member of any civil organization, 
has an average level of public sector use, and an average level of contact with people in jobs affiliated with the 
government sector. Given these individual-level characteristics, the bold line represents predicted probabilities 
for a person living in South Africa, while the punctuated line shows corresponding probabilities for an identical 
individual living in Kenya.  
 
Figure 4 clearly depicts the strong relationship between individual-level poverty and the likelihood of paying 
bribes to government officials. While the relationship applies across national context, the predicted probabilities 
of paying bribes vary substantially both within and across countries. In the case of South Africa, an individual 
living in good material conditions has a 15 percent probability of being met by demands for bribes in return for 
access to government services. For a similar individual who is poor, the corresponding probability is 32 percent 
�± more than twice the likelihood of a well-off person. In Kenya, this pattern is reproduced but at a much higher 
level. As Table 1 showed, administrative corruption is widespread across Kenya. People in Kenya are therefore 
generally much more likely to experience corruption than people in South Africa. This is also evident from the 
prediction lines in Figure 4. Even so, poor people in countries like Kenya face a much higher likelihood of 
experiencing corruption than wealthier people. Specifically, a person living in good material conditions has a 40 
percent likelihood of paying bribes, while for a poor person the probability is 63 percent, a difference of more 
than 20 percentage points. This difference is substantially very large, and means that poor people are 
systematically more liable to be victims of corruption than wealthier people. Living in conditions of poverty 
therefore means that people are much more likely to be exploited by corrupt government officials who demand 
bribes in return for delivering public services.  
 
The results for the remaining variables in Table 2 show that the relationship between poverty and bribery applies 
�F�R�Q�G�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O���R�Q���F�R�Q�W�U�R�O�O�L�Q�J���I�R�U���D���Q�X�P�E�H�U���R�I���R�W�K�H�U���U�H�O�H�Y�D�Q�W���I�D�F�W�R�U�V���Z�K�L�F�K���P�D�\���D�I�I�H�F�W���E�R�W�K���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H��
with paying bribes and their propensity of being poor. Unsurprisingly, the results in Table 2 consistently show 
that people who use public services are more likely to pay bribes to government officials.  However, the 
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relationship between poverty and bribery applies even conditional on using public services. This means that the 
effect of poverty does not arise simply because poor people are more likely to use public services. Membership 
�R�I���F�L�Y�L�O���R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�V���G�R�H�V���Q�R�W���K�D�Y�H���X�Q�L�I�R�U�P���H�I�I�H�F�W�V���R�Q���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶���H�[�S�R�V�X�U�H���W�R���F�R�U�U�X�St behavior by government 
officials, but rather depends on the type of organization. Membership of religious organizations and unions, 
what Knack and Keefer ���������������G�H�Q�R�W�H���µ�3�X�W�Q�D�P���J�U�R�X�S�V�¶�� is largely unrelated to bribery, while people who are 
members of busi�Q�H�V�V���R�U���F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�W�\���R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�V�����µ�2�O�V�R�Q���J�U�R�X�S�V�¶���P�R�U�H���F�O�H�D�U�O�\���L�G�H�Q�W�L�I�L�D�E�O�H���D�V���V�S�H�F�L�D�O���L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W�V����
are significantly more likely to pay bribes. Similarly, contacting people in job functions related to the 
government sector in order to solve a problem also increases the likelihood of paying bribes. Particularly people 
who seek help from local government councilors, bureaucrats in government ministries, and political party 
officials are more exposed to paying bribes in the process. This finding probably reflects that people employed 
in such positions are often relatively influential, and may use this influence to actually help people, but at a cost. 
There are some indications that contacting members of parliament has similar effects, but this result is less 
robust and disappears in models 6 and 8.  
 
Finally, the results for the socio-economic controls reveal some systematic patterns. People living in urban areas 
are significantly more likely to pay bribes to government officials than people who live in rural area, arguably 
because cities and urban areas have a higher concentration of public sector activity. Similarly, employment and 
education also raise the likelihood that people pay bribes, although in both cases the relationships are 
significantly weaker in the linear regressions (models 1-4). Finally, exposure to bribery appears to be 
systematically biased by gender and age, with males and younger people being significantly more likely to pay 
bribes than women and older people.  
 
Other than economic wealth, the quality of legal institutions also affects bribery at the country-level. Even in 
this sample of African countries, stronger legal institutions significantly lower the levels of bribery and work as 
a barrier to corruption (cf. Bjørnskov, 2011). The most robust effect of among the country-level variables is 
clearly ethnic fractionalization, with higher levels of fractionalization being associated with larger aggregate 
levels of bribery (cf. Mauro, 1995; Aidt, 2009). By raising bribery at the country level, economic inequality 
works in a similar manner. Thus, countries that are highly fractionalized along ethnic and economic lines seem 
much more likely to suffer from corruption than more homogenous countries, most likely since ethnic divisions 
in Africa substant�L�D�O�O�\���D�O�W�H�U���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶���Q�R�U�P�V���D�Q�G���V�H�Q�V�H���R�I���P�R�U�D�O���F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�W�\�����8�V�O�D�Q�H�U������������������ 
 
Testing conditional and non-monotonic effects 
While the results in Table 2 present strong evidence that the likelihood of paying bribes increases with poverty, 
our theoretical model suggests that this relationship may be more complex. First, Hypothesis 1 states that the 
relationship between poverty and corruption applies only conditional on exit options being de facto available to 
citizens. In Table 2 we addressed this issue by controlling for urban-rural residence, assuming that the effect (the 
coefficient) of poverty on bribery is similar for rural and urban dwellers, while allowing the level of bribery (the 
intercept) to vary between citizens in urban and rural areas. However, if exit options are more frequently 
available to people living in towns and cities, a more appropriate way of testing this hypothesis is to include a 
multiplicative interaction term between poverty and urban-rural residence, which allows the effect of poverty on 
bribery to differ between rural and urban dwellers. Secondly, as stated in Hypothesis 2 and illustrated in Figure 
2, corruption risk may increase with income for the poorest groups until a certain threshold, after which the 
relationship reverses. We cannot say a priori precisely at what threshold value the relationship between 
corruption risk and poverty changes, except that it is likely to occur at a relatively high level of poverty. Finally, 
Hypothesis 3 provides another complication derived from the model, namely that the effect of poverty may 
�G�H�F�U�H�D�V�H���D�V���W�K�H���T�X�D�O�L�W�\���R�I���F�R�X�Q�W�U�L�H�V�¶���O�H�J�D�O���V�\�V�W�H�P�V���L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�H�V�� 
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Table 3: Poverty and Bribery in Africa: Testing conditional and non-monotonic relationships 
Model 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
Method 
Dep.Variable 

Linear RE 
continuous 

Logit RE 
binary 

Ologit RE 
ordinal 

Linear RE 
continuous 

Logit RE 
binary 

Ologit RE 
ordinal 

Linear RE 
continuous 

Logit RE 
binary 

Ologit RE 
ordinal 

Linear RE 
continuous 

Logit RE 
binary 

Ologit RE 
ordinal 

             
Individual-level regressors             
Poverty  0.046*** 0.809*** 0.915*** - - - 0.084*** 2.359*** 2.414*** 0.025 0.544* 0.642* 
 (3.68) (8.39) (6.61)    (3.40) (10.38) (7.41) (0.85) (1.81) (1.74) 
Poverty squared - - - - - - -0.032 -1.786*** -1.728***    
       (0.93) (6.54) (4.24)    
Poverty x urban 0.040*** 0.405*** 0.354*    - - - - - - 
 (4.05) (2.68) (1.72)          
Extremely poor - - - Reference Reference Reference - - - - - - 
    group group group       
Very poor - - - -0.014 -0.015 -0.052 - - - - - - 
    (1.11) (0.16) (0.43)       
Poor - - - -0.026* -0.166* -0.233* - - - - - - 
    (1.75) (1.86) (1.82)       
Not poor - - - -0.040*** -0.392*** -0.480*** - - - - - - 
    (2.61) (4.36) (3.85)       
Wealthy  - - - -0.056*** -0.886*** -0.973*** - - - - - - 
    (3.80) (8.68) (8.42)       
Country-level regressors             
GDP per cap.  -0.002 -0.191*** -0.135*** -0.002 -0.182*** -0.121*** -0.002 -0.183*** -0.114*** -0.002 -0.196*** -0.164*** 
 (0.75) (3.07) (14.79) (0.70) (2.89) (11.22) (0.71) (2.90) (8.57) (0.95) (3.15) (21.68) 
Institutional quality -0.001 -0.018** -0.020*** -0.001 -0.019** -0.020*** -0.001 -0.018** -0.045*** 0.001 0.015 0.013*** 
 (1.40) (2.00) (11.50) (1.42) (2.02) (10.56) (1.41) (1.98) (22.92) (1.26) (1.61) (3.77) 
Inequality 0.001 0.036** 0.032*** 0.001 0.034** 0.030*** 0.001 0.034** 0.044*** 0.001 0.036** 0.023*** 
 (0.92) (2.18) (8.38) (0.90) (2.09) (7.21) (0.89) (2.07) (12.68) (1.07) (2.24) (9.06) 
Ethnic fractionalization 0.094*** 2.489*** 2.703*** 0.094*** 2.525*** 2.739*** 0.094*** 2.525*** 2.843*** 0.092*** 2.469*** 2.605*** 
 (3.66) (4.02) (22.10) (3.65) (4.05) (21.52) (3.61) (4.02) (12.05) (3.52) (4.00) (20.66) 
Cross-level interaction             
Poverty x inst. - - - - - - - - - 0.001 0.010 0.010 
          (1.46) (1.45) (1.26) 
Full set of controls 
included?  

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

             
Log (pseudo) likelihood 13671.8 -10596.4 -16245.3 13659.2 -10580.6 -16621.5 13661.5 -10578.2 -16223.8 13662.8 -10598.9 -16236.6 
(Pseudo)R2 (overall) 0.13 0.20 - 0.13 0.20 - 0.13 0.20 - 0.13 0.20 - 
Observations 20,872 20,872 20,872 20,872 20,872 20,872 20,872 20,872 20,872 20,872 20,872 20,872 
Countries 17 17 17 17 17 17 17 17 17 17 17 17 
             







24 
 

   
DISCUSSION 
Overall, our results point to two important findings. Firstly, while the relationship between poverty and 
corruption seems to apply across all countries in sub-Saharan Africa, people living in less developed countries 
are generally more exposed to bribery and corruption. The general level of economic development therefore 
does seem to affect the incentives of government officials to collect bribes in return for delivering public 
services. This finding is consistent with previous work from macro-level studies on corruption (Treisman, 2000, 
2007; Montinola and Jackman, 2002; Svensson, 2005; Bjørnskov, 2011). Secondly, regardless of country 
context, poverty strongly increases the likelihood that individuals face demands for bribes in return for obtaining 
services from government officials, particularly in urban areas.  
 
To the best of our knowledge, this is a novel finding that has not previously been demonstrated in an African 
context. Nevertheless, our results stand in contrast to the findings reported by Mocan (2008), who examines 
various micro- and macro-level determinants of corruption across countries, and finds that wealthier people are 
�P�R�U�H���O�L�N�H�O�\���W�R���S�D�\���E�U�L�E�H�V�����+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����R�I���W�K�H���������F�R�X�Q�W�U�L�H�V���L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�G���L�Q���0�R�F�D�Q�¶�V���D�Q�D�O�\�V�L�V�����R�Q�O�\���I�R�X�U���D�U�H���I�U�R�P���V�X�E-
Saharan Africa, and two of these, Botswana and South Africa, are the wealthiest in the region and have below-
average levels of corruption (see Table 1 and Mocan, 2008, 497-498). Conversely, our results provide much 
more comprehensive evidence from a larger set of countries in sub-Saharan Africa. Although we cannot 
extrapolate beyond the countries in the sample, the findings in this paper consistently show that poverty 
significantly increases the probability of paying bribes across African countries. The results in our paper are 
partially consistent with the work of Hunt and Laszlo (2012) who examine the relationship between income and 
corruption in Peru and Uganda. On the one hand, and in contrast to our findings, their results suggest that rich 
people are more likely to bribe and, on average, pay larger bribes. On the other hand, the bribes paid by the poor 
constitute a larger share of their income, which, in accordance with our findings, suggests that the burden of 
corruption may be relatively more severe for poor groups. This finding is in line with the evidence presented by 
Kaufmann et al. (2008), who also use Peruvian data and find corruption disproportionately affects the poor. 
Finally, our results are related to the work of Hunt (2006, 2007) and Olken (2006). Using household data from 
Peru, Hunt (2007) shows that victims of misfortune, such as crime and job loss, are more likely to pay bribes to 
government officials compared to people who are not subject to such events. In a related study, Olken (2006) 
finds that corruption impairs the welfare effects of redistributive programs targeted at the poor. Specifically, the 
�I�L�Q�G�L�Q�J�V���I�U�R�P���2�O�N�H�Q�¶�V�����������������V�W�X�G�\���R�I���D�Q���,�Q�G�R�Q�H�V�L�D�Q���D�Q�W�L-poverty program allocating subsidized rice to the poor 
show that corruption significantly reduces the amount of rice that actually reaches the poor. Our results are 
consistent with this work in the sense that, in Africa too, adverse conditions like poverty increase the likelihood 
that people become victims of corruption. Indeed, while the differences in corruption risk between the poorest 
groups in Africa are relatively small, the poor are unambiguously more likely to be victims of administrative 
corruption than wealthier groups.  
 
These results are, of course, subject to the caveat that data constraints do not allow us to say anything about how 
much money people pay in bribes, given that they pay bribes. It seems perfectly reasonable to assume that the 
absolute value of bribes is increasing with income (Hunt and Laszlo, 2012). However, this does not rule out that 
poor groups pay bribes more often and suffer relatively more under a regime of bureaucratic corruption, either 
because they are left with few options other than to rely on the services of corrupt bureaucrats, as our model 
suggests, or because the money paid in bribes constitutes a greater share of their income and therefore causes a 
relatively larger welfare loss (Kaufmann et al., 2008).   
 
Confidence in our results, however, is strengthened by the fact that they are extremely robust to a number of 
tests. Even when we account for a rich set of individual- and country-level controls, and country-level random 
or fixed effects, the relationship between poverty and bribery remains strong and significant in both statistical 
and substantial terms. At the micro-level, our estimates suggest that poor people are, on average, almost three 
times more likely to pay bribes to public bureaucrats compared to wealthier people. This adverse effect of 
poverty exists both in contexts where corruption is relatively widespread and in contexts where it is less 
common, but is stronger in urban areas in which viable exit options are more likely to exist. Consequently, 
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micro-level poverty is not only one of the variables that is most significantly related to bribery; it also has very 
large effects on the likelihood that people will have to engage in exchanges involving bribes in order to obtain 
services from the public sector. This provides strong evidence that the costs of corruption in the relationship 
between citizens and government officials fall disproportionately upon those who are underprivileged to begin 
with�² the poor.  

 
CONCLUSION 
The literature on corruption has documented a number of severe, negative economic consequences of 
corruption. Nevertheless, only few studies have examined who bears the costs of corruption and how micro-
level wealth and poverty affect the likelihood that people engage in exchanges with corrupt street-level 
bureaucrats. In this paper, we attempt to address these questions. We do so by testing the implications of a 
simple agent-client model in which bribes serve an insurance purpose, using micro-level survey data from sub-
Saharan Africa.   
 
At its simplest, the theoretical framework shows that corrupt bureaucrats prefer to demand bribes from richer 
clients, who are generally more willing to pay for access to public services. However, given that we relax the 
assumption that bureaucrats operate as monopolists, and allow clients to use costly exit mechanisms to opt out 
of public service provision�² e.g. by moving to different neighborhoods or using private health and school 
facilities�² implying that corruption drives the relatively rich away from general public services. This creates an 
adverse selection problem, where rich clients can credibly opt for the costly exit option, while poor groups 
continue to rely on the services of corrupt bureaucrats, because they cannot afford to opt out of public services. 
Under these conditions, the poor will be more likely to pay bribes, and corruption comes to work as a regressive 
tax that hits people who are disadvantaged at the outset.  
 
Using data from the Afrobarometer survey for 18 sub-Saharan African countries, the results clearly corroborate 
that poor people are more likely to pay bribes than wealthier people, and that the average likelihood of paying 
bribes is higher for people living in poorer countries. These results shed new light on the relationship between 
poverty and bribery in Africa by showing that poverty appears to be a major determinant of differences in 
bribery at both the micro- and macro-level. While we cannot assess the size of bribes with the present data, our 
results suggest that costs are suffered disproportionately by the poor.  
 
Ultimately, these findings point to a genuine dilemma for agencies and policy-makers engaged in anti-
corruption campaigns and public sector reform in developing countries. On the one hand, breaking down public 
monopolies and introducing exit mechanisms for clients of public services weaken the power of government 
bureaucrats and work as a constraint on corrupt behavior. This may serve to modify the overall burden of 
corruption in society. On the other hand, the introduction of exit mechanisms are likely to distribute the costs of 
corruption disproportionately towards the poor, precisely because these are the groups that have few alternatives 
but to rely on the services of corrupts bureaucrats. In so far as costly exit mechanisms constitute a remedy for 
fighting corruption, its effects may therefore materialize only conditionally on people becoming richer. In this 
sense, the combination of poverty reduction and anti-corruption reform in the public sector are important steps 
in the fight against corruption. 
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