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Critically considering scholarship relating religiosity to ethical behaviour, we
contend that religion is systematically related to levels of corruption, and that
the nature of this relationship is contingent on the presence of democratic
institutions. In democracies, where political institutions are designed to inhibit
corrupt conduct, the morality provided by religion is related to attenuated
corruption. Conversely, in systems lacking democratic institutions, moral
behaviour is not tantamount to staying away from corrupt ways. Accordingly,
in non-democratic contexts, religion would not be associated with decreased
corruption. Time-series cross-sectional analyses of aggregate data for 129
countries for 12 years, as well as individual level analyses of data from the
World Values Surveys, strongly corroborate the predictions of our theory. The
correlation of religion with reduced corruption is conditional on the extent to
which political institutions are democratic.

Keywords: democratic institutions; corruption; religious freedom; democracy

Country A prides itself on its democratic form of government, but highly regulates
religion. Country B is a non-democracy, but public officials are free to express
their faith publicly. Which would you expect to show more government-level cor-
ruption? This is an easy question. Decades of democratic theories and corruption
studies (as well as the daily news) indicate that on average non-democracies are
more corrupt. However, which would you predict to have higher levels of corrup-
tion of the following two democracies: Country A, where religion is highly regu-
lated, or Country C, which regulates religion only to a limited extent? The key
argument in this article is that a democratic form of government conditions the
effects of religion on moral behaviour. Country A-type democracies would experi-
ence less corruption than non-democracies. Yet, ceteris paribus, corruption levels
in Country A would be higher compared to Country C, due to higher levels of

ISSN 1351-0347 print/ISSN 1743-890X online
# 2012 Taylor & Francis
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2011.650914
http://www.tandfonline.com

∗Corresponding author. Email: udi.sommer@gmail.com

Democratization
2012, iFirst, 1–23

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

di
 S

om
m

er
] a

t 1
1:

09
 0

4 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

2 



religion regulation in the former. Hence, with the appropriate institutional plat-
form, religion may be instrumental in the eradication of corruption.

Based on existing studies that show a positive relationship between religion
and ethical behaviour, this article first posits that limiting religious elements in
the nation’s institutions leads to an increase in the prevalence of corrupt behaviour.
However, we also contend that the institutional context is crucial. It moderates the
effect of religious cues on corruption. In a democratic environment, corruption is
viewed as unethical and inappropriate. In such a context, the effect of religion,
which is to increase the kind of behaviour that is perceived as ethical, would trans-
late into decreased corruption. In the absence of a democratic infrastructure,
behaving morally does not necessarily connote staying away from corrupt ways.
Hence, we expect religion to interact with democratic institutions such that in
the absence of democratic institutions, the limiting effect of religious freedom
on corruption would wane.

Using cross-national time-series data from 129 countries, collected between
1990 and 2002, we show that freedom of religion (measured as the lack of reli-
gious regulation and religious discrimination towards minorities) contributes to
decreasing corruption, and that this beneficial effect of freedom of religion is con-
tingent on a democratic environment. Further, our argument rests on the assump-
tion that for religious cues to reduce corruption, the public must internalize
democratic values and perceive corruption as being destructive to a democratic
form of government. To test this individual-level component of our theory, we
conduct individual level analyses with data from the fifth wave of the World
Values Surveys. The individual-level analyses indicate that holding democratic
values boosts the effect of religiousness on attitudes towards corruption.

Explaining corruption

Corruption is the use of government powers by government officials for illegitimate
private gain.1 By far the most widely examined antecedent of corruption in the
political science literature is institutional design. This is true particularly insofar
as those institutions increase competition.2 One aspect of institutional design that
instigates healthy competition and thus also affects corruption is the clarity with
which accountability may be assigned. Through their effects on the clarity of gov-
ernmental responsibility, political institutions influence the level of corruption.3

The types of institutions whose effects on corruption have been examined are
varied. The size of the government is one key institutional predictor of corruption.4

How accountability is formally enforced5 and the electoral rules6 also affect cor-
ruption.7 The constitutional structure may also lead to corruption, with more cen-
tralized constitutions (for example, unitary as opposed to federal systems)
decreasing the likelihood of corruption8 and with district magnitude also having
an effect.9 Further, legal reforms,10 the type of party system,11 and the institutional
organization of the public sector12 influence corruption as well, together with a
range of additional economic and institutional variables.13
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On the other hand, some scholars have gone beyond the scholarship that
emphasizes the institutional antecedents for corruption. For example, while
Uslaner acknowledges the role of poor policy choices in increasing corruption
his main emphasis is on the economic or social sources of corruption.14 According
to Uslaner, inequality works its way through low interpersonal trust to increase
corrupt conduct. In addition to social capital and trust, cultural value orientations
have also been suggested as important factors underlying corruption. For instance,
Hofstede’s individualism and Schwartz’s autonomy and egalitarianism dimensions
were positively related to non-corruption and the rule of law.15 Cultural values that
legitimize the use of power and the exploitation of others (for example, Hofstede’s
power distance and Schwartz’s hierarchy dimension) have been associated with
more corruption.16 Conversely, trust has been regarded as a key factor in promot-
ing good governance, as it facilitates collective action, which is key for limiting
corruption.17

Most pertinent to our investigation, some research has considered the role of
specific religious beliefs in promoting or deterring corruption.18 Following
Weber’s perspective on the values and beliefs embedded in Protestant religion,
most of these studies have posited that religion could play a role in either reducing
or increasing corruption, depending on the values and belief systems dominant in
the particular denomination. Protestantism is usually associated with lower levels
of corruption because it promotes the values of individualism and is less hierarch-
ical and authoritarian than other religions.19 On the other hand, Confucian or
Islamic societies are more collectivist and hierarchical20 and therefore are associ-
ated with more corruption. Putnam21 and Landes22 have argued that Catholic reli-
gion has historically had an adverse effect on good governance, hence increasing
corruption because it promotes ‘vertical bonds of authority’.23 What is more, Cath-
olicism has historically acquired a culture of intolerance and closed-mindedness
that has retarded development.24 According to Landes, as intolerance is present
in Islam as well, Muslim societies tend to be more susceptible to corruption.
Finally, some scholars have argued that corruption is the result of social norms
and exists in cultures where loyalty to clan trumps loyalty to the state.25

In this article, we attempt to go beyond existing arguments concerning the effect
of religious values on good governance. First, we seek to emphasize the role of reli-
gion in general in affecting corruption, rather than the teachings of specific denomi-
nations. This is one key advance upon extant literature – we go beyond religious
identity as a basis for determining the influence of religion on corruption.
Second, we are interested in the role of religious elements in the state’s institutions.
We contend that the ability to freely exercise religion by the masses as well as by
public employees in state institutions (for example, observing religious practices,
engaging in various public religious activities, freedom to display religious
symbols) deters corruption, as long as corruption is viewed as an immoral behaviour
in the specific political setting. Therefore, crucially important for the theoretical
framework developed below is the interaction between institutions and religion;
the effect of religious worldviews on corruption is contingent on the institutional
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platform in place. Whether the polity is a consolidated democracy would influence
the extent to which the use of government powers for private gain is legitimate.
Consequently, only in a democratic environment would religious elements in the
political institutions reduce corruption. In a departure to some of the literature
cited above, we contend that, regardless of its specific beliefs and teachings, any
religion has the potential to promote ethical and moral behaviour. For this to
happen, though, the state must provide an environment in which religious views
can be expressed and practiced freely and the political system should be democratic.

Religion and moral behaviour

Religion provides a language of ethics, as it serves as a constant reminder of what
is considered good and evil. As such, religion may be translated into political vir-
tuousness and integrity. Indeed, studies show that individual level religiosity is
usually connected to ethical political behaviour. For example, an analysis of
data from more than 30 countries shows higher levels of tax morale among reli-
gious participants.26 Along the same lines, there is also a vast literature connecting
religiosity to philanthropy and charity.27

An emerging body of experimental literature suggests that moral conduct is
promoted in an environment with religious elements. In fact, current studies
argue and demonstrate that subtle and even subliminal religious cues in the
environment can boost ethical behaviour among both the devout and the
secular. Mazar, Amir, and Ariely argue that religious cues increase attention to
moral standards, notwithstanding how devout one is.28 The amplified attention
to one’s moral compass, in turn, increases the tendency to act in accordance
with these moral standards.

Presenting participants with religious concepts promotes moral behaviour,29

the punishment of unfair behaviour,30 and pro-social behaviour.31 What is more,
religious cues were found to increase one’s ethical standards; a recent experimen-
tal study shows that mere exposure to religious concepts significantly decreases
the likelihood of cheating in a difficult task32 and increases ethical behaviour
more generally.33 To explain why exposure to religious content increases ethical
behaviour, some argue that religious cues increase the accessibility of thoughts
about a supernatural watcher34 or about the moral behaviour of religious figures.35

Applying these findings to the realm of politics, religious cues in the political
environment may boost the standards of honesty among decision-makers. The
morally purifying effect of religion in Mazar, Amir, and Ariely is not contingent
on a person’s religiosity36; simply knowing that the Ten Commandments are
about moral rules proved to be sufficient to increase attention to moral standards
in individuals. This, in turn, increased the likelihood of behaviour consistent with
these standards. In sum, it is not just the religiosity of decision-makers that affects
their moral behaviour. Rather, it is the presence of religious cues in the institutional
environment in which they operate that would have this effect. We first argue,
therefore, that the presence of religious cues in state institutions will work to
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increase moral behaviour on the part of decision-makers. Therefore, corruption
should decline with the salience and presence of religion in state institutions. Con-
versely, restrictions on the freedom to express religious beliefs or practice religion
may hinder the positive effect of religiosity on reducing corrupt behaviour. There-
fore, regulation of religion by the state is expected to be associated with higher
levels of corruption:

H1: Higher levels of religious regulation should be associated with increased
corruption.

While religious priming has a robust effect on pro-social behaviour in some con-
texts, religion has a darker side too. The political science literature has long docu-
mented religion as connected to prejudice and political intolerance.37Whilemost of
theseworks are concernedwith the effect of individual religious beliefs, the effect of
religion–state relationship on religious tolerance, religious freedom, and human
rights records is also revealed in some aggregated cross-national analyses. For
instance, state regulation of religious activity38 as well as legislation of religion
into law and state support for one or more religions39 are found to increase
discrimination against minority religions and worsen a state’s level of human
rights practice.

Similarly, experimental work indicates that religion may activate anti-social be-
haviour towards out-groups40 and increase support for suicide attacks against the
out-group.41 Thus, for religion to be associated with reduced corruption, it should
increase self-transcendence (rather than in-group favouritism and out-group resent-
ment). For that matter, the political environment should not only provide freedom to
express religious worldviews, engage in religious activities, and display religious
symbols, but also allow for religious pluralism. When the state discriminates
against certain religious groups,we do not expect religion tomotivate ethical behav-
iour. Therefore, religious discrimination is expected to be correlated with increased
levels of corruption in a country:

H2: Higher levels of religious discrimination should be associated with increased
corruption.

Religion and corruption: the moderating role of democracy

While we hypothesize that religious cues in general have the potential to reduce
corruption by increasing accessibility to one’s moral standards, we also posit
that the effect of religion on corruption is dependent on the institutional environ-
ment within which the individual is located. For religious cues to reduce corrup-
tion, public servants have to see their ethics as relevant to their work. Increased
attention to one’s moral compass brought about by religious cues should reduce
corruption only to the extent that such behaviour is perceived by the individual
as normatively wrong. This would be a function of how democratic one’s
context is.42
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One of our key arguments is that democratic institutions have an indirect effect
on reducing corrupt behaviour via their effect on the relationship between religion
and corruption. In a democratic system, corruption is perceived as an immoral act. In
consolidated democracies where checks and balances function, elements crucial for
deterring corruption such as an independent judiciary, a political culture, and free
media that stress integrity are all in place. In addition, public opinion is prone to
concern with post-materialistic needs of self-actualization, quality of life, and
self-expression, which underlie anti-corruption pressures.43 Put together, these
characteristics of democracies make clear that the use of government powers for
private gain is unethical and normativelywrong. Thus, in such an environment, acti-
vation ofmoral standards through religious cues is expected to reduce the likelihood
of corruption. Conversely, in an institutional context where corruption is not viewed
asmorally wrong, religious cues that activate one’s moral compass are not expected
to decrease corruption. In a political environment where corruption is not viewed as
categorically wrong, religious cues cannot be expected to hold it back.

H3: Democratic governance moderates the relationship between religious freedom
and corruption such that higher levels of democracy are expected to strengthen the
effect of religion on reduced corruption, while lower levels of democracy would
attenuate the effect of religion on corruption.

Apart from the interactive effect, it is generally expected that democratic con-
ditions depress corruption. First, knowing that their conduct is subject to scrutiny
constrains officials to loyally carry out their duty.44 A democratic form of govern-
ment increases the likelihood of institutionalized penalty, which in turn shapes the
cost-benefit analysis of elites. In addition to its effects via political institutions,
democracy also moulds the political culture and the prevailing values, affecting
both the public’s tolerance for corruption and the elite’s belief system.

H4: Democracies will show lower levels of corruption.

Finally, we control for variables traditionally associated with corruption. These
include history as a British colony,45 gross domestic product (GDP), openness to
trade, and globalization. We also control for the size of different religious groups
in the nation.

Data and methods

We test our core hypotheses concerning the effect of religious freedoms on corrup-
tion using cross-sectional time-series data collected between 1990 and 2002. The
time period under study is dictated more by the data than theoretical constraints.
While data on other variables are widely available from many sources, time-
series data for religious freedom measures (such as religious regulation and dis-
crimination towards minorities) is compiled by Religion and the State (RAS)
Project and is currently only available for the period between 1990 and 2002.

6 U. Sommer et al.
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Data for the dependent variable, Level of Corruption, are taken from Inter-
national Country Risk Guide’s Political Risk Ratings. The scale is 0 to 1, with
values closer to 1 indicating a political system with higher levels of corruption.
The Political Risk Ratings are taken from the Political Risk Services (PRS) data
available for purchase from the PRS group, a research group focused on political
risk analysis, whose ratings are used extensively in academic work.46 This type of
data is the most appropriate for the time-series aspect of the empirical tests con-
ducted here. As Thompson and Shah suggest, those indicators suggesting
limited variance over time (for example, Transparency International’s index) are
not adequate to gauge temporal change because of the measurement strategy
used to compile them.47

Data for the predictors are taken from several sources. Data on state activity in
the area of religion come from the Religion and State (RAS) project as mentioned
above. This is a university-based project that includes a set of measures used to
systematically gauge the intersection between government and religion. Three
independent variables are used based on the RAS data.48 Religious Regulation
is the first of these and addresses whether the state regulates either all religions
or the majority religion. The measure combines specific types of religious restric-
tions that a government may place on the majority religion, or on all religions,
including but not limited to restrictions on religious political parties, formal reli-
gious organizations, restrictions on public observance of religious practices, and
public religious speech. Religious Discrimination against Minorities is the
second outcome variable that measures the extent of religious freedom, and
ranges from 0 (no restrictions on minorities) to 48 (minorities are prohibited or
sharply restricted from public observance of religious services, building and main-
taining places of worship, are forced to observe religious laws of other groups,
their religious organizations are restricted, religious education restricted, there is
arrest or harassment of religious figures, restrictions on the ability to make
materials necessary for religious rites, restrictions on ability to write, disseminate,
or publish religious material, restrictions on observance of religious laws concern-
ing personal status, forced conversions, restrictions on proselytizing, and require-
ment for the minority religions to register in order to be legal or receive special tax
status).49 To facilitate interpretation by allowing a comparison of effect sizes, both
variables are recoded to vary between 0 and 1. Higher values were coded to indi-
cate higher levels of regulation and discrimination.

To measure Democratic Conditions, we utilize the Freedom House/Polity
measure, which transforms the average of Freedom House and Polity scales to
one that varies between 0 (least democratic) and 10 (most democratic) and
imputes the values where data on Polity is missing by regressing Polity on the
average.50 In addition, we control for variables traditionally associated with cor-
ruption. Globalization Scale is the weighted average of three variables: social glo-
balization, economic globalization, and political globalization.51 The Social
Globalization measure includes three categories of indicators: personal contacts
(for example, telephone traffic and tourism), information flows (for example,
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number of internet users), and cultural proximity (for example, trade books and
number of IKEA warehouses per capita). Economic Globalization is measured
by restrictions on trade and capital such as tariff rates, and by actual flows of
trade and investments. The index of Political Globalization is measured by the
number of embassies and high commissions in a country, the number of member-
ships the country has in international organizations, participation in UN peace-
keeping missions, and the number of international treaties signed since 1945. Pre-
dictors for Percent From Religious Denomination reflect the share of each of those
denominations in the population (RAS dataset). GDP per capita in constant US
dollars at base year 2000 was used as a proxy for levels of modernization.
Missing data were imputed using the CIA World Fact Book.52 Postcommunism
is a dummy variable coded 1 if the country has a communist legacy.

We use time-series cross-sectional data, listing all states in the abovemen-
tioned datasets for which data were available for the period 1990–2002. We
employ a generalized estimating equation (GEE) model.53 A marginal approach,
such as the GEE, is appropriate in this case since we are interested in the variables
that influence corruption.54 We employ a GEE model with first-order autoregres-
sive component. We use robust standard errors clustered on the nation.

Results

What is the relation between religion and corruption? Table 1 presents the results
of the cross-national time-series portion of the analysis. Model I examines the
effects of religious regulation and religious discrimination against minorities, con-
trolling for the effects of other independent variables. In Model II we add controls
for the dominance of a range of religious denominations in the nation. The results
of these models provide strong empirical support for Hypotheses 1 to 4.

Model I lends support to both H1 and H2. We find that as freedom of religion
increases (that is, as religious regulation and discrimination against minorities
decrease), corruption declines. Thus, all else being equal, nations that regulate
religion more tend to have higher levels of corruption. In addition, religious dis-
crimination also boosts corruption. In countries where the rights and freedoms of
minority religions are not respected, corrupt behaviour tends to increase. Next,
we find evidence that more democratic states are less corrupt than less democratic
nations on average, which lends support to H4. In addition, control variables show
that economic development measured as GDP per capita has the effect of deterring
corruption, and that former British colonies suffer from corruption to a greater
extent than countries not formerly under British rule. While this result is contrary
to theoretical claims that link the tradition of British civil service to lower levels
of corruption,55 at the same time, it is in line with some recent evidence that does
not find a significant effect of British colonial heritage on levels of corruption.56

Model I provides strong empirical support for the argument that the fewer the
religious cues within state institutions – captured as an increased regulation of the
religious activities of majority and minority religions as well as attempts to prevent
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minority religions from freely exercising their religions – the stronger the deter-
ring effect on moral behaviour, thus increasing corruption.

In Model II, we also control for the percentage of adherents to major religious
traditions. The key results inModel I still hold when controlling for the effect of reli-
gious denominations, thus showing that thefindings are robust tomodel specification
and the addition of further control variables. We also find that, in general, levels of
corruption are not necessarily affected by the presence of the adherents of specific
religious traditions. The coefficients for percent of religious adherents are usually
not statistically significant with the exception of Protestants and Hindus. The
results show that as the percentage of Protestants in a nation increases, corruption
is likely to decrease. This result is in linewith historical debates and previous empiri-
cal evidence concerning the effect of Protestant values on deterring corruption. On
the other hand, we do not find support for the argument that Islam or Catholicism
are related to more corruption because such religions promote hierarchy and collec-
tivist values that may have the effect of encouraging corrupt behaviour. In sum, reli-
gious traditions in a country do not have consistent effects on levels of corruption.

Table 1. The effect of state-level religion on corruption.

Model I Model II

Religious regulation 0.223 (0.099)∗∗ 0.196 (0.101)∗∗

Religious discrimination 0.271 (0.078)∗∗∗ 0.256 (0.072)∗∗∗

Democratic conditions 20.366 (0.200)∗ 20.358 (0.211)∗

GDP in real $s – logged 20.065 (0.012)∗∗∗ 20.062 (0.013)∗∗∗

British colony 0.048 (0.027)∗ 0.081 (0.032)∗∗

Post communism 0.040 (0.029) 0.009 (0.033)
Globalization 20.023 (0.073) 20.024 (0.077)
% Catholics 2 0.001 (0.000)
% Orthodox 2 0.000 (0.001)
% Protestant 2 20.002 (0.001)∗∗∗

% Muslim 2 20.000 (0.000)
% Buddhist 2 20.001 (0.001)
% Hindu 2 0.008 (0.004)∗∗

% Jewish 2 20.024 (0.054)
% Confucians 2 20.014 (0.006)∗∗

% Sikhs 2 20.007 (0.013)
% Bahais 2 20.061 (0.054)
Constant 1.028∗∗∗ (0.091) 1.026 (0.092)∗∗∗

N 1566 1566
N of groups 129 129
Observations per group Min 4; Average 12.1;

Max 13
Min 4; Average 12.1;
Max 13

Wald x2 x2(7) ¼ 114.82
Prob . x2 ¼ 0.000

x2(17) ¼ 382.67
Prob . x2 ¼ 0.000

Notes: Table entries are unstandardized coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. ∗P ,0.10,
∗∗P , 0.05, ∗∗∗P , 0.01.
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In order to test our argument concerning the moderating role of levels of
democracy on religious freedom and corruption (H3), we added two interaction
terms toModel II: level of democracy x religious regulation and level of democracy
x religious discrimination towards minorities, of them only the former returned stat-
istical significance, and it is depicted in Figure 1. The predicted level of corruption
is calculated given changing levels of democratic conditions for religious freedom.
The thick gray line in the panel represents established democracies, the darker gray
line represents the conditions in developing democracies and the narrow black line
indicates the effect of religious freedom in non-democracies. The coefficients of
each of the lines and their corresponding confidence intervals are presented in
Appendix Table A1.

As Figure 1 indicates, freedom of religion has a negative effect on corruption
in democratic countries: as regulation increases, all else being equal, corruption is
bound to increase. However, this effect is reversed in non-democracies, where
freedom of religion slightly increases corruption. This result confirms our hypoth-
esis that the effect of religious freedom on decreasing corruption is conditional on
being a consolidated democracy.

We also test whether economic development and modernization, which are
associated with democratization, likewise condition the effect of religious
freedom on decreasing corruption. To this end, we again rerun Model II, this time
adding the interaction of two religious freedom variables with GDP per capita (as
proxies for development and modernization). Figure 2 shows the statistically sig-
nificant interaction terms. On the x-axis in each of the panels is religion, with 1

Figure 1. The interactive effect of religiosity and democratization on corruption

10 U. Sommer et al.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

di
 S

om
m

er
] a

t 1
1:

09
 0

4 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

2 



being no freedom of religion (highest regulation, highest discrimination). Regu-
lation is at the left-hand panel, and discrimination to its right. The thick gray line
in each panel represents the most affluent countries, the darker gray line represents
the mean GDP and the narrow black line indicates the effect of religion in poor
countries. The coefficients of each of the lines and their corresponding confidence
intervals are presented in Appendix Table A1.

As hypothesized, freedom of religion has a negative effect on corruption in
affluent countries; as regulation and discrimination increase, there will be more
corruption. However, as Figure 1 indicates, this effect is reversed in poor
countries, where freedom of religion does not affect, or even increases, corruption.

Therefore, both Figure 1 and Figure 2 lend strong support to H3. Since our
conditional hypothesis assumes that the positive effect of religious freedoms on
corruption rests on a public that internalizes democratic values, we also provide
below some supporting evidence using analysis of individual-level data.

Supporting analysis: individual-level models

For religious cues to reduce corruption, the public has to consider religion as tied
to ethical behaviour and good governance. We contend that, in a democratic
country, corruption is perceived as an immoral act. But this should be relevant
only to the extent that a person internalizes the democratic values. As a person
internalizes democratic values, s/he is more likely to view corruption as a

Figure 2. The interactive effect of religiosity and GDP (logged) on corruption
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threat to democracy. Therefore, we expect democratic values to condition the
effect of religious cues on how corrupt behaviour is perceived. We therefore
hypothesize that the effect of religiosity on corrupt behaviour is contingent on
whether the individual supports a democratic form of government or not. To
directly test the mechanism through which religiosity and corruption may be
related at the individual level, we use data from the latest wave of the World
Values Surveys, which were conducted in 57 countries during 2005. Due to
missing items, some countries were not included in the analysis. As a result, the
final analysis includes observations from 36 countries. Random intercept multile-
vel modelling is used to account for the hierarchical nature of the data.57

The dependent variable is an additive scale of four variables on the justifiabil-
ity of the following actions: ‘Claiming government benefits to which you are not
entitled’, ‘Avoiding a fare on public transportation’, ‘Cheating on taxes if you have
a chance’, and ‘Someone accepting a bribe in the course of their duties’. The items
are measured as a Likert scale from 1 (never justifiable) to 10 (always justifiable).
The scale reliability coefficient of the items, measured by Cronbach’s alpha is
0.79. The final measure is coded to vary between 0 to 1, where higher values indi-
cate a tendency to justify corrupt behaviour.

As for the predictors, religiosity is measured using three variables. The first
variable is a self-assessed religiosity variable. This is a dummy variable coded 1
if the respondent considers herself a religious person, and 0 otherwise. Although
far from being ideal, we still include this variable in our analysis. The second is the
importance of God in the respondent’s life, measured on a Likert scale from 1 (not
important) to 10 (very important). Finally, we also include the frequency of church
attendance. These variables are recoded to vary between 0 and 1. We also control
for respondents’ religious denomination.58 Finally, we control for age, level of
education, income, gender, ideological orientation, national pride, trust, satisfac-
tion with household income, and confidence in institutions. All these variables,
with the exception of age, are normalized to vary between 0 and 1.

The results in Table 2 largely support the hypotheses that while both religiosity
and democratic attitudes are crucial to the justifiability of corruption, support for
democratic institutions bolsters the positive effect of religiosity on deterring
corrupt behaviour. In Model I, we find that both the importance of God in a respon-
dent’s life and attendance at religious services decrease the justifiability of corrup-
tion. Support for democracy is significantly and negatively related to justification
of corrupt behaviour. Indeed, support for democracy has the strongest effect on
support for corrupt behaviour. Model II in Table 2 considers the interaction of
self-assessed religiosity and support for democracy on justifiability of corruption.
Although the coefficient of religiosity in this model is positive, the interaction
effect is negative and statistically significant, indicating that, all else being
equal, for a religious person, the marginal effect of supporting democracy on jus-
tifiability of corruption is -0.121. Similar results emerge when we consider the
interactive effects of the importance of God and frequency of attendance at reli-
gious services. In both Models III and IV, the coefficients of importance of God
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Table 2. Religiosity, democratic attitudes, and justifiability of corruption: individual-level supporting analysis.

Model I Model II Model III Model IV

Within-level effects
Religious person 20.001 (0.003) 0.013 (0.008)∗ 20.001 (0.003) 20.001 (0.003)
Importance of God 20.021 (0.005)∗∗∗ 20.020 (0.005)∗∗∗ 0.000 (0.011) 20.020 (0.005)∗∗∗

Religious attendance 20.014 (0.004)∗∗ 20.014 (0.004)∗∗ 20.014 (0.004)∗∗ 0.008 (0.010)
Endorsing democracy 20.127 (0.005)∗∗∗ 20.113 (0.009)∗∗∗ 20.107 (0.011)∗∗∗ 20.113 (0.008)∗∗∗

Religious x Endorse dem. – 20.021 (0.010)∗∗ – –
Imp. God x Endorse dem. – – 20.028 (0.014)∗∗ –
Rel. attendance x Endorse dem. – – – 20.031 (0.013)∗∗

Buddhist 0.008 (0.007) 0.008 (0.007) 0.008 (0.007) 0.008 (0.007)
Catholic 0.010 (0.004)∗∗ 0.010 (0.004)∗∗ 0.010 (0.004)∗∗ 0.010 (0.004)∗∗

Hindu 0.003 (0.012) 0.003 (0.012) 0.003 (0.012) 0.003 (0.012)
Independent/other 20.003 (0.006) 20.003 (0.006) 20.003 (0.006) 20.003 (0.006)
Jewish 0.035 (0.023) 0.035 (0.023) 0.035 (0.023) 0.035 (0.023)
Muslim 20.007 (0.008) 20.007 (0.008) 20.007 (0.008) 20.007 (0.008)
Orthodox 0.030 (0.008)∗∗∗ 0.030 (0.008)∗∗∗ 0.030 (0.008)∗∗∗ 0.030 (0.008)∗∗∗

Protestant 20.006 (0.004) 20.005 (0.004) 20.005 (0.004) 20.005 (0.004)
Evangelical 0.003 (0.006) 0.003 (0.006) 0.003 (0.006) 0.003 (0.006)
National pride 20.056 (0.005)∗∗∗ 20.056 (0.005)∗∗∗ 20.056 (0.005)∗∗∗ 20.056 (0.005)∗∗∗

Trust 0.007 (0.003)∗∗ 0.007 (0.003)∗∗ 0.007 (0.003)∗∗ 0.007 (0.003)∗∗

Confidence in institutions 0.009 (0.006) 0.009 (0.006) 0.009 (0.006) 0.009 (0.006)
Satisfaction with financial situation 20.016 (0.005)∗∗ 20.016 (0.005) ∗∗ 20.016 (0.005)∗∗ 20.016 (0.005)∗∗

Ideology 0.018 (0.005)∗∗∗ 0.018 (0.005)∗∗∗ 0.018 (0.005)∗∗∗ 0.018 (0.005)∗∗∗

Age 20.002 (0.000)∗∗∗ 20.002 (0.000)∗∗∗ 20.002 (0.000)∗∗∗ 20.002 (0.000)∗∗∗

Low education 0.028 (0.003)∗∗∗ 0.028 (0.003)∗∗∗ 0.028 (0.003)∗∗∗ 0.028 (0.003)∗∗∗

Middle education 0.006 (0.003)∗∗ 0.006 (0.003)∗∗ 0.007 (0.003)∗∗∗ 0.007 (0.003)∗∗∗

Income 0.021 (0.005)∗∗∗ 0.021 (0.005)∗∗∗ 0.021 (0.005)∗∗∗ 0.021 (0.005)∗∗∗

Male 0.011 (0.002)∗∗∗ 0.011 (0.002)∗∗∗ 0.011 (0.002)∗∗∗ 0.011 (0.002)∗∗∗

(Continued )
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Table 2. Continued.

Model I Model II Model III Model IV

Intercept 0.336 (0.013)∗∗∗ 0.326 (0.014)∗∗∗ 0.321 (0.015)∗∗∗ 0.325 (0.014)∗∗∗

Variance components
Country level constant 0.063 (0.008)∗∗∗ 0.063 (0.008)∗∗∗ 0.063 (0.008)∗∗∗ 0.063 (0.008)∗∗∗

Individual level constant 0.176 (0.001)∗∗∗ 0.176 (0.001)∗∗∗ 0.176 (0.001)∗∗∗ 0.176 (0.001)∗∗∗

N (level 1) 27398 27398 27398 27398
N (level 2) 36 36 36 36
Wald chi-sq. 1521.55 1525.88 1525.91 1527.70
Prob . chi-sq. 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
22x LL 217361.58 217365.66 217365.69 217367.38

Notes: Table entries are unstandardized coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. ∗P ,0.10, ∗∗P , 0.05, ∗∗∗P , 0.01.
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and attendance at religious services are positive, but, again, the interaction effects
are negative and statistically significant – higher support for democracy bolsters
the positive effect religiosity has on deterring corrupt behaviour. Once religious
belief and religious social behaviour are taken into account, specific religious
beliefs do not necessarily have a substantive effect on corrupt behaviour. We sys-
tematically find that Catholic and Orthodox identifications tend to increase justifia-
bility of corruption, but, with the exception of these, the rest of the denominations
do not have a statistically significant effect on support for corrupt behaviour.

Discussion and conclusions

For years, religion has been largely ignored in the study of politics. Yet, as political
occurrences worldwide indicate, religion plays an important role in many aspects
of social and political life. This article contributes to the extant literature by
showing that religion can be a source of good governance. The presence of reli-
gious cues in state institutions systematically decreases levels of corruption.
This effect, however, is conditional on the institutional framework in place. In a
democratic context, corruption is viewed as unethical and inappropriate. The
effect of freedom of religion, which is to increase the type of behaviour that is per-
ceived as ethical, would in this context translate into a reduction in corrupt behav-
iour. Conversely, in a non-democratic context, behaving morally does not always
mean staying away from corruption. Where political corruption is not viewed as an
unethical behaviour, religious cues are unlikely to suppress it.

We tested the interactive effect of democratic institutions and religion on cor-
ruption with two independent sets of data at two levels of analysis, and found
robust support. At the macro level, analysis of data from 129 nations over a
period of 12 years indicates that the positive effect of religious freedom on limiting
corruption is conditional on the level of democracy in a country. Further, our
hypothesis rests on the notion that the positive effect of religion on reducing cor-
ruption depends on the extent to which the individual internalizes democratic
values. Accordingly, we also conducted an individual-level analysis using data
from the latest wave of the World Values Surveys. The results provide strong
empirical support for our contention that, for religious cues to have a beneficial
effect on non-corrupt behaviour, the public should be supportive of democratic
norms promoting good governance.

This work makes several significant contributions to the literature. At the level
of theory, we combine institutional and political-psychological approaches to study
the antecedents of corruption. We posit that religious cues in the context of the pol-
itical apparatus would affect decision-makers to act morally. Yet, acting morally
would depend on the institutional context. In a democracy, being morally virtuous
would mean avoiding corruption. At the empirical level, while important lessons
about ways to limit corruption are gleaned from institutional analysis, this work
sheds new light on the topic. We demonstrate empirically how the psychological
effects of religion and the institutional environment interact to influence corruption.
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This work offers some important observations and empirical predictions to be
further developed and tested in future work. The combination of insights from pol-
itical-psychological scholarship on the one hand and institutional scholarship on
the other provides a theoretical framework that is not only more nuanced, but
also offers considerably more explanatory power. The psychological effects are
contingent on the institutional context, and the institutional consequences are a
function of certain mental processes. This would be a fertile theoretical framework
not only for the study of religion and corruption, but also for the examination of a
host of other political phenomena, traditionally studied discretely using either the-
ories from the political-psychological realm or accounts from the world of political
institutions.

Finally, the conclusions of the analyses presented here are pertinent to the work
of scholars as well as to leaders – religious and otherwise. Religion is playing an
increasingly larger role in politics worldwide; religious movements in the Middle
East are gaining power, some of the political violence in Europe has religious over-
tones, and some of the key ongoing conflicts, both between nations and within
them, are related to religion. Yet, as the findings of this study illustrate, some of
the implications of religion within the political realm may in fact be positive. At
least as far as corruption is concerned, the effects of religion on politics are con-
ditional on the institutional framework in place. Religion as such does not have
the power to purge the political system of corruption. Yet, with the appropriate
institutional platform, religion may be instrumental in the eradication of corruption.
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Appendix

Table A1. Simple effects of the interactions in Figures 1 and 2.

Coefficient Std. error Z

CI 95% CI 90%

Lower Upper Lower Upper

Regulation Democratization low –0.229 0.220 –1.04 –0.660 0.203 –0.591 0.133
Democratization medium 0.334 0.299 1.12 –0.251 0.920 –0.157 0.826
Democratization high 1.060 0.530 2.00 0.022 2.098 0.189 1.931
GDP low –0.301 0.161 –1.87 –0.617 0.014 –0.566 –0.036
GDP medium 0.154 0.241 0.64 –0.317 0.626 –0.241 0.550
GDP high 0.948 0.504 1.88 –0.040 1.937 0.119 1.778

Discrimination GDP low 0.186 0.363 0.51 –0.527 0.898 –0.412 0.783
GDP medium 0.027 0.190 0.14 –0.346 0.399 –0.286 0.339
GDP high 1.002 0.379 2.64 0.259 1.744 0.379 1.625

Notes: Table entries are coefficients, standard errors, Z value and confidence intervals for the effect of regulation/discrimination when democratization/GDP is at the
lowest 20%, between 40–60%, and highest 20%.
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