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Abstract
The aim of this paper is to study the effects of exposure to corruption on
all the aspects of political participation. Focusing on Italian municipalities for
the period 1999-2014, we generate a daily and local measure of exposure to
corruption, screening newspaper articles of the main Italian press agency. We
concentrate on local elections and, in an event-study analysis, we find three
main results. First, corruption exposure affects citizens participation, with a
reduction in voter turnout. Second, corruption impacts on politicians participation: the number of candidates and electoral lists decreases after a scandal
and candidates with political tenure are more likely to run. Finally, these
changes affect local political outcomes as tenured politicians are more likely to
be elected, while freshmen lose ground. These results suggest that exposure to
corruption has general and negative effects on political participation, leading
people to lose interest toward politics and move away from it.
JEL codes: D72, D73, H70, K42.
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Introduction

Corruption is a broad phenomenon with sizeable and complex effects on politics.
On the one hand, corruption has relevant impacts on the context in which the scandal occurs: in corrupted localities, incumbents face lower re-election probability
(Larreguy et al. 2014, Costas-Pérez, et al. 2012, Ferraz, Finan 2008), subsequent
administrators tend to behave more honestly (Avis et al. 2017) and local audits
play a crucial sanctioning effect (Bobonis et al. 2016). On the other hand, there
is evidence that corruption has broader effects on the society as it negatively affects voters’ confidence and trust in public institutions (Clausen, et al. 2011), in
governments’ capability (Caillier 2010), political systems and politicians (Morris,
Klesner 2010). Finally, these effects are crucially conveyed by the media (Muço
2017, Rizzica, Tonello 2015, Fiorino et al. 2012) and reporting is often biased
(Puglisi, Snyder 2010, Di Tella, Franceschelli 2009). Nevertheless, despite the large
debate on the effects of this phenomenon, the influence of corruption on political
participation needs further attention. This is a vital aspect to explore in order to
better understand the repercussion of corruption.
This paper focuses on this specific issue and studies the effects of corruption
exposure on political participation of citizens and politicians, and on the impact on
political outcomes. Generating an original daily and local measure of media coverage
of corruption, through the screening of newspaper articles of the main national press
agency, we concentrate on a series of effects. First, we study political participation.
On the one hand, we consider the effect of corruption on citizens participation: on
whether people vote – voter turnout. On the other hand, we look at the impact on
participation of local politicians (who runs), focusing on the endogenous political
supply: the number of candidates running for mayor, the number of electoral lists
and the political background of candidates (whether they are tenured politicians
or freshmen, without any political experience). Second, we look at the equilibrium
effects, i.e. at the impact on local political outcomes: selection of elected politicians (characteristics of mayors and councillors) and political background of elected
mayors. Moreover, the focus of this study is local: we take into account political
scandals which involve administrators of local capitals (region main towns), where
the seats of local governments are located, and we study the effect on local elections
in all other (non-capital) municipalities.
From a theoretical point of view, we can see that the occurrence of a scandal in
the local capital represents a valence shock that conveys important information on
politics and that can affect political outcomes1 . On the one hand, this could impact
the demand side in elections – the voters. Given this new piece of information, they
could (negatively) update their beliefs on the entire political class and, according
to the retrospective voting model (Persson, Tabellini 2002), this could reduce their
“confidence in the responsiveness of electoral institutions and public officials” (Ansolabehere et al. 1994). Voters may be induced to think that voting will not be
1

In this regard, it is important to mention that in the setting under analysis populistic parties
are not playing a prominent role in local politics yet: the main Italian populistic party, the Five Star
Movement, started having success in local election from 2016. Therefore, what we are analysing
is a setting where the requests typical of populism, such as demand for political renewal, are not
rooted yet. This caveat is important in guiding the understanding of the main results of this paper.

2

beneficial for them, and they could be more likely to abstain in following elections.
On the other hand, corruption reporting may affect the supply side – the politicians.
A scandal could work as an externality for potential candidates, modifying their incentives to run: in terms of material payoff, this may reduce the expected rents
that can be extracted from the office, since corruption becomes more salient and
easier to detect (Avis et al. 2016). Additionally, in terms of immaterial payoff, this
may lower reputation and self-esteem reward of being elected (Caselli, Morelli 2004).
This dynamics may lead to a reduction in the number of candidates in equilibrium,
with a stronger drop in freshmen candidates who have not paid the (reputation)
cost of being politicians yet2 . Finally, these effects in the demand and supply side
may change the equilibrium outcomes: in particular, this could lead to an increase
in the chances for tenured politicians to be re-elected, that are over-represented in
the polls. In this paper, we want to bring these hypothesis to the data, by testing
them in the setting of Italian municipalities.
The paper focuses on Italy. This country constitutes an important instance
to be studied in terms of political corruption for two reasons. First, it represents
an important outlier in the international panorama, as it is considered one of the
most corrupted nations in Europe. There is international evidence confirming this:
Transparency International ranks Italy in position 61 out of 168 in 2015 ranking of
corruption perception3 . Domestically, the Italian accounting court, Corte dei Conti,
classifies corruption as a widespread phenomenon with deleterious and durable effects on economic growth and, in an estimate of 2012, it evaluated cost of corruption
in 60 billion Euros. Second, corruption played, and currently plays, a crucial role
in the Italian social and political life. For instance, the large corruption scandal
that took place at the beginning of the 90s, Mani pulite, has deeply modified Italian
politics and it has significantly contributed to the transition to the so-called Second republic (Vannucci 2009). Moreover, corruption is a fundamental component
of the political discourse of new populistic forces: Caiani, Della Porta (2012) study
electoral speeches of extreme right parties in Italy and they underline how corruption plays an essential role, and Biorcio, Natale (2013) document the important role
of this element in the recent rise of the Italian Five Star Movement, a populistic
movement, headed by the comedian Beppe Grillo4 .
In order to measure political corruption at the local level, we generate an index
by screening newspaper articles of the main Italian press agency, ANSA, which see
local politicians involved in corruption cases. We identify an article as dealing with
local scandals if a) it talks about corruption (we make use of keywords related to
2

An alternative model that may explain the effects in the supply side is a model of party
selection. Political parties may need to candidate individuals with a better profile after a scandal,
in order to maintain the consensus undermined by the corruption reporting (Cavalcanti et al.
2017). On the one hand, they may opt for candidates with more political experience, on the other
hand, some of them may give up the competition, in the absence of proper profiles. Also in this
case, the implication is a drop in the number of candidates, with freshmen more likely to quit
politics, and the straightening of the old political class at the local level.
3
The index is a self-reported measure of perception of public corruption in a certain country
(http://www.transparency.org).
4
As already mentioned, our paper does not study the rise of populism in Italy as in the period
that we cover, populistic forces did not took root in local administrations yet.
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corruption, e.g. "bribe", to screen articles in an automatic web search) and b) it
mentions the surname of a local politician in office in the period the article was issued
and in the place the article was geo-localized. Moreover, in order to limit endogeneity
issues, due to the fact that the release of corruption articles may be affected by local
politics, we limit the data collection to scandals that took place in local capitals. We
study, then, the effects on municipalities that are not local capitals, i.e. we exclude
from the analysis all cities located in the districts (provinces) of capitals. With this
local/non-local approach, each municipality is exposed to the scandals recorded in
his local capital and this design allows us to exclude direct effects of corruption
locally. We obtain a local and high-frequency (daily) measure of corruption for a
long time span (1999-2014): we identify and geo-localize 26,543 articles about local
corruption, pertaining politicians of different administrative levels and dealing with
all phases of the judiciary process, from the beginning of the investigation to the
sentence.
In order to capture the causal effect of corruption exposure on political participation, we rely on an event-study design: we take advantage of the large geographical
and temporal variation of scandals as well as the staggered timing of Italian municipal elections. The essence of this identification strategy lies in the comparison of
the impact of scandals taking place before elections with those occurred after, with
cities that were not exposed to corruption as the control group. The key identifying assumptions are that the reporting of regional scandals is not endogenous with
the local political background in non-capital municipalities, and that the timing of
release is not manipulated with respect to local elections. These assumptions are
plausible in this setting, considering the non-local nature of the treatment. This
approach reduces the possibility for reporting to be affected by local factors, and for
timing of capital scandals to be tailored on local election dates.
Nonetheless, there is a number of possible threats to this empirical strategy, that
we explicitly test. First, this approach may not be successful in case parties political
support displays spacial clustering within Italian regions: in this case, there would be
a correlation between the municipal electoral support for an incumbent party, related
to local political outcomes, and reporting of corruption on that party at the regional
level. To address this concern, we show that political preferences do not show high
levels of spatial clustering, in our setting. Second, we explicitly test the possibility
of manipulation in the timing of scandals reporting in two ways. On the one hand,
we test whether the timing of scandals is manipulated close to the dates of election:
in particular, we conduct a McCrary test, checking whether corruption reporting is
discontinuous close to the election dates and there is no evidence of discontinuity. On
the other hand, we check whether there is evidence of manipulation in the number
of scandals released over the electoral cycle of non-capital municipalities and we
can reject this hypothesis. All these tests support the identifying assumptions,
suggesting that corruption reporting is a plausibly exogenous treatment for the
sample of non-capital municipalities.
Three main results emerge from the analysis. First, corruption exposure significantly reduces voter turnout in municipal elections: one standard deviation increase
in the treatment lowers, on average, voter turnout by 0.29% after one year and by
0.27% after two years, while the effect vanishes for earlier scandals. As already
4

discussed, this first set of results can be read in the light of the retrospective voting
model (Persson, Tabellini 2000) where a piece of news about political corruption is
an informative signal on the quality of the entire political class. Voters may (negatively) update their beliefs on political class quality and this could induce them to
abstain in following elections. In terms of magnitude of the results, it is reasonable
to think that the conservative approach, adopted in the construction of the index,
leads to an attenuation bias: since ANSA works as a sources of news for the press,
it is possible that “real” newspapers devote more space to corruption stories and the
true effect is likely to be larger than the one we find.
Second, political supply narrows after the release of a scandal. The number of
candidates running for mayor and lists of candidates decreases, as one standard
deviation increase in corruption index lowers the number of candidates by 0.1 units
and the number of lists by 0.14 after two years. The effect reaches its maximum
after two years from the scandal and then it reduces. The timing of the effect is
coherent with the fact that these choices are taken in advance, and are unlikely to
be affected by shocks close to the electoral date. Moreover, we document that the
composition of candidates pool modifies substantially because of corruption: indeed,
the representation of tenured politicians raises consistently as we observe an increase
in the proportion of candidates that have already run for the office (“old runners”)
and in the probability that the incumbent runs again. This implies that freshmen
candidates are the ones who leave the competition, suggesting that corruption makes
local political career less attractive for them. We could read this second result in the
light of the model developed by Caselli, Morelli (2004) as the presence of corruption
could modify the payoff of being politician, affecting running costs for freshmen.
This seems to raise entry costs for freshmen without modifying incentives for “old
politicians” leading, in equilibrium, to a lower number of new-politicians running for
mayor.
Third, these effects in the demand and the supply side lead to modifications in
the local political outcomes. In particular, we find consistent effects on political
selection. On the one hand, demographic characteristics of elected mayors and
councillors, such as age, education and gender, do not modify substantially. On the
other hand, there is robust evidence that, after a scandal, the tenured politicians
are more likely to be elected, i.e. a candidate who already run in the past or the
incumbent, instead of a freshmen, without any political experience. This represents
an important modification in local politics, as it leads to the consolidation of the
old political class control. Further, this result seems to be mainly driven by the
supply side, rather than by the demand, as it is related to the drop in the number
of freshmen candidates in local polls.
Large heterogeneous effects also emerge. First, the impact on voter turnout is
stronger for municipalities located in the centre-north Italy, marked by high turnout
in the past, low victory margin and with high levels of newspaper circulation. Second, the drop in the number of candidates is more pronounced in municipalities with
high turnout in the past and low margin of victory. All these outcomes suggest that
cities with higher civic engagement and political competition show larger reactions
to corruption. Moreover, the affiliation of politicians involved in the scandals seem to
mediate the general effects of corruption. More precisely, we show that cities with a
5

left-wing mayor tend to react more, but not uniquely, to scandals involving left-wing
politicians and the opposite happens for cities with a right-wing administration.
The main results of the paper suggest that exposure to corruption generates
negative and long-lasting effects on political participation. These modifications have
also a subsequent impact on local political outcomes as municipalities that have
been exposed to corruption tend to have a different political ruling class. This is
likely to have, ultimately, an effect on local policies, whose analysis goes beyond
the aim of this paper. The extent to which these results may be generalized to
other settings depends on two important remarks. First, Italy is an important
outlier among OECD countries, being a particularly corrupted country. Therefore,
these mechanisms may work differently elsewhere, for example because voters have
different prior beliefs about corruption levels. Second, Italian local politics is often
dominated by civic lists, which are not officially affiliated to any national party,
we can therefore forecast different, maybe stronger, effects in other settings where
political parties are highly represented also at the municipal level.
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Contribution

This paper advances three strands of literature.
First, it is linked with the literature on the effects of corruption on voter turnout.
On the one hand, there is a large set of papers in Political Science on this issue
that do not agree upon the direction of the effect: most of these papers find that
corruption negatively affects turnout (Anderson, Tverdova 2003; Kostandinova 2003,
Bauhr, Grimes 2013), a small group of studies finds a positive relation (Stockemer,
Calca 2013) and, finally, few papers do not find any impact (Rothstein, Solevid 2013,
Stockemer 2013). On the other hand, there is a small group of papers in Economics
which explores this relation. Chong et al. (2015) focus on local incumbents in Mexico
and find that random dissemination of information on politicians’ malfeasance affects
electoral support and lowers voter turnout, while Costas-Perez (2013) studies the
case of Spain. Our study contributes to this literature as we evaluate the impact
of corruption that takes place at a higher administrative level on local political
participation, and we are able to study the effect in the short and in the long-run.
Second, this study contributes to the literatures that analyses incentives and
determinants of politicians choice to run for the office, in terms of monetary incentives (Mattozzi, Merlo 2008) or reputation gains (Caselli, Morelli 2004). Daniele et
al. (2017) show that a large national scandal may significantly affect politicians’
behaviour leading them to strategically change their party affiliation. Chang et al.
(2011) study the evolution of malfeasant legislators in the Italian Parliament, showing that being under investigation does not discourage politicians to re-run for the
office. Our paper advances this literature as it is among the first to study the impact of corruption on entry decisions of local candidates. In particular, our results
show that corruption can affect the incentives to run for the office, undermining the
value of being elected. Moreover, we also discover important heterogeneous effects
depending on candidates’ background.
Third, this paper is related to the large literature on determinants of politicians
selection. Several factors has been examined: remuneration/compensation (Gagliar6

ducci, Nannicini 2013), the degree of political competition (Galasso, Nannicini 2011),
the electoral system (Mattozzi, Merlo 2008) and the presence of gender quotas (De
Paola et al. 2010, Baltrunaite et al. 2014). Moreover, Cavalcanti et al. (2017) focus
on the effect of corruption on the selection of candidates, finding an improvement in
candidates’ quality. Our paper represents a contribution as it is one of the first to
study the effects of corruption disclosure on selection of politicians that are elected.
While we do not observe any substantial change in the demographic characteristics
of elected politicians, we find a consistent modification in the political background of
the mayors elected after a corruption scandal, more likely to be tenured politicians,
rather than freshmen.
Finally, this paper pertains to the large Media Economics literature, in particular to the studies focusing on media reporting of corruption scandals (Di Tella,
Franceschelli 2009, Puglisi, Snyder 2010, Fiorino, et al. 2012, Rizzica, Tonello 2015)
and those analysing the importance of the press in mediating the impact of corruption (Muço 2017).
The paper is organized as follows. Section 3 describes the data on corruption
and on political participation. Section 4 presents the identification strategy and
the validity check. Section 5 shows the main results on political turnout, political
supply and selection of politicians. Section 6 discusses several robustness checks and
Section 7 concludes.
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Data

3.1
3.1.1

Political Corruption
Articles about local corruption

The first contribution of this paper is providing a measure of exposure to local
corruption in the context of Italian municipalities. We rely on the main Italian
press agency ANSA5 . This is an important and prestigious institution in the Italian
press market and it is not likely to be prone to ideological and geographical bias.
Local corruption in Italy can take place at different levels of local administration.
Italian territory is divided into 20 regions, 103 provinces and 8101 municipalities (in
2004). Each administrative level is characterized by specific competences and many
services are administered locally: for instance, healthcare is managed at the regional level and waste management at the municipal one. Moreover, starting from
the last constitutional reform in 2001, local governments face a certain degree of
revenues/expenditures autonomy, which has been considered as a possible determinant for the positive trend in political corruption and for the widespread diffusion
of this phenomenon among local administrations (Daniele, Giommoni 2020).
To construct the index we consider corruption scandals which involve local politicians for the time span 1999-2014. In order to limit endogeneity issues due to the
fact that release of newspaper articles may be affected by the local characteristics,
we limit the data collection to scandals that took place in local capitals, and that
5

ANSA, Agenzia Nazionale Stampa Associata, is the first press agency in Italy and the fifth in
the world, it has been established in 1945 and it has 22 offices in Italy and 81 in other countries.
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target politicians at any level of local administration. Figure 1 shows Italian administrative divisions with regions, delimited by black boundaries and municipalities,
delimited by light grey lines. The figure on the left shows Italian regional capitals, indicated by the red dots. In Italy there are 20 regional capitals which host
the regional government, such as Milan for the region of Lombardy and Rome for
the region of Lazio. Moreover, we exclude from the sample of cities in analysis all
those located in the district of local capitals. We did that in order to reduce any
additional potential concern of endogeneity of our treatment, as we cannot exclude
a direct involvement of the political class of municipalities located in regional capitals’s districts. The right plot of Figure 1 shows the regional capitals’ districts,
indicated by the areas in grey.
The main goal is to construct a non-local treatment and to study effects locally,
i.e. in municipalities that are exposed to these scandals and are not located in local
capitals’s districts. This local/non-local approach, therefore, allows us to limit direct
effects of corruption and to interpret the treatment as pure exposure to corruption.
Include Figure 1 here
We construct the index following an automatic keyword-based procedure. We
screen titles and first paragraphs of ANSA articles (using the web portal Factiva) in
order to identify articles dealing with political corruption; in particular, we collect
articles based on two criteria: 1) the presence of at least one keyword related to
political corruption, e.g. abuso d’ufficio (abuse of office), 2) the presence of the surname of a local politician in office in the place where the article was geo-localized, in
the period when the article was written6 . Figure 2 shows one example: the article
contains one corruption term, indagato (under investigation), as well as the surname
of a local politician, Boni (Davide), that was in office in the place (Milan) the article refers to, in the period (March 2012) when the article was written. Moreover,
we perform a random check to validate this automatic procedure. This procedure
guarantees that selected articles deal with corruption involving local politicians in
office when the article was issued, in the mentioned locality. This is a very conservative approach which successfully limits the incidence of false positive, but it
discards many false negatives, as we are not able to record, for instance, scandals
occurred after the politician leaves the office. Nevertheless, this is not an issue for
6

To be more precise on this first step:
• First, we screen first paragraphs of ANSA articles, making use of keywords related to corruption.
• Second, we geo-localize selected articles based on places mentioned in the article (we exploit
the fact that in the standard structure of articles the first word is the name of the place
where the piece of news comes from). We use the province as unit of our analysis.
• Third, we further screen selected articles identifying names of local politician. In particular, we search within the text for names of local politicians (i.e. all politicians in charge
in regions, provinces and municipalities between 1999-2014; this information comes from
Anagrafe degli Amministratori Locali e Regionali -Italian Ministry of Internal Affaires) and
we identify an article whether it mentions one local politician, in charge in the place where
the article was geo-localized, in the period when the article was written.
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the identification strategy, rather this is likely to have a downward effect on estimates. Finally, we generate a second, more stringent, version of the index where
we impose a third criterion in order to identify corruption articles, i.e. the mention
of political office title (e.g. mayor, alderman, . . . ) in the text of the article: this
additional requirement further improves the precision of the method at the cost of
reducing the sample losing some corruption stories7 .
Include Figure 2 here
The main procedure allows the identification and geo-localization of 26,543 articles about political corruption in local capitals. In terms of content, most of these
articles deal with corruption and abuse of office involving regional councillors, members of local governments and mayors. The coverage is on all phases of judiciary
procedure: from the beginning of the investigation to the sentence. More common
misconducts include bribery, extortion, embezzlement, misuse of power, collusive
tendering, and infractions in refunds usage. Table 1 reports some figures about
articles content. First, it emerges that the scandals are equally reported across
Italian macro regions, despite southern regions show the highest articles share: the
South of the country, indeed, hosts 34.2% of detected scandals, the centre the 32.3%
and the North the 33.5%. Furthermore, the second part of Table 1 summarizes
characteristics of politicians that are involved in scandals, even if we cannot say
anything about their specific involvement in the corruption case. The table focuses
on three administrative levels separately: the average age of involved administrators
is around 58 years for scandals involving the regional and the province governments,
and around 53 years for municipalities. The average level of education, then, is
around 4.6 for regional and province government and of 4.3 for municipalities8 . Finally, the fraction of women involved is around one tenth in regions and 14% in the
other administrations.
3.1.2

Corruption index

After the collection of articles about corruption in local capitals, we generate
the measure to be used in the analysis, which is an index of relative frequency. The
index expresses the number of article in % terms, with respect to the total number
of articles published by ANSA every year (as reported in Factiva). The treatment
for each city consists in the news about corruption that have been recorded in the
corresponding regional capital:
corruptioni,t,y =

nC
i,t,y
∗ 1000
Ny

corruptioni,t,y represents the corruption index for municipality i in month t in year
y. nC
i,t,y is the number of articles about political corruption in the regional capital
7

Main results are similar using this, more sophisticated, version of the index. These tests are
shown in the robustness checks section.
8
This measure of education is provided by the Italian Ministry of the internal affairs and
classifies education level from 1 (no education) to 6 (advanced master of PhD).
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of i at time ty and Ny is the total number of articles of ANSA in year y 9 .
Figure 3 shows political corruption index for four large Italian local capitals
constructed with monthly aggregation. Several remarks can be done: first, the
average frequency of the index increases after 2003, this can be due to a better
coverage of Factiva or to an actual deterioration of the phenomenon; second, there
are peaks in correspondence of important corruptive events (e.g. we can see a huge
spike in January 2004 in Milan, corresponding to the Parmalat crac, the biggest
bankruptcy scandal of a private company in Europe. The scandal involved national
and local politicians and was massively reported by the press. Milan court was in
charge of financial crimes). In terms of distribution across time, Figure 4 reports
the aggregate monthly frequency of the corruption index: it emerges that articles
frequency raises starting from 200310 . From 2007, the index is quite stable and a
weak seasonality seems to emerge11 . In terms of distribution across geography, the
region with the highest average is Lazio (where Rome is located, more than four
times higher than the national average), followed by Lombardy (region of Milan)
and Sicily.
Include Figure 3 here
Include Figure 4 here
Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics of the corruption index. The first panel
shows the measures with yearly aggregation. "Corruption Regional cap." is the main
measure and it includes the scandals taking place in region capitals, with an average
value of 0.197 for the yearly version. "Corruption Regional cap. - Office" is an
alternative version of the index that captures the sub-sample of articles where the
political office of involved administrators is mentioned. This version of the index
has a much lower average value of 0.032, yearly version. Moreover, "Corruption
left wing - Regional politicians" and "Corruption right wing - Regional politicians"
focus on corruption scandals of left or right wing local politicians. These indices
only focus on regional politicians as it is difficult to detect political alignment of
administrators in lower administrative levels, due to the capillary diffusion of civic
9

We generate another version of the index where we rescale the absolute number of articles with
the total number of articles of ANSA in the reference month of the reference year, i.e. using Nt,y ,
with t reference month and y reference year, as denominator of the index. The results using this
version of the index are similar and are presented in the robustness checks section.
10
This weak upward trend in (local) political corruption has been highly discussed the in
Italian public debate, and some accused constitutional reform of 2001 (Riforma del Titolo
V della Costituzione) that stated fiscal autonomy (revenues/expenses) of local administration (regions, provinces and municipalities). One advocate of this hypothesis is Raffaele
Cantone, former president of the Italian Anti-Corruption Association (ANAC-Associazione
Nazionale Anti Corruzione), claiming that the reform "[. . . ] increases units of expenses in a
meaningless fashion leading to situations where local administrations, as regions, spend lot of
money." (http://www.rainews.it/dl/rainews/articoli/Cantone-Norma-criminogena-la-riforma-delTitolo-V-Costituzione-91737009-8668-4d93-8139-74b73cc33138.html?refresh_ce).
11
In particular, the number of article about corruption is systematically lower during the summer
and Christmas periods. This is probably due to the reduced activity of editors, journalists and
courts in these periods of the year.
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lists12 , not officially affiliated to any national party. To identify the ideological
affiliation of involved politicians, we use their names as mentioned in the articles
and we trace back this information from the Anagrafe degli Amministratori Locali e
Regionali (Italian Ministry of Internal Affaires).
Finally, to validate our measures, we explore whether high levels of corruption
exposure are correlated with peaks in attention toward "corruption related topics"
by the audience: in other words, whether the supply of corruption topics (in the
press) raises the demand of corruption issues. We explore this issue using Google
trend13 and we measure the attention towards corruption making use of specific
keywords (corruzione-corruption, abuso d’ufficio- abuse of office, and concussioneembezzlement). Then, we study how the traffic of these terms evolves after a scandal,
on a daily basis. What emerges from this simple analysis is that, after an article
about corruption comes out in the news, the attention devoted to this theme on the
web surges, as measured by Google traffic on “corruption keywords” (details on this
analysis are contained in the Appendix A1).

3.2

Political outcome variables

Italian municipal polls lead to the election of the municipal council (Consiglio comunale) and the mayor (Sindaco) who is in charge of appointing the local executive
council (Giunta). The current electoral system implies a single ballot, with plurality rule, for city with less than 15,000 inhabitants and runoff for the others (in the
analysis we only focus on the first ballot) as well as the direct election of the mayor.
Between 1993 and 2000, the legislative term was four years and after 2000 it has
been extended to five years and mayors face a two-term limits. Our sample includes
municipal elections for all Italian municipalities in the time span 1999-201414 .
We want to explore the impact of corruption exposure on political outcomes of
local elections. First, we study the effect on electoral turnout (ratio between valid
votes and eligible citizens) for municipal elections. Second, we consider the impact
on the local political supply, i.e. the characteristics of the pool of candidates; in
particular, we look at the number of candidates and their background (i.e. whether
they run in previous elections or the incumbent runs again) as well as the number of
electoral lists. Third, we look at the equilibrium effect, i.e. election results, considering the selection of politicians. We include many variables: background of elected
mayors (whether she/he was the incumbent or runs in the past elections) and characteristics of elected politicians (age/gender/education of mayors and councillors).
These data on municipal elections come from the Italian Ministry of Internal Affairs and from the Anagrafe degli Amministratori Locali e Regionali (published by
12

In Italian local elections a civic list, lista civica, is a list of candidates running for mayor
or councillor, which is not, officially, affiliated with any national political party. These lists are
very important for local politics, they were, for instance, crucial for the early eradication of Five
Star Movements (born after electoral experiences of lists such as Amici di Beppe Grillo and Liste
Civiche a Cinque Stelle in municipal elections in the early 2000).
13
Google trend shows a measure of search activity, capturing the fraction of queries that include
the selected keyword in the chosen geographical unit/moment in time, relative to the total number
of queries (Stephens-Davidowitz, Varian 2015).
14
There are few missing years for the region of Sicily (1999-2006).
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the Italian Ministry of Internal Affairs). Table 3 shows descriptive statistic of the
outcome variables.

4

Identification Strategy

4.1

Event Study Analysis

We are interested in the causal effect of corruption exposure on political participation, but this relation can be problematic to estimate. First of all, places with lower
political participation may be located in more corrupted areas. This could be due to
local features such as low levels of civic engagement or loyalty towards institutions.
Moreover, it can be that the political momentum, which impacts political participation, may also affect the propensity of reporting corruption news. For instance, in
places with low consensus to the incumbent party, there may be higher incentives of
reviling scandals. As a result, there could be a spurious negative correlation between
corruption exposure and political participation.
In order to study this causal relation, the empirical strategy is structured as an
event study analysis15 . On the one hand, we take advantage of the large geographical
and temporal variation of political scandals, reported in newspaper articles. On the
other hand, we exploit the variation in the dates of municipal elections. The timing
of local polls is staggered over time in Italy: every year a group of cities votes and the
formation of these groups is mostly due to historical factors (Gagliarducci, Coviello
2010, Giommoni 2019). Therefore, the essence of this identification strategy lies in
the comparison of the impact of scandals taking place before elections with those
occurring after, with cities not exposed to corruption forming the control group.
The key identifying assumptions are that the reporting of regional scandals is
not endogenous with the local political background, i.e. with the political momentum in non-capital municipalities, and that the timing of release is not manipulated
with respect to municipal electoral cycles. These assumptions are plausible in this
setting given the way we construct the index. First, we deal with the geographical
endogeneity of scandal reporting with the adoption of a local/non-local approach.
Namely, we focus on scandals that involve politicians of regional capitals and we conduct the analysis on non-capitals municipalities. This design makes implausible that
the treatment is affected by local unobservables features, as this reporting activity
covers malfeasance involving politicians far from the background under analysis16 .
Nonetheless, an important caveat is that this approach may not be successful
in case political support for parties exhibit spacial clustering within Italian regions.
In this case, there would be correlation between the municipal electoral support for
an incumbent party, related to local political outcomes, and corruption reporting
15

For introduction on event-study see MacKinlay (1997). Other contributions are for example
Jacobson, et al. (1993), Kline (2011).
16
To further support this hypothesis, in the robustness section, we show that the main results
hold even if we exclude cities where the treatment is more likely to be endogenous. In particular,
we exclude 1) cities that experience an early termination of the municipal government, which may
be, potentially, related to corruption reporting and 2) cities holding elections that overlap with
polls at higher administrative levels, i.e. province, regional or national election, that are more at
risk of manipulation. In both cases the main results are confirmed.
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on that party at the regional level. This may undermine our identification strategy.
To address this concern, we explicitly test for the presence of spatial clustering of
political preferences: Figure 5 shows the average fraction of municipalities aligned
with the regional government (left panel) and the municipal government in the
capital (right panel) over time17 . These figures suggest that political preferences
show limited spacial clustering as the share of aligned cities is always lower than
25%: the great majority of municipal governments are not aligned with the executive
in their local capitals18 . Nevertheless, in the robustness section, we also show that
the main results hold even if we exclude from the sample these aligned cities.
Include Figure 5 here.
Second, an additional threat to our identification may come from the potential
manipulation of the timing in scandals’ release. This could be the case if, for instance, corruption revelation is somehow manipulated by the editors and journalists
in order to distort local electoral outcomes19 . Moreover, it may also happen that
public attorneys and prosecutors manipulate investigation timing with the aim of
affecting politics20 . Indeed, there is plenty of anecdotes which prove that this happens in national politics: one famous case is the reopening of F.B.I.’s investigation
on Hillary Clinton’s use of an unsecure server eleven days before 2016 United States
Elections; this scandal, as argued by Bill Clinton after Hillary’s lost, "costs her the
election".
To address this issue, we provide two tests in order to show that timing of regional
scandals is not tailored on local elections schedule. As a first test, we check whether
there is manipulation in the number of scandals released by the press around the
date of local elections. If we found that there are typically more articles about
corruption before the polls, this could signal some form of manipulation in articles’
timing, casting doubts on the presence of potential confounding factors at the local
level. To do this, we conduct a McCrary test (McCrary 2008) on the entire sample of
17

The classification of electoral lists between left/centre/right has been conducted by the author,
based on the names of the political list of the candidates.
18
Given the large diffusion of civic lists among Italian municipalities, which are not officially
aligned to any political party, we also conducted this test only for the set of cities with administrators that are politically aligned. Also in this case the fraction of cities with ideological government
aligned with that in the regional capital is never higher than 50%: in particular the share is 49%
considering the regional government and 43% considering the municipal government in the capital.
19
There is a literature in Communication Science studying how editors/journalists choose news to
be published. There are two opposing hypothesis: the one considering editors choosing news based
on their professional judgements, the trustee model, and the other considering editors following
audience interests, the market model (Schudson 2003). There are some papers testing empirically
these models and findings are that audience revealed preferences on stories (generally measured
with views to on-line articles) influence journalists decision-making (Anderson 2011, Welbers et al.
2015). So, it seems that market forces shape journalists’ decision to publish a piece of news and
this considerably limits space for journalist’s discretion, but this is clearly not enough to claim the
absence of manipulation in this specific setting.
20
Some studies document this phenomenon in Italy, where the judges enjoy high levels of formal independence from the political power (Fabri 1997, Guarnieri 2011) and judiciary is strongly
politicized (Della Porta 2001). Moreover, there is some evidence that political alignment of judges
affects decisions to prosecute members of the parliament from some parties more than others
(Ceron, Mainenti 2013).
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regional capitals, in a daily analysis where we consider that a region holds municipal
elections whether at least one municipality votes in that day. Moreover, we focus on
a time window of 180 days (90 before and 90 after elections)21 . Figure 6 shows the
output of the McCrary test: left panel includes the complete sample of Italian local
capitals: the figure allows us to reject the null hypothesis that there is a discontinuity
in the density of scandals around election day, disproving the manipulation story.
Furthermore, we raise the issue whether manipulation could emerge in a sub-sample
of elections that are more salient: right panel of Figure 6 shows the test if we limit
the sample to local elections with many municipalities voting (where the number of
cities at the poll is higher than the median number) and the same result emerges22 .
These results disprove the presence of manipulation in corruption news timing, and
they support the key assumption of the event study analysis. This outcome is not
surprising as these elections are local, involve only a portion of cities in the region,
most of them take place in very small cities, and they are not very salient events to
be covered by national news23 .
Include Figure 6 here
As a second test, we study whether there is manipulation in the number of
scandals released over the electoral cycles of municipalities: this is an alternative
way of checking for the presence of manipulation in news’ timing. If a positive
trend emerged, indeed, this would signal the presence of strategic timing in scandals
release, representing a potential violation of the identifying assumptions. To do
that, we plot the number of corruption news (de-trended) over the electoral cycle
of municipalities. Figure 7 shows the output of the test: from the figure it does not
emerge any clear trend in corruption release on municipal electoral cycle24 .
Include Figure 7 here
All these tests, support our identifying assumptions and suggest that we can
interpret the treatment as a measure of exposure to corruption, not directly related
and affected by the local political background.

4.2

Specification

The empirical strategy is structured as an event study analysis. This methodology
gives the possibility to exploit the high frequency of the scandal database and to
21

We conduct the same test using a time window of 240 or 360 days as well as the optimal
bandwidths computed according to McCrary (2008): results are always similar. These tests are
not shown and are available upon request.
22
As a further test, we run the same check reducing the sample of local elections to those that
overlap with national, regional or province polls as in these moments politics is particularly salient
for the audience: also in these cases we can exclude the presence of manipulation. The outputs for
these further checks are not shown and are available upon request.
23
Most of Italian municipalities are very small: for instance, 69% of them have less than 5,000
inhabitants and 24% have less than 1,000 inhabitants.
24
As an additional test, we conduct this check on the sample of cities aligned with the regional
and the capital administration. These cities are indeed more likely to be the target of manipulation
from the press. The outputs allow us to exclude the presence of positive trends in the electoral
cycle also for these specific sub-samples of municipalities.
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explore how the treatment affects the set of dependent variables and how the effect
evolves over time. We will show two different specifications: a classic, monthly,
event-study analysis (to evaluate the effect in the short-run) and a compact version
(similar to the one in Bottan, Perez-Truglia 2015) to explore short/long run effects
in the same specification.
The first regression specification, the classic event-study, is as follows:
yi,t =

+4
X

αplag Cj,i,(t−p)

p=1

+

−1
X

0
β + γi + δt + i,t
αplead Cj,i,(t−p) + Xi,t

(1)

p=−4

yi,t represents the outcome variable (e.g. voter turnout) in municipality i in
year/month t; Cj,i,(t−p) is the main explanatory variable and it represents the amount
of corruption recorded in the regional capital j of municipality i at time t − p
(Cj,i,(t−1) reports index value in year/month t − 1 [lag 1] and Cj,i,(t+1) value at
year/month t + 1 [lead 1]). Lagged variables (Cj,i,(t−1) , . . . , Cj,i,(t−4) ) are explanatory
variables of the analysis, while forward variables (Cj,i,(t+4) , . . . , Cj,i,(t+1) ) are included
as a falsification test, to check whether the outcome was already decreasing (or
increasing) before the scandal takes place. Xi,t is the vector of municipal specific
controls, γi are municipality fixed effects and δt year fixed effects.
The second specification is the compact version:

yi,t =

+2
X

Long
Short
P lacebo
0
αpS Cj,i,(t−p)
+ αL Cj,i,t
+ αP Cj,i,t
+ Xi,t
β + γi + δt + i,t

(2)

p=1
Short
Cj,i,(t−p)
represents the index of corruption exposure in the short-run, i.e. the
Long
number of scandals in years t − 1 and t − 2. Cj,i,t
is the index in the long-run, i.e.
P lacebo
is the placebo test and
the aggregate number of scandals before t − 2 years. Cj,i,t
it is defined as the corruption exposure in year t + 1. Finally yi,t , Xi,t , γi and δt are
defined as in the classic specification.
All regressions contain the following list of controls: municipality, year and month
fixed effects, province specific time trend, population, net number of firms (yearly
at the province level), number of candidates, dummy whether incumbent reruns and
share of old candidates (political variables refer to past elections). For the analysis
on political selection and supply the regressions also include macro-region/year fixed
effects. Finally, in both analysis robust standard errors are clustered at the region
level.

5
5.1

Results
Political Turnout

In the first part of the paper we use political turnout as the dependent variable: it
is a direct measure of political participation and it has been employed as a proxy
for civic spirit and pro-social behaviour. The outcome of the classic event-study
analysis is the event study-graph represented in Figure 8, where we inspect the
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effect of corruption exposure on voter turnout in the short run with monthly aggregation. Coefficients in the right part of the graph are lags, explanatory variables,
while coefficients in the left part are leads, placebo variables. The graph includes
95% (delimited by horizontal bars) and 90% (bold line) confidence intervals and the
corresponding table is included in the Appendix A2 (Table 12). From the analysis,
we can see that the impact of scandals on municipalities that are not local capitals
is negative and significant: in particular, the effect is sizeable for scandals revealed
one month before the elections, it remains negative for those occurred two and three
months before and then it vanishes for older scandals. In terms of magnitude, the
impact is significant only for the first lag (variable Lag month 1 ) and one standard
deviation increase in corruption exposure lowers turnout by 0.39%, which corresponds to a reduction of 3.9% standard deviations. Moreover, the leads are never
distinguishable from zero, meaning that voter turnout was not decreasing before
scandals and this excludes the presence of pre-trends in voter turnout at the local
level. This result suggests that local scandals immediately impact voters behaviour
but the effects is highly temporary as it disappears soon.
Include Figure 8 here
For the compact analyis, we present a single specification where we include short
and long run coefficients together (as in Bottan, Perez-Truglia 2015). Column (1) of
Table 4 shows the results for the specification with the complete set of fixed effects
and controls. First, the effect in the short run is captured by the variables "Short-run
effect (1 year)" and "Short-run effect (2 years)", representing the impact of scandals
of local capitals taking place one and two years before elections. From the table, it
emerges that the effect of corruption exposure is negative and significant on voter
turnout. Moreover, the magnitude of the effect is not negligible: as corruption index
raises by one standard deviation, voter turnout decreases by 0.29% after one year
and by 0.27% after two years; this means that between 3.0% and 2.8% of dependent
variable average variation is explained by the corruption index. The magnitude of
this effect is not trivial if we consider that the impact of a newspaper entry represents
an average increase in turnout, in Italian municipal elections, by 0.45% (Drago et
al. 2014)25 . Second, the effect in the long run is captured by the variable "Log-run
effect (3+ years)", representing the aggregate number of scandals in local capitals
happened before two years. We can see that despite being negative, the coefficient
is not statistically different form zero. Finally, the variable "Pre-scandal effect"
represents the placebo test, i.e. aggregate number of scandals one year after the
elections, and it is evident that there are no pre-trends, as the coefficient is non
significant and almost zero: this means that before a scandal voter turnout between
treated and control units evolves similarly.

5.2

Political supply

As a second analysis, we focus on the supply side and we consider how local political
actors endogenously responds to the occurrence of scandals. To answer this question
25

In particular, Drago et al. 2014 only focus on large municipality, with more than 15,000
inhabitants, while our estimates cover the entire sample.
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we consider a large set of dependent variables. First, we want to explore how the pool
of candidates modifies: number of candidates running in an election for mayor and
number of electoral lists. Second, we want to measure whether political background
of candidates changes, i.e. whether they are more likely to be tenured politicians,
using as proxy the share of candidates that already run in past elections and the
probability the incumbent reruns, or whether they are freshmen without any political
experience. The determinants of political supply, differently from voter turnout, are
the result of a longer and more articulated process involving the selection of parties
as well as the evolution of individuals’ beliefs. Given the slow moving nature of these
processes, in this section we only perform the compact version of the event-study,
without providing the monthly analysis.
Columns (1) and (2) of Table 5 show the impact of corruption revelation on local
political supply. From the table emerges that the occurrence of a scandal in the local
capital reduces significantly the number of candidates in the following elections as
well as the number of presented lists. This result indicates that the local supply
reduces greatly in cities that are exposed to corruption news. Moreover, the effect
has a reverse U-shape for both outcome variables: the impact is limited after one
year, it reaches the maximum after two years and then it declines again in the long
run: this is coherent with the fact that, differently from voter turnout, the decision
to run as candidate, or to present an electoral list, requires more time. In terms
of magnitude, one standard deviation increase in the corruption index lowers, after
two years, the number of candidates by 0.10 units and the number of lists by 0.14,
explaining respectively 3.4% and 1.9% of these variables standard deviation.
Moreover, since the number of candidates reduces, we want to explore how the
candidates’ profile modifies after a scandal and in particular, which type of politicians leave the electoral competition. Columns (3) and (4) of Table 5 contain results
for this analysis. First, the treatment increases the probability that old candidates
run (columns 3): the effect is stronger in the short-run, although it is only significant after two years, and it declines in the long-run but remains statistically different
from zero. Second, we also observe an increase in the probability that the incumbent
reruns (columns 4), the magnitude is larger for the short run and it declines for older
scandals. The magnitude of these effects is not negligible as one standard deviation
increase in the index raises, after two years, the fraction of old candidates by 1.1%
and the probability that incumbent runs by 1.6%. This result shows that the relative
importance of tenured politicians raises in the local political environment and this
implies that, after a scandal, freshmen are more likely to quit the political arena.
This section suggests that exposure to scandals leads to a consistent reduction
in the number of running candidates and lists and it makes more room for tenured
politicians, as opposed to freshmen. As a consequence, the degree of political competition in local elections consistently reduces as this represents a drop in the active
participation of citizens into local politics.

5.3

Political Selection

In the previous sections we study the impact of corruption release on the participation of citizens to local elections and on the political supply, in this paragraph
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we want to focus on the equilibrium effects, i.e. on the impact of these changes on
the electoral results. Therefore, we study the repercussions of corruption scandals
on the electoral outcomes, such as characteristics of elected mayors and councillors.
Also for this analysis, as in the one on political supply, we only focus on the compact
version of the event-study.
As a first analysis, we focus on demographic characteristics of elected mayors and
councillors: age, gender and education. Female and young politicians are generally
regarded as “underdogs” in Italy (Galasso, Nannicini 2011), moreover, education is
commonly used as a measure of politicians quality (e.g. Merlo et al. 2010, Galasso,
Nannicini 2011). Columns 1-6 of Table 6 contain the outputs of this analysis. From
the table emerges that there are no important modifications in the characteristics
of elected mayors (columns 1-3) and councillors (columns 4-6). The only clear trend
emerging is an increase in the average age of elected mayors in the short and long run.
These results suggest that the release of corruption articles does not impact on the
selection of politicians, as we do not detect any substantial effect on demographics
of elected.
Secondly, we examine the background of elected mayors in order to explore
whether chosen politicians are more likely to be tenured administrators or freshmen,
without any political experience. We concentrate on the probability that politicians
who already run in the past are elected and on the likely that the incumbent is
re-elected. Results are shown in columns 7-8 of Table 6: first, there is evidence,
both in the short and in the long run, that the probability that an old candidate
is elected raises consistently (column 7), the effect is always statistically significant
and reduces progressively for older scandals. Second, it emerges that the probability that the incumbent is re-elected raises (column 8), both in the short and in the
long-run. In terms of magnitude, one standard deviation increase in the index raises
the probability that an old candidate and the incumbent is elected, respectively, by
1.2% and 1.0%, after one year. These results suggest that, after a scandal in the
local capital, tenured politicians tend to be more represented as mayors and this
means that freshmen are less likely to be elected.
This section contains two main results. First, it emerges that being exposed to
local scandals does not lead to the election of politicians with different demographic
characteristics, suggesting that the electorate does not react to perceived corruption
trying to improve or renew the political class26 . Second, after a scandal, elected
mayors are more likely to be tenured politicians, suggesting that the release lead to
the exclusion from the polls of freshmen candidates.

5.4

The impact of ideology

In this section, we raise the issue whether the impact of scandals release is differential
in terms of political affiliation of involved politicians, given local preferences. Many
studies show that the alignment of officials involved in a scandal is an important
26

The eradication of the populistic party Movimento Cinque Stelle has been due, among other
reasons, to the reaction to the widespread public corruption. We cannot properly observe this
pattern in this analysis as the movement runs in few municipalities in the years in analysis. First
municipal elections were the movement obtains consistent results has been the one of June 2016
(when the party wins in Rome).
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determinant of the political consequences of corruption (Ferraz, Finan 2008). For
instance, Muço (2017) shows that, after a scandal, voters tend to punish members
of the involved party and that this effect spreads out geographically across neighbouring municipalities. We want to study whether this effect emerges also for our
set of dependent variables and whether the main results are differential in terms of
alignment of involved officials. In particular, we study whether scandals involving
left or right-wing politicians have a different effect between cities administered by
mayors with different political alignments. We conduct this analysis on the two
main dependent variables, namely voter turnout and number of candidates.
For this analysis we make use of ideology-specific measures of corruption exposure
that rely on the names mentioned in the articles and we limit the treatment to
scandals of politicians from the regional administration. We made this selection as
the identification of party alignment for politicians at lower administrative levels
is not precise enough. Table 7 shows results for this analysis. For simplicity, the
set of explanatory variables is limited to the effect of corruption after one year,
interacted with political alignment of the mayor –civic list, left wing, right wing
or centre–. First, Panel A, shows the results for voter turnout. Column (1) is
the benchmark and it shows the impact a of scandal without distinguishing for the
alignment of involved politicians: the index used, for consistency with other columns,
only captures scandals involving politicians in regional administration. It emerges
that the effect is negative and significant. Columns (2) and (3) show the differential
effect by local administration of ideology-specific scandals. What emerges is that
local political preferences mediate the effect of corruption as cities with a right-wing
mayor react more, with a larger drop in turnout, to scandals involving right-wing
politicians (column 3), and the opposite happens for cities with a left-wing mayor
(column 2), despite the difference being much smaller. This seems to confirm that
the effect of corruption is heterogeneous with respect to the "colour" of the scandal
and to local political preferences.
Second, Panel B shows the outcomes for number of candidates. We observe a
drop in the variable, when we do not specify the political alignment of involved
officials (column 1), with the exception of cities with a right-wing administration,
whose coefficient is positive but not statistically significant. Nonetheless, we do not
observe any significant difference when we distinguish the effect in terms of political
affiliation of involved officials and local administration27 .
27

In a series of additional analysis we also explore the effect of corruption on political parties
performance locally. What we find is that corruption negatively affect local performance of political
parties while it benefits civic lists, which are not officially affiliated to any national party: this
emerges if we use the local vote share and the number of candidates. This effect emerges both if
we consider the general corruption index and if we use the ideology-specific indicators. Moreover,
we also observe that in cities shocked by a scandal the incumbent that reruns tend to strategically
change his political affiliation, in the following election, as she/he tends to move from a political
list to a civic list. This mechanisms is in line with results by Daniele et al. (2017) which find that
after a national scandal local politicians tend to strategically change their party affiliation, in order
not to be associated with the corrupted party. These outputs are not shown and are available upon
request.
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5.5

Heterogeneity analysis

In this section we want to explore heterogeneous effects of corruption exposure on the
two main variables of the analysis, namely voter turnout and number of candidates.
Results for voter turnout are shown in Table 8 and those for number of candidates
in Table 9.
In the first inspection, we study differences in the local political background:
columns (2) and (3) of Table 8 and 9 show the effect for municipalities below/above
median turnout level in previous elections. From the tables emerges that cities
with higher past turnout react more than the other group, and this result holds for
both dependent variables voter turnout and number of candidates. We can link the
result with the social capital literature (Banfield 1958, Putnam 2001) that identifies
turnout as a measure of civic engagement. In these regards, places with higher social
capital face less vote buying as well as clientelism and political participation is more
likely to be motivated by civic spirit. Thus, corruption exposure is more effective
where citizens vote according to moral concerns rather than to material interests.
Moreover, it seems that the effect becomes stronger as electoral competition raises,
i.e. as margin of victory reduces (columns 4-5). This result can be explained by the
fact that scandals are more salient when political debate is more intense and this
leads people reacting more to perceived corruption.
Second, we examine differential effect across geography: Italy is marked by large
differences between macro-areas under many aspects such as economic development,
political background and cultural origin. Columns (6) and (7) of Table 8 and 9 study
geographical heterogeneity: we can see that the effect is strong and significant for
centre-North, for the variable turnout, and not distinguishable from zero for centreSouth28 . This evidence may be motivated in light of the literature on social capital
in Italy (Banfield 1958, Putnam 2001) that underlines how northern regions are
marked by high levels of civic spirit opposed as southern regions. This result, along
with previous evidence on past turnout, seems to suggest that civic spirit is an
important mediator of the effect corruption release. Nevertheless, this result only
holds for voter turnout, while we do not observe geographical heterogeneous effects
for number of candidates.
As a third analysis, we study whether differences in newspaper circulation modifies the effect of exposure to scandals: media economics literature underlines that
the presence and the entry of newspapers raises electoral participation (Gentzkow
et al. 2011) and affects other political aspects such as the incumbency advantage
(Snyder, Stromberg 2010), moreover, media coverage of corruption scandals is a key
amplifier of their impact (Ferraz, Finan 2008). In addition, Drago et al. (2014) show
that local Italian newspapers play an important role in terms of electoral turnout
and efficiency of municipal governments. In our setting, we want to see whether
newspaper circulation is able to amplify the effect of scandals, focusing on local
newspapers. To do this we make use of data on circulation at the province level
from ADS-Accertamenti Diffusione Stampa, for local newspapers and we run the
main specification for the sub-sample of municipalities below/above median level of
28

We divide Italian territory in two macroareas: centre-North including northern regions as well
as Tuscany, Umbria and Marche, and centre-South, including southern regions, islands and Lazio.
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newspaper circulation (using as benchmark the value in the first available year), in
the time span 2003-201429 . Columns (8) and (9) of Table 8 show the results for voter
turnout: municipalities above the median level react more to scandals compared to
those below where the effect is absent. Moreover, columns (8) and (9) of Table 9
shows the same result for number of candidates but we cannot observe any difference
between the two groups of cities. We could conclude that diffusion of newspaper is
an important mediator for the effect of political scandals on voter turnout and this
can be due to the fact that news circulation makes corruption stories more salient
or that it is associated to higher interest in politics, or in more pronounced civic
engagement. But we cannot draw the same conclusion for the variable number of
candidates.
In this section, we find the presence of large heterogeneous effects of corruption
exposure. On the one hand, in terms of voter turnout, it emerges that municipalities reacting more are those where people participated more to earlier polls, where
elections are more competitive, with higher levels of newspaper circulation and located in the centre-North of the country. On the other hand, in terms of number
of candidates, it turns out that cities with larger reductions are those with larger
political participation in the past and electoral competition. In general, important
heterogeneous effects of corruption emerge from these analysis, and this reflects the
large heterogeneity of Italy in economic, political and cultural terms. Nevertheless,
we should take these results as simple correlations without any causal interpretation.

6

Robustness checks

In this section, we run several robustness checks. In particular, we want to show
that the results do not depend on the specification we use, on how the index is
constructed and the sample is structured. Also in this section we focus on the
two most important dependent variables: voter turnout and number of running
candidates. Table 10 contains the result for voter turnout and Table 11 for number of
candidates, with column column (1) reporting the main specification. First, Column
(2) shows the main analysis with a different specification without pre-scandal effect
and coefficients are very similar to the ones in the main specification.
Second, in columns (3-5) we make use of different versions of the corruption
index, to show that main results do not depend on specific choices adopted in the
construction of corruption indicator. In column (3), we present the analysis using a
province-specific version of the index. In particular, we run the main specification at
the province level using as dependent variable the average turnout of municipalities
in a certain year/month, weighted by municipalities population30 : the sample reduces drastically but the negative effect of corruption still emerges in the short-run,
after two years from the scandal, for both dependent variables. Column (4) shows
the results for the analysis conducted with the index rescaled with the monthly
number of articles: in the main index we rescale the absolute count of articles for
29

We were not able to collect circulation data for the period 1999-2002.
In this analysis, we add as additional control the number of municipalities that vote in each
municipal election to control for the importance of each polls. Moreover, for the analysis on number
of candidates, we enrich the specification with the set of region/year fixed effects.
30
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the total number of articles published in the year when the news are released, in this
version we use the number of article in the year/month31 . Coefficients are weaker
in both tables but the negative effect still emerges. Moreover, in column (5) we are
using the version of the index where we impose a third criterion for the article identification: which is the mention of the political office title (e.g. mayor, alderman, ...)
in the article text. This additional requirement raises precision of the process but
it fairly decreases the sample of corruption article, loosing many corruption stories:
Figure 9 shows the aggregate frequency of this version of the index over time, and it
is clear that the measure starts being reliable from 2004: in the analysis, therefore,
we limit the sample to time span 2004-2014. Column (5) shows the output using
this version of the index and it confirms main results, with a strong and negative
effect after one year for turnout and a large impact in the long-run for number of
candidates.
Include Figure 9 here
Third, in columns (6-9) we conduct a set of additional checks where we modify
the sample in analysis. Column (6) shows the analysis where we exclude from the
sample cities that experienced an early termination in the local legislature, with
a subsequent early municipal election. Even if scandals are not local, we cannot
exclude that local political crisis are somehow related with the release of corruption
news. This would lead to a selection into electoral dates, introducing a bias, and
this test excludes these potentially problematic cases. However, the outputs are very
similar to those in the main specification for both dependent variables. Then, in
columns (7) and (8), we exclude from the sample cities where the local government
is ideologically aligned with the regional administration and with the municipal
government in the regional capital. This test allows us to confirm that the main
results still emerge if we exclude those municipalities where the occurrence of regional
scandals may, in principle, be correlated with the local political background. The
outputs are similar to those in the main specification of column (1), in both tables,
showing that this potential source of endogeneity is not affecting our main results.
Finally, in column (9) we exclude cities whose elections are contemporaneous to
other political polls, i.e. province, regional or national: the sample almost halved.
The scandals happening close to these specific elections, indeed, are those whose
release is at higher risk of manipulation and we want to show that the results are
still robust if we exclude them. The main results emerge also in this case, for both
variables.
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More precisely, the formula of this version of the corruption index is as follows:
corruptioni,t,y =

nC
i,t,y
∗ 1000
Nt,y

where Nt,y represents the total number of articles issued by ANSA in the year/month t, y and all
other terms are defined as in the main version.
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7

Concluding Remarks

In this paper we study the effects of corruption exposure on political participation
and political outcomes. We focus on all aspects of participation –voter turnout,
political supply– and we look at the effects on the selection of politicians. Our
results suggest that what prevails is a generalized negative reaction after a scandal,
which lasts for at least two years.
First, we find that municipalities which are exposed to political corruption of
their local capitals face lower levels of voter turnout and the effect is sizeable in the
short run and it vanishes in the long run. This result can be read in the light of
the retrospective voting model model by Persson, Tabellini (2000) where corruption
works as a signal for the entire political class leading voters to, negatively, update
their beliefs and to reduce their participation in equilibrium. Second, we study the
impact on the political supply. On the one hand we find that as a response of a
scandal fewer candidates run and less electoral lists are presented. On the other
hand, we show that this result is driven by a decrease in the number of freshmen
while tenure politicians gain further space as the proportion of old candidates and
incumbents who run raises. We could read this last result in the light of the model
by Caselli, Morelli (2004) as the presence of corruption could affect payoffs of being
politicians, in particular through a reduction of reputation payoffs. This would
work as a negative externality raising entry costs for freshmen without modifying
incentives for “old” politicians and could generate, in equilibrium, a lower number
of non-politicians running for mayor. Finally, we study whether these modifications
in the demand and the supply side affect equilibrium outcomes. With this aim, we
focus on selection of elected politicians, mayors and councillors: we do not find clues
that corruption exposure leads to relevant changes in the demographic characteristics
of elected politicians. Instead, we find that the background of the elected modifies
consistently as tenured politicians –incumbents and old candidates– are elected with
a higher probability, compared to freshmen without any political experience. This
is also likely to have, ultimately, an effect on local policies, which we do not explore
in this paper.
These results concern the Italian context and the extent to which these may
be general depends on two important remarks. First, Italy is an important outlier
among OECD countries in terms of corruption level. The effects of corruption may,
then, be different elsewhere, for instance because voters have different prior beliefs
about corruption levels, or because those interested in an active participation in
politics face other incentives. Second, Italian local politics is often dominated by
civic lists, which are not officially affiliated to any national party, we can therefore
expect different, maybe stronger, effects in other settings where political parties are
highly represented also at the municipal level.
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Figures
Figure 1: Italian territory - administrative divisions

(a) Regional capitals (red dots)

(b) Reg. capitals’ districts (grey areas)

Notes: The figure shows Italian territory underlying administrative divisions. Regions are delimited
by black borders, and municipalities by light grey ones. Left figure shows the 20 regional capital
indicated as red dots. Rigth figure shows the districts of regional capitals indicated as the black
shaded areas.
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“(ANSA) - Milan, March 6th - The communication about the corruption investigation against the president of the Regional
Council of Lombardy, Davide Boni (Northern League), has came during the assembly of the Council, just before lunch break. The
Council was debating about housing legislation, but Davide Boni’s investigation became soon the main topic of discussion during the
lunch break.”

Figure 2: Example of Factiva extraction - corruption case in regional council of Lombardy. The text of the article is as follows:

Figure 3: Corruption exposure in four Italian local capitals

Notes: The figure contains the value of the index "Corruption Region cap.", in per-thousand terms,
aggregated over time for four Italian local capitals, with monthly aggregation.

Figure 4: Aggregate corruption exposure

Notes: The figure contains the value of the index "Corruption Region cap.", in per-thousand terms,
aggregated over time and over all Italian local capitals, with monthly aggregation.
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Figure 5: Alignment of local government with regional (left), local capital (right)

Notes: The figure shows the fraction of non-capital municipalities with a local administration
aligned with the regional government (left figure) and with the municipal government in the regional
capital (rigth figure). The categorization of the ideological position of local government has been
done by the author.

Figure 6: McCrary test

(a) All elections

(b) Only election with many cities voting

Notes: The plot contains the outputs of the McCrary test on the density of political scandals
around the election day. The bandwidth is set in 180 days, with day zero being the election day.
The test is performed considering dates of all municipal elections (left sub-figure) and only elections
where the number of municipalities voting is higher than the median number (right sub-figure).
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Figure 7: Article frequency over cities electoral cycle (de-trended)

Notes: The plot shows the density in the number of corruption articles over the political cycles
of non-capital municipalities (five years). The variable has been cleaned for time fixed effects
(year/months) to control for the trends over time.
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Figure 8: Event study analysis - Turnout

Notes: The figure plots coefficients from the event study conducted with monthly aggregation
(Table 12). The specification include municipality, year and month fixed effect as well as province
specific time trend, population, net number of firms (province level), number of candidates, dummy
whether incumbent reruns, share of old candidates [political variables refers to past elections].
Each bracket represent a 95% confidence interval, and the centre of the bracket the point estimate.
Confidence intervals are constructed with robust standard errors clustered at the regional level.
The sample includes all Italian municipalities that are not local capitals. Corruption index captures
scandals taking place in local capitals.
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Figure 9: Aggregate corruption exposure - Version with political office mention

Notes: The figure contains the value of the index "Corruption Region cap. - Office", in perthousand terms, aggregated over time and over all Italian local capitals, with monthly aggregation.
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Tables
Table 1: Geography of scandals and characteristics of involved politicians.
All administrative levels
Perc. in northern region

33.5%

Perc. in central region

32.3%

Perc. in southern region

34.2%
Region Province Municipality

Av. Age
Av. Education
Perc. of Women

58.0
4.7
10.7%

58.8
4.6
14.6.%

53.7
4.3
13.4.%

Note: Av. Age is expressed in years, Av. Education ranges from 1 (no
education) to 6 (advanced master or PhD).

Table 2: Descriptive statistics of corruption exposure measures

Yearly
Corruption
Corruption
Corruption
Corruption
Monthly
Corruption
Corruption
Corruption
Corruption

Mean

SD

Minimum

Maximum

Regional cap.
Regional cap. - Office
Left wing - Regional politicians
Right wing - Regional politicians

.197
.032
.011
.015

.418
.045
.021
.034

0
0
0
0

3.293
.357
.155
.411

Regional cap.
Regional cap. - Office
Left wing - Regional politicians
Right wing - Regional politicians

.016
.003
.001
.001

.045
.006
.003
.004

0
0
0
0

.933
.068
.043
.081

Notes: "Corruption Regional cap." captures the scandals of region capitals. "Corruption Regional cap. - Office" captures the sub-sample of articles where political office title is mentioned.
"Corruption Left wing - Regional politicians" and "Corruption Right wing - Regional politicians"
captures scandals of, respectively, left-wing and right-wing politicians, only regional administrators
are considered.
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Table 3: Descriptive statistics of outcome variables

Municipal turnout
Number of candidates
Number of lists
Civic lists (share)
Old candidates (%)
Old candidates elected (dummy)
Civic mayor
Victory margin
Age candidates (av.)
Gender candidates (female)
Age mayor
Gender mayor (female)
Education mayor
Age elected (av.)
Gender elected (av. female)
Education elected (av.)
Incumbent reruns (dummy)
Incumbent elected (dummy)

Mean Standard deviation Minimum
75.99
9.68
22.57
2.62
1.22
1
3.16
3.13
1
.767
.327
0
.339
.322
0
.471
.499
0
.723
.448
0
.404
.292
0
49.35
7.41
22
.111
.213
0
49.14
10.03
19
.106
.308
0
4.29
.723
1
44.03
4.21
27.17
.203
.123
0
3.97
.364
2
.496
.499
0
.398
.489
0

Maximum
100
16
40
1
1
1
1
1
81
1
94
1
6
77
1
6
1
1

Notes: The table shows the descriptive statistics for the sample of municipalities that are not local-capital,
for the time span in analysis, 1999-2014. Municipal turnout is expressed in percentage points; Civic lists is
measured as a share (over total number of lists); Old candidates is measured as a share (over total number of
candidates) and refers to the last municipal elections, Old candidates elected is a dummy denoting if the past
candidate is elected and refers to the last municipal elections; Civic mayor is a dummy denoting if the mayor
was supported only by civic lists; Victory margin is measured as a share (over the votes of the most voted
candidate); Gender candidates/mayor/elected denotes proportion of candidates/mayor/elected that are female;
Education mayor/elected are measured in years (from 1 to 6); Incumbent reruns/elected is a dummy denoting
if the past incumbent reruns/is re-elected [both variables refer to the last municipal elections].
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Table 4: Compact analysis on municipal turnout
Municipal turnout
(1)
-0.693
(0.0795)∗∗∗

Short-run effect (1 year)
Short-run effect (2 years)

-0.640
(0.176)∗∗∗

Long-run effect (3+ years)

-0.0709
(0.0936)

Pre-scandal effect

-0.00260
(0.693)
17,530
0.825
Yes
Yes
Yes

N
adj. R2
Municipality, Year, Month FE
Province-specific time trend
Controls

Notes: The specification includes municipality, year and
month fixed effect as well as province specific time trend,
population, net number of firms (province level), number of
candidates, dummy whether incumbent reruns and share of
old candidates [political variables refers to past elections].
The sample includes all Italian municipalities that are not
regional capitals. Corruption index captures scandals taking place in regional capitals. See section 2 for dependent
variable definitions and descriptive statistics. Robust standard errors clustered at the region level are included. : *
p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

38

Table 5: Compact analysis on political supply
Number of candidates
(1)
-0.0354
(0.0139)∗∗

Short-run effect (1 year)

Number of lists Old candidate
runs
(2)
(3)
-0.0628
0.0198
(0.0376)
(0.0163)

Incumbent
runs
(4)
0.0172
(0.0149)

Short-run effect (2 years)

-0.101
(0.0292)∗∗∗

-0.143
(0.0386)∗∗∗

0.0274
(0.0140)∗

0.0393
(0.0206)∗

Long-run effect (3+ years)

-0.0162
(0.00620)∗∗

-0.0205
(0.0125)

0.00614
(0.00197)∗∗∗

0.0121
(0.00218)∗∗∗

0.0237
(0.0548)
17,529
0.569
Yes
Yes
Yes

0.0560
(0.0841)
17,530
0.886
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.00819
(0.0292)
17,530
0.260
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.00565
(0.0279)
17,530
0.281
Yes
Yes
Yes

Pre-scandal effect
N
adj. R2
Municipality, Year, Month FE
Province-specific time trend
Controls

Notes: The specification includes municipality, year, month and macro-region/year fixed effects as well as province specific
time trend, population, net number of firms (province level), number of candidates, dummy whether incumbent reruns and
share of old candidates [political variables refers to past elections]. The sample includes all Italian municipalities that are not
regional capitals. Corruption index captures scandals taking place in regional capitals. See section 2 for dependent variable
definitions and descriptive statistics. Robust standard errors clustered at the region level are included. : * p < 0.10, **
p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

Table 6: Compact analysis on political selection
Mayor’s characteristics

Elected characteristics

Age

Female

Education

(1)
0.432
(0.225)∗

(2)
0.00689
(0.00877)

Short-run effect (2 years)

0.294
(0.335)

Long-run effect (3+ years)

Short-run effect (1 year)

Pre-scandal effect
N
adj. R2
Municipality, Year, Month FE
Province-specific time trend
Controls

Mayor’s background

(3)
-0.0208
(0.0146)

Age
(Av.)
(4)
0.121
(0.0888)

Female
Prop.
(5)
0.000398
(0.00154)

Education Old candidates
(Av.)
elected
(6)
(7)
-0.00494
0.0287
(0.00314)
(0.0122)∗∗

Incumbent
elected
(8)
0.0249
(0.00889)∗∗

0.0157
(0.00729)∗∗

0.00893
(0.0259)

0.167
(0.109)

0.000847
(0.00309)

-0.00931
(0.00623)

0.0266
(0.0169)

0.0270
(0.0193)

0.153
(0.0338)∗∗∗

0.00179
(0.00156)

-0.00451
(0.00463)

0.0236
(0.0218)

-0.00193
(0.000426)∗∗∗

-0.000706
(0.00169)

0.00536
(0.00139)∗∗∗

0.00451
(0.00250)∗

1.270
(0.716)∗
17,369
0.264
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.0186
(0.0149)
17,516
0.221
Yes
Yes
Yes

0.0135
(0.0345)
16,856
0.356
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.162
(0.203)
17,423
0.477
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.00880
(0.00970)
17516
0.415
Yes
Yes
Yes

0.0213
(0.0112)∗
17,408
0.705
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.0479
(0.0255)∗
17,530
0.113
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.0191
(0.0199)
17,516
0.051
Yes
Yes
Yes

Notes: The specification includes municipality, year, month and macro-region/year fixed effects as well as province specific time trend, population, net number of
firms (province level), number of candidates, dummy whether incumbent reruns and share of old candidates [political variables refers to past elections]. The sample
includes all Italian municipalities that are not regional capitals. Corruption index captures scandals taking place in regional capitals. See section 2 for dependent
variable definitions and descriptive statistics. Robust standard errors clustered at the region level are included. : * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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Table 7: Compact analysis by ideology
Corruption all
politicians
(1)

Corruption Left-wing
politicians
(2)

Corruption Right-wing
politicians
(3)

-3.916
(5.267)

-17.67
(11.68)

-3.749
(7.986)

Short run effect (1 year)*Right-wing mayor

-7.211
(2.157)∗∗∗

-15.59
(8.745)∗

-11.59
(4.472)∗∗

Short run effect (1 year)*Civic mayor

-6.890
(3.246)∗∗

-15.95
(9.226)

-10.89
(6.079)∗

Short run effect (1 year)*Left-wing mayor

-4.545
(3.813)

-13.68
(7.136)∗

-6.711
(7.508)

N
adj. R2
Panel B: Number of candidates
Short run effect (1 year)*Center mayor

20,679
0.821

20,679
0.821

20,679
0.821

-1.378
(0.724)∗

-0.983
(1.854)

-2.590
(0.941)∗∗

0.190
(0.217)

1.210
(1.491)

0.358
(0.258)

-1.486
(0.207)∗∗∗

-1.991
(0.780)∗∗

-2.118
(0.282)∗∗∗

Short run effect (1 year)*Left-wing mayor

-0.700
(0.489)

-1.081
(0.924)

-1.163
(0.971)

N
adj. R2
Municipality, Year, Month FE
Province-specific time trend
Controls

20,678
0.570
Yes
Yes
Yes

20,678
0.569
Yes
Yes
Yes

20,678
0.570
Yes
Yes
Yes

Panel A: Municipal turnout
Short run effect (1 year)*Center mayor

Short run effect (1 year)*Right-wing mayor
Short run effect (1 year)*Civic mayor

Notes: The specification includes municipality, year and month fixed effect as well as province specific time trend, population,
net number of firms (province level), number of candidates, dummy whether incumbent reruns and share of old candidates
[political variables refers to past elections]. Moreover, for Panle B also macro-region/year fixed effects have been included.
The sample includes all Italian municipalities that are not regional capitals. Corruption index captures scandals taking
place in regional capitals, involving politicians elected in regional administration only: column (2) and (3) only include
scandals involving, respectively, left-wing and right-wing politicians (indices used are, respectively, "Corruption Left wing Regional politicians" and "Corruption Right wing - Regional politicians"). See section 2 for dependent variable definitions
and descriptive statistics. Robust standard errors clustered at the region level are included. : * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, ***
p < 0.01.
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-0.0709
(0.0936)
-0.00260
(0.693)
17,530
0.825
Yes
Yes
Yes

Long-run effect (3+ years)

Pre-scandal effect

-0.983
(1.578)
8,005
0.792
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.0871
(0.241)

-0.500
(0.459)

Below median
(2)
-0.798
(0.364)∗∗

0.554
(0.361)
9,525
0.593
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.0640
(0.0891)

-0.755
(0.181)∗∗∗

Above median
(3)
-0.515
(0.250)∗

Past Turnout

-0.217
(0.666)
12,885
0.891
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.105
(0.120)

-0.717
(0.205)∗∗∗

Below median
(4)
-0.584
(0.126)∗∗∗

0.260
(3.474)
4645
0.789
Yes
Yes
Yes

0.0651
(0.135)

-0.218
(1.011)

0.562
(0.337)
11,509
0.780
Yes
Yes
Yes

0.0234
(0.0439)

-0.447
(0.475)

-0.0802
(0.478)
6,021
0.868
Yes
Yes
Yes

0.0499
(0.158)

-0.0252
(0.394)

Centre-south
(7)
-0.0414
(0.337)

Macro-area

Above median Centre-north
(5)
(6)
-0.696
-0.657
(0.975)
(0.123)∗∗∗

Margin of Victory

0.949
(0.477)∗
8,990
0.835
Yes
Yes
Yes

0.141
(0.118)

-0.207
(0.307)

Below median
(8)
-0.362
(0.351)

0.00813
(0.142)
8,005
0.610
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.00708
(0.0220)

-0.0640
(0.0825)

Below median
(2)
-0.00142
(0.0613)

0.0250
(0.0591)
9,524
0.561
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.0126
(0.00807)

-0.0930
(0.0329)∗∗

Above median
(3)
-0.0105
(0.0293)

Past Turnout

0.0231
(0.0874)
12,884
0.554
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.0114
(0.0103)

-0.101
(0.0468)∗∗

Below median
(4)
-0.0332
(0.0441)

0.0223
(0.200)
4645
0.594
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.00606
(0.0110)

-0.0516
(0.0762)

-0.00499
(0.0534)
11,508
0.589
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.0101
(0.00677)

0.0341
(0.0316)

0.0162
(0.171)
6,021
0.527
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.108
(0.0691)

-0.0599
(0.312)

Centre-south
(7)
-0.340
(0.210)

Macro-area

Above median Centre-north
(5)
(6)
0.0243
-0.0138
(0.0480)
(0.0123)

Margin of Victory

0.00608
(0.0525)
8,989
0.540
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.00587
(0.0107)

-0.0738
(0.0478)

Below median
(8)
0.0149
(0.0337)

0.382
(0.210)
8,540
0.591
Yes
Yes
Yes

0.213
(0.369)

-0.374
(0.413)

Above median
(9)
0.757
(0.483)

National Newspaper

Notes: The specification includes municipality, year, month and macro-region/year fixed effects as well as province specific time trend, population, net number of firms (province level), number of candidates,
dummy whether incumbent reruns and share of old candidates [political variables refers to past elections]. The sample includes all Italian municipalities that are not regional capitals. Corruption index captures
scandals taking place in regional capitals. See section 2 for dependent variable definitions and descriptive statistics. Robust standard errors clustered at the region level are included. : * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05,
*** p < 0.01.

N
adj. R2
Municipality, Year, Month FE
Province-specific time trend
Controls

0.0237
(0.0548)
17,529
0.569
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.0162
(0.00620)∗∗

Long-run effect (3+ years)

Pre-scandal effect

-0.101
(0.0292)∗∗∗

Short-run effect (2 years)

Short-run effect (1 year)

Whole sample
(1)
-0.0354
(0.0139)∗∗

Dep. var.: Number of candidates Main specification

Table 9: Number of candidates - Heterogeneity analysis

2.266
(0.769)∗∗
8,540
0.854
Yes
Yes
Yes

-1.687
(1.110)

-2.839
(0.945)∗∗

Above median
(9)
-3.812
(2.107)

National Newspaper

Notes: The specification includes municipality, year and month fixed effect as well as province specific time trend, population, net number of firms (province level), number of candidates, dummy whether
incumbent reruns and share of old candidates [political variables refers to past elections]. The sample includes all Italian municipalities that are not regional capitals. Corruption index captures scandals taking
place in regional capitals. See section 2 for dependent variable definitions and descriptive statistics. Robust standard errors clustered at the region level are included. : * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

N
adj. R2
Municipality, Year, Month FE
Province-specific time trend
Controls

-0.640
(0.176)∗∗∗

Whole sample
(1)
-0.693
(0.0795)∗∗∗

Main specification

Short-run effect (2 years)

Short-run effect (1 year)

Dep. var.: Municipal turnout

Table 8: Voter turnout - Heterogeneity analysis
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-0.00260
(0.693)
17,530
0.825
Yes
Yes
Yes

Pre-scandal effect

N
adj. R2
Municipality, Year, Month FE
Province-specific time trend
Controls
20,721
0.822
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.0589
(0.0709)

1,136
0.668
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.351
(0.576)

-0.0982
(0.138)

-0.530
(0.299)∗

17,435
0.825
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.178
(0.537)

-0.0523
(0.0870)

-0.447
(0.219)∗

11,524
0.866
Yes
Yes
Yes

-2.254
(2.197)

2.884
(1.453)∗

-1.451
(6.758)

Index with
political office
(5)
-8.732
(0.132)∗∗∗

Different index
Province
Index with
variation monthly scale
(3)
(4)
-0.624
-0.533
(0.370)
(0.146)∗∗∗

16,122
0.825
Yes
Yes
Yes

0.00243
(0.907)

-0.0740
(0.0853)

-0.664
(0.200)∗∗∗

Without early
termination
(6)
-0.697
(3.813)∗∗

Different sample

14,809
0.817
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.0865
(0.694)

-0.0809
(0.0877)

-0.669
(0.176)∗∗∗

14,829
0.814
Yes
Yes
Yes

0.0833
(0.671)

-0.0732
(0.0921)

-0.700
(0.184)∗∗∗

Without aligned cities Without aligned cities
- Regional gov.
- Municipal cap. gov.
(7)
(8)
-0.619
-0.665
∗∗∗
(0.0789)
(0.0730)∗∗∗

17,529
0.569
Yes
Yes
Yes

N
adj. R2
Municipality, Year, Month FE
Province-specific time trend
Controls
20,720
0.569
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.0166
(0.00359)∗∗∗

1,063
0.981
Yes
Yes
Yes

-1.858
(70.41)

-106.5
(50.80)∗

48.07
(78.22)

Province
variation
(3)
-7.392
(50.01)

17,434
0.567
Yes
Yes
Yes

0.0139
(0.0365)

-0.0137
(0.00515)∗∗

-0.0814
(0.0222)∗∗∗

11,525
0.588
Yes
Yes
Yes

0.251
(0.428)

-0.316
(0.162)∗

0.420
(0.634)

Index with
political office
(5)
-0.216
(0.334)

Different index
Index with
monthly scale
(4)
-0.0228
(0.0149)

16,121
0.570
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.00752
(0.0362)

-0.0143
(0.00584)∗∗

-0.0801
(0.0196)∗∗∗

Without early
termination
(6)
-0.0251
(0.0179)

Different sample

14,808
0.526
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.0405
(0.0908)

-0.0126
(0.00307)∗∗∗

-0.0875
(0.0288)∗∗∗

14,828
0.555
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.0710
(0.101)

-0.0120
(0.00560)∗∗

-0.0535
(0.0311)

9,850
0.562
Yes
Yes
Yes

-0.0190
(0.142)

-0.0223
(0.0121)∗

-0.130
(0.0694)∗

Without aligned cities Without aligned cities Without cities with
- Regional gov.
- Municipal cap. gov.
other elections
(7)
(8)
(9)
-0.0215
-0.0312
-0.0917
(0.0260)
(0.0272)
(0.0537)

Notes: The specification includes municipality, year, month, and macro-region/year fixed effects as well as province specific time trend, population, net number of firms (province level), number of candidates, dummy
whether incumbent reruns and share of old candidates [political variables refers to past elections]. The sample includes all Italian municipalities that are not regional capitals. Corruption index captures scandals taking
place in regional capitals. See section 2 for dependent variable definitions and descriptive statistics. Robust standard errors clustered at the region level are included. : * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

0.0237
(0.0548)

Pre-scandal effect

-0.0162
(0.00620)∗∗

Long-run effect (3+ years)

-0.0937
(0.0116)∗∗∗

(2)
-0.0255
(0.0157)

(1)
-0.0354
(0.0139)∗∗
-0.101
(0.0292)∗∗∗

Without leads

Different specification
Main specification

Short-run effect (2 years)

Short-run effect (1 year)

Dep. var.: Number of candidates

Table 11: Number of candidates - Robustness checks

9,851
0.823
Yes
Yes
Yes

0.0786
(0.268)

-0.0768
(0.141)

-0.817
(0.450)∗

Without cities with
other elections
(9)
-0.574
(0.233)∗∗

Notes: The specification includes municipality, year and month fixed effect as well as province specific time trend, population, net number of firms (province level), number of candidates, dummy whether incumbent reruns
and share of old candidates [political variables refers to past elections]. The sample includes all Italian municipalities that are not regional capitals. Corruption index captures scandals taking place in regional capitals. See
section 2 for dependent variable definitions and descriptive statistics. Robust standard errors clustered at the region level are included. : * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

-0.0709
(0.0936)

Long-run effect (3+ years)

-0.639
(0.173)∗∗∗

(2)
-0.714
(0.153)∗∗∗

(1)
-0.693
(0.0795)∗∗∗
-0.640
(0.176)∗∗∗

Without leads

Different specification

Main specification

Short-run effect (2 years)

Short-run effect (1 year)

Dep. var.: Municipal turnout

Table 10: Turnout - Robustness checks

Appendix A1: Corruption exposure index validation
In this appendix we want to provide evidence that corruption index is a good measure
in capturing people exposure to political corruption. In order to do this, we make
use of Google trend data as a tool to explore people attention in a certain moment of
time, and how it evolves over time (Stephens-Davidowitz, Varian 2015). We try to
capture attention to corruption making use of three keywords, i.e. corruzione (corruption), abuso d’ufficio (malfeasance in office) and concussione (embezzlement).
The goal of the analysis is to study whether there are peaks in searches of these
keywords immediately after an article on local corruption appears in the newspaper,
in that specific region. For this exercise, we can exploit the high-frequency nature of
our index and we perform a daily analysis, with regional aggregation (the finest possible geographical aggregation of Google trend data for Italy). We run the following
specification:
Kr,d =

+14
X
p=0

αplag Cr,(d−p)

+

−1
X

αplead Cr,(d−p) + γr,y + r,d

(3)

p=−14

Kr,d represents the Google trend index for the set of keywords (either corruzione
or abuso d’ufficio or concussione) in region r, in day d. Cr,(d−p) is the main explanatory variable, representing the value of the index in region r, in day d − p:
Cr,(d−1) , . . . , Cr,(d−14) are lagged variables while Cr,(d+14) , . . . , Cr,(d+1) are leads, to
test whether attention to corruption was already raising before the article is released. γr,y is the set of region/year fixed effect. Finally, robust standard errors are
clustered at the region level.
We present the graphical analysis of this regression in Figure 10. We can note
two things: first, all keywords generate an attention peak when the article appears
in the newspaper, day zero, but this vanishes after two days: the attention spike
turns out to be large but highly temporary. Second, lead 1 is positive and sometimes
statistically significant, this can be explained by the fact that while newspaper in
day d reports news of day d − 1, the web updates information in real time and this
may explain the weak pre-trend; moreover, there can be anticipation of some news
stimulating audience interest before the story is actually published in the newspaper.
We can conclude that the index of corruption exposure seems to be a good proxy
to measure the phenomenon and that it is evident that people pay consistent but
highly temporary attention to corruption stories.
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Figure 10: Attention to corruption - Google trend data

(a) Google traffic for Malfeasance in office

(b) Google traffic for Corruption

(c) Google traffic for Extortion
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Appendix A2: Additional outputs
Table 12: Turnout - Monthly analysis
Municipal turnout
(1)
-8.628
(4.012)∗∗

Lag month 1
Lag month 2

-9.672
(5.754)

Lag month 3

-6.916
(7.596)

Lag month 4

-2.883
(3.212)

Lead month 1

6.020
(5.669)

Lead month 2

-1.313
(8.680)

Lead month 3

-1.221
(7.031)

Lead month 4

0.984
(2.890)

N
adj. R2
Municipality, Year, Month FE
Province-spec. time trend
Controls

20,719
0.822
Yes
Yes
Yes

Notes: The specification includes municipality, year
and month fixed effect as well as province specific time trend, population, net number of firms
(province level), number of candidates, dummy
whether incumbent reruns and share of old candidates [political variables refers to past elections]. The
sample includes all Italian municipalities that are not
regional capitals. Corruption index captures scandals taking place in regional capitals. See section
2 for dependent variable definitions and descriptive
statistics. Robust standard errors clustered at the
region level are included. : * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05,
*** p < 0.01.
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