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Abstract

This paper investigates the role played by the cultural norms of
particularism and universalism for collusive bribery. In our theoret-
ical framework, the act of proposing or demanding a bribe violates
a commonly held social norm, thus producing a psychological cost.
By lowering this psychological cost, particularism increases the prob-
ability of offering or asking for a bribe. We test the predictions of
the model by using individual-level data for 25 countries from the
European Social Survey. Consistent with the theory, particularism is
found to have a positive causal effect on the probability of offering a
bribe, but no effect on the probability to be asked for a bribe. Overall,
our findings indicate that policies aimed at favoring universalism may
provide an effective tool in the fight against corruption.
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1 Introduction

It is widely recognized that corruption has significant adverse effects on eco-
nomic development and growth (Mauro, 1995, 1997), social equality (Gupta
et al., 2002) and several other economic and social domains (Spector, 2005).
As a consequence, the search for effective policies against corruption plays
a key role in the agenda of policy makers throughout the world. However,
despite a growing body of literature on corruption, a full understanding of
its determinants is yet to come. This paper investigates, both theoretically
and empirically, the role played by the cultural norm of particularism, as
opposed to universalism, as a determinant of corruption at individual level.

A large number of studies has focused on the determinants of corruption
at the macro level, showing that corruption is generally lower in countries
characterized by centralized government, long lasting democracy and open-
market economy (Treisman, 2000), lower ethnic heterogeneity (La Porta et
al., 1999), fiscal decentralization (Fisman and Gatti, 2002), higher share of
Protestants (Treisman, 2000), free press (Brunetti and Weder, 2003) and
higher share of women in government (Dollar et al., 2001, Swamy et al.,
2001).1 These studies are generally based on cross-country aggregate data,
and therefore do not address the role played by individual characteristics and
context for the decision to engage in corruption.

With the recent availability of micro-level surveys that include specific
questions on acts of corruption, such as offering or accepting bribes, a rela-
tively smaller number of studies has turned to the determinants of corruption
at individual level (e.g., Swamy et al., 2001, Torgler and Valev, 2006, Guer-
rero and Rodriguez-Oreggia, 2008, Mocan, 2008, Dong and Torgler, 2009,
Torgler and Valev, 2010, Dong et al., 2012). Within this micro-level litera-
ture, most studies have focused on the monetary incentives and disincentives
for engaging in corruption, despite the existence of a growing literature indi-
cating that cultural factors also play an important role for economic behav-
ior (e.g., Alesina and Glaeser, 2004, Fernandez and Fogli, 2009, Guiso et al.,
2006).

Our paper contributes to the literature on the individual-level determi-
nants of corruption by investigating the role played by the cultural norms of
particularism and universalism.2 Parsons and Shils (1951) characterize the
universalism-particularism continuum as a pattern of attitudes and behaviors
typical of specific groups that, in turn, guide individual behavior. Universal-
ism implies that correct behavior can always be defined and applied, irrespec-

1See Lambsdorff (2006) and Treisman (2007) for comprehensive reviews of this litera-
ture.

2A number of studies have shown that, at the aggregate level, national culture (i.e.
Davis and Ruhe, 2003, Husted, 1999, Barr and Serra, 2010), religion and religiosity (La
Porta, 1999, Treisman, 2000) and familistic values (Lipset and Lenz, 2000) are important
determinants of corruption.
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tive of the context. Particularism, instead, implies that relationships come
ahead of abstract social codes, so that norms and appropriate behavior are
context-dependent. In universalistic societies, social relations mainly rely on
weak ties and are informed by values related to power, achievement, and self-
direction. In particularistic societies, social relations rely on strong, cohesive
group ties informed by principles of tradition, conformity, and benevolence
(Uslaner, 2002).

While the attention for the effects of particularism and universalism is
relatively recent in the economic literature, these cultural norms have been
widely analyzed in sociology, where particularistic attitudes have been inter-
preted as conducive to lower civicness and higher prevalence of corruption
(Lumby, 2006). Existing research suggests that closed and socially exclusive
networks are a fertile ground for corruption (e.g., Lambsdorff, 2006, Lambs-
dorff et al., 2004, Tonoyan, 2003). This explanation, however, is theoretically
underdeveloped, since the precise mechanisms underlying the causal link be-
tween particularism and corruption have not been fully understood.

In order to fill this gap, this paper develops and tests empirically a model
of collusive bribery, focusing on the role played by the cultural norm of
particularism.3 In our framework, the act of offering or demanding a bribe is
perceived as inappropriate, according to a commonly held social norm, thus
resulting in a psychological cost for the agents involved. We assume that this
psychological cost is lower for particularistic individuals, who are relatively
less reluctant to impose a burden on the society or to free-ride on others.
As a consequence, ceteris paribus, particularism increases the probability of
offering or asking for a bribe. We test the predictions of the model by using
individual-level data for 25 countries from the European Social Survey. The
findings indicate that, controlling for a wide set of individual characteristics,
particularism increases the probability of offering a bribe, whereas it is not
related to the probability of being asked for a bribe. This result is robust
to alternative definitions of particularism, specifications of the model and
econometric techniques that take into account the potential endogeneity of
cultural norms. Overall, our findings indicate that there is a causal link
between particularism and corruption at individual level. As a consequence,
policies aimed at favoring universalism can provide an effective tool to reduce
corruption.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 reviews the related
literature. Section 3 presents the theoretical framework. Section 4 describes
the data and methods. Section 5 presents the results. Section 6 concludes.

3Collusive bribery is defined as an illegal transaction that is beneficial to both the
briber and the bribee, and is therefore particularly difficult to deter (Ryvkin and Serra,
2012).
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2 Related Literature

Our work contributes to the relatively small body of empirical literature on
the determinants of corruption at individual level. Using micro-level data
for 49 countries, Mocan (2008) finds that high-income individuals, males and
people living in larger cities, are more likely to be asked for a bribe. At the
country-level, the paper shows that the extent of corruption, as reported by
citizens, is strongly correlated with indices of corruption perception. Guer-
rero and Rodriguez-Oreggia (2008) study the socio-demographic and institu-
tional factors affecting corruption in Mexico, showing that weak enforcement
of law, higher education and higher income levels are associated with a higher
propensity to bribe. Tavits (2010) studies the relationship between the act
of offering a bribe and its justifiability. Using original survey data for Esto-
nia, she finds that both public officials and citizens are more likely to engage
in corruption when they do not view corruption as wrong, and when they
perceive that corrupt behavior is widespread among their peers. Lee and
Guven (2013) use micro-level data from the European Social Survey to focus
on masculinity, gender roles and risk preferences as cultural traits affecting
the individual propensity to engage in corruption. Their results suggest that
risk-seeking individuals are significantly more likely to offer and to be asked
for a bribe, and that promoting gender equality might lead to less corrup-
tion.4

Another strand of related literature focuses on the determinants of jus-
tifiability of corruption at individual level. Swamy et al. (2001) study the
relationship between gender and corruption. Based on World Values Sur-
veys data for over 90,000 individuals in 49 countries, they find that women
are significantly less likely to condone corruption.5 Torgler and Valev (2006)
use World Values Survey and European Values Survey data to study the
effect of age on the acceptability of corruption, finding a positive and signif-
icant effect of age, but no cohort effect. Dong and Torgler (2009) find that
a higher level of political interest is associated with a lower acceptability
of corruption and with a lower level of perceived corruption. Torgler and
Valev (2010) investigate whether attitudes towards corruption and tax eva-
sion vary systematically with gender and, more specifically, whether gender
differences decrease as men and women face similar opportunities for illicit
behavior. Their results indicate that aversion to corruption and tax evasion
is significantly stronger for women.

A third strand of related literature investigates the relationship between

4Svensson (2003), using data on bribe payments of Ugandan firms, finds that the in-
cidence of corruption can be explained by the variation in policies and regulations across
industries. By combining data on corruption with financial information from the surveyed
firms, he shows that firms’ ability to pay and refusal power can explain a large part of the
variation in bribes across graft-reporting firms.

5Using survey data for 350 Georgian firms, they also find that firms owned or managed
by women are significantly less likely to be involved in bribing.
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social capital and corruption. The mechanism through which social capital
may affect corruption is twofold. On the one hand, higher levels of social cap-
ital generally imply a stronger moral obligation for public officials to abstain
from acting opportunistically. On the other hand, social capital may favor
corruption, since belonging to a closed network reduces informational asym-
metries, thus favoring collusive behavior. At the empirical level, high levels
of interpersonal trust have been found to reduce corruption (e.g., Bjørnskov,
2006, La Porta et al., 1999, Uslaner, 2004), whereas high levels of bonding
social capital (Putnam, 2000) are positively related to corruption, by lead-
ing those within a privileged network to feel that they can act illegally with
impunity (Lipset and Lenz, 2000). Harris (2007) shows that indicators of
strong ties, family orientations and particularized trust are significantly as-
sociated to higher levels of corruption. This suggests that the adverse effect
on corruption is specific to generalized trust, as opposed to particularized
trust (e.g., Warren, 2004, Uslaner, 2004).

The distinction between particularism and universalism thus plays a key
role for understanding the determinants of corruption. While the sociologi-
cal literature on particularism and corruption is well developed (e.g., Lambs-
dorff, 2006, Lambsdorff et al., 2004, Tonoyan, 2003), within economics there
are only few papers investigating this relationship, mainly confined to the
experimental setting (e.g., Fong and Luttmer, 2011, Eckel and Grossman,
2005). In a recent paper, De Blasio et al. (2014) show that three measures of
particularism (in trusting behavior, political participation and associational
activity) are positively related to each other and negatively related to several
indicators of universalism. To the best of our knowledge, our work is the first
to provide an economic analysis of the effects of particularism on corruption.

3 Theory

In our theoretical framework, corruption is viewed as the outcome of a social
interaction, rather than contract design or information sharing (Chang and
Lai, 2002). We consider a society in which risk neutral citizens and public
officials meet randomly and interact for the provision of a good or a service.
All agents have the option to engage in bribery with their transaction partner,
provided that both parties accept the illegal transaction. Each agent can be
either particularist or universalist.6 Each agent knows his own type, but
does not know the type of his counterpart. Citizens are particularist with
probability γ and universalist with probability 1 − γ, while public officials
are particularist with probability π and universalist with probability 1 − π.
Since all transactions involve a citizen and a public official, there are equal

6We make the assumption that the particularism vs. universalism continuum can be
treated as a binary outcome for the sake of simplicity. The results obtained below are
qualitatively unchanged under a more general specification.
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numbers of citizens and public officials in the economy and their populations
are normalized to unity.

A social norm against corruption exists among both citizens and public
officials, so that violating this norm implies a psychological cost. As in
Akerlof (1980), this disutility depends not only on the individual’s sensitivity
to the norm, but also on his perceived level of widespread corruption. In
particular, when corruption is low, the cost of violating the social norm is
higher, so that individuals tend to engage less in corruption. On the other
hand, when corruption is widespread, the cost of violating the social norm
is lower and more individuals engage in corruption (e.g., Torgler, 2003). We
assume that the disutility of corruption also depends on the perceived cost
imposed by corruption on society. Particularists, characterized by limited
morality as in Tabellini (2010), bear a lower cost, relative to universalists,
when engaging in corruption. As a consequence, they are less reluctant to
impose a burden on the society or to free-ride on others.

In order to prevent illegal transactions, the authority conducts random
audits, so that agents engaging in corruption are jointly punished when dis-
covered. The two agents engaging in corruption share the same probability
of detection (q) and penalty (G). The timing of the corruption problem is
described in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Corruption game tree

Citizen

-G 0

A NA

Public Officer

PPO (π)

-G 0

A NA

Public Officer

NPPO (1− π)

O NO

PC (γ)

Citizen

-G 0

A NA

Public Officer

PPO (π)

-G 0

A NA

Public Officer

NPPO (1− π)

O NO

NPC (1− γ)

Note: (N)PC=(Non-)Particularist citizen, (N)PPO=(Non-)Particularist Public Officer,
(N)O=(Does not) Offer bribe, (N)A=(Does not) Accept bribe. γ = probability that
Citizen is particularist, π = probability that Public Officer is particularist, G = penalty
if detected (with probability q).
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In the first stage, the citizen internalizes the possibility for collusion with
the public official and evaluates the benefits and costs of corruption. If he
chooses not to offer a bribe, then his payoff is Yc, whereas if he chooses to
offer a bribe his payoff depends on his own type, the choice made by the
public official, and the probability of being discovered. If the public official
accepts the bribe, the citizen’s expected payoff is

q(Yc +K − Cc −B −G) + (1− q)(Yc +K − Cc −B) =

Yc +K − Cc −B − qG
(1)

where Yc is the citizen’s initial endowment, K is the gross gain from cor-
ruption and B is the bribe amount paid to the public official. Cc is the
psychological cost of corruption defined as

Cc = Cc(µ, θ, C) =
µ

θ
C (2)

where µ is the subjective sensitivity to the social norm. The density function
of µ, denoted by f(µ), is assumed to be uniform with support on [0, 1].
The parameter θ, with 0 < θ ≤ 1, denotes the perception of widespread
corruption. C is the perceived cost imposed by corruption on society. It is
equal to L if the citizen is particularist (with probability γ) and to H if the
citizen is universalist (with probability 1− γ), with L < H.

If a citizen decides to offer a bribe and the public official does not accept,
the citizen’s payoff is Yc. Given that the matching between a citizen and a
public official is isolated and random, the probability of successful collusion
faced by a citizen is given by the fraction of collaborative public officials,
denoted with β. By internalizing this success rate in his decision, the citizen’s
expected payoff is:

Λ = (1− β)(Yc) + β(Yc +K − Cc −B − qG) (3)

In the second stage, the public official decides whether or not to accept
the citizen’s proposal for collusion. If he refuses, then his payoff is Yp, whereas
if he accepts his payoff is

q(YP +B −G− Cp) + (1− q)(YP +B − Cp) =

Yp +B − Cp − qG
(4)

Thus, if the public official accepts, he will obtain the bribe B, but will
also suffer a psychological cost Cp, arising from the violation of the social
norm, where

Cp = Cp(ε, θ, C) =
ε

θ
C (5)

As for the citizen’s cost above, Cp is assumed to depend on the individual-
specific sensitivity to the social norm (ε), uniformly distributed on [0, 1], the
perception of widespread corruption (θ), and the perceived cost imposed by
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corruption on society (C), that is L for a particularist (with probability π)
and H for a universalist (with probability 1− π).

In the third stage, the bribe amount B is determined by bargaining be-
tween the public official and the citizen.7 The model can be solved backwards,
starting from the bargaining game in the third stage.

3.1 Bargaining Over the Bribe Amount

In the last stage of the game, the size of the bribe B is determined by Nash
bargaining between the public official and the citizen. The amount of the
bribe in equilibrium is therefore determined by maximizing the product of
each player’s gain from making a deal, with the bargain being feasible if and
only if the net gain from bargaining is positive for each party:

max
B

[K −B − qG− Cc] [B − qG− Cp]

subject to

K ≥ B + qG+ Cc

B ≥ qG+ Cp

(6)

The feasible bribery set is therefore

qG+ Cp ≤ B ≤ K − qG− Cc (7)

and the equilibrium bribe is

B∗ = B∗(K,Cp, Cc) =
1

2
[K − Cc + Cp] (8)

i.e.

B∗ = B∗(K,H,L, γ, π, ε, µ) =
1

2

[
K − µ

θ
((1− γ)H + γL) +

ε

θ
((1− π)H + πL)

]
.

(9)
From the expression above, ∂B∗

∂Cp
> 0 indicates that the higher the cost for

the public official of taking part in a corrupt transaction (Cp), the larger the
equilibrium bribe. ∂B∗

∂K
> 0 shows that the higher the gain from corruption

(K), the higher the size of the bribe. Finally, the higher the psychological
cost born by the corrupt citizen, the lower the size of the bribe (∂B

∗

∂Cc
< 0).

Therefore, if the probability that the public official is particularist is high,
the equilibrium bribe will be smaller (∂B

∗

∂π
< 0). On the other hand, if the

probability that the citizen is particularist is high, the equilibrium bribe will
be larger (∂B

∗

∂γ
> 0).

7Bribery is often the result of bargaining between public officials and clients (either
firms or citizens). This explains the within-country and within-sector variation in both
the frequency of corrupt transactions and the size of the bribes paid (Svensson, 2003).
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3.2 The Public Official’s Decision

The public official is willing to collaborate with the corrupt citizen as long
as:

π(B − Cp − qG) + (1− π)(B − Cp − qG) ≥ 0 (10)

This expression indicates that the public official is corruptible if the net
gain from corruption is positive, and therefore, given Cp(ε, θ, C), public offi-
cials with a lower value of ε are more likely to accept bribes. The critical ε∗

which makes a public official indifferent between engaging in or abstaining
from corruption is therefore:

ε∗ = θ

[
K − 2qG− Cc
(1− π)H + πL

]
(11)

Then, the fraction of public officials accepting bribes is equal to ε∗:

β =

∫ ε∗

0

f(ε)dε = ε∗ = θ

[
K − 2qG− Cc
(1− π)H + πL

]
=

θ

[
K − 2qG− µ

θ
((1− γ)H + γL)

(1− π)H + πL

]
where ∂β

∂q
< 0 and ∂β

∂G
< 0 indicate that the higher the probability of

being detected, or the higher the size of the fine, the lower the willingness to
accept bribes, ∂β

∂π
> 0. This suggests that the higher the probability that the

public official is particularist, the higher the probability that he will accept
bribes. Finally, ∂β

∂θ
> 0 indicates that the more widespread corruption, the

higher the probability of accepting a bribe.

3.3 The Citizen’s Decision

Given the public official’s incentives, citizens internalize the probability β
that a bribe is accepted and choose whether to offer a bribe or not. Since
matchings are randomly determined, and the sensitivity of the public official
to the social norm cannot be observed ex ante, citizens do not know the exact
size of the bribe before the bargain takes place. However, citizens recognize
that collusion can occur if and only if the public official’s sensitivity to the
social norm is sufficiently small (0 < ε < ε∗). Thus, based on equations (8)
and (2), the expected bribery amount E(B), under the condition 0 < ε < ε∗,
is

E(B) =
1

2

[
K + Cc +

1

θ
E(ε|0 < ε < ε∗)((1− π)H + πL)

]
(12)

with E(ε|0 < ε < ε∗) = ε∗

2
given the assumption that ε has a uniform

distribution. Using equations (8) and (11), the expected bribery amount is
equal to

E(B) =
3

4
K − 3

4
Cc −

1

2
qG. (13)
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A citizen will offer a bribe as long as

γ
[
(1− β)(Yc) + β(Yc +K − Lµ

θ
−B − qG)− Yc

]
+

(1− γ)
[
(1− β)(Yc) + β(Yc +K −Hµ

θ
−B − qG)− Yc

]
> 0 (14)

i.e.
K − E(B)− qG− µ

θ
[(1− γ)H + γL] > 0 (15)

Using (13) in (15), given equation (2), we can find the value µ∗ that makes
the citizen indifferent between engaging in bribery or not:

µ∗ = θ

[
K − 2qG

(1− γ)H + γL

]
(16)

As above, given the uniform distribution of µ, we obtain:

α =

∫ µ∗

0

f(µ)dµ = µ∗ = θ

[
K − 2qG

(1− γ)H + γL

]
(17)

where ∂α
∂γ

> 0, ∂α
∂q

< 0, ∂α
∂G

< 0 and ∂α
∂θ

> 0. These partial effects indicate
that the higher the probability of being detected, or the higher the size of
the fine, the lower the probability that the citizen offers a bribe; the higher
the probability that the citizen is particularist, or the higher the perception
of widespread corruption, the higher the probability that the citizen offers a
bribe.

The model also provides explicit predictions on how the effect of partic-
ularism on offering a bribe is affected by aggregate variables, such as the
overall diffusion of corruption, the level of deterrence and the pervasiveness
of particularism. Taking the partial derivative of (17) with respect to γ, we
obtain

∂α

∂γ
= θ(H − L)

K − 2qG

[(1− γ)H + γL]2
(18)

The expression in (18) indicates that the effect of individual particular-
ism on the probability to offer a bribe is higher when corruption is more
widespread ( ∂2α

∂γ∂θ
> 0). When corruption is widespread, the social stigma

associated with this behavior is smaller, so that the cost of offering a bribe
is lower. Since the effects of individual particularism and overall corruption
are complements, being particularist has a stronger effect on bribe offering
in countries where corruption is more widespread. From (18) it can also be
shown that ∂2α

∂γ∂G
< 0 and ∂2α

∂γ∂q
< 0, indicating that the effect of particularism

on bribe offering is smaller in countries where deterrence is stronger. Fur-
thermore, ∂2α

∂γ2 = −2(L − H)(H − L)θ K−2qG

[(1−γ)H+γL]3
> 0, indicating that the

effect of particularism on the decision to offer a bribe is higher the higher the
fraction of particularists in the society.
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3.4 Reversing the game

It is possible to consider cases where it is the public official who asks the cit-
izen for a bribe, rather than the citizen offering a bribe to the public official.
The model presented above can be easily adapted to describe such trans-
actions. In the first stage, the public official internalizes the possibility for
collusion with the citizen and evaluates the costs and benefits of corruption.
As above, given that the matching between a citizen and a public official is
isolated and random, the probability of successful collusion faced by a pub-
lic official is given by the fraction of collaborative citizens (β). The public
official internalizes this success rate in his decision, and decides whether or
not to ask for a bribe. In the second stage, the citizen decides whether or
not to accept the public official’s proposal for collusion. In the third stage,
the bribe amount B is determined by bargaining between the citizen and the
public official.

Solving the game as above, and keeping the same notation, the probability
that the citizen accepts to collude and, therefore, the probability of being
asked for a bribe, is

β = θ

[
K − 2qG− ε

θ
(Lπ + (1− π)H)

(1− γ)H + γL

]
. (19)

The probability that the citizen is asked for a bribe is equal to:

α = θ

[
K − 2qG

πL+ (1− π)H

]
(20)

As above, α depends on the public official’s particularism, on the citizen’s
gross gain from corruption and on the expected sanction. It does not depend
on the citizen’s particularism.

4 Data and Methods

Our empirical analysis is based on the second round of the European Social
Survey (ESS), covering 49,066 individuals in 26 nations for the period 2004-
2006. The questionnaire in the ESS included, among others, questions on
family status, employment, well-being, health and economic morality. Three
main questions on bribery were included in the questionnaire. The first is
whether respondents have offered a bribe (“How often, if ever, have you
offered a favor or bribe to a public official in return for their services in the
last five years?”). The second is whether respondents have been asked for a
bribe (“How often, if ever, a public official asked you for a favor or a bribe
in return for a service in the last five years?”). The responses are coded as
never = 1, once = 2, twice = 3, three of four times = 4 and five times or
more = 5. For ease of interpretation, we re-coded these two variables into
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binary outcomes with “ever offered/been asked for bribes” equal to 1 and
“never” equal to 0. The third question is about bribe justification (“How
wrong is that a public official asks someone for a favor or bribe in return for
their services?”), with responses coded as: seriously wrong = 1, wrong = 2, a
bit wrong = 3, and not wrong at all = 4. For the 25 countries in the sample
(observations for Ukraine were excluded due to major data quality problems),
1.7 per cent of the individuals in the sample report to have offered a bribe
and about 4 per cent to have been asked for a bribe. There is substantial
variability across countries, with Finland displaying the lowest fraction of
people declaring to have offered or been asked for a bribe (0.15 per cent and
0.90, respectively) and Slovakia the highest (7.8 per cent and 14.3 per cent,
respectively).

We measured particularism on the basis of the difference between, on the
one hand, how important it is to be loyal to friends and devote to people close,
and, on the other hand, how important it is to follow rules. In addition, since
particularists belong to closed (bonding) networks, we proxied this aspect
empirically with questions about openness to migration.8 Overall, in our
analysis an individual is defined particularist if (a) the difference between the
importance attributed to the loyalty towards the inner circle and the need to
follow general rules, and (b) the sum of the answers to the questions about
openness to migration, are both above the 75th percentile of the sample. This
indicator of particularism is thus based on both the definition by Parsons and
Shils (1951) and a proxy of bonding network, a key feature of particularism
(Uslaner, 2002).

In our empirical specifications, we included among control variables the
respondent’s subjective evaluations of political interest, trust, religion and
family income (Dong and Torgler, 2009, Torgler and Valev, 2010, Guerrero
and Rodriguez-Oreggia, 2008). The estimated specifications also include
a variable accounting for individual honesty (“How much do you agree or
disagree with this statement: If you want to make money, you cannot always
act honestly”) and a variable accounting for the importance of being admired
(“Now I will briefly describe some people. Please listen to each description
and tell me how much each person is or is not like you. It’s important
to her/him to show her/his abilities. She/he wants people to admire what
she/he does.”) in order to control for systematic effects of social desirability.
Moreover, in order to take into account the networks of relations that can
favor collusive bribery, we included among the regressors a variable measuring
the number of friends that can support the respondent in case of illegal
activities.9

In two specifications of our model, we also accounted for the percep-

8“To what extent do you think that your country should allow people of (1) the same
or (2) different race or ethnic group as the majority to live in the country?”

9“Suppose you planned to get benefits or services you were not entitled to. How many
of your friends or relatives do you think you could ask for support?.”
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tion of overall corruption by including an aggregate measure of the level of
overall corruption, the Corruption Perception Index (CPI, Transparency In-
ternational, 2004), or a variable measuring the fraction of individuals that
in each country declared to have actually offered a bribe (Corruption Diffu-
sion). Furthermore, in order to account for the government’s ability to deter
corruption and for the perception of the extent to which public power is exer-
cised for private gain, we also added an aggregate measure of the Worldwide
Governance Indicators of the World Bank (Control of Corruption). Table 1
presents descriptive statistics for all the variables used in the econometric
analysis.

Table 1: Descriptive statistics

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max. N
Offered bribe 0.02 0.13 0 1 45503
Was asked for bribe 0.05 0.21 0 1 43074
Bribe wrong 3.65 0.59 1 4 45419
Particularism 0.1 0.3 0 1 46955
Particularism2 0.25 0.44 0 1 46955
Particularism3 0.1 0.3 0 1 43405
Age 46.48 18.4 13 102 46714
Gender 0.46 0.5 0 1 46955
Education 11.5 4.07 0 44 46398
Married 0.53 0.5 0 1 44941
Household members 2.87 1.5 1 18 46926
Income 2.02 0.86 1 4 44418
Minority ethnic group 0.04 0.2 0 1 46015
Immigrant 0.06 0.24 0 1 46585
Son of immigrants 0.02 0.15 0 1 46585
Big city 0.2 0.4 0 1 46846
Suburbs big city 0.12 0.33 0 1 46846
Town 0.32 0.46 0 1 46846
Obey law 2.31 0.93 1 5 45251
Friends support 1.6 0.76 1 4 35532
Trust 5.92 2.48 0 10 46762
Trust legal system 6.18 2.62 0 10 45567
Trust public officials 3.21 0.92 1 5 44038
Religiosity 5.89 2.99 0 10 46624
Admired 3.23 1.38 1 6 43876
Control of Corruption 1.4 0.85 -0.33 2.59 46955
CPI 6.73 2.03 3.2 9.70 46955
Corruption Diffusion 35.1 49.70 1 203 46955

Source: European Social Survey, 2004-2006. See Section 4 for a description of the
variables.
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In order to assess the robustness of our definition of particularism, we
also considered two alternative indicators. The first (particularism2 ) was
constructed using an additive model for the four main variables (how im-
portant it is to be loyal to friends and devote to people close, minus how
important it is to follow rules, plus the two variables on closure towards mi-
gration described above). In this case, an individual is defined particularist if
the resulting indicator is greater then the 75th percentile of the sample. The
second alternative indicator (particularism3 ) defines an individual as partic-
ularist if the difference between how important it is to be loyal to friends and
devote to people close and how important it is to follow rules is greater then
the 75th percentile of the sample. We compared our alternative proxies for
particularism with different measures of universalism.10 Table 2 reports the
results. The three indicators of particularism are positively and significantly
correlated pair-wise among them and negatively and significantly correlated
with the indicators of universalism. This indicates that our measure of par-
ticularism is qualitatively robust to alternative definitions. In the following,
we thus focus on the variable particularism as the key explanatory variable,
while also considering particularism2 and particularism3 for checking the
robustness of the results.

Table 2: Correlations between indicators of particularism and universalism

Particularism Particularism2 Particularism3 Obey law
Particularism2 0.47***
Particularism3 0.74*** 0.29***
Obey law -0.04*** -0.09*** -0.05***
Trust -0.07*** -0.13*** -0.05*** -0.00

Source: European Social Survey, 2004-2006. See Section 4 for a description of the
variables. * denotes significance at 0.10 level (** at 0.05, *** at 0.01).

The theoretical model presented in Section 3 provides a number of rel-
evant testable predictions. First, at the individual level, being particularist
increases the probability of offering a bribe, while it does not affect the prob-
ability of being asked for a bribe. Second, at the aggregate level, corruption
deterrence decreases the probability of offering and being asked for a bribe,
while the pervasiveness of corruption increase the probability of offering and
being asked for a bribe. Third, focusing on moderating factors, the effect
of individual particularism on the probability to offer a bribe is higher in
countries where corruption or particularism are more widespread, while it is
lower in countries where corruption deterrence is stronger.

10As for trust, we considered the standard question “Generally speaking, would you
say that most people can be trusted?”, while respect for general laws was proxied by the
answer to the question: “How much do you agree or disagree with this statement about
how people see rules and laws: You should always strictly obey the law even if it means
missing good opportunities”.
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In order to test these hypotheses, we use several econometric techniques.
We start by estimating separate probit models for each of the two dependent
variables (having offered a bribe and having been asked for a bribe, respec-
tively). We focus on the effect of particularism, while controlling for a wide
set of control variables, at both individual and country level. Standard errors
are clustered by country, in order to take into account the nested structure
of the data (individual level within country level), and the use of aggregate
variables in a micro-level specification.

Next, in order to take into account the possible endogeneity of our key ex-
planatory variable, we estimate the effect of particularism on the probability
of offering a bribe by using an Instrumental Variables (IV) estimator. Tak-
ing into account the binary nature of the endogenous regressor, we estimate
a bivariate marginal effect probit model consisting of two specifications, a
reduced form equation for the potentially endogenous dummy of particular-
ism and a structural form equation determining the outcome of interest. We
included two instruments in the reduced form equation. The first is based
on a question about how important it is for respondents to care for nature
and environment. We assume that nature and environment are public goods
and that particularist individuals, who have a smaller concern for general
interest, care less for them. The second instrument is based on a question
regarding whether European unification should go further or whether it has
gone too far. As in Uslaner and Conley (2003), we assume that particularist
individuals, who associate primarily with people of their own kind, tend to
support institutions defending national interests, whereas universalist indi-
viduals with looser ties are more likely to support institutions overcoming
national interests.

As an additional way of addressing the potential endogeneity of particu-
larism, we present results obtained by using Propensity Score (PS) matching
estimators (Rosenbaum and Rubin, 1983). These are obtained by using ei-
ther the nearest neighbor method, which selects the comparison units whose
propensity scores are closest to the treated unit in question, or the kernel
method, whereby every treated subject is matched with the weighted aver-
age of the control subjects, with weights being inversely proportional to the
distance between the treated and the control group’s propensity scores.

Finally, in order to investigate the underlying causal mechanism, based
on the effect of particularism on the psychological cost of bribing, we esti-
mate a structural model with three equations having as dependent variables
particularism, the cost of bribing, and the probability of offering a bribe,
respectively. In the first equation, the probability of being particularist is
explained by a set of individual characteristics, including age, gender, ed-
ucation, income, family structure, employment, immigration and minority
status. In the second equation, the cost of bribing is modeled as a function
of particularism, the set of exogenous variables described above, Control of
Corruption and CPI. In the third equation, offering a bribe is explained by
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the cost of bribing, particularism, and the same set of individual-level and
aggregate control variables.

5 Results

This section presents the results of the empirical analysis. We start by es-
timating univariate probit models to measure the effect of particularism on
the probability of offering and being asked for a bribe, respectively. We then
present the results of Instrumental Variables and Propensity Score estima-
tion. Finally, we turn to a structural equation model to explicitly address
the simultaneous relationship between particularism, the psychological cost
of bribing and the decision to offer a bribe.

5.1 The Determinants of Bribing

Table 3 reports probit estimation results (marginal effects) for the determi-
nants of the decision to offer a bribe. We consider five different specifications,
with progressively larger sets of control variables.11 The first specification
includes only standard socio-demographic characteristics, such as age, years
of schooling, gender, marital and employment status, household’s composi-
tion, income and minority status. Model (2) also accounts for immigration
status and living context, as well as network characteristics and political in-
terest. Model (3) also includes variables related to trust (both general and
institutional) and religiosity. Models (4) and (5) include alternative indica-
tors of the pervasiveness of corruption. Except for these last two models, all
specifications also include country dummies.

Consistent with the theoretical predictions, particularism has a positive
and significant effect on the probability of offering a bribe in all specifications.
Across the five different specifications, the size of the coefficient is virtually
unchanged. The size of the effect is small in absolute terms (0.4 to 0.3
percentage points), similarly to related studies based on micro data (e.g.,
Mocan, 2008, Lee and Guven, 2013), reflecting the fact that offering a bribe
has a very small frequency in the sample (about 1.6 per cent).12 In relative
terms, however, the size of the effect of particularism, is comparable to,
or larger than, that of gender or employment status. We examined the
robustness of the results to the use of alternative definitions of particularism,

11It should be observed that the use of larger sets of control variables reduces the number
of observations. However, it allows us to obtain a more complete characterization of the
determinants of the decision to engage in corruption.

12The large size of our sample allows us to rule out the possible bias arising from
the fact that our binary dependent variable describes a rare event (e.g., King and Zeng,
2001). Indeed, using a penalized maximum likelihood regression approach (Firth, 1993),
the results are virtually unchanged.
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as described in Section 4. The key result of the positive effect of particularism
on the decision to offer a bribe is robust to the use of alternative definitions.13

Focusing on aggregate variables, higher levels of perceived corruption (i.e.
a lower CPI or a higher Corruption Perception) are associated to a signifi-
cantly higher probability of offering a bribe. Stronger corruption deterrence
(i.e., a higher Control of Corruption) is negatively related to the probability
of offering a bribe, although not significantly. Turning to individual charac-
teristics, in line with the literature, institutional trust (in the legal system
and in public officials) is associated with a significantly lower probability of
offering a bribe. Being an immigrant or a son of an immigrant is not sig-
nificantly related to the probability of offering a bribe. As expected, being
more honest is associated with a significantly lower probability of offering a
bribe, while having a large number of friends supporting illegal activities is
associated with a significantly higher probability of offering a bribe (Rose-
Ackerman, 2001). As for gender, we find that, consistent with the literature
(e.g., Lee and Guven, 2013), males are significantly more likely to offer a
bribe than females.

Table 4 reports probit estimates (marginal effects) for the determinants
of being asked for a bribe, using the same set of specifications and control
variables as for the probability of offering a bribe. Overall, we find no sig-
nificant relation between particularism and being asked for a bribe. This
is consistent with the view that particularism is private information of the
bribee and cannot be observed ex ante, so that interactions take place as if
citizen-public official pairs were formed randomly.

Table 5 reports the results of estimating model (5) in Table 3, while adding
interaction terms between particularism and a number of country-specific
factors: CPI, control of corruption, corruption diffusion and the fraction
of particularists. As shown in Section 3, the first two interaction terms
are predicted to be negative (i.e., higher corruption deterrence and lower
perceived corruption are associated with a lower effect of particularism on
the probability to offer a bribe), while the other two interaction terms are
expected to be positive. Empirically, all the estimated interaction terms
have the expected sign. While the interactions for CPI and CoC are not
significant, the interaction terms for overall particularism and pervasiveness
of corruption are both statistically significant.

5.2 Accounting for Endogeneity

Table 6 reports IV estimation results. The instrumental variables are jointly
and individually significantly related to corruption. In addition, the validity
of the instruments is not rejected by a Sargan test of over-identifying restric-
tions (χ2

2 = 0.055, p = 0.814). The IV estimate of the effect of particularism

13The estimated coefficient for particularism2 and particularism3 is 0.001 (p < 0.10)
and 0.004 (p < 0.05), respectively.
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Table 3: Determinants of offering a bribe, probit estimates
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Particularism (d) 0.004∗∗ 0.003∗∗ 0.003 ∗∗ 0.004∗ 0.004∗

Age 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
Age Squared -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -0.000
Male (d) 0.004∗∗∗ 0.003∗∗ 0.002∗∗ 0.003∗∗∗ 0.002∗

Education 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000∗∗

Employed (d) -0.003∗∗∗ -0.003∗∗∗ -0.003∗∗∗ -0.004∗∗∗ -0.004∗∗∗

Married (d) -0.000 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001
HH’s Memebers -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 0.000 -0.000
Income 0.000 0.000 -0.000 0.001 0.000
Minority ethnic group -0.005∗∗ -0.006∗∗ -0.005∗∗ -0.006∗∗ -0.005∗

Immigrant (d) 0.003 0.003 0.001 0.004
Son of immigrants (d) 0.002 0.001 -0.001 0.001
Big City (d) 0.002 0.002 0.003∗ 0.000
Suburbs Big City (d) 0.002 0.001 0.001 0.000
Village (d) 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.002
Obey law -0.003∗∗∗ -0.003∗∗∗ -0.003∗∗∗ -0.003∗∗∗

Friends support 0.005∗∗∗ 0.005∗∗∗ 0.006∗∗∗ 0.006∗∗∗

Political Interest -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001
Admired -0.000 -0.000 -0.001 0.000
Trust 0.000 -0.000 0.000
Trust legal system -0.000 -0.001∗∗ -0.001∗∗

Trust public officials -0.003∗∗∗ -0.003∗∗∗ -0.003∗∗∗

Religiosity 0.000∗∗ 0.001∗∗∗ 0.000
Corruption Diffusion 0.000∗∗∗

Control of Corruption -0.001
CPI -0.004∗∗

Constant
Observations 37275 28410 27110 27535 27535
Country dummies X X X

Note: probit estimates (marginal effects). Dependent variable: binary variable for having
offered a bribe. (d) indicates discrete change of dummy variable from 0 to 1. Standard
errors clustered by country. * denotes significance at 0.10 level (** at 0.05, *** at 0.01).
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Table 4: Determinants of being asked for a bribe, probit estimates
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Particularism (d) 0.003 0.002 0.001 0.002 0.002
Age 0.001∗∗ 0.001∗∗ 0.001 0.000 0.000
Age Squared -0.000∗∗∗ -0.000∗∗∗ -0.000∗∗ -0.000∗ -0.000∗∗

Male (d) 0.015∗∗∗ 0.011∗∗∗ 0.009∗∗∗ 0.012∗∗∗ 0.009∗∗∗

Education 0.002∗∗∗ 0.001∗∗∗ 0.001∗∗∗ 0.001∗ 0.001∗∗∗

Employed (d) -0.003 -0.004 -0.004∗ -0.004 -0.005∗∗

Married (d) 0.002 0.004∗∗ 0.005∗∗ 0.007∗∗∗ 0.005∗∗

Household’s Members -0.002 -0.001 -0.001 0.000 -0.001
Income 0.007∗∗∗ 0.009∗∗∗ 0.006∗∗∗ 0.010∗∗∗ 0.007∗∗∗

Minority ethnic group -0.013∗∗∗ -0.008∗ -0.005 -0.005 -0.005
Immigrant (d) 0.005 0.007∗ 0.005 0.014∗

Son of immigrants (d) -0.001 -0.001 -0.003 0.003
Big City (d) 0.008∗∗ 0.007∗∗ 0.019∗∗∗ 0.009∗∗

Suburbs Big City (d) 0.003 0.002 0.004 0.002
Village (d) -0.005 -0.003 -0.003 -0.003
Obey law -0.006∗∗∗ -0.004∗∗∗ -0.003∗∗ -0.004∗∗∗

Friends support 0.010∗∗∗ 0.009∗∗∗ 0.010∗∗∗ 0.010∗∗∗

Political Interest -0.005∗∗∗ -0.005∗∗∗ -0.006∗∗∗ -0.005∗∗∗

Admired -0.003∗∗∗ -0.002∗∗∗ -0.004∗∗∗ -0.002∗∗

Trust -0.001 -0.002∗∗∗ -0.001
Trust legal system -0.001∗ -0.001 -0.000
Trust public officials -0.014∗∗∗ -0.016∗∗∗ -0.015∗∗∗

Religiosity 0.000 0.002∗∗∗ 0.000
Corruption Diffusion 0.000∗∗∗

Control of Corruption 0.008
CPI -0.014∗∗

Constant
Observations 35394 27709 26730 26730 26730
Country dummies X X X

Note: probit estimates (marginal effects). Dependent variable: binary variable for having
being asked for a bribe. (d) indicates discrete change of dummy variable from 0 to 1.
Standard errors clustered by country. * denotes significance at 0.10 level (** at 0.05, ***
at 0.01).

Table 5: Determinants of offering a bribe, interactions with particularism

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Interaction with: CPI CoC Mean Particularism Corruption Diffusion

-0.002) -0.006 0.03*** 0.002***
(0.001) (0.003) (0.147) (0.000)

Note: probit estimates (marginal effects). Dependent variable: binary variable for having
offered a bribe. CPI: Corruption Perception Index. CoC: Control of Corruption.
Number of observations: 27807. Standard errors (clustered by country) reported in
brackets. * denotes significance at 0.10 level (** at 0.05, *** at 0.01).
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on the probability of offering a bribe is positive and significant. Indeed, the
size of the estimated effect is larger when using IV, suggesting that failing
to account for the endogeneity of particularism may lead to underestimate
its effect on the propensity to offer a bribe. This would be the case if for
example, as it is reasonable to expect, risk aversion has a positive effect on
particularism and a negative effect on the propensity to offer a bribe.

Table 6: Instrumental Variables estimation results
Particularism Offered bribe
(First stage) (Second stage)

Particularism (d) 0.013∗∗∗

Age 0.001 0.000
Age Squared 0.000 -0.000
Gender (d) 0.004 0.001
Education -0.002∗∗∗ 0.001∗∗∗

Employed (d) 0.001 -0.004∗∗∗

Married (d) 0.002 -0.002
HH’s Memebers -0.001 -0.000
Income 0.006∗∗∗ -0.001
Minority ethnic group 0.005 -0.005∗∗

Immigrant (d) -0.000 0.003
Son of immigrants (d) -0.010 0.004
Big City (d) -0.003 0.001
Suburbs Big City (d) -0.004 0.001
Village (d) 0.003 0.002
Obey law -0.006∗∗∗ -0.004∗∗∗

Friends support -0.002 0.006∗∗∗

Political Interest 0.007∗∗∗ -0.002∗∗∗

Admired 0.001 -0.000
Trust -0.002∗∗∗ 0.001∗∗∗

Trust legal system 0.000 -0.001∗∗∗

Trust public officials -0.001 -0.003∗∗∗

Religiosity 0.000 0.000
Control of Corruption -0.026 0.004∗

CPI 0.007 -0.006∗∗∗

European Unification -0.002∗∗∗

Important to care for nature -0.013∗∗∗

Observations 26170 26693
Note: IV estimates (marginal effects). Dependent variable: binary variable for having
offered a bribe. (d) indicates discrete change of dummy variable from 0 to 1. Standard
errors clustered by country. * denotes significance at 0.10 level (** at 0.05, *** at 0.01).

As an additional way of addressing the potential endogeneity of partic-
ularism, we estimated our model by using propensity score matching. The
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propensity scores were computed considering variables affecting both treat-
ment and outcome (Heckman et al., 1999), fixed over time, and found to
be relevant in previous research. Moreover, following Bryson et al. (2002),
we preferred to estimate a conservative model with a short list of covariates.
More specifically, the first estimated propensity score is based on religiosity,
gender and education. The second also adds immigrant status, while the
third considers gender, education and minority status. The three propensity
scores are calculated by restricting the analysis of the balancing property to
all treated plus those controls in the region of common support.14 Further-
more, in order to assess the robustness of the estimates, we considered two
alternative methods to compute average treatment on the treated (ATT):
the Nearest-Neighbor method, where all treated units find a match, and the
Kernel Matching, where all treated are matched with a weighted average of
all controls in order to correct for the possibility of poor matching. In both
cases, the computation of the ATT was restricted to the region of common
support.

Table 7 reports PS estimation results. The coefficient for particularism
is positive and significant, and virtually unchanged, across all specifications
and very close to the one obtained by using Instrumental Variables. Overall,
we conclude that the findings are robust to the use of alternative estimation
techniques, and the relationship between particularism and corruption can
be given a causal interpretation.

Table 7: Propensity score matching estimation results

Nearest Neighbor Kernel
PS 1 PS 2 PS 3 PS 1 PS 2 PS 3

Particularism
0.010∗∗∗

(0.003)
0.010∗∗∗

(0.003)
0.010∗∗

(0.004)
0.009∗∗

(0.003)
0.008∗∗

(0.003)
0.009∗∗

(0.004)
Note: propensity score estimates. Dependent variable: binary variable for having offered
a bribe. * denotes significance at 0.10 level (** at 0.05, *** at 0.01). Standard errors in
brackets.

5.3 The Psychological Cost of Bribing

Table 8 reports the results of a structural equation model of corrupt behav-
ior, aimed at further exploring the theoretical model presented in Section 3.
More specifically, we estimate the parameters of the simultaneous relation
between particularism, the psychological cost of bribing, and the act of offer-
ing a bribe. Our theoretical model assumes that particularism reduces the

14Common support ensures that persons with the same value of the set of observable
covariates have a positive probability of being both particularist or non particularist (Heck-
man et al., 1999). Intuitively, this means that there is enough overlap in the distribution
of particularist and non-particularist individuals.
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perceived cost of bribing and, through this effect, it increases the probability
of offering a bribe. The results support this hypothesis. First, particular-
ism is associated to a significantly lower perceived cost of bribing. Second,
through this mechanism, particularism significantly increases the probability
of offering a bribe, with an estimated effect of 0.5 percentage points. These
results complement the findings in Tavits (2010), according to which individ-
uals are more likely to engage in bribery when they do not view corruption
as wrong. Our results contribute to identify the mechanism through which
universalism may help to deter corruption.

Table 8: Structural Equation Model

(1) (2) (3)
Particularism Bribe cost Offered bribe

Particularism -.050*** .005***
(0.018) (0.003)

Bribe Cost -.013***
(0.003)

Standard Controls X X X
Oservations 27427 27427 27427

Note: Structural Equation Model Estimates. * denotes significance at 0.10 level (** at
0.05, *** at 0.01). Standard errors clustered by country reported in brackets.

6 Conclusion

Reducing corruption is a key policy objective throughout the world. In order
to achieve this objective, it is necessary to have a better understanding of
the causes of corruption. Until recently, economists have focused mainly on
the macro-level determinants of corruption. Much less is known about the
individual-level determinants of corruption and, in particular, about the role
played by individual cultural norms.

In this paper, we analyzed theoretically and empirically the effects of the
cultural norms of particularism and universalism on collusive bribery. We
found that, as predicted by the theory, particularism lowers the perceived
cost of corruption and, as a consequence, it has a positive causal effect on
the probability of offering bribes. No significant effect of particularism was
found for the probability of being asked for a bribe. Our results are robust
to the use of alternative definitions of particularism, specifications of the
model and econometric techniques to account for the potential endogeneity of
particularism. Overall, our results indicate that decreasing particularism can
be identified as an effective tool for decreasing corruption. The key question
is then how to favor the development of the cultural norm of universalism as
opposed to particularism.
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Several studies in social psychology show that an individual builds his
own social identity on the basis of perceived membership in a social group
(e.g., Tajfel and Turner, 1986). The intrinsic psychological need for a positive
self-concept drives individuals to compare their own group with other groups
to which they do not belong, giving preferential treatment to members rel-
ative to non-members. In this perspective, humans are naturally sectarian
and particularism is a feature of human nature that may not be easily af-
fected. Our view, as economists, is slightly different. If particularism can be
considered an individual cultural norm, it can be shaped by the social, eco-
nomic and political environment, albeit in a medium- to long-run perspective
(Bisin and Verdier, 2001). Although it is difficult to identify specific policy
actions aimed at reducing particularism and favouring universalism, as a way
of combating corruption and other types of anti-social behaviors, education
can be identified as the most promising area of intervention.

Our findings provide a contribution to the understanding of the determi-
nants of corruption at individual level. However, they can also be extended
to other types of illegal economic behavior. For instance, particularism can
be expected to be positively related to tax evasion, since it raises the will-
ingness to free-ride on others. Further research will have to assess the role
played by particularism and universalism for other relevant types of anti-
social economic behavior.
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