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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to examine the relationship between reserved seats for ethnic 

groups in national legislatures and corruption. In 2008, over 30 countries were reserving 

seats for ethnic groups in their national legislature. The share of seats that was reserved 

ranged from a 2 percent reserved seats arrangement for a small ethnic minority, to a 100 

percent reserved seats power-sharing arrangement between two or more ethnic groups. 

By applying theories of informal power, this essay hypothesizes that reserving seats 

reduces corruption. In contrast to the theory, an initial bivariate regression shows that 

reserved seats are associated with higher levels of corruption. However, when controlling 

for conflict history, democracy, ethnic fractionalization, GDP/capita, fuel exports, 

newspaper circulation, and region, this association turns into a negative one, indicating 

that reserved seats might reduce corruption. The main finding of the study is that having 

less than 25 percent of the total amount of legislative seats reserved for ethnic groups 

reduces corruption more than having no reserved seats at all or more than 25 percent 

reserved seats. This suggests that certain types of reserved seats arrangements are useful 

for fighting corruption. 
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1. Introduction 

In 2013, United National Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon and Deputy Secretary-General 

Jan Eliasson condemned corruption, claiming that the damaging effects of it are, directly 

or indirectly, felt by billions of people all over the world (United Nations Secretary-

General, 2013). Somewhat ironically, in October 2015, former president of the United 

Nations General Assembly, John Ashe, was charged with corruption after allegedly 

having accepted over 1 million U.S. dollars in bribes during his time in office (The 

Guardian, 2015). Corruption – grand or petty, public or private – permeates all parts and 

every level of society, and costs people their freedom, health, and money (Transparency 

International, 2015a).  

 Problems related to corruption engage scholars as well as policymakers. This 

paper examines political corruption in relation to a certain phenomenon: reserved 

legislative seats for ethnic groups. It has been argued that several problems are associated 

with ethnically diverse societies, for example economic growth and the prevalence of 

democracy and free institutions (Alesina et al., 2003:157f.; La Porta et al., 1999:222; Mill, 

2009[1861]:344). On the contrary, it has also been argued that parliamentary diversity and 

inclusion of minorities are vital components for good governance and to stabilize a 

fragile polity (Pitkin, 1967:63; Mansbridge, 1999:628ff.; Reynolds, 2011:89). In 2008, 

more than 30 countries had some mechanism in place that guaranteed seats in the 

national legislature for ethnic groups and minorities (Krook & O’Brien, 2010:257f.). 

How does this affect corruption? 

 The main purpose of this paper is to provide an analysis of how reserved 

legislative seats for ethnic groups are associated with corruption. By doing so, this paper 

also seeks to meet a secondary purpose: to provide a focused overview of countries that 

reserve seats in their national legislature for ethnic groups. Meeting these two goals will 

add depth and width to the research body on ethnic quotas, minority representation, and 

corruption. The research question of this paper is: how do reserved seats for ethnic 

groups in the national legislature affect political corruption? 

 The relationship between reserved seats and corruption is studied by using 

regression analysis. The regression analyses build on cross-sectional data and include all 

regions of the world. A theoretical framework composed by theorizations of ethnic 

identity, representation, and governance is utilized. This framework lands in a theoretical 

argument focused on informal power mechanisms, which claims that an ethnically 
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diverse national legislature has a built-in whistleblower function and more mutual 

control, resulting in lower levels of corruption. 

 While the relationship between reserved seats and corruption is a complex 

relationship to fully determine using statistical methods, this study nevertheless finds 

some interesting results. An initial bivariate regression shows no statistically significant 

association between reserved seats and corruption. However, following multivariate 

regressions show several interesting statistically significant results. Most noteworthy, 

having less than 25 percent reserved seats for ethnic groups is at 90 percent significance 

negatively associated with corruption, when controlled for democracy, GDP/capita, 

ethnic fractionalization, fuel exports, conflict history, newspaper circulation, and region. 

On a ten point scale, reserved seats are under these circumstances associated with 

approximately 0,5 points less corruption than countries that have no reserved seats at all 

or more than 25 percent reserved seats. 

 The paper begins with a review of previous research. This is followed by a 

presentation of the theoretical framework, which is used to form the theoretical 

argument about the relationship between reserved seats and corruption. The research 

design is then presented, including a discussion about data selection, main variables, 

control variables, and problems and limitations of the study. In the section that follows, 

the results of the regression analyses are presented and discussed. Lastly, some final 

remarks on the results and suggestions on future research conclude the paper.  

 

 

2. Theoretical Framework 

This section deals with reserved seats for ethnic groups in the national legislature and 

corruption on a theoretical level. Previous research is first discussed, and is then followed 

by a discussion about the components that make up the theoretical framework of the 

study: reserved seats, ethnic identity, and representation, as well as governance, 

corruption, and power. The section is concluded with a theoretical argument about the 

relationship between reserved seats and corruption. 

 

2.1. Previous Research on Reserved Seats and Corruption 

In the international development and political science literature, the different types of 

ethnic quotas are still relatively sparsely researched. This applies to reserved legislative 

seats in particular. As a consequence, research on the subject has only been carried out in 
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relation to a handful of topics. Recently, scholars were still trying to map out how and 

where ethnic legislative quotas and reserved seats are being used. Today, there are a couple 

of studies that have rather successfully mapped out which countries that reserve seats 

(see Reynolds, 2005; Krook & O’Brien, 2010; Bird, 2014). However, a focused overview 

of the countries that reserve seats for ethnic groups specifically is still missing. 

Simply put, “reserved legislative seats” are a type of quota system that is usually 

put in place to ensure the inclusion and participation of an underrepresented group. It 

means setting aside a certain number of seats in a legislature for a societal group. These 

seats are then filled either through election or by appointment (Dahlerup, 2005:142). 

Reserved seats for ethnic groups have mostly been studied from a political power-sharing 

perspective, and what effect it has on political stability and conflict recurrence (see 

Mukherjee, 2006; Cammett & Malesky, 2012; Hartzell & Hoddie, 2003). While more 

scholars are increasingly becoming interested in topics such as electoral engineering, 

ethnic relations, and minority representation, many questions on the effects of reserved 

legislative seats for ethnic groups are still unanswered. How does it affect governance? 

How does it affect corruption? Does it matter how many percentage of all the seats that 

are reserved? This paper strives to answer these questions and fill the gap in the literature 

on reserved seats for ethnic groups. 

 Gender quotas have in general been researched more than ethnic quotas. There 

are three main types of quotas: reserved seats, legislated candidate quotas, and political 

party quotas (Dahlerup, 2005:142). Unfortunately, as with reserved seats for ethnic 

groups, reserved seats for women have been sparsely researched, presumably due to 

legislated candidate quotas being the more common type of gender quota (Krook & 

O’Brien, 2010:256). However, there is a quite extensive body of literature on the other 

two main types of gender quotas and on gender quotas as an aggregated term for all 

three types. Some of that literature touches upon their relation to corruption. For 

example, in a recent study, Watson & Moreland (2014:408) found that more descriptive 

representation of women in parliament is associated with lower levels of corruption, 

whereas the actual adoption of gender quotas associates with increased corruption. 

Similarly, Goetz (2007:87f) and Swamy et al. (2001:42) all note that inclusion of more 

women in parliament associates with lower levels of corruption, but none of them 

provide any evidence for a significant association between gender quotas and corruption. 

 Why is corruption problematic? Transparency International divides the costs of 

corruption into four main categories: political, economic, social, and environmental. 
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Corruption is an obstacle to democracy and rule of law; it can deplete a country’s 

national wealth; it undermines public trust in the political system; and it can lead to 

environmental degradation (Transparency International, 2015a). When corruption finds a 

way into the national legislature and spread out, peoples’ trust, money, and safety are at 

stake. 

Many scholars have studied determinants of corruption. In one of the more 

comprehensive studies in the field, Treisman (2000) tested a wide range of variables and 

their association with corruption and found that corruption is associated with both 

historical and contemporary factors, as well as political, economic, and cultural ones. 

Following this influential study, scholars such as Montinola & Jackman (2002) and 

Pellegrini (2011) have done the same. Although much quantitative research has been 

done on corruption, there are still many questions unanswered, in particular in relation to 

inclusion and representation. Previously demonstrated important causes of corruption 

are further discussed in section 3.3. and 3.4., and are also included as control variables in 

this study. 

 

2.2. Reserved Seats, Ethnic Groups, and Representation 

In 2008, more than 30 countries and disputed territories were reserving seats in their 

national legislature for ethnic or religious groups (Krook & O’Brien, 2010:257f.). The 

way that this is carried out varies to some extent: some countries use it as a power-

sharing tool, reserving 100 percent of the seats in the legislature for the major ethnic 

groups in the country, and other countries use it as a protection of minorities’ rights and 

interests, reserving a small share of all the legislative seats for a national ethnic minority. 

Moreover, what types of groups that countries reserve seats for vary, but they can more 

or less be summed up as ethno-national, ethno-linguistic, ethno-“racial”, ethno-religious, 

and religious groups. How many legislative chambers a country have is another aspect 

that creates variation in how reserved legislative seats arrangements look; some countries 

reserve seats in a unicameral system, and some countries with a bicameral system reserve 

seats in either the lower or upper house, or both (Krook & O’Brien, 2010:257ff.). Table 

1 lists all countries included in this paper that reserve seats for one or more of the 

aforementioned types of ethnic or religious groups, how many percentage that are 

reserved, and which ethnic or religious group(s) the seats are reserved for.  
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Table 1. Countries that reserve seats for ethnic or religious groups1 

Country Percentage reserved seats Ethnic group(s) 

Belgium* 100 Flemish speakers, French 
speakers, German speakers 

Burundi 100 Hutus, Tutsis, Twa 
Cyprus 100 Turkish community, Greek 

community 
Lebanon 100 Christians, Muslims 
Bosnia and Herzegovina* 99 Bosniacs, Croats, Serbs 
India 25 Scheduled Castes, 

Scheduled Tribes, Anglo-
Indians, Zorastrians, Jews, 
Christians 

Ethiopia* 19 Ethnic minorities 
Tanzania 19 Zanzibaris 
China 15 Minority nationalities 
Jordan 12 Circassians, Chechens, 

Bedouins 
Iran 11 Christians 
Mauritius 11 ‘Best loser’ ethnic balance 
Niger 10 Tuareg 
Pakistan 8 Hindus, Christians, 

Ahmadis/Parsis, other 
religious minorities 

Rwanda* 8 ‘Historically marginalized’ 
Bhutan 7 Buddhist monks 
Montenegro  6 Albanians 
Croatia 5 Small national minorities 
New Zealand 5 Maori 
Afghanistan 4 Kuchi nomads 
Romania 4 Small national minorities 
Samoa 4 Part- and non-Samoans 
Colombia 3 Indigenous peoples, Afro-

Colombians 
Taiwan 3 Aboriginal people 
Kiribati 2 Banaban 
Slovenia 2 Hungarians, Italians 

                                                
1 Other countries that as of 2008 reserved seats for ethnic groups, but are not included in 
this paper due to either their status as a disputed territory or to missing data on the 
dependent variable, are: Kosovo, the Palestinian Authority, the Tibetan Government in 
Exile, and Fiji. 
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Venezuela 2 Indigenous population 
Notes: *Upper house of parliament. If a country has reserved seats in both the lower and the upper house 

of parliament, the reserved seats in the lower house are reported. Data collected from Krook & O’Brien 

(2010) and Reynolds (2005). 

 

Ethno-national, ethno-linguistic, ethno-“racial”, ethno-religious, and religious 

groups will in this paper simply be referred to as “ethnic groups”. There is no reason to 

believe that reserved seats for these different groups would affect corruption differently. 

Quite the contrary, there is theoretically more reason to believe that as distinct ethnic or 

religious groups, they are anxious to have their rights and interests met. 

The definition of “ethnic group” used in this paper draws on the work of Krook 

& O’Brien (2010) and Reynolds (2005). However, none of them explicitly define “ethnic 

group”. Krook & O’Brien (2010) lists reserved seats for minorities and include groups 

such as youths, disabled, and expatriates. When groups of that kind are sifted out, the 

groups remaining are ethno-national, ethno-linguistic, ethno-“racial”, ethno-religious, 

and religious groups. Reynolds (2005:301) lists what he calls “communal groups”, which 

include ethnic, religious, and national groups. These three types of groups fall into the 

categories identified in Krook & O’Brien’s study. An “ethnic group” is in this paper thus 

characterized by either shared language (ethno-linguistic), shared national identity (ethno-

national), shared physical appearances (ethno-“racial”), or shared religious background 

and ancestral heritage (ethno-religious). Added to these are religious groups, which 

differs from ethno-religious groups in the sense that the former only takes religious 

affiliation into account, whereas the latter is defined by a combination of religious 

affiliation and various ancestral heritages (Kadayifci-Orellana, 2009:265).  

In her very influential book The Concept of Representation from 1967, Hanna Pitkin 

scrutinized the concept “representation” – what it is and what it means.  One of the 

conclusions she lands in is the importance of descriptive representation: it matters to be 

present and it matters to be heard (Pitkin, 1967:63). Historically, and still today, many 

ethnic groups are under-represented in politics on a national level (Bird, 2003:3). Jane 

Mansbridge (1999:628ff.) explains the importance of descriptive representation well. She 

argues that descriptive representation enhances substantive representation by improving 

the quality of deliberation. A representative with a background that mirrors the 

experiences and backgrounds of those belonging to an ethnic group will generally have a 

more profound understanding of the rights, needs, and interests of that group. 

Descriptive representation also increases the de facto legitimacy of a legislature.  



 11 

Given the importance of descriptive representation, reserved seats have in this 

paper been separated from a wider discourse on quotas that also includes legislated 

candidate quotas and political party quotas. What differs reserved seats from the other 

two is that reserved seats are the only type of quota out of the three that guarantees 

descriptive representation in the national legislature. It is a measure of actual inclusion, 

rather than a measure of an opportunity for inclusion. This enables to study how actual 

inclusion of ethnic groups and minorities – how an ethnically diverse legislature – is 

associated with corruption. 

 

2.3. Governance and Corruption 

The concept of “governance”, which more or less is as old as human civilization, can 

simply put be defined as “the process of governing” (UNESCAP, 2009). A logical 

follow-up question to this is what “good governance” is. One of the most ambitious 

attempts to define this has been made by Kaufmann et al. (2009), who compiled 

hundreds of indicators related to governance with the aim to investigate the relationship 

between good governance and development. Their over 300 indicators of governance are 

summed up as six aggregate indicators: voice and accountability, political stability, 

government effectiveness, regulatory quality, rule of law, and control of corruption 

(Kaufmann et al., 2009:2). However, as Norris (2008:70) argues, the core concept of 

“good governance” has become overloaded. All six indicators presented by Kaufmann et 

al. are on their own very distinct categories. The result of this in an unfocused and too 

long agenda on good governance (Grindle 2004:525) that is unsuitable for quantitative 

analysis. As a consequence of this unfocused agenda, the concept remains 

undertheorized (Norris, 2008:70). It is necessary to examine each of the six indicators 

separately.  

 As a standalone measure of good governance, corruption poses quite the 

challenge to understand and define, as well as to measure. It cannot be completely 

separated from either one of the other five indicators. A highly corrupt country will see 

limitations to the legal system, regulatory quality, and government effectiveness, as well 

as when it comes to participation and freedom of expression. Moreover, as Rose-

Ackerman (2012:46) argues, corruption is also linked to political stability, as corruption 

can be the link that holds a system of weak institutions together. Powerful private actors 

can buy off political leaders, creating a bond that if abruptly broken can breed instability 

and violence.  
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 The theoretical definition of corruption used in this paper has been taken from 

Transparency International. They define corruption as “the abuse of trusted power for 

private gain” (Transparency International, 2015b), which is appropriate for a study of the 

relationship between corruption and reserved seats. Corruption is usually classified as 

grand, petty, or political. Since the interest in this paper lies in the relationship between 

reserved legislative seats and corruption, grand and political corruption are the two 

categories of interests here. Grand corruption is defined as “acts committed at a high 

level of government that distort policies or the central functioning of the state” 

(Transparency International, 2015b), and political corruption is defined as “manipulation 

of policies, institutions and rules of procedure in the allocation of resources and 

financing by political decision makers” (Transparency International, 2015b). In common 

for the two types of corruption is that the abuse enables the politicians to personally 

benefit from it, for example in terms of power or wealth. Operational definitions of 

corruption, as well as problems and limitations of definitions and measures of 

corruption, are discussed in section 3.3. and 3.5. 

 

2.3.1. Power 

Tying up the discussion about reserved legislative seats and corruption, we land in a 

question of the role and importance of power. What power does a person in a national 

legislature have? What kind of power relations emerge from reserving legislative seats for 

ethnic groups? First, “power” as a concept must be understood as something more than 

merely one person’s power over other individuals. The definition used in this paper is 

borrowed from the gender literature and is based on writings by Mary Hawkesworth 

(2005). Hawkesworth defines “gender power” as “a set of asymmetrical relations 

between men and women that permeates international regimes, state systems, financial 

and economic processes, development policies, institutional structures, symbol systems, 

and interpersonal relations” (Hawkesworth, 2005:146). This is equally applicable to 

ethnic relations, and also works in relation to reserved seats and corruption. The goal of 

reserving seats for ethnic groups is – as mentioned – either power-sharing or protection 

of minorities’ rights and interests. The need for this comes from asymmetrical power relations 

between ethnic groups, which benefits one group and disfavors another. As noted by 

Hawkesworth, these asymmetrical relations permeate several parts of a society. How 

these asymmetrical power relations affect state systems, institutional structures, and 
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interpersonal relations lays the foundation of the following theoretical argument for the 

relationship between reserved seats and corruption. 

On a final note, power operates in both formal and informal ways. In the context 

of this paper, an example of formal power is having a seat in the national legislature, 

while informal power is the non-legislative power that is given to a member of the 

national legislature. Informal power mechanisms are the focal point of the theoretical 

argument. 

 

2.4. Theoretical Argument 

The decision to misuse your political position for private gain, to take bribes or to not act 

in the best interest of the people you represent, comes down to costs and benefits. The 

potential benefits are weighed against the potential costs. As Treisman (2000:4) argues, 

the most obvious cost of misusing your political position for private gain is the risk of 

getting caught. A seat in a national legislature, either the lower or the upper house, has 

exactly this informal power mechanism attached to it: you become a potential 

whistleblower, a person who can expose corrupt behavior and actions by fellow 

members of parliament. This, of course, hinges on the principle that different ethnic 

groups have different political interests. This is obviously not always the case, but a quick 

look at the political situation in many countries in the world shows that there are ethnic 

groups fighting for their cultural-, political-, and religious rights – rights that might be 

accommodated with their representation in the national legislature.  

An ethnically diverse national legislature means mutual control and a greater 

balance of power. More people will be watching, and fewer and less secure promises can 

be given from bribe takers to bribe givers. It provides ethnic groups with descriptive 

representation and, as a consequence, substantive representation. This informal power 

mechanism constitutes an ethnic intra-parliamentary checks and balances type of device, 

which by discouraging politicians from misusing their political position for private gain, 

theoretically should lead to reduced corruption. The first of two hypotheses in this study 

follows: 

 

(1) Reserved seats for ethnic groups in the national legislature reduce corruption. 

 

There is also a question of how big the share of reserved seats needs to be in order to 

reduce corruption. As the first hypothesis states, this paper theorizes that reserved seats, 
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no matter how many percentage, will reduce corruption. But a second hypothesis draws 

on work from Krook & O’Brien (2010). Reserving seats for ethnic groups usually has 

one of two goals: power-sharing or protection. Reserved seats arrangements that have 

power-sharing as a goal entails a large share reserved seats, usually 25 percent or more. 

These arrangements are typically found in countries that have two or more fairly equally 

big ethnic or religious groups, such as Lebanon, or in countries that have a background 

of war between the ethnic groups, such as Bosnia and Herzegovina. Protection, on the 

other hand, refers to protecting ethnic groups’ (often minorities’) rights and interests, as 

opposed to sharing the power. These arrangements entail a smaller share of reserved 

seats, from 1 to 24 percent of all legislative seats (Krook & O’Brien, 2010:262f.).   

 The argument here is that having more than 25 percent reserved seats – a power-

sharing arrangement – to some extent removes the expected diminishing effect of 

reserved seats on corruption, since it creates a lack of political competition. This follows 

the rationale that if there are few or no seats in parliament to compete for, the cost of 

getting caught misusing your political position is not as big as if there are many seats to 

compete for, since another person of your ethnic group automatically will take your seat 

and can make sure that the interests of your ethnic group are accommodated. Thus, the 

second hypothesis, which builds on the first, is: 

 

(2) Reserved legislative seats for ethnic groups reduce corruption more if a country 

has 1 to 24 percent reserved seats, than if the country has no reserved seats at all 

or more than 25 percent reserved seats. 

 

This hypothesis does not make any suggestion that it matters how many percentage 

within the 1-24 percentage range that are reserved for ethnic groups. It simply draws a 

line at 25 percent. 

 

 

3. Research Design 

In this section, the general research design of the paper will be presented. The choice of 

method will be discussed first, followed by a discussion about the selected data. The 

central variables and control variables of the study will then be presented and explained. 

Lastly, problems and limitations of the chosen method, the data, and the overall research 

design will be discussed. 
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3.1. Choice of Method 

In order to investigate the relationship between reserved legislative seats for ethnic 

groups and corruption, regression analysis is used due to its strength as a tool to provide 

evidence for covariance between two variables, and to isolate that relationship from 

other possible explanatory factors (Teorell & Svensson, 2007:183f.). Since the dependent 

variable in the study is treated as a continuous interval scale variable, ordinary least 

squares (OLS) regression models are used to test the hypotheses presented in section 2.4. 

 A bivariate regression with reserved seats for ethnic groups in the national 

legislature as the independent variable, and corruption as the dependent variable is 

initially carried out in order to provide basic understanding of the two variables and their 

relationship. Since bivariate regression is associated with several limitations, particularly 

when it comes to isolating a relationship between variables (Wooldridge, 2009:68), four 

multivariate regression models, where various control variables are included, follow the 

bivariate regression. This procedure is then repeated with two new reserved seats 

variables that measure the effect of having less than 25 percent reserved seats and the 

effect of having more than 25 percent reserved seats. Multivariate regression allows 

estimating the ceteris paribus effect of the independent variable on the dependent 

variable, since it makes it possible to simultaneously control for the effect of multiple 

other factors (Wooldridge, 2009:68). As this study relies on non-experimental data, this 

feature of multivariate regression is essential to the analysis of the relationship between 

the independent and dependent variable. In other words, the advantage of multivariate 

regression analysis is that it allows in a non-experimental fashion use a key element from 

experimental research design: keeping other factors fixed. 

The analysis is conducted using cross-sectional data on corruption from 179 

countries. Out of these 179 countries, 27 have reserved seats for ethnic groups in their 

national legislature. One could argue that time-series cross-sectional (TSCS) data would 

have been preferable to investigate this relationship due to the advantage of analyzing 

data over time and capturing irregularities in the observations of a variable (Wooldridge, 

2009:11f.). However, time-series data can be deceiving when measuring perceptions of 

corruption rather than hard empirical data, as this study does. Year-to-year shifts in the 

ratings of a country can be caused both by changes in perceptions of a country’s 

performance and from a changed sample and methodology (Teorell et al., 2015:499). 

Moreover, and on a more practical note, the lack of longitudinal data on the independent 
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variable makes a TSCS analysis difficult to carry out within the limits of this paper. For 

further discussion on why perceptions are used instead of hard empirical data as a 

measure of corruption, see section 3.3. 

 This study borrows some methodological elements from influential previous 

studies on corruption. For example, research by Treisman (2000), Pellegrini (2011), and 

Montinola & Jackman (2002) have been helpful in finding relevant control variables. 

Similar to these studies, OLS regressions are also used in this paper. Cross-sectional data 

has traditionally been to go-to choice in comprehensive studies on corruption because of 

aforementioned problems associated with time-series data, and is also used here. The 

main methodological differences in this study compared to the likes by Treisman (2000) 

and Pellegrini (2011) are the introduction of reserved seats as the independent variable, 

and a different composition of control variables. 

 

3.2. Data Selection 

The empirical data analyzed in this paper is drawn from a variety of acclaimed and often-

used sources. The data on corruption is from Transparency International, a non-

governmental organization founded in 1993 that monitors corruption globally and raises 

awareness of the effects of corruption (Transparency International, 2015c). Transparency 

International annually publishes their Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) – a comprehensive 

ranking of the world’s countries by their perceived levels of corruption, as determined by 

experts (Transparency International, 2015d). The CPI is one of the most commonly used 

sources on corruption, by scholars and researchers as well as people outside the academic 

world. 

The data on reserved seats for ethnic groups in national legislatures draws on the 

work by Andrew Reynolds and Mona Lena Krook & Diana Z. O’Brien. Reynolds 

(2005:304f.) lists 32 countries that reserve seats or have some special mechanism in place 

for communal groups. Krook & O’Brien (2010:257f.) build on Reynolds’ research and list 37 

countries that, as of 2008, reserved seats for minorities. This paper combines the findings 

of these two studies. 

 Several of the control variables have been collected from the Quality of 

Government Institute’s (QoG) Cross-Section Standard dataset. QoG is an independent 

research institute at the University of Gothenburg, and the researchers working at the 

institute conduct research on several aspects of governance. One of the things they do is 

to collect and compile large quantities of data from various sources into single datasets. 
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The data on democracy, ethnic fractionalization, fuel exports, and GDP/capita has been 

taken from this dataset. For a more detailed discussion and presentation of these 

variables, see section 3.4.2 

 The conflict history data is collected from Uppsala Conflict Data Program 

(UCDP) of the Department of Peace and Conflict Research at Uppsala University. 

UCDP has recorded conflicts since the 1970s, and is one of the world’s leading sources 

on peace and conflict research. The data used in this paper has been collected from 

UCDP’s dataset “Uppsala Conflict Database Categorical Variables 1989-2008”. For a 

more detailed discussion and presentation of the conflict history variable, see section 3.4.  

 The data on newspaper circulation is from the World Bank’s World Development 

Indicators (WDI). It is a collection of global development data from “officially-recognized 

international sources”. WDI covers the time period from 1960 to 2015 and is updated 

quarterly. For further discussion and presentation of the newspaper circulation variable, 

see section 3.4. 

 

3.3. Dependent and Independent Variables 

 

Dependent Variable: Corruption 

Measuring corruption is inherently problematic and a hard task. Corruption is generally 

hidden on purpose and a phenomenon that is closely associated with a lack of 

transparency, which means that there is a risk of empirical data being incomplete and the 

data available being inaccurate. One can of course still try to measure corruption by using 

indicators such as reported bribes and the number of prosecutions brought to trial, but 

what one instead inevitably would measure is the effectiveness of the legal system and 

media when it comes to exposing corruption (Transparency International, 2014).  

                                                
2 A note on the QoG variables: QoG’s cross-sectional data is based on 2010, and they 
additionally use a +/- 3-year time span method when collecting data on their variables. 
However, a +/- 3-year time span is not appropriate for the dependent variable, since the 
data on the independent variable is from 2008. This makes all data on corruption from 
2007 irrelevant. Data on the control variables is mainly from 2010, like the data on 
corruption, which also makes data on the dependent variable from 2008 and 2009 
inappropriate to use. Thus, only the “plus” part of the time span has been used for the 
data on corruption. Similarly, only the “minus” part of the time span has been used for 
the data on the control variables, since data from later than 2010 cannot be used to 
measure the impact on the dependent variable. For a more detailed discussion on QoG’s 
methodology, please see Teorell et al. (2015). 
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 The corruption data used in this paper is instead based on perceptions. The data 

is mainly from 2010, and has been collected from the Quality of Government Institute’s 

(QoG) Cross-Section Standard dataset.3 One variable included in that dataset is based on 

Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index. By capturing many experts’ 

perceptions of corruption in countries, one avoids the aforementioned problems 

associated with hard empirical data, and is left with a more reliable measure of corruption 

(Transparency International, 2014). The Corruption Perceptions Index measures political 

and administrative corruption in the public sector (Transparency International, 2010a) 

and serves as a proxy for corruption in the national legislature. For validity concerns 

related to this, see section 3.5. 

The CPI brings together data from assessments and surveys from 13 sources by 

10 independent and reputable institutions (Transparency International, 2010b).4 Country-

experts, residents and non-residents, and business leaders have made the assessments. 

For a country to be included in the CPI, at least three of the sources that Transparency 

International uses must assess that country. Some of the questions that are used to assess 

the level of corruption in a country revolve around bribery of public officials, 

embezzlement of public funds, and kickbacks in public procurement (Transparency 

International, 2010b).  

The data is based on the year 2010. If there was no available data on a country 

that year, data was taken from 2011, 2012, or 2013, if available. This has been done in 

order to balance the need for comprehensive data with the requirements of keeping 

within a reasonable time frame for cross-sectional analysis. This is necessary in order to 

thoroughly and accurately investigate the relatively small number of countries that have 

reserved seats for ethnic groups in their national legislature. The method resulted in 

corruption data on 179 countries. Out of these, 5 have data from other years than 2010: 

Bahamas (2011), North Korea (2011), St Lucia (2011), St Vincent and the Grenadines 

(2011), and Suriname (2011).5  

                                                
3  The dataset is available for free download at 
http://qog.pol.gu.se/data/datadownloads/qogstandarddata. 
4  These 10 sources are: African Development Bank, Asian Development Bank, 
Bertelsmann Foundation, Economist Intelligence Unit, Freedom House, Global Insight, 
the World Bank, IMD, Political and Economic Risk Consultancy, and the World 
Economic Forum. 
5 For a complete list of countries included in the analysis, see Appendix I. 
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The dependent variable is measured on a scale from 0 (very clean) to 10 (highly 

corrupt). It has been reversed from Transparency International’s original scale, where 

lower scores means more corruption, and higher scores means ‘cleaner’. 

 

Independent Variable: Reserved Seats for Ethnic Groups in the National 

Legislature 

In the case of this variable, there is no difference between the theoretical and operational 

definitions; countries that have been noted as reserving seats for ethnic groups are 

countries that reserve seats for ethno-national, ethno-linguistic, ethno-“racial”, ethno-

religious, or religious groups. The variable has observations on 193 countries, out of 

which 27 are reserving seats for ethnic groups. The data is from 2008 and is based on 

research by Krook & O’Brien (2010) and Reynolds (2005). 

 The variable is limited to reserved seats in the national legislature, including seats 

in the lower house, upper house, or in a single house of parliament. The reason for this is 

that the whistleblower theory ought to work in the same way in both the lower or upper 

house. Although the formal power in the upper house often is restricted to revising and 

advisory functions, the informal power that members of an upper house have is similar 

to that informal power that members of a lower house have. In both houses, members 

have the same possibility to expose corrupt behavior and actions by fellow members of 

parliament. In contrast, reserved seats in for example the executive authority are not 

included, since the whistleblower argument presented in section 2.4. does not apply to 

shared executive power.  

 

3.4. Control Variables 

 

Democracy 

Democracy is included as a control variable because of its possible association with both 

corruption and reserved legislative seats. Previous research has given mixed evidence for 

the relationship between democracy and corruption. Montinola & Jackman (2002:160ff.) 

find evidence of a negative association between the variables. Pellegrini (2011:36) finds 

that this negative association disappears in studies with more comprehensive data. A 

study by Treisman (2000) exemplifies the difficulties of measuring the impacts of 

democracy in general, and perhaps on corruption in particular. Treisman runs several 

regressions with various democracy variables, getting contrasting results depending on 
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how it is operationalized (Treisman (2000:433ff.) What this indicates is that the results 

ought to be interpreted with caution; definitions definitely matter. 

The democracy variable in this paper is based on Polity IV’s Combined Polity 

Score, and is collected from QoG. The Polity scale unifies aspects of institutionalized 

democracy with measures of autocracy, creating a 21-point scale with an analytical 

precision like few other democracy or polity scales (Marshall et al., 2013:16f.). What the 

scale actually measures is competitiveness and openness of executive recruitment, 

constraints on executive authority, and political competition (Marshall et al., 2013:14ff.). 

The scale ranges from +10 (strongly democratic) to -10 (strongly autocratic). The scale, 

like any other, is a simplification of a complex reality. Nevertheless, the scale makes 

quantitative research of democracy possible while upholding an advanced understanding 

of the concept. All data on the variable is from 2010, and it includes 159 countries.  

 

GDP/capita  

Several scholars have found that low income or low GDP/capita in a country has a 

positive association with corruption (see Treisman, 2000; Montinola & Jackman, 2002; 

Pellegrini, 2011). However, it is not always clear if it is low economic growth that fosters 

corruption, or if it is corruption that hinders economic growth. Mauro (1995:705) finds 

evidence that corruption hinders economic growth. A rather safe assumption is that it 

goes both ways. GDP/capita is in the mentioned studies on of the most systematically 

robust variables explaining corruption, thus making it of great importance to control for. 

 The data on GDP/capita is from the World Bank, and is collected from QoG. 

The data is from 2007-2010, with a vast majority of the data from 2010. The variable 

shows the gross domestic product divided by midyear population (Teorell et al., 

2015:586). The data is in constant 2005 U.S. dollars and has been logarithmized. This is 

motivated empirically: the above-mentioned studies have proven that there is a non-

linear relationship between GDP/capita and corruption. By logarithmizing the variable, 

it is possible to include a non-linear variable in the analysis while preserving a linear 

model. The data has been transformed to thousands dollars to simplify analysis of the 

results. The variable holds data on 186 countries. 

 

Fuel Exports 

Pellegrini (2011:39) and Montinola & Jackman (2002:160) have found that higher 

dependence on fuel exports is associated with higher levels of corruption. Leite & 
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Weidmann (1999:3) come to similar conclusions, arguing that natural resource 

abundance, including fuel, fosters rent-seeking behavior. Treisman (2007:211) is a bit 

more inconclusive regarding the relationship. He argues that the relationship to some 

extent is dependent on the inclusion of GDP/capita and democracy, both of which are 

included as control variables in this paper. 

 The data used in this paper is from the World Bank, and has been collected from 

QoG. The variable shows the percentage of all merchandise export that is mineral fuel 

exports. The data used for this variable is from 2007-2010, with a vast majority of the 

data from 2010. The variable holds observations on 162 countries. 

 

Ethnic Fractionalization  

Ethnic fractionalization – how ethnically divided or heterogeneous a country is – is 

another explanatory variable that is often included in quantitative studies on corruption. 

Most studies have found that ethnic fractionalization has a statistical significant positive 

association with corruption, until controlled for income (Yehoue, 2007:20; Treisman, 

2000:417; Pellegrini, 2011:39). Ethnic fractionalization is still included in this study 

because of one main reason: it is theoretically interesting in relation to the independent 

variable. How do these two variables interact, and how do they affect corruption when 

controlled for each other?  

 The variable is taken from QoG, which in turn has collected the data from a 

study by Alesina et al. (2003). The variable reflects the likelihood that two randomly 

selected persons from a country will not have the same ethnicity. Thus, the higher value 

the variable takes, the less likely is it that two randomly selected persons from the 

country will have the same ethnicity. The scale goes from 0 (completely homogenous) to 

1 (completely heterogeneous). The definition of ethnicity used by Alesina et al. involves a 

combination of “racial” and linguistic characteristics.6 The data in the study is largely 

from the 1990s. Using such old data might be considered a bit problematic. However, a 

country’s ethnic composition is relatively constant and takes time to change. 

Nevertheless, it is enough reason for interpreting the variable with caution. The variable 

holds observations on 187 countries.  

 

                                                
6 For a more detailed discussion about their definition of ethnicity, see Alesina et al. 
(2003:156ff.). The definition differs a bit from the definition of “ethnic groups” used for 
the independent variable. Although this is not optimal, it should not affect the results 
substantially. 
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Newspaper Circulation 

Newspaper circulation is theoretically an important control variable, and one that is 

frequently overlooked in quantitative studies on corruption (see Leite & Weidmann, 

1999; Treisman, 2000; Montinola & Jackman, 2002). The reason for its importance, 

theoretically speaking, goes in line with Brunetti & Weder’s (2003:1803) argument about 

the importance of free press: it acts as a check on corruption. The press can, given the 

level of press freedom in the country, act as an external check on political leaders in 

countries with a poorly developed checks and balances system in the judiciary. Pellegrini 

(2011:39) has found this to be true; higher newspaper circulation is associated with lower 

levels of corruption. The variable becomes important both for its relation to corruption, 

and equally for its relationship with reserved seats for ethnic groups. The press can be a 

tool for political leaders to expose corruption. 

 The data has been collected from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators 

2007. It is based on surveys from the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO). The variable measures the average distribution of 

daily newspapers7 per 1000 people.8 The data is from 2000, which means that it should 

be interpreted with some caution in relation to the data on corruption (2010) and on 

reserved seats (2008). The variable holds observation on 96 countries. 

 

Conflict History 

Conflict history is a rare explanatory variable in quantitative research on corruption. 

Somewhat related variables have been included in some research, such as political 

turnover (Pellegrini, 2011) and government turnover (Treisman, 2000), generating 

inconclusive results. Conflict history is however of special relevance to this study, due to 

its possible relationship with both the dependent and independent variable. Conflict 

often creates political instability (Hartzell et al., 2001:184f.), which can foster an 

environment of low accountability. This opens up for more corruption. Conflict history 

is also relevant to reserved seats. Different types of ethnic or minority quotas, including 

reserved seats, are often used in the settlement of civil wars (Reynolds, 2007:302). 

                                                
7 “Daily newspapers” refers to newspapers published at least four times a week. 
8 “Newspaper circulation” usually refers to the number of copies distributed. However, 
for some countries, the data reported refers to copies printed instead of distributed, due 
to some countries not conforming to UNESCO’s standards for definitions, 
classifications, and methods (World Bank, 2007:307). 
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The data on conflict history has been collected from Uppsala Conflict Data 

Program (UCDP). The variable is dichotomous and measures if a country has 

experienced internal armed conflict9 or not sometime between 1989 and 2008. 1 indicates 

that a country has a conflict history, and 0 indicates no conflict history. When political 

instability follows conflict, it does not last forever. This relatively short time period has 

been chosen in an attempt to balance the wish to capture as many countries with a 

conflict history as possible, while not losing the effect that conflict has on political 

stability. The reason for the exclusion of interstate conflicts is because they do not apply 

to the independent variable in the same way as intrastate conflicts; reserved seats in a 

national legislature are seldom used in the settlement of a conflict between two sovereign 

states. The variable holds observations on 193 countries. 

 

Region Dummies 

Previous research on corruption has suggested that some regions of the world experience 

more corruption than others. Treisman (2000:436) has found that Africa, Eastern 

Europe, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East are more corrupt than Western 

Europe and North America. However, once controlled for economic development, only 

Latin America and Eastern Europe remained more corrupt than Western Europe and 

North America. Treisman concludes that regional differences in corruption can largely be 

explained by economic development and political system (Treisman, 2000:437). 

However, this suggests that there might be region specific controls needed; corruption 

may vary between regions. Controlling with region dummies gives a more pure measure 

of how reserved seats impact corruption, irrespective of region. 

 The regional groups used in this paper are based on geographical proximity and a 

regional understanding of democratization (as perceived by area specialists). This has 

resulted in a tenfold politico-geographic classification (Teorell et al., 2015:62). 10 

Experimentation with regressions in this paper showed some regional differences in 

corruption. Most notably, Eastern Europe & post Soviet Union, Latin America, North 

                                                
9 Criteria: more than 25 battle-related deaths, organized conflicting parties, and a clearly 
stated incompatibility between the belligerents over either government or territory 
(Högbladh, 2008:5). For more on UCDP’s definitions, please see 
http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/definitions/. 
10 (1) Eastern Europe & post Soviet Union (including Central Asia), (2) Latin America, 
(3) North Africa & the Middle East, (4) Sub-Saharan Africa, (5) Western Europe & 
North America, (6) East Asia, (7) South-East Asia, (8) South Asia, (9) The Pacific, (10) 
The Caribbean. For more detailed description, see Teorell et al. (2015:62). 
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Africa & the Middle East, and East Asia were found to be more corrupt than the rest of 

the world when controlled for all presented control variables. These regions are included 

in the presentation of the regressions (Table 3 and Table 4), and are further discussed in 

the result section of this paper. All the other six categories are excluded in the 

presentations; they constitute the baseline for the regional comparisons.11 

 

3.5. Problems and Limitations 

The main limitation of the study is that the corruption variable is not limited to 

corruption in the national legislature, which would be preferable due to how the 

independent variable is designed. This is an important validity concern. Nonetheless, 

since the Corruption Perceptions Index is the most comprehensive and up-to-date index 

of any type of corruption in the public sector, the index serves as a proxy for corruption 

in the national legislature. The corruption in the public sector is arguably a reflection of 

the political intra-parliamentary corruption; it is not unlikely to believe that a country’s 

political leaders set the tone for what is accepted behavior in the public sector. The CPI 

is the best available option given the need for corruption data on a large number of 

countries. 

 The fact that the corruption variable is based on perceptions might be another 

point of concern, and was discussed in section 3.3. This is mainly a reliability concern. 

The reality of it is that there is no perfect way to measure corruption. If you use hard 

empirical data, you end up measuring the effectiveness of the legal system and the media. 

If you use perceptions, you do not capture the actual corruption, but only how experts 

perceive it. When compelled to choose, however, the latter comes across as the far better 

option. Moreover, Treisman (2000:410f.) has found that the Corruption Perceptions 

Index and the surveys they are based on are highly correlated among themselves and 

show a remarkable similarity and consistency across time. Treisman also found that the 

index correlates highly with other perception based corruption indexes. This largely 

lowers the reliability concerns. 

                                                
11 To determine if some regions were more corrupt than others, the experimentation 
started with including all regions in the regression except for (5) Western Europe & 
North America, which constituted the baseline. (4) Sub-Saharan Africa, (7) South-East 
Asia, and (8) South Asia showed no statistically significant higher or lower levels of 
corruption and could thus be excluded. (9) The Pacific and (10) The Caribbean had no 
cases left when controlled for all control variables, and were thus also excluded. The 
remaining regions are included in Table 3 and Table 4, some of them merged due to 
same sizes of regression coefficient and same level of significance. 
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 The validity and reliability of the independent variable is of less concern. “Ethnic 

group” can of course be operationalized in many different ways. However, the 

operationalization used in this paper is inclusive and builds on largely accepted notions 

of what an ethnic group is. Moreover, the concept of reserved legislative seats is 

straightforward and does not pose any validity or reliability concerns, apart from that 

new countries might adopt reserved seats arrangements. 

In this paper, a linear relationship between the independent and dependent 

variable is examined. No matter the relationship shown in this paper, it cannot be ruled 

out that a non-linear relationship between percentage reserved seats and corruption 

exists. 

This study primarily strives to give evidence for covariance between reserved 

seats and corruption, and to isolate this relationship from other explanatory factors. If 

reserved seats precede levels of corruption or if levels of corruption precede reserved 

seats is harder to determine given the nature of this study. This problem can be 

overcome using time-series data or including a control variable measuring how long ago 

reserved seats were implemented, neither of which were possible within the limits of this 

paper. The causal mechanism of the theorized relationship between reserved seats and 

corruption – how reserved seats affect corruption – is not investigated. This requires a 

study of qualitative nature. 

 

 

4. Results and Analysis 

In this section, the results of the study will be presented and analyzed. Descriptive 

statistics will be presented first, as a summary of the variables discussed under the 

previous section and to provide a basis for a thorough understanding of the regression 

analyses that follow. Bivariate regressions are initially presented, followed by more 

comprehensive multivariate regression models. A discussion and highlighting of the main 

findings of the study closes the section. 

 

4.1. Descriptive Statistics 

Table 2 summarizes relevant descriptive statistics of each variable. The lowest level of 

corruption is 0,700 (Singapore, New Zealand, and Denmark) and the highest level of 

corruption is 8,990 (North Korea). Reserved seats has more observations than corruption, 

which means that the countries that have data on reserved seats but not on corruption are not 
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included in the analysis. These are all small island states in the Pacific and Caribbean, or 

microstates in Europe. Lastly, it is worth noting that newspaper circulation has considerably 

fewer observations than the other variables. 

 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of variables 

Variable N Min Max Mean Std. dev. 

Corruption 179 0,700 8,990 6,003 2,091 
Reserved seats 193 0 1 0,150 0,353 
Conflict history 193 0 1 0,380 0,486 
Democracy 159 -10 10 3,920 6,324 
Ethnic fractionalization 187 0 0,930 0,439 0,257 
Fuel exports 162 0 98,617 17,679 27,621 
GDP/capita, $1000 (LOG) 186 -1,892 5,068 1,281 1,603 
Newspaper circulation  96 0 569 93,906 122,562 

Notes: Std. dev. = Standard deviation. 

 

4.2. Regression Analysis 

The initial bivariate regression, seen in model (1), shows no statistically significant12 

association between reserved legislative seats for ethnic groups and corruption. Contrary 

to what was theorized under section 2.4., the regression coefficient for reserved seats is 

positive, albeit not significant. 

 In model (2), reserved seats is controlled for conflict history, democracy, ethnic 

fractionalization, fuel exports and GDP/capita. Newspaper circulation is not included in the 

model due to its small number of observations. Interestingly, the coefficient becomes 

negative. However, the variable does not reach statistical significance, suggesting it 

cannot explain levels of corruption.  

 In model (3), newspaper circulation is introduced. This does not change the 

association between reserved seats and corruption in any notable way; the regression 

coefficient for reserved seats is close to unchanged, and it is still not statistically significant. 

 Model (4) sees fuel exports and ethnic fractionalization removed. The reason for this is 

to show the effect these two variables – fuel exports in particular – have on reserved seats. 

The model also includes the two region dummies in order to enable a comparison to 

model (5). The regression coefficient for reserved seats in model (4) is -0,501 and is 

statistically significant, however, only at 90 percent. The model shows that when fuel 

                                                
12 When the expression “statistically significant” or similar is used, it refers to 95 percent 
level of significance, if not noted otherwise. 
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exports and ethnic fractionalization are removed, reserved seats becomes statistically significant 

(compare to model 5). 

 

Table 3. The effect of reserved seats on corruption 

Dependent variable: 
Corruption 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Reserved seats 
 

0,032 
(0,438) 

-0,265 
(0,271) 

-0,262 
(0,311) 

-0,501* 
(0,279) 

-0,294 
(0,271) 

Conflict history 
 

 0,449** 
(0,220) 

0,346 
(0,257) 

0,461** 
(0,229) 

0,366 
(0,227) 

Democracy 
 

 -6,337E-5 
(0,021) 

0,012 
(0,026) 

-0,031 
(0,020) 

0,011 
(0,023) 

Ethnic fractionalization 
 

 -0,488 
(0,445) 

-0,159 
(0,572) 

 0,636 
(0,519) 

Fuel exports 
 

 0,021*** 
(0,004) 

0,017*** 
(0,005) 

 0,013*** 
(0,005) 

GDP/capita, $1000 (LOG) 
 

 -1,123*** 
(0,082) 

-0,790*** 
(0,124) 

-0,709*** 
(0,098) 

-0,784*** 
(0,110) 

Newspaper circulation    -0,006*** 
(0,001) 

-0,006*** 
(0,001) 

-0,005*** 
(0.001) 

Eastern Europe & post Soviet 
Union, Latin America, North 
Africa & the Middle East 
 

   1,069*** 
(0,220) 

1,057*** 
(0,221) 

East Asia    1,353** 
(0,590) 

1,599*** 
(0,570) 

(Constant) 5,998*** 
(0,170) 

6,955*** 
(0,302) 

6,866*** 
(0,411) 

6,762*** 
(0,206) 

6,039*** 
(0,390) 

Std. error of the estimate 2,096 1,107 1,073 0,956 0,897 
R2 0,000030 0,738 0,805 0,833 0,858 
Adjusted R2 -0,006 0,726 0,788 0,820 0,841 
N 179 135 86 93 86 

Notes: Ordinary least square regressions. Figures are coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. 

Excluded regional categories are Sub-Saharan Africa, Western Europe & North America, South Asia, 

South-East Asia, The Pacific, and The Caribbean. Significance: *** p < 0,01; ** p < 0,05; * p < 0,10. 

 

 In the final model, (5), a multivariate regression that includes all control variables 

is presented. Reserved seats has a similar negative association with corruption as in model 

(2) and (3), but is not statistically significant. As predicted from observing the first four 

models, fuel exports, GDP/capita, newspaper circulation, and the two region dummies are 
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statistically significant, all at 99 percent significance. They are statistically significant 

throughout all models they are tested in.  

 The standard error of the estimate and the adjusted R2 values show that model 

(5) is the model with the best fit out of the five. However, since reserved seats is not 

statistically significant in this model, these values are not of any big interests for the 

purpose of this study. 

 Hypothesis (1), which predicts that reserved legislative seats for ethnic groups 

reduce corruption in a country, finds no direct support in models (1) to (5). The bivariate 

regression in model (1), which shows a positive regression coefficient, contradicts the 

hypothesis. However, it is not statistically significant. Model (2), (3), and (5) all show 

negative regression coefficients for reserved seats, but give no support to the hypothesis, 

since reserved seats is not statistically significant at 95 percent significance in any of the 

models. Model (4) is the only model where reserved seats is close, being significant at 90 

percent significance, and can thus be considered to give weak support to the hypothesis. 

However, the model does not isolate for the effect of fuel exports and ethnic fractionalization.  

 

Figure 1. Simple scatter plot of percentage reserved seats and corruption 

 
Notes: Color intensity indicates number of countries. 
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Although models (1) to (5) do not give any strong support to hypothesis (1), the 

negative regression coefficients for reserved seats in models (2) to (5) are intriguing, and 

leads to the question under what circumstances the variable can be statistically 

significant.  

Hypothesis (2) builds on hypothesis (1) and predicts, in accordance to the theory 

presented in section 2.4., that reserved legislative seats reduce corruption more if the 

country has less than 25 percent reserved seats for ethnic groups. Figure 1 does not 

provide any clear evidence for this hypothesis. It is necessary to turn to regression 

analysis to test the hypothesis. The hypothesis is tested in models (6) to (10) in Table 4 

by including two dummy variables for reserved seats: one with countries with less than 

25 percent reserved seats, and one with countries with more than 25 percent reserved 

seats. The baselines for these variables are all other countries. This means that for reserved 

seats < 25 %, countries that have up to 25 percent reserved seats, are coded as 1, and all 

other countries are coded as 0. The same principal applies reserved seats > 25 %. The 

overall design of the models in Table 4, that is, the control variables that are included in 

each model, build on the findings from model (1) to (5). 

Like in model (1), the regression in model (6) shows no statistically significant 

association between any of the reserved seats variables and corruption. Model (7) includes all 

variables except newspaper circulation, due to the small number of observations the variable 

has compared to the other variables. Reserved seats < 25 % is in the model significant at 90 

percent.  

In model (8), all control variables except fuel exports are included, a choice made 

due to the shown positive effect of fuel exports on reserved seats that can be seen in model 

(4) and (5). Reserved seats < 25 % is in the model significant at 95 percent, and this higher 

statistical significance is seemingly due to the exclusion of fuel exports. When the effect of 

fuel exports is not held constant, countries with less than 25 percent reserved seats for 

ethnic groups are 0,750 points less corrupt than countries that do not have any reserved 

seats at all or more than 25 percent reserved seats. 

Model (9) tests all control variables except the region dummies. The model is 

included with the purpose of comparing it to model (10). Corruption may vary between 

regions, meaning that region specific controls are needed. Including the region dummies 

gives a more pure measure of how reserved seats associates with corruption, irrespective of 

region. Model (9) thus shows if region specific controls are needed, when comparing it to 
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model (10). Interestingly, reserved seats < 25 % goes from being not statistical significant in 

model (9) to being statistical significant at 90 percent in model (10) when the region 

dummies are included. The regression coefficient also increases in size.  

 

Table 4. The effect of reserved seats (< 25 % and > 25 %) on corruption 

Dependent variable: 
Corruption 

(6) (7) (8) (9) (10) 

Reserved seats < 25 % 
 

0,050 
(0,489) 

-0,518* 
(0,280) 

-0,750** 
(0,305) 

-0,438 
(0,351) 

-0,584* 
(0,302) 

Reserved seats > 25 % 
 

-0,031 
(0,875) 

0,366 
(0,485) 

0,595 
(0,501) 

0,236 
(0,553) 

0,548 
(0,488) 

Conflict history 
 

 0,434** 
(0,204) 

0,480** 
(0,221) 

0,339 
(0,257) 

0,362 
(0,224) 

Democracy 
 

 -0,011 
(0,022) 

-0,043* 
(0,022) 

0,007 
(0,027) 

-0,003 
(0,026) 

Ethnic fractionalization 
 

 0,066 
(0,424) 

1,139* 
(0,507) 

-0,080 
(0,576) 

0,782 
(0,522) 

Fuel exports 
 

 0,017*** 
(0,004) 

 0,017*** 
(0,005) 

0,012*** 
(0,005) 

GDP/capita, $1000 (LOG) 
 

 -1,121*** 
(0,078) 

-0,606*** 
(0,103) 

-0,779*** 
(0,124) 

-0,755*** 
(0,110) 

Newspaper circulation 
 

  -0,006*** 
(0,001) 

-0,006*** 
(0,001) 

-0,005*** 
(0,001) 

Eastern Europe & post Soviet 
Union, Latin America 
 

 1,118*** 
(0,211) 

1,269*** 
(0,232) 

 1,144*** 
(0,239) 

North Africa & the Middle East 
 

 0,625* 
(0,331) 

0,905** 
(0,424) 

 0,941** 
(0,427) 

East Asia 
 

 1,036* 
(0,541) 

1,752*** 
(0,586) 

 1,712*** 
(0,565) 

(Constant) 5,998*** 
(0,171) 

6,424*** 
(0,299) 

6,020*** 
(0,400) 

6,843*** 
(0,411) 

5,993*** 
(0,394) 

Std. error of the estimate 2,102 1,007 0,918 1,035 0,884 
R2 0,000069 0,790 0,852 0,808 0,866 
Adjusted R2 -0,011 0,773 0,834 0,788 0,846 
N 179 135 93 86 86 

Notes: Ordinary least square regressions. Figures are coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. 

Excluded regional categories are Sub-Saharan Africa, Western Europe & North America, South Asia, 

South-East Asia, The Pacific, and The Caribbean. Significance: *** p < 0,01; ** p < 0,05; * p < 0,10. 
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In other words, reserved seats < 25 % reduces corruption when regional differences 

in levels of corruption are controlled for. We get a more pure measure of the association 

between reserving less than 25 percent for ethnic groups and levels of corruption, an 

association that is irrespective of geographical region. 

Model (10) shows several other interesting results. Comparing it to model (7), it 

can be seen that the statistical significance at 90 percent of reserved seats < 25 percent holds 

for a control for newspaper circulation, which is an important finding due to the difference 

of about 50 observation in the two models. Reserved seats < 25 % holds the same level of 

significance for both a large and relatively small number of observations. Another 

interesting finding, and perhaps a more important one, is that reserved seats < 25 % is 

statistically significant at 90 percent when controlled for fuel exports. The decreased size of 

the regression coefficient for reserved seats < 25 % in model (10) compared to model (8) 

shows, together with the results of model (4) and (5), that fuel exports is a crucial control 

variable; it matters whether it is included or not. 

The standard error of the estimate in model (10) is 0,884. This number is 

measured on the same scale as the dependent variable, that is, from 0 to 10. Expressing 

this in absolute numbers rather than relative numbers is useful to understand the typical 

distance the observed values fall from the regression line. Out of all 10 models, model 

(10) has the lowest standard error of the estimate. The standard error of the estimate can 

be compared to the standard deviation of the dependent variable itself, which is 2,091 

(see Table 2). What the number 0,884 tells us is that on a scale from 0 to 10, we have 

reduced our best estimation of the deviation from the regression line from 2,091 to 0,884. 

Given the scale, this is arguably a rather big reduction. Figure 2 shows the deviation from 

the regression line of the observed values. 

It is also useful to look at the coefficient of determination. The adjusted R2 value 

in model (10) is 0,846. This is the highest adjusted R2 value throughout all 10 models, 

which suggests that it is the model that explains the variance in the corruption data best. 

In similar models, Treisman (2000:431) got an R2 value (note: not adjusted R2) of 

approximately 0,81. However, too much should not be read into this comparison since 

different variables and different data were used. But given the similar research design, 

and the use of the Corruption Perceptions Index as the dependent variable, it is still an 

interesting comparison. 

Summing up the observations from model (10), what can be said of countries 

that have less than 25 percent reserved legislative seats for ethnic groups is that all else 
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equal, they are 0,584 points less corrupt on a scale from 0-10 than countries that do not 

have any reserved seats at all, at 90 percent significance. 0,584 points can also be 

expressed as roughly 5,84 percent less corrupt. On the contrary, to have more that 25 

percent reserved seats for ethnic groups seems to possibly increase levels of corruption. 

However, the variable is not statistically significant, but the positive regression coefficient 

is intriguing. 

 Hypothesis (2) finds support in model 10, however, only at 90 percent 

significance. Having 1 to 24 percent reserved legislative seats for ethnic groups is 

associated with lower levels of corruption than having no reserved seats for ethnic 

groups at all, or more than 25 percent reserved seats. Reserved seats matter. 

 

Figure 2. Partial regression plot of reserved seats < 25 % and corruption 

 
Notes: Based on the results of model (10) in Table 4. The x- and y-axes are not in absolute numbers 

of the respective scales. 

 

4.3. Discussion 

The results presented in the previous section give evidence for a covariance between 

having less than 25 percent reserved seats for ethnic groups and corruption. This 

covariance has also been isolated from the most commonly used determinants of 

corruption in previous research, as well as a couple of more explanatory variables that 
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have a direct relevance to the relationship between reserved seats and corruption. A 

central question that remains is which of the two variables that precedes the other. 

Neither of the two possible scenarios seems unlikely. In accordance with the theory 

presented in this paper, reserved seats might affect levels of corruption, as well as 

corrupt countries might perform inadequately when it comes to including ethnic groups 

and minorities in politics on a national level. In order to quantitatively determine that 

reserved seats precede corruption, it is necessary to use time-series data as well as having 

a well-grounded theory regarding a possible delay of the effect of reserved seats on 

corruption. Moreover, to scrutinize the theory regarding how and why reserved seats effect 

corruption, a case study of countries on the regression line (see Figure 2) would be 

helpful. Studying intra-parliamentary power relations in for example Niger and Moldova 

or Ethiopia or Togo could be a starting point. 

 Niger, Ethiopia, and Togo are all countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. In addition to 

these countries, Lesotho and Mali – two other Sub-Saharan African countries – are 

found almost directly on the regression line. That a majority of the countries found on 

the regression line, or close to it, are Sub-Saharan African countries is interesting, and 

worth looking into further. It is hard to even speculate if it is the theory presented in 

section 2.4. that is the causal mechanism that explains the difference in corruption levels 

between for example Niger and Togo, seen in Figure 2. It requires comprehensive 

knowledge on many aspects of each country, including their political system and intra-

parliamentary ethnic relations. That being said, the two countries are rather similar in 

some aspects that might be relevant to the relationship between reserved seats and 

corruption, aside from the included control variables in this study. For example, both are 

West African countries that previously have been colonized by France, and they both 

have similar age structures in the population as well as similar levels of education 

expenditure (Central Intelligence Agency, 2015a; Central Intelligence Agency, 2015b). 

This does obviously not provide any evidence for that the theory in this paper is the 

causal mechanism that causes the difference in levels of corruption between the 

countries, but it provides an intriguing ground for case studies to investigate this further. 

Three countries in Figure 2 that do not reserve seats are far below the regression 

line, that is, they are less corrupt than the model predicts. These countries are Canada, 

Singapore, and Australia. Similarly, one country that does reserve seats also stands out as 

far less corrupt than the model predicts: New Zealand. None of the included control 

variables seem to explain this deviation, since Figure 2 is a partial regression plot, which 
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means that the reserved seats variable is already controlled for all control variables 

included in the study. What is causing this deviation then? A possible and striking 

explanation is that Canada, Singapore, Australia, and New Zealand are all former British 

colonies. This relationship has actually been tested before. Treisman (2000:439f.) finds 

that a British colonial legacy is associated with significantly lower levels of corruption. He 

argues that the reason to this association is that the British colonizers left behind a legal 

culture with a distinctive focus on procedural justice (Treisman, 2000:401). Italy, on the 

other hand, is far above the regression line and thus more corrupt than the model 

predicts. The fact that Italy has not been a British colony is arguably not enough of an 

explanation for its high levels of corruption. A study by Del Monte & Papagni (2007:379) 

suggests that a combination of economic, political, and cultural factors – some unique to 

Italy – explains the high level of corruption in the country. 

It is necessary to look at the bigger picture of reserved seats. Are there any other 

important possible implications of reserved seats to consider? For example, what effect 

does it have on durable peace or conflict relapse? What effect does it have on the 

delivery of public services? These are questions worth looking into before making any 

final decisions on whether it is altogether favorable for a country to adopt reserved seats 

or not. However, at this stage, having evidence for that reserved seats arrangements that 

have the primary goal to protect ethnic minorities’ rights are not problematic for 

corruption is an important finding. 

 

 

5. Conclusion 

How do reserved legislative seats for ethnic groups affect political corruption? This 

paper set out with the ambition to answer this question. By doing so, a secondary 

objective of the study was to provide a more focused overview of countries that reserve 

seats for ethnic groups. With the theoretical starting point of intra-parliamentary 

informal power mechanisms, regression analysis suggested that reserved seats for ethnic 

groups might reduce corruption if a country reserve 25 percent or less in its national 

legislature for ethnic groups. The reason for this, it is suggested, is that having up to 25 

percent reserved seats creates a checks and balances type of device where mutual control 

is exercised, which discourages members of parliament to misuse their public trust for 

private gain. Having more than 25 percent reserved seats might have the opposite effect, 

as can be seen in Table 4. Although not statistically significant, more than 25 percent 
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reserved seats is associated with higher levels of corruption. A possible explanation to 

this is that it creates a lack of political competition; the cost of getting caught misusing 

your political position for private gain is not as big if there are few or no seats in 

parliament to compete for, as if there are many seats to compete for. 

This study distinguishes itself from previous research on reserved legislative seats 

for ethnic groups and corruption in mainly two ways. First, the relationship has not 

previously been tested quantitatively. Second, and in respect to the corruption literature, 

a different set of control variables as well as a generally larger sample of countries has 

been used compared to previous studies on corruption.  

Both the main purpose and the secondary purpose of this paper have been 

fulfilled. New insights in the possible effects of reserved seats as well as a new 

explanatory variable to corruption have been found, which contribute to the body of 

literature in both fields of research. Moreover, a focused overview of reserved legislative 

seats for ethnic groups specifically has been provided, and can serve as a complement to 

existing mappings of reserved seats for communal groups and minorities.  

 The operationalization of corruption in this paper is a validity concern that 

cannot be ignored. Corruption is inherently problematic to measure. It is a phenomenon 

that is hidden on purpose and associated with a lack of transparency. Thus, it is not 

always easy to capture it. Furthermore, there is no adequate corruption perceptions index 

available that measures parliamentary corruption specifically. Hence, Transparency 

International’s Corruption Perceptions Index, which measures political and 

administrative corruption in the public sector, has been used as a proxy for corruption in 

the national legislature. This is not optimal. Nevertheless, it is not unlikely to believe that 

corruption in the national legislature set the tone for public sector corruption in general. 

 Moving forward from this study, it is necessary to conduct a qualitative case 

study that tests the theory used in this paper. Is it the informal power mechanisms that 

cause the reduced levels of corruption in countries that have reserved seats for ethnic 

groups? A focused case study can also deal with the validity concerns in a more thorough 

way. It offers an opportunity to look closer at corruption in the national legislature 

specifically, as well as to investigate what role the inclusion of ethnic groups in 

parliaments and ethnic power relations have in fighting this problem. 
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Appendix I: List of Countries and Corruption Rankings 
Country CPI Score 
Denmark 0,7 
New Zealand 0,7 
Singapore 0,7 
Finland 0,8 
Sweden 0,8 
Canada 1,1 
Netherlands 1,2 
Australia 1,3 
Switzerland 1,3 
Norway 1,4 
Iceland 1,5 
Luxembourg 1,5 
Ireland 2,0 
Austria 2,1 
Germany 2,1 
Barbados 2,2 
Japan 2,2 
Qatar 2,3 
United Kingdom 2,4 
Bahamas* 2,7 
Chile 2,8 
Belgium 2,9 
United States 2,9 
St Lucia* 3,0 
Uruguay 3,1 
France (1963-) 3,2 
Estonia 3,5 
Slovenia 3,6 
Cyprus (1975-) 3,7 
United Arab Emirates 3,7 
Israel 3,9 
Spain 3,9 
Portugal 4,0 
Botswana 4,2 
Taiwan 4,2 
St Vincent and the Grenadines* 4,2 
Bhutan 4,3 
Malta 4,4 
Brunei 4,5 
Korea, South 4,6 
Mauritius 4,6 
Costa Rica 4,7 
Oman 4,7 
Poland 4,7 
Dominica 4,8 
Cape Verde 4,9 
Lithuania 5,0 
Bahrain 5,1 
Seychelles 5,2 
Hungary 5,3 
Jordan 5,3 
Saudi Arabia 5,3 
Czech Republic 5,4 
Kuwait 5,5 
South Africa 5,5 
Malaysia (1966-) 5,6 
Namibia 5,6 
Turkey 5,6 

Latvia 5,7 
Slovakia 5,7 
Tunisia 5,7 
Croatia 5,9 
Ghana 5,9 
Macedonia 5,9 
Samoa 5,9 
Rwanda 6,0 
Italy 6,1 
Georgia 6,2 
Brazil 6,3 
Cuba 6,3 
Montenegro 6,3 
Romania 6,3 
Bulgaria 6,4 
El Salvador 6,4 
Vanuatu 6,4 
Panama 6,4 
Trinidad and Tobago 6,4 
China 6,5 
Colombia 6,5 
Greece 6,5 
Lesotho 6,5 
Peru 6,5 
Serbia 6,5 
Thailand 6,5 
Malawi 6,6 
Morocco 6,6 
Albania 6,7 
India 6,7 
Jamaica 6,7 
Liberia 6,7 
Bosnia and Herzegovina 6,8 
Sri Lanka 6,8 
Djibouti 6,8 
Gambia 6,8 
Kiribati 6,8 
Guatemala 6,8 
Swaziland 6,8 
Mexico 6,9 
Egypt 6,9 
Burkina Faso 6,9 
Suriname* 7,0 
Dominican Republic 7,0 
Sao Tome and Principe 7,0 
Tonga 7,0 
Zambia 7,0 
Algeria 7,1 
Argentina 7,1 
Kazakhstan 7,1 
Moldova 7,1 
Senegal 7,1 
Bolivia 7,2 
Solomon Islands 7,2 
Benin 7,2 
Gabon 7,2 
Indonesia 7,2 
Ethiopia (1993-) 7,3 
Guyana 7,3 
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Mali 7,3 
Mongolia 7,3 
Mozambique 7,3 
Vietnam 7,3 
Tanzania 7,3 
Armenia 7,4 
Eritrea 7,4 
Madagascar 7,4 
Niger 7,4 
Belarus 7,5 
Ecuador 7,5 
Lebanon 7,5 
Nicaragua 7,5 
Timor-Leste 7,5 
Syria 7,5 
Uganda 7,5 
Azerbaijan 7,6 
Bangladesh 7,6 
Honduras 7,6 
Nigeria 7,6 
Philippines 7,6 
Sierra Leone 7,6 
Zimbabwe 7,6 
Togo 7,6 
Ukraine 7,6 
Maldives 7,7 
Mauritania 7,7 
Pakistan (1971-) 7,7 
Cameroon 7,8 
Haiti 7,8 
Iran 7,8 

Cote d'Ivoire 7,8 
Libya 7,8 
Nepal 7,8 
Paraguay 7,8 
Yemen 7,8 
Cambodia 7,9 
Central African Republic 7,9 
Comoros 7,9 
Congo 7,9 
Kenya 7,9 
Laos 7,9 
Papua New Guinea 7,9 
Guinea-Bissau 7,9 
Russia 7,9 
Tajikistan 7,9 
Congo, Democratic Republic 8,0 
Guinea 8,0 
Kyrgyzstan 8,0 
Venezuela 8,0 
Angola 8,1 
Equatorial Guinea 8,1 
Burundi 8,2 
Chad 8,3 
Sudan (-2011) 8,4 
Turkmenistan 8,4 
Uzbekistan 8,4 
Iraq 8,5 
Afghanistan 8,6 
Myanmar 8,6 
Somalia 8,9 
Korea, North* 9,0 

 

Notes: The CPI scores have been reversed from its original scale. * Data from 2011. Source: 

http://www.transparency.org/cpi2010/results. 


