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S H O R T A R T I C L E
What Makes Anticorruption Punishment Popular?
Individual-Level Evidence from China

Lily L. Tsai, Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Minh Trinh, Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Shiyao Liu, New York University Abu Dhabi
How does punishment of corruption help to build public support in authoritarian regimes? We outline two primary

mechanisms. Instrumentally, the ability to pursue anticorruption initiatives to the end signals government capacity.

Deontologically, anticorruption punishment signals moral commitments. Through a novel experiment design for me-

diation analysis embedded in a series of conjoint experiments conducted in China, we find individual-level evidence to

support both mechanisms. Specifically, we find that Chinese citizens positively view local government officials who punish

their corrupt subordinates and that this positive view arises out of the perception that these officials are both competent in

their jobs andmorally committed to citizens’ value. The preference for anticorruption punishment is substantial compared

to other sources of public support in authoritarian regimes—economic performance, welfare provision, and institutions for

political participation—suggesting that it could become a popular strategy among autocrats.
n recent years, governments in nondemocratic and hybrid
regimes have increasingly punished corruption. While some
anticorruption campaigns primarily consist of messaging,

punishment, often severe, has become salient in places like
Rwanda, Tanzania, Iran, and China, and such initiatives have
been popular among autocrats for decades. Although whether
punishment actually reduces corruption remains debatable, it
is increasingly plausible that authoritarian regimes sometimes
choose this strategy for its popularity with citizens.

Why is anticorruption punishment effective at bolster-
ing public support for authoritarian regimes? We propose
an individual-level explanation, arguing that anticorruption
punishment can improve citizens’ perceptions of the officials
who carry it out. This effect operates in part through a deon-
tological channel: citizens positively view officials who punish
their corrupt subordinates because they think these officials
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are morally aligned with citizens’ values. This channel helps us
understand why leaders in authoritarian regimes might be
genuinely popular and may explain how anticorruption pun-
ishment increases support even when citizens have no evi-
dence that corruption itself is decreasing. It also suggests that
leaders who convince the public that they share the public’s
moral values can garner their support, even inplaces likeChina,
where citizen perceptions of government competence are al-
ready high.

We demonstrate this argument through a series of novel
conjoint experiments administered in China, which find that
Chinese citizens prefer local government officials who engage
in top-down punishment of corruption by their subordinates.
Using an experimental design to conduct mediation analysis,
we find evidence for both an instrumental and a deontological
basis for this preference.
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2. Li (2016) shows that central authorities enjoy higher baseline levels
of public support than local ones.

3. In our pilot research, we found that citizens do not have enough
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ANTICORRUPTION PUNISHMENT AND PUBLIC
OPINION
Since the 1990s, scholars of the Soviet Union have argued
that the real purpose of anticorruption initiatives was to boost
public support instead of improving government performance
(Holmes 1993, 204). More recently, anticorruption campaigns
such as those being carried out in China under Xi Jinping are
widely seen as a strategy to revitalize popular support (Xi, Yao,
and Zhang 2018), even when they may have other negative im-
pacts (Wang 2019). The utility of anticorruption initiatives seems
clear, given the broad empirical literature documenting the
negative link between perceived corruption and public support in
electoral democracies (e.g., Ferraz and Finan 2008).1 However,
even when citizens lack hard evidence that punishment reduces
corruption, it may still increase public support.

Existing literature suggests two main explanations for why
anticorruption punishment might improve public support for
authoritarian governments. First, punishment may signal ca-
pability—the government is competent enough to enforce its
own rules. Citizens may thus see authorities who punish cor-
ruption as more capable of ensuring that their subordinates
follow policies and better at deterring future corruption, all
other things being equal (Levi and Stoker 2000). Theymay also
infer that the government is generally capable of achieving its
goals, including delivering on promised governance outcomes.

Apart from this instrumentalmechanism, punishmentmay
send signals about the moral commitments and benevolent
intentions of the government. Because citizens see corrup-
tion negatively, tackling corruption signals that the govern-
ment shares their normative values. In authoritarian regimes,
anticorruption punishment makes this signal credible, because
it shows that autocrats are committed enough to take the costly
step of sanctioning other regime insiders. Observing the pun-
ishment of some officials, citizens may believe that the system
as a whole is otherwise good, despite some bad officials (Bies
1987; Festinger 1950). This deontological logic may explain
how anticorruption punishment improves public opinion about
the regime, even if citizens have no evidence that corruption
itself is decreasing.

These two explanations for anticorruption punishment’s
effect on public opinion are not mutually exclusive. How-
ever, for either of them to be valid, we must observe evi-
dence indicating that individual citizens are indeed making
instrumental or deontological inferences when evaluating
government authorities upon observing these officials’ anti-
corruption behavior. Specifically, all else being equal, indi-
1. Wang and Dickson (2019) show that investigating corrupt officials
may reduce regime support if it reveals previously undetected acts of
corruption, but they do not explore the effect of punishing these officials.
vidual citizens prefer officials who punish their lower-level
subordinates for corruption over those who do not. If it were
to influence support for the highest authority, this preference
shouldmanifestwhen citizens evaluate local officialswithwhom
they interact the most.2 It must also be substantively important,
meaning that it should measure up to other considerations
that have been found to drive public opinion in authoritarian
regimes. Critically, it must operate through both competence
evaluations and moral character evaluations: citizens who per-
ceive information about an official’s anticorruption punishment
must make inferences about this official’s level of competence
and moral quality, and these inferences must in turn influence
their overall evaluation of this official.
EVIDENCE FROM CHINA
We embed a set of novel conjoint experiments in two face-
to-face surveys implemented in China. Given possible pref-
erence falsification (Jiang and Yang 2016), conjoint experiments
are especially useful (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto
2013). In study 1, which was conducted in rural counties of the
Fujian province (n p 320), we presented respondents with
profiles of two hypothetical township party secretaries and
asked them who they would prefer to have serving in their
own township. Even though Chinese citizens do not vote for
township-level officials (Manion 2006), our qualitative interviews
indicated that they interpreted this question to ask about their
attitudes, not about whether they could literally choose whom
they wanted in office.We explicitly avoided electoral language,
choosing instead to ask respondents about their comparative
feelings toward the two profiles.

As the main experimental treatment, each profile is ran-
domly chosen to show a track record of having (or not hav-
ing) punished corruption by village officials below them.3 This
information is presented as a conjoint attribute, which we
coded as Punishment. To benchmark the importance of anti-
corruption punishment, we presented three additional ran-
domized attributes, corresponding to other considerations that
scholars argue are essential in shaping citizen evaluations of
government authorities: the Growth attribute signals whether
the officials have promoted local economic growth (e.g., Chen
2004; Dickson 2016); the Welfare attribute highlights whether
information to precisely know how much actual corruption has changed
after each anticorruption initiative. To match these real-life conditions, we
designed the experiment to evaluate the impact of anticorruption pun-
ishment in the absence of information about its effect on the frequency of
corruption.
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they have implemented minimum income guarantees, the
most basic and well-known form of social welfare in China
(e.g., Whyte 2010); and the Election attribute shows whether
they have guaranteed meaningful village elections, Chinese cit-
izens’ primary channel for regular political participation (e.g.,
Dickson 2016;Manion 2006). FollowingMeyer andRosenzweig
(2016), our enumerators introduced the attributes using pre-
defined statements and cartoon images that effectively convey
their meanings.4

For this study, we asked each respondent to do six dif-
ferent rounds of the conjoint experiment, with the profiles
being rerandomized each time as in a fully crossed design.
Respondents thus choose between two random “baskets” of
attributes, using their relative preferences for the underly-
ing qualities without having to reveal them. The aggregate
preferences, however, can be recovered in the form of av-
erage marginal causal effects (AMCEs) by regressing respon-
dents’ decision on each profile against the four attributes’
values.

In study 2, which was conducted in rural counties of the
Beijing province (n p 892), we modified the conjoint ex-
periment in study 1 to include two new attributes indi-
cating whether each township party secretary is known to
be competent (Competence) or to have high moral values
(Moral). Instead of rerandomizing the profiles, we presented
each respondent with the same profiles in all six rounds, but at
each round we hid some of the attributes and shuffled the
remaining ones, so that respondents think the profiles are
different each round. As illustrated in table C2, we hid infor-
mation about the Competence attribute in one round, the
Moral attribute in another, and then both these attributes in
yet another round. If respondents’ preference for anticorrup-
tion punishment operates throughmoral character evaluations,
they would have to make inferences, or guesses, about the
officials’ moral qualities when making the final choice in con-
joint rounds that hide the Moral attribute but not in rounds
that explicitly assign a value for this attribute. As a result, the
AMCE of Punishment in the former rounds would identify
the entire total effect of Punishment, whereas the AMCE in the
latter rounds would identify only a direct effect, because Pun-
ishment cannot change respondents’ perception of the officials’
moral qualities when information about them is already pro-
vided. The difference between these two quantities is the
indirect effect of Punishment going through Moral, which cap-
tures the extent to which the preference for top-down pun-
ishment operates through punishment’s influence on moral
evaluations. Similarly, we can identify the indirect effect through
4. Appendix B (apps. A–G are available online) describes in detail the
implementation of our experiment.
competence evaluations as well as the joint indirect effect
through both types of evaluations together.

Overall, our experimental design permits the identifica-
tion and estimation of not only our respondents’ preference
for township officials who punish corruption by their sub-
ordinates but also the extent to which this preference arises
out of beliefs about the officials’ moral character or level of
competence. We call this design, which builds on the parallel
design formediation analysis by Imai, Tingley, andYamamoto
(2013), the serial design. Given that our causalmechanisms are
not necessarily independent, as illustrated by dashed arrows in
figure 1, our design is better suited than other applications of
the parallel design (e.g., Acharya, Blackwell, and Sen 2018).
Specifically, for either the Moral or the Competence attribute,
we can identify both the natural indirect effect that may oper-
ate through the other attribute as well as the controlled indirect
effect when we block the other attribute by explicitly presenting
information on it. Although we do not prefer one type of in-
direct effect over the other, distinguishing between them is
important if our respondents’ inferences about township of-
ficials’ moral character and level of competence are somehow
correlated. Appendix C discusses in detail the theories behind
our design and its implementation.

Situating our study in authoritarian China is advantageous
for many reasons. First, China seems to have a substantial
amount of public support to explain (Chen 2004; Tang 2005), a
sizable portion of which seems genuine (Pan and Xu 2018).
Over the last two decades, government strategies of develop-
ment and careful liberalization have generated this support. If
we find that recent anticorruption initiatives also significantly
shape public support inChina, then theymight carry evenmore
weight in countries that have been less successful with other
strategies. Second, real-world developments in China make a
study of anticorruption’s impact on public opinion increasingly
relevant. Specifically, as economic growth slows and grassroots
democratic reforms stagnate, anticorruption campaigns have
become the main focus of the Chinese government, with in-
creasingly frequent and intense punishment being meted out.
Given the public’s support for such punishment (Cunningham,
Figure 1. Causal mechanisms linking anticorruption punishment and citi-

zens’ preference.
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Saich, and Turiel 2020, 9–10), it is reasonable to suspect that
anticorruption punishment may help to substitute for or diver-
sify the existing criteria used by citizens to evaluate authorities.

EXPERIMENTAL RESULTS
In both study 1 and study 2, we find strong and stable AMCEs
for Punishment, suggesting that respondents do value top-
down punishment by township party secretaries. All else being
equal, township officials with a record of punishing corrupt
village officials are preferred 20.3% of the time in study 1 and
26.5% in study 2. Although these effects are predictably smaller
than those of Growth (35.7% and 32.1%), they are practically
identical to those of Election (19.4% and 26.6%) and not sta-
tistically different from those of Welfare (25.3% and 21.1%).

An array of heterogeneous treatment effect analyses also
finds that the AMCEs for the Punishment attribute are re-
markably stable across different demographic groups.5 In addi-
tion, they are practically unchanged even when we compare
responses to profiles with only a “positive” value for one attribute
and those with only a “negative” value for the same attribute, for
each of the remaining attributes. The latter finding is particu-
larly important with regard to the Growth attribute (see figs. D2
and D3), because it suggests that a township official’s perfor-
mance in promoting economic growth has no influence on
respondents’ preference for anticorruption punishment.

The mediation analysis, shown in table 1, provides sup-
port for both the deontological and instrumental mecha-
nisms. Specifically, we find both the natural indirect effect
going through moral character evaluations and the natural
indirect effect going through competence evaluations to be
5. Appendix D provides further details and discusses the heteroge-
neous effects in Kang and Zhu (2021).
statistically significant at the .1 level.6 The magnitudes of
these two indirect effects are almost identical and constitute
about 18% of the total effect of Punishment. The joint indirect
effect of both moral character evaluations and competence
evaluations comprises about 26% of the total effect and is sta-
tistically significant at the .05 level.7

To confirm the robustness of this result, we apply the
analysis to the five-point numerical rating that respondents
gave to each individual profile, and we find the findings to
be largely the same. As seen in table E1, the point estimates
for the indirect effect going through moral character eval-
uations and through competence evaluations are now dif-
ferent, suggesting that their near identity above is not an
artifact of our design.

Finally, to probe these findings’ generality, we conduct
study 3, which replicates study 2’s design on an entirely dif-
ferent population through an online survey (n p 1; 152). As
evident in table A2, this sample is much more biased toward
educated and wealthy urban respondents. The key findings,
presented in appendix E, however, remain the same.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
In general, our studies produce a consistent set of results.
First, although they are conducted on very different pop-
ulations within China, our conjoint experiments all find a
positive and significant AMCE for the Punishment attribute.
This suggests that the preference for punishment of corruption
is relatively stable across demographic groups in China.
Table 1. Estimates of Indirect Effects of Punishment through Moral or Competence on Respondents’ Binary Evaluation of a
Township Party Secretary: Study 2
Combined IE
Moral
6. We present p-valu
conservative in experimen
Note that our bootstrap-b

7. Appendix G discus
indirect effects.
Competence
Natural IE
 Controlled IE
 Natural IE
es from randomization i
ts with multiple treatment
ased p-values are consisten
ses the relationship betwe
Controlled IE

Rounds 1 and 6
 Rounds 1 and 3/4
 Rounds 3/4 and 6
 Rounds 1 and 3/4
 Rounds 3/4 and 6
Estimated IE
 .070
 .047
 .024
 .046
 .023

(.013)
 (.073)
 (.221)
 (.073)
 (.244)
Estimated total effect
 .265
 .265
 .219
 .265
 .217

(.000)
 (.000)
 (.000)
 (.000)
 (.000)
Note. Dependent variable: preferred choice. Randomization inference p-values in parentheses. IE p indirect effect.
nference, which are
effects such as ours.
tly smaller than .05.
en different types of
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Another striking finding is that citizens value anticorrup-
tion punishment at least asmuch as they do free and fair village
elections, suggesting that anticorruption punishment can have
as much potential to shape public opinion as these existing
institutions for citizen participation. Punishment of corruption,
however, consistently carries less weight than performance in
promoting economic growth, which may provide a cautionary
note to authoritarian leaders seeking to “recession proof” their
support from the public.

In probing the causal pathway by which anticorruption
punishment influences public opinion, we find that citizens
prefer township officials who punish not only because pun-
ishment increases evaluations of competence but also because
punishment of corruption signals a commitment to moral
values. This result is consistent with our theory that anticor-
ruption punishmentmatters to citizens not just instrumentally
but also deontologically.

This article contributes to the theoretical and empirical
literature on public opinion and citizen satisfaction by provid-
ing evidence for the causal pathways through which anticor-
ruption initiatives might generate public support. The findings
may extend to democracies as well, but they are most theo-
retically relevant for scholars of nondemocratic and hybrid
regimes. For policy makers, these findings suggest that anti-
corruption punishment can build public support even when
citizens have no evidence that it has decreased actual corrup-
tion, which may account for the rising popularity of illiberal,
strongmen leaders around the world.
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