
Survey Research Methods (2026)
Vol. 20, No. 3, pp. 299-311
https://doi.org/10.18148/srm/2026.v20i3.8548
European Survey Research Association

©2026 Author(s)

CC BY 4.0

Corruption, Partisanship, and Voting: Lessons from a
Survey Experiment during the Brazilian Presidential

Election

Emily Elia1 · Leslie Schwindt-Bayer2 · Sofia Vera3

1University of Gothenburg
2Rice University

3University of Kansas

Survey experiment studies show that corruption can reduce a voter’s willingness to vote for a
candidate but that positive partisanship for that candidate can lessen the detrimental impact of
corruption on vote likelihood. How corruption affects voting among nonpartisans and negative
partisans, though, remains understudied. Using a preregistered survey experiment fielded in
Brazil between the first and second rounds of the 2022 presidential elections, we examine
how corruption information affects vote intention for president across different partisan types.
However, we find no different effects of corruption on vote choice across the three partisan
types. Through exploratory analyses of our survey data, we show that our experiment most
likely produced null findings because Brazil’s 2022 election was highly polarized environment
where corruption perceptions and partisanship were strongly intertwined, and our choice to use
real corruption information about actual candidates instead of hypothetical candidates drastically
weakened our treatment in such an environment.
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Survey experimental studies on political behavior and cor-
ruption have grown exponentially in recent years. This re-
search shows that corruption can reduce a voter’s support
for an incumbent and that positive partisanship can mod-
erate that relationship. Yet, it has overlooked an essential
part of political identities: citizens’ deep-rooted aversions
to specific political parties. While negative partisanship is
a frequent feature of electoral politics today, the relationship
between partisan hostilities, corruption, and voting has not
been extensively studied. Our project aimed to fill that gap
by examining the extent to which corruption voting happens
differently for positive, negative, and nonpartisans.

We designed a survey experiment to be fielded in Brazil
between the first and second rounds of the 2022 presiden-
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tial elections.1 In our experimental design, respondents were
randomly assigned to actual news excerpts about corruption
involving politicians who have been at the center of recent
scandals in Brazil. This realism was designed to avoid the
pitfalls of manipulating hypothetical information in survey
vignettes (Boas et al., 2019; Incerti, 2020). Rather than ask-
ing respondents to declare vote intentions for hypothetical
candidates in a simulated campaign, we measured vote in-
tentions for real presidential candidates close to the runoff
election.

Analysis of the survey experiment revealed that exposure
to corruption information did not negatively affect respon-
dents’ likelihood of voting for Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva
or Jair Bolsonaro, the two second-round candidates. Our
preregistered study hypothesized that the extent of corrup-
tion voting would vary across positive, negative, and non-
partisans. While we found that negative partisans ignore
corruption information as much as positive partisans do,

1 The design was preregistered at https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/
US659. The survey experiment was part of a larger survey project that
received IRB approval from Rice University, IRB-FY2022-232.

https://doi.org/10.18148/srm/2026.v20i3.8548
https://europeansurveyresearch.org
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.en
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1794-7893
https://doi.org/10.18148/srm/2026.v20i3.8548
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/US659
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/US659


300 EMILY ELIA, LESLIE SCHWINDT-BAYER, SOFIA VERA

we did not find that nonpartisans are more likely to penal-
ize candidates for corruption. Our treatment did not sig-
nificantly affect respondents’ likelihood of voting for Lula
or Bolsonaro, regardless of their partisan attitudes towards
the Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT) and the Partido Liberal
(PL).

In this paper, we present the pre-registered survey ex-
periment that we conducted and its null findings. We then
demonstrate how additional measures from the same survey
can be used to diagnose potential sources of null results.
This effort elucidated a likely explanation: voters’ strongly
held candidate preferences mattered more than corruption
in the Brazilian election. We conclude the paper with some
methodological insights that our project provides, partic-
ularly for scholars interested in survey experiments and
corruption voting.

1 Partisanship and Corruption Voting

Theories of electoral accountability argue that voters hold
elites accountable for poor performance while in office
(Przeworski et al., 1999). Yet, empirical research has shown
that this does not always happen in practice, especially in
regard to corruption (e.g., Boas et al. 2019; Klašnja 2017;
Dunning et al. 2019). A wide variety of individual and con-
textual conditions mitigate the electoral punishment of cor-
rupt politicians (Agerberg, 2020; Elia and Schwindt-Bayer,
2022; Klašnja and Tucker, 2013; Pavão, 2018; Vera, 2022).
One important factor moderating citizens’ propensity to
sanction corrupt politicians is partisanship. Voters appear
more willing to forgive corruption by politicians belonging
to their preferred party (Anduiza et al., 2013; Ecker et al.,
2015; Eggers, 2014; Klašnja, 2017; Solaz et al., 2019),
although Klašnja, et al. (2021) and Winters and Weitz-
Shapiro (2018) report divergent findings. Evidence of par-
tisans discrediting or forgiving corruption when it occurs
within their preferred party exists in a variety of country
contexts, and such effects have been found in both experi-
mental and observational studies.

We contend that while studies on partisanship and cor-
ruption voting have greatly contributed to our understanding
of why citizens with affinities toward a party often fail to
hold this party’s politicians accountable for corruption, they
have neglected the study of citizens’ deep-seated hostility
towards particular parties, an important component of po-
litical identities. Some studies show that large proportions
of US voters now dislike the opposing party more than they
like their own (Abramowitz and McCoy, 2019; Abramowitz
and Webster, 2016), although other studies find that nega-
tive partisanship in the US is not as strong as positive par-
tisanship (Lee et al., 2022). Citizens outside the US also
feel a strong aversion towards the opposing party (Haime

and Cantú, 2022; Medeiros and Noel, 2014; Samuels and
Zucco, 2018), and the level of affective polarization in Eu-
rope is similar or greater than in the US (Gidron et al.,
2019; Wagner, 2021).

Examining the relationship between negative partisan-
ship, corruption, and voting may be especially relevant
in less developed democracies where positive partisanship
is less common and corruption is more prevalent. Due to
weaker and less stable party systems, many voters in Latin
American democracies do not express the same rates of par-
tisan identification as voters in more developed democra-
cies. However, a strong aversion towards a specific party can
dictate how someone votes, even if positive feelings toward
a party are absent. Negative partisanship may play a bigger
role than “positive” partisanship in certain contexts, espe-
cially in Latin America (Samuels and Zucco 2018; Haime
and Cantú 2022). Yet, existing work on partisanship and
corruption voting focuses exclusively on positive partisan-
ship and thus presents only a partial picture of how partisan
attachments, corruption, and voting work.

Filling this research gap requires studying corruption
voting behavior of negative partisans and nonpartisans to-
gether with that of positive partisans. Negative partisanship
towards an out-party might mitigate the damaging repercus-
sions of corruption allegations if citizens holding negative
affect towards an out-party become reluctant to electorally
punish an allegedly corrupt party in order to prevent the out-
party from gaining office. In contrast, nonpartisans, who do
not feel close to or hold a particular aversion to any party,
should be less prone to partisan-motivated reasoning when
they receive corruption information and, therefore, be more
likely to engage in corruption voting. Hence, we expect
that nonpartisans will be more likely to evaluate candidate
information objectively and adjust their voting intentions
accordingly, leading them to punish candidates for corrup-
tion more than partisan voters would.

Formally, we preregistered ten hypotheses specifying
how corruption information affects different types of parti-
sans. These hypotheses take into account who the corrupt
information implicates, meaning we create expectations
for how positive, negative, and nonpartisan individuals re-
spond when the accused candidate is either a copartisan or
an opponent of a copartisan.

H1 Corruption should have a negative effect on voting for
a candidate.

H2a The negative effect of corruption on voting for a can-
didate will be small or null among positive partisans of the
candidate’s party.
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H2b The negative effect of corruption on voting for a candi-
date will be large among positive partisans of the opposing
candidate’s party.

H2c The negative effect of corruption on voting among po-
sitive partisans of a candidate will decrease as negative par-
tisanship toward the opposing candidate’s party increases.

H3a The negative effect of corruption on voting for a can-
didate will be small or null among negative partisans of the
candidate’s party.

H3b The negative effect of corruption on voting for a can-
didate will be small or null among negative partisans of the
opposing candidate’s party.

H3c The negative effect of corruption on voting among neg-
ative partisans of a candidate will increase as negative par-
tisanship toward the opposing candidate’s party increases.

H4a The negative effect of corruption on voting will be
large among non-partisans of a candidate.

H4b The negative effect of corruption on voting for a can-
didate will be large among non-partisans of the opposing
candidate.

H4c The negative effect of corruption on voting among
non-partisans of a candidate will decrease as negative par-
tisanship toward the opposing candidate’s party increases.

2 Experimental Design

We designed and embedded a preregistered experiment in
an online survey of 1500 likely voters in Brazil (Elia et al.,
2026).2 Netquest fielded the experiment between the first
and second voting rounds of the 2022 presidential election.
The Netquest sample is an opt-in survey model, and quota
sampling was used to create a sample that is well-repre-
sentative of the broader population. Appenidx Table A1
displays representativeness; our sample is slightly overep-
resentative of younger and college-educated Brazilians. The
survey experiment randomly assigned respondents to read
an excerpt from a real news story highlighting corruption

2 With three conditions in our experiment, a sample of 1500 respon-
dents yields significant statistical power to detect treatment effects in
the main analysis. For conditional effects by partisan group (with re-
alized subsamples of 723 non-PT; 263 positive PT; 516 negative PT),
we achieve ≥80% power to detect effects of about 0.25–0.35 points
on the 1–4 scale, with similar detectable effect sizes for PL groups.
Even if treatment assignment is not perfectly balanced in the smallest
subgroups, the study remains powered to identify substantive effects.

allegations for President Jair Bolsonaro and former pres-
ident Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva as reported by a major
centrist, Brazilian news outlet, Folha de São Paulo. In the
control group, respondents read a politically neutral article
about a public poll that reported the percentage of surveyed
Brazilians who have decided on their second-round presi-
dential vote. After reading the excerpt, all respondents were
asked to answer two questions that measured their likeli-
hood of voting for Bolsonaro or Lula, respectively, in the
upcoming election. The English-translated excerpts are as
follows:

Control (Politically Neutral): The share of voters who
already say they are fully decided in relation to the vote
for president reaches 78%, according to the new Datafolha
survey. Within this group, 90% say that they made the deci-
sion more than one month ago, which reinforces the growing
conviction in the election race.

Bolsonaro Corruption Prime: The Bolsonaro government
is the target of several corruption charges. This year, for
example, it came to the fore that two evangelical pastors
controlled the agenda and the release of MEC funds dur-
ing the management of Milton Ribeiro. Reports showed that
the two asked for bribes for municipalities to have access
to funds from the folder. The former minister was arrested
for this case. One of the pastors visited the Planalto Palace
on at least 35 occasions—and the president decreed secrecy
about these visits.

Lula Corruption Prime: Lula da Silva is charged with
passive corruption for allegedly accepting a promise to re-
ceive illegal resources in 2009, when he was still in office.
According to the Attorney General’s Office, Lula accepted
a promise of an undue advantage of R$6 million to favor
automakers MMC and Caoa in the edition of provision mea-
sure 471, November 2009.

We made a conscious decision to rely on real politicians
and real corruption stories rather than fictitious ones be-
cause our goal was to assess how partisan identities reduce
the negative impact of corruption in real-world voting de-
cisions which requires voters’ partisan priors to be present.
Studies highlight the limitations of using fictitious candi-
dates in survey experiments, such as the treatments being
artificial and the responses not being meaningful to citizens
because the experimental setting removes the cost of voting
against the preferred candidate. Hypothetical survey exper-
iments also “may not capture the complexity and costliness
of real-world voting decisions” (Incerti, 2020). Given the
sterile environment and the reduced role of preexisting fa-
vorable opinions of real candidates in these experiments,
the effects of corruption could be overestimated. Moreover,
public opinion studies show that hypothetical vignettes can
alter the cognitive process in the development of political
preferences and bias results (McDonald, 2020). Respon-
dents face a cognitive burden when they “must imagine
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a politician rather than recall one from memory” (McDon-
ald, 2020, p. 267). Thus, voting in hypothetical surveys
might simply reflect a strong social norm against corrup-
tion in Brazil (Boas et al., 2019).

Although using real political candidates faced the chal-
lenge that attitudes towards those candidates might be less
malleable (McDonald, 2020), our theory posited precisely
that susceptibility to corruption primes should vary accord-
ing to partisan sympathies and antipathies. Prior experimen-
tal studies have examined partisan bias in corruption voting
in laboratory settings (Solaz et al., 2019) or in survey vi-
gnettes with hypothetical candidates (Anduiza et al., 2013).
Our design sought to advance this work using real candi-
dates and real corruption information, thereby increasing
external validity.

We saw Brazil as an ideal setting to explore how politi-
cal identities shape corruption voting. First, the country has
faced increasing polarization since 2013 (Stuenkel, 2021).
The 2022 presidential race, in particular, was described as
the country’s most divisive campaign in history. Lula and
Bolsonaro engaged in a highly polarized and aggressive
campaign, each portraying the other as an existential threat
to democracy (Harrison, 2022). Some Brazilians hold deep
antipathy towards Lula or Bolsonaro and their respective
political parties. Antipetismo, in particular, is a resentment
against the PT that flourished during Dilma Rousseff’s pres-
idency (Renno 2020; Samuels and Zucco 2018).3

A second characteristic that made Brazil a suitable set-
ting for our study is the saliency of the issue of corruption.
In 2005, Brazilians uncovered a corruption scandal of un-
precedented scale—the Lava Jato investigations—that im-
plicated politicians across the ideological spectrum (Gonza-
lez-Ocantos et al., 2023). This scandal contributed to the ar-
rest of former president Lula da Silva, who was then barred
from the 2018 presidential race. Although Lula’s convic-
tion was overturned in 2021, a majority of Brazilians still
believe there was corruption during Lula’s first two terms
in government, 2003–2011. Similarly, Bolsonaro, who won
the 2018 election with an anti-corruption campaign, faced
a series of accusations while in office, and many consider
him too to be highly associated with corruption. Corrup-
tion associated with both candidates was in the headlines
of major news outlets in Brazil leading up to the 2022
presidential election, and it was this setting that prompted
us to use credible information about corruption allegations

3 Our survey data show that 17% of respondents were positive par-
tisans of the PT, 34% were negative partisans of the PT, 10% of re-
spondents said they were positive partisans of the PL, and 16% were
negative partisans of the PL. Although fewer than for the PT, parti-
san affinities and aversions clearly exist for the PL as well. Twenty-
one percent of respondents express no positive nor negative partisan
affiliations to any parties.

against the two presidential candidates in our survey exper-
iment.

3 Analysis and Findings

We made several important measurement choices in our
study (Elia et al. 2026). We created a four-point scale of
intent to vote for a candidate, where 1 equals “very un-
likely,” 2 equals “unlikely,” 3 equals “likely,” and 4 equals
“very likely.” We measure this for Lula and for Bolsonaro
for every respondent. To measure positive partisanship, we
asked respondents if they identify with a particular party,
yes or no. If yes, we asked which party they identify with
by providing a list of parties in Brazil. To measure negative
partisanship, we asked respondents if there is a political
party they would never vote for, yes or no. If yes, we asked
which party they would never vote for by providing a list
of parties in Brazil. To measure nonpartisanship, we coded
nonpartisans as those who are neither positive nor negative
partisans of each party.4 For example, in the case of parti-
sanship towards Lula’s PT, nonpartisans are those who are
neither positive PT nor negative PT partisans. In the case
of partisanship towards Bolsonaro’s PL, nonpartisans are
those who are neither positive PL nor negative PL parti-
sans. We analyzed partisanship types both as independent
dummies and as a 3-category variable.

In all tables and figures, PT represents Partido dos Tra-
balhadores and PL represents Partido Liberal (PL). In some
figures, we further abbreviate different partisan identities as
“PT Pos. Partisan” or “PT Pos” for positive partisans of the
PT, “PT Neg. Partisan” or “PT Neg” for negative partisans
of the PT, “PL Pos. Partisan” or “PL Pos” for positive par-
tisans of the PL, and “PL Neg. Partisan” or “PL Neg” for
negative partisans of the PL.

Our first analysis examined whether corruption affected
vote intention. We expected vote intention to be lower for
respondents treated with a corruption prime than for those
in the control group. We conducted a difference-in-means
test across the treatment and control groups and found no
evidence that corruption reduced vote intention for either
candidate (Appendix Table A2). We also tested the rela-
tionship on those who passed the manipulation check. We
accounted for the possibility that our respondents did not
read the treatment carefully due to tiredness or distraction
by asking respondents to state whether the news article was
about Bolsonaro, Lula, or neither. 63% passed the manipu-

4 The Appendix contains analyses with an alternative measure of nega-
tive partisanship that only includes respondents who we refer to as pure
negative partisans (i.e., individuals who express negative partisanship
towards the PT or PL and no other form of partisan attachment to any
other party). Results are similar.
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Fig. 1

Predicted vote intention for Lula by Lula treatment and PT and PL Partisan types 1 =very
unlikely, 2 =unlikely, 3 =likely, 4 =very likely; PosPartisan =positive partisan and NegPar-
tisan =negative partisan. Parentheses refer to Model 1 and Model 2 in Appendix Table A4.

lation check, and Appendix Table A3 shows that corruption
treatment effects are still small and not statistically distin-
guishable from zero for the group who passed the check.
Our experiment was embedded within a longer survey, so
we did not examine responses by speeding since time spent
on the experiment exclusively was not recorded. The me-
dian response duration of the entire survey was 16min. Ad-
ditionally, we did not examine responses for straightlining
given that our experiment had only two outcome questions,
not a long battery whereby respondents may straightline
due to rushing or satisficing. We also designed our out-
come questions without a “neither likely nor unlikely to
vote” option to reduce satisficing.

We then examined whether these effects are accentu-
ated by partisanship. We expected that nonpartisans would
be more likely to engage in corruption voting than posi-
tive or negative partisans. We used an interaction between
the corruption treatment and partisanship type to explore
this. Fig. 1 shows the predicted values of vote intention for
Lula by the Lula corruption treatment condition and par-
tisanship type (full regression models with corresponding
statistical information are shown in Tables A4). The color
of the points and lines indicates point estimates and 95%
confidence intervals for respondents belonging to the Lula
corruption treatment (red) or control (blue) group. On the
x-axis of each plot, we display the categories of our two
partisanship type variables (PT results in the panel on the
left and PL results in the panel on the right), which have
three categories each, positive PT (PL) partisan, negative
PT (PL) partisan, and nonpartisan of the PT or PL. Positive

partisan and negative partisan are shortened to PosPartisan
and NegPartisan in the figure.

The two panels show little evidence that the effect of the
corruption information treatment varies by partisan type.
The left panel reveals that vote intention among positive
and negative partisans behaves as expected for both PT and
PL. As hypothesized, positive PT partisans and negative
PT partisans treated with the corruption treatment voted for
Lula similarly to those in the control group (left panel). This
finding aligns with prior studies demonstrating that voters
are more likely to forgive corruption by politicians from
their preferred party (Anduiza et al., 2013; Solaz et al.,
2019). Interestingly, among negative partisans of the PT,
who are predicted to rarely intend to vote for Lula, those
who are treated with information about Lula’s alleged cor-
ruption are slightly more likely to intend to vote for Lula,
but this difference in effect sizes is neglible and not statis-
tically significant. The right panel reveals that positive and
negative partisans of PL experience no significant change
in their vote intention for Lula after being exposed to cor-
ruption information. Overall, the corruption treatment has
little effect on the vote intentions of the positive and nega-
tive partisan groups of either party.

We anticipated that the impact of corruption would be
most pronounced among nonpartisans. Contrary to our ex-
pectations, nonpartisans appear to be just as unresponsive to
corruption information about Lula as positive and negative
partisans of the PT (left panel) or the PL (right panel). Non-
partisans of the PT treated with a reminder of Lula’s cor-
ruption troubles are slightly less likely to vote for Lula than
those in the control group, but effect size does not mean-
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Fig. 3

Predicted vote intention for Lula and Bolsonaro for pure nonpartisans by treatment group
(Control, Bolsonaro Prime, or Lula Prime) 1 =very unlikely, 2 =unlikely, 3 =likely, 4 =very
likely.

ingfully decrease and the difference is not statistically sig-
nificant, and it does not exist for PL nonpartisans.5 Hence,

5 The 95% CIs are slightly larger in the right panel due in part to the
fewer respondents in our sample who positively or negatively identified
with Bolsonaro’s PL.

we fail to find support for the notion that nonpartisans are
more susceptible to corruption information about Lula.

Turning our attention to Bolsonaro, Fig. 2 shows the pre-
dicted values of vote intention for Bolsonaro by the Bol-
sonaro corruption treatment and partisanship type for both
PL and PT (left and right panels, respectively). Positive
partisan and negative partisan are shortened to PosParti-
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san and NegPartisan in the figure. Full regression models
with corresponding statistical information are in Table A5.
Fig. 2 mirrors the previous analysis in Fig. 1 but switches
the outcome variable from vote for Lula to vote for Bol-
sonaro. We find, again, that the corruption treatment barely
makes a difference. The similarity of the predicted levels
of vote intention between the control and treatment groups
remains unchanged for positive, negative, and nonpartisan
respondents.

In a final analysis, we explored vote intentions among
pure nonpartisans (n = 289), those who do not express a po-
sitive or negative attachment to any party, not just the PT
or the PL. These indidviduals indicated in the survey that
there is no party they identify with, and they also indicated
that there is no party they would never support, either. We
expected that pure nonpartisans would be most influenced
by corruption information due to their complete lack of par-
tisan sympathies or antipathies. Yet, again, the corruption
treatment has little impact on pure nonpartisans’ vote in-
tentions (Fig. 3). Related regressions are in Appendix Table
A6. Recipients of the Lula treatment have a lower level of
vote intention for Lula when compared to the control group,
but this decrease in support is only significant at the 0.10 le-
vel. This suggests that Lula’s corruption may have a small,
negative effect on vote intention among pure nonpartisans,
but the decrease in effect size is not large enough to ro-
bustly move nonpartisans down into the “unlikely to vote”
category. For Bolsonaro, there is little difference in vote in-
tention regardless of the treatment. Pure nonpartisans in the
control group have a similar level of support for Bolsonaro
as those who received corruption information. Overall, we
find little effect of corruption for pure nonpartisans.6

6 In Brazil, individual candidates draw strong reactions from voters
that could be independent of partisanship, and this may be especially
true of Lula and Bolsonaro. Candidate charisma and personalism could
play a particularly crucial role in shaping the appeal of parties in Brazil
(Baker, Sokhey, Ames, and Renno 2016). In the Appendix, we explore
the impact of candidate favorability on vote intentions in order to ac-
count for the fact that candidate favorability rather than partisan identi-
ties may influence vote intention. These models also control for the key
demographics of age, education, sex, and salary sufficiency, as well as
respondents’ first round vote choice, political ideology, political inter-
est, and economic evaluation. We find that candidate favorability pre-
dicts vote intention intuitively: those who express higher approval of
Bolsonaro are more likely to vote for Bolsonaro whereas those who ex-
press higher approval of Lula are more likely to vote for Lula. However,
the interaction terms between partisanship and the corruption treatment
remain insignificant in most of these models. Thus, candidate prefer-
ences do matter, but they do not change the partisanship results just
presented.

4 Interpretation and Exploratory Analyses

We found no evidence that corruption influences intended
vote choice or that the effects of corruption information
vary by partisan types. Why? One explanation is that par-
tisanship is simply unrelated to corruption voting. Our null
results directly support this interpretation. However, it is
important to explore other possible explanations to ensure
the null results do not stem from design choices and to
better understand the underlying dynamics that may ac-
count for the observed patterns. Therefore, we conduct ex-
ploratory analyses leveraging a rich set of theoretically rel-
evant pre-treatment questions and test alternative explana-
tions for the absence of treatment effects. This is a key les-
son from this study: although researchers often face space
constraints when designing survey experiments, incorpo-
rating additional related survey questions is important for
diagnosing treatment ineffectiveness and providing substan-
tive context for null results.

Our diagnostic analyses lead us to an additional possible
explanation for our null results—that candidate preferences
and corruption perceptions are so deeply entrenched that
new information could not alter vote choice. We first rule
out explanations of ceiling effects, second-round election
effects, and corruption not being salient in the 2022 elec-
tion. We then discuss how our design choice of real-world
treatments in a highly polarized election environment cre-
ated a difficult but realistic test for the corruption treatment
and provide evidence that candidate corruption perceptions
were deeply polarized and tied to voters’ partisanship. We
conclude that the null results emerge from voters’ having
strong grounded candidate preferences.

A first alternative reason why our corruption treatment
did not change voting intentions may be ceiling effects.
Ceiling effects occur when respondents’ true attitudes can-
not exceed a value with more information (Wang et al.,
2009). Observed values are the greatest true values that re-
spondents can actually demonstrate, and empirically, this
means that the majority of the data is close to the upper
limit (Cramer and Howitt, 2004). In the context of our treat-
ment, Brazilians’ corruption perceptions could have already
been so high that there was insufficient space to make them
worse. Given how widespread corruption is in Brazil, our
treatment might have offered respondents little to learn be-
yond what they already knew. We can search for evidence of
a ceiling effect in our experiment by looking at the baseline
levels of corruption perceptions.

Using survey questions about corruption perceptions for
Lula, Bolsonaro, and public officials generally, we explored
the distribution of responses to see if perceptions were al-
ready at the ceiling (see Appendix Table A14). The survey
asked respondents “How corrupt do you think ex-Presi-
dent Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva is?” and “How corrupt do
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Mean differences with 95% CIs in the likelihood of vote for Lula and Bolsonaro by treatment
condition among respondents who did not vote for Lula or Bolsonaro in the first-round presi-
dential vote 1 =very unlikely, 2 =unlikely, 3 =likely, 4 =very likely.

you think President Jair Bolsonaro is?” with response op-
tions of (1) not corrupt, (2) a little corrupt, (3) corrupt, (4)
very corrupt.” We did not find evidence that a majority of
respondents approached the upper limit of the corruption
scale. The varied distribution of all three perception mea-
sures provides evidence against ceiling effects, as many re-
spondents do not express the highest level of corruption for
public officials, Lula, and/or Bolsonaro. An ample number
of respondents express lower corruption perceptions of Lula
and Bolsonaro and therefore could have theoretically been
moved by the corruption information in our treatments. We
take these data as evidence that a ceiling effect cannot ex-
plain our null results.

A related concern could be that voters perceive all can-
didates as similarly corrupt and thus are unwilling to alter
their vote choice because no clean alternative exists. As de-
scribed above and as shown in Appendix Table A14, our
data have variation in respondents’ views of how corrupt
different candidates are; thus, this explanation is not di-
rectly supported by the data. Viable and clean opposition
candidates are critically important for voters to have an al-
ternative to defect to (Elia and Schwindt-Bayer 2022; Vera
2022), and respondents in our survey appear to have per-
ceived such options.

A second possible explanation for our null results is that
respondents may have already made up their minds about
who to vote for when we conducted the experiment. Stud-
ies show that the percentage of undecided voters decreases
sharply in the weeks leading up to election day (Eisinga
et al., 1998). Our survey was administered two weeks before
the runoff, when the campaign was underway and citizens

had already cast a first-round vote. Hence, it is likely that
a large segment of the electorate had solidified candidate
preferences and decided on their vote prior to our survey.
Indeed, in our survey, first-round vote choice is highly cor-
related with our outcome variable of intended vote likeli-
hood (r = 0.85). A reminder of the candidates’ association
with corruption may not have been enough to change that
vote intention if most people already had a strong prefer-
ence for a candidate.

Our survey asked respondents about their first-round
vote, and we can surmise that the preferences of respon-
dents who did not vote for Lula or Bolsonaro in the first
round were less firmly established and may be more respon-
sive to the corruption treatment. However, we do not find
any corruption effects among the 319 respondents (21%)
who had not voted for Lula or Bolsonaro in the first round.
When subsetting our respondents in this way, the control
group consisted of 111 respondents, the Bolsonaro prime
group consisted of 107 respondents, and the Lula prime
group consisted of 101 respondents. Fig. 4 shows no sig-
nificant differences in vote likelihood across treatment con-
ditions for these respondents either (regression results are
in the Appendix, Table A10). This suggests that second-
round voter uncertainties are unlikely to explain the null
effect of corruption on vote intention.

A third reason why voters in Brazil may have been un-
responsive to the corruption treatment could be that corrup-
tion is not an issue that Brazilians incorporated into their
voting decisions, particularly in the 2022 presidential race.
Even if corruption and crime were prominent issues in pre-
vious elections—especially in the 2018 presidential election
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Table 1

Cross-tabulations of corruption perceptions of Lula and Bolsonaro among PT and PL partisans

Candidate Corruption perception PT Positive partisans (n) PL Positive partisans (n) PT Negative partisan (n) PL Negative partisans (n)

Not at all corrupt (1) 129 0 1 95

A little corrupt (2) 85 0 3 83

Somewhat corrupt (3) 23 8 27 38

Lula

Very corrupt (4) 5 155 477 8

Not at all corrupt (1) 9 125 316 1

A little corrupt (2) 14 29 103 8

Somewhat corrupt (3) 43 4 43 34

Bolsonaro

Very corrupt (4) 187 2 25 192

when Bolsonaro ran on an anti-corruption, law-and-order
platform (Renno, 2020)—the saliency of different topics
during the 2022 election, such as conservative positions on
moral issues or policy plans to tackle economic challenges,
may have been more decisive for vote choice. The sur-
vey included a pre-treatment open-ended question asking
respondents to identify the most important reason behind
their intended vote in the second round of the 2022 elec-
tion. Our analysis found that corruption is mentioned the
most out of words describing topics we identified as being
linked to vote choice (e.g. economy, abortion, covid, crime,
etc.). Table A15 in the appendix shows that words starting
with “corrup” are the 12th most frequent word out of all
responses and are mentioned 85 times.7 Thus, corruption
was in fact key to the votes that people intended to cast.

A fourth explanation is related to the challenges of us-
ing real-world treatments. Our null findings could result
from our real-world corruption information treatment not
having been strong enough to elicit the hypothesized ef-
fects. In other words, it may not have provided sufficiently
new information in a highly salient and information-rich
electoral context with well-known candidates. One tradeoff
of using real news stories in a real-world election context
within an experiment is that we cannot develop our own
treatment text purporting corruption allegations. The news
story simply may not have been strong enough to trigger
a negative reaction and a lower intended likelihood of vot-
ing for the candidate. The corruption information we pro-
vided may not have added new information for respondents
and may have only reinforced respondents’ priors. Alter-
natively, motivated reasoning may have led respondents to
ignore or downplay the information.

We knew that using real-world candidates made it more
likely that our treatment would not move respondents as

7 Words higher ranked than “corrup” include non-issue terms such
as “nao,” “melhor,” “pais,” “vot,” etc. “Democrac” is ranked 10 with
88 appearances so that too is important.

much as a hypothetical candidate treatment could (McDon-
ald 2020), but we accepted that design tradeoff due to the
potential benefit of generating findings that more closely
reflect real-world behavior, which is an important goal for
all experimental designs. It is undoubtedly important to de-
sign survey experiments about corruption that reflect real
candidates as much as possible due to the “findings gap”
between hypothetical and real-world studies on corruption
(Incerti 2020), but our study suggests that scholars of elec-
toral accountability should carefully consider how the use
of real candidates in experiments may impact treatment ef-
ficacy compared to hypothetical candidates.

A final reason for the null results might be that, even if
voters care deeply about the issue of corruption, candidate
preferences were so grounded in political identities that our
information treatment did not change respondents’ views
about the candidates. Partisans often view less corruption
among co-partisan politicians or view incumbent co-par-
tisans as better able to combat corruption (Anduiza et al.
2013; Blais et al. 2017; Senters et al. 2018). If candidate
corruption perceptions are inextricably tied to partisanship
in the Brazilian context, this explanation would also con-
tribute to why our corruption primes were unsuccessful in
changing respondents’ vote likelihoods. Corruption and par-
tisanship may be so intertwined that we cannot distinguish
their independent effects.

The survey allows us to explore this possibility of
grounded voter preferences, and we believe this explana-
tion of our null findings is best supported by our data.
The survey included several pre-treatment questions about
corruption perceptions of Lula and Bolsonaro. Table 1 dis-
plays the cross-tabulations of these corruption perceptions
by partisanship. Whereas 129 PT partisans thought Lula
was not at all corrupt, no PL partisans did. One hundred
fifty-five PL partisans see Lula as very corrupt, however,
whereas only 5 PT partisans do. Perceptions are similarly
polarized for negative partisans. Only one negative partisan
of the PT believed Lula was not at all corrupt whereas 477
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Fig. 5

Coefficient plots of linear regressions of the effect of different types of PT and PL partisanship
(baseline =pure nonpartisan) on corruption perceptions, controls included in all models. PT
(PL) Pos represents positive partisans of the PT (PL) and PT (PL) Neg represents negative
partisans of the PT (PL); regressions shown in Appendix Table A21.

PT negative partisans thought he was very corrupt. The
majority of PL negative partisans perceived Lula to be not
at all or a little corrupt. This extreme pattern exists for
Bolsonaro too. These cross-tabulations show how partisan-
ship is highly correlated with corruption perceptions of the
candidates. This table also further displays the polariza-
tion of candidate corruption perceptions. When corruption
perceptions of each candidate are so closely connected to
respondents’ partisan identities, new information is unlikely
to shift these entrenched preferences.

We explore this relationship between perceptions and
partisanship further in Fig. 5. We show coefficient esti-
mates for three sets of models that regress PT and PL par-
tisan identities (positive (PT Pos, PL Pos in the figure),
negative (PT Neg, PL Neg in the figure), or pure non-par-
tisan which is the baseline category and thus not plotted)
on corruption perceptions of Lula and Bolsonaro and on
general corruption perceptions with controls for ideology,
economic evaluation, interest in politics, sex, age, educa-
tion, and salary sufficiency. The regression outputs are in
Appendix Table A21. Fig. 5 shows that, compared to pure
nonpartisans who express no partisan attachments, being
a positive partisan of the PT is significantly associated with
having a lower corruption perception of Lula and a higher
corruption perception of Bolsonaro. The reverse is true for
positive partisans of the PL, who are likely to have low cor-
ruption perceptions of Bolsonaro but high corruption per-

ceptions of Lula. As expected, negative partisans of the PT
(PL) perceive Lula (Bolsonaro) to be very corrupt. In con-
trast, panel 3 shows no significant associations between any
kind of partisanship and general corruption perceptions.

These models showcase that corruption perceptions
about each candidate are significantly tied to respondents’
partisanship in a way that is unique from general corrup-
tion perceptions, which have no significant relationship to
any type of partisanship. The strong connection between
candidate corruption perceptions and partisanship reflects
strong polarization in the Brazilian election. This may ex-
plain why our corruption treatment did not affect people’s
votes—their positive or negative partisanship already de-
termined their corruption perceptions of each candidate (or
vice versa) and solidified their vote preference. Reminding
them of the corruption allegations against the candidate
they liked or hated was not going to sway their likelihood
of voting for the candidate.

Thus, the power of partisan identities in this election may
have contributed to our null findings: partisanship drove
most respondents’ vote choices, and so information about
corruption did little to influence their vote likelihoods. Par-
tisans were set on voting for their co-partisan candidate,
whom they viewed as far less corrupt than the out-party
candidate. Respondents’ grounded preferences reflect con-
clusions from related studies, such as Boas et al. (2019)
and Incerti (2020): voters may have norms against corrup-
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tion in hypothetical settings, but other political preferences
take precedence in real-world elections and are often un-
shakeable, even in the face of corruption information. Our
treatment could do little to influence vote likelihood, and
the treatment’s potential impact was further weakened due
to the fact that corruption perceptions of Lula and Bol-
sonaro are so strongly related to partisan identity in the
first place. Additionally, it is possible that these grounded
candidate preferences were present even for voters without
partisan attachments to the PT or PL. The 2022 election
was so highly polarized, and Lula and Bolsonaro were can-
didates with such salient reputations, that voters who identi-
fied themselves in our survey as nonpartisans may have had
strong beliefs regarding the two candidates and their cor-
rupt histories that were difficult to change. Our null effects
across all partisan groups may speak to this possibility that
respondents who identify as nonpartisans still developed
grounded preferences about Lula and Bolsonaro.

5 Conclusion

This paper aimed to address a significant gap in the liter-
ature by highlighting the overlooked role of negative par-
tisanship in corruption voting. However, the preregistered
survey experiment yielded unexpected results. While we an-
ticipated heterogeneous treatment effects based on partisan-
ship types, the findings showed that no group—neither posi-
tive partisans, negative partisans, nor nonpartisans—applied
a significant corruption penalty. Rather than leaving these
results unexamined, we sought to diagnose potential sources
of the unexpected results. Engaging in such diagnostic anal-
yses is essential to strengthen the interpretability of null
findings. This exploratory analysis ruled out several alter-
native explanations, including ceiling effects, second-round
election effects, and low issue salience.

We conclude that the null results reflect respondents’
grounded preferences. The 2022 Brazilian election was
highly polarized, featuring two candidates—both previ-
ously accused of corruption—competing against each other.
In this context, corruption primes had no effect on vote
intentions because respondents’ beliefs about Lula’s and
Bolsonaro’s corruption were deeply entrenched. Analysis
of candidate-specific perceptions confirmed this pattern. We
show that views of each candidate’s corruption were highly
polarized and aligned with partisan identity. When cor-
ruption perceptions are so entrenched, priming corruption
cannot meaningfully alter vote intentions. This conclusion
emerges from a holistic view of both our original empirical
analyses and the exploratory analysis results.

Our study also highlights the trade-offs that researchers
face when using real rather than hypothetical candidates
in survey experiments on corruption and beyond. Having

respondents read real news clippings about Lula and Bol-
sonaro and express vote intentions of those real candidates
in an upcoming election more closely connects our treat-
ment to real-world voting behavior. This enhanced external
validity but created an uphill battle for detecting treatment
effects. In this context, the firm beliefs that respondents al-
ready had about Lula and Bolsonaro’s corruption and their
partisanship likely contributed to the ineffectiveness of our
treatment. These findings highlight the methodological ten-
sion between realism and experimental control that survey
researchers must navigate. Realism adds important external
validity to survey experiments, which is critical for map-
ping experimental results to real-world contexts, whether
corruption or something else. Yet, it can make it difficult to
pick up subtle but important effects that may actually exist
in real-world contexts. The trade-off between realistic and
hypothetical treatments is something that researchers need
to carefully consider in any topical survey experimental
study.

Learning from null and unexpected results in survey ex-
periments is essential for refining future research designs.
While hypothetical vignettes on sensitive topics like corrup-
tion have been criticized for overestimating effects, finding
real-world corruption primes strong enough to alter vote
intentions for well-known candidates is extremely difficult.
To address this issue, conducting pilot studies to pre-test
treatment strength can help researchers maximize the re-
alism of real-world scenarios while ensuring the effective-
ness of treatments. Additionally, future corruption research
should build on these insights by developing alternative
experimental designs to further explore the relationship be-
tween voter preferences and corruption voting. Future stud-
ies could examine the tradeoffs between hypothetical and
real-world corruption primes in less polarized settings than
our study, whereby less polarization among voters may al-
low real-world primes to be more effective. Less polarized
settings may also reveal greater differences in how non-
partisan respondents engage with corruption information.
Similarly, using corruption primes about real candidates
who are lesser known than major presidential candidates
could allow researchers to treat voters with real-world in-
formation that is more novel to voters and less tied to their
grounded preferences about very well-known politicians.

Incorporating diagnostic analysis with relevant pre-treat-
ment variables is also crucial for uncovering the mechan-
isms behind potential null effects. Our exploratory analy-
ses ruled out several alternative explanations for the null
effects and demonstrated that perceptions of candidate cor-
ruption are too closely tied to partisanship for corruption
primes to influence vote intentions. Embedding such diag-
nostic tools strengthens the interpretability of null findings
and contributes to cumulative methodological learning in
survey experiments. Survey researchers should more fre-
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quently employ such exploratory analyses when they are
faced with null findings in their experiments. Ultimately,
our findings illustrate how careful examination of null re-
sults can contribute to both theory and method in the study
of corruption-related political behavior.
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