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one compelling justification for democracy is that public officials 
can be held accountable. elected representatives who betray the 

public trust by extracting excessive rents are vulnerable to electoral 
retribution with loss of office. Perhaps surprisingly, however, evidence 
from a variety of countries documents that elected officials who are 
charged with or convicted of criminal wrongdoing are typically re-
elected rather than repudiated by the electorate. this finding resonates 
with studies that suggest in various ways that political accountability 
may be realized only imperfectly even in well-established democracies, 
either because voters hold politicians responsible for things patently 
not under their control or because voters fail to take unresponsive or 
malfeasant representatives to task. in this article we argue that electoral 
retribution for allegations of criminal behavior by national legislators 
hinges on the dissemination of relevant information by the mass me-
dia. Without media reports that inform voters of judicial allegations 
that public officials have engaged in criminal activities, the electorate’s 
response to charges of malfeasance is one of apparent indifference. We 
thus identify the informational environment as a critical factor that af-
fects the ability of voters to hold politicians accountable.

We study these issues with an inquiry into those members of the 
italian lower house of parliament, the chamber of deputies, who were 
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1 because of this constitutional alteration as well as the change in the electoral system, it is neither 
possible nor desirable to extend the analysis after 1994.

2 schumpeter 1962; ferejohn 1986; Przeworski, stokes, and Manin 1999.
3 sen 1981.

subject to investigation by the judiciary for suspected malfeasance over 
the first eleven legislatures of the postwar era, elected in the years start-
ing in 1948. our data set contains information on all persons in italy’s 
lower house in the legislatures that sat between 1948 and 1994, as well 
as thousands of judicial requests to remove parliamentary immunity in 
order to proceed with investigations for suspected criminal wrongdo-
ing. We also have information on all candidates listed by two of italy’s 
major parties, the long-dominant ruling party of christian democracy 
(dc) and the smaller government-allied italian socialist Party (psi). 
this allows us to examine candidates as well as legislators. our data 
set ends in 1994 with the early election of Legislature Xii under a new, 
mixed electoral system, shortly after amendment of the constitutional 
provision regulating parliamentary immunity.1

the postwar italian legislature is an especially interesting setting in 
which to investigate issues of electoral accountability for reasons both 
empirical and theoretical. among the world’s wealthy democracies, 
postwar italy enjoyed the dubious distinction of ranking first on any 
scale of corruption of which we are aware. the ultimate outcome was 
that more than one-third of the members of Legislature Xi (1992–
94) were charged with serious wrongdoing. importantly for present 
purposes, italy is the only country we know where voters turned on a 
whole class of allegedly corrupt national political leaders and ejected 
them from public office. it thus provides a unique empirical setting in 
which to identify the triggers for the wholesale repudiation of a mal-
feasant political elite. What caused italian voters, who had tolerated 
political corruption for many decades, to suddenly “throw the rascals 
out”? the empirical puzzle motivating this research lies with the dual 
observations of long-standing and widespread high-level political cor-
ruption and its sudden, dramatic, and unexpected ending.

theoretically, our study extends current research on the conditions 
for effective electoral accountability. theories of accountability contend 
that democratic political institutions are essential to responsive govern-
ment: political competition gives voters resources to enforce political 
control over politicians.2 a particularly vivid illustration comes from 
the observation that famines occur only in nondemocratic polities.3 
however, empirical evidence is surprisingly inconclusive regarding the 
impact of democracy on political corruption. Multiple studies report 
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that only after many decades of established democracy are voters ap-
parently able to exercise successful political control that results in sub-
stantially reduced levels of corruption.4 a related literature investigates 
the impact of institutional variation within democratic polities on rent 
seeking and political corruption. the research produces contradictory 
findings about whether institutional characteristics such as presiden-
tialism or parliamentarism allow greater political control and likewise 
whether systems of single-member districts or proportional electoral 
systems are the more effective in this regard.5 our understanding of 
why and how democratic political institutions enforce political ac-
countability is thus still incomplete.

in this study, we direct attention to another factor that may explain 
why democratic institutions do not necessarily promote political ac-
countability: the quantity of information available to the elector-
ate. even in a democratic polity, there are variations in the extent to 
which the press publicizes evidence of wrongdoing by elected officials. 
sometimes information is deliberately withheld by politicians trying to 
protect their careers. at other times the press may not have access to 
complete information, perhaps because it is not collected or assembled 
in a form useful to voters. for example, ferraz and finan show that 
once information documenting expenditure misappropriation by local 
brazilian governments was assembled and released, voters retaliated by 
significantly reducing their support of those incumbent mayors most 
likely to have been culpable.6 similarly, reinikka and svensson report 
that in uganda, where most money allocated by the federal govern-
ment to schools was lost to corruption before ever reaching the class-
room, parents successfully and substantially reduced the amounts of 
monies embezzled once local radio stations publicized the extent and 
location of corruption.7 finally, gentzkow, glaeser, and goldin argue 
that the growth of a nonpartisan press played a vital role in uncover-
ing and monitoring corruption in the united states.8 When the press 
is owned or controlled by political parties, it is likely to be partisan in 
its reporting and as a result may cover up allegations of wrongdoing 
by affiliated politicians. other microlevel studies that corroborate the 
general intuition of the importance of the press in enforcing political 
accountability include besley and burgess and cole, and healy and 
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Weker.9 these microlevel studies are complemented by a growing body 
of cross-national literature statistically documenting a relationship be-
tween press freedom and reduction of corruption.10 the results we re-
port are consistent with these macrolevel, general findings that a free 
press is instrumental in corruption control.

our study also documents that a substantial change in voter behav-
ior may follow a sudden significant increase in information made avail-
able by the press. specifically, we attribute the structural break in the 
response by italian voters to the media coverage of the early 1990s po-
litical corruption that grew out of the clean hands operation, in which 
judicial inquiries originating in Milan ultimately implicated thousands 
of politicians, including five former prime ministers. When the press 
bombards the public with stories about political corruption, we specu-
late that two results follow. first, political corruption becomes a more 
salient issue for the public, temporarily displacing other political issues 
in importance. second, the extent of press attention serves as a coor-
dination signal to voters, who can then coordinate electoral retaliation 
for ongoing political corruption. in addition, our results are consistent 
with work by McMillan and Zoido which documents that corrupt pol-
iticians fear a free press more than they do judicial inquiry.11

our analysis proceeds as follow. to guard against potential selection 
bias, we first explore whether a charge of malfeasance discourages a 
deputy’s party from including his name on the party list in subsequent 
elections. We find no evidence that charges of malfeasance decrease 
the likelihood that a deputy will be listed as a candidate in the subse-
quent election. We then study voter response to allegations of criminal 
wrongdoing on the part of national legislators over the eleven legislative 
periods covered by our data. We find that only in the eleventh Legis-
lature, which sat from 1992 to 1994, is a charge of serious malfeasance 
negatively associated with the probability of reelection. in the other 
ten postwar legislatures, the effect is either statistically insignificant, 
or—in the first Legislature after World War ii, that elected in 1948— 
significant and positive. our aggregate results across all legislative pe-
riods show that when a deputy is charged with a potentially serious 
crime, he nonetheless enjoys greater than even reelection rates. over 
the eleven periods 51 percent of charged deputies are reelected, com-
pared with 58 percent of the putatively honest.

9 besley and burgess 2002; cole, healy, and Weker 2008.
10 adserà, boix, and Payne 2003; brunetti and Weder 2003; chowdhury 2004; freille, haque, and 

Kneller 2007.
11 McMillan and Zoido 2004.
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in the third section of the article we investigate the two legislatures 
when italian electoral behavior appears aberrant. in Legislature i vot-
ers reelected deputies who were charged with malfeasance at signifi-
cantly higher rates than deputies who were not charged. We investigate 
whether left-wing deputies in the first Legislature were politically tar-
geted by a still heavily fascist judiciary, and we produce evidence that 
they were. following that, we study the unusual numbers of allegations 
of wrongdoing lodged in the final legislative period of our analysis. We 
show that voters punished deputies charged with malfeasance during 
the eleventh Legislature by failing to reelect them. We also show that 
voters punished deputies who were not (yet) charged with wrongdoing 
but whose partisan, political, and individual characteristics suggested 
that they would have been charged had the legislature not been dis-
solved early.

to interpret these findings about the sudden change in voter be-
havior with the elections to the twelfth Legislature, we present evi-
dence documenting a dramatic increase in the number of newspaper 
reports concerning political corruption by the national press. We also 
show that voters in electoral districts with more access to information, 
measured by higher than median per capita newspaper and magazine 
circulation, voted out allegedly corrupt incumbents at higher rates than 
did those in lower-information environments. this evidence is consis-
tent with a theory of political accountability that sees the informational 
environment as crucial in facilitating electoral control. if voters do not 
have the relevant information about the behavior of politicians or if the 
information is not salient or credible, perhaps because it is dissemi-
nated only by local newspapers with known partisan leanings, voters 
will not use it when deciding whether to reelect a corrupt, malfeasant, 
or unresponsive incumbent. changes in public opinion arise when the 
informational environment undergoes significant alteration.12

political corruption among italian deputies:  
some background

over the forty-five years that comprise our data set and that italians call 
“the first republic,” italy elected eleven legislatures and 6,800 depu-
ties.13 during these eleven legislatures the Ministry of Justice transmit-
ted to parliament 3,149 official documents requesting the removal of 

12 Zaller 1992.
13 because many deputies held office repeatedly, 2,973 different individuals filled these 6,800 par-

liamentary seats in the lower house during the forty-five-year period.
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parliamentary immunity from members of the lower house in order 
to proceed with investigations into possible criminal wrongdoing—or 
more than the number of individuals who served as deputies. these 
requests, known as richieste di autorizzazioni a procedere (rap), form the 
basic information that we analyze.14 Many deputies were charged more 
than once, either within the life of the same legislature or in different 
legislatures, so that in total, 1,588 individual deputies (or 54 percent of 
all deputies) were charged at least once during the eleven legislatures 
we study.15 as we document shortly, 256 of these deputies were subject 
to allegations of malfeasance during the eleventh Legislature, making 
charges especially prevalent in that period.

Many rap were relatively trivial, involving allegations that arise nat-
urally in the course of professional politics. following a study by Luca 
ricolfi of rap lodged during Legislature Xi, we class charges as either 
“minor” (which we also call “opinion” crimes) or “major” (the latter we 
interchangeably label “serious,” “malfeasance,” or “criminality”).16 We 
class as minor all charges involving opinion crimes because these are es-
pecially likely to arise during the process of political campaigning. this 
category includes libel, slander, defamation, and other, similar items, 
including anything related to fascist activities.17 We class as serious all 
other crimes. these involve a variety of allegations running from the 
mundane to the genuinely severe, extending even to murder. a great 
many involve explicit allegations of political corruption, involvement in 
illegal party financing, or abuse of office. in the eleventh Legislature, 
for instance, the modal allegation was violazione norme finanziamento 
pubblico dei partiti (violation of the regulations on public financing of 
political parties), with abuso di ufficio (abuse of office) and corruzione 
per un atto contrario ai doveri di ufficio (corruption for an act contrary to 
official duties) running close behind.18 in cases where kickbacks are re-
ceived, the charges do not contain information on how the funds were 
then used, so we cannot distinguish activities for personal gain from 
those conducted with political or partisan goals in mind.

as others have argued, precisely because it was so difficult to strip ital-
ian parliamentarians of their immunity—doing so required a majority  

14 the data set we use is available from golden (versions posted June 13, 2006).
15 a single rap may name multiple deputies (in which case, our data set records the rap once for 

each deputy named) and a single rap may list multiple statutes from the penal code.
16 ricolfi 1993.
17 We code as opinion crimes charges that list articles from the italian penal code numbers 269, 

272, 278, 286, 290, 303, 340, 341, 342, 403, 405, 595, and 596, and statutes related to fascist activities. 
We are grateful to davide Petrini for help developing this classification.

18 ricolfi 1993, 24, table 3.
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vote by the relevant chamber—and because parliamentarians were aware 
that they were likely to be protected by their colleagues from prosecu-
tion, almost any criminal activity could involve elements of abuse of 
office.19 unlike ordinary citizens, deputies and senators were largely 
protected from the legal consequences of breaking the law. chronic 
difficulties in successfully prosecuting members of parliament encour-
aged wrongdoing on their part. in such an environment, any classifica-
tion that interprets “corruption” simply as pocketing public monies or 
accepting illegal campaign contributions is excessively narrow.20 in the 
analysis to follow, we restrict our attention to major (nonopinion) alle-
gations, since these offer a more reasonable way to investigate how vot-
ers respond to charges of criminality than including phenomena such 
as libel and slander.

before proceeding, we first address the issue of measurement validity. 
obviously, rap reflect allegations of wrongdoing, not convictions. as 
far as we are aware, data on convictions are not available. We know that 
they are few, and that most deputies charged with wrongdoing over the 
course of the postwar era were never convicted.21 given that, how do we 
know the rap accurately capture malfeasance among elected represen-
tatives rather than judicial activism or merely judicial prejudice?22 do 
we have any way of estimating the true incidence of political corruption? 
if the rap are manufactured by a politicized judiciary, they are not likely 
to be credible to voters and the issue of accountability is moot.

these are important questions, to which we offer four separate an-
swers. no single answer will satisfy everyone, but we hope that taken 
together they cumulatively reassure skeptical readers that our data on 
the number of deputies accused of wrongdoing (1) do not contain sys-
tematic biases and (2) are appropriate for the purposes for which we 
use them. first, if charges against deputies are mainly a function of 
judicial zeal, not actual malfeasance, we might observe a high correla-
tion between the two types of charges—charges for minor and seri-
ous crimes—across electoral districts and legislative periods.23 Where 

19 golden and chang 2001.
20 coding obstacles also preclude any valid classification of judicial charges into those involving 

political corruption and other types of wrongdoing.
21 the chamber failed to lift immunity for most deputies; see the data presented in cazzola 1988, 

113. in the postwar era through 1987, only about 20 percent of rap were conceded by the chamber, 
thereby allowing the judiciary to proceed. an even smaller proportion would have gone to trial.

22 accusations that the italian judiciary is partisan in its pattern of allegations are made by burnett 
and Mantovani 1998.

23 the judicial office in a specific area of italy investigates alleged criminal activities that occur only 
within its jurisdiction. there are twenty-nine judicial districts across the peninsula. the italian consti-
tution requires the public prosecutor to open an investigation if criminal wrongdoing is suspected.
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charges mainly reflect judicial activism, the judiciary might be expected 
to manufacture as many as possible, hardly discriminating between 
the serious and the trivial. the correlation coefficient between the two 
classes of charges over electoral districts and legislatures is +.55. While 
we cannot know just how high it would be if charges were mainly a 
function of judicial zeal, graphical evidence (see figure 1) also docu-
ments that the two types of charges are not temporally coincident.

second, we incorporate a measure of judicial activism and effective-
ness into our statistical analysis as a covariate. the measure of judicial 
effectiveness we use is the annual average length of civil trials in the 
lower courts, a useful measure in a country known for its slow-moving 
judicial procedures.24 if rap were a function of a dedicated and effec-
tive judiciary and not a reflection of genuine political malfeasance, we 
would expect to see that greater judicial activity significantly lowered 
the reelection probabilities for malfeasant legislators. however, our 
data do not support this interpretation, giving us added confidence that 
the rap serve as a valid proxy for political corruption.

third, other research finds a strong relationship across italy’s thirty-
two electoral districts between the number of deputies named in rap 
during the eleventh Legislature and an objective measure of corruption 
that is based on the extent of missing infrastructure in public works as 
of the 1990s.25 the measure of corruption in public works used in that 
study is an index based on the difference between amounts of physi-
cally existing infrastructure (kilometers of roads, numbers of hospital 
beds, power plants, and so on) and the cumulative amounts of govern-
ment money spent to construct new infrastructure. the index is a more 
precise measure than the rap of actual wrongdoing by politicians, since 
the index captures the financial quantities involved in the diversion 
of public funds. that it is significantly correlated with the number of 
deputies incriminated in rap in each electoral district in the eleventh 
Legislature provides additional reassurance that rap constitute a reli-
able proxy for overall legislative malfeasance, especially that involving 
corruption.

finally, our purpose here is to study how judicial investigations and 
public allegations of wrongdoing affect the political careers of elected 
officials. due to an absence of data, we necessarily remain agnostic about 
whether officials are guilty and focus instead on whether allegations 

24 other studies that have used this variable include bianco, Jappelli, and Pagano 2005; fabbri 
2001; and guiso, sapienza, and Zingales 2004. data are available only from 1970 onward.

25 golden and Picci 2006. the index of missing infrastructure is available only for one cross-
section, not over time.
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have electoral effects. We aim to assess whether the electorate, once 
the judiciary has officially implicated a deputy in wrongdoing, exacts 
electoral retribution. We bring in additional information to isolate the 
political credibility of the rap when we examine specific features of the 
first and eleventh Legislatures. our analysis supports the interpreta-
tion that rap were far less credible in the immediate postwar period 
than they became as the judiciary shed its fascist personnel over the 
years. the postwar constitution guarantees that the italian judiciary 
is one of the world’s most independent, and our study uncovers no 
evidence to contradict this except in the first Legislature after World 
War ii. thus, so long as the voting public believes that judicial in-
vestigations are based on adequate evidence, we expect to observe an 
electoral reaction.

description of the data

We turn now to an initial description of our data regarding charges 
of malfeasance. in figure 1 we present for each legislature the pro-
portions of deputies charged with opinion crimes and with serious 
malfeasance. smaller proportions of deputies are charged with minor 
(opinion) crimes than with serious malfeasance for every legislature ex-
cept the first. a more important feature of the data is that the numbers 
of charges for serious malfeasance are not uniform across legislative pe-
riods. an especially large number are lodged in Legislature Xi, when 
35 percent of deputies are named in rap for serious wrongdoing. the 
extraordinary number of judicial investigations during Legislature Xi 
demands attention to whether the overall results are driven by this leg-
islature. in our analysis below we document that aggregate results are 
driven by the final legislature and we present evidence of a period break 
in electoral behavior.

We next examine patterns of charges for serious crimes lodged 
against legislators affiliated with the governing parties compared with 
those representing the opposition. figure 2 shows the numbers of 
deputies who are charged divided into government and opposition, 
where “government” is defined as deputies elected to any party holding 
ministerial posts at any time during the life of the legislature.26 the 
data show a reversal in the partisan identity of the accused over the 

26 in italy the average length of a government was ten months during the forty-odd years we study. 
governments frequently fell without new elections being called. hence, multiple governments were 
inaugurated during most legislative periods. occasionally these involved the addition or withdrawal 
of a political party.
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postwar era. in the first part of the period, parliamentarians affiliated 
with opposition parties were much more likely than those affiliated 
with governing parties to be incriminated by the judiciary. by the sixth 
Legislature (seated in 1972), the pattern had switched, and deputies 
in governing parties—dominated by christian democracy and includ-
ing by that time three small centrist parties as well as the psi—were 
more frequently charged. We also compared the proportions (not just 
absolute numbers) of deputies charged by government and opposition 
and found a similar pattern. these data suggest that we will want to 
control for the partisan identity of the accused in examining the effects 
of charges of malfeasance on reelection.

even without losing office, in an open-list system of proportional 
representation deputies may lose individual (preference) votes because 
of electoral retribution for alleged criminality. Preference votes are 
politically important both because they order the candidates who are 
seated in parliament from each multimember district (where the num-
ber of party list votes determines the number of seats allocated each 
party) and because they are used within parties to allocate resources 
and influence. vote gains by incumbents presumably reflect successful 
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cultivation of political clienteles as well as constituency service. our 
data show that deputies who are charged with serious criminal activi-
ties see increases of 14 percent in the number of individual preference 
votes they receive in the election following the rap. deputies who are 
not charged with illegal activities typically gain 15 percent in the num-
ber of preference votes from one election to the next. the difference 
in the change of preference votes received after being investigated be-
tween the two classes of deputies is not statistically significant.27

over the eleven legislatures we study, an average of 57 percent of 
italian deputies gain reelection into the subsequent legislature. despite 

27 these calculations necessarily exclude deputies serving in Legislature Xi because the electoral 
system was modified from pure pr to a mixed-member system beginning with elections to the twelfth 
Legislature, and preference votes thereby abolished. We also exclude deputies reelected from Legisla-
ture X to Legislature Xi in 1992, when preference votes were reduced to one from three (or in large 
districts, four). these calculations refer only to deputies serving in one legislature who also served 
in the subsequent one. however, if we analyze all christian democratic and socialist deputies who 
served in one legislature and stood for reelection, whether they won their seat back or not, results are 
identical. there is no statistically significant difference in the average preference vote change for depu-
ties who are charged and deputies who are not. the first see increases of 11 percent and the second 
increase of 13 percent in the number of preference votes won over the number won in the election 
prior to the legislative session in which the rap is lodged (two-sample two-tail t-test, p=0.35).

figure 2 
numbers of deputies charged with serious offenses 
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the commonly held view that italy’s “first republic” enjoyed an un-
usually entrenched political elite, this is not a high reelection rate for 
incumbent legislators. a cross-national analysis shows that in 25 dem-
ocratic countries with over 116 elections held between 1979 and 1994, 
the average proportion of incumbents returned to the lower house is 
68 percent; italy ranks in the middle of the 25.28 thus italy, during the 
period we examine, does not appear to be a country with an unusually 
high (or low) incumbency advantage.

What is the political fate of those charged with malfeasance? figure 
3 shows the proportion of deputies in each legislature who are reelected 
in the subsequent period, separating deputies into those against whom 
rap for serious crimes are lodged and all other deputies. over the forty 
years that we study, the average reelection rate for those investigated 
by the judiciary for serious malfeasance is 51 percent, whereas it is 58 
percent for other deputies. all national legislators have more than a 50 
percent chance of serving again in italy’s lower house regardless of alle-
gations of malfeasance, although those subject to allegations of serious 
offenses see a somewhat reduced and statistically significant probabil-
ity of retaining public office.

effects of charges on the relisting of incumbents

We are interested in identifying whether voters hold legislators ac-
countable for wrongdoing. to study this, we analyze the probability 
of defeat for an incumbent deputy against whom a rap is lodged com-
pared with his uninvestigated peers. but if members of parliament 
against whom allegations of criminality are lodged fear losing office, 
they may decide not to run in the subsequent election rather than face 
defeat. alternatively their party may decide not to relist the charged 
deputy on the ballot because of electoral concerns. if legislators who 
are more likely to be defeated because of rap are not relisted, our at-
tempts to estimate the effect of charges of malfeasance may be biased: 
those who chose to stand again may do so precisely because they enjoy 
a greater probability of being reelected than their charged peers who do 
not appear on the ballot.

a solution to the selection bias problem is to analyze what are re-
ferred to in the u.s. context as strategic retirements and reelections in a 
unified framework.29 We are unable to do this because, whereas we have 
data on every member of the lower house in the postwar era, we have 

28 Matland and studlar 2004, 92, table 1.
29 as in Kiewiet and Zeng 1993.
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complete data on candidates for only two parties, christian democrats 
and the socialists.30 as a result, we separate our analysis of retirements 
from reelection, confining the former to these two parties. Legislators 
affiliated with these two parties comprise approximately 43 percent of 
the 1,191 deputies charged with serious malfeasance over the eleven 
legislative periods that we study. hence, even limiting our investigation 
to these two parties still captures a large part of the phenomenon of 
concern.31

in this section, we document empirically that, for deputies in the 
dc and psi, there is no statistically convincing evidence of strategic 
retirements by those against whom rap are lodged. We interpret this 
as evidence that italian deputies do not expect to face electoral defeat 
as a consequence of judicial inquiry and that therefore our subsequent 

30 during the period under study, italian legislative elections were typically contested by more 
than a dozen parties. With the exception of regionally specific parties, every party advanced as many 
candidates as seats in each of italy’s thirty-two electoral districts. With an average of twenty seats per 
district, this means there were more than eighty thousand candidates over the eleven elections we 
study. this number makes it infeasible for us to input data on all candidates for all parties.

31 between 1948 and 1994, 29 percent of dc deputies and 17 percent of psi deputies were investi-
gated by the judiciary for criminal wrongdoing at least once during their legislative careers.
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results are not driven by selection bias. our results are in direct contrast 
to those reported for the u.s., where legislators involved in scandal 
tend to retire rather than face electoral defeat.32

failure to reappear on the ballot after serving in the chamber occurs 
frequently for italian legislators affiliated with the dc and the psi dur-
ing the postwar era. of the 3,615 deputies in the chamber affiliated 
with these two parties during the first ten legislatures, 418 persons, 
or about one in eight, were not listed for subsequent reelection. an 
average of 13 percent of dc and psi legislators do not appear on their 
party’s ballot after any given legislature, with a high of 19 percent fail-
ing to relist out of the sixth Legislature.33

bivariate analysis finds that deputies in these two parties who are 
charged with serious wrongdoing are not relisted at a rate of 13.2 
percent compared with a noncharged peer rate of 12.9 percent (p = 
0.833).34 Lacking any other information, this simple comparison sug-
gests that deputies charged with wrongdoing are as likely as other in-
cumbents to see their names on their party’s ballot for election into the 
next legislature.

to assess potential confounding, we estimate a multiple variable 
model with appropriate covariates. We ground this model in the lit-
erature on career decisions in the u.s. house, in a study of legislative 
careers in italy, and on the assumption that parties relist incumbents 
for reasons that are both politically strategic and based on demographic 
attributes.35 our dependent variable, relist, is coded 1 if a deputy 
relists and 0 otherwise (but did not die in office or is not seeking higher 
public office). age should be related to the probability of relisting, and 
we include both a linear (age) and a quadratic term (agesq) to pick 
up possible nonlinearity. We measure age in years at the beginning of 
the legislative period. We also control for cumulative tenure in office 
(seniority),36 gender (female), outside professional options (measured 
by the professional background of the deputy, labeled job), electoral 
uncertainty (uncertainty), party leadership positions (party elite), and 
whether the legislator’s party is currently in government (ruling party). 
We measure professional background with a dummy variable coded 1 if 

32 Kiewiet and Zeng 1993.
33 We have excluded from our coding deputies who died in office or who sought a seat in the sen-

ate and not the chamber.
34 the p-value is calculated for a chi square test with one degree of freedom; p = 0.0445.
35 Kiewiet and Zeng 1993; groseclose and Krehbiel 1994; hall and van houweling 1995; Moore 

and hibbing 1998; theriault 1998; cotta, Mastropaolo, and verzichelli 2000.
36 by cumulative tenure, we mean the number of previous terms served even if these are not con-

secutive.
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the legislator had nonlegal, nonpolitical, and high-status employment 
before becoming a deputy. following chang, we measure electoral 
uncertainty as the inverse of the ratio of the incumbent’s preference 
votes in the last election to the minimum number of votes needed to be 
seated.37 hence, higher numbers indicate greater uncertainty. We mea-
sure party elite as deputies who are members of their party’s execu-
tive or central committee at any time during the postwar period. We 
assume that legislators who are older, who have served more previous 
terms, who had relatively good jobs prior to entering parliament, who 
feel less electorally secure, who are not members of elite party bodies, 
and whose party is not currently in government are less likely to stand 
for reelection. results are presented in model 1 of table 1.

the effect of a rap on the decision to relist christian demo-
cratic and socialist deputies is estimated to be one-third the size of 
its standard error while coefficients on control variables behave as ex-
pected. increasing age is associated with an increasing propensity not 
to appear on the subsequent ballot. also decreasing the propensity to 
be listed on the ballot at statistically significant levels is being female, 
having served more previous terms, and electoral uncertainty. the first 
may be due to self-selection or discrimination and the third is a reason-
able strategic response to a more marginal electoral situation. While we 
do not have a complete explanation for why more senior incumbents 
are more likely to withdraw from continued legislative careers, we note 
that in the italian chamber seniority carries with it none of the politi-
cal benefits and resources that it does in the u.s. congress.38 results 
also show that being a member of an elite party body or being affiliated 
with a party in government is associated with a statistically significant 
increasing propensity to be relisted. both are intuitive: more powerful 
incumbents or incumbents affiliated with more powerful parties have 
greater incentives to seek to continue their careers in the chamber. 
running the model by legislative period, in no legislature are charges 
of malfeasance associated with a decreased likelihood of being relisted 
(results not presented). figure 4 shows that the predicted relistment 
rates of dc and psi deputies charged with serious malfeasance (upper 
frame) and not charged (lower frame) are essentially the same. there 
is no substantive or statistical difference in the expected rates of being 
relisted for these two groups of deputies.

We interpret these results as evidence that incumbents and their par-
ties do not fear voter retaliation when charged with criminality. deputies 

37 chang 2005.
38 della sala 1993,  176.



table 1
logit estimation results for the effects of serious charges of 

relistments and reelection a

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
 RELIST REELECT REELECT

MaJor 0.059 –0.205*** –0.278***
 [0.180] [0.067] [0.086]
age 0.091*  
 [0.055]  
agesQ –0.002***  
 [0.001]  
seniority –0.171*** –0.199*** –0.188***
 [0.040] [0.018] [0.021]
feMaLe –0.741***  
 [0.255]  
Job 0.022  
 [0.139]  
uncertainty –1.601***  
 [0.292]  
Party eLite 0.488*** 0.608*** 0.445***
 [0.130] [0.060] [0.076]
ruLing Party 0.544** 0.035 0.132*
 [0.212] [0.055] [0.072]
Preference(L)  0.476*** 0.431***
  [0.036] [0.046]
voLatiLity   –0.044***
   [0.012]
JudiciaL eff   0.000
   [0.001]
groWth(L)   24.890***
   [2.377]
constant 2.298 –4.246*** –4.171***
 [1.410] [0.342] [0.441]
observations 3088 6828 4436

* significant at 10%, ** significant at 5%, *** significant at 1%; all tests are two-tailed; coefficients for 
spline variables not reported; standard errors in brackets

a the dependent variable in model 1 is relistment on the ballot for next legislature; the dependent 
variable in models 2 and 3 is reelection. Model 1 is estimated for candidates in the christian 
democratic and italian socialist Parties only. Models 2 and 3 are estimated for all incumbents.

data on judicial efficiency are available only from Legislature v onward. data on seniority are 
available only from Legislature ii onward. data on net volatility str available only from Legislature 
iii onward. values for measures of economic growth and preference votes are logged.
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who are implicated in malfeasance by the judiciary are not more likely 
than deputies who are not named by the judiciary to withdraw their 
names or have their names withheld from their party list at the subse-
quent election.

effects of charges on reelection

results reported in the previous section document that christian 
democratic and socialist deputies charged with serious wrongdoing 
are relisted at rates that are statistically indistinguishable from their 
noncharged peers, suggesting against selection bias in our sample. We 
now assess the electoral consequences of charges of malfeasance. We 
ask whether legislators charged with criminal wrongdoing are more or 
less likely to win reelection than their peers who are not charged. our 
analysis here proceeds in three steps: (1) a survival analysis of all eleven 
legislative periods together; (2) logistic regressions of each legislative 
period separately; and (3) nonparametric matching analysis of each 
legislative period separately.

figure 4 
probability of candidate relistment by age and charge for  

dc and psi deputiesa

  a charges refer to serious charges only; dashed lines are 95 percent confidence intervals generated  
using clarify with all other variables at means.
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our pooled survival analysis uses a grouped duration approach to 
model the underlying data-generating process. our data take the form 
of cross-sectional (individual legislator) time series (eleven postwar ital-
ian legislatures) with a binary dependent variable. the unit of analysis 
is the incumbent in each legislature, and the binary dependent variable, 
reelect, takes a value of 1 if the incumbent wins reelection and holds 
office in the next legislative period and 0 otherwise.39 our analysis pro-
ceeds in two steps. first, we include in our regression model individ-
ual-level covariates to test the effects of legislators’ characteristics on 
their reelection probability. then we expand the model to incorporate 
district-level and legislative period variables to examine whether these 
exert influence on individuals’ electoral outcomes.40

the measure of legislative wrongdoing that we use is major, which 
indicates that a deputy is charged with a major offense rather than the 
kind of trivial (opinion) charge discussed earlier. this variable takes 
the value of 1 if the incumbent is charged in a given legislature and 0 if 
he is not. We include potentially relevant characteristics of individual 
deputies that may affect reelection propensities as controls, some of 
which we have already used in our evaluation of strategic retirements. 
first, it is likely that deputies who control more political resources are 
more likely to get reelected. to capture this, we incorporate informa-
tion on deputies regarding (1) the total number of previous legislatures 
served (seniority); (2) whether the deputy belongs to a governing or an 
opposition party (ruling party); and (3) whether the deputy is an elite 
legislator or a backbencher. for the latter, we use data on membership 
in the any of the parties’ various executive bodies (party elite). We 
expect that more terms in office, being a member of a governing party, 
or being an elite legislator equips a deputy with more resources, thereby 
increasing the probability of his reelection. We also include the (logged) 
number of individual preference votes (preference) the deputy received 
in the election to the legislature in which he sits and for which we as-
sess the impact of major. by considering the preference votes received 
in what was effectively the election prior to standing for reelection, 
we incorporate into the model the size of the incumbent’s preexisting 
clientele. deputies with more preference votes may enjoy greater pro-
tection from electoral retaliation if preference votes signal a client base 

39 because we analyze the entire universe of members of the chamber of deputies, we do not 
know in this part of the analysis whether the 0 represents retirement or failure to win reelection.

40 We correct for possible temporal dependence underlying the data using the suggestion of beck, 
Katz, and tucker 1998, and including the spell-identification natural cubic spline variables in the logit 
specification. the spline variables are simply a smooth function of a series of time dummy variables 
indicating the number of periods since the previous occurrence of the event.



 legislative malfeasance/political accountabilit y 195

that is loyal mainly on the basis of material inducements or ideological 
commitments. either suggests an electorate that may be unresponsive  
to new information regarding the moral rectitude of the incumbent.

results of this specification are reported in table 1, model 2. the 
coefficient on the rap variable is significant and negative, indicating 
that members of the italian legislature are less likely to win reelec-
tion when charged with malfeasance. however, the size of the effect 
is modest: the results suggest that a judicial investigation for a poten-
tially serious offense decreases a legislator’s probability of reelection by 
roughly 5 percentage points. holding other variables at their mean, 
the predicted probability of winning reelection for tainted legislators 
is estimated to be 52.9 percent compared with a 58 percent reelection 
rate for their noncharged counterparts. reelection depends more on 
being a member of a party elite body and establishing a large clientele 
(the marginal effect of elite and preference is 14.5 and 11.6 percent, 
respectively). allegedly criminal legislators still enjoy reelection rates 
that are greater than even.

We now incorporate some geographically and temporally variable 
characteristics of the electoral environment into the analysis. a large 
literature suggests that macroeconomic conditions affect voter behav-
ior. We control for the (log of the) annual average growth rate during 
each legislative period (growth). it is also likely that in contexts of 
higher electoral volatility (volatility), incumbents are likely to suffer 
greater loss of office. We measure volatility v for each electoral district 
and election using a standard index, which captures net change in elec-
toral behavior across parties from one election to the next.41

We have already remarked that a potential problem with using judi-
cial charges as proxies for malfeasance is that charges could reflect ju-
dicial activism rather than the frequency of genuinely corrupt or illegal 
activities. to separate out the possible effects of judicial activism, we 
include the average length of judicial processes in the lower courts as a 

41 Pedersen 1979. following Pedersen, we calculate volatility as
 

where p1 is the share of votes going to the Pci, p2 to the dc, p3 to the italian social democratic Party 
(psdi), p4 to the italian socialist Party, p5 to the italian republican Party (pri), p6 to the italian Lib-
eral Party (pli), and p7 to the italian social Movement (msi); and t refers to the year of the legislative 
election. for convenience, this formulation discards information on all parties other than these seven. 
the share of votes going to these parties is 93 percent nationally over the nine elections for which we 
calculate net electoral volatility. net electoral volatility is 7 percent over all districts and elections for 
which we are able to compute it. because the pci and the psi ran jointly in the elections to Legislature 
i, we calculate volatility using returns to the second Legislature as our initial base. our measure of 
volatility therefore begins with the third Legislature.

v =  1     (
    1          1      +       2          2       +      3         3     +       4           4      +        5           5      +        6           6     +      7          7     

       2  ×    pt  – pt –1      pt  – pt –1         pt  – pt –1        pt   – pt –1         pt   – pt –1         pt   – pt –1        pt   – pt –1  ) 
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control variable (judicial eff). this variable captures the relative effi-
ciency of a notoriously highly variable judiciary; we believe it is reason-
able to assume that judicial efficiency is tightly linked to the degree of 
overall judicial activity. Where the judicial process moves slowly, public 
prosecutors are likely to be generally less efficient and therefore less able 
to gather preliminary evidence against malfeasant politicians sufficient 
to file the request with the Ministry of Justice to investigate further. 
hence, if judicial effectiveness is contributing to the manufacturing of 
rap, we would expect a significant positive coefficient on this variable. to 
rule this out, we would like the relationship between this variable and the 
probability of reelection to prove insignificant. because the data on judi-
cial efficiency are available only from 1970 onward, however, including 
this variable requires dropping the first four postwar legislatures from 
the model. We aggregate the measure from italy’s twenty-nine judicial 
districts to its thirty-two electoral districts.

results of the expanded regression specifications that include con-
textual factors are reported in model 3 of table 1. the specification of 
model 3 does not substantively change the estimated effect of a major 
charge. the other coefficients suggest that party elites, deputies affili-
ated with ruling parties, and deputies who had received more individ-
ual preference votes in the prior election are more likely to be reelected 
than others. reelection probabilities are enhanced where net electoral 
volatility in the district is lower and when economic growth is higher. 
these results are all as expected and intuitively easily interpretable. to-
tal terms in office, seniority, is negatively associated with reelection 
probabilities, holding all else equal, a result we find surprising com-
pared with the situation in the u.s., where seniority is known to be 
very important. since seniority carries no benefits in the legislature, 
however, we interpret this result as documenting that even experienced 
legislators are not more effective in using their office to secure reelec-
tion, conditional on their age, party leadership positions, and other co-
variates in the model.

recall from figure 1 that the proportion of deputies charged varies 
greatly by legislative period and in particular that rap rose drastically 
and reelection rates fell in the eleventh Legislature. this suggests the 
importance of examining the potential impact of rap on a period-by-
period basis to complement the pooled analysis just reported. We do 
so using two different statistical techniques—logistic regression and 
a nonparametric matching technique—and we perform each type of 
analysis by legislative period. We present logistic regression results in 
table 2.



table 2
logit estimation results for the effects of Judicial inquiry on reelection by legislative period, all deputies

 Leg 1 Leg 2 Leg 3 Leg 4 Leg 5 Leg 6 Leg 7 Leg 8 Leg 9 Leg 10 Leg 11
 REELECT REELECT REELECT REELECT REELECT REELECT REELECT REELECT REELECT REELECT REELECT

MaJor 1.131*** 0.292 0.107 0.068 0.285 –0.085 –0.373 0.200 0.038 –0.262 –0.626**
 [0.351] [0.229] [0.228] [0.239] [0.291] [0.217] [0.320] [0.240] [0.222] [0.238] [0.252]
ruLing Party –0.174 0.353* 0.242 0.361** 0.245 –0.061 0.679*** 0.547*** 0.570*** 0.936*** –2.711***
 [0.209] [0.199] [0.214] [0.181] [0.206] [0.187] [0.203] [0.183] [0.182] [0.194] [0.289]
Party eLite 1.177*** 0.903*** 0.776*** 0.520*** 0.458** 1.064*** 0.592*** 0.506*** 0.090 0.142 0.294
 [0.230] [0.217] [0.206] [0.188] [0.205] [0.204] [0.218] [0.195] [0.207] [0.196] [0.324]
Prefer 0.447*** 0.247* 0.432*** 0.355*** 0.852*** 0.565*** 0.308** 0.132 0.575*** 0.449*** 0.631***
 [0.155] [0.136] [0.141] [0.118] [0.145] [0.141] [0.145] [0.114] [0.119] [0.125] [0.147]
seniority  –0.262 –0.144 –0.247*** –0.301*** –0.311*** –0.273*** –0.163*** –0.076 –0.131*** –0.203***
  [0.186] [0.110] [0.079] [0.070] [0.064] [0.059] [0.053] [0.052] [0.047] [0.075]
voLatiLity   –0.042 –0.034 0.064 0.011 –0.070 0.013 –0.008 0.022 0.025
   [0.040] [0.052] [0.070] [0.047] [0.059] [0.044] [0.065] [0.040] [0.046]
JudiciaL eff     –0.009* 0.004 0.001 0.000 –0.003* –0.000 0.000
     [0.005] [0.003] [0.003] [0.002] [0.002] [0.004] [0.005]
constant –4.508*** –2.150* –3.628*** –2.794** –7.344*** –5.765*** –1.693 –1.175 –4.876*** –4.885*** –5.727***
 [1.605] [1.271] [1.266] [1.191] [1.477] [1.295] [1.431] [1.048] [1.118] [1.209] [1.685]
observations 557 590 595 638 634 638 629 632 632 639 632

* significant at 10%, ** significant at 5%, *** significant at 1%; standard errors in brackets
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results from almost all of the eleven legislative periods confirm the 
importance of assembling a large client base and having received a high 
number of preference votes (preference) as well as elite status (party 
elite) in the party apparatus for reelection probabilities. these two 
variables are statistically significant and positive in virtually all legis-
latures. We interpret this as documenting the importance of control 
of personal and party resources for retaining public office. note, how-
ever, that party elites no longer enjoy reelection advantages starting in 
Legislature iX, and deputies in the parties of government—whose re-
election prospects are usually enhanced by their political affiliation—
become significantly more likely to lose office in the final legislative 
period. We interpret this as evidence that the electorate finally turned 
on the parties that had governed italy uninterruptedly since the end of 
World War ii. district-level electoral volatility and judicial efficiency 
do not exhibit consistent or statistically significant effects on reelection 
probabilities across the various legislative periods.

our key independent variable, major, emerges as statistically signifi-
cant in only two of the eleven legislatures, the first and the eleventh. 
in Legislature i, being charged with a potentially serious offense is as-
sociated with a 24 percentage point improvement in the predicted prob-
ability of reelection, holding all other variables at their means. only at 
the end of italy’s first republic is a charge of serious criminal wrong-
doing associated with a reduction in the probability of reelection. in 
1994 incumbents who had been charged experience a 9 percentage 
point reduction in the predicted probability of reelection compared 
with their counterparts not named in rap, holding all other variables 
at their means. in all other legislatures our logit estimates indicate that 
allegations of criminality fail to affect voting outcomes at levels that are 
statistically significant.

as a robustness check of these results, we also estimate the effects 
of a malfeasance charge on reelection using a nonparametric matching 
technique.42 our data provide an ideal setting for a matching procedure. 
We have a binary observational treatment variable (charge/not charge) 
and a set of covariates that we think are related both to treatment and 
to outcome. among other advantages of matching is that we do not 
have to assume a functional form, nor do we need to assume that the 
covariates are additive rather than interactive. Within each legislative 
period, we select deputies who look as similar to each other as pos-
sible on the various observable characteristics that we use as control  

42 described in abadie, drukker, herr, and imbens 2004.
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variables in the logit specification just reported—affiliation with a party 
of government, member of an elite party body, number of preference 
votes received in the election, and legislative seniority—but who vary 
on whether a rap was lodged against them. We then identify the effect 
on reelection between matched deputies within each legislature who 
were charged and their counterparts who were not charged.

We display the matching results in figure 5. they are consistent 
with those reported for the logit models. the effect of being investi-
gated for possible criminal activity in the first Legislature is estimated 
to increase the probability of reelection by twenty points, with a 95 
percent confidence interval that does not include zero. effects in all 
other legislatures are not statistically significant (at p<.05); the closest 
is the estimated effect in Legislature Xi, where we find a decrease in 
reelection probability of 7.6 percentage points (p=.059). the results of 
the matching procedure corroborate that deputies who are charged by 
the judiciary with major crimes do not suffer electorally in most legis-
latures. in the first Legislature, however, criminal charges provide an 
electoral boost in the subsequent election.

why did legislators charged with wrongdoing get  
reelected after legislature i?

to account for the finding that a rap in the first Legislature enhances 
reelection probabilities, we hypothesize that the judiciary, still not 
purged of those sympathetic to benito Mussolini’s failed regime, de-
liberately targeted left-wing incumbents. to test this, we model the 
likelihood of being charged with either a minor or major charge in 
Legislature i as a function of the legislator’s party, using dummy vari-
ables for deputies affiliated with the dc, the pci, or the psi.43 our hy-
pothesis is that deputies on the left were more often the target of a still 
heavily fascist and strongly anticommunist, antisocialist judiciary.

results reported in table 3 support the hypothesis. the coefficient 
estimates for the two left-wing parties are positive and statistically sig-
nificant, whereas the coefficient for christian democrats indicates that 
these deputies experience a lower probability of being charged. the co-
efficients indicate that the average christian democrat has a 6 percent 
predicted probability of being charged, whereas a socialist incumbent 
has a 37 percent and a communist a 51 percent predicted probability of 

43 in the immediate aftermath of World War ii, the psi was allied with the communists rather 
than serving as a party of government. the psi entered government for the first time in 1963.
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being charged. the data suggest that left-wing incumbents were either 
massively more prone to illegal activities than their fellow deputies or that 
the judiciary was not an impartial enforcer of the law in the first Legis-
lature. a politically unreformed judiciary seems to us the more believable 
explanation. this effect subsequently disappeared as the newly demo-
cratic republican regime installed a new generation of magistrates and as 
fascist magistrates became politically more isolated and circumspect.

We infer, therefore, that the positive coefficient in table 2 for major 
charges in the first Legislature is spurious. incrimination by a still- 
fascist judiciary was not the product of actual malfeasance by legis-
lators. instead, the judiciary targeted deputies of the left. in fact, in 
the early postwar legislatures incumbents from left-wing parties were 
some of the most popular politicians in the country because of their 
reputations for having led the resistance against the germans. When 
we run the same model reported in table 2 for Legislature i but  
exclude incumbents associated with the psi and pci, the coefficient size 

figure 5 
matching results showing effects of being charged on  

reelection probabilities by legislature (serious offenses only) with  
95 percent confidence intervalsa

a Matching variables used are seniority, ruling party affiliation, member of party elite, and number 
of preference votes.
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is quartered and statistical significance lost.44 in other words, the sig-
nificant result for Legislature i is driven entirely by the fact that so 
many very popular left-wing legislators were charged by what was ar-
guably a vindictive and politicized judiciary. voters were not reelecting 
corrupt political representatives. rather, a fascist judiciary spuriously 
charged those left-wing incumbents who had the greatest probability 
of reelection, that is, those whom voters continued to support.

why did legislators charged with wrongdoing not get 
reelected from legislature Xi?

our finding that charges of malfeasance have significant negative effects 
on the probability of reelection only in the eleventh Legislature is in-
triguing. how different from other legislatures is Legislature Xi? What 
would have happened had the eleventh Legislature not been dissolved 
after only two years? how many more deputies might have been named 
in rap if the legislative session had continued? in this section we provide 
answers to these questions. the following section then considers why 
italian voters did not penalize political malfeasance any earlier.

We first investigate whether features of Legislature Xi are genuinely 
unusual rather than falling within a reasonable range of variation. to 
do this, we implement a nonparametric bootstrap analysis. We ran-
domly draw with replacement from our pool of deputies 1,000 pseudo-
legislatures of 620 deputies each, ignoring the actual legislative period 

44 results not presented. the coefficient estimate is 0.33 with a standard error of 0.66.

table 3
logit estimation results for the effects of partisan affiliation 

on the probability of being charged in legislature i

 Charge

pci 1.794***
 [0.358]
psi 1.199***
 [0.451]
dc –0.908**
 [0.389]
constant –1.749***
 [0.313]
observations 560

* significant at 10%, ** significant at 5%, *** significant at 1%; standard errors in brackets
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of each deputy in the resampling, and we calculate statistics on each for 
comparison with statistics from the actual eleventh Legislature. if that 
legislature indeed represents a structural break, we should find that sta-
tistics calculated from Legislature Xi reside in the tails of a distribution 
of such statistics from our 1,000 pseudolegislatures.45

in figure 6 we present bootstrapped results for two statistics of in-
terest: the reelection rate and the logit coefficient on the major mal-
feasance charge variable. the reelection rate for incumbents from 
Legislature Xi to Legislature Xii (when only 25.3 percent of deputies 
were reelected) represents a structural break with earlier reelection rates 
despite the bootstrap distribution including deputies from Legislature 
Xi in the resampling.

the second frame of figure 6 presents the distribution of logit coef-
ficients estimated on each pseudolegislature with the specification of 
table 2, column 1.46 While the coefficient from the actual eleventh 
Legislature is not as much an outlier as the reelection rate, it does re-
side in the punitive tail, between the first and fifth empirical percentiles. 
this suggests that the relationship of rap to reelection probabilities in 
Legislature Xi represents a break from that relationship in the remain-
der of the postwar period.47

We infer that voters’ behavior underwent a substantively important 
change when they went to the polls in 1994. not only did voters throw 
the rascals out—they threw out sitting deputies altogether. however, 
Legislature Xi sat for only two years. during those two years, more 
than a third of the lower house was named in rap. Like ricolfi, we now 
ask what would have happened if the legislature had not been dissolved 
and early elections called.48 how many more deputies might have been 
named in rap?

to estimate who else in Legislature Xi might have been charged had 
the legislature continued and the pattern of charges followed that es-
tablished during the first two years, we use a classification tree statisti-
cal method.49 classification trees take a categorical dependent variable 
and explanatory variables (numeric or categorical) and make recursive 
binary partitions to explain variation in the dependent variable most 

45 We follow Kousser, Lewis, and Masket 2007 in the method used to assess legislative period 
breaks.

46 We use the more limited specification so that the sampling does not exclude legislators with 
missing values.

47 the distribution also demonstrates the rarity of the coefficient for Legislature i.
48 ricolfi 1993.
49 classification trees are a nonparametric binning method (see ripley 2007). We chose this over 

duration models because we were uncomfortable with the assumptions required to “continue” the leg-
islature past what we believe is a structural break in the italian electoral environment.



 legislative malfeasance/political accountabilit y 203

efficiently.50 We are solely interested here in predicting who is likely 
to be charged, given what we know of the characteristics of those who 
were actually charged over the existing two-year legislative period; we 
need not assume that these characteristics are causal. instead, we want 
to use the available information to predict which other deputes would 
have been charged had the legislature sat in session longer.

We model charges of major malfeasance for deputies in Legislature 
Xi using four explanatory variables: seniority, ruling party, judicial ac-
tivism, and gender. the first partition splits deputies on ruling party: 
those not affiliated with the ruling parties are estimated to have a 22 
percent probability of being charged. the tree makes further splits 
on the gender and judicial activism variables for ruling-party mem-
bers and returns for each deputy a probability that s/he is charged.51 

50 for example, to explain a dichotomous dependent variable, “lung cancer,” given a host of de-
mographic and behavioral variables, the tree might make a first binary partition on the explanatory 
indicator for cigarette smoker before making subsequent splits on other variables. as an instance of 
nonparametric modeling, classification trees require few assumptions about possible relationships be-
tween explanatory and response variables.

51 the probability might also be interpreted as how much the deputy “looks” like a charged deputy. 
a graphical representation of the classification tree is available from the authors on request.
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We then use this probability to estimate the likelihood that uncharged 
incumbents would have been charged had the legislature been longer 
lived. our model indicates that 108 deputies who were not charged, or 
27.3 percent of the nominally “innocent,” had a greater than 50 percent 
probability of being charged. if we add these 108 to the 222 actually 
charged, we estimate that the eleventh Legislature would have seen 52 
percent of its seated deputies charged had it sat indefinitely.

We next add the estimated charge probability, chargeability, as an 
explanatory variable to the logit model reported in column 11, table 
2, and present the results in table 4. even controlling for ruling-party 
affiliation and actual major charges, the results provide evidence that 
voters turned against deputies who looked like corrupt deputies. the co-
efficient on the charge probability is large, negative, and substantively 
significant: the model presented in table 4 predicts a mean reelection 
probability for the actual deputies of 25.2 percent.52 When we disturb 
each deputy’s charge probability by one standard deviation (16 percent-
age points), the model predicts a mean reelection probability of 20.3 
percent.53 deputies who look more guilty experience lower reelection 
probabilities. We take this as evidence that voters acted to overturn 
the corrupt equilibrium that had existed since the 1950s: in 1994 they 
voted out not just those tainted by requests for removal of parliamen-
tary immunity but also incumbents who looked like they were corrupt 
even though the judiciary had not (yet) assembled evidence to lodge a 
rap against them.

interpreting the results for legislature Xi:  
the role of the press

the core result of our empirical analysis is that judicial allegations of 
criminal malfeasance negatively affect reelection prospects for italian 
national legislators in only a single legislature, the eleventh. Why do 
we find that voters display apparent indifference to charges of malfea-
sance for decades and then turn not only on allegedly corrupt incum-
bents but also on those who look like they might be charged, removing 
them from office in a single election?

the shift in electoral behavior with the elections to the twelfth 
Legislature followed immediately on dramatic changes in the informa-

52 adding the chargeability variable to the model that estimates the probability of reelection for 
deputies seated in Legislature Xi improves the model: a likelihood ratio test indicates a statistically 
significant improvement of fit with a p-value of 0.06.

53 the actual reelection rate to the twelfth Legislature is 25.3 percent.
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tion environment due to what are known as the “clean hands” investi-
gations that began in 1992. similar investigations stem from at least as 
far back as 1974 and a series of bank collapses in italy, switzerland, and 
new york linked to the financier Michele sindona. they were followed 
by other banking and political exposés, including the P2 case, when it 
became public that many important italian politicians belonged to a 
secret Masonic organization whose goals could plausibly be interpreted 
as involving subversion of the italian constitution.54 in these earlier 
cases small numbers of magistrates, flanked by a handful of journalists, 
were usually at the center of activity, occasionally receiving help from 
the opposition parties, especially those to the left of the pci.55

in this earlier period a small number of newspapers, often lo-
cal in readership—La Voce della Campania, for instance, a neapolitan 

54 ferraresi 1992.
55 de Luca and giustolisi 1993.

table 4
logit estimation results for the effects of Judicial 

inquiry and “chargeability” on reelection, legislature Xi

                        REELECT

chargeabiLity a –2.19*
 [1.28]
MaJor –0.56**
 [0.26]
ruLing Party –2.23***
 [0.383]
Party eLite 0.265
 [0.325]
Preference 0.638***
 [0.147]
seniority –0.201***
 [.075]
voLatiLity 0.018
 [0.047]
JudiciaL eff 0.002
 [0.005]
constant –5.47**
 [1.699]
observations 632

* significant at 10%, ** significant at 5%, *** significant at 1%; standard errors in 
brackets; all tests are two-tailed

a “chargeability” is derived from classification tree model on major charge 
dependent variable. it measures the likelihood of being charged.
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monthly—repeatedly tried to investigate political corruption.56 efforts 
to expose networks of political corruption that led to the highest eche-
lons of power were inevitably frustrated, however. the prosecutors were 
blocked, routinely defamed in the press, and sometimes transferred to 
different jurisdictions without their cases. in addition, the newspapers 
that publicized the investigations were sued.57 one of the most promi-
nent Milanese public prosecutors eventually involved in Tangentopoli, 
as the clean hands investigations were known in italian, subsequently 
claimed that it would have been possible to expose the far-reaching po-
litical corruption that came out only in 1993 and 1994 as much as ten 
years earlier had some of his investigations in the 1970s or 1980s been 
allowed to go forward.58 similarly, antonio di Pietro, the most visible 
of the Milanese public prosecutors, had personally been attempting to 
uncover illicit ties between politicians and businessmen since 1985.59

only in 1992 did the clean hands investigations arouse a national 
wave of media attention. the national press reported on rap almost 
daily, and some of the most important trials were televised in their en-
tirety. the revelations documented in meticulous detail a level of po-
litical corruption that scandalized even hardened italians. for at least a 
year and a half, political corruption was the single most important issue 
discussed in the national media in italy.

to document the surge in media coverage of corruption as well as the 
impressive relationship of that surge with the shift of voter response to 
charges of corruption in Legislature Xi, we collected story counts from 
italy’s major national newspaper as a measure of the informational en-
vironment surrounding corruption. our measure is the annual number 
of articles appearing in Corriere della Sera that report on corruption 
and party financing.60 as a check on the validity of our measure of 
the information environment for political corruption, we also include a 
separate measure of newspaper stories involving criminality. the latter 
consists of the annual number of articles in Corriere della Sera that con-
cern the Mafia and organized crime. because Corriere’s electronic index 
begins in 1984, we have press coverage information during only three 
legislatures, the ninth, tenth, and eleventh.

56 bechis 1994, 200.
57 see de Luca and giustolisi 1993, 103; bechis 1994, 200; gilbert 1995, 128.
58 colombo 1996, 12.
59 di Pietro 2000, 5.
60 our measure of corruption combines what is called reati, concussione with reati, corruzione. the 

former refers to the extraction of kickbacks by public officials; the latter to receiving monies or other 
goods by public officials that are not properly due. although the two types of activities appear closely 
connected, the former involves the collusion of the private agent paying the kickback.
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to visualize the changing informational and judicial environment 
in which legislators operated, figure 7 presents the annual measures of 
judicial efficiency and press reports of corruption and organized crime. 
although the judicial data are available for each electoral district, 
which is the measure used in our statistical analysis, the graph presents 
the national average. the numbers of press reports in Corriere are obvi-
ously available only at the national level and not at the district level.

the data depicted in the figure show an extraordinary jump in Cor-
riere’s reports of corruption in 1992 and 1993. the number of articles 
on corruption and party financing exhibited a nearly fivefold increase 
in 1992 over the previous year, and that number then doubled in 1993. 
the total number of articles that appeared in Corriere in 1990 on the 
topics of corruption and party financing was 51; it was 2,603 in 1993. 
this contrasts with the steady number of reports on the Mafia and or-
ganized crime over the period, the numbers of which show little varia-
tion. the latter suggests that the increase in attention by the newspaper 
to issues relating to political corruption was not a function of a more 
general commitment to reporting on criminality or to a greater interest 
in “soft” as opposed to hard news.

figure 7 also graphs the national average of judicial efficiency mea-
sured as the average length of time required for a case to get through 
the lower courts. the measure shows a dramatic but temporary increase 
in the mid-1980s followed by an equally severe decline in 1990. by this 
measure, the italian judiciary become more efficient in the early 1990s 
but only relative to a temporary surge of inefficiency that had occurred 
the 1980s. the measure in the early 1990s looks about the same as it 
had for the 1970s and much of the 1980s.

these data fail to support the claim that a newly efficient judiciary 
was responsible for the shift in voter behavior that occurred with the 
elections in 1994 to the twelfth Legislature.61 instead, the data pre-
sented in figure 7 corroborate the importance of the press in deliver-
ing a barrage of new information to the electorate. however, the press 
figures are available only at the national level and require assumptions 
about temporal comparability. to further test our assertion that me-
dia coverage was a central trigger in voters’ willingness to remove cor-
rupt deputies from office after Legislature Xi, we collected newspaper 
circulation counts for each province in italy from 1986 to 1994 and 

61 While we would ideally like to include media coverage of corruption in our statistical models 
of reelection, we do not have enough variation to do so. corriere’s electronic index covers only the 
final three legislatures and is only available as a single national measure. We therefore have no cross-
sectional variation within legislatures and only three observations.
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aggregated these to italy’s thirty-two electoral districts.62 We were 
thus able to gather circulation measures that covered the periods dur-
ing which Legislatures iX, X, and Xi sat. We divided the number of 
total newspapers and weekly magazines by the resident population in 
each electoral district to create a measure of media exposure. since we 
know that Corriere della Sera increased its reporting of corruption at the 
end of the tenth Legislature, we assume a similar pattern for italian 
newspapers and magazines generally. using these data allows us to test 
whether districts with higher newspaper circulation were more likely 
to eject their allegedly criminal legislators from public office. We hold 
time constant and consider cross-sectional variation in media coverage 
in contrast to the analysis based on the time-varying measures reported 
in figure 7. of course, the circulation measure does not capture expo-
sure to other forms of media, including television and radio, except to 
the extent that other media consumption may be correlated with news-
paper and periodical circulation.

62 We were not able to locate provincial-level data prior to 1986. the data include daily newspa-
pers and weekly magazines.
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in table 5 we present a logit regression analysis of the probability of 
reelection for deputies into the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth Legisla-
tures with the same specification as in table 2 but with two additional 
variables. We create a dummy variable indicating whether the district 
has below or above median per capita newspaper and magazine circula-
tion. this allows us to test the assertion that places with more media 
exposure were more likely to turn against incumbent legislators. We 
also model the interactive effect of high circulation and major charge. 
if more press coverage increases the likelihood that voters remove al-
legedly corrupt incumbents from office, this should result in a negative 
coefficient on the interaction of above median circulation per capita 
and major charge. We expect this to be especially true in Legislature 
Xi where, as we documented earlier, the number of newspaper reports 
about corruption increased dramatically.63

the effect of the variable that interacts high newspaper circulation 
and major charge is estimated with large uncertainty and with wrongly 
signed coefficients for Legislatures iX and X. We interpret this as 
meaning that the press was not delivering enough information to vot-
ers about political wrongdoing in these years for media exposure to be 
associated with any systematic effects on the reelection probabilities of 
accused legislators. in the eleventh Legislature, by contrast, we find a 
correctly signed although statistically insignificant coefficient. the two 
charge coefficients (the interaction variable and the direct effect of high 
circulation) are jointly significant at p=.04 in Legislature Xi but are not 
jointly significant in either of the two earlier legislatures for which we 
have data. in addition, the substantive effect of the point estimate on 
the interaction term for Legislature Xi is not small. a deputy charged 
in the eleventh Legislature from a district of below-median per capita 
circulation has a predicted reelection rate that is 1 percentage point 
higher than a similarly charged incumbent from a district of above-
median per capita circulation, all other variables set to average values.64 
Malfeasant deputies were thus especially penalized electorally in areas 
of the country with greater newspaper and periodical circulation.

While the effect of cross-district media exposure is estimated with 
uncertainty, we take the pattern across the three legislatures and the 

63 of course, newspaper circulation per capita may be related to other important political char-
acteristics having to do with civic participation and social capital. these characteristics are mostly 
controlled for by the other covariates in the model, specifically preference votes, judicial efficiency, and 
electoral volatility. We do not have the data or design to test a social capital hypothesis directly.

64 the predicted effect is the combined effect of the direct effects of major charge and circulation 
along with their interaction. note that the interaction term complicates the interpretation of the di-
rect effect coefficient on major charge.
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one-point estimated effect on reelection rates for Legislature Xi as 
supportive evidence that media coverage and exposure were important 
in the shift against corrupt incumbents by the italian electorate. When 
this evidence is added to that presented in figure 7, as well to as the 
growing cross-national and country-specific literature that documents 
systematic relationships between press freedom, information dissemi-
nation, and corruption reduction, we believe a reasonable explanation of 
the italian electorate’s turn against corrupt incumbent deputies was the 
increased press coverage of political corruption in the early 1990s.65

there is also considerable auxiliary evidence attesting to the impor-
tance of the barrage of media attention to political corruption in the 

65 besley and burgess 2002; reinikka and svensson 2005; gentzkow, glaeser, and goldin 2004; 
cole, healy, and Weker 2008; ferraz and finan 2008.

table 5
logit estimation results for the effects of newspaper circulation and 

corruption charges on reelection, legislatures iX–Xi

 Leg 9 Leg 10 Leg 11
 REELECT REELECT REELECT

MaJor –0.212 –0.476 –0.344
 [0.281] [0.325] [0.361]
seniority –0.077 –0.133*** –0.199***
 [0.052] [0.047] [0.075]
ruLing Party 0.581*** 0.929*** –2.713***
 [0.183] [0.194] [0.291]
Party eLite 0.096 0.152 0.286
 [0.208] [0.197] [0.325]
Preference 0.593*** 0.448*** 0.637***
 [0.123] [0.126] [0.147]
voLatiLity 0.001 0.031 0.017
 [0.066] [0.043] [0.048]
JudiciaL eff –0.003* –0.001 0.003
 [0.002] [0.005] [0.006]
high circa –0.059 –0.176 0.368
 [0.198] [0.229] [0.312]
high circ*MaJor 0.663 0.448 –0.499
 [0.460] [0.475] [0.501]
constant –5.087*** –4.703*** –6.302***
 [1.191] [1.289] [1.828]
observations 632 639 632

* significant at 10%, ** significant at 5%, *** significant at 1%; standard errors in brackets; all tests are 
two-tailed

a districts with “high circulation” are defined as those above the median in the criculation of 
newspapers and periodicals.



 legislative malfeasance/political accountabilit y 211

years beginning in 1993. the clean hands investigations, public expo-
sure, and resulting collapse of the postwar party system seem to have 
undone habitual voting patterns. the psi, which had received over 13 per-
cent of the vote in 1992, won a mere 2 percent of votes in 1994, thereby 
failing to clear the new 4 percent hurdle required for parliamentary 
representation. the christian democrats, long italy’s dominant party, 
changed its name to the italian Popular Party (ppi) in an effort to break 
with old associations but even so won only 5 percent of lower house 
seats in 1994. the small traditional parties of the center, which had 
helped govern the country for four decades, were wiped out.66

nor were these changes merely nominal. More than 70 percent of 
those elected in 1994 had never served before, compared with the pre-
vious parliament in which one-third of the deputies had already served 
three or more terms.67 the 1994 elections mark a clear shift to an al-
most entirely inexperienced and new political elite.68 indeed, as far as 
we are aware, there is no other instance in a stable democratic society 
of as thorough and far-reaching a collapse of an established party sys-
tem and entrenched political elite as occurred in italy with the 1994 
elections.

What other story might explain our empirical results? one possibil-
ity, which we have already touched on, is that the reliability of the rap 
as a signal of the probity of legislators may have changed over time, per-
haps as a function of an improvement in the judiciary’s public image.69 
the data presented in figure 2 show a gradual reversal in the partisan 
affiliation of those charged over the course of the postwar era until the 
final legislature, as the incriminated shift from being overwhelmingly 
affiliated with the communist and socialist parties to those affiliated 
with the parties of government. if rap are concentrated on deputies of 
the left while other sources of information inform voters that depu-
ties affiliated with the ruling parties, especially the dominant christian 
democrats, are more likely to be involved in malfeasance, then voters 
may discard the rap as unreliable information about criminal behavior. 
only when the distribution of rap are consistent with what voters sus-
pect to be true about the distribution of actual malfeasance across the 
partisan spectrum are the rap incorporated into the voter’s electoral 
calculus. only in the eleventh Legislature were rap overwhelmingly 
concentrated on members of the ruling parties; perhaps this finally 
made them credible to the electorate.

66 sani 1995.
67 Katz and ignazi 1996, 22.
68 Lanza 1995, 220ff.
69 We are indebted to one of our reviewers for suggesting this line of argument.
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We see two major weaknesses with this line of thought. first, evi-
dence from the u.s. tells us that voters are distinctly partisan in how 
they evaluate and react to information about possible criminal mal-
feasance on the part of elected officials.70 although we lack any direct 
evidence for italy in this regard, the country’s deep partisan divide and 
well-known ideological polarization suggest that voters would have fil-
tered their evaluations of rap through a strongly partisan lens, prob-
ably to a much larger extent than in the u.s. charges against deputies 
affiliated with a voter’s own partisan bloc would have been substantially 
discounted. if we assume that some proportion of voters affiliated with 
the parties of government would never take charges of criminality into 
consideration when electing legislative representatives, it becomes dif-
ficult to explain the massive anti-incumbency vote of 1994 without in-
voking additional explanatory variables.

second, although this line of argument accurately captures the grad-
ual shift in accusations from parties of the opposition to parties of gov-
ernment, the shift in voting behavior is by no means equally gradual. 
Whereas accusation distributions move gradually toward ruling-party 
members until the onslaught of accusations in the eleventh Legisla-
ture, we see a significant response by voters only after the wave of press 
attention to corruption surrounding the clean hands investigations. 
nor do we not find any evidence that judicial effectiveness (measured 
at the district level) is related to reelection rates of district deputies.

the variable that seems to mirror the dramatic change in voting be-
havior is the time series of press reports depicted in figure 7. drawing 
on previous theory and empirical evidence on the importance of the 
press, we therefore believe it is more likely that a change in the national 
informational environment about political corruption generated by the 
clean hands investigation caused the material change in voter behav-
ior towards corrupt and potentially corrupt representatives.71 When 
major national newspapers repeatedly and insistently covered corrup-
tion as a major and ongoing story, the voters added corruption charges 
to their voting calculus. While one might speculate that the press fol-
lowed voters, it is hard to imagine how voters would have coordinated 
a national shift in electoral behavior prior to the massive increase in 
press coverage of corrupt elected officials. We conclude that the media 
were crucial.

70 Peters and Welch 1980.
71 see also Zaller 1992; besley and burgess 2002; adserà, boix, and Payne 2003; brunetti and 

Weder 2003; chowdhury 2004; reinikka and svensson 2005; gentzkow, glaeser, and goldin 2004; 
freille, haque, and Kneller 2007; cole, healy, and Weker 2008; ferraz and finan 2008.
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concluding thoughts

a number of issues remain open. first, our study considers the behavior 
of political elites in the legislature, judiciary, and press, but we are ulti-
mately interested in the electorate. We assume that political accountabil-
ity rests in the hands of the voters. We argue that italian voters changed 
the way they responded to allegations of corruption over the legislatures 
covered by our study. an ideal research design would be a panel study 
of a set of italian voters over the postwar period, allowing us to observe 
how the same individuals respond to allegations of legislative malfea-
sance at different points in time and with varying amounts of public 
information. unfortunately, to our knowledge no such individual-level 
data exist. instead, we examine the aggregate voter response to each 
incumbent deputy measured by the electoral outcome in each legislative 
period. We combine information about deputies, political parties, and 
the temporal context to make inferences about the italian voter.

the precision with which we can attribute specific responses by 
district-level electorates depends upon the variation we observe in our 
theoretically important causal variables. We are able to attach charges 
of malfeasance to individual deputies, allowing relatively precise esti-
mates of the effects of such charges. We observe judicial effectiveness 
at the district level in only one half of our eleven legislatures and we 
are not able to assess variation of the measure across deputies within 
the same electoral district, lessening our power to measure the effect of 
judicial effectiveness. and we observe press coverage in national news-
papers and province-level newspaper circulation for only the final few 
legislatures, providing little variation to attribute press coverage of cor-
ruption and media exposure to the outcomes for individual deputies. 
despite these data limitations, we find evidence consistent with other 
research that reports that the press is a crucial actor in electoral ac-
countability in democratic polities. although criminal charges against 
deputies were levied in all legislatures, and although judicial efficiency 
decreased and then increased in the 1980s and 1990s, it was only in the 
early 1990s that press coverage of corruption rose dramatically—just 
one year before the electorate voted out the corrupt legislative elite. 
We conclude that this change in the informational environment was 
crucial to the change in voter behavior.

our findings arguably reflect a broader and “widely observed para-
dox: unpopular corruption and popular corrupt politicians.”72 our data 

72 Kurer 2001, 63.
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from before 1994 show that italian voters tolerated allegations of crim-
inality at rates that were not much different than those tolerated by 
voters in other wealthy democratic societies. in Japan, reed finds that 
legislators lose only a few percentage points over their previous vote 
shares when they are indicted for corruption, whereas those who are 
convicted actually see increases in their vote shares.73 sixty-two percent 
of Japanese legislators convicted of corruption between 1947 and 1993 
were subsequently reelected. candidates to the u.s. house of repre-
sentatives charged with corruption, although losing 6 to 11 percent in 
their expected vote shares depending on whether they are democratic 
or republican, are likely to be reelected to public office.74 from 1982 to 
1990 charges of corruption affected u.s. house reelection probabilities 
more severely, but again those charged were more likely than not to be 
reelected.75 dimock and Jacobson estimate that the ultimate impact of 
the 1992 house bank scandal, when legislators were exposed as having 
written bad checks and which resulted in the greatest turnover in the 
u.s. house of representatives in forty years, was to reduce incum-
bents’ vote shares by 5 percentage points, although increased electoral 
uncertainty gave many incumbents an incentive to retire rather than 
run again.76 the survival rate of those implicated in bad check writing 
was 80 percent compared with 98 percent for those with no overdrafts. 
finally, preliminary research on a poor democracy shows that national 
legislators with criminal records are elected at twice the rate as those 
without such criminal histories, suggesting that voters in poor coun-
tries may be even more susceptible to the appeals of corrupt politicians 
than voters in their wealthy counterparts.77

during the first ten legislative periods we study, our data reveal pat-
terns that appear typical of wealthy democracies. italian deputies for 
whom the judiciary requested a removal of immunity on serious crimi-
nal charges typically ran for reelection, experienced almost identical re-
election rates as their counterparts who were not charged, and received 
a share of preference votes no different from that received by those who 
were not charged. only when the press began reporting on political 
corruption on a daily basis did the issue become sufficiently salient to 
voters that they altered their habitual electoral behavior and refused to 
reelect incumbents who were likely to be involved in wrongdoing. the 
importance of corruption to voters in the 1994 elections is underscored 

73 reed 2005.
74 Peters and Welch 1980.
75 Welch and hibbing 1997.
76 dimock and Jacobson 1995; groseclose and Krehbiel 1994.
77 golden and tiwari 2009.
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by our finding that legislators who looked as though they would have 
been likely to be charged had the legislature not been dissolved early 
lost their seats even without having actually been charged. after de-
cades of chronic high-level political malfeasance, and abetted by seri-
ous judicial action and, crucially, a strident press corps, italian voters 
finally threw the rascals out.

We have presented evidence internal to the specifics of our case but 
corroborated by other case studies conducted in other countries that 
the calculus of voters is sensitive to the informational environment. 
Where the press generates a barrage of new information alerting voters 
to political corruption, voters respond. We suspect that they respond 
for two interrelated but distinct reasons that we cannot untangle ana-
lytically. first, corruption becomes politically more salient, moving up 
in the hierarchy of reasons that a voter may prefer one candidate over 
another. but second, the intensity of the informational shift alerts each 
voter that she is not alone. the barrage of information on political cor-
ruption that the clean hands operation engendered also included a 
barrage of information about the depth of anticorruption sentiment 
among voters. interspersed with embarrassing admissions of chronic 
wrongdoing by some of italy’s most senior politicians was footage 
of hundreds of thousands of ordinary citizens weeping and cheering 
in the streets and piazzas of Milan as the public prosecutors strode 
through the crowds showered by roses. these striking images docu-
mented for voters a shared public distaste for political malfeasance and 
a new willingness to respond electorally. the media attention allowed 
voters to coordinate across parties and electoral districts, thereby re-
moving enough corrupt politicians to induce an overall change in the 
national political environment.

What is the external validity of our study? as far as we are aware, 
there are few other instances in which widespread political corruption 
has undergone as substantial and permanent a reduction as italy expe-
rienced after the clean hands investigations. but that in itself does not 
undermine our argument and may even strengthen it. it is rare for the 
informational environment to shift as dramatically as it did in italy in 
the early 1990s. all of the cases of major changes in the informational 
environment of which we are aware document subsequent reductions in 
corruption and improved political accountability.78 indeed, our results 
help explain why it is so difficult to alter situations of widespread and 

78 besley and burgess 2002; chowdhury 2004; reinikka and svensson 2005; gentzkow, glaeser, 
and goldin 2004; freille, haque, and Kneller 2007; cole, healy, and Weker 2008; ferraz and finan 
2008.
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entrenched political corruption. doing so requires a massive and thor-
ough change in the political information available to the public. even 
if the public does not approve of illegal behavior by elected officials and 
even if the judiciary is zealous in investigating and indicting, it requires 
an aggressive free press for corruption to become sufficiently salient to 
enough voters for them to achieve electoral retribution. anticorrup-
tion efforts must therefore be rapid and thorough to succeed, and they 
must convey the possibility of success to voters. this perfect storm of 
interacting processes is unusual. Most of the time corrupt incumbents 
retain public office. our study sheds light on what would have to occur 
for them to lose their grip on political power.

if our interpretation is correct, it does not bode well for political 
accountability in established democracies. the informational environ-
ment is currently undergoing a rapid and dramatic change as the ability 
and willingness of the companies that own much of the television and 
print media to pay for investigative reporting declines with the shift 
of information to the internet. investigative reporting lacks a business 
model to support it in the current trajectory toward online content. a 
free and aggressive press is likely to be critical to protecting the public 
from a creeping degeneration of the political elite toward greater cor-
ruption. our study suggests that anything that compromises the press 
potentially compromises democratic accountability.
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