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Abstract
This article explores the relationship between corruption perception and institu-
tional trust in developing countries. We used five waves of Afrobarometer and 
data from the World Development Indicators databases. Factor analysis is used to 
construct indicators of institutional trust and perception of institutional corruption. 
Multilevel regression analysis was carried out at individual and national levels. The 
results show that corruption negatively affect institutional trust. They are robust 
to variations in methods and the use of alternative indicators of corruption. These 
results suggest the need for political decision-makers to step up the fight against 
corruption, restore their credibility and legitimacy with citizens.
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Introduction

Institutional efficiency, and hence state efficiency, inevitably depends on respect 
for the social contract. Indeed, OECD (2011) points out that states are responsive 
if they provide services (health, education, security etc.) that correspond to key 
social expectations regarding the relationship between state and society. Trust gov-
erns interactions between people and institutions and is an important determinant 
of human well-being and economic development. Thus, the trust citizens place in 
state institutions through the way they operate is unquestionably a source of legiti-
macy for the state, which appears to guarantee the survival and integration of society 
(Chevalier, 2018). In other words, transparency in the operation of institutions and 
their successes are sources of trust. However, unnatural practices such as corruption, 
rent-seeking, social injustices, etc. can lead to a loss of trust in the institutions that 
provide public services, both in terms of quality and quantity. Among these scourges, 
corruption in all its forms remains the crux of the debate. Corruption is defined as the 
abuse of public power for personal gain.

Transition economies, particularly those in sub-Saharan Africa, are countries 
where corruption levels remain very high. According to Afrobarometer data, the level 
of perceived corruption rose from 43% to 47% between 2011 and 2023 in the case of 
the legislative branch (Fig. 2 in appendix). For the judiciary, the perception of cor-
ruption rose from 25% to 39% over the same period. The situation of civil servants 
has risen from 36% to 39%.

The literature on the provision of public goods highlights the fundamental role 
played by corruption, which economists have always paid lip service to, based on 
the hypothesis of rent-seeking by decision-makers with discretionary power on the 
one hand, and on the theory of oil in the wheels on the other. Indeed, corrupt offi-
cials will favor the most bribe-generating projects, not necessarily the most efficient 
or productive (Shleifer & Vishny, 1993). They believe that public sectors (defense, 
security, energy or law and order) where investment decisions are made in a secretive 
environment and are generally not subject to competitive bidding for public contracts 
are sources of rent-seeking. Furthermore, Barro (1990), considers a model in which 
public expenditure includes public goods (services), Babar (2011), shows that in the 
presence of corruption, public goods are at a significantly lower level than in the 
absence of corruption. Indeed, he shows that corrupt civil servants and bureaucrats 
steal part of the resources that would normally increase the supply of public goods. In 
his demonstration, whether corruption is accompanied by theft, the level of accumu-
lated human capital remains below the level of corruption. Furthermore, Baliamoune-
Lutz & Ndikumanan (2009) show that corruption increases public investment, albeit 
inefficiently. Indeed, they support the theory that corrupt bureaucrats seek to increase 
investment spending relative to operating expenditure to maximize private gain (rent-
seeking). The result is a reorientation of public spending towards unproductive areas, 
in the sense that it benefits those who hold the reins of power and enables them 
to manipulate institutional capital to their own ends. Political theory, according to 
which institutional capital is the result of a conflict of interest, is a good illustration 
of this assertion. Empirical studies also point to the negative impact of corruption on 
trust in political institutions. Della Porta (2000) finds that corruption considerably 
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reduces trust in governments in Italy, France and Germany. Anderson & Tverdova 
(2003) conclude that citizens living in the most corrupt countries of Eastern and 
Western Europe have less confidence in their political system. Several studies on 
the situation in Latin America (Seligson, 2002), East Asia (Chang & Chu, 2006) and 
Africa (Cho & Kirwin, 2007) find similar results.

However, there is some evidence that corruption is good for the economy, and 
therefore good for people. Indeed, the theories of “efficient corruption” and “second-
rate corruption” have long prevailed in political science and economics analyses of 
corruption. For these theories, corruption is an effective means of reducing red tape 
in an environment of heavy bureaucratic burdens and long delays and can therefore 
stimulate economic and political development (Leff, 1964; Huntington, 1968). For 
example, in political science, corruption is presented as facilitating the development 
of political parties and the emergence of a stable political environment. Corruption 
may also increase citizens’ loyalty and trust in their political institutions (Bayley, 
1967; BecquartLeclerq, 1989).

This level of corruption in these countries is accompanied by a decline in confi-
dence in institutions. According to Afrobarometer data, trust in the executive dropped 
from 59% to 47% between 2012 and 2023 (Fig. 3 in appendix). As for the legislative 
power, it lost credibility from 50% to 33% over the same period. For the judiciary, 
from 59% to less than 47%. This situation raises the following question: Does the 
perception of corruption affect institutional belief in sub-Saharan African countries?

Understanding the effects of perceived corruption in Sub-Saharan African coun-
tries is of unprecedented importance, as governments are loathed by their popula-
tions, leading to military coups or popular uprisings. To analyze the role of corruption 
on institutional trust in Sub-Saharan Africa, this paper uses data from Afrobarometer 
Round 5 to Round 9 and WDI, WDI, concerning a panel of 24 countries. to estimate 
a multilevel model. Three indicators were used: perception of a general increase in 
corruption; (ii) perception of institutional corruption; and (iii) experience of corrup-
tion. Factor analysis was performed to construct corruption perception index and 
institutional trust index. We estimated multilevel model to carried out at individual 
and country level. The main results indicate that an increase in the perception of cor-
ruption is a source of deterioration in institutional confidence.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows: Sect.  2 reviews the various works on 
the relationship between corruption and institutional belief. Section  3 is devoted to 
the methodological analysis, while Sect.  4 presents the results and discussions. The 
conclusion and policy implications are the subject of Sect.  4.

Literature review

Citizens’ quality of life is directly linked to the decisions of political actors and institutions 
(Hakhverdian & Mayne, 2012). Citizens’ trust in institutions is observed when institutions 
perform well and meet people’s expectations (Godefroidt et al., 2017; Mishler & Rose, 
2001). Nevertheless, there are two approaches to institutional trust. The first is the cultural 
approach to trust, which is learned early in life (Hudson, 2006). A sense of belonging or 
national attachment serves to facilitate institutional trust making the population more 
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willing to cooperate with government and be governed by a representative part of the 
population (Godefroidt et al., 2017). People who trust each other more are also more 
likely to support institutions (Godefroidt et al., 2017). The second is the institutional 
performance approach, which is an endogenous approach and is influenced by the 
objective conditions of institutional performance and is a gas of stability and trust (Hudson, 
2006; Lühiste, 2006; Newton, 2001). Institutional trust is based on rational evaluations 
of institutional performance (Godefroidt et al., 2017). Institutional trust is supposed to 
develop when institutions succeed in delivering the goods and services for which they 
were designed (Godefroidt et al., 2017; Kaasa & Andriani, 2022). The performance of 
institutions at the local level plays a particularly important role in the influence of people’s 
trust, as it is the most visible and has the greatest impact on people’s real lives (Yang & 
Tang, 2010). However, this approach to institutional performance only considers actual 
performance and is often criticized for not including citizen assessment of performance 
(Kaasa & Andriani, 2022). This evaluation by citizens extends to the perception of public 
officials’ behavior in relation to public and personal interests, considering the perception 
of corruption (Andersen & Tverdova, 2003). Some researchers assess institutional trust 
through support for the system, while others argue that we need to dissociate all the objects 
of trust and study citizens’ trust separately through trust in presidents, parliament, judges, 
the police, the army, local elected officials etc. (Godefroidt et al., 2017; Hakhverdian 
& Mayne, 2012; Hudson, 2006; Kaasa & Andriani, 2022). Trust evolves over time and 
is linked to social relationships, individual characteristics and lived experiences, so 
that it varies considerably according to perception, gender, corruption, socio-economic 
variables (Godefroidt et al., 2017).

Corruption, defined as the abuse of a public office for personal enrichment, has 
evolved into variants that refer to the abuse of authority or power through the occupa-
tion of positions in both the public and private sectors, as well as the occupation of 
official or trusted positions (Tacconi & Williams, 2024). This actor-centred view of 
corruption is the basis of economists’ and political scientists’ analysis of corruption 
through the prism of principal-agent theory (Tacconi & Williams, 2024). Corruption 
is likely to be an essential component of government performance that individuals 
use to judge institutional policies (Andersen & Tverdova, 2003). Corruption leads 
individuals to believe that the political system works less well than it could, and this 
calls into question the legitimacy of institutions (Andersen & Tverdova, 2003; Lüh-
iste, 2006). According to the study by Andersen and Tverdova (2003), people living 
in countries with high levels of corruption have less trust in institutions. Corruption 
has a negative impact on institutional trust (Habibov et al., 2017). According to insti-
tutional theories, overall levels of corruption are negatively associated with popular 
trust in institutions (Mishler & Rose, 2001). However, results obtained by Habibov et 
al. (2017) and Mishler and Rose (2001) show that the higher the level of satisfaction 
with public services, the less individuals feel the negative effects of corruption. In 
addition to the perception of corruption, other socio-demographic factors have been 
shown to be determinants of institutional trust (Habibov et al., 2017).

On the other hand, institutional trust is considered an essential feature of a well-
functioning system (Juen, 2023). It is the gas of stability and is strongly linked to 
governmental, political and economic performance (Juen, 2023; Yang & Tang, 2010). 
In the case of the European Union, which has both national and supranational gover-
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nance, the persistence of widespread inequality leads people to doubt the reliability 
of national institutions (Hudson, 2006; Lipps & Schraff, 2021). And this could have 
repercussions on perceptions of the quality of national governance, and in such a con-
text, people might consider supranational governance more favorable than national 
institutions (Lipps & Schraff, 2021).

Age, gender and education are also important factors in decision-making. Research 
has shown that age is negatively associated with institutional trust, demonstrating 
that younger people have slightly higher trust in political institutions than older 
people (Cole, 1973; Lühiste, 2006). Age is a proxy for wisdom; as age increases, 
we gain more experience and tend to be more discriminating (Naouri, 2023). Also, 
institutional trust is negatively related to being male (Hakhverdian & Mayne, 2012). 
Women have greater trust in institutions than men (Lühiste, 2006). According to stud-
ies by Hakhverdian and Mayne (2012) and Lühiste (2006), higher levels of education 
are negatively associated with institutional trust. They allow for greater skills, an 
ability to analyze political information and a more critical mindset towards govern-
ment and its performance (Hakhverdian & Mayne, 2012; Lühiste, 2006; Stretesky 
et al., 2023; Yang & Tang, 2010). Moreover, education is weakly linked to countries 
with a high poverty perception index (Hakhverdian & Mayne, 2012).

Other factors, such as poverty level or unemployment, affect trust in institutions. 
The decline in trust in institutions is more rapid among the disadvantaged than among 
the better-off (Miller & Borrelli, 1991). As Yang and Tang (2010) observe, people 
with experience of unemployment trust institutions less. Unemployment tells us 
about labor market performance, part-time work opportunities, work in the informal 
economy and all the variables that influence the unemployment rate (Western, 2001). 
Variation in unemployment is closely linked to variation in state and labour mar-
ket institutions, as well as bargaining agreements between employers, union leaders 
and state actors to improve national economic performance (Western, 2001). Rising 
unemployment rates reduce confidence in the European Union (Lipps & Schraff, 
2021). The unemployed may also blame the institution responsible for their misfor-
tune, namely the government and the bank (Hudson, 2006).

Area of residence plays an important role in institutional trust. Urban residents 
are more independent and critical of what they hear and learn from government, and 
they trust administrative and societal institutions less than people living in rural areas 
(Yang & Tang, 2010). In addition, Yang and Tang (2010) found from ordinary least 
squares (OLS) modeling in China that, at equal levels of education, institutional trust 
among urban residents decreases while that of rural residents increases. Urban mod-
ernization is accompanied by economic and socio-political resistance factors such 
as income, access to infrastructure and education. These factors enable independent 
and critical thinking, leading to a decline in trust in institutions (Yang & Tang, 2010).

Other studies have highlighted the importance of actual institutional performance. 
For example, Rothstein and Stolle (2008), using a multivariate model, have shown 
that GDP per capita is linked to generalized trust. This means that the most efficient 
and impartial institutions are found in countries with a high level of generalized trust 
in institutions (Rothstein & Stolle, 2008). This is confirmed by the study carried out 
by (Lipps & Schraff, 2021) that increasing the level of national GDP per capita posi-
tively influences trust in the European Union.
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Methodology

Data Source

The data used in this study are from Round 5 to Round 9 Afrobarometer surveys in 
Sub-Saharan countries. Afrobarometer is a Pan-African, non-partisan survey research 
network that has been producing reliable data on Africans’ experiences and percep-
tions of democracy, governance, quality of life and related issues since 1999. In each 
country, Afrobarometer works with a national partner to collect the data. Interviews 
were conducted face-to-face in the respondent’s own language with nationally rep-
resentative samples 1. Sample sizes vary between 1,200 and 2,400 depending on the 
country. The selection of respondents is based on a stratified random sample drawn 
in two stages. In the first stage, primary units are selected with probability propor-
tional to population size (PPPS). In each primary unit, a fixed number of 08 adults 
are selected. Samples of this size provide results with a margin of error at the 95% 
confidence level of +/-2.8 and 2.0% points, respectively for the 12,000 and 2,400 
sample sizes.

Other data sources were also considered. These include the World Bank’s World 
Development Indicators (WDI) database, from which GDP per capita and tertiary 
education rates were collected. The Quality of Governance (QoG) database was also 
used to collect the variable on the quality of governance in countries. This variable 
is constructed in the form of an index combining scores for the level of management 
difficulty, steering capacity, resource efficiency, consensus-building and international 
cooperation.

For variables from the WDI, mean values for each variable coinciding with the 
years of the different Afrobarometer survey Rounds were calculated. For example, 
for Round 5, the average GDP per capita for each country between 2011 and 2013 
were determined. However, for the quality of governance indicator from QoG data-
base, the following years were considered: 2013 (Round 5), 2015 (Round 6), 2017 
(Round 7), 2019 (Round 8) and 2021 (Round 9).

Multilevel Regression Model

Institutional trust can also vary at different levels: individual and national. Thus, 
multi-level model is estimated, since the data are hierarchical, with individuals rep-
resenting level 1 and countries level 2. As a first step, it was checked whether the 
conditions for applying this type of model were met. So, the model was estimated 
using only the constant and the country level. The estimation revealed that the ran-
dom intercepts (country group effects) were statistically significant. Furthermore, the 
intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) was estimated at 0.101, demonstrating the 
existence of country context effects in explaining institutional trust. Indeed, the mul-
tilevel model is recommended when the ICC of the model without explanatory vari-
ables exceeds 5%. As a reminder, the ICC is a measure of non-independence, testing 

1 https:​​​//w​ww.afrobarome​ter​.org/su​rve​y​s-and-​methods/sampling/.

https://www.afrobarometer.org/surveys-and-methods/sampling/
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the percentage of variance explained by a set of contextual variables. Consequently, 
the multi-level approach is applicable at both individual and national levels. The 
model is specified in a generalized form as follows:

	

𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝛽𝛽 0+
∑ 𝑛𝑛

𝑘𝑘𝑘𝑘𝛽𝛽 𝑘𝑘𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 𝑘𝑘𝑘𝑘𝑘𝑘+
∑ 𝑚𝑚

𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝛽𝛽 𝑝𝑝𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐 𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝 + 𝜇𝜇 𝑗𝑗 + 𝜖𝜖 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖

Where 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖  is the dependent variable, constructed from the seven items 
defined above. The subscript 𝑘𝑘𝑘𝑘𝑘𝑘 represents the effect of variable 𝑘𝑘 at the individual 
level, the subscript 𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝 represents the effect of variable p at the country level, 𝜇𝜇 𝑗𝑗 rep-
resents the random intercept in the equation ( 𝜇𝜇 𝑗𝑗 ⇝ 𝒩𝒩𝒩𝒩𝒩 𝒩𝒩 𝜇𝜇 2)), and 𝜖𝜖 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖the residu-
als at the individual level ( 𝜖𝜖 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ⇝ 𝒩𝒩𝒩𝒩𝒩 𝒩𝒩 𝜖𝜖 2)). Mixed package available on Stata 16 
software was used to perform all statistics.

Study Variables

The variables of interest in this study concern corruption. Three indicators are used 
for this purpose: (i) perception of a general increase in corruption; (ii) perception 
of institutional corruption; and (iii) experience of corruption. The first indicator 
concerns the response to the question “In your opinion, has the level of corruption 
increased, decreased or remained the same in this country over the past year?“, 
the variable is coded “1” if the respondent believes that corruption has increased. 
The second indicator relates to the perception of corruption among the following 
people: the president and presidential officials, members of the National Assembly, 
members of the government, police and gendarmes, judges and magistrates. 
Factor analysis was used to construct the index of perception of corruption. The 
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity (BToS) and Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of 
sampling adequacy were used to assess the suitability of scale items for factor 
analysis. All factor analyses employed the principal components method as the 
extraction method. Following the factor analysis, the internal consistency of the 
scales was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha (α). In relation to the experience of 
bribery, respondents were asked about paying a bribe or gift to obtain a public 
service (school, hospital, issuing of administrative documents, water purification, 
etc.). The variable is coded “1” if the individual has at least once paid a bribe to 
obtain the public service they needed.

In addition, the dependent variable in this study concerns institutional trust. 
Respondents were asked: “b To what extent do you trust each of the following insti-
tutions, or have you not heard enough about them to give an opinion?”. Institutions 
include the government (head of state), parliament, courts, police, army, ruling party 
and opposition parties. We used factor analysis to construct the institutional trust 
index, in the same way as for the corruption perception index. Other variables were 
used, lived poverty constructed by Afrobarometer, GDP per capita, quality of gover-
nance, etc. (Table 1).
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Findings and Discussions

Descriptive Analysis

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for the model variables. A total sample of 
108,123 individuals aged between 18 and 106 was used for the analysis, 50% of 
whom were men and 50% women. On average, most responds (60%) included in the 
study live in rural areas. Too few (11.4%) had reached university level. On average, 
six people out of 10 perceived an increase in corruption, and only three people out 
of 10 experienced corruptions on average. The average index of perceived quality of 
governance (5.2) is just above the average (5). GDP per capita averages 1,339 (USD) 
per year. So, on average, Sub-Saharan African countries are in the lower-middle-
income category.

Figure 1 shows us that there is a negative effect between institutional trust and the 
three corruption variables, namely the corruption index, perceived corruption and 
experience of corruption. However, institutional trust increases with the institutional 
performance index.

Estimations Results

In this section, we present the results of the multilevel model estimation using the 
synthetic index of institutional trust, followed by a robustness check using alternative 
indicators of institutional trust.

N Min Max Mean Standard 
deviation

Institutional trust 
(Index)

108,123 0 3 1,5 0,8

Citizen’s perception of 
Corruption (Index)

98,743 0 3 1,5 0,7

Corruption experienced 
(Yes = 1)

108,123 0 1 0,3 0,4

Perception in increase 
of corruption (Yes = 1)

108,123 0 1 0,6 0,5

Perception of insti-
tutional performance 
(Index)

108,123 1 4 2,1 0,7

Gender (Male = 1) 108,123 0 1 0,5 0,5
Age (years) 108,123 18 106 37 14
Education (Ordinal) 108,123 0 3 1,5 1,0
Lived poverty (Index) 108,123 0 3 1,6 0,9
Residential area 
(Rural = 1)

108,123 0 1 0,6 0,5

GDP per capita (USD) 104,321 6,2 9,0 7,2 0,7
Education tertiary (%) 100,847 0,9 28,1 11,4 6,5
Quality of governance 
(Index)

104,321 2,0 7,3 5,2 1,0

Sources: Authors

Table 1  Descriptive statistics 
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Effect of Corruption on the Institutional Trust Index

The Wald test is significant at the 1% level, indicating that the model is globally 
significant and that the explanatory power of the factors included in the model is sat-
isfactory. The estimation results are presented in Table 3. All variables linked to indi-
vidual characteristics are significant. The corruption perception index has a negative 
effect on institutional trust. Institutional trust increases for men and for people living 
in rural areas. As age increases, so does the level of trust in institutions. However, 
the level of education and the experienced poverty index have a negative effect on 
institutional trust. The results of the multilevel model show that country-level char-
acteristics have a negative impact on institutional trust. As GDP per capita increases, 
institutional trust decreases; similarly, as the number of individuals with secondary 
education in a country increase, institutional trust decreases.

The results presented in the table (Table 2) reveal a robust and statistically signifi-
cant relationship between corruption and institutional trust in Sub-Saharan African 
countries, using three alternative measures of corruption: the Corruption Perceptions 
Index (Model 1), the perceived increase in corruption overall (Model 2), and direct 
experiences of corruption (Model 3). Regardless of the indicator employed, corrup-
tion exerts a negative and highly significant effect on the dependent variable, suggest-
ing that increases in corruption (whether perceived or experienced) systematically 
erode citizens’ trust in public institutions.

Fig. 1  Corruption, performance perception and institutional trust

 



1 3

P. Bazié et al.

Table 2  Multilevel regression results
Model 1
institutional trust 
index

Model 2
institutional trust 
index

Model 3
institu-
tional 
trust index

Fixed effect
Individual level characteristics
Corruption perception index -0.291***

(0.003)
Perception of increase of corruption in general -0.205***

(0.005)
Corruption experienced -0.105***

(0.005)
Institutional performance index 0.395*** 0.437*** 0.478***

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
Gender (Male = 1) 0.049*** 0.036*** 0.042***

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Age 0.002*** 0.002*** 0.002***

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Education -0.052*** -0.065*** -0.065***

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
Lived poverty index -0.019*** -0.027*** -0.026***

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
Residence (Rural = 1) 0.110*** 0.128*** 0.131***

(0.005) (0.005) (0.005)
Country level characteristics
GPD per capita (in log) -0.048* -0.072*** -0.086***

(0.025) (0.026) (0.026)
Tertiary education -0.014*** -0.011*** -0.014***

(0.001) (0.001) (0.002)
Quality of governance -0.006 -0.016* -0.018*

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009)
Constant 1.646*** 1.474*** 1.404***

(0.180) (0.188) (0.189)
Year Yes Yes Yes
Random effects
Variance of random intercept 0.025*** 0.036*** 0.0368***

(0.008) (0.011) (0.011)
Observations 92 201 100 847 100 847
Number of groups 24 24 24
Wald chi2 34,927*** 29,683*** 27,701***
Intraclass correlation coefficients (ICC) 0.059 0.077 0.077

(0.017) (0.022) (0.022)
Akaike inform. Criterion (AIC) 178,191 202066.2 203609.4
Sources: Authors
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This finding is consistent with the existing literature, which argues that corruption 
undermines state legitimacy and weakens the social contract, particularly in develop-
ing countries where institutions tend to be fragile (Rose-Ackerman, 1999; Mauro, 
1995). In Sub-Saharan Africa, where access to public services is often conditioned by 
informal practices, corruption reinforces feelings of injustice and exclusion, thereby 
reducing institutional trust (Bratton & Gyimah-Boadi, 2016; Lavallée et al., 2008).

In contrast, the institutional performance index displays a positive and highly sig-
nificant effect across all three models. This relationship highlights that improvements 
in institutional efficiency, the quality of public service delivery, and the state’s capac-
ity to respond to citizens’ needs contribute to strengthening institutional trust. This 
result is in line with the work of Rothstein and Teorell (2008), who demonstrate that 
institutional quality (beyond purely economic characteristics) is a key determinant 
of citizens’ trust in the state. In the Sub-Saharan African context, where institutional 
reforms are often incomplete, these findings suggest that strengthening governance 
can mitigate the detrimental effects of corruption on public trust.

Individual-level characteristics also play an important role. The positive coef-
ficient associated with gender (male = 1) indicates that men, on average, exhibit 
higher levels of institutional trust than women. This outcome may reflect differences 
in exposure to public institutions as well as persistent gender inequalities in Sub-
Saharan Africa, where women are often more vulnerable to institutional dysfunctions 
(Dollar et al., 2001). Age has a positive but relatively small effect, suggesting that 
older individuals tend to express slightly higher levels of trust, possibly due to longer 
political socialization or different institutional expectations.

By contrast, education is negatively associated with institutional trust in all three 
models. This result, frequently observed in developing countries, suggests that more 
educated individuals tend to be more critical of institutions and more aware of cor-
rupt practices (Algan & Cahuc, 2010; Norris, 2011). Similarly, the lived poverty 
index exerts a significant negative effect, indicating that individuals facing precari-
ous living conditions are more likely to distrust institutions perceived as unable to 
effectively meet their basic needs.

Place of residence also appears to be a significant determinant: individuals living 
in rural areas display higher levels of institutional trust than their urban counterparts. 
This finding may be explained by lower exposure to political scandals and media 
coverage in rural areas, as well as by lower institutional expectations, as suggested 
by Bratton and Mattes (2001).

At the macroeconomic level, GDP per capita (in logarithms) exhibits a significant 
negative effect in Models 2 and 3. Although this result may appear counterintuitive, 
it is consistent with the notion that in relatively wealthier countries within the 
region, citizens have higher expectations regarding governance and therefore 
become more critical when institutions fail to meet these expectations (Helliwell 
& Putnam, 2004). In addition, the share of the population with tertiary education is 
negatively associated with institutional trust, reinforcing the hypothesis of greater 
civic vigilance in more educated societies. Finally, the quality of governance shows 
a negative but weakly significant effect, which may reflect measurement issues or 
substantial institutional heterogeneity across Sub-Saharan African countries. The 
negative time effects observed in Models 1 and 2 indicate a gradual deterioration of 
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institutional trust over time, possibly linked to the persistence of corruption, political 
crises, and conflicts in several countries in the region.

Robustness Check of the Effects of Corruption on Institutional Trust

To ensure the robustness of the results, the disaggregated indicators broadly indicate 
that the findings are stable and consistent. We successively present the results for 
the three alternative indicators of institutional trust: trust in government, trust in the 
political opposition, and trust in national defense.

Regarding trust in government, the results consistently show that corruption has 
a negative and statistically significant effect on public trust in government, regard-
less of the corruption measure used. In Model 1, the Corruption Perception Index is 
negatively associated with trust, indicating that when citizens perceive a high level 
of corruption in their country, their institutional trust decreases substantially. This 
finding is confirmed in Model 2, where the perception of an increase in corruption 
also reduces trust, suggesting that perceived dynamics-rather than absolute levels 
alone- influence political legitimacy. Finally, Model 3 shows that direct experience 
of corruption negatively affects trust, although the effect is smaller compared to per-
ceptual measures.

These results are in line with the institutional literature, which emphasizes that 
corruption undermines state legitimacy and erodes political capital (Rose & Mishler, 
2001). Rothstein & Teorell (2008) argue that the impartiality and quality of pub-
lic institutions constitute a central foundation of political trust, explaining why 
widespread perceptions of corruption have a particularly strong effect. Similarly, 
Anderson & Tverdova (2003) demonstrate that corruption reduces support for the 
government, even in consolidated democratic contexts. Seligson (2002) highlights 
that personal experiences of corruption erode institutional trust by undermining 
belief in system fairness. Finally, Mishler & Rose (2001) show that political trust is 
more strongly grounded in evaluations of institutional performance than in abstract 
normative attachments, which helps explain the strength of the effects observed in 
our models (Table 3).

The results highlight differentiated effects of the three measures of corruption on 
trust in the political opposition. Unlike the patterns typically observed for trust in 
government, the impact of corruption on trust in the opposition appears more nuanced 
and, in some cases, counterintuitive. In Model 1, the Corruption Perception Index 
exhibits a negative and statistically significant coefficient. This finding indicates that 
in contexts where corruption is perceived to be high at the national level, trust in the 
political opposition also decreases. In other words, systemic corruption appears to 
affect the entire political system, including opposition parties. This dynamic may be 
explained by a “political contamination” phenomenon, whereby citizens generalize 
their distrust across the entire political class without clearly distinguishing between 
government and opposition. In environments characterized by entrenched corruption, 
the opposition may be perceived as part of the same failing system, limiting its capac-
ity to be seen as a credible alternative. This result suggests that widespread perceived 
corruption undermines the overall legitimacy of the political arena rather than target-
ing only the ruling power.
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Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
public trust in 
government

public trust in 
government

public trust in 
government

Corruption per-
ception index

-0.337*
(0.004)

Perception of 
increase of 
corruption in 
general

-0.300*
(0.006)

Corruption 
experienced

-0.125*
(0.006)

Individual level characteristics
Institutional 
performance 
index

0.546***
(0.004)

0.581***
(0.004)

0.642***
(0.004)

Gender 
(Male = 1)

0.023***
(0.005)

0.008
(0.005)

0.016***
(0.005)

Age 0.003***
(0.000)

0.003***
(0.000)

0.003***
(0.000)

Education -0.070***
(0.003)

-0.082***
(0.003)

-0.083***
(0.003)

Lived poverty 
index

-0.026***
(0.003)

-0.035***
(0.003)

-0.035***
(0.003)

Residence 
(Rural = 1)

0.123***
(0.006)

0.143***
(0.006)

0.147***
(0.006)

Country level characteristics
GDP per capita 
(log)

-0.006
(0.032)

-0.014
(0.032)

-0.032
(0.032)

Tertiary 
education

-0.016***
(0.002)

-0.012***
(0.002)

-0.016***
(0.002)

Quality of 
governance

-0.043***
(0.011)

-0.050***
(0.011)

-0.053***
(0.011)

Constant 1.244***
(0.229)

0.939***
(0.227)

0.844***
(0.232)

Year FE (ref. = 2015/16)
2017/2018 Yes Yes Yes
2019/2021 yes yes yes
2022/2023 yes yes yes
Random effects
Variance of ran-
dom intercept

0.041*** 0.042*** 0.046***

Observations 92,201 100,847 100,847
Number of 
groups

24 24 24

Wald chi2 37,822*** 35,212*** 32,100***
ICC 0.061 0.059 0.063
AIC 219,672 245,603 247,936
Source : Authors

Table 3  Effect of corruption on 
public trust in government
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Model 2 introduces the perception of an increase in corruption, which exhibits a 
positive and statistically significant effect. This result contrasts with the first model 
and reveals a more political dynamic. When citizens perceive that corruption is ris-
ing, their trust in the opposition tends to increase. This relationship can be under-
stood as a political sanctioning mechanism: in response to the perception of ethical 
deterioration within the incumbent government, individuals are more likely to turn 
to the opposition as a potential alternative. The perception of worsening corruption 
may thus enhance the appeal of the opposition, particularly if it adopts a credible 
anti-corruption platform. This finding suggests that it is not only the absolute level 
of corruption that matters but also its perceived trajectory. A perceived increase can 
activate mechanisms of protest or political realignment, benefiting the opposition.

In Model 3, direct experience of corruption shows a positive but statistically non-
significant coefficient. The lack of significance indicates that personally encountering 
corrupt acts does not robustly affect trust in the political opposition. This distinction 
from perceptual measures is particularly noteworthy. It suggests that attitudes toward 
the opposition are more strongly shaped by generalized perceptions and collective 
narratives than by isolated individual experiences. Personal experiences may gener-
ate dissatisfaction, but they do not necessarily translate into increased support for the 
opposition. Individuals may interpret their experiences as local administrative prob-
lems rather than as national-level political issues necessitating a change in leadership. 
These findings are consistent with those of Bazie & Diallo (2025) in the context of 
Burkina Faso (Table 4).

The results clearly and robustly indicate that corruption exerts a strongly nega-
tive effect on trust in national defense, regardless of the measure of corruption used. 
In Model 1, the Corruption Perception Index is negatively and significantly associ-
ated with trust. The magnitude of the coefficient is particularly large, suggesting that 
widespread perceptions of corruption substantially weaken the legitimacy of defense 
institutions. This indicates that when corruption is perceived as systemic, it under-
mines the credibility of state institutions, including those traditionally associated 
with authority and sovereignty.

Model 2 shows that the perception of an increase in corruption is also negative and 
significant. This result underscores the importance of the perceived dynamics of cor-
ruption: it is not only the level of corruption that matters, but also its trajectory. When 
citizens perceive that corruption is worsening, trust in national defense declines 
markedly. This may reflect growing concerns about the integrity of the armed forces 
or the management of public resources allocated to national security.

In Model 3, direct experience of corruption is also negatively and significantly 
associated with trust, although the effect is of smaller magnitude compared to per-
ceptual measures. This finding can be interpreted as showing that personal exposure 
to corrupt practices erodes institutional trust, while macro-level perceptions exert a 
stronger influence. Collective representations thus appear to play a more decisive role 
than isolated individual experiences in shaping trust in national defense (Table 5).
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Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Trust in the 
political 
opposition

Trust in the 
political 
opposition

Trust in the 
political 
opposition

Corruption per-
ception index

-0.049*
(0.005)

Perception of 
increase of corrup-
tion in general

0.019*
(0.007)

Corruption 
experienced

0.015
(0.008)

Individual level characteristics
Institutional per-
formance index

0.048***
(0.006)

0.065***
(0.005)

0.061***
(0.005)

Gender (Male = 1) 0.087***
(0.007)

0.088***
(0.007)

0.088***
(0.007)

Age 0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

Education -0.014***
(0.004)

-0.019***
(0.004)

-0.019***
(0.004)

Lived poverty 
index

0.010**
(0.004)

0.007*
(0.004)

0.007
(0.004)

Residence 
(Rural = 1)

0.050***
(0.007)

0.053***
(0.007)

0.053***
(0.007)

Country level characteristics
GDP per capita 
(log)

0.050
(0.035)

0.039
(0.034)

0.039
(0.034)

Tertiary education -0.024***
(0.002)

-0.023***
(0.002)

-0.023***
(0.002)

Quality of 
governance

0.054***
(0.014)

0.057***
(0.013)

0.057***
(0.013)

Constant 0.759***
(0.246)

0.714***
(0.242)

0.722***
(0.241)

Year FE (ref. = 2015/16)
2017/2018 Yes Yes Yes
2019/2021 yes yes yes
2022/2023 yes yes yes
Random effects
Variance of ran-
dom intercept

0.024*** 0.025*** 0.024***

Observations 92,201 100,847 100,847
Number of groups 24 24 24
Wald chi2 1,038*** 1,047*** 1,044***
ICC 0.023 0.023 0.022
AIC 266,59 292,738 292,741
Source: Authors

Table 4  Effect of corruption on 
trust in the political opposition
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Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Trust in national 
defense

Trust in na-
tional defense

Trust in 
national 
defense

Corruption perception 
index

-0.982*
(0.012)

Perception of increase of 
corruption in general

-0.548*
(0.017)

Corruption experienced -0.367*
(0.018)

Individual level characteristics
Institutional performance 
index

1.075***
(0.013)

1.251***
(0.013)

1.356***
(0.012)

Gender (Male = 1) 0.184***
(0.016)

0.137***
(0.016)

0.160***
(0.016)

Age 0.003***
(0.001)

0.005***
(0.001)

0.004***
(0.001)

Education -0.141***
(0.010)

-0.186***
(0.010)

-0.183***
(0.010)

Lived poverty index -0.061***
(0.009)

-0.089***
(0.009)

-0.084***
(0.009)

Residence (Rural = 1) 0.349***
(0.017)

0.417***
(0.017)

0.421***
(0.017)

Country level characteristics
GDP per capita (log) -0.305***

(0.097)
-0.456***
(0.100)

-0.476***
(0.100)

Tertiary education -0.024***
(0.006)

-0.018***
(0.006)

-0.024***
(0.006)

Quality of governance 0.017
(0.034)

-0.018
(0.034)

-0.027
(0.034)

Constant 6.427***
(0.697)

6.240***
(0.727)

6.010***
(0.725)

Year FE (ref. = 2015/16)
2017/2018 Yes Yes Yes
2019/2021 yes yes yes
2022/2023 yes yes yes
Random effects
Variance of random 
intercept

0.433*** 0.673*** 0.640***

Observations 92,201 100,847 100,847
Number of groups 24 24 24
Wald chi2 22,041*** 17,092*** 16,347***
ICC 0.072 0.101 0.096
AIC 420,614 466,447 467,087
Source: Authors

Table 5  Effect of corruption on 
trust in national defense
 

Conclusions and Policy Implications

This study analyzes the relationship between corruption and institutional trust. Based 
on Afrobarometer, WDI, WGI data, the paper performed factor analysis used to con-
struct institutional trust and estimated multilevel regression model on a panel of 24 
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Sub-Saharan African countries. The article uses different indicators of corruption 
to look at perception, experience of corruption and overall corruption. The results 
indicate that the perception and experienced corruption deteriorate institutional trust 
through the disaggregation of variables according to individual country characteris-
tics and taken as a whole. Citizens living in rural areas have more confidence in insti-
tutions than those living in urban areas. Level of education is a strong determinant 
of institutional trust. The results are robust to variations in methods and the use of 
alternative variables. The results suggest that public authorities respect their commit-
ments to citizens and fight corruption in public administrations.

Appendix

Fig. 3  Trends in trust in different institutions in 30 countries, 2011-2023. Source: Authors based on 
Afrobarometer data 2011-2023

 

Fig. 2  Change in perception of corruption in 30 countries, 2011-2023. Note: This is the percentage 
of respondents who feel that "most" or "all" of them are corrupt for each institution. Source: Authors 
based on Afrobarometer data, 2011-2023
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