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Individual-Level Determinants of Corruption

Perception in Five Areas of Public Life in Sweden:

Evidence from 2022 SOM Survey

Hampus Hallin

Marina Nistotskaya

Abstract

Corruption perceptions are not only shared social norms shaped by societal dynamics, but

they also reflections of individual experiences, values, and viewpoints. This study exam-

ines the relationship between a set of individual- and community-level factors and percep-

tions of corruption, using the data from a nationwide survey in Sweden. We analyze the

drivers of corruption perceptions among Swedish citizens across five key areas of public

life: politicians, civil servants, police, public healthcare, and foreign aid. Our findings

reveals that Swedish citizens hold sector specific perceptions of corruption – rather than

singular and unified – with the foreign aid perceived as the most corrupt sector and health-

care as the least corrupt. Only a few factors exhibit a statistically significant impact on

corruption perception across all five areas, reinforcing our main finding that there are va-

rieties of corruption perceptions rather than a singular, unified view of corruption in the

public sector.
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Introduction

The extensive body of literature links corruption not only to trust in political institutions and

government policies, but also to generalized interpersonal trust ((Rothstein, 2011b; Rothstein

& Stolle, 2008)).1 While actual instances of corruption undoubtedly play a role, the mere

belief that corruption is pervasive can be equally, if not more, damaging (Melgar et al., 2010).

Perceptions of corruption can erode public confidence, breed cynicism, and undermine the

social fabric, leading to a vicious cycle where trust diminishes, and governance becomes even

more challenging.

If interpersonal trust is, as (Uslaner, 2002, p.1) aptly describes, ’the chicken soup of life’ – the

element that improves everything – then corruption must be seen as the sticky, burnt residue

at the bottom of the skillet, making everything worse. Even if, as an aspiring chef, you are

unsure of the discoloration’s nature and the potential danger it poses to your culinary creation,

a lingering sense of unease can still arise from even a seemingly harmless taint,2 Such is the case

with perceptions of corruption. When individuals perceive corruption, it generates a sense of

unease that transcends personal experience, gradually eroding trust in both political institutions

and fellow citizens (referred to hereafter as generalized or social trust).

Given the profound impact that perceptions of corruption can have on trust in institutions and

fellow citizens, it is crucial to understand the factors that shape these perceptions. This study

focuses on a range of individual factors identified in previous literature and examines their asso-

ciation with corruption perceptions using the SOM Institute’s 2022 survey of Swedish citizens.

We analyze the drivers of corruption perceptions among Swedish citizens across five key areas

of public life: politicians, non-elected central government employees (offentliga tjänstemän),

police, public healthcare, and foreign aid.

1A recent review suggests that “The causation seems to run both ways – from trust to corruption as well as
from corruption to trust. (You et al., 2018, p.492). However, as the literature lacks empirical evidence meeting
current standards of causal identification, we set aside the issue of reverse causality in our paper, focusing instead
on the classical association between corruption and trust.

2For example, the combination of heat and chromium in stainless steel can create a harmless but unsettling
rainbow-like film on your skillet. Tip: use vinegar to remove it.
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1 Data and Method

The data is drawn from the annual surveys conducted by the SOM Institute at the University

of Gothenburg (SOM, 2022). These surveys, initiated in 1986, have become a cornerstone of

Swedish opinion research, being widely utilized by academics, policy makers and the media.

The SOM surveys are administered through postal questionnaires (in Swedish) sent to a large

randomly selected group of individuals aged 16 to 90 residing throughout Sweden, drawn from

the Swedish Tax Agency register.3 This includes both Swedish and foreign citizens. The 2022

survey comprised of seven parallel surveys, each sampling 3,750 respondents. One of these

surveys – SVERIGE III – featured questions about perception of corruption.

We employ this data using a standard Ordinary least squares regression (OLS) model. We

do a stepwise introduction of a standard set of individual characteristic explanatory factors,

informed by the literature, in five separate analysis for each area of concern.

1.1 Corruption as a Public Concern

First, respondents were asked to indicate their level of concern regarding various aspects of

public life (see appendix for the full list of questions D). As Figure 1 shows, among these

issues, corruption was ranked as the fifth least concerning issue, perceived as only slightly more

worrisome than working conditions, lack of housing, unemployment and digital surveillance.

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine emerged as the most pressing concern, followed by organized

crime (ranked 2nd), narcotics (4th), and political extremism (8th). Notably, while Swedes

expressed worry about the war in Ukraine and also military conflicts in general (7th), they were

less concerned about the prospect of a new world war, which ranked one position just above

corruption. There was also a high level of concern for environmental deterioration in general,

and in particular, the deterioration of marine environments (5th and 3rd respectively), as well

3Since 2012, respondents can also complete the SOM surveys online by using personal login credentials pro-
vided in the mailed materials.
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as climate change (6th). Inflation was another major concern (9th), unsurprising given that the

survey was conducted during a period of rising inflation (Radio Sweden, 2022).

The data suggests that corruption, though a concern, was not among the most pressing issues for

the average Swede, ranking as the fifth least concerning item included in the survey. This is not

surprising given that Sweden had been one of the least corrupt countries globally, ranking joint

5th on the Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index in 2022 (Transparency In-

ternational, 2022). We take this into consideration when interpreting the results of our analyses.

Figure 1: Corruption as a Public Concern

Note: The survey question asked: “If you look at the situation today, how worrying do you personally find the
following for the future?” Respondents could choose from the following options: 1 = not at all concerned to 4 =

very concerned.

1.2 Outcomes of Interest

Respondents were also asked to indicate their perceptions of corruption with regard to the fol-

lowing groups: politicians, non-elected central government employees (hereafter civil service),

4



healthcare workers, police, and the foreign aid sector.

As Figure 2 indicates, among these issues, perception of corruption was highest in the for-

eign aid sector, followed by politicians, civil servants and police. Swedish citizens perceived

corruption to be least spread among healthcare workers.

Figure 2: Corruption Perception in Five Areas of Public Life

Note: The survey question asked: “According to your assessment, to what extent are the following occupational
groups and sectors involved in some sort of corruption?” Respondents could choose from the following options:

1 = not at all concerned to 7 = to a large extent.

Given that the foreign aid sector is perceived as being particularly affected by corruption, it is

noteworthy that the phrasing of the survey question – “In your opinion, to what extent is aid to

developing countries involved in corruption?” – may have influenced responses by capturing

not only perceptions of corruption within Swedish organizations involved in international de-

velopment assistance, but also respondents’ perceptions on the broader contexts in which these

organizations operate. This suggests that that perceptions of corruption in foreign aid sector

may be heightened by assumptions that aid recipients in corruption-prone contexts might mis-

use the funds.

An analysis of the correlations of corruption perceptions across the five areas shows consid-

erable variation, ranging from .2 (between public healthcare and foreign aid) to .75 (between

politicians and civil servants). As shown in Figure 3, most correlations are either weak – such

as those between healthcare and politicians, healthcare and civil servants, and police and for-

eign aid – or moderate, including those between politicians and police, politicians and foreign

aid, civil servants and foreign aid, civil servants and police, and healthcare and police.

These results indicate that citizens do not have a uniform view of corruption across all sectors;
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Figure 3: Correlations between Areas of Corruption Perception

Note: Person’s (r) coefficients are reported.

instead, they hold distinct perceptions regarding the extent of corruption in different public

domains. This finding raises an important question about the validity of general corruption

perception indicators that that do not specify particular areas of public life. If citizens perceive

corruption differently across sectors, then survey measures that capture an overall perception

of corruption in the public sector may obscure meaningful distinctions. Such generalized in-

dicators may, in fact, mask sector-specific concerns and dynamics, potentially leading to an

incomplete understanding of public attitudes toward corruption. The variation observed in this

data suggests a need for more nuanced measures that differentiate between sectors, thereby of-

fering a more accurate representation of public concerns about corruption across different areas

of public life.

1.3 Explanatory Factors

We examine the impact of a set of socio-demographic, attitudinal and behavioral character-

istics of individuals on their perception of corruption in each of the five areas. The socio-

demographic characteristics include: age, gender, level of education, family status, occupa-

tion, income (individual income in the main analysis and household income in the robustness

checks). Attitudinal characteristics include: satisfaction with democracy, trust in (central)

government and its departments, generalized trust, and a self-declared position on left-right

scale. Behavioral characteristics include: a variable measuring individual level of political

participation and the party the respondents voted for in the last parliamentary elections. Table
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A2 of Appendix A provides a detailed description of the variables and their measurements.

Table B1 of Appendix A presents the descriptive statistics.

In addition we control for municipality fixed effects to control for the municipality-level con-

textual factors. Each analysis is based on responses from around 1,000 respondents (see Table

1).

Table 1: Number of Observations in the Final Model of Each Analysis

Final Model N

Civil Servants 1026
Politicians 1041
Police 1051
Healthcare Workers 1049
Foreign Aid Sector 951

2 Empirical Analysis

2.1 Politicians

Figure 4 visualizes the statistically significant coefficients of the fully-specified model (Model

10 in Table B1, Appendix B) of the analysis on the determinants of corruption perception

among politicians. Of three types of individual-levels characteristics, it is the attitudinal factors

that appear to matter most for peoples perception of corruption among politicians. Specifically,

higher trust in government agencies, higher satisfaction with democracy (both statistically sig-

nificant at the 99.9% level) and higher generalized trust (99%) are associated with lower per-

ception of corruption, controlling for all other factors considered.

The quantitative effect of these variables is substantial: a change from the lowest to the highest

level of trust in government agencies corresponds to the reduction in perception of corrup-

tion by around 46 percentage points. The increase in the satisfaction with democracy and in

trust on fellow citizens from the lowest to the highest levels correspond to the reduction in the
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perceptions of corruption among politicians by 21 and 13 percentage points correspondingly.

Of the socio-economist characteristics of the respondents it is only occupation that matters

for corruption perception. Specifically, self-employed individuals, including farmers, are more

likely to perceive corruption as high compared to employees without managerial responsibili-

ties.

It is noteworthy that respondents’ involvement in political activity does not have a statisti-

cally significant effect on their perception of corruption among politicians. The political party

respondents voted for in the most recent parliamentary election generally does not have a sig-

nificant impact on their perceptions either, with one exception: respondents who voted for the

Christian Democrats (KD: Kristdemokraterna) perceive higher levels of corruption within the

political class compared to those who voted for the Social Democrats.

Figure 4: Corruption Perception Among Politicians: Statistically Significant Predictors

The effects of local socio-economic and political context, as proxied by municipal fixed effects,

account for approximately one-fifth of the variation in the dependent variable. The full model,

which includes all predictors, explains about 44% of the variance.
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The full models are presented in Table B1 of Appendix B. As it can be seen, most variables are

not statistically significant throughout the analysis. However, education is statistically signifi-

cant and negatively signed – indicating that individuals with higher levels of education perceive

less corruption – in models that include only socio-economic predictors. This effect, however,

falls below the accepted threshold once municipal fixed effects are accounted for. Respondent

income is statistically significant and negatively signed – indicating that higher earners per-

ceive less corruption – in Models 4-6, but not in the rest of the models. Variables capturing

political behavior exert no statistically significant effect. Figure B1 of Appendix B presents all

coefficients that are statistically not significant.

2.2 Civil Servants

This analysis differs from the others in that it excludes the variable measuring trust in govern-

ment agencies. The rationale behind this exclusion is that both trust in government agencies

and perceptions of corruption in the civil service fundamentally reflect the same underlying

attitude toward public administration.4

Figure 5 presents the statistically significant coefficients from the fully-specified model (Model

10 in Table B2, Appendix A). Similar to the analysis regarding politicians, satisfaction with

democracy and trust in fellow citizens emerge as statistically significant predictors (at the

99.9% confidence level) of corruption perceptions in the public administration. A change

from the lowest to the highest level of satisfaction with democracy is associated with a 27

percentage point decrease in perceived corruption, while a similar shift in trust in fellow cit-

izens corresponds to a nearly 24 percentage point reduction in the outcome variable. These

attitudes exhibit a slightly greater quantitative impact on perceptions of corruption in public

administration compared to those concerning politicians. This finding further substantiates the

well-established association between trust in government and generalized trust (Rothstein &

4As the association between the two variables is not prohibitive for the inclusion of the variable trust in gov-
ernment agencies into the analysis (r = -.46), in the robustness checks we re-run the analysis with the inclusion of
the trust in government agencies variable to find the results to be substantively the same as in the main analysis.
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Stolle, 2008).

Figure 5: Corruption Perception Among Civil Servants: Statistically Significant Predictors

Among socio-economic variables, occupation is a statistically significant predictor of the per-

ception of corruption in the civil service. Compared to the reference group (employees without

managerial responsibilities), being self-employed is associated with a heightened perception of

corruption in public administration, while being an employee with managerial responsibilities

is not statistically significant. Furthermore, education is statistically significant and negatively

signed, indicating that more educated respondents perceive Swedish bureaucrats as less corrupt

compared to those with lower levels of education. A change in education level from the least to

most educated is associated with a reduction in corruption perception by about 12 percentage

points.

In terms of political behavior, neither the level of political activity nor voting for a particular

political party in most the recent parliamentary election has a statistically significant effect on

perceptions of corruption in public administration.

The influence of local socio-economic and political contexts, proxied by municipality fixed
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effects, accounts for approximately one-quarter of the variance in the dependent variable. The

final model, which incorporates all predictors, explains 39% of the variance in perceptions of

corruption within the civil service.

2.3 Public Health

Figure 6 displays the statistically significant coefficients from the fully-specified model ana-

lyzing corruption among healthcare workers. Of the three types of individual characteristics,

only two – gender and generalized trust – are statistically significant (both at the 99 % level)

in the final model (Model 10 in Table B3, Appendix B). Specifically, being a male and having

high levels of generalized trust are both associated with lower levels of perception of corruption

among healthcare workers.

Examining the quantitative effects of these variables, we find that they are quite modest: being

male, compared to female, is associated with a 3 percentage points lower corruption perception,

whereas moving from being the least trusting to most trusting corresponds to a reduction in

corruption perception by 15 percentage points.

Examining the effects of the party voted for in the most recent election (Table C5), we found

that respondents who returned their ballot papers void perceive, on average, about 20 percent-

age points more corruption than voters who cast their ballots for SD, M, V, C, or KD. In other

words, respondents who can be assumed to be signal their dissatisfaction with the political

status quo perceive higher levels of corruption in this sector than the average Swedish voter.

Among the five five areas of public life examined, public health is the only one where casting

a blank ballot paper exerts a statistically significant effect on corruption perception.

The influence of local socio-economic and political contexts, as proxied by municipality fixed

effects, accounts for about one-quarter of the variance in the dependent variable. The final

model, incorporating all variables, accounts for 36% of the variance in perceptions of health-

care workers corruption, which is slightly lower than the explained variance in perceptions of
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Figure 6: Corruption Perception among Healthcare Workers: Statistically Significant Predictors

politicians and civil servants corruption.

2.4 Police

Figure 7 reports the statistically significant coefficients from the fully specified model (Model

10 in Table B4, Appendix A). Among the three types of characteristics, the attitudinal factors

once again exert the strongest influence on perceptions of police corruption. Both trust in gov-

ernment agencies and generalized trust are statistically significant at the 99.9 % level, and each

is negatively signed. Additionally, the coefficient for respondent age is statistically significant

(at the 99%) level and negatively signed, indicating that older respondents tend to perceive less

corruption in the police. Among all areas of public life examined, police corruption is the only

one where respondent age emerges as a statistically significant factor.

The coefficient for gender is negatively signed throughout the models and remains statistically

significant in all but the final model, where the respondent’s positioning on the left-right polit-
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Figure 7: Corruption Perception Among Police Personnel: Statistically Significant Predictors

ical scale is included.

An examination of the quantitative effects reveals that trust in government agencies has the

largest impact on reducing perceptions of corruption. Moving from the lowest to the highest

level of trust is associated with a 33 percentage-point decrease in perceived police corruption.

In contrast, equivalent shifts in other variables yield only a 15-percentage-point reduction in

corruption perception.

The effects of the party voted for in the most recent parliamentary election (Table C4) are

largely not statistically significant.

The local socio-economic and political contexts, as measured by municipal fixed effects, ex-

plain a one-fifth of the variance in the dependent variable. The final model, incorporating all

predictors, accounts for 35% of the variance in corruption perception, which is consistent with

the explanatory power observed in the analysis for public health workers.
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2.5 Foreign Aid

Figure 8 presents the statistically significant coefficients of the fully-specified model for cor-

ruption perception of the foreign aid sector (Model 10 in Table B5, Appendix B). Once again, it

is the attitudinal variables that appear to matter most for respondents’ perceptions of corruption

in the foreign aid sector. Specifically, both trust in government agencies and trust in fellow

citizens are statistically significant and negatively signed, indicating that the more respondents

trust the government and in others, the weaker their perceptions of corruption. Furthermore,

respondents’ self identification on the left-right political scale is statistically significant and pos-

itively signed, suggesting that more right-leaning respondents are more likely to perceive the

foreign aid sector as corrupt. Interestingly, among all areas of public life examined, corruption

in the foreign aid sector is the only one where respondent’s left-right political self-identification

emerges as a statistically significant factor.

Examining the size of the effects, we see that trust in governmental agencies carries the largest

effect, where a change from the lowest to the highest level of trust corresponds to a decrease

in corruption perception of about 36 percentage points. Moving the four steps from being

“clearly to the left” to “clearly to the right” is associated with a 23 percentage points increase

in corruption perception, while an equivalent change in generalized trust corresponds to a 15

percentage point decrease in corruption perceptions.

Beyond the attitudinal variables, we find that among the socio-economic characteristics, only

occupation matters for corruption perceptions. Specifically, belonging to occupation group 2

(employee with managerial responsibility) is associated with an increase of approximately 6

percentage points in corruption perception, compared to the reference group (employees).

The coefficient for education is negatively signed throughout the models and remains statisti-

cally significant in all but the final two models, where generalized trust and the respondent’s

positioning on the left-right political scale is included. The negative sign indicates that more

educated respondents tend to perceive less corruption in the foreign aid sector.
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Figure 8: Corruption Perception in the Foreign Aid Sector: Statistically Significant Predictors

Examining the effects of the party respondents voted for in the most recent parliamentary elec-

tion on corruption perception in the foreign aid sector, we find that respondents who voted for

the Centre Party (C: Centerpartiet) on average perceive less corruption (by 10 to 15 percentage

points) in this sector, compared to partisans voting for S, MP and ‘Other’, but not for any of the

remaining parties. Notably, we find no statistically significant effect of voting for the far right

Sweden Democrats on the perception of corruption.

The effect of the local socio-economic and political contexts, as proxied by municipality fixed

effects, accounts for nearly a quarter of the variance in the dependent variable. The final model,

which includes all predictors, explains 44% of the variance in the perception of corruption in

Swedish foreign aid.
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3 Discussion

Our analysis revealed the importance of attitudinal variables in shaping respondents’ percep-

tions of corruption across the examined sectors of public life. Among the attitudinal variables

examined, generalized trust consistently emerged as statistically significant across all analyses.

This finding alings with the well-established theoretical (Uslaner, 2002) and empirical evidence

(Morris & Klesner, 2010; Richey, 2010) linking social trust and corruption.

What is particularly striking, however, is the consistency with which generalized trust is asso-

ciated with perceptions of corruption in various areas of public life. Indeed, as shown in Table

2, the impact of generalized trust is of comparable magnitude across the sectors, with a slightly

higher effect size observed in the civil service analysis.

Another important attitudinal variable that we found to be associated with perceptions of cor-

ruption is trust in government. This variable is statistically significant in three out of the four

analyses in which it was included: politicians, police and foreign aid (it was excluded from the

civil service analysis).

Table 2: Size of the Generalized Trust’s Coefficient Across Five Analyses

Category Value

Foreign aid -0.103
Healthcare workers -0.0997
Police -0.101
Politicians -0.0893
Civil servants -0.158

It is important to note that our analysis treats both types of trust as explanatory factors for cor-

ruption perceptions. However, the relationship may also operate in the opposite direction, with

perceptions of corruption influencing levels of trust (Anderson & Tverdova, 2003; Uslaner,

2002). Given the cross-sectional and observational nature of the data used in this study, this

potential endogeneity issue cannot be fully resolved and should be considered when interpret-

ing the results.
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The final attitudinal variable that emerges as an important predictor of corruption perceptions

is satisfaction with democracy. This variable remains statistically significant in two analy-

ses—politicians and civil servants. Its quantitative impact is notable: moving from the lowest

to the highest level of satisfaction with democracy corresponds to a 20 to 25 percentage point

decrease in perceived corruption. However, beyond these three factors, no other attitudinal

variable reached the threshold of statistical significance across multiple analyses.

Some socio-economic characteristics of respondents emerge as statistically significant pre-

dictors of certain corruption perceptions, however, none of these characteristics consistently

predict corruption perceptions across all areas of public life. Education, for instance, was sta-

tistically significant in explaining corruption perceptions in public administration, although the

effect size was quite small. Additionally, occupation type – albeit involving different occupa-

tional groups – influenced perceptions of corruption in the political elite and foreign aid sectors.

We found that female respondents perceived higher corruption in the public health sector, al-

though the size of this effect is rather small. This difference could be due to the fact that

women, on average, utilize healthcare services more frequently than men (Osika Friberg et al.,

2016). As a “significant portion” of this disparity is attributed to maternity and childbirth care

(Swedish Gender Equality Agency, nd), this may shape women’s perceptions of healthcare

practices and potentially influence their views on corruption within the sector.

The perception of corruption within law enforcement is particularly important given the critical

role the police play in maintaining public trust and upholding the rule of law. Our finding that

younger individuals are more likely to perceive corruption in the police is therefore concerning.

As noted by Rothstein (2013), “compared to other political institutions that exercise public

policy, the courts, the police, and the other legal institutions of the state have a special task:

to detect and punish people who, in game theory parlance, use opportunistic strategies” (p.

1017). If younger generations, who are currently skeptical of the police, maintain this attitude

into later stages of their lives, it could negatively affect the authority and legitimacy of one of

society’s key institutions responsible for combating opportunism and corruption.
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Finally, none of the behavioral characteristics of the respondents exhibited consistent patterns

in their influence on perceptions of corruption. This may be due to their effects being mediated

through other variables (e.g., satisfaction with democracy), imprecise measurement (e.g., in

the case of political participation), or other unidentified factors. These potential explanations

should be considered when interpreting the results.

Our findings should also be interpreted within the Swedish context, as corruption and corrup-

tion perception “depend on how a society understands the rules and what constitutes a devia-

tion” (Melgar et al., 2010, p. 120). Sweden is consistently viewed as one of the least corrupt

countries globally by both international watchdogs, such as Transparency International and by

academics (Andersson, 2003; Erlingsson & Kristinsson, 2020). This suggests that both the

extent and nature of corruption may differ in Sweden (Andersson, 2003; Bauhr et al., 2010;

Erlingsson & Kristinsson, 2016) compared to countries where corruption is endemic, such as,

for example, many of Sweden’s partner nations receiving international development assistance

(Nistotskaya et al., 2024).

For instance, Bauhr et al. (2010) shown that corruption in Sweden rarely takes the form of

bribes. Their research revealed that only four percent of respondents in the 2010 SOM Institute

survey believed public sector employees would request fees for performing their duties, while

16% believed a public sector doctor might help a friend or relative advance in the healthcare

queue (Bauhr et al., 2010, p. 9, 14). This aligns with Erlingsson & Kristinsson (2016)’s findings

in Iceland, another of the least corrupt countries, which showed that “less serious types of

corruption, such as favoritism in public appointments and failure to disclose information, are

more common than more serious forms such as extortion, bribes, and embezzlement” (p. 22).

The unique context of Sweden in terms of corruption-related exceptionalism limits the extent

to which the findings of this study can be generalized to other countries or settings.

Additionally, it is noteworthy that when the survey from which our data is drawn was con-

ducted, Swedes ranked corruption among their lowest concerns when considering future chal-

lenges (Table 1). While Swedish citizens may attribute relatively high levels of corruption to
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specific areas of public life, such as foreign aid, corruption itself is not regarded as a particularly

urgent issue.

Finally, it is crucial to highlight the limitations of using citizen surveys to measure corruption.

Research on corruption indicates that responses to survey questions about corruption are often

influenced by social desirability bias and the political views of respondents, both of which can

distort the accuracy of the findings (Agerberg, 2022).

4 Conclusion

Perception of corruption that individuals hold matter for many aspects of social life. Existing

research indicates that these perceptions not only provide insight on to the actual level of cor-

ruption but also shape trust in political institutions and influence interpersonal relationships,

with potential cascading effects on socio-economic and political dynamics within society (An-

derson & Tverdova, 2003; Melgar et al., 2010; Morris & Klesner, 2010; Richey, 2010).

Perception of corruption is not only a shared social norm, formed by societal dynamics (Roth-

stein, 2011a), it is also shaped by individual experiences, values and views (Melgar et al.,

2010). In both corruption-free and corruption-rampant societies, there are individuals who

would never engage in corrupt practices, those that might find them justifiable under certain

circumstances, and still others may engage in corruption regularly. This study aimed to exam-

ine the individual-level factors that underpin corruption perceptions of Swedish citizens, using

the data from a reputable nationwide survey.

We analyzed the individual-level drivers of corruption perceptions that Swedish citizens hold

about their politicians, civil servants, police, public health, and foreign aid. Our first finding

is that respondents hold differing perceptions of corruption across these areas: the foreign aid

sector is perceived as affected by corruption the most, while politics and civil service are viewed

as having high corruption levels, followed by a moderate perception of corruption in the police,
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and relatively low perceptions of corruption in public health.

This finding suggests that citizens are more likely to have sector-specific perceptions of cor-

ruption, rather than a singular, unified view. If this is the case, this adds to the critique of the

validity of single-point estimate measures of corruption perceptions, raised by scholars and

practitioners in the field (David-Barrett, 2024), and underscores the need for more granular

indicators to capture the complexities of public attitudes toward corruption. This conclusion

is further supported by the findings from our analysis, which reveals that only one variable

–generalized trust – was a statistically significant predictor of corruption perception in all sec-

tors. Beyond that, only two variables – trust in agencies and satisfaction with democracy – were

significant in more than one analysis. Other variables influencing perceptions of corruption ap-

pear to be sector-specific, further reinforcing the argument that there is no singular, unified

perception of corruption.

This finding is in line with emerging literature on corruption which critiques extant theoretiza-

tions of corruption as overly generic (Heywood, 2017; Hutchinson et al., 2020; Khan & Pallavi,

2022; Pyman, 2020), pointing instead that corruption varies not only between countries, but

also within them, across levels of government, sectors, professional domains, and organiza-

tions (for a review of this literature see Nistotskaya et al. (2024), pp.48-58).

Our second finding is that, among the three families of individual-level factors – attitudinal,

socio-economic, and behavioral – only attitudinal factors displayed a sort of patterned influ-

ence on corruption perceptions across different areas of public life. However, this conclusion

should be viewed with caution, as the direction of the relationships between trust in govern-

ment and social trust, on the one hand, and corruption perceptions, on the other, could not be

adjudicated with the data available. Most socio-economic and behavioral variables appeared to

influence corruption perceptions only within specific sectors, further suggesting that corruption

perception is a sector-specific phenomenon.

While Sweden remains one of the least corrupt countries in the world, it is important to periodi-

cally measure and examine perceptions of corruption in different sectors of public life as one of

20



the means of ensuring that the abuse of entrusted power for private gain remains the exception,

not the rule. In other words, by regularly examining discolorations in skillets, we stay vigilant

to guarantee that nothing more troubling is happening in the kitchen.
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Appendices

A Descriptive statistics

Table A1: Descriptive Statistics

Variable Obs Mean Std. dev. Min Max
Corr Perc Pub 1,371 3.84 1.63 1 7
Corr Perc Aid 1,262 4.65 1.84 1 7
CorrPerc Police 1,408 2.72 1.44 1 7
CorrPere Health 1,406 1.95 1.21 1 7
CorrPerc Politicans 1,410 4.02 1.67 1 7
Age 1,751 54.18 19.34 17 91
Age sq 1,751 3309 2072 289 8281
Sex 1,820 0.48 0.5 0 1
Educ 1,742 5.38 2.7 1 10
Partnr 1,756 -0.74 0.44 0 1
Occupation 1,577 1.4 0.64 1 3
Income 1,731 5.52 3.34 1 15
PolActive 1,708 1.08 0.32 1 3
PartyVoted 1,487 4.36 2.49 1 10
DemSatis 1,766 2.82 0.74 1 4
AgencyTrust 1,750 2.82 0.68 1 4
GenTrust 1,764 6.3 2.21 1 11
LRScale 1,767 3.04 1.27 1 5
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Table A2: Description of Independent Variables

Variable Description Measurement

Age Respondent’s age Continuous

Age2 Respondent’s age squared Continuous

Gender Self-declared 0 = Woman; 1 = Man

Education Highest level of education 1 = Compulsory, <9 years; 2 = Compulsory, >9
years; 3 = Gymnasium, <3 years; 4 = Gymna-
sium, 3 years or more; 5 = Vocational, <3 years;
6 = Vocational, 3 years or more; 7 = University,
<3 years; 8 = University, more than 3, yet no
more than 4; 9 = University 4 years or more; 10
= Postgraduate

Family status Married/in partnership or not 0 = No; 1 = Yes

Occupations Occupation 1 = Employee (ref); 2 = Employee
w/managerial duties; 3 = Self-employed

Income individ-
ual

Individual income, monthly,
thousand SEK

1 = <10; 2 = 10-14,9; 3 = 15-19,9; 4= 20-24,9;
5 = 25-29,9; 6 = 30-34,9; 7 = 35-39,9; 8 = 40-
44,9; 9 = 45-49,9; 10 = 50-54,9; 11 = 55-59,9;
12 = 60-64,9; 13 = 65-69,9; 14 = 70-74,9; 15 =
>75.

Income house-
hold

Household income, yearly,
thousand SEK

1 = 100 or less; 2 = 101-200; 3 = 201-300; 4 =
301-400; 5 = 401-500; 6 = 501-600; 7 = 601-
700; 8 = 701-800; 9 = 801-900; 10 = 901-1000;
11 = 1001-1100; 12 = More than 1100.

Satisfaction with
Democracy

Generally, how satisfied are
you with the functioning of
democracy in Sweden?

1 = Not at all; 2 = Not particularly; 3 = Pretty
satisfied; 4 = Very satisfied

Trust in govern-
ment departments

Generally, how much confi-
dence do you have in Swedish
governmental departments?

1 = Very little; 2 = Relatively low; 3 = Rela-
tively high; 4 = Very high confidence

Generalized trust Trust in fellow citizens 1 = It is not possible to trust people, generally
... 10 = It is possible to trust people generally

Left-right posi-
tion

Position on the left-right po-
litical spectrum

1 = Clearly to the left; 2 = Somewhat to the left;
3 = Neither left nor right; 4 = Somewhat to the
right; 5 = Clearly to the right

Political partici-
pation

Are you a member of a politi-
cal party/organisation?

1 = No(ref); 2 = Yes; 3 = Yes, and I have some
type of function within it

Party voted in the
last elections

Political party responded
voted for

S, SD, M, V, C, L, KD, and MP
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B Main Analysis

Table B1: Corruption among Politicians: Full Analysis

Figure B1: Corruption among Politicians: Statistically Not Significant Predictors
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Table B2: Corruption among Civil Servant: Full Analysis

Figure B2: Corruption among Civil Servants: Statistically Not Significant Predictors
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Table B3: Corruption among Public Health Workers: Full Analysis

Figure B3: Corruption among Public Health Workers: Statistically Not Significant Predictors
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Table B4: Corruption among Police: Full Analysis

Figure B4: Corruption among Police: Statistically Not Significant Predictors
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Table B5: Corruption among Foreign Aid Officials: Full Analysis

Figure B5: Corruption among Foreig Aid: Statistically Not Significant Predictors
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C Main Analysis Party Voted for effects - Significant results

Table C1: Results for Civil Servants by Party

Party S SD M V C L KD MP Other Blank
Ref. Group

V
S

C -0.70
(0.30)

-1.01
(0.43)

L -0.90
(0.40)

M
KD

MP -0.92
(0.44)

SD 0.70
(0.30)

Other 1.10
(0.49)

0.90
(0.40)

0.92
(0.44)

Blank

Table C2: Results for Foreign Aid by Party

Party S SD M V C L KD MP Other Blank
Ref. Group

V

S 0.61
(0.30)

C -0.61
(0.30)

-0.72
(0.31)

-0.90
(0.40)

L
M

KD

MP 0.72
(0.31)

SD

Other 0.90
(0.40)

Blank
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Table C3: Results for Politicians by Party

Party S SD M V C L KD MP Other Blank
Ref. Group

V

S 0.60
(0.30)

C
L
M

KD -0.60
(0.30)

MP
SD

Other
Blank

Table C4: Results for Police by Party

Party S SD M V C L KD MP Other Blank
Ref. Group

V

S 0.54
(0.25)

C

L 0.49
(0.23)

M

KD -0.54
(0.25)

-0.49
(0.23)

MP
SD

Other
Blank
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Table C5: Results for Healthcare by Party

Party S SD M V C L KD MP Other Blank
Ref. Group

V -0.74
(0.37)

-1.18
(0.50)

S

C -1.08
(0.51)

L

M -1.16
(0.51)

KD -1.13
(0.50)

MP

SD -1.20
(0.54)

Other 0.74
(0.37)

Blank 1.20
(0.54)

1.16
(0.51)

1.18
(0.50)

1.08
(0.51)

1.13
(0.50)
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D Public Concern

List of survey questions informing the 1 graph.

Considering the current situation today, how concerned do you feel about the following

issues regarding the future? Respondents ranked each issue as: Very concerned, Quite con-

cerned, Not very concerned, or Not at all concerned.

• Changes in the Earth’s climate

• Economic crisis

• Political extremism

• Global epidemics

• Organized crime

• Deterioration of the marine environ-

ment

• Increase in refugees

• Increased drug use

• Military conflicts

• Restrictions on freedom of speech

• Increased stress in working life

• Precarious employment conditions

• The situation in Russia

• Restrictions on personal freedom

• Digital surveillance

• A new world war

• High unemployment

• Environmental degradation

• Weakened democracy

• Deterioration in welfare

• Terrorism

• Increased xenophobia

• Housing shortage

• Increased antibiotic resistance

• Ethnic tensions

• Increased social inequality

• Corruption

• Cyberattacks against authorities

• Increased inflation
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