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Why do voters vote for candidates known for corruption allegations? We herein
suggest two possible explanations for it. First, the choice context affects voters’
risk assessment, since voting for a candidate considers other candidates because
aversion to extreme alternatives can change their preferences. Second, the judgment,
according to which, candidates’ features are relevant, is not impartial because
previously defined preferences set the relevant ones. We also seek to assess
such judgments from a moral perspective supported by the understanding that
individuals presenting utilitarian ethical orientation substantiate their choices of
candidates who deliver results for voters. In contrast, individuals accounting for a
deontological orientation focus on means and principles. We designed a vignette
experiment with 223 respondents who were randomly exposed to two different
scenarios in order to assess such elements empirically: two candidates, one
newcomer and one experienced candidate whose accounts were disapproved
by the court of auditors; three candidates, the two previous candidates and one
experienced candidate who was convicted of corruption. Based on the results,
the presence of the most corrupt candidate significantly increased the probability
of voters voting for the newcomer; thus, the stronger the utilitarian orientation,
the greater the likelihood of voters voting for the experienced candidate, mainly
when there is a more corrupt candidate in the race.

KEYWORDS
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1 Introduction

The current political scenario in several countries, including Brazil, reflects critically on
elections. On the one hand, the population is apparently less tolerant of corruption and
morally reprehensible attitudes, even if they are legal (Arvate and Mittlaender, 2017; Lago,
2019). On the other hand, there is the frequent reelection of politicians involved in corruption
or unethical practices, or of their associates (Barros et al., 2019; Boas et al., 2019). The
motivations behind each vote may explain this contradiction.

It is possible to compare the electoral environment to markets in general by understanding
the essence of the act of voting as an exchange (Philipson and Snyder, 1996), and to use studies
related to consumer decision-making to understand voters’ behavior (Gongalves and Ayrosa,
2022; Philipson and Snyder, 1996). Viewing the individual no longer as purely rational at the
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time to make choices, but also as a being influenced by subjective
factors is increasingly accepted because it introduces new perspectives
for the study of voters as consumers (Barros et al., 2012; Whelan
etal., 2016).

Even if voters are aware, informed, and confident of their choices,
subjective aspects are unlikely to influence their decision. According
to studies on decision-making processes, no choice is entirely rational;
therefore, when one makes a decision, others often use cognitive
shortcuts unconsciously. These shortcuts can help them make the best
choice possible with the least effort (Colombo and Steenbergen, 2021).
These shortcut types can be the most varying ones, yet, they are related
to a series of interferences voters are exposed to. Social, cultural,
genetic, and many other influences can build and shape their
personality, as well as affect their choices (Kahneman, 2011).

Several studies have set out to analyze electoral actions toward
corruption. Vera (2020) explored how candidates’ competence and
corruption influenced voters’ willingness to punish corrupt politicians,
in Peru. Bottkjeer and Justesen (2021) assessed the role of ‘clientelism’
and partisanship in supporting corrupt politicians in South Africa.
(2023)
consequentialist ethical perspectives shape attitudes toward

Megias et al. investigated how deontological and
corruption in Portugal. Breitenstein (2019) analyzed how voters could
forgive bribery in exchange for party benefits and economic
performance in Spain. Barros et al. (2019) analyzed the impact of
ideology on voters’ willingness to vote for corrupt candidates in Brazil.
Arvate and Mittlaender (2017) investigated how corruption and
inefficiency are punished by voters in an experiment aimed at electoral
scenario simulations in Brazil. Finally, Jenke and Huettel (2020)
showed how social identity can compete with political considerations
at the time to determine voters’ preferences.

The aim of the present study was to find ways to foster discussions
about voters’ decision-making process by perceiving them as a type of
consumer whose vote is the currency paid in exchange for candidates’
political promises. The main aim of the present research was to
investigate the likely association between individuals’ deontological or
utilitarian ethical structure and the greater or lesser tolerance for
candidates’ political corruption based on a randomized vignette
experiment conducted to simulate options for choosing
mayoral candidates.

It is important highlighting that the discussion about corruption
demands to mention ethics. After all, corruption is found where one
lacks ethics (Stukart, 2003). Conceptualizing ethics is not an easy task,
because, despite the centuries of discussions on the subject, there is no
single definition accepted by the entire society (Conway and
Gawronski, 2013). We sought to introduce the two most accepted and
frequently discussed classifications linked to modern ethics, namely:
deontology and utilitarianism. Overall, the first values focus on
faithful and strict compliance with rules and moral principles, whereas
the second ones focus on the consequences of a given action
(Gawronski and Beer, 2017; Nozick, 1981). Likewise, the definition of
corruption is not undisputed because this term encompasses a whole
series of attitudes, such as, theft, fraud, bribery and nepotism,
including everything from minor behavioral deviations to highly
severe and complex profile (Brei, 1996; Rose, 2018). Corruption will
be that practiced by politicians and, therefore, related to public affairs
and to the community.

The current study used two distinct scenarios, both addressing the
same context, to examine how certain subjective aspects influence
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voters decision-making. These scenarios involved an electoral dispute
between mayoral candidates in a fictitious Brazilian municipality and
were based on a randomized vignette experiment (Boas et al., 2019;
Carreras and Vera, 2018; Vera, 2020). Three candidate profiles were
presented: the first candidate was honest but politically inexperienced,
running for office for the first time; the second candidate was an
incumbent seeking re-election who, despite achieving satisfactory
results in public management, had his accounts rejected by the State
Audit Court; and the third candidate, also seeking re-election, had
been tried and convicted of corruption. In the first scenario, only the
first two candidates were presented, whereas the second scenario
included the third candidate with a history of corruption. Participants
were randomly assigned one of these scenarios and asked to vote for
one of the presented candidates.

Unlike other studies that have ignored the real conditions for
choosing one of the candidates (Boas et al., 2019; Weitz-Shapiro and
Winters, 2017), our intention was to simulate real voting situations,
which allowed us to hypothesize that the presence of a third, and more
corrupt candidate, would trigger the aversion bias toward extremes
(Tversky, 1994). This process, which could lead to more choices for the
less corrupt newcomer candidate, has shown that the mere presence
of a third candidate, who was more corrupt than the others, could
influence voters’ voting intentions; yet, there are voters who were
lenient toward corruption if there was some sort of beneficial
counterpart for their community - this find was already pointed out
in previous studies (Bonifacio, 2013).

We assessed voters™ ethical orientation through the Survey of
Ethical Theoretic Aptitudes (SETA), which was applied to classify
voters into individuals presenting a deontological or a utilitarian
profile. In order to do so, we hypothesized that the more utilitarian the
individual, the greater its likelihood for choosing the mayoral
candidate known for history of achievements, despite the corruption
allegations. In addition, we also hypothesized that the presence of a
third (more corrupt) candidate led to an even higher utilitarianism,
because it triggered the aversion to extremes, to a greater extent. The
findings can be seen as advancements in the studies by Boas et al.
(2019) and Weitz-Shapiro and Winters (2017), as they took into
account factors intrinsic to voters’ moral judgment when they punish
corrupt politicians through their voting. This attitude is in compliance
with a research agenda supported by recent changes in elections
worldwide (Lago, 2019).

2 Framework
2.1 Elections as markets

In a broader sense, markets can be understood as environment
where individuals provide currency in exchange for a given product
or service (Philipson and Snyder, 1996), where exchanges of goods or
services offered by producers and demanded by buyers are carried out
(Baker, 2007). This environment embodies social structures
characterized by close social associations among firms, workers,
suppliers, customers and governments (Fligstein and Dauter, 2007).
The common idea lies on the understanding that a place, which is not
necessarily physical, where potential consumers of any good, service
or idea, and where sellers of all good types, interact to satisfy their
respective desires and needs.
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Thus, giving specific meaning to the sense of market allows
associating it with the electoral process (Philipson and Snyder, 1996;
Schumpeter, 1942). Both the product market and the election market
regard transactions, perception of values, product differentiation and
marketing campaigns. While consumers offer money in exchange for
goods or services, voters give their vote to the candidate whose speech
they believe is the best in public administration terms (Gongalves and
Ayrosa, 2022). Salespeople like political candidates, in their turn,
account for persuading and convincing others to reach and win over
their consumer target (Barros et al., 2019). So much so, that the
analogy between voter/consumer and candidate/product is common
in the literature, according to which, candidates seek to sell their ideas
and proposals to voters who likely want to get them (Perannagari and
Chakrabarti, 2020; Scammell, 1999). Based on the perception that
voters behave as consumers, it is possible associating some studies on
consumers with voters. The focus of the current study is to assess
voters’ decision-making process when they must decide who to vote
for, mainly when it comes to their biases, as well as to the effects of
ethical orientation.

Simon (1955, 1956) was one of the first ones to perceive and
theorize about the influence of behavioral biases by taking into
account decision-making behaviors. The behavioral approaches to
markets, including the electoral ones, gained more prominence at late
20th century through the work by Kahneman and Tversky. They were
recently boosted by the work by Richard Thaler. Their main reflection
on this approach lies on the understanding that economic agents have
cognitive limitations in decision-making processes, and it would
prevent them from acting as suggested by neoclassical economists, i.e.,
in a purely rational way. It happens because it would be impossible to
process all information available about likely alternatives, as well as
about their respective consequences (Simon, 1955, 1956). These
limitations can be both conscious and unconscious. In other words,
economic agents can, intentionally or not, choose the non-optimal
alternative. Vera (2020) showed how the perception of candidates’
competence in electoral contexts and the prevalence of corruption
influence voters’ willingness to punish corrupt politicians. However,
the research also identified that voters sometimes tend to accept
corruption from candidates considered competent, mainly when these
candidates deliver public works that meet voters’ needs.

Some reflections on voters' decision-making are enough to
question their behavior, as suggested by the theory of economic
rationality (Colombo and Steenbergen, 2021). It is up to voters to
decide if it is worth investing time and effort in searching for data and
information about the candidates if they are aware of their votes’
marginal effect, which could change the final result of an election
(Downs, 1957). Thus, if voters are aware that their decision is virtually
insignificant, they would seek to measure the cost of their vote for
themselves. Furthermore, there is individuals’ natural difficulty in
choosing something whose result, in addition to not being immediate,
cannot be seen, only perceived.

Thus, criticism emerges from the so-called homo economicus,
who is perfectly rational and whose choices are perfect. They
believe that subjective aspects exert little, or no, influence on their
decision-making process, to the point of not being taken into
consideration. Economic agents, who are herein referred to as
voters, naturally have some kind of pre-established label set by the
social environment they are inserted in. Therefore, when they are
faced with a decision, no matter how simple it might be, it is
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difficult to ignore factors such as social attributes, cultural
identity, ways of thinking, acting, and worldview, which can
influence their choices (Stoetzer and Zittlau, 2020). As highlighted
by Jenke and Huettel (2020), the identity of a social group can
compete with political and ethical considerations at the time to
form electoral preferences, and it can decisively influence voters’
behavior.

2.2 Utilitarian and deontological ethical
orientation

One of these subjective aspects, the so-called modern ethics,
despite centuries of discussion on it, basically revolves around two
major schools of thought: the deontological and utilitarian thinking.
This process does not mean lack of alternative approaches, but that the
deontological/utilitarian dichotomy has been the basis for discussions
on this topic (Brady and Wheeler, 1996). Nozick (1981) stated that
much of the debate on ethics could be classified into one of these
two categories.

According to the deontological ethics, the moral value of a given
action lies on the action itself. Good individuals are those who act
correctly; who obey the norms, rules and moral principles, regardless
of their effects (Brady, 1990). Thus, they are those who perform a
correct action, who obey principles, act well, even if the result is bad.
Similarly, those who behave badly, even if the consequences of their
action are beneficial, act badly. As discussed by Megias et al. (2023),
these ethical guidelines have straight influence over the way voters
respond to corruption. Therefore, the origin of good would be the act
of acting, the action itself, of doing the right thing. Deontological
individuals are those motivated by faithful compliance with rules,
principles or with any other type of formal feature. Therefore, those
who do not comply with them act badly, even if they lead to good
outcomes (Dias and Bento, 2011).

The utilitarian ethics, in its turn, focuses on the effects generated
by a given attitude, i.e., the attitude itself has no value (Brady, 1990).
From a utilitarian perspective, an action is good simply if its result is
good. Similarly, an action is bad if it leads to bad consequences. In this
case, the attitude itself, or the means used to achieve a given end, are
of little importance; it is enough to simply observe its effects (Brady
and Wheeler, 1996; Costa, 2002). Therefore, utilitarian scholars
understand that decisions should be assessed as morally correct or
incorrect based on the analysis of results generated by them (Conway
and Gawronski, 2013). A simple example can illustrate the difference
between these two schools of thought: a poor and needy individual
who steals food from a certain establishment to feed itself should
be condemned. According to deontologists, because this individual
performed the act of stealing, it is bad, itself. Based on utilitarian
beliefs, the consequence of such an attitude is good, justifiable;
therefore, the individual acted correctly (Megias et al., 2023).

It is worth noticing that the herein introduced concepts of
deontology and utilitarianism bring along other connotations, but this
discussion is not the aim of this study. Deontology is associated with
expressions, such as “Kantian ethics” and “formalism;” whereas

» «

utilitarianism is often related to “consequentialism,” “teleology,”
“pragmatism,” among other terms. The definitions of deontology and
utilitarianism simply aim at representing a set of ideas whose central

position concerns obedience and compliance with rules, respectively,
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and the assessment of consequences of a given decision (Brady and
Wheeler, 1996; Megias et al., 2023).

There are several ways to assess an individual’s ethical orientation.
Oftentimes, it is possible to perceive the way a person thinks and sees
society, in general, depending on the answers given by it to certain
questions; thus, individuals can be classified based on a certain ethical
profile (Megfas et al., 2023). The Survey of Ethical Theoretic Aptitudes
(SETA) (Brady, 1990) was found, among the validated scales, to be the
one best matching and contributing to the aims of the current
research. In addition to being widely accepted and to having already
been used in several studies (Kumar and Strandholm, 2002; Love
et al., 2020; Middleton and Byus, 2004; Smith and Pulver, 2009), it
addresses the two dominant ethical currents, which are the herein
adopted ones, namely: deontologism and utilitarianism.

2.3 Corruption and elections

The debate on the concept of corruption is equally historical,
dynamic and has changed, overtime, due to different social and
cultural contexts (De Vries and Solaz, 2017). Although there is certain
consensus on its association with the violation of rules in order to
obtain advantages, to this day, there is no single, peaceful and
unquestionably meaning of it acceptable by society. Furthermore, the
fact that several different groups and classes coexist in the same
community contributes to the hard time reaching consensus on what
is corrupt, or not. Depending on the context, these groups and classes
can interpret the idea of corruption in different ways (Barros et al.,
2019; Breitenstein, 2019).

Nevertheless, corruption is currently linked to the political
environment and involves public agents and the mismanagement of
social and collective resources. Corruption was herein considered as
the undue transfer of what is public to the private sector (Shleifer and
Vishny, 1993), encompassing illegal payments - financial or
otherwise — to obtain, accelerate, or prevent the performance of a
service by a public or private employee. Miranda (2018) offers a
valuable attempt to unify the concept of corruption within political
science, framing it as a comprehensive category that encompasses
personal or political gain obtained through illegal payment (financial
or otherwise). This difficulty is further complicated by the variety of
corrupt practices (Brei, 1996). Arvate and Mittlaender (2017)
demonstrated how the perception and punishment of corruption can
change depending on the political context and government efficiency.
However, the essence remains in the misconduct of public agents
pursuing goals that conflict with collective interests.

Recent studies have significantly contributed to the debate on the
context of corruption and candidate selection by analyzing how
factors, such as candidate competence, ideology, and government
efficiency, influence voters’ responses (Arvate and Mittlaender, 2017;
Barros et al., 2019; Bottkjaer and Justesen, 2021; Breitenstein, 2019;
Megias et al., 2023; Vera, 2020). These studies have highlighted that
corruption perception and punishment significantly change
depending on political context and governmental efficiency.

According to Boas et al. (2019), norms, laws or any other anti-
corruption rule type do not have impact on voters’ decision-making
process, no matter how strong and efficient they may seem. Thus,
information about the approval or rejection of a given candidate’s
accounts, according to this author, does not translate into
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consequences at the polls. The population’s concern with more
concrete and tangible issues, such as employment and health, and
their impact on each voter’s voting intention, was also brought to light
by him. De Vries and Solaz (2017) also sought to understand voters’
decision-making process when candidates present corruption
elements. According to them, group identity has strong influence on
voting intention. Their findings suggest that voters can support
corrupt candidates as long as they share a group identity with them.
This outcome corroborates other studies carried out in Brazil (Barros
et al,, 2019; Boas et al., 2019; Bonifacio, 2013), according to which,
voters tend to minimize corruption aspects when they ideologically
identify themselves with corrupt candidates. However, given the
corruption scandals Brazil has witnessed in the last 10 years,
identifying a candidate as corrupt may have greater impact on voting
intentions for mayoral candidates in municipal elections, since it has
gained considerable prominence in the electoral debate (Agerberg,
2020; Bélanger and Meguid, 2008).

3 Hypotheses

Three hypotheses were advocated for in the present study. The first
one assumes that the mere presence of a candidate who is noticeably
more corrupt than the others can change the votes’ configuration in
times of choosing mayoral candidates. It provides voters with a new
perspective toward the two candidates who were already in the race.
In other words, the division of votes between two candidates would
be one, but the addition of a third candidate, even if he is overlooked
in comparison to the others, would change the division of votes for
each of the other two candidates. Clearly, there is no reason for the
third candidate to gain votes, since there is another less-corrupt
competitor in the race, who is equally efficient in delivering results.

The presence of a candidate who is more corrupt than the others
would be justified by the idea that voters would be able to better
compare and confront the candidates based on a common feature (to
be corrupt), which could influence their voting intention (Agerberg,
20205 Breitenstein, 2019; Vera, 2020). The idea of aversion to extremes
could be configured within this context.

According to the concept introduced by Tversky (1994), a new
option should not, from a rational viewpoint, change the preference
level between the original alternatives. In other words, a disregarded
option could not become the preferred option when new alternatives
are added. However, this author stated that the simple presence of new
options can twist or change individuals’ preferences. The aversion to
extremes would be the reflection of the principle of loss aversion.
Thus, the idea that losses have more negative effect than proportional
gains leads decision makers to avoid extreme positions and to opt for
central or morally desired alternatives (Simonson and Tversky, 1992).

Voters compare a candidate to other candidates in the race when
they make a decision about it, and this process changes their
perception and judgment about the other candidates (Agerberg, 20205
Breitenstein, 2019; Simonson and Tversky, 1992; Tversky, 1994; Vera,
2020). Thus, a context with two candidates presents a comparison and
judgment outline between these two, only. The context of perception
and judgment changes as a third candidate is added to the race, even
more so because it is considered more corrupt than the others.
Furthermore, the aversion to extremes (Simonson and Tversky, 1992;
Tversky, 1994), applied to the most corrupt one, must change voters’
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reference point, so that those who use corruption as reference for
judgment will have their decisions affected by the presence of a third,
more corrupt, candidate, because they have an aversion to loss.

Thus, if one has in mind a choice context comprising two
hypothetical mayoral candidates: candidate A, a political newcomer;
and candidate B, an experienced candidate with failed accounts, one
can assume a given decision, which would be the median indicator of
illicit activity. However, the inclusion of a third, more corrupt,
candidate, who was convicted of embezzlement, would change the
context and trigger the aversion to extremes bias (Tversky, 1994).
Preferences are often already established in voting contexts (Alesina
and Passarelli, 2019); in the case of the current study, these preferences
lead to greater acceptance of candidates without any evidence of
corruption (Agerberg, 2020). The aversion to extremes bias would lead
to choosing the candidate presenting morally desirable features (Wang
and Chen, 2019); in our case, the newcomer candidate. Therefore, the
first hypothesis of the current study assumes that:

HI: The presence of a third, more corrupt, candidate in the race,
increases the intention to vote for the new candidate, who does
not have any corruption allegation.

The second hypothesis assumes that individuals’ ethical
orientation can affect their voting intention. According to Piurko et al.
(2011), voters’ personal values, such as hedonism, benevolence and
attachment to traditions, are decisive to their political choices. Thus,
political decisions would lie on individuals’ intuitive field rather than
on their rational field (Smith et al., 2017). Megias et al. (2023)
highlighted how deontological and consequentialist ethical
perspectives have straight influence on individuals’ attitudes toward
corruption, and it suggests that these ethical frameworks can
determine whether a voter accepts or rejects corrupt candidates.
Therefore, from the perspective of individuals’ ethical structure as
subjective and intrinsic aspect of their personality, it can likely
influence their decision-making process.

Assumingly, the more utilitarian the individual, the less likely it is
to vote for an honest politically inexperienced mayoral candidate.
Similarly, the greater the deontological ethical structure of an
individual, the greater its likelihood for voting for a non-corrupt
candidate. It is so, because an individual’s ethical profile can likely lead
it to vote, or not, for a dishonest candidate.

More specifically, it is assumed that a utilitarian individual would
consider voting for a corrupt candidate, as long as it is politically
efficient, in other words, if it is competent enough to present public
improvements, be them social, economic, cultural, among others
(Breitenstein, 2019; Vera, 2020). This voter type (utilitarian ethical
profile) would focus on results a given candidate could deliver, it
would not care about how it would achieve them (Costa, 2002; Megias
et al.,, 2023.

Carreirao (2008) described the profile of politicians commonly
portrayed in Brazil through expressions, such as “he steals, but he gets

» «

things done,” “it makes no difference whether a politician steals, or
not, what matters is that it does things the population needs” or “it is
better to have a politician who works a lot, even if it steals a little, than
a politician who does little work and steals nothing”” This tolerance for
corruption, mainly that associated with results perceived as beneficial,
was also explored by Vera (2020), who highlighted how the perceived

competence of a candidate can influence voters” willingness to accept
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corruption. Similarly, it is possible assuming a voter with deontological
ethical orientation, i.e., the one who values faithful compliance with
rules and norms would never vote for a corrupt candidate, regardless
of the results it is capable to deliver (Dias and Bento, 2011). Even if the
candidate is politically efficient and achieves significant results for the
community, assumingly, voters with deontological profile will reject it
if it used unethical means to achieve them. Thus, the second
hypothesis considers that:

H?2: The more utilitarian the individual, the lesser likely it is to
vote for a politically inexperienced and honest candidate.

The third hypothesis assumes that the voter’s ethical profile
intensity can also influence their voting in different choice contexts.
In other words, the individual with utilitarian structure will be more
likely to vote for a candidate identified with intermediate corruption
level in the presence of a visibly more corrupt candidate, but who
delivers results and whose accounts have been rejected, which suggests
a kind of decoy effect (Huber et al., 1982). The opposite is also true, if
there is a candidate who is noticeably more corrupt than the others, a
voter with deontological profile would be more likely to vote for the
inexperienced and honest candidate in the scenario with only two
candidates (Agerberg, 2020).

However, the aversion to extremes context is only possible in
scenarios with three or more options, which provides a figure of
extreme, according to which, one of the options appears as neutral
reference that corresponds to the status quo (Kahneman et al., 1991;
Simonson and Tversky, 1992). Furthermore, presenting two different
scenarios to the same respondents could lead to results’ contamination;
therefore, we sought to compare the ethical orientation effect on
voting for the newcomer candidate over the experienced one in two
scenarios: control scenario, with two candidates; treatment scenario,
with three candidates.

Accordingly, if one has in mind the idea of aversion to extremes,
the presence of the third more corrupt candidate in the scenario
with three candidates would be interpreted as risk to the election of
a less corrupt candidate; thus, the disadvantages attributed to the
option rejected by the voter stands out (Bélanger and Meguid, 2008)
in comparison to advantages offered by the candidate of their choice
(Simonson and Tversky, 1992; Tversky, 1994). Loss aversion will
cause some voters to choose the option that reinforces their beliefs
(Resende et al, 2024), including the ethical ones, or that
representing the status quo (Yair et al., 2020). Thus, individuals tend
to be more conservative in their voting choices in uncertainty
contexts or at risk of unsatisfactory results, since the disadvantages
of change would seem more important than their benefits (Alesina
and Passarelli, 2019; Kahneman et al., 1991). There is higher trend
for choosing a mayoral candidate based on personal preferences,
such as ethical orientation, within uncertainty contexts (Megias
et al., 2023; Resende et al., 2024).

Actually, we understand that ethical orientation acts as pendulum
between choices for the newcomer and the less corrupt experienced
candidates (Agerberg, 2020; Resende et al., 2024). Change in the
probability of voting changes depending on ethical orientation, so that
the more utilitarian the voter, the more likely for it to vote for the
experienced candidate, with disapproved accounts in case there is a
third, more corrupt, candidate in the race. The opposite is also true,
the presence of a third candidate will make a deontologically oriented
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voter more likely to vote for the candidate of its preference, the
newcomer one. According to the third hypothesis, we can assume that:

H3: If there is a candidate more corrupt than the others in the
race, then, the more utilitarian the voter, the lesser likely it will
be to vote for the honest politically inexperienced candidate, i.e.,
similarly, the greater the probability of voting for the more
experienced candidate, who delivered results, despite the fact that
its accounts were rejected.

4 Research design

At the same time, to assess the effect of choice context and ethical
orientation on the choice for mayoral candidates, we conducted an
experimental study using randomized vignettes. According to
Atzmiiller and Steiner (2010, p. 128), ‘a vignette is a short, carefully
constructed description of a person, object or situation, that represents
a systematic combination of features’ Similar to other vignette studies
conducted through experimental surveys (Boas et al., 2019; Carreras
and Vera, 2018; Gaines et al., 2007; Vera, 2020), our study consisted of
two elements: vignettes — where each respondent was randomly
assigned to a single scenario (between-subjects design) composed of
two or three hypothetical descriptions of mayoral candidates; and a
traditional survey — where all respondents answered the same set of
questions, including our independent variable and covariates used to
control for confounding variables. It is important to clarify that while
the presentation order of the vignettes was randomized among
respondents, the selection of participants was not, as responses were
obtained through voluntary participation.

4.1 Data collection

An electronic form was applied for data collection purposes, the
link to the form was sent by email to a list acquired from telephone
and email contact services. Two thousand of the 16,537 individuals

TABLE 1 Scenarios and vignettes used in the experiment.

10.3389/fpos.2024.1505042

who were invited to participate viewed the questionnaire (12.1% of
the total); 381 of them (19.1%) filled it up, 245 (64.3%) of them fully
responded it and 136 (35.7%) did not fully respond it. An attention
check question was inserted in it: of the 245 individuals who fully
responded to the questionnaire only 6 were excluded from the study
because they did not meet the attention check variable (Berinsky
et al., 2014). Then, we ruled out 5 respondents who voted for
candidate C. Finally, we removed 11 extreme outliers (standard
error > 3), which provided us with a valid sample of 223 cases.

4.2 Vignettes and dependent variable

Vignettes used by Boas et al. (2019), who, in their turn, replicated the
vignettes by Weitz-Shapiro and Winters (2017), were adjusted to contrast
the choice between the newcomer candidate and candidates accused, or
convicted, of corruption. These vignettes are described in Table 1.

The Scenario with 2 candidates was chosen as control group, and part
of the randomly defined respondents had to choose between the two
mayoral candidates: newcomer (A), with no political history, but who
represents a renewal in politics; or experienced candidate (B), whose
accounts were rejected by the Court of Auditors. The Scenario with 3
candidates was adopted as treatment group; its respondents were also
randomly defined and had to choose one of the three candidates:
candidates A or B, who were equally exposed just as in the control group;
or candidate C, the extreme case, who presented the same features
observed in candidate B, but who was convicted of embezzlement.

Thus, our experiment followed a between-subjects design, since
respondents were exposed only to one scenario. In operational terms,
variable treatment was manipulated as dummy variable: 0 for the
scenario with 2 candidates, 1 for the scenario with 3 candidates. The
dependent variable was also defined as dummy variable: 1 for those
who chose candidate A, the newcomer; 0 for those who chose
candidate B, the experienced candidate with failed accounts.
Respondents who chose candidate C, who was the extreme option,
were discarded, because they were rare cases, not to mention that it
was counterintuitive (Table 2).

Scenarios Vignettes

Control group: scenario with 2 candidates - -
society.

Candidate A (newcomer): He is a newcomer to politics. He defends the cause of renewing and abandoning old
practices. He is running with the intention of “making the difference and of putting new ideas into action.” Thus,
he presents himself as alternative for transformation: “I have experience in the labor market, as entrepreneur. In

addition, I decided to seek knowledge and training so that, if elected, I can put into practice what I believe is best for

Newcomer vs. Experienced (failed accounts).

Candidate B (experienced, rejected accounts): He was mayor of this same city in the past. During his term, the
municipality experienced significant improvements, including economic growth and improved transportation, health
and education services. In the last year of his term, the State Audit Court rejected the city’s accounts due to serious issues

linked to the execution of the municipal budget.

Candidates A and B from the control group and;

Treatment group: scenario with 3 candidates -
Newcomer x Experienced (accounts rejected by

TCE) x Experienced (convicted of embezzlement).

Candidate C (experienced, convicted of embezzlement): He was mayor of the same city in the past. During his term,
the city also saw significant improvements, including economic growth and improved transportation, health and
education services. Earlier this year, he was tried and convicted for embezzling R$230 million from the health sector

during his term. He remains in the race due to an injunction obtained from the Superior Electoral Court.

Source: Adapted from Boas et al. (2019) and Weitz-Shapiro and Winters (2017).

Text in italics highlights differences in the wording of vignettes between the experienced candidates.
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TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics applied to the two scenarios.

10.3389/fpos.2024.1505042

Full sample Scenario 2 candidates Scenario 3 candidates F test
Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D.

Selection of candidate A 0.7 0.46 0.62 0.49 0.81 0.4 9.56%#*
Scenario 3 candidates 0.44 0.5 - - . - -
Ethical guidance (SETA) 2.62 0.93 2.66 0.93 258 0.94 0.46
Political views 5.07 2.84 5.08 2.69 5.05 3.04 0.01
Corruption case 0.85 0.36 0.85 0.35 0.85 0.36 0.02
Schooling 493 1.05 4.98 1.08 4.87 1.02 0.65
Family income 415 1.7 427 1.73 3.99 1.65 1.55
Inhabitants in the city 3.97 1.37 4.15 1.29 375 1.43 4,95
Age 41.19 14.29 41.22 14.14 41.15 14.54 0.02
Cases 223 124 (55.6%) 99 (44.4%)

Source: Research data.

It is important pointing out that, unlike Boas et al. (2019), and
Weitz-Shapiro and Winters (2017), who used a four-item scale to
assess the probability to vote for each candidate, we chose to force
dichotomous choices by comparing alternatives side by side. We did
so because, as Hainmueller et al. (2015) point out, comparative
vignette experiments have greater external validity and are closer to
real decisions. Secondly, such a design was in compliance with the
argument that the choice context represented by different mayoral
candidate alternatives changes the value of these very alternatives
(Simonson and Tversky, 1992; Tversky and Simonson, 1993;
Tversky, 1994).

4.3 Further measures

Ethical Orientation. Right after choosing the candidates,
respondents were asked to answer the Survey of Ethical Theoretic
Aptitudes (SETA) (Brady, 1990). The scale was originally developed
in English and, later on, translated and tested before being used. It
was done to ensure its applicability to the current participants, and
it enhanced its validity. SETA consists of 15 two-alternative
questions aimed at assessing these questions together to capture
whether individuals had a more deontological or utilitarian ethical
orientation. After weighing each of the alternatives, respondents
were classified as follows: +7, +6, +5: “extremely utilitarian”; +4,
+3, +2: “slightly utilitarian”; +1, 0, —1: “neutral”; -2, —3, —4:
“slightly deontological”’; —5, —6, —7: “extremely deontological”
We used these scores to operationalize independent variable
‘ethical orientation’ to create a 5-point scale, according to which,
the lower the value, the more deontological; and the higher the
value, the more utilitarian. We also kept the variable with natural
scores to check results’ robustness, which were convergent in
all cases.

Control variables. In addition to vignettes and ethical
guidance, some control variables were also collected in order to
mitigate their confounding effects, just as observed in previous
studies (Boas et al., 2019; Weitz-Shapiro and Winters, 2017). Yet,
these variables were adopted to assess whether control and

Frontiers in Political Science 07

treatment groups were equal to each other, as well as whether
individuals ideologically identified themselves with the left or the
right wing based on a 10-point scale, according to which, the
higher the value, the more to the right wing. It was also checked
whether respondents were aware of any corruption case in the last
few years in their municipality. Schooling was analyzed by
ordering it into six levels, from elementary school to PhD degree.
Income was assessed based on 7 categories that ranged from less
than one minimum wage to more than 20 minimum wages. The
minimum wage in Brazil in 2024 is 1,412.00 Brazilian reais, which
is equivalent to 246.00 US dollars. It is important to note that the
average household income in Brazil is 1,848.00 reais (U$ 322.00),
according to the The Brazilian Institute of Geography and
Statistics (IBGE)." More complex municipalities are more
challenging when it comes to prior experience; therefore, the size
of respondents’ municipality was split into 5 levels ranging from
up to 50,000 inhabitants, from 50,000 to 100,000 inhabitants, from
100,000 to 300,000 inhabitants, from 300,000 to 1 million
inhabitants, and more than 1 million inhabitants. We should
emphasize that we did not use the city classification scale from
Brazil’s official statistical agency (IBGE), as it only includes three
levels with very large differences between the categories. Finally,
respondents’ age was collected.

Although the assignment was random, there was a small
difference in the number of cases between the two groups.
However, according to Table 1, number of inhabitants was an
exception to it. All other control variables, including the
independent variable (SETA), recorded quite the same means. The
between-subjects  experimental design assumes sample
homogeneity; therefore, the effect of confounding variables on
control/treatment groups™ differentiation was assessed through
Factorial ANOVA test. There was no significant variable and the

models’ R* was extremely low (0.058). This finding highlighted that

1 https://agenciadenoticias.ibge.gov.br/en/agencia-news/2184-news-agency/

news/39816-in-2023-wage-bill-and-per-capita-household-earnings-hit-record
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the sample in the two groups were homogeneous, and it ensured
their comparability.

4.4 Method

Logistic regression models were applied to test the three
hypotheses because the dependent variable/candidate A or B
choice was binary. Thus, seven models were run, one with the
control variables, alone; and the other two were applied to each
hypothesis. The treatment variable (Scenario) and independent
variable (Ethical Orientation) effect on the odd-numbered models
in Table 3 was contrasted to the control variables in order to
control their effects. With respect to hypothesis 3, it was tested
whether the scenario has mitigated the ethical orientation effect
by interaction with the variables. These procedures allowed
reducing the effects of any bias on the control and treatment
groups’ definition, as well as isolating the effects of other
confounding factors (Gaines et al., 2007).

5 Results

Figure 1 provides the percentage of votes for each candidate in
the scenario with 2 candidates and in that with three candidates. In

10.3389/fpos.2024.1505042

total, 62% of respondents chose candidate A in the scenario with two
candidates, who was the hypothetically honest newcomer candidate.
The choice for candidate A increased to 81% in the scenario with 3
candidates, which included a third candidate whose profile was quite
similar to that of candidate B, but with worse features (tried and
convicted of embezzlement). This finding corroborates the argument
that the aversion to the third candidate, who is clearly corrupt,
changed the perception about the other candidates, which led voters
to choose A (p = 0.002, Fisher’s exact test). Models 2 and 3 in Table 3
were adopted to test the effect of including a third candidate on the
probability of choosing candidate A and to make the results more
robust. If one has in mind the model based on control variables, it is
possible observing that the change to a scenario with three
candidates significantly increased the chance (by 22%) of voting for
candidate A (f=1.018, p<0.001). This outcome confirmed
hypothesis 1.

Models 4 and 5, still in Table 3, were adopted to assess the effect
of respondents’ ethical orientation on the probability of choosing the
newcomer candidate A. According to the results, the higher the
SETA scale value, the more utilitarian the respondent and the lower
the probability of voting for candidate A (f = —0.758, p < 0.001).
This finding confirmed hypothesis 2. In terms of probability
recorded for the full sample, it was observed that an extremely
deontological and formalist respondent would have 91% chance of
choosing candidate A. Sample average (SETA = 2.62) showed 77%

TABLE 3 Logistic regression coefficients recorded for choosing candidate A (newcomer).

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) ()
SETA x Scenario —1.374%%% —1.269%*
(0.520) (0.563)
Ethics (SETA)! —0.785%** —0.677%*%* —0.453%%* —0.385*
(0.188) (0.207) (0.211) (0.233)
Scenario 3 Cand. 0.944%%* 1.018%#* 0.973%%% 1.070%%* 5.131%%* 4.910%**
(0.315) (0.350) (0.330) (0.365) (1.670) (1.804)
Political ideology 0.189%** 0.209%** 0.192%%* 0.179%**
(0.060) (0.062) (0.066) (0.067)
Corruption case —0.611 —0.647 —0.583 —0.661
(0.430) (0.435) (0.450) (0.459)
Schooling —0.081 —-0.073 —0.033 —0.030
(0.187) (0.190) (0.194) (0.196)
Income —0.021 —0.008 0.051 0.037
(0.110) (0.114) (0.119) (0.119)
# Inhabitants —0.445%%* —0.418%%* —0.448%** —0.419%%*
(0.148) (0.150) (0.153) (0.154)
Age 0.0347%7** 0.036%** 0.023 0.024
(0.013) (0.014) (0.014) (0.015)
Constant 1.648 0.494%%* 0.919 2.642%%* 2.964%* 1.727%%% 2.211%
(1.074) (0.185) (1.106) (0.562) (1.303) (0.609) (1.329)
Pseudo R* 0.123 0.035 0.157 0.109 0.200 0.141 0.223
Chi® 33.437%%% 9.512%%* 42.467%%* 29.624%%%* 54.206%** 38.263%** 60.382%**

Standard error in parentheses. **#p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.1 n = 223. "The higher the value, the more utilitarian.

Dependent variable: (1) Newcomer; (0) Experienced with failed accounts.
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Choosing mayoral candidates in scenarios with 2 and 3 candidates.
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Probability to vote for candidate A (nhewcomer) in both scenarios.
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probability of choosing candidate A. The probability of totally
utilitarian respondents choosing candidate A is 40%. In other words,
extremely utilitarian individuals have a 60% chance of choosing
candidate B, who is more experienced but has a record of
failed accounts.

SETA scale was interacted to the scenario in models 6 and 7
to analyze whether the effect of ethical orientation on candidate
choice changes depending on the two scenarios (SETA x Scenario
variable). The interaction terms were significant in both models.
Results recorded for the coefficient of the control-variables model
(B =-1.269, p < 0.05) pointed out that the presence of a third,

Frontiers in Political Science

more corrupt, candidate changed the association between ethical
orientation and choice for the new candidate (A). With respect to
this effect’s orientation, the scenario with 3 candidates evidenced
that the more utilitarian the respondents’ ethics, the lower their
probability to vote for candidate A (the new one); consequently, it
implies a higher probability to vote for candidate B. This finding
confirms hypothesis 3.

Figure 2 depicts the probability of voting for candidate A and
illustrates the effect of ethical orientation on both scenarios.
According to the scenario with two candidates, the probability of
voting for candidate A reaches 86% among extremely deontological
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individuals (core 1 in the SETA scale) and 57% among extremely
utilitarian individuals (score 5 in the SETA). This effect is stronger
in the scenario with three candidates, and the probability to vote
for candidate A can range from 64% among extremely deontological
respondents to 0.2% among the extremely utilitarian ones. In other
words, according to the scenario with 3 candidates, the more
utilitarian the respondent, the more corrupt the candidate and the
higher the probability of voting for candidate B, who is experienced
but known for failed accounts.

Finally, it is essential highlighting the effect of control variables
that recorded significant effect on the choice for candidates (Model
1, Table 3). The more politically aligned to the right the voter is,
the higher its propensity to vote for candidate A (f =0.189,
P <0.001). Older age is also related to greater chance to vote for the
same candidate (f = 0.034, p < 0.001). It is also interesting noticing
that the larger the city the respondent lives in, the lower its
probability to vote for candidate A (the newcomer) (f = —0.445,
p <0.001) and to vote for candidate B, who is more experienced
but known for failed accounts.

6 Discussion

The aim of the present research was to investigate how the
context where mayoral candidates are chosen and voters’ utilitarian
and deontological ethical orientation influence the choice made
between newcomer candidates and those known for corruption
allegations. Thus, these effects were assessed through a randomized
vignette experiment to simulate options for choosing mayoral
candidates based on two different scenarios, one with only two
candidates and another with three candidates (including a third
experienced candidate known for corruption allegations).

The electoral environment was compared to a market type,
according to which, votes are a sort of currency exchanged between
voters and candidates (Gongalves and Ayrosa, 2022; Whelan et al.,
2016). Candidates act as firms whose goal is to persuade and
convince buyers that their product stands out from the others.
Voters, as consumers, account for choosing the product (candidate)
they believe best meets their needs based on their ethical
orientation (Resende et al., 2024).

The idea was to find out what interference type it can exert on
decision about what candidate to vote for when the voter is exposed
to new candidates and to those with corruption allegations by
taking each individual’s ethical orientation as factor inherent to its
respective personality. Thus, the first hypothesis was to investigate
whether the presence of a third candidate in the race (more corrupt
than the others) would change voters’ voting intentions based on
the scenario with two candidates by using the corruption factor as
differentiating element between candidates (Agerberg, 2020; Arvate
and Mittlaender, 2017; Bélanger and Meguid, 2008). The current
results corroborate previous studies (Vera, 2020) and pointed out
that the presence of a candidate who is visibly more corrupt than
the others can change voters’ voting intentions. This finding is in
compliance with the so-called aversion to extremes effect
(Kahneman et al., 1991; Simonson and Tversky, 1992), according to
which, the presence of a third option, even of a worse one, can
change the choice pattern in comparison to a scenario where voters
only have two options. This finding reflects the findings by Agerberg
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(2020) who observed that voters tend to punish corrupt candidates
whenever there is another honest or less corrupt candidate.

The second hypothesis aimed at assessing whether the higher
the utilitarianism level, the lower the probability of voting for an
honest politically inexperienced candidate rather than to an
experienced candidate with corruption allegations. Results have
shown that voters with stronger utilitarian orientation tend to
avoid voting for less experienced candidates, even for those
without history of corruption. Furthermore, these voters rather
vote for a candidate who has already shown its ability to promote
gains for society, even if it is known for corruption allegations.
Some voters become lenient with corruption, if it would bring
some sort of beneficial counterpart for the community (Arvate and
Mittlaender, 2017), mainly when it comes to utilitarian-orientation
voters (Conway and Gawronski, 2013). These findings are similar
to those in previous studies (Breitenstein, 2019; Vera, 2020),
according to which, corrupt candidates can be voted within certain
electoral contexts, mainly when they are well analyzed by voters.
Furthermore, these findings are in compliance with the research by
Megias et al. (2023), who pointed out that deontological and
utilitarian perspectives shape voters’ attitudes toward corruption.

Finally, to test the third hypothesis, it was assessed whether the
utilitarianism effect is more influential for the probability of voting for
the experienced candidate when a third candidate, who is also
experienced but more corrupt, is included in the race. Results
highlighted that the presence of a candidate who is notoriously more
corrupt makes more utilitarian voters more likely to vote for the
experienced candidate, to the detriment of the candidate who has never
presented gains for society. In other words, based on this scenario, the
more utilitarian the voter, the higher its probability to vote for the
candidate known in Brazil as the one who “steals, but gets things done”
(Carreirao, 2008). The mere presence of a corrupt candidate can change
votes’ configuration in an election, even if no one votes for this
candidate. Results pinpoint the intense presence of both the status quo
bias and loss aversion (Bélanger and Meguid, 2008) among utilitarian
voters, since they prefer and reinforce the maintenance of current
situations, which seems to pose fewer risks, to the detriment of changes.
The operating bias is pure aversion to extremes when voters are
deontologically oriented, and it makes them opt for the newcomer. In
other words, voters with deontological orientation meet the results
observed in Agerberg (2020) study, according to which, voters tend to
punish corrupt candidates and to choose the honest ones.

Thus, it is possible stating that voters’ ethical orientation
influences their decision-making about voting, because different
results were herein observed depending on their ethical
orientation. Utilitarian voters, in their turn, tend to vote for
corrupt candidates, whereas deontological voters reject them.
These conclusions foster the Brazilian political-social debate,
which is visibly focused on corruption issues. The contradiction
between the practically unanimous social discourse on fighting
corruption and the compromise with it, in certain contexts, is real
and triggers reflections (Barros et al., 2019; Boas et al., 2019).

6.1 Contributions

Results in the present study provide arguments that can help
developing the intense political and social debate currently taking
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place in Brazil, as well as studies on elections and political
marketing. This topic is of interest to society, in general; therefore,
other groups can also, directly or indirectly, benefit from
this research.

Furthermore, the current results corroborate the idea of
limited rationality proposed by Simon back in the 1950s.
Kahneman, Tversky and Thaler stand out as its greatest exponents
in present times. According to the collected data, individuals’
ethical profile is a moral and subjective factor; therefore, it is far
from their pure and conscious reason, and influences their voting
intention (Resende et al., 2024). It is important highlighting that
tolerance toward corruption in the current Brazilian political
scenario and in the discourse of a large part of society has been
increasingly lower, regardless of ideologies and political-partisan
positions. It is one of the most prominent topics in current debates
(Yair et al., 2020).

Results in the present research also provide important
considerations for the fighting-corruption debate, which has been
so popular in Brazil, in recent years. Knowing that illicit and/or
immoral practices exist and are tolerated by the population,
depending on the context, provides an important perspective on
the ways to fight it. Furthermore, from a marketing perspective,
this finding adds ingredients assumingly to have been previously
imperceptible, and it can now be adopted as strategy aimed at
political campaigns. Knowing that a certain group of voters, under
certain circumstances, can tolerate corrupt practices opens room
for new challenges for politicians and, most of all, for society,
in general.

Finally, it is necessary emphasizing that, unlike Boas et al.
(2019) and Weitz-Shapiro and Winters (2017), who adopted a
four-item scale to measure the probability to vote for each
candidate, without comparing the probability between different
vignettes, option was made for a dichotomous choice format to
make straight comparisons between alternatives, since vignette
experiments contrast the probability of choosing for experienced
but corrupt candidates to the detriment of a honest one when
the race holds three or two candidates. This methodological
choice presents greater external validity and more closely
resembles real decisions in majoritarian elections. It is even
useful for interpreting Brazilian elections’ scenarios held in
cities with more than 200 thousand inhabitants (two-round
elections). The second round always presents two candidates
and neither of them reached 50% of the valid votes in the first
round. This design is in compliance with the argument,
according to which, the context of choice (represented by the
presence of different mayoral candidates) changes alternatives’
values (Simonson and Tversky, 1992; Tversky and Simonson,
1993; Tversky, 1994).

6.2 Limitations and suggestions for future
studies
The present research has limitations linked to its results,

because participants’ income and schooling, which are important
socioeconomic indicators, were higher than the national average.
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Assumingly, these results cannot be extrapolated to all individuals
with active electoral capacity in the country. The turbulent
political moment witnessed in Brazil in recent years may have
influenced the results, since other factors could have been
considered by participants at the time to choose one of the
candidates available.

In addition, there are the natural limitations of online
questionnaires, among them: impossibility of providing assistance to
participants or unfavorable conditions at the time to fill them up. The
questionnaire responding rate was low, although it was within the
expected average; it was lower than any other questionnaire
application method (Evans and Mathur, 2018). Other natural
limitations linked to research conducted on the Internet, such as hard
time including incentives for response sending and low data
reliability, even when control questions are included, must
be highlighted (Evans and Mathur, 2005; Litvin and Kar, 2001).
Furthermore, the present study did not include specific variables
related to economic voting or clientelism, which could contribute to
explaining voters” decision-making.

Given the aforementioned limitations, it is recommend
running similar studies with larger samples. Yet, the questionnaire
shall be applied not only on the Internet, but also in person, and it
would perhaps help to achieve higher response accuracy.
Furthermore, factor ‘religion’ could be added to the study, because
it would trigger the ever-recurring discussion about the religion/
politics entanglement. Another limitation of our study is that
we analyzed the degree of utilitarianism and deontology without
considering the underlying factors that explain the respondents’
ethical orientation [see discussion in Gawronski and Beer (2017)].
Future studies could include these factors, incorporating them as
endogenous variables in systems of equations. Finally, given the
ongoing polarization wave between the left and the right wing in
Brazil, future studies could make in-depth analysis about whether
the causal link between these groups have different impact on
municipal, state and national elections.
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