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Comparative Politics

Introduction
Clientelistic parties challenge the tendency to view the 
interaction between voters and politicians in democratic 
countries as a relationship between principals and agents 
based on broad policy platforms. While programmatic 
politics has frequently been seen as the normatively most 
adequate and satisfactory form of democratic competi-
tion, scholars have pointed to clientelism as an alternative 
mode of political exchange (Kitschelt and Wilkinson 
2007).1 Clientelism involves the direct provision of goods 
and services by politicians to individuals or small groups 
of voters in exchange for their support on election day. 
Voters in a clientelistic relationship expect particular 
goods targeting party supporters only, while voters who 
engage in a programmatic accountability mechanism can 
benefit from a broad policy package. At the same time, 
both clientelism and programmatic competition are ratio-
nal and deliberative strategies of principal-agent interac-
tion that maintain accountability (Kitschelt 2007).

Scholars have investigated the conditions under which 
parties and politicians tend to invest in clientelistic rather 
than programmatic strategies as more preferable ways to 
attract votes. The literature has pointed to the importance of 
several factors, including economic development (Calvo 
and Murillo 2004; Kitschelt 2000; Malagoni, Diaz-Cayeros, 
and Estévez 2007; Stokes et al. 2013), democratic experi-
ence (Keefer 2007), institutional arrangements (Ames 
1999; Ordeshook 1995), and features of party organization 

(Calvo and Murillo 2013; Kitschelt and Kselman 2011). In 
addition to these conditions, scholars have also identified 
the ethnic aspect of clientelism in various contexts. The cor-
relation between ethnic pluralism and the lack of political 
competition based on programmatic accountability strate-
gies has been well documented. Many studies have pointed 
out that ethnically based parties or politicians tend to deliver 
goods to their own ethnic groups. For example, co-ethnics 
of the incumbent politicians are more likely to have pork 
barrel benefits (Fearon 1999), preferential access to pri-
mary schooling (Kramon and Posner 2016), more transport 
infrastructure in their districts (Burgess et al. 2015), or bet-
ter health outcomes (Franck and Rainer 2012). Consistent 
with the argument, scholars have also linked the underpro-
vision of universalist public goods to high levels of ethnic 
fragmentation (e.g., Alesina, Baqir, and Easterly 1999; 
Habyarimana et al. 2007; Miguel and Gugerty 2005).

However, the relationships between ethnic divides and 
partisan clientelistic strategies have not been systematically 
examined. It is still not clear whether clientelistic exchanges 
tend to be more widespread in ethnically highly fragmented 
societies. Which aspects of ethno-cultural differences are 
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more conducive to parties’ clientelistic efforts and why is 
there the association? Is the tendency contingent on certain 
features of party organization?

To answer these questions, we first look into the pat-
terns of ethnic divides. We argue that the mere existence 
of diversity, measured as the presence of multiple ethno-
cultural groups (Fearon 2003), does not constitute a suf-
ficient condition for parties to rely more heavily on 
clientelism. When ethno-cultural differences are paired 
up with wealth and income inequality between groups 
(Baldwin and Huber 2010), however, clientelism tends to 
ensue. In line with findings of previous studies (Alesina 
and Glaeser 2004; Luttmer 2001), we argue that when 
income disparities between ethnic groups are high, citi-
zens have less preference for broad redistributive poli-
cies. In addition, poor ethnic groups, who tend to be 
marginalized in political decision making, may consider 
redistributive promises that require state intervention not 
credible (Morgan and Kelly 2017). The literature has 
shown that low-income voters are influenced more by 
direct and targeted transfers. Under the condition of high 
economic inequality between ethnic groups, parties may 
find members of poor ethnic groups especially responsive 
to clientelistic distribution.

Furthermore, we posit that the relationship between 
ethnic income inequality and clientelism is not uniform 
within countries. In societies characterized by ethnic 
income inequality, parties that can rely on existing ethnic 
social networks particularly utilize clientelism to attract 
votes. Ethnic networks enable these parties to recruit 
local brokers and distribute clientelistic benefits more 
easily, and thus facilitate the supply of clientelism. In 
addition, if the clientelistic exchange is a single-shot 
transaction, voters may defect from the implicit bargain 
and vote for any other party they like. Iteration of 
exchange embedded in durable networks may reduce 
such propensity, even if it does not fully eliminate it.

Our arguments are tested with data collected by the 
Democratic Accountability and Linkage Project 
(DALP), which is the most comprehensive cross-sec-
tional dataset that includes detailed instruments of par-
ties’ accountability strategies and organizational 
features. Based on public opinion survey data, we also 
construct an index measuring the level of economic 
inequality between ethnic groups within each country. 
Utilizing multilevel models, we show that parties are 
more likely to engage in clientelism in countries where 
ethnic groups are economically highly unequal, while 
the mere presence of ethnic fragmentation or polariza-
tion is not associated with clientelistic exchange. The 
relationship between ethnic income inequality and par-
tisan clientelistic strategies is also tested with an instru-
mental variables setup. In addition, the results show that 
in ethnically unequal societies, it is parties with explicit 

ties to ethnic organizations that are particularly likely to 
approach voters with clientelistic tactics.

These findings have several implications for the study 
of democratic accountability and ethnic divides. By con-
structing a cross-sectional measure of income inequality 
between ethnic groups, this paper illustrates that the dis-
tribution of economic resources across groups, but not 
other aspects of ethnic diversity, has effects on parties’ 
accountability strategies. In addition, this paper shows 
that it is necessary to distinguish between contextual 
effects of country-level ethnic divides and the influence 
of parties’ connection with ethnic groups. Finally, the 
effects of ethnic social networks have been pointed out in 
the literature, and this paper provides evidence in the con-
text of different levels of ethnic income inequality.

Ethnic Divides and Clientelism
A substantial body of work has studied the correlation 
between ethnic divides and distributive politics. 
Instrumentalist theories of ethnicity argue that ethnicity 
serves as a heuristic for parties to identify potential sup-
porters. Parties try to attract votes along ethnic lines, 
while voters expect to obtain benefits targeting their eth-
nic groups (Bates 1974; Chandra 2007; Posner 2005). 
The ethnic profiles of politicians allow voters to over-
come problems of limited information, since voters can 
anticipate the provision of more resources from co-eth-
nics. In exchange for their support, voters are likely to 
have private transfers and local club goods, such as pref-
erential access to infrastructure, provided by co-ethnic 
politicians (Burgess et al. 2015; Hale 2007; Ichino and 
Nathan 2013; Wantchekon 2003). However, can these 
results be extended to the argument that clientelism tends 
to be more common in ethnic divided societies? This rela-
tionship has yet to be examined systematically. In this 
section, we highlight the “vertical” ethnic divides as 
defined by Horowitz (1971) and propose that economic 
inequality between ethnic groups leads to increased 
demands for clientelistic benefits. We also suggest that 
ethnic social networks facilitate parties’ supply of tar-
geted goods.

Based on social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 
1979), once ingroups and outgroups are defined and dif-
ferences are solidified, a pronounced urge for comparison 
between “them” and “us” emerges. Individuals acquire 
more utility from the welfare of ingroup members, which 
leads to behaviors of ingroup favoritism. Among various 
types of group differences, Horowitz (1971) has made the 
distinction between vertical and horizontal ethnic differ-
entiation. Whereas horizontal ethnic differentiation is 
characterized by more fluid and cross-cutting differences 
that shift easily in terms of their political importance, ver-
tical differentiation means that ethnicity is hierarchically 
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organized, and social mobility within the hierarchy is 
restricted by certain ascriptive criteria. Countries where 
ethnic differentiation is primarily vertical are character-
ized by a “premise of inequality,” suggesting that access 
to benefits is stratified by ethnic groups distinguished by 
wealth, power, and social standing. When ethnic differen-
tiation is coupled with economic disparities between 
groups, ingroup favoritism is strengthened even further 
(Gay 2006; Lei and Vesely 2010), and the political 
salience of ethnic divisions is amplified.

We argue that vertically stratified ethnicity will lead 
to demand for patronage: well-defined ethnic groups 
who differ significantly in economic status are expected 
to be more responsive to a clientelistic partisan strat-
egy. There are several reasons for this expectation. 
First, as the existing literature has pointed out, ethnic 
fragmentation reduces the propensity to redistribute 
income, since ethnic heterogeneity decreases solidarity, 
and people are more reluctant to transfer money to out-
group members (Alesina and Glaeser 2004; Gilens 
1999; Luttmer 2001). That is, when fractionalization is 
high and ethnic divides are salient in political competi-
tion, people are less likely to support general redistrib-
utive policies that may benefit all the poor regardless of 
ethnic backgrounds. More recent studies further argue 
that it is not merely social fragmentation that limits 
popular support for broad pro-poor policies; rather it is 
pronounced income disparities between groups that 
particularly undermine citizens’ favorable attitudes 
toward redistribution (Morgan and Kelly 2017) and 
affect redistributive policy outcomes (Yakter 2018). 
When ethnic group identity is closely linked to indi-
viduals’ positions in the income distribution, group-
based preferences are more likely to be activated, and 
broad redistributive policies, which are usually featured 
in partisan programmatic appeals, are less attractive.

Second, we argue that between-group income inequal-
ity leads to more demand for clientelism also because eth-
nically concentrated poverty may undermine the 
credibility of policy commitments. One might contend 
that when economic inequality is paired with ethnic 
divides, the strengthened social identity should lead to 
support by groups with lower economic status for general 
redistributive policies, since the policies will primarily 
benefit them. And the between-group inequality (BGI) 
may even foster partisan programmatic competition 
along this line. However, there are reasons to believe that 
under the condition of substantial BGI, parties’ promises 
about broad redistributive policies that involve state 
intervention are not credible. Morgan and Kelly (2017) 
have found that “inequalities that disproportionately mar-
ginalize certain groups perpetuate the perception that 
government does little to alter entrenched hierarchies, 
thereby undermining the state’s credibility as a tool for 

achieving more equitable resource allocations for all sec-
tors” (p. 194). In other words, voters belonging to low-
income ethnic groups do not trust that politicians will 
deliver on their policy commitments when they have 
been consistently ignored, and the government has not 
proven to be effective in addressing this issue. As the 
credibility of broad policies is undermined, particularly 
in the view of low-income ethnic groups, parties are less 
able to rely on programmatic strategies to attract votes. 
As Keefer (2007) has pointed out, programmatic compe-
tition depends on politicians’ ability to make credible 
promises about public policies that can benefit broader 
social categories but require more time to be realized. 
When it is difficult to establish policy reputation with 
broad groups of voters, politicians tend to invest in direct 
and contingent exchange.

A variety of works have pointed out that, in general, 
poor voters are the main targets of clientelistic transaction 
(Baland and Robinson 2012; Calvo and Murillo 2004; 
Kitschelt 2000; Malagoni, Diaz-Cayeros, and Estévez 
2007; Stokes et al. 2013). Poor voters are thought to have 
more pressing economic needs and shorter time horizons, 
and thus, are more responsive to clientelistic benefits. In 
the context of between-group economic inequality, redis-
tributive policies are not viewed as credible to voters of 
poor ethnic groups, and clientelistic benefits become a 
particularly effective strategy to attract votes.2 Nathan 
(2016) has found that in poor neighborhoods, voters tend 
to expect private goods distributed from their ethnically 
affiliated party.

Clientelistic strategies may be also utilized to “pur-
chase cross-ethnic endorsements” (Arriola 2013, 241), if 
attracting the votes of a single ethnic group does not con-
stitute a majority and parties need the support from mul-
tiple groups to be competitive in elections. When ethnic 
divides coincide with economic inequality, parties are not 
able to credibly promise the same policy package that sat-
isfies the mutually exclusive economic preferences of 
different groups. Voters may worry that once the party 
supported by multiethnic voters wins power, it adopts 
policies that only benefit its core ethnic constituents and 
renege on commitments to other groups. Then direct and 
contingent inducements to accommodate the needs of dif-
ferent groups, particularly the poor ones, serve as a more 
effective strategy to secure support.

In general, when ethnic divides are accompanied with 
economic disparities between groups, group-based pref-
erences for resource distribution are especially activated. 
Under such conditions, citizens have lower preference for 
general redistributive policies, and the political competi-
tion is less likely to be structured along the programmatic-
ideological divides. Redistributive policies that require 
state intervention are viewed as not credible by poor ethnic 
groups, since they have been systematically marginalized 
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in the vertical ethnic stratifications. Clientelistic benefits, 
direct transfers more commonly used to target the poor 
population, become particularly influential in attracting 
poor co-ethnics and mobilizing multiethnic support 
from groups with different economic status. These 
expectations lead to the formulation of the following 
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: In countries that are characterized by 
high levels of between-group economic inequality 
along ethno-cultural lines, parties tend to rely more 
heavily on clientelism.

The Contingent Effect of Ethnic 
Networks
We also expect that between-group income inequality 
especially leads to parties’ reliance on clientelistic 
exchange when those parties have close ties to networks 
of ethnic groups, because the networks allow parties to 
have reliable local intermediaries and distribute private 
goods more efficiently. That is, ethnic networks facilitate 
the supply of clientelism and, thus, strengthen the posi-
tive relationship between ethnic economic inequality and 
partisan clientelistic strategies.

Parties need support networks that make the delivery 
of patronage possible. Scholars have pointed out that 
clientelism depends on a well-established network of 
local intermediaries (Holland and Palmer-Rubin2015; 
Koter 2013; Stokes et al. 2013; Szwarcberg 2014). 
Those on-the-ground operatives are essential in trans-
mitting information about the preferences and needs of 
constituents to party officials. At the same time, parties 
rely on the networks to reach voters and distribute pri-
vate goods more efficiently. Furthermore, such brokers 
may be also instrumental when parties try to ascertain 
that voters have lived up to their end of the clientelistic 
bargain. Under conditions of secret ballot, clientelistic 
exchanges may suffer from opportunistic voting behav-
ior. Voters who obtained benefits before elections could 
defect from the implicit bargain and choose any other 
party they like. Social networks constitute subtle mech-
anisms to avoid moral hazard problems that arise 
between party officials, brokers, and voters when 
patronage linkages are formed. Organized groups have 
the advantage that the very network structure may sub-
stitute for explicit party organization and assume the 
burden of gathering information, distributing private 
goods, and monitoring opportunistic voter conduct. If 
parties can utilize existing social networks to build the 
clientelistic relationships with voters, they are able to 
attract votes “in bulk” at lower costs.

While a variety of organized networks can be utilized for 
clientelistic transactions, ethnic-based networks particularly 

facilitate parties’ supply of clientelism under conditions of 
ethnic economic inequality. Civic networks along ethnic 
lines, either more formal associations or informal local com-
munities, are formed in various contexts (Varshney 2001). 
As explained in the previous section, when economic dis-
parities between ethnic groups are large, group-based bene-
fits become more attractive. Ethnic-based networks are, 
thus, especially amenable to the provision of contingent 
goods targeting their members. Parties may also find these 
existing networks helpful in delivering benefits to voters 
who expect clientelistic exchanges favoring their groups. 
That is, parties’ ties to ethnic networks reinforce clientelist 
transactions, particularly when such benefits are influential 
in attracting ethnic-based support.

As the literature has pointed out, ethnic social net-
works have the organizational capacities to help imple-
ment clientelistic exchanges (Nathan 2016). Local 
leaders of ethno-cultural groups can be employed to 
channel targeted benefits (Baldwin 2013; Koter 2013). 
In addition, existing social networks facilitate informa-
tion dissemination among co-ethnics (Habyarimana 
et al. 2007; Larson and Lewis 2017; Miguel and Gugerty 
2005). It is, thus, expected that with the help of ethnic 
networks, voters who defect from a clientelistic contract 
are more likely to be identified. Since information/
rumors spread more easily among co-ethnics, if parties 
can rely on existing networks of ethnic groups, they are 
better able to have information about constituents’ 
demands and voting behavior. That is, clientelism is 
likely to take place through ethnic ties, as has been rec-
ognized early on (Lemarchand 1972, 83).3

As theorized above, ties to existing ethnic social net-
works enable parties to lower their organizational trans-
action costs and, thus, facilitate the supply of clientelism. 
Parties may establish such ties through financial support 
or regular representation of associational/community 
leaders in party organs or decision-making processes. In 
countries where the levels of economic inequality 
between ethnic groups are high, ingroup favoritism is 
strengthened, and ethnic associations tend to be more 
responsive to benefits directly targeting their members. 
Under such conditions, parties that have close linkages 
with ethnic organizations particularly engage in clien-
telistic accountability strategies, because existing ethnic 
social networks allow them to reach potential supporters 
more easily. Based on these expectations, the following 
hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2: The positive relationship between eth-
nic economic inequality and clientelism is strength-
ened among parties that have built close ties to ethnic 
organizations.
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Data and Measures

Dependent Variable
The measure of the dependent variable, the extent to 
which parties engage in clientelism to attract votes, is 
taken from the DALP. It is a research effort that studies 
parties’ accountability strategies in eighty-eight countries 
around the globe. The countries are selected to reflect 
polities with at least two million citizens and minimally 
competitive democratic elections. To meet the second cri-
terion, a country needs to have had an average of at least 
4.0 (partly free) on the Freedom House’s political rights 
index in 2007 and 2008. This restriction is important, 
because politicians are expected to engage in the highest 
degree of accountability exchange with voters primarily 
when elections do matter at least to a certain extent. For 
each country in the sample, the project contains judg-
ments on electoral practices of all politically relevant par-
ties as of the last elections prior to 2009, when the project 
implementation was concluded. This gives a sample of 
506 parties that were evaluated by multiple country 
experts filling out a survey specifically designed to find 
out how parties go about their linkage to voters.4

The party-level measure of clientelism is constructed 
based on five survey items that ask experts to assess the 
effort parties make in offering five types of clientelistic 
benefits to specific individuals or small groups of citizens 
in exchange of their votes. The five types of benefits 
include consumer goods, access to social policies, 
employment in the public sector, government contracts, 
and favorable application of regulations. They are coded 
on a 1 to 4 ordinal scale, where “1” refers to a negligible 
effort or no effort at all, and “4” means that the party is 
involved in a major effort to provide the benefit in ques-
tion. An anchoring vignette with a scoring example pre-
cedes these survey questions, giving experts a benchmark 
for their scoring, to partially alleviate the concern that 
country experts may have different standards when rating 
on an ordinal scale. Responses to the five instruments are 
highly correlated to each other (r = 0.75–0.9). Experts’ 
ratings for the five components for each party are aggre-
gated as the party-level measure of clientelism, ranging 
from 5 to 20.

Potential limitations of measures from the DALP 
include that experts may have less information about 
some parties or certain types of clientelistic goods. For 
robustness checks, we rerun the analyses excluding par-
ties that few experts rated and those that experts had 
diversified judgments (see Tables A2 and A3 in the online 
appendix). Online Appendix 1 also includes more discus-
sion of the survey instrument and measurement issues, as 
well as the wording and response categories of the DALP 
variables used in the analysis.

Independent Variable
To explore whether the difference in economic status 
between ethnic groups is conducive to partisan clientelis-
tic strategies, we construct a BGI index as the key inde-
pendent variable. The formula, as first developed by 
Baldwin and Huber (2010), is as follows:

BGI
y

p p y yij

n

i

n

j i j= −( )== ∑∑1
2 11

,

where y  is the national mean income, yi  is the mean 
income of group i, and pi  is the proportion of individuals 
who belong to group i. This index captures the normal-
ized mean difference between all groups’ income in a 
country, weighted by the population size of each group. 
Like the Gini coefficient, this index ranges from 0 to 1. 
BGI is 0 if individuals in a country belong to the same 
ethnic group, or if all groups have the same mean income. 
BGI increases when the income differences between 
groups increase, controlling for the level of ethnic frag-
mentation. BGI is high when there are many equally 
sized groups, and the income differences between those 
groups are large.5

To construct a cross-national BGI index, the informa-
tion of group size and mean income of groups in each 
country is required. Since the macro level data of BGI is 
unavailable for most countries included in the DALP, we 
follow Baldwin and Huber and utilize public opinion sur-
veys, including Afrobarometer (Bratton et al. 2008 Round 
4), Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES 
Module 3 and Module 2), European Social Survey (ESS 
2008 Round 4), Latin American Public Opinion Project 
(LAPOP 2008), and World Value Survey (WVS 2005 the 
fourth wave and 2000 the third wave; Inglehart et al. 
2014). We first identify the group divisions within a 
country based on Fearon’s (2003) criteria of “prototypi-
cal” groups. These criteria are centering on whether 
groups are perceived as having “descent basis,” whether 
group members have self-consciousness, and whether 
belonging to a group is viewed as socially or politically 
consequential. Thus, Fearon’s identification may be 
based on languages, races, tribes, or religions. We mirror 
this classification to identify the relevant groups of sur-
vey respondents for each country. Ethnic fragmentation 
within each country calculated based on the survey data is 
quite consistent with Fearon’s data, and they are corre-
lated at r = 0.84.

For the mean income of groups, these surveys also 
include instruments to measure the well-being of respon-
dents. In ESS, LAPOP, and WVS, respondents are asked 
to indicate the income range that the total monthly (or 
annually) income of their household fits on a ten-cate-
gory scale. CSES surveys include a similar question on a 
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5-point scale. Afrobarometer includes several questions 
on how often the respondents or anyone in their family 
have gone without enough food, clean water, medical 
treatment, cash income, and fuel over the past year. Each 
item is coded from 0 to 4. The summation of the five 
responses is calculated to capture the well-being of 
respondents. The survey questions are listed in Table A4 
in Online Appendix 2.6

The correlation between BGI and the fractionalization 
index of Alesina et al. (2003) is 0.135, while BGI is cor-
related at 0.348 with the Gini index.7 It is clear that nei-
ther the levels of ethnic fragmentation nor individual-level 
inequality can completely reflect the extent of BGI. 
Figure 1 displays the relationship between the fractional-
ization index and BGI. It shows that the correlation 
between them weakens as the fractionalization scores 
grow: many countries with high ethnic fragmentation lev-
els, including several African countries and Canada, have 
groups that are relatively equal in their economic status. 
There are also countries with comparatively low fraction-
alization scores that have higher BGI, including Turkey 
and some Latin American countries. The country with the 
highest BGI in the sample, Guatemala, has two fairly 
equally sized ethnic groups with huge income gaps. The 
average earnings of nonindigenous people are around 
twice of indigenous people (41% of the population) 
(Ñopo and Gonzales 2008).

Moderating Variable
Hypothesis 2 specifies that the positive relationship 
between group inequality and clientelism is strengthened 
among parties that have close ties to ethnic organizations. 
We include a cross-level interaction term between BGI 
and a party-level measure of parties’ ties to existing eth-
nic networks. The measure of parties’ associational ties to 
ethnic groups is from DALP. Experts were asked whether 
a party has “routine and explicit linkages to ethnic/lin-
guistic organizations. The linkages might include leader-
ship and membership overlap, mutual financial support, 
reserved positions for representatives of these organiza-
tions at National Conventions, etc.” This survey item was 
rated on a yes/no basis by multiple country experts. 
Parties’ scores on this measure range from 0 to 1, repre-
senting the percentage of country experts who agree that 
the party has such ties to ethnic organizations.

Controls
A set of control variables, which have been shown to be 
correlated with clientelism, are included to complement 
the analyses. With regard to the structural factors, we first 
account for levels of economic development. The litera-
ture has shown that clientelism is less widespread in 
richer societies. We also include a quadratic term for eco-
nomic development to capture the potential curvilinear 

Figure 1. BGI and the fractionalization index (Alesina et al. 2003).
BGI = between-group inequality; CSES = Comparative Study of Electoral Systems; WVS = World Value Survey; LAPOP = Latin American Public 
Opinion Project; ESS = European Social Survey.
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relationship. Scholars have pointed out that the quality 
and age of democracy have effects on parties’ account-
ability strategies (Keefer 2007; Kitschelt and Kselman 
2013). For the former, we include the Polity IV scores at 
the time the survey was conducted. For the experience 
with democracy each country has had, we utilize the vari-
able of democracy stock developed by Gerring et al. 
(2005).

Furthermore, we include three institutional controls that 
account for the potential effects of electoral institutions 
and executive-legislative relations on the propensity to 
engage in clientelism. Scholars have pinpointed electoral 
formula and district magnitude as important determinants 
of the integrity of political process (Ames 1999; Chang and 
Golden 2007; Persson et al. 2003). We, therefore, include 
the variable of electoral formula, which is classified as 
majoritarian, mixed, and proportional (Reynolds, Reilly, 
and Ellis 2005), and mean district magnitude measure fea-
tured in the Database of Political Institutions (Beck et al. 
2001). In addition, following the arguments about the cli-
entelistic tendency under strong presidents (Kitschelt 
2000; Ordeshook 1995), we include an indicator of whether 
a country is a presidential democracy.

At the party level, it is expected that government 
membership and party size are related to parties’ ability to 
invest in clientelism. The former makes it easier for a 
political party to have preferential access to information 
and resources when developing a clientelistic network 
(Calvo and Murillo 2013). The measure utilized here is 
an indicator that reflects whether a party had a cabinet 
minister when the DALP survey was implemented. The 
latter accounts for the fact that larger parties may be more 
likely to possess the organizational and material resources 
necessary for clientelism. This measure is operational-
ized as the percentage of seats held by the party as of the 
latest electoral cycle. In addition, it has been pointed out 
that parties with more centralized decision-making pro-
cedures are better able to engage in clientelism (Kitschelt 
and Kselman 2011). The variable of selection centraliza-
tion, the degree to which national party leaders control 
the process of party candidate selections, is from the 
DALP dataset. Furthermore, scholars have found that 
right wing parties tend to more heavily rely on clien-
telism, while socialist parties may have less access to 
state resources necessary for clientelistic distribution 
(Hicks and Swank 1992; Shefter 1993; Tzelgov and 
Wang 2016). We, thus, include a variable of parties’ ideo-
logical position from the DALP. The variable is coded as 
“1” for parties that are furthest to the left on the ideologi-
cal spectrum and “10” when they are furthest to the right.

Finally, we incorporate several alternative measures of 
societal diversity, including Alesina et al.’s (2003) index 
of ethnic, religious, and linguistic fractionalization, 
Reynal-Querol’s (2002) indexes of ethnic and religious 

polarization, relevant political groups’ power polarization 
(Cederman, Girardin, and Wimmer 2006),8 and Gini 
coefficient (United Nations Development Programme 
[UNDP], 2009) as a measure of individual-level inequal-
ity. The descriptive statistics of all the variables are listed 
in Table A5 of Online Appendix 2.9

Analysis
In the first hypothesis, we link economic inequality 
between politically relevant ethnic groups to higher lev-
els of clientelism. The hypothesis is tested using multi-
level mixed-effects linear regression models. We 
incorporate country-level covariates (including BGI, 
institutional features, economic development, and levels 
of democracy) along with party-level variables, including 
parties’ clientelistic efforts, ideology, size, and govern-
ment membership. Multilevel mixed-effects models 
allow one or more of the coefficients to vary from group 
to group, but be fixed within them. In models 1 to 3 in 
Table 1, the statistical relationship specified in Hypothesis 
1 is estimated with the multilevel models, while model 4 
is an OLS regression at country level.

Model 1 includes BGI along with the party- and coun-
try-level controls, while model 2 also includes dummies 
of different public opinion surveys used to construct BGI. 
Model 3 includes alternative measures of societal diver-
sity. Model 4 is country-level analysis, in which only the 
country-level covariates are included, and the dependent 
variable is the averages of parties’ scores on clientelism 
in each country, weighted by parties’ vote shares in the 
most recent two elections before 2009. Results of these 
models all support the expectation of Hypothesis 1. 
Economic inequality between ethnic groups is positively 
related to parties’ clientelistic efforts. Going from the 
least to the most ethnically unequal country leads to a 
substantial increase in parties’ reliance on clientelistic 
appeals, which equals to roughly one standard deviation 
(3.7) increase in the clientelism measure. However, the 
results suggest that ethnic fragmentation, polarization, 
and political inequality do not significantly lead to more 
clientelistic efforts.10

The coefficients on the potential confounding vari-
ables are in general consistent with previous research. 
The results of models 1 to 4 suggest that there is a curvi-
linear relationship between economic development and 
clientelism: across very poor countries, economic devel-
opment tends to be accompanied with increased usage of 
clientelism, and only when GDP per capita reaches a cer-
tain threshold (approximately five thousand per capita 
GDP PPP 2005 international dollars) does clientelism 
decline as countries become wealthier. In addition, the 
district magnitude exerts a negative impact on parties’ cli-
entelistic efforts. At the party level, large and incumbent 
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Table 1. Between-Group Inequality and Cientelism.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

 
With survey 

dummies
Country-level 

model

DV Clientelism Level

Key IVs  
 BGI 26.68*** 23.59*** 25.19*** 19.06** 27.27*** 19.43**

[7.528] [7.402] [8.121] [8.344] [7.559] [7.671]
 Tie to ethnic organization 0.827** −0.117

 [0.344] [0.427]
 BGI* 49.17***
  Tie to ethnic organization [13.47]
Country-level controls
 GDP pc PPP (ln) 16.81*** 8.632* 14.50*** 15.05*** 17.58*** 16.54***

[3.638] [4.638] [4.649] [4.498] [3.660] [3.583]
 GDP pc PPP (ln)^2 −1.023*** −0.575** −0.903*** −0.941*** −1.064*** −0.999***

[0.212] [0.265] [0.265] [0.258] [0.213] [0.209]
 Gini coefficient −0.0273 0.00381 −0.00764 0.0106 −0.0308 −0.0217

[0.0255] [0.0328] [0.0314] [0.0310] [0.0256] [0.0251]
 Polity 0.101* 0.119** 0.158** 0.0688 0.0976 0.0897

[0.0610] [0.0606] [0.0766] [0.0760] [0.0612] [0.0597]
 Democracy stock −0.00141 −0.00206** −0.00122 −0.00233** −0.00138 −0.00169*

[0.000888] [0.000970] [0.000981] [0.000992] [0.000891] [0.000873]
 Electoral formula proportionality 0.0465 −0.00827 −0.143 −0.125 0.0935 0.116

[0.213] [0.214] [0.256] [0.255] [0.215] [0.210]
 Presidentialism 0.764* 0.276 0.503 0.905 0.877* 0.983**

[0.453] [0.481] [0.661] [0.664] [0.459] [0.449]
 Mean district magnitude (House) −0.0176*** −0.0146*** −0.0155*** −0.0100* −0.0184*** −0.0193***

[0.00526] [0.00522] [0.00551] [0.00564] [0.00529] [0.00516]
Party-level controls
 Government membership 0.664*** 0.669*** 0.660*** 0.650*** 0.616***

[0.130] [0.130] [0.150] [0.129] [0.128]
 Party size 0.0607*** 0.0605*** 0.0631*** 0.0621*** 0.0624***

[0.00662] [0.00663] [0.00760] [0.00657] [0.00649]
 Selection centralization 0.487** 0.526*** 0.395* 0.470** 0.464**

[0.195] [0.193] [0.234] [0.194] [0.191]
 Ideology (left-right) 0.205*** 0.197*** 0.186*** 0.214*** 0.213***

[0.0402] [0.0403] [0.0479] [0.0401] [0.0396]
Alternative ethnic measures  
 Fractionalization (Alesina) −1.088* −0.928  

 [0.570] [0.555]  
 Ethnic polarization (Reynal-Querol) −0.393 −1.808  

 [1.501] [1.504]  
 Religious polarization (Reynal-Querol) 0.238 −0.0952  

 [0.815] [0.814]  
 Power polarization (Cederman) 0.607 0.291  

 [1.105] [1.105]  

Constant −59.24*** −23.37 −47.39** −43.73** −63.00*** −59.20***
[14.94] [19.54] [19.74] [19.06] [15.04] [14.72]

Country-level variance 1.607 1.406 1.406 1.632 1.537
Residual variance 3.024 3.021 3.216 2.961 2.889

Observations 454 454 363 61 452 452
Number of groups 79 79 61 79 79
Log likelihood −948.94 −944.98 −765.04 −100.58 −941.19 −934.64
AIC 1929.89 1929.97 1570.09 229.17 1916.39 1905.28
BIC 1995.78 2012.33 1647.98 258.72 1986.32 1979.32

Standard errors in brackets. BGI = between-group inequality; AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion; DV = dependent variable;  
IV = independent variable; GDP = gross domestic product; PPP = purchasing power parity.
*p < .1. **p < .05. ***p < .01.
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parties are more likely to invest in clientelism. Parties’ 
right-wing ideology and centralized decision-making 
procedure are also positively related to clientelistic 
strategies.

To sort out the causal direction between ethnic group 
inequality and parties’ clientelistic effort, we employ the 
indicators of geographic heterogeneity within countries 
as exogenous instruments for BGI. These indicators, 
including the variation in elevation and land quality in a 
country, and countries’ mean levels of elevation, land 
quality, and absolute latitude as controls, are assembled 
by Michalopoulos (2012). The elevation and soil quality 
of lands are closely related to regional suitability for agri-
culture. Alesina, Michalopoulos, and Papaioannou (2016) 
have shown that differences in land endowments within 
countries are strongly associated with economic dispari-
ties across ethnic groups. Land endowments lead to loca-
tion-specific human capital, which is then reflected in 
contemporary differences in well-being across groups.

Online Appendix 3 reports the results of two-stage 
least squares (2SLS) analysis, regressing BGI on the geo-
graphic indicators in the first stage, and regressing par-
ties’ clientelistic efforts on BGI explained by the 
geographic indicators in the second stage. It is possible 
that geographic heterogeneity directly influences parties’ 
strategies, or through causal channels alternative to BGI. 
A potential alternative channel is that geographic hetero-
geneity predicts individual-level inequality or economic 
development, which then have effects on partisan clien-
telistic strategies. To account for this possibility, coun-
tries’ per capita GDP, Gini coefficient, and GDP growth 
rate are controlled. Another potential channel is through 
the spatial arrangements of political institutions/organi-
zations. It is likely that in geographically heterogeneous 
countries, political authority is more decentralized 
(Beramendi and Wibbels 2009) and levels of party sys-
tem nationalization are low, which then enable parties to 
engage in particular strategies. To address this concern, 
the indicators of elected regional government and party 
competition across regions are also controlled.11 Model 1 
includes the same controls as those in Table 1, and model 
2 includes the additional confounders.

In both models shown in Online Appendix 3, the over-
identification tests also support the exclusion restrictions. 
The tests confirm that the residuals from the second stage 
equation are not correlated with the instruments. The 
results of the first stage model suggest that indicators of 
geographic heterogeneity, especially the variation in ele-
vation, are highly predictive of BGI. The second stage 
coefficients are consistent with the main results shown in 
Table 1: BGI are significantly related to parties’ clien-
telistic efforts. Since the geographic features are exoge-
nous, the estimated relationships between geographic 
heterogeneity, ethnic economic inequality, and clien-
telism are not driven by reverse causation.

Having established the relationship proposed in 
Hypothesis 1, we now shift our attention to Hypothesis 2, 
testing whether the relationship between BGI and clien-
telism is contingent on parties’ associational features, and 
whether it is strengthened among parties that have close 
ties to ethnic organizations. To test this, we include the 
indicator of parties’ ties to ethnic organizations and its 
interaction term with BGI in models 5 and 6 in Table 1. 
Model 5 includes the ethnic organization variable addi-
tively without the interaction. The coefficient on the inter-
action term in model 6 is positive and significant. The 
estimates of model 6 show support for the expectation that 
the positive relationship between ethnic income inequality 
and parties’ clientelistic appeals is strengthened when par-
ties can rely on existing ethnic networks. Figure 2 displays 
the estimated relationship between BGI and clientelism, 
depending on the extents of parties’ ties to ethnic groups. It 
is evident that in societies characterized by high BGI, par-
ties that maintain explicit ties to ethnic organizations par-
ticularly engage in clientelistic strategies. The results also 
suggest that in countries where income inequality between 
ethnic groups is low, parties with ethnic linkages are not 
more likely to rely on clientelism. They are consistent with 
the expectation of Hypothesis 2.

Conclusion
In this paper, we demonstrate a cross-national analysis 
investigating the relationship between ethnic divides and 
partisan clientelistic strategies using a comprehensive 
dataset with information on more than 450 parties in 
eighty competitive party systems. We emphasize the pat-
tern of income distribution across ethnic groups. With 
public opinion survey data, we construct a cross-national 
measure of income inequality between ethnic groups. We 
find that in societies characterized by high economic 
inequality between ethnic groups, clientelism tends to be 
more widespread. We suggest this is the case because citi-
zens have less preference for broad redistributive policies 
under such circumstances. Parties may find that members 
of low-income ethnic groups, who tend to be long mar-
ginalized in the political arena, are more responsive to 
direct and contingent transfers. In addition, our analysis 
shows that parties’ ties to ethnic social networks moder-
ate this relationship. Specifically, in countries with high 
BGI, parties that can rely on existing ethnic organizations 
particularly engage in clientelistic exchange.

The findings have a number of implications. First, the 
results demonstrate the impacts of income distribution across 
ethnic groups on democratic accountability strategies. Future 
research should examine the variation of parties’ appeals 
over time. As the level of inequality is reduced, do parties 
respond by diversifying or switching strategies? Furthermore, 
under what conditions do parties start to invest in program-
matic efforts? In addition, the analysis highlights the scarcity 
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of reliable data on wealth or income inequality between eth-
nic groups across countries and time, which leaves ample 
avenues for future research. Analysis could also focus on the 
micro-level by studying individual attitudes. This can illumi-
nate whether respondents who classify themselves belonging 
to poorer or less empowered ethnic groups are more open to 
receiving patronage.
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Notes

 1. In addition to particularistic benefits (clientelism) and broad 
policy packages (programmatic competition), voters are often 
influenced by personal charisma and family- and generation-
based party identification, and belief in a party’s ability to 
govern based on its previous performance, among others.

 2. It is plausible that under this condition, parties may opt to 
engage in nonethnic clientelism. We argue that when inter-
ethnic economic disparities are large, group-based benefits 
are particularly welcome, and thus, clientelistic transac-
tions targeting group members become a relatively more 
attractive partisan strategy.

Figure 2. The contingent effects of parties’ ties to ethnic groups.
BGI = between-group inequality. The lines show point estimates when the variable of ethnic ties takes the values of 0 (no ties to ethnic organizations) 
or 1 (explicit ties to ethnic organizations), and the shaded areas are the 95 percent confidence intervals based on model 6 in Table 1.
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 3. As Baldwin (2013) and Lemarchand (1972) both point 
out, clientelism can be distributed through different kinds 
of networks, and ethnic organizations are one of them. In 
this paper, we argue that under the conditions of economic 
inequality between groups, group-based preferences tend 
to be activated, and ethnic networks are, thus, especially 
amenable to partisan clientelistic strategies.

 4. Online Appendix 1 contains detailed information on the 
Democratic Accountability and Linkage Project (DALP) 
measures utilized in the analysis. See Kitschelt et al. 
(2009) for a more detailed description of the dataset. The 
full survey instrument can be downloaded at https://sites.
duke.edu/democracylinkage/

 5. This design is consistent with the fractionalization index (eth-
nolinguistic fractionalization [ELF]). As Baldwin and Huber 
(2010, 647) explain, holding the number of groups constant, 
ELF takes the largest value when the groups are equally 
sized, as the probability that two randomly chosen individu-
als are from different groups is the highest. In between-group 
inequality (BGI), holding the number of groups and income 
differences across them constant, the values are the largest 
when the groups are equally sized. It can be interpreted as 
when groups are equally sized, individuals on average have 
higher probabilities to meet someone from a group with a dif-
ferent income level. When individuals have higher chances 
to meet group members with different income levels, it is 
expected that ethnic differences are more likely to be solidi-
fied, and ingroup favoritism is strengthened.

 6. As mentioned by Baldwin and Huber, the index calculated 
based on ordinal measures underestimates the true levels of 
inequality. In addition, since the scales used in the surveys 
vary, the different levels of coarseness may also lead to bias. 
For example, the five-category scale used in Comparative 
Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) is coarser than the 
ten-category scales. Furthermore, the indicators of the 
Afrobarometer surveys focus mainly on the scarcity of basic 
necessities and are, therefore, more useful in distinguish-
ing the least well-off, rather than the wealthy. However, 
as Baldwin and Huber’s simulation shows, the imperfect 
measures are still highly correlated with the “true” measure. 
More importantly, any bias in estimating BGI is in the “right 
direction” in that it should make it more difficult to examine 
the differences between the effects of BGI and other mea-
sures of group fragmentation on clientelism.

 7. The data of Gini coefficient is from UNDP (2009).
 8. Alesina’s scores measure the probability that two ran-

domly selected individuals in a country will belong to 
different groups. We use the sum of ethnic, religious, and 
linguistic fractionalization scores, because they are closely 
correlated. Reynal-Querol’s indexes measure the extent 
to which the distribution of different ethnic and religious 
groups is bimodal. Cederman and colleagues’ polarization 
indicator measures the population distribution between 
groups who are included in the decision-making authority 
and those who are excluded.

 9. Replication data can be found at Dataverse: https://doi.
org/10.7910/DVN/NOWFJG

10. Including these alternative measures of ethnic divides one 
by one, excluding countries with the largest residuals in the 

bivariate regression between BGI and Alesina’s scores, con-
ducting multiple imputations for countries missing for BGI, 
or using bootstrapping standard errors, does not change the 
results.

11. Both variables are from the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) 
project. The variable of elected regional government mea-
sures whether there are elected regional governments and 
their relative power. High values indicate regional executives 
and assemblies are filled through elections, and they are rela-
tively powerful. High values on the variable of party compe-
tition across regions mean that major parties are competitive 
in most regions of the country, while low values mean sup-
port for major parties is heavily concentrated in a few areas. 
See https://v-dem.net for more information about the project 
and the codebook.
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