
https://doi.org/10.1177/1532673X211013565

American Politics Research
2021, Vol. 49(5) 452–463
© The Author(s) 2021
Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions 
DOI: 10.1177/1532673X211013565
journals.sagepub.com/home/apr

Article

Many observers harbor concerns that democracy in the 
United States is under siege. Prominent scholars draw dis-
turbing comparisons between recent developments in the 
U.S.—such as heightened political polarization, the success 
of extremist candidates, and weakened civil liberties—and 
warning signs that preceded democratic collapse in Hungary, 
Turkey, Venezuela, and beyond (Kaufman & Haggard, 2019; 
Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018). Other recent studies demonstrate 
that a considerable share of US voters would support vio-
lence to achieve political ends (Bartels, 2020), sacrifice dem-
ocratic principles to support candidates aligned with their 
ideological and policy preferences (Carey et  al., 2020; 
Graham & Svolik, 2020), or favor authoritarian political sys-
tems (Foa & Mounk, 2016). Meanwhile, surveys of political 
scientists reveal a pervasive belief that key components of 
democratic quality—electoral and civil rights, the account-
ability of government officials, and civil discourse across 
ideological divides—are declining in America (Carey et al., 
2019).

Given such signals that US democracy is under duress, 
the present article investigates an understudied question: To 
what extent are contemporary Americans willing to sell their 
votes? In the historic U.S., observers estimated that many 
voters would do so; for example, in 1890 the New York Times 
found “a general concurrence in the estimate that at least 
20 per cent of the citizens of [a Maine] town would as soon 
sell their votes as their wood, or their potatoes, or their fish” 
during a congressional election.1 But this line of inquiry is 
now unfamiliar, in large part because the heyday of machine 

politics in America passed many decades ago and only ves-
tiges of vote buying continue.2 Whereas important experi-
mental work suggests that Americans who receive significant, 
nonpartisan financial incentives are more likely to turn out 
(Panagopoulos, 2013), the extant literature sheds little light 
on whether cash could influence US citizens’ vote choices as 
well as electoral participation. 

Notwithstanding the rarity of clientelism in the contem-
porary U.S., evidence suggests that it is worthwhile to 
investigate Americans’ willingness to sell their votes. 
During the 2000 presidential elections, California, Illinois, 
Massachusetts, and Nebraska undertook legal actions to 
shut down voteauction.com, a website that enabled citizens 
to offer their votes for sale with the following slogan: 
“Cutting out the middleman and bringing the big money of 
presidential politics directly to you.”3 The notion of selling 
one’s vote apparently resonated with many Americans, as 
more than 15,000 voters quickly registered. In the words of 
one participant: “Selling my vote I think is a very obvious 
political statement.  .  .  . It’s saying that if the buying and 
selling of votes is going on even now between closed doors, 
through the lobbyists, let’s make it a little more obvious.”4
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To address the paucity of evidence about this issue, we 
investigated Americans’ willingness to sell their votes in a 
nationally representative survey just before the November 
2016 elections. Respondents were presented with hypotheti-
cal vignettes, each asking if they would accept a vote-buying 
offer from a congressional candidate. The first vignette 
involved an offer of $25 for the respondent’s vote, and later 
vignettes progressively increased the amount up to $1,000, 
stopping whenever the citizen indicated acceptance of an 
offer. Strikingly, 12% of respondents said they would do so 
for just $25. Furthermore, nearly 20% expressed a willing-
ness to sell their votes for $100 or below, and almost a third 
of respondents indicated that they would accept offers of 
$1,000 or below. These figures are especially remarkable 
when considering that selling one’s vote would seem to be at 
odds with the norms of the “participatory civic culture” that 
political scientists have long associated with the US demo-
cratic political system (Almond & Verba, 1966). Perhaps 
even more noteworthy is that the share of Americans in our 
survey willing to sell their votes did not differ markedly from 
findings on countries with far more clientelism and far less 
robust democratic institutions. For instance, recent surveys 
discussed below reveal that 5% of Russians, 11% of 
Brazilians, 12% of Bulgarians, and 15% of Ugandans would 
sell their votes for approximately US$20.5 Why might so 
many Americans indicate that they are ready to sell their 
votes?

Our interpretation is that the responses of these Americans 
reflect skepticism about the importance of living in a democ-
racy and participating in elections. When studying countries 
where clientelism is far more common, scholars often 
emphasize that citizens unsatisfied with or uncommitted to 
democracy are more likely to exchange their votes for mate-
rial rewards (e.g., Carlin & Moseley, 2015, p. 16; Lawson & 
Greene, 2014, p. 72; Weitz-Shapiro, 2014, p. 56). We con-
tend that an analogous relationship holds in the U.S. even 
though clientelism is rare: Americans who are disillusioned 
with democracy are more likely to indicate that they would 
exchange their votes for money. To explore this possibility, 
we tested pre-registered hypotheses by conducting a second 
survey just before the November 2018 elections. Among 
this MTurk sample of Americans, the share of respondents 
expressing willingness to sell their votes was remarkably 
similar to our 2016 nationally representative survey: 10% 
would accept the initial offer of $25, 22% would accept 
$100 or below, and 42% would accept $1,000 or below. 
More importantly, analyses below show that respondents 
who place low importance on living in a democracy—as 
well as those who express doubt about their ability to influ-
ence electoral outcomes—are more likely to indicate that 
they would sell their votes. Thus, we believe our findings 
contribute to the growing body of evidence that for a subset 
of Americans, attachment to the cornerstone of democ-
racy—participation in free and fair elections—is perturb-
ingly weak.

To be clear, we do not claim that many Americans actu-
ally sell their votes. Indeed, only 2.7% of respondents in our 
2016 nationally representative survey indicated they received 
a gift or favor from a candidate, party, or campaign worker. 
Due to the sensitive nature of the topic, the survey also 
employed a list experiment to mitigate potential bias; the 
estimated share of respondents indicating they received such 
benefits remained at 2.7% with this method. Our 2018 sur-
vey, which included a follow-up question for the 1.4% of 
respondents who directly reported receiving such benefits, 
reveals that some of these items are merely campaign para-
phernalia such as pens.6 And it is worth emphasizing that our 
study does not suggest that voter fraud in the United States is 
widespread—on the contrary, rigorous analyses on that dis-
tinct topic consistently find the opposite (e.g., Ahlquist et al., 
2014; Minnite, 2011).

Nevertheless, our findings that a substantial share of 
Americans—especially those skeptical about democracy—
express willingness to sell their votes should raise concern 
among both political scientists and policymakers. The fol-
lowing empirical sections provide a descriptive overview of 
results from our two surveys, as well as regression analyses 
that test our hypotheses regarding the association between 
democratic skepticism and readiness to sell votes. We then 
explore three key implications in the Discussion section. 
First, our findings indicate that researchers and policymakers 
concerned about measuring and conceptualizing democratic 
skepticism in the United States should consider willingness 
to sell votes as an important and relevant indicator. Second, 
our analyses draw attention to the ways that greater focus on 
US voters’ attitudes toward clientelism could help integrate 
the study of American and comparative politics, thereby 
stimulating productive methodological debates and novel 
theory building. And third, our findings suggest scholars 
should reassess whether US parties curbed their use of clien-
telism because of a dwindling supply of votes—as is com-
monly assumed—or whether they did so despite some 
Americans’ continued willingness to sell their votes.

Willingness to Sell Votes

To explore Americans’ willingness to sell their votes, we 
first included questions in a nationally representative survey 
conducted in the days before the 2016 presidential and con-
gressional elections. This YouGov sample included 1,000 
adult US residents surveyed online on November 5 to 6, 
2016. Respondents were presented with the following 
vignette: “Let’s say a campaign worker offered you $25 to 
vote for a specific candidate running for Congress. Would 
you accept the money?” Those who rejected the offer were 
then asked: “What if the campaign worker offered you $50 
to vote for that candidate? Would you accept the money?” 
For respondents rejecting the offer, the price then increased 
progressively to $100, $200, $500, and ultimately $1,000. 
The left panel of Figure 1 shows that 12.0% of respondents 
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(95% CI: [10.0%, 14.0%]) indicated they would sell their 
votes for just $25. This share increased as we ratcheted up 
the offer: 19.8% [17.3%, 22.2%] said they would accept 
$100 or lower, as did 27.1% [24.3%, 29.9%] for $500 or 
lower. Moreover, almost a third of respondents expressed 
willingness to sell their votes for $1,000 or lower; more spe-
cifically, 32.1% [29.2%, 35.0%] of respondents.7

After this battery of questions, we next inquired about 
respondents’ willingness to accept clientelist offers in presi-
dential campaigns. Given space constraints, the survey 
employed a single question: “Now, let’s consider the election 
for President. Let’s say a campaign worker offered you 
money to vote for a specific candidate running for President. 
We would like to know the least amount of money you would 
accept, if any.” Respondents were presented with the options 
of $25, $50, $100, $200, $500, and $1,000, as well as the 
option of not accepting any amount. While differences in for-
mat limit comparability with the congressional scenario, 
once again a substantial share of Americans expressed readi-
ness to sell their votes—though many required a larger 
reward size to do so. The right panel of Figure 1 reveals that 
4.5% of respondents [3.2%, 5.8%] said they were willing to 
sell their vote for $25 in the presidential election, as were 
10.4% [8.5%, 12.3%] for $100. A substantially higher share 
expressed willingness to sell their votes for higher dollar val-
ues—16.9% [14.6%, 19.2%] for $500, and 28.5% [25.7%, 
31.3%] for $1,000.

We recognize that social desirability bias may affect these 
responses in a negative and/or positive direction. On the one 
hand, some respondents may be unwilling to respond 

affirmatively because vote buying runs counter to democratic 
norms and is against the law (Gonzalez-Ocantos et al., 2012). 
On the other hand, some respondents may experience less 
social approbation when agreeing to sell their votes in 
response to a survey vignette than they would if friends and 
relatives discovered that they actually undertook this action 
on Election Day. Notwithstanding these caveats, our findings 
are especially striking when placed in comparative perspec-
tive. As mentioned in the Introduction, responses in our US 
surveys do not differ markedly from findings in contexts with 
more clientelism and less robust democratic institutions. For 
example, a poll conducted in August 2016 showed that just 
5% of Russians would be willing to sell their vote in a parlia-
mentary election for 1,000 rubles (US$16). For 2,000 rubles 
(US$31) or less, 7% would do so; for 5,000 rubles (US$78) or 
less, 18%.8 A similar analysis from a survey of rural Brazilians 
in 2012 found just over 11% willing to sell votes for 50 reais 
or less (US$21), 16% for 100 reais or less (US$42), 26% for 
500 reais or less (US$212), and 33% for 1,000 reais or less 
(US$424). According to Transparency International, for the 
2011 presidential and municipal elections, 12% of Bulgarians 
expressed willingness to sell votes for between 15 and 
25 euros (US$20–US$35) and 19% for between 50 and 
75 euros (US$70–US$104) or less. And in Uganda, a study 
showed that 5% of respondents would sell their vote for 
10,000 shillings (US$3) and 15% would do so for 80,000 
shillings (US$24) or less. Although head-to-head compari-
sons should be treated with caution given differences in sur-
vey formats, the broad similarity of supply curves for selling 
votes between these countries and that of the United 
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Figure 1.  Willingness to accept vote-buying offers.
Note. The supply curve on the left (right) shows the cumulative percentage of respondents indicating they would accept the amount offered or less to 
vote for a specific congressional (presidential) candidate. Circles reflect the percent responding affirmatively; bars reflect 95% confidence intervals. In the 
congressional vignette, the starting offer of $25 was increased consecutively to the following amounts for respondents rejecting previous offers: $50, 
$100, $200, $500, and ultimately $1,000. A single follow-up question was used for the presidential vignette, in which respondents were asked about the 
least amount of money they would accept, providing the options of $25, $50, $100, $200, $500, and $1,000, as well as the option of not accepting any 
amount. Data are from a nationally representative YouGov survey of 1,000 adult US residents conducted on November 5 to 6, 2016.
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States—one of the world’s most established democracies—is 
remarkable.

As we discuss in the article’s concluding section, in the 
context of developing countries, studies published in top 
journals regularly ask respondents about hypothetical 
vignettes involving clientelism. Journalists, meanwhile, 
often take such data at face value.9 But given that day-to-day 
clientelism is so rare in the U.S., how should our findings 
about the US electorate be interpreted? In the following sec-
tion we offer evidence that willingness to sell one’s vote is in 
part a manifestation of democratic skepticism.

Vote Selling and Democratic 
Skepticism

To examine the association between willingness to sell votes 
and democratic skepticism, we tested pre-registered hypoth-
eses by fielding a survey of 1,206 adult US residents on 
MTurk on November 5, 2018, the day before the 2018 con-
gressional elections.10 As summarized in the Introduction, 
despite employing a non-representative platform, respon-
dents in our second survey expressed a remarkably similar 
willingness to sell their votes to those in our 2016 nationally 
representative sample.11 Both surveys employed identical 
questions about whether citizens would accept clientelist 
offers, as described above. To explore respondents’ commit-
ment to democracy, we included a World Values Survey 
question in our 2018 survey: “How important is it for you to 
live in a country that is governed democratically?” Informants 
rated democracy’s importance on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 

represents “not at all important” and 10 represents “abso-
lutely important.” Forty-nine percent of our survey respon-
dents answered with the top score of 10, the exact percentage 
of US respondents answering with the top score of 10 in the 
most recent wave of the World Values Survey.12

Figure 2 shows that respondents with above-median 
responses to this democracy question are over twice as likely 
to refuse vote-buying offers at most price points, when com-
pared with those with below-median responses. As shown, 
respondents who place more value on democracy’s impor-
tance are significantly more likely (at the .01 level) to refuse 
offers for all six price points for each office. For a congres-
sional candidate, among the 49% of respondents who rated 
democracy’s importance as 10: 6.6% would accept our start-
ing offer of $25, 13.8% would accept $100 or below, and 
31.8% would accept $1,000 or below. Among those who 
rated democracy’s importance below 10: 14.1% would 
accept $25, 30.1% would accept $100 or below, and 51.6% 
would accept $1,000 or below. Similar patterns are observed 
for the scenario involving a presidential candidate. Among 
respondents who rated democracy’s importance as 10: 3.5% 
would accept $25, 8.6% would accept $100 or below, and 
29.9% would accept $1,000 or below. Among those who 
rated democracy’s importance below 10: 7.2% would accept 
$25, 19.8% would accept $100 or below, and 51.7% would 
accept $1,000 or below.

Although Figure 2 provides evidence of a link between 
respondents’ commitment to democracy and their willing-
ness to sell votes, it does not control for factors such as 
income level and partisanship that could plausibly be 
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Figure 2.  Willingness to accept vote-buying offers, by perception of importance of democracy (above vs. below median).
Note. The supply curves in the left (right) panel show the cumulative percentage of respondents indicating they would accept the amount offered or less 
to vote for a specific congressional (presidential) candidate. In each panel, supply curves are shown for respondents with above-median and below-median 
responses to an “Importance of Democracy” question. Circles reflect the percent responding affirmatively; bars reflect 95% confidence intervals. Details 
about the clientelism questions are provided in the notes to Figure 1. The Importance of Democracy question, which is from the World Values Survey, asks 
respondents to rate democracy’s importance on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 represents “not at all important” and 10 represents “absolutely important.” 
Data are from an MTurk survey of 1,206 adult US residents conducted on November 5, 2018.
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correlated with both willingness to sell votes and attitudes 
toward democracy. To account for potentially confounding 
variables, we next examine the relationship between vote 
selling and democratic skepticism more extensively through 
regression analyses in Tables 1 and 2. Given our reliance on 
observational data, we make no claims about causality, but 
the specifications discussed below demonstrate that our find-
ings are robust to the inclusion of a wide range of control 
variables and state fixed effects. The dependent variable in 
each specification is a dichotomous indicator for whether the 
respondent would be willing to sell her vote for the given 
price or lower. We employ linear probability models; all 
results are robust when using logistic regressions.

With regards to the Importance of Democracy question 
discussed above, Table 1 shows that respondents in our 2018 
US survey who place a greater importance on living in a 
democracy are significantly less likely to indicate that they 
would accept money to vote for a specific congressional can-
didate. Substantively, the coefficient of −0.027 in Column 4 
suggests that a standard deviation increase in Importance of 
Democracy (1.9 points on a 10 point scale) is associated with 
a 5.1 percentage point decrease in the likelihood that a 
respondent would sell her vote for $25. Similarly, Columns 7 
and 10 suggest that a standard deviation increase in this vari-
able would decrease the likelihood that a respondent would 
sell her vote for $100 ($1,000) or below by 6.5 (4.6) percent-
age points. These findings are statistically significant at the 
.01 level, as are findings for the three other price points 
shown in the Supplemental Appendix. The specifications 
include various individual-level controls described in the 
notes to Table 1: income, partisanship, age, gender, educa-
tion, race, and registration status. Moreover, they include a 
dummy for congressional districts deemed competitive by 
the Cook Political Report, and state fixed effects to address 
any omitted variables that are invariant across respondents in 
a given state.

As an alternative measure, our 2018 survey also inquired 
about another facet of democratic skepticism: respondents’ 
doubt about their capacity to affect electoral outcomes. Using 
a question from the American National Election Studies 
(ANES), we asked the extent to which respondents agree 
with the following statement: “So many other people vote in 
the national elections that it doesn’t matter much to me 
whether I vote or not.” Responses employed a 5-point Likert 
scale ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree,” 
with a mean rating of 4.0 (“disagree”). Table 1 shows that 
respondents who more strongly believe that voting matters 
are significantly less likely to express willingness to sell their 
votes in a congressional election, even when accounting for 
a full set of control variables and including state fixed effects. 
Substantively, the coefficient of −0.039 in Column 5 sug-
gests that a standard deviation increase in Voting Matters 
(1.1 points on a 5-point scale) is associated with a 4.3 per-
centage point decrease in the likelihood that a respondent 
would sell her vote for $25. In addition, Columns 8 and 11 

suggest that a standard deviation increase in this variable 
would decrease the likelihood that a respondent would sell 
her vote for $100 ($1,000) or below by 8.5 (11.2) percentage 
points. Again, these findings are statistically significant at 
the .01 level, as are findings for the three other price points 
shown in the Supplemental Appendix. When including both 
Importance of Democracy and Voting Matters in the same 
specification, both remain statistically significant at the .01 
to .05 level for five of six price points (see Table 1 and the 
Supplemental Appendix).

Table 2 shows that results are similar when asking respon-
dents about their willingness to accept clientelist offers in 
presidential instead of congressional campaigns. With 
respect to the Importance of Democracy variable, the coef-
ficient of −0.013 in Column 4 suggests that a standard devia-
tion increase is associated with a 2.5 percentage point 
decrease in the likelihood that a respondent would sell her 
vote for $25. Similarly, Columns 7 and 10 suggest that a 
standard deviation increase in this variable would decrease 
the likelihood that a respondent would sell her vote for $100 
($1,000) or below by 4.4 (6.3) percentage points. With 
respect to the Voting Matters variable, the coefficient of 
−0.026 in Column 5 suggests that a standard deviation 
increase is associated with a 2.9 percentage point decrease in 
the likelihood that a respondent would sell her vote for $25. 
In addition, Columns 8 and 11 suggest that a standard devia-
tion increase in this variable would decrease the likelihood 
that a respondent would sell her vote for $100 ($1,000) or 
below by 6.3 (11.2) percentage points. These findings are all 
statistically significant at the .01 level, as are comparable 
findings for all three other price points (see Supplemental 
Appendix). When including both variables jointly, Voting 
Matters is significant at the .01 level for all six price points, 
and Importance of Democracy is significant at the .01 to .05 
level in five of six price points.

In summary, the evidence presented in this section con-
forms with our pre-registered hypotheses that US citizens 
who place low importance on living in a democracy—and 
those who express skepticism about their capacity to affect 
electoral outcomes—are significantly more likely to indicate 
they are ready to sell their votes.

Other Correlates of Vote Selling

While our primary focus is on the relationship between dem-
ocratic skepticism and Americans’ willingness to sell their 
votes, it is also worthwhile to discuss several correlates 
included in the analyses in Tables 1 and 2.

In the clientelism literature—which does not focus on the 
contemporary U.S.—income is one of the most frequently 
cited predictors of whether a citizen will accept a clientelist 
offer. Many studies posit that lower-income citizens are more 
likely to sell their votes, in part because the diminishing mar-
ginal utility of income suggests they place relatively greater 
value on material benefits than on ideological preferences 
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(Dixit & Londregan, 1996, p. 1114; Stokes, 2005, p. 315).13 
To measure income, our surveys included a 16-point ordinal 
scale with categories ranging from under $10,000 of annual 
household income to over $500,000. Tables 1 and 2 are con-
sistent with theoretical expectations; in both 2016 and 2018, 
the expected negative association between income and will-
ingness to accept a vote-buying offer is always observed. 
These findings are statistically significant at the .01 to .10 
level in all analyses about offers to vote for a presidential 
candidate, as well as in the vast majority of analyses about 
offers to vote for a congressional candidate.14

Political preferences are another commonly discussed 
predictor of whether a citizen will accept a clientelist offer. 
In accordance with spatial voting models, many analyses of 
clientelism emphasize that whereas strong partisans will 
reject such offers, citizens who are indifferent or weak sup-
porters may switch their votes in exchange for material 
rewards (Gans-Morse et al., 2014; Stokes, 2005). To measure 
strong partisanship, we created two dichotomous variables 
for individuals identifying as a “Strong Democrat” or a 
“Strong Republican,” the endpoints on a standard 7-point 
party identification scale.15 Although the association between 
strong partisanship and willingness to sell votes is less robust 
than our findings concerning income, for higher price points 
both the Strong Democrat and Strong Republican variables 
are negative and statistically significant at the .05 level for 
the majority of specifications in congressional and presiden-
tial campaigns. Furthermore, the coefficients for both vari-
ables are negative in most other specifications.16 The 
clientelism literature also emphasizes that citizens unlikely 
to turn out may also be reward recipients (Gans-Morse et al., 
2014; Nichter, 2008). Such studies suggest that citizens with 
greater voting costs require higher rewards to meet their res-
ervation value for participating in clientelist exchanges 
(ceteris paribus). Unlike for political preferences and 
income, our study did not pre-register predictions about turn-
out; analyses do not reveal a robust link between citizens’ 
turnout propensity and their willingness to sell votes.17

Tables 1 and 2 also show that older respondents and 
women are less likely to indicate that they are willing to sell 
their votes. In other words, to the extent that this willingness 
is an expression of democratic skepticism, the prevalence of 
this phenomenon is greater among younger voters and males. 
Meanwhile, contrary to classic studies emphasizing educa-
tion’s importance for instilling democratic values (e.g., 
Lipset, 1959), we do not find an association between educa-
tion and willingness to sell votes.

As mentioned, these findings about correlates of vote sell-
ing are ancillary, in that our primary focus is on perceptions 
of democracy. Nevertheless, the fact that numerous specifi-
cations for income and political preferences conform with 
theoretical expectations provides additional evidence that 
US respondents were not arbitrarily responding to our 
vignettes about whether they would sell their votes.

Discussion

Whereas prominent scholars raise concerns about political 
polarization, weakened civil liberties, citizens’ willingness to 
sacrifice democratic principles, and the extent to which 
Americans hold favorable views of authoritarian political 
systems, we argue that these important debates pay short 
shrift to the value citizens place on one of the most funda-
mental democratic institutions: the act of voting. We show 
that despite political scientists’ longstanding portrayal of the 
U.S. as the embodiment of a democratic “civic culture” 
(Almond & Verba, 1966), a substantial share of Americans 
indicate they would trade their right to express political pref-
erences at the polls for relatively small sums of money: 12% 
of respondents would do so for just $25, as would nearly 
20% for $100.

In this concluding section, we first discuss two potential 
objections to our interpretation of these findings, and then 
emphasize three key takeaways from our study. One might 
object to interpreting survey respondents’ willingness to sell 
votes as an expression of democratic skepticism, because 
respondents who answer affirmatively may believe their 
preferences would nevertheless be expressed in a democratic 
manner. For example, respondents may express readiness to 
support an unnamed candidate in exchange for cash under 
the assumption that, particularly in a two-party system, they 
would have likely voted for that candidate anyway. 
Conversely, they may answer that they are willing to sell 
their votes, with the intention of reneging and voting for their 
preferred candidate.18 Without denying these possibilities, 
we emphasize that they are by no means unique to our study 
in the context of the United States. Rather, comparativists 
have shown that such considerations are part and parcel of 
everyday clientelist transactions in political systems where 
scholars and citizens have long argued that the practice is 
antithetical to democracy. Clientelist politicians often deliver 
payments to their own core supporters (Diaz-Cayeros et al., 
2016; Nichter, 2018), and political machines regularly 
deliver handouts despite their imperfect ability to monitor 
how recipients vote (Hicken & Nathan, 2020; Kitschelt & 
Wilkinson, 2007).

Another potential objection to interpreting willingness to 
sell votes as an expression of democratic skepticism is that it 
presupposes that the practice is inherently undemocratic. 
After all, from a rational choice perspective, selling one’s 
vote might be considered an optimal strategy if it is highly 
unlikely that a vote will be pivotal. Yet scholars have con-
vincingly demonstrated the many ways in which clientelist 
transactions are at odds with key democratic principles. For 
example, clientelism has been shown to: (1) undermine polit-
ical equality, as the poor are more likely to need to sell their 
votes; (2) distort the expressive role of votes as a means for 
society (and political leaders) to tally aggregate policy pref-
erences; and (3) weaken the electoral mechanisms through 
which voters in well-functioning democracies can hold 
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politicians accountable (Hasen, 2000; Karlan, 1994; Stokes 
et  al., 2013). Additionally, if it were indeed the case that 
Americans do not perceive clientelism to be undemocratic, 
that finding would in and of itself be striking: research sug-
gests that even in countries with far weaker democratic tradi-
tions than the U.S., many voters have highly negative views 
of clientelism (e.g., Carlin & Moseley, 2015; Weitz-Shapiro, 
2014)—and those without direct vote-selling experiences 
tend to be more averse to the practice (Gonzalez-Ocantos 
et al., 2014).

Stepping back, the present study suggests three key take-
aways. First, our findings suggest that researchers and poli-
cymakers concerned about measuring and conceptualizing 
democratic skepticism in the U.S. should recognize that citi-
zens’ willingness to sell their votes is another important indi-
cator to consider. Given that elections are a core feature of 
democracy, the sheer number of Americans expressing readi-
ness to accept clientelist offers is an intrinsically noteworthy 
measure of the low value that many citizens place on voting. 
Moreover, we find that this propensity is greater among 
respondents who place low importance on living in a democ-
racy or who express doubt about their capacity to affect elec-
toral outcomes. Altogether, this evidence suggests that the 
level of Americans willing to sell their votes should be added 
to the cluster of symptoms frequently cited in ongoing dis-
cussions of democratic skepticism in the U.S. To this end, 
future studies should also consider alternative approaches for 
measuring citizens’ willingness to sell votes. For example, 
some of our survey respondents may not have fully realized 
the implications of selling their votes. One alternative 
approach would be to first ask respondents about their 
intended vote choices, and then ask if they would be willing 
to accept money to vote for an opposing candidate. A second 
approach would be to adopt research designs that directly 
link participants’ incentives to their responses; Güth and 
Weck-Hannemann (1997), for example, examine abstention 
buying by investigating whether German university students 
were willing to hand over their voting documents in exchange 
for cash several days before a national election. A third 
approach would be to include characteristics that tie ques-
tions to specific contexts in contemporary American politics 
(e.g., mentioning candidates’ names), which may also yield 
additional insights about underlying mechanisms.19

Second, heightened attention to citizens’ willingness to 
sell their votes would also bring the study of US politics into 
line with broader trends in the discipline. Over the past two 
decades, clientelism has been one of the most active areas of 
research among scholars of comparative politics. But clien-
telism-related questions that are standard fare on surveys 
throughout much of the world are rarely presented to 
American voters, presumably because scholars consider vote 
buying in the U.S. to be a spectacle of the past. Without 
denying the rarity of clientelist transactions in the U.S., an 
unfortunate consequence of this approach is that we have 
scant evidence about the attitudes of contemporary Americans 

about selling their votes. Our data demonstrate, however, 
that despite the United States’ esteemed role as one of the 
world’s most established democracies, American voters are 
willing to commodify their votes at levels comparable to vot-
ers in countries with far weaker democratic traditions, such 
as Brazil and Uganda. Integrating the U.S. into broader 
debates about the condition of democracy forces scholars 
and policymakers to confront these types of potentially 
uncomfortable comparisons, which are likely to stimulate 
productive methodological debates and encourage novel 
theory building. For example, while it may be tempting to 
dismiss findings based on hypothetical scenarios, such a dis-
missal would raise questions about how to interpret findings 
from the hypothetical vignettes widely used in research on 
clientelism,20 not to mention in research on various other top-
ics of a sensitive nature. If researchers take claims about 
large percentages of Brazilians or Ugandans being willing to 
sell votes at face value, they should also carefully consider 
the authenticity of research subjects’ responses in the US 
context. Alternatively, researchers might consider whether 
even in the context of developing countries, citizens’ 
responses to hypothetical scenarios truly represent readiness 
to participate in clientelist exchanges, or if instead their 
responses are better understood as a proxy for broader skep-
ticism about democratic institutions.

Third, our findings suggest that scholars should reassess 
whether US parties curbed their use of clientelism because 
of a dwindling supply of votes for sale, or whether they did 
so despite many Americans’ continued willingness to sell 
their votes. Classic works on clientelism have suggested that 
citizens’ refusals to accept vote-buying rewards is a key rea-
son why parties and politicians shifted away from contin-
gent exchanges. For example, Banfield and Wilson (1963, p. 
121) explain that in the U.S., “The main reason for the 
decline and near disappearance of the city-wide machine 
was—and is—the growing unwillingness of voters to accept 
the inducements it offered.” Over the years, this same pas-
sage has been quoted by prominent scholars who reach simi-
lar conclusions: for instance, by Stokes et  al. (2013, pp. 
236–238) when arguing that economic and social modern-
ization made it exorbitantly expensive for US political 
machines to buy the votes of increasingly wealthy citizens, 
and by Kitschelt and Wilkinson (2007, 25fn) when discuss-
ing the role of economic development in clientelism more 
broadly. But the striking gap revealed in our study between 
the substantial share of Americans willing to sell their votes 
and the small share who actually do so suggests that citi-
zens’ willingness to accept rewards may not actually impose 
a binding constraint on clientelism in the U.S.; after all, over 
a tenth of contemporary American voters said they would 
sell their votes for just $25. Future research should rigor-
ously investigate the possibility that US parties shifted away 
from clientelism even though many citizens remained ready 
to sell votes, building on the handful of studies to have 
broached this topic. For example, Lehoucq (2002, pp. 
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11–14) notes that many 19th-century voters in the U.S. (and 
Britain) considered selling their vote to be a “right,” and that 
in at least one Ohio county “voters threatened to vote against 
the first party to establish agreements” against vote buying. 
Our findings, along with such tantalizing fragments of evi-
dence, are by no means dispositive but point to what we 
believe constitutes a research agenda with noteworthy 
potential.

In summary, our findings indicate that more data and a 
better understanding of voter attitudes toward clientelism 
would facilitate political scientists’ analysis of Americans’ 
commitment to democracy, advance the study of clientelism 
by placing the U.S. in comparative perspective, and contrib-
ute to new insights into the historic decline of clientelism. 
The findings also serve as yet another ominous indicator for 
observers concerned about vitality of democracy in the 
United States.
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Notes

  1.	 “Ballots as a Commodity,” New York Times, June 2, 1890.
  2.	 David Fahrenthold, “Selling Votes is Common Type of 

Election Fraud,” Washington Post, October 1, 2012.
  3.	 Richard Stenger, “Embattled Vote Auction Site Returns to the 

Web,” CNN.com, October 24, 2000; “Courts Assail Online 
Vote-Swap and Auction Sites,” CNN.com, November 7, 2000.

  4.	 Ronna Abramson, “Web Site Offering to Sell Votes Shut 
Down,” CNN.com, August 23, 2000.

  5.	 Figures correspond to 1,000 rubles (US$16) in Russia 
(“Expectations of Electoral Abuses,” Levada Center Press 
Release, August 22, 2016), 50 reais (US$21) in rural Brazil 
(Nichter, 2018, p. 97), 15 to 25 euros (US$17–28) in Bulgaria 
(“Turk to Run for Bulgarian Presidency,” Hurriet Daily News, 
October 30, 2011), and 80,000 shillings (US$20) in Uganda 
(Shaker et al., 2019, p. 1620).

  6.	 In addition to other paraphernalia (e.g., mug, pin, and voting 
card), respondents also mentioned various items (e.g., gift 
card, car wash, yard work, and hotel stay).

  7.	 Results are nearly identical when limiting the analysis to the 
90% of respondents who report being registered voters.

  8.	 Data on Russia are from “Expectations of Electoral Abuses,” 
Levada Center Press Release, August 22, 2016; on Brazil, 
from Nichter (2018, p. 97); on Bulgaria, from “Turk to Run for 
Bulgarian Presidency,” Hurriet Daily News, October 30, 2011; 
and on Uganda, from Shaker et al. (2019, p. 1620).

  9.	 For example, reporting on the Levada Center survey cited 
above, The Moscow Times published a story with the headline 
“Almost One-Quarter of Russians Ready to Sell their Votes, 
Says Poll” (August 22, 2016).

10.	 Hypotheses were pre-registered on the Open Science 
Framework registry. Two hypotheses focused on democratic 
skepticism: (1) voters indicating it is less important to live in 
a democracy will be more willing to sell their votes; and (2) 
voters who believe their vote rarely matters because so many 
people vote will be more willing to sell their votes. Other 
hypotheses tested below predicted that higher incomes and 
stronger partisan preferences would be negatively correlated 
with willingness to sell votes. Two brief survey experiments 
later primed respondents to “do your civic duty and vote” and 
that “your vote may make the difference”; neither affected 
vote selling.

11.	 Recent studies provide evidence that political scientists can 
draw credible inferences from analyses based on MTurk 
samples, particularly when controlling for a basic set of demo-
graphic control variables (see, e.g., Huff & Tingley, 2015; 
Levay et  al., 2016). To mitigate potential concerns about 
respondents’ attentiveness, we employed two screener ques-
tions (following the approach advocated by Berinsky et  al., 
2014). Over 93% of responents answered both questions cor-
rectly. All results in Tables 1 and 2 are robust when controlling 
for levels of attentiveness.

12.	 In our survey, the mean rating for this question was 8.6 with 
a standard deviation of 1.9. In the World Values Survey Wave 
7 (2017–2020), the mean for US respondents was 8.3 with a 
standard deviation of 2.3 (N = 2,596).

13.	 Other reasons for poorer citizens, greater involvement in 
clientelism may include risk aversion and time preferences 
(Kitschelt & Wilkinson, 2007, p. 3; Stokes et  al., 2013, pp. 
163–164).

14.	 Tables 1 and 2 show results for offers of $25, $100 or below, 
and $1000 or below; analyses for offers of $50 or below, $200 
or below, and $500 or below are presented in the Supplemental 
Appendix.

15.	 We create separate variables for strong partisans in each politi-
cal party to allow for the possibility that partisanship influences 
Democrats and Republicans in different ways. With respect to 
party identification more broadly, we find no consistent differ-
ences across Democrats, Republicans, and independents with 
respect to willingness to sell votes. We also do not find robust 
differences between respondents who approve or disapprove of 
President Donald Trump; this question was only asked in 2018.

16.	 We also show in the Supplemental Appendix that the asso-
ciations between partisanship and willingness to sell votes in 
the 2018 survey become more pronounced in specifications 
that exclude the Importance of Democracy and Vote Matters 
variables.

17.	 The 2018 MTurk survey—but not the 2016 YouGov survey—
includes a question about citizens’ likelihood of voting in 
the contemporaneous election. The Supplemental Appendix 
shows the robustness of results when including this covari-
ate in Tables 1 and 2. Likely voters are not significantly more 
or less likely to sell their votes with one exception: they are 
less likely to sell their votes for $25. Additional insight may 
be gleaned from the Registered Voter control in Tables 1 and 
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2. Registered voters, who may have lower additional voting 
costs than those who have not yet registered, are significantly 
more likely to be willing to sell their votes in a quarter of 
specifications.

18.	 Although many clientelist transactions across the world do 
not rely on monitoring (Hicken & Nathan, 2020), note that a 
considerable minority of Americans harbor doubts about bal-
lot secrecy. Gerber et al. (2013) find that 25% of US survey 
respondents did not believe that their votes are kept secret. In 
a different question, 40% of US respondents thought it would 
not be difficult for politicians to discover their vote choices.

19.	 The authors thank two anonymous reviewers for suggesting 
these alternative approaches. The first and second alternatives 
build on influential studies by White et al. (2014) and Güth and 
Weck-Hannemann (1997), respectively.

20.	 Examples of recent studies on clientelism employing hypo-
thetical vignettes or questions include Conroy-Krutz (2017), 
Croke (2017), Kiewiet de Jonge (2015), Frye et  al. (2019), 
Gonzales-Ocantos et al. (2012, 2014), Gottlieb (2016), Heath 
and Tillin (2018), Kao et al., (2017), Kramon (2016), Lawson 
and Greene (2014), Leight et al. (2018), Murillo et al. (2021), 
Pradhanawati et  al. (2018), Tawakkal (2017), and Weitz-
Shapiro (2012).
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