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A B S T R A C T

Voters across the world are often complicit in electing bad-quality legislators to political office.
This problem is particularly salient in India, where candidates accused of criminality often
succeed at the polls. Why do voters show a willingness to cast their ballots for candidates
accused of wrongdoing? Using primary individual-level voter survey data from the Bihar 2020
state assembly elections, this paper examines whether ethnic voting can explain this surprising
voter behavior. Contrary to voter preference theory, I find that voters exhibit a stronger negative
response to candidates accused of criminality when they belong to their preferred ethnic party.
Voter support for the non-ethnic falls by 89.2% for violent charges. Coethnicity further reduces
electoral support by 67% for violent criminals. This pattern holds regardless of the voters’ level
of news consumption, political knowledge, education status, and income. These findings suggest
that the electoral success of criminal politicians could be attributed to other factors such as a
lack of proper institutions or lower state capacity rather than the voters’ underlying ethnic
preferences.

‘‘So what if he is a criminal? I vote for him because at least he is from my jati (caste).’’

— Voter Interview, 16th March 2022

. Introduction

In theory, free competitive elections would prevent corrupt or criminal politicians from being elected to office and discourage
hose in power from committing acts of misconduct (Caselli and Morelli, 2004; Besley, 2007). However, the empirical evidence is
nconclusive: while some studies find that voters hold bad politicians accountable (Klašnja, 2017), others do not (Chang and Kerr,
017). What is prompting voters to routinely select candidates of disrepute for public office?

In this respect, India provides an ideal setting to examine why corrupt or criminal politicians win. Although holding massive
emocratic elections with multiple parties, voters often elect and re-elect criminally accused candidates at the polls. For example, in
he last Lok Sabha (national) election of 2019, 43% of the Members of Parliament (MPs) faced criminal allegations, out of which 30%
ere accused of ‘‘serious’’ crimes such as rape, kidnapping, and murder.1,2 In comparison, in the previous 2014 national elections,
4% of the MPs faced criminal charges, of which 22% were accused of committing serious offenses.

One plausible explanation for this steady rise in the electoral success of criminal politicians could be attributed to the voters’
thnic preferences, where they select candidates based on ethnic profiles rather than their qualifications. There are several

E-mail address: akhemka@ub.edu.
1 The data on the candidates’ criminal records is collected from MyNeta, an open data platform run by Association for Democratic Reform (ADR). ADR has

ompiled the information available from the original candidate affidavits for all national and state elections. Retrieved from https://myneta.info.
2 The classification of serious crimes is taken from ADR. An explanation of the definition of serious crimes along with the related IPCs is available on the

DR website: https://adrindia.org/content/criteria-categorization-serious-criminal-cases.
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mechanisms that directly or indirectly provide support for why voters might consider ethnicity in their decision-making. First,
in societies that have many social groups, individuals identify with only a few of them because they get a sense of belonging with
other members of their group (Klor and Shayo, 2010). This shared identity can come in various forms such as race, language, or
ethnicity, and voters observe some form of ‘‘in-group’’ positive externality from such candidates, perhaps explaining why they vote
for them (Ansolabehere and Puy, 2016). Second, in weak institutional settings, citizens might be more prone to make their vote
choices based on ethnic ties (Horowitz, 2001). Since these countries often tend to exhibit high ethnic cleavages and low information
availability, citizens use ethnic cues rather than the qualification or electoral performance of the candidate in making their voting
decisions. A third explanation argues that voters elect candidates from shared ethnic groups because they believe that such candidates
would promote their interests or provide them with better access to resources (Posner, 2005; Chandra, 2007). This belief comes from
the assumption that promises of patronage from coethnic candidates might be more credible since they have some form of moral
obligation towards them. Regardless of the mechanism at play, the central theme in these theories is that voters might consider
ethnicity in their decision-making. Hence, we can easily construe that if voters put a higher relative importance on the candidates’
ethnicity over their quality, this could perhaps explain why they fail to punish such politicians.

This leads to two main questions: Do voters make electoral decisions based on their ethnic preferences? If so, is this ethnic
lliance that strong that voters are willing to ignore allegations of criminality? To address these questions, this article extends the
tandard deterministic voting model to include both ethnicity and criminal allegations in the voters’ decision-making (provided
n Appendix A). The novelty of this approach is the inclusion of the interaction between these characteristics. Using this setup,
show that while voters display a general aversion towards criminality, this punishment is often mitigated if the voter considers
thnicity in their underlying preferences. To empirically test this prediction, I use primary survey data in which 2000 voters in the
ndian state of Bihar were asked questions regarding their vote choice for the assembly elections held in 2020. Using a conditional
ogit model, I examine whether voters elect candidates based on their ethnic identities and how this alters their support towards
riminally accused candidates.

To further explore whether the electoral support for coethnic candidates accused of criminality depends on certain conditions, I
est for two underlying mechanisms: first, I examine whether voters with lower levels of political information are more likely to side
ith the ethnic party, even when they put forward candidates accused of criminality. It is frequently argued that citizens vote for

ainted candidates because they lack sufficient evidence of their wrongdoings (Ferraz and Finan, 2008; Costas-Pérez et al., 2012).
espite these studies providing sufficient credence to the information hypothesis, the impact of information campaigns on altering
oter behavior in the Indian context has been inconclusive.3 One explanation for why information campaigns have failed to have

the desired effect could be that criminality is a highly salient trait in Indian politics. In the days leading up to the election, this issue
is often extensively covered in the local and national news, providing voters with ample credible information on the candidates’
criminal backgrounds.4 However, one concern is that voters with limited knowledge about the candidates’ criminal activities might
be more inclined to support their ethnic party. For example, Chandra (2007) argues that under low information settings, citizens
forgive politicians for their misconduct because they rely on ethnic uses in making their voting decisions or they believe that the
criminal allegations against their preferred candidates are more likely to be false. I test for this using two main instruments: the
news consumption habits and the political knowledge of the voter.5

Another argument often made is that voters are willing to vote for criminal politicians because they might be more likely to
provide them with patronage. Various scholars argue that voters view criminal politicians as ‘‘Robin Hoods’’, who are capable of
delivering public resources and that is why they elect them (Berenschot, 2011a; Vaishnav, 2017). This theory holds that in contexts
with a lack of state capacity, criminal politicians can use their vast funds acquired through illegal activities and muscle power
to either bribe or intimidate bureaucrats into delivering resources to their constituents, where others have failed. Another related
explanation argues that criminal politicians might be more prone to engage in acts of providing side payments or vote buying (Wade,
1985; Bratton, 2008). Thus, if voters value tangible benefits over probity, we might expect them to have a stronger preference for
their ethnic party. This is because they believe that once in power, their ethnic candidate would provide them with better access to
public goods (Posner, 2005). To test for this, I examine whether poorer or less educated voters are more likely to forgive coethnic
candidates accused of criminality. Allegedly, if voters were making decisions solely based on clientelistic reasons or the immediate
patronage on offer, we should observe this effect to be the most prominent amongst the poorest and least educated segments of
society (Banerjee et al., 2014; Kyriacou, 2023).

The findings of this paper challenge the common notion that Indian voters prefer criminal politicians not despite, but precisely
because of this characteristic (Vaishnav, 2017). Voters show a stronger aversion towards candidates accused of criminality when
they belong to their ethnically preferred party. This pattern holds regardless of the voters’ attributes such as their income, education,
news consumption habits, and political knowledge. These findings suggest that even in the context of Bihar, a region well known
for its caste politics and reputation for electing criminal legislators, the distaste for politicians of disrepute seems to be widespread.

3 Banerjee et al. (2011) using an experimental setting in the slums of Delhi find no conclusive evidence that voters alter their behavior when presented
ith report cards on the performance of incumbents. Vaishnav (2017) using qualitative data across India argues that voters were not told anything they did not
lready know. His work shows that politicians often boast about their criminal reputation, and voters are well aware of the criminal allegations against them.

4 Numerous articles in prominent local and national newspapers from The Telegraph to The Times of India-Bihar with headlines such as ‘‘Gangsters flex muscles
n poll-bound Bihar’’ and ‘‘68% of elected MLAs in Bihar face criminal charges’’ are commonly published citing the number of candidates contesting with criminal
llegations.

5 The use of these instruments is not novel to this paper. Various existing studies have exploited these characteristics to examine the information
2

ypothesis (Aarts and Semetko, 2003; Klašnja, 2017).
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This paper contributes to several strands of literature. Foremost, more narrowly, it contributes to the literature that evaluates
he role of ethnic voting in the selection of bad-quality legislators in India. Although few existing studies have examined the ethnic
oting hypothesis in the Indian context, the findings are mixed. At the aggregate level, several studies find that voters select parties
olely based on their ethnic profile rather than policy platforms or candidate quality.6 In contrast, individual-level studies using
xperimental designs have found that voters respond negatively to coethnic politicians when criminal accusations are leveled against
hem.7

This paper provides the first empirical evidence using actual survey election data rather than an experimental approach. Using
on-experimental data in estimating individual voting behavior might be of interest for several reasons. First, field experiments due
o design limitations generally tend to present voters with a binary option, where they have a clean uncontested choice between a
ood and a bad-quality hypothetical candidate. However, multiple candidates with criminal allegations often run in Indian elections
nd these accusations of criminality are often met with denials and counter-accusations. Unlike in experimental settings, in real-
orld elections, this makes the voting decision much more complex than simply choosing between the good versus the bad quality

andidate. Second, such studies rely on providing explicit ethnic cues to voters to reveal their preferences, either via using popular
thnic surnames (Banerjee et al., 2014) or imagery (Chauchard, 2016). Previous research has shown that although voters might be
onsidering ethnicity in their decision-making at the polls, when made conscious about their choice they are unwilling to disclose
heir ethnic preferences (Carlson, 2016). A related concern is that ethnic voting can be highly sensitive, and any slight changes in
thnic cues or the voters’ perception can alter the response significantly (Adida, 2015). Thus, using non-experimental data allows
e to directly test the voters’ response toward coethnic candidates and whether this can explain the electoral success of criminal
oliticians on the ballot.

Second, this paper contributes to the burgeoning body of literature examining the effects of information campaigns in altering
oter response in the Indian context (see, Banerjee et al., 2011; George et al., 2018). This paper modestly adds to this literature by
roviding further evidence indicating that voters punish criminal politicians regardless of their news consumption habits or political
nowledge.

Beyond India, these findings have wider applications. There has been a recent rise in the number of corrupt or criminal officials
n various developing countries such as (not limited to) Brazil, Pakistan, the Philippines, and Nepal. Since these countries often have
imilar institutional settings, these results are particularly relevant to policymakers trying to come up with solutions to solve this
erplexing problem.

Lastly, this paper adds to the comparative literature that has previously examined the role that ethnic voting plays in the selection
f bad-quality officials in other developing and mature democracies across the world (Lindberg and Morrison, 2008; Carlson, 2015;
hang and Kerr, 2017; Adida et al., 2017). The findings in this paper highlight that although ethnicity plays an integral role in the
oting decision, this is often mediated when the coethnic candidate is accused of committing serious acts of misconduct.

The rest of the article is structured as follows: Section 2 describes the electoral context. Sections 3 and 4 describe the data and
he empirical strategy, respectively. Section 5 discusses the results. Section 6 provides some policy implications and concludes.

. Electoral context

.1. Electoral context in Bihar

Bihar is arguably one of the most important political states in India. With a population of over 100 million (8.6% of the nation’s
hare), it is the third largest in the country and holds one of the largest state elections in the world.8 It is also one of the poorest

states in India, with about 34% having income levels below the national average. About two-thirds of the population in Bihar are
engaged in agricultural activities, and nearly 89% reside in rural areas. Literacy rates are close to 80% among men and 70% among
women. Bihar’s total GDP was approximately 80 billion dollars in 2019 contributing to 2.8% of the national GDP (Reserve Bank of
India, 2022).

2.2. Criminality in Bihar politics

The ‘‘criminalization’’ of Indian politics is hardly a new phenomenon, where political parties are often guilty of fielding tainted
candidates and voters of electing them. Although there has been a steady upward trend in the criminalization of politics in the
country, the severity of the problem was unknown until recently. In 2003, the Indian Supreme Court in a landmark judgment
made it mandatory for political candidates to submit an affidavit that included a comprehensive detail of their criminal records.

6 Chandra (2007) using data from 1984 to 1998 finds that Schedule Caste voters are more likely to vote for their ethnic party in Indian states with higher
epresentation of coethnics in elite positions. She concludes India can be described as a ‘‘patronage democracy’’, where voters choose parties by counting the
eads of coethnics in positions of power and prestige within the party organization. Banerjee and Pande (2007) find that in Uttar Pradesh, regions with increased
oter ethnicization tend to elect lower-quality candidates. This is because the ethnically dominant party has a comparative advantage, irrespective of electoral
erformance or candidate attributes.

7 Both Banerjee et al. (2014) and Chauchard (2016) using an experimental setting in Uttar Pradesh show that although voters display a strong preference
owards their ethnically preferred party or candidate, this ethnic voting advantage is often mitigated if the candidate is of lower quality.

8

3

The data for Bihar demographics is collected from the Census of India (2011). Retrieved from http://www.censusindia.gov.in/pca/default.aspx.

http://www.censusindia.gov.in/pca/default.aspx
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Remarkably, the release of these affidavits revealed that criminal politicians existed at all levels of government and the problem
was even more acute in certain states such as Bihar and Uttar Pradesh.

While the law aimed at providing better information to voters, the recent uptake in criminal politicians in India suggests that
he judgment has fallen short of having the desired effect of decriminalizing politics. For example, as Fig. C.1 shows the number
f criminal MLAs rose from 49% in the 2005 elections to 58% in 2010 and 2015. Surprisingly, the number of MLAs with serious
ffenses was even higher and increased from 29% in 2005 to 35% in 2010 and 40% in 2015. Similar trends can be observed across
he country at both the state and national levels. In 2020, 54% of the 4,676 sitting MLAs and MPs had some form of criminal
llegations against them.

Although Section 8 of the Representation of People’s Act bars individuals who have been convicted for more than two years
rom participating in elections for at least six years after their incarceration, there is no such bar forbidding candidates facing trial
rom contesting. Since these court cases can drag on for years, candidates can freely compete in elections, making Section 8 almost
neffective. This also incentivizes criminally accused candidates to run for political office, since once in power, they can manipulate
he judiciary in throwing out the charges against them. Subsequently, the Supreme Court in 2020, citing the recent rise in criminal
andidates, ordered parties to highlight candidate criminal records on their social media platforms in various vernacular languages.
owever, since all parties are equally complicit, this law has had little effect in curbing the criminalization of Indian politics. This
as highlighted in the Bihar 2020 assembly elections, where the state recorded the second highest number of legislators facing

riminal cases in India, with nearly 68% of MLAs being accused of criminal charges, including more than 50% of them being
harged with committing serious crimes. The staggering number of politicians with criminal or corruption cases in Bihar politics
s indeed disturbing. Although recent government measures are a step in the right direction, crime is intertwined in the fabric of
ndian politics, and the steady uptake in criminal politicians suggests that there are other crucial factors at play in explaining why
oters continue to support criminal candidates on the ballot.

.3. Caste in Bihar politics

Politics in Bihar is closely intertwined with the caste system in India. Generally, caste refers to a hierarchical social group in
hich affiliation is determined by birth. Caste plays an integral role in an individual’s identity and ability to acquire resources. It

s well-known that voters identify with politicians based on their religion or caste. Parties are often complicit in engaging with a
ew ethnic groups to gain a comparative advantage and further secure their vote banks (Chandra, 2007; Banerjee and Pande, 2007).
lections in Bihar are dominated by the Hindu voter, which comprises more than 80% of the population. However, in certain regions,
uslim voters can influence election results. The Hindu society can be further divided into three broad caste groups: Upper Caste,
ther Backward Caste (middle caste), and Schedule Caste/Tribe (lower caste). Amongst the Other Backward Caste (OBCs), arguably,

he caste can be further segregated into two sub-castes: Yadav and non-Yadav OBCs.9
Political parties generally cater to one or two of these caste groups, and these relationships are traditionally well-established.

rom the five main parties contested in the Bihar 2020 elections: BJP, BSP, JD (U), RJD, and LJP, their ticket allocation and the
lectoral representation at the assembly legislature highlight the persistence of ethnic voting. BJP predominately catering to the
pper caste, fielded about 50% upper caste candidates, even though the group only comprises 16% of the state population.10 In terms
f representation, 30% of upper caste candidates that were elected more than half belonged to BJP.11 Likewise, RJD, whose core
oter base is the Muslim and Yadav community, fielded 12.5% and 33.3% of their candidates from these two groups respectively.
ut of which, 45.4% were electorally successful. JD (U) gave tickets to two-thirds of candidates belonging to non-Yadav OBCs, with
maximum of their winning seats coming from these communities. Finally, BSP and LJP gave most of their tickets to candidates

elonging to SC/ST caste groups. These trends seem to suggest that parties regularly field specific ethnic candidates and citizens
eem to routinely vote for them, highlighting the extent of polarization in Bihar politics.

. Data

.1. Voter data

The Bihar state assembly elections were held during the months of October–November 2020. I collected primary voter data
uring the months of January–April 2022 in two districts of Bihar: Muzaffarpur and Samastipur.12 The sampling strategy was as
ollows: in total, there are 21 constituencies in both these districts, out of which about one-fifth of the constituencies are reserved
or Schedule Caste/Tribe (SC/ST) candidates. Since there is no choice for voters but to select a candidate from a reserved ethnicity
n these constituencies, they were dropped from the sampling procedure. This provided a sample of 17 constituencies to choose
rom. From the list of general constituencies, 5 constituencies were chosen at random from each district. Next, using polling station
overage maps provided by the Bihar Election Commission, 2 polling booths were randomly chosen within each of the sampled

9 Yadav is a prominent jati or sub-caste accounting for about 14% of Bihar’s total population. While the Yadav community traditionally belonged to the
lower caste mainly involved in agricultural activities, they often tend to wield significant political power (Gupta, 1992).

10 The data on candidate caste background has been retrieved from the SPINPER Project and TCPD-ILD Dataset.
11 Similarly, in the assembly polls of 2015, BJP fielded 65 upper caste candidates with 53 of them securing electoral victory.
12 See Fig. D.1(a)–(b) for the location of Bihar in India and the constituency-level map of Bihar.
4
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constituencies.13 Finally, within each polling booth, 100 respondents were randomly chosen for the survey using the voter list
generated by the Bihar Election Commission for the 2020 assembly elections.14 This procedure provided a complete size of 2000
voters across the 10 assembly constituencies. A brief description of the sample size is provided in Table D.1.

In addition, Bihar being predominantly an agricultural state faces a high level of seasonal labor migration and some voters in
the sample size were unavailable to be surveyed. For this reason, the survey team was provided with 50 additional substitutes in
each polling booth. To avoid the risk of pre-selecting the easiest respondents, the substitutes were randomly selected beforehand.
Surveyors were instructed to first attempt to locate the original respondent and failing to do so to note the reason and then move
on to the substitute list. A month before the survey, I recruited and trained the field team comprising of eight surveyors and two
supervisors. A few days leading up to the survey, a pilot study was conducted in a non-sampled polling area to test the responses to
the questionnaire. After making the relevant changes, the survey was translated and coded using a standard Open Data Kit (ODK)
platform. In the final sample, 76% of the respondents were from the original list and 24% were substitutes. About 90% of the
substitutions were made because the respondent had permanently moved or was temporarily unavailable. Once the respondent was
located, the response rate was extremely high, with less than 1% refusing to participate in the survey. Amongst the respondents
who participated, 27 of them did not vote in the 2020 elections mainly due to personal reasons or having voter ID issues and 4%
did not recall who they voted for.15 Therefore, these observations were dropped, providing a final sample size of 1892 voters.

To further ensure responses were not impacted by any observer effects, enumerators were instructed to conduct the survey only
when the respondent was alone. If this was not possible, respondents were asked for an alternative time for when the survey could
be conducted. Additionally, to make female respondents comfortable in giving the survey alone, they were only surveyed by female
enumerators. Lastly, to check the accuracy of the data, 20% of the respondents who participated in the main survey were randomly
selected to be surveyed again. For this purpose, two independent back-checkers were hired to contact them a few days later remotely.
The back-checkers asked a few pre-determined questions from the main survey and reported to the supervisor if any errors were
detected. The supervisor then personally visited the respondent to make further inquiries and if required the survey was conducted
again or the respondent was replaced using the substitute list.

A few sections included in the survey were on the demographics and the socio-economic characteristics of the respondent, their
news consumption habits, general political knowledge, voting preferences, and how political parties engaged with them during
the election campaign. The relevant version of the survey questionnaire is provided in Appendix D. In terms of demographics, as
presented in Table 1, on average more than half of the respondents were female, a bit higher than the state average.16 48% of the
respondents were literate and only 6% possessed a college degree. The average monthly household income was just above 10,000
Indian Rupees (approximately 123 US$). Most of the respondents were Hindu, with 13% upper caste, 14% Yadav, 48% non-Yadav
OBCs, and 18% belonging to the SC/ST category. In terms of the caste break, the sample was mostly similar to the state average.

To reveal the voting preferences of the respondents in the 2020 assembly elections, they were provided with a full list of
candidates that contested in their respective constituency, along with the names and symbols of the parties they represented. The
respondents were asked to mark their choice and hand over the list to the surveyor. Each of the candidates was given a unique code,
which the surveyor then entered into the survey. For respondents who did vote in the 2020 state (Fig. D.2), 33% of them claimed
to have made their choice based on various development issues such as government performance, unemployment, and economic
growth, 14% of voters claimed to have voted for having some form of loyalty to the candidate or party, while the largest fraction
of voters chose candidates based on some clientelistic issues such as getting better access to resources or government schemes.

The survey further included questions on news consumption habits and political knowledge to gauge how informed the voter
was. First, to measure news consumption, respondents were asked questions on how much political news they saw, listened to, and
read using various platforms such as newspapers, television, and the internet. Using this information, I constructed a binary variable
news frequency, which takes a value of 1 if the respondent consumed political news on a daily or weekly basis and 0 otherwise.
The data revealed that only 39% of the respondents in the sample size consumed news frequently. Second, to assess the political
knowledge of the respondents, they were asked nine simple questions such as the MLA’s name and the party they were affiliated
to.17 I defined a dummy variable political knowledge which equals 1 if the respondent at least answered more than half of the
questions correctly and 0 otherwise. Remarkably, given the simplicity of the questions, only 43% of the respondents in the survey
were found to have a high level of political knowledge.

Lastly, since the main interest of this study is to check whether ethnicity played a role in the selection of criminal candidates, a
respondent was defined as a coethnic if they voted for their ethnically preferred party. Specifically, the variable scores 1 if an upper
caste respondent selected a BJP candidate, a Yadav or Muslim respondent selected a RJD candidate, a non-Yadav OBC respondent
selected a JD(U) candidate, and a SC/ST respondent selected a candidate from BSP or LJP, otherwise the variable scores a 0. While
some of these parties contested under an alliance, this was not taken into consideration to avoid any over-estimation issues.

13 The polling and voter list is provided in the Bihar Chief Electorate Office. Retrieved from http://ele.bihar.gov.in/pdfsearch.
14 The sampled polling booth comprised of about 1000 registered voters, out of which 10%–12% were randomly picked for the survey.
15 The high voter turnout in the survey could be attributed to several factors. First, the survey was conducted only in rural areas where voter turnout generally

ends to be high. Second, the elections took place right after the COVID lockdown allowing migrant workers to return home and participate in the electoral
rocess. Third, it could be that a fraction of the respondents who did not recall who they voted for or were substituted included voters who did not turn out.
ourth, a post-poll survey conducted by Lokniti CSDS reported a similar voter turnout of 97% with a sample size of 3612 respondents. However, one concern
ith the Lokniti CSDS survey was that the reported turnout might suffer from overestimation due to sampling errors.
16 The state average data is taken from the Lokniti CSDS Bihar Post-poll 2020-Survey Findings. Lokniti is a department at the Center for the Study of
evelopment Societies specializing in conducting election-related surveys. The full report is available at https://www.lokniti.org/media/PDF-upload/1606577835_
2658400_download_report.pdf.
17 A full breakdown of the voter response to all the questions is provided in Table D.2.
5
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Table 1
Voter profile.

Variable Mean S.D. Min Max State Avg.

Age 46.48 15.82 18 100 43.22
Male 0.48 0.50 0 1 0.52
Literate 0.48 0.50 0 1 0.48
College degree 0.06 0.24 0 1 0.09
Household income (in thousands) 10.22 10.20 0.03 150 7.40
Hindu 0.93 0.25 0 1 0.84
Upper caste 0.13 0.34 0 1 0.24
Yadav 0.14 0.34 0 1 0.15
Non-Yadav OBC 0.48 0.50 0 1 0.43
SC/ST 0.18 0.47 0 1 0.18
NREGA worker 0.17 0.38 0 1 0.08
Attended political rally 0.17 0.38 0 1 0.18
Joined party media platform 0.07 0.26 0 1 0.07
Read political manifesto 0.19 0.39 0 1 NA
High news frequency 0.39 0.49 0 1 NA
High political knowledge 0.43 0.50 0 1 NA

Notes: The voter profile is based on the final sample size of 1892 respondents. The state average data is taken from the Lokniti
CSDS Bihar Post-poll 2020 survey that included a sample size of 3612 respondents from 37 assembly constituencies. NA indicates
data for which the state averages are not available.

.2. Election outcomes and candidate data

Data on election outcomes for the Bihar state assembly elections held in 2020 was collected from the Trivedi Centre for Political
ata (TCPD).18 The data includes various election-related information such as the constituency names, their reservation status,
andidate names, their affiliated party, electoral size and turnout, registered number of voters, and the vote share received by each
andidate.

The data for criminal accusations and background of the candidates was collected from MyNeta, an open data depository run
y ADR. This information is available on the ECI website in the form of affidavits in PDF form (Fig. E.1). ADR has re-entered and
ompiled this data, making it freely available to the public to provide better access and transparency.

Although all the information about the candidates was collected, the primary interest was the information about their criminal
ackground. Using this data, criminal charges were separated into two types of crimes: violent and non-violent. In this paper,
iolent crimes refer to those that are related to bodily harm.19 Using this definition, I construct a dummy variable that equals 1 if

the candidate is accused of violent allegations and 0 otherwise. Likewise, non-violent crimes take a value of 1 if the candidate faced
any form of charges other than violent ones and 0 otherwise.

In the ten assembly constituencies sampled, the average electoral turnout was similar and the average margin of victory between
the top two candidates was below 10% regardless of the number of criminal candidates contesting. Of the 185 competing candidates,
as presented in Table C.1, on average, most of them were men and belonged to the Hindu community, and less than half of them
possessed a college degree. In terms of criminal accusations, a simple look at the distribution of candidates with criminal charges
and the different types of charges highlights the severity of the problem (Tables C.2–C.3). Of the 185 candidates, more than 31% of
the candidates faced at least one criminal charge, of which more than 50% faced violent allegations. The problem is even more acute
for the top-finishing candidates. Amongst the top 3 candidates, more than 75% had criminal charges and 50% were facing violent
charges. Among the winners, 9 out of 10 sitting MLAs had a criminal record, with 2 of them facing allegations of violent offenses.
Looking at the criminal candidates by political representation, a high number of them belonged to the most popular parties. From
the 30 candidates selected by the popular parties, 20 of them had some form of criminal record, out of which 5 were accused of
committing violent offenses (Table C.4). Lastly, a comparison between non-criminal versus criminal candidates revealed that criminal
candidates had a higher likelihood of belonging to a national party or being an incumbent (Table C.5). However, when restricting
the sample to only the top three finishing candidates, there was no evidence any statistical differences in their characteristics. Since
the analysis in this paper is limited to the top three finishing candidates, this provided some assurance that the findings capture the
effect of criminal allegations rather than that of any other correlated candidate characteristics.

4. Empirical strategy

The main aim of this paper is to investigate if coethnic voting can explain why voters support criminal politicians at the polls.
Do voters elect politicians along ethnic lines? Is this ethnic preference so strong that voters are willing to overlook allegations of
wrongdoing?

18 TCPD has compiled the data for all the elections held both at the national and state level from the original reports available from Election Commission of
ndia (Agarwal et al., 2021). The data is available at https://lokdhaba.ashoka.edu.in/.
19 Violent crimes include murder, attempt to murder, rape, kidnapping, extortion, and armed robbery.
6
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There are several challenges involved in estimating the effect of candidate traits on voting behavior in multi-candidate elections,
hich make common econometric choice models such as multinomial logit inadvisable (see, Alvarez and Nagler, 1998). One solution

s the conditional logit model, which allows for an estimation of choices when multiple parties or candidates are available. There are
everal advantages of using this methodology: first, as the theoretical model predicts, the vote choice for one candidate is dependent
n the characteristics of the other. The conditional logit precisely accounts for this by estimating the likelihood of the selection of
ne candidate conditional on the attributes of the alternatives. A second advantage of the conditional logit is that it allows grouping
he data for each decision-maker, meaning it controls for any individual-level voter fixed effects. To estimate the conditional logit
odel, the data is stacked, such that, for each voter, there are multiple rows. where each row indicates the alternatives available.

n formal terms, the model can be specified as:

Pr
(

𝑦𝑖 = 𝑝∕𝑥𝑖, 𝑧𝑖
)

=
exp

(

𝑧𝑖𝑝𝜓 + 𝑥𝑖𝛽𝑝
)

∑𝐽
𝑗=1 exp

(

𝑧𝑖𝑗𝜓 + 𝑥𝑖𝛽𝑗
)

where 𝑦𝑖 is the outcome measuring the probability of an individual 𝑖 choosing an alternative party 𝑝 from a set of choices. In this case,
it is a binary variable that takes a value of 1 for the party the voter chose in the Bihar 2020 assembly elections and 0 otherwise. 𝑧𝑖𝑝
ndicates a variable measuring the characteristics of alternative 𝑝 relative to case 𝑖. In this model, the alternatives 𝑝 are represented

by the parties that finished in the top three positions in their respective constituency. In general, for each variable 𝑧𝑘, there are 𝐽
values of the variable for each case, but only the single parameter 𝜓 . 𝑥𝑖 contains case-specific independent variables for case 𝑖 and
𝛽𝑝 represents coefficients for the effects of alternative 𝑝 relative to the base alternative (in this case the clean non-ethnic).

To measure the ethnic preferences of the voter, the model includes a dummy variable coethnic which takes the value of 1
if the voter chose a party belonging to their ethnic group and 0 otherwise. To account for criminal accusations, I include two
types of charges: violent and non-violent. To capture whether coethnic voting strengthens or weakens the electoral support towards
criminality, interaction terms between each type of allegation and coethnicity are included in the model. The model further controls
for various observable candidate characteristics such as their age, income in logs, education status, and incumbency. Lastly, since
Indian elections are mostly party-centric, I account for this by including party fixed effects, defined as a dummy variable indicating
the party the candidate belongs to.

To further explore whether the voters’ response towards criminal candidates belonging to their ethnically preferred party alters
under certain conditions, I test for two main alternative explanations. First, I test whether the strength of coethnic voting towards
criminal candidates weakens depending on the voters’ news consumption habits and level of political knowledge. Second, I examine
whether poor and illiterate voters show a higher tendency to forgive coethnic politicians accused of criminality.

There are two potential concerns to consider when using the above empirical strategy. First, it could be that the parties’ decision
to field criminal candidates in certain constituencies over others depends on their winning probability. However, in the sampled
constituencies, fewer than half of the parties contested in the previous elections and largely ran under a different alliance, making
it less likely that they could rely on their past voter support. This provided some assurance that the results are not endogenous to
the party’s expectations. Another concern is that the conditional logit model imposes the IIA property on the individual voter. For
the IIA property to hold requires an assumption that the voter has clear distinct choices. One solution is the use of probit models
that relax the assumption of IIA, allowing an examination of the full choice set available to voters, while explicitly allowing voters
to observe some parties as close alternatives (Alvarez and Nagler, 1998). Hence, to check the robustness of the results, I re-examine
the model using probit regressions with individual voter fixed effects.

5. Results

5.1. Main results

Table 2 provides the estimates for the conditional logit, where the main outcome measures the vote choice of the respondent
conditional on the alternative available. Columns (1)–(2) provide estimates without the inclusion of the interaction term between
coethnicity and criminality. Columns (3)–(5) present the results with the inclusion of the interaction term. Columns (2), (4), and (5)
include candidate controls for their age, income, education, and incumbency. All columns include controls for party-fixed effects.

The initial findings suggest that voters display a strong tendency to vote for their ethnically preferred party. When candidates
are accused of criminality, the coefficient for both types of criminal charges is statistically significant and negative, implying a fall
in voter support. Note that this negative voter response is substantially higher for violent charges than for non-violent ones. This
suggests that respondents in the survey were not only able to evaluate candidates based on their criminal records but were also
cognizant of the different types of criminal charges. In column (2), the results remain consistent with the inclusion of candidate
controls.

Looking at the main specification of interest in columns (3)–(4), we see that the voters’ response is stronger for criminal
candidates belonging to the ethnically preferred party. In the absence of criminal allegations, voters are 2.58 times more likely
to side with their ethnic party.20 However, coethnicity reduces electoral support for candidates accused of violent charges. The

20 The magnitude of the results can be interpreted using the odds ratio, which is the natural metric for conditional logit models. To extract the odds ratio,
e can simply take the exponential of the coefficient term, where an odds ratio of value greater than one represents a positive effect, while an odds ratio of
7

alue less than one represents a negative effect. Column 5 reflects the odds ratio for the coefficients presented in column 4.
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Table 2
Conditional logit estimates on vote choice in Bihar 2020 state assembly elections.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Odds ratio

Coethnic 1.003*** 1.083*** 0.958** 0.948*** 2.581***
(0.081) (0.090) (0.173) (0.203) (0.524)

Violent criminal −1.268*** −2.116*** −1.298*** −2.228*** 0.108***
(0.224) (0.275) (0.236) (0.301) (0.0324)

Coethnic × Violent criminal −0.875*** −0.844** 0.430**
(0.307) (0.331) (0.142)

Non-violent criminal −0.362*** −0.425** −0.436*** −0.511** 0.600**
(0.137) (0.212) (0.162) (0.231) (0.139)

Coethnic × Non-violent criminal 0.225 0.394 1.483
(0.218) (0.252) (0.374)

Party fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Candidate controls No Yes No Yes Yes

Notes: The table reports conditional logit estimates for 1892 respondents. The dependent variable takes the value of 1 if the
respondent chose the candidate and 0 otherwise. The data is grouped at the voter level accounting for individual voter-fixed
effects. In columns (1) and (3) the estimates do not include any candidate controls. In columns (2) and (4) the estimates include
candidate controls for their age, income in logs, education, and incumbency. Column (5) reflects the odds ratio for the coefficients
estimated in column (4). All models include party-fixed effects. Standard errors are given in parentheses. Asterisks denotes the
significance levels: ∗ 𝑝 < 0.10, ∗∗ 𝑝 < 0.05, ∗∗∗ 𝑝 < 0.01.

probability of voting for the non-ethnic falls by 89.2% for violent crimes. This electoral punishment is stronger for the coethnic
where voter support plummets further by 67%. This finding is contrary to the existing literature that tends to find that the voters’
response towards corruption or criminality is often mitigated by the politicians’ ethnicity (Banerjee and Pande, 2007; Chauchard,
2016). In this respect, these results are in line with recent literature that shows that local politicians perceive that a scandal in their
national party has a larger impact on the party image relative to scandal in other parties (Schönhage and Geys, 2022). Likewise,
from the voter perceptive, Reuter and Szakonyi (2021) find that voters withdraw their support from ruling parties when they commit
election fraud, and this effect is larger amongst core voters. Frederiksen (2023) show that voters punish partisan politicians equally
for undemocratic behavior, whereas the punishment is even larger when the parties’ policies are aligned with that of the voter.
These studies theorize that voters have an ex-ante belief that either their aligned party is more likely to run fairer elections or have
a higher expectation from them to be democratically compliant.

In contrast, voters do not seem to show the same willingness to punish coethnics for non-violent accusations. This could be
attributed to the fact that criminality is a highly visible trait in Indian politics, and voters might be willing to trade probity for
their ethnically preferred party for so-called ‘‘weaker’’ allegations. For example, in the sample, 60% of the candidates faced some
form of criminal charges. Thus, if voters expect all politicians to be equally complicit, it makes sense for them to side with the
coethnic even if they have a general distaste towards criminality. However, when these same ethnic parties field violent criminals,
the electoral punishment might be larger (relative to the non-ethnic violent criminals) because voters have a higher expectation
from their aligned party to field relatively cleaner candidates. While this might prove some intuition behind the results, the data
does not allow us to further disentangle if this effect is a result of the voters’ having some prior expectations from their ethnic party
or if any alternative factors are influencing their decision-making. Lastly, when looking at the estimates for the non-ethnic parties,
voter support falls by 40% for non-violent charges. These results are consistent with the estimates of a probit regression (reported
in Table B.1 of the Appendix). Coethnicity reduces electoral support for candidates with violent allegations by 48.47% (𝑝 < .001).

To summarize, the baseline findings suggest that voters show a strong distaste for candidates accused of criminality regardless of
their ethnic affiliation. Voters withdraw their support for the non-ethnic candidate when they face criminal allegations. However, this
electoral punishment is much larger for the coethnic violent criminal candidates relative to that of the violent non-ethnic criminal
candidates. Lastly, the respondents in the survey not only display a strong contempt for criminal politicians but seem to be highly
aware of the severity of different charges. The voters’ negative response towards violent charges is always more pronounced relative
to non-violent charges.

5.2. Alternative explanations

In this subsection, I examine whether certain conditions mitigate the voters’ negative response toward the coethnic candidate
accused of criminality. First, I test whether the voter is more likely to side with their ethnically preferred party if they have limited
knowledge of the candidates’ criminal activities. Under low information environments, voters might place a higher weight on
the candidates’ ethnicity. For example, several studies have found that in contexts with limited access to information, voters use
ethnic cues as a shortcut in making their voting decisions (Chandra, 2007). Second, in contexts where candidates face multiple
accusations that are often met with counter-accusations and denials, voters might be more likely to believe that their ethnically
preferred candidate is falsely accused. To test this theory, I examine whether voters with lower levels of news consumption or
8

political knowledge are more likely to support their ethnic party, even when they present candidates accused of criminality on the
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Table 3
Impact of voter characteristics on vote choice in Bihar 2020 state assembly elections.

News frequency Political knowledge Literacy Income

Low High Low High Illiterate Literate Poor Not poor

Coethnic 1.220*** −0.592* 1.253*** −0.639* 1.242*** −0.553* 0.971*** −0.0370
(0.227) (0.330) (0.232) (0.331) (0.244) (0.328) (0.181) (0.578)

Violent criminal −1.010*** −0.652** −1.055*** −0.496 −1.191*** −0.218 −1.308*** 0.187
(0.274) (0.308) (0.271) (0.314) (0.290) (0.307) (0.241) (0.545)

Coethnic × Violent criminal −1.125*** 0.537 −0.937** 0.0586 −1.046*** 0.323 −0.891*** 0.0939
(0.360) (0.546) (0.375) (0.511) (0.397) (0.499) (0.316) (1.042)

Non-violent criminal −0.279 −0.335* −0.227 −0.416** −0.420** −0.227 −0.393** −0.441
(0.189) (0.203) (0.193) (0.205) (0.195) (0.204) (0.166) (0.325)

Coethnic × Non-violent criminal −0.0370 0.576 −0.272 −0.0289 1.164*** 0.489 0.235 −0.0796
(0.285) (0.429) (0.285) (0.301) (0.432) (0.428) (0.230) (0.714)

Candidate controls Yes Yes Yes Yes
Party FE Yes Yes Yes Yes
N 5499 5499 5499 5499

Notes: The table reports conditional logit estimates with voter fixed effects for 1892 respondents. The dependent variable takes the value of 1 if the respondent
chose the candidate and 0 otherwise. In columns (1)–(2) a voter is defined to have low news frequency if they do not consume news on a daily or weekly basis
and high news frequency otherwise. In columns (3)–(4) a voter is defined as having low political knowledge if they responded to less than half of the political
questions incorrectly and high political knowledge otherwise. In columns (5)–(6) a voter is defined as illiterate if they cannot read and write in the vernacular
language and literate otherwise. In columns (8)–(9) a voter is defined as being poor if they own a below poverty line card or have a household income below
10,000 Rupees and not poor otherwise. All models include party fixed effects and candidate controls for their age, income in logs, education, and incumbency.
Standard errors are given in parentheses. Asterisks denotes the significance levels: ∗ 𝑝 < 0.10, ∗∗ 𝑝 < 0.05, ∗∗∗ 𝑝 < 0.01.

allot. Table 3 provides no support for this argument. Just as before, the voters’ negative response is stronger for violent criminal
andidates belonging to their ethnic party. Voter support for the non-ethnic falls by 63.58% for violent accusations. Coethnicity
urther reduces support by 67.54%. In the same vein, the overall pattern holds when looking at the estimates for political knowledge.
oethnicity further plummets support by 60.82% for candidates accused of violent crimes. The probit regressions confirm these
esults, where coethnicity reduces the probability of voting for criminal candidates, even when the respondents exhibit low levels of
ews consumption or political knowledge. Overall, these results do not suggest that the effect of ethnic voting for criminal candidates
aries by political information.21 If this were the case, we would observe a very different pattern where less informed voters would
e more likely to support their ethnically aligned candidate, despite the criminal allegations against them.

Next, I examine whether patronage voting can mitigate the voters’ electoral punishment towards their ethnically preferred party
or acts of criminality. To test for this, I examine whether less educated or poorer voters are more likely to vote for the coethnic
andidate. Several scholars argue that patronage voting can be strongest amongst these segments of society, as they have more
mmediate needs, making them more likely to exchange votes for any resources that might be on offer (Stokes et al., 2013; Banerjee
t al., 2014). Since these voters also tend to exhibit stronger ethnic preferences, they might willing to excuse their ethnically preferred
andidate for their criminal conduct, because they believe that they would provide them with some form of patronage (Posner, 2005).
olumns (5)–(8) do not seem to suggest that the voters’ education or income reduces the electoral punishment towards the coethnic
ccused of criminality. Coethnicity further reduces electoral support by 64.88% for candidates accused of violent charges regardless
f their education level. Similar trends can be observed when looking at the level of income: coethnicity reduced the electoral support
or criminal conduct. Again, these results are confirmed by the probit estimates. Violent allegations against both the coethnics and
on-ethnics are negative and significantly distinguishable from zero (𝑝 < .001). On average, these results do not provide any evidence
n support of the argument that voters are willing to excuse their ethnic party for giving tickets to criminally accused candidates
ecause they believe that they would provide them with some form of patronage. Instead, the distaste for politicians accused of
ard-hitting crimes seems to be widespread amongst a diverse set of voters.

Lastly, as a robustness check, I examine whether any other voter characteristics such as gender, age, and the reason for voting
an alter their response toward criminal candidates (reported in Table B.4 of the Appendix). All things equal, the results do not
uggest that the coethnic voting effect is dependent on these factors. The only interesting aspect of these results is that respondents
ho make their vote choice based on candidate or party loyalty have a higher likelihood to forgive coethnics alleged of violent

rimes. This result supports the predictions of the theoretical model that voters with sufficiently strong ethnic preferences might
e more likely to excuse their coethnic party, even when they put forward criminally accused candidates. All things equal, these
indings put together with the baseline estimates suggest that voters in general show a strong contempt for criminal candidates
egardless of ethnicity. However, sometimes this punishment effect can be mitigated if the voter is so deeply committed to their
aste-preferred party, that they seem to value ethnic alignment over the probity of the candidate.

21 As a robustness check, I examine the effect of ethnic voting on electoral support for criminal politicians using the full range of both the information
ariables. The results of this exercise are provided in Tables B.2–B.3. In both cases, the estimates are qualitatively and quantitatively similar to those of the
9
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6. Conclusion

In this paper, I estimate the effects of ethnic voting on the selection of criminally accused political candidates in the Indian state
f Bihar during the assembly elections of 2020. The main findings suggest that voters show a strong distaste for their ethnically
referred party when they give tickets to candidates accused of criminality. This negative response is larger when the coethnic
andidate faces violent charges relative to the non-ethnic violent candidate. This pattern holds even when voters are separated by
ducation, income, news consumption habits, and political knowledge. Although Indian voters are often criticized for evaluating
andidates solely on parochial issues, be it caste, patronage, or clientelism, the findings in this paper show a very different pattern.
nstead, a distaste for candidates of disrepute seems to be the norm amongst a diverse type of voters, even in a region well-known
or electing candidates of disrepute to political office and its communal politics.

These results are contrary to the vast body of literature that finds ethnic voting to promote clientelism (Chandra, 2007), increase
acial division (Ferree, 2010), and harm democracy (Horowitz, 2001). Similarly, research indicates that the public’s reaction to
orruption, whether from party members or voters, is frequently influenced by the ethnic affiliation of politicians (Banerjee and
ande, 2007; Chang and Kerr, 2017) or their partisan alignment (Anduiza et al., 2013; Schönhage and Geys, 2023). In this respect,
he findings of this paper add to the small but growing experimental comparative politics literature, which shows that the effect of
thnic voting can be mediated by candidates’ quality or other non-ethnic factors (Banerjee et al., 2014; Carlson, 2015; Chauchard,
016; Chauchard et al., 2019).

How do we then explain the steady rise of criminal politicians in the Indian legislature? A supply-side issue, where there is a
ack of availability of viable clean alternatives, could contribute to why voters are willing to look the other way when it comes to
o-called ‘‘weaker’’ charges. However, it does not account for the steady rise of candidates accused of heinous crimes being elected
o political office. The results in this paper show that voters display a strong negative response to candidates accused of committing
iolent offenses, regardless of their ethnic background. However, in practice, over the past two Bihar state assembly elections, 45%
f the winning candidates have had serious allegations against them. Then why is this willingness to punish criminal candidates not
ranslating into actual electoral behavior?

It is often claimed that since the Indian voter is less educated or poorer, this is purely an information constraint problem, or the
oter is simply making their decision based on clientelistic issues. However, the results provide no support for this claim. This is
onsistent with the ethnographic literature on India, where several scholars have shown that voters are quite aware of the criminal
ecords and candidates do not attempt to mask their reputation (Berenschot, 2011a; Vaishnav, 2017). Thus, information campaigns
re not likely to inform voters about anything that they do not already know. Likewise, other studies have argued that voters elect
orrupt or criminal politicians regardless of the expectation of quid pro quo exchange (Vaishnav, 2017; Auerbach et al., 2022).

These scholars theorize that when elections are conducted using secret ballots and there are a diverse set of voters, the ability for
politicians to monitor voters is often challenging and probabilistic at best.

Two plausible alternative mechanisms could be contributing to the rise of criminal legislators in India: first, partly it might
simply come down to hard cold cash. Criminal politicians tend to be substantially wealthier than clean candidates. Indian elections
are fiercely competitive, with the average margin of victory often being less than 10%. Thus, any comparative advantage can be
telling in terms of election outcomes. Criminal politicians can not only use their excess wealth to pay political rent but also run
expensive electoral campaigns, which can sometimes translate into votes. This comparative advantage is further exacerbated by
the lack of oversight in election financing in India. For example, Kapur and Vaishnav (2013) find that the key difference between
developed and developing countries is the lack of accountability in electoral finance, making the use of illicit funds a crucial factor
in determining election outcomes.

Another contributing factor could be that voters truly believe that criminality serves as a signal of competency. This is particularly
relevant in the Indian context. With a lack of state capacity and weak rule of law, criminal politicians can be often viewed as
having the ability to ‘‘get things done’’ (Vaishnav, 2017). There is a large body of qualitative works across India that show criminal
politicians are viewed as effective strongmen who are willing to go above the law to protect individual rights and deliver resources
to their constituents (see, Berenschot, 2011a,b; Martin and Michelutti, 2017). On the other hand, the recent empirical studies do
not support this claim and find that criminal politicians worsen overall economic activity (for e.g., Chemin, 2012; Prakash et al.,
2019; Gehring et al., 2019; Zakharov, 2019. However, these studies are limited to looking only at broad constituency outcomes that
the local politician might not have much control over or voters might care less about.

The empirical question is then, under settings where the formal state has failed, whether criminal politicians are truly able to
provide certain targeted resources to their constituents. If so, the challenge remains for reformers to think about ways to further
strengthen local state capacity and improve governance to change the voters’ perception and translate their willingness to punish
criminal candidates into actual electoral outcomes.
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ppendix A. Theoretical model

This section develops a theoretical model using a two-candidate framework to illustrate the effect of the voters’ ethnic preferences
n the selection of criminal candidates.22 The model approach is broadly based on two strands of literature: first, it draws on the
iterature that extends the conventional voting models to include identity issues such as race, language, or religion (see, Akerlof
nd Kranton, 2000; Ansolabehere and Puy, 2016; Karakas and Mitra, 2021). Second, it draws on the literature that evaluates voting
nd election outcomes with the inclusion of valence components, where all voters have a similar position on certain issues such as
igher candidate quality, crime rates, or economic growth (for e.g., Schofield, 2004; Ansolabehere and Snyder, 2000; Groseclose,
001). I add to this literature by analyzing the interaction between both identity and valence issues in the voters’ decision-making.
dentity issues in the model refer to the ethnic preferences of the voter, such that they evaluate ethnically aligned candidates or
arties in one way, but other candidates or parties differently. Valence issues in the model indicate candidate quality, such that
oters hold a homogeneous distaste for candidates accused of criminality. The model aims to examine whether voters consider both
hese dimensions in their decision-making and how this consideration affects voting and electoral outcomes.

.1. Setup

Assume that the political environment has two candidates 𝑗 and 𝑘 belonging to a vector 𝐶 = {𝑗, 𝑘}. The total population of
voters denoted as 𝑛 is divided into two groups: 𝜇 representing the share of ethnic voters and 1 − 𝜇 denoting the share of neutral
voters. Ethnic voters are assumed to value the ethnic background of the candidate, such that they derive a positive utility from
a candidate belonging to their ethnicity denoted as 𝑒 > 0, and a negative utility from a non-ethnic denoted as 𝑒 < 0. A neutral
oter does not consider ethnicity when making their choice such that 𝑒 = 0. Additionally, following Banerjee et al. (2014), I assume

that the voter is sincere, meaning they prefer good quality candidates. The voters derive a positive utility of 1 from a non-criminal
candidate and a negative utility of −1 from a criminal candidate. In particular, the voter observes a vector denoted as (𝑐𝑗 , 𝑐𝑘) that
can either equal to (1, 1), (−1, 1), (1,−1), or (−1,−1). Voters further value several candidate characteristics such as incumbency, party
affiliation, education, and so on denoted as 𝑥. Lastly, the ethnic profile of the candidates is assumed to be pre-determined, where 𝑗
is always the coethnic, meaning that they belong to the same ethnic background as the voter, and 𝑘 is the non-ethnic. Thus, for an
individual voter 𝑖 from a set of voters 𝑉 = {1, 2..., 𝑛}, the utility derived from voting for candidate 𝑗 can be expressed as:

𝑢𝑖𝑗 = 𝛼𝑖𝑒𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽𝑖𝑐𝑗 + 𝛾𝑖𝑥𝑗 (A.1.1)

where 𝑒𝑖𝑗 denotes the ethnic preference the voter 𝑖 has for candidate 𝑗 and this is assumed to be known to the voter. This seems
plausible since ethnic alliances are historically established, making it difficult for parties to switch. 𝑐𝑗 indicates if candidate 𝑗 has
a criminal record or not. 𝑥𝑗 denotes the utility the voter gets from the inherent characteristics of candidate 𝑗. 𝛼, 𝛽, 𝛾 > 0 are the
weights the voter attaches to each issue and are known to the voter as well. The voter knows what they like.

The voting game occurs as follows: Each party chooses a single candidate to run from a constituency, and then voting occurs.
The best response is to choose the candidate that maximizes their observed utility, such that a voter 𝑖 votes for candidate 𝑗 if 𝛥𝑢𝑖 > 0
and 𝑘 if 𝛥𝑢𝑖 < 0, and is indifferent when 𝛥𝑢𝑖 = 0, where 𝛥𝑢𝑖 = 𝑢𝑖𝑗 − 𝑢𝑖𝑘. Thus, a voter 𝑖 chooses candidate 𝑗 if

𝛥𝑢𝑖 = 𝛼𝑖(𝑒𝑖𝑗 − 𝑒𝑖𝑘) + 𝛽𝑖(𝑐𝑗 − 𝑐𝑘) + 𝛾𝑖(𝑥𝑗 − 𝑥𝑘) > 0

= 𝛼𝑖𝛥𝑒 + 𝛽𝑖𝛥𝑐 + 𝛾𝑖𝛥𝑥 > 0
(A.1.2)

where, 𝛥𝑒 = 𝑒𝑖𝑗 − 𝑒𝑖𝑘, 𝛥𝑐 = 𝑐𝑗 − 𝑐𝑘, and 𝛥𝑥 = 𝑥𝑗 − 𝑥𝑘. To examine the effect of ethnic voting on criminality, for simplicity’ sake 𝛥𝑥
is normalized to zero, meaning that candidates only differ on two dimensions: ethnicity and criminality. This assumption allows us
to directly evaluate the effects of ethnic voting on the voter response by considering different cases, where one or both candidates
have criminal charges against them.

22 The model is simplified by using only two candidates for illustrative purposes. Extending the model with more candidates would not qualitatively affect
11

he main conclusions of the model and introduce unnecessary complexity.
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A.2. Benchmark model

In the first case, assume that both candidates 𝑗 and 𝑘 have the same criminal background. Using Eq. (A.1.2), a voter 𝑖 chooses
candidate 𝑗 only if 𝛼𝑖𝛥𝑒 > 0. Thus, a neutral voter always remains indifferent between both candidates since 𝛥𝑢𝑖 = 0. In contrast,
since 𝛥𝑢𝑖 > 0, an ethnic voter will always select candidate 𝑗. The basic intuition here is straightforward: Given two candidates of
similar quality, the coethnic will always have a comparative advantage. This advantage is dependent on the value of 𝜇: an increase
in 𝜇 or a rise in the ethnic population leads to a corresponding increase in the voter support for the coethnic candidate 𝑗 and vice
versa. Likewise, if candidate 𝑘 is accused of criminality, it is easy to construe that no one will ever vote for them, since for all voters
𝑢𝑖 > 0.

Now moving on to the most interesting case, when only the coethnic candidate 𝑗 is accused of criminality. Thus, a voter 𝑖 will
choose candidate 𝑗 if 𝛼𝑖𝛥𝑒 > 2𝛽𝑖. This means that the choice is dependent on the weight the voter attaches to the two dimensions
nd how much they value 𝑒. Note, I do not make any assumption on 𝑒. Therefore, for a constant given weight, since 𝛥𝑒 > 0, as
he lim𝛥𝑒 → ∞, the voter will always vote for the coethnic. This means that if voters value ethnicity more than quality, they might
ote for the coethnic regardless of their criminal record. Similarly, as the voter moves towards neutrality (lim𝛥𝑒→ 0), the higher
he probability the voter will bite the bullet and shift towards the non-criminal candidate. The intuition here is simple: if ethnicity
atters more than probity, then this should trump candidate quality, including even those voters who dislike criminality. Lastly,

he neutral voter will behave similarly as before, where their alliance will completely shift towards candidate 𝑘.
This result has two main implications: first, ethnic voting always plays a mitigating effect on criminality. This means that even

hough voters have a general distaste towards criminality, their relative utility derived from voting for a criminal coethnic is always
igher in comparison to a criminal non-ethnic. Second, note that while in the previous case, the non-ethnic criminal had zero chance
f winning, in this case, the criminal ethnic candidate could win. These predictions put together show that the quality threshold
equired for an ethnic candidate is always lower in comparison to that of a non-ethnic.

To summarize, the model under some general assumptions and conditions, predicts that voters on average favor coethnics. When
heir ethnically preferred candidate faces criminal charges, it reduces the likelihood that the voter chooses them. Regardless of this
istaste for criminality, in certain circumstances, the criminal coethnic can win depending on the fraction of ethnic voters in the
egion. On the other hand, the neutral voter always prefers the better-quality candidate. Thus, the benchmark model shows how
he ethnic preferences of the voter can sometimes mitigate their response towards criminal allegations.

.3. Moving to a probabilistic voting model

A voter 𝑖 utility for candidate 𝑗 can be expressed as 𝑢𝑖𝑗 + 𝜖𝑖𝑗 , where 𝜖𝑖𝑗 is assumed to be a realization of a random variable
𝑖𝑗 ∈ (−∞,∞). As before, a voter chooses candidate 𝑗 over 𝑘 if 𝛥𝑢𝑖 + 𝜖𝑖𝑗 − 𝜖𝑖𝑘 > 0. Let 𝜖 = 𝜖𝑖𝑗 − 𝜖𝑖𝑘, implying that the probability voter
𝑖 votes for candidate 𝑗 over candidate 𝑘 is measured by 𝑃𝑟(𝛥𝑢𝑖 > 𝜖). Thus, Eq. (A.1.2) can be re-written as:

𝑃𝑟(𝑉 𝑜𝑡𝑒𝑖 = 𝑗| 𝑗 𝑜𝑟 𝑘) = 𝑃𝑟(𝛼𝑖𝛥𝑒 + 𝛽𝑖𝛥𝑐 + 𝛾𝑖𝛥𝑥 > 𝜖) (A.3.1)

Since the dependent variable is a binary choice, Eq. (A.3.1) can be expressed in probability terms, such that a voter 𝑖 chooses
candidate 𝑗 over candidate 𝑘 if

𝑃𝑟(𝑉 𝑜𝑡𝑒𝑖 = 𝑗| 𝑗 𝑜𝑟 𝑘) =
𝑃𝑖𝑗
𝑃𝑖𝑘

= 𝑒𝑢𝑖𝑗
𝑒𝑢𝑖𝑘

= 𝑒𝜓𝑍𝑖𝑗
𝑒𝜓𝑍𝑖𝑘

(A.3.2)

where 𝑍 represents all the observed explanatory variables and 𝜓 represents the parameters obtained from the model. Note, since
is assumed to be independent and identically distributed, the probability ratio depends only on the attributes of 𝑗 and 𝑘 and is

ndependent of all other alternatives available. This is referred to as the independence of irrelevant alternatives or the IIA property.
hus using Eq. (A.1.2), we can directly estimate the likelihood of voting for a binary option given a set of observed explanatory
ariables. This can be further generalized to multiple candidates, such that let 𝐶 = {1, 2,… , 𝑚}. McFadden (1973) proves that if IIA
roperty holds or if (𝜖1, 𝜖2..., 𝜖𝑚) is independently and identically distributed, then the addition of other candidates would not alter
he probability. Thus, the probability that a voter 𝑖 chooses candidate 𝑗 over every other pair of choices 𝑗, 𝑙 ∈ 𝐶 can be expressed
s:

𝑃𝑟(𝑉 𝑜𝑡𝑒𝑖 = 𝑗|(1, 2.., 𝑚)) =
𝑃𝑖𝑗
𝑃𝑖𝑙

= 𝑒𝑢𝑖𝑗
𝑒𝑢𝑖𝑘

= 𝑒𝜓𝑍𝑖𝑗
𝑒𝜓𝑍𝑖𝑙

(A.3.3)

where, for every pair of candidates 𝑗, 𝑙 ∈ 𝐶, we can estimate the coefficients by using a conditional logit model. Hence, this setup
rovides a clear intuition behind the use of a conditional model approach with various directly testable implications and guidelines
or the selection variables.

.4. Theoretical model extensions

.4.1. Introducing the uniformed voter
The benchmark model relies on the assumption that the voter has perfect information on the candidates’ criminal records. We

an easily construe that this information might be noisy. For example, a voter might have to get access to electronic prints or the
ffidavits on the candidates’ criminal charges, and then should have the ability to interpret this information correctly. We can expect
his noise might be dependent on several factors, such as the literacy of the voter or their general interest in politics. Now assume
12
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a voter still has a distaste for criminal candidates but might not know the true value of 𝑐. In particular, the voter now has a prior
belief that (𝑐𝑗 , 𝑐𝑘) can either equal to (1, 1), (−1, 1), (1,−1), or (−1,−1) but this information is noisy. Hence, a voter 𝑖’s expected
knowledge of the criminality status of the candidate can be written as:

𝑐𝑒𝑖 = 𝜂𝑐𝑖 + (1 − 𝜂)𝑐∗𝑖 (A.4.1.1)

here 𝜂 is the probability the voter is informed. Assume that 𝜂 ≠ 1, meaning that the voter has imperfect information on criminality.
∗
𝑖 is the mean difference between the actual level of criminality and what the uniformed voter believes. Therefore, using Eq. (A.1.2),
e can express that voter 𝑖 will vote for candidate 𝑗 if:

𝛥𝑢𝑖 = 𝛼𝑖𝛥𝑒 + 𝛽𝑖𝛥𝑐𝑒 > 0 (A.4.1.2)

here, 𝛥𝑐𝑒 = 𝑐𝑒𝑖𝑗 − 𝑐
𝑒
𝑖𝑘. As before, we can re-evaluate the effect of information by looking at the three cases again. In the first case,

here are two plausible scenarios: first, the ethnic voter has similar beliefs on the criminality status of both candidates such that
𝑗 = 𝜂𝑘. Thus, the probability of voting for candidate 𝑗 does not change regardless of how informed the voter is. Alternatively,
he voter might believe that accusations against the non-ethnic candidate are more likely to be true than against the candidate of
heir ethnic preference such that 𝜂𝑘 > 𝜂𝑘. This belief comes from the assumption that a voter with strong ethnic preferences might

be more prone to believe that their preferred candidate might be falsely accused. This would lead to a rise in 𝛥𝑢. This implies
hat in comparison to the case with perfect information, the likelihood of voting for the ethnic candidate would increase. Note
hat regardless of the voter’s expected knowledge of the criminality status, the voting outcome does not change if the voter values
thnicity (𝑒 > 0).

Moving to the second case, where candidate 𝑘 faces criminal charges does not alter the voter response. This result holds due to
wo reasons: first, for the ethnic voter 𝛥𝑢𝑖 > 0, so they will never choose candidate 𝑘. Second, the neutral voters will always shift
heir preferences towards the clean candidate if 𝛥𝑐𝑒 > 0. The intuition here is straightforward: since the neutral voter only evaluates
andidates based on their quality, even a modest indication of criminal allegations against one candidate, should completely shift
heir alliance towards the clean alternative.

Again we can observe the most significant effect of information when the coethnic candidate 𝑗 faces criminal charges. Now voter
prefers candidate 𝑗 if 𝛼𝑖𝛥𝑒 > 𝛽𝑖𝛥𝑐𝑒. Since 𝜂 ≠ 1, the expected belief of the voter is always lower than the true value (𝛥𝑐𝑒 < 2). This

mplies that imperfect information always increases the likelihood that a voter chooses the criminal coethnic. The intuition here is
hat as the voter’s expected belief gets closer to the true criminality status (𝜂 rises), the lim𝛥𝑐𝑒 → 2, lowers the probability the voter
elects the criminal candidate. Likewise, as 𝜂 falls, the lim𝛥𝑐𝑒 → 0, the voter will solely base their decision on the ethnicity of the
andidate. Again, this result ought to be obvious: the lower the information the voter has on the criminality of the candidate, the
igher the weight they will put on ethnicity. Lastly, the neutral voter will act as before and completely shift their alliance towards the
lean candidate 𝑘. Therefore, all things equal, the model predicts that low information availability increases the relative importance
f ethnic cues in the voter’s decision-making. Also note that in comparison to the case with perfect information, a reduction in
nformation availability further reduces the quality threshold required for a coethnic to win.

.4.2. Introducing the clientelistic voter
Now consider the voter response towards criminality when they consider clientelistic issues in their decision-making. As discussed

arlier, voters might value the patronage on offer either in terms of resources or direct benefit. In such a case, voters’ preferences
ight be more malleable towards the ethnic party if they believe that electing them to office would provide them with better access

o public resources. Thus, the utility of voter 𝑖 for candidate 𝑗 can be expressed as:

𝑢𝑖𝑗 = 𝛼𝑖𝑒𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽𝑖𝑐𝑗 + 𝛾𝑖𝑥𝑗 + 𝛿𝑖𝐵𝑒𝑖𝑗 (A.4.2.1)

here, 𝛿 > 0 and 𝐵𝑒𝑖𝑗 is the expected benefit that voter 𝑖 believes they can get from candidate 𝑗. I assume that the voter believes
hat

𝐵𝑒𝑖𝑗 = 𝜎𝑒𝑖𝑗 − 𝜅𝑐𝑗 (A.4.2.2)

here the voter considers both the ethnicity and candidate quality within themselves to acquire resources from the government.
ote, that the voter evaluates both ethnicity and criminality as a positive signal for the delivery of the resources. This assumption is
ased on two main theoretical foundations: first, there is sufficient literature that theorizes that voters believe that candidates
elonging to their ethnic group would be more likely to provide them with patronage or promote their best interest once in
ower (Posner, 2005). Second, previous studies have shown that criminal politicians might be more prone to engage in clientelistic
trategies or might be better suited to ‘‘get things done’’ (Vaishnav, 2017). Thus, if criminal politicians are perceived to be more
ompetent, voters might observe a positive expected benefit from criminality. As before, a voter 𝑖 will vote for candidate 𝑗 if:

𝛥𝑢𝑖 = 𝛼𝑖𝛥𝑒 + 𝛽𝑖𝛥𝑐 + 𝛿𝑖𝛥𝐵𝑒 > 0 (A.4.2.3)

here, 𝛥𝐵𝑒 = 𝐵𝑒𝑖𝑗 − 𝐵𝑒𝑖𝑘. Using this setup, we can re-evaluate the three cases. Case one does not need much interpretation. Since
oth candidates have the same criminal record, the ethnic voter will always choose candidate 𝑗 and the neutral voter would remain
ndifferent between both candidates. However, note that the model predicts that the bias towards the coethnic is even stronger.
ince 𝑒𝑖𝑗 > 0, this directly implies that 𝛥𝐵𝑒 > 0.

In case two, when only the non-ethnic candidate 𝑘 faces criminal allegations, we can easily construe that the ethnic voter will
ot alter their response unless 𝛿 𝜅 > 𝛽 and 𝑒 is sufficiently small. Likewise, a neutral voter will vote for candidate 𝑗 if 𝛽 > 𝛿 𝜅.
13
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This implies that the neutral voter’s decision is based on how much they value probity over getting resources and their expectation
that the criminal candidate would be better at delivering these resources. This result shows that if the voter thinks that the criminal
politician is more competent, this mitigates their distaste for criminality. Also note that in comparison to the benchmark model,
where no one ever chose the criminal candidate, now some neutral voters will shift their preference towards the criminal.

Moving to the third case, the implications of patronage voting are quite straightforward. Holding other things constant, in
omparison to the benchmark model, the ethnic voter will always vote for candidate 𝑗 unless 𝛿𝑖𝛥𝐵𝑒 > 2𝛽𝑖. This implies that the
eight the voter attaches to candidate quality has to be larger than in the model without patronage. This result should be intuitively

lear: since 𝐵𝑒𝑖𝑗 > 0, it has a positive effect on the voters’ utility through both dimensions. First, the stronger the ethnic bias of the
oter, the larger will be their expectation that a candidate belonging to their ethnic group would serve in their best interest. Second,
f the voter believes that criminal politicians are more likely to distribute resources (𝜅 rises), this would lead to a corresponding
ncrease in the expected benefit (𝐵𝑒). To offset this effect, 𝛽𝑖 needs to be much larger in comparison to the benchmark model.
o conclude, all things equal, we can observe that clientelistic voting plays a mitigating effect on criminality regardless of the
andidates’ ethnicity.

ppendix B. Robustness checks

See Tables B.1–B.4.

Table B.1
Probit estimates on vote choice in Bihar 2020 state assembly elections.

All News frequency Political knowledge Literacy Income

Low High Low High Illiterate Literate Poor Not poor

Coethnic 0.780*** 0.946*** −0.383* 0.863*** −0.172 0.787*** −0.015 0.773*** 0.0985
(0.107) (0.137) (0.202) (0.140) (0.202) (0.148) (0.201) (0.112) (0.333)

Violent criminal −1.629*** −1.481*** −0.353** −1.559*** −0.114 −1.510*** −0.291 −1.626*** −0.00977
(0.134) (0.149) (0.155) (0.153) (0.153) (0.154) (0.153) (0.136) (0.246)

Coethnic × Violent criminal −0.663*** −0.865*** 0.485 −0.599*** −0.187 −0.579** −0.167 −0.656*** −0.0362
(0.177) (0.212) (0.342) (0.223) (0.321) (0.239) (0.316) (0.183) (0.626)

Non-violent criminal −0.435*** −0.326*** −0.240* −0.354*** −0.160 −0.252** −0.382*** −0.412*** −0.188
(0.0949) (0.114) (0.138) (0.117) (0.137) (0.119) (0.138) (0.0982) (0.212)

Coethnic × Non-violent criminal 0.311** 0.190 0.265 0.165 0.328 0.361** −0.114 0.327** −0.151
(0.128) (0.164) (0.248) (0.166) (0.248) (0.176) (0.246) (0.135) (0.393)

Candidate controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Party FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
N 5499 5499 5499 5499 5499

Notes: The table reports probit estimates with voter fixed effects for 1892 respondents. The dependent variable takes the value of 1 if the respondent chose the
candidate and 0 otherwise. Column (1) provides estimates for the baseline specification. In columns (2)–(3) a voter is defined to have low news frequency if they
do not consume news on a daily or weekly basis and high news frequency otherwise. In columns (4)–(5) a voter is defined as having low political knowledge if
they responded to less than half of the political questions incorrectly and high political knowledge otherwise. In columns (6)–(7) a voter is defined as illiterate
if they cannot read and write in the vernacular language and literate otherwise. In columns (8)–(9) a voter is defined as being poor if they own a below poverty
line card or have a household income below 10,000 Rupees and not poor otherwise. All models include party fixed effects and candidate controls for their age,
income in logs, education, and incumbency. Standard errors are given in parentheses. Asterisks denotes the significance levels: ∗ 𝑝 < 0.10, ∗∗ 𝑝 < 0.05, ∗∗∗ 𝑝 < 0.01.
14
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Table B.2
Impact of news on vote choice in Bihar 2020 state assembly elections.

News consumption

Never Daily/weekly Monthly >Month

Coethnic 1.194*** −0.568 0.405 −0.628
(0.269) (0.360) (0.565) (0.737)

Violent criminal −1.001*** −0.664** 0.231 −0.891
(0.302) (0.333) (0.526) (0.848)

Coethnic × Violent criminal −1.008** 0.416 −1.134 0.580
(0.397) (0.572) (0.890) (0.210)

Non-violent criminal −0.383 −0.244 0.503 −0.114
(0.210) (0.223) (0.365) (0.467)

Coethnic × Non-violent criminal −0.021 0.562 −0.697 1.428
(0.344) (0.470) (0.692) (0.960)

Candidate controls Yes
Party FE Yes
N 5676

Notes: The table reports conditional logit estimates for 1892 respondents. The dependent variable takes the value of 1 if the
respondent chose the candidate and 0 otherwise. The data is grouped at the voter level accounting for individual voter-fixed
effects. In columns (1)–(4) the estimates indicate the full range for the frequency of news consumption. All estimates include
party fixed effects and candidate controls for their age, income in logs, education, and incumbency. Standard errors are given
in parentheses. Asterisks denotes the significance levels: ∗ 𝑝 < 0.10, ∗∗ 𝑝 < 0.05, ∗∗∗ 𝑝 < 0.01.

Table B.3
Impact of political knowledge on vote choice in Bihar 2020 state assembly elections.

Political knowledge

Zero One Two Three Four Five Six Seven Eight

Coethnic 1.289*** 1.377 −0.212 −0.541 −0.0601 −0.363 −0.640 −0.618 −1.308*
(0.425) (0.866) (0.638) (0.679) (0.679) (0.659) (0.575) (0.731) (0.727)

Violent criminal −1.447*** 1.045 0.665 0.533 0.250 −0.284 0.132 0.033 −0.980
(0.421) (0.707) (0.623) (0.606) (0.582) (0.672) (0.529) (0.642) (0.765)

Coethnic × Violent criminal −1.061 −0.977 0.218 0.531 0.005 0.581 −0.081 0.048 −16.27
(0.659) (1.125) (0.941) (0.992) (1.082) (0.989) (0.896) (1.040) (4451)

Non-violent criminal −0.162 −0.224 −0.068 0.066 −0.217 −0.291 −0.560 −0.830* −0.262
(0.312) (0.463) (0.440) (0.468) (0.426) (0.452) (0.358) (0.444) (0.446)

Coethnic × Non-violent criminal −0.420 −1.257 0.489 0.994 −0.013 0.702 1.611** 0.809 2.054**
(0.508) (1.000) (0.802) (0.874) (0.835) (0.847) (0.727) (0.954) (0.959)

Candidate controls Yes
Party FE Yes
N 5676

Notes: The table reports conditional logit estimates for 1892 respondents. The dependent variable takes the value of 1 if the respondent chose the candidate and
otherwise. The data is grouped at the voter level accounting for individual voter-fixed effects. In columns (1)–(9) the estimates indicate the number of total

uestions the voter answered correctly. All models include party fixed effects and candidate controls for their age, income in logs, education, and incumbency.
tandard errors are given in parentheses. Asterisks denotes the significance levels: ∗ 𝑝 < 0.10, ∗∗ 𝑝 < 0.05, ∗∗∗ 𝑝 < 0.01.
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Table B.4
Voter heterogeneous effects on vote choice in Bihar 2020 state assembly elections.

Gender Age Voting Reason

Female Male Young Old Development Clientelism Loyalty

Coethnic 0.993*** −0.139 1.033*** −0.215 0.825** 0.348 −0.524
(0.289) (0.374) (0.252) (0.379) (0.323) (0.407) (0.632)

Violent criminal −2.226*** −0.043 −2.417*** 0.469 −2.199*** −0.071 0.102
(0.362) (0.348) (0.330) (0.351) (0.384) (0.378) (0.587)

Coethnic × Violent criminal −0.723* −0.258 −0.915** 0.180 −1.119** 0.128 3.307**
(0.419) (0.536) (0.391) (0.544) (0.503) (0.585) (1.311)

Non-violent criminal −0.612** 0.167 −0.510** −0.002 −0.391 −0.169 −0.125
(0.276) (0.246) (0.254) (0.243) (0.293) (0.269) (0.394)

Coethnic × Non-violent criminal 0.317 0.213 0.281 0.275 0.495 −0.478 1.068
(0.350) (0.464) (0.315) (0.468) (0.401) (0.507) (0.761)

Candidate controls Yes Yes Yes
Party FE Yes Yes Yes
N 5676 5676 5676

Notes: The table reports conditional logit estimates for 1892 respondents. The dependent variable takes the value of 1 if the respondent chose the candidate
and 0 otherwise. The data is grouped at the voter level accounting for individual voter-fixed effects. In column (1)–(2) the estimates are generated by gender.
In columns (2)–(3) the estimates are generated by age where a young voter is defined as having an age below 50 and an old otherwise. In columns (4)–(6)
the estimates are generated using the response of voters on their main voting reason in the Bihar 2020 elections (See Figure D.2 for more details). All models
include party fixed effects and candidate controls for their age, income in logs, education, and incumbency. Standard errors are given in parentheses. Asterisks
denotes the significance levels: ∗ 𝑝 < 0.10, ∗∗ 𝑝 < 0.05, ∗∗∗ 𝑝 < 0.01.

Appendix C. Candidate profile and criminal backgrounds

See Fig. C.1 and Tables C.1–C.5.

Fig. C.1. % of MLAs with criminal records in Bihar state assembly elections.
Data Source: Association for Democratic Reform (ADR).
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Table C.1
Profile of candidates in Bihar 2020 state assembly election.

Variable All candidates Top 3 Winner

Age 43.13 51.60 47.40
(11.55) (10.32) (8.401)

Male 0.908 0.933 1
(0.290) (0.254) (0)

College degree 0.459 0.533 0.600
(0.50) (0.507) (0.516)

Hindu 0.914 0.900 0.800
(0.282) (0.305) (0.422)

Income (in Thousands) 16 693.50 48 956.80 34 260.8
(42 872.20) (87 537) (28 730.90)

Liabilities (in Thousands) 1134.30 2217.80 2246.9
(3192.20) (2885.30) (2587.90)

National Party 0.054 0.20 0.30
(0.227) (0.407) (0.483)

𝑁 185 30 10

Notes: The table reports the candidate profile for all candidates contesting in the Bihar 2020 state assembly
elections with mean coefficients and the standard deviation in parentheses.

Table C.2
Distribution of candidates by number of criminal charges in Bihar 2020 state assembly election.

Frequency All candidates Top 3 Winner

0 127 7 1
1 20 6 1
2–4 26 10 4
4–6 6 4 3
>6 6 3 1

𝑁 185 30 10

Notes: The table reports the number of criminal charges for all candidates contesting in the Bihar 2020 state
assembly elections.

Table C.3
Distribution of candidates by type of criminal charges in Bihar 2020 state assembly election.

Type All candidates Top 3 Winner

None 127 7 1
A. Non-violent
corruption 14 4 1
Other charges 22 3 6
B. Violent 22 6 2

𝑁 185 20 10

Notes: The table reports the distribution of candidates by the type of criminal accusations for all the candidates
contesting in the Bihar 2020 assembly elections. The definition of violent and non-violent crimes is provided in
Section 3.2. Corruption is defined as charges that lead to a financial loss to the government using the classification
provided by the Indian Penal Code system.

Table C.4
Criminal candidates running from popular parties in Bihar 2020 state assembly election.

Non-criminal Non-violent Violent Total

BJP 0 2 1 3
BSP 2 1 1 4
CPI(M) 0 0 1 1
INC 1 0 0 1
JD(U) 3 2 1 6
LJP 4 3 0 7
RJD 0 7 1 8

N 10 15 5 30

Notes: The table reports the distribution of criminal candidates running from popular parties in
the Bihar 2020 assembly elections from the ten assembly constituencies included in the sample
size.
17



European Journal of Political Economy 82 (2024) 102527A. Khemka
Table C.5
Non-criminal vs. Criminal.

Variable Non-Criminal Criminal Diff

Age 42.29 44.97 −2.674
(11.53) (11.49) (−1.465)

Education (in years) 11.49 11.83 −0.339
(5.210) (4.867) (−0.419)

Income (in thousands) 14 675.70 21 111.80 −6436.10
(46 762.4) (32 719.1) (−0.947)

National party 0.0236 0.121 −0.097∗∗

(0.152) (0.329) (−2.749)
Incumbency 0.016 0.138 −0.122∗∗∗

(0.125) (0.348) (−3.503)

𝑁 127 58 185

Notes: The table reports a comparison of criminal versus non-criminal candidates for candidates contesting in the Bihar 2020
assembly elections. The coefficients presented are means along with the standard deviation in parentheses. Asterisks denotes the
significance levels: ∗ 𝑝 < 0.10, ∗∗ 𝑝 < 0.05, ∗∗∗ 𝑝 < 0.01.

Appendix D. Survey sampling and questionnaire

See Figs. D.1–D.2 and Tables D.1–D.2.

Fig. D.1. Survey sample area. Notes: Figure (a) shows the location of the state of Bihar in India. Figure (b) shows the 10 assembly constituencies within Bihar
where the survey was conducted.

Fig. D.2. Main reason for voting in Bihar 2020 state assembly election. Notes: The figure reported is based on responses of 1892 respondents.
18
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Table D.1
Sample size.

District AC name Obs.

Muzaffarpur Baruraj 177
Muzaffarpur Gaighat 194
Muzaffarpur Kanti 137
Muzaffarpur Paroo 194
Muzaffarpur Sahebganj 196
Samastipur Bhibutpur 198
Samastipur Hasanpur 198
Samastipur Samastipur 198
Samastipur Sarairanjan 200
Samastipur Ujiarpur 200

Notes: The table reports the responses of 1892 voters from the ten assembly constituencies across
the two districts. The final sample size only includes those voters who completed the survey and
voted in the Bihar 2020 elections.

Table D.2
Voter response to political awareness questions.

Variable Mean S.D.

MLA name 0.64 0.48
MLA party 0.48 0.50
MLA term limit 0.93 0.25
Chief minister name 0.65 0.48
Chief minister party 0.41 0.49
Prime minister name 0.74 0.44
Prime minister party 0.57 0.50
Lok Sabha vs. Rajya Sabha difference 0.16 0.36
Who elects Rajya Sabha members 0.07 0.26

Notes: The table reports the responses of 1892 respondents who completed the survey. The
structure of the questions along with the choices are provided in Appendix D of the survey
module.

Survey Questionnaire
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A. Demographics
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B. Voting

C. Information

D. Political Knowledge
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Appendix E. Candidate affidavits

See Fig. E.1.

Fig. E.1. Example of candidate affidavit. Notes: The figure shows the first page and the relevant page with criminal charges from the candidate affidavit for
the Bihar 2020 assembly elections. The full version of the affidavit is available on the ECI website.
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Fig. E.1. (continued).
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