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I. Introduction
Successful political systems hold politicians accountable for misconduct such as corruption or 
favoritism toward associates. Some of the mechanisms of such accountability include checks and 
balances among branches of government, law enforcement, and voting in elections. Political theorists 
going back to Locke, Montesquieu, and Madison emphasized the centrality of accountability for good 
government. More recently, the various mechanisms have been investigated more systematically by 
political scientists and economists (e.g., Barro 1973, Ferejohn 1986, Przeworski et al. 1999, Schedler 
et al. 1999, Persson and Tabellini 2000, Besley 2006).

A number of empirical studies also show the benefits of accountability for the quality of government 
(e.g., Besley and Case 1995, La Porta et al. 1999, Adsera et al. 2003, Olken 2007, Bjorkman and 
Svensson 2007, and Ferraz and Finan 2008). Accountability of government officials for misconduct 
relies on availability of information about their activities. There can be little accountability for 
misconduct without transparency. Recent analyses focus on the role of the media as the source of 
discovery and dissemination of such information to both voters and law enforcement agencies (e.g., 
Brunetti and Weder 2003, Djankov et al. 2003, Besley and Prat 2006, and Reinikka and Svenssson 
2006). Media surely matter, but there is another, relatively neglected, source of information that 
facilitates discovery of misconduct, namely disclosure by politicians of their finances and business 
activities. By exposing deception or self-dealing, disclosure can stimulate both reporting in the media 
(and thus influence voting) and law enforcement.

In this paper, we analyze the rules and the practices of disclosure by parliamentarians in 126 countries. 
The analysis is based on a multi-year study of the laws governing financial and business disclosure of 
parliamentarians, including implementation and compliance. We pay attention to 1) the existence of 
disclosure mandates, 2) public availability of disclosures by law and in practice, 3) the extent of the 
information being disclosed, and 4) actual compliance with disclosure rules. We use this information 
to construct several indices of political transparency for sample countries, and to assess both their 
determinants and their effect on corruption.

We find that, although 90 of 126 countries in our sample have disclosure laws, the majority of 
the countries with laws do not make disclosure available to the public. What is available to the 
public is often extremely limited (in part because the law does not require it, and in part because 
parliamentarians do not comply), and in particular does not identify specific assets, liabilities and 
potential conflicts of the parliamentarians. Using a new methodology on the potential scope of 
disclosure, we find that, on average, less than 10 percent of useful information about parliamentarians 
is available to their constituents in practice. Yet we also find that it is the public disclosure of 
information, and in particular public identification of assets, liabilities, income, and conflicts, that 
is most closely associated with lower corruption. Our indicators of public availability of disclosure in 
practice are among the most powerful measures of political accountability.

Our principal goals are the construction of political disclosure indices for a large sample of countries 
and a statistical assessment of their contribution to accountability. Some anecdotal evidence suggests 
that disclosure does indeed have some bite. A Puerto Rican legislator, Nicolás Nogueras, suspected 
of helping several drug traffickers escape from prison, was forced to resign as vice president of the 
senate because “financial statements he filed in recent years do not explain where he came up with 
the money to make a $50,000 down payment for a $350,000 second home.” The Argentine Labor 
Minister, Felisa Miceli, was forced to resign after an envelope containing $250,000 was found in the 
private bathroom of her office, and she had trouble explaining where the money came from in light 
of the asset declaration she submitted. Newspapers in the Ukraine ripped into the President, Viktor 
Yuschenko, who claimed on his declaration that his family owned no vehicles while his son was seen 
driving luxury cars, as well as into his nemesis, the Prime Minister Yulia Timoshenko, who lived in a 
luxury villa while declaring her residence to be a 300 square foot flat. The son of the President and 
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the Prime Minister each claimed that the cars and the villa, respectively, were borrowed from friends. 
In South Africa, several prominent politicians, including Winnie Mandela, were caught with assets 
far in excess of their declarations, and eventually left their parliamentary positions, some landing 
in jail. In the UK, two Labour MPs, Mo Mowlam and Bob Wareing, failed to declare outside interests 
and gave wrong information when challenged. The former was mildly censured, the latter suspended 
from the Commons.

In all these examples, financial and conflict disclosure is part of a broader system of politicians’ 
accountability that includes media reporting, law enforcement, party discipline, and voting 
itself. The examples suggest a framework for analyzing disclosure as part of a broader system 
of accountability, illustrated in Figure 1. Our paper focuses on only some of the mechanisms of 
accountability of MPs which Figure 1 illustrates, so we use it to describe precisely how we can shed 
light on the problem. 

Parliamentarians are subject to at least two major sources of undue influence. First, they are 
sometimes paid directly by Presidents needing their votes through bribes (or perhaps more benignly 
through appropriations for their constituents). Such direct payments have been alleged in Brazil, 
Russia, and Argentina, and have been extensively documented in Peru (McMillan and Zoido 2004). 
Second, parliamentarians can support bills that either benefit themselves or their families directly, or 
alternatively benefit selected constituents who pay for the bills through bribes or favors (Faccio 2006, 
Gehlbach et al. 2007). Both kinds of corruption are more easily detected when parliamentarians have 
to disclose their assets because their observed consumption exceeds the declared resources (DiTella 
2007), as we saw in the examples. Voting for bills benefiting one’s family or specific constituents can 
also be more easily detected when business dealings are disclosed. Once excessive consumption or 
conflicted voting is detected, they can be addressed by law enforcement agencies or exposed in the
newspapers, which may sway voters. Disclosure thus sheds light on potential misconduct by 
parliamentarians by pointing to discrepancies or outright conflicts. In this way, it becomes an essential 
part in a system of transparency and accountability.

There is a crucial parallel between financial and business disclosure by politicians and that by 
corporations issuing securities (Grossman and Hart 1980, La Porta et al 2006) or by corporate 
executives involved in self-dealing transactions (Djankov et al. 2008). In all these instances, 
disclosure brings the potentially conflicted conduct into light, so that the ultimate decision 
makers, be they law enforcement officials, shareholders, or voters, can exercise their rights in 
disciplining misconduct.
 
We examine the relationship between the quality of government, as measured by corruption scores,1 
and the channels of accountability suggested by Figure 1, including disclosure, media, and democratic 
institutions. We have very limited information on the role of law enforcement in battling corruption. 
We also have an important challenge in that, unlike some of the legal rules previously studied in 
the comparative context, such as labor laws (Botero et al. 2004) or civil procedures (Djankov et al. 
2003), disclosure rules are relatively recent. Although some countries had some disclosure rules in 
the 1950s, modern disclosure practices begin in the 1970s and 1980s, and the international push 
toward disclosure by politicians has occured only in the last 20 years, as part of a broader recent 
wave of democratization. If the effects of these disclosure rules on transparency and accountability 
materialize slowly, we might not be able to observe, at the beginning of the 21st century, their full 
effect on corruption. More generally, we do not have enough information to causally interpret the 
link between disclosure and corruption, in part because there are many omitted variables, and in part 
because corruption itself can shape disclosure legislation. Nonetheless, our paper provides a more 
complete picture of transparency and accountability than is available, and adds a possibly important 
(and one that it is possible to reform) element to the story.

1 - In addition to the papers already mentioned (which focus on media or accountability), some of the main empirical studies of determinants of corruption include Treisman (2000), Fisman and 
Gatti (2002), … For a survey of the literature on corruption, see Svensson (2005).



In the next section, we describe our data. Section III presents the basic facts about the determinants 
of disclosure rules around the world. Section IV shows the effects of various institutional factors, 
including disclosure, on corruption. Section V concludes.

II. Data.
What we did
We present a new database on financial and business disclosure of members of the lower house of 
parliament (MPs) in 126 countries. Upper house members, cabinet members, and judges are also 
frequently required to file disclosure firms, but this paper focuses on MPs in part because all high 
level officials are subject to similar disclosure requirements, and in part because MPs are numerous 
enough that political sensitivity in data collection can be avoided. The data have been assembled by 
the co-authors and several collaborators over three years.

The sample consists of 126 countries. Of those, 34 are high-income, 27 uppermiddle-income, 36 are 
lower-middle-income, and 29 are low-income countries, according to World Bank classifications. In 
addition to the 23 OECD countries, we have 11 in East Asia, 23 in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, 25 
in Latin America, 13 in the Middle East and North Africa, 26 in Sub-Saharan Africa, and 5 in South 
Asia.

As a first step, we used the internet as well as contacts with sample country government agencies, 
World Bank country offices, UN missions, and local NGOs and academics to assemble the database 
of laws governing disclosure by MPs as of January 2007. There is no standard “law” that addresses 
disclosure, so in the end we assembled (and translated) nearly 1,000 laws and regulations, including 
constitutions, parliament standing orders, and anti-corruption and conflict of interest laws. Whenever 
possible, we contacted multiple sources to verify the accuracy of information.

The analysis of the laws revealed that some kind of disclosure is required of MPs in 89 of our sample 
countries, and no disclosure is required in the remaining 37 countries. The list of countries with no 
disclosure legally required is dominated by 16 countries from Sub-Saharan Africa (Botswana, Burkina 
Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Cote d’Ivoire, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Guinea, Kenya, Liberia, Malawi, Mozambique, 
Senegal, Sudan, Zambia, and Zimbabwe), but also includes 6 countries from East Asia (China, Brunei, 
Malaysia, Vietnam, Timor-Leste, and Singapore) and another 7 from the Middle East and North Africa 
(Djibouti, Jordan, Kuwait, Oman, the UAE, Saudi Arabia, and Syria).2 In addition to the 89 countries 
with disclosure requirements, 6 countries have no legal requirement but use voluntary disclosure 
mechanisms established either by parliamentary rules (Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden), 
internal party regulations (Singapore), or imitation of disclosure by cabinet members (Zambia).

An examination of the laws yielded a crucial observation that became central to our analysis. 
Specifically, there are large differences in the ability of citizens to access the MPs’ disclosure forms. 
In 33 of the 89 countries mandating disclosure by law, disclosure is made to particular government 
agencies, such as the Speaker of Parliament or an internal Comptroller, but is inaccessible to the 
public. Most of these countries without public disclosure are from low and middle income groups. 
Among OECD countries, only France has disclosure without public availability. The other 56 countries 
make some kind of disclosure available to the public by law. In 3 of these countries, (Armenia, 
Greece, and Russia), disclosure must be made public under certain conditions such as application by 
members of the press. Another 7 countries (Brazil, India, Israel, Mexico, Nicaragua, Puerto Rico, and 
Spain make disclosure publicly available only under certain conditions, such as the authorization of 
the Speaker, the Comptroller, or the MP. Finally, only 46 countries require MPs to make disclosures 
publicly available without any conditions or limited access.

5
2 - In our classification, public availability by law requires that all legal elements are in place to implement this law. This affects only two countries (Jordan and Vietnam), where there are 
laws requiring MPs to submit non-public disclosure, but no implementation decrees have been passed as of January 2007.
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As we detail below, some countries that have public disclosure by law do not enforce compliance. 
To take this into account, we collected the filled out disclosure forms in countries with public disclosure, 
using the assistance of the World Bank research team and students in the relevant countries. We tried 
to obtain the filled out forms of the first four MPs in alphabetical order as well as of the speaker of 
the lower house. We went to great efforts to make sure that no inappropriate methods were used 
to obtain the forms. Generally speaking, we could obtain the filled out forms either through the 
internet (21 countries) or through one or several appearances at the relevant government office (21 
countries). In an additional 3 countries (Italy, Japan, and Spain) we could see the forms but were not 
allowed to copy them. In 9 countries, we failed to obtain the relevant forms. These include countries 
where forms must be publicly available by law (Namibia, Peru, Sri Lanka, and Uganda), with specific 
approvals (India, Israel, Puerto Rico, Mexico, and Nicaragua), or via the press (Russia). The distinction 
between public and non-public disclosure and that between public disclosure by law and in practice 
are central to any theory of accountability, and we keep track of these data.

As a second step in measuring disclosure, we consider its content and comprehensiveness. Even 
among the countries that mandate public availability of disclosure, the actual disclosure available to 
the public is often far less complete than that available to government agencies. To this end, we have 
sought to obtain for all the 95 countries that have disclosure laws or voluntary disclosure systems the 
actual forms that MPs are asked to fill out. We sought to obtain such forms both for the countries 
with public disclosure (see above) and for the countries without public disclosure, for which we 
sought blank forms. We succeeded in obtaining these forms for 90 of the 95 countries with disclosure 
reequirements. In Swaziland, the form does not exist, in Papua New Guinea we were told the form 
is confidential, and we are still working on obtaining forms for Egypt, Guatemala, and Morocco. 
We then used these blank and filled-out disclosure forms to construct indices of completeness of 
disclosure relative to the benchmark of a “universal” disclosure form that requires all the disclosures 
used in any of our countries. We thus have information not only about the broad mandates required 
by the law, but also about the extent of actual disclosure when the MP fills out the form.

Disclosure Variables
Based on the information-gathering strategies described above, we construct 8 disclosure variables 
used in the empirical analysis. These and other variables used in the analysis are defined precisely in 
Table 1; in the text we use less formal definitions. The 8 disclosure variables can be divided into two 
groups.

The first group includes two indicators that do not rely in any way on the content of disclosure. These 
indicators record, respectively, whether the law requires that disclosures be made publicly available 
and if, in practice, citizens have access to the forms. The two indicators differ for three reasons. In 
some countries (India, Israel, Mexico, Namibia, Nicaragua, Peru, Sri Lanka, Uganda, and Russia), public 
disclosure is required, but the filled-out forms proved impossible to obtain. In two more countries 
(Algeria and Mongolia), the law that requires the forms to be publicly available is new, and the 
deadline for MPs to turn the forms in had not yet elapsed, so we could not get them. In five other 
countries (Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden, and Zambia), public disclosure is not legally required, 
but is available in practice because social norms or party pressures encourage MPs to disclose. In 
our sample, disclosure is publicly available de jure or under certain conditions in 56 countries and 
publicly available in practice in 49 countries.

The second group of variables we use addresses the content of disclosure. Roughly speaking, we ask 
how many of “conceivable” disclosures are actually made by MPs. We assume that MPs in a country 
disclose what they are asked to disclose on the blank form, but not more. This assumption seems 
consistent with what we see in the filled-out forms obtained from the countries that made them 
available. To construct the content variables, we use the blank disclosure forms we have collected from 
90 countries. We construct an artificial universal disclosure form, which incorporates all information 
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3 - Some countries impose restrictions on the business activities of the MPs or on their ability to receive gifts or to own stock. In principle, such restrictions can serve as a substitute for 
disclosure. To address this issue, we have followed two approaches. First, the universal form allows us to account for the restrictions in each country. When there is a restriction that is binding 
in a given item, we do not consider this item a potential disclosure item in that country. Second, we have also created an index of restrictions, which ranges from zero when there are no 
restrictions to 0.69 for Croatia. The mean (median) value is 0.19 (0.13). We have tested for the importance of this index as a determinant of corruption. The econometric results show that the 
index is not significantly associated with lower levels of corruption and does not diminish the impact of our key variables presented in the following sections.
4 - “Conflicts of interest” have no values. Likewise, “expenditures” have only values, not identification.
5 - In some countries, registrars serve only as depositaries of the forms. In others, they must check that MPs have turned in their forms and inform of missing forms. In still others, the registrars 
must also check the forms to ensure that the information is correct. We have coded these “role of the registrar” variables to test their impact on corruption. They do not matter, and do not 
change the results of section IV.
6 - We assign the value of 0.0 to those countries that do not require disclosures by law.

that any country might require to disclose, and then measure for each country whether each bit of 
data is required to be disclosed in the form it uses for its MPs.

The “universal form” covers items in the following seven areas: (1) assets (e.g. personal residence, 
other real estate, movable assets, interest-bearing securities and bank accounts, stocks, and business 
ownership); (2) liabilities (i.e., mortgages, loans); (3) expenditures (e.g., home expenses, education, 
health, taxes); (4) income from public and private employers, independent activities, business 
income, financial gains, and income from other sources such as gambling; (5) potential conflicts of 
interest (e.g., unpaid activities such as board memberships, lobbying activities, previous employment, 
posttenure agreements); (6) direct and indirect gifts; and (7) travel.3

MPs may make two types of disclosure regarding items in these seven areas. Most obviously, MPs may 
disclose the value of their assets, liabilities, expenses, income, gifts, and travel. In addition, MPs may 
disclose information needed to identify the precise location of assets, the identity of creditors, the 
source of income, gifts and travel, and the identity of parties with whom they worked before, with 
whom they have unpaid relationships or associations, for whom they are lobbying, or with whom 
they have entered into post-tenure agreements. We keep separate track of disclosure requirements 
regarding values and identification, since their accuracy and their effects may differ. For example, it 
may be easier to lie about the value of an asset than about its location. In our coding, for each of the 
areas, the index of values equals 0 if no disclosure is required, 0.5 if only aggregate values need to be 
disclosed (e.g., total income, total assets, etc), and 1 if itemized values need to be disclosed. Similarly, 
for each of the areas, the index of identification equals 1 if items need to be identified precisely and 
zero otherwise.4 To pursue our interest in public availability of information, we measure the indices 
of values and identification separately for what is a) available to the Congress, b) available to the 
public by law, and c) available to the public in practice. These data are shown in the six columns of 
the second group of variables under “form content” in Table 2.

Measures based on the universal form can take into account the extent of disclosure not only for 
the MP himself (or herself), but also for family members. Indeed, 60 countries require the disclosure 
of all or some items for the family members of the MP. Our first two content variables assess values 
and identification disclosures by the MP and his family, regardless of who sees the form. We call 
these “available to congress,” since the disclosures are typically kept by the parliament’s registrar.5 
The mean (median) score for values available to congress across countries is 0.17 (0.14), out of the 
theoretical maximum of 1.0. At the top are countries such as Israel, Indonesia, El Salvador, and 
Canada, with scores above 0.5. The mean (median) score for identification available to congress is 
0.22 (0.20), again out of a theoretical maximum of 1.0. At the top are nations such as Israel, Guyana, 
Lithuania, the United States, Australia and Canada, with scores above 0.60.6

The Canadian blank form illustrates the components of the “universal form.” Disclosure by Canadian 
MPs is regulated by the Conflict of Interest Code for Members of the House of Commons, which 
includes a blank disclosure form that must be used. Canadian MPs have to provide the same amount 
of information for themselves, their spouses, and dependent children, so intra-family aggregation is 
irrelevant for Canada.

As explained above, there are seven areas of disclosures required from MPs. The first area is assets. 
In Canada, MPs must fill out all the details about their personal residence and other real property 
they own (i.e., buildings, farms, land, and property investments). These details include a description 
of the property, its purpose, the exact address, the estimated value, the percentage of ownership, 
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and the names and relationship of co-owners, if any. MPs must also report if any government entity 
is a tenant in any of their properties. The blank form also asks about the business assets of the MP 
and his family members, requesting the disclosure of the nature of each business, its name, address, 
whether it is a partnership or private corporation, the MP’s share of interest, the names of partners 
or co-owners, the value of the business or approximate value of the MP’s interest, and whether 
the business has any contracts with the Canadian government. MPs must also disclose financial 
investments and securities. Canadian MPs and their families are required to check what they own 
from a list of financial investment types (i.e., mutual funds, stocks, corporate bonds, debentures, 
options, stock market indices, commodities, currencies, insurance policies, savings plans, retirement 
accounts), and to attach to the form recent statements providing the details. For assets, Canada 
gets a values (identification) disclosure score of 0.64 (0.57), since it requires MPs to disclose only an 
aggregate value for term deposits and other interest-bearing financial instruments, which would 
not allow the reader to know their individual values or their location. Moreover, unlike some other 
countries, Canada does not require the disclosure of movable assets, such as vehicles, jewelry, or 
art.

For liabilities, the Canadian blank form requires all the information to identify individual debts or 
liabilities, mortgages, and guarantees in amounts over 10,000 Canadian dollars. The form requests the 
amount of each obligation and the name of the creditor or lending institution. This information gives 
Canada the highest score of 1.0 for the disclosure of both values and identification of liabilities.

The third area of disclosure is expenditures. For this area, the information that one may obtain in 
principle is that about values and not identification. In Canada, as in the majority of countries in our 
sample, MPs are not required to detail their expenditure patterns, so Canada gets the minimum score 
of 0 for values in the expenditure area.7

The fourth area of disclosures is income. In Canada, in addition to the detailed information about the 
MP’s own businesses and government contracts, the blank form asks the MP to check from a list of 
possible sources of income and benefits for himself and his family members, beyond the parliamentary 
compensation (businesses, farms, jobs, partnerships, professions, offices and directorships, contracts, 
royalties, interest, dividends, rents, trusts, pensions, annuities, disability benefits). In each case, the 
MP needs to identify the exact source and nature as well as the amount received in the past and 
the coming year. Canada gets a score of 1.0 for the disclosure of both values and identification of 
income.

The area of potential conflicts of interest is also addressed prominently in the Canadian blank form, as 
it separately requests that the MP identify his or his family’s activities and involvements in contractual 
or employment relationships, professions, businesses, directorships and management positions in 
corporations, associations, trade unions and non-profit organizations. The name of the organization 
and the MP’s position must be provided in each case. Finally, if any of these organizations lobbies 
or has any dealings with parliament or the Canadian government, the details need to be supplied. 
The only information in the universal form that we would not know for Canadian MPs is their past-
employment record, which some countries request to identify potential conflicts of interest with 
previous employers. Canada has the highest score in the sample of 0.86 in the identification of 
conflicts of interest reported to congress. Eight other countries in our sample score above 0.70 in this 
area: Australia, Sweden, Israel, Norway, Germany, Antigua and Barbuda, the United Kingdom, and the 
United States.

The last two areas covered by the universal form are travel and gifts, which might involve potential 
conflicts of interest. Canada is one of 12 countries that ask for information allowing identification of 
travel. Canadian MPs must file a form for each sponsored trip they undertake. In this form, they need 
to provide the names of the people accompanying them on the trip, destinations, dates, purpose, 

7 - Only 12 countries require expenditure disclosure. Only Indonesia and Paraguay have disclosure levels that give them a score above 0.3.



sponsors, and the description and value of all benefits received (gifts, transportation, accommodation), 
with supporting documents if possible. This is the maximum of items in our universal form. Canada 
gets a score of 1.0 in the areas of values and identification of travel, since it asks for disaggregated 
information in both cases.

Finally, Canadian MPs also have to file an additional form for each individual gift or benefit received, 
stating the nature, the source, and the circumstances under which the gift was received. With this 
information, Canada is one of the 14 countries that get a score of 1.0 in the identification of gifts. 
Although we would know the specific value of gifts obtained during a trip, there is no general 
requirement to provide individual value of each gift, so Canada scores 0.0 for the disclosure of gift 
values.

In sharp contrast with the amount of information requested from Canadian MPs, very little is made 
available to congress (among the countries that have disclosure forms) in Austria, Australia, Belgium, 
Hong Kong, Italy, Ireland, Namibia, New Zealand and Switzerland, each with a score below 0.05. For 
the case of identification available to congress, the bottom scores among countries with required 
disclosures by law are Austria, the Dominican Republic, Switzerland and Ukraine, all with scores 
below 0.10. While some of these countries are in both bottom groups, some others like Australia, 
New Zealand, Namibia and Ireland rank very high on identification disclosure. In these nations, the 
focus of the disclosure is the identification of the sources of potential conflicts of interests, not on 
financial values.

Of the 91 countries with some kind of MP disclosure for which we have a blank disclosure form, 32 do 
not make the disclosures available to the public, and an additional 23 make available only a summary 
form, whose content varies widely from one country to another. This leaves us with only 36 countries 
where the public has access to full disclosures.

The “universal form” methodology allows us also to calculate indices of the content of the forms 
available to the public by law and compare it to the forms submitted internally to congress. The 6th 
and 7th columns of data in Table 2 show the measures of values and identification publicly available 
by law. Disclosure available to the public is significantly more limited than that kept in congress. The 
mean (median) for our sample is 0.07 (0.08) for values and 0.11 (0.08) for identification. If we focus 
on the 22 countries that make only part of the form available to the public, the mean reduction is 
0.13 in values disclosure and 0.17 in identification disclosure.

Canada makes disclosures available to the public, but not all the information is disclosed. The 
Canadian values disclosure score falls from 0.61 to 0.49, while the identification score falls from 
0.90 to 0.61. Canada still has the fourth (third) largest values (identification) publicly-available by 
law score. The main cause of this reduction is the suppression of the main details of the addresses 
of properties, and of the individual values of assets, liabilities and incomes. Public disclosure in 
Canada still contains information that allows identification of accounts, assets, sources of income, 
and business connections. The individual forms for gifts and travel are also publicly available in full.

The last two columns in table 2 present the indices for values and identification publicly-available 
in practice, taking into account the results of our effort to obtain the actual forms for the 5 chosen 
MPs in each country, as well as those countries that have disclosures de facto but not de jure. These 
two columns are our most comprehensive summary measures of the content of MP disclosures, as 
they take into account not only the breadth of the content of the forms, but also the failure of 
some countries to comply with their public disclosure laws and the availability of data in other 
(Scandinavian) countries despite the absence of legal mandates. As with de jure measures, we assign 
the lowest score of 0.0 to countries that do not have public disclosure in practice.

9
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The summary statistics give us a final picture of the transparency of MP disclosures. In the full sample 
of 126 countries, the mean (median) score of values disclosure available to the public in practice 
is 0.05 (0.05), while the mean (median) score of identification disclosure available to the public in 
practice is 0.09 (0.14). Transparency is quite rare once we take all the relevant factors into account.

III. Determinants of Transparency.
Table 2 presents our eight measures of transparency. The first two variables capture public availability 
of disclosure by law and in practice, respectively. The next three variables summarize the scope of 
the disclosure of values available to: (1) congress by law; (2) the public by law; and (3) the public in 
practice. The last three variables measure the range of items that are identified in the form available 
to: (1) congress by law; (2) the public by law; and (3) the public in practice.

Panel M of Table 2 presents average scores for countries grouped by income. Start with the de jure 
variables. Low-income countries have the lowest transparency on all five de jure scores. However, de 
jure transparency improves quickly with income and peaks for upper middle income countries. Low- 
income countries also have the lowest scores for transparency in practice. High-income countries do 
relatively better in terms of actual rather than required disclosure. For example, the score of public 
availability in practice is the highest (0.63) for high-income countries. Moreover, although disclosures 
of values and identification are positively correlated as illustrated in Figure II, high income countries 
stress the disclosure of identification rather than that of values. The disclosure of identification 
publicly available in practice is the highest in rich countries (0.19) and declines monotonically with 
income. The corresponding values disclosure for high income countries (0.06) is not statistically 
different from the world mean of 0.05. As with de jure disclosure, the values index is the highest for 
upper middle income countries (0.09) and the lowest for low income countries (0.03).

Table 3 examines three potential determinants of the eight disclosure variables more systematically. 
The first is ethnic fractionalization, which has been shown in previous studies to influence the quality 
of public sector institutions (see, e.g., Easterly and Levine 1997, La Porta et al. 1999). The second is 
economic development, since richer countries generally have better institutions. However, one might 
be concerned that per capita income is endogenous, a problem difficult to resolve in a study like 
ours. Accordingly, in Panel A of Table 3, we control for latitude as an exogenous proxy for economic 
development, while in Panel B, we replace latitude with the logarithm of per capita income. The third 
potential influence on transparency we examine is the average democracy score between 1950 and 
2006 from Polity IV.

The results in Table 3 confirm that economic development, measured directly or proxied for with 
latitude, is associated with greater transparency. A plausible interpretation of this finding is that richer 
(or perhaps higher human capital) countries demand greater accountability of their politicians, and to 
this end impose more stringent transparency rules to promote such accountability. In contrast, we do 
not find in these data that ethnic heterogeneity is consistently associated with lower transparency.

We expect democracies to have more transparency: when voters select politicians, they require 
information for their decisions, some of which may come from disclosures (and is perhaps then 
disseminated or amplified by the media). Indeed, democracy is a statistically significant predictor of 
public availability of some disclosure. On the other hand, democracies have more extensive disclosures 
to congress but not to the public. This is a surprising finding: democracies are more likely to make 
disclosure public, they have more extensive disclosure to congress, but they do not require more 
detailed disclosure to the public. Democracy and economic development are critical determinants of 
public availability of disclosure, but not of its completeness.



IV. Consequences of Transparency for Accountability.
We next investigate the effect of transparency on the quality of government as part of a broader 
system of accountability. We measure the quality of government using the average over 2003-2007 
corruption score from the International Country Risk Guide, a standard measure of corruption and 
the one with the longest time series data available. We report results for four of our transparency 
variables and discuss others in the text. In various regressions, we also control for latitude, log per 
capita income in 2006 and ethnolinguistic fractionalization, all of which have been previously shown 
to influence corruption (La Porta et al. 1999).

The essential point we made in the introduction is that disclosure by politicians is part of a broader 
framework of accountability, which also includes the political system, media, and law enforcement. 
Accordingly, in addition to considering transparency by itself as a determinant of corruption, we also 
examine its consequences in conjunction with other measures of accountability. These fall into three 
groups. First, we consider democracy and its types as elements of the system of accountability. The 
indicators here include (1) average democracy over 1950-2006, introduced earlier, (2) proportional 
representation, and (3) party-specific, as opposed to candidate-specific, voting. Previous research 
has shown that democracy and proportional representation are associated with lower corruption 
(Persson and Tabellini 2003). Party-specific voting may deter corruption because parties bear the 
costs of corruption by their members, and so might discipline them on their own.

Second, in just about every theory of accountability, and in particular in Figure 1, the media plays a 
crucial role. We consider three indicators of potential media effectiveness in deterring corruption. The 
first two are government ownership of the press and of TV, both of which we expect to undermine 
media effectiveness in exposing corruption (Djankov et al. 2003). The third indicator is the logarithm 
of daily newspaper circulation, which in theory should improve media effectiveness in promoting 
accountability.

Third, again in most theories, as well as in Figure 1, the judiciary plays an important role in promoting 
the accountability of politicians. Our measure of the power of the judiciary is judicial independence 
from La Porta et al. (2002), which is presumably helpful in making sure that judges can fight corruption 
without fear of retribution. The results are organized as follows. Table 4 presents results for our two
indicators of public availability of disclosure by MPs–by law and in practice. Table 5 then presents 
the corresponding results for the completeness of the disclosure forms available to the public in 
practice—for values and for identification. Tables 6 and 7 present some checks of robustness.

Before turning to these results on disclosure, Panel A of Table 4 presents the regressions of corruption 
on other measures of accountability, including the various measures of democracy, media, and judicial 
independence. These particular regressions include no controls. With the exception of government 
ownership of television, which is high in many developed countries, all the other measures of 
accountability influence corruption. Countries that are more democratic, have proportional 
representation, have party-specific voting, low government ownership of the press, and independent 
judiciaries all have lower levels of corruption. These are not new results, but they raise the question 
of whether disclosure by politicians also matters.

In Panel B, we add public availability by law to the specifications in Panel A. The first column shows 
that public availability by law is associated with significantly lower corruption with no other controls 
in the regression. However, once we include other measures of accountability, public availability 
by law is somewhat significant only with proportional representation, party-specific voting, and 
government ownership of the press. Once we control for latitude and ethnic fractionalization 
(Panel C) or per capita income and fractionalization (Panel D), public availability by law is no longer 
statistically significant. In fact, only two other accountability variables are significant; the most 
important influence on corruption is per capita income.
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The results are radically different for public availability of disclosure in practice, as illustrated in 
Table 4B. As Panel A shows, this measure is a powerful predictor of low corruption by itself, but also 
controlling for every other indicator of accountability. Only democracy, government ownership of 
the press, and newspaper circulation remain significant in a regression that includes public disclosure 
in practice. If we control for latitude and ethnic fractionalization, public availability in practice 
remains uniformly significant. If we control for per capita income and ethnic fractionalization, we 
obtain three key results. First, with the exception of democracy, all other measures of accountability 
lose statistical significance. Second, per capita income is a strong predictor of low corruption. And 
third—and most interestingly for our purposes—in every specification, public availability of disclosure 
in practice is a highly statistically significant predictor of low corruption. Although these results 
should be interpreted with caution, they suggest that the crucial element of transparency of political 
system necessary for accountability is public availability of disclosure.

The next two tables deal with the content of disclosure. In both instances, in light of the evidence in 
Table 4, we focus on disclosure publicly available in practice. We are interested in finding out whether 
public disclosure in practice of values or identification matters for corruption. Table 5A shows that, in 
nearly every specification, more complete disclosure of values by an MP does not influence corruption. 
If interpreted literally, these results indicate that public disclosure of a politician’s resources is not 
particularly important for ensuring accountability.

Table 5B turns to the effects of identification disclosure. Here the results are very different. Publicly 
available identification disclosure is a highly statistically significant predictor of low corruption 
with every single control for other elements of accountability (Panel A). When we add latitude 
and ethnic heterogeneity as controls, it remains significant in every specification except when we 
control of judicial independence (Panel B). Similar results hold if we replace latitude with per capita 
income (Panel C). Although the level of statistical significance declines, publicly available disclosure 
of identification remains significant even with the per capita income control. In contrast, only 
democracy and judicial independence remain (marginally) significant in Panel C specification. The 
results in Table 5B suggest that publicly available disclosure of identification is an important element 
of a successful system of political accountability.

The effect is statistically significant, but at best moderate in size. An increase in identification 
disclosure from none to complete leads to, depending on the specification, an increase of about 1 
point in the ICRG score. To put this in perspective, the ICRG score ranges from 0 (Zimbabwe) to 6 
(Finland) and its standard deviation is 1.15.

Interestingly, many other measures of accountability lose statistical significance once disclosure 
identification publicly available in practice is included in the regressions. One measure that is however 
consistently associated with lower corruption is judicial independence. It also seems to wipe out the 
effect of identification—the only accountability measure to do so. Part of the problem is smaller 
sample size, but the data clearly point to the importance of judicial independence as well.

Before turning to the robustness checks, we note that availability to the public in practice is what 
is crucial about identification disclosure. Availability to congress has no influence on corruption. As 
seen in Tables 4B and 5B, the two variables associated with lower corruption both concern public 
availability of disclosure in practice.

Tables 6A and 6B show the results of dividing the sample in half by the democracy score for our 
two key measures of disclosure: public availability in practice and identification disclosure publicly 
available in practice. We present only the “toughest” specification: with the GDP per capita control, as 
well as controls for other accountability measures. The results in these tables show that our measure 
of disclosure works only for the democratic countries. In Table 6A, public availability in practice is



statistically significant in every specification for the democratic countries, but in none for the 
undemocratic ones. In Table 6B, disclosure of identification publicly available in practice is statistically 
significant in several specifications for the democratic countries, but never in the undemocratic ones. 
Figures 3 - 6 illustrate these results graphically. Disclosure by MPs as we measure it seems to be of no 
consequence in the undemocratic countries in our data. A plausible interpretation of this finding is 
that democracy is essential for transparency to matter.

Table 7A presents our results for alternative measures of corruption. The left side of the table shows 
the results for public availability of disclosure in practice. The right side shows results for identification 
disclosure publicly available in practice. In Panel A, we have no controls. In Panel B, we control for 
ethnic fractionalization, democracy, and latitude. In Panel C, we control for fractionalization, per 
capita income, and democracy. We use five additional corruption measures: from Kauffmann et al., 
from Transparency International, from the Heritage Foundation, from GCR, and finally (for a few 
countries), the percentage of firms reporting bribes from World Bank surveys.

Panel A shows that, with no additional controls, each of our public disclosure variables predicts 
lower corruption. In Panel B, results become weaker with democracy, latitude, and fractionalization 
controls, although in several specifications public disclosure variables remain significant. The 
results on disclosure disappear in Panel C, in part because democracy is more closely correlated 
with corruption for these alternative indices than for the ICRG measure. Perhaps we have excessive 
controls, perhaps the ICRG score is unrepresentative. However, as Table 7B shows, the results are 
stronger in the democratic countries, even with the harshest controls, consistent with our broad 
conclusion that disclosure is an important element of accountability in democracies.

V. Conclusion
In this paper, we presented new measures of disclosure by MPs in 126 countries, and examined their 
determinants as well as consequences for corruption. The measures distinguished between disclosure 
by law and in practice, between public and non-public disclosure, as well as between more and less 
comprehensive disclosure. These distinctions motivated the creation of several indices of disclosure 
in sample countries.

Several results of the analysis are worth reiterating. First, there is tremendous variation among 
countries—and even among countries with some disclosure mandates—in whether disclosure is made 
public and how much is made public. Having a disclosure law in place is no guarantee that the 
public sees much if any information relevant for evaluating politicians. Second, the crucial feature of 
disclosure from the viewpoint of stimulating political accountability is perhaps its public availability 
in practice. Many countries keep disclosure by MPs in congress, and such secret disclosure, even 
if extensive, appears uncorrelated with corruption. In contrast, public disclosure appears to be 
correlated with lower corruption even controlling for other measures of political accountability, such 
as media freedom and democracy, which are commonly seen as very important. Third, with respect to 
the content of disclosure, what appears to matter is identification of details of an MP’s assets, gifts, 
other activities, etc., rather than the reporting of aggregate values of assets and income. This result 
is perhaps unsurprising once we recognize that such identification is crucial for detecting conflicts 
of interest. Fourth, public disclosure seems to be strongly associated with lower corruption in the 
democratic but not the undemocratic countries, which points to complementarity of transparency 
and democracy.

Our data do not allow for a causal interpretation of this evidence. It might be that public disclosure 
by MPs indeed reduces corruption, or it might be that, in corrupt countries, legislatures successfully 
protect themselves against disclosure. Our data do allow a perhaps more limited suggestion, which 
might be relevant in light of the recent growth of disclosure laws around the world. If a country, 
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especially a democracy, wishes to pass disclosure laws with the purpose of reducing corruption, the 
most effective laws are those that make disclosure public and that focus on identification of the MP’s 
assets and activities, rather than on some aggregate values. Secret disclosure, by contrast, does not 
do much for political accountability.



15

References
• Adsera, Alicia, Carles Boix, and Mark Paine. 2003. “Are you being served? Political accountability and 
quality of government,” Journal of Law, Economics, & Organization 19(2), 445-490.

• Alesina, A., Devleeschauwer, A., Easterly, W., Kurlat, S., and Wacziarg, R. 2003. “Fractionalization.” 
Journal of Economic Growth, 8: 155-194.

• Barro, Robert J. 1973. “The control of politicians: An economic model,” Public Choice 14, 19-42.

• Beck, Thorsten, George Clarke, Alberto Groff, Philip Keefer, and Patrick Walsh, 2001. “New tools in 
comparative political economy: The Database of Political Institutions.” World Bank Economic Review 
15(1), 165-176.

• Besley, Timothy, and Andrea Prat. “Handcuffs for the grabbing hand? Media capture and government 
accountability,” American Economic Review 96(3), 720-736.

• Bjorkman, Martina, and Jakob Svensson. 2007. “Power to the People: Evidence from a Randomized 
Field Experiment of a Community-Based Monitoring Project in Uganda,” World Bank Policy Research 
Working Paper No. 4268 Available at SSRN: http://ssrn.com/abstract=996174

• Brunetti, Aymo, and Beatrice Weder. 2003. “A free press is bad news for corruption,” Journal of 
Public Economics 87, 1801-1824. 

• Central Intelligence Agency. CIA World Factbook, published online.

• Di Tella, Rafael. 2007. “Choosing agents and monitoring consumption: A note on wealth as a 
corruption-controlling device,” NBER Working Paper 13163.

• Djankov, Simeon, Caralee McLiesh, Tatiana Nenova, and Andrei Shleifer. 2003. “Who Owns the 
Media?” Journal of Law and Economics, 46(2): 341–81.

• Djankov, Simeon, Rafael La Porta, Florencio Lopez-de-Silanes, and Andrei Shleifer. 2008. “The Law 
and Economics of Self-Dealing.” Journal of Financial Economics.

• Easterly, William, and Ross Levine. 1997. “Africa’s growth tragedy: policies and ethnic divisions,” 
Quarterly Journal of Economics 112 (4), 1203–1250.

• Faccio, Mara. 2006. “Politically connected firms,” American Economic Review 369-386.

• Ferraz, Claudio, and Frederico Finan. 2007. "Electoral Accountability and Corruption in Local 
Governments: Evidence from Audit Reports," IZA Discussion Paper No. 2843 Available at SSRN: http://
ssrn.com/abstract=998235 .

• —. 2008. "Exposing Corrupt Politicians: The Effects of Brazil's Publicly Released Audits on Electoral 
Outcomes," Quarterly Journal of Economics.

• Fisman, Raymond, and Roberta Gatti. 2002. “Decentralization and corruption: Evidence across 
countries,” Journal of Public Economics 83, 325-345.

• Forejohn, John. 1986. “Incumbent performance and electoral control,” Public Choice 50, 5-25.

• Gehlbach, Scott G., Konstantin Sonin and Ekaterina V. Zhuravskaya. 2007. "Businessman Candidates." 
Available at SSRN: http://ssrn.com/abstract=917778 .

• Grossman, Sanford, and Oliver Hart. 1980. “Disclosure Laws and Takeover Bids,” Journal of Finance 
35(2): 323-334.

• Johnson, J. W., Wallack, J. S. 2006. “Electoral Systems and the Personal Vote: Update of database 
from ‘Particularism Around the World’”, 2003. San Diego: University of California.

• La Porta, Rafael, Florencio Lopez-de-Silanes, Andrei Shleifer, and Robert Vishny. 1998. “Law and 
finance.” Journal of Political Economy, 106(6): 1113-55.



16

• —. 1999. “The Quality of Government.” Journal of Law, Economics, and Organization, 1999, 15(1), pp. 
222–79.

• La Porta, Rafael, Florencio Lopez-de-Silanes, Cristian Pop-Eleches, and Andrei Shleifer. 2004. “Judicial 
Checks and Balances.” Journal of Political Economy, 112(2): 445–70.

• La Porta, Rafael, Florencio Lopez-de-Silanes, and Andrei Shleifer. 2006. “What Works in Securities 
Laws?” Journal of Finance, 61(1): 1–32.

• —. 2008.”The Economic Consequences of Legal Origins,” Forthcoming Journal of Economic Literature 
46.

• Olken, Benjamin A. 2007. “Monitoring corruption: Evidence from a field experiment in Indonesia,” 
Journal of Political Economy 115(2), 200-249.

• Persson, Torsten, and Guido Tabellini. 2003. The Economic Effects of Constitutions. Cambridge and 
London: MIT Press.

• Polity IV Project. 2005. Polity IV Project: Political Regime Characteristics and Transitions. College Park: 
University of Maryland. Available online at http://www.bsos.umd.edu/cidcm/inscr/polity/index.htm

• Przeworski, Adam, Michael Alvarez, Jose Cheibub, and Fernando Limongi, 2000. Democracy and 
development: political institutions and well-being in the world, 1950-1990. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

• Reinikka, Ritva, and Jakob Svensson. 2006. “The power of information: Evidence from a newspaper 
campaign to reduce capture of public funds,” Working Paper, IIES.

• Schneider, Frank. 2007. “Politicians, Transparency, and Corruption,” Mimeo, Harvard University.

• Svensson, Jakob. 2005. Eight questions about corruption. Journal of Economic Perspectives 19, 
19–42.

• Teorell, Jan, Sören Holmberg & Bo Rothstein. 2008. The Quality of Government Dataset, version 7 
Jan08. Göteborg University: The Quality of Government Institute, http://www.qog.pol.gu.se

• Treisman, Daniel. 2000. “The causes of corruption: A cross-national study,” Journal of Public Economics 
76, 399-457. 

• United Nations Statistical Database (http://unstats.un.org)

• World Development Indicators at http://devdata.worldbank.org/dataonline/.



17



18



19



20



21



22



23



24



25



26



27



28



29



30



31



32



33



34



35



36



37



38



39



40



41



42



43



44



45



46



47



48



49



50



51



52



53



54



55



56



57



58



59


