SSOAR

Open Access Repository

The impact of real world information shocks on
political attitudes: Evidence from the Panama

Papers disclosures

Helgason, Agnar Freyr; Mérola, Vittorio

Verdffentlichungsversion / Published Version
Zeitschriftenartikel / journal article

Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:

Helgason, A. F., & Mérola, V. (2022). The impact of real world information shocks on political attitudes: Evidence from
the Panama Papers disclosures. Research & Politics, 9(4), 1-8. https://doi.org/10.1177/20531680221136089

Nutzungsbedingungen:

Dieser Text wird unter einer CC BY-NC Lizenz (Namensnennung-
Nicht-kommerziell) zur Verfigung gestellt. Ndhere Auskiinfte zu
den CC-Lizenzen finden Sie hier:
https.//creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.de

gesis

Leibniz-Institut
fiir Sozialwissenschaften

Terms of use:

This document is made available under a CC BY-NC Licence
(Attribution-NonCommercial). For more Information see:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

Mitglied der

Leibniz-Gemeinschaft ;‘

Diese Version ist zitierbar unter / This version is citable under:
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-92433-7



http://www.ssoar.info
https://doi.org/10.1177/20531680221136089
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.de
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-92433-7

W) Check for updates

Research Article

Research and Politics
October-December 2022: -8

The impact of real world information shocks o auor 2

Article reuse guidelines:

on political attitudes: Evidence from the sagepub comournls permisios

DOI: 10.1177/20531680221 136089
journals.sagepub.com/home/rap

Panama Papers disclosures ©SAGE

Agnar Freyr Helgason' and Vittorio Mérola®

Abstract

The Panama Papers disclosures in April 2016 revealed information about tax avoidance and fraud among political elites and
the wealthy on a global scale. But did the disclosures affect relevant political attitudes and behavior, including perceptions of
corruption, redistributive preferences, and voting intentions? We leverage nationally representative surveys that were in
the field at the time in two heavily impacted countries, France and Spain, and treat the disclosures as a natural experiment,
comparing respondents questioned just before and just after the disclosures. Our design highlights the difficulty, at times, of
interpreting natural experiments, given the potentially compounded treatments that arise as events unfold over time, and
the common inability to properly determine views prior to the treatment. That said, the analysis indicates that the
disclosures had limited effects on the domains most likely affected by such a scandal, consistent with them being interpreted
based on existing beliefs and identities. Our results thus contradict prior findings which suggest that the Panama Papers had
substantial effects on redistributive attitudes, and shed further light on voters’ learning and updating around uncertain, yet
emotionally laden, political facts.
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Introduction This paper contributes to these debates by taking advantage
of the unexpected disclosures of the Panama Papers on 3 April
2016. This large trove of leaked documents provided an ex-
ogenous information shock, which revealed many instances of
government officials and wealthy individuals engaging in
fraud and tax evasion through offshore shell accounts. To
estimate the effect of the disclosures, we use an “Unexpected
Event During Surveys” research design (see Muiioz et al.,
2020), comparing the survey responses provided before and
after this unexpected event, across two nationally

Evaluating the impact of novel information on political atti-
tudes and behavior has lately taken on greater urgency (e.g.,
Flynn et al., 2017). We focus on two related areas where this
question is particularly acute: corruption and economic in-
equality. Recent research in these domains suggest an unclear
picture regarding the role of information, despite a generally
uninformed citizenry (Chang et al.,, 2010; Gimpelson and
Treisman, 2018). Scholars have shown that informing
voters about corruption can reduce the support for relevant
officials (Weitz-Shapiro and Winters, 2017), or it can have null
or even positive effects on incumbent support (De Vries and  'Department of Political Science, University of Iceland, Reykjavik, Iceland
Solaz, 2017). Similarly for economic inequality, some studies ~ *School of Government and International Aairs, Durham University, UK
find that informing voters about the true levels of inequality in
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representative surveys in France and Spain, two countries
heavily implicated by the disclosures.

We are not the first to study the effects of the Panama Papers
on political behavior. Ouali (2020) finds that European citizens
became more supportive of redistribution, as well as slightly
more likely to support pro-redistribution parties. Although the
paper is novel in its contribution, it is hampered by making
causal inferences based on data measured well before or after
the disclosures. As we outline below, our research design,
motivated as a natural experiment around a narrower time
frame, allows us to more accurately capture the potential ef-
fects of the leak on political behavior.

In the end, we mostly find null results, although there is
evidence that the disclosures shifted citizens’ perceptions of
corruption, as well as their willingness to redistribute income,
in both partisan and altruistic ways. Importantly, we find little
reliable evidence that the Panama Papers revelation shifted
intended voting behavior, even where the incumbent gov-
ernment was seemingly directly implicated in the scandal. The
results are consistent with the hypothesis that the information
shock was not strong enough to change partisan loyalties, but
may instead generally have been interpreted based on existing
beliefs and identities (Solaz et al., 2019).

That being said, an unexpected event during a survey is not
a silver bullet for causal inference. Although we carefully
evaluate several relevant threats to internal validity and find
each of the underlying assumptions of our analysis plausible,
the analysis nonetheless highlights the uncertainty involved in
applying this increasingly common research design to noisy
real world observational data. As such, we emphasize that our
results should be interpreted in light of the limitations in in-
ternal validity posed by this research design.

The Panama Papers scandal

On 3 April 2016, the International Consortium of Investigative
Journalists (ICLJ), composed of journalists from various

countries, released the first set of documents from the so called
“Panama Papers” (see IC1J, 2020). These were documents from
the Panamanian law firm Mossack Fonseca, leaked by an
anonymous whistleblower. The documents detail personal fi-
nancial information about wealthy individuals and public of-
ficials, relating to offshore entities and shell corporations. In
total, 140 politicians from 50 countries were implicated in the
scandal, including the leaders of Argentina, Ukraine, and
Iceland.

Spain and France were two of the most affected countries by
these leaks (Dalby and Wilson-Chapman, 2019). Among the
prominent individuals implicated in Spain were the Minister of
Industry (who later resigned) and the former vice-president, both
belonging to the ruling conservative party, the Partido Popular
(PP), a political party previously implicated in a series of
corruption scandals. In France, on the other hand, the political
figures implicated were more evenly distributed across the
political spectrum. Several key members of the far-right party,
the Front National (FN), were mentioned in the leaks (including
its founder and previous leader), as was a previous minister in
the socialist government at the time, and Senators and Delegates
in the French Parliament from various parties.

The disclosures of the Panama Papers received widespread
news attention at the time, and were thus highly salient among
the public.' Figure 1 provides the Google search trends in both
Spain and France before and after the leak, as benchmarked to
searches for “Trump” and “Euro 2016,” both of which were
trending topics at the time.” The search count shows a clear
peak in searches for “Panama Papers” around the 3rd of April,
which suggests that the leaks significantly caught people’s
attention in these two countries.’

We expect such a leak to provide two crucial pieces of
information. First, it should provide a general signal of
“corruption” among political elites, at least in the minds of
voters, and in particular the specific parties prominently
mentioned in the documents.* Previous research on corruption
generally argues that support for incumbent parties decreases
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whenever there is greater and better quality information ex-
posing corruption in the government, unless responsibility is
unclear or there are no superior alternative parties to support
(De Vries and Solaz, 2017). We also know that voters are more
likely to disregard negative information against their own
party, but embrace negative information undermining op-
posing parties, such that corruption scandals have the potential
to increase polarization between government supporters and
opponents (Solaz et al., 2019). Consequently, the effect of
corruption information is expected to not only depend on its
strength and the existence of alternatives but also on the
motivated responses to the information.

In Spain, this is expected to more specifically increase beliefs
in the prevalence of corruption within the incumbent ruling
party, except among supporters of the party, who should reject
such accusations. In France, meanwhile, this could either in-
crease the general belief that all politicians and public officials
are corrupt, if voters are not reacting in a motivated fashion, or, if
voters instead update in a motivated way, it could produce
asymmetric perceptions of corruption in the government, as
supporters of each party are provided with “ammunition” to
selectively use when rejecting opposing parties.

Second, such a leak also provides a rough reminder of the
extent of inequality in society, as well as a potential indicator of
the lack of economic fairness due to imbalanced tax com-
pliance. Information that lowers perceptions of relative ranking
or dampens expectations of economic mobility should enhance
voters’ support for redistributive public policies, in particular
for poorer individuals who stand to gain the most (Mérola and
Helgason, 2016). Research has also demonstrated the im-
portance of beliefs regarding fairness and deservingness when
it comes to attitudes around inequality (Almas et al., 2010). In
that sense, learning about the unequal opportunities that exist
across social groups, or tax avoidance among the wealthy (who
thus might seem less deserving), should increase support for
redistributive policies as well, potentially even among the rich.

Holding offshore shell accounts is generally viewed as the
privilege of the elite few, generally done in order to avoid
paying taxes, thus serving as a signal or prime of the large gap
that exist among the middle and working classes, on one side,
and the rich on the other, both in terms of their income and tax
compliance. Such information is therefore generally expected
to increase the support for redistributive policies, effects which
should be stronger among lower income voters.

Data and research design

To test the expectations above, we take advantage of two
nationally representative surveys in France and Spain that were
in the field in the days before and after the Panama Papers
scandal was exposed. We employ an “Unexpected Event
During Surveys” research design, which compares responses
of individuals to the same survey just before and just after an
unexpected and exogenous event (Mufioz et al., 2020). This

research design gives us leverage to evaluate the effect of said
event on individual preferences and voting intentions.

The “Role of Government” module of the International
Social Survey Programme (ISSP) was in the field in France
from February 9 until September 30, although 75% of re-
sponses were collected before May (ISSP, 2018). The survey
yielded 1501 responses, based on a simple random sample. As
respondents completed the survey by mail, the date of survey
completion is the date the mailed in survey was received by the
survey organization. As such, we do not know the exact date
when respondents completed and mailed the questionnaire,
and as a result, we code as missing responses received on April
4-6 (meaning 1-3 days after the disclosures), since the
treatment status of these responses is uncertain (the results are
not sensitive to sightly changing these dates).

The April barometer survey of the Centro de Inves-
tigaciones Socioldgicas (CIS) was in the field in Spain from
April 1 to April 10. The face-to-face survey yielded
2490 responses, with sampling stratified by region and town
size, and individuals stratified by age and sex. Due to its face-
to-face nature, there are considerable imbalances in the tem-
poral distribution of interviews across regions, which require
special methodological care, as we outline in the next section.’

The ISSP survey contains numerous questions which are
relevant for our purposes. To capture redistributive attitudes, we
use three questions: whether it is the government’s responsibility
to reduce income differences between the rich and the poor, and
whether taxes for those with high incomes and those with low
incomes are too high. To capture changes in beliefs about
corruption and government accountability we use two ques-
tions: how many politicians and how many public officials,
respectively, are perceived to be involved in corruption.®

The CIS survey primarily consists of questions on voting
intentions. To capture the effect of the corruption shock on
voting intentions, we use a question on how likely respondents
are to vote for one of the four major parties in Spain on a scale
from 0 to 10.”

Assumptions and threats to
internal validity

As with any natural experiment, drawing inferences about
causation based on the “UEDS” research design rests on several
assumptions, some of which can be directly assessed, while
others depend on circumstantial evidence (Muioz et al., 2020).

First, it could be the case that some or all respondents in the
treatment group did not receive the treatment, which for our
study would entail respondents not noticing the outbreak of the
Panama Papers scandal. We consider such non-compliance
unlikely to be problematic in our case: The scandal was ex-
tensively documented by the mainstream media, while the
Google Trends analysis suggests that the scandal gathered major
attention among the public as soon as it broke out in both France
and Spain. That being said, we do not have individual level data
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on exposure to the scandal and our results should be interpreted
in light of that limitation.

Second, the excludability assumption may be violated, as the
outbreak of the scandal did not occur in a vacuum but rather
unfolded in the context of Spanish and French politics. To guard
against the potential for a monotonic time trend in attitudes, we
limit the time window of our samples as much as is feasible
considering the sample size. Due to differences in fieldwork
between the two countries, these feasible windows differ
substantially: In the Spanish case we can limit our analysis to the
two days before and after the outbreak of the scandal, while in
the French case we limit ourselves to a one month window
before and after 3 April 2016.° As is often the case with natural
experiment, we are thus unable to cleanly isolate the exposure of
the Panama Papers from the political reactions and societal
discussions that followed (at least in France), although these
later events also helped keep the issues of corruption and in-
equality salient in the weeks after the disclosures themselves.”

Third, the ignorability assumption may be violated, primarily
because the reachability of respondents may differ in a con-
sequential manner, leading some types of individuals to respond
earlier than others, regardless of the treatment. Furthermore, the
scandal may have caused some respondents to participate due to
their reactions to the disclosures. To assess this assumption, we
do a balance test on relevant covariates and find some imbalance
(see section 2.2 of the Online Appendix). In the case of the
Spanish survey, which was based on face-to-face interviews, we
primarily find differences in the regional composition of the
treatment and control groups. In the case of the French survey,
we find differences between age and education groups, which is

in line with previous research on bias due to reachability
(Muioz et al., 2020). In the analysis reported below, we account
for these differences using entropy balanced matching
(Hainmueller, 2012). Along with different treatment windows,
the appendix details the results without entropy balancing.

Empirical analysis

We rescale all outcome variables to have a mean of zero and
standard deviation of one, and code them such that higher values
represent more agreement with a given statement. Following
theoretical expectations, we report overall effects, as well as
effects by key subgroups: “rich” versus “non-rich,” and in-
cumbent government supporters versus non-incumbent sup-
porters.'® Full model results and question wordings are available
in the appendix.

Figure 2 shows the treatment effects on redistributive
preferences in France. As we can see, there are no reliable
overall effects, regardless of the outcome. However, there is a
noticeable subgroup difference, with richer respondents in-
creasing their support for reducing taxes after the Panama Papers
disclosures, although only on lower income citizens. Interest-
ingly, this increased support for reducing the tax burden among
the poor is significantly stronger (by about 0.75 standard de-
viations) for respondents from the top of the income distribution
than the rest. Since there are no significant shifts regarding the
tax burden on high income citizens, this could imply that there is
a specific increase in sympathy from the rich toward the poor,
which manifests itself as a willingness to lower the fiscal burden
on the poor, as opposed to increase it on the rich. These results

Average effects Marginal differences by income
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Figure 2. The Panama Papers’ effect on redistributive preferences in France.
Note: OLS estimates with entropy balancing weights and one month treatment bandwidth. Positive values indicate more agreement
with statement. Confidence intervals shown at 90 and 95% level with thick and thin lines, respectively.
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are consistent with recent evidence among developed democ-
racies, which finds that the rich become more altruistic as in-
come inequality rises (Dimick et al., 2017), although they are
harder to explain from a standard political economy perspective.

Meanwhile, Figure 3 displays the results of the information
shock on corruption beliefs in France. There are several im-
portant effects. First, there is a clear, and very strong, partisan

effect, whereby supporters of the incumbent government
become considerably less likely to admit that there is cor-
ruption among public officials and politicians. This effect is not
only strong (0.5-0.75 standard deviations) and significant on
its own, but it is also significantly different from the effect
among all other respondents. This is consistent with recent
research on the seemingly motivated bias in corruption

Average effects
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Figure 3. The Panama Papers’ effect on corruption beliefs in France.
Note: OLS estimates with entropy balancing weights and one month treatment bandwidth. Positive values indicate more agreement
with statement. Confidence intervals shown at 90 and 95% level with thick and thin lines, respectively.
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Figure 4. The Panama Papers’ effect on voting intentions in Spain.

Note: OLS estimates with entropy balancing weights and two day treatment bandwidth. Positive values indicate more agreement with
statement. Confidence intervals shown at 90 and 95% level with thick and thin lines, respectively.
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perceptions between supporters and opponents of the incum-
bent government (Solaz et al., 2019), as well as broader work on
partisan cheerleading around political facts (Bullock and Lenz,
2019)."" Although opponents of the government view the
government as somewhat more corrupt after the disclosures, this
effect is not significant.

In Figure 4, we turn our attention to the results of the
information shock on voting intentions in Spain. There
are no strong or highly precise effects. Importantly,
unlike the previous results, we see no consistent evi-
dence of a partisan effect based on prior votes.'? Thus,
despite having the clearest case of an incumbent gov-
ernment particularly tainted by the Panama Papers
revelation, it would seem that this information shock
did not significantly alter voting intentions across
supporters or opponents of the government in Spain.
This is consistent with recent findings regarding the
difficulty of shifting voting behavior, even when pre-
senting voters with clear information about the per-
formance of incumbent officials (Dunning et al., 2019).
It is also possible, however, that the leaks were
somewhat overshadowed by the run-up to the elections
at the time, in particular as it relates to members of the
ruling party implicated.

Conclusion

It is unclear how much political attitudes truly change when
exposed to novel political information. The more revelatory
the information, the more we might expect attitudes, and
potentially behavior, to change. Since voters generally are
unaware of the level of corruption (Chang et al., 2010) or
economic inequality (Gimpelson and Treisman, 2018) in
society, we would expect that glimpses into the true state of
affairs on these issues should be particularly important. The
empirical literature, however, is decidedly mixed in this
regard.

In order to shed light on this question, we take advantage
of the unexpected disclosures of the Panama Papers, a
natural experiment presenting unique evidence on the
sometimes illegal offshore accounts of the rich and polit-
ically powerful, which garnered a great deal of media at-
tention. But did it affect political attitudes and behaviors?
We find that it did not, at least not in a uniform and con-
sistent way. Critically, it did not seem to lower support for
the incumbent, even when government ministers were di-
rectly implicated. It did, however, seemingly polarize
perceptions about corruption in the government among
supporters and opponents, while also producing a greater
willingness among the rich to redistribute income by
lowering the fiscal burden on the poor.

Although our research design does entail some important
assumptions, we believe these are adequately satisfied in our

case. That said, the design does not allow us to properly
specify the mechanism in question, since we cannot cleanly
identify the “treatment”—in particular, whether the infor-
mation received was truly novel or what exact information
produced the effects. For example, while we believe that the
null effects on voting behavior in Spain reflect the difficulty
of significantly shifting voting intentions two months before
an election, it is also possible that the disclosures presented
little new information given the recent corruption scandals
which tainted the incumbent government, or that the leaks
simply did not receive sufficient media attention in the
context of an election campaign. Future work should further
investigate the differing effects of novel versus reaffirming
information, as well as the conflicting pathways of im-
mediate information shocks and any subsequent govern-
ment responses on the ground.

Although this highlights the potential cost of lower in-
ternal validity from natural experiments, there are also
benefits to such a design. Most importantly, it helps us
overcome the well-known problems of ecological validity
potentially plaguing survey experiments (Barabas and Jerit,
2010). As such, our findings of partisan differences in
corruption perceptions become even more noteworthy,
given recent evidence from survey experiments indicating
that voters engage in minimal motivated learning when
consuming factual information (Guess and Coppock, 2020).
We believe systematically comparing differences in modes
and designs across issue areas is therefore an important next
step in the broader literature on the role of information in
public opinion and political behavior.
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Notes

1. For an overview of the general media exposure of the leak,
see:  https://www.icij.org/investigations/panama-papers/
pages/media-partners/ and https://www.aljazeera.com/

program/the-listening-post/2016/4/9/panama-papers-have-
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the-media-censored-the-story. Furthermore, analyzing data
on the number of newspaper headlines during 2016, Ouali
(2020) finds that in 21 European countries only newspapers
in the United Kingdom had more headlines on the Panama
Papers than French newspapers, with Spanish newspapers
coming in sixth.

2. Donald Trump was emerging as the Republican presi-
dential candidate, while the Euro 2016 football tourna-
ment, which was held in France, was just a couple of
months away.

3. An additional analysis of coverage in El Pais and Le Monde,
the two main newspapers in each country, in the week after the
leaks (April 4-10), highlights the extent of the media coverage
in Spain and France. The leaks were covered on the front page
of both newspapers each day of the following week, at times
prominently featuring as the main story of the day. There were
at least two stories regarding the leaks in each newspaper for
every day of this period. That said, there was a clear asym-
metry in the coverage across both countries—with the leaks
receiving noticeably more attention in Le Monde than El Pais
during this period, in part due to the seeming focus on the
upcoming national elections in Spain at the time. Below we
briefly discuss this further.

4. We conceptualize the leaks as information about “corruption,”
even though not all exposures in the leaks actually revealed
illegal behavior, although many did. The reason is due to the
assumed connection on the part of voters between offshore
shell accounts and illicit behavior, in particular via the sus-
picion it likely produces as to the intentions of the actors
involved to avoid legal tax obligations. The fact that prom-
inent politicians were forced to resign in both France and
Spain due to the fallout from the leaks is an indication of how
likely it is that such a perception existed in the mind of voters
at the time.

5. For an overview of CIS’s fieldwork methodology, see Balcells
and Torrats-Espinosa (2018). We thank Joan-Josep Vallbé for
assistance in obtaining the CIS data.

6. See the appendix for an analysis of an alternative pair of
outcome questions, based on the perceptions that economic
elites or common people have the most influence in policy-
making.

7. See the appendix for an analysis of an alternative vote choice
question and an overview of the main parties in Spain.

8. When deciding how to limit the time period, or bandwidth,
under study there is a clear trade-off between statistical
power and internal validity. The shorter the time period
under study, the more likely it is that the before and after
groups are as-if random and that no unrelated events affect
the outcomes being studied. However, the longer the time
period under study, the more likely it is that the sample size
will be sufficiently large to detect meaningful effects. We
try to balance these two objectives in selecting our time
frame, although in the appendix we show the results using
alternative bandwidths.

9. The appendix includes analyses of potential “manipulation
checks,” which highlight the potential compounded nature of
the treatment as subjects seemingly also incorporated the
government response into their beliefs.

10. We use a rough top 40% to bottom 60% split, to maintain
statistical power, when capturing income differences in
France. Incumbent vs non-incumbent support is determined
through self-reported vote in prior elections across both
countries.

11. This partisan pattern is similarly evident across the two al-
ternative outcomes mentioned above, as shown in the
appendix.

12. The appendix also displays the results in France and Spain
when subgroups are interacted with political sophistication.
Although these analyses are also more speculative, we find no
evidence that the null effects were more or less pronounced
among high and low sophisticates.
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