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ABSTRACT. How do different forms of clientelism shape democratic erosion? This article argues that clientelism
should not be treated as a uniform political practice. Rather, its consequences depend on how clientelist exchange is
organized, financed, brokered, and connected to the state. The article develops this argument through a comparative
analysis of Indonesia and Malaysia, two Southeast Asian cases with contrasting clientelist structures. Indonesia is
characterized by fragmented, personalized, and candidate-centered clientelism, while Malaysia has historically been
shaped by centralized and party-institutionalized clientelism. Using V-Dem country-year data, the article examines
the relationship between clientelism and two dimensions of democratic quality: rule of law and universalistic welfare
provision. The findings show that clientelism is negatively associated with both outcomes in both countries, but the
dominant channel of erosion differs. In Indonesia, clientelism is more strongly and consistently associated with weaker
rule of law. In Malaysia, clientelism is more strongly associated with the erosion of universalistic welfare provision in
the descriptive and baseline models, although the controlled models also reveal a rule-of-law channel. Overall, the article
argues that clientelism erodes democratic quality through different dominant channels depending on its institutional
form.
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INTRODUCTION that clientelism can distort distributive priorities
by directing resources toward electorally useful
Extensive scholarship has shown that individuals or groups, rather than allocating them

clientelism has a negative consequences on
democracy in multifaceted ways (Graziano, 1973;
Stokes, 2005; Lyne, 2007; Kitschelt et al., 2010;
Hicken, 2011; Stokes et al., 2013; Bardhan &
Mookherjee, 2020; Lo Bue et al., 2021). Hicken
(2011, p. 302) highlights that clientelism can reverse
the standard accountability relationship by requiring
voters to trade some of their political rights for
access to distributive benefits, which may ultimately
weaken democratic consolidation. In terms of
democratic institutions, clientelism also shapes the
structure and functioning of political parties and party
systems. For example, compared to programmatic
competition, clientelistic politics is associated with
less stable and less institutionalized party systems,
which is reflected in higher electoral volatility,
greater fragmentation, and weaker institutional
continuity across elections (Kitschelt et al., 2010). Its
effects also extend to legislative behavior, as parties
operating in more clientelistic environments have
been found to display lower cohesion in opposition
and to rely less frequently on roll-call voting than
more programmatic parties (Desposato, 2007).
Extending the argument of how clientelism
harms democracy, Stokes et al. (2013) also show

according to universalistic or programmatic criteria.
Because benefits are conditioned on political support,
public resources may be distributed according
to electoral utility rather than social need, legal
entitlement, or collective welfare, which produces
inefficient and inequitable outcomes (Stokes et al.,
2013, pp. 249252, 258-259).

Although a substantial body of research
documents that pervasive clientelism undermines
democracy, only a few studies examine whether
its long-term consequences vary according to the
institutional form through which clientelist exchange
is structured. Some studies, like Lo Bue et al. (2021)
and Lindberg et al. (2022) use long historical cross-
national panel data and show that higher levels of
clientelism are associated with poorer democratic
quality and development, such as the rule of law,
higher corruption, and lower coverage of universal
welfare programs. Yet they remain less attentive to
how variations in institutional forms of clientelism
may generate distinct patterns of erosion in
democratic quality. Therefore, our study asks: How
do different institutional forms of clientelism shape
the dominant channels through which democratic
quality erodes?
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We answer this question through a comparative
analysis of Indonesia and Malaysia, two important
Southeast Asian cases in which clientelism
remains politically significant but takes markedly
different institutional forms (Aspinall et al. 2022).
This article argues that clientelism is not a single
uniform phenomenon, but varies according to
mstitutional structure, resource base, and modes
of political brokerage. In Indonesia, clientelism is
more fragmented, personalized, and often privately
financed through temporary campaign teams and
localized broker networks. Conversely, in Malaysia,
clientelism has historically been more centralized
and party-institutionalized, —operating through
hierarchical party structures with more stable access
to state resources.

For analytical purposes, this article focuses on
two dimensions of democratic quality—the rule of
law and the inclusiveness of universalistic welfare
provision. These dimensions are selected because
together they capture two foundational dimensions
of democratic citizenship, which are equality and
distributive inclusion (O’Donnell, 2004; Strebel et al.,
2018; Deacon, 2009). Our findings show that higher
levels of clientelism are associated with weaker rule
of law and lower levels of inclusive public provision
in both countries. However, the pattern of association
differs across cases. In Indonesia, the negative
association is more pronounced in the sphere of rule-
of-law enforcement. Meanwhile, in Malaysia, the
descriptive and baseline results point more strongly
to the sphere of universalistic welfare provision,
although the controlled models suggest that party-
institutionalized clientelism may also be associated
with rule-of-law deterioration. These findings
suggest that the institutional form of clientelism
conditions the relative domain and mechanism by
which democratic erosion is most likely to occur.

We develop our argument in five separate
analytical steps. First, we develop the conceptual
and theoretical framework by providing the
contrasting institutional configurations of clientelism
in Indonesia and Malaysia. Second, based on this
comparative institutional framework of clientelism,
we derive our comparative expectations on
two democratic qualities—the rule of law and
universalistic welfare provision. Third, we explain
the research design, data, operationalization of
variables, and empirical strategy. Fourth, we present
our findings in a comparison between Indonesia and
Malaysia, assessing whether they are consistent with
the expectation that different institutional forms of
clientelism generate different patterns of democratic
erosion. The final section summarizes the argument

and discusses its implications for research on cliente-
lism, democratic quality, and comparative politics in
Southeast Asia.

Conceptual Framework: Institutional Forms
of Clientelism and Differentiated Democratic
Erosion: Comparison between Indonesia and
Malaysia

To address our research question—How do
different institutional forms of clientelism shape the
dominant channels through which democratic quality
erodes?—we develop the conceptual framework in
two steps. First, we clarify what is meant by variation
in the institutional form of clientelism, and we use
Indonesia and Malaysia cases that differ sharply in
their dominant institutional configurations. Second,
we expand our argument’s expectation that both
forms of clientelism are expected to undermine
democratic quality, but the pattern of democratic
erosion varies according to the institutional form of
clientelism itself.

Initially, we employ Aspinall et al.’s (2022)
study, which provides a comparative account of
patronage-based electoral mobilization in Southeast
Asiaand demonstrates that clientelism is nota uniform
phenomenon but varies according to its institutional
structure. In our study, we chose Indonesia and
Malaysia as strategically selected cases that share
enduring clientelist politics (van Klinken, 2009;
Weiss, 2022) but differ substantially in how clientelist
exchange is organized (Aspinall et al., 2022).
Furthermore, we use this comparison to advance the
argument that the variation of political clientelism
institutions constitutes an important, yet little noticed,
dimension of how these forms of political clientelism
affect democratic quality differently. However, to
show the broader institutional configuration through
which non-programmatic exchange is coordinated,
financed, brokered, and distributed between these
countries, we use the term “institutional forms of
clientelism” to define this variation. The contrasting
institutional forms of clientelism between Indonesia
and Malaysia can be summarized as in the table 1
below.

Within this framework, Indonesia is charac-
terized predominantly by an ad hoc team model.
Although national parties remain important electoral
gatekeepers, their role in organizing campaigns and
supplying patronage resources is often secondary.
Individual ~ candidates = commonly  establish
personalized tim sukses, recruiting relatives, friends,
business associates, community leaders, and local
brokers to connect them with voters (Aspinall et al.,
2022, pp. 84-89). These ad hoc teams are generally
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Table 1. Institutional Forms of Clientelism

Institutional dimension

Indonesia

Malaysia

Dominant mobilization regime
Central political actor

Degree of coordination

Permanence

Resource base
Main scale of patronage
Timing

Relationship with the state

Analytical label in this study

Ad hoc team
Individual candidate

Limited coordination, including among co-parti-
sans

Temporary and election-specific

Predominantly personal, private, or sponsor-pro-
vided resources

Micro- and meso-particularism
Concentrated around elections

Candidates negotiate access through brokers,
officials, and financiers

Fragmented and personalized

Party machine
National party and ruling coalition

High coordination across candidates and
levels

Durable across elections

Predominantly public and party-linked
resources

Meso- and macro-particularism
Throughout the electoral cycle

Party mediates access to government
resources

Centralized and party-institutionalized

Source: Author’s adaptation from Aspinall et al. (2022).

Note: We synthesize their typology of electoral mobilization regimes and reclassify Indonesia and Malaysia as institutional forms of clientelism

for this study.

created for a single electoral contest, receive limited
assistance from party organizations, coordinate
weakly with other candidates—including candidates
from the same party—and frequently dissolve after
the election (Aspinall et al., 2022, pp. 69-71, 84—
90). The clientelism model is consequently more
candidate-centered, privately financed, concentrated
around elections, and heavily reliant on micro-
particularistic payments and smaller-scale benefits for
selected groups (Aspinall et al., 2022, pp. 73-75, 89—
90). Hence, candidates often finance these exchanges
personally or obtain support from business sponsors
who may expect political or administrative favors
following electoral victory (Aspinall et al., 2022, pp.
89-90). We label this model as a Fragmented and
personalized model.

Opposing to Indonesia, Malaysia occupies the
other typology, representing a predominantly party-
machine regime. National political parties—most
notably UMNO and the Barisan Nasional coalition—
serve as the principal organizations for electoral
mobilization and patronage distribution. Malaysian
politicians derive much of their authority, campaign
support, and access to resources from party structures,
while national party leaders coordinate candidates,
activists, electoral strategies, and the allocation of
patronage across constituencies (Aspinall et al.,
2022, pp. 74-81). Moreover, Party organizations
also operate as intermediaries between citizens and
the state, such as local party offices that facilitate
access to welfare assistance, development benefits,
and government programs, thereby blurring the
boundary between partisan organization and public
administration (Aspinall et al., 2022, pp. 79-81). For
the sources of patronage-clientelism, Malaysia relies
primarily on public resources, and it is distributed
throughout the electoral cycle, and takes the form of

meso- and macro-particularistic benefits more often
than individualized election-time gifts (Aspinall et
al., 2022, pp. 11-12, 74-75). For analytical purposes,
we describe this configuration as centralized and
party-institutionalized clientelism because political
exchange is coordinated through durable, nationally
integrated party structures with comparatively stable
access to state resources. Building on contrasting
institutional forms of clientelism, the following
section develops our comparative expectation from
these two countries.

Different Clientelism Forms, Different Pathways
of Democratic Erosion—Rule of Law and
Universalistic Welfare Provision

As mentioned above, this section develops the
argument that clientelism has negative consequences
for democracy, but the specific pattern and intensity
of that erosion depend on how clientelism is
institutionally organized. Before that, we propose
two dimensions of democracy, namely the rule of
law and universalistic welfare provision, which will
be examined in this paper. We argue that differences
in the clientelism models in Malaysia and Indonesia
produce different trajectories and intensities of
damage to these two dimensions of democratic
quality. Before developing that comparison, however,
we first advance the argument about why and how
the rule of law and universalistic welfare provision
are important for democracy.

To begin with, we argue that the rule of law
is important to democracy because it determines
whether citizens are treated as equal members of
the polity or as subjects exposed to arbitrary and
selective power. As O’Donnell emphasizes, the
rule of law is a defining key of democratic principle
because it “ensures political rights, civil liberties, and
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mechanisms of accountability which in turn affirm
the political equality of all citizens and constrain
potential abuses of state power” (O’Donnell, 2004,
p. 32). In this sense, laws must be clear, publicly
enacted, and fairly applied, irrespective of social
position or political influence. Hence, if the rule of law
is weak, selectively enforced, or territorially uneven,
then democracy becomes hollow or low-intensity,
since citizens may possess formal political rights
while lacking effective civil rights, equal treatment
before the law, and meaningful access to justice in
everyday life (O’Donnell, 2004, pp. 40-42).

Next, we advocate universalistic welfare
provision also in this article as an indicator for
measuring democratic quality. Much of the existing
literature is filled with empirical studies exploring the
association between democracy and state capacity to
deliver public goods (Strebel et al., 2018; Deacon,
2009; Povitkina & Bolkvadze, 2019). For example,
Deacon (2009) conducted an empirical study
examining whether dictatorships and democracies
systematically differ in the extent to which they
provide specific public goods, and he found that
democracies provide substantially more public goods
than dictatorships. In his framework, public provision
is not merely a policy outcome, but also a reflection
of how political power is organized (Deacon, 2009,
pp. 242243, 250). In other words, where power is
broadly distributed, rulers have stronger incentives
to invest in nonexclusive public goods, whereas
where power is concentrated, targeted transfers to
politically influential groups become more attractive.
Additionally, Povitkina and Bolkvadze (2019) extend
deacon’s argument by indicating that democracy
by itself does not guarantee good universalistic
welfare provision unless they have a strong quality
of government (QoG)—such as professional public
administration, strict rule of law, and low corruption.
Overall, their study strengthens the importance
of public provision as a dimension of democratic
quality, because it shows that democracy should be
evaluated not only by participation and competition
but also by whether institutions can actually deliver
socially beneficial goods over time.

So, back to our argumentation, how do different
institutional forms of clientelism in Indonesia and
Malaysia affect the rule of law and universalistic
welfare provision in distinct ways? Of course, we
acknowledge that existing studies have shown
that clientelism can weaken the rule of law and
universalistic welfare provision. For instance,
political clientelism is negatively associated with
universal universalistic welfare provision because
politicians have incentives to favor targeted and
discretionary redistribution over broad-based welfare
programs, which are less efficient at mobilizing

electoral support (Stokes, 2011; Bardhan and
Mookherjee, 2020). At the same time, clientelism
can also weaken the rule of law through forbearance,
understood as the deliberate and reversible tolerance
of legal violations by the state (Holland, 2016). In
clientelist settings, politicians may pressure law-
enforcement authorities to apply rules selectively or
to relax penalties in ways that benefit their particular
groups of voters or potential supporters (Holland,
2016; Holland, 2017).

Essentially, based on the institutional variation
of clientelism in the previous section, we extend the
argument that such variation shapes where democratic
damage is expected to be more pronounced. Hence,
we suggest two comparative expectations follow.
Firstly, in Indonesia, clientelism is expected to be
more strongly associated with deterioration in the
rule of law than with deterioration in inclusive
public provision. Secondly, in Malaysia, clientelism
is expected to be more strongly associated with
deterioration in inclusive public provision than with
deterioration in the rule of law. These are relative
rather than exclusive expectations. Clientelism may
undermine both dimensions in both countries, but
its institutional form is expected to condition where
democratic damage is most pronounced.

Why does the Indonesian clientelism model
appear to have a stronger impact on the rule of
law? We argue that Indonesia’s fragmented and
personalized institutional form of clientelism creates
incentives for politicians to use forbearance. On top

Fragmented
cliencelism

Stronger expected

Indonesia: g
rule-of-law erosion

—p Forbearance | —p|

r

: Centralized Distributive 5"""9“” EX;.JECle(.i
Malaysia: g — ‘ —>| weakening of inclusive
clientelism exclusion : 5
public provision

Source: Authors’ illustration based on the theoretical framework

developed in this article.

Figure 1. Institutional Forms of Clientelism and Expected
Patterns of Democratic Erosion

of that, because parties do not provide a durable
patronage machine comparable to Malaysia’s, the
repayment is likely to occur through individualized
access to public authority rather than through
coordinated party programs. Against this backdrop,
we assert that the rule of law is likely to have a
more damaging association in a fragmented and
personalized clientelist model due to forbearance.
Forbearance is useful in this setting because it is
a flexible and divisible form of patronage, and
politicians may repay campaign debts through legal
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and administrative discretion. This repayment may
take the form of selective protection from sanctions,
tolerance of illegal activity, or non-enforcement
against politically useful actors (see also some
findings that support this argument in: Suryana,
2021; Supriatma, 2020). It may also take the form
of regulatory patronage-clientelism, such as issuing
contracts, permits, project access, appointments,
or mining licenses (see also in: Greenpeace, 2018;
Venugopal, 2014; Asnawi et al., 2024). Hence,
in Indonesia, forbearance can become a political
currency for repaying campaign support and rules are
no longer applied impersonally and predictably. This
is why Indonesia’s candidate-centered clientelism
can be expected to affect the rule of law more strongly
than Malaysia’s party-machine clientelism.

Why does the Malaysian clientelism model
appear to have a stronger impact on universalistic
welfare provision? We suggest that Malaysia’s
capacity in durable party machines to control
and coordinate public resources makes inclusive
public provision especially vulnerable to partisan
filtering. As Aspinall et al. note, “in Malaysia,
patronage politics is characterized fundamentally
by ‘hijacking’ of macro-level public programs. For
decades, the Barisan Nasional (National Front)-
led government sustained itself in power by rolling
out national programs that conferred various
benefits, especially to its core Malay supporters,
drilling into the recipients that they would continue
to receive these benefits only if they supported the
Barisan Nasional politically” (Aspinall et al., 2022,
p-10). The mechanism is not the simple absence of
public provision, but their accessibility, attribution,
or territorial distribution can become linked to
party loyalty, governing-party representation, or
incorporation into party networks. Party service
centers and local party branches may function as
intermediaries between citizens and the state, while
constituency development funds and government
assistance can be routed through ruling-party
representatives rather than neutral administrative
channels (Aspinall et al., 2022, pp. 79-81, 158-
159). In this configuration, democratic harm
appears less as a total failure of provision than as
the erosion of its universalistic and party-neutral
character. Citizens may encounter public benefits
not simply as rights-bearing members of the polity,
but as clients, supporters, or potential supporters of
the governing party.

METHOD

Data and Empirical Strategy
This study uses data from the Varieties of
Democracy (V-Dem) Dataset v16 to examine the

relationship between clientelism and democratic
quality in Indonesia and Malaysia. V-Dem provides
historically extensive country-year measures of
political institutions, governance, political clientelism,
rule of law, and welfare provision. Although the full
dataset covers a much wider set of countries and
years, this article focuses on Indonesia and Malaysia.
However, because the hierarchical models use
listwise deletion, the baseline and controlled models
are estimated on the same complete-case sample of
110 years for each country.

Independent Variable: Clientelism

In this paper, we follow Stokes’ definition of
clientelism, as “the proffering of material goods in
return for electoral support, where the criterion of
distribution that the patron uses is simply: did you
(will you) support me?” (Stokes, 2013, p. 649). In
this sense, clientelism is viewed as the informal and
particularistic distribution of public funds from leaders
to voters in exchange for political support. These
exchanges typically occur throughout the electoral
cycle and can take the form of clientelism, such as
job appointments or targeted benefits, all designed
to secure loyalty and electoral advantage (Stockes,
2013). We utilize data on the clientelism index (v2xnp
— client) constructed by taking the reversed point
estimates (so that higher scores correspond to more
clientelism) from a Bayesian factor analysis model
of the indicators extracted from the V-Dem data set:
vote-buying (v2elvotbuy), particularistic vs. public
goods (v2dlencmps), and whether party linkages are
programmatic or clientelistic (v2psprinks).

Dependent Variable I: The Rule of Law

We use V-Dem’s Rule of Law Index (v2x_
rule) definition that defines rule of law as the extent
to which laws are transparently, independently,
predictably, impartially, and equally enforced, and
whether government officials comply with the law
(Coppedge et al., 2026, p. 333). It goes beyond a
narrow focus on the formal existence of legal rules
by incorporating judicial independence, compliance
with courts, executive respect for constitutional
constraints, impartial public  administration,
transparent and predictable enforcement, access to
justice, judicial accountability, and corruption within
public institutions (Coppedge et al., 2026, p. 333).
Essentially, broader operationalization is appropriate
for our study because it indicates how rule-bound
democratic  governance—particularly ~ whether
legal authority is exercised impartially and whether
political officials remain subject to legal constraints
rather than manipulating enforcement for clientelist
purposes (see also the discussion between rule of law
and democracy in O’Donnell, 2004, pp. 36-39).
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Dependent Variable II: Universalistic Welfare
Provision

For the next dependent variable, we also
use V-Dem’s Means-Tested versus Universalistic
Policy indicator (v2dlunivl) to define and measure
universalistic welfare provision. V-Dem assesses
the balance between welfare programs targeted
at poor or otherwise disadvantaged groups and
programs that benefit, or potentially benefit, virtually
all members of the polity (Coppedge et al., 2026,
Section 3.7.1.7). Means-tested programs distribute
benefits according to individual need or eligibility,
whereas universalistic programs—such as free
education, national health-care schemes, and public
retirement programs—establish benefits to which
practically all citizens are entitled or may become
entitled (Coppedge et al., 2026, Section 3.7.1.7). We
use V-Dem’s index here to understand universalistic
welfare provision and enable us to portray whether
citizens encounter state provision as a broadly
available entitlement or through more selective
forms of distribution. We argue that Universalistic
provision reflects a distributive relationship in which
benefits are attached primarily to citizenship, whereas
clientelist politics can create incentives to channel
state resources toward narrower constituencies in
exchange for political support.

Empirical strategy

This study employs a country-specific time-
series strategy to examine whether lagged clientelism
is associated with two dimensions of democratic
quality in Indonesia and Malaysia: rule of law and
universalistic welfare provision. The analysis proceeds
in two stages. Firstly, we present descriptive evidence
through scatterplots and bivariate correlations. This
step assesses whether clientelism is negatively
associated with the two democratic-quality outcomes
and whether the relative strength of the association
differs across the two countries. Secondly, we
estimate ordinary least squares regressions separately
for Indonesia and Malaysia. The baseline models
include only the Clientelism Index lagged by one
year. The controlled models then add logged GDP
per capita, stock of democracy and education (Lipset,

Rule of law index

Clientelism Index, t-1

Universalistic Welfare Provision
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1960; Keefer, 2007; Keefer & Vlaicu, 2008; Gerring et
al., 2012; Edgell et al., 2020). Clientelism is lagged to
establish temporal ordering between the independent
variable and the dependent variables. The controls are
included to account for socioeconomic development,
accumulated democratic experience, and human-
capital development, which may also shape rule of law
and welfare provision.

Because the dependent variables are measured
on different scales, the analysis reports both
unstandardized coefficients and the standardized
beta of clientelism. The unstandardized coefficients
show the direction and statistical significance of the
relationship within each model, while the standardized
beta allows comparison of whether clientelism is more
strongly associated with rule of law or universalistic
welfare provision. The models are interpreted as
country-specific time-series associations rather than
definitive causal estimates. This is because annual
institutional data may contain serial correlation and
slow-moving trends. The purpose of the empirical
strategy is therefore to evaluate whether the observed
patterns are consistent with the article’s comparative
expectation.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

This analysis section begins by presenting
descriptive results. Figure 2 illustrates the relationship
between the clientelism index and the rule of law
index, as well as the relationship between clientelism
and universalistic welfare provision in Indonesia,
while Figure 3 shows the same relationships for
Malaysia. In all panels, the x-axis reports V-Dem’s
Clientelism Index lagged by one year, while the y-axis
reports either the Rule of Law Index or universalistic
welfare provision—which represents the Means-
Tested versus Universalistic Policy indicator

Overall, the patterns in the scatterplots suggest
that clientelism is negatively associated with both
dimensions of democratic quality in Indonesia
and Malaysia, yet the relative strength of these
relationships differs across the two cases. In Indonesia,
the negative relationship appears stronger for rule of
law than for universalistic welfare provision. This is

Clientelism Index, t-1

Source: Author’s calculations using IBM SPSS Statistics, based on the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) Dataset v16.
Figure 2. Descriptive Associations between Clientelism and Democratic-Quality Outcomes in Indonesia
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consistent with the bivariate correlation results, where
clientelism is more strongly correlated with the Rule
of Law Index (=—0.360) than with Universalistic
Welfare Provision (=—0.265) (see the details in
the supplementary file, Table Al). By contrast, in
Malaysia, the negative relationship is much more
pronounced for Universalistic Welfare Provision
than for the Rule of Law. Clientelism is only weakly
correlated with the Rule of Law Index (r=0.224),
but strongly correlated with Universalistic Welfare
Provision (=—0.553) (see also in the supplementary
file, Table A2).

Comparatively, the bivariate results provide
initial support for the argument that clientelism is
associated with different channels of democratic
erosion in Indonesia and Malaysia. In Indonesia,
clientelism is more closely related to rule-of-law
performance: it accounts for approximately 13.0%
of the variation in rule of law, compared with about
5.0% in Malaysia. In terms of explained variance,
this means that clientelism explains roughly 2.6
times more variation in rule of law in Indonesia than

[y=433-4.61°%]

Universalistic Welfare Provision

Clientelism Index, t-1

RE Linear = 0305

Rule of law index
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in Malaysia. By contrast, the opposite pattern appears
for universalistic welfare provision. In Malaysia,
clientelism accounts for about 30.5% of the variation
in welfare provision, compared with only 7.0% in
Indonesia. Thus, clientelism explains about 4.4 times
more variation in welfare provision in Malaysia than
in Indonesia.

Finally, these descriptive patterns provide
preliminary support for the article’s comparative
expectation that clientelism is associated with
democratic erosion in both countries and therefore
suggest that the hypothesized relationship between
institutional forms of clientelism and differentiated
democratic erosion is plausible. The next section
therefore examines these relationships more
systematically using country-specific regression
models with control variables.

Main Analysis

Based on the analysis presented in Tables 2 and
3 below, several findings can serve as the foundation
of our argument.

Clientelism Index, t-1

Source: Author’s calculations using IBM SPSS Statistics, based on the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) Dataset v16.
Figure 3. Descriptive Associations between Clientelism and Democratic-Quality Outcomes in Malaysia

Table 2. Clientelism, Rule of Law, and Universalistic Welfare Provision in Indonesia

Rule of Law Universalistic Rule of Law + Universalistic Welfare
Welfare Provision Controls Provision + Controls
Clientelism Index, t—1 -0.698*** -4.316%** -0.348%** -2.413%*
(0.113) (1.331) (0.124) (0.941)
Ln GDP per capita -0.533%** 3.497%**
(0.107) (0.814)
Stock of Democracy 0.001 0.354%%*
(0.019) (0.142)
Education 0.015%** -0.043*
(0.003) (0.023)
Standardized Beta of Clientelism -0.512 -0.298 -0.255 -0.167
Constant 0.592%** 4.514%** 4.635%** -25.990%**
(0.067) (0.791) (0.853) (6.494)
N 110 110 110 110
R? 0.262 0.089 0.514 0.750
Adjusted R? 0.255 0.080 0.495 0.741

Source: Authors’ calculations using IBM SPSS Statistics, based on the V-Dem Dataset v16.
Note: OLS country-specific time-series regressions. Standard errors reported in parentheses. The row “Standardized Beta of Clientelism” reports
standardized coefficients for Clientelism Index, t—1. *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p <0.01.
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Table 3. Clientelism, Rule of Law, and Universalistic Welfare Provision in Malaysia

Universalistic Welfare

Rule of Law

Rule of Law + Controls Universalistic Welfare

Provision Provision + Controls
Clientelism Index, t—1 -0.286%** -4.001*** -0.404%** -1.096%**
(0.095) (0.748) (0.069) (0.270)
Ln GDP per capita -0.058%** -0.117
(0.020) (0.077)
Stock of Democracy 0.077%*** 0.116
(0.026) (0.101)
Education -0.005%*** 0.035%**
(0.001) (0.005)
(S:tfl‘g:;rl‘lisl:d Beta of 0278 0458 £0.394 20,125
Constant 0.780%** 3.889%#* 1.388%%* 2.099%**
(0.062) (0.487) (0.171) (0.672)
N 110 110 110 110
R? 0.077 0.210 0.773 0.951
Adjusted R? 0.069 0.202 0.765 0.950

Source: Authors’ calculations using IBM SPSS Statistics, based on the V-Dem Dataset v16.
Note: OLS country-specific time-series regressions. Standard errors reported in parentheses. The row “Standardized Beta of Clientelism” reports standardized

coefficients for Clientelism Index, t—1. *p <0.1, **p <0.05, ***p <0.01.

First, the results show that lagged clientelism
is negatively and statistically significantly associated
with both dimensions of democratic quality in both
countries. In all baseline and controlled models,
higher levels of Clientelism Index, t—1 are associated
with lower rule of law and lower universalistic
welfare provision. This finding is consistent with the
broader literature arguing that clientelism weakens
rule-bound governance and biases distribution away
from universalistic provision.

Second, as expected, the analysis shows that
Indonesian results provide strong support that
fragmented and personalized clientelism is more
closely associated with rule-of-law deterioration.
In the baseline model, clientelism is negatively and
significantly associated with rule of law (—0.698).
This relationship remains negative and significant in
the controlled model (—0.348), even after accounting
for GDP per capita, stock of democracy, and
education. More importantly, to measure whether
the association with rule of law is stronger than the
association with welfare provision, we compare
standardized coefficients because Rule of Law
index and Universalistic Welfare Provision are
measured on different scales. In the baseline models,
the standardized coefficient for clientelism is larger
in magnitude for rule of law, p = —0.512, than for
universalistic welfare provision, f = —0.298. This
indicates that a one-standard-deviation increase
in clientelism is associated with a 0.512 standard
deviation decrease in rule of law, compared with
a 0.298 standard deviation decrease in welfare

universalism. Likewise, after adding controls, the
coefficients decline in magnitude, but the same
pattern remains: § = —0.255 for rule of law and =
—0.167 for welfare provision. These findings confirm
that clientelism is negatively associated with both
outcomes, but its relationship with rule of law is
consistently stronger.

Third, Malaysia demonstrates a different
empirical story. While the Indonesian results point
more clearly to the rule-of-law channel, the Malaysian
results indicate that clientelism works most visibly
through the provision sphere. In the baseline models,
clientelism is negatively associated with both
outcomes, but the association is substantially stronger
for universalistic welfare provision. The standardized
beta for clientelism in the welfare model is —0.458,
compared with —0.278 in the rule-of-law model. The
difference in explanatory power points in the same
direction, that clientelism alone explains about 21.0%
of the variation in universalistic welfare provision, but
only 7.7% of the variation in rule of law. These results
suggest that, before controls are introduced, Malaysian
clientelism is more closely tied to the erosion of welfare
universalism than to legal-institutional deterioration.

However, the controlled models complicate
this baseline pattern. Once GDP per capita, stock of
democracy, and education are introduced, clientelism
remains negative and statistically significant in both
models. Yet the standardized beta becomes larger
for rule of law, B = —0.394, than for universalistic
welfare provision, 3 =—0.125. These findings indicate
that, after accounting for broader socioeconomic and
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historical-institutional factors, Malaysian clientelism
is also strongly associated with weaker rule-of-law
performance. This finding does not overturn our
theoretical expectation, but it qualifies it. The baseline
results suggest that party-institutionalized clientelism
is especially visible in the erosion of welfare
universalism, while the controlled models reveal an
additional legal-administrative channel of democratic
erosion. In this sense, the Malaysian evidence should
be interpreted in relative rather than exclusive terms:
clientelism is not confined to the distributive sphere,
even though its strongest baseline association is with
welfare provision.

Discussion: Indonesia’s Clientelism Form

As we argued in our conceptual framework,
Indonesia’s clientelism is dominated by ad hoc
campaign teams, or fim sukses, assembled by
individual candidates during each electoral cycle rather
than by strongly institutionalized party organizations.
Moreover, in both national and local elections,
candidates must secure personal votes and often
compete not only against rival parties but also against
co-partisans. This weakens party institutionalization
and encourages candidates to cultivate individualized
broker networks, community intermediaries, and
privately financed campaign structures (Allen, 2015;
Aspinall et al., 2017; Berenschot, 2018). Aspinall
et al. describe these campaign organizations as
temporary, candidate-centered, and heavily dependent
on personal or sponsor-provided resources (Aspinall
2022, pp. 84-85). Unlike Malaysia’s party-machine
model, Indonesian candidates generally cannot rely
on a centralized party apparatus that continuously
distributes patronage throughout the electoral cycle
(Aspinall 2022, p. 90).

This institutional structure makes electoral
competition extremely costly. Because candidates
must finance nomination, campaigning, election-
day mobilization, and post-election constituency
maintenance, they often depend on private financiers,
brokers, and local support networks. A recent study
of DPR-RI candidates in the 2024 legislative election
estimates that candidates spent, on average, around
IDR 5 billion, with reported expenditures beginning
at approximately IDR 200 million (Prihatini &
Ramadhani, 2025). These costs matter because they
generate post-election obligations. Candidates who
receive financial, organizational, or electoral support
must later find ways to reward those who helped
them gain office. Nevertheless, these rewards do
not always take the form of cash or direct material
goods. Candidates may negotiate with community
organizations by promising club goods such as

village roads, fishing boats, hand tractors, or women’s
micro-enterprise  equipment, often combining
these promises with cash payments to reduce free-
riding (Aspinall et al., 2022, pp. 68-69, 108). Local
executives may also personalize public resources
between elections by placing their names and images
on projects so that voters associate public programs
with individual politicians rather than parties. These
practices show how public authority becomes
personalized in Indonesia’s electoral environment.
The more important rule-of-law mechanism,
however, is forbearance. Forbearance should not
be understood simply as the allocation of permits,
contracts, or projects. Following Holland’s definition,
forbearance refers to intentional and revocable state
leniency toward violations of the law (Holland, 2016,
2017). In clientelist settings, politicians may pressure
bureaucrats, police, regulators, or local officials to
selectively relax rules, delay sanctions, or tolerate
violations committed by politically useful actors.
Lindberg et al. (2022) similarly argue that relational
clientelism can weaken rule of law when politicians
lean on enforcement authorities to adjust rules or
penalties for specific groups of voters or supporters.
In Indonesia, this mechanism is particularly
plausible because fragmented clientelism creates
mdividualized debts between candidates, brokers,
financiers, and local elites. Once elected, politicians may
repay these debts through access to public authority.
This may involve helping supporters obtain permits or
projects, but it becomes forbearance when politically
connected actors receive tolerance for irregular activity,
delayed enforcement, administrative leniency, or
protection from sanctions. In other words, the rule-of-
law damage lies not simply in the distribution of state
resources through personal ties, but in the expectation
that politically connected actors can violate rules with
reduced risk of punishment. Law becomes contingent
on political access rather than applied impersonally and
predictably. Natural-resource governance illustrates
this mechanism. In sectors such as mining, forestry,
and palm oil, business—politics networks can generate
regulatory outcomes skewed toward politically
connected elites. Berenschot et al. (2022) show how
palm oil governance is shaped by close interdependence
between political and economic actors. In such settings,
companies may be able to ignore regulations designed to
protect communities, such as requirements for informed
consent or adequate compensation, because authorities
can be persuaded to “turn a blind eye” to violations. The
key point is not only that firms may receive privileged
access to permits, but that politically connected firms
may expect tolerance when they operate outside legal
boundaries or violate regulatory requirements.
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Furtheremore, the administrative “‘whitening”
mechanism under the Omnibus Law on Job Creation
provides another illustration of how regulatory non-
compliance can be transformed into administrative
settlement. Articles 110A and 110B allow certain
illegal or irregular palm oil operations in forest
areas to be regularized through administrative
fines rather than criminal prosecution (Law No.
6 of 2023). Mongabay (2025) reports that the
Ministry of Forestry issued a decree to regularize
oil palm plantations in forest areas covering almost
800,000 hectares, some of which are owned by
large corporations. This kind of mechanism is
analytically important because it shifts the problem
from punishment to legalization after the fact. When
such regularization benefits powerful or politically
connected actors, it is consistent with a forbearance
logic: violations are not simply punished according
to ordinary legal procedures, but are converted into
manageable administrative problems.

This helps explain why clientelism in Indonesia
is more strongly associated with rule-of-law
deterioration than with the erosion of universalistic
welfare provision. Indonesia does have large-scale
social policy programs, such as Kartu Indonesia
Sehat and Kartu Indonesia Pintar, which are formally
administered through national bureaucracies and
standardized eligibility criteria. Access to these
programs is less directly mediated through party
organizations than in Malaysia’s party-machine
setting (Tempo, 2018, 2023). This does not mean
that welfare provision is completely insulated
from clientelistic distortion. Rather, it suggests that
the more pronounced democratic vulnerability in
Indonesia lies in enforcement and accountability.
Universalistic policy design can still be weakened
if implementation occurs in a political environment
where legal enforcement is selective and regulatory
authority is personalized.

Historically, this pattern is also consistent with
Indonesia’s fragmented postcolonial state formation.
Dutch colonial rule produced an increasingly
centralized beamtenstaat, but that administrative
state was severely disrupted during the Japanese
occupation and the independence struggle. By
1950, the civil bureaucracy was fragmented and
faced competition from militias, parties, and other
organizations. Unlike Malaysia, no single party
comparable to UMNO monopolized the nationalist
struggle, and post-independence politics quickly
fragmented among several major parties (Aspinall et
al., 2022, pp.36-37,44). This historical fragmentation
helps explain why Indonesian clientelism developed
less through a durable party-state welfare machine

and more through personalized networks, local
brokers, and negotiated access to state authority.

Discussion: Malaysia Clientelism Form

By contrast, the variant form of clientelism
in Malaysia is organized through a centralized and
institutionalized party coalition, like the National
Front (Barisan Nasional), which maintains stable
and privileged access to public resources (Aspinall
et al., 2022, p. 12). This institutional configuration
helps explain why the Malaysian baseline results
show a stronger association between clientelism
and universalistic welfare provision than between
clientelism and rule of law. The key mechanism is
not the simple absence of welfare provision. Rather,
the problem is that public provision can become
politically mediated. Welfare and development
programs may formally exist, but their delivery,
attribution, and accessibility can be filtered through
party networks, constituency offices, service centers,
and partisan intermediaries. In this sense, clientelism
weakens the universalistic and party-neutral character
of public provision: citizens may encounter benefits
not only as rights-bearing members of the polity, but
also as clients, supporters, or potential supporters of
the governing party.

Moreover, during the Bantuan Rakyat
1Malaysia (BR1M) program, “eligible citizens could
collect their checks from BN party offices—in many
cases from Members of Parliament themselves”
(Aspinall et al., 2022, p. 81). This demonstrates
how state welfare programs were openly politicized,
strengthening party loyalty by using government-
financed benefits for political support. Moreover,
since 1970, a service center (pusat khidmat) that
is usually established at the local UMNO branch
level has taken on broader social welfare functions
and become a key access point for citizens seeking
state assistance. Crucially, they are run by salaried
party staff and financed mainly through constituency
development funds distributed by the ruling coalition
to government-aligned Members of Parliament
(Aspinall et al., 2022, pp. 79-80). This mechanism
illustrates how party-institutionalized clientelism
might reduce candidates’ dependence on external
funding sources, which in other contexts — such
as Indonesia — often leads politicians to engage in
selective law enforcement as a political trade-off.

Although the Malaysian baseline results make
the distributive channel especially visible, this does
not imply that party-institutionalized clientelism
is irrelevant to rule of law. The controlled models
suggest that Malaysian clientelism may also weaken
legal-administrative impartiality. Nevertheless, the
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qualitative evidence helps explain why universalistic
welfare provision remains central to the Malaysian
mechanism. As Weiss (2020, p. 106) demonstrates,
even ostensibly programmatic initiatives in Malaysia
can be filtered through partisan networks that
transform state welfare into political currency. She
observes that public goods are distributed “through
a clientelistic filter,” with BN and PKR politicians
staging ceremonial events and citizens appearing
in party symbols to present state-funded programs
as party achievements (Weiss, 2020, p. 107). These
practices do not necessarily make welfare provision
disappear. Rather, they weaken its universalistic
character by politicizing its delivery, attribution, and
accessibility. Citizens may receive public benefits,
but those benefits are encountered less as neutral
citizenship-based entitlements and more as politically
mediated goods. Consequently, Malaysia’s party-
institutionalized clientelism corrodes democratic
quality by transforming public provision into partisan
distribution, while also leaving room for a legal-
administrative channel of rule-of-law erosion.
Malaysia’s public goods distribution pattern
lies on the historical governance inherited by British
Colonialism. In Malaysia, British colonialism
left behind a relatively cohesive civil service, first
consolidated in the Federated Malay States and then
expanded across “British Malaya,” with the Malayan
Civil Service forming the core of the post-colonial
state (Aspinall et al. 2022, pp. 36-37). Malays
were gradually incorporated through a Malay
Administrative Service that fed into this bureaucracy,
while Chinese and Indians were largely excluded
until the 1950s (Aspinall et al. 2022, pp. 36-37). On
top of that, Aspinall et al. (2022, pp. 37-38) highlight
that UMNO emerged before independence as the
leading party negotiating decolonization, rooted in
rural Malay society and claiming a mission to defend
Malay political and socio-economic interests. After
1957, UMNO fused party and state, expanding an
already large civil service and, especially after the
New Economic Policy of 1971, using affirmative
action and redistributive schemes to cultivate Malay
bureaucrats, businessmen and professionals as core
clients (Aspinall et al. 2022, pp. 59-60). Therefore,
Clientelism here is channeled through a long-standing
ethnic party that sits atop a relatively disciplined.

CONCLUSION

This article has examined how different institutional
forms of clientelism are associated with different
dimensions of democratic quality in Indonesia and
Malaysia. Building on the literature on clientelism,

rule of law, and universalistic welfare provision,
the article argues that clientelism should not be
treated as a uniform political practice. Rather, its
democratic consequences depend on how clientelist
exchange is organized, financed, brokered, and
connected to the state. Indonesia and Malaysia
provide a useful comparison because both countries
have long histories of clientelist politics, but their
dominant forms differ substantially: Indonesia is
characterized by fragmented, personalized, and
candidate-centered clientelism, whereas Malaysia
has historically been shaped by more centralized and
party-institutionalized clientelism.

The empirical findings support the article’s central
argument in a relative rather than exclusive sense. In
both countries, clientelism is negatively associated
with rule of law and universalistic welfare provision.
This confirms the broader expectation that clientelism
undermines democratic quality by weakening
impartial governance and shifting distribution away
from universalistic provision. However, the relative
strength of these associations differs across the
two cases. In Indonesia, the relationship between
clientelism and rule of law is consistently stronger
than the relationship between clientelism and
universalistic welfare provision. This pattern appears
in both the descriptive results and the regression
models. The findings suggest that Indonesia’s
fragmented and privately financed clientelism is
especially damaging to rule-of-law performance,
because candidates and local political actors often rely
on personal networks, brokers, and private sponsors.
These relationships create incentives for selective
enforcement, regulatory discretion, and forbearance,
thereby weakening the impartial application of law.
Malaysia presents a different pattern. The
descriptive and baseline regression results show
that clientelism is more strongly associated with
universalistic welfare provision than with rule
of law. This supports the expectation that party-
institutionalized clientelism is especially visible
in the distributive sphere. In Malaysia, public
benefits may formally exist, but their delivery,
attribution, and accessibility can become mediated
through party networks, constituency channels, and
partisan intermediaries. In this sense, clientelism
does not necessarily eliminate welfare provision;
rather, it weakens its universalistic and party-
neutral character. At the same time, the controlled
models indicate that Malaysian clientelism is also
associated with rule-of-law deterioration. This
suggests that party-institutionalized clientelism may
erode democratic quality through both distributive
and legal-administrative channels.
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These findings make three contributions. First,
they extend existing research by showing that the
consequences of clientelism vary according to its
institutional form. Second, they demonstrate that
democratic erosion may occur through different
domains: legal enforcement in one context and
public provision in another. Third, they contribute
to comparative Southeast Asian politics by
showing how Indonesia and Malaysia represent
distinct clientelist pathways to democratic-
quality decline. We also highlight pour research
limitations that our models are country-specific
time-series regressions and should be interpreted
as controlled associations rather than causal
estimates. Future research should expand the
comparison to more cases, test alternative
model specifications, and examine additional
mechanisms such as state capacity, inequality,
party competition, and subnational variation.
Nevertheless, the evidence presented here
suggests that understanding the institutional form
of clientelism is essential for explaining how,
where, and through which channels democratic
quality erodes.
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