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Executive Summary
Despite significant development assistance for anti-corruption efforts, and the global
attention that has been given to reducing corruption in the recently approved Sustainable Development Goals (SDG 16), the international community’s toolbox for fighting
corruption carries a remarkably limited set of tools. While the evidence of effectiveness
of these tools is weak, they dominate programming and continue to be replicated across
contexts.
This paper suggests that the limited effectiveness of anti-corruption programming,
particularly in fragile and conflict-affected states, stems from a problem-strategy mismatch, wherein a simple response is being applied to a complex, systemic problem that
is inseparable from the socio-political context in which it takes place. Current anti-corruption responses are predominantly simple because they:

conflate
enablers with
causes

focus on
the individual
transaction

apply recipes

While opportunities and incentives are enablers, they are not
the reasons why corruption occurs; other forces interact with
enablers to determine whether people and institutions seize
opportunities for corruption.

Simple approaches focus predominantly on the individual
as the main unit of analysis, seeking to understand (and
alter) individuals’ incentives to engage in corruption from
a rational (cost-benefit analysis) perspective. By drawing
the boundaries of analysis at the individual, it becomes
hard to understand the way the multiple drivers of
corruption interact.

Simple approaches use recipes across contexts, as best
practices are useful ingredients when developing a response. They take the model, rather than the context, as
the starting point for analysis.

Weak program design reinforces many of the simplistic aspects of current anti-corruption programming. Our review showed that anti-corruption program design was weak
in several areas: relevance, project logic, clarity of change, and strategies linking the
goal to the wider vision. All of these weaknesses contribute to assumptions going untested, and to the ongoing dominance of recipe-based responses to corruption.
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We posit that corruption in fragile and conflict affected states is actually a complex,
adaptive system, and therefore requires a complex response. Complex systems share
certain characteristics that resonate clearly with the reality of corrupt contexts.

No agreement on how
problem manifests

Interconnectedness of
elements in the system

Corrupion as a complex
adaptive system
Nonlinearity and
the impact of feedback

Robust and adaptive

Practically, a shift of paradigm, from the simple to the complex, would require changes
in the way we analyze and develop anti-corruption strategies and programs:
• Broader and more systemic analysis that seeks to identify the functions and dynamics
of corruption in the larger socio-political context. This includes mapping the sources
and dynamics of the resilience of corruption (resistance and adaptation to change), and
how the multiple drivers of corruption interact, as well as understanding, mapping and
tracking potential unintended secondary effects of anti-corruption strategies beyond
the program boundaries.
• Implement strategic, emergent design and adaptive monitoring. This means articulating the specific changes sought and assumptions regarding how and why a given program will be able to catalyze those changes, as well as recognizing where the emergent
character of the system needs to be honored. When these principles of good program
design are implemented, underlying assumptions will be explicit and testable, and the
resulting programs more robust. Monitoring will be key to testing if the program is on
track, as well as aiding in the ongoing tailoring of those elements that emerge or become
clear only as the program progresses.
• Pursue more multi-dimensional strategies. Beyond the standardized reforms aiming
to influence monopoly, discretion, accountability, and social trust, strategies must embrace those elements that drive corruption. In particular, consideration of the role social
norms play in corruption, the function of corruption in political culture and potential
secondary, unintended effects of programming (including the potential to do harm)
need to be addressed adequately in anti-corruption programming
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I.	Introduction
Corruption is a complex, dynamic, and often contradictory phenomenon. It is hidden
yet widely acknowledged, harmful yet at times beneficial, where a victim today can be
a perpetrator or beneficiary tomorrow. It is this complexity that enables corruption to
systematically undermine development assistance outcomes. It distorts the rule of law,
keeps essential basic services out of reach of the poor, exacerbates grievances, and buttresses illicit power structures within the state apparatus, all the more so in fragile and
conflict-affected states. The international community has made combating corruption a
global priority in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs); a key element of promoting just, peaceful and inclusive societies (SDG 16) – is to substantially reduce corruption
and bribery in all its forms.1
This commitment to combat corruption is
also evident in the substantial allocations of
Sustainable Development
resources by international donors to anti-corGoal 16: substantially reduce
ruption programing. The United States Govcorruption and bribery in all
ernment invested approximately $1 billion per
2
its forms.
year between 2007 and 2013 ; the United Kingdom Department of Foreign and International
Development (DFID) similarly invested £22
million in anti-corruption initiatives in 2013-2014 alone.3 These figures only represent
programs categorized as anti-corruption, which omits a significant number of interventions where anti-corruption programming has been mainstreamed into work done under a broader theme (e.g. health or education), so the full amount of resources devoted
to anti-corruption is probably even larger than they indicate.
Despite this significant investment, there is sparse evidence that current strategies to
reduce corruption through development assistance are effective. Program evaluation
efforts are not consistently of high quality, making it difficult to draw conclusions with
confidence. Where evaluations and research are robust enough, the evidence of effectiveness is mixed at best. In fact, there is strong evidence of ineffectiveness4 for some very
popular interventions—such as the creation of anti-corruption authorities, civil service
reform, and aid conditionality. Of even greater concern is the emergence of research
showing anti-corruption efforts resulting in increases in corruption.5

The United States Government
invested approximately
$1 billion per year between 2007
and 2013…

This paper offers an analysis of the causes of ineffectiveness in anti-corruption
programming, with a particular emphasis
on fragile and conflict-affected states. The
intent is to contribute to the development
assistance community’s efforts to make
progress on this issue, which is vital not
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only to the achievement of Sustainable Development Goal #16, but of all SDGs. It is
widely acknowledged that the SDGs are inter-related.6 As a cross-cutting issue that has
the potential to undermine any and all of the goals, corruption is therefore of critical
importance for the entire development sector. We find that the limited effectiveness of
anti-corruption programming stems from weak program design practices, particularly from underlying assumptions about how corruption occurs and can be combatted.
These assumptions are implicit and therefore unquestioned, yet central to analysis and
programming choices that currently dominate the field.
We begin by reviewing current theories about corruption, and identify assumptions
underlying prevalent practice. This analysis is based on a review of anti-corruption
program documentation and evaluations of anti-corruption programming from the top
8 OECD DAC donors in the areas of governance, civil society, and security sector reform, and of literature on corruption and anti-corruption.7 We then identify key gaps in
theory and practice, and propose that improving effectiveness will require broader and
more holistic analysis and strategies, as well as better program design processes.
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II.

What are current approaches
to understanding corruption?

Two theoretical models dominate the anti-corruption field’s thinking about how corruption happens and how it can be addressed: principal-agent and collective action. In
the “principal-agent” model, corruption is seen as a breakdown of the principal-agent
relationship. The “principal” delegates tasks and ensuring compliance with regulations
to an “agent”. This agent is empowered to make decisions on the principal’s behalf.
This is the basis on which all governments function. For example, the clerk who administers driver’s licenses is an agent of the Minister of Transportation (the Principal),
while the rank and file police officer is an agent of the Minister of Interior (the Principal). In democratic societies, ministers and senior public officials may themselves be
viewed as agents of citizens.
delegates tasks

PRINCIPAL

selective
information

AGENT

outside world
information

reports

Problems arise if the agent’s interests differ from those of the principal. As agents have
more information than the principal about their tasks and transactions, they can choose
not to disclose key information to the principal. Without this information, the principal
has limited ability to control what the agents do. According to this model, corruption
arises when agents have the opportunity to make use of asymmetric information, and
pursue their private interests at the expense of the principal’s interests (and, by extension, the public good).
The best-known articulation of this theory of corruption is Robert Klitgaard’s “formula”:

Corruption = Monopoly + Discretion – Accountability
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In other words, corruption is a function of the degree of monopoly the institution or
agent has over a given issue (i.e. whether it is the sole source of authority for that activity), the discretion (or leeway) the agent has to make decisions on how they conduct the
activity, and the degree to which he or she is accountable to the principal (i.e. whether
there are mechanisms of control and sanction). According to this theory, combatting
corruption requires restricting monopoly and discretion and increasing accountability.
For example, through monitoring mechanisms and sanctions to promote accountability, such as empowering citizens to be “watchdogs”; through checks and balances limiting the agents’ discretion to decide, such as requiring two individuals (“four eyes”) to
conduct transactions9; or when the creation of online applications for birth certificates
breaks an agent’s monopoly, and the use of standardized forms limits discretion.

“Collective action” has emerged in recent years as a competing explanation of how
corruption happens (and why it is so hard to combat). It asserts that the assumptions
underlying the “principal-agent” model are not appropriate in most (non-Western)
contexts. In these contexts, the principal is not often principled—in other words, there
is no benevolent principal who will control the agent in service of the public interest.10
Democratic elections, a common mechanism of control and accountability, are not adequate to reign in governmental abuses because voters regularly seem to demonstrate
indifference to the moral culpability of elected officials. We would argue that in many
immediate post-conflict societies, the fatigue of war is such that an ‘anything but violence’ attitude can dominate voting decisions and diminish the role of elections as a
check on other egregious behavior.
In “particularistic” societies, which are often found in fragile and conflict affected states,
public goods are distributed according to status, closeness to power, and social networks.11
In these contexts, corruption is not an exception to a norm of integrity and equal treatment, but is the norm itself.12 As such, people participate in corruption because they believe others do; without trust that others will not engage in corruption, people have few
incentives to act in a non-corrupt way. In fact, to act in a non-corrupt manner would mean
one would lose out. Thus, although non-corrupt behavior is collectively in the group’s interest, it is in no one’s individual best interest to unilaterally act in a non-corrupt way. As

particularistic society

public
goods

d is t r i b u t i o n

a cco r d in g to :
• status
• closeness to power
• social networks

People participate in corruption because they believe others do;
without trust that others will not engage in corruption, people have
few incentives to act in a non-corrupt way.
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a result, corruption persists, even when everyone dislikes it.13 The existence and resilience
of corruption is thus a form of “collective action” problem.

With this understanding of corruption, classic principal-agent responses are argued to
be ineffective, because they hinge on the assumption that there is political will to enact change.14 For instance, in order for increased accountability to work, there must be
someone willing to enforce the rules in a fair manner. If this is not in the interests of
the Principal, however, it is unlikely to happen, thus undermining any effort to punish
corrupt behavior.
Our review of anti-corruption programming found that the majority of programs that
combat corruption with foreign aid are based, implicitly or explicitly, on the “principal-agent” theory.15
Despite the common refrain found in the development community that context matters, this (often implicit) theory of corruption spans contexts, stakeholders, and types
of corruption. Further, some program approaches that were described as “collective
action”-inspired could also be seen as part of a “principal-agent” model. In our review
of corruption program designs, we identified two broad approaches that focus on different parts of the “chain” linking principals and agents:
1. Bureaucratic principal-agent: these programs seek to change individual transactions
within governments, viewing elected officials and senior bureaucrats as principals and
civil servants as their agents. Civil servant capacity-building programs that seek to develop better disciplinary procedures, merit-based promotion systems, or secondment
of international mentors to departments all seek to reinforce an ideal model of the principal-agent relationship that assumes that the public interest lies at the heart of every
principal’s actions.
2. “Citizen” principal-agent: These
were often inspired implicitly or explicitly by “collective action” theories, but in practice became a variation on a principal-agent approach.
In these cases the “principal” is not
an elected official or bureaucrat, but
citizens or representative NGOs organizing to hold authorities accountable. Elected officials essentially become agents who are meant to take
decisions on behalf of ‘the people’.
These programs typically include advocacy campaigns demanding action
from their elected officials, education
and public awareness raising, media
campaigns, non-violent resistance or
electoral processes.

Collective Action in action:
The “zero rupee” campaign
One example of a program that did demonstrate the influence of a collective action
theory of corruption is the Fifth Pillar in India. This organization offers a “zero rupee”
note (resembling the 50 rupee note) to
Indian citizens to “pay” to officials who request bribes, as a “non-violent weapon of
non-cooperation.” The note allows the citizen to register their opposition to the illegal
request. It helps them do so because the act
of “payment” reduces “the fear of facing an
encounter with persons in authority” and
because people know the “initiative is
being backed up by an
organization—that is,
they are not alone in
this fight.” 16
10
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III. The need for a “complex” approach
to analysis and strategy
A mismatch between strategy and problem

The academic debate to date has focused on which theory better or more fully explains
corruption as a phenomenon: principal-agent or collective action. Is it important to analyze opportunities, discretion and sanctions and fill the gaps? Or should we be focusing
on group dynamics and lack of trust that maintain inertia? We would argue: both and
neither.
Both theories are valid...

Both theories offer valuable insights into what variables enable corruption, and thus
provide useful conceptual frameworks for analysis that helps develop approaches to
combat corruption. Understanding and addressing how discretion, monopoly, and accountability affect people’s incentives is important. At the same time, collective action
theories bring the important insight that group dynamics also affect incentives—i.e. that
there are no incentives to initiate changes in corruption practices when there is no trust
that others will do the same. As Marquette and Peiffer conclude in their 2015 paper on
Corruption and Collective Action, it is more useful to identify how both lenses can complement each other in analysis and strategic planning.17
…but neither leads to effective strategy and programming

Neither theory offers an explanation of corruption and its persistence that can adequately provide an effective basis for anti-corruption strategy. Marquette & Peiffer suggest that
both approaches fail to recognize that corruption persists because it, in fact, solves problems. They propose a third lens for understanding corruption: identifying the functions
corruption serves and the political dynamics that underpin it.18 This is an important insight (that we will address later), but still does not go far enough. We suggest that the lack
of attention to this “third perspective”19 is a symptom of a larger blind spot in anti-corruption practice. It points to certain implicit but fundamental assumptions about the nature
of the problem of corruption, in that “principal-agent” and “collective action” theories
both treat corruption as a “simple” or “obvious” problem. In reality, corruption is a “complex” and resilient social problem that cannot be understood, or addressed, separately
from the broader political, social, cultural and economic context in which it takes place.20
In other words, it is not only important to know what factors to look for in a corruption
analysis, but also to understand how those factors interact.
The differences between “simple” and “complex” are illustrated in Figure 1.21 By “simple” or “obvious” we do not mean easy, or unsophisticated; a “simple” problem is one
whose causes and solutions are well-known (even if complicated and requiring specialized expertise)—like a difficult engineering problem with many moving pieces. “Best
practice” and expertise can reliably and predictably “solve” the problem. “Complex”
problems, by contrast, have multiple interdependent causes that interact dynamically
11
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(and non-linearly), making it difficult to
predict the results of any intervention, or
to understand the problem without understanding how the different parts or causes
relate to each other. Perspectives also often
differ on what the nature of the problem is
and how to deal with it—in other words,
there is no agreement on what the causes and solutions are. Dynamic causality,
where causes and effects are intertwined
and feed back to each other, makes these
problems “sticky” and resistant to change.

Figure 1: Cynefin Framework
Complex

CompLICATED

Enabling constraints
Loosely coupled

Governing constraints
Tightly coupled

Probe-sense-respond

sense-analyse-respond

Emergent practice

Good practice

CHAOTIC

OBVIOUS

Lacking constraints
De-coupled

Tightly constrainted
No degrees of freedom

act-sense-respond

sense-categorise-respond

Novel practice

Best practice

Why does this matter for
anti-corruption strategy?

Simple and complex systems evolve and
change differently. The “complexity” or “simplicity” of the situation one is trying to
address will affect what kinds of strategies and programs will be effective in promoting
change. Yet when a situation is understood—and analyzed—as a simple problem, the
risk of adapting a “simple” strategy that cannot address the dynamics of a complex
problem is high. This, we argue, is a challenge in anti-corruption strategy. When “principal-agent” and “collective action” strategies treat corruption as a “simple” or “obvious” problem, a mismatch between the nature of the problem and the frameworks for
analyzing and addressing it is created. This results in a limited and narrow analysis that
hinders the development of effective strategies. Consequently, both models, together or
separately, are unlikely to generate strategies that will succeed.
What makes corruption complex?

Complex systems share certain characteristics that resonate clearly with the reality of
corrupt contexts22:

Lack of agreement on what the problem is: Transparency International’s definition of corruption – the abuse of power for personal gain – dominates the
current discourse, but in practice, what constitutes an abuse of power varies in
each context, making it impossible to create a universal understanding of what the corruption “problem” is. For example, our research shows that in some contexts payments
to public officials are seen as bribery, whereas other contexts view them as a “fee for
service” — as long as the service is received in return. Moreover, there is no consensus
about what constitutes the most harmful forms of corruption—with some pointing to
extreme graft by politicians and others to political interference, and some even suggesting that corruption is not an unmitigated source of harm.23
Interconnectedness: In a system, “[a]n individual element or phenomenon
exists in relation to other phenomena as if in a spider web, where pulling one
strand of the web will likely affect many others.”24 Corruption is characterized
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by such interconnectedness: it is deeply embedded in social, political and economic
dynamics, and cannot be isolated from them because of its many interconnected causes
and effects. For instance, a police officer’s demand for a bribe from an ordinary citizen
is linked to a chain of expectations and power relations at higher levels of power.25 There
are also social expectations from within his/her group that drive the need for additional
resources. Corruption thus cannot be addressed only at the level of the police officer as
though it was an isolated transaction between individuals in that situation.

Non-linearity and the imInterconnectedness and Context
pact of feedback: In comSpecificity: Fixes that succeed in
plex systems, “the relationsome places, fail in others
ship between causes and effects is
In 2010 the Ghanaian government doubled
neither unidirectional nor always
the salaries of police officers in an attempt
direct or proportional. The scale of
to diminish petty corruption on its roads. Acthe effect can be unrelated to the
cording to a 2016 study of the effort, “[r]ather
cause...and the cause is often separatthan decrease petty corruption, the salary
ed in time and space from effect.”27
policy significantly increased the police efforts to collect bribes, the value of bribes and
This non-linearity often stems from
the amounts given by truck drivers to policefeedback in the system, where “[a]
men in total. The results show that raised salchange to any one piece in the sysaries for Ghanaian police officers caused the
tem will reverberate [in] or affect
police to increase the effort they put forth to
other parts.”28 With corruption, causget bribes by 19 percent, the value of bribes
es and effects influence each other in
taken at each individual stop by between 25this non-linear fashion. For instance,
28 percent, and increased the total amount
taken on the road, even while they reduced
citizens may offer a bribe to a court
the number of times they received a bribe.”26
clerk because they believe that the
justice system does not function
without payment. Yet their perception of the need to bribe is, in part, itself the result
of the payments they have made and the number of times such bribes have been seen
to have facilitated a transaction with the courts—a classic vicious cycle. Any effort to
address corruption—by building trust between citizens and the government, for example29 —is likely to be undermined by the very corruption the effort is trying to address.
Robust and adaptive: Complex systems are said to be robust (or resilient) because they are able to weather disturbances in the system or environment (e.g.
removal of an actor, change of a law) as they adapt in response.30 They adjust
to disturbances in order to continue to fulfill their “function”—which in the case of
corruption could be political mobilization, redistribution of resources, stability and coalition building, social cohesion, among others31—and cannot be fully captured by a
formal hierarchy or central control. We find corruption to be highly resilient and evolutionary. New forms of corruption emerge in response to various anti-corruption efforts,
as people, norms, and practices adapt to the new environment. As a result, short-term
successes may be unsustainable, or even generate negative effects in the longer run.
For instance, the use of Information and Communication Technology to increase transparency and reduce corruption can also empower and enable ICT experts to engage in
electronic corruption.32
13
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Why are current approaches predominantly simple?

Principal-agent and collective action approaches fail to account for the complex aspects
of corruption in several specific ways.

They conflate enablers with causes: While opportunity and incentives are
often important enablers, they are not the reasons why corruption occurs;
other forces interact with these enablers to determine whether opportunities
for corruption are taken up. One is not corrupt simply because one has a monopoly,
or because of insufficient oversight or accountability. Nor does corruption result only
(or necessarily) from lack of intra-group
trust preventing collective action against
corruption. Indeed, intra-group trust may
One is not corrupt simply because
perpetuate corruption when people call on
one has a monopoly, or because
social obligations and loyalties to obtain
of insufficient oversight or
services. In contexts in which corruption is
accountability.
highly vertically integrated, for example,
opportunities for corruption and individual calculations about the likelihood of being caught may be less important factors to
focus on if those responsible for monitoring and enforcement are themselves corrupt.
They focus on the individual transaction and not the system: Collective action theories criticize principal-agent explanations for not paying attention to
the role of expectations about group behavior in shaping incentives; however, principal-agent and collective action models both take the individual as the main
unit of analysis, seeking to understand (and alter) individuals’ incentives to engage in
corruption from a rational (cost-benefit analysis) perspective.33 Efforts that focus on
the individual corrupt transgression ignore the interconnected nature of corruption,
especially as seen in most fragile states. By drawing the boundaries of analysis at the
individual (incentives and constraints), it becomes hard to understand the way all of
the multiple drivers of corruption (political culture, social norms, monopolies, accountability, discretion, incentives, etc.) are present and interact to create the corruption dynamic in a specific place. For instance, a focus on identifying and prosecuting individuals engaging in corrupt procurement practices may achieve success in punishing
bad acts—i.e. securing convictions. However, the processes, structures, and interactions
that allowed those individuals to commit a corrupt act remain unaddressed—in other
words, the system is still operating. The approach of punishing individuals assumes
that addressing individual events eventually will “add up” to diminish corruption—by
removing corrupt people and by setting an example—without the need to tackle underlying structures and patterns that generate the corrupt behavior. We suggest there is a
disconnect between these isolated “wins” and systemic change.
They are focused on recipes, not on context: The Klitgaard equation epitomizes the simplistic nature of principal-agent-based analysis and strategy. It is
not alone, however in using a formulaic recipe.34 The popular corruption risk
assessment processes that are used in the anti-corruption world tend to detail where
corruption commonly happens in different sectors (labelled as risks) and identify what
14
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standardized tools should be used to respond.35 These assessments provide universal
theory, or “recipes,” that can be replicated across contexts—with variations only in the
details of implementation. As Johnston notes:
[W]e rely extensively on corruption indices ranking entire societies
along one dimension. As a consequence we implicitly view corruption
as essentially the same wherever it occurs, varying in extent but not in
nature. Not surprisingly, reform strategies tend to be similar from one
case to the next. Corruption is not an aggregate national attribute like
GDP per capita; much more often it originates in highly specific dealings
among particular people in specialized niches and situations.36
Indeed, the belief in the need for a “recipe” is sufficiently embedded as accepted practice in the anti-corruption field that it has been used as a critique of work that lacks
sufficient recipe.37 Nor is this emphasis on recipes limited to “principal-agent”-grounded approaches. While collective action-based strategies have pointed out significant
pitfalls in the principal-agent approaches, they too lean to the formulaic. Analysis tends
to focus on diagnosing which of several pre-identified “types” of governance system
and “types” of corruption exist,38 in order to identify which pre-determined tools and
approaches to apply to combat them.
Both approaches take the model, rather than the context, as the starting point for analysis. The resulting solutions—such as promoting civic engagement, or education and
trust-building—are considered universally appropriate to apply in all contexts. Neither
model questions whether the model itself in may be inappropriate or insufficient to
capture what is happening in the specific context. Yet the fact that evaluations to date
have found mixed evidence of effectiveness, and have underlined the importance of
contextual preconditions and factors, suggests that the recipes are not the solution, as
they treat the problem of corruption as separate from the context. Even if they have
short-term impact, they are unlikely to be effective in the long run.
They are based on weak program design: Our analysis showed that a factor contributing significantly to the focus on recipe rather than context is the insufficient application of robust program design principles. Commonly referred to as a ‘theory of change‘
approach, program design involves developing a set of hypotheses around the most
significant change that can be achieved by any given project, the changes required to
achieve the desired goal and the activities an implementer will carry out to catalyze
those changes. Weak project logic (i.e. the lack of an explicit and plausible rationale behind why change will happen) diminishes the likelihood that a project will be effective
in creating the desired change on the ground,39 and substantially reduces the potential
to learn about how change might be possible in this context.
Table 1 summarizes the prevailing consensus within the professional evaluation community on the criteria for good program design.40 When followed, these principles
increase the likelihood that a program will be effective (e.g. create lasting change on
the ground), and enhance the potential for evaluations to generate relevant and useful
learning about what works and what does not.
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Table 1: Criteria for Robust Program
Design Component

Importance

Relevance:
program design is
derived from quality
analysis

A program is more likely to be effective if it is appropriately situated
in the context,41 responding to key corruption drivers. Where anticorruption programming is conducted in conflict contexts, programs
must also minimize the possibility of exacerbating conflict which
requires a careful conflict analysis.42

Change:
program states the
changes it seeks

All social change programming seeks to catalyze some form of change
in a context. Quality program design explicitly states the type of change
being sought at each level in the program.43 For instance, the goal
should clearly state the most significant change that a project seeks to
achieve.

Clarity:
have clear theories of
change at each level

Tying a program goal to peace writ large through a grand theory of
change will provide focus in determining the most significant possible
change.

Project Logic:
designs include key
assumptions

A clear programmatic theory of change enables: quality monitoring
and evaluation, identifying and testing/verifying assumptions, adapting
the program, and learning the effectiveness of different approaches.
Explaining critical assumptions that underpin a program helps to tease
out how and why a program will catalyze change. Tracking the validity of those causal and contextual assumptions is critical to helping a
program adapt to a changing context and evaluating why a program is
more or less effective.

Critical Actors:
identify partners,
constituencies, key and
more people44

Research has shown that programs that engage with key and more
people within the same program have a greater likelihood of success.
These groupings need to be strategically designed into the program, as
do mitigating strategies to handle possible spoilers–those who stand to
lose from an effective program. Broader actor maps provide a roadmap
for outreach, engagement and implementation, and illustrate who has
influence on corruption dynamics.

Learning and
adaptation:
create mechanisms for
feedback and continued learning and
adaptation

Programs are likely to be more effective if they include robust
mechanisms for collecting and acting on feedback, not only on
implementation and whether the desired outputs and outcomes are
achieved, but also about how the context and the causes of corruption
are evolving, and about effects not captured by the indicators of the
program, including unintended impacts of development assistance.

Be engendered:
change processes recognize different groups
may have unique needs

Identifying that different groups (such as gender, ethnicity, religion,
or ex-combatants) may require different approaches, activities, and
sensitivities make the program more likely to be effective.
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Our review of anti-corruption program documentation and evaluations found that
most anti-corruption programs fall short on many of these criteria. We highlight four
central weaknesses that surfaced from our review, that directly reinforce a simple and
often recipe-centric approach to anti-corruption.

• Irrelevance: While most reviewed documents provided a brief context analysis, highlighting the pertinent dynamics and how the overall approach of the program worked
to address these dynamics, the programs failed to ground the design in the analysis. In
other words, there was no direct connection between a corruption driver or potential
leverage point in the system and the intervention proposed.
• No achievable change: The programs tended to lay out general visions—for example,
to “diminish corruption” and/or a description of the activities to be undertaken (e.g.,
public service announcements denouncing corruption) —with little articulation of the
program goal. In other words, the goals were either vague and ambitious, or too specific
and not representing a clear articulation of what will change. Without articulating what
specific changes (e.g., attitudes, behaviors, processes) are necessary within a context,
it is very difficult to make strategic decisions regarding the activities best placed to be
effective.
• No link between the ‘vision’ and the program goal: Though programming documents
were rife with broad aspirational statements, these were generally not well-articulated
visions. Further where goals were stated or implied, rarely was the link between the
implied vision and a programming goal made clear through a grand theory of change.
In other words, the explanation as to why the achievement of this goal would contribute
to the advancement of that vision was generally absent.
• Weak Project Logic: Where a theory of change approach requires justifying every element of the intervention in terms of how or why it will catalyze change, a recipe-based
approach assumes that the project logic embedded in the recipe is the correct pathway
to change. Without engaging in good design practices, the assumptions that underpin
program choices are left implicit, and their consequences are not sufficiently thought
through in terms of impact on programming success.
Our review found a general absence of programmatic theories of change in program
documents. For those that did articulate a programmatic theory of change, these almost
always failed to describe their associated assumptions of how change will occur
(causal assumptions) or about the context
Our review found a general
(contextual assumptions). Such weak projabsence of programmatic theories
ect logic not only means that much time
of change in program documents.
and money will be spent working on projects with limited likelihood of making an
impact on corruption, but also that it will be difficult to learn what works and what
does not—whether through credible evaluations or practitioner learning.
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IV. What would a complexity-informed
approach to corruption require?
We would suggest that three critical factors affecting patterns of corruption need to
be included in any analysis of the phenomenon: social norms, political dynamics and
cause-effect interaction or feedback. Current programming also seems to have significant room for improvement in adopting sound program design principles, so as to
avoid some of the weaknesses previously mentioned.
Identify social norms that drive corruption

Social norms are a critical influence on behavior. They provide the informal “rules” that
specify what is or is not acceptable or legitimate behavior within a group. These “rules”
are often maintained and “enforced”
through social influence; when behavSocial norms and corruption:
ior contradicts these expectations, there
In many West African countries, an expectais some form of social sanction from
tion that “when I eat we all eat” creates a sothe group—such as being ostracized,
cial accountability mechanism that drives
ridiculed, or even intimidated. While
many corrupt practices. For example, the
expectation that a family member with a
our inquiry is preliminary, we believe
government job should cover the school
that in contexts of systemic corruption,
fees for children in their extended network
specific social norms in each group and
may create obligations that well exceed his
context do contribute to driving corrupt
or her actual income and lead him/her to
behavior, and are often a significant obdemand or accept bribes. While they do
stacle to the success of principal-agent
not in themselves necessarily lead to coror collective action based approaches
ruption, expectations regarding social obligations are as powerful as expectations
to reducing corruption.
that everyone is engaged in corrupt behav-

These are not norms of corruption; the
ior (an assumption of collective action thefact that social norms can sustain corory) in shaping individuals’ incentives and
sustaining patterns of corruption.
ruption does not mean that there is
approval or moral acceptance of corruption. Rather, it means that informal rules and expectations that sustain social cohesion
may also, under certain circumstances, influence people’s willingness to engage in or
accept corrupt behavior. For instance, the expectation that when one member of a “family” has a job, all members should benefit, can lead civil servants to demand or accept
bribes in order to fulfill their family obligations.45
We are not suggesting that social norms have been ignored completely in theory and
practice. Collective action theories highlight the role of expectations in shaping individuals’ willingness to engage in corruption, and thus begin to address the role of norms
in reinforcing persistent patterns of corruption.46 Yet social norms are broader than the
expectations about others’ behavior emphasized by collective action theories. They are
constructed not only from what an individual believes that others actually do (descrip-
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tive norms), but also from what an individual believes that others think she or he has
an obligation to do in a particular situation (injunctive norm).
These norms often reflect “simple rules” that guide people’s decision making and behavior across many issues and in many areas of life unrelated to corruption. As we discovered in analyzing how systemic corruption patterns are generated in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, “acquiesce
to power” and “fend for yourself
Police and Traffic in Bogota,
and your own group”50 were simple
Colombia: A Multi-Pronged Strategy
rules that dictated a wide range of
In Colombia the absence of a norm of legal
behavioral choices well beyond corobedience is described in detail by the former
ruption. “Fend for yourself” (“deMayor of Bogota, Antanas Mockus.47 There is
brouillez-vous), enshrined in public
a widespread belief within some groups that
clever people cut corners to get ahead and only
consciousness in the Democratic Refools play by the rules.48 This norm legitimizes
public of the Congo as the fictitious
and in fact encourages officials to abuse their
“Article 15” the Constitution, has
power for personal gain, and creates willing
had enormous influence on peoparticipants in corrupt practices. In this context,
ple’s behavior; it has underpinned
the city government, under its Civic Culture protremendous resilience and survival
gram, designed an initiative aimed at aligning
legal, moral and social norms in the domain
of citizens in difficult circumstancof traffic regulation, which was beset by widees, but also made corruption more
spread corruption. It publicized the message
acceptable at all levels. Effective anthat traffic regulation is meant to reduce injury
ti-corruption efforts need to identify
and death (moral conscience), and distributed
the roles of descriptive (what people
thumbs-up (social approval) and thumbs-down
believe is happening) and injunctive
(social disapproval) cards to drivers that they
(what people believe is expected of
could use to communicate with other drivers.
Mockus also replaced corrupt traffic police with
them) expectations that drive cora corps of mimes on city center streets who ridiruption, and develop strategies to
culed traffic violators (social disapproval), before
align them with the legal and moral
ultimately closing down the notoriously corrupt
proscriptions of corruption that are
transit police department. This multi-pronged
often targeted by programming.
program changed normative expectations
about traffic compliance. As injuries and fatalities decreased and the city publicized the results, expectations about how people behaved
in traffic changed, leading to greater respect for
traffic laws.49

The omission of social norm considerations may not only undermine the
potential impact of anti-corruption
programming, but even lead to harm.
As Antanas Mockus, former mayor
of Bogota, Colombia, commented,
when there is a gap between legal and social norms, corruption may be inadvertently
reinforced. He notes that when the social dimensions of corruption are not addressed:
“In Colombia, the stronger the rules against ‘clientelism’ get, the stronger the complicity among those engaged in ‘clientelism’ becomes. This
could be seen as a kind of perverse social capital. ‘Clientelism’ is legally
prohibited but widely accepted in our culture. This is a very clear case of
divorce between law and culture.”51
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Similarly, harm can be unintentionally caused when social norms are not properly taken into account in strategies to shock people into taking action by raising awareness of
the extent of corruption. Research in North America has shown that once people are
told how most people behave, they adjust their behavior to align. In theory, this could
mean that well-meaning public service announcements that expose the amount of corruption that happens in a specific department of the government actually lead to more
corruption as people align their behavior to the norm.52 Without an analysis of the role
of social norms underpinning corruption in any given context, the risk of designing a
failed strategy is high.
Understand the function of corruption in political culture

Critics of the “principal-agent” approach argue that anti-corruption programs are not as
effective as they could be because they are often not fit for the political culture and power dynamics in the target society. In our analysis, “political culture” refers to the way
in which politics are organized and how political power and/or wealth are amassed,
used and exchanged, with specific inquiry into the role that corruption (the abuse of
this power for personal gain) plays in
these processes. Patterns of corruption differ depending on the underlying political
Political culture is the way in which
and economic development processes in
politics are organized and how
the countries in question—i.e., how peopolitical power and/or wealth are
ple pursue, use and exchange wealth and
amassed, used and exchanged.
power, and how institutions facilitate or
impede these processes. Consequently, as
Michael Johnston notes, “reformers must have political strategies as well as good ideas
for corruption control; and as for the latter, what might seem to be a good reform idea in
country A may well be impossible in B, irrelevant in C, and downright harmful in D.”53
In a country where one clan or “big man” (or woman) maintains power by purposefully
keeping state institutions weak, for example, an anti-corruption commission could be
used as a way to oppress opposition, as the risk of elite interference is high.54 In a political system in which the political party is the mechanism for control, while authority and
freedom to act is decentralized, there might be little vertical integration of corruption,
but efforts will need to deal with local incentives and interests. Developing appropriate
strategies that also minimize potential negative impacts requires robust analysis of the
political context and stakeholders.
Some analytic frameworks have been articulated to assess the political-economic context and stakeholders. The most developed of these, Michael Johnston’s “corruption
syndromes”, has been integrated into USAID’s Anticorruption Assessment Handbook.55
They provide important insights into how political power is organized and the implications for anti-corruption strategy, including the need to approach corruption indirectly
(e.g., through property reform, opening political space, etc.) in order to achieve success
in reducing it. These frameworks tend to provide macro-level typologies and broad
strategies, but little guidance on how to use them or to connect sector-, institution- or
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program-level analysis to them—with the risk that “off the shelf”, standardized, simple
approaches continue at the program level. Yet in our experience, moving from this level
of analysis to program design at local or sectoral level is difficult. We argue that people
designing and implementing programs need to engage in deeper analysis and strategy
development about political dynamics, specifically:
• Greater understanding of the role and function of corruption in political dynamics in the
specific local or sectoral context, and how they play out and can be engaged at the program level. We have found the following questions to be helpful:
➤ What functions does corruption serve? As a complex system, corruption
may be negative or a problem, yet simultaneously serve a function and solve
problems people face—from helping
leaders to command the loyalty of
…corruption may be negative
diverse groups or providing a means
or a problem, yet simultaneously
for the center to retain control over
serve a function and solve
peripheral areas of the country, to
problems people face…
political mobilization and access to
state benefits for marginalized populations. It is also both a cause and a consequence of governance problems—
what are key strengths and weaknesses of political culture in that context?
➤ How might the system “push back” against efforts at reform? Who are
key people – people with influence over the factors that drive corruption – and
how will they respond to or resist reforms? How will actors and institutions
adapt, circumvent or resist reforms?
➤ What is the connection between local and/or sectoral actors and issues
relevant to corruption to national level political actors and dynamics?
• Attention to factors that influence “political will” for governance and corruption reform.
“Political will” is often considered to be a critical pre-condition for anti-corruption reforms to succeed and be sustained.56 Yet it is rarely deconstructed and analyzed. Most
analysis seeks to discover only whether (and where) it is present or absent. Some analysts have sought to disaggregate the concept of political will into measurable components;57 however, existing frameworks do not inquire into the dynamics of political will,
i.e. how and why it may exist or not exist, and therefore are of limited value in guiding
efforts to generate political will, or to strengthen and expand it where it does exist. As
a result, advice on addressing political will is general or incomplete, ranging from supporting integrity pledges and public education campaigns, to identifying and working
with local champions for reform, rephrasing goals to emphasize governance rather than
anti-corruption reform, and providing incentives (including monetary incentives) for
implementation of reforms.58 A more useful assessment of the forces that determine
political will would ask:
➤ What are the interests and relationships among key actors? How can
we understanding not only “vested interests,” but broader interests, resources
and power of different affected people and groups, as well as relationships and
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patterns of influence among them, including the role and relationship of corruption to these interests?59
➤ Where is there energy for change (sometimes called tension in the system), and what is the linkage between the people and issues involved and
political dynamics at the center?
➤ What are possible implicit or explicit coalitions against corruption—in
what areas? Where do interests of various actors align on issues affecting levels
of corruption? What is their potential strength to overcome blocking coalitions?
Map potential unintended consequences of anti-corruption interventions

Very little attention is given to secondary and unintended effects of anti-corruption interventions in the theory and practice literature that discusses context analysis and program
design. Reactions and responses in the system that may not only feed back to undermine
achievement of programmatic goals, but also unsometimes undermine
dermine other important
achievement of
social, political or ecoprogrammatic goals
Reactions
nomic dynamics as well.
in the
For example, support for
system
sometimes undermine other
making judicial decisions
important social, political
more transparent and
or economic dynamics
for mobilizing citizens
against corruption could
create pressure on judges to refuse bribes and resist political pressure. However, it could
also threaten corrupt elites and, as Johnston notes, “encourage [them] to shift thievery
into overdrive,” find new and more damaging ways of pursuing their goals, or result
in repression or violence.60 Similarly, “frying a big fish”—prosecuting and imprisoning
prominent figures for corruption—could send a useful message both to potential bad
actors as well as those resisting corruption, but could also be used as a means to neutralize political opposition, or it could raise expectations about change that are disappointed
once corruption returns after the excitement has subsided.61 And, we argue, if this society
is divided or emerging from conflict, promoting civic activism when there are few bridges across conflict lines, and without understanding the differential impacts of corruption
across the divides, could deepen divisions and escalate violence.
In complex systems it is thus important to ask:
How could reforms backfire in the long run? How
How could reforms backfire
might anti-corruption efforts unleash dynamics
in the long run?
that could undermine the sustainability of reforms in the long run? What are the broader (unintended) effects anti-corruption efforts might have in other areas – such as security of
citizens, recruitment of judges, social cohesion, etc.? As understanding of the “problem” and of consequences of our actions often only comes as “solutions” are tried, it is
important to monitor and update analysis frequently.
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V.

Conclusion: Implications for Analysis
and Strategy

In this paper we have identified a number of shortcomings of the predominant paradigms underlying anti-corruption programming. We have also argued that addressing
these gaps—and improving effectiveness of programming—requires a shift in the way
we think about corruption: from a “simple” problem that is solvable through application of best practice, to a more complex understanding of corruption as embedded in a
dynamic socio-political context that must be approached holistically for good solutions
to emerge. Understanding corruption as a “complex” phenomenon entails significant
changes in how we do analysis, strategy and program design for anti-corruption efforts. Specifically, we argue that this means we need to:
Conduct systemic analysis that is grounded in context

Analysis must go beyond understanding how much corruption exists, how
money flows, what the incentives are for individual acts of corruption, and
identifying monopolies, discretion or a lack of accountability that might be addressed
through external intervention. It needs to illuminate the interconnections between corruption at various levels, as well as the dynamic interrelationships among the different
drivers of corruption and its function in political, social and economic life. We have argued that social norms, power and politics, and feedback loops that can dampen or alter the impacts of anti-corruption efforts are of particular importance. Greater research
and experimentation is needed to identify how to analyze these drivers and integrate
that analysis into program design.
It should be self-evident that this analysis must be grounded in the peculiarities of each
context. This is advice that is ubiquitous, but rarely implemented in practice. As Marquette and Peiffer note, “[t]he context should drive efforts to tackle corruption, not the
theory or model,” whatever the theory may be.62 If we continue to treat corruption as a
“simple” problem, our capacity to analyze context “without prejudice”63 will necessarily be limited because it will be difficult to look beyond tweaking “best practice” solutions (whether grounded in principal-agent or any other model) to account for context,
and open our vision to less obvious specific conditions and factors that may accelerate
or dampen attempts to bring about changes.
Implement strategic, emergent design and adaptive monitoring

As corruption is a complex problem, anti-corruption programming design
needs to engage in good design practice, including recognizing that some of
what is being sought is inherently emergent. This requires practitioners to do their due
diligence in thinking through Relevance, Change, Clarity, and Project Logic (see Table
1) as derived from a nuanced corruption analysis, recognizing that there will always be
areas where it will not be possible to map the change pathway due to the number of
uncertainties involved.
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Because there will always be emergent (and unpredictable) dimensions of the theory
of change, as well as known and unknown feedback loops in the system, anti-corruption program design should not be viewed as a single stage in a project cycle: a design
that is static will risk becoming irrelevant. Through experimentation, experience, and
good monitoring data, the design should be constantly adapting as the system evolves
and responds to the intervention itself. As knowledge is gained through this process,
the elements that were previously deemed to be emergent will become more clear. At
that point, good design thinking may be further applied to adapt the program to this
emergent reality.
Pursue multi-faceted strategies

While a Principal-Agent derived strategy will likely always be necessary and
useful, it will rarely be sufficient to positively affect corruption dynamics in
foreign assistance contexts.64 Anti-corruption programming in these situations need to
incorporate multiple strategies, including developing a wider range of strategies for
dealing with social norms; political interests, incentives and dynamics among stakeholders; informal practices and institutions (e.g., patronage networks); social and cultural rules, etc.
Layer strategies, and pursue strategic cooperation

Greater cooperation among different efforts—rather than “mutually exclusive” thinking about combatting corruption—are needed. Strategies should
promote greater cooperation among efforts working in different sectors that are linked
by the corruption systems that distort effective functioning of the sector. Where corruption is affected by dynamic interaction among different elements, including the presence
of anti-corruption programs, it is crucial to understand and pursue linkages between
anti-corruption efforts so they can amplify each other to “add up” to better effects on
corruption than have been registered to date, and avoid undermining or dampening
each other’s impacts inadvertently.
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