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Brazilians protesting government corruption in March 2016. President Dilma 
Rousseff was impeached the following August. While democracy in Brazil has 
allowed citizens to mobilize against wrongdoing, corruption has proven to be 
deeply rooted in the political system and difficult to eradicate. Source: Wilson Dias/
Agência Brasil.
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ON AUGUST 31, 2016, THE BRAZILIAN SENATE, having found Presi-
dent Dilma Rousseff guilty of breaking budget laws, voted to impeach 
her and remove her from office. The irony of her impeachment was that 
Rousseff’s illegal activities—using funds from government banks to cover 
budget deficits—had not stolen any funds for herself, while a large number 
of the senators who voted to remove her were knee-deep in self-enriching 
corruption.

Numerous officials of the national oil and gas company, Petrobras, 
have been convicted of taking substantial bribes in return for awarding 
lucrative contracts to private companies. High-ranking government and 
Petrobras officials took millions in bribes and kickbacks. Among these was 
former president Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, who was convicted of receiving 
a beach-front apartment in exchange for helping an engineering company 
secure contracts with Petrobras.

At the time of President Rousseff’s impeachment, 60 percent of the 
members of Brazilian Congress had been accused of criminal activities, 
including bribery and corruption, illegal deforestation, even kidnapping 
and murder.1 Indeed, the man who replaced Rousseff as president, Michel 
Temer (Rousseff’s vice president), for many years had been suspected of 
corruption when he was a congressman. And less than a year after he took 
office, a leading Brazilian newspaper disclosed secretly recorded tapes of 
Temer discussing hush money to be paid to a Brazilian businessman in 
return for his silence in a major anti-corruption investigation.

Government corruption, like private-sector corruption, blemishes most, 
if not all, countries in the world, both rich and poor. Thus, while countries, 
such as the United States, enjoy relatively honest political systems, even 
the most affluent and politically advanced nations have notable examples 
of borderline or blatant corruption. On the whole, levels of political cor-
ruption tend to be lowest in advanced industrial democracies, with stable 
political institutions (including a strong legal system), higher levels of lit-
eracy and education, and political cultures that value government honesty.

Transparency International (TI) publishes an annual Corruption Per-
ception Index that rates most of the world’s political systems according 
to experts and opinion surveys. Its latest annual index, published in early 
2018, rated New Zealand and Denmark as the least corrupt countries in the 
world. Singapore was the only developing country in the top ten, and even 
it is a country with a well-developed economy and strong public admin-
istration. The United States ranked 16th, the United Arab Emirates 21st, 
Uruguay 23rd, and Chile 26th.2

At the other end of the TI ratings, none of the one hundred most 
corrupt countries are high-income economies. It is clear that economic 
and political underdevelopment are major contributors to government 
corruption—and, equally, that corruption itself hampers development in 
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many important ways. Indeed, the issue highlights the complex interplay 
of politics and economics that is at the very heart of the development pro-
cess. In the discussion which follows, we will look at the types, costs, and 
causes of corruption in the developing world. We will also look at how this 
scourge can be combatted.

DEFINITION AND TYPES OF CORRUPTION

While corruption at the top of government draws the most headlines, corrup-
tion exists at all levels of public life. This includes mayors who demand payoffs 
from construction firms seeking contracts to build municipal public works; 
building inspectors who take bribes to overlook safety violations in newly 
built buildings; Chinese village officials who confiscate peasant farm plots and 
sell them to real estate developers; and school principals who demand bribes 
from parents trying to get their children into better schools. What all of these 
examples have in common is that they involve government officials (from gov-
ernors to traffic police) using their positions for private gain, rather than the 
public good. Corrupt officials may be elected officials (including politicians in 
non-democracies who have won sham elections) at any level, or they may be 
government administrators, bureaucrats, or civil servants.

Most commonly the “private gains” which public officials accrue 
involve monetary gains: taking or extorting bribes; or skimming govern-
ment funds (such as appropriating millions for building roads or housing, 
when only half of that amount is actually spent and the rest is siphoned 
off). In other instances, the rewards may be political, such as votes as when 
political candidates reward voters with gifts, or political leaders who bribe 
legislators to vote positively on important legislation.3

Corruption can occur at all levels of government. Most media cover-
age of political corruption, and much of the scholarly analysis, focuses 
on higher-ranking government officials, such as the Brazilian corruption 
scandals discussed earlier in the chapter. However, average citizens may 
also experience every day, lower-level corruption as they seek the most 
elemental and important government services such as medical care, police 
protection, and education for their children. Here the bribe-takers are 
not powerful elites but police officers, bureaucrats, and others. This sort 
of endemic corruption is not simply the illegal behavior of a few greedy 
individuals, but rather points to serious structural problems of governance, 
public administration, and underdevelopment.

While most developing nations suffer from some degree of political cor-
ruption, such illicit activity is far more likely to be exposed and punished in 
relatively more politically developed countries such as Brazil, South Korea, 
and India than it is in the least developed countries such as Afghanistan, 
South Sudan, Libya, and North Korea.
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High-Level Corruption
For more than one-half century the South Korean national government has 
worked extremely closely with big business in economic policy-making. 
In the 1960s, the military regime of General Park Chung-hee (South Korean 
president 1963–79) decided that Korea, then a relatively poor country still 
recovering from the devastation of the Korean War (1950–53), could best 
advance economically through close cooperation between the government 
and the nation’s largest industrial corporations.*

The government enacted economic policies—including protective tar-
iffs for major manufacturers, low-cost government loans, and favorable 
taxes—that would allow the country’s emerging corporate giants to flour-
ish. These policies helped generate huge, interlocking corporations, known 
as chaebols.† In return, these conglomerates have followed government 
economic directives such as concentrating on manufactured exports.

A chaebol is a family-controlled corporation that includes dozens of 
companies in a wide range of activities. For example, Samsung, headed 
by the Lee family for three generations, consists of fifty-eight interlocking 
subsidiaries. Another giant, LG, makes smartphones, televisions, electronic 
components, chemicals, and fertilizers, while also owning professional 
baseball and basketball teams. Hyundai not only manufactures the Hyundai 
and Kia automobiles, but also makes elevators, services container shipping, 
and manages a chain of hotels and department stores. In all, the ten larg-
est Korean chaebols account for about 80 percent of the country’s gross 
domestic product (GDP). Just one of those giants, Samsung Electronics, a 
world leader in the manufacture of televisions and smartphones (as a major 
supplier of parts for the Apple iPhone), by itself accounts for one-fifth of 
South Korea’s exports.

While close ties between the Korean government and the chaebols have 
been a key contributor to the country’s astonishing economic growth (it 
now is the world’s 13th largest economy), it has also opened the doors to 
widespread, high-level corruption. Six of the ten giant conglomerates have 
had leaders who have been convicted of white-collar crimes, often without 
subsequent punishment. For example, Lee Kun, the long-time chair of Sam-
sung, has twice been convicted of bribery and tax evasion, but has never 
served a day in jail, being pardoned by the government both times.‡ In early 
2017, his son, Lee Jae-yong—Samsung’s vice chair, but the effective leader 
of the company since his father’s illness a few years earlier—was arrested 
on charges of bribing the nation’s president, Park Geun-hye. Park had been 

* The war started with North Korea’s invasion of the South in June 1950 and subsequently 
brought the United States and allied United Nations forces to defend South Korea, while the 
North Koreans were joined by the Chinese military.
† The word chaebol roughly translates as “rich clan.”
‡ In Korea, as in most East Asian nations, the family name comes before the given name.
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impeached by the National Assembly (the country’s parliament) in Decem-
ber 2016 and was removed from office three months later. In short order, 
she was put on trial and formally charged with abuse of power, bribery, 
and coercion.*

In perhaps the world’s most infamous individual case of high-level cor-
ruption, Nigeria’s General Sani Abacha is believed to have stolen at least $1 
billion and likely over $4 billion during his military dictatorship (1993–98). 
Much of his ill-gotten gains came from skimming the military’s budget, 
which undoubtedly weakened the armed forces in the fight against Islamist 
terrorists (Boko Haram). “Nigerian authorities believe[d] that up to $450 
million [was] deposited by Abacha, his family, and associates in some of 
London’s leading banks.”4 Only after the ouster from office and then death 
of Abacha did the Nigeria government begin to recoup some of that money. 
Abacha’s son, Mohammed,

admitted that his father had given him $700m in cash over a period of two 
years in bags and boxes. At times, he said, he had up to $100m in his house in 
the capital Abuja. A few weeks after Abacha’s death, his widow was detained 
while trying to depart for Saudi Arabia with 38 suitcases full of foreign 
currency.5

While Nigeria’s return to democracy may have ended such egregious cases 
of corruption, it by no means brought an end to widespread illicit activity. 
Once corruption has become part of politics and business, it is difficult to 
clean up.

A recent government audit indicated that over $15 billion of the funds 
that the state oil giant, the Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation 
(NNPC), was supposed to turn over to the central government in 2014 was 
missing.6 For many years, government oil profits have been siphoned off by 
NNPC officials, state governors, and other government officials. In addi-
tion, the company’s failure to properly maintain or protect oil pipelines has 
meant that an estimated 150,000 barrels of oil are siphoned from those 
lines daily. While some of that oil is stolen by average citizens, the vast 
majority is stolen by criminal gangs that sell it abroad. Although oil rev-
enues account for an estimated 75 percent of the nation’s GNP, no accurate 
records exist on how much petroleum is actually produced.

While current Nigerian president Muhammadu Buhari was elected on 
a pledge to clean up the NNPC and other government institutions, it is not 

* It should be noted that the Park scandal emerged in the headlines because South Korea is a 
relatively open society with a free press, independent judiciary, and political system that allows 
mass anti-corruption demonstrations. The country ranks in the middle of TI’s corruption 
index (51st) and, with the exception of Singapore and Hong Kong, ranks as the least corrupt 
government in Asia.
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clear that he will be able to do so. A number of high-level officials, both 
within the NNPC and in other branches of government, have been arrested, 
but recent Nigerian history suggests only a few offenders will be convicted. 
Some officials enjoy legal or de facto immunity. Judges are routinely paid 
off. In all, the web of government corruption is so widespread that most 
experts doubt whether current efforts will be able to scratch far beneath 
the surface.

The tiny African country of Equatorial Guinea (with a population of 
only 1.2 million) is the continent’s third-largest oil producer. Consequently, 
its per capita income of nearly $39,000 is the highest in Africa and 45th in 
the world, just behind Japan and ahead of New Zealand, Spain, and Italy.7 
Yet, most of its population lives in abject poverty. Indeed, the country has 
a Human Development Index (HDI) ranking 135th in the world (behind 
Egypt and India) and 20 percent of its children die before the age of five. 
The reason for the discrepancy between the country’s natural wealth and 
the dire poverty of its population is that most of the oil wealth is stolen by 
its president Teodoro Obiang, who has ruled the country with an iron hand 
since he seized power in a coup against his uncle in 1979.

Since the country’s oil boom began in the 1990s, he, his family, and his 
cronies have accumulated most of their country’s wealth. In 2006, Forbes, 
a leading American business magazine, estimated Obiang’s personal wealth 
at approximately $600 million, and it has undoubtedly grown since then. 
In 2017, French authorities began a corruption trial of Obiang’s son, Teo-
dorin, who, despite being Equatorial Guinea’s vice president, had spent 
much of his time in Paris and other European locations. He is accused of 
stealing $115 million while serving as his country’s minister of agriculture 
(2004–11). Previously, Dutch, Swiss, and French authorities had seized 
portions of his holdings, including his 800-foot yacht and a Paris mansion 
worth some $200 million.

Corruption in Everyday Life
While periodic exposures of high-level government corruption get national 
and international attention, more infuriating to average citizens (especially 
the poor) are the day-to-day bribes they must pay to policemen, low-level 
government bureaucrats, and service providers.

In many developing nations, police routinely demand bribes in simple 
shakedowns or in return for “protection.” One of the authors had the 
opportunity to witness this type of police corruption, while living for a 
few months in Guadalajara, Mexico. When arranging to rent a house, 
the owner noted that, at the beginning of every month, a local police-
man would come to our home to take payment for “protecting our home 
against theft.” When that policeman arrived at our door the next month, he 
looked somewhat amused when I initially did not remember our landlord’s 
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instructions. Both of us were relieved when I quickly remembered the rea-
son for his visit and paid him the designated monthly “contribution.” I was 
well aware that if I did not make the payment, my home would surely be 
burglarized in short order. On another occasion, I stood on a busy inter-
section in the downtown area and watched as an officer routinely flagged 
down vehicles for an imagined traffic offense. Rather than write a ticket, 
the officer accepted a cash payment from the driver. During the half-hour 
that I watched this happening, the only cars to pass the intersection with-
out making a payoff were those that drove through while the policeman 
was occupied taking his bribe from another driver. Since police are almost 
always paid a low salary, throughout the developing world, the temptation 
to extort money is often irresistible.

In many developing countries, average citizens must pay bribes before 
receiving the most basic government services. For example, in India, 
patients at many public hospitals or clinics must bribe doctors before 
receiving treatment. Since middle- and upper-class Indians pay for private 
medical care, these bribes fall on the shoulders of people who are least able 
to afford them, the poor. In Peru, deprived villagers routinely have to bribe 
local officials before their children can be enrolled in school. In Kenya, 
“getting a place at a good school; getting permission to build on land you 
own; starting a business: all can involve paying people off,” which “makes 
life miserable for ordinary people.”8

The precise extent and scale of such everyday corruption is impossible 
to know. But, in a 2014 TI survey of twenty-eight sub-Saharan African 
countries, 22 percent of respondents reported having paid a bribe in the 
previous year—a number that rose to 43 percent in Nigeria and 69 percent 
in Liberia.9 It should be noted, however, that several African nations had 
low levels of corruption. In the TI survey, only 1 percent of the respondents 
in Botswana and Mauritius indicated that they had paid a bribe in the 
previous year. Indeed, these countries fare better on TI’s corruption index 
than some much more developed countries like Italy, Greece, and Hungary. 
According to a similar study by the World Justice Project, 43 percent of 
respondents in South Asia reported having paid a bribe to a police officer, 
25 percent to secure a permit, and 10 percent to access hospital services. 
The rate of bribe paying varied substantially, being much more common 
in Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh than it was in Sri Lanka 
or Nepal.10

In some instances, rather than being forced to pay a bribe, average citi-
zens receive a bribe or other rewards as when candidates for office, political 
parties, or political machines give voters gifts to support their candidacy or 
candidates. Where there are organized political machines, individuals who 
campaign or organize for the winning candidates may be rewarded with 
government jobs for which they are not particularly qualified.
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THE COSTS OF CORRUPTION

The most immediate cost of corruption is its injustice. Rather than award-
ing government services such as medical care at public clinics and hospitals 
to those in greatest danger, treatment goes to those able to pay bribes. 
Those students whose parents are able to pay the biggest bribes, rather 
than those with the most academic ability, gain entrance to the best schools. 
Thousands of Chinese peasants whose plots of land are on potential urban 
development sites, such as shopping malls, have their land seized (for little 
or no compensation) by local Communist Party officials, who then sell them 
to developers at a huge profit. Similarly, even though developing economies 
need innovative, small and mid-sized businesses, talented entrepreneurs are 
often unable to start or maintain them because the bribes needed to secure 
permits and operating licenses are too high. In other cases, government 
officials monopolize certain business activities and keep competitors out.

At the same time, widespread corruption causes citizens to be cynical of 
their entire political system, making them less likely to vote, contact their 
political representatives, run for office, or otherwise participate in politics. 
Union, business, and farmers associations are also likely to be corrupted, 
reducing civil society’s ability to hold public officials, police, and civil ser-
vants accountable. As citizens come to expect little from bureaucrats and 
elected officials, their cynicism becomes a self-fulfilling prophesy, since hon-
est people are uninterested in government service.

Widespread corruption also extracts a tremendous toll on economic 
development. Businesses paying substantial bribes have to divert funds that 
could be used for further investment or for improving the salaries of manag-
ers and other employees. Managers of large government corporations make 
decisions based on what can enrich themselves, rather than on what is best 
for their enterprises.

Besides these systemic evils, corruption can also greatly harm many 
specific areas of government policy. For example, by reducing the qual-
ity and quantity of health care, corruption often negatively affects public 
health. Government officials and private contractors may collude to skim 
off funds that should have been spent building public clinics and hospitals. 
In other cases, suppliers may bribe health officials so that they can provide 
less medicine than they are paid to deliver. In an exhaustive analysis of child 
mortality in 178 countries, Matthieu Hanf et al. found that—even when 
other relevant factors, such as per capita income and educational levels, are 
controlled for—“more than 140,000 annual children deaths [world-wide] 
could be indirectly attributed to corruption.”11

At the same time, many of the buildings that have collapsed during 
earthquakes in developing countries have either been built by corrupt 
government agencies that skimped on proper construction or in privately 
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owned buildings where the owners had bribed government construction 
inspectors. For example, China has experienced some of the world’s highest 
number of earthquake deaths in recent years. While many factors account 
for these grim statistics (not least of which is the country’s dense popula-
tion), government corruption added to the toll. The 2008 earthquake in 
Sichuan province killed over 69,000 people.

Following the [that] quake, relatives of the victims wondered aloud why 
the town’s schools had collapsed while the sturdier government buildings 
remained standing. The uproar—soon squelched by the government—touched 
upon a number of broader controversies in China: government privilege, offi-
cial corruption, and the yawning gap between rich and poor. . . . [The problem 
is particularly acute when schools are built in impoverished neighborhoods.] 
Contractors feel pressure to complete projects ahead of schedule and cut cor-
ners. Builders substitute cheap materials in order to cut costs. And then, you 
have the omnipresent specter of bribery and corruption.12

Corruption—usually involving builders who have bribed government offi-
cials to evade construction codes—has also contributed to earthquake high 
death tolls in Haiti, Turkey, and dozens of other developing countries. 

An anti-corruption sign in Uganda. Substandard building construction coupled 
with corrupt building inspectors have contributed to many deaths in the develop-
ing world. Source: Future Atlas (www.futureatlas.com).
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Nicholas Ambraseys and Roger Bilham found that some 83 percent of 
earthquake deaths (worldwide) over a thirty-year period (1980–2010) had 
occurred in countries with high levels of government corruption. They esti-
mated that during that time, an additional eighteen thousand people per 
year died in quakes because buildings had not been built to code as a result 
of corruption.13

In Bangladesh, owners of the country’s many export-oriented clothing 
and textile factories regularly payoff government inspectors to overlook 
substandard construction or inadequate safety precautions. As a conse-
quence, during periods of heavy rain, many of these buildings have col-
lapsed, leading to the death of many poorly paid workers (mostly women).

Altogether, the World Bank has estimated that some $1.5 trillion in 
bribes are paid every year, representing about 2 percent of the world’s 
total GDP. This amount, they note, is around ten times the total amount of 
development aid that goes to less developed countries.14

THE CAUSES OF CORRUPTION

As we have noted, even in the United States and other highly advanced 
democracies, there is a degree of public and private-sector corruption. 
In May 2018, for example, Spanish prime minister Mariano Rajoy was 
forced to resign following a scandal involving kickbacks paid to a secret 
campaign fund. It is also worth noting that during its early history, when 
the United States was still a relatively underdeveloped country and poverty 
was widespread, politics was far more corrupt than it is today. Up until the 
latter half of the eighteenth century, secret ballots were not widely used in 
American or British elections—in part, so that candidates could be assured 
that vote buying had paid off. During the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, it was legal for Congressmen to accept payoffs.

But, why does government corruption occur so much more widely in 
developing nations? There are usually several interrelated factors at work, 
including poverty and lack of opportunity; efforts by powerful economic 
elites to influence public policy; the use of patronage and corruption as a 
political strategy; the impact of conflict; and political attitudes and culture. 
The degree of democracy in a political system can also be an important factor.

Poverty and Corruption
In most developing countries, civil servants and policemen are paid very 
low salaries that make it difficult for them to support their families. Con-
sequently, there is a tremendous temptation to augment their income by 
demanding bribes from the public. That temptation becomes even greater 
when most of their fellow workers are corrupt, when the chances of being 
caught and punished are low, and when the public views paying bribes 
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as an unavoidable burden. Indeed, in countries with per capita incomes 
of below $2,700 (in 2010 dollars), “corruption can be seen as a survival 
strategy” for those officials taking bribes.15 In Egypt, the World Bank has 
noted that in most cases where officials have been caught taking bribes, 
either nothing has been done, or the investigation would be opened but 
never concluded. As a result, petty bribery had very much become part 
of the system, with “the vast majority of Egyptians believed that paying a 
bribe—or even a tip for services rendered—virtually guaranteed the delivery 
of a public service or resolved a problem they had with the government, 
particularly in urban areas.”16

Indeed, in some cases governments—faced with limited budgets or fis-
cal austerity measures—may underpay public employees with the expecta-
tion that they will supplement their incomes, whether by moonlighting on 
the job or by taking bribes. As one review of the academic literature on 
corruption has noted:

Evidence from ethnographies and qualitative case studies provides support for 
the contention that corruption emerges when salaries are below a basic living 
wage. Corruption has been particularly prone to flourish when austerity mea-
sures or other crises of state capacity force wage cuts for civil servants . . . in 
part because bribes may be perceived as morally acceptable when civil servant 
wages are below the poverty threshold.17

Government corruption is not only more prevalent in lower income 
countries, but also tends to be more common in countries with higher eco-
nomic inequality and higher levels of “social exclusion”—that is, where poor 
people receive disproportionately fewer government services. Indeed, social 
exclusion is a better predictor of corruption levels than is per capita income.18

The Private Sector and Corruption
Corruption is not simply a product of poorly paid or greedy public officials 
trying to supplement their meager incomes through petty bribe-taking. 
Much of it is also driven by the private sector. Business owners may seek 
greater profit by avoiding taxes and fees. Entrepreneurs may try to over-
come or avoid government regulation by paying bribes to junior officials, 
or secure favorable government policies and decisions by influencing senior 
politicians. In cases where economic change has seen, some groups grow in 
economic wealth, corruption represents a way to translate such newfound 
riches into greater political influence. South Korea’s chaebols, discussed 
earlier, represent one such example.

Research shows that private-sector bribe paying is most likely in those 
areas where government regulation and licensing is most substantial (such 
as mining and property development), or where the government is a major 
purchaser of goods and services (such as public works and defense). Political 
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scientist John Waterbury has termed this as “developmental corruption,” 
arising as it does from the interaction of economic entrepreneurship, develop-
ment, and the role of the state in the economy—thus distinguishing it from 
low-level, routine endemic corruption discussed in the previous section.

Foreign as well as domestic companies may also pay bribes in order 
to secure contracts, gain mineral rights, or influence policy in developing 
countries. According to a “bribe payers index” developed by TI, Chinese, 
South Korean, Taiwanese, Italian, and Malaysian companies are perceived 
as most likely to engage in such unethical business practices abroad, fol-
lowed by Japan, France, and Spain.

One of the most notorious examples of this is in the mining sector, 
especially in poor and conflict-affected countries in West and Central 
Africa. In the Democratic Republic of Congo (also known as Congo—Kin-
shasa), corrupt foreign investors and corrupt local officials involved in the 
sale of mining rights are estimated to have cost the country more than $1.3 
billion in missing revenues between 2010 and 2012.19 Foreign companies 
were only too willing to turn a blind eye to illegal activity and pay bribes 
to secure mining rights. Some Congolese officials simply pocketed the pro-
ceeds, while others were used to finance political patronage and slush funds.

Defense sales are another example.20 British arms makers, for example, 
may have paid as much as £6 billion ($8 billion US dollars) to members 
of the Saudi royal family to secure various weapons sales between 1985 
and 2007. In Malaysia, the sale of French submarines to the country was 
reportedly accompanied by €146 million ($170 million) in “commissions.”

These, of course, are only the cases we hear about. Bribe paying by 
Chinese companies abroad is much less likely to ever be reported, both 
because of the authoritarian nature of China’s political system and because 
investment by Chinese public and private firms may be linked to Chinese 
foreign policy. In one notable case, Chinese companies investing in Sri Lan-
ka’s Hambantota Port Development Project are known to have paid at 
least $7 million in questionable political contributions to associates of then 
Sri Lankan president Mahinda Rajapaksa.21 

Corruption and Neopatrimonial Politics
Political patronage—providing rewards or favors to supporters and loyal-
ists—has long been a key aspect of politics. Politicians, after all, need to 
build and maintain political coalitions to succeed. When such patronage is 
maintained with the aid of public resources, it is often referred to as neopat-
rimonialism.* The resulting chain of patron-client relations can stretch from 

* Patrimonial political systems, by contrast, are those where public and private positions over-
lap, such as might be the case with a hereditary chief, king, feudal lord, or political-religious 
leader. In such a system, loyalty is maintained less with public resources and incentives (as in 
neopatrimonialism) and more by traditional attitudes to authority and legitimacy.
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the very top of the political system down to the urban neighborhoods and 
rural villages, with support flowing upward, and rewards flowing down. 

Patronage politics is not necessarily illegal. In the United States, for 
example, each change of presidential administration brings with it sev-
eral thousand new political appointees to the government. Some may be 
appointed because of their qualifications or ideological support for the 
president’s agenda, while others may be party activists, fund-raisers, and 
contributors receiving rewards for their past loyalty.

In developing countries, where political institutions and the rule of law 
tend to be weaker, neopatrimonialism tends to be an especially important 
tool for mobilizing and maintaining support. It is also a tool that lends itself 
easily to corrupt activity. Funds may be siphoned from the state budget or 
private-sector bribe paying into political slush funds, which are then used 
to reward political loyalists. Political allies may be given preferential access 
to government contracts and other opportunities. A large state role in 
the economy, whether through regulation, state spending, or state-owned 
enterprises, increases the ability of leaders to secure support through 
employment and economic incentives.

In countries with elections, candidates and political parties may offer 
gifts, money, or favors to voters to secure their votes, whether individually or 
to secure electoral endorsement of influential figures within family groups, 
clans, tribes, or religious and ethnic groups. The 2012 Americas Barometer 
survey of several Latin American countries found that between 13 percent 
(Argentina, Paraguay) and 34 percent (Guatemala) of respondents reported 
that they had been made such an offer by a candidate in exchange for their 
vote. A recent study of low-income voters in the Philippines found that 
virtually all had been offered something for their vote. Almost all accepted 
the offer, and most had voted for the candidate concerned.22

The use of patronage politics to manage ethnic diversity is another 
factor that can contribute to corruption.23 As we will see in chapter 6, 
many developing countries—especially in Africa and Asia—are composed 
of multiple, nonintegrated, ethnic groups. Often one of those groups leads 
the anticolonial struggle and dominates the new, independent government. 
Not surprisingly, the new government tends to favor the dominant ethnic-
ity or tribe when appointing bureaucrats and civil servants. Not only is this 
a form of corruption, but it tends to entrench the notion that background 
and connections—not competency or institutions—is what matters. It can 
also contribute to greater ethnic polarization, fueling the grievances of dis-
advantaged groups.

The state may also deliberately overlook illegal activity by its support-
ers. In this case, turning a blind eye is itself a reward for continued political 
loyalty. From the regime’s point of view, the tolerance of corruption has 
the added advantage that is both cheap (clients are generating their own 
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payoffs through illegal activities) and easy for the political patron to with-
draw should the corrupt client prove to be insufficiently loyal. Waterbury 
termed this planned corruption, where corruption itself forms part of a 
neopatrimonial strategy of political control.

Corruption and Conflict
Corruption is also rife when wars or economic disasters greatly weaken the 
political system. Countries torn by civil wars—such as Afghanistan, Libya, 
Somalia, Syria, and Yemen—have some of TI’s highest corruption percep-
tion scores. To an Afghan or Somali citizen, fighting corruption is a distant 
hope amid their daily struggle for survival. Weak government capacity and 
rule of law provides an opportunity for illegality to flourish.

Governments and rebels alike may also turn to illegal means—smug-
gling, extortion, bribe taking—to raise revenue and finance their struggle. 
In keeping with our previous discussion on planned corruption, they 
are likely to also overlook abuses by their allies. In Afghanistan, former 
president Hamid Karzai (2001–14) was notorious for overlooking cor-
ruption among his supporters, including members of his own family: his 
half-brother Ahmed Wali Karzai was a famously corrupt politician and 
powerful warlord in the Kandahar district until his assassination in 2011.* 
Similarly, Syrian president Bashar al-Asad, embroiled in years of bloody 
civil war, clearly has little interest in reining in the thuggish and corrupt 
behavior of the militias and military commanders who support him.

In some cases, a particular nexus may develop between illegal economic 
activities, conflict, and violence in the form of illicit drug production and 
distribution. In Afghanistan, poor farmers have turned to opium as a way 
of making additional income. The Taliban, other militant Islamist groups, 
and Afghan government officials alike have become involved in protecting 
and facilitating opium production in exchange for cash payoffs. The United 
Nations estimates that the amount of land in Afghanistan cultivated for 
opium poppies grew from 74,000 hectares in 2002 to 328,000 hectares in 
2017. The drug economy not only fuels the war, but also contributes to 
bribery and payoffs, from local police to more senior officials.24

In Colombia, cocaine production gave rise to powerful drug cartels 
in the 1990s, who used both bribery and violence against the state to 
protect their criminal enterprises. The leftist revolutionary FARC (Fuerzas 
Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia) also turned to the drug trade to 
finance its insurgency. While some of the most powerful drug cartels were 
broken up, and a peace agreement was reached between the Colombian 

* While diplomats and aid officials frequently criticized Ahmed Wali Karzai for corruption, 
US military and intelligence officials found him to be a useful ally against the Taliban—again 
highlighting the ways in which conflict creates conditions under which corruption flourishes.
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government and the FARC in 2016, the cultivation of coca (the plant from 
which cocaine is produced) has become deeply entrenched. Drug produc-
tion in Colombia and other Andean countries has, in turn, been a major 
contributor to crime and corruption in both Central America and Mexico, 
where local gangs grew as Colombian cartels weakened. High crime rates 
have contributed to Central American migration to the United States, while 
in Mexico drug gangs have been implicated in thousands of killings as well 
as bribery of police officers and politicians alike.

Corruption thus contributes to conflict, while conflict creates fertile 
grounds for corruption to flourish—yet another example of the “conflict 
trap” noted in chapter 1. Of the ten countries ranked by TI as suffering 
most from corruption, seven (Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Afghanistan, Yemen, 
Sudan, Libya) have experienced civil war or other violent conflict in recent 
years.

Attitudes to Corruption
Public attitudes to corruption may vary. In some cases, activities that were 
once considered traditional and appropriate are gradually considered to be 
wrong and illegal. Vote buying, for example, was a regular part of politics 
in many Western countries until the latter half of the nineteenth century, 
but today would land a candidate in jail. Up until 1871, military commis-
sions were purchased in the British military, with higher ranks and more 
prestigious regiments costing more. If one were to offer a British Army 
recruiter money to become an officer today, however, the response would 
be very different. In a similar way, offering tribute to tribal chiefs, sheikhs, 
or monarchs was once an accepted, even desired, part of social and political 
interaction across Africa or the Middle East. Increasingly, however, gifts to 
politicians are seen as corruption.

Where corruption is linked to neopatrimonial politics, clients may not 
see the benefits they receive as corrupt, but rather as evidence that politi-
cians are doing their job. In much of the Middle East, surveys show that 
most people feel that wasta (family, group, and political “connections”) is 
a form of corruption—yet many use it to secure employment or assistance. 
In the case of the Philippines, research shows that vote buying is not seen 
in a negative way by poor recipients, but rather as a form of constituency 
service and evidence that candidates are engaging with their community—
thereby strengthening the patron-client relationship. In short, it may be 
other politicians that are seen as corrupt, but not the local leader from one’s 
neighborhood, family, tribe, or ethnic or religious group. Not surprisingly, 
corruption tends to be strongest in countries with long histories of patron-
client politics. Where corruption is widespread, some may come to accept it 
as simply part of the way things are—as “the norm rather than the excep-
tion,” as one scholar of Afghanistan put it.25
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Conversely, a shift in public attitudes against corruption can provide 
impetus to reform, and even threaten the stability of regimes. The popular 
protests that toppled the dictatorship in Tunisia in 2011, for example, were 
driven in part by public anger at corruption, including the growing enrich-
ment of members of the President Ben Ali’s extended family. However, 
public outrage itself is not enough. Many Tunisians claim that corruption 
has actually worsened since their revolution. In Brazil, protests spurred the 
introduction of new anti-corruption measures, but many argued that the 
effectiveness of these had been limited by politicians and corrupt officials.

Corruption and Democracy
Corruption is more common in the authoritarian countries than in democ-
racies. Determining the exact connection between the two is rather compli-
cated, however.

On the one hand, greater transparency in democracies increases the 
risks and costs of engaging in corrupt behavior. In corrupt dictatorships 
like Syria or Equatorial Guinea, the government controls or intimidates 
the media, there is no independent judiciary, and there are not independent 
groups in civil society strong enough to rally the public against corrupt 
officials. On the other hand, when corruption arises in democracies such as 
Brazil and South Korea, the free press was able to expose corruption at the 
highest level, the public responded with protests, independent prosecutors 
took on the corruption, and autonomous courts convicted high-ranking 
government officials. Electoral competition in democracies also created a 
strong incentive for politicians to expose the corruption of their political 
rivalries. It is for such reasons that TI itself stresses the key role played by a 
free media and empowered civil society in its reports and recommendations.

On the other hand, electoral competition may itself provide an incen-
tive for corruption in some democratic systems. In countries like Kenya and 
Lebanon, a combination of identity politics (tribal and religious, respec-
tively) and closely fought elections means that parties and candidates have a 
strong incentive to mobilize support within their key constituencies through 
vote buying and patronage. Similarly, we have seen how vote buying is 
widespread in elections in the Philippines and found in some parts of Latin 
America too. Once elected, governments may funnel some state resources 
to their supporters to reward their political loyalty.

COMBATING CORRUPTION

Once corruption is widely entrenched in a political system, it becomes 
extremely hard to root out. Civil servants who see many of their colleagues 
demanding bribes may feel that it would be foolish to be honest. They may 
also feel pressure from their coworkers to accept bribes, not least of all 
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because any honest bureaucrat is a potential whistle-blower. Similarly, poor 
voters feel they would be foolish not to take payoffs for their vote and busi-
nesspersons observe that they cannot get government contracts while being 
honest. Politicians may be reluctant to give up vote buying and slush funds 
if they feel it would put them at a political disadvantage. In countries where 
planned corruption is used to consolidate support, moving away from such 
a system might imperil regime stability.

Nevertheless, the serious adverse effects that corruption has on devel-
opment do create an incentive for countries and leaders to address the 
problem. Aid donors and international financial institutions have placed 
growing emphasis on such reforms too, as part of broader efforts to pro-
mote good governance in developing countries.

Anti-corruption initiatives can take many forms. These typically aim at 
detecting and punishing existing corruption, as well as deterring it in future. 
They may seek to strengthen anti-corruption groups, whether in the media 
or civil society. Finally, they may attempt to change attitudes among the 
public and officials alike.

Greater transparency in government finances is essential, so that diver-
sion of funds can be detected in the first place. Oversight by legislative com-
mittees or specialist auditing institutions can serve to spot and deter certain 
types of corrupt behavior. In Nigeria, audits of the Nigerian National 
Petroleum Corporation not only revealed the scope of fraud and corruption 
there, but also led to the recovery of $2.4 billion in missing funds.

Prosecution of offenders is important not only to punish those engaged 
in corrupt activities, but to send a broader signal to others in government, 
the business sector, and across society. In Pakistan, for example, in 2017 the 
Supreme Court barred Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif from holding political 
office after leaked documents showed he and his family were linked to several 
offshore companies and undeclared property holdings. A year later, he was 
also sentenced to ten years in jail. Interestingly, some of the evidence in the case 
hinged on the use of the Calibri typeface in a falsified document—while the 
document was dated 2006, Microsoft did not introduce the font until 2007.*

An unusual example of joint local and international effort to investi-
gate and prosecute illegal activity is the International Commission against 
Impunity in Guatemala (CICIG), a partnership between the United Nations 
and Guatemalan police and prosecutors. In 2015, CICIG and local pros-
ecutors uncovered evidence of systematic tax and customs duty fraud ring 
(“La Línea”) involving President Otto Pérez Molina and Vice President 
Roxana Baldetti. Molina was impeached, Baldetti resigned, and both were 

* Some observers of Pakistani politics also suggest that the charges against Sharif were encour-
aged by the country’s powerful armed forces, as a way of removing him from the political 
arena.
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immediately charged with corruption. However, such investigative determi-
nation proved disquieting to Molina’s successor, President Jimmy Morales. 
When CICIG began to investigate allegations of illegal campaign financing 
by the new president and his associates, Morales sought to bar the head of 
the Commission from entering the country and end CICIG’s mandate. 

Procedural and technical mechanisms may be used to make financial 
flows easier to trace. In Palestine, for example, the Palestine Authority 
largely eliminated the problem of “ghost” employees in the police and secu-
rity services (i.e., employees who do not really exist) by switching from cash 
payment of salaries to electronic fund transfers to employee bank accounts. 
In India, biometric smartcards were distributed to 19 million poor villagers 
as part of a rural development and employment project, to reduce the risks 
of welfare fraud.

Regulatory reform can be an important tool. Excessive regulation can, 
as we have seen, spur corruption as businesses try to bribe their way out of 
a legal and bureaucratic maze. By streamlining and rationalizing the pro-
cess for obtaining, say, a business license, the incentive to bribe officials to 
facilitate paperwork is reduced.

As we have seen, low wages and poor working conditions in the police 
and public service can contribute to endemic corruption. Research suggests 
that higher wages might reduce corruption in very low-income countries 
where accepting bribes has become an economic survival strategy, although 
at higher income levels it may have little effect.

High-level corruption often involves the transfer of large amounts of 
illicit funds. Indicative of the scale of this problem, the African Union and 
United Nations estimate that Africa loses more than $50 billion a year to 
illicit financial flows.26 Banking reforms and anti-money laundering efforts 
can make it easier to detect illegal activity. As part of this, national banking 
systems and financial crimes units today cooperate more closely with their 
international counterparts. This also makes it more difficult for wealthy 
individuals to avoid taxation by hiding their assets.

International and corporate responsibility is important too, since foreign 
firms may play a major role in high-level corruption and tax evasion. Such 
efforts often involve a partnership between developing countries, business, 
and the industrialized world. The Kimberley Process Certification Scheme 
is one such initiative. It established a process of government certification of 
legal diamond exports so as to reduce the trade in illegal “blood diamonds” 
from war-torn countries. The Extractive Industry Transparency Initiative is 
another global initiative, which calls upon energy and mining companies, as 
well as governments, to report revenues from extractive industries so as to 
contribute to great transparency. Western countries have also taken other 
measures of their own to limit their corruption in developing countries, 
such as tighter banking regulations and anti-corruption legislation.
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KEY TERMS

anti-corruption initiatives
chaebol
corruption
developmental corruption

endemic corruption
neopatrimonialism
patronage
planned corruption

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What effects does corruption have on political and economic 
development?

2. What are the various types of corruption, and what are their causes?
3. Imagine you are an advisor to the government of a developing country. 

What sort of initiatives would you recommend to address the challenge 
of corruption? What sort of obstacles might these reforms face?
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