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Introduction 

 

The antithesis to corruption is good governance. The term governance alone refers 

to the way government carries out its work through decision-making and 

implementation. Good governance accomplishes the functions of governance without 

abuse and corruption, and with regard for the rule of law.  When there is not 

evidence of good governance through such qualities as accountability, 

responsiveness, transparency, and efficiency (see Unit 2), when policies are not 

effectively implemented, and public services are ineffective or unavailable, there is 

corruption. Put simply, one could conclude that corruption occurs where good 

governance is lacking. The question remains, if good governance benefits the 

population and corruption causes suffering, as we learned in Unit One, why would 

people participate in corrupt behavior?  

 

This unit takes corruption apart by looking at the possible scenarios that would 

motivate people to participate in the unethical and dishonest behaviors that define it. 

The unit also explains what situations cause dysfunctional governments to foster a 

more corrupt world.  

 

 

Motivation for Engaging in Corruption 

 

Learning Objectives 

What causes corruption? 

 
After studying this unit, you should be able to: 

 
• Define good governance; 
 
• Provide some motivating factors for participating in corrupt behaviors; 
 
• Name and describe the pillars of good governance. 
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Henry Kissinger once said, “Corrupt politicians make the other ten percent look bad.”  

From a personal desire for an unfair advantage, to distrust in the justice system, to 

complete instability in a nation’s identity, there are numerous factors motivating 

people of power, parliamentarians included, and indeed ordinary citizens, to engage 

in corrupt behavior.   

 
Governance problems can be more or less serious, and can vary from one part of 

government to another. It is one of the key governance problems that a country may 

face. Governments are vulnerable to corruption when their institutions are: 

 

• Involved in clear cases of corruption; 

• Inefficient; 

• Unresponsive; 

• Secretive; or 

• Inequitable. 

 

In this unit, we take apart these most common motivating factors for corruption in 

the governance process and among government agents. 

 
 

Desire for an Unfair Advantage 

 

Many officials are motivated to participate in corrupt behavior because of the 

inherently selfish desire to have an unfair advantage over their peers. Through 

bribery, extortion, embezzlement, nepotism and other means, corruption can help 

dishonest people get ahead while the public pays the price. A corrupted politician 

may seek to sway a person’s opinions, actions, or decisions, reduce fees collected, 

speed up government grants, or change outcomes of legal processes. Through 

corruption, people seeking an unfair advantage may pay courts to vote in their favor 

or, as with police, customs units, and tax collectors, to disregard a penalty. Bribery 

may be paid to allow for otherwise unacceptable building and zoning permits, to 

sway school exam results or allow acceptance by an unqualified student into a school 

system. People in the private sector may pay off politicians so that they dismiss rules 

and regulations to protect employees in the workforce. Corruption motivated by an 
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unfair advantage may also occur in immigration, passport and visa offices in which 

unqualified individuals may be allowed an unfair advantage to obtain these important 

documents, at the expense of others. 

 

In order to obtain an unfair advantage, governments and government officials may 

apply any number of methods to abuse their power over the citizens. First, a 

politician may apply diplomatic, political, or financial pressure, for example trade 

embargoes. However such pressures may also work to effectively bully vulnerable 

citizens. Also, many countries are the recipients of development aid, which might 

cause politicians who seek an unfair advantage to earmark this funding towards their 

particular cause. The threat of reduced foreign aid, defense ties, arm deals, and gifts 

may help politicians to obtain an unfair advantage through corruption.  

 

 

Lack of Punitive Measures 

 

Thomas Hobbes, the great political philosopher, once said, “A man's conscience and 

his judgment is the same thing; and as the judgment, so also the conscience, may 

be erroneous.” This idea that individuals cannot always rely on a working inner moral 

compass alone to guide them to virtue is at the heart of the next motivating factor 

for participating in corrupt behavior.  

 

When the legal agencies do not impose sanctions on parliamentarians and other 

government officials who have violated their public duties there is a lack of punitive 

measure for corrupt behavior. This is the case, for example when judges are in the 

pay of the ruling party or there are too few police officers to enforce the law.  

 

When there are not punitive measures to assure transparency, monitoring, and 

accountability through a working justice system, some people will participate in 

corrupt behavior simply because they can get away with it.  Politicians and other 

individuals require a legal, monitoring system to assure that corruption will not occur 

in the planning and execution of public sector budgets. Social and internal control 

mechanisms are required for civil society and autonomous state auditing agencies. 

Without them or with only weak enforcement measures, people in power are more 
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likely to embezzle money from the national budget, sway votes or participate in 

other actions that will result in personal gain at the public’s expense.  

 

 

Lack of Transparency 

 

Transparency describes when there is free access by citizens to public information. 

When the rules, procedures, and objectives of the government are not available to 

the public, there is not budgetary and administrative oversight to balance the power 

of government officials, transparency is lacking and corruption can be bred. Without 

oversight and transparency of budget and rules, national resources may be 

plundered and power may be abused in favor of the corrupt official only.  

 

Further, when there are not public sector mechanisms that channel social 

preferences and specific complaints of the population to the agencies involved in 

those complaints, people of power will not serve their purpose of representing the 

populace, but have free reign to do as they please in the public sector.  

 

Lack of transparency creates opportunities for public officials to abuse their office for 

private gain. This closely relates to accountability, and weak accountability 

mechanisms tend to facilitate corruption. Where there is a lack of transparency and 

accountability corruption will flourish. Once corrupt bureaucrats realize that they can 

take advantage of regulations, they will produce more regulations and run the risk of 

becoming less transparent. 

 

Poor Incentive Structures 

 

Bad incentives, such as clerks not earning a living wage or not having job security 

might also encourage corrupt behavior such as supplementing income with bribes. 

Some people who do not have an incentive to perform their official duties, but 

actually pay for their jobs with the understanding that they will make money through 

bribes. A lack of incentive also results when positions of power are granted as a 

result of favoritism and nepotism (See unit 1). Making people resist hard work.  
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Question: How would you suggest

increasing salaries of government

officials in order to avoid a cycle of

corruption among politicians? What other

solutions are there?  

Incentives also come into the picture when salaries are so low that people cannot 

meet the basic living standards for food 

and housing. As a result, people will often 

take other jobs that cause absenteeism of 

public officials, and often increase the 

demand by government officials for bribes 

and other paybacks in order to supply the 

public services. In another example, 

teacher absenteeism, teachers who are underpaid sometimes feel forced to 

supplement their income with other work, causing absenteeism. This absenteeism 

may not result in bribes, but may instead result in a lost public service for the 

students, thus stalling progress among that student population.  

 

 

Problems with the law:  Lawless and Over Regulated Governments 

 

Corruption can also be caused when there is excessive control and a sort of monopoly 

of power. In these circumstances, there again is not a level playing field, and 

decisions will always be made at the advantage of the group or person who dominates 

political control. As a result, ordinary citizen rights are lost and public resources are 

often plundered for the personal gain of the public officials. Poverty or scarcity of 

goods may also push people to live outside the law.  

 

Finally, corruption occurs when government officials resist government policies and 

programs. Introducing policies that allow for greater oversight would help to assure 

that power were balanced and no one person would be making all of the political 

decisions. When politicians resist this change they prevent political and cultural 

progress for their country, prohibit civic interests from being met, and allow the 

pattern of corruption to flourish.  

 

 

Dysfunctional Systems as a Cause for Corruption 
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Box 1

System-Wide Allowances for Corrupt Behavior: 

 

Government may allow system wide corruption to spread by not institutionalizing and

enforcing prevention mechanisms. For example: 

 

• Overly complex procedures for obtaining public services allow government to covet 

the services to only the well-informed or well-connected elite, and not allowing the 

system to work for the poor. 

• Lack of internal systems to assure relative transparency, monitoring and 

accountability in the design and execution of public policies.   

• Lack of social control mechanisms aimed at preventing grand corruption schemes 

usually seen when the state’s policies are captured by vested interests.  

• Lack of employee participation in and knowledge of the public institution’s decision-

making criteria. 

• Absence of results based management in public service delivery. 

• An ineffective judicial sector (police, prosecutors, officers, and the judiciary.) 

Instability in government may also catapult a nation and its leaders towards 

corruption. Among them, war, ethnic or religious conflict, economic hardship, and 

social inequalities may instigate corruption. Any circumstance that threatens a nation 

or its people either through identity or establishment may diminish the good 

governance practices of a nation. Even in less difficult times, the institutions and 

policies of government may undermine how well the government carries out its work. 

When institutions and policies are weak, individuals tend to take advantage of them. 

Therefore, poor governments are a product of sick institutions, or institutions that 

function poorly because of inadequate resources or bad policies and procedures.  

 

As stated earlier, good governance refers to the provision of services that are 

responsive to citizen needs. When government services are not provided to citizens, 

either because they were deemed unnecessary, services providers demanded bribes 

or were lazy, or the services are provided in theory but are not readily available in 

practice without a bribe, people will aim to have their needs met illegally or 

unofficially. Likewise, when financial systems are outdated, they are more 

corruptible.  
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Unit 2 Questions 
 
Please answer each of the following questions.  If you are taking this course in a group you 
may then meet to discuss your answers. 
 

1. How would you suggest increasing salaries of government officials in order to avoid a 
cycle of corruption among politicians? What other solutions are there? 

 
2. What is the difference between good governance and anticorruption? 
 
3. You learned of the major motivating factors for participating in corruption. Which, if 

any, have provided impetus for you to engage in either publicly or privately unethical 
behavior? 

 
4. In what way do you think the government or national environment determine 

whether or not corruption will occur? 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Problems in governance occur when a government is not only corrupt, but also when 

it is inefficient, unresponsive, or secretive. Essentially, when a government is 

ineffectual, it is considered to be corrupt. As this unit explained, corruption is 

fundamentally caused by low wages, poor incentive structures and inefficient 

systems. In addition, it is also caused by the desire for an unfair advantage, and the 

knowledge that one will not be caught or punished for corrupt behavior. Corruption 

is not just about ethics. It is also about how the government is set up and managed. 

Parliament and parliamentarians improve the way government works  so that corrupt 

behavior is punishable and opportunities for corruption are limited through the laws. 

 

In order to fully rectify corruption in a society, it must first be thoroughly diagnosed. 

Unit three shows methods for diagnosing, measuring, and interpreting data on 

corruption. As the units thereafter will explain, this step will help to make focused 

and measurable changes and improvements to corruption when those mechanisms 

are enacted.  
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