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Rethinking	the	way	we	do	anti‐corruption	

Exactly one year ago US Vice President Joe Biden spoke at the Verkhovna 
Rada, Ukraine’s Parliament. He talked about the historic chance offered by the 
Maidan revolution, the conflict with Russia and the desperate need for the 
country to reform. During his speech, one topic came up again and again: the 
need to fight corruption. Biden underlined the devastating effect of corruption on 
the country and its reform process. He also judged the “cancer of corruption” to 
be a threat on a par with the Russian aggression. His message was clear: if 
Ukraine wants to be successful in establishing a democratic system, the fight 
against corruption has to be taken seriously. 

The United States, the European Union and other donors pledged to support 
Ukraine in this fight – both in spirit and in funding. Yet, the history of 
international efforts against corruption does not necessarily inspire hope for the 
success of the Ukrainian anti-corruption campaign. Very much as we have seen 
with the history of cancer, looking for and promoting some universal cure was 
the wrong way to go. Countries like Estonia, which have managed to evolve, did 
it by taking their own paths, alongside or even going against international 
standardised advice. 

Assessing anti-corruption tools: trying to get to lessons learned 

After over 20 years of international efforts against corruption, the question 
remains: how do we build societies based on universalistic values, where the 
distribution of public goods does not depend on political or economic 
connections. Since the successful state-building of the United States, largely 
attributed to the ‘intelligent design’ included in The Federalist Papers, the world 
has been haunted by the idea that good government is the by-product of smart 
legislative design. 
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conflict of interest will not work when opportunities are rife and normative 
constraints low to none. 

The situation finally proved different when we looked at tools that specifically 
promote government transparency. While the adoption of a freedom of 
information act did not prove to be significant except when associated with a 
numerous and active civil society, we found that budget transparency (as 
measured by the Open Budget Index) was significantly correlated with better 
control of corruption. 

Public Integrity: Context Matters 

So, generally speaking, the news is not good. Most simple tools promoted by 
the international anti-corruption efforts do not seem to work. Building on many 
years of empirical research the explanation we offer for this is neither new, nor 
complicated. Context matters. Generally, however, this does not refer to a 
country’s constitutional framework, none of each seems to matter. 

Instead, we found quite down-to-earth issues to be significant. Besides fiscal 
transparency, these were the absence of red tape, more trade openness, 
independence of the judiciary, Internet access and associativity as measured by 
number of Facebook users per country. 

In our previous work we have grouped these into factors 
generating opportunities for corruption (power discretion, excess regulation and 
bureaucracy, competition restrictions, unaccountable material resources such 
as foreign aid, natural resources etc.) and factors creating constraints on the 
spoilers of public resources, such as independence of the judiciary and 
collective action capacity of citizens1. 

We equally tested indicators for these factors against the control of corruption 
and found them to be positively correlated. This suggests that a mechanism 
exists for controlling corruption which cuts across state and society, a balance 
between resources and constraints grounded in the broader development 
context but also generating a specific policy context, as illustrated in figure 2. 
We subsumed this framework into a new Index of Public Integritywhich 
measures public integrity frameworks through objective and actionable data2. 
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What does this tell us? Public scrutiny is what makes fiscal transparency truly 
work. Societal participation can make up for a lack in official oversight and for a 
situation in which auditors, police and magistrates do not play the role they are 
supposed to play. 

Changing the anti-corruption agenda 

The lesson coming from all this is clear. We need to rethink the way we do anti-
corruption. Instruments that were promoted for years do not work the way we 
expected them to. They only work under certain societal conditions. We 
therefore have to move away from thinking of anti-corruption as a blueprint that 
can be applied anywhere. 

Solutions need to be localised and adapted to individual country contexts. We 
do not need more regulation, but smart regulation that is adapted to local 
conditions and a reduction of rent opportunities provided by regulation, even 
regulation meant for good governance. If the international community is serious 
about fighting corruption, in Ukraine and elsewhere, it may need to cut more 
laws, not add more. 

We will not get anywhere by using the same tactics as in the last twenty years. 
Successful examples include Chile with its audit agency which is at the same 
time ombudsman and reviews all legislation, or Estonia with its streamlined 
minimal legislation and e-government. These are shining examples that a good 
control of corruption results from preventing corruption to happen in the first 
place. All you do after it has already happened matters far less. 

An extended version of this article will be published in a special issue on evidence-based 
national integrity frameworks as Mungiu-Pippidi, A. & and Dadasov, R., “When do laws matter? 
The evidence on national integrity enabling contexts” in Crime, Law and Social Change, Spring 
2017 (forthcoming). Most of the research presented here is based on results developed as part 
of the EU FP7 ANTICORRP Project, grant agreement no. 290529. The full name is 
Anticorruption Policies Revisited: Global Trends and European Responses to the Challenge of 
Corruption. 

1 Outlined in Mungiu-Pippidi, A. (2015), “The Quest for Good Governance: How Societies 
Develop Control of Corruption,” Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

2 More quantitative evidence and details on the construction of the IPI was published in Mungiu-
Pippidi, A. & Dadašov, R. (2016), “Measuring Control of Corruption by a New Index of Public 
Integrity” in European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research, Vol. 22, Issue 3, pp 415–438. 
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