
 
Causes and consequences of 
corruption in the Public Sector 

 
1. Introduction 

 
The flyer was developed to simplify the 
common causes of corruption in the public 
sector.  
 
The Anti-Corruption Trust of Southern Africa 
defines corruption as “the abuse or complicity 
in the abuse of public and private power, 
office and authority for financial, material and 
non-material gain” 
 
Corruption is a scourge that should be 
prevented and combated. This can only 
happen if all relevant stakeholders work 
together against it.  
 
The causes have been highlighted to help the 
public sector to take the necessary measures 
aimed at making it less prone to corruption.   
 

2. Causes of Corruption 
 
There are many causes of corruption but the 
flyer concentrates on those that are unique to 
the public sector.  
 
It is important to start by pointing out that 
corruption is a governance issue, caused 
by those in power when they fail or neglect 
to manage society by means of a 
framework of social, judicial, political and 
economic checks and balances .  
 

·  An important equation on the 
causes of corruption.  

 
From an institutional point of view, corruption 
occurs when public officials have wide 

authority, little or no accountability, 
transparency and integrity checks and 
balances.  

 
·  When those in power are also corrupt  
 
If the leadership is corrupt everyone else will 
do the same. This ordinarily occurs under a 
policy known as ‘where everyone is guilty, 
nobody is guilty.’ Corrupt leaders always 
neglect to manage society by means of an 
effective framework of social, judicial, political 
and economic checks and balances because 
that will disturb their corruption activities. The 
best they can also do is to come up with weak 
checks and balances. 
 
·  Reward Structure  
 

Remuneration within the state administration 
is another key determinant in the genesis of 
corruption.  This happens when employees 
receive little salaries or wages. It is worse 
when: 
 
o opportunities to be corrupt exist; 
o they are unlikely to be caught or  
o They are not severely punished when 

caught.  
In such cases, the employee supplements 
their incomes through corruption. 
  
·  Risk of Exposure  
 
If the probability of being caught is low, there 
is a tendency to encourage corruption. Public 
officials weigh the probability of being caught 
and punished against the gains of engaging in 
corruption. If the chances of being caught and 
punished are low or outweigh the gains of 
corruption, corruption is thereby promoted.  
 
·  Punishment for criminal malfeasance 
 
If corrupt officials are not promptly 
prosecuted, do not lose their jobs or face 
social stigma when exposed, this facilitates 
criminal wrongdoing and nurture a culture of 
impunity that breeds more corruption. 
 
·  Level of political stability 
 
Conflict and post-conflict conditions breed 
more grounds and opportunities for corrupt 
behaviour.  
 
Public officials take advantage of the 
confusion to loot resources. Corruption also 
flourishes in specific circumstances 
surrounding transition from centrally-planned 
to market economies. 
 

Robert Klitgaard devised an important 
equation which identifies the causes as the 
monopoly control by public officials 
wielding discretionary powers in the 
absence of accountability systems. 
 

C (Corruption) = M (Monopoly) + D 
(Discretion) – A (Accountability) 

 
UNDP further expanded this formula by 
taking into account Integrity and 
Transparency as essential in balancing 
Monopoly and Discretion.  
 
Corruption = (Monopoly + Discretion) – 

(Accountability + Integrity + 
Transparency) 

 
The formula suggests that lack of 
accountability, transparency and integrity in 
addition to Monopoly and Discretion results 
in corruption. 



3. Governance system prone to 
corruption  

 
4. Consequences of Corruption 

 
Even if you are not corrupt, corruption affects 
you. It is costing the world billions of dollars 
every year. Scarce resources are diverted 
thereby reducing the country’s prospects for 
development.  
 
The consequences of corruption are 
disproportionately and cruelly borne by the 
poor who can not compete with those able 
and willing to pay bribes.  
 
·  Hampers economic growth and 

discourages foreign direct 
investments.  

 

Corruption undermines the performance, 
integrity and effectiveness of countries.  
 
·  Decreases and diverts government 

revenues.  
 
Corruption in revenue-generating agencies 
means less money for the government budget 
and hence, less funds available to respond to 
perceived needs of society. 
 
·  Misallocates scarce resources.  
 
Corruption in the budgetary process reduces 
important expenditures for development and 
for social safety nets. It shifts the already 
scarce funds for priority social sector 
spending to areas that benefit few people. 
 
 
·  Breeds impunity and dilutes public 

integrity.  
 
Officials and judges who accept bribes 
strengthen the hold and influence of criminal 
and corrupt elements in society. Corruption in 
the judiciary thus breeds impunity and creates 
uncertainty and unpredictability for those who 
seek recourse to justice, in particular the poor 
and the disadvantaged. 
 
·  Violates human rights.  
 
A corrupt state creates a vicious circle in 
which the state quickly loses its authority and 
ability to govern for the common good. 
Corruption makes it possible for critics to be 
silenced, for justice to be subverted and for 
human rights abuses to go unpunished. When 
corruption reigns, basic human rights and 
liberties come under threat and social and 
economic contracts become unpredictable. 
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·  Concentration of power in the 
executive combined with  weak or non-
existent checks and balances 

·  Poor transparency and accountability 
surrounding executive decision 
combined with restricted access to 
information 

·  Frameworks allowing for discretionary 
decision making 

·  Weak systems of oversight and 
enforcement. 

·  Soft or no social control systems. 
·  Information deficit in which there is lack 

of freedom of information legislation,  
·  Weak accounting practices, including 

lack of timely financial management,  
·  Lack of measurement of corruption.  
·  Lacking control over accountability of 

the government.  


