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Abstract

This paper argues that even if elites or reformers are willing to put anticorruption laws in
place, the legacy of corruption and mistrust may render them ineffective. We begin by
discussing the importance of trust and the literature that has shown that corruption has a
significant effect on citizens’ trust in the institutions of the state. Predatory and rent seeking
agents generate a dim view of the trustworthiness of the state and other institutions of
governance. We then discuss the role of trust and corruption in shaping compliance and argue
that a legitimacy effect is a plausible mechanism driving these relationships. We then draw on
work that shows that corruption undermines legitimacy - a property of a law or policy that
enhances compliance even when the probability of punishment is low. Therefore, even when
reformers put meaningful anti-corruption policies in place, their efficacy is likely to be low as
the legacy or perception of corruption leads to low levels of compliance, resulting in a vicious
cycle of corruption. While leadership may be endogenous, breaking out of the legitimacy trap
requires top-level leaders to show a zero-tolerance for corruption and to understand that
“actions speak louder than policies”.
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Introduction
Corruption remains endemic in much of the world with very few countries on course to meet

the 2030 corruption target enshrined in the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals.

In part, this is explicable by entrenched elites and their simultaneous responsibility and

reluctance to monitor and punish corruption. In part, this is because ‘anticorruption strategies

are adopted and implemented in cooperation with the very predators who control the

government and, in some cases, the anticorruption instruments themselves’ (Mungiu-Pippidi,

2006: 87).

Another reason for the persistence of corruption as a leading barrier to economic and social

development is its self-reinforcing nature. Stephenson (2020) outlines several ways in which

a corruption trap can arise. These include a fall in the chance of an individual being caught

and punished as fixed law enforcement resources are stretched thin as corruption spreads;

outright capture of the justice system; increased confidence in the complicity of others in

corrupt acts; a collapse in both internal “shame costs” and external stigma; selection into

roles that offer opportunities for corruption; and a smaller tax and resource base.

Stephenson also points to a corruption induced collapse in trust and increase in cynicism as

fertile ground for increased corruption. By undermining expectations of fairness and

efficiency, corruption can create a vicious circle of mistrust and bribery. As Cho and Kirwin

(2007) put it, ‘people who have low expectations regarding the efficiency and impartiality of

government try to look for an alternative to obtain access to public resources’ Cho and

Kirwin (2007:6). Cho and Kirwin test, and confirm, this bi-directional link using survey data

from sub-Saharan Africa.

In this paper we draw together results from several related literatures and argue that taken

together they point to a related mechanism that can explain why corruption is so persistent in

so many parts of the world. Even if elites or reformers are willing to put laws in place, the

legacy of corruption and mistrust may render them ineffective. We begin by discussing the

literature that has shown that corruption has a significant, in both economic and statistical

terms, effect on citizens’ trust in the institutions of the state. Predatory and rent seeking

agents, even at a local level, generate a dim view of the trustworthiness of the state and even

of other types of governance institution. The role of contagion and peer effects in corruption

is then discussed, showing that corruption can have socially undesirable consequences in

terms of objectionable behaviours such as tax evasion. We then link these literatures to the
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emerging empirical work in economics and political science on the concept of legitimacy.

Legitimacy, a property of a law or policy that enhances compliance even when the probability

of punishment is low, is also undermined by corruption. Therefore, even when existing elites

or reformers put meaningful anti-corruption laws in place, their efficacy is reduced by the

legacy or perception of corruption, resulting in a vicious cycle of corruption. While we do not

present a complete solution for this problem, our discussion points to the necessity of fighting

corruption at the highest levels of authority in order to build legitimate and accountable

states, noting that, to paraphrase a well-known proverb, “actions speak louder than policies”.

The Importance of Trust
Trust is a powerful force in economies and societies, particularly those in which the legal

enforcement of contracts is prohibitively expensive or uncertain. Incomplete and asymmetric

information and legal uncertainly can combine to tip the scales of rational decision making

away from activities that would otherwise be pursued. Trust also makes it easier for citizens

to solve collective action problems (Coleman, 1990; Putnam, 1993). Zak & Knack (2001)

demonstrate the power of trust as an economic lubricant. Using data from the World Values

Surveys, they show that trust is a significant predictor of growth and investment. While the

small sample size available does require us to treat such findings with caution, a host of

studies point to mechanisms that can drive such an observed relationship.

For example, a number of studies have found that trust shapes investment behaviour (Guiso,

Sapienza, & Zingales, 2008; Georgarakos & Pasini, 2011). Tu and Bulte (2010) find that

more trusting people in rural China are more likely to participate in the formal labour market.

Trust also influences the way that society is organised and the economy is regulated. Trust

has been found to be associated with support for deregulation and the level of economic

regulation (Heinemann & Tanz, 2008; Aghion, Algan, Cahuc, & Shleifer, 2010; Pinotti, 2012;

Leibrecht & Pitlik, 2015). By increasing the scope for cooperation, trust also shapes support

for redistributive policies and increases their effectiveness (Bergh & Bjørnskov, 2014;

Daniele & Geys, 2015).

It is hard to escape the conclusion that trust shapes both the outcomes of the economy in the

aggregate and the ways in which people choose to live their lives and interact with others.

Thus, given all we know about the costs of corruption, the scope for corruption to lead to a

low-trust, high corruption vicious cycle has clear implications for economic and human

development.
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Corruption and Trust
Many studies, drawing on survey and experimental data from around the world, have found

that corruption corrodes trust in people and institutions. Corruption is almost always a

violation of the law and, by definition, entails an abuse of entrusted power. Both collusive

and harassment corruption transform the distribution of a society’s resources, and often

justice, into a transactional and predatory system. While the transactional nature of such a

system may require a form of honour or trust amongst thieves to function, observational and

experimental studies point to corruption (both the experience and the perception) as being a

significant inhibitor of trust between people in a society (Seligson, 2002; Uslaner, 2004;

Banerjee, 2016).

Our interest lies with the large body of work that has concluded that corruption, or the

perception thereof, reduces public trust in the agents and institutions of a state. Importantly,

this corrosive effect of corruption on institutional trust has been found to hold in different

contexts in different parts of the world.

An early contribution to this literature was provided by Seligson (2002). Using survey data

from Latin America, Seligson shows that an experience of corruption predicts lower levels of

perceived “regime legitimacy” an index made up of perceptions of judicial fairness and trust

in the police as well as respect, pride and support for the country’s political system and

institutions. Many of the important studies in this literature have drawn on Latin American

data. For example, Morris & Klesner (2010) find a similar relationship in Mexican survey

data, though in this case the focus is on individual perceptions of corruption and the outcome

variables are explicitly capture trust in a range of public institutions. Blanco and Ruiz (2013)

draw on Columbian data to exploit the opportunity to use both an experience based metric of

corruption and explicit trust questions and find that being asked for bribe predicts lower

satisfaction with democracy and lower trust in public institutions

While there has been something of a focus on Latin America, these relationships are evident

in data from other parts of the world. Anderson & Tverdova (2003) draw on survey data for a

wide range of countries including long established democracies and rich economies. They

conclude that people in more corrupt countries, as per the Corruption Perceptions Index, are

less trusting of civil servants.

We also have evidence of these effects in Europe, sub-Saharan Africa, and East Asia. Ares

and Hernández (2017) exploit the overlap in the timing of a corruption scandal in Spain and
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fieldwork for the European Social Survey to show using a natural experiment that the

revelations led to a fall in trust in politicians. Drawing on Afrobarometer data, Lavallée,

Razafindrakoto, and Roubaud (2008) find that both experienced and perceived corruption

reduces trust in public institutions. A similar result is found by Chang & Chu (2006) in the

context of established and emerging Asian democracies using data from the East Asia

Barometer, though only in terms of perceptions of corruption.

This brief overview of the literature makes it clear that the claim that corruption undermines

trust has substantial empirical support and that the result is not contingent on particular

cultural, institutional or historical features being present.

The fact that corruption has an effect on trust in classes of actors and on institutions in

general and not just an effect on particular actors is important for our idea of a vicious cycle.

By destroying trust in the institutions of the state and in the type of people who serve as

agents of the state, corruption, we will argue, destroys the perceived legitimacy of the state

and the efficacy of many of the state’s (benign) interventions.

As to why corruption spills over in this way, the literature on peer and contagion effects in

corruption and similar norm violations is instructive (Gatti et al., 2003; Moxnes and Van der

Heijden, 2003; Fisman and Miguel, 2007; Dong et al., 2012; d’Adda et al., 2017; Boly et al.

2019). The 2015 World Development Report also points to the powerful imitative effect of

corruption (World Bank, 2014). In countries where corruption has become the norm, “acting

corruptly may become automatic thinking for officials” (page 60). If citizens understand that

norm violations are contagious in this way, individual experiences of corruption or

perceptions as to the honesty of a particular official may spill over to undermine trust in the

political or bureaucratic class as a group.

Citizens may also use their experience as a rule of thumb when considering future

interactions with the state and its representatives. As the 2015 World Development Report

puts it “[w]ithout realizing it, people tend to fill in information gaps based on default

assumptions consistent with their mental models” (World Bank, 2014, page 69). The results

of Chong et al (2015) further support the idea that corruption tars all politicians with the same

brush. They report on the effects of a field experiment carried out in Mexico that provided

information on incumbent corruption ahead of local elections. While voter turnout and

support for corrupt incumbents fell, the same was also true for their opponents.
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Corruption and mistrust go hand in hand. As we will next argue, this has profound

implications for the functioning and stability of society.

Trust, Corruption, and Compliance
The standard model of compliance in economics sees people considering what they stand to

gain and lose and acting to maximize expected utility (Becker, 1968). Compliance can be

incentivised by increasing the chance of getting caught or the punishment if a violation is

detected. While such policies have been shown to be effective in terms of curbing, for

example, corruption (Abbink et al, 2002; Olken, 2007), the standard model does not fully

capture the factors shaping compliance behaviour. Evidence abounds that corruption and a

lack of trust shapes compliance behaviour.

Of particular salience at the time of writing as the world struggles to contain the COVID-19

pandemic and begins to think about how to avert the next global pandemic is the literature

which has pointed to a lack of trust as a key driver of compliance with public health policies

and recommendations, up to and including vaccine uptake. Institutional trust was a driver of

compliance with public health advice in the Ebola outbreaks that affected several African

countries in the years prior to 2020. Blair et al. (2017) find that Liberian citizens expressing

lower trust in government during the 2014/15 outbreak adopted fewer of the suggested

precautionary measures and were less compliant with public health requirements such as

social distancing and the safe burial of victims of the virus. Importantly, low trust did not

predict less understanding of the nature of Ebola and how it spread. Similar results were

found by Vinck et al. (2019) in relation to a later outbreak in the Democratic Republic of

Congo. Mistrust predicted less avoidance behavior and reduced willingness to accept an

Ebola vaccine.

As was the case with the relationship between corruption and trust, it is important to note that

this relationship between mistrust and compliance is discernable outside of sub-Saharan

Africa and the particular case of the Ebola virus. Similar relationships have been found in

data from the United States of America (Ronnerstrand, 2005; Jung et al. 2013), Sweden

(Ronnerstrand, 2013), Taiwan (Chuang et al., 2015), and Japan (Nawa and Fujiwara, 2019).

Dincer and Gillanders (2021) find that more corrupt US states had lower compliance with

COVID-19 shelter in place orders and argue that this arises due to the negative effect of

corruption on institutional trust and legitimacy.
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There is also evidence that corruption reduces tax compliance, which is critical for public

good provision, particularly in developing countries. The link between corruption and

taxation can be understood through the fiscal exchange theory framework, which suggests

that tax compliance is higher when citizens are offered valuable public goods —such as

representation, public services, security and infrastructure— in exchange for tax payments

(see Buchanan, 1976; Alm, Jackson, and McKee, 1993). Consequently, citizens are likely to

evade taxes more when there is a possibility that the promised services will not be delivered,

e.g. due to corruption (Besley and Persson, 2014). Levi and Sacks (2009) show using survey

data from sub-Saharan Africa that perceptions of government effectiveness and procedural

justice, two factors that are generally viewed as incompatible with high levels of corruption,

are associated with attitudes to tax compliance. Ali et al (2014) find evidence that corruption

weakens attitudes towards tax compliance in the case of South Africa and perhaps Uganda,

though not in Kenya or Tanzania.

At least in part, these results can be understood through the lens of “tax morale” – broadly

understood as nonpecuniary factors (intrinsic motivation, reciprocity) that encourage

voluntary compliance. Tax morale, like so many of the forces that lead to the smooth

functioning of society, is undermined by corruption (Picur and Riahi‐Belkaoui, 2006; Jahnke

and Weisser, 2019). Boly, Konte and Shimeles (2020) also examine the effect of the quality

of governance (proxied by perceived corruption) on attitudes toward paying taxes, using the

Afrobarometer surveys for 36 African countries. They find that perceived corruption in the

President’s Office has a significant and negative effect on reported attitude toward taxation,

even after controlling for people’s experience of corruption, as captured by bribe payments

made to government officials in the past 12 months. This result suggests that perceptions of

corruption at the highest level of government matters for tax morale.

Although subjective, perceptions of corruption tend to contain real information and matter in

shaping behavioural responses. For example, Olken (2009) examined the accuracy of

Indonesian villagers’ corruption perceptions to a more objective measure of ‘missing

expenditures’ in a road-building project in their village; and found that villagers’ reported

perceptions do contain real information about the level of missing expenditures in the project.

Likewise, in a corruption laboratory experiment in Kenya, Banerjee et al. (2020) find that

participants’ expectations about corruption were in line with what they ultimately

experienced in terms of embezzlement, supporting the notion that participants possessed local

knowledge as to how people in the role of public official would behave.
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In a policy-oriented laboratory experiment on tax evasion and corruption, Banerjee, Boly and

Gillanders (2020) find that fighting corruption (or eliminating it altogether) also has a

significant and negative impact on the share of income evaded, suggesting spillover effects

from anticorruption to tax evasion behaviour. They also find a clear ranking in term of Public

Good provision, whereby fighting corruption is the more effective than fighting tax evasion,

suggesting that when confronted with the twin evils of corruption and tax evasion in the

context of public goods provision, allocating more resource to fighting the former may be the

better policy choice.

Beyond taxation, Sundström (2012) provides a similar finding in the context of regulatory

compliance by small-scale fishermen (96% were men) in South Africa. In a survey

experiment, fishermen who held a dimmer view of the corruptibility of the officials charged

with enforcing the regulations were less willing to comply.

One way in which these results can be reconciled with the standard model is that a lack of

trust in the state leads to differences in the perceived expected costs and benefits of following

public advice or engaging with the state. Similarly, the tax evasion and tax morale results can

be understood in terms of corruption making tax evasion more practicable and embezzlement

from public funds reducing the benefits of paying taxes. Another strand of thought posits that

a lack of social capital can explain these results by aggravating the collective action problem

(Olson 1971; Sønderskov, 2009). However, as we will now argue, the concept of legitimacy

offers an additional mechanism to understand these results – one that can give rise to a

vicious cycle of corruption, mistrust, and low compliance.

The Legitimacy Trap in Anti-Corruption Reforms
Legitimacy is a property of a law, law enforcement agent, policy, or policymaker, that

enhances compliance even when the threat of sanction is low (Tyler, 2006) The idea of

legitimacy as a potent force shaping compliance decisions can be traced back to the writings

of Max Weber (Weber, 1968). MacCormack (1981) holds that “legitimacy arises from the

ideal of a society maintained through impersonal, efficient procedures” (p424), and the

evidence supports this contention. The perceived fairness and impartiality of rules and

procedures shape behaviours - even when the result is unequal (Lind, 2001; Falk et al., 2003;

Tyler, 2004; Bolton et al. 2005).
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The importance of legitimacy in shaping decision making is borne out by several interesting

quantitative studies. Paternoster et al. (1997) find that reoffending was less likely for those

arrested for domestic assault in a procedurally fair way. Kuperan and Sutinen (1998) study

Malaysian fishermen and find that compliance with regulations was higher amongst those

who perceived the requirements as legitimate. A legitimacy effect is also apparent in the

findings of Chen (2016) that differential rates of executions explains the higher rate of

absences for Irish soldiers serving in the UK armed forces during the first world war. More

contemporary evidence is provided by Christensen and Laegreid (2020) who argue that the

Norwegian fight against COVID-19 was bolstered a strong sense of legitimacy. This

argument fits well with the finding of Dincer and Gillanders (2021) that more corrupt US

states faced lower levels of compliance with social distancing directives.

The notions of institutional trust and legitimacy have considerable overlap, as noted by

Jackson and Gau (2016). However, our view is that the legitimacy and procedural justice

literatures offer a clear mechanism that can explain, at least in part, the observed negative

effects that corruption and mistrust have on compliance. Corruption is a fundamentally unfair

phenomenon in which power and resources can be secured by one party at the expense of

another, or of society in general, in a process that is almost always illegal and contrary to

established formal processes. Experiencing this first-hand or holding the belief that such acts

are commonplace undermines the legitimacy effect that would otherwise enhance compliance

with legal requirements and government requests in a host of contexts, including, as we have

seen above, the domains of death and taxes. In the context of anti-corruption policy, however,

the potential for a feedback loop exits in which corruption destroys legitimacy which in turn

renders anti-corruption efforts ineffective.

The literatures that we have drawn on thus provide us with the following insights:

● Corruption undermines trust in the institutions and agents of the state.

● Beliefs and experiences of corruption in relation to a given individual or class of actor

can spill over to reduce trust in the state more generally.

● A lack of institutional trust is associated with reduced levels of compliance with

formal legal requirements and government requests across a wide range of

state-citizen interactions.
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● This can be understood by the damaging effect that corruption - acts of which

inevitably violate principles of on procedural justice and fairness - has on the

perceived legitimacy of the state and its agents.

Taken together, this suggests that it is plausible that corruption, by compromising the

perceived legitimacy of anticorruption policymakers and enforcement agencies, can foster

further corruption by reducing compliance with anti-corruption laws and policies.

Importantly, given the results that suggest that corruption spills over to create mistrust in

political and bureaucratic actors as a class, even well intentioned reforms and reformers may

be met with lower compliance than the standard model of compliance would suggest. Less

effective anti-corruption policy will lead to more corruption and therefore public trust and

legitimacy remain low. This vicious cycle, or legitimacy trap, is illustrated in Figure 1.

While we have discussed papers that point to legitimacy effects in various contexts, none of

the studies cited thus far have provided evidence of a legitimacy effect in anti-corruption

policy. However, in this specific domain of anti-corruption policy, Boly, Gillanders, and

Miettinen (2019) provide evidence of a legitimacy effect. Drawing on a framed laboratory

experiment conducted in Nairobi, Kenya, this study provides clear evidence that the

behaviour of an anticorruption policymaker determines the efficacy of policy. The basic

experimental game sees two participants (drawn from a subject pool of undergraduate

students) randomly paired and assigned the role of public officials charged with investing

money into real local charities. Both have the possibility of embezzling some of these funds

before passing them on. Public Official A makes her decisions first, which are observed by

the other member of the pair, Public Official B. In this design, legitimacy is operationalized

by allowing ‘Public Official A’ who chooses the strength of the deterrence policy to be

corrupt or not.
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Figure 1: The Legitimacy Trap

While the Control treatment has no mechanism through which corruption can be detected and

punished, additional treatments introduce an anti-corruption policy based on deterrence in

which corruption, if detected results in the complete loss of earnings for that round of play. In

the first, the policy is endogenous and discretionary (ED). Public Official A chooses the

strength of the policy (a 0-30% chance of detection and punishment) but it only applies to

Public Official B. In the second, the policy is endogenous and non-discretionary (END) in

that the policy selected by Public Official A applies to both officials. In the final, the policy is

exogenously set (at 30%) and non-discretionary (XND).

Figure 2, adapted from Boly et al. (2019), shows clear evidence of a legitimacy effect in the

END treatment. A stronger anti-corruption policy only deters Public Official B from

embezzlement if the policymaker has acted honestly herself. Indeed, the effect of the policy is

much weaker if the source is a corrupt policymaker. The lack of an effect in the ED treatment,

where the anticorruption policy did not apply to the “higher” public official, speaks to the

importance of perceived procedural fairness in creating a legitimacy effect. Indeed, the

procedural fairness literature suggests that legitimacy stems from a shared perception

between all relevant parties on the fairness of the procedures applied, even though outcomes

may be unequal (Lind 2001; Tyler 2004).
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Figure 2: The Legitimacy Effect in Anti-Corruption Policymaking

Source: Authors’ calculations adapted from Boly et al. (2019)

Although further research is needed, the implications of this legitimacy effect could also

extend to other policymaking situations where the actions of the policy maker in a given

domain run contrary to the objective of their promoted policy. For example, a policy maker

trying to curb tax evasion while putting his/her own wealth in a tax haven. To paraphrase a

well-known proverb: “Actions speak louder than policies”.

Attempts to deter corruption through punishment institutions have typically failed in societies

with high levels of corruption (see e.g. Mungiu-Pippidi, 2017; Rothstein, 2011). We contend

that a legitimacy trap in which corruption renders anti-corruption policy less effective is a

plausible mechanism to explain, at least in part, the dearth of sustained escapes from a

high-corruption equilibrium. Corruption begets corruption by reducing compliance with

anti-corruption policy. As we argue in the next section, with reference to previous

anti-corruption campaigns, re-establishing trust and legitimacy in authorities is an essential

component for any successful anti-corruption campaign.

Breaking out of the Legitimacy Trap in Anti-Corruption Reforms
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To some extent, breaking out of the legitimacy trap requires top-level leaders to show,

through their own words and actions, a zero-tolerance for corruption. Yet, looking through

history, one could conclude that leaders that who were intrinsically motivated to fight

corruption are rare. One example is Thomas Sankara, former President of Burkina Faso

(1983-1987), whose rhetoric focused heavily on anti-corruption principles, going so far as

renaming the country Burkina Faso (land of honest/incorruptible men) from Upper Volta

(Hagberg 2015). However, in 1987, Sankara’s regime was overthrown in a military coup by

one of his companions, Blaise Compaoré; and corruption gradually become a widespread

problem again in Burkina Faso (Ardigo, 2019). Such an outcome suggests that the emergence

of a public-minded leader is a necessary but not a sufficient condition to break out of the

legitimacy trap in anti-corruption reforms; as public-minded reformers could face strong

opposition due to powerful interests that benefit from corruption. To possibly decrease

resistance, leaders can also develop a gradual approach strategy by directing anti-corruption

efforts to critical sectors (such as courts, customs, education) or to those where corruption is

perceived as acute by the public.

Singapore’s example demonstrates the long-term aspect of successful anti-corruption reforms

and the need for a broad base of support. While Thomas Sankara’s anti-corruption efforts

were led by a charismatic leader and lasted for about 4 years, the People’s Action Party,

which successfully implemented Singapore’s anti-corruption strategy (as part of the country’s

strategy to achieve its development goals), has been ruling since 1959, making it one of the

parties that has served longest and uninterruptedly among multiparty parliamentary

democracies in the world. A consistent and lasting implementation of a comprehensive

anti-corruption that seeks to reduce both the opportunities and incentives for corruption partly

explains Singapore’s success of becoming one of the least corrupt countries in the world (see

e.g. Quah 2001). Indeed, moving a country from a “high-corruption” to a “low-corruption”

equilibrium is a long-term social transformation that requires sufficient time and high level of

public participation.

While some level of national effort is a pre-requisite in the fight against corruption, such

efforts are likely to be insufficient and ineffective without international cooperation,

particularly regarding corruption by leaders or top officials. International cooperation is

critical in discouraging corruption by top officials, by restricting illegal financial outflows by

corrupt leaders seeking to place their assets abroad and by facilitating recovery of these

assets. An illustrative example of the role played by foreign financial institutions is the case
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of former Nigerian President Sani Abacha (1993-1998) who managed to deposit about USD

2.4 billion or more in bank accounts in Switzerland, Liechtenstein, Jersey, the UK, and

France. Nigeria has been trying but has not managed to fully recover the funds since 1999.

International conditionalities that apply across many countries, particularly development aid,

could also incentivize a national leader to fight corruption; or help justify anti-corruption

measures that might otherwise be challenging to implement (Klitgaard, 1998).

In the international cooperation area, external or non-state actors such as multilateral

development organizations may, in some contexts, also be able to assist in breaking the cycle

by being the guarantors of anti-corruption policies and reforms, provided they are perceived

as honest and objective brokers. However, this is not necessarily the case. For example,

Breen & Gillanders (2015) find that ratings of the effectiveness of both the IMF and the

World Bank are undermined by domestic corruption perception. To the extent that this will

lower public support for interventions from these entities, it will limit the scope for these

external actors to assist in breaking the cycle of corruption by rule setting or monitoring.

Fortunately, further evidence suggests that, at least in developing and transition economies,

trust in the UN increases with the level of domestic corruption (Torgler, 2008).

Conclusion
The literatures that show that corruption undermines public trust in government and that

compliance is weaker once legitimacy has been undermined, combine to paint a grim picture.

A legitimacy trap, whereby corruption begets corruption through a corrosive effect on

compliance, is a plausible mechanism that can help to explain why corruption remains so

hard to fight. Even well intentioned and honest reformers may find their policies ineffective

as they inherit a legacy of mistrust and perceived unfairness and illegitimacy.

As Boly and Gillanders (2018) show in their experiment that policymakers can distort

anti-corruption institutions in a “weak” institutional environment, we would also argue that to

stop the cycle from starting, an honest top leadership should establish strong institutions

while in power by strengthening the legislative and judicial power, as well as ensuring a free

and vibrant media. Boly and Gillanders (2018) also offer some reason for optimism. While

participants in this experiment did choose weaker deterrence policies when they would find

themselves constrained by the instrument, even those who went on to embezzle themselves
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did not, on average, implement a zero-deterrence policy. If leaders are on average possessed

of these kinds of pro-social preferences, understanding how to strengthen them and credibly

communicate this fact to citizens could go some way to breaking the legitimacy trap.

Given how difficult corruption has proved to be to curb, never mind eradicate, we believe

that this idea of a legitimacy trap warrants further exploration. While we have no fully

compelling solution for this problem, the literature strongly points to the importance of

top-level leaders showing a commitment to a zero-tolerance policy for corruption through

their own words and actions. Yet, leadership can clearly be endogenous. Self-selection and

political processes can mean that, at least in some contexts with some frequency, those with a

low threshold for participating in corruption, or an out-and-out preference for corruption, can

find themselves in leadership positions and as the custodians of vested interests. In those

contexts, serendipity is part of the process that would lead to the emergence of an

uncorrupted and/or public-minded leader. As all cannot be left to serendipity, efforts to raise

citizens’ awareness on the decisive role of leadership in curbing corruption (including

through empirical research as in e.g. Boly and Gillanders 2018; Boly, Gillanders, and

Miettinen, 2019; Boly, Konte and Shimeles, 2021), can create some pressure on leadership to

change behaviour and commit to fighting corruption.

More surveys and experimental work could usefully explore the strength and duration of the

corruption-compliance cycle and what can be done to break it. One path worth exploring is

suggested by the arguments of Singer (2006). Singer argues that the legitimacy of a legal

system requires three criteria to be satisfied: it must forms its own worldview; it must

negotiate its own role within society; and it must take responsibility for its own integrity.

Clearly, in the context of corruption, each of these criteria are particularly challenging but

modelling and experimental tests of these concepts could shed further light on how

legitimacy traps emerge, and how societies can escape them.
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