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1 Introduction 

1.1 The potential of behavioural interventions 

Donors, governments and anti-corruption practitioners seeking alternative tools to address 
systemic corruption are increasingly turning to behavioural science. Behavioural anti-
corruption approaches appear promising because they respond to a growing body of 
descriptive evidence on how certain social norms and mental models drive corruption, 
particularly in fragile contexts.1  Interventions that target social norms and seek to shift 
people’s behaviours away from corrupt practices could be more effective and long-lasting 
than ones that, for example, simply add more regulations and controls. 

Yet few large-scale anti-corruption programmes have so far been informed by behavioural 
insights – partly due to a lack of evidence on where such an approach would be appropriate, 
what works and what does not. 

That evidence is slowly becoming available, thanks to an increase in the past five years in 
what can be called Social Norms and Behaviour Change (SNBC) intervention studies. Many 
have yielded positive effects and demonstrate the potential of SNBC interventions to tackle 
systemic corruption, but some studies have encountered counterproductive effects of anti-
corruption messaging.  

Based on a synthesis of the evidence, this brief paper summarises a set of behavioural 
explanations (i.e. insights and pitfalls) for why some of these SNBC approaches have failed 
while others have been effective. The aim is to provide practitioners designing SNBC 
interventions with evidence to help them develop effective programmes and avoid common 
pitfalls. 

The full research paper and analysis tables are available to practitioners upon request. 
Please email the author or info@baselgovernance.org. 

 

 

1 Cf. for anti-corruption in ‘fragile’ Jenkins, Martínez B. Kukutschka, and Zúñiga, ‘Anti-Corruption in Fragile Settings: A Review 
of the Evidence’., ‘adverse’ Khan, Andreoni, and Pallavi, ‘Anti-Corruption in Adverse Contexts’., or ‘Fragile and Conflict-
affected’ Ventura, ‘Adapting Anti-Corruption Strategies in Fragile and Conflict-Affected Settings - A Literature Review’. 
implementation contexts. 
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1.2  About this realist review  

A realist review aims to assess intervention success based on the quality of a programme’s 
theory of change and the extent to which it has been adequately contextualised. According 
to this logic, 2  intervention tools must be conceptually and empirically informed and 
tailored to the implementation context.3 In other words, this is about assessing whether a 
study or intervention design adequately captures the empirical complexity surrounding 
concrete corrupt behaviours and whether intervention treatments have been designed 
accordingly. Intervention studies or actual pilot interventions should adequately and 
sufficiently reflect this complexity in their theories of change. 4  Expectations about how 
behavioural insights are expected to elicit change should be clearly specified. 

1.3 The current state of the evidence (2016-22) 

The literature and evidence base on behavioural approaches to anti-corruption consists of 
observational studies, expert guidance on operationalising SNBC approaches and 
experimental trials. This paper focuses on the findings concerning nine experimental SNBC 
studies that were shortlisted for analysis and synthesis (see 

References). These SNBC studies use “behaviour change communication” (BCC) 
approaches in two modalities: 

• The use of information applicable to anti-corruption public education and awareness-
raising campaigns.5  

• Harnessing of elements of sociality, with a shift from the individual to the collective (e.g. 
peer networks) as entry points to elicit change. 

Some of the studies describe what might be termed “behavioural pitfalls.” These are 
understood as weaknesses in intervention design caused by unexpected effects of 

 

 

2 Pawson et al., ‘Realist Review - a New Method of Systematic Review Designed for Complex Policy Interventions’; Berg and 
Nanavati, ‘Realist Review’. 
3 The full review report and the accompanying review protocol are available upon request. 
4 Acknowledging and factoring in contextual complexity (as in complex systems) is what behaviouralists Halpern, Inside the 
Nudge Unit; John, How Far to Nudge? : Assessing Behavioural Public Policy; Scharbatke-Church and Chigas, ‘Using Systems 
Thinking to Understand and Address Corruption in the Criminal Justice System in Fragile States’ for anticorruption., realist 
reviewers Bohni Nielsen, Lemire, and Tangsig, ‘Unpacking Context in Realist Evaluations’; Pawson, Evidence-Based Policy; 
Pawson; Pawson et al., ‘Realist Review - a New Method of Systematic Review Designed for Complex Policy Interventions’. 
and theory of change theorists (Blamey and Mackenzie 2007; Johnsøn 2012 for anti-corruption). 
5 Technically, this is about using mostly normative information heuristically (beyond merely informing), whereby exposure to 
such information is intended to elicit mental associations (for example, shortcutting) and/or start social learning processes.  
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behaviours that have not been accounted for, which directly impact the achievement of the 
stated intervention goals or give rise to new, undesirable outcomes. 

2 Synthesis analysis 

The content of each treatment (understood here as a tested approach) across the reviewed 
SNBC studies has been categorised according to three main review criteria: 

a) Type of information employed:  
o Normative (generic). 6  Such information invites people to make a value 

judgement about a problem such as corruption in a generic manner. The basic 
idea behind such use of normative information is to convey that corruption is bad 
but typically without adding many nuances.  

o Normative (contextualised). Such information is normative, making value 
judgements about corruption but tailored to the context. Typically, it emphasises 
concrete and locally relevant problems or patterns of corruption. 

o Socially sensitive. Such information is sensitive and responsive to concrete 
social contexts.7 It is empirically factual, addressing specific issues that matter to 
the target audiences and appealing to elements of sociality such as group 
affiliations, collective social norms and shared expectations. 

 
b) Type of framing of the messages employed: 

o Negative: Information characterised by a negative tone, for example alluding to 
the costs of corruption or high prevailing levels of corruption. 

o Positive: Information that highlights success stories in the fight against 
corruption, that communicates hope that change is possible.   
 

c) Breadth of the intended intervention target groups: 

 

 

6 Normative information has been referred to as summary information, say about a group [or an issue]. See: Yamin et al., 
‘Using Social Norms to Change Behaviour and Increase Sustainability in the Real World’. Arguably, normativity is more than 
that since it emphasises value judgements and normative propositions for evaluating a subject or action  Jarvis Thomson, 
Normativity. 
7 Social information definable as relational, reference-dependent information relative to one’s social context (based on: Hunt 
and Schooler, ‘The Easy Part of the Hard Problem’). 
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o Broad: Anti-corruption messages are destined to large, undifferentiated groups, 
often the entire population. 

o Narrow: Anti-corruption messages are tailored to narrowly defined groups such 
as students, parents, health workers, etc. 

The interventions that were considered in this review were categorised as successful or 
unsuccessful according to the conclusions reached by the authors. Out of the nine studies: 

• Six tested messaging to be used for mass awareness raising. All these studies strike 
a rather negative tone in their conclusions, pointing out the potentially adverse 
“backfiring” effects of generic anti-corruption messaging.  

• This stands in sharp contrast with the three intervention studies applying a social 
norms lens, all of which achieved some measure of positive change in relation to 
perceived norms of corruption among target groups.  

2.1 Shortlisted studies (overview, by treatment) 

Some interventions included more than one treatment. Across the nine intervention studies,8 
a total of 23 treatments were identified and coded against the three review criteria. Each 
treatment is identified by a letter code (see Table 1 on the next page). 

2.2 Evidence mapping for treatment effectiveness 

Different treatments applied across all studies were assessed for effectiveness. The results 
are categorised as be either positive (green), negative (red), or partial (orange). All the 
treatments assessed are based on information testing various types of anti-corruption 
messages. Only one treatment also experimentally tests a peer-driven approach for the 
dissemination of anti-corruption messages.9 

 

 

8 Sometimes, there are several publications about the same intervention study. For clarity and completeness all versions have 
been consulted and are summarised in the Reference Table. Older (or newer) versions are marked in grey. 
9 For more detail, see: Baez-Camargo, ‘Developing Anti-Corruption Interventions Addressing Social Norms - Lessons from a 
Field Pilot in Tanzania’; Baez Camargo et al., ‘Using Behavioural Insights to Reduce Gift-Giving in a Tanzanian Public Hospital 
- Findings from a Mixed-Methods Evaluation’. 
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Table 1: Overview of reviewed studies (by treatment) 

 
 

# 
Study  

(by authors & 
date of 

publication) 

 Treatment specifics 

Treatment 
code Target 

Behaviour insights/pitfalls 

Info type  Framing 
(valence) Theme 

I 
Denisova-
Schmidt 

(et al. 2015) 
A narrow Normative 

(generic) Negative Meaning, types, definitions of corruption 

II 
Denisova-
Schmidt 

(et al. 2020) 

B narrow Normative 
(generic) Negative Types & consequences of corruption 

C narrow Normative 
(generic) Negative Meaning, types, definitions of corruption  

D narrow Normative 
(contextualised) Negative Education-specific consequences of 

corruption 

III Corbacho 
(et al. 2016) 

E broad Normative 
(generic) Negative National corruption trend 

F  broad Normative 
(contextualised) Negative Judicial inefficiency (crime focus) 

IV 
Peiffer 
(20120, 
[2016]) 

G broad Normative 
(generic) Negative Grand corruption  

H broad Normative 
(contextualised) Negative Petty corruption (public services focus) 

I broad Normative 
(contextualised) Positive Governmental anticorruption success  

(performance/track record focus) 

J broad Normative 
(contextualised) Neutral Governmental call for civic action 

(motivational) 

V 
Peiffer & 
Walton 

([2017], 2019, 
2022) 

K broad Normative 
(generic) Negative Illegality of corruption 

(unconstitutional) 

L broad Normative 
(contextualised) 

 
Neutral 

 
Religious anticorruption stance  

M broad Social (specific) Neutral Corruption as a local, community/kinship 
matter 

N broad Normative 
(generic) 

 
Negative 

 
Ubiquity of corruption 

VI Köbis (et al. 
2020) 

(control)  - - (service delivery bribery game) 

O  narrow Social  Positive regional anticorruption trend 
(local) 

VII Agerberg 
(2021) P broad Social Positive National norm  

(cultural association with Mexico) 

VIII 
Cheeseman 

& Peiffer 
([2020] 2021) 

 

Q narrow Normative 
(generic) Negative Pervasive corruption 

R narrow Normative 
(contextualised) Neutral Religious anticorruption stance 

S narrow Normative 
(contextualised) Positive  Local government anticorruption success  

T narrow Normative 
(contextualised) Negative Local impact of/fight against corruption 

U narrow Normative 
(contextualised) Neutral local tax revenue increase improving  

public sector performance 

IX 
Baez-

Camargo 
(2022[et al. 

2022) 

V narrow Social Positive Positive anticorruption trend 

W 
championing narrow Social Positive Appeal to professional ethics/code of 

conduct, disseminated through network 
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Summarised in Table 2 below are all treatments, including those that worked and those that 
did not, categorised by type of information used, namely:  

In Figure 1 below, all treatments are plotted across the three effectiveness criteria. 

 

 

Figure 1: Visualisation of treatments against the three review criteria 

Treatment 
effectiveness 

Normative 
information 
(‘general’) 

Normative 
information 
(‘specific’) 

Social 
information 

 

Total 

 

Positive effect - 2 4 6 

Partial effect - 1 - 1 

Negative or 
null effect 13 3 - 16 

Total 13 6 4 23 

Table 2: Treatment effectiveness (by type/use of information) 

Treatment	effects

Positive Partial Negative/null
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This visualisation suggests that intervention treatments are more successful when they adopt 
socially sensitive messages, when they adopt more positive framings and when they 
target narrower groups. There were nevertheless six treatments that did not conform to this 
pattern, which are marked as “outliers”. These six outliers demand further attention to explore 
why the results deviate from the more general pattern. 

3 Entry points for behavioural anti-corruption 

The context and content of communication are intrinsically linked, meaning that one cannot 
assess the effectiveness and attributes of one without the other. In this section, the findings 
of the review are presented and discussed to tease out entry points for behavioural policy 
uptake, around: 

• The use of behavioural insights to inform SNBC intervention design and to enhance 
treatment effects. 

• The identification and mitigation of behavioural pitfalls that could render treatment 
effects ineffective or even counter-effective. 

3.1 What does not work? 

As Table 2 and Figure 1 above illustrate, most of the reviewed studies report null or negative 
results of the treatments they tested. Following the review criteria described in section 2, this 
section discusses the elements that appear to account for the meagre results obtained by 
those studies.  

3.1.1 Avoid the use of generic normative information  

Across intervention studies, there are 13 treatments (see Table 1 & 2 above and  

References) that use normative information in a very similar fashion: they all frame various 
issues relative to corruption by placing emphasis on: 
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• The general meaning of corruption clarifying types (for example, petty or grand 
corruption) and definitions, as well as the (negative) consequences of corruption,10 
regionally,11 for society as a whole,12 or for certain demographics such as students.13 

• The ubiquity and pervasiveness of corruption.14 
• Negative trends of national corruption prevalence.15 

 
To appeal to as broad an audience as possible, corruption is often framed in these treatments 
as a general issue in terms everybody can understand. In several cases this means focusing 
on definitions as well as the causes and consequences of corruption. Public education 
campaigns aim to move people to action by raising awareness about the severity of the 
problems of corruption. Often, this is articulated through a combination of using value-laden 
information about the evils of corruption and framing corruption as a widespread 
phenomenon.16   

Empirical studies suggest that such approaches often backfire because, instead of moving 
people to action, they confirm and even exacerbate widespread beliefs about the 
unavoidability and normality of corruption. This may reinforce a sense of futility among target 
audiences, causing them to choose apathy as opposed to action. Effectively, this would mean 
that people’s awareness about corruption is indeed raised, but adversely so in the direction 
of fatalism and inaction.  

3.1.2 Abstain from reinforcing negativity when framing corruption 

Another complementary explanation has to do with the tone of anti-corruption messaging, or 
information valence. Definable as the affective intrinsic quality of an event, object, or 
situation,17 the tone of corruption messaging is by default negative.  

 

 

10 Treatments A, B, C, G, H, K, L.  
11 Treatments Q and U.  
12 Treatments G and N. 
13 Treatments A and C. 
14 Treatments N and Q. 
15 Treatments E, F, K, and L. 
16 Issue-framing is otherwise used by the media or in politics for example Badie, Berg-Schlosser, and Morlino, ‘Policy Framing’; 
Entman, ‘Framing’; Iyengar, ‘Framing Responsibility for Political Issues’., raising the salience of the normative elements 
surrounding a public or policy issue. 
17 See Frijda (1986), for instance. 
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Table 2 below shows whether messaging has been framed in a positive, negative or neutral 
tone in each of the reviewed treatments. The fact that not one of the negatively framed 
information treatments has been effective speaks for itself.  

The takeaway lesson might be that emphasising overly negative messages leads to the term 
corruption becoming so laden with negative mental associations that it not only cuts short 
the desired persuasion or learning effects but lends itself to partisan exploitation and 
manipulation. Other areas of corruption-specific communication corroborate this.18  

For the sake of influencing public opinion, this has forced communicators to find alternative 
positive formulations involving, for example, integrity and ethics.19 It is not clear, however, 
that more positive formulations consistently work better. In fact, one of the reviewed 
treatments (outlier I) shows that corruption messaging can still backfire even if it is positively 
framed. This case, from Indonesia, stressed the successful track record of the national anti-
corruption agency (KPK). 

 

 

18 This point of concern has been raised by the literature on political contestation and electoral framing around the issue of 
corruption Curini and Martelli, ‘A Case of Valence Competition in Elections Parties’ Emphasis on Corruption in Electoral 
Manifestos’; Green, ‘When Voters and Parties Agree’; Stokes, ‘Spatial Models of Party Competition’; also Stahl, ‘Claiming and 
Framing for Anticorruption? Assessing the Mobilising Effects of Brazil’s Public Federal Ministry’s Communication Campaign 
during the Lava Jato Investigations (2014-21)’. 
19 For example, Badie, Berg-Schlosser, and Morlino, ‘Policy Framing’; Byrne, Arnold, and Nagano, ‘Building Public Support for 
Anti-Corruption Efforts’. 

Treatment 
effectiveness 

Negative 
framing  
(tone)  

Neutral 
framing  
(tone) 

Positive  
framing 
(tone) 

 

Total 

 

Positive 
effect - 2 4  6 

Partial effect 1 - - 1 

Negative or 
null effect 10 4 2 16 

Total 11 6 6 23 

Table 1: Treatment effectiveness (by valence) 

Information	valence

Positive Neutral Negative
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3.1.3 Do not neglect articulating detailed and empirically informed theories of 
change  

The reviewed treatments also suggest that more general and vaguely defined intervention 
goals and targets are associated with unsuccessful outcomes. This suggest the importance 
of narrowly defining the scope of an intervention as well as explicitly thinking through how 
any change is expected to come about. Proper thought must be given to the role of context 
in shaping both corrupt behaviours and the assumptions about behaviour change that SNBC 
anti-corruption interventions envision. As a general point of advice: the choice of intervention 
content must resonate with target audiences. 

Most of the reviewed studies appear not to have been precise in fleshing out detailed theories 
of change, other than in specifying, in their respective theoretical frameworks, the nature of 
the corruption problem at hand.20 Theories of change are needed because they help to spell 
out and test expected pathways to eliciting change in the desired behaviours.21 By doing so, 
theories of change enable learning about what has worked where and why. They also help 
us to understand what expectations did not work out and why.  

Theories of change for SNBC interventions should be informed by findings stemming from 
relevant fields of study. These include prominently behavioural economics and clinical 
psychology, but other disciplines might provide useful frameworks as well. For example, 
communication theories and research on framing suggest that effective use of information 
for any act of public communication is about developing the “right” content relative to 
context.22 Moreover, communicators should give due thought to the quality and extent of 
consistency, credibility, and resonance of the information that is to be communicated.23  

 

 

20 Most intervention studies conceptualise problems of mostly systemic and pervasive corruption, rather than specify how 
change is brought about (with few exceptions) or targeting narrowly defined behaviours as opposed to “corruption” as an 
umbrella term. 
21 One should think about these various pathways for each and every treatment. For example, check out: Baez Camargo et 
al., ‘Using Behavioural Insights to Reduce Gift-Giving in a Tanzanian Public Hospital - Findings from a Mixed-Methods 
Evaluation’, 7. 
22 Cf. Stahl (forthcoming), ‘Claiming and Framing for Anticorruption? Assessing the Mobilising Effects of Brazil’s Public Federal 
Ministry’s Communication Campaign during the Lava Jato Investigations (2014-21)’. 
23 For example, is the content of communication consistent over time (i.e. frequency)? Also, is such communication consistent 
with the communicators’ actions, mandate and competency? As such, does its content resonate both empirically (with what is 
happening) and publicly (with what public audiences care about)? Lastly, are both communication and communicator credible? 
The latter is thus not only a question of content but also a matter of who does the communicating – as well as how, when and 
where. These so-called three principles of communication likely interact and should therefore be considered conjointly by 
communication campaigners and strategists (ibid.). 
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3.2 What does work?  

This section is dedicated to distilling lessons about what appear to have been effective uses 
of behavioural insights to inform anti-corruption programming.24 It also suggests ways in 
which behavioural elements might be effectively applied, summarised in the form of four 
promising entry points for advancing behavioural programming. 

3.2.1 Preferably use social information for addressing social norms 

Overall, treatments that aimed to update social norms about corruption were effective. 
Essentially, most of these treatments moved people into thinking more positively that 
attitudinal and behaviour change vis-a-vis corruption is possible. In this regard, these studies 
indicate that, to instil and reinforce a sense of collective change, the use of information that 
is relevant relative to concrete social contexts proves crucial. Such information should be 
empirically factual and address specific issues that resonate with target audiences.  

To enhance the effectiveness of treatments dealing with social norms it is key to make the 
information disseminated as credible as possible. As this review suggests, advertising a 
positive trend – such as a regional decrease in bribery – can involve citing a trusted source 
(such as Transparency International), for instance, or certain public institutions (a renowned 
university) to boost the credibility of the claim. This may prove vital in low-trust, low-
cooperation contexts. 

3.2.2 Make normative information relevant to the context 

Normative messaging can work if it is tailored to specific target audiences. This involves 
framing messages about corruption in such a way that they resonate with a specific 
demographic (such as students) or a local target audience (such as a community). For 
example, one can frame issues of corruption in the education sector, and by so doing 
effectively tailor messages to a narrow intervention audience affected by a particular pattern 
of corruption. Notably, such a campaign does not target the whole population and is narrower 
in scope.  

 

 

24 What has effectively worked both in terms of actual intervention studies and the individual treatments across studies is 
graphically depicted in the main report, which is available upon request. 
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Alternatively, one can frame local forms of corruption as a community issue, linking pieces 
of normative information about corruption to problems or issues that citizens care about.  

Lastly, one can also try to anchor normative information by drawing from positive 
developments in context, such as a regional increase in tax expenditure (at the local 
government level) that palpably boosted public-sector performance, for the benefit of local 
communities.  

3.2.3 Narrowly identify intervention targets 

Not all patterns of corruption are equally relevant or feasible to tackle. Therefore, the focus 
of any anti-corruption intervention and its treatments should be strategically chosen and 
should be narrow, zooming into specific modalities of corruption that happen regularly in 
repeated patterns. This also includes finding the right intervention locus – meaning where 
and with whom the intervention takes place – which adequately reflects where and how 
corruption happens. 25  

The types of corruption targeted as well as the outcomes expected from the intervention 
should ideally also be relevant to their respective contexts. Such choices should stem from 
an informed operational judgement, clearly articulated in the theory of change of the 
programme.  

A narrow focus on actual norms and/or practices of corruption that intervention audiences 
are known to experience and care about should go hand in hand with a communal, cultural, 
and/or sectoral intervention locus: 

• By targeting kinship communities locally, as was done in provincial South Africa, 
where descriptive norms of corruption – the widespread perception of one’s social 
environment as highly corrupt – drive bribery in the public service sector directly. 26  

• By specifically appealing to a strong sense of cultural community among a target 
reference group, as was done among Mexicans for commonly labouring under 
widespread misperceptions of corruption as the injunctive norm. Messaging that 

 

 

25 Based on Heywood (2017), who defines the locus as the primary unit of analysis indicating the level, direction and location 
of corruption, whereas the focus specifies the type, modality or even sector of corruption (p. 21, 47). The meaningful choice 
of focus and locus, too, go hand in hand. 
26 Treatment O. 
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factually corrects the misperception among fellow Mexicans that corruption is an 
inherent part of national Mexican culture has proven effective.27   

• By addressing a specific demographic of service seekers and providers for 
experiencing social norms of reciprocity that incentivises gift-giving, a common 
practice turned bribery proxy, in Tanzania’s health sector.28   

Thus, the focus on a narrow target behaviour can in itself contribute to a sense of localisation 
among target audiences. For example: 

• The South Africa study above localises bribery for a locally prevailing practice that is 
frequent but to a palpably lesser degree, which is a trend specific to KwaZulu-Natal. 
Furthermore, it targets the tight-knit urban community of Manguzi to ensure 
community involvement and dissemination.29 

• The Tanzania pilot intervention targets the proactive use of bribes in network settings, 
notably by health facility users to befriend providers and receive better treatment, at 
a top Dar es Salaam hospitals that is much know to and visited by local 
communities.30 

These two latter studies tailored their intervention design to target narrowly defined groups 
of public officials and citizens, as well as providers and users of health services respectively. 
This narrow targeting likely contributes to resonance among intervention audiences. So does 
focussing on a sector such as public health and services for that they are crucial in improving 
and sustaining people’s livelihoods.31  

In sum, this review makes a case for a) narrowly addressing concrete corrupt behaviours 
that are clearly targeted in the exact locations where they occur; b) making normative 
messaging locally relevant, again narrowly identifying the type of corruption that is being 
targeted. Both approaches aim to make programming resonate with the intended target 
groups and beneficiaries of the intervention. 

 

 

27 Arguably, this cultural cue may also have a localising affect, for instance, as a potential appeal to national pride about 
Mexican culture.     
28 Treatment V and W. 
29 Citizen-official interactions at the point of service delivery are game-theoretically modelled, and then role-played by randomly 
assigned participants taking up the role of either.  
30 In Baez-Camargo’s study, real individuals pertaining to either group are selected for treatment.  
31 On the sustainable livelihood strategies, see: DFID, ‘Sustainable Livelihoods Guidance Sheets’; or Gilling, Jones, and 
Duncan, ‘Sector Approaches, Sustainable Livelihoods and Rural Poverty Reduction’. 
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3.3 The importance of nuanced contextualisation 

The question remains whether intervention studies have meaningfully factored contextual 
elements into their intervention or study design and whether this may have been 
consequential for treatment outcomes and effectiveness.  

3.3.1 Degrees and qualities of contextualisation 

Most of the newer studies, identified below by their letter codes as noted in the  

References, explicitly draw on key structural and situational aspects of local contexts and 
circumstances. They single out and build upon specific context characteristics, notably at 
two levels: 

• At the structural level, considering the influence of institutional, social or cultural (to 
a lesser degree) orders and systems upon patterns of pervasive corruption. For 
example: 

o The alleged cultural appropriation of corruption as the norm.32  
o Gross inefficiency of judicial institutions.33 
o A political zero tolerance stance on corruption and resulting fear of reprisal.34 
o Community systems such as Wantok.35 

• At the more situational level, with regards to specific circumstances, such as events, 
developments, or trends. This includes: 

o Governmental success in fighting corruption.36  
o Improvement in local government performance.37  
o Positive regional anti-corruption trends.38 
o Negative trend of political corruption.39 

• At the individual level in terms of targeting specific groups and their presumed 
individual predispositions: 

o Law-abiding propensities 

 

 

32 Treatment P. 
33 Treatment F. 
34 Treatments V and W. 
35 Treatment M.  
36 Treatments J and T. 
37 Treatments I and U. 
38 Treatments O.  
39 Treatment E. 
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§ Moral, righteous and legal-positivist propensities (illegality/crime-
adverse, law-abiding).40 

o Moral, ethical codes  
§ From strong religious (anti)corruption beliefs/views.41 

o Local community pressures and expectations:  
§ With expressions such as Wantok, indicating degree of social proximity 

and group belonging, and thus a series of implicit obligations.42  
o Norms incongruence  

§ From collectively misperceiving what others do, and/or think is right 
and wrong.43 

o Social expectations (service seekers) from peer pressure and strong 
professional ethics (service providers/medical staff). 

§ From a sense of professionalism and professional identity.44  

While these are distinct analytical categories, they often interact on the ground. Accounting 
for their contextual compounding effects in theory of programme and change thinking can 
prove crucial.  

3.3.2 Invest in a nuanced understanding of context 

From an SNBC perspective, proper contextualisation is about capturing the nuances in the 
contexts where relevant problems of corruption are prevalent across three spheres:  

1) Macro-level structural determinants of routine behaviours. 45 These include 
elements such as weak state capacity, political instability, socio-economic hardship, 
for driving and normalising economic improvisation and social bricolage, 46  for 
instance. 

 

 

40 Treatment K. 
41 Treatments L and R. 
42 Treatment M, for example. 
43 Treatment P. 
44 Treatment W. 
45 These behaviours tend to become engrained on a larger scale, by means of routinisation and normalisation through extrinsic 
experience and repeated interaction with other members of the larger society. For example, haggling is a typical routine 
behaviour from a repertoire of learned and enculturated economic improvisation practices. As such, it may be a more stable 
and more change resistant behaviour. 
46  Such structural deficiencies and systemic weaknesses force most people to largely resort to informal means on an 
organisational basis, both in economic terms (through an informal economy of favours, for example) and in social terms (for 
instance, by building informal social networks to get by).  
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2) Meso-level social elements in the immediate choice environment. 47  These 
include elements such as social norms, peer pressure, shared stereotypes. 

3) Individual-level cognitive patterns. These include elements such as cognitive 
biases, automatic thinking as well as personal attitudes and preferences.48 

In practice the three are likely to be interdependent and hard to measure with exactitude. 
However, it is important to keep them in mind as distinct categories in the process of 
developing theories of change because they provide entry points to specific intervention 
elements. Often issues at all levels will need to be addressed in order to tackle persistent 
problems of corruption. For example, bribery might arise out of structural factors such as 
under-resourced public services, but be reinforced through social norms of reciprocity and 
individually held double standards (“when others do it is corruption, but in my case it is 
morally justified”). Or else social distrust and repeated first-hand experience of corruption 
may produce collective apathy and cynicism, causing people to turn into “pessimist 
believers”.49  

We must assume that populations selected for treatment are susceptible to a combination of 
these contextual variables. Addressing these programmatically would require targeted 
approaches that build on nuanced context analysis, according to leading behavioural 
scientists.50  

4 Concluding remarks 

This review synthesis has aimed to identify what lessons we can learn from selected SNBC 
anti-corruption interventions. The main message is that anti-corruption approaches need to 
be narrowly defined in scope, targeting concrete patterns of corruption that are relevant 
to the context. A thorough intervention design must specify the pathways through which 
the intervention elements are expected to elicit a change in the targeted behaviours. Only by 

 

 

47 This concerns more immediate choice and decision-making, which is often situationally specific. Such choices are subject 
to change on an ad hoc basis. 
48 These tend not to hinge much upon context and environment; instead, they are often intrinsic to a person’s motivation and 
personality. 
49 See: Cheeseman and Peiffer, ‘The Curse of Good Intentions’.. 
50 Halpern, Inside the Nudge Unit; John, How Far to Nudge? Assessing Behavioural Public Policy. 
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empirically testing whether those expected pathways of change are validated in practice can 
we build robust evidence on what works to address entrenched patterns of corruption. 

Delving into the evidence characterising the context and accounting for what the literature 
tells us about behavioural mechanisms and possible behavioural pitfalls should be elements 
informing SNBC interventions. There is still much to learn from other areas of policymaking, 
behavioural science and beyond. Therefore, encouraging interdisciplinarity in the testing of 
empirical approaches can be helpful to develop evidence-based models that can shed light 
on how systems can transit from high-corruption to low-corruption equilibria.   

As more anti-corruption SNBC intervention approaches are tested, practitioners are 
encouraged to transparently communicate their results as well as detailed descriptions of 
their methodologies. Only by sharing experiences, successful or not, can the evidence base 
to inform more effective programming decisions be expanded and important lessons learned 
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