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Workshop steam: Capturing corruption – The power of measurement

Workshop 10.1: Tools that directly measure corruption,

the power and limitation of surveys

This survey was administered by the Public Service Accountability Monitor (PSAM) to a random sample of government officials in the capital of South Africa’s Eastern Cape province, Bisho, in April 2001. Its primary objective was to gauge these official’s experiences and perceptions of corruption. 

Survey design 

Purpose of the tool

Over the past few years, we have witnessed in South Africa and internationally a substantial increase in news media and scholarly attention to public sector corruption. An important dimension of the research has consisted of efforts to measure the extent of corruption, either by asking citizens about their perceptions and experiences by asking experts, by asking business or by “indexing” all three.  All these attempts can be characterized as “outsider” assessments, in that they have tried to assess public sector corruption by asking the external consumers of government services.  

But what can be learnt from an “insider” assessment?  That is, what can be learned about public sector corruption by asking public servants themselves?  After all, corruption not only occurs in interactions between citizens and the state, but also within the state itself, and government officials would be the best persons to ask about this. This approach is important because any effective anti-corruption strategy would need to take into account what officials themselves understand by corruption.

In March and April 2001researchers from the Public Service and Accountability Monitor (PSAM) interviewed a random stratified sample of public officials based in the head offices of Eastern Cape government departments in Bisho. 

The study had two main goals.  The first was to investigate whether research into ‘insider’ perceptions and experiences of corruption was possible.  If it was, the second goal was to gain valid and reliable bench marking information about officials exposure to corruption in the capital of the Eastern Cape Provincial Administration in Bisho, about what public officials understand corruption to be, and about the degree to which established procedures for accountability and reporting of corruption are being used and are working. In so doing the intention was to establish useful baseline data for ascertaining the effectiveness of various anti-corruption measures in the province and for tracking changes in official’s perceptions and experiences of corruption.

Having acknowledged these concerns, part of the impetus for embarking on this survey was the need to consult public officials themselves to establish the extent of their experiences and perceptions of corruption. National public opinion surveys conducted between 1995 and 1999 had consistently rated the Eastern Cape as among the most, if not the most, corrupt province in South Africa. The PSAM survey was intended to establish whether Bisho officials’ perceptions of corruption, given that they were ‘insiders’, were consistent with, or divergent from, external public opinion.

An additional motivation for embarking on this survey was the need to explain some of the initial patterns emerging from the PSAM’s Case Monitoring project. Since 1999 the PSAM had been attempting to follow up selected cases of corruption and maladministration reported within the Eastern Cape’s ten provincial departments. The particulars of these reported cases had been ‘databased’ and an effort then made to establish whether corrective action had been taken.

Post -1994 a new Public Service Management framework consisting of a myriad of individual pieces of legislation had been introduced in South Africa in an effort to transform the secretive and unaccountable organizational ethos of the apartheid era public service. This framework was also designed to replace the ineffective and wasteful financial management systems of the apartheid era. This new framework included, amongst others, the following Acts and sets of regulations:

The Public Service Act, 1994

The Public Service Laws Amendment Act, 1997, 1998

The Public Service Amendment Act, 1999

The Public Service Regulations, 1999 and 2001

Public Service Coordinating Bargaining Council Resolution 2 1999, and Resolution 13 1998

The Public Finance Management Act, 1999

The Treasury Regulations, 2000

The Promotion of Access to Information Act, 2000

The Promotion of Administrative Justice Act, 2000

The Protected Disclosures Act, 2001.

In this context of an influx of new regulations it is perhaps understandable how officials might come to act in breach of the provisions of the new framework, particularly if they had not yet been made aware of their existence. Clearly the degree of their compliance with new procedures would be influenced by the extent of formal training and ‘workshopping’ initiated to familiarize them with these procedures. 

This explains a second motivating factor for conducting the survey: to gauge the success of training to familiarize officials with the new framework and to assess the degree to which departmental management had succeeded to secure the active consent and buy-in of officials into this framework. 

Methodology issues and techniques

The methodological design had to meet the following contextual parameters: 

The issues raised were potentially sensitive, controversial and emotive. This demanded the need for careful attention to item construction (i.e. the wording of questions) and for quality assurance in respect of disclosure confidentiality and reliability (i.e. the collection of anonymous, honest responses). 

English was not the first language spoken by many of the participants and it was anticipated that some participants would experience difficulty with responding to questions posed in technical English. This meant that the study had to provide participants with the opportunity to participate using their first language. The study used English and isiXhosa versions of the questionnaire.

The participation levels were expected to be low. The study anticipated this and undertook activities to facilitate participation and obtain increased rates of response. This involved obtaining the endorsement of the Speaker of the Eastern Cape Provincial Legislature, and the Provincial Director-General. Letters encouraging participation and cooperation with the PSAM were distributed prior to the initiation of the survey to all department heads from the Speaker and Director-General of the Eastern Cape Province.

A survey population of 2,008 employees was identified. A random stratified sample of this population was divided according to department and by a three-fold occupational level status. Officials’ present occupations and their salary levels determined the occupation level categorization.  

To offset the disadvantages of any single method of sampling the approach eventually used consisted of a combination of simple random sampling and systematic sampling.  First the entire population was stratified into variables to ensure proportionate representation and then these categories were used to draw a sample.  

The randomly chosen respondents were brought together in a room where a facilitator read out the instructions and then remained to answer any questions as respondents completed the questionnaire. The cover page of the questionnaire provided instructions on how to respond, an explanation of why the survey was being conducted and what the objects were, in order to secure informed consent.  At the end of the session, all respondents deposited their anonymous questionnaires into a large, sealed ballot box, so that they would be confident that their questionnaire could not be picked out and then matched back to them.  This procedure was applied for all departments at designated times and venues.

PSAM was able to secure 169 completed interviews out of an envisaged 225 during on-site visits over a period of March and April 2001.  

2.3.2 Questionnaire Content

The survey questionnaire consisted of 5 separate sections as follows:

Section 1 of the questionnaire explored the following:

The respondents department, post, salary grade and previous occupation

The process of appointment, existence of job descriptions, contracts and supervision received

Responsibility for handling public funds

Section 2: Familiarity with Performance Management Procedures and Public Service Regulations

Section 2 of the questionnaire sought to establish officials:

Exposure to training designed to familiarize them with public service regulations and disciplinary procedures

Exposure to human resource management planning and guidelines

Perceptions of the implementation of these plans and guidelines

Section 3: Knowledge of disciplinary procedures

Section 3 posed questions about:

The existence of grievance, complaints, and formal disciplinary procedures

What respondents understand by the word ‘corruption’

Disciplinary procedures initiated against those charged with corruption

Section 4: Attitudes toward the reporting of misconduct and corruption

Section 4 addressed the following issues relating to the reporting of corruption:

Existence of formal procedures for reporting corruption and misconduct

Likelihood of reporting corruption and misconduct to internal and external bodies

Intimidation and other factors that might prevent respondents from reporting corruption and misconduct

Section 5: Perceptions of efficiency, transparency, accountability and corruption in departments

Section 5 set out to establish official’s views on the following:

Perceptions of right and wrong in respect of the behaviour of public officials

Perceptions of the extent and causes of corruption in government

Exposure to acts of bribery and corruption and whether these were reported

Confidence in government, departmental management and public protection agencies ability to deal with corruption

Perceptions of accountability and service delivery

Demographic details

The concluding section of the questionnaire set out to establish the following demographic details of respondents:

Age

Gender

Language

Population group

Level of Education

Data collection and evaluation

Main findings :

Key Findings

1. Understanding of Corruption

Almost half of the Bisho officials surveyed demonstrated an incomplete understanding of corruption. Whilst the overwhelming majority rejected the active demanding of bribes or the theft of public resources, one out of two respondents felt that the passive acceptance of gifts by public officials in return for their services should not be punishable. 

89 percent of respondents thought it was “wrong and punishable” for public officials to abuse funds or demand bribes on a proactive basis.  

48 percent of respondents thought it was either “not wrong” or “wrong but understandable” to accept ‘gifts’ from citizens for performing services which are part of their jobs. 

58 percent of officials believed it was either “not wrong” or “wrong but understandable” for citizens to offer ‘gifts’ to officials for doing their jobs.

2. Potential rationalizations for corruption

A significant proportion of the survey respondents held views that could serve as grounds for rationalizing acts of corruption.

42 percent of respondents felt that “the coming of democracy” had “increased the number of acts of corruption in our government and society”

22 percent believed that “government officials are so poorly paid they have no choice but to ask people for extra payments”

23 percent felt that “extra payments and favors make government work more effectively”

21 percent of respondents felt that “there are many more important things to worry about than whether public officials are making a little extra money on the side”.

3. Exposure to Corruption

Bisho officials were not unwilling to talk about their exposure to corruption.  

9 percent said that in the past year they had been offered a bribe or a favour by a businessperson.  6 percent reported an attempted bribe from an ordinary citizen.  4 percent said they have been asked by their superior to participate in illegal or inappropriate activities.

14 percent reported seeing someone trying to bribe or unduly influence one of their colleagues in the past 5 years, and 12 percent reported seeing that colleague accept the bribe or favour.

Over the past five years, 10 percent said they have seen colleagues charge for free services. 27 percent reported witnessing political patronage (awarding jobs or contracts to political allies), and 33 percent felt they witnessed nepotism (awarding jobs or contracts to relatives).  More disturbingly, 29 percent said they had witnessed the theft of public resources. 

4. Perceptions of corruption

A significant proportion of public servants felt that there were serious levels of corruption in Bisho.  

13 percent of respondents believed that “most” or “almost all” officials within their department were involved in corruption (defined as taking gifts or money for themselves, or expecting people to pay extra money in order to do their job).

23 percent of respondents believed that “most” or “almost all” officials within the provincial government were involved in corruption.

One in five respondents believed that “most” or “almost all” national government officials (20 percent) and local government officials (19 percent) were involved in By contrast, ordinary citizens perceive much higher levels of endemic corruption in the Eastern Cape provincial administration. IDASA’s 2000 Public Opinion Survey found that 63 percent of citizens believed that “most” or “all” Eastern Cape government officials were involved in corruption.

5. Perceptions of government commitment to fight    

    corruption

58 percent of respondents felt the Eastern Cape government was committed, while 27 percent believed it was not committed, to fighting corruption

51 percent said the Eastern Cape government was handling the fight against corruption well while 26 percent said it was not

These results were obtained during a period of unparalleled anti-corruption activity in the provincial administration. It is likely that events within the Eastern Cape government since the survey was conducted (in April 2001) will have had an impact on official’s perceptions of the provincial government’s commitment to fight corruption (see Section 4).

6. Trends in corruption 

16 percent of respondents felt that the level of corruption in their own department had decreased over the five-year period between 1997 and 2001. 

55 percent claimed not to know whether the level of corruption in their department had either increased or decreased.

18 percent of respondents felt that the level of corruption in their own department had increased in this period.

7. Attitudes toward reporting Corruption

The overwhelming proportion of officials (87 percent) agreed that it is their responsibility to report acts of corruption and misconduct, regardless of whether it disrupts workplace harmony.  

However, only 52 percent were confident that something would be done if they reported corruption and only 50 percent felt confident that the majority of their colleagues would file such reports.

40 percent were unsure about being legally protected if they did report corruption and 18 percent felt they would not be protected if they reported corruption.

A disturbing 64 percent of respondents said that mechanisms for reporting corruption in their departments did not exist (26 percent) or claimed to be unaware of their existence (38 percent).  

8. Perceptions of Management awareness of corruption

One quarter of the sample (25 percent) felt that their Head of Department was aware of all or most of the cases of actual corruption that might exist.

24 percent of respondents said their Head of Department was “aware of some cases”

28 percent said their Head of Department was “aware of very few cases” or “completely unaware of any cases”  

16 percent of respondents said “there is no corruption in my department”.

Tests conducted on the findings indicated that respondents who had been exposed to bribery or had been requested by their superiors to participate in illegal activities, tended to see corruption and improper requests occurring with the full awareness of their Head of Department. The findings also showed that those respondents who had been exposed to bribery or had witnessed patronage and nepotistic hiring practices, were less likely to say that the management of their department was competent. 

9. Awareness of Official Action Against Corruption

A sizable proportion of Bisho officials were aware of corruption charges being leveled against one of their colleagues.  

The respondents indicated that many of these charges had brought serious consequences.  

17 percent said they resulted in the colleague being discharged from their position, 16 percent said they resulted in a suspension, and another 10 percent said the person was put on leave without pay.

10. Actual Reporting

Of those who felt they had witnessed acts of “corruption, over half (58 percent) said they had reported it.  But because of public servants’ incomplete understanding of what corruption is, so few people felt or admitted that they had witnessed an act of corruption, this amounted to only 15 cases (or 9 percent of the total sample). 

A number of officials said that intimidation might prevent them from reporting corruption:

41 percent of respondents expressed the fear that “syndicates” would attempt to intimidate them if they reported corruption

30 percent of respondents felt that “senior officials” in their department might attempt to intimidate them if they were to report corruption

23 percent said that intimidation from “syndicates” or “senior officials” would be sufficient to prevent them from making a report of corruption

Key recommendations

1) The Eastern Cape Provincial Executive Council and Heads of Department should take steps to ensure that all public officials receive appropriate training on the definition, identification and social impact of corruption. Such training should seek to emphasise that the offer and/or receipt of gifts in return for performing public services falls under the definition of corruption and is punishable in terms of criminal law and by way of disciplinary proceedings.

2) The Provincial Executive Council should take urgent steps to communicate its intolerance of corruption. The Provincial Executive Council should lead by example and demonstrate its commitment to uphold the highest possible ethical standards by:

ensuring that Executive members publicly declare their financial and business interests as required by law

ensuring that Executive members publicly divest themselves and their families of conflicts of interest between their public responsibilities and private business interests

initiating swift investigations and corrective action in line with the Executive Members Ethics Act when Executive members are alleged to have abused public office for private gain

keeping the provincial Legislature and the media updated on the outcome of these investigations and any corrective action.

The Eastern Cape Provincial Legislature, for its part, should exercise closer oversight of alleged cases of corruption involving the provincial government. This should include holding members of the provincial Executive to account for their personal conduct and for their performance in dealing with corruption in the departments under their control. 

3) The Provincial Executive Council and the Eastern Cape Provincial Legislature should demonstrate their commitment to tackle corruption by resurrecting the following provincial anti-corruption initiatives:

the Anti Corruption Forum based in the Office of the Premier

These initiatives should pursue programmes of action consistent with their Constitutional mandates. Whilst the Anti Corruption Forum should coordinate the efforts of the Executive and the Provincial Administration to implement anti-corruption policies and strategies within provincial departments the Network Against Corruption should facilitate the Legislature’s ability to exercise oversight of the performance of the Executive and the Administration’s implementation of these policies and strategies.

4) Heads of Department and senior managers need to demonstrate their practical commitment to stop corruption by:

leading by example  

ensuring speedy disciplinary investigations and proceedings in cases of alleged corruption involving public officials

ensuring that disciplinary proceedings are brought to a swift conclusion 

keeping the Provincial Legislature, the media and public officials within departments constantly updated and informed of the outcome of disciplinary investigations and proceedings.

5) The Provincial Executive Council and Heads of Department should establish formal channels for reporting corruption internally to departments and ensure that officials at all levels within departments are informed of these channels. Steps should be taken to ensure that all officials are made aware of their rights as whistleblowers and the protections they are afforded under the Protected Disclosures Act.

6) The Provincial Executive Council and Heads of Department should convey a clear message that the reporting of corruption is encouraged and valued and that all public officials have a responsibility to report corruption regardless of their positions.

7) The Provincial Executive Council needs to demonstrate a real commitment to protecting the well-being of senior officials involved in efforts to expose and investigate corruption in departments.

8) The Provincial Executive Council and Heads of Department should demonstrate a commitment to supporting and protecting the well-being of whistleblowers who make reports of corruption within provincial departments.

Outcomes (impact of the tool in terms of awareness raising and policy inputs)

Understanding whether there is sufficient exposure to legislation

Whether the provincial strategies are effective

Understanding motivations for corrupt behaviour

Advocacy tool for civil society organisations working with the field

Constrainsts and recommendations for adaptation/replication

The context - integration of three different administrations – impacted on this kind of study. It begs the question of generalisability. 

Replicable though in terms of what motivations are there for corruption i.e. things such ignorance of the law, low pay, culture of secrecy and fear of reprisals, lack of effective communication strategies etc. etc.

Possibilities and limitation of surveys to measure corruption

Creating an insider perspective on corruption, of course, faces a range of challenges and potential obstacles.  Questions about official corruption are obviously sensitive and researchers may be denied access to conducting studies on government premises.  Respondents might also be hesitant to admit to their own improper or illegal activities.  Loyalty or fear of reprisal might also prevent them from reporting the illegal or improper activities of their colleagues or superiors.  But the fact remains that unless attempted, we will never know whether this type of research is possible.

Suggestions of key questions for discussion

The idea of perceptions as social scientific fact 

To what extent can we take perceptions to be representative of the truth?

What impact do these perceptions have on economy and morale/image of public sector?

Gift-giving vs bribery – Where do we draw the line? When does gift-giving become corruption?

Can any ‘context’ present viable justification for corrupt activities? 

