
VU Research Portal

Corruption

Gorsira, M.

2018

document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication in VU Research Portal

citation for published version (APA)
Gorsira, M. (2018). Corruption: Why Two Tango out of Step. [PhD-Thesis - Research and graduation internal,
Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam].

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

E-mail address:
vuresearchportal.ub@vu.nl

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://research.vu.nl/en/publications/7358256e-01cb-4504-990e-2eda1dbfbbbd


91

Chapter 5
Government up for Sale: 
Why Dutch Officials Take Bribes*

* A slightly modified version of this chapter was submitted for 
publication as: Gorsira, M., Huisman, W., Denkers, A., & Steg, L. 
(submitted). Government up for Sale: Why Dutch Officials Take Bribes.



92

Government up for sale

Abstract

The aim of this study was to gain a more in-depth understanding of why public 

officials engage in corruption and bribery in particular. We took a qualitative and 

theory-driven approach. We analyzed confidential criminal files of corruption cases 

occurring in the Netherlands in the past decade and aimed to establish whether factors 

that questionnaires and experiments presume to influence corruption actually play 

a role in real-life corruption cases. Extending previous studies, we focused on factors 

at three levels of explanation: individual motives of corrupt officials; characteristics 

of corrupt officials’ organizations; and characteristics of the interactions between 

corrupt officials and their bribers, while also for the first time considering the interplay 

between these factors. The results provide important convergent evidence of the 

possible influence of these factors on actual corruption. Importantly, our findings 

suggest that individual, organizational and interactional factors all play a role in the 

onset and/or continuance of corrupt collaborations. This implies that corruption is 

not the result of one or a limited number of ‘prominent factors’ but rather, the result 

of various factors at multiple levels co-occurring and reinforcing each other and thus 

creating a toxic mix. These results suggest that the battle against corruption can be 

fought on various fronts, whereby changing one critical factor may cause the mix to 

lose its toxicity.
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Introduction

Public officials taking bribes put government decisions ‘up for sale’. In doing so, 

they put an ax to the roots of society and threaten it in many ways by, for example, 

endorsing unfair competition and eroding trust in public institutions (Chan, 2000; 

Rose-Ackerman, 2007). In seeking to design interventions that effectively dissuade 

officials from engaging in corruption, it is essential to identify the factors that affect 

such behavior. The present study aims to gain a better understanding of these factors 

by analyzing actual corruption cases occurring in the Netherlands in the past decade.

We focus on a specific form of corruption, bribery,44 which is the commonest form 

of corruption and has been criminalized in most countries (Jordan, 2011; Sampford, 

Shacklock, Connors, & Galtung, 2006). Committing an act of bribery requires the 

involvement of at least two individuals: a bribe-giver and a bribe-taker. Typically, the 

giver is a representative of a company, and the taker a public official (Rose-Ackerman, 

1997; Rose-Ackerman, 2007). Our focus is on the latter; in other words, on the official 

who expects, requests or accepts money, goods or services in exchange for a decision 

in favor of a company – which is also the present study’s operationalization of 

corruption.

Various factors, at multiple levels, may affect an official’s engagement in bribery. It 

requires a motivated offender, an organization that provides the opportunity, and at 

least some interaction with another motivated offender. This study aims to provide a 

comprehensive picture of the behavior and to consider factors at these three levels of 

explanation – specifically the individual, organizational and interactional levels, thus 

reflecting characteristics of the corrupt officials themselves, their organization and 

their corrupt relationships with company representatives respectively. In doing so, we 

not only consider how these factors, at multiple levels, separately affect corruption, 

but also how they may do so in combination. We first discuss what is known about 

the individual factors that may affect why some individuals do, while others do not 

engage in corruption. Second, we review organizational factors that may influence 

employees’ engagement in corruption. Third, we discuss what is known about 

characteristics of relationships between corrupt public officials and their bribers. 

Next, we discuss the pros and cons of various research methods that have been 

used to study corruption, in particular questionnaires, experiments and case studies, 

and explain why we chose to conduct a theory-driven case study analysis. Since we 

44 Although our focus is on bribery, not all the studies discussed below use this term and so we regularly 
also use the broader term ‘corruption’.
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analyze corruption cases involving public officials in the Netherlands, we then go on 

to examine the prevalence of corruption in the Dutch public sector.

Factors influencing corruption
Individual factors influencing corruption
Corruption ultimately results from decisions made by individuals. Important factors 

that may motivate people to engage in corruption include personal and social norms 

(see for instance Köbis, Van Prooijen, Righetti, & Van Lange, 2015; Powpaka, 2002; 

Rabl & Kühlmann, 2008; Tavits, 2010), perceived opportunities (see for instance 

Aguilera & Vadera, 2008; Graycar & Sidebottom, 2012; Pinto, Leana, & Pil, 2008), and 

expected costs and benefits (see for instance Andvig, Fjeldstad, Amundsen, Sissener, 

& Søreide, 2001; Dimant, 2013; Dong, Dulleck, & Torgler, 2012; Prabowo, 2014; Shover 

& Bryant, 1993). A questionnaire study examined the extent to which public officials’ 

perception of these motives were related to their engagement in bribery-related 

intentions and behavior (Gorsira et al., 2016). The outcomes reveal that officials who 

reported having weaker personal norms (i.e., who felt less morally obliged to refrain 

from corruption) and weaker social norms (i.e., who perceived corruption to be more 

accepted and more common among their co-workers) were more prone to engage 

in corruption. Officials who perceived more opportunities to engage in and fewer 

opportunities to refrain from corruption were also more prone to it. In addition, 

officials who expected lower costs of corruption (i.e., who perceived the chances of 

detection to be lower and the punishment to be less severe) and perceived higher 

benefits of corruption (e.g., financial gains, excitement and pleasure) were more 

prone to corruption (Gorsira et al., 2016). Case study research has also indicated that 

the benefits corrupt officials expected or obtained were not only of a financial nature, 

but also included non-material gains, such as excitement and the impressing others 

(de Graaf & Huberts, 2008; Langsted, 2012). But although all these motivational 

factors were significantly related to corruption, only personal norms, social norms 

and the perceived opportunity to refrain from corruption uniquely contributed to 

officials’ corrupt intentions and behavior when the other factors were controlled for 

(Gorsira et al., 2016). An experimental study revealed that social norms cause corrupt 

decision-making (Köbis et al., 2015). The study found that participants who were 

informed that corruption was uncommon made less corrupt decisions than those 

who were informed that corruption was common or received no information about 

the prevalence of corruption. 

Organizational factors influencing corruption
Officials’ engagement in corruption occurs within an organizational context. This 

implies that not only characteristics of the perpetrators themselves (the ‘bad apples’), 
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but also characteristics of their organizational setting (the ‘barrels’) affect corruption 

(Kish-Gephart, Harrison, & Treviño, 2010). Indeed, in addition to individual factors, 

organizational factors have been found to affect corrupt conduct (Ashforth, Gioia, 

Robinson, & Treviño, 2008). One key factor is actual opportunity: “If there is no 

opportunity, there will be no crime” (Coleman, 1987, p. 424). While it is the individual 

who seizes the opportunity, it is the organization that provides it (Free & Murphy, 

2015). To remove or minimize opportunities conducive to corruption, organizations 

can take structural anti-corruption measures (Graycar & Sidebottom, 2012; Pinto et 

al., 2008), including the adoption of codes of conduct (Anand, Ashforth, & Joshi, 2004; 

Ashforth et al., 2008; Treviño, Weaver, Gibson, & Toffler, 1999), an adequate system 

of internal controls (Adams, 1994), job rotation and segregation of duties (Wells & 

Gill, 2007), and ethics training (Treviño et al., 1999). Indeed, a questionnaire study on 

bribery in the private sector found that organizations with a code of ethics reported 

fewer incidences of bribery (Goel, Budak, & Rajh, 2015). Furthermore, experimental 

research suggests that an adequate system of internal controls may reduce corruption 

(Armantier & Boly, 2011; Schulze & Frank, 2003). A case-study analysis based on ten 

corruption cases involving public officials also indicated that control procedures 

within the officials’ organization were often inadequate, while the organizations 

involved did not seem to have paid much attention to integrity policies: “Integrity was 

not an issue – at least not until the corruption cases surfaced” (de Graaf & Huberts, 

2008, p. 646). Furthermore, the corrupt officials frequently worked independently 

of others in the organization, while also being able to decide on matters of great 

importance to external parties, and held the same position for a long time (de Graaf 

& Huberts, 2008). An experimental study also suggested that staff rotation reduced 

the risk of bribery (Abbink, 2004).

Besides structural organizational factors, the culture or climate of an organization 

may encourage or discourage employees’ engagement in corruption (Kaptein, 2008; 

Peterson, 2002; Treviño, Butterfield, & McCabe, 1998; Victor & Cullen, 1988). A key 

ethical culture or climate factor is leadership (Dickson, Smith, Grojean, & Ehrhart, 

2001; Huberts, Kaptein, & Lasthuizen, 2007; Treviño et al., 1999). Indeed, leadership 

is the most frequently cited organizational factor in discussions about how to 

safeguard integrity (Huberts et al., 2007). A questionnaire study suggests that type 

of leadership is related to employees’ perception of colleagues’ engagement in 

corruption (Huberts et al., 2007). The following types of leadership behavior were 

related to corruption: role modeling (e.g., the extent to which supervisors set a good 

example), strictness (e.g., the extent to which supervisors call employees to account 

if they violate principles and standards of integrity) and openness (e.g., the extent 

to which supervisors clarify the organization’s integrity policy; Huberts et al., 2007). 
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A case study including ten bribery cases revealed that supervisors often failed to 

adequately supervise the corrupt officials and did not seem to respond adequately 

to warning signals (de Graaf & Huberts, 2008), suggesting that lax supervision and 

supervisors’ failure to act on warning signs may affect whether employees engage 

in bribery.

Interactional factors influencing corruption
A corrupt exchange involves at least two consenting persons interacting at least once. 

In addition, therefore, to individual and organizational factors, characteristics of the 

interaction between the two parties may also affect the engagement in bribery. A 

case-study analysis provides some initial insights into characteristics of relationships 

that turned into corrupt collaborations. The results suggest that corrupt exchanges 

generally occur in enduring relationships, with the official and the briber usually 

knowing each other well before they engaged in corruption (de Graaf & Huberts, 2008). 

An element of friendship was regularly involved (de Graaf, Huberts, & Nelen, 2008). 

Further, the corrupt collaboration was seldom limited to a single corrupt exchange (de 

Graaf & Huberts, 2008). In most cases, there was no clear quid pro quo: “Strikingly, the 

corrupt official rarely receives a gift for which concrete compensation is expected” (de 

Graaf & Huberts, 2008, p. 647). The process of engaging in corruption often seemed to 

have been a slippery slope, with a number of less serious integrity violations preceding 

corruption and resulting in a practice that is increasingly difficult to refrain from (de 

Graaf & Huberts, 2008). The corrupt collaboration often seem to have begun relatively 

insignificantly and gradually to have become more intense, whereby the stakes got 

higher (de Graaf et al., 2008; Huberts, Lasthuizen, & Peeters, 2006).

Studying corruption
Its concealed nature makes it very hard to study actual corruption. Studies have 

tended, therefore, to rely on questionnaire studies and experiments to study 

corruption. Questionnaire studies offer the opportunity to collect information 

from large numbers of people and, therefore, to gain insight into key correlates of 

corruption among relevant samples of the population (Andvig et al., 2001; Gorsira 

et al., 2016; Tavits, 2010). A major concern of questionnaire studies, however, is that 

causality cannot be established, while another concern is the risk of social desirability 

biases; people may be tempted to deny their engagement in corruption. Researchers 

can try to correct for such biases by, for example, controlling for social desirability 

tendencies in the analyses (see, for instance, Gorsira et al., 2016; Torfason, Flynn, & 

Kupor, 2013) or to guarantee respondents’ anonymity through randomized response 
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techniques45 (Huberts et al., 2006). Another risk is that people may provide false 

confessions. Questionnaire studies can consequently be problematic as it is not 

possible to establish whether participants’ responses are true.

Experimental studies enable testing which factors cause corrupt behavior. 

Such studies also allow corrupt behavior to be observed more directly than in 

questionnaire studies; one way to do this is through a corruption game in which 

people have to decide whether to accept or offer bribes in return for a benefit (see 

for example Köbis et al., 2015). Yet experimental studies do not measure corrupt 

behavior in real-life contexts, but instead in artificial settings that do not necessarily 

reflect reality. Therefore, it is unclear whether people who make corrupt decisions 

in a corruption game would also do so in real life, and whether people who decide 

not to engage in corruption indeed refrain from it in the real world (Banerjee, 2016). 

Moreover, experiments do not seem very appropriate, and neither do questionnaire 

studies, for providing insight into interactional factors influencing corruption, such 

as how relationships between officials and their business contacts turn into corrupt 

collaborations in the long term.

A case study analysis involves an intensive and in-depth investigation of the 

context and processes involved in corruption (Johnston, Leach, & Liu, 1999; Luck, 

Jackson, & Usher, 2006). A specific advantage of such studies is that they provide an 

opportunity to analyze real-life situations in which corruption occurred. In contrast 

to questionnaire studies and experiments, little doubt exists in such situations 

that actual corruption is being studied. Case study research is “acknowledged for 

its capacity to offer a high level of contextual, detailed knowledge and ability to 

connect theoretical abstractions to complex practice” (Luck et al., 2006, p. 108). Case 

studies are often seen as especially useful in explorative phases of research aiming 

to obtain a first impression of a certain phenomenon and the factors that may play 

a role (de Graaf & Huberts, 2008; Johnston et al., 1999). However, case studies are 

also highly suitable for validating and enriching findings of quantitative studies, and 

for testing theory (Johnston et al., 1999). Hence, whereas questionnaire studies and 

experiments appear very useful for identifying (causal) relations between corruption 

and individual and organizational factors among large samples, case studies allow 

an in-depth study into the role these factors played in a real-life situation in which 

people actually engaged in corrupt behavior.

45 A method that allows respondents to respond to sensitive issues while guaranteeing confidentiality 
(Huberts et al., 2006; Warner, 1965).
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Present study
We set out to conduct a case study analysis to validate and extend previous research on 

factors influencing corruption. Extending previous studies, we focus on factors at three 

levels of explanation: individual motives of corrupt officials, characteristics of corrupt 

officials’ organizations, and interactions between the officials and their bribers, while 

also for the first time considering the interplay between these factors. In particular, 

we aim to establish whether individual and organizational factors that questionnaires 

and experiments presume to influence corruption actually play a role in real-life cases. 

In this respect, and in contrast to the few previous case studies on corruption, which 

used explorative designs (de Graaf & Huberts, 2008; Langsted, 2012), our analysis is 

predominantly theory-driven. Additionally, we seek to study the role of interactions 

between offenders. Since little is known about the factors in these interactions that may 

influence bribery, we follow an explorative approach to study this. Uniquely, our study 

is based on an analysis of extensive criminal files pertaining to real bribery cases. The 

analysis of such files is particularly valuable because these files are carefully compiled by 

experts and contain detailed information from multiple independent sources, including 

interrogations of the corrupt officials and their bribers, witness interviews, taped 

telephone conversations and e-mail exchanges.

Corruption in the Netherlands
The present study analyzes corruption cases that took place in the Netherlands between 

2004 and 2014. The Netherlands has one of the ten least corrupt public sectors worldwide, 

according to the latest corruption perception index (Transparency International, 2016). 

While this perception index may not fully reflect the actual prevalence of corruption, 

the perception of the Netherlands as a relatively corruption-free country may explain 

why its anti-corruption policy is relatively underdeveloped (Hoppe, Woldendorp, & 

Bandelow, 2016). The Dutch anti-corruption policy focuses mainly, albeit not exclusively, 

on raising awareness and prevention (European Commission, 2014). The number of acts 

of corruption discovered, or at least criminally investigated, appears fairly low. Each year, 

approximately fifty criminal investigations into corruption in the Dutch public sector are 

conducted, mostly relating to bribery (Huberts & Nelen, 2005). A substantial proportion 

of these investigations is conducted by the National Police Internal Investigations 

Department (de Graaf et al., 2008), a highly specialized investigation service for combating 

corruption (European Commission, 2014). Apart from the regular police, corruption 

investigations are conducted by special investigation services, particularly by the Tax and 

Customs Administration’s Fiscal Information and Investigation Service. Roughly one third 

of the criminal investigations into corruption results in prosecution, with an average of 

five public officials and three bribers being sentenced to imprisonment each year. The 

number of convictions has remained stable in recent decades (de Graaf et al., 2008).
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Method

We analyzed confidential criminal files of bribery investigations conducted by two 

Dutch investigation services: the National Police Internal Investigations Department,46 

and the Fiscal Information and Investigation Service.47 Permission to conduct the 

study was obtained from the Ministry of Security and Justice under the Police Data 

Act (Wet politiegegevens). Access to these data is granted only if the research serves 

“a significant public interest” and if the study cannot be conducted without the data. 

The extensive criminal files included records of the interrogations of suspects, as 

well as other sources such as taped telephone conversations, e-mail exchanges and 

witness interviews. Hence, besides perpetrators’ statements, the files also included 

statements by witnesses, such as supervisors and colleagues, about the corrupt 

officials, their organizations and their relationships with the bribers.48

National Police Internal Investigations Department
The National Police Internal Investigations Department is a Special Investigation 

Service of the Dutch police and plays a leading role in investigating corruption in 

the Netherlands (de Graaf et al., 2008). It investigates allegations about conduct of 

government officials and public servants49 that severely affects the integrity of or the 

way in which government operates.50 It is also called on for impartial investigations of 

officials’ behavior and if any risk of partiality needs to be avoided.51

46 Known in Dutch as the Rijksrecherche.
47 Known in Dutch as the Fiscale Inlichtingen- en Opsporingsdienst.
48 Originally, the aim was to collect information not only on characteristics of the public officials and their 

respective organizations, but also on the relevant companies and their representatives. However, the 
criminal files did not contain much information about the company representatives who offered, gave 
or promised money, goods or services in exchange for preferential treatment (i.e., the active side of 
the bribery). This was also noted in a report by the National Police Internal Investigations Department, 
which stated that “Investigations by the National Police Internal Investigations Department contain 
less information about external stakeholders than about officials. This suggests that the National 
Police Internal Investigations Department pays more attention to the officials than to the external 
stakeholders” (Rijksrecherche, 2010, p. 18).

49 www.om.nl/algemeen/english/about-the-public/organisation-the/.
50 www.transparency.org/whatwedo/publication/national_integrity_system_assessment_netherlands.
51 www.om.nl/algemeen/english/about-the-public/organisation-the/.
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Fiscal Information and Investigation Service
The Fiscal Information and Investigation Service is a special investigation service 

of the Tax and Customs Administration and responsible for tax investigations.52 

Its purpose is to help prevent fiscal, financial and economic fraud, to ensure the 

integrity of professionals and businesses, and to fight against organized crime.53 The 

Service’s Bureau of Integrity and Security,54 where the corruption files were studied, is 

committed to promoting the integrity and safety of employees and work processes, 

and is responsible for handling and registering allegations of severe integrity 

violations involving Tax and Customs Administration employees.

Selected cases
The National Police Internal Investigations Department provided an overview of 

all the cases registered in a four-year period55 between 2004 and 201456 under the 

heading of ‘corruption’.57 This overview contained 94 cases, a short description of the 

respective case, and details of the archive location. Forty-two of the case descriptions 

did not correspond to the present study’s operationalization of corruption.58 For 22 

of the 52 remaining cases, no report or criminal files were produced, for instance 

because of a lack of information. As a result, based on the case descriptions and 

the availability of files, 30 potential bribery files of the National Police Internal 

Investigations Department were examined. With regard to the Bureau of Integrity 

and Security, all possible corruption cases registered between 2004 and 2014 where 

all or part of the file was available at the Bureau were examined. This resulted in 13 

criminal files relating to corruption investigations. Hence, a total of 43 potential 

bribery cases were examined in the initial analysis. We then examined whether they 

met the following selection criteria:

52 www.iaaca.org/AntiCorruptionAuthorities/ByCountriesandRegions/N/Netherlandsjigou/201202/
t20120210_802454.shtml.

53 www.transparency.org/whatwedo/publication/national_integrity_system_assessment_netherlands.
54 In Dutch, Bureau Integriteit en Veiligheid.
55 We have chosen not to specify the exact time period so as to prevent the parties involved becoming 

traceable.
56 This timeframe was chosen because it meant that the behavior investigated was of a fairly recent date. 

However, the investigations had generally closed by the time the data analysis started (in January 
2015). In most cases, therefore, the decision on whether to prosecute and, if applicable, the sentence 
ultimately imposed were known.

57 The definition of corruption used by the National Police Internal Investigations Department when 
registering cases aligns with the rather broad definition of corruption used by Transparency 
International: the abuse of entrusted power for personal gain.

58 Owing, for instance, to suspicions of an insurance fraud (rather than bribery)
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1. In all probability, the behavior investigated concerned ‘real’ bribery: at least one 

of the persons involved was convicted of bribery,59 and/or the official and/or the 

briber confessed to the offense;

2. The act concerned the commonest form of bribery: bribery involving a public 

official60 and a company representative;61

3. The bribery took place in the Netherlands. 

Of the 43 cases investigated, 7 met the selection criteria. The most common reasons 

for the other 36 cases not meeting the criteria were insufficient evidence for bribery 

(i.e., the first selection criterion) or the involvement of a criminal organization rather 

than a legitimate company (i.e., the second selection criterion). With regard to one of 

the seven cases, a file was available at both the National Police Internal Investigations 

Department and the Fiscal Information and Investigation Service. Hence, the present 

study’s analysis is based on seven cases of bribery and eight bribery files.

The first author analyzed the selected cases on the basis of a scoring form.62 The 

topics in this form concerned the explanatory factors at the individual, organizational 

and interactional levels discussed in the introductory section of this paper. These 

explanatory factors reflect the corrupt officials’ motivation – in particular, their 

personal norms on bribery, social norms on bribery, the perceived opportunities to 

engage in and to refrain from bribery, and the expected costs and benefits of bribery; 

characteristics of the corrupt officials’ organization – in particular, structural factors 

such as separation of duties, and leadership; and characteristics of the corrupt officials’ 

interactions with the company representatives – in particular, their relationships 

prior to and during the bribery. For each case, text reflecting the role of each factor 

was noted on the scoring form. The second and third author used the completed 

scoring forms as the basis for studying the files at both the National Police Internal 

Investigations Department and the Fiscal Information and Investigation Service to 

check whether the information in these files corresponded with that on the scoring 

forms, and whether any important information was missing. No major disagreements 

59 One of the offenses covered by Articles 362-364 (passive bribery of public officials) or 177-178 (active 
bribery of public officials) of the Dutch Penal Code.

60 This includes civil servants from municipal, provincial, water and national authorities, as well as officials 
of certain other organizations appointed by the state to perform public tasks.

61 The reason to confine our analysis to a specific form of corruption in a particular context is because 
“umbrella concepts” (Huberts et al., 2006, p. 269) limit the opportunities to advance knowledge about 
unethical behavior. We therefore followed the suggestion of Collins, Uhlenbruck, and Rodriguez (2009, 
p. 90) to study corruption by “examination of limited contexts and to focus on a rather narrow scope of 
corrupt behaviors.”

62 The scoring form is available from the first author.
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were encountered. Besides the seven bribery case files, other available sources were 

studied, including newspaper articles and court judgments on the particular case. 

The data analysis was conducted between January 2015 and October 2015. Given 

the extensive nature of the files, the recording was rather time-intensive, involving 

a total of around 400 hours. Next, the first author ordered the collected information 

per factor (e.g., personal norms on bribery). Subsequently, the first author drew case-

transcending conclusions per factor (e.g., ‘None of the public officials acknowledges 

the moral reprehensibility of their actions’), and together with the second author 

selected quotes illustrating the main conclusions.

The results reported below detail the main findings on the prevalence of each factor 

separately, illustrated by relevant statements of the suspects and/or witnesses. In the 

quotations, the corrupt officials are all referred to as ‘X’, while their bribers, the company 

representatives, are referred to as ‘Y’. The words ‘official(s)’ or ‘company representative(s)’ 

are only used to indicate the individuals involved in the bribery. Before reporting the 

results, we briefly describe the seven cases, specifically the individuals involved and the 

gifts exchanged (see figure 1). This is followed by information on the perpetrators and 

their offenses, including how the bribery was detected, and what preceded detection.

Case descriptions
The start of the criminal investigations: None of the criminal investigations started 

in response to action by the offenders’ organizations. Instead, all the bribery 

investigations started because of information from or provided to external parties. 

For instance, three of the investigations started as a result of information provided to 

the Criminal Intelligence Team, the only Dutch police department allowed to protect 

the identity of its sources.

Previous warning signals: In six of the seven cases, there had been previous signals63 of 

the officials’ susceptibility to bribery or other integrity violations. These were known 

to the officials’ organizations in all but one of these cases.

63 In three of the cases, these earlier signs were formalized: three of the officials had been subject to 
disciplinary sanctions for other integrity violations in the years immediately before they were discovered 
to be involved in bribery. Ten years before the relevant investigation against him started, one of these 
officials had also served a prison sentence for fraud and bribery (a conviction the organization he 
subsequently worked for had not been aware of ).
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Case 1. An o�cial went on a golf trip abroad with some business contacts, with whom he 
had also had golf lessons. Whereas the o�cial stated he had paid for the golf lessons and 
the trip abroad himself, the criminal investigation showed that these had been paid for by 
the director of a painting and maintenance company and the director of a paint 
manufacturer, who hoped to be awarded public contracts in return.

Case 2. An o�cial accepted envelopes containing cash from the owner of a sand and 
gravel company, who was awarded public contracts in return.

Case 3. Over a period of several years, an o�cial accepted money, goods and services from 
a business contact who worked in the import business. In exchange for this, the o�cial did 
not check the falsi�ed tax forms that the importer submitted on an almost daily basis.

Case 4. An o�cial accepted two envelopes containing cash and the promise of a holiday 
from two of his business contacts who owned a bar. In return, the o�cial in�uenced legal 
proceedings in favor of the bar owners, or at least gave them this impression.

Case 5. An o�cial with high debts as a result of being addicted to alcohol and drugs 
provided hundreds of con�dential documents to an owner of several companies, who used 
this information to commit fraud. In return, the latter helped the o�cial to manage and 
reduce his debts.

Case 6. A prominent o�cial awarded multiple public contracts to two of his business 
contacts, both of whom owned a company. In exchange, the o�cial received hundreds of 
thousands of euros via his own private company. 

Case 7. A prominent o�cial used his in�uence to create favorable conditions for several 
construction and real estate companies so that, for example, prestigious projects could 
continue. In exchange, the o�cial received hundreds of thousands of euros via his own 
private company.

Figure 1

The seven cases
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Other unethical or illegal conduct: The criminal investigations indicated that none 

of the officials had committed only bribery. All seven had also engaged in other 

unrelated illegal or unethical behavior, such as forgery,64 tax fraud, a drug-related 

offense, intimidation, petty lies, or conflicts of interest.

Handling of the cases: Following the outcomes of the criminal investigation, two of the 

officials were forced to take early retirement. The other five officials were subjected to 

criminal prosecution. Two officials were given a community service and suspended 

prison sentence, while the other three were given a custodial sentence.65 Six of the 

officials had not been previously convicted of a criminal offense, while the seventh 

had previously been convicted of bribery and fraud.

Background characteristics of the offenders and their office
In each case, one public official was suspected of bribery. In four of the cases, the 

official in the respective case accepted, expected or requested bribes from multiple 

company representatives, with the total number amounting to eighteen. With 

regard, therefore, to the interactional level, this case study analysis is based on 18 

corrupt collaborations. All 25 perpetrators were male. At the time of the offense, all 

25 offenders were between 40 and 65 years of age. Except in case 5, all the public 

officials were responsible for deciding on issues of importance, and sometimes great 

importance, to the private sector, and interacted professionally with the private sector 

on a nearly daily basis. These contacts mainly comprised the awarding of contracts, 

enforcement and inspection, handling of and access to confidential information, 

and spatial planning. Five of the officials had been working at the same government 

agency for almost or more than forty years. All the company representatives were 

directors or owners of the company involved in the bribery.

The files suggest that all seven public officials were known to be very experienced, 

skilled, and result-oriented. A colleague of one of the officials stated that “X was very 

experienced, someone who could get things done.” The officials did not appear to view 

themselves as ‘typical public officials’; as one said, “I didn’t feel like a civil servant.” 

Nor were they seen as such by others. As a colleague remarked, “I had the impression 

he was more of a businessman than a civil servant.” Except for the official in case  5, 

all the officials were characterized by others as ‘fixers’, as hard-working and skillful 

negotiators able to get things done. A business contact described the official as “A 

64 The forgery sometimes related to the bribery, but often did not.
65 The prosecuted officials were convicted not only of bribery, but also of other criminal offenses such as 

forgery and money laundering.
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tough negotiator. I had never encountered anyone like him before at a municipality”, 

while another official’s colleague stated that “They all knew him. He obtained many 

grants and was very slick at that.” The officials were known to have extensive networks, 

particularly in the private sector, and to enjoy being with their business contacts, 

which was also noted by their colleagues: “I lived in a different world than X did. I didn’t 

have that many contacts with real-estate people.”

Results

Below, we first discuss individual factors that may have prompted the officials to 

engage in bribery. These specifically include weak personal and social norms on 

bribery, perceived opportunities to engage in bribery and a lack of opportunities 

to refrain from it, and expected high benefits and low costs of bribery. Second, we 

elaborate on organizational factors that may have affected the officials’ engagement 

in bribery, specifically the absence of structural anti-corruption measures and 

weak leadership. Third, we discuss interactional factors, specifically characteristics 

of the officials’ relationships with the company representatives and their corrupt 

collaborations. Lastly, we look at whether these factors, at multiple levels, may have 

co-occurred, and influenced each other.

Individual-level explanations
Personal norms on bribery
None of the public officials acknowledged the moral reprehensibility of their 

actions66 – whether in the taped telephone conversations prior to their arrest, during 

interrogations or in court – irrespective of whether they confessed to the bribery.67 

As one of them stated, “I did not do anything wrong. If I faced the same situation, I 

would make the same decisions again.” In particular, none of the officials seemed 

to feel responsible for the bribery itself, nor did they acknowledge the negative 

consequences of their corrupt practices. As one of them said: “I did not jeopardize the 

integrity of the [name of X’s public service].” 

The officials’ statements suggest that they did not feel they had violated their personal 

norms on bribery, possibly because these were weak in the first place. As one official  

 

66  Based on statements made by suspects, it is difficult to distinguish neutralization techniques from 
personal norms on bribery; this is an issue we will return to in the discussion.

67  Only one of the 25 perpetrators, who was not an official but a company representative, stated in court 
that he felt bad about what he had done.
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said, “I was fine with receiving the sums of money from Y”, while another official said 

“I accepted it and said ‘thank you’. I didn’t have to do anything, just look the other way.” 

Weak personal norms and, thus, the absence of a moral belief in the need to refrain 

from bribery may explain why all the officials appeared devoid of regret and remorse. 

This was also noticed by the court, as the following three court judgments illustrate:

• “The court has noticed during the trial that the defendant has shown no awareness of 

the immorality of his actions. The impression is that the defendant considers himself 

more a victim of this case than a culprit.”

•  “…. this justifies the conclusion that the defendant does not recognize the severity and 

moral reprehensibility of his actions.”

• “The suspect has also demonstrated during the trial that he is unable to recognize the 

immorality of his actions.”

The court judgments suggest that the courts appear to have considered this 

lack of acknowledgment of moral reprehensibility to constitute an aggravating 

circumstance.

Social norms on bribery
Five of the seven officials stated that some of their close colleagues engaged in, or 

approved of, similar conduct. One official indicated that his colleagues had received 

gifts, like he himself had: “That he received it was sort of part of the atmosphere, the 

normal way of getting along. At eight in the morning it started with coffee and cake. 

All colleagues and importers [i.e., the business contacts, including the briber] were 

present. Then everyone went to work. And also these little things [i.e., the gifts] were part 

of that atmosphere. You know each other for such a long time, then these things happen.”

However, the officials’ statements regarding the socials norms on corruption did 

not always seem to correspond to reality. One official said, “We all did that. Several 

colleagues of mine also played golf with their business network.” Investigator: “How 

many colleagues?”. The official: “I estimate half of my colleagues.” However, a witness 

from the private sector stated about playing golf with the official: “That was only with 

X.” Investigator: “Were there any other public officials at the golf course?”. Witness: “No, 

not that I’m aware of. There was always only one official. That was X.”

Nonetheless, colleagues of four other officials seem indeed also to have accepted 

gifts from business contacts. In these instances, however, the role played by the 

corrupt officials should not be overlooked. One official, for instance, provided a 

colleague with tips on how to ‘safely’ accept money (i.e., bribes) from his business 

contact. In particular, he advised his colleague to receive the payments through 
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his own private company, but to appoint someone else as the company’s director 

(just as the official himself had done). In another case, the official and the company 

representative seemed to have deliberately tried to involve colleagues of the official 

who seemed susceptible to bribery. The company representative said about the gifts 

he gave to some of the official’s colleagues: “That’s not about money or whatever, but 

small things. I never had a connection with the other people [i.e., other colleagues of X]. 

That was not deliberate, so not that I deliberately left other people out of it.” Note that the 

company representative’s statement that he did not “deliberately [leave] other people 

out of it” may also suggest that he did intentionally ‘leave some people in on it’. By 

offering gifts to the official’s colleagues, he may have reinforced the corrupt official’s 

perception that corruption was approved of and common among his colleagues, 

thereby shifting the social norms on bribery within the official’s department.

Perceived opportunities to engage in and refrain from bribery68

In most cases, the officials seem to have been all too eager to utilize and increase the 

opportunities for bribery. As one of them said, “Wherever I could, I steered decision-making 

powers in my direction.” Colleagues also noted that the officials maneuvered themselves 

into situations enabling independent decision-making on important matters regarding 

their business contacts. A colleague said “X has got his regular clients for whom he handles 

almost all their tax forms. No other colleagues get involved.” Especially the officials in 

higher-level positions appear to have personally created opportunities for bribery by, 

for instance, appointing inexperienced team managers. As one team manager put it, 

“Because I was a junior manager, I always accepted X’s guidance and advice. Solicited and 

unsolicited, he gave me instructions. After deciding to hire temporary workers, we selected 

an agency. X always proposed and approached the agency. Generally we hired employees 

through <name of Y’s company>. The higher management wasn’t to be involved.” Another 

team manager said the following about the official’s role in awarding public contracts: 

“A very big role. He decided. We didn’t have a say in it. He took the decisions, that’s it.” 

Hence, the opportunity not only made the thief, but corrupt officials appear also to 

have created opportunities for themselves.

In one case, the records suggest that a lack of opportunity to refrain from bribery 

may have played a role. Over many years, the official had repeatedly reported to his 

supervisors that he was concerned that it was impossible to check tax forms (including 

forms the company representative forged) properly. Yet no action was taken. The 

official’s supervisor acknowledged this problem to the investigators: “There are work 

68 Perceptions of opportunities for bribery depend, of course, on actual opportunities. This factor is 
discussed later (see structural organizational factors).
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instructions for the employees, but, in all honesty, there is insufficient staff to follow the 

guidelines by the book.”

Expected benefits of bribery
All seven officials benefited financially from their crime. In some cases, the financial 

gain was substantial (i.e., hundreds of thousands of euros), while in other cases 

the gain was relatively small (i.e., a few hundred euros).69 The smaller payments 

were generally ‘earmarked’ by the briber to be used, for instance, for holidays. As 

one official said, “At one point Y told me that if he won the VAT case [i.e., the legal 

proceedings the official said he would influence in favor of the bribers], it would 

produce a nice vacation for me.” In all cases, intangible benefits, particularly the desire 

to be part of and respected by the private sector,70 seem also to have played a role. 

Other non-financial gains that may have prompted the officials to engage in bribery 

include pleasure and status. A company representative stated about an official that 

“He liked to feel important.” In some cases, frustration may also have played a role. 

One company representative said about an official that the official “… was frustrated 

and felt obstructed. For example, he wanted to invite companies to submit bids, but was 

overruled by a superior. He said he was done with it, and wanted to make some kind of 

arrangement so that he could retire early.” In some cases, the initial favors seem to 

have consisted of small services;71 gradually, however, the gifts increased in size (see 

‘corrupt collaborations’ below).

Expected costs of bribery
Although the files did not contain any information on officials engaging in cost-

benefit deliberations prior to their involvement in corruption, they suggest that at 

least four of the officials considered the possibility of being detected. These officials72 

tried to conceal their corrupt practices, with some of them committing forgery for 

this purpose, while others tried to hide evidence: “The chance is low, but if the tax form 

is picked out of the archive to be checked by a colleague, I can just say I didn’t see it [i.e., 

the incriminating information] because of the staple [i.e., which hid the incriminating 

information; a forged number]. Y knows this as well and keeps it in mind.” Alternatively, 

the corrupt officials sought to create the impression that other people, in addition 

to themselves, had been involved in performing a certain task by, for instance, using 

a colleague’s user ID as “I wanted to create the impression that more colleagues had 

69 Interestingly, the financial benefit to the company representative(s) was in most cases much higher than 
the financial benefit to the official.

70 Not just in the eyes of the briber(s), but also more generally among people working in the private sector.
71 In exchange for which the briber did not (or, at least, not yet) ask for something in return.
72 As did some of the company representatives.
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been involved in dealing with the tax declaration.” Two of the officials seem to have 

intimidated colleagues to prevent them from obstructing them. One of these 

officials said to a colleague who wanted to blow the whistle, “If you are accusing me of 

breaching integrity, then you’ll find out what happens; it won’t be easy for you.” Another 

official chose a subtler approach. He gave small gifs to some of his colleagues, who 

were not always aware these gifts actually came from the company representative. 

The official told the investigators that if these colleagues had wanted to blow the 

whistle on him, he could have told them they were guilty of the same behavior they 

were accusing him of: “You yourself have also received something for nothing from Y.” 

Two of his colleagues, however, knew the gifts they got came from the company 

representative. The official told the investigators that the gifts to these colleagues 

“..were meant as a kind of hush money.” Hence, the officials seemed to have tried to 

hide their corrupt practices by camouflaging evidence or by intimidating or ‘greasing’ 

colleagues. Although this does not necessarily mean the officials were fully aware 

they were committing bribery and were, therefore, at risk of a jail sentence, it does 

mean that they were aware their behavior was not condoned,73 and they also tried to 

reduce the chances of being detected.

The costs of engaging in bribery include not only the perceived chance of detection 

(and efforts undertaken to reduce this risk), but also the perceived severity of the 

consequences of engaging in corrupt practices. One official’s statement implied that 

he had not been fully aware, or at least had not taken account, of the consequences 

for himself of engaging in bribery:74 “This is a depressing situation. I think this will cost 

me my job. I could have used the old early retirement scheme, but now I’ll have to work 

until I’m 65. I momentarily lost control over my life and cannot fully foresee what will 

happen.”

Organizational-level explanations
Structural organizational factors
Under the Dutch Civil Servants Act 2006, all government organizations in the 

Netherlands are required to pursue an integrity policy aimed at promoting proper 

conduct by civil servants and including adoption of a code of conduct. Organizations 

have to integrate this integrity policy into their staff policy by, for instance, including 

the subject of integrity in performance appraisal interviews and providing training 

in ethical conduct. In addition, all civil servants have to swear an oath or make an 

73  The realization that others disapprove of a certain course of action does not necessarily mean, however, 
that people themselves perceive it as wrong (see ‘personal norms’).

74 Or his statement indicates that he miscalculated the chances of his offense being discovered.
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affirmation when they are appointed, and are prohibited from performing ancillary 

activities that could reasonably be assumed to interfere with proper performance 

of their employment duties or the proper functioning of the service, insofar as such 

activities relate to the performance of these duties. These measures are designed to 

promote integrity in the public sector.75

Although the officials’ organizations all seem to have complied with these legal 

requirements, the various measures seem to have little effect if employees are not 

receptive to them. As an official stated with regard to the oath he had very recently 

sworn, “I know I had to promise something, but what that was I cannot remember.” 

Another official said when asked about measures his organization had taken to 

safeguard integrity that “I can remember that integrity was discussed at the municipality 

at a meeting and that a guest lecturer was invited for that. I know that the management 

of the municipality, the people higher ranked than me, organize meetings about integrity. 

I guess they think it’s important. We just sit and listen.”

Whereas the officials’ organizations may well have complied with the legal obligations, 

they did not seem to have taken all relevant anti-bribery measures of a structural 

nature. In all cases, one or more of the following structural measures were lacking or 

inadequately implemented: segregation of duties, job rotation, internal controls, and a 

reliable reporting system. An official’s team manager stated in a witness interview that 

he found it strange that management apparently did not realize the risks they were 

exposed to, specifically that: “… one man [i.e., X] is responsible for identifying, solving and 

paying for a problem [i.e., maintenance works].” Another official’s colleague explained 

that while a formal system of separation of duties was in place, it was not adequately 

implemented in practice: “There is a fairly strict segregation of duties between the front 

office [i.e., where tax forms are submitted] and the back office [i.e., where the forms are 

handled], but there is no segregation of duties at a personal level. That is not even possible 

as all the employees who work in the front office also work in the back office.” This, of 

course, completely nullifies the rationale for segregation of duties. Besides separation 

of duties, internal controls were often inadequately implemented, or even absent. 

As a town clerk said, “The only one who monitors the activities is X. No one monitors X’s 

activities.” One case suggested that employees did not have much confidence in the 

municipality’s reporting system. As a member of the municipality’s Works Council said, 

“I don’t think very highly of people occupying certain positions. Employees don’t trust that 

their reports are being handled fairly and justly.” Hence, the officials’ organizations did 

not seem to have implemented all the relevant structural measures that could have 

75 https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/dossier/26643/stcrt-2006-60-p9-SC74474.html.
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prevented or stopped bribery, despite most of the officials being in a sensitive or 

sometimes very sensitive position with regard to bribery.

Leadership
In six of the seven cases, there had been warning signals about the officials’ behavior 

in terms of integrity, and in five of these cases these signals had been known to 

their organizations. However, these six officials’ supervisors did not seem to have 

responded to these warnings. As one supervisor stated when the investigators asked 

why he did not act upon the signal of corruption that reached him, “I did not judge it 

as relevant.” When the investigators asked “Why did you not discuss these signals with 

X?”, the supervisor said “That thought did not even occur to me.”76 When told by the 

investigators that his subordinate had a prior conviction for bribery, another official’s 

supervisor said, “I think he should have immediately [i.e., when this supervisor hired 

the official] been frank with me about what had happened at the previous municipality. 

If he had been frank at that moment, I believe I would have tried to hire him anyway. 

Of course, I don’t know if I’d have succeeded. Our relationship also offered plenty of 

opportunities for him to tell me.” This statement suggests that this supervisor did not 

reject the possibility of hiring corruption-sensitive employees.

Not only the direct supervisors, but also senior management seemed not to have 

responded adequately to warning signals reaching them. After it became known that 

an official had engaged in an integrity violation, senior management sent an e-mail 

to the relevant department stating that “Without any reservation, there is no doubt 

whatsoever about X’s integrity. Therefore, there is no objection at all to fully employ X 

again in the <name of the work process>.” The criminal investigation revealed that the 

official in question was already engaged in bribery at the time this e-mail was sent. 

Hence, integrity did not seem to have been a major issue, or at least not a priority, 

for the officials’ supervisors. The corrupt officials’ high performance may have been a 

significant explanation for their supervisors’ seemingly lax attitude towards integrity 

violations. Three of the officials were awarded or recommended for a bonus for 

exceptional performance despite their supervisors knowing that two of them had 

committed integrity violations (while the third official who was awarded a bonus had 

been suspected of bribery in a previous criminal investigation). In the case of one of 

the three officials, the criminal investigation appeared to have prevented him from 

being awarded a bonus for outstanding performance. This official’s supervisor was 

76 It is not possible to determine whether this statement is really true. The fact remains, however, that the 
official’s supervisor did not take any action in response to the warning signals reaching him.
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told by his superior that the official had to be scrapped from the list of nominees for 

a bonus. As the supervisor put it, “When my superior told me ‘You’d better not nominate 

X’, for me that was confirmation that an investigation was being conducted, although 

I did not know it was a criminal investigation.” Since that official had been subject to 

disciplinary sanctions for an integrity violation a few years earlier, this statement 

suggests the supervisor was willing to reward the official despite being aware of 

previous, and possibly also new, integrity violations.

In all but one case, the officials’ superiors do not seem to have supervised the official 

and his activities properly. Despite an official previously having been reprimanded 

for an integrity violation, his supervisor stated that “I assumed, as long as there were 

no signals, that he [i.e., X] was sticking to the agreements. There were no signals.” The 

reprimanding of another official was not addressed in job appraisal interviews, while 

his then current supervisor appeared to have been uninterested in such matters: 

“I also don’t know if any additional audit was performed.” A former supervisor of the 

official responded as follows to a question about whether he had ever discussed the 

procurement policy with the official: “Not really, he was given a lot of freedom. As long 

as he stayed within the budget, he could do what he thought was best. I supervised from 

a distance. X did not need special guidance. There was no real supervision. It was more 

a case of discussing issues with each other.” The criminal investigation later found the 

official to have violated the procurement policy.

Two cases contained indications that the officials’ supervisors had not set a good 

example and that they themselves had breached integrity rules. In one of these cases, 

an official’s supervisor had performed outside activities for a business contact – and, 

indeed, this was the same company representative who later bribed the official. The 

outside activities performed by the supervisor clearly suggest a conflict of interest: 

the supervisor carried out these outside activities for the company representative 

while, as a civil servant, he was also responsible for checking the tax forms the 

company representative submitted to the Tax and Customs Administration. The 

official in this case also knew about the outside activities his supervisor performed 

for the company representative.

One of the corrupt officials worked intensively with a municipal alderman whose 

statement implied that, despite having integrity in his remit, he had a rather 

shallow interpretation of the concept: “Before 2006, integrity had no official position 

in the organization. By introducing it, we have shown that integrity is important.” This 

alderman, who knew about a previous integrity violation by the official and was aware 

of new signs suggesting that something might be amiss, shared his interpretation of 
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the concept of integrity in a witness interview: “Integrity policy mainly has to do with 

perception management and protecting your own people.”

Interactional-level explanations
Relationship between officials and company representatives
The relationships between the officials and the company representatives were 

generally enduring relationships, ranging from a few months to, in three cases, 

more than fifteen years. Almost all eighteen relationships originated in the business 

sphere. Indeed, ‘business interests’ seem in all cases to have been the driving force 

behind the relationships. Over the course of time, however, these relationships seem 

to have become more intensive and more amicable. Taped telephone conversations 

and e-mail exchanges show, for example, some of the perpetrators using words such 

as “friend” and “buddy” to address one another, although none of the relationships 

can be qualified as ‘real’ friendships. The contacts between the offenders were also 

remarkably intensive. As one official said about his visits to the representative’s 

company, “Sometimes I didn’t visit for a few consecutive days”, which implies that he 

was a regular ‘guest’ almost every other day. The company representative, in turn, 

frequently visited the official’s government service. As he stated, “I was one of the 

regulars.” The meetings between the officials and company representatives took place 

not only at work and during working hours, but also outside work and working hours 

in, for example, restaurants and cafes in the evening and on Saturdays. An official said 

that “On Saturday I visit my mother and then pass by Y.” This official was nonetheless 

of the opinion that “I strictly separated private and business matters.” Perhaps the 

frequent, intensive and relatively personal contacts between the officials and the 

bribers blurred the boundaries between their work and private lives, and thus paved 

the way for the onset of the corrupt collaborations.

Corrupt collaborations
In the case of fifteen of the eighteen relationships, the contacts did not seem to have 

developed into corrupt collaborations immediately. But when they eventually did, they 

were rarely limited to a one-off exchange. As mentioned before, some cases contained 

indications that the bribery started with small gifts or services. According to a company 

representative, “Sometimes it really was about trifles.” The gifts that were exchanged did 

not always stem illogically from the situation, at least not in the officials’ view. The 

official who visited the company representative outside working hours to collect tax 

forms stated with regard to the free fuel he got from the company representative that 

“He filled my car up with fuel as a friendly gesture. I received this for dropping in. For me 

it was a matter of trivial company spillage.” In some cases, the compensation that was 

expected in return did not come immediately. A company representative said that the 
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goal of playing golf with the official (i.e., paying for it) was ultimately to generate more 

work. “But,” he added, “it is better to aim for a good relationship.”

In many cases, it was not entirely clear who took the initiative and who came up with 

the bribery construction. At first glance, it often appeared to have been the company 

representative who took the initiative. One said: “I want to emphasize that X himself 

never asked me for money or whatever. I told him it was a little bit of holiday money.” In 

many instances, however, the officials appear to have sent certain signals that may 

have triggered the corrupt offer. When the company representative handed over an 

envelope containing money (the meeting was recorded by the police), one of the 

officials said “You don’t look a gift horse in the mouth. I’m not like that. I never make any 

demands…”, which suggests this was not the first (and neither the second) time he 

had taken bribes from a business contact.

The compensation expected in return was often not explicitly voiced. According to one 

official, “I later sensed what compensation I had to provide in return.” The statement by a 

company representative in another case also indicated that the corrupt exchange was 

not ‘put into words’: “X did not tell me, for example, that he wanted to get that amount. He 

spoke as if he was telling you that you had to give him something, that he wanted something 

from you. X never even mentioned any figure, he just used words.” This was very similar to 

the experience of another company representative, who said about the official that 

“When he told me that, he looked at me as if to say ‘Now I’ll probably get something for that’. 

Because of what he said and how he looked at me, I decided to tell him he would indeed get 

something for that.” As the bribery generally took place in enduring relationships, and 

the gifts seem to have gradually increased in both size and frequency, it was difficult 

in some instances to pinpoint the initiator and the exact starting point of the corrupt 

collaboration – perhaps also for the perpetrators themselves.

In some cases, there are indications that the bribery developed gradually, and 

increased in severity over time. According to a company representative, “… but I didn’t 

charge anything for that [i.e., for the small gifts to X] … and that’s how it gradually 

grew.” Indeed, some officials’ statements suggest they ‘slipped’ into bribery: “It slowly 

developed into me accepting money from Y, and then there’s no way out. You’re often 

deeper in it than you realize. The last few years, when he started with the new <name 

of merchandize>, that’s when I thought ‘s**t’, then I really realized what I had got the 

money for, but then there was no turning back.” Another official seemed to have had a 

similar experience; as he put it, “At one point I thought that Y was actually asking too 

much from me. But I was too deep in it already. There was no way back. I did tell him a 

couple of times to be careful, but I never told him I didn’t want to give him the confidential 
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documents anymore.” In these cases, the process of corruption can be seen as a slippery 

slope, a subtle and lengthy process in which the perpetrators gradually engaged in 

bribery on an increasing scale. With regard to other cases, however, no information 

was found to suggest a slippery slope. Perhaps because there was none, or because 

the initial step was not taken in the current corrupt relationship, but in a preceding 

one, as in the case of the official who had previously been convicted of and served a 

prison sentence for bribery.

Toxic mix of individual, organizational and interactional factors
Separately, the above individual, organizational and interactional factors may not have 

resulted in bribery. However, they often seem to have co-occurred and, in combination, 

to have formed a toxic mix. Indeed, the factors seemed not just to converge, but also to 

reinforce each other, thereby increasing the mix’s toxicity. The officials’ interaction with 

the bribers may, for instance, have weakened the officials’ personal norms on bribery, 

and may specifically have confirmed the officials in their view that their actions were 

not so bad and certainly not criminal. After police had searched the home of one of the 

officials for evidence of bribery, the company representative who bribed him called 

him and said (this conversation was recorded on tape): “It’s unbelievable. It doesn’t seem 

to stop. It’s as if you’re a goddamn criminal. And you don’t have a yacht of one and a half 

million. You … you… you just live a decent and proper life and you like nice food, that’s all.” 

The convergence of and interplay between factors at multiple levels was also illustrated 

by an e-mail sent by a colleague of one of the officials to the investigators. In this e-mail, 

the colleague wrote that, in his view, his superiors’ failure to intervene after a previous 

integrity violation by the official deserved to be qualified as “criminally naïve.” He added 

sarcastically, “In that context [i.e., X’s earlier integrity violation] it obviously makes sense 

not to carry out internal controls in four consecutive years, not to organize regular staff 

meetings, and not to make public the complaints from staff, citizens and companies about 

the wrongdoings and fraud: you could work ‘pleasantly’ in a culture of indifference. After 

all, ‘What the eye doesn’t see … isn’t going to hurt you’. And the result of that: a colleague 

[i.e., X] getting fired and going to be prosecuted, and colleagues who are, by nature, well-

intentioned get sucked into it. And then you have a totally damaged group of employees 

who no longer know who to trust or not.”
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Discussion

The aim of this case study was to gain a better and more in-depth understanding of 

factors influencing public officials’ engagement in corruption and bribery in particular. 

Bribery requires a motivated offender, an organization that provides the opportunity, 

and at least some interaction with another offender. Accordingly, we considered 

explanatory factors at the individual, organizational and interactional levels. We 

took a qualitative and theory-driven approach. More specifically, we conducted an 

in-depth case study analysis, and attempted to cross-validate the roles of individual 

and organizational factors that are presumed to influence corruption, based on 

correlational and experimental studies, in real-life bribery cases. Additionally, we 

explored interactional factors, as well as the interplay between factors at the three 

different levels.

The results, based on unique information from extensive confidential criminal files, 

support findings from quantitative studies regarding individual and organizational 

factors influencing corruption. As such, this case study provides important convergent 

evidence of the possible influence of these factors on actual corruption, and notably 

evidence that is considerably more compelling. The criminal files imply, in particular, 

that the corrupt officials did not recognize the severity and moral reprehensibility 

of their actions, thought their close colleagues approved of or engaged in similar 

corrupt conduct, perceived opportunities to engage in bribery, expected bribery 

to result in material and non-material benefits, and deliberately tried to reduce the 

chances of detection. Hence, the individual factors that have been found to be related 

to corruption in experiments and questionnaires – specifically, personal and social 

norms on corruption, perceived opportunities to engage in corruption, and expected 

benefits and costs of corruption – seem also to play a role in real-life corruption.

On the organizational level, the findings suggest that the corrupt officials’ organizations 

failed to take certain relevant anti-bribery measures, such as separating duties and 

ensuring job rotation, despite the corruption-sensitive nature of the activities the 

corrupt officials performed. In addition, the criminal files suggest that supervisors 

did not properly monitor the corrupt officials and their activities, did not set the 

right example, and did not respond adequately to warning signals. Hence, structural 

characteristics of the organization, as well as of its leadership, that were found to be 

associated with corruption in questionnaires and experiments appear also to play a 

role in corruption in the real world.
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We additionally considered characteristics of the interactions between the officials and 

their bribers. The results suggest that the officials and the company representatives 

had an enduring, personal and intensive relationship. The officials also met the 

company representatives outside work and working hours, which may have blurred 

the boundaries between their work and private lives. In most cases, it was unclear 

when the bribery precisely started and who instigated it. One of the reasons for this 

was that the corrupt collaboration sometimes started with small gifts that gradually 

increased in size, while the reciprocal obligation was often not immediate nor always 

explicitly voiced. These findings appear very similar to findings in previous case 

studies on corruption (e.g., de Graaf & Huberts, 2008). The overall results of this case 

study seem to corroborate previous findings of qualitative and quantitative studies 

on explanatory factors of corruption on all three levels of explanation.

Importantly, our findings suggest that individual, organizational and interactional 

factors all play a role in the onset and/or continuance of corrupt collaborations. While 

these factors may not be very harmful in isolation, they seem to become harmful if 

they co-occur. This implies that corruption is not the result of one or a limited number 

of ‘prominent factors’, but instead the result of various factors at multiple levels that 

converge and form a toxic mix. Notably, our findings suggest that the individual, 

organizational and interactional factors do not just co-occur, but also reinforce each 

other, thereby increasing the mix’s toxicity. The officials worked hard and were able 

to get things done. As a result, they were highly valued by their supervisors, who 

therefore turned a blind eye to signals of integrity violations. The officials’ ability 

to get things done – things their colleagues were unable, or unwilling, to do – was 

also noticed by their business contacts, as was the officials’ desire to be part of and 

respected by their business networks. The officials saw the company representatives 

on a regular basis, not only at work, but also outside work and after working hours. 

At such moments the officials were offered small gifts, as a thank you from the 

company representatives, for the extra efforts they had made. These gifts gradually 

increased in size and frequency, while the officials’ personal norms seemed to be 

weak or weakened and did not function as a ‘moral brake’. The officials, in turn, had 

the opportunity to return the favors since they typically enjoyed full discretionary 

powers on issues of importance to the company representatives. These practices 

were not detected, even when they increased in frequency and severity, owing to 

a lack of job rotation or segregation of duties, or a lack of properly implemented 

controls, or even no controls at all being in place. The officials further reduced their 

chances of being detected by ‘greasing’ their colleagues, thereby shifting the social 

norms on bribery. Consequently, the officials’ corrupt behavior not only persisted and 

worsened over time, but also spread.



118

Government up for sale

This case study has a number of strengths and weaknesses. One of the major 

weaknesses is the limited number of cases on which the results are based, with only 

seven cases meeting our selection criteria. Hence, the results on the individual and 

organizational levels are predominantly based on statements by and about only 

seven public officials and their respective organizations, while the results on the 

interactional level are based on eighteen corrupt collaborations, given that four of 

the cases we analyzed included multiple bribers. However, the results on explanatory 

factors at all three levels are substantiated by evidence from multiple sources, 

including dozens of witness interviews in each case. Moreover, a clear pattern 

of results emerged in which the same factors appeared to play a role in almost all 

cases, with individual, organizational and interactional factors co-occurring and 

reinforcing each other, and thus combining to constitute a toxic mix. Our overall 

results were also very similar to those of questionnaires and experiments examining 

why individuals engage in corruption. Given that similar results were found with very 

dissimilar methods, confidence in the findings can be high. The results suggest, in 

particular, that the explanatory factors of corruption identified in questionnaire and 

experimental studies seem relevant in actual corruption, and this implies that these 

factors also play a role in real-life corruption.

An advantage of analyzing criminal files in order to study corruption is that little doubt 

exists that the dependent variable is actual corruption, while this can be a concern 

in experiments or questionnaire studies. A limitation, however, is that the corruption 

being studied may not be representative of all corruption occurring. In particular, 

our case study analysis necessarily included only cases that have been detected and 

subject to criminal investigations. It is not inconceivable, however, that bribery cases 

that have been detected and criminally investigated may differ in important aspects 

from cases that have not been detected and investigated. Notably, certain ‘types’ of 

corrupt collaborations committed by certain ‘types’ of offenders may be more likely 

to come to light and to be criminally investigated than others. In line, for instance, 

with previous studies (e.g., de Graaf & Huberts, 2008; Langsted, 2012), the outcomes 

of our study imply that corrupt officials generally have dominant and noticeable 

personalities, engage very openly in intensive relationships with their bribers, 

and engage in multiple corrupt exchanges. Yet it is not inconceivable that acts of 

bribery committed by officials with less conspicuous personalities, who maintain less 

ostentatious contacts with their bribers, and who limit their unlawful behavior to one 

corrupt transaction are less likely to be detected and thus less likely to be criminally 

investigated. This may result in a biased, or at least partial, view of corruption and 

the factors that influence it. The finding, for instance, that relationships between 

officials and their bribers generally seem personal and intensive, and that corrupt 
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collaborations seldom appear to be limited to a single corrupt exchange (see also 

de Graaf & Huberts, 2008) may not be characteristic of all corrupt collaborations, but 

specifically of corruption that is more likely to be discovered.

In addition, our conclusions on the explanatory factors may have been affected by 

some flaws in the source material. Our analysis was based partly on the statements 

by suspects in an interrogation situation. The 25 suspects, but also witnesses such 

as supervisors and colleagues, may have intentionally lied to protect themselves 

or others. This may have affected the results of the analysis. In addition, the source 

material may have been incomplete. It should be noted that we did not collect the 

data ourselves, but had to rely instead on the information collected by the criminal 

investigators. Their goal was obviously different from ours: not to explain the officials’ 

engagement in bribery, but rather to prove it. Hence, it is possible the investigators 

did not include all the information that would have been relevant to our analysis. This 

could explain why, for instance, the files seemed to contain much more information 

about the opportunities the corrupt officials perceived for engaging in bribery than the 

opportunities they perceived for refraining from it, while previous research suggests 

that the latter is an important predictor of corruption (Gorsira et al., 2016). Hence, the 

scarcity of information about this corruption motive in the criminal files may have 

been influenced by the goal of the criminal investigations. However, even though we 

did not gather the data ourselves, the information found on all the factors we sought 

to analyze appears to confirm the relevance of the explanatory factors. Importantly, 

too, our findings are in line with other studies on corruption that employed different 

methods, and extend previous results by examining individual, organizational and 

interactional variables, and demonstrating that these often co-occur and form a toxic 

mix. This shows that it is important to study corruption and its explanatory factors by 

using multiple methods so as to cross-validate findings, with all the methods having 

their own strengths and weaknesses and thus complementing each other.

The outcomes of our study suggest that factors at multiple levels converge to form 

a toxic mix. However, our analysis may not include all the factors that strengthen 

the mix’s toxicity. An example is the use of neutralization techniques that may affect 

individual motives for corruption and, in particular, personal norms. Neutralization 

techniques are mental strategies that allow offenders to view their engagement 

in an act of crime as justified (Anand et al., 2004; Ashforth et al., 2008; de Graaf & 

Huberts, 2008; Sykes & Matza, 1957; Zyglidopoulos, Fleming, & Rothenberg, 2009). 

Such techniques are likely to be used if a person considers corruption to be wrong, 

or somewhat wrong, and so feels the need to justify his or her engagement in it. 

Corrupt behavior that is at odds with someone’s initial personal norms gives rise to 
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an unpleasant tension (see also Aquino & Becker, 2005). This cognitive dissonance 

can be removed or reduced either by not engaging in the behavior anymore, or by 

neutralizing, and thus weakening, one’s moral conviction to refrain from it (Festinger, 

1957; Schwartz & Howard, 1980). Hence, a self-reinforcing process may occur: relatively 

weak personal norms precede an individual’s engagement in corruption and may 

partly explain why some people do engage in corruption, while others do not, while 

personal norms may also be further weakened through the use of neutralization 

techniques (Fijnaut, 1993). Importantly, such a dynamic interplay between weak 

personal norms, the engagement in corruption, and the use of neutralization 

techniques to further weaken personal norms may pave the way for future acts of 

corruption as people may feel less and less morally obliged to refrain from corrupt 

deeds, even of a more severe nature. This process may continue until the need to 

justify one’s engagement in corruption fades completely; when people are liberated 

“from the shackles of their morality altogether” (Mazar, Amir, & Ariely, 2008, p. 37). 

Further research is needed to examine whether and how neutralization techniques 

contribute to people’s engagement in corruption, and in particular whether these 

techniques erode initially stronger personal norms.

The present study has important practical implications as its findings indicate 

that corruption is the result of a combination of individual, organizational and 

interactional factors that co-occur and reinforce each other. The results suggest a 

strong contamination of the perpetrators’ environment, and particularly the officials’ 

colleagues. Therefore, a corrupt official under scrutiny should not too readily be 

seen as an isolated ‘bad apple’. The offender may have been spreading rot in the 

‘barrel’, or the offender may have been infected by other rotten apples that have not 

yet been identified as corrupt, or by a barrel initiating the rotting process. Besides 

removing the bad apple, therefore, it seems wise, both for the organization and 

the investigation service, to also look for other possible affected apples, or even 

for a ‘corrupting barrel’. If the barrel seems ‘bad’, organizations may need targeted 

measures to prevent further infections. With regard to preventing corruption, 

the possible interdependence between the factors also offers opportunities for 

change: altering one critical factor may cause the mix to lose its toxicity. The results 

of the present study suggest that supervision may be a potential candidate in this 

respect: officials’ supervisors appear to play an important role both in the onset 

and in the continuation of corrupt collaborations between officials and company 

representatives. From an organizational perspective, this offers possible guidelines 

on ways to prevent corruption, with an ethical supervisor being able to tackle many 

of the risk factors influencing corruption by, for instance, setting the right example, 

talking to employees about integrity, monitoring employees’ activities, listening and 
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responding adequately when employees or people from outside the organization 

raise integrity issues, being attentive to signals of undesirable behaviors such as 

officials engaging in very intensive and amicable contacts with business relations 

who have an interest in their decisions, intervening adequately and promptly if 

employees breach or are suspected of breaching integrity rules, and keeping a 

close eye on employees who have previously engaged in integrity violations. A 

supervisor who values integrity and focuses not only on results, but also on how they 

are obtained may have a positive impact on public officials’ motives for engaging 

in corruption, and in particular on enhancing a moral conviction to refrain from 

corruption. Although being an ethical leader is certainly not an easy task, having 

such a leader may prevent, or defuse, the toxic mix that leads to corruption.

In summary, public officials’ engagement in bribery seems to be rooted in a 

combination of individual, organizational and interactional variables that reinforce 

each other and thus create a toxic mix. The results of our in-depth analysis of 

confidential bribery files are largely in line with the results of quantitative studies 

on corruption, suggesting that factors identified in questionnaire and experimental 

studies also play a role in real-life corruption cases. As such, the present study 

provides important convergent evidence for these factors’ influence on bribery in 

the real world. Our results suggest that the battle against corruption can be fought 

on various fronts, whereby changing one critical factor may cause the mix to lose its 

toxicity.
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