How Useful are Perception
Indices of Corruption to
Developing Countries?

Posted by David Fellows[1]

The value and limitations of
perception indices

There are numerous corruption perception indices. They provide
an outsider’s impression of the prevalence of corruption
across the various branches of government. Some indices focus
on issues of bribery, others are more general in scope. Some
indices aim to engage with the general public, and others with
businesses or NGOs. Perception indices can incentivise
governments to tackle corruption given the reputational damage
that they can inflict.

The shortcomings of perception indices, however, have been
widely recognised, including in recent studies by UNDP and the
IMF[2]. Their evidential base is limited; survey samples are
generally small; within the same index a variety of
methodologies may apply so they can lack internal consistency;
methodologies change so trends can be questionable;
standardisation is difficult to achieve between or even within
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countries and, as a result, the ranking of countries can vary
from one perception index to another.

The relevance of objective data

Those agencies and officials responsible for preparing these
indices are aware of the deficiencies and make considerable
efforts to mitigate them. Their key deficiencies are
unassailable, however. Perception indices are based on
impression, personal experience and hearsay rather than hard
fact. In a multi-faceted study of villagers’ perceptions of
corruption affecting road building in Indonesia, Olken finds
that perceptions are a good indicator of the presence but not
the quantum of corruption. He concludes that “there is little
alternative to continuing to collect more objective measures
of corruption, difficult though that may be”[3]. These factors
can allow governments to diminish the importance of the
messages that perception surveys contain.

An alternative approach has been proposed in a recent paper by
Fazekas[4]. The paper gives an account of recent research into
public procurement in which 1legal, regulatory and
administrative records have been analysed to reveal the
presence of corruption. Relevant factors include: the
characteristics of the tendering process; the political
affiliations and personal connections of suppliers; and the
location and transparency of information about the ownership
of these supplier companies. Fazekas correlates these various
data sets to reveal behaviour that indicates a skewing of
contract awards toward suppliers with particular
characteristics.

Fazekas uses the term ‘objective’ to refer to factual data
that are not mediated by stakeholders’ perceptions, judgments,
or self-reported experiences. Nevertheless, the data are based
on provable characteristics (e.g., from suppliers and
procurement agencies). This approach, however, can provide
some significant challenges. Databases may not be available



electronically, thus hampering data collection, and
information is not collected on a systematic basis across
countries. Despite these reservations, the approach can
produce valuable evidence 1identifying areas of public
administration that are especially prone to corruption, the
role of officials in facilitating corruption, and the means by
which corruption is being perpetrated.

Objective data analysis and developing countries

European countries and the USA have been at the forefront of
this kind of work, but it also has potential for guiding
administrative scrutiny and reform in developing countries.
The necessary analysis could be undertaken by internal
auditors, anti-corruption agencies, or other oversight bodies.
These agencies could use the results to improve system design,
and commission detailed forensic investigations of those
concerned.

Fazekas uses sophisticated statistical techniques, but simpler
methods could also be employed to measure inappropriate
administrative processes, potentially illicit flow of funds
between parties with close personal ties, the unexplained
accumulation of personal wealth, citizens’ complaints, and
other indicators of corruption. These results could then be
used to identify potential levels and sources of corruption
and, if acted on, lend credence to the government’s anti-
corruption commitments.

The approach outlined above is relevant to national and local
government, as well as public corporations where significant
levels of corruption can occur at the highest levels. Such
work could be enhanced through external moderation and
research collaboration across national boundaries, perhaps at
regional level. A recent piece by the present author,
published here, discusses the growing relevance of digital
media to governance reform.
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The importance of national leadership

Objective data analysis can offer a clearer insight into the
systemic nature of corrupt behaviour, thus providing a more
precise indication of the corrupt parts of an administration,
the number of external parties that are engaged in corruption,
and features of the PFM system that need to be strengthened.
It can provide data to support a vigilant administration that
wishes to maintain pressure on corruption, complementing
efforts to increase prosecutions or administrative reforms.

Whatever ideas are advanced, they will all require commitment
from national leaders if they are to succeed.
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Regional historical trends 1in
CPI 2012-2017

5 =

Transparency International released their Corruption
Perceptions Index 2017 on 22 February 2018. Whilst historical
trends in CPI index scores for 2012-2017 for each country are
also presented, the 2012-2017 historical scores have not been
separately presented on a regional basis to allow a quick
comparison of country corruption scores within each of the six
regions used in the analysis (Americas, Asia Pacific, Eastern
Europe & Central Asia, MENA, Sub-Saharan Africa and Western
Europe).

We have reorganised the spreadsheet provided by Transparency
International to provide a listing of the reported historical
trends in index scores for 2012-2017 for countries in each of
the six regions. Our spreadsheet is available here.

Commonwealth Africa Anti-
Corruption Programme
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Evaluation

Background

Last year the Commonwealth Secretariat commissioned PFMConnect
Ltd to undertake an independent evaluation of its Africa Anti-
Corruption Programme.

Stakeholders consulted

Views were obtained through discussions with officials from
Commonwealth Africa countries, the Commonwealth Africa Anti-
Corruption Centre in Botswana (http://www.thecaacc.org/) and
at the Secretariat in London (http://thecommonwealth.org/).
Online interviews were held with others that there was not
time to visit. In addition, past participants of the Africa
Anti-Corruption Centre capacity-building programmes were asked
to complete an online survey giving their impressions of the
training they had received, including 1its subsequent
effectiveness back in the workplace.

Future programme development

Those interviewed produced an array of interesting ideas for
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the future development of the Commonwealth’s Africa Anti-
Corruption Programme and attested to the value of the training
offered. The evaluation report can be obtained here.

Amongst other things, the evaluation report suggests that
anti-corruption agencies in Commonwealth Africa could be even
more effective in their work if they formed a broader alliance
with other national governance units possibly including
auditors, procurement authorities, competition agencies and
financial system administrators. Greater use of digital
technology is advocated in support of regional collaboration
and training. Proposals are also made for extending such
support elsewhere within the Commonwealth with priority being
given to smaller states.

The Commonwealth Secretariat is now considering the report
with its various stakeholders before decisions are taken about
the best way to develop the Commonwealth’s anti-corruption
agenda.

Postscript to Combating
corruption and public
financial management
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A brief comment

The 12 May 2016 London Anti-Corruption summit communique
available here sets out an extensive list of proposals and
recommendations for addressing international corruption. The
proposed actions for addressing corruption in the public
sector include many of the recommended actions set out in our
“Corruption and public financial management” presentation and
our “International Development and the Challenge of Public
Sector Corruption” blog.

Who attended the London Anti-Corruption summit? Check out the
attendance list here.
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