1. Typologies of corruption:
a pragmatic approach

Jennifer Bussell'

Studies of corruption provide much evidence on both the causes and
consequences of corruption, and yet progress remains strikingly limited
on the conditions under which these causes may be relevant and these
consequences occur. If an anti-corruption reform successfully attenuates
corruption in one context, should we expect the same to occur elsewhere?
What information do we need about both the intervention and the nature
of the corruption itself to answer this question?

The goals of this chapter are threefold: first, to highlight issues of
conceptualization and measurement in the existing literature on cor-
ruption that limit our ability to cumulate knowledge about corruption’s
causes, effects, and the potential for reform. Second, to argue for a more
explicit but pragmatic approach to typologies of corruption that should
improve our ability to cumulate knowledge while not limiting the analytic
endeavor. And, third, to present a new typology of corruption that is
intended to facilitate analyses specifically aimed at identifying those indi-
viduals with a vested interest in existing forms of corruption.

I suggest that within a basic definition of corruption, there are many
ways in which we can distinguish between different types of corrupt
behavior. Each typology may be useful for a particular purpose. None
may be useful for all purposes. Thus, it is essential to our analytical
endeavors first, to acknowledge the diversity of ways in which we discuss
and analyze corruption and, second, to be clear in each analysis about the
form of corruption under investigation and why we are conceptualizing
and measuring it in a particular manner. An important element of this
is to recognize that we may work within a single typological tradition,
such as that distinguishing between petty and grand corruption, while

' I would like to thank participants at the Conference on Grand and Petty

Corruption in Developing States at Yale University for comments on an earlier
draft.
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only addressing a certain type of corruption in our analysis, such as petty
corruption.

Using a range of examples from the rich literature on corruption, I
highlight the lack of attention to these issues in most current research and
the resulting difficulties related to cumulating knowledge on the nature of
corruption. I then consider existing typologies of corruption and, drawing
on the democratization literature, argue that a diversity of typologies,
rather than one primary typology, may be most analytically useful. I sub-
sequently present a new typology based on the nature of state resources
and highlight how this framework offers leverage for distinguishing the
types of actors involved in different forms of corruption.

1. FRAMEWORKS FOR CONCEPTUALIZING
CORRUPTION

To a certain extent, ‘corruption’ is a case in which there is relatively little
empirical debate about what corruption ‘is’. While considerable work has
deliberated on the concept of corruption itself (see, inter alia, Philp 2002,
Heywood 1997, Gardiner 2002 (1993), Alatas 1990, and Friedrich 2002
(1972)), there is little substantive debate about the definition of corrup-
tion in practice. Corruption is taken to be the abuse of public office for
private gain (see, inter alia, Olken 2007, Bardhan 2006, Jain 2001, and
Rose-Ackerman 1975)—a definition that has become the most commonly
utilized characterization. Rarely do analysts allocate substantial, or even
minimal, discussion to the justification of this specific conceptualization.?

I want to suggest that there should be substantially more debate, or at
the very least discussion, about the concept of corruption. I am especially
concerned with conceptualizing various types of corruption. The phrase
‘the abuse of public office for private gain’ offers little insight into how
to distinguish between different forms of abuse; yet analyzing the diverse
forms is often at the heart of analyses of corruption. Thus, we need a
more comprehensive consideration of variation within the concept of
corruption.

A number of analysts have offered more specific typologies of corrupt
behavior. One framework, posed by Kaushik Basu, differentiates between

2 This is perhaps because this definition seems relatively straightforward and

offers a concise starting point for categorizing various behaviors as corrupt or not.
However, I set aside here a detailed analysis of why this particular conceptualiza-
tion has taken root.
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‘harassment’ bribes, those ‘that people often have to give to get what they
are legally entitled to’, (Basu 2011: 3) and ‘non-harassment’ bribes, which
are those ‘that are believed to occur when government gives out big devel-
opment contracts’ (Basu 2011: 8). This is similar to Alatas’ description of
‘transactive’ versus ‘extortive’ corruption, in which ‘The former refers to
a mutual arrangement between a donor and a recipient, actively pursued
by, and to the mutual advantage of, both parties, whereas the latter
entails some form of compulsion, usually to avoid some form of harm
being inflicted on the donor or those close to him/her’ (Heywood 1997:
425-6). The distinction is a powerful one, because it distinguishes between
bribe givers who rightfully deserve whatever they receive as a result of the
bribe and those who would not deserve the object/service/contract under
question regardless of the bribe. Thus, the underlying incentives and legal
rights of those involved in the two types of bribes may be quite different.

A more commonly utilized distinction, highlighted by Rose-Ackerman
(1999), is between petty and grand corruption. The former refers to bribes
citizens pay to lower-level officials either to speed the delivery of services
or to bribe officials to ‘bend the rules’ (Rose-Ackerman 2002; Cisar 2003),
while the latter ‘involves large sums of money with multinational corpora-
tions frequently making the payoffs’ and politicians using their power to
shape policies in ways that benefit bribers (Rose-Ackerman 2002; Jain
2001; see also Bussell 2012). A related distinction is sometimes made
between retail and wholesale corruption, with retail corruption described
as ‘millions of small transactions where people go to get a service and have
to pay some ... rent ... for consummating that transaction’ (Nilekani
2013), while ‘wholesale corruption happens at a macro scale . . . in land,
spectrum, or natural resources’ (ibid.).

Heywood notes that, beyond these initial two, a multitude of typologies
is possible:

distinctions could be drawn between ... the local and national level (the
former being site of widespread corruption in regard, for instance, to municipal
public works contracts); between personal and institutional corruption (that
is, between corruption aimed at personal enrichment and that which seeks to
benefit an institution such as a political party); between traditional and modern
forms of corruption (for instance, nepotism and patronage versus money laun-
dering through electronic means); and so forth (Heywood 1997: 426).

Thus, the literature and public discourse are rich with typologies, or
potential typologies, of corruption, and yet there is little consideration
of whether a particular typology should be used or when it should be
used. I posit that this lack of deliberation is a problem. If we are serious
about understanding the dynamics of corruption both theoretically and
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empirically, then a more meaningful conversation about the ways in
which we operationalize the concept is necessary for pushing forward our
knowledge.

Attention to typologies in work on corruption is particularly important
due to limitations in the ways in which typologies are currently used, both
generally and with regard to specific analytical tasks. First, the empirical
literature, in practice, largely ignores variation in corruption, typically
analyzing only one example of corrupt behavior without categorizing it as
a particular form of corruption. This imprecise link between concept and
measurement is highlighted in a review of classic and more recent works
on corruption shown in Table 1.1. For each article or book, I note the defi-
nition of corruption used, if given, and the measurement technique of the
analysis, as well as the associated independent or dependent variable(s).
Although there is often a reasonably logical match between the measure
of corruption and the independent or dependent variables under consid-
eration, there is typically no definition of corruption provided, let alone
a specification of the type of corruption that would allow us to compare
results across individual analyses. Of the 26 pieces included in the review,
only eleven (42 percent) explicitly state the definition of corruption with
which they are working. Only three (11.5 percent) pieces, one of which is
a review article and one of which is written by the author of this chapter,
acknowledge the potential for different types of corruption and address
these types in their discussion.

Hence, analyses of corruption are problematic for the purposes of
cumulating knowledge on at least two levels. First, it is difficult to tell if
analysts are using the same initial concept of corruption to inform their
theoretical perspective. This makes it largely, if not entirely, impossible to
determine whether the corruption considered in one analysis ‘should’ be
the same or different from that evaluated elsewhere. Second, even in those
cases where analysts specify their concept of corruption, the operation-
alization of that concept is likely to differ dramatically across empirical
analyses. As Kramon and Posner note, ‘some researchers measure [cor-
ruption] in terms of local bribe taking by civil servants; others in terms
of the valuation of publicly traded companies with connections to top
government officials; others in terms of tax evasion; and others in terms of
leakage in public expenditure’ (Kramon and Posner 2013: 469). These dif-
ferences in measurement strategies may simply reflect the difficulty of col-
lecting data on corruption, but this does not change the fact that any effort
to compare across analyses will be stymied by differences in measurement.
Such measurement issues may also result in a set of analyses with quite
different findings regarding what factors encourage corrupt behavior and
how corruption affects political and social outcomes.
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34 Greed, corruption, and the modern state

A second limitation is that existing typologies are often insufficient
for the range of potential analyses on this topic. Take, as an example,
the common distinction between petty and grand corruption. Although
this dichotomy can be quite useful in distinguishing between the type of
corruption frequently faced by individual citizens in developing countries
and the type of corruption engaged in by high-level officials around the
world, it is insufficient for addressing, conceptually, certain other forms
of corruption. For instance, in their analysis of municipal-level corruption
in Brazil, Ferraz and Finan highlight that ‘most corruption schemes used
by local politicians to appropriate resources are based on a combination
of fraud in procurements, the use of fake receipts or ‘phantom’ firms,
and over-invoicing the value of products or services’ (Ferraz and Finan
2008: 710). This corruption in contracting over government resources
is quite common in developing countries but does not necessarily fit the
characteristics of grand and petty corruption just discussed. Thus, if one
is interested in analyzing contracting corruption engaged in by relatively
low-level political and bureaucratic actors, the petty versus grand typology
seems insufficient.

Similarly, consider the alternate distinction posed above between har-
assment and non-harassment bribes. Although this typology is arguably
more comprehensive than the distinction between petty and grand cor-
ruption, it is too broad for certain types of analysis. For example, take
two examples of non-harassment bribes. In one case, a traffic officer and
a driver who has been speeding agree on a direct payment to the officer
rather than a speeding ticket. In another case, a politician receives a
kickback for shepherding particular industrial regulations through the
political process. The actors in these two transactions are both engaging
in non-harassment bribe-taking, yet they operate at different levels of
government and under different authority structures.

Given the limitations of existing typologies, how should we think about
appropriate strategies for typological alternatives and conditions under
which one typology may or may not be appropriate? In the next section,
I draw on debates in the literature on democracy to suggest a pragmatic
model for analyzing corruption in its various forms.

2. FROM GRADATIONS OF DEMOCRACY TO
TYPES OF CORRUPTION

The literature on democracies and non-democratic regimes offers a useful
example of a field in which, some argue, settling on a single definition and
measurement strategy is less useful than allowing multiple approaches to
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thrive, depending on the analytic goal. In their discussion of debates on
whether a dichotomous or graded measure of democracy is more appro-
priate, Collier and Adcock argue that “This recurring and much debated
question has important implications for how research is organized, for
how data are collected and analyzed, and for inferences about the causes
and consequences of democracy’ (Collier and Adcock 1999: 537-8). In
doing so, they highlight examples of analyses, such as those investigating
the relationship between regime type and political stability (Elkins 1999),
where different measurement strategies produce strikingly different find-
ings (Collier and Adcock 1999: 538-9).

While scholars of democracy often express strong opinions about
dichotomous versus graded measures, Collier and Adcock, instead of
reflecting one side in this debate, argue that ‘specific methodological
choices are often best understood and justified in light of the theoretical
framework, analytic goals, and context of research involved in any partic-
ular study’ (Collier and Adcock 1999: 539). In other words, ‘how scholars
understand and operationalize a concept can and should depend in part on
what they are going to do with it’ (ibid.).

I suggest that this perspective is directly relevant to the literature on
corruption. Where Collier and Adcock are responding to a debate over
the appropriate measurement of democracy, be it graded or dichotomous,
greater attention to the ways in which we distinguish between corrupt
behaviors, or typologies of corruption, within a given general concep-
tualization, also offers important analytic opportunities. Concepts and
typologies are useful for a great number of scholarly purposes, but they
are particularly important for distinguishing what exactly is the topic
under consideration and differentiating, within that topic, between differ-
ent manifestations. Rather than attempting to fit one typological schema
onto all efforts to analyze corruption, we are better served by explicitly
identifying the character of corruption that is relevant to our analytic
goals and then working within that conceptual definition and, if necessary,
suitable typology.

What, then, is an appropriate strategy for thinking about what the most
useful typology of corruption would be in a given analysis? Returning
again to the literature on democracy, Collier and Adcock note that there
may be multiple ways in which the theoretical and empirical goals of a par-
ticular piece of research can inform choices about concepts and measure-
ment in general and the use of typologies in particular (Collier and Adcock
1999: 550). The choice of conceptual approach may be guided inductively
by the empirical distribution of cases, it may be structured by a normative
concern, or it may instead be informed by a theoretical hypothesis about
the topic at hand (Collier and Adcock 1999). For example, one reason
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36 Greed, corruption, and the modern state

many analysts seem to use a dichotomous approach to democracy and
non-democracy is the empirical context. Historically, country cases have
tended to cluster in two groups, one with more democratic features and
the other with more nondemocratic features (Collier and Adcock 1999:
554-5). Analysts saw this grouping itself as an important characteristic
in the transition to democracy and so focused on a dichotomous measure
(ibid.). Alternatively, O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986) adopted a norma-
tive standard for democracy, a ‘procedural minimum’ that would establish
a target for transitional states and, in doing so, lead to a clear distinction
between those states that do and do not meet these standards (Collier
and Adcock 1999: 556-7). Finally, theoretical concerns may inform the
use of a particular typological strategy, as was the case for O’Donnell’s
(1994) work on delegative democracies, which focused on a sub-type
of democracy as an independent variable. In this case, he argued that a
feature of specific democracies, ‘regimes with strong presidencies in which
the ‘horizontal accountability’ of the executive to the legislature is attenu-
ated’ (Collier and Adcock 1999: 553) had particular effects on political
institutionalization.

Each of these perspectives may be relevant to analyses of corruption.
Empirically, the distinction between petty and grand corruption, though
limited in the ways I suggest above, seems to have been driven by a sorting
of observed corrupt behaviors into those experienced by every-day citizens
and those engaged in by high-level politicians and private companies
‘behind the scenes’. Normatively, a simple dichotomous measure of cor-
ruption or its absence may be most relevant for distinguishing the effects
of corruption on policy outcomes. For instance, do corrupt political
leaders lead to lower growth rates? In order to answer this question, it
might be most helpful to count the number of corrupt or honest politicians
holding office, rather than to measure gradations of corruption among
office holders. Theoretically, we might expect different kinds of corruption
to be related to different types of policy outcomes. In my work on adminis-
trative reforms in India, I distinguish between petty and grand corruption
because I hypothesized that petty corruption would have different effects
on policy choices related to government technology adoption than would
grand corruption (Bussell 2012). As a result, it was important both to dif-
ferentiate between these forms of corruption conceptually and to measure
them differently in the empirical analysis.

The implication of these different logics of conceptualization and
measurement is that there is no one right strategy and, instead, there are
different reasons for choosing different typological strategies. What is
important is that one is explicit about one’s strategy and, where possible,
clear on the logic for choosing it for a particular analysis. In the next
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section, I provide an example of, and the logic for, a new typology that
was developed specifically to address an analytic question where existing
typologies seemed insufficient.

3. STATE RESOURCES AND TYPES OF
CORRUPTION

Many corruption analyses seek to understand the underlying dynamics
of corrupt transactions so as to facilitate anti-corruption reforms. In
particular, we are often interested in the incentives of actors engaged in
corrupt activities, so as to design anti-corruption interventions that target
the underlying causes of these behaviors. Yet, these efforts tend only to
consider the actors involved in a very general way—for example, civil serv-
ants or elected officials—which may be insufficiently specific for identify-
ing the relevant incentives at play.

One strategy for distinguishing between individuals with different
corrupt incentives is to focus on corruption as it relates to different types
of state resources, such as welfare benefits, natural resources, and public
contracts. Considering who has control over these resources can help to
focus attention on the relevant sets of individuals. This approach is theo-
retically driven: if different individuals control different state resources,
then identifying variations in corruption related to those resources should
help us to understand how the incentives to engage in corruption differ
across individuals. If one wants to understand who is benefitting from a
particular form of corruption, such as bribes taken in the delivery of basic
services, it is necessary to identify who has power over these resources.

The nature of control over state resources has previously been high-
lighted as an important factor shaping the nature of corruption. Shliefer
and Vishny (1993) argue that two features of institutional structures, gov-
ernment centralization and bureaucratic competition, play primary roles
in shaping opportunities to extract rents and so influence the prevalence
and predictability of corruption in a given regime. Centralization makes
corruption predictable because ‘In such places it is always clear who needs
to be bribed and by how much. The bribe is then divided between all the
relevant government bureaucrats, who agree not to demand further bribes
from the buyer of the package of government goods, such as permits’
(Shleifer and Vishny 1993: 605). Competition between bureaucratic agents
makes corruption less likely in general because individuals can go to an
alternative provider if they are asked for a bribe (Rose-Ackerman 1978:
137-66).

Implicit in the discussion of centralization and competition is the
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38 Greed, corruption, and the modern state

understanding that these characteristics affect the incentives of agents who
are responsible for distributing resources over which the state maintains
control. These individuals can feasibly restrict access to state resources,
such as welfare benefits or mining licenses, and so have the potential
to extract bribes from individuals or organizations with an interest in
the resources. Where power is centralized, agents of the state have little
independence to determine their preferred level of rent extraction, and
where there is competition, market forces exert downward pressures on
rent-seeking.

Within these institutional constraints, however, the specific actor, or set
of actors, with the potential to extract bribes will most likely depend on the
type of state resource being distributed. Resources may be allocated either
by elected officials or civil servants, with politicians, on one hand, typi-
cally overseeing resource allocation as they make policy, such as through
pork barreling, or through direct spending in their region, as in constitu-
ency development funds. Bureaucrats, on the other hand, tend to allocate
resources in the implementation of policy that is already in place, such
as through negotiations over state contracts and the delivery of public
services to particular individuals and firms. Within these two categories,
there may be a wide range of individuals who have power over specific
state resources, given their level of government and their positions within
a particular department.

This spread of responsibility across actors is especially important
in decentralized regimes, as noted by Shliefer and Vishny, because it
increases the number of actors who may be able to act on their own to
extract bribes from the public. More specifically, in a highly decentralized
state there is likely to be substantially more variation in the power struc-
tures across government. This variation may affect patterns of corruption
in at least two ways.

First, decentralization of authority implies that actors at different
levels of government have control over different government resources.
For example, a bureaucrat at the highest level of government may be in
charge of implementing an auction to allocate licenses for land rights to
build cross-country high-speed rail lines. A bureaucrat at a middle level
of government may be charged with overseeing the building of health
centers, while at the most local level, bureaucrats are likely to be respon-
sible for delivery of resources such as welfare benefits and utility connec-
tions. Thus, we should observe differing actors benefiting from corrupt
activities, depending on the type of resource and the level of government
at which it is allocated.

Second, decentralization may also affect the range of actors who are able
to benefit from the distribution of a single resource. For example, in the
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allocation of licenses to extract natural resources, a policy may be written
by the central government legislature to structure licensing and then the
license may be allocated to a large company by the central government,
giving these bodies access to potential corrupt rents in these processes. At
the sub-national level, however, the state or provincial government with
control over the region in question may also play a role in giving approval
to begin extraction in a specific location, and local governments may have
the power to exert control over final access to the land. Thus, there may
be multiple points at which different actors can extract rents related to a
single resource.

The discussion to this point emphasizes only forms of formal control
over the distribution of resources. However, there may be more informal
ways in which actors who do not have direct control over a state resource
can still extract rents from bribes paid for access to that resource. I char-
acterize this kind of power over rent extraction as indirect influence and
posit that it may arise from direct control over either individuals or over
information. Where someone has power over another individual related
to the latter’s position within the state, the former individual may be able
to leverage this power to extract rents from corruption in which the latter
is engaged. Alternatively, if someone wants to engage in corruption but
cannot do so without information provided by another individual, this
latter individual may be able to use his or her power over information to
collect some portion of any bribe payments.

I explore these dynamics in greater detail in the context of four types
of state resources, which represent significant loci of corruption: policies
(formal legislation and departmental regulations), public licenses and
contracts, government jobs, and public goods and services. In each case,
the specific individuals with direct control and indirect influence over a
resource may differ across national contexts. I provide a generic discussion
of one way in which these power dynamics could operate in a decentral-
ized institutional environment.

With regard to policies, direct control typically sits with legislators, who
shape the final content of legislation and with cabinet officials who issue
departmental regulations. However, bureaucrats also often contribute
to legislative content by participating in the drafting of bills and rules.
External actors, such as lobbyists, may influence the content of policies
through their relationships with politicians and top executive branch
officials.

Public licenses and contracts, such as licenses allocating rights to natural
resources and contracts to build public structures, may be shaped by leg-
islation but determined in practice by procedures formally overseen by
bureaucrats. At the same time, politicians may reassert their influence over
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40 Greed, corruption, and the modern state

these resources through indirect control over bureaucrats, such as with
threats or promises related to transfers or promotions within government.

Control over the allocation of public sector jobs, however, is contingent
on administrative guidelines related to merit-based procedures for hiring
and promoting civil servants. Where merit-based procedures do not exist,
patronage politics may instead determine the allocation of employment
resources. These patronage relationships can then offer indirect influence
over the distribution of resources, as previously noted.

Finally, civil servants also directly control the provision of goods and
services to citizens. These individuals determine who receives benefits,
among both the set of qualified individuals and those who do not meet
eligibility criteria but still desire a specific good. Here, again, politicians
who have influence over bureaucrats’ jobs may be able informally to shape
the allocation of these resources.

In any of these cases, middlemen may exert informal influence in the
distribution of resources. This is most likely in situations where there is an
opportunity to provide information and coordinate corruption because
politicians or bureaucrats require private information, which can be
accessed by the middleman, on which individuals are willing to pay an
additional ‘fee’ to secure the resource.

This discussion highlights the ways in which paying attention to
the particular resource can help to illuminate the specific actors with
potentially entrenched interests in corruption. In each of these cases, the
individuals with direct control and indirect influence over the allocation
of the resource are those most likely to benefit from corruption. As a
result, they are the individuals who are the most relevant for consideration
in any effort to reduce corruption. Table 1.2 summarizes this discussion
and provides a typological framework distinguishing between legislative,
contracting, employment, and services corruption, using the type of gov-
ernment resource as a starting point for analyzing the actors involved in
corrupt activities.3

CONCLUSION

Analysis of corruption is an inherently difficult task, due to its illicit
nature. As a result, the accumulation of knowledge about corruption is a

3 Asnoted in the earlier discussion, the specific actors with power over a given
resource may change across institutional settings and so must be revisited in the
context of any given analysis.
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42 Greed, corruption, and the modern state

significant but problematic goal. In addition, our understanding of cor-
ruption has been stymied by inattention to the ways in which we conceptu-
alize and measure the forms of corruption. I posit that this is a substantial,
but surmountable, barrier to progress both in research on corruption and
attempts to implement anti-corruption reforms.

In this chapter, I have highlighted how existing research conceptual-
izes or does not conceptualize corruption in practice with an emphasis
on the limited and insufficient use of typologies to clarify the practice(s)
being evaluated. Not only do analysts often not specify what they mean
by ‘corruption’, they are even less likely to specify the type of corruption
they study.

Rather than arguing for one single shared typology for use across
all analyses, a strategy that would, in theory, promote more consistent,
comparable analyses, I have argued for a more pragmatic, problem-driven
approach. Given the complex nature of corruption, it is highly unlikely
that a single typology will be sufficient for all research questions. Instead,
we should strive to be transparent and clear about the model being used
and the logic behind its adoption. In doing so, we can encourage the adop-
tion of specific typologies for appropriate research programs, to be shared
across analysts with interests in related questions, and thereby facilitate
the building of knowledge within these specific domains.

In order to illustrate how this might be done, I first highlighted limita-
tions in existing typologies. I then presented a new typology that I claim
is useful for analyses where the researcher seeks to identify specific
individuals who may be involved in corrupt activities. By disaggregating
the types of state resources over which corruption may occur, I highlight
different sets of actors who may have vested interests in corrupt prac-
tices. While the specific actors with power over a given type of resource
will vary across institutional contexts, the general framework should
provide useful guidelines for thinking about which actors are relevant to
different forms of corruption. Alternative typologies, including existing
distinctions between harassment and non-harassment bribes or petty and
grand corruption, may be more relevant for other analytic tasks. What is
most important is that we, as analysts, are clear about the strategy that
we adopt, with the goal of increasing our ability to know what we have
learned and what its policy implications might be.
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