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ABSTRACT

For over two decades, the gender and corruption nexus has been largely addressed based
on the gender-biased premise that women would be less tolerant towards and less prone
to corruption. As a consequence, significant resources were poured into feminising deci-
sion-making, the judiciary and law enforcement, as a quick fix to corrupt practices, and
into investigating the social and ethical grounds for such an articulation. This policy brief,
by contrast, aims to reframe the whole issue and recast global anti-discrimination efforts
according to an evidence-based, transformative approach. Acknowledging the complexity
of gender as a concept and bringing an intersectional focus, it tackles gendered forms and
impacts of corruption through five actionable policy recommendations.
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CHALLENGE

Over the past two decades, a myth has been created around the assumption that women
are intrinsically more risk-averse, honest and thus less prone to engage in corrupt practices
than men, thereby emphasising alleged psychological and moral differences between men
and women (Dollar, Fisman and Gatti 2001). However, the emerging gender and corruption
scholarship has shown that honesty and integrity are not inherent to one specific gender
(Sung 2003), that the unequal distribution of power and resources restricts women'’s op-
portunities to engage in corruption (Goetz 2007) and that higher levels of corruption occur
in countries where social institutions deprive women of their right to actively participate in
public life (Chéne & Fagan 2013). Although finer-grained and empirically grounded, this liter-
ature has so far largely focused on debunking the original myth, which is especially popular
and thus resilient among governments engaged in gendering their anti-corruption agen-
das. Twenty years later, a new approach to gender and corruption is required, that moves
away from the original nexus between gender and corruption, towards acknowledging its
multi-layered complexity and potential contribution to fighting corruption more effectively.

Corruption affects the essential principles of democracy and the rule of law (United Nations
2004). It thus undermines the realisation of human rights, especially with regard to the most
vulnerable groups, such as women belonging to socially disadvantaged segments of society,
as well as ethnic, linguistic, or religious minorities, and LGCBTQ+ people. Corruption is thereby
further exacerbating intersecting inequalities, especially in low- and middle-income countries
(LMIC), where the magnitude of corrupt practices and their consequences is higher (Transpar-
ency International 2017). Although corruption is also affecting developed countries, the vast
majority of countries ranked beyond 50 position in Transparency International’s Corruption
Perceptions Index (2020) are LMIC, which is also the case for the Global Gender Gap Index
published annually by the World Economic Forum. However, existing anti-corruption policies
have been largely gender-blind, e.g. insensitive to specific gendered impacts of corruption
(Hossain, Nyamu Musembi and Hughes 2015). The main reason is the dominant focus on
grand corruption in formulating solutions to the problem. This narrow understanding disre-
gards other types of corruption that directly impact vulnerable groups, thereby contributing
to making global anti-corruption efforts less effective (Hossain et al. 2015), since women are
still among the first victims of both grand and petty corruption (Fuentes Téllez 2018).

We argue that governments, international organisations and civil society organisations
(CSOs) should now engage in reframing the nexus between gender and corruption and
recasting their anti-corruption agendas from a gender perspective. This goes with critically
reviewing the different aspects of gender and corruption, and with a clear emphasis on the
gendered impact of corrupt practices. Formulating evidence-based anti-corruption strate-
gies further requires expanding our understanding of what corruption entails, and acknowl-
edging the complexity of gender as a concept and its intersection with other inequality
grounds. These first two steps will enable us to propose actionable policy recommenda-
tions with different levels of institutionalisation and involving a variety of stakeholders.
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REFRAMING GENDER AND CORRUPTION

WOMEN AND VULNERABILITY

Women are exposed to particular vulnerabilities. This does not result from their sex but from
a range of social and structural factors. Gendered vulnerabilities originate in complex social
hierarchical structures based on normative gender roles. The notion and scope of gendered
vulnerability have been expanding over time, in the realm of global challenges such as cli-
mate change, the financial crisis and currently the COVID-19 pandemic, all of which proved
to have specific impacts on women, especially in LMIC (World Bank 2020). Over-represented
among the poorest (Sanchez-Paramo and Munoz-Boudet 2018) due to their unequal access
to education and resources, and their lower enrolment in formal and paid employment,
women are disproportionately affected by economic crises and subsequent cuts in public
spending or policy reforms. The COVID-19 pandemic further evidenced the gendered struc-
ture of both paid and domestic work, highlighting women'’s contributions to the functioning
of our societies as much as their greater exposure to its social and economic consequences
(Azcona et al. 2020), notably due to the double burden of work and family responsibilities.

GENDER-BASED CAUSES OF CORRUPTION

While there is a growing consensus on the correlation between increasing levels of women'’s
involvement in public life and lower levels of corruption, more nuanced research has ques-
tioned whether this is a causal relationship. Sung’s (2003) “fairer system” theory argues that
the countries where women are more represented in governments, also tend to have more
liberal democratic institutions, providing for more effective checks on corruption. A struc-
tural understanding of this relationship also demonstrates that, due to their limited access
to power, resources and networks, as well as their lower level of agency, women tend to be
less involved in corruption. Their actions are shaped by the structural contexts in which they
operate. Hence, policymakers have asked the wrong question when analysing what women
can do for good governance, instead of tackling the actual challenge of what governments
should be doing for women (Goetz 2007). Therefore, a shift from instrumentalising women
in the fight against corruption through the feminisation of public agencies, towards a struc-
tural and gender-sensitive approach, is necessary.

GENDER-BASED ATTITUDES TOWARDS CORRUPTION

Research has long suggested that there is a difference between women’'s and men'’s level
of tolerance for corruption (Swami, Azfar and Knack 2000). However, it is not conclusive
whether this difference can be applied universally, as tied to gender, or if it is a conse-
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guence of the cultural, social and political context (Alatas, Cameron, Chaudhuri, Erkal and
Gangadharan 2009). A possible explanation is the different social roles of men and women
across various cultures and institutional contexts, which play an important role in their in-
dividual exposure and level of agency. Tolerance and acceptance of corruption are thus in-
dexed to being exposed to it more frequently in daily life, thereby reflecting societal norms
in individual behaviours (Alatas et al. 2019). Hence, gendered power relations, rather than
ethical values, seem to be at stake.

GENDER-BASED IMPACT OF CORRUPTION

While scholars have focused closely on the likelihood of men and women engaging in cor-
rupt practices, little attention has been paid to their differential impact on gender, which is
threefold. First, the gendered dimension of poverty and the intersection of gender with oth-
er inequality grounds increase women's dependency on public services and subsidies, while
decreasing their capacity to access those services or commons (especially basic health and
education services), if this entails paying bribes. Consequently, corruption not only works as
a tax on the poor, thus undermining efforts to break the cycle of poverty, but also generates
additional obstacles for women in accessing public goods and full citizenship (Chéne and
Fagan 2013). Second, the greater impact of corruption on women in sectors such as health
and education also results from their social role as primary caregivers, by which they are
placed more frequently in scenarios for petty corruption (Ferreira et al. 2014; UNDP 2012).
Third, women, including the most marginalised, due to intersecting inequalities, are not
only regarded as more susceptible to coercion, violence and threats (Hossain and Musembi
2010), but are also especially targeted by specific forms of corruption, such as sextortion or
human trafficking. These are largely under-reported as they are not always perceived as
corruption, and victims may fear enduring social stigmatisation (Chéne and Fagan 2013).
Gendered forms of corruption also extend to LGBTQ+ people, who are disproportionately at
risk of being sexually abused (NSVRC 2012).

Definition: Sextortion

Sexual extortion, also referred to as “sextortion”, happens when those entrusted with power
use it to sexually exploit those dependent on that power. This affects people of all genders,

but primarily women. It represents a form of gender-based violence that violates victims’ rights
and may cause physical harm and lasting physiological impacts (Feigenblatt, 2020).

EXPANDING THE UNDERSTANDING OF CORRUPTION PRACTICES

Corruption is a multi-dimensional concept, as it can occur in various forms and make use of
diverse types of currency. Until now, the scope of anti-corruption practices has been largely
limited to tackling the notion of grand corruption, which is understood as “corruption that
pervades the highest levels of government, engendering major abuses of power” (United
Nations 2004). Grand corruption mainly occurs at the state level, when high-level politicians
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seek and obtain private gains at the expense of society at large, thereby undermining equal-
ity and development (Transparency International 2016).

While grand corruption undoubtedly has a gendered impact, through diverting public
resources from basic infrastructure and investment in health and education, this focus in
fighting against corruption overlooks the major and widespread impact of petty corrup-
tion, especially on vulnerable groups. Petty corruption is a form of corruption that occurs in
day-to-day life, involving the “exchange of very small amounts of money, and the granting
of favours” (United Nation 2004), both in the public and private spheres. It is a key part of
corruption, which directly and predominantly impacts women in LMIC, often translating
into paying bribes for access to basic health and education services or into sextortion (UN
Women and Transparency International 2019).

The focus of existing anti-corruption policies is thus flawed and gender-blind, and still large-
ly overlooks the fact that, through both grand and petty corruption, access to basic com-
mons is hampered every day for the most vulnerable groups, especially those defined by
the intersection of gender with one or more inequality grounds. By reshaping the way cor-
ruption is understood, this brief suggests reframing the anti-corruption agenda to tackle
uncovered portions of corruption and support them with actionable recommendations for
effective gender-sensitive policies.

ACKNOWLEDGING THE COMPLEXITY
OF GENDER AND INTERSECTIONALITY

Policy documents and scholarly works on the topic reveal that the terminology “gender and
corruption” usually refers primarily to “women and corruption”. As a result, the conceptual
distinction between gender as a complex social concept and sex as a biological category is
often lost. This leads research and policy recommendations to reproduce gender binarity
and stereotypes, by asking if women are the “fairer” sex, while leaving the underlying struc-
ture of gendered power relations that shapes corrupt practices unaddressed. Additionally,
the category “women” is framed homogeneously, failing to account for multiple forms of
discriminations grounded in intersecting inequalities based on e.g. ethnicity, religion, sexual
orientation, income, age, disability, marital status or nationality. These do not merely add to
one another but tend instead to multiply, thus creating situations of greater exposure and
vulnerability to corruption.

This narrow framing also fails to acknowledge the full complexity of gender as a concept,
which encompasses dimensions such as sexual orientation and gender identity. This is det-
rimental to a proper articulation of the gender and corruption nexus, as LGBTQ+ individuals
suffer specific vulnerabilities. This is especially the case in societies where they benefit from
lower levels of legal protection, which increases their risk of exposure to threats, violence
and (s)extortion by corrupt officials (UNODC 2020). These are the reasons why we have de-
signed policy recommendations that are responsive and sensitive to the complexity of gen-
der, and explicitly refer to the notion of intersectionality.

A TRANSFORMATIVE GENDER APPROACH TO FIGHTING CORRUPTION IN LOW- AND MIDDLE-INCOME COUNTRIES




PROPOSAL

Definition: Intersectionality

Intersectionality is a scholarly concept developed from the end of the 1980s in the field of
anti-discrimination law and policies. It refers to inequality grounds intersecting in individuals
to shape their daily experience of multiple discriminations. Intersecting inequalities are

context-dependent and can recombine over a lifetime. They do not simply add to each other
but mutually consolidate, making this intersection a specific form of discrimination.

RECOMMENDATIONS: LEVERS FOR CHANGE

The recommendations formulated in this brief aim to outline an approach that is both bot-
tom-up and top-down, to achieve gender-sensitive anti-corruption agendas through vary-
ing levels of institutionalisation. The recommendations are summarised in the figure below.

FIG. 1 - SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

GENDER-SENSITIVE DEFINITION
OF CORRUPTION AND DATA COLLECTION

Redefining the Gender and Corruption Nexus

Since corruption is usually defined in a narrow, male-centric way excluding gender-specific
types of corruption, anti-corruption measures should be redefined to comprehensively un-
derstand and tackle its gendered impact:

Different forms of corruption that have a strong gender dimension (such as sextortion,
human trafficking and petty corruption) must be recognised and defined as such by
institutions and practitioners. They should constitute a specific focus of any anti-cor-
ruption endeavour. This means that state institutions need to ensure that justice sys-
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tems have the appropriate tools to register, investigate and prosecute these cases,
and undergo adequate training to deal with cases of sextortion. Moreover, anti-cor-
ruption strategies should specifically target petty corruption linked to the delivery of
basic commmon goods, such as health and education, which disproportionately affects
women due to their role as primary caregivers.

To address the full scope of corruption, gender-sensitive measures should entail a dif-
ferentiated understanding of gender, thereby referring to structurally unequal power
relations between men and women and to relevant aspects such as sexual orientation
or gender identity. This will shift the scope towards a less binary and naturalised un-
derstanding of gender as a concept.

Moreover, gender-sensitive anti-corruption measures should address women in their
diversity, paying specific attention to mutually reinforcing intersecting inequalities
leading to different levels of exposure to corruption.

Ensuring Comprehensive Data Collection

To accurately assess the situation and formulate adequate policy responses to the gender
dimension of corruption, differentiated, gender-disaggregated data collection and analysis
is necessary, specifically on gendered types of corruption. This would make it possible to
identify gender-specific gaps in the current governmental and non-governmental efforts to
promote good governance. Thus, new indicators are required to better capture the gender
dimension of corruption, as well as more systematic collection and analysis of data on the
relationship between gender and corruption.

This should entail:

AWARENESS-RAISING AND RIGHT TO INFORMATION

Women belonging to especially disadvantaged groups (as well as disenfranchised LGBTQ+
individuals) are less likely to report corruption. This is particularly true for sextortion, due to
a pervasive culture of victim-blaming and the fear of stigmatisation. This situation is rooted
in women’'s more limited political and economic agency and their lower levels of literacy
and education (Chéne and Fagan, 2013). These are reported to be major barriers to exerting
their right to information (Neuman 2016) and to access justice. Gender biases in its effective
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enforcement are also believed to undermine the potential of the right to information in tack-
ling corruption (Lindstedt and Naurin 2010). Therefore, state institutions, with the support of
relevant CSOs, need to ensure the easy accessibility and public availability of gender-sensi-
tive information on reporting mechanisms and legal rights.

They should:

Integrate a gender perspective to the accessibility and publication of government in-
formation. This includes publishing gender-sensitive information in several languag-
es, as well as through easily understandable visualisations. This should overcome
language barriers and enable illiterate people to understand the circumstances and
effects of corruption, as well as where to report it.

Design and implement communication, awareness-raising and education strate-
gies, as well as campaigns on the gendered impact of corruption and gender-specific
forms of corruption, not only for policymakers, but also for civil society. Special atten-
tion should thereby be paid to women belonging to especially disadvantaged groups
or minorities, as well as individuals with diverse gender identities or sexual orientation.
The aim of this is to ensure that they know their rights and how to exercise them, thus
empowering them to report abuse. Moreover, a smart mix of high-tech and low-tech
solutions should be used, considering different levels of digital literacy and access to
IT in low- and middle-income countries.

On a legislative level and based on good practices developed in the field (see box
headed “Gender and Access to Information”), governments should review existing
right-to-information laws to mainstream gender provisions in terms of awareness-rais-
ing, accessibility, reporting mechanisms and data collection about the actual use of
such legislation. This would effectively target vulnerable groups’ limited knowledge of
their rights, while further enshrining the principle of publicly accessible, transparent
information.

Example: Gender and Access to Information

The Red de Transparencia y Acceso a la Informacion, an inter-American network of public bodies
devoted to ensuring access to public information, has developed a model for gender
and transparency with the support of the EU-funded EUROsociAL+ project. This model consists
of a step-by-step approach to mainstream gender in right-to-information systems in Latin
America and the Caribbean, to bridge the gender gap in access to public information and
its impact on vulnerability to the effects of corruption.

accion-transparencia-y-genero.pdf
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INCREASING WOMEN'’S PARTICIPATION IN PUBLIC LIFE
AND IN ANTI-CORRUPTION DECISION-MAKING

The agenda of bringing more women into power positions as an anti-corruption measure in
itself will not tackle the issue of corruption in a transformative way and may even perpetu-
ate harmful gender stereotypes (Hossain et al., 2015). Increasing the participation of women
should not be regarded as an anti-corruption strategy, but as a fundamental right. Women
are often dependent on policies designed mostly by men to address their specific needs.
Generally, increased diversity and representation of different social groups will help in re-
ducing long-established, male-dominated networks and generate more insight for a larger
segment of the population, which should encourage governments to:

ENHANCE MULTISTAKEHOLDER COOPERATION
WITH CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS (CSOS)

CSOs and, more specifically, women'’s grassroots organisations, as well as LGBTQ+ organi-
sations, play a crucial role in mobilising resources to voice the needs and interests of disad-
vantaged groups due to the perpetuation of strict gender norms. CSOs have often been the
driving force in the implementation of reforms regarding gendered types of corruption. For
example, the Fundacion Mujeres en Igualdad managed to foster transparency in various Ar-
gentinian regions by obtaining in-depth information about human trafficking at municipal-
ity level (Hossain et al. 2015). This initiative proves how crucial the creation of a participatory
horizontal framework for collaboration between CSOs and governments is to advancing the
policy response to corruption.

Therefore, state institutions shall:
Enhance social audits in collaboration with local and regional authorities, thereby

enabling citizens or CSOs to review public sector expenditure. This has proven to
effectively reduce corruption (EUROsociAL+ 2018). Here, the main innovation would
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be to allow women CSOs fighting against corruption to review public sector expend-
iture on anti-corruption plans, with a special focus on auditing areas of corruption
from which women suffer most (e.g. public services, such as education and health).
The co-design of recommendations between relevant authorities and CSOs could
enhance more effective corruption monitoring and improve policy formulation at
regional or national level.

- Encourage the creation of formal or informal intersectional and multi-stakeholder
working groups, as well as networks that will specifically engage with the relation-
ship between gender and corruption, through the aggregation of data, the develop-
ment of policy recommmendations and the creation of a participatory environment for
women to engage in analysing, preventing and penalising corruption. These networks
should involve regional and national authorities in a horizontal way to contribute to
the discussion along CSOs. Moreover, these networks should follow an intersectional
approach, linking the complex relationship of gender and corruption to social back-
ground, ethnicity, age and disabilities, among others, but also to LGBTQ+ rights. In the
case of LGBTQ+ individuals, it is crucial for CSOs to take part in reporting the problem
of sextortion at country level (Goetz et al. 2008).

Example: Data Collection

In Peru, the CSO Proética works towards conducting research via data collection to obtain a more
accurate picture of the impacts of corruption on women at national level. This data is then used

in campaigns through civil society mobilisation (Transparency International, 2019).
https://www.proetica.org.pe

SAFE REPORTING CHANNELS AND COMPLAINTS MECHANISMS

Vulnerable groups, including women and LGBTQ+ individuals, tend to under-report corrup-
tion cases (Transparency International 2017). Apart from the reasons mentioned above, this
is also due to the lack of available reporting channels, as well as their inappropriate design
(Rheinbay and Chéne, 2016). For example, women may be reluctant to complain to males
in some contexts or find male-dominated environments unsupportive (Chéne 2013). There-
fore, it is necessary to create reliable and confidential reporting mechanisms that enable
individuals to report all types of corruption in a culturally sensitive and context-specific way.
The reporting mechanisms should be closely linked to the awareness-raising mechanisms
recommended before.

To do so, governments shall:

Support the development and implementation of reporting mechanisms for corrup-
tion and ensure their transparency, independence, accountability, accessibility, safety
and cultural and gender sensitivity.

Follow the approach of Transparency International’s Anti-Corruption Advocacy and
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Legal Advice Center (ALAC) to the gendered impacts of corruption. It operates in 60
countries worldwide. ALAC provides all citizens with a safe and accessible (online, in
person and by phone) reporting mechanism, while providing confidential legal advice
and support for citizens to know their rights and assert them (Transparency Interna-
tional, n.d.). To adapt it, specific channels could be opened for sectors such as public
services or special forms of gender-based corruption, such as sextortion. This would
provide gender-specific support and advice to women reporting corruption cases
through e.g., women reporting to female legal experts.

LGBTQ+ persons often do not report corruption cases due to fear of persecution be-
cause their identity is left unrecognised in many countries and they are denied their
basic rights. Thus, safe reporting channels should be established to support individu-
als of diverse bodily characteristics or sexual orientation and diverse or plural gender
identities in their reporting process.
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