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Abstract 

This thesis explores the relationship between perceptions and experiences of corruption 

within local government entities (councils) in New South Wales (NSW) from a social 

policy perspective.  The literature on corruption and anti-corruption has evolved 

exponentially in the past three decades, with much focus on how to define, measure and 

regulate this complex phenomenon.  Yet, limited attention has been paid to corruption 

within the administration of local government, where day-to-day services affect the lives 

ÏÆ ÁÌÌ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ !ÕÓÔÒÁÌÉÁȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÐÏÐÕÌÏÕÓ ÓÔÁÔÅȢ  4ÈÅ ÔÈÅÓÉÓ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÈÏ× ÌÏÃÁÌ 

council practices, cultures and structures impact on the visibility and subsequent 

management of corruption in its different guises.  While some forms of corruption are 

outwardly visible, others take place in plain sight, but are very much hidden. 

This research took the form of a mixed methods study undertaken between 2015 and 

2016.  Through synthesisation of data gleaned from an attitudinal survey completed by 

frontline workers across ten different council entities in NSW, and from semi-structured 

interviews held with a small sample of individuals who have experience and expertise in 

governing corruption, the research identified divergences between perceptions and 

experiences of, and regulatory responses to, corruption.  It highlighted the ambivalent 

outcomes of corruption management strategies, both in terms of their comparative 

successes and unintended consequences.  The research identified that the discourse of 

corruption is largely informed and mediated by external influencers, such as the NSW 

Independent Commission Against Corruption (ICAC) and tabloid media, the former 

focusing on the investigation and exposure of high-profile matters, and the latter 

representing such examples in sensationalised ways.  This has created something of a 

disconnect between how corruption is popularly understood (in terms of what it is and 

is not) and how it is then situationally encountered and interpreted in the workplace.  

When first-hand experiences of corrupt practices were explored with participants, it 

was revealed that certain lower threshold practices (termed aÓ ȬÍÕÎÄÁÎÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭɊ 

have been frequently observed.  Such practices have become institutionalised as normal, 

in spite of the different modes of regulatory management that are deemed to be 

effective, and a broad view that the level of corruption in local government is low.  Many 

suspicions of corruption have not been raised or pursued.  Of those that have, many have 
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been met with an inadequate or unconvincing response, attributed to the organisational 

architecture and culture, and perceptions that certain corrupt practices must breach a 

given threshold of severity to be reportable and then actioned.   

Overall, this thesis makes a significant contribution to corruption studies by showing 

how popular, if reductionist, frameworks of corruption, shaped by key institutions in 

society, mediate everyday perceptions, understandings and practices of corruption.  

These frameworks can, and do, affect the prevention and management of this complex 

social activity.   

A more holistic approach to understanding organisational corruption is recommended 

across the domains of research, education, regulation and policy, so that optimal 

strategies of prevention and management can be co-designed and co-delivered. 
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Preface 

In defining my approach and role in relation to the topic explored within this thesis,  

) ÍÉÇÈÔ ÂÅȟ ÔÏ ÂÏÒÒÏ× %ÄÇÁÒ 3ÃÈÅÉÎȭÓ ÔÅÒÍÉÎÏÌÏÇÙȟ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÏÆ Á ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒ-practitioner 

(Wasserman & Kram, 2009, p. 12).  Tenkasi and Hay (2008, p. 49) define scholar-

ÐÒÁÃÔÉÔÉÏÎÅÒÓ ÁÓ ȬÁÃÔÏÒÓ ×ÈÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÏÎÅ ÆÏÏÔ ÅÁÃÈ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄÓ Ïf academia and practice 

ÁÎÄ ÁÒÅ ÐÏÉÎÔÅÄÌÙ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÁÄÖÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÕÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÂÏÔÈ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȭȢ  

Before I immigrated to Australia, my work within avenues of fraud prevention, 

education and investigation spanned different sectors in the United Kingdom (UK), and 

this influenced my fascination with, and desire to find out more about, why fraud and 

corruption continue to manifest.  The more I have researched these concepts 

academically, and seen, as well better understood, how and why they thrive within 

different sectors and organisations, the more I continue to realise that there is so much 

more to learn about why this is.   

When I arrived in Australia in 2012, my intellectual interest was piqued when I 

commenced full-time employment as an Internal Ombudsman within the then 

Warringah Council, situated in the northern beaches region of Sydney, prior to its 

merging with Pittwater Council and Manly Council in May 2016 to form Northern 

Beaches Council.  Despite my work experience in different UK settings, this was my first 

experience within a local government environment, and it transpired to be an 

inspirational milieu for the study that forms the basis of this thesis.  As a practitioner at 

the coalface of a metropolitan council, I quickly came to grasp how matters of 

misconduct might, or might not, be construed or interpreted as corrupt conduct in situ.  

Different investigative pursuits involving corruption, publicised through media and 

council communication channels, had clearly heightened council workersȭ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ 

corruption; yet, they did not seem to engage with the concept or practice, from an 

empirical and regulatory perspective.  I was not convinced that the concept of 

corruption, as it was reported on by the media and discussed in select academic 

publications, aligned with the perceptions and experiences of employees who might 

encounter its incidence on the frontline of local government.  These might include 

employees, as well as senior officials, who might have a responsibility to educate on 

anti-corruption strategies and regulate or govern practices of corruption.  From an 
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ethnographic position, the two concepts seemed incongruent; there appeared to be a 

ÄÉÓÃÏÎÎÅÃÔ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȭ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ 

jurisdicti onal definition and the exceptional examples of corruption that dominated 

popular news.   

This realisation inspired me to explore distinctions between the perception of 

corruption and its multifarious realities.  I was keen to explore the meanings of 

corruption, both formal and informal, in the context of organisational structure, culture 

and practice.  I was also interested in exploring the interpretations of corruption and its 

associated characteristics, informed by third-party publications ɀ such as academic 

literature, measurement indices and stories about corruption in local government ɀ but 

also by those who encounter or experience its everydayness in the course of their work. 

I am now able to present a thesis which delves into these various aspects.  I have had the 

privilege of presenting many of the findings at various Australian conferences and 

symposiums during the course of this doctoral program, but it has been an equally 

rewarding experience to have had the opportunity to apply them to the different 

workplace endeavours that I have been involved with.  Following my tenure at 

Warringah/Northern Beaches Council, I have worked within, or consulted to, a range of 

councils within New South Wales, as well as a state government department and now 

within the corporate setting.  These experiences have afforded me with opportunities to 

apply much of the knowledge that I have acquired during the course of this doctoral 

program to different educational and preventative strategies. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Most anti-corruption efforts are bound to fail unless we can find more effective ways of 

unpacking the problem we are seeking to address. (Heywood, 2017, p. 28)   

1.1 Introducing the thesis 

This thesis explores how occupational corruption is perceived, interpreted and managed 

within local government in New South Wales (NSW), Australia.  It finds that corruption 

in local government is infrequently recognised and rarely reported.  On the occasion that 

corruption is identified and subsequently reported, any response is lacking or is 

inadequate.  Local government is studied here as it is the closest level of government to 

the people, with inherent opportunities for corruption to arise through daily operational 

activities.  This thesis highlights and unravels the complexities associated with 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÂÙ ÅØÐÌÏÒÉÎÇ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ×ÏÒËÅÒÓȭ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÉÎÓÉÇÈÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ 

as the accounts of those tasked with investigating and managing corruption in local 

government.  It accentuates the contradictions and tensions that are inherently 

entwined within the organisational culture of many councils, highlighting how different 

forces impact on the in/visibility of corruption and strategies designed to manage its 

incidence.   

The topic of corruption is one of great interest and importance.  In recent years, it has 

been discussed more frequently than the economy, unemployment or poverty 

(GlobeScan, 2011)ȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ Á ȬÄÅÆÉÎÉÎÇ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ςρÓÔ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȭ 

(Fukuyama, 2017).  Despite this degree of interest, corruption is by no means a new 

phenomenon, and this thesis explores how it is subject to misunderstanding, popularly, 

academically, but especially organisationally.  The term has existed since the beginning 

of time (Graycar & Prenzler, 2013, p. 3), yet only in the last three decades has the study 

of corruption gained pace (Bjørnskov, 2011, p. 135; Kuris, 2015, p. 126; Wedel, 2012, 

p. 453), primarily through the lens of its impact on economic growth (Heywood, 2017, 

p. 23) but also because it has increasingly become newsworthy and an object of public 

interest.  From a causation perspective, it is notable that, during this time, multifarious 

examples of the damaging effects of corruption have been cited by eminent scholars; 

ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÁÌÌÙȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÁÓÓÅÒÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔȡ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÕÎÄÅÒÍÉÎÅÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁÃÙ 
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ÁÎÄ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭ (Rose-Ackerman, 1999, p. 9) and the meritorious and 

egalitarian principles of economic distribution (Smith, 2010, p. 449); corruption deters 

investment (Graycar & Smith, 2011, p. 3), especially in core services such as education 

and health (Transparency International, 2015, p. 7); corruption causes injustice and 

affects quality of life, as well as adding to business costs and competition (Lee, 2006, 

p. 221).  Even petty bribery, as a form of corrupt conduct, has the ability to erode public 

trust and institutional legitimacy (Dix et al., 2012, p. 36).   

Corruption, as a broad concept, has been referred to as ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȬÇÒÅÁÔÅÓÔ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓ 

ÓÏÃÉÅÔÉÅÓ ÆÁÃÅȭ (Maduna, 1999, cited by Johnson & Sharma, 2004, p. 1).  In 2013, just 

before the commencement of this research project, corruption was estimated to cost 5% 

or US$2.6 trillion of global gross domestic product (GDP) (World Economic Forum, 

2012).  If this sum is correct, the cost of corruption sits just outside each of the top five 

ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȭ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ '$0 (howmuch.net, 2017).  On the basis of 

such accounts, corruption appears to be a ubiquitous phenomenon without jurisdiction.  

And yet, despite being referred to as a single concept, corruption has different cultural 

manifestations and meanings as a consequence of its situatedness; thus, who or what is 

doing the defining or measuring of corruption is as important to examine as the social 

contexts in which the practices materialise.  

Despite the growth of academic research on corruption, there is uncertainty as to 

whether such research has a direct impact on reducing corruption (Heywood, 2017, 

p. 21).  Hence, one might wonder what the implications are of this increase in 

exploration.  The aforementioned statements about its purported enormity and cost to 

society do little to assist practitioners and policymakers in their efforts to map its 

various forms, reduce its incidence or degree of risk, or to unravel its complexities so 

that apposite solutions might be designed and delivered.  Do such claims have an 

empirical foundation or are they hyperbole: amplifications that reveal deep societal 

misunderstandings of this phenomenon and therefore generate excessive agitation?  

!ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÄÅÅÍÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȬÁ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØȟ ÄÙÎÁÍÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÍÕÌÔÉÆÁÃÅÔÅÄ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÏÎ 

ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÔÁËÅ Á ÖÁÒÉÅÔÙ ÏÆ ÆÏÒÍÓȭ (DFID, 2015, p. 80), it is often cited as a catch-all term 

for a number of individual practices.  Such references rarely unpack the component 

parts of corruption or explore the array of economic, political, historical and socio-

cultural factors that mediate and contribute to its prevalence. 
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The local government sector in NSW provides an apt case study, as it is the milieu most 

ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙ ÃÏÍÐÌÁÉÎÅÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÂÙ ÍÅÍÂÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÁÎÔÉ-corruption 

agency (ACA), the Independent Commission Against Corruption (ICAC) (ICAC NSW, 

2016, p. 17).  ICAC was ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ ρωψω ȬÉn response to growing community concern 

ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ .37ȭ (ICAC NSW, 2014b) and was the 

first ACA to be established in Australia.  Yet, despite the majority of complaints about 

local government made to ICAC being by members of the public, the 152 councils that 

serviced a population of approximately 7.7 million residents (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2017c) made just 120 reports to ICAC in 2015ɀ16 (ICAC NSW, 2016, p. 20).  It 

would seem that many councils either purposefully or inadvertently omitted to report 

any suspected form of corrupt activity to ICAC, despite a statutory obligation to do so 

(ICAC NSW, n.d.).  Noting that council officials are well placed to identify and respond to 

the risk and reality of corruption, as a consequence of their proximity to and 

engagement in everyday operations, this sum of just 120 reports indicates that much 

suspected corruption is failing to come to external attention and investigation; it is a 

significantly minuscule number given that there are more than 54,000 local government 

employees in NSW (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017a).  Given the purported degree 

of corruption in public and professional life, especially as captured in economic 

portrayals and calculations, very little research focus has been paid to the peculiar lack 

of reportage and equally curious dearth of investigatory responses.  This thesis 

therefore examines why corruption is failing to come to light in ways one might expect, 

by exploring and detailing the various factors which explain this lack of reporting and 

consequent visibility.  At the present time, the chronic under-reporting of corruption 

appears to fall under public notice without any degree of scrutiny, and remains 

significantly under-researched.   

In spite of the increased interest in corruption during the preceding three decades, and 

the fact that ICAC has existed in NSW for almost that length of time, the study of 

corruption at the local government level is relatively marginal (Masters & Graycar, 2016, 

p. 46).  Previous research has addressed corruption from a multitude of perspectives 

and has proposed conceptual models germane to particular academic disciplines 

(Jancsics, 2014, p. 358).  However, few studies explicate the rich nuances associated 

with the notion of corruption at the grassroots of Australian local government.  Salient 
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distinctions exist between corruption in poor countries and rich countries such as 

Australia (Graycar & Monaghan, 2015), yet influential measurement indices, such as 

4ÒÁÎÓÐÁÒÅÎÃÙ )ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȭÓ #ÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ 0ÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓ )ÎÄÅØ ɉ#0)Ɋȟ ÔÅÎÄ ÔÏ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ 

cross-country comparisons (Transparency International, 2013b).  These could be 

construed as objective indices, with limited or conveyed elucidation of geographical, 

cultural and historical contexts.  The CPI, in particular, attracts public interest 

(Davidson, 2013), yet it fails to unravel multifarious factors such as geopolitical situation 

or religiosity (Dreher et al., 2007, p. 448), differing and situated definitions (Kurer, 

2015; Philp, 2009), or cultural divergences and practices (Larmour, 2008).  As an 

example, cultural divergences compound ambiguities between corruption and practices 

associated with gift-giving (Graycar & Jancsics, 2017), a specific facet that is viably 

contextualised within the multicultural context of Australia, and NSW in particular, 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÈÏÍÅ ÔÏ Á ÔÈÉÒÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

2017c).  The correlation between gift-giving, culture and corruption is discussed further 

in Chapter 2 (Section 2.3.1). 

It seems logical that the meanings that citizens attach to corruption are significant in 

terms of understanding the complex nature of corruption.  This thesis explores these 

subjective meanings as they circulate and mediate the frontline of local government, 

canvassing the perceptions and interpretations of employees in local government who 

might observe the risks and realities of corruption during the course of their 

employment.  Accordingly, this thesis is not focused on why the interest in corruption 

has transpired and grown in the last three decades, nor on contributing explicitly to any 

debate about how corruption should or should not be defined.  Of course, these issues 

feature heavily in the current scholarly discourse on corruption, as explored in 

Chapter 2, and are influential in terms of how practitioners and policymakers 

conceptualise and approach corruption management within their respective 

jurisdictions.  Instead, this thesis seeks to invert this dominant approach, by coming to a 

grounded understanding of corruption from the inside out: to understand what 

corruption means to those whose occupational role brings them into close proximity 

with anti/corruption discourses and practices, and to those who may encounter or 

experience its manifestations in the weave of their everyday doings, both as participants 
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and witnesses; and to explore the extent of any deviations and tensions that may exist 

within the diverse local government sector of NSW.   

"ÌÕÍÅÒȭÓ (2007, pp. 68-69) theory of symbolic interactionism is relevant in this regard, 

being a direct examination of group dynamics, meanings and conduct, contending that if 

ÔÈÅ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒ Ȭ×ÉÓÈÅÓ ÔÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ÆÏÒ ÈÉÍ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

ÏÂÊÅÃÔÓ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅÍȭȢ  "ÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÔÈÉÓȟ "ÌÕÍÅÒ (2007, p. 69) ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÃÔ 

toward things on the basis of the meaning that these things have for them, not on the 

ÂÁÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒȭȢ  "ÌÕÍÅÒȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÉÓ 

salient to this thesis, which is original in its exploration of the rich nuances associated 

with corruption, as seen through the lens of those who work at the frontline, this being a 

focus which has been sparsely explored to date.  As such, the thesis seeks to contribute 

to public and policy understandings of local government corruption by grounding this 

concept, phenomenon and practice within everyday meanings and workplace cultures. 

On this basis, it is worth outlining the broad landscape of local government within NSW, 

!ÕÓÔÒÁÌÉÁȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÐÏÐÕÌÏÕÓ ÓÔÁÔÅȢ  4ÈÉÓ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔÌÙ ÓÈÁÐÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÁËÅÎ ÉÎ 

the study and the research methods that were employed, particularly when determining 

how best to elicit views from public officials in local government. 

1.1.1 Local government in NSW 

Australia comprises three tiers of government: federal government, state or territory 

government, and local government.  State and territory governments define the powers 

of local government, or local councils as they may also be referred to, and their 

geographical boundaries (Australian Government, 2014).  At the commencement of this 

research project, the local government sector in NSW comprised 152 councils, some of 

which were amalgamated in 2016, resulting in a reduced number of council entities 

(N=128) (NSW Government, 2017b).  While amalgamation is a novel development in the 

state of NSW, the Australian states of Victoria, South Australia and Tasmania have 

previously experienced similar modalities of local government reform with the main 

rationale being economies of scale (Baker, 2003, pp. 119-120; May, 2003, pp. 89-96).  

Key to these changes was the erasure of boundaries between former local government 

areas (LGAs), which are defined by the NSW state government (Australian Government, 

2014), but also the merging of staff, constituents, elected officials, and cultural and 
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occupational models of practice.  It could be argued that this process amplified the 

timeliness of this study.  During any period of organisational change or restructuring, 

where there is a period of administrative disruption and messiness, corruption has the 

potential to metastasise through the emergence of weaknesses in the existing 

governance of controls which might have previously limited or governed opportunities 

for corruption (ICAC NSW, 2017c, pp. 7-8).   

It is pertinent to note that, in addition tÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÔÏÒȭÓ ÆÒÁÇÍÅÎÔÅÄȟ ÈÅÔÅÒÏÇÅÎÅÏÕÓ 

composition, local governments are quite unique in the way they operate (Dollery et al., 

2003, pp. 3-4).  Each council is comprised of a pool of democratically elected members, 

but the day-to-day operations and admiÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÁÌÌ ÔÏ ÅÁÃÈ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȭÓ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ 

manager (GM), or chief executive officer (CEO), to perform.  As such, there were 152 

GMs in NSW local government at the commencement of this study, with each council 

governed by an elected body.   

Many well -regarded countries today have been the focus of political corruption at one 

stage or another (Johnston, 2012, pp. 60-61).  Yet, while there have been examples of 

corrupt conduct committed by elected representatives in NSW (e.g., ICAC NSW, 2014d), 

the democratic election process provides opposition leaders with the opportunity to 

expose corrupt incumbents (Rose-Ackerman, 1999, p. 142).  Consequently, public 

ȬÖÉÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙȭ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ !ÕÓÔÒÁÌÉÁÎ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÉÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÓÐÏÔÌÉÇÈÔÅÄ 

on the elected officials, rendering public opinion with a perception that the local 

ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ Á ȬÈÏÔÂÅÄ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ (Solomons, 2018).  Sensationalistic notions such 

as this do little to assist practitioners, policymakers and scholars develop their 

understanding about this broadly referred to, but situationally diverse and popularly 

misunderstood, phenomenon, that is categorised as corruption.  

Council members are democratically elected to civic office; while their actions are 

somewhat visible and accountable, the day-to-day administration predominantly takes 

place out of public view.  This thesis explores the occupational and administrative 

workings that ensue behind the veneer of the elected domain and the high-profile 

political matters that stimulate public interest.  It focuses on the administrative and 

operational aspects of local government, which are far less observable to the collective 

population.  It is here that less exceptional practices of corruption, which are less 
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newsworthy and of lower priority  for regulatory attention, are potentially interwoven 

within the administrative tapestry of a sector that is for the most part self-governing.   

In this regard, each council inter alia: collects rates and manages its own finances; makes 

procurement and personnel decisions, including the hiring of subcontractors; collects 

fines; and applies discretionary judgement to applications.  Within dispersed 

operational environments such as these, corrupt practices may feasibly be less 

discernible, manifesting as low-level transgressions and conceived by the majority to be 

ÕÎÅØÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÏÒ ȬÍÕÎÄÁÎÅȭȢ  3ÕÃÈ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÖÁÓÔÌÙ ÄÉÓÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÒÅ 

sensationalised and exceptional examples that inform public opinion, but equally might 

be concealed within the routineness and ordinariness of public administration.  The 

premise behind this argument is formulated on the basis that, if a mere 120 reports are 

made to ICAC by 152 councils in NSW, one might surmise that many councils are: not 

experiencing any form of corrupt conduct; dealing with the risk and reality of its 

occurrence in a different way; omitting to notify ICAC out of concern for organisational 

reputation or ensuing investigatory disruptions, or because the activity is not adjudged 

to merit investigation; or the conduct is not designated as corrupt, but is instead 

enmeshed within the everyday machinery of council operations.   

In terms of how corruption is conceptualised and explored within this thesis, it is 

pertinent to note key definitions of corruption that exist in the literature when seeking 

to formulate a baseline on what corruption is, and how it may be researched, 

understood and governed.   

1.1.2 The nature and concept of corruption 

In terms of dominant definitions of corruption, Transparency InternationalȭÓ ÓÉÍÐÌÉÓÔÉÃ 

ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎȟ ȬÔÈÅ ÁÂÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÅÎÔÒÕÓÔÅÄ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÇÁÉÎȭ (Transparency 

International, 2018; Treisman, 2000, p. 399), is notably influential.  While there are well 

documented problems associated with this definitional phrasing, which are discussed 

further in Chapter 2, this framing and meaning of corruption has arguably influenced the 

everyday discourse on corruption, especially in the last three decades of increasing 

international interest (Sampson, 2010, p. 262).  In terms of how corrupt conduct is 

designated more locally within NSW local government, the legislative framework has 

important leverage, bearing down on how corruption is defined, understood and 
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ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÅÄȢ  )#!#ȭÓ ÌÅÇÉÓÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÄÅÃÒÅÅ ÉÓ ÃÏÇÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÇÁÒÄȢ  4ÈÅ Independent 

Commission Against Corruption Act 1988 (NSW) (ICAC Act) offers a definition of corrupt 

conduct and places a number of accountabilities on local government, as well as on other 

public authorities in the state of NSW.  

Underpinning the theoretical base of this thesis, it is pertinent to note that the 

application of any definition is an inherently subjective and contingent social process 

(Rose, 2018, p. 229).  This is relevant in the study on corruption, as a variance in 

understanding exists between those who see corruption as a structural principalɀagent 

problem and those who see it as an offshoot of political and economic systems and 

processes (Heywood, 2017, pp. 22-25); in other words, a societal problem.  The more 

traditional idea of corruption as a societal problem differs broadly from the notion of 

corruption as a principalɀagent problem, and is thought to be rare in contemporary 

references to corruption (Holmes, 2015, p. 1).  From a societal perspective, corruption is 

ÁÓÓÕÍÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÎ ȬÉÎÆÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÄÙ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃȭ (Hindess, 2012, p. 5), a symptom of social 

dysfunction rather than an individual pathology.  Conversely, the doctrine of the 

principalɀagent model assumes that corruption is committed by the agent and that 

corruption control rests with the principal (Groenendijk, 1997, p. 207).  This model 

tends to focus on corrupt practices and individuals: a degree of quid pro quo, being a 

favour or advantage granted in return for something, on the part of the agent.  The 

principalɀÁÇÅÎÔ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÁÓÓÕÍÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ Á ȬÂÅÎÅÖÏÌÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÅÔÈÉÃÁÌ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÁÌȭ ÈÁÓ Á ÖÅÓÔÅÄ 

ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÔÁÃËÌÉÎÇ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÂÕÔ Á ÆÕÎÄÁÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÃÒÉÔÉÑÕÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÎÏÔÅÓ ÉÔ ÉÓ ȬÑÕÉÔÅ 

ÒÁÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÉÅÓ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅ ÓÕÃÈ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓȭ (Rothstein, 2017a, p. 14).  

As argued by Andvig and colleagues (2000, p. 117)ȟ ȬÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÖÅ 

ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓ ÍÁÙ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÂÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȭȢ  )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÃÁÓÅȟ ÉÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÁÌ ÉÓ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÏÒ ÃÏÍÐÌÉÃÉÔȟ 

the model is limited in its ability to control corruption (Persson et al., 2012, p. 452) and 

anti-corruption measures would be futile in a council that is already inherently corrupt 

(Rothstein & Teorell, 2015, p. 88).  

The consideration for this thesis, and one that compounded difficulties for conducting 

research of this nature, is that those within the system of administration may not 

ÃÏÍÐÒÅÈÅÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÏÒ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÌÌÅÁÇÕÅÓȭȟ ÁÒÅ ÏÒ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ 

by an outsider to be corrupt (Chibnall & Saunders, 1977, p. 143).  This point is crucial to 

the research: while corrupt behaviour might be thought of as individualistic, its 
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institutional context means that it is often not perceived as such by those who work 

within the system (MacLennan, 2005, p. 165).  Contemporary references might tend to 

focus on specific practices that fall within the regulatory purview of the ICAC Act, in 

which punishment is individually ascribed.  However, it is not clear whether such 

practices are disentangled from the organisational and cultural context of local 

government.  Compounding this, if everyday practices are not deemed to be in the same 

ÌÅÁÇÕÅ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÙÐÅÓ ÏÆ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÏÍÉÎÁÔÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÓ 

the organisational discourse and allows them to be normalised or routinely disregarded.   

This scholarly debate intrinsically informs the position of this thesis and the rationale 

behind the methodological approach utilised: the empirical examination of corruption in 

local government by those who might encounter its mundane forms and those who have 

a role in managing it.  Neither model is favoured within this thesis, but it seems 

pertinent to accede that any notion of corruption that is restricted to being a societal 

problem appears amorphous and diÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÔÏ ÄÉÓÅÎÔÁÎÇÌÅȢ  )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÇÁÒÄȟ 'ÒÏÅÎÅÎÄÉÊËȭÓ 

(1997, p. 207) ÖÉÅ× ÉÓ Á ÎÏÔÅ×ÏÒÔÈÙ ÏÎÅȟ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌÌÙ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅÄ 

ÁÓ Á ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÏÎ ȣ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÓÔÅÍÓȭȢ  

Corruption may be the outcome of structured activity that has been institutionalised 

over time, but corrupt practices may manifest from sporadic or routine actions and 

behaviours, committed by individuals who do or do not see wrongfulness in their 

actions.  This thesis, therefore, seeks to review corruption as a broad concept, but also to 

unpack its component parts so that its complexities can be examined systematically and 

responded to in nuanced ways.  Given this, approaching the research project with a 

single, unifying question did not seem to be the best means to achieve the research 

objectives, and was considered to be potentially limited.  This served as a basis for why a 

more explorative and inductive approach was undertaken. Moreover, because of the 

multi -method and iterative character of the primary research, I embraced a holistic and   

situational and participant-driven framework for binding the main thesis around.  

1.2 Research questions 

This thesis explores and attempts to explain how occupational corruption is perceived, 

interpreted and managed within the appointed and administrative purview of NSW local 

government.  In this regard, it addresses four sub-questions:  
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1. How do local government employees understand the nature and prevalence 

of corruption in local government?  

2. What perceptions and experiences do employees have of corruption and 

what explanations do they provide for its existence and management within 

local government? 

3. How does the organisational arrangement and culture of councils either 

facilitate or hinder the incidence of corruption? 

4. How do councils recognise and respond to the risk and reality of 

corruption? 

1.3 The study 

2ÅÃÏÇÎÉÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÎÅÇÁÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÎÎÏÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ (Mulgan, 

2012, p. 25), a key challenge of this research project was how best to operationalise the 

study of corruption, as a nuanced, subjective experience, and to elicit candid views from 

appointed officials in a way that would be credible and enhance validity.  To expand on 

observations by Rothstein and Torsello (2014, p. 264), key challenges were envisaged in 

exploring a contentious and contested topic that is not only subjective in nature, but 

arguably sensitive in the organisational realm.  This is amplified when one is seeking to 

explore first-hand encounters with corruption, as well as perceptions and perspectives 

on the effectiveness or otherwise of organisational responses.  

Accordingly, the research employed a mixed methods approach to data capture and 

analysis, to elicit insights from workers and practitioners that might not be sufficiently 

probed and explained by the use of one research method alone.  Through integration of 

results based on two divergent approaches ɀ one attitudinal in scope, the other more 

about intersubjective and biographical experience ɀ the research explored the views of 

those who might see, experience and potentially report on corruption (Phase 1), and 

those who might have a guardianship role in preventing or managing corruption 

(Phase 2).  While the sample base in Phase 1 was utilised to explore the meanings and 

ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȭ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ 0ÈÁÓÅ 2 approached the 

topic via an anti-corruption practitioner perspective, owing to the fact that anti-

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÔÉÏÎÅÒÓȭ ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

ȬÇÕÁÒÄÉÁÎÓÈÉÐȭ ÍÁÎÄÁÔÅ (Clarke & Eck, 2003).  The insights and experiences of the 
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participants in Phase 2 added considerable value to the knowledge base, by expanding 

on and elucidating contextual issues that facilitate or hinder the reality and risk of 

corruption and the effectiveness of efforts to address it.  

1.3.1 Assumptions underpinning the development of this thesis 

The following assumptions underpin the research undertaken for this thesis.  They 

highlight how the thesis will be developed through the following chapters, as a baseline 

for how corruption may be situated, understood and attended to. 

Baker (2003, p. 119) ÁÓÓÅÒÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ )#!# ÈÁÓ ȬÈÁÄ Á ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÎ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÉÎ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭȢ  )#!# ÉÓ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÈÏ× 

corruption is understood and addressed by those who work within this sector, but as a 

perceived authority on which practices, behaviours or activities may, or may not, be 

ÄÅÓÉÇÎÁÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÃÒÏÓÓÉÎÇ Á ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ ÔÈÒÅÓÈÏÌÄȢ  4ÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ )#!# ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ !#! ÉÎ 

Australia, and its evolution during the past 30 years, coincided with the upsurge of 

global anti-corruption initiatives during the same period (Kuris, 2015, p. 126; Wedel, 

2012, p. 453) ÁÎÄ Á ÃÏÒÏÌÌÁÒÙ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÉÎ ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎÓȭ ÏÕÔÒÁÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ 

detrimental effects of corruption (Rothstein, 2017a, p. 4)Ȣ  (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ )#!#ȭÓ ÍÁÎÄate to 

ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÁËÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ȬÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÉÃ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ (ICAC NSW, 2016, p. 20) 

assumes that the types of matters predominantly brought to the attention of the public 

are the ones that have reached a level of pervasiveness or seriousness, or both.  Such 

matters are not representative of everyday, mundane corrupt events, nor do they enrich 

public opinion on how cultures and social factors reify particular practices and 

ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇÓȢ  )#!#ȭÓ ÖÉÓÉÂÌÅ ÐÕÒÓÕÉÔ ÏÆ ÓÏÍÅ ÍÁÔÔÅÒÓ ÏÖÅÒ ÏÔÈÅÒÓȟ ÁÓ ÐÕÂÌÉcised 

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÁÂÌÏÉÄ ÍÅÄÉÁȟ ÆÏÃÕÓÅÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÔÉÐ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÃÅÂÅÒÇȭȠ ÉÔ ÔÈÕÓ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓ ×ÈÁÔ 

corruption is or might be and, by virtue of this socially constructed normativity, what it 

is not.  The implications of this are discussed within Chapter 4.  

Building on this line of argument, which is explored in more detail in Chapter 2, a 

theoretical assumption underpinning this study is the fact that many activities 

ÄÅÓÉÇÎÁÔÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȭ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÌÅÇÁÌ ÉÎÆÒÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ (Dormaels, 2015, p. 607; Graycar 

& Villa, 2011, pp. 435-436; Philp, 1997, p. 441; Zimring & Johnson, 2005, p. 797).  From a 

legislative and regulatory perspective, the ICAC Act stipulates that corruption may be a 

ȬÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÏÆÆÅÎÃÅ ÏÒ ×ÁÒÒÁÎÔ ÄÉÓÃÉÐÌÉÎÁÒÙ ÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ ȣ ÁÍÏÕÎÔ ÔÏ Á ÓÕÂÓÔÁÎÔÉÁÌ ÂÒÅÁÃÈ Ïf 
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ÁÎ ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÂÌÅ #ÏÄÅ ÏÆ #ÏÎÄÕÃÔȭ (ICAC NSW, 2014a)Ȣ  4ÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅȟ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔȭȟ ÁÓ ÐÅÒ 

)#!#ȭÓ ÊÕÒÉÓÄÉÃÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎȟ ÎÅÅÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÉÌÌÅÇÁÌȢ  9ÅÔȟ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÏÒÙ 

decree being introduced at the inception of ICAC in 1989, it remains that instances of 

suspected corruption have not been referred to ICAC in the quantities one might expect. 

Moreover, there is limited effort to understand why this might be so.  Chapter 5 explores 

the range, nature and extent of practices that have been suspected and witnessed by 

front line employees, before developing insights into why such matters have not come to 

light or are otherwise institutionalised within the occupational realm.  This chapter also 

explores how practices less prone to the label of corruption are subsumed within the 

organisational messiness of council operations or considered unexceptional when 

compared to the newsworthy forms of corruption that attract the interest of ICAC.  This 

chapter further identifies different social stigmas and preconceptions about corruption, 

noting their degree of influence in terms of how employees react and respond to 

corruption, including by reporting it, or not. 

Until the point of intervention, instances of suspected corruption have continued for that 

duration, with many activities not reaching the attention of ICAC or not receiving any 

investigative response.  These instances, therefore, remain unattended to. Chapter 6 

describes the different factors that disrupt or enable different practices that may be 

construed as corrupt, with a particular examination of the structural and cultural 

elements that have a bearing on this.  It explores the multifarious tensions that exist 

within councils and the administrative systems that facilitate or hinder efforts to 

understand and manage corruption.  From there, this chapter examines the extent to 

which these factors influence the willingness and inclination to manage corruption on 

the part of those who have a stewardship role, as well as those who might experience 

forms of corruption.   

In Chapter 7, the findings from each of the three preceding chapters are discussed.  This 

discussion reflects on the broader implications of the findings for how corruption is 

understood and managed, and recommends a number of theoretical and practical 

trajectories. 
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1.4 Research importance 

No previous research has explored perceptions and experiences of corruption, in any 

jurisdiction of Australian local government, at the depth and scale probed by this study: 

the degree to which corruption manifests in various mundane forms in local government 

contexts and practices; how it is perceived, understood and responded to; and whether 

current anti-corruption measures are fit for purpose and address some of the situated 

and intra-organisational tensions and complexities that mediate the corruption field.  

Key to this research was establishing, via a mixed method approach, whether the degree 

of corruption within NSW local government is considered to be so widespread or 

systemic that anti-corruption endeavours have become ineffective (Klitgaard, 2000, p. 5; 

Persson et al., 2012, p. 453), and if so, what factors might explain this.   

Efforts to address corruption at the stage of it being widespread and systemic could be 

metaphorically likened to the expressionȟ ȬÃÌÏÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÂÌÅ ÄÏÏÒ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÒÓÅ ÈÁÓ 

ÂÏÌÔÅÄȭȢ  "Ù ÔÈÅÎȟ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓȟ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÔÉÏÎÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÌÉÃÙÍÁËÅÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÌÏÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÔÏ 

understand the rich and multifarious complexities of corruption, which would enable 

them to design appropriate methods of management.  Hence, the choice of 

Paul (ÅÙ×ÏÏÄȭÓ ÑÕÏÔÅ ÔÏ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÅÓÉÓȡ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ address corruption before it 

becomes widespread or systemic, there is a need to better understand corruption.  

If organisational practices are, or were at one stage, defined or seen as wrong, deviant, 

even corrupt ɀ as per contemporary definitions of corruption ɀ then what factors 

contributed to the degree of acceptance, toleration and normativity, and why were 

regulatory interventions not forthcoming?   

This reasoning underpins the importance and necessity of this research.  The knowledge 

produced will have broad theoretical and practical benefits, and will potentially have 

implications for how corruption is perceived, defined and practised, in addition to how it 

is managed and regulated. 

1.5 Summary 

This chapter introduced the study context, objectives and purpose of the thesis, and 

drew attention to the nature and complexity of corruption, as a theoretical notion, a 
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contested discourse and a socially situated practice.  It suggested that the paucity of 

reports made to ICAC by councils within the NSW local government sector is an 

indicator that corruption is a socially constructed phenomenon amenable to multiple 

levels of definition and regulatory manipulation.  Specifically, many forms of corruption, 

as regarded by scholars and regulators working in this field, are failing to come to light 

as a consequence of particular organisational, cultural, political, economic and social 

factors. It proposed a research question that seeks to elicit greater understanding about 

this intangible phenomenon by grounding it in the experiences of those who may 

encounter its multiple manifestations in local government.   

Chapter 2 will now proceed to examine the relevant literature in the field of corruption 

studies, as a foundation for the project methods and methodology discussed in 

Chapter 3. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction  

This chapter explores the relevant literature associated with the objective of this study, 

which is to understand:  

How occupational corruption is perceived, interpreted and managed in NSW 

local government 

While understanding corruption is a key element to this thesis, in terms of how it is then 

researched and explored in practice, the research needs to explore underpinning 

theories associated with crime prevention before unpacking the literature on 

corruption.  Several ideas and approaches informed the theoretical foci of this study, 

which are developed by a review of the literature that follows in this chapter.  These 

ideas and approaches assist in providing an analytical lens with which to explain the 

complex nature and situated meanings of corruption among those who encounter its 

incidence or potential within the organisational and administrative realm of local 

government.  Considered as core concepts that might inform relational thinking 

(Berman & Smyth, 2015, p. 127), each has the potential to inform any conceptualisation 

of corruption, the relationship between its discernibility and degree of tolerance, and 

social relations of reaction or inaction.   

2.2 Theoretical influences 

Several theoretical concepts are influential in terms of how this thesis explores: the 

nature, level and types of corruption in local government; the symbolic meanings that 

individuals ascribe to corruption; and the different explanations that might explain the 

existence of seemingly deviant or corrupt practices within the workplace culture and 

any corresponding proaction, reaction or inaction.  These concepts are:  

¶ differential association theory (Sutherland & Cressey, 2004) 

¶ techniques of neutralisation (Sykes & Matza, 1957) 

¶ fraud triangle (Cressey, 1973) 

¶ denial theory (Cohen, 2001) 
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¶ broken windows theory (Kelling & Wilson, 1982) 

¶ crime triangle (Clarke & Eck, 2003) 

¶ routine activity theory (Clarke & Eck, 2003) 

¶ differential rationalisation theory (Shepherd & Button, 2018) 

These theories, explained further below, are discussed in accordance with 

"ÁÕÍÁÎȭÓ (1990, pp. 145-146) ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÁÓ Á ȬÈÕÍÁÎ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÍÐÒÉÓÅÓ 

two elements: the individual and the organisational environment.   

2.2.1 Theories associated with individuals 

$ÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÏÎ 3ÕÔÈÅÒÌÁÎÄ ÁÎÄ #ÒÅÓÓÅÙȭÓ (2004) differential association theory, which 

explains how individuals interact with others and come to learn that crime and deviance 

are normal social processes, this thesis seeks to make sense of the different 

understandings that exist in relation to corruption and the interrelationship with 

occupational status and network (Dormaels, 2015, p. 596).  The normalcy of deviant or 

corrupt conduct becomes commonplace as individuals rationalise or neutralise their 

behaviour in correspondence with the cultural script of the social organisation or group 

(Sutherland & Cressey, 2004, pp. 67-69).  As a well-documented component of fraud and 

corruption theory (Gorta, 1998, p. 76), these conceptual notions are largely influenced 

ÂÙ 3ÙËÅÓ ÁÎÄ -ÁÔÚÁȭÓ (1957) work on techniques of neutralisation, which was developed 

as a theory to describe juvenile delinquency, but is relevant in the context of corruption, 

whereby ordinary employees find ways to avoid moral culpability.  Five types of 

neutralisation techniques are identified: the denial of injury; the denial of responsibility; 

the denial of the victim; the condemnation of the condemners; and the appeal to higher 

loyalties (Sykes & Matza, 1957, pp. 667-669).  

Sykes and Matza (1957, p. 666) ÓÔÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅÓÅ ÊÕÓÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÃÏÍÍÏÎÌÙ ÄÅÓcribed 

ÁÓ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÓȭȢ  ,ÉËÅ×ÉÓÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ÁÓ Á ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔ ÉÎ 

#ÒÅÓÓÅÙȭÓ (1973) fraud triangle, which states that three categories are required to 

commit a fraud: (1) opportunity; (2)  pressure; and (3) rationalisation.  This third 

category, rationalisation, is not an ex post facto means of justifying the act, but a 

necessary component that is required before or during the act (Cohen, 2001, p. 58; 

Wells, 2004, pp. 11-12); rationalisation is a means of mitigating or justifying any 

illegitimacy, deviancy or wrongfulness, such that it becomes embedded as culturally 
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acceptable within its socially situated context (Chibnall & Saunders, 1977, p. 139; Ditton, 

1977, p. 149; Scott & Lyman, 1968, p. 54).  These theories are not only noteworthy in the 

operationalisation of the research and in explaining the findings, they also further assist 

in the search to understand whether, to what extent, and why, corruption may be 

habitually perpetrated, accepted or disregarded.  

Assisting this understanding, denial theory focuses on the accounts given based on an 

acceptable language of motives acquired through socialisation techniques (Cohen, 2001, 

pp. 58-59)Ȣ  $ÅÎÉÁÌ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÂÕÉÌÄÓ ÏÎ 3ÙËÅÓ ÁÎÄ -ÁÔÚÁȭÓ ÔÅÃÈÎÉÑÕÅÓ ÏÆ ÎÅÕÔÒÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ 

is considered in this thesis in the context of whether denials are by a person or several 

people, or are culturally endemic within either a particular council or across the local 

ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÓÅÃÔÏÒȢ  4ÈÉÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÉÌÙ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ÔÈÅ ȬÂÁÄ ÁÐÐÌÅ ÖÓȢ ÒÏÔÔÅÎ 

barÒÅÌ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȭ (Torsello & Taylor, 2016), but more whether conscious or sub-conscious 

vocabularies indicate complicity in the denial (Cohen, 2001, p. 64) ÏÒ Á ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÏÆ Ȭ×ÉÌÆÕÌ 

ÂÌÉÎÄÎÅÓÓȭ (Heffernan, 2011); that is to say, whether such factors contribute to the 

ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÏÆ ȬÕÎÓÅÅÉÎÇȭȢ  4ÈÅÒÅ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÍÁÎÙ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓ ȬÔÕÒÎÉÎÇ Á ÂÌÉÎÄ 

ÅÙÅȭ ÔÏ ÆÒÁÕÄ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ (Heffernan, 2011, p. 104), meaning a psychological state of 

mind which assumes that the individual is broadly cognisant of the situational reality 

but chooses to ignore or deny it (Cohen, 2001, p. 5).  Feasibly, any preference for 

ignoring an instance of corruption might be attributed to fear, loyalty, apathy, or any 

number of factors.  States of denial thereby affect reporting of and investigations into 

corruption, acting as a driver to discourage response and thus offering a symbolic form 

of complicity in or tolerance of the practice.  

Should individual corrupt practices be commonplace ɀ whether ignored, condoned or 

unrecognised ɀ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÔ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÃÁÎ ÒÅÓÏÎÁÔÅ ×ÉÔÈ +ÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 7ÉÌÓÏÎȭÓ ÃÕÍÕÌÁÔÉÖÅ (1982) 

broken windows theory.  This theory focuses on the symbolic properties of crime and 

proposes that if a neighbourhood window is broken and left unrepaired, people will 

soon continue to walk past without noticing the build-up of gradual degradation.  

Applied to corruption, this theory would postulate that any inaction by observers of 

corrupt behaviour would result in the corrupt acts becoming naturalised in the 

organisational culture, thereby contributing to its normalcy and regularity.  
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2.2.2 Theories associated with the organisational environment 

It follows that in seeking to explain and elucidate the different meanings and 

understandings of corruption, the context and environment in which they are socially 

situated needs to be considered.  In this regard, the crime triangle, which stems from 

Cohen and &ÅÌÓÏÎȭÓ ɉρωχωɊ ÒÏÕÔÉÎÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȟ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÏÃÃÕÒÓ ×ÈÅÎ 

a motivated offender and suitable target converge in an opportune place in the absence 

of effective guardianship (Clarke & Eck, 2003, p. 27).  Felson (1995, p. 53) defines 

ȬÇÕÁÒÄÉÁÎÓÈÉÐȭ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÁÎÙ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ×ÈÏ ȬÓÅÒÖÅÓ ÂÙ ÓÉÍÐÌÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ ÐÒÅÖÅÎÔ 

ÃÒÉÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÂÙ ÁÂÓÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÌÉËÅÌÙȭȢ  )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÓÅÎÓÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÁÃÔÓ ÁÓ Á 

moral authority or mechanism of surveillance.  Guardianship may also be referred to as 

ȬÔÈÅ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÏÒ ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÃ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ɉÏÒ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÏÆ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓɊ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÃÔÓ 

ɉÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÉÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ ÏÒ ÕÎÉÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙɊ ÔÏ ÄÅÔÅÒ Á ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÅÖÅÎÔȭ (Hollis-Peel 

et al., 2011, p. 54).  This implies that the guardian does not need to be an actual person, 

but instead may be a technology or ICAC or the media, for example, the activities of 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÎÆÏÒÍ ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎÓȭ ÉÍÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎÓȢ    

At a local level, guardianship could be the existence or effectiveness of ethical culture, as 

ÔÙÐÉÆÉÅÄ ÂÙ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÅÔÈÏÓ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐȢ  4ÈÅ ×ÉÄÅÌÙ ÃÉÔÅÄ ÔÅÒÍ ȬÔÏÎÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÐȭ 

is deemed to be a symbolically fundamental component in any anti-corruption regime.  

It is based on the premise that the CEO sets and maintains an ethical tone which then 

permeates into the wider organisation so that fraudulent, corrupt and unethical 

behaviours are not normalised or tolerated (ACFE, n.d.; Deloitte, 2015; PwC, 2010).  

3ÕÃÈ Á ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÁÌÉÇÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ȬÅÔÈÉÃÁÌ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÁÌȭ ÁÓÐÅÃÔ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÁÌɀÁÇÅÎÔȭ 

model of corruption, in that any guardianship mandate rests with the GM and their 

setting of an ȬÅÔÈÉÃÁÌȭ ÔÏÎÅȢ  4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ Á ÐÒÅÃÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎȟ ÉÆ ÏÎÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÓ 2ÏÔÈÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ 

(2017a, p. 14) ÁÓÓÅÒÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÅÎÔÓ ÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÔÏÐȭ ÁÒÅ Én fact the presumed principals 

earning the most from corruption proceeds.  Rothstein (2017a, p. 14) ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÓÕÃÈ 

principals will have little incentive to change the incentives for their opportunistic 

ÁÇÅÎÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÄ ÉÎ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭȢ  4ÈÕÓȟ ÉÔ Ãould be perceived that such a notion is 

referred to tokenistically which dilutes its importance and renders it cliched.  

7ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ ȬÔÏÎÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÐȭ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ×ÉÄÅÌÙ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÉÎ ÒÅÇÁÒÄ ÔÏ 

organisational culture, Shepherd and Button (2018, p. 2) ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ȬÌÉÔÔÌÅ 
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ÅÍÐÉÒÉÃÁÌ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÔÉÍÕÌÁÔÅ ÏÃÃÕÐÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÒÁÕÄȭȢ  

3ÈÅÐÈÅÒÄ ÁÎÄ "ÕÔÔÏÎȭÓ (2018) examination of organisational criminogenic 

characteristics concludes with a theory which they refer to as differential rationalisation 

theory.  As an addendum to differential association theory (Sutherland & Cressey, 2004), 

which focuses on the offender, differential rationalisation theory posits that 

organisations employ similar avoidable rationalisations to justify their decision not to 

tackle occupational fraud (Shepherd & Button, 2018, p. 18).  The authors observed the 

normalcy of fraud within many organisations, a practice influenced by and to some 

degree synched with broader economic imperatives and therefore avoidant of any 

criminal labelling.   

Developing on the aforementioned theoretical concepts, the following section engages 

ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭȢ  )Ô ÅØÐÌÏÒÅÓ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔÉÅÓ ÉÎ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÉÎÇ Á 

consensus of understanding and interpretation, based on the origins of corruption, its 

associated connotations, and other factors that inform perception and practice.  Through 

this exploration, corruption, as a concept, is deciphered and a definition is posited for 

the purpose of operationalising the findings of this thesis.  

2.3 The concept of corruption and its position in this thesis 

The literature on corruption is vast, with a range of disciplines providing insightful 

contributions to the subject.  Within this review of the literature, key works have been 

differentiated by considering aspects that might add value to the questions posed by this 

thesis and the approach taken. 

Corruption has stood the test of time as a subject that continues to interest scholars, 

practitioners, policymakers and the general public; yet, its definition, and efforts to 

measure it effectively and accurately, remains a subject of much debate.  There is 

widescale concord among experts that finding an international definition that can be 

agreed upon is problematic (Heidenheimer & Johnston, 2002; Johnston, 2005; Klitgaard, 

1988).  This has been a topic of contestation for many years (Johnston, 2005, p. 11) and 

appears unresolved in the present day (Rothstein & Torsello, 2014, p. 2).  One widely 

ÕÓÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÁÂÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÅÎÔÒÕÓÔÅÄ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ 

ÇÁÉÎȭ (Transparency International, 2018).  This definition is by no means a universal one, 
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ÂÕÔ ÐÒÉÏÒ ÔÏ ÅØÐÌÏÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÐÅÒÔÉÎÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍȭÓ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ 

diverse ɀ i.e. historically and culturally contingent ɀ meanings.  

Hindess (2012, pp. 2-3) indicates that corruption conjures up connotations of ȬÉÍÐÕÒÉÔÙȟ 

ÉÎÔÒÕÓÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÄÉÓÔÏÒÔÉÏÎȭȢ  3ÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙȟ Mulgan (2012, p. 25) ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬȰÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȱ ÉÓ Á 

term of unqualified ethical condemnation [and] to label any person or practice as 

ȰÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȱ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÓÔÉÇÍÁÔÉÓÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÓ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÒÁÌ ÐÁÌÅȭȢ  !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇÌÙȟ labelling an act, a 

ÐÅÒÓÏÎȟ ÏÒ ÁÎ ÅÎÔÉÔÙ ÁÓ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȭ ÈÁÓ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÌÙ ÎÅÇÁÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÎÎÏÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ (Philp, 2015, p. 19), 

indicating untrustworthiness and unscrupulousness.  Such a stigma would have 

considerable implications for any person or council entity branded as such.  It 

potentially undermines their reputation, credibility and virtuousness, and erodes 

impressions that public servants or councils are, or might be, acting in their own 

interests rather than those of the community they serve.  Allegations of corruption, 

therefore, have the capacity to threaten basic tenets of the interaction order.  

Underkuffler (2013, p. 74) ÃÏÎÔÅÎÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ȬÃÏÎÆÅÒÓ Á ÓÔÁÔÕÓȭ ÏÎ Á ÐÅÒÓÏÎȟ 

ÎÁÍÅÌÙ ȬÔÈÁÔ ÅÖÉÌ ÈÁÓ ÃÁÐÔÕÒÅÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÅÓÓÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÕÌȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÙÅÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÈÏ× ÅÖÅryday 

acts of corruption are necessarily experienced or perceived.  

#ÏÎÎÏÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÓÔÅÍ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍȭÓ ,ÁÔÉÎ ÏÒÉÇÉÎȟ corruptus, yet it is 

important to acknowledge that the meanings and practices associated with corruption 

have changed markedly over time and place (Wedel, 2012, p. 454).  This has 

implications for how practices are perceived, interpreted and managed in local 

government, especially given corruption has plural forms and situated manifestations.  

The concept of contemporary corruption, as Ritner (2011, p. 7) argues, should not be 

associated with the Machiavellian theory of corruption, which was considered to be 

ÍÏÒÅ ÏÆ Á ȬÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÉÃ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ɍÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎɎ Á ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÍÏÒÁÌ 

ÆÁÉÌÉÎÇȭ (Buchan, 2012, p. 82).  In contemporary society, citizÅÎÓȭ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ 

arguably be incongruent with the traditional or historical notions of corruption posited 

by Greek philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle (Mulgan, 2012, p. 25; Saxonhouse, 

2012, p. 39)Ȣ  !ÒÉÓÔÏÔÌÅ ×ÁÓ ÌÅÓÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ misuse of public funds [but 

ÍÏÒÅ ÓÏɎ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÄÉÓÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÙ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȭȟ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ "ÕÃÈÁÎ (2012, 

p. 75).  Hindess (2012, p. 5) extends this argument, observing that since the late 

eighteenth century, corruption is no longer thought of as a ȬÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÄÙ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃ 

ɍȣ ÂÕÔɎ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÁÔÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÁÔÉÃ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÏÎÅ ÏÒ ÍÏÒÅ 
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ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓȟ ÏÒ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ Á ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ÏÆ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÏÆÆÉÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 

ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅ ÏÆ ÉÌÌÉÃÉÔ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÇÁÉÎȭȢ  4ÈÉÓ ÈÁÓ ÉÍplications for any contemporary research 

conducted on local government.  By way of example, transgressions once tolerated 

within an organisation and dealt with managerially ɀ such as abusing sick leave or using 

ÔÈÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÃÏÍÐÕÔÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÂÕÓÉness ɀ are now subject to investigation and 

may result in disciplinary, and even criminal, action (Anechiarico & Jacobs, 1996, p. 5).  

Ȭ#ÏÎÄÕÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÌÅÇÁÌ ÉÓ ÎÏ× ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȭ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ ȰÈÏÎÅÓÔ ÇÒÁÆÔȱ υπ 

ÙÅÁÒÓ ÁÇÏ ÉÓ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ȬÉÌÌÅÇÁÌ ÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔȭ (Anechiarico & Jacobs, 1996, p. 6).  On this 

ÂÁÓÉÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÎÏÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ȬÍÏÒÁÌ ÄÅÃÁÙȭ ÁÒÅ ÂÅÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇÌÙ ÄÅÔÁÃÈÅÄ 

from the meaning of corruption, which Buchan (2012, p. 89) argues is now largely 

affiliated with misdemeanours in public office.   Corruption seems to have been 

subsumed within the economic and political realm, rather than the moral and ethical, 

which may explain why much of the anti-corruption focus is on the economic 

implications.   

The language of corruption hÁÓ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÄȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ ȬÆÏÒÍÓȭ ÏÆ 

corruption or specific practices, such as bribery, nepotism and cronyism (Andvig et al., 

2000, p. 14; Mulgan, 2012, p. 25) featuring heavily in the discourse of corruption.  This 

transition is one that is not favoured by some scholars, who contend that this view is too 

narrow or technocratic; that corruption is not akin to individual failure but rather a 

societal phenomenon (Buchan, 2012, p. 73; Hindess, 2001, p. 7; 2012, p. 11).  However, if 

the rhetoric oÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÆÉÎÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ȬÉÎÆÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÄÙ 

ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃȭ (Hindess, 2012, p. 5; Mulgan, 2012)ȟ Á ÍÅÔÁÐÈÏÒ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÐÏÓÉÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ 

ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÅÄ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÄ ÁÎÄ ÌÉÍÂÓ ÏÆ Á ÂÏÄÙȭ (Harvey, 1999), the concept 

of corruption appears amorphous and difficult to disentangle.  It potentially dismisses 

individualised forms of corrupt behaviour that local government officials most likely 

experience and which ultimately come to inform the way they define the situated nature 

of corruption (Thomas, 1928, p. 572).  That said, it is argued that an exclusive focus on 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒ ȬÍÉÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁËÅÓ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ Á 

ÐÅÒÓÉÓÔÅÎÔ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍȭ (World Bank, 2014, p. 60).  Such a view is augmented by Mungiu-

Pippidi (2017, p. 8)ȟ ×ÈÏ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ Ȭ×Å ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ Á ÓÏÃÉÁÌ 

ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎȟ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÍ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÁÃÔÓȭȢ  !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÎÄ 

cultural elements are not disassociated from the corrupt acts or the events described 
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within this thesis, as structures and actions work interactively and concurrently.  

Juxtaposing these two aspects ɀ that is, corruption seen as a systemic and individualised 

phenomenon ɀ allows them to be systematically examined, with the aim of 

understanding not only the social practices that function to institutionalise corruption 

and contribute to its persistent nature, but also the institutional structures that help 

make corrupt conduct appear unexceptional or acceptable.   

This dialectic of corruption underpins the following review of literature on: factors that 

influence how local government employees may understand corruption; efforts to 

quantify and capture corruption; and factors which might heighten awareness of 

corruption, but also have an impact on its degree of pervasiveness and reification.  

Through exploration of such elements, the dynamics can be better understood in terms 

of their impact on efforts to manage corruption in local government, bearing in mind 

that corruption is not a single, but rather pluralised, phenomenon, and that social or 

ȬÌÉÖÅÄȭ ÉÍÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÒÁÒÅÌÙ ÃÏÒÒÅÌÁÔÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÆÏÒÍÁÌ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎÓ (Gorta, 2001, 

p. 13).  These factors are relevant in the context of corruption as a concept with a social 

meaning but with formal definitions potentially dominating the governance and 

regulatory endeavours at the coalface of local government.  It is in this empirical space, 

in building a deeper sense of what corruption means to those who are either implicitly 

or explicitly implicated in its operation, that this thesis seeks to contribute important 

knowledge.  

2.3.1 Defining and understanding corruption 

Corrupt behaviour is often considered to be synonymous with bribery (Johnston, 2005, 

p. 6).  Bribery may be the most recognisable form of corruption, yet many other 

practices have been designated as corrupt, including embezzlement, extortion, conflict 

of interest, nepotism and cronyism (Graycar & Prenzler, 2013, pp. 3-9).  This is not an 

exhaustive list, and what comes to be regarded as corrupt is as much influenced by the 

situation as it is by the type of perspective ɀ legal, social or moral ɀ taken up (Gorta & 

Forell, 1995, p. 315). 

Banfield (as cited by Bjørnskov, 2011, p. 136) defines corruption as being 

ȬÕÎÁÍÂÉÇÕÏÕÓÌÙ ÄÉÓÈÏÎÅÓÔ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒȭ, but this generalised statement may be associated 

with a series of acts (e.g. criminal or ethical violations) that may not conventionally be 
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perceived as corrupt.  The surreptitious nature of corruption is perhaps what sets it 

ÁÐÁÒÔȟ ÂÅÉÎÇ ȬÁ ÓÅÃÒÅÔ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÈÉÄÄÅÎ ÉÎ ÆÕÌÌ ÖÉÅ×ȭ (Dormaels, 2014, p. 131).  Yet, even this 

account treats corruption as a criminal activity without acknowledging the inherent 

tensions and contradictions that exist when one is seeking to define and conceptualise 

corruption.  Such vague and limiting definitions of corruption neglect to account for 

economic and social variances (De Maria, 2008, p. 780), with bribery, as discussed 

further below, being one example that is understood differently across cultures and 

milieu (Larmour, 2008, p. 232; Recanatini, 2011b, p. 46; Rose-Ackerman, 1999, pp. 5, 

53).  Such influences cannot be ignored in Australia, which is a truly multicultural 

nation.  In Greater Sydney, which accounts for nearly two-thirds of the NSW population 

(TCorp, 2013, p. 27), nearly 40% of all residents speak a non-English language at home 

(Ting, 2014).   

In dense areas of Greater Sydney, such as the Burwood LGA, where nearly 60% of 

residents speak a non-English language at home, Mandarin and Cantonese feature 

heavily (NSW Government, 2017a).  It seems pertinent, therefore, to note the potential 

influence of guanxi, a Chinese custom incorporating gift-giving obligations between 

parties that activate obligations of mutual assistance (Andvig et al., 2000, p. 72).  Guanxi 

is an integral feature of Chinese business interaction and is based on the cultivation, 

strength and endurance of relationships (Smart & Hsu, 2008, p. 177).  In 2010, three 

successive public inquiries were held by ICAC following their publication of guidelines to 

communicate anti-corruption messages in various community languages (ICAC NSW, 

2010a).  Each inquiry related to bribery and shared similar cultural circumstances, 

which featured as mitigation by those accused.  In two of these inquiries, the individuals 

were of Chinese descent (ICAC NSW, 2009a, 2009b), and in the third, the alleged corrupt 

act was perpetrated by a Korean (ICAC NSW, 2010b).   

Companies seem to be drawing attention to issues of culture and local custom as key 

contributing factors to the incidence of corruption (OECD, 2003, p. 135), yet it seems 

that cultural explanations are treated with less patience (Larmour & Wolanin, 2001, 

p. xi) and corruption is less accepted as an excuse for differing customs and values 

(Johnston, 2005, p. 18).  Notwithstanding, from a position of symbolic interactionism, 

when one is seeking to understand different forms of interaction between human beings 

(Blumer, 2007, p. 70), cultural influences and interpretations seem crucial in terms of 



24 
 

whether or not a person perceives their actions as corrupt, dishonest, illegal or wrong.  

For example, Hepkema and Booysen (1997, p. 415), as cited by Rose-Ackerman (1999, 

p. 53)ȟ ÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÒÉÂÅÒÙ ÉÓ ÉÌÌÅÇÁÌ ÉÎ #ÈÉÌÅȟ ÂÕÔ ȬÁÃÃÅÐÔÉÎÇ Á ÂÒÉÂÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÕÎÌÅÓÓ 

ÁÃÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÄ ÂÙ ÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÒÏÎÇÄÏÉÎÇȭȢ  (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÉÎ 4ÁÉ×ÁÎȟ ÏÆÆÅÒÉÎÇ Á ÂÒÉÂÅ ÉÓ Îot 

considered illegal (Rose-Ackerman, 1999, p. 53).  In the Pacific Islands, behaviours 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÍÁÙ ÁÐÐÅÁÒ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÔÏ 7ÅÓÔÅÒÎÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÖÉÅ×ÅÄ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÌÙȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÇÅÎÕÉÎÅ ȬÇÉÆÔ 

ÇÉÖÉÎÇȭ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÅÄ ÂÙ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅÒÓ ÁÓ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÎÇ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ (Larmour, 2008, 

p. 225).  Larmour (2012, p. 1) ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÔÈÁÔ Ȭ×ÈÁÔ ÌÏÏËÓ ÌÉËÅ Á ÂÒÉÂÅȟ ÉÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ Á ÇÉÆÔȟ ÁÎÄ 

ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÐÐÅÁÒ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅ ÎÅÐÏÔÉÓÍ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÇÅÎÕÉÎÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎ ÆÏÒ ÏÎÅȭÓ ËÉÎȭȢ  

!Ó ÅÁÃÈ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȭÓ ÃÕÓÔÏÍÅÒ ÂÁÓÅ ÉÓ ÄÉÖÅÒÓÅ ÉÎ ÉÔÓ ÍÕÌÔÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÍÁËÅ-up, cultural 

variances potentially impact upon the interpretation and understanding of corruption 

and corruption-management strategies.  

From a sociological perspective, actors may be operating in a way that is oblivious to the 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ȬÌÁÂÅÌȭ ÉÆ ÇÉÆÔ-giving is not considered immoral or inappropriate (Shore & 

Haller, 2005, p. 17)Ȣ  )Î "ÁÕÍÁÎȭÓ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÔÉÁÌ ×ÏÒËȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ 

personal interests and motives associated with of gift-giving and exchange are explored; 

he states:  

Human interaction succumbs to the pressure of two principles, which all too often 
contradict: the principle of equivalent exchange and the principle of the gift.  In the 
case of equivalent exchange, self-interest rules supreme [but] not so in the case of 
the gift; here, the needs and the rights of others are the main ɀ perhaps the only ɀ 
motive for action. (Bauman, 1990, p. 90)  

Mauss (2002 [1950] , p. 50) proclaims that there are three themes of gift-giving: the 

obligation to give; the obligation to receive; and the obligation to reciprocate.  The last of 

ÔÈÅÓÅȟ ÒÅÃÉÐÒÏÃÉÔÙȟ ×ÁÓ Á ËÅÙ ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ )#!#ȭ 

investigation Operation Jarek, where suppliers were focused on making public officials 

ÆÅÅÌ ȬÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÉÎÄÅÂÔÅÄȭ (ICAC NSW, 2012, p. 109).  Out of 15 public authorities 

investigated, 14 were local councils, indicating the significant potential for such 

influence to manifest in local government.  Following the identification of what ICAC 

ÄÅÅÍÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȬÓÙÓÔÅÍÉÃȭ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ recommendations were made to all councils in NSW 

(ICAC NSW, 2012, p. 8).  
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2.3.2 The designation of corruption  

Considering the above involvement of ICAC in identifying corruption, and how this 

might impart meaning and understanding to the term, it is worth considering how 

corruption is designated in NSW from a specifically regulatory standpoint within the 

public sector.  Corrupt conduct is defined under sections 7, 8 and 9 of the ICAC Act, but 

ÔÏ ÆÁÌÌ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ )#!#ȭÓ ÊÕÒÉÓÄÉÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÉÔ ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅȡ  

Intentional wrongdoing either by a NSW public official or which affects a NSW 
public official that is serious enough to be a criminal offence or warrant 
disciplinary action or, for members of the NSW Parliament and local government 
councillors, amount to a substantial breach of an applicable code of conduct. (ICAC 
NSW, 2014a) 

"Ù ÖÉÒÔÕÅ ÏÆ )#!#ȭÓ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÏÒÙ ÒÅÍÉÔ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÒÏÎÇÄÏÉÎÇ ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ serious or substantial, 

milder forms of corrupt conduct would not meet the criteria for attention by the ICAC, 

even if referred as an allegation.  This might be an important explanation for why more 

cases are not referred to ICAC by councils.  

Practices of corruption, as defined by the ICAC Act, include fraud and embezzlement,1 

which differ from practices of corruption that require collusion, such as bribery and 

nepotism, in that a single person can commit them (Sampson, 2010, p. 267).  It is argued 

that corruption and fraud should be theorised distinctively (Hodgkinson, 1997, p. 17); 

while their distinctions may be narrow (Doig, 2006, p. 118), there may well be 

unintended consequences of any definitional typology.  Confusion is created when 

cataloguing practices that are lawful ɀ but otherwise ethically or morally wrongful from 

most perspectives ɀ alongside unlawful practices.  By way of example, Graycar and Villa 

(2011, pp. 435-436) observe that many countries legislate against some acts of 

corruption, such as bribery, fraud and misappropriation, but the legislation fails to 

ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÃÔÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ȬÐÁÔÒÏÎÁÇÅȟ ÁÂÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÄÉÓÃÒÅÔÉÏÎȟ ÎÅÐÏÔÉÓÍ ȣ ÁÎd conflict of 

ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔȭȢ   

Bribery and fraud, in particular, bestow economic benefits on corrupt participants, while 

nepotism and conflicts of interest do not (Masters & Graycar, 2015, p. 53).  The fact that 

these latter examples are not unlawful does not mean they would not fall within the 

 

1 Section 8(2) (e) and (h) of the ICAC Act respectively. 
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territory of corruption (Philp, 1997, p. 441; Zimring & Johnson, 2005, p. 797).  An 

important consideration for this thesis is that acts that are not legally forbidden could be 

considered more morally and socially acceptable (Gorta & Forell, 1995, pp. 316-317).  

This supports assertions made by Anechiarico (2009b, p. 84) ÔÈÁÔ ȬÁ ÎÏÔÁÂÌÅ ÆÁÉÌÉÎÇ ÏÆ 

public administration has been reliance on the law enforcement model for the control of 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÁÙ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂute to certain practices of corruption being 

ÏÍÉÔÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÖÉÅ× ÏÒ ȬÕÎÓÅÅÎȭȢ  4ÈÅÓÅ ÁÒÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÉÌÌÅÇÁÌ ÐÅÒ ÓÅ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ 

still breach public trust, referred to by Wedel (2015, p. 5) ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÎÅ× ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭȢ  )Î ÔÈÉÓ 

regard, the figurative refÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ÁÎ ȬÕÍÂÒÅÌÌÁȭ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ (Varraich, 2014, 

p. 3) seems worthy of note.  Beneath this umbrella of corruption, there are different 

situated cultural understandings which have been under-considered and relatively 

unexplored in the local government sector.  As such, any measurement or quantification 

of corrupt practices becomes challenging; these challenges are explored in the next 

section.  

2.3.3 Measuring the immeasurable  

It is argued that corruption typically takes place in secret, without witnesses and 

between complicit parties, rendering it invisible (Larmour & Wolanin, 2001, p. xii) .  

Johnston (2012, p. 61) ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÉÔ ÉÓ ÖÉÒÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÉÍÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭȢ  $ÕÅ 

ÉÔÓ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÃÌÁÎÄÅÓÔÉÎÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȟ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÎÆluential measurement 

ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÂÙ ÐÒÏØÙȢ  7ÉÔÈÉÎ (ÅÉÎÒÉÃÈ ÁÎÄ (ÏÄÅÓÓȭÓ (2011, p. 20) exploration of 

such measurements, proxies take the form of perception-based indices, with two of the 

most widely used indices being the CPI, compiled and published by Transparency 

International, and the Worldwide Governance Indicators (WGI), published by the 

World Bank Group.  The following literature regarding measurement indices is explored 

in terms of its usefulness to this thesis, especially in its accentuation of the problematic 

nature of defining corruption and, by virtue of this, observing and addressing its 

pluralised, and contextually specific, manifestations.  

Transparency International claims that its CPI, which was first launched in 1995, is 

Ȭ×ÉÄÅÌÙ ÃÒÅÄÉÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÕÔÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÁÇÅÎÄÁȭ 

(Transparency International, 2013b).  By inference, therefore, the topic of corruption on 

the international policy agenda was studiously ignored until this (recent) development.  
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Eminent scholars argue that perception-based indicators have advanced the study of 

corruptio n (Heinrich & Hodess, 2011, p. 31; Lambsdorff, 2006, p. 3), yet these indicators 

have also been criticised for various reasons (Hansen, 2012, p. 516; Hawken & Munck, 

2011, p. 23; Johnston, 2012, p. 67; June et al., 2008, p. 38; OECD, 2005, p. 10; Olken, 

2009, p. 950).  While it is not necessary to engage with each of these different criticisms, 

×ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÈÅÓÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ȬÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓȭ ÁÓÐÅÃÔ ÉÓ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙ ÏÍÉÔÔÅÄ 

when indices such as the CPI and WGI are reported on by the media; thus the indices are 

ÔÁËÅÎ ÔÏ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔ ȬÁÃÔÕÁÌ ÌÅÖÅÌÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ (Abramo, 2008, p. 3).  While perceived 

corruption may be indicative of a number of issues, such indices do not measure the 

actual prevalence of the phenomenon itself (Treisman, 2007, p. 215) but rather 

ȬÅÐÉÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÁȭ (De Maria, 2008, p. 781), which again will be shaped by the diverse 

social meanings that underpin public understandings of corruption.  Such indices do, 

ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÉÎÆÏÒÍ ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÁÂÏÕÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÇÕÁÂÌÙ ÁÎÙ ÉÍÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÔÈÅÙ may 

have about its perceived nature, level and impact.   

As a means of contextualising this across the perceptions landscape, Transparency 

)ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȭÓ #0) ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÖÉÅ× ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ !ÕÓÔÒÁÌÉÁ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ 

has increased in recent years (Transparency International, 2012, 2013a, 2014a, 2015).  

In other studies, nearly half of surveyed participants thought that corruption had 

increased in the previous three years (Graycar, 2013, p. 5; McAllister et al., 2012, p. 12) 

and nearly two-third s of surveyed participants (59%) thought that it had increased in 

the previous two years (Transparency International, 2014b).  At a more granular level, 

one survey conducted in Australia claims that only 11% of respondents stated that local 

government was ȬÎÏÔ ÁÔ ÁÌÌ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȭ (McAllister et al., 2012, p. 26).  In spite of these 

ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÃÌÅÁÒ ÔÏ ×ÈÁÔ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ ÁÐÐÌÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎÓȭ 

experiences or why there is no moral panic at this time.  Only abstract and general views 

on corruption exist; being broad, such views neglect to unpack the component parts of 

corruption and how these then relate to different occupational milieus.   

A key observation is the fact that anti-corruption campaigns may have increased the 

perception that corruption is on the rise, but in fact, the level may not have changed at 

all (Sampson, 2010, p. 265).  The highly sensitive nature of corruption invariably attracts 

media attention, which in turn has the effect of potentially distorting corruption 

perceptions (Anechiarico & Jacobs, 1996, p. 15; OECD, 2005, p. 26).  Henceforth, 
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perceptions become higher than they would have been otherwise (Dreher et al., 2007).  

Publication of egregious incidents, or the controversial or dubious practices of high-

profile figureheads, are instantly newsworthy (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009, p. 25).  They 

ÉÎÆÏÒÍ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȭ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÁÎÄ ÈÏ× ÉÔ 

may materialise.  This is not the situated reality of witnessed corruption, but rather a 

perceived or approximated reality.  The relevance for this thesis is that a construct of 

corruption is created and the problem then becomes one in which corruption is reified 

by impressions of it rather than actual encounters with it.  The result is that low-level 

infraÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÁÓ ÌÅÓÓ ÈÁÒÍÆÕÌ ɉȬÍÕÎÄÁÎÅȭ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎɊ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ 

identified as corrupt, as they are considered separate and distinctive from the 

scandalous forms of corruption which predominantly inform public opinion (Berger & 

Pullberg, 1965, p. 64).  These complexities are unravelled further below.  

2.3.4 Practices of corruption and their degree of classification 

Drawing on their distinction between corruption in poor and rich countries, Graycar and 

Monaghan (2015, p. 588) ÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ !ÕÓÔÒÁÌÉÁ ȬÄÅÍands for bribes would cause 

ÏÕÔÒÁÇÅȭȟ ÂÕÔ ÂÒÉÂÅÒÙ ÉÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÏÎÅ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȢ  !Ó ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÒÅÇÉÓÔÅÒÅÄȟ ÂÒÉÂÅÒÙ 

has an economic benefit, unlike practices such as nepotism and conflict of interest 

(Masters & Graycar, 2015, p. 165); it is frequently referred to synonymously with 

corruption (Johnston, 2005, p. 6), which means that other forms of corruption may not 

be front-of-mind and so may not be of paramount concern.  What is significant for this 

ÔÈÅÓÉÓ ÉÓ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÈÁÓ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÎ ÁÎÙ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÒȭÓ reaction.  Does the perceived 

harm, obviousness or economic implication of an act, such as bribery, correlate to its 

degree of visibility and rifeness?   

In a study conducted in the Australian state of Victoria, the most frequently identified 

ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ×ÅÒÅ ȬÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔȟ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÂÙ ÍÉÓÕÓÅ ÏÆ 

ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÂÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÄÉÓÃÒÅÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÒÉÎÇ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓ ÏÒ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÆÏÒ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÊÏÂÓȭ 

(Graycar, 2013, p. 2).  Bribery was not recognised as an act that was prevalent, with only 

4% of respondents suspecting it to be taking place and less than 1% personally 

observing it (Graycar, 2013, p. 2).  However, over half of all respondents (54%) 

considered that bribery was the corrupt act that had the most damaging effects 

(Graycar, 2013, p. 15).  This may signify a lack of understanding about the harms of 
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other forms of corruption, or whether indeed public officials even associate these 

practices with corruption.   

Disentangling the elements of corruption, instead of referring to it as a broad 

phenomenon, was a key consideration in the context of the research problem posed by 

this thesis.  In the absence of a robust typology, which seeks to classify different 

practices of corruption, the concept of corruption appears to be broad, diverse and 

unquantifiable (Gorta, 2001, p. 14).  The term evidently means different things to 

different people, be they members of the public, employers, regulators or frontline 

employees.  Hence, any devised typology is limited in its usefulness, as it is dependent on 

how corruption is culturally understood, then recognised, reported and managed.    

Building on observations by Rothstein and Torsello (2014, p. 264), a key challenge in the 

approach to research of this nature was how best to examine first-hand encounters and 

observed practices of corruption from those who might work in the field.  In framing the 

design of the research and approach to the subject matter, inspiration was derived from 

the TASP framework (types, activities, sectors, places), which proffers an alternative 

unit of analysis to the perception-based indices (Graycar & Prenzler, 2013, p. 11; 

Graycar & Sidebottom, 2012, pp. 385-386).  The TASP method of classification is a 

working framework for evaluating a corrupt event, defined as follows:  

The event may arise from structural features, in which corruption is embedded in 
processes and tolerated, sometimes it is situational and fleetingly opportunistic.  
Sometimes the participants are willing, so the behaviour involves collusion, 
sometimes one participant is unwilling, and thus the behaviour is extortionate. 
(Porter & Graycar, 2016, p. 425)  

This method of classification was significant when considering potentially corrupt 

events; however, building on salient viewpoints noted within the anthropological 

literature, contextualisation was considered to be necessary in the analysis of 

corruption.  As an example, Torsello and Venard (2016, p. 37) state that anthropological 

ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÉÎÔÒÉÃÁÃÉÅÓ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÆÏÌÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ȣ 

[that corruption is] a dynamic social reality linked to its social and political 

ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÂÙ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÉÍÅȭȢ  3ÕÃÈ ÉÎÓÉÇÈÔÓ ÁÓÓÉÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÆÒÁÍÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

research project and highlighted a need to elicit subjectively meaningful responses from 

project participants, while simultaneously examining the local government landscape 

and the different corrupt events which might transpire in a council environment.   
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In consideration of these observations, one particular focus of this research was 

investigating: whether these factors are acknowledged by local government employees, 

and if so, to what degree; and whether the concept of corruption is concentrated on the 

more spectacular forms of corruption that are investigated by ICAC and then 

subsequently sensationalised by the media.  This latter aspect is discussed below in 

terms of its potential impact on perception, understanding and cognition.  

2.3.5 Sensational corruption ɀ the influence of the media 

The media plays a fundamental role in exposing corruption (Grimmelikhuijsen & 

Snijders, 2016, p. 345) to the extent tÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ȬÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÍÅÃÈÁÎÉÓÍ ÉÎ 

ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅÓ ÏÎ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ (Gupta, 1995, p. 385).  

However, inconsistent media reporting has resulted in a distortion of public perceptions 

about corruption (Masters & Graycar, 2015, p. 173), with various factors affecting this.  

Dormaels (2015, p. 596) ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁ ȣ ÁÐÐÌÉÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÄÅÆÉÎÅ 

ÁÌÌ ËÉÎÄÓ ÏÆ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÏÆ ÂÁÄ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅȭȢ  /ÓÒÅÃËÉ (2015, 

p. 348) argues that ȬÁÎÔÉ-corruption programs based on principalɀagent models do not 

differentiate between corruption and functional deviance but frame all informal, i.e. 

ÉÎÔÒÁÎÓÐÁÒÅÎÔȟ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒ ÁÓ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȢȭ  #ÏÍÐÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍȟ 

Loves (2015, p. 159) contends ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁ ÃÁÎ ÄÉÓÔÏÒÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ 

events and investigations by pursuing their own agendas, which often distort and 

ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎȭȢ   

)#!#ȭÓ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÏÆ ÈÏÌÄÉÎÇ  ÈÅÁÒÉÎÇÓ ÉÎ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÁÒÅ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÄÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÍÉÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ 

hearings expose corruption and encourage proactive anti-corruption behaviours (Aulby, 

2017, p. 1).  However, when media reporting of these events is disproportionate, 

sensationalised and focused on the salacious details which attract viewers and readers 

(Wilson et al., 2017, pp. 282-283), the public discourse is limited to a narrow rhetoric 

that focuses on individual pathologies, greed and power.  The implication for this thesis 

ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÎÙ ÍÅÄÉÁ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÓÙÎÏÐÔÉÃ ÉÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȟ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ Á ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÈÅÒÅ ȬÁ ÌÁÒge 

ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÖÉÅ× ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÄÅÎÓÅÄȭ (Mathiesen, 1997, p. 219).  

A celebrification of political or high-profile figureheads being publicly prosecuted is not 

ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÖÅ ÏÆ ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌÓȭ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȢ  )Ô ÎÏÔ only 

disregards the broader implications of pluralistic practices of corruption, but diverts 



31 
 

attention away from their existence in various situations, structures and relationships 

(Clammer, 2012, p. 117).  This has the potential to create a disconnect with what council 

employees experience, and do, daily.  It also widens the gap between the more 

exceptional forms of corruption that attract media interest and pursuit by ACAs, with 

those that might be more mundane or nuanced. This perception gap is elucidated below.    

2.3.6 The perception and situated reality of corruption 

In their study of corruption compared between poor and rich countries, Graycar and 

Monaghan (2015, p. 592) note that in poorer countries, perceived levels of corruption 

ÁÒÅ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÏ ȬÌÉÖÅÄ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÌÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ 

levels of corruption in more affluent countries such as Australia.  That is to say, in richer 

countries, the perceived level of corruption is more subjective and not necessarily based 

on first -hand or personal experiences with different practices of corruption (McAllister 

et al., 2012, p. 12; Van de Walle, 2008, p. 233).  For example, in the case of bribery, 4% of 

people surveyed in Australia reported paying a bribe for a public service, whereas in 

India this figure is as high as 69% (Transparency International, 2017, pp. 16-17).  When 

different corrupt practices are further examined in this context, Zimring and Johnson 

(2005, p. 802) ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ ÁÃÔÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÂÒÉÂÅÒÙ ÁÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ȬÃÒÕÄÅ ÁÎÄ ÖÉÓÉÂÌÅȭ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÌÙ 

ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÔÏ ȬÓÕÂÔÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÄÄÅÎ ÁÂÕÓÅÓȭȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ ÎÅÐÏÔÉÓÍȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

ÔÈÅÙ ÔÅÒÍ ÔÈÅ ȬÄÁÒË ÆÉÇÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭȢ  4ÈÅ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÓ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ȬÌÁÒÇÅÒ 

proportion of corrupt acts in complex and developed societies than in less developed 

ÎÁÔÉÏÎÓȭȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅ ÔÏ ȬÔÈÅ ÁÄÁÐÔÉÖÅ ÔÅÎÄÅÎÃÙ ÔÏ ÈÉÄÅ ÈÉÇÈÅÒ-status offending 

in developed nationsȭ (Zimring & Johnson, 2005, pp. 802-803).  An example might be 

abuse of public office, which is more prone to detection in developed nations (Andvig et 

al., 2000, p. 82).  Heidenheimer (2009, p. 142) offers a reason for why this may be, 

ÓÔÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ Íore complex the network of social interaction and the more 

complicated and diverse the ways that tangible benefits can be exchanged, the less likely 

ÉÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÃÁÎ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÂÅ ÌÁÂÅÌÌÅÄ ȬȰÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȱȭȢ  ! ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ȬÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅȭ ÆÏÒÍÓ 

of corrupti on, such as bribery, keeps a focus on easily designated practices, and shifts 

attention away from more complex forms of corruption being enacted by employees 

who have a higher status or more influence (Kurczewski, 2004, p. 163).  In this regard, 

hierarchy and complexity feature as key influences affecting the determination of 

corruption within local government.   
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The literature in this regard is germane to this thesis, in terms of how the concept of 

corruption is interpreted and experienced by employees at the frontline in local 

government and whether efforts to address corruption are based on a priori  knowledge 

of corruption or empirical data.  As a means of developing this theme, the literature 

review below explores recent historical interventions that may have led to different 

knowledge-building outcomes.   

2.3.7 The emergence of corruption studies 

Galtung (2001, p. 191) ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ ÁÎ ȬÅÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ 

of the Cold War, also referred to by Wedel (2012, p. 453) as the debut of the 

ȬÁÎÔÉÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÂÙ +ÕÒÉÓ (2015, p. 126) ÁÓ ÔÈÅ Ȭ'ÌÏÂÁÌ ÁÎÔÉ-corruption 

ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔȭȢ  /Î ÔÈÉÓ ÐÒÅÍÉÓÅȟ 3ÁÍÐÓÏÎ (2010, p. 262) ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÅÖÅÒÙ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙ ÂÒÉÎÇÓ 

×ÉÔÈ ÉÔ Á ÎÅ× ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅȟ Á ÎÅ× ×ÁÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȟ Á ÎÅ× ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅȭȢ  

Sampson (2010, p. 262) ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÁÓ ȬÁÎÔÉ-ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎÉÓÍȭȟ Á ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ 

referred to throughout this thesis.  Within this new discourse, concepts of transparency, 

accountability and corruption have been increasingly researched (Lyrio et al., 2018, 

p. 512) and written about (Rothstein & Varraich, 2017, p. 7).  

While Sampson (2010, p. 262) questions why the issue of anti-corruption suddenly 

ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ȬÈÏÔȭȟ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÉÖÏÔÁÌ ÍÏÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ 

was when a former World Bank president, James D. Wolfensohn, stated at the annual 

ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎË ÉÎ ρωωφȟ ȬÌÅÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÍÉÎÃÅ ×ÏÒÄÓȡ ×Å ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÅÁÌ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 

ÃÁÎÃÅÒ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ (World Bank Group, 2016).  At this time, corruption was deemed to 

be a global problem (Johnson & Sharma, 2004, p. 1) and Mr Wolfensohn ÈÁÄ ȬÃÏÎÆÒÏÎÔÅÄ 

head on a topic that ÔÈÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÈÁÄ ÌÏÎÇ ÓÔÕÄÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÉÇÎÏÒÅÄȭ 

(Bhargava, 2006, p. 341)Ȣ  4ÈÅ ȬÃȭ ×ÏÒÄ ×ÁÓ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅÆÕÌÌÙ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ (Andvig et al., 2000, 

p. 6) and from that time, concerted efforts to measure and address the phenomenon 

arose.   

0ÉÖÏÔÁÌ ÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÉÍÅ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÓÅ ÏÆ !#!ÓȢ  #ÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȬÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÖÅ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅ 

of the anti-ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÓÔ Ô×Ï ÄÅÃÁÄÅÓȭ (de Sousa, 2010, p. 5), many 

have emerged from a corruption scandal or integrity crisis (Huberts et al., 2008, p. 271).  

7ÈÅÎ ÁÎ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ !ÕÓÔÒÁÌÉÁȭÓ Ȭ.ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ )ÎÔÅÇÒÉÔÙ 3ÙÓÔÅÍÓȭ ×ÁÓ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔÅÄȟ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ 

ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ .37 ȬÐÏÓÓÅÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÏÎÇÅÓÔ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÉÔÙ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÏÆ ÁÎÙ !ÕÓÔÒÁlian 
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ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÐÕÒÅ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÅ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÉÔÙ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÓȭ (Brown, 2005, p. 27).  

However, Sampford and colleagues (2005, p. 101) contend that the success or failure of 

integrity institutions is dependent on the nature and strength of the integrity networks, 

not just the formal presence of those agencies.  Such perspectives might impart a public 

ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ ȬÉÎÔÅÇÒÉÔÙ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÓȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÈÙÐÅÒÂÏÌÉÃȡ ÉÍÂÕÉÎÇ ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÓÅÎÓÅ 

of assurance that the totality of corruption in local government is, and will continue to 

be, exposed and addressed.  The significance for this thesis is what degree of reliance is 

ÐÌÁÃÅÄ ÏÎ )#!#ȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȭÓ ÖÅÔÅÒÁÎ !#!Ȣ  )Æ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÌÉËÅÎÅÄ ÔÏ Á cancer 

(Bhargava, 2006; World Bank Group, 2016), a consideration explored in this thesis is 

whether ICAC is viewed (and performs) as the panacean cure.   

)#!# ÈÁÓ ÆÉÎÉÔÅ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÍÉÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÆÉÎÅÄ ÔÏ ȬÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÁÎÄ 

ÓÙÓÔÅÍÉÃȭ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȠ ÈÅÎÃÅȟ ÉÔÓ ÍÁÎÄÁÔÅ ÉÓ ÃÉÒÃÕÍÓÃÒÉÂÅÄȟ ÁÓ ÉÓ ÉÔÓ ÌÁÂÏÕr power.  

Pressure on its resources has been heightened in recent times, affecting what matters 

ICAC selects to investigate and those it chooses to disregard (ICAC NSW, 2016, p. 3).  As 

)#!#ȭÓ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÉÓ ÏÎ ȬÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÉÃȭ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÎÅÃÅÓÓarily invested in the 

mapping and tackling of everyday corruption, other than from an advisory perspective.  

,ÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ Á ÓÅÃÔÏÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÁÌÌÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ )#!#ȭÓ ÊÕÒÉÓÄÉÃÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÕÒÖÉÅ×ȟ ÙÅÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ 

ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÁ ÆÏÒÍÅÒ )#!# #ÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÅÒ ÄÉÓÍÉÓÓÅÄ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓ ÁÓ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÁÎ ȰÁÎ 

ÁÂÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÒÅÁÌ ÐÏ×ÅÒȱ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ȰÁ ÆÅ× ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÉÎÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÂÙÌÁ×Óȱȭ (Cripps, 2008, 

p. 20, cited by Masters & Graycar, 2016, p. 47).   

The integrity framework in the NSW public sector incorporates other agencies besides 

ICAC; these include the Office of Local Government (OLG),2 the Office of the NSW 

/ÍÂÕÄÓÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ !ÕÄÉÔ /ÆÆÉÃÅȢ  )Ô ÉÓ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÁÇÅÎÃÉÅÓ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ȬÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ 

ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÌÅ ÆÏÒ ÃÏÍÂÁÔÉÎÇ ÍÉÓÃÏÎÄÕÃÔ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ (Public Sector Standards 

Commissioner, 2010, p. xi), but each has a determinate remit and suite of 

responsibilities.   

NSW was the first Australian state to establish an ACA in the form of ICAC.  It was 

influenced by the three-pronged approach3 of the Independent Commission Against 

Corruption of Hong Kong (ICAC Hong Kong) (Law, 2008, p. 82)ȟ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÓÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȬÍÏÄÅÌ ÏÆ 

 
2 The OLG was formerly called the Division of Local Government (DLG). 
3 )Î ÉÔÓ ÁÎÎÕÁÌ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÆÏÒ ςπρςȟ ÔÈÅ )#!# (ÏÎÇ +ÏÎÇȭÓ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÈÁÄ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÔÉÔÌÅÓȡ ɉρɊ Operations, 
(2)  Corruption Prevention and (3) Community Relations (ICAC Hong Kong, 2012, p. 83). 
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the way in which efforts to prevent and control corruption should be organised and 

ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÅÄȭ (Scott, 2011, p. 401).  The Australian states of Victoria and South Australia 

were the last two states4 to establish an ACA, in February and September 2013 

respectively.  The two territories established ACAs some years later: the Northern 

Territory established its Independent Commission Against Corruption in late 2018, 

modelled on the NSW ICAC (Northern Territory Government, 2018), and in mid to late 

2019, the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) established an Integrity Commission 

(ACT Government, 2019).  Each state and territory ACA has a slightly different scope and 

remit; while investigating corruption within the public sector remains a responsibility of 

ÅÁÃÈ !#! ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÉÔÓ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÏÒ ÔÅÒÒÉÔÏÒÙȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÄÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÅÖÅÎ ÌÉËÅ ÂÏÄÉÅÓ 

ÖÁÒÙ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔÌÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÊÕÒÉÓÄÉÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÓȬ (Brown & Head, 2004, p. 5).  At the 

federal level  in Australia, the case is currently being made for a Commonwealth 

Integrity Commission ɉ!ÔÔÏÒÎÅÙ 'ÅÎÅÒÁÌȭÓ /ÆÆÉÃÅȟ ςπρψɊ.  

ACAs have not been highly regarded for their performance or impact (de Sousa, 2010, 

p. 20; Huberts, 2014, p. 182), with some scholars arguing that that they have failed to 

reduce corruption (Heilbrunn, 2004, p. 1) ÏÒ ȬÍÁËÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ Á ÍÁÒÇÉÎÁÌ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ 

ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌÌÉÎÇ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ (Anechiarico, 2009b, p. 85).  Many ACAs are considered 

ȬÔÏÏÔÈÌÅÓÓȭȟ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÂÅÉÎg ACAs that lack law-enforcement or investigative powers: being a 

watchdog rather than a guard dog agency, so to speak (Kuris, 2015, p. 127).  To this end, 

Monaghan (2014) ÎÏÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ )#!#ȭÓ ÅÆÆÏÒÔ ÔÏ ȬÆÉÇÈÔ ȣ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÌÅÓÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ 

getting runs on ÔÈÅ ÂÏÁÒÄ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÒÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓȭȢ  )Ô ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÉÌÙȟ ÁÓ 

phrased by Cripps (2008, p. 33)ȟ ÔÈÅ ÔÁËÉÎÇ ȬÏÆ ÓÃÁÌÐÓȭ ɉÐÒÏÓÅÃÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÃÏÎÄÅÍÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

corrupt actors).  The significance of such comments for this thesis, in one regard, is not 

whether there is merit in such viewpoints, but that the anti-corruption focus is on the 

plight of a single, resource-ÓÃÁÒÃÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȢ   )Î ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÒÅÇÁÒÄȟ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ )#!#ȭÓ 

public hearings and related media interest, public perception is arguably more attuned 

to its investigatory remit and regulatory clout as that attains a newsworthy identity and 

status.  As a result, the media coverage imbues a perception about ICAC and what it 

does; the instances of corruption it prosecutes become the object of public 

 
4 )Î ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ .37 )#!#ȟ !ÕÓÔÒÁÌÉÁȭÓ ÓÔÁÔÅ !#!Ó ÁÒÅȡ 1ueensland ɀ Crime and Corruption Commission (CCC Qld); 
Western Australia ɀ Corruption and Crime Commission (CCC WA); Victoria ɀ Independent Broad-based Anti-
corruption Commission (IBAC); South Australia ɀ Independent Commissioner Against Corruption (ICAC SA); 
Tasmania ɀ Integrity Commission. 
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understandings, with resultant perceptions of what corruption is and is not, who 

commits it, and what it looks like.   

4Ï ÅØÐÌÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒȟ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÎ !#!ȭÓ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÉÓ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔ ÏÎ 

political will and commitment (Pope & Vogl, 2000, p. 7; Recanatini, 2011a, p. 565), but 

that it must also be focused, have good leadership, be specialised and well-resourced 

(Anechiarico, 2009b, p. 80).  From a resource perspective, NSW has the highest number 

ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÉÔÙ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÂÕÔ ȬÁ ÌÏ×ÅÒ ÐÒÏÐÏÒÔÉÏÎ of staff [are] dedicated to these 

ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÓ ȣ ÔÈÁÎ ÓÏÍÅ ÊÕÒÉÓÄÉÃÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÏÒ Ô×Ïȭ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÉÔÙ ÂÏÄÉÅÓ (Brown & 

Head, 2004, p. 16).  The investigative division of ICAC operates with fewer than 45 full-

time equivalent (FTE) staff (ICAC NSW, 2017a, p. 6).  Yet it services nearly a third of the 

ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2018) and has coverage of a public 

sector that incorporates more than half a million state and local government employees 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017a).  Given these constraints, one wonders whether 

ICAC exists to satisfy public perception, functioning more as a symbolic entity than a 

capable monitory regulator.  ICAC must be able to grab and hold public attention on its 

targeted successes, but it only has limited capacity and resources.   

Concerns about suspected corruption within or against the public sector of NSW should 

be reported to ICAC, and in the 2015ɀ16 reporting year, 2,436 matters were received by 

ICAC (ICAC NSW, 2016, p. 15).  Of these, 656 were classified as complaints by members 

of the public, 605 were reports made directly by public sector agencies, and a further 

220 were classified as public interest disclosures; the remaining 955 matters fell into a 

ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙȟ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ )#!#ȭs model of classification, with the main ones being 

ȬÅÎÑÕÉÒÙȭȟ ȬÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ ÊÕÒÉÓÄÉÃÔÉÏÎȭȟ ȬÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȭ ÏÒ ȬÆÅÅÄÂÁÃËȭ (ICAC NSW, 2016, p. 15).  

Of the 656 complaints from the public, 492 were attributed to one of five government 

sectors, with nearly half of these (295) being in relation to the local government sector 

(ICAC NSW, 2016, p. 17)Ȣ  )#!# ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔ ÔÈÅ ȬÈÉÇÈ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ 

interaction with local government and the personal interest many take in the decisions 

of their local coÕÎÃÉÌȭ (ICAC NSW, 2016, p. 17).  To some extent, this may be the case, but 

295 complaints about 152 councils suggest that there is either not much corruption or 

not much reporting by the near 8 million residents in NSW (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2018).   
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Like all public sector authorities in NSW, councils have a statutory obligation to notify 

ICAC of any suspicion of corrupt conduct.  Such referrals must be made by the head of a 

public authority or its chief executive, who is the principal officer, and this is well 

communicated by ICAC to the array of public authorities in NSW (ICAC NSW, n.d.).  In the 

2015ɀ16 reporting year, a total of 120 reports were made by the 152 councils to ICAC 

(ICAC NSW, 2016, p. 20), which is relatively consistent with the number of reports each 

year either side (ICAC NSW, 2015, p. 21; 2017a, p. 20).  This indicates that many councils 

have not notified ICAC about any suspicions of corruption at all.  

Out of the 2,436 matters received by ICAC in 2015ɀ16, 41 were subject to preliminary 

investigation, and full investigations were initiated in just 10 of those matters (ICAC 

NSW, 2016, p. 9).  As illustrated by Figure 2.1, 1,926 of these matters were subject to 

determination by the ICAC assessment panel (ICAC NSW, 2016, p. 23).  

 

Figure 2.1. ICAC assessment decisions, 2015ɀ16 (n=1,926)  

As shown, the majority of matters assessed by ICAC are closed without action or referral 

ÏÒ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÅØÔÅÒÎÁÌÌÙȢ  -ÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÔÔÅÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÃÌÏÓÅÄ ȬÁÒÅ ÓÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÉÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ 

ÁÎÄ ÌÁÃËÉÎÇ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȭȟ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ )#!# (2016, p. 20).  Yet a number of 

credible referrals must fall within the bracket of 98% matters that are closed or referred 

internally, but not investigated.  While public sector authorities have a statutory 

obligation to report suspected corruption to ICAC, they may perceive such reporting as a 

reputational risk, as an overly burdensome bureaucratic or administrative requirement, 

or as an exercise in futility, especially when each time they are subsequently told that 
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ICAC will not investigate and that the council itself must conduct its own investigation.  

5ÎÄÏÕÂÔÅÄÌÙȟ )#!#ȭÓ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ÎÏÔ ÔÏ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÅ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÁÇÅ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ 

suspected corruption.   

Arguably, ICAC would be stretched beyond its already limited capacity if it were to 

receive more reports each year, which may serve as one explanation for the lack of 

regulatory follow-up.  As argued by Doig and Norris (2012, p. 267)ȟ ȬÕÎÌÅÓÓ ÔÈÅ !#! ÈÁÓ 

ȣ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÁÆÆÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÅØÐÅÃÔÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ÔÏ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÔÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ 

corruption, then the role of the ACA must be strategic and, in terms of its existing 

ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÁÆÆÉÎÇȟ ÒÅÁÌÉÓÔÉÃȭȢ  (ÉÔÈÅÒÔÏȟ )#!#ȭÓ ÌÉÍÉÔÅÄ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÁÆÆÉÎÇ ÓÅÅÍ ÔÏ 

ÈÁÖÅ ÆÌÏ×Î ÕÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÒÁÄÁÒȟ ÎÏÔÉÎÇ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ )#!#ȭÓ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÉÖÅ 

mandate is not on the totality  of corruption, just practices that are categorised as 

ȬÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÏÒ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÉÃ ɉÏÒ ÂÏÔÈɊȭȠ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓȟ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÇÒÅÓÓÉÖÅ ÏÆ Á ÓÏÃÉÁÌÌÙ 

ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÅÄ ÔÈÒÅÓÈÏÌÄȢ  4ÈÉÓ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÔÉÐ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÃÅÂÅÒÇȭ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÓ ÔÏ 

neglect the potential forms of corruption that might be submerged from view: those 

situated in the everydayness of council business.  

2.3.8 The potential for corruption within local government 

In the 15-year period between the beginning of 2000 and the end of 2014, ICAC publicly 

reported on 106 investigations, of which nearly a quarter (23) involved local 

government agencies (ICAC NSW, 2014c) (for a full breakdown, see Appendix 1).  Of 

these 23 investigation reports, over 90% (21)5 have been in and around the Sydney 

metropolis and immediate surrounding regions6 (ICAC NSW, 2014e).  The number of 

councils in these regions amounts to 44, which collectively accounts for nearly a third of 

all councils in NSW.7   

This analysis depicts three noteworthy factors: first, that nearly a quarter of all publicly 

reported investigations conducted by ICAC have been in relation to local government 

 
5 For the purpose of this analysis, the following ICAC investigations have been omitted: Operation Jarek (investigation 
no 2 in Appendix 1) as ICAC determined to conduct enquiries across a number of public authorities; and Operation 
Bosco (investigation no ρςɊ ÁÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ȬÆÁÌÓÅÌÙ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔɍÉÎÇɎ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÁÃÁÄÅÍÉÃ 
ÑÕÁÌÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ȣ ×ÈÅÎ ÁÐÐÌÙÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÓÅÃÔÏÒ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÍÅÎÔ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ρωψχ ÁÎÄ 
ςππςȭ (ICAC NSW, 2003, p. 7). 
6 These regions are (1) Inner Sydney ɀ comprising 15 councils; (2) Outer Sydney ɀ comprising 19 councils; (3) Sydney 
surrounds ɀ comprising 5 councils; and (4) Illawarra region ɀ comprising 5 councils. 
7 While many councils in NSW have since been amalgamated, for the purpose of comparison, the original number is 
retained (N=152). 
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affairs; second, that the majority of each of these investigations has involved a council 

that is in or within close proximity to Sydney; and third, that many of these 

investigations have involved corrupt conduct by, or involving, the appointed or 

operational officials (employees), and not elected officials (mayor and councillors).  

As depicted by Figure 2.2, out of the 23 investigations, nearly three-quarters (17) were 

in relation to appointed officials, less than a fifth (4) were in relation to elected officials, 

and two investigations involved both elected and appointed officials.  

 

Figure 2.2. Breakdown of ICAC investigations involving appointed officials, elected 
officials, or both (2000 ɀ2014)  

As a means of placing this into context, local councils are extensively diverse and 

exceedingly disparate in size and geodemographic composition (Dollery et al., 2003, 

pp. 3-4).  At the commencement of this research project (2013), the number of 

constituents enrolled in each of the 152 councils varied from 1,000 to over 150,000 

(Electoral Commission NSW, 2014)Ȣ  %ÁÃÈ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȭÓ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÓÉÚÅ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ 

density vary extensively.  The largest council in NSW is Central Darling which covers 

53,534 square kilometres, and the smallest council area is Hunters Hill at 5.7 square 

kilometres (DLG NSW, 2013, p. 10).  Regional areas typically have a much smaller 

population than the densely populated metropolitan areas, with Urana Shire Council 

having just 1,180 residents and Blacktown City Council having 312,479 residents, nearly 

265 times as many (DLG NSW, 2013, p. 10).  The most densely populated LGAs in NSW 

are in and around Greater Sydney, which account for just under two-ÔÈÉÒÄÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ 

ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ χψϷ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÔÏÔÁÌ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ (Australian Bureau of 
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Statistics, 2013).  As such, the majority of councils are in and around the densely 

populated metropolis of Sydney.  It is not clear the extent to which these demographic 

factors might impact on attitudes or practices of corruption, but this is considered in the 

methodological discussion in Chapter 3.  

Given the fragmented and disparate composition of the NSW local government sector, 

there may well be different spatially and culturally situated perceptions about 

corruption and its level of prevalence.  As a sector, local government is considered to be 

more vulnerable to failure than state or federal government (Dollery et al., 2003, p. 212), 

with inherently greater potential for corruption than its state and federal counterparts 

(Dollery & Wallis, 2001, p. 14).  Stronger administrative and governance processes are 

mandated upon state government than on local government (ICAC NSW, 2017b, p. 81), 

and local government performs a greater number of high-risk functions than state 

government (ICAC NSW, 2010c, p. 7).  Examples include: discretion over land rezoning 

or development applications; inspection, regulation and monitoring of premises; and the 

issuance of fines and receipt of cash payments (ICAC NSW, 2010c, p. 8).  Councils employ 

many staff that work outdoors in the community some or all of the time, including beach 

lifeguards, environmental health inspectors, and parking patrol officers; many council 

staff work autonomously and exercise fairly high levels of administrative discretion.  

Some of these roles incorporate a regulatory and compliance remit, and these can have 

an inherently high potential for discretionary misuse (Jenner, 2015, p. 39).  

Given the limited levels of scrutiny and accountability in local councils, the potential for 

corruption to flourish is heightened (Vanstone, 2015).  This is compounded given the 

limited degree of oversight and intervention that rests primarily with ICAC (Berman, 

2016, p. 449)Ȣ  )Ô ÉÓ ÃÌÁÉÍÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÈÁÓ ÌÏÎÇ ÂÅÅÎ ÆÅÒÔÉÌÅ ÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 

discovery of fraud, waste and abuse in the public seÃÔÏÒȭ (Anechiarico, 2009b, p. 80), and 

various characteristics of local government indicate why this may be.  For example, 

Klitgaard (2000, p. 5) states that local governments are susceptible to systemic 

corruption where municipal administrative systems are weaker than in national 

governments, low pay fails to attract high-calibre personnel and thus opportunities for 

corruption will be taken advantage of.  Dollery and colleagues (2003, p. 224; 2001, p. 14) 

agree with Rodden and Rose-!ÃËÅÒÍÁÎȭÓ (1997) observations that features such as 

ȬÓÍÁÌÌÎÅÓÓȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÉÎÔÉÍÁÃÙȭ ÍÁËÅ ÍÕÎÉÃÉÐÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÓÕÓÃÅÐÔÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ 
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corruption.  As one example, Rodden and Rose-Ackerman (1997, p. 1549) note that 

smaller government jurisdictions have less market power.  In NSW, this was a common 

feature of the local government landscape until 2016, when a number of councils 

amalgamated: a move considered by Dollery and Wallis (2001, p. 17) as one that might 

ȬÍÏÄÅÒÁÔÅ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÆÁÉÌÕÒÅȭȟ ÂÕÔ ÎÏÔ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÉÌÙ ÏÎÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÁÌÔÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÅ 

recognition and reporting of corruption.   

Some councils in NSW have an internal ombudsman position, but otherwise, no other 

specialist integrity body is in place locally that supplements the ACAs within the 

National Integrity System (Cripps, 2008, p. 32).8  The internal ombudsman concept has 

been recognised as an option that supports the integrity framework at the state level 

(Warburton  & Baker, 2005, p. 5).  However, establishment of the position is at the 

discretion of each respective council and its significance and potency is utterly 

dependent on the un/willingness of the council to assess and respond to complaints, 

some of which may involve suspected corrupt conduct.  In 2012, there was a push for 

more council internal ombudsmen.  However, the Minister for Local Government at the 

ÔÉÍÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÍÁÎÙ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓ ÌÁÃË ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÔÏ ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÏÍÂÕÄÓÍÅÎ 

units but can achieve similar outcomes by having an effective complaints management 

ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÉÎ ÐÌÁÃÅȭ ɉ'ÒÅÎÎÁÎȟ ςπρςɊȢ  4ÈÉÓ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÅ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÌÙ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ 

ÅØÃÕÓÁÔÏÒÙ ÖÅÒÇÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÁÔÉÃȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÌÙ ÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÔÏ ÌÉÍÉÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÓÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÏÌÅȭÓ 

ÆÏÃÕÓ ÔÏ ȬÃÏÍÐÌÁÉÎÔ ÈÁÎÄÌÉÎÇȭȢ  &ÕÒÔÈÅÒȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÅ ÉÍÐÌÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÎ ȬÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ 

ÃÏÍÐÌÁÉÎÔÓ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÐÏÌÉÃÙȭ ÓÅÒÖÅÓ ÁÓ Á ÐÁÎÁÃÅÁ ÆÏÒ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȟ 

without actually stipulating or demonstrating any degree of understanding about what 

that policy should be, what it should address, and how it can be successfully enacted.   

The first council to set up such an internal ombudsman function, Sutherland Shire 

Council, deleted the role from its organisation in 2013.  This  followed an external report 

which noted that ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÏÍÂÕÄÓÍÁÎ ×ÁÓ ÁÎ ȬÏÐÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÁÓ ÓÕÃÈȟ 

ȬÓÍÁÌÌÅÒ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓ ÕÎÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÏÍÂÕÄÓÍÁÎ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅÓ ÍÕÓÔ ÒÅÌÙ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ .37 

/ÍÂÕÄÓÍÁÎȭ (PwC, 2013, p. 128).  Resourcing again appears to be a reason in this 

regard, but the inference ÄÒÁ×Î ÁÌÓÏ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÒÏÌÅ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ȬÏÐÔÉÏÎÁÌȭȟ ÉÍÐÌÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ 

 
8 Please see the Preface ÉÆ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÅÌÁÂÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÏÍÂÕÄÓÍÁÎ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÓ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÔÈÏÒȭÓ 
perspective as a practitioner. 
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dealing with corruption is an indulgence, not a necessity; that corruption is not a 

business risk, nor a significant enough occupational or public risk.  

Such comments further assume that the NSW Ombudsman has the requisite capacity to 

tackle the range of complaints that emerge, while failing to appreciate that it is not 

within the ambit of the NSW Ombudsman to investigate corruption.  Notably, the terms 

ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȭ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ mentioned once within the 134-page report prepared 

for Sutherland Shire Council (PwC, 2013).  Seemingly, the internal ombudsman function 

is taken to be a complaints management function, which fails to acknowledge its role in 

the prevention and exposure of everyday corruption at a local level (Pedroza, 2011, 

p. 11)Ȣ  )Î Ô×Ï ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÉÖÅ )#!#ȭ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÏÎ ÉÎ ςππωȟ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ 

ombudsman raised the issue of suspected corruption within the council to ICAC, which 

then led to an ICAC investigation and subsequent findings of corrupt conduct (ICAC 

NSW, 2009a, p. 7; 2009b, p. 6).  Just prior to releasing the report, ICAC recommended the 

reinstatement of the internal ombudsman function at Wollongong City Council (ICAC 

NSW, 2008b, p. 135), following its investigation into one of the most infamous examples 

ÏÆ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÉÃ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ .37 ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ȬÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ×ÁÓ 

ÒÁÍÐÁÎÔȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÖÅÒÔÌÙ ÖÉÓÉÂÌÅ (Graycar & Prenzler, 2013, p. 134).  

A similar recommendation has not been made by ICAC in any other council investigation 

since, indicating that the role is not necessarily advocated at the oversight level at the 

present time.   

2.3.9 Why corruption disappears and becomes un/seen 

The above considerations highlight the tenuous nature of the internal ombudsman role, 

and the limited interest within local government to understand more about corruption 

or to manage either its risk or incidence.  To elaborate on this, it is worth noting that 

corruption is treated with different degrees of concern.  Specifically, corruption is not 

always seen to be wrong or harmful.  In 1968, Huntington (1968, p. 69) ×ÒÏÔÅȡ ȬÁÔ ÔÉÍÅÓ 

ȣ ÓÏÍÅ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÃÁÎ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÅ ÔÏ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÂÙ ÈÅÌÐÉÎÇ ÔÏ 

ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÅÎ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÐÁÒÔÉÅÓȭȢ  &ÏÕÒ ÄÅÃÁÄes later, Anechiarico (2009a, p. 41) was 

surprised when he observed a small minority of attitudes exhibiting similar views in 

support of corruption.  As Piga (2011, pp. 145, 173) ÓÔÁÔÅÄȟ ÉÎ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ +ÏÅÎÉÇȭÓ 

(2009) ÁÓÓÅÒÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ȬÄÅÆÅÎÄÅÄȭȟ ȬɍÔɎÈÅ ÒÏÍÁÎÔÉÃ ÖÉÅ× ÉÓ 
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ÁÐÐÁÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÂÁÃË ÉÎ ÆÁÓÈÉÏÎȭȢ  3ÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙȟ ÁÓ ÎÏÔÅÄ ÂÙ ,ÅÙÓ (2009, p. 65)ȟ ȬÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÂÕÔ 

×ÒÏÎÇ ÔÏ ÁÓÓÕÍÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÒÅ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÂÏÔÈ ÂÁÄ ÁÎÄ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȭȟ 

considering that bribery, as a particular corrÕÐÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȟ ÍÁÙ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÅ ÔÏ ÃÕÔÔÉÎÇ ȬÒÅÄ 

ÔÁÐÅȭ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÅÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔ ÂÕÒÅÁÕÃÒÁÃÙȢ   

From there, deviant or corrupt behaviour may become interwoven with other socially 

acceptable practices, to the extent that individuals conform to the institutional culture 

(Merton, 2004, p. 64; Punch, 1996, p. 266) and are expected to act corruptly or 

capitulate (Persson et al., 2012, p. 457).  The perpetration of corrupt practices, whether 

seen as wrong or not, becomes almost hardwired into the culture and manifests as habit 

(World Bank, 2014, p. 60).  Defining and categorising corruption becomes problematic 

when there is no clear line between legitimacy and corruption (Johnson & Sharma, 2004, 

p. 3), but more so if corruption is regarded as not having harmful effects.  Of 

consideration for this thesis, some forms of corruption may be more obviously harmful 

and therefore condemned by the majority, rather than condoned.  To expand on the 

earlier discussion, these may be well-known or more explicit practices of corruption, 

such as bribery, which have an economic benefit and are unlawful.  Conversely, as 

explored further below, practices which are not unlawful, such as particularism and 

conflict of interest, are opaquer and more ambiguous in constitution, and do not 

necessarily have an obvious detrimental or harmful impact.  Notwithstanding, many 

employees within Victorian local government claimed to have observed such practices 

frequently (Graycar, 2013, p. 2)Ȣ  !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇÌÙȟ ÉÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÄÅÅÍÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÅÙÅ ÏÆ 

ÔÈÅ ÂÅÈÏÌÄÅÒȭ (Anechiarico & Jacobs, 1996, p. 3; Holmes, 2015, p. 2; Olsen, 2014, p. 187), 

a key consideration for this thesis is to acknowledge that overt corrupt practices are 

arguably easier to identify than opaque practices.  Then, the importance for this thesis is 

whether this mediates different understandings around the acceptance of more 

clandestine practices within local government.  

Extending this consideration, it seems reasonable to assume that less overt or harmful 

practices are more likely to continue in perpetuity unless an organisation such as ICAC 

intervenes.  Such intervention is unlikely given the meagre number of referrals made to 

)#!#ȟ ÁÎÄ ȭÔÈÅ ÒÁÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ )#!#ȭÓ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ intervene in lower threshold complaints.  

(ÅÎÃÅȟ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÎÙ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙ ÁÓ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȭ 

seemingly remains open to interpretation, and then prone to neutralisation when such 
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practices are considered within the council environment to be acceptable, legitimate or 

justifiable (Ashforth & Anand, 2003, p. 15; Granovetter, 2004, p. 3; Gray, 2013, p. 535).  

The activities may be organisationally and publicly unacceptable, but are not deemed to 

be culturally wrong, deviant or cÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒËÅÒÓȭ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȢ  4ÈÅ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÔÈÉÓ 

continues, the less guilty workers feel about the conduct.  Lee and Guven (2013, p. 296) 

refer to this as the contagion effect.  In such situations, corruption is praxis.  This became 

evident following the identification of systemic corruption at Wollongong City Council, 

where the external perception was that the council appeared normal (Pedroza, 2011, 

p. 3).  In such a situation, a council maintains public innocence, but internally, practices 

are subject to cover-up, condoned or ignored (Cohen, 2001, p. 66).  Should systemic 

corruption of this kind be evident within a local council, Klitgaard (2000, p. 5) argues, 

ȬÁÎÔÉ-ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÉÎÓÕÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔȭȢ  )Æ ÃÏÌÌÕÓÉÖÅ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÁÒÅ ×ÉÄÅÓÐÒÅÁÄȟ 

corruption is the norm, argues Mungiu-Pippidi (2017, p. 12); hence, norm-enforcing 

instruments that focus on deviation (e.g. codes of conduct, declarations, policies) 

become futile.  The preceding discussion is important for this thesis, in that views on 

anti-corruption instruments may focus on the more overt forms of corruption at the 

expense of addressing less overt and more abstruse ɀ that is to say, institutionalised ɀ 

forms of corruption.   

)Ô ÓÅÅÍÓ ÐÅÒÔÉÎÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔ ÏÎ "ÌÕÎÄÏȭÓ (2008, p. 29) observation that there is a risk of 

ȬÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÉÎÑÕÉÒÙ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÃÅ ÉÎÑÕÉÒÙ ɍÂÙɎ ÅØÃÅÓÓÉÖÅÌÙ 

ȰÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌÉÓÉÎÇȱ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄȭȢ  4Ï ÐÒïÃÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÁÆÏÒÅÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎȟ 

corruption may encompass unlawful and lawful activities, hence it is ÎÏÔ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ȬÁ ÓÅÃÒÅÔ 

crime ÈÉÄÄÅÎ ÉÎ ÆÕÌÌ ÖÉÅ×ȭȟ ÁÓ ÐÈÒÁÓÅÄ ÂÙ Dormaels (2014, p. 131).  Non-criminal 

practices, which may be construed as corrupt, may be perceived as less harmful or 

victimless, and therefore more entangled within the everydayness of council life.  

Examples of this are discussed further below.  

As one specific practice which is not unlawful, particularism is considered to be 

prevalent within organisations, but the practice is often deemed to be acceptable or 

legitimate by employees (Hudson et al., 2017, p. 12).  There is something of a denial of 

injury: the act does not seemingly result in any perceived degree of harm and is 

therefore fairly innocuous, even desirable, to the successful reproduction of the 

ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÅÔÈÏÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ɉ3ÙËÅÓ Ǫ -ÁÔÚÁȟ ρωυχ, pp. 667-668).  Hudson et al. (2017, 
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p. 2) note that particularism is a ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÃÏÖÅÒÓ ÁÌÌ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÎÅÌ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ 

the working life of an employee, such as recruitment, selection, promotion and rewards, 

ÁÎÄ ÃÉÒÃÕÍÖÅÎÔÓ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÏÒ ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄ ÐÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅÓȭȢ  .ÏÔÁÂÌÙȟ ÈÉÒÉÎÇ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓ ÏÆ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÆÏÒ 

public sector jobs was frequently observed in the Victorian study (Graycar, 2013, p. 2).   

The relationship between particularism, the informality of institutions and higher 

ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȬÔÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÕÎÄÅÒÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄȟ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ 

precise mechanisms underlying the causal link between particularism and corruption 

ÈÁÖÅ ÎÏÔ ÂÅÅÎ ÆÕÌÌÙ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄȭ (Rotondi & Stanca, 2015, p. 220).  Accordingly, the 

formal existence of anti-corruption measures do not necessarily account for the informal 

practices, interpersonal relationships and power configurations that exist deep within 

the lifeworld of organisational practice (Mungiu-Pippidi, 2017, pp. 9-11).  Within the 

ageing workforce of local government (Hastings et al., 2015, p. 9), this is feasibly 

intensified if employees have worked together for lengthy periods (Bauman, 1990, 

p. 85).  Rotondi and Stanca describe this process as follows:  

The intrinsic psychological need for a positive self-image drives individuals to 
compare their own group with other groups to which they do not belong, giving 
preferential treatment to members relative to non-members.  In this perspective, 
humans are naturally sectarian and particularism is a feature of human nature that 
may not be easily changed. (Rotondi & Stanca, 2015, p. 231) 

Practices of corruption that are more clandestine, such as particularism, are complex for 

reasons such as those described above.  Even if such practices are systemic or routine, 

their presence, impact and perceived harms are subtle and inherently subjective 

(Johnson, 2004, p. 145)Ȣ  !ÒÇÕÁÂÌÙȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÒÓȭ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÉÎȾÁÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ 

less concerned observers are about such practices, the less likely that intervention is 

forthcoming and the more embedded the practices become.  Therefore, developing 

observations by Olsen (2014, p. 186), this thesis sheds light on the extent to which the 

ȬÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÃÁÌÅȭ ÏÆ ÁÎÙ ×ÒÏÎÇÄÏÉÎÇ ÉÍÐÁÃÔÓ ÏÎ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÒÓȭ ÕÎȾ×ÉÌÌÉÎÇÎÅÓÓ ÔÏ 

report perceived wrongdoing.   

A recent Victorian study conducted by the Australian National University (ANU) found 

that 34% of respondents said they would report corruption on the basis of suspicion 

alone, whereas 56% said they would only report corruption on the basis of hard 

evidence (Graycar, 2014, p. 279).  Similarly, a report commissioned by the Independent 

Broad-based Anti-corruption Commission (IBAC), which reviewed the integrity 
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frameworks at six councils in the state of Victoria, noted that 71% of respondents felt 

that they would need hard evidence of corruption prior to reporting it (IBAC VIC, 2015b, 

p. 21).  As such, it is feasible that much is not reported to ICAC if potential observers to 

any corrupt act feel that they would not report corruption unless they had hard 

evidence: assumedly, the possession of tangible information or documentation, 

presumably uncovered via auditing practices or employee testimonies.  Therefore, more 

abstruse forms of corruption that do not have obvious materialities ɀ such as conflicts of 

interest and particularism ɀ are likely to remain under the radar.  The significance of this 

for identification and management of corruption is noteworthy and is explored below.  

The significance of the aforementioned insights of Hudson and colleagues (2017, p. 12) 

for this thesis is that potential observers to any corrupt act will base their decision to 

report it on their view of its un/acceptability.  This is discussed by Heidenheimer (2009, 

pp. 152-154), who refers to the interpretation of activity that everyday citizens consider 

corrupt, and how this situated frame of understanding and morality has the potential to 

affect their evaluation and tolerance of it.  A colour-coded classification of black, grey or 

white corruption is based on the opinion of the majority, and is defined below:  

Black corruption indicates that in that setting that particular action is one which a 
majority consensus of both elite and mass opinion would condemn and would like 
to see punished on grounds of principle.  Grey corruption indicates that some 
elements, usually elites, may want to see the action punished, others not, and the 
majority would be ambiguous.  White corruption signifies that the majority of both 
elite and mass opinion probably would not vigorously support an attempt to 
punish a form of corruption that they regard as tolerable.  (Heidenheimer, 2009, 
p. 152) 

(ÅÉÄÅÎÈÅÉÍÅÒ ÐÏÓÔÕÌÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒ ÃÁÎ ÓÕÒÒÅÐÔÉÔÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÃÒÏÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔ ÌÉÎÅ 

differentiating grey from black ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÅÄ 

as grey in one setting may be viewed as whiteȟ ȬÏÒ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÁÃÃÅÐÔÁÂÌÅȭ ÉÎ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÍÉÌÉÅÕ ÏÒ 

cultural field (Heidenheimer, 2009, p. 153).  In this regard, it is worth examining 

(ÅÉÄÅÎÈÅÉÍÅÒȭÓ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ majority.  If public perception is 

informed predominantly by the media and ICAC in relation to certain categories or 

forms of corruption (Masters & Graycar, 2015, p. 171), then the majority are informed 

accordingly by this means, with different agendas and interpretations shaping their 

impressions (Dormaels, 2015, p. 596; Loves, 2015, p. 159; Osrecki, 2015, p. 348).  
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In a similar vein, Langseth (2012, p. 9) distinguishes between petty corruption and grand 

corruption.  Langseth (2012, p. 9) ÎÏÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÅÔÔÙ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ȬÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÓ ÁÎÄ ÅØÉÓÔÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ 

the context of establisÈÅÄ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËÓȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÓÐÅÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ 

particularly germane to this thesis.  The exposure of grand corruption in the public 

ÓÅÃÔÏÒ ÁÒÇÕÁÂÌÙ ÆÁÌÌÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÍÉÔ ÏÆ )#!#ȭÓ ÊÕÒÉÓÄÉÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÂÕÔ ÐÅÔÔÙ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÙ 

escalate to grand corruption if it is not reported, or continues without intervention 

(Zyglidopoulos et al., 2009, p. 66).  The tolerance of petty (mundane) corruption is 

therefore a fundamental aspect to consider in this thesis, and for the generation of 

knowledge in this field.  Tolerance and acceptability may be pivotal factors mediating 

the visibility or wilful ignorance (Heffernan, 2011, p. 104) of forms of corruption which 

are seen as mundane or unexceptional.  That is to say, there may be a systemic unseeing 

and deniability of events that are transpiring every day and in full view.  In mid-2017, 

ICAC reported on its investigation into an accounting fraud conducted primarily by the 

chief financial officer at Botany Bay Council; the investigation identified a number of 

fraudulent activities, including falsification of invoices and solicitation of payments 

(ICAC NSW, 2017b).  However, many of the fraudulent activities evolved over the course 

of an 18-year period, and the ICAC report noted that many individuals were aware of the 

activities but did nothing about it, with complicity and indifference among some staff 

members (ICAC NSW, 2017b, pp. 38-46). 

Corrupt conduct that has been perpetrated over a significant duration, such as in this 

case, indicates a degree of institutionalisation and enculturation.  The aggregate of 

multiple, perhaps seemingly innocuous, corrupt events would contribute to this.  Even if 

potentially corrupt behaviours have not been overtly or consciously rationalised ɀ in 

accordance with the techniques of neutralisation (Sykes & Matza, 1957) or the fraud 

triangle (Cressey, 1973) ɀ it may be that they are simply not seen as wrong or 

problematic, historically or culturally, until they are challenged by an external authority 

such as ICAC (Chibnall & Saunders, 1977, p. 141).  This approach is comparable with 

+ÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 7ÉÌÓÏÎȭÓ (1982) broken windows theory wherein such activities are noted 

initially, but over time are ignored as they are unattended to, and then no one notices 

the gradual build-up.  After a while, practices of corruption which are seen, in that they 

are observed, but which are disregarded, become less and less noticeable.  Hence, over 

time, they become unseen: individuals continue to experience and see them but take 
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little notice or simply accept them as normal.  Corruption may flourish within a cultural 

environment where the deterioration of ethical and professional conduct is seen as 

normal by those within the organisation (Den Nieuwenboer & Kaptein, 2008, p. 137).   

Organisational denial and complicity of this kind usually only surface when someone 

speaks out (Cohen, 2001, p. 66), yet it is debatable whether that someone would be 

guaranteed an avenue of redress in the absence of a capable guardian or an effective 

reporting framework.  If a council does not have the ability or willingness to address 

mundane forms of corruption when they transpire, and to intervene prior to their 

escalation, then unexceptional (petty) corruption has the potential to morph into 

exceptional (grand) corruption.   

2.3.10 Reporting corruption 

In terms of identifying and reporting on corrupt conduct, international studies suggest 

ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔ×Ï ÉÎ ÔÈÒÅÅ ɉφχϷɊ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÇÌÏÂÅ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÒÄÉÎÁÒÙ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÃÁÎ ÍÁËÅ 

Á ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÇÈÔ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ (Transparency International, 2013c, p. 21).  

Further, these studies contend that 90% of respondents are willing to report corruption 

(Transparency International, 2013c) and an overwhelming majority of people in most 

countries stated that they would report corruption, with a staggering 92% of people in 

Denmark claiming this course of action (Graycar, 2013, p. 47).   

A key term used internally to report such wrongdoing is whistleblowing, which 

Transparency International (2013d, p. 4) ÄÅÆÉÎÅÓ ÁÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÃÌÏÓÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ 

related to corrupt, illegal, fraudulent, or hazardous activities being committed in or by 

ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÏÒ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÓÅÃÔÏÒ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÓȭȢ  In NSW, legislative protection against reprisal 

action is afforded to public officials in the form of the Public Interest Disclosures Act 1994 

(PID Act).  This legislation is considered crucial to managing corruption, as it is the 

ȬÉÎÓÉÄÅÒÓ ×ÈÏ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÐÏÓÓÅÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÃÒÕÃÉÁÌ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ɍÂÕÔɎ ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ 

within and dependency on the institution concerned, are seen as requiring assistance, 

ÉÎÃÅÎÔÉÖÅÓ ȣ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÏ ÍÁÙ ÆÁÃÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÓÔ ËÉÎÄÓ ÏÆ ÒÅÐÒÉÓÁÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÅÑÕÅÎÃÅÓȭ (Lewis et 

al., 2014, p. 5).   

)Î !ÕÓÔÒÁÌÉÁȭÓ ÌÁÒÇÅÓÔ ×ÈÉÓÔÌÅÂÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÓÔÕÄÙȟ ψωϷ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÈÁÄ 

formal, written whistleblowing procedures or polices, and 90% of organisations had 
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processes for ensuring appropriate investigations or management actions in response to 

whistleblowing practices (Brown et al., 2016, p. 1).  Notwithstanding these structures, 

×ÈÉÓÔÌÅÂÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ȬÃÏÍÐÌÅØȟ ÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔ-ridden areas of 

ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÇÉÓÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȭ (Roberts & Brown, 2010, p. 56), and a number of 

studies indicate that citizens have limited knowledge of mechanisms for reporting 

corruption (Recanatini, 2011b, p. 45).  By way of example, four years prior to this study, 

a poll conducted by the ANU identified thÁÔ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÈÁÌÆ ÏÆ ÓÕÒÖÅÙÅÄ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓ ȬÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ 

ËÎÏ× ÔÏ ×ÈÏÍ ÏÒ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÏ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ (McAllister et al., 2012, p. 5).  Just one 

year after the introduction of legislative protection, in the form of the Protected 

Disclosures Act 19949 on 1 March 1995, the response to a survey conducted across 11 

organisations in the public sector arrived at a near identical finding: just over half of all 

respondents did not know of internal reporting procedures within their organisation 

(Zipparo, 1999a, pp. 84-85).  A study conducted by ICAC (2010c, p. 31) identified that 

87% of local councils had an internal reporting channel, yet only 43% of local councils 

had an internal reporting channel that the respondents knew how to use.   

Statutory protection against associated reprisal action appears to be fundamental as a 

means of encouraging reports about corruption, as indicated by the aforementioned 

whistleblowing studies and polls.  However, whether they are sensitive to the contested 

and messy framing of the phenomenon ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÔÏ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

transgressions are perceived as being harmful or detrimental, is not clear.  Hence, what 

is significant for this thesis, is whether there is a disconnect between the regulatory 

structures which provide statutory whistl eblowing protections and offer a means to 

report, with how effective and legitimised they are in reality.  

The importance placed on reporting frameworks is a salient one, as global studies 

consistently claim that the detection of fraud and corruption is most likely through 

reporting, qua whistleblowing (ACFE, 2012, p. 17; 2014, p. 19; 2016b, p. 11).  However, 

barriers and impediments exist within the occupational domain, regardless of the formal 

presence of reporting frameworks that might exist within councils.  In a survey 

ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ !.5 ÏÎ ÂÅÈÁÌÆ ÏÆ )"!#ȟ ÎÅÁÒÌÙ ÈÁÌÆ ɉτφϷɊ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓ Ȭ×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ 

ÆÅÅÌ ÃÏÎÆÉÄÅÎÔ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÖÉÃÔÉÍÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ 

 
9 Subsequently renamed Public Interest Disclosures Act 1994. 
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(Graycar, 2013, p. 14; 2014, p. 279).  In NSW, 65% of respondents stated that they felt 

confident that they would be protected from reprisal for reporting misconduct or 

wrongdoing, up from 58% in 2012 (Public Service Commission, 2015, p. 20).  This 

ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÏÆ χϷ ×ÁÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȬÁÎ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȭ 

(Ombudsman NSW, 2015, p. 22).  Although this figure was presented in a positive light, 

if 58% of respondents felt confident that they would be protected from reprisal action, 

the remaining 42% would presumably not feel confident, a finding similar to that 

identified by IBAC.   

Australia has long-established whistleblower legislation, and a number of frameworks 

that have been designed to encourage and enable reports to be made.  Hence, reporting 

should not be as complicated or unsafe as it might be in other countries (Recanatini, 

2011b, p. 46).  Still, under-reporting is usual within most organisations (Jensen & 

Rahman, 2015, p. 166), and in a general sense, it is argued that people will keep their 

heads down if they observe corruption (Johnston, 2012, pp. 59-60).  Punch (1996, 

p. 266) maintains that, in spite of compliance-based requirements such as codes of 

ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÉÓÔÌÅÂÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËÓȟ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ȬÓÕÂÍÅÒÇÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ×ÉÌÌÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÅÌÖÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

consciences, in the interests of ÔÈÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȭȢ  %ÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȭ ÕÎȾ×ÉÌÌÉÎÇÎÅÓÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ 

a key component of obduracy, and one that will not necessarily be changed because a 

council implements anti-corruption measures.  Loyalty to colleagues, as well as to the 

organisation (Zipparo, 1999b, p. 273)ȟ ÍÁÙ ÆÁÃÔÏÒ ÉÎ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȭ ÕÎȾ×ÉÌÌÉÎÇÎÅÓÓ ÔÏ 

report.  This may be especially true in councils where there are entrenched historical 

structures or examples of misuse of authority, or legacies of distrust between workers 

and management (Huberts et al., 2006, p. 283).  Cohen (2001, p. 68) ÔÅÒÍÓ ÔÈÉÓ Á ȬÃÏÄÅ ÏÆ 

ÓÉÌÅÎÃÅȭ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÆÒÁÍÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȬÂÌÕÅ ×ÁÌÌȟ ÃÕÒÔÁÉÎȟ ÏÒ ÃÏÃÏÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÉÌÅÎÃÅȭ (Skolnick, 

2002, p. 7).  This cultural mechanism or structure either encourages or impedes efforts 

to address corruption (Skolnick, 2002, p. 12); it has been identified in the police cultures 

within the Australian states of NSW (Brown, 1997) and Queensland (Dillon & Gilling, 

2016)Ȣ  %ÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓ ×ÈÏ ÓÐÅÁË ÕÐ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÄÏÂÂÉÎÇ ÉÎ Á ÍÁÔÅȭȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ Á 

common cultural trope known to most Australians, but one that is considered to have 

ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÃÒÅÄÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ ȭÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙ (Roberts & Brown, 2010, p. 56).  The value of 

exploring such concepts within this thesis is important for the extension of knowledge 

about corruption in local government, in terms of how it manifests and how 
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conventional programs designed to eradicate it may be limited in their effectiveness.  As 

acknowledged by Klitgaard (1988, p. 186), Á ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅ 

is corruÐÔ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÕÎ×ÉÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȭȢ  

As discussed above, it seems pertinent to note that statutory protections exist to protect 

potential whistleblowers, and encourage reporting, but there may be a number of 

organisational and cultural complexities associated with raising concerns that are worth 

considering as part of the methodology in this study.  From there, if reports about 

corruption are forthcoming, it becomes pertinent to consider where such reports will be 

made and how the council will react and respond to them.  Witnesses to corrupt 

behaviour may consider the options available to them for raising concerns and, as 

explored below, it is likely that there will be a number of factors and elements that may 

inform thei r decision-making calculus.  These may include confidence in the reporting 

mechanisms, as well as the availability, and sensitivity and receptivity, of a person to 

report to.   

IBAC (2015a, p. 1) identified that, of the staff who would report corruption in local 

ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ 6ÉÃÔÏÒÉÁȟ ȬÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÈÁÌÆ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÍ ɉτχϷɊ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÍÍÅÄÉÁÔÅ 

ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒȭȢ  3ÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ !ÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ #ÅÒÔÉÆÉÅÄ &ÒÁÕÄ %ØÁÍÉÎÅÒÓ ɉ!#&%Ɋ (2016a, p. 10) 

noted that a direct supervisor would likely be the party to whom whistleblowers would 

report their concerns.   This is important, as managers are seen as key role players in the 

cultivation of institutional integrity within local government (Hoekstra & Kaptein, 2013, 

p. 20), with a pivotal responsibility in terms of recognising and managing 

whistleblowing in their organisation (Roberts et al., 2011, p. 9).  As interpreted by 

Zipparo (1999a, p. 84)ȟ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ȬÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÔÏȡ ɉρɊ impact upon their 

ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȭ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ ÌÅÇÁÌ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎȠ ɉςɊ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÕÐÏÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȭ 

attitudes to reporting corruption; and (3) provide a safe environment in which 

ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓ ÃÁÎ ÍÁËÅ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÓȭȢ   

There are issues associated with this interpretation, however.  Much of the existing 

evidence notes that managers and supervisors inconsistently address concerns (CCC 

WA, 2013, p. 19) and often practise denial strategies (Cohen, 2001, p. 62).  Shepherd and 

Button (2018, p. 16) ÁÓÓÅÒÔ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÍÁÎÁÇÅÒÓ ÁÖÏÉÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏ-active prevention of 

occupational fraud and turn a blind-eye to detected incidents unless the circumstances 



51 
 

dictate that the negative consequences of avoiding the problem outweigh the negative 

consequencÅÓ ÏÆ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓÉÎÇ ÉÔȭȢ  /Æ ÎÏÔÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒÓ ÍÁÙ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÂÅ 

engaged in corruption in the course of their duties, either implicitly or explicitly.  The 

ACFE (2012, p. 43) reported that managers accounted for nearly half of all perpetrators 

of corruption in Oceania.  This fact arguably has the potential to cause distress and 

discomfort for any employee who knowingly identifies, or harbours suspicions, that 

their superior is acting corruptly.  Consequently, an employee may consider that they 

have done the right thing in reporting a suspicion to their manager.  However, if the 

manager fails to act on it appropriately or in a timely fashion, or if they dismiss the 

severity of the corrupt act, then the practice may continue.  The employee will likely 

then become disenchanted and demoralised, and thus disincentivised to report further 

concerns.  

2.4 Summary 

The theories discussed at the outset of this chapter inform the research questions and 

orientate the literature review which followed.  Together, they suggest that any attempts 

to understand or effectively address corruption in the local government sector are 

limited until more is known about the situated meanings and practices that local 

government employees attribute to corruption.  This review of the literature has 

assisted in formulating the research approach and has offered some tools to 

conceptualise the findings.  As a means of exploring the situated nature of corruption, it 

seems pertinent to appreciate that understandings and impressions on the ground are 

the complex result of institutional and cultural relations.  Accordingly, as discussed in 

Chapter 3, the approach to exploring the nature and meaning of corruption within the 

context of local government is very much influenced by the perspectives of grounded 

theory, social constructivism and symbolic interactionism. 

Key insights have been identified as being relevant to the study, particularly those that 

relate to the importance of meaning and context, rather than regulatory confinement or 

legalistic definition.  These latter aspects are particularly relevant for this research 

project, to the extent that they have shaped different impressions and regulatory 

ÍÁÎÄÁÔÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÕÓ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎÓȭ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȢ  3ÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÁÌÌÙȟ ÔÈÉÓ 

thesis is concerned with the degree to which any regulatory mandates and associated 
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frameworks of definition may have compartmentalised views on corruption, 

representing corruption as a reductive concept, without necessarily considering how 

different types of subjectivity impact recognition, reaction and response.  Within the 

scholarly study of corruption, the didactical elements that have focused on the 

regulation, prosecution and measurement of corruption have been difficult to correlate 

with the situated practices on the ground, in terms of how these practices may be 

construed by those who see them, choose not to, or see them differently.  The realisation 

that corruption is a contentious practice and concept that is infused with different 

meanings and relevance becomes problematic for the furtherance of, and highlights 

some limitations in, the body of knowledge on corruption.  In this regard, the 

exploratory nature of the study proposed in the next chapter serves to advance the 

knowledge in this area within the situated context of local government.   

Chapter 3 will now proceed by introducing the research approach and the methodology 

of the study.   
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction  

This chapter outlines the research methodology and methods that underpin the 

research undertaken, as discussed in previous chapters.  Although the terms methods 

and methodology are intrinsically associated, methods ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÓ ȬÄÁÔÁ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÄÁÔÁ 

analysis, ÁÎÄ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÙ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎȭȟ ×ÈÅÒÅÁÓ methodology ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÓ ȬÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÆÒÏÍ 

ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄÖÉÅ× ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÓÔ ÐÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅÓ ÏÆ ÉÎÑÕÉÒÙȭ 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1989, cited by Creswell, 2010, p. 51).   

In a more structured manner, Crotty (1998, p. 2) states that there are four elements to 

the research process, namely: (1) the methods that are proposed; (2) the methodology 

that governs the choice and use of methods; (3) the theoretical perspective that lies 

behind the chosen methodology; and (4) the epistemology that informs the theoretical 

perspective.  Each stage must be engaged before advancing to the next.  Accordingly, 

when building on the theoretical influences explored in Chapter 2, this chapter begins by 

introducing the rationale behind the methodological approach adopted in this thesis, 

which seeks to address the research question:  

How is occupational corruption perceived, interpreted and managed within 

NSW local government?  

3.2 Research approach 

The primary aim of this research was to explore the potential for corruption within the 

administrative realm of local government in NSW, especially via researching employee 

and regulatory perspectives and experiences.   

First-hand accounts from public officials employed on the frontline were acquired and 

ÅØÁÍÉÎÅÄȟ ÔÏ ÇÁÕÇÅ ÁÔÔÉÔÕÄÉÎÁÌ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÖÉÅ×Óȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌÓȭ 

ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ȬÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙȭ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÓÃÒÉÂÅ 

to different workplace practices.  To complement this broad level trend data across a 

sample base of councils in NSW, a group of individuals with expertise in and 

responsibilities for addressing the prospect of corruption in local government were 
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interviewed.  By triangulating the acquired data, this research sought to develop a 

greater understanding about the nature and extent of social and cultural factors that 

differentially mediate occupational corruption within local government.  

3.2.1 Overview of research approach  

The approach to this research was pragmatic in orientation.  Greene and Hall (2010, 

p. 131) acknowledge that pragmatism affords the researcher greater epistemological 

and methodological flexibility; for this research, it meant that different practical means 

could be considered and utilised to address the research objectives.  This approach was 

valuable, as multiple perspectives invariably determine how corruption is perceived and 

addressed in local government; such perspectives may be based on opinion, derived 

from direct experience or mediated exposure, or influenced by any number of factors.  

The source of perspectives was considered particularly germane because, as discussed 

in Chapter 2 (Section 2.3.6), many perceptions of corruption are based on indirect 

sources as opposed to first-hand or direct experience (McAllister et al., 2012, p. 12; Van 

de Walle, 2008, p. 233).   

"ÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ %ÓËÏÌÁȭÓ (1998, cited by Curtis & Curtis, 2011, p. 11) three most important 

epistemological positions in the social sciences ɀ (1) positivism; (2) social realism; and 

(3) social constructivism ɀ the main epistemological stance adopted in this research is 

social constructivism, with influence from social realism in the way data was validated 

and cross-ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÄȢ  7ÉÔÈ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÖÉÓÍȟ ȬÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÅÄȟ ÂÕÔ 

ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÅÄ ɍȣ ÁÎÄ ÁÓ ÓÕÃÈɎ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÍÁÙ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ×ÁÙÓȟ 

ÅÖÅÎ ÉÎ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÏÎȭ (Crotty, 1998, p. 9).  This is essentially the 

case with corruption, and it is this symbolic factor that drives the need to ascertain what 

meanings people attribute to corruption, from where these meanings originate, and to 

understand how such frameworks of understanding assist or inhibit efforts to manage 

corruption.  The social meanings that individuals ascribe to corruption in local 

ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÐÉÖÏÔÁÌ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÁÕÓÁÌÉÔÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÂÙȡ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȭ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ 

and understanding; demographic features, such as age, gender, ethnicity and socio-

economic status; social factors such as length of service; or what role the employee 

performs.   
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Denzin and Lincoln (2011, p. 13) ÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ constructivist paradigm assumes a 

relativist ontology (there are multiple realities), a subjectivist epistemology (knower 

and respondent co-create understandings), and a naturalistic (in the natural world) set 

ÏÆ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÐÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅÓȭȢ  )Î ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÈÅÓÉÓȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÍÐÌÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓ 

ÓÅÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ȬÌÅÎÓÅÓȭȢ  4ÈÅ ÅÐÉÓÔÅÍÏÌÏÇÉÃÁl position of social realism 

acknowledges the relevance of these factors, as social reality is not objectively defined, 

but mediated by different perceptions, actions and interpretations (Curtis & Curtis, 

2011, pp. 12-13).  This is important, as the discourse and practice of corruption 

invariably mean different things to different people.  As explored in Chapter 2, this could 

be informed by many factors, such as differing understandings and definitions 

(Johnston, 2005, p. 11; Kurer, 2015); cultural influences (Larmour, 2008, p. 232; 

Recanatini, 2011b, p. 46; Rose-Ackerman, 1999, pp. 5, 53); and the context of the 

changing social and political environment that participants operate within (Torsello & 

Venard, 2016, p. 37).  What is key is the notion that participants have not approached 

the subject of corruption de novo and factors such as these inform and shape their views 

about its incidence in their locality or workplace.  These factors, and others, were 

therefore explored and contrasted, as it was deemed important to place respondent 

experiences and impressions into context.    

'ÒÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȟ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÄÁÔÁȭ (Glaser & Strauss, 2008, 

p. 1), was the chosen approach for analysing the data and is one that draws on the 

pragmatic philosophy (Strübing, 2010, p. 580), as discussed further in Section 3.3.1.  

Through a sequential, mixed methods design, the results were verified through a 

process of triangulation, explained in Section 3.3.2.   

3.3 Methodology 

-ÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÙȟ ÁÌÓÏ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ ȬÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȭ (Curtis & Curtis, 2011, p. 287), has 

ÂÅÅÎ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȟ ÐÌÁÎ ÏÆ ÁÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÒ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÌÙÉÎÇ ÂÅÈÉÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÏÉÃÅ 

and use of particular methods and linking the choice and use of methods to the desired 

ÏÕÔÃÏÍÅȭ (Crotty, 1998, p. 3).  The methodological approach used in this research was a 

mixed methods one, which synergistically integrates, but also holds in tension, data from 

various sources (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2010, p. 5).  The aim was to determine the 

sampling frame and the choice of data collection techniques as a means of 
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understanding how the phenomenon of corruption is understood, interpreted and 

explained.  

3.3.1 Grounded theory to shape the methods 

)Î ÇÒÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȟ ȬÄÁÔÁ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÒÅÃÉÐÒÏÃÁÌÌÙ ÉÎÆÏÒÍ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÁpe each 

ÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÁÎ ÅÍÅÒÇÅÎÔ ÉÔÅÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȭ (Charmaz, 2011, p. 360) ÁÎÄȟ ȬÕÎÌÉËÅ ÍÏÓÔ 

strategies of inquiry, grounded theory demands that data collection and analysis occur 

ÃÏÎÃÕÒÒÅÎÔÌÙȟ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÉÎ Á ÌÉÎÅÁÒ ÓÅÑÕÅÎÃÅȭ (Dunne, 2011, p. 111).  As such, theory is 

derived from interrogation of the data (Curtis & Curtis, 2011, p. 90) in combination with 

some of the conceptual frameworks which have informed the study design.  Key to this 

process of theory generation is that the three stages of data collection, coding and 

analysis are blurred and occur simultaneously and iteratively (Glaser & Strauss, 2008, 

p. 43).   

As quantitative data acquired during the first stage of this research required cross-

tabulation to differentiate between views and attribute them to particular factors, such 

as gender, position, length of service, et cetera, the views of Charmaz (2011, p. 361) 

×ÅÒÅ ÕÓÅÆÕÌ ÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÇÒÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÐÒÏÍÐÔÓ ÕÓ ÔÏ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÕÒ ÄÁÔÁ ÂÙ 

ÍÏÖÉÎÇ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÌÅÖÅÌÓ ÏÆ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓȭȢ  $ÕÒÉÎÇ ÂÏÔÈ ÐÈÁÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȟ ÍÁÎÙ 

councils in NSW were facing the prospect of impending amalgamation, and it was likely 

ÔÈÁÔ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÃÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÓȢ  

!ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇÌÙȟ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÁÂÏÕÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÌÏÃÁÌ 

government may be found to have shifted if such research were to be conducted months 

later.   

In relation to this, the views of Corbin and Strauss (1990, p. 5) were heeded, that as 

ȬÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÁ ÁÒÅ ȣ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÁÌÌÙ ÃÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ ÅÖÏÌÖÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ 

ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÔÈÏÄ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÂÕÉÌÄ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȟ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȟ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÔÈÏÄȭȢ  $ÅÓÐÉÔe 

the researcher being prepared to make any adjustments to the methods, in practice no 

impromptu modifications were required, but the prospect of structural reform did have 

a bearing on how the research instruments were considered conceptually.  Each was 

devised in a way that would mitigate changes in the structural landscape of local 

government as best as could be envisaged and prepared for.  As an example, questions in 

the survey design of Phase 1 (discussed in the next section) did not refer to any borders 
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ÏÒ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȢ  4ÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÌÁÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ςπ ÁÍÁÌÇÁÍÁÔÅÄ 

councils in NSW took place on 12 May 2016 (NSW Government, 2017b), a few days 

before the final interview conducted during Phase 2 of this research project.   Hence the 

amalgamation of councils did not directly affect the gathering of data, but certainly had 

the potential to impact on how respondents reflected on their council and role.  

Glaser and Strauss (2008, p. υɊ ÁÓÓÅÒÔ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÉÎ ÓÏÃÉÏÌÏÇÙ ÉÓ Á ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÆÏÒ handling 

ÄÁÔÁ ÉÎ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȟ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÉÎÇ ÍÏÄÅÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÉÎÇȭȢ  

Quite aptly, therefore, Corbin and Strauss (1990, p. υɊ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÐÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅÓ ÏÆ 

grounded theory are designed to develop a well-integrated set of concepts that provide 

a thorough theoretical explanation of social phenomena under study [and, as such,] 

ÇÒÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅȭȢ  !Ó ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÄÉÎÇ ÔÏÏË ÐÌÁÃÅȟ 

the coding of categories become theoretically saturated (Glaser & Strauss, 2008, pp. 111-

112), to the extent that the number of categories was directed and circumscribed by the 

patterns emerging in the data.  This is discussed further in Section 3.5.6.   

The grounded theory approach meant that different methods could be combined, a 

process of inductively generating theory as opposed to deductively testing a hypothesis, 

allowing new avenues of intellectual inquiry and themes to emerge.  Crotty (1998, p. 3) 

ÄÅÆÉÎÅÓ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÓ ÁÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÔÅÃÈÎÉÑÕÅÓ ÏÒ ÐÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÇÁÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅ ÄÁÔÁ 

ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÏÍÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÈÙÐÏÔÈÅÓÉÓȭȢ  !Ó ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÏÎÅ ÃÈÏÉÃÅ ÏÆ ÍÅÔÈÏÄ 

was utilised in this research project, the chosen methodological approach for this study 

was mixed methods.   

3.3.2 Mixed methods  

There have been a number of definitions and standpoints on what constitutes mixed 

methods research (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2011, p. 285) and how, and under what 

circumstances, it should be conducted (Creswell, 2011, pp. 271-272).  Johnson and 

colleagues offer the following definition:  

Mixed methods research is the type of research in which a researcher or team of 
researchers combines elements of qualitative and quantitative research 
approaches (e.g., use of qualitative and quantitative viewpoints, data collection, 
analysis, inference techniques) for the broad purposes of breadth and depth of 
understanding and corroboration. (Johnson et al., 2007, p. 123) 
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Similarly, Leech (2010, pp. 257-258) observes the view of some researchers that mixed 

methods research incorporates quantitative and qualitative aspects into a single project.  

Typically, quantitative approaches constitute survey research, taking the form of 

statistical analyses, while qualitative approaches focus on narrative, experience and 

context, and aim to elicit richness in meaning (Curtis & Curtis, 2011, p. 6).  Mixed 

methods research may also encompass data which has a variety of nuances and such 

data may be acquired using different approaches (Morse, 2010, p. 340).  This may 

ÉÎÃÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÄÁÔÁ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ȬÇÒÅÙ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅȭȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÏÎÌÉÎÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ 

reports, survey results or unpublished theses.  These might not be peer reviewed or 

academic in orientation, but if such literature were to be excluded, without due 

assessment of their quality, one might be missing a valuable contribution to the research 

under study.  As discussed in Section 3.3.3, a qualitative and quantitative research 

approach was adopted, but the third aspect of a tripartite design included a systematic 

content analysis of investigation reports produced by the NSW ICAC to produce further 

context and insights (see Appendix 1).  

3.3.3 Justification of the mixed methods approach 

Greene and colleagues (1989, p. 259) outline five general purposes for which 

researchers might like to use mixed methods: (1) triangulation ; (2) complementarity; 

(3) development; (4) initiation ; and (5) expansion. These purposes were subsequently 

developed by Bryman (2006, pp. 105-107) who compiled a detailed list of 16 reasons for 

mixing methods (see Appendix 14 for a summary of these).  Creswell and Plano Clark 

(2011, pp. 61-62) acknowledge each of these reasons, but state that although listed 

reasons provide a general framework, it is important for researchers to identify and 

reflect on why they choose to combine methods.  In this study, the employment of mixed 

methods was deemed to be the best means of addressing the research questions (Plano 

Clark & Badice, 2010, p. 285), but also to explore the meaning of corruption from a 

variety of perspectives and scales: what it meant to employees at the frontline and how 

they experienced it (Phase 1); what it meant to practitioners who have expertise and 

responsibilities for governing it (Phase 2); and for each of these strands and phases, to 

be informed by published investigation reports involving local government conducted 

by the ICAC.  
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Operationally, real-world constraints posed a problem in the collection of empirical data 

and this highlighted some important methodological concerns, particularly during 

Phase 1 of the mixed methods study.  Specifically, gaining access to credible empirical 

data from local government employees about their perceptions and experiences 

regarding corruption within their place of work was exceptionally fraught.  On this basis, 

and explained further below, the views of Bamberger and colleagues (2010, p. 621) 

were registered, that a well-designed mixed methods approach would seek to mitigate 

ÓÕÃÈ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÁÉÎÔÓȟ ÂÙ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÄÁÔÁ ÆÒÏÍ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÅ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÕÓÉÎÇ ȬÔÒÉÁÎÇÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ 

ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÖÁÌÉÄÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÅÓÔÉÍÁÔÅÓȭȢ  "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÊÕÓÔ Á ÓÁÍÐÌÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓ Æormed the initial 

research base, a limitation in the gathering of data was the improbability of yielding 

generalisable results in relation to the NSW local government sector.  This may have 

been limited further if just one research method was adopted.  By employing different 

methods and speaking with different stakeholders, validity could be enhanced, and by 

combining qualitative and quantitative methods, the benefits were greater than reliance 

on each alone.  For example, a purely quantitative approach would have restricted any 

ability to interact and engage with research participants, but this became possible by 

integrating the qualitative component.  This offered the ability to probe and question on 

issues of note, thus strengthening the validity of estimates or broad-brush data gained in 

the quantitative stage (Bamberger et al., 2010, p. 623).   

Each research stage was well thought-out, to ensure that data gained from different 

sources was based on similar, complementary or comparable assumptions about 

corruption within the operational context of local government (Mason, 2009, p. 35).  

This meant that consideration could be given to the sequence of stages.  By conducting 

the quantitative component first, it was considered that this would impact on the 

knowledge-building process, by informing the nature of questions in the qualitative 

component.  On reflection, this sequence proved to be useful, not knowing, during the 

first stage of research, how local government employees might see corruption in their 

lifeworld.  

The purpose of the research was not to solve any debates about the definition of 

corruption, but to explore how those who encounter it (Phase 1) and those who address 

it (Phase 2) perceive, understand and interpret different practices and observations; and 

to ascertain the existence of any contradictions.  While each phase of research had a 
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ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÁÉÍ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȟ ÅÁÃÈ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ȬȰÌÏÇÉÃ ÏÆ ÉÎÆÅÒÅÎÃÅȱȭ, by linking 

arguments, inferences and assertions with evidence based on identical principles and 

standards (Brady et al., 2004, pp. 18-20, cited by, Goldthorpe, 2007, p. 4).  This allowed 

for a more synergistic integration of the data sets, aligning each within the underlying 

ÁÉÍÓ ÁÎÄ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÏÁÄÅÒ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÓÔÕÄÙȢ  )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÓÅÎÓÅȟ ÔÈÅ ȬÐÒÁÇÍÁÔÉÃ ÓÔÁÎÃÅ 

advances mixing multiple sources of evidence to attain and modify knowleÄÇÅ ɍȣ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ 

an] active and iterative process of establishing warranted assertions as they are applied 

ÉÎ ÎÅ× ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓȭ (Greene & Hall, 2010, pp. 132-133).   

)Î ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔÓȟ 9ÉÎȭÓ ɉςππφ, p. 41) note of caution was heeded, 

regarding the importance of integrating mixed methods into a single study so that 

neither method sits alone in parallel to the other.  As an example, Yin (2006, pp. 42-43) 

ÁÓÓÅÒÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÁÔÉÖÅ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓ Ȱprocessȱ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓȟ ×ÈÅÒÅÁÓ ÑÕÁÎÔÉÔÁÔÉÖÅ 

quesÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓ Ȱoutcomeȱ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÓÔÕÄÙ Ȭ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÅÎÅÄ ÉÆ ÂÏÔÈ 

the quantitative and qualitative methods each addressed some aspect of both process 

and outcome ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓȭȢ  /Î ÔÈÉÓ ÂÁÓÉÓȟ 0ÈÁÓÅ ρ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÕÄÙȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÁÓ ÐÒÅÄÏÍÉÎÁÎÔÌÙ 

quantitative, included a qualitative element.  This allowed respondents to give an open-

ended explanation about why they answered a question in a particular way or an 

opportunity to elaborate on their reasoning.  This resulted in a degree of crossover 

between techniques used, and it presented an opportunity to address the complexities 

of the same problem from different scales and in a more agile fashion (Yin, 2006, p. 44).  

Moreover, this strategy provided a richer, thicker dimension to the quantitative phase, 

which sought to underpin the broad-level data with an enriched understanding.  

Further elaboration on the stages of the sequential mixed methods study is outlined 

under Section 3.3.6.  The following summarises the mixed methods study, which 

comprised a tripartite design, incorporating three distinct methods.  Each stage 

informed the next, but also looped back to the former.  

The design comprised three parts: (i) analysis of ICAC investigation reports relating to 

local government; (ii) attitudinal survey (Phase 1); and (iii) in -depth and active 

interviews (Phase 2). These are described below.    
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i. Analysis of ICAC investigation reports relating to local government   

This was used to provide context for the design of the two empirical case studies, listed 

below.  A taxonomy of local government investigations conducted by ICAC over the 

course of a 15-year period indicated that the majority of investigations publicly reported 

by ICAC involved practices of corruption conducted by or involving appointed officials in 

local government as opposed to elected officials (see Appendix 1 and Figure 2.2).  On 

this basis, the subsequent research instruments focused on the prospect of corruption 

by, or involving, the appointed officials (employees), a population hitherto under-

researched in contemporary studies.  

ii. Attitudinal survey (Phase 1)  

A questionnaire was sent to a sample of councils in NSW and was voluntarily completed 

by employees of the participating council.  This questionnaire also incorporated a 

qualitative component, with respondents given an opportunity at various stages to give 

reasons for their answers or to provide an open-ended narrative or elaboration if there 

was anything further they wished to add.  

iii. In-depth and active interviews (Phase 2) 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a number of stakeholders who have 

expertise and responsibilities for addressing corruption in local government.  Broader 

elaboration on the interviewee base is discussed in Section 3.5.2.   

Through implementation of a tripartite design, this mixed method approach sought to 

explain, as well as describe, causal explanations for how corruption may manifest in 

local government and why reporting is presently considered to be low.   

The administered survey (see Section 3.4) provided surface-level data across a breadth 

of diverse and disparate councils in NSW, while connecting with the ensuing qualitative 

aspect of the research.  Building on the knowledge produced via the first two stages of 

the study, the qualitative interviews with anti-corruption practitioners or guardians 

provided a richer and deeper level of understanding of how corruption tends to manifest 

in local government (see Section 3.5).   
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Ultimately, this approach sought to develop both policy and practitioner knowledge on 

this phenomenon with a view to identifying strategies and structures which could 

meaningfully impact on policies seeking to reduce corrupt practices in local government.  

3.3.4 Influence of the researcher 

Throughout the interview process, perspectives are likely to stem from both the 

researcher and the respondent.  Luff (1999, p. 701, cited by, Warren, 2002, p. 84) refers 

ÔÏ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÁÓ ȬȰÆÒÁÃÔÕÒÅÄ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓȱȭȟ ÎÏÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÏÔÈ ÐÁÒÔÉÅÓ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ȬÓÐÅÁË ÔÏ ÅÁÃÈ 

other from stable and coherent standpoints, but from varied (and constantly 

transitioning) ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅÓȭ.  Denzin and Lincoln (2011, p. 12) offer a similar viewpoint, 

stating that any account given by a respondent during an interview would be based on 

ÔÈÁÔ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ÌÅÎÓȢ  4ÈÅÙ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÁÎÙ ÇÁÚÅ ÉÓ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ Æiltered through the lenses of 

ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅȟ ÇÅÎÄÅÒȟ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÌÁÓÓȟ ÒÁÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÅÔÈÎÉÃÉÔÙ ȣ ɍ4ɎÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÎÏ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ 

observations, only observations socially situated in the worlds of, and between, the 

ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄȭ ɉ$ÅÎÚÉÎ Ǫ ,ÉÎÃÏÌÎȟ ςπρρ, p. 12).  In seeking to explicate what 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÔÏ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȟ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȟ ÁÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ 

perceptions and exposure to subject matter, both in situ and in popular media, would 

have informed their perspective at that time, as well as their present state of mind as 

they completed the questionnaire or responded to the interview questions.  The 

influence of such factors invariably shaped the content and flow of the interview and 

necessitated a degree of understanding, when sense was being made of the responses 

during analysis (Warren, 2002, p. 84).   

Responses given by participants, and the positions they were speaking from, may have 

been personal, professional or simply from a standpoint that they felt most comfortable 

with.  The mixed method research design sought to accommodate this, by synthesising 

quantitative with qualitative approaches in order to elicit richer, thicker descriptions at 

different scales (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 128).  Data from each phase was respectively 

assessed, analysed and then integrated and triangulated in anticipation of emerging 

patterns and themes (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 127).  As discussed in subsequent 

chapters, contradictions and nuances emerged, and this did importantly highlight how 

understandings of corruption are influenced by different perspectives, which have a 

contingent effect on how it is then managed and addressed.  
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Based on views put forward by Curtis and Curtis (2011, p. 48), a social realist approach 

was considered appropriate, recognising that while interviewees would have some pre-

conceived notions before the interview, emergent knowledge may be created during the 

research process in that new ideas may be embryonic.  This viewpoint is observed by 

ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÏÒÓ ÏÆ ÇÒÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȟ ×ÈÏ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ 

approach reality from a tabula rasa.  He must have a perspective that will help him see 

ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ ÄÁÔÁ ÁÎÄ ÁÂÓÔÒÁÃÔ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ȣ ÓÃÒÕÔÉÎÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÔÁȭ (Glaser & 

Strauss, 2008, p. 3).  4ÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ ÒÏÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ËÅÙ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ 

instrument, was essential to the success of the study and the interpretation and 

arrangement of emerging data (Patton, 2015, p. 700).  As Ravitch and Riggan (2012, 

p. ρρɊ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÄȟ ȬÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÂÁÃËÇÒÏÕÎÄȟ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÒÏÌÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÌÏÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ 

ÖÉÅ×ÅÄ ÁÓ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÏÒÔÈÙ ÏÆ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎȭȢ10  These 

attributes were considered thoroughly during the design stages.11 

The researchÅÒȭÓ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÁÓ Á ÐÒÁÃÔÉÔÉÏÎÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ 

governance field undoubtedly played a fundamental role in how the study was 

formulated and operationalised.  Biases have the potential to manifest at the design 

stage or during data collection, as well as when analysis is being conducted or when 

writing up (Pannucci & Wilkins, 2010, p. 619).  The researcher recognised that biases 

could manifest subconsciously, and did not seek to avoid any type of inherent bias, but 

remained mindful of it and how bias might inadvertently be projected on the research 

participants and research materials.  To mitigate this risk, measures were applied to 

limit any perception of influence on the object of inquiry by fully disclosing the nature of 

the inquiry to participants during both phases of research, and emphasising that this 

ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ×ÁÓ ÉÎ ÎÏ ×ÁÙ ÁÆÆÉÌÉÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ ÏÃÃÕÐÁÔÉÏÎ12.  A documented audit 

trail of correspondence and transcription of interviews was retained to minimise any 

misintÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎȢ  -ÏÒÅÏÖÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ ÓÕÐÅÒÖÉÓÏÒÙ ÔÅÁÍȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ 

them throughout the research process, also acted as a means of critically interrogating 

and problematising any assumptions in the design and administration of the research.  

 
10 This experience is detailed further in the Preface. 
11 As an example, the ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ occupation as a full-time employee of a council in NSW was openly disclosed, and 
survey respondents were advised that this particular council would be purposefully excluded from the sample.   
12 This is outlined in more detail in Appendix 4 and Appendix 6. 
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3.3.5 Reliability and validity in the research  

This section outlines how the research approach was enacted and experienced in light of 

the potentially conflicting data collection instruments and procedures that were 

employed.  While one argument is that rigour can actually be enhanced by merging 

distinct approaches, including grounded theory (Johnson et al., 2001, cited by, Dunne, 

2011, p. 113), this research observed the view of Curtis and Curtis (2011, p. 72) that 

ȬÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÉÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÒÉÇÏÒÏÕÓ ×Èen it aligns with accepted standards of 

ÒÅÌÉÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÖÁÌÉÄÉÔÙȭȢ  4ÈÅ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÓ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ Ȭreliability  measures the extent to 

which the analysis of data yield results that can be repeated or reproduced at different 

times or by different researchers [and] validity measures the extent to which the 

ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÉÓ ÁÃÃÕÒÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÅØÔÅÎÔ ÔÏ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÍÁÄÅ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȭ 

(Curtis & Curtis, 2011, p. 72).  These principles were considered at each point of the 

research process to guide and orientate the research practice, as discussed below.  

Building on the notion of reliability , Corbin and Strauss (1990, p. ρυɊ ÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÎÏ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ 

that deals with social psychological phenomena is actually reproducible in the sense that 

new situations can be found whose conditions do not exactly match those of the original 

ÓÔÕÄÙȟ ÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÍÁÊÏÒ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒȭȢ  4ÈÅÙ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÁ ÇÒÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ 

ɍÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈɎ ÉÓ ÒÅÐÒÏÄÕÃÉÂÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÍÉÔÅÄ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÖÅÒÉÆÉÁÂÌÅȭ ɉ#ÏÒÂÉÎ Ǫ 3ÔÒÁÕÓÓȟ 

1990, p. 15).  With this in mind, an online survey tool captured data acquired throughout 

the quantitative survey, the details of which are fully documented.  As previously 

discussed, the results from the survey had a bearing on how subsequent stages of this 

mixed methods research study were designed, developed and executed.  The crucial 

aspect of this, therefore, was to ensure that research questions were piloted, refined and 

tested as extensively as time would allow.  This is discussed further in Section 3.4.5.   

Curtis and Curtis (2011, p. ωρɊ ÁÒÇÕÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÁ ËÅÙ ÁÓÐÅÃÔ ÏÆ validity is the 

comprehensiveness of the variables used [which] can be enhanced by using multiple 

ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅȭȢ  #ÒÅÓ×ÅÌÌ ÁÎÄ -ÉÌÌÅÒ ɉςπππ, p. 125) ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ 3ÃÈ×ÁÎÄÔȭÓ (1997) 

definition of validity ÁÓ ȬÈÏ× ÁÃÃÕÒÁÔÅÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÒÅalities of 

ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÁ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÃÒÅÄÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÍȭȢ  4ÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

survey component of the research, as the questionnaire was the only tool of 

communication and therefore had to be clear, simple, time-efficient and as unambiguous 
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as was possible.  During the interviews, participants had more of an opportunity to 

clarify any ambiguities about the meaning of terminology.  Once the research 

commenced, verification strategies continued to be employed as the inquiry 

materialised (Morse et al., 2002, p. 18).  This was done through the checking of survey 

responses during the six weeks that the survey was open.   

During this time, quantitative data was interpreted, compared and contextualised, a 

practice enhancing rigour and generating knowledge (Brannen, 2005, p. 180) while at 

the same time informing the ensuing design of the qualitative research.  A particular 

challenge was ensuring that respondents were aware of and reminded that the research 

was seeking to explore corruption at the occupational level of local government.  Despite 

this, it became clear within some of the responses that delineating between the 

occupational (employees) and elected (councillors) domains was not easy.  Some 

respondents saw corruption as occurring at an elected level and less, or not at all, at the 

operational level.  In itself, this proved an interesting finding, and aided the design of the 

semi-structured interviews which followed.  It highlighted a need to be more explicit 

about the setting that was being explored within the interviews, but also gave a reason 

to explore, with interview participants, more about corruption within the occupational 

realm and why it may, or may not, be seen by those who work in that milieu.  

Given the sequential nature of adopting a complex mixed methods approach, 

triangulation  ×ÁÓ Á ÖÉÁÂÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÐÔ ÖÁÌÉÄÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅȢ  4ÒÉÁÎÇÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÓ ȬÆÏÒ 

convergence among multiple and different sources of information to form themes or 

categories in Á ÓÔÕÄÙȭ (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 126).  It is used as a means of 

recognising the multiplex dimensions and realities that accommodate social phenomena, 

and seeks to ensure that each method, as realistically as possible, complements or 

nuances the others in the pursuit of knowledge (Mason, 2009, pp. 190-191).  Rather 

than seeking a definitive truth about corruption, the research sought more to explore 

the subjective realities of corruption from different perspectives and scales, to establish 

if there were continuities and to establish and probe areas where divergences were 

identified.  

At a practical level, the exploratory stages of the research sought to ensure that the focus 

aligned with ideas and themes emergent in the literature.  During the fieldwork 
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component, the researcher was acutely aware of the need to employ reflexivity, defined 

by Curtis and Curtis (2011, p. 288) ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÓÅÌÆ-reflexive or self-aware in 

ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȭȢ  )Î ÄÏÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒ ×ÁÓ ÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓ ÏÆ ÈÏ× the method of 

documentation might be influenced (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 101), in terms of choosing what 

was recorded and what was left out, and ensuring an openness to interpretations and 

responses that might trouble or contradict the developing thesis.  As discussed within 

Section 3.3.4, the existence of bias was not entirely avoidable, so the researcher 

remained cognisant of its potential to influence data collection and analysis, and was 

mindful to ensure that this was mitigated as much as possible.  As an example, different 

skills and assumptions were reviewed at various stages, including the conceptual, 

design, research, analytical and writing-up stages of this thesis.  This included the 

drafting of many mind maps, and keeping a journal of notes containing ideas, 

assumptions and avenues.  These maps and journal notes provided an overview of 

existing and emerging topics to research, and an ideas trail to continually reflect on and 

ÒÅÆÉÎÅȢ  -ÏÒÅÏÖÅÒȟ ÁÓ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄȟ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ ÓÕÐÅÒÖÉÓÏÒÙ ÔÅÁÍ ÁÃÔÅÄ ÔÏ 

ÔÒÏÕÂÌÅ ÁÎÄ ȬÏÐÅÎ ÏÕÔȭ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÈÁÂÉÔÕÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÄÏÍÉÎÁÎÔ ÍÏÄÅÓ ÏÆ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

phenomenon of corruption.  

3.3.6 Research design 

As identified in Chapter 2, there are a number of limitations with the framing of 

corruption in popular culture and in the academy, and the multitude of ways in which it 

can manifest and materialise.  The epistemological challenge was to find out, through 

interaction with stakeholders in local government, distinctive and decisive answers to 

questions that cannot be acquired through other means.  As outlined earlier 

(Section 3.3.3), the research design embraced the use of three sequential methods of 

analysis, each of which bore relevance to the study as a whole, but which specifically 

addressed the intellectual gaps identified in the literature.  

The views of Hall and Howard (2008, cited by Creswell, 2011, p. 279) were significant in 

this regard, in that cognition of a synergistic typology would seek to ensure that no 

research method was dominant, but that each instead was ascribed equal weighting in 

accreting the evidence base.  A synergistic mixed methods approach combines 

quantitative and qualitative research techniques at both the conceptual and 
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implementation level (Nastasi et al., 2010, pp. 320-321), and this influenced the design 

of both research components.  As such, from a conceptual perspective initially, and 

building on a review of the literature, it was notable that investigation reports by ICAC 

(which are publicly available) have overwhelmingly focused on appointed officials as 

opposed to elected officials, in spite of the fact that that the former are not necessarily as 

newsworthy as the latter.  Therefore, from an implementation perspective, the 

ÁÐÐÏÉÎÔÅÄ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌÓȭ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÁÔ 

the everyday level seemed important to capture and analyse.  The research design 

sought to explicate the attitudinal views of appointed officials, within different local 

government roles and functions, affording participants with an opportunity to express 

their opinions anonymously.  A consideration was that the research design and method 

needed to accommodate the fragmented and heterogeneous make-up of local 

government in NSW.  This is discussed more intricately in Section 3.4.  

Subsequently, semi-structured interviews with individuals who had been involved in, or 

who had an interest in addressing, corruption in local government, were perceived to be 

the most apposite means of eliciting perspectives from subjects in a controlled 

environment.  This approach is discussed in Section 3.5.  

3.4 The attitudinal survey 

The primary goal of the questionnaire used in Phase 1 of the mixed methods study was 

to acquire an overview of: the types of corruption that may be evident in local 

government; factors that make local government susceptible or resistive to corruption; 

the extent to which councils are aware of and willing to respond to corruption; and the 

mechanisms or controls either envisaged or in place to manage and address corruption.  

The online survey sought to ascertain potential differences between council employees 

where possible.  While responses addressed aspects of questions proposed by this 

thesis, it was envisaged that there would be contrasts between councils in different 

areas, and between different types of workers within those entities.  Some of those 

differences might identify factors such as inability, reticence or unwillingness by senior 

employees to effectively manage the risk or reporting of corruption.  Alternatively, 

divergences could be informed by council compositions, including their affluence, 
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location and demography.  Therefore, the questionnaire design sought to identify and 

ÁÓÓÅÓÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ȬÔÙÐÅȭ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓ ÃÁÍÅ ÆÒÏÍȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ Á×ÁÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ 

ensure individual respondents could not be identified as per ethical protocols.  

3.4.1 Rationale behind choice of councils 

In December 2011, the OLG engaged NSW Treasury Corporation (TCorp) to undertake a 

financial assessment of all 152 councils in NSW.  The scope of this assessment was 

expanded in March 2012 to include financial sustainability and benchmarking, resulting 

ÉÎ Á ȬÃÏÍÐÒÅÈÅÎÓÉÖÅȟ ÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÅÖÅÒÙ 

ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÉÎ .37ȭ ɉ/,' .37ȟ ςπρτɊȢ  

This exercise assisted greatly in determining the choice of councils to use in the sample, 

but also with establishing the demographics of each region and LGA.  In particular, the 

assessment influenced the sample frame by highlighting salient differences between 

councils such as size, geography, population demographics and council affluence.  While 

each council is responsible for its LGA, Flavel (2013, p. 69) considers that council 

ÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ  ȬÁÒÂÉÔÒÁÒÙ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÓȟ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔ ÔÏ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÔ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÉÌÙ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÉÎÇ 

ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔȭȢ  4ÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÓÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓ ÓÕÃÈ 

variations pragmatically.  

In terms of geographical variations affecting the sample, it was pertinent to observe that 

ȬÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρπ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÔÏ ςπρρȟ ÔÈÅ 'ÒÅÁÔÅÒ 3ÙÄÎÅÙ ÁÒÅÁ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÎÅÁÒÌÙ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÑÕÁÒÔÅÒÓ ÏÆ 

ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ɍ×ÉÔÈɎ ÁÐÐÒÏØÉÍÁÔÅÌÙ φτϷ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ 

ÒÅÓÉÄɍÉÎÇɎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÒÅÁÔÅÒ 3ÙÄÎÅÙ ÁÒÅÁȭ (TCorp, 2013, p. 27).  This profile influenced the 

ÓÁÍÐÌÉÎÇ ÆÒÁÍÅȟ ÉÎ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÁÎÃÅ ×ÉÔÈ "ÅÌÌȭÓ (2009, p. 145) ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÓÁÍÐÌÉÎÇ 

techniques [were] employed in order to produce a sample which is, as far as possible, 

ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÖÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ Á ×ÈÏÌÅȭȢ  4ÈÅ ÃÈÏÉÃÅ ÏÆ ÓÁÍÐÌÅ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓ ×ÁÓ 

underpinned, inter alia, by these considerations.  The document, Comparative 

Information on NSW Local Government (DLG NSW, 2013) provided demographic 

statÉÓÔÉÃÓ ÉÎ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ρυς ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÉÓ ÆÏÒ 

assessing the appropriateness of councils in the sample base.  With the assistance of this 

publication, a number of factors were used to formulate a table of councils that would 

subsequently be invited to participate in the attitudinal survey (a list of these factors is 

outlined in Appendix 2).  
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In addition to demographic factors, two further aspects were considered pertinent.  

First, some councils in NSW have been involved previously in ICAC investigations, which 

ÍÁÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÄ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȭ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ 

prevalence within local government, or indeed, their perception of the manner in which 

incidences of alleged corruption have been historically and are currently addressed.  

Second, councils that have an internal ombudsman, as a form of in-house formal 

guardian, were considered to be a basis of comparison with those that may not have had 

this figure or that had an alternative internal complaint-handling, investigative or anti-

corruption remit.  With this in mind, and in compiling the sample base, it was considered 

appropriate to include a number of these councils in the invitation to participate.  This, it 

was reasoned, might produce interesting comparisons on how organisational structure 

mediates how employees both perceive and respond to suspicious practices.  

In light of the fact that there was no guarantee that all councils in the sample would 

accept the invitation to participate in the study, a bottom-up approach to formulating 

the sample was taken in the first instance, by listing councils that differed in the above 

respects until saturation point was reached (Morse, 2010, p. 347).  This resulted in a 

matrix of 35 councils.  

3.4.2 Approach to councils 

Once the final sample of councils was compiled, a letter (Appendix 3) was sent to each 

ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȭÓ '- ÉÎÖÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÅÎÄÏÒÓÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÑÕÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ participation 

of the council in the study.  The letter was accompanied by a survey participant 

information sheet (Appendix 4) and each GM, or their delegate, was asked to complete, 

sign and return a remittance slip (Appendix 5).  The remittance slip asked the GM to 

indicate whether the council wished to participate in the research and to specify a 

named contact for the survey link to be sent to, being a person who could then 

ÄÉÓÓÅÍÉÎÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÉÎÅ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÔÏ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȭÓ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓ ÖÉÁ ÅÍÁÉÌȢ  #ÏÕÎÃÉÌÓ ×ÅÒÅ 

asked to indicate their intention to participate by completing the remittance slip and 

returning it within three weeks.  This timeframe was stipulated in an effort to secure 

commitment from councils in a timely fashion.  Several councils required further contact 

after the three-week period lapsed, as discussed further in Section 3.4.3.  

applewebdata://5DC16C0F-A16A-4F11-9AE0-C6600A5393F3/#_Appendix_A
applewebdata://5DC16C0F-A16A-4F11-9AE0-C6600A5393F3/#_Appendix_B
applewebdata://5DC16C0F-A16A-4F11-9AE0-C6600A5393F3/#_Appendix_C
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The study invitation stressed that the research would be an independent, analytical 

study, based on a wide range of councils in NSW, and emphasised the comparative 

nature of the inquiry to mitigate concerns the GMs might have as to why they were 

selected for inclusion.  Each council was advised that this would be the initial request 

and that, should they wish to participate in the study, a separate email would be sent to 

them soon after which would include: (1) an online survey hyperlink; (2) a covering 

message that could be forwarded to employees to introduce them to the survey; and 

(3) a tailored participant information sheet13 (Appendix 5), ensuring that employees 

were adequately informed about the study, their right to participate or decline, and the 

various protections put in place.  

3.4.3 Councils that agreed to engage in the study 

From the 35 councils that were invited to participate in the study, only 11 councils 

agreed to be involved (32%).  Another 20 councils indicated that they did not wish to 

participate in the study (57%), and 4 (11%) did not respond to the invitation. 

Of the councils that agreed to participate, one council felt that it would be too onerous to 

expect all employees to be involved (Council 3), and only agreed to participate on the 

basis that 20 members of staff would be invited to complete the questionnaire.  Some 

councils simply stated that they would not be participating in the study, while others 

gave more thorough reasons.  Such reasons given may have been credible and 

understandable; however, there was little effort required of councils other than to 

forward the questionnaire to each of their employees with a pre-prepared covering 

letter.  As only one-third of invited councils were willing to participate, it could be 

inferred that the majority of GMs were reticent about participating, for various reasons.  

This finding builds on salient observations that conducting research on the reality of 

corruption can be problematic, especially when the nature of the topic is culturally 

sensitive (Kalof et al., 2008, p. 116; Rothstein & Torsello, 2014, p. 264).  

Because more than two-thirds of invit ed councils did not accept the invitation to 

participate, it was considered that validity in the ensuing results might have been 

 
13 This participant information sheet was tailored to the participant of the questionnaire and differed from the one 
initially sent to GMs, which was more general and related to the wider concepts and focus of the study.  This received 
approval from the ANU Human Research Ethics Committee on 10 March 2015 (Protocol number: 2014/641). 
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affected.  However, the 11 councils that formed the final sample base represented a 

comprehensive, diverse and disparate array of council types.  Therefore, taken together, 

the knowledge produced would go some way to ensuring the validity and enhancing the 

quality of the research.  What this process did highlight, however, was the high degree of 

autonomy and discretion bestowed on GMs as public service guardians, and the leverage 

these officials can possess on the possibilities of empirical data collection.  If 

ȬÔÒÁÎÓÐÁÒÅÎÃÙ ɍÉÓɎ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÒÅÓÔ ×ÁÙ ÏÆ ÇÕÁÒÄÉÎÇ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ɍÁÓ ÉÔɎ ÈÅÌÐÓ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ 

trust in the people and institutioÎÓ ÏÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÏÕÒ ÆÕÔÕÒÅÓ ÄÅÐÅÎÄȭ (Transparency 

International, 2018), then this process highlighted a lack of transparency, and presented 

as one of the main barriers in attempting to conduct empirical fieldwork on local 

government corruption.  Such barriers are a research issue acknowledged by Rothstein 

and Torsello (2014, p. 264)ȟ ×ÈÏ ÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÄÅÓÉÒÅ ÔÏ ÒÅÁÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ ȬÆÉÒÓÔ-hand 

encounters with corruption [but there is a] hesitation to describe what is taking place in 

ÔÈÅ ÆÉÅÌÄȭȢ   

According to the publication, Comparative Information on NSW Local Government: 

Measuring Local Government Performance 2011ɀ12, the total number of FTE staff across 

the 11 councils in 2012ɀ13 was 5,125, with an average of 282 per sampled council (DLG 

NSW, 2013).  While the response rate to the ANU survey, Perceptions of Corruption in the 

Victorian Public Sector: Report to IBAC, was 18% (Australian National University, 2013, 

p. 1), it was accepted that there would be no way of knowing how many people may 

respond to this survey at each council, as the demographic composition of each is vastly 

dissimilar.  A summary of the response rate is discussed further at Section 3.4.8.  

3.4.4 Sample of councils 

For each of the councils that agreed to participate in the study, an email with a hyperlink 

to the online questionnaire was sent to the nominated contact (Appendix 8).  This was 

prefaced with a covering letter, for adaptation in any electronic message that the council 

wished to send to recipients, and the survey participation information sheet  

(Appendix 6).  

Councils were advised that the survey would be open for six weeks in an effort to 

accommodate staff schedules and availability.  
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3.4.5 Questionnaire design 

4ÈÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÎÁÉÒÅ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ Á ÍÏÄÉÆÉÅÄ ȬÓÐÉÎ ÏÆÆȭ ÏÆ Á 

survey previously submitted to public servants within the Victorian Public Service 

(VPS), as part of a research project conducted by the ANU and the Social Research 

Centre (SRC), commissioned by IBAC (Australian National University, 2013).  However, 

upon further scrutiny of this questionnaire, it was considered that, while some aspects 

of that survey could be adapted for the purpose of this research, more needed to be 

known about other factors that might have a bearing on the questions pursued in this 

research study.   

With that in mind, additional measurements were included in the questionnaire in order 

to enrich the quality and diversify the focus of the research.  Furthermore, it was 

ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÏÒÅ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ËÎÏ×Î ÁÂÏÕÔ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÄÅÍÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃ ÄÅÔÁÉÌÓȟ 

including:  

¶ the highest educational attainments of participants;  

¶ the age range of participants; 

¶ whether participants had managerial or supervisory duties; 

¶ the salary range of participants, to acknowledge low-, medium- and high-income 

earners, and therefore to distinguish between job classifications; and  

¶ the core business areas of the participants.  

Such details were deemed desirable to enable potential cross-tabulation of results, and 

to glean whether particular responses to questions (i.e. perceptions and experiences) 

were related to one or more of these structural variables.  

Additionally, in close consideration of the three components within the crime triangle 

(Clarke & Eck, 2003, p. 27), a variation on other question types was preferred, such as:  

¶ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÌÅÖÅÌÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÏÆ 

work and within other councils in NSW (Targets);  

¶ whether participants considered that local government was more susceptible to 

corruption than other parts of the public sector, and if so, why (Offenders); and  
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¶ whether participants had received Code of Conduct training, and if there was a 

correlation between such ÔÒÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÁÎ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅȭÓ 

awareness of corruption and dis/incentivisation to report (Guardianship).  

The reasons for expanding the survey in this way was to elicit a greater understanding 

about differences that could be attributed to attributes of LGAs, attributes of councils 

specifically, and whether efforts (or otherwise) to implement compliance-based 

ÉÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅÓȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÔÒÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á #ÏÄÅ ÏÆ #ÏÎÄÕÃÔȟ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȭ 

experiences and practices.  

The following steps were taken to enhance validity of the quantitative research design:  

i A discussion of key issues in relation to the proposed research questions at the 

design stage, prior to its compilation.  This included: distinction between types of 

corruption, reporting of corruption, the risk of corruption, and the prospect of 

corruption in the context of how it might manifest in local government. 

ii  Testing of the questionnaire design with colleagues from the Local Government 

Internal Ombudsman Network (LGION), to ascertain whether the proposed 

questions were clear, value-free, unambiguous, and would capture responses 

adequately. 

iii  A pilot study: a number of selected individuals were asked to complete the 

questionnaire in a word-processed format to ascertain whether it was 

administratively appropriate and easy to follow, that the questions were easily 

understood, and that it was not too onerous to complete from a time and effort 

perspective (see Section 3.4.6).  

Subsequently, the questionnaire was tested again to further gauge its user-friendliness 

and length of time to complete.  Pertinent concerns in relation to the first iteration of the 

questionnaire were that it took too long to complete and that the order of questions did 

not flow well.   

With this in mind, the second iteration of the online questionnaire sought to refigure 

and improve its structure, resulting in the compartmentalisation of the questions into 

five sections: (1) perceptions of corruption; (2) reporting mechanisms; (3) awareness of 
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management mechanisms; (4) demographic composition of participants; and 

(5) organisational characteristics (See Appendix 7 for a detailed description of these 

categories and Appendix 8 for a breakdown of all questions).  The logic of these 

ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÅÑÕÅÎÃÅ ×ÁÓ ÔÏ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÇÕÉÓÈ ÅÁÃÈ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓȭ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȭÓ ÄÉÖÅÒÓÅ ÁÒÒÁÙ ÏÆ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÅÎÁÂÌÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÉÓÏÎȟ Éf required, with 

data gained elsewhere in the survey.  

Each category was methodically generated in view of the fact that, inevitably, some 

participants may start the questionnaire, but not finish it.  In particular, Demographic 

composition of participants (Section 4) and Organisational characteristics (Section 5) 

were put to the end of the questionnaire, as being less critical sections than the first 

three.  The sequence of the first three sections sought to approach the subject matter in 

a generalised way before delving into more specific issues and measurements.  The 

duration of the actual questionnaire when rolled out was anticipated to take between 10 

and 15 minutes, which was considered to be close to the ideal survey length median of 

10 minutes (Revilla & Ochoa, 2017, p. 563).  

3.4.6 Pilot study 

Various colleagues within local government, and other contacts, provided comment and 

constructive criticism of the questionnaire instrument throughout its various iterations.  

The salient features of the survey, the proposed research and its methodology, were also 

discussed in a presentation to the LGION on 18 November 2014, with the intention of 

ÓÅÅËÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÅÎÄÏÒÓÅÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÒÖÅÙȭÓ ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ 

local government workplaces.  This forum incorporated internal ombudsmen from five 

councils14 in NSW, as well as representatives from the OLG and ICAC.15  Following this 

presentation, the ensuing feedback and subsequent discussions with colleagues, slight 

refinements were made.  Primarily, this was in relation to Section 5 of the questionnaire, 

to ensure that comparison accounted for nuances in respondent positions and roles 

across councils.   

 
14 These were Burwood Council, Hurstville Council, Warringah Council, Wollongong Council and Wyong Council. 
15 On this occasion, a representative from the Office of the NSW Ombudsman was unable to attend. 
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3.4.7 Questionnaire design ɀ finalisation of the research instrument 

When the draft questionnaire had been finalised, it was converted to an online version 

using SurveyMonkey, a platform for distributing online surveys.  It was piloted in this 

format to ensure that configuration, and question logic and sequence, worked 

effectively.  The online survey was tested on a number of occasions, each time with a 

different response, to ensure that it could be easily understood and completed, and was 

not onerous, sensitive or time-consuming.  

Despite some issues in online survey design also existing in traditional survey formats, 

such as accessibility for marginalised groups and sampling (Wright, 2005), online 

surveys are efficient, minimise the potential for error, and have the benefit of 

distribution across a wide geographical and demographic base.  That said, a limitation is 

that data capture is limited to computer users.  Consideration was given to production of 

the questionnaire in hard copy format, which could be completed by council employees 

who did not have access to such technology within their workplaces.  However, to do so 

had the potential to skew responses by giving favour to particular council workers, such 

as outdoor staff, that in turn could compromise study reliability.   This means that there 

are always limitations on the data being produced by such inquiry, as some groups 

within local government would not have accessed the survey.  However, given the 

response rate from each council (see Section 3.4.8), wider participation within a council 

would not have added significant weighting to the data acquired.  

The chosen online survey medium, SurveyMonkey, has the ability to send the same 

survey to multiple recipients, but with functionality that enabled monitoring of each 

ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȭÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎȢ  %ÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÅÁÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÆ Á ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÈÁÄ ÁÇÒÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÅ 

in the questionnaire, but then did not forward the survey hyperlink among their 

respective employees, this would be apparent to the researcher.  In the survey 

participant information sheet (Appendix 6), participants were made aware that neither 

they nor their participating council would be identifiable, but this functionality was 

considered necessary to enable cross-council comparison and assess participation.  
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3.4.8 Response rate from Phase 1 of the mixed methods study 

The survey was sent to participating councils in the week commencing 11 March 2015 

and closed on 24 April 2015.  One council did not submit any responses, despite their 

earlier agreement to participate in the study.  This transpired to be a benefit of the 

ÐÌÁÔÆÏÒÍȭÓ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÁÓÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ÓÔÅÍÍÅÄ ÆÒÏÍȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÉÓ 

particular council was not used in subsequent analysis.  

Accordingly, the responses reflected survey completion by appointed officials at 10 

councils in NSW, as outlined in Appendix 9.  While the 10 councils are not named, survey 

participants would potentially be able to identify their council from the details 

contained within this table, and would, of course, know that their council was in this 

sample base.  Efforts were, however, made to avoid any way to distinguish one council 

from another, by compartmentalising attributes of each council, such as number of FTE 

staff, size of population, and geographical size of LGA, into brackets.   

The hyperlink to the questionnaire differed slightly when sent to each council, which 

enabled attribution of responses to the corresponding council.  For the purpose of 

reference, each is referred to by number (Council 1, Council 2, and so on to Council 10) 

so as not to make any council readily identifiable.   

The final sample of councils that participated provided a distinct representation 

across NSW.  By having a sample of 10 councils, each operating independently and 

autonomously, the potential for bias or compromise was mitigated heavily, as responses 

emanated from employees at councils that had no affiliation with the others.  Further, 

participants were not aware of which other councils had been invited to take part in the 

study, nor did they know those that contributed and those that did not.   

No two councils were identical in terms of the characteristics detailed above; fittingly, 

councils differed in a number of other ways, which enhancÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙȭÓ ÖÁÌÉÄÉÔÙ ÂÙ 

increasing the comprehensiveness of variables.  These variations included differences 

ÉÎȡ ÅÁÃÈ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȭÓ ÃÏÍÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÚÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÙÐÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÅÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃÁÌ ÁÒÅÁ ÉÔ 

covered; its FTE staff base; the size of the population iÔ ÓÅÒÖÅÄȠ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÃÁÌÉÔÙȭÓ ÓÏÃÉÏ-

ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÐÒÏÆÉÌÅȢ  $ÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÅÁÃÈ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȭÓ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ 

sustainability, outlook and infrastructure management.  To aid further, three councils 
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had an internal ombudsman and four had been involved in a previous ICAC 

investigation.   

The survey received 251 total responses of which 197 were completed responses.  The 

composition of the 251 respondents across the 10 councils is illustrated in Figure 3.1.  

 

Figure 3.1. Number of responses per council (N=251)  

As illustrated, the number of respondents from each council varied.  While the group 

average number of FTE staff across councils in NSW is 282 (DLG NSW, 2013), the 

number of FTE employees within councils can vary considerably.16  Figure 3.2 

represents the participation rate at each council, based on the number of responses 

received as a percentage of the FTE base of that council, and shows that there is a 

significant disparity in participant response rates.  The participation rate ranges from 

2% (Councils 1 and 3) to 16% (Council 8).  A caveat must be emphasised, however, as 

the FTE base does not account for alternative employment types, such as volunteers, 

part-time employees, casual staff members or seasonal staff, who may have also 

completed the survey.  As there would be no way of knowing with any certainty how 

many staff would be employed by each of the participating councils during the period 

that the survey was available, the FTE staff number is relied upon as a good indication of 

ÔÈÅ ÓÉÚÅ ÏÆ ÅÁÃÈ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȭÓ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÍÅÎÔ ÂÁÓÅȢ  4Ï ÅÎÃÏÕÒÁÇÅ ÃÏÎÆÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇÓȟ ÔÈÅ 

sections in the questionnaire, Demographic composition of participants (Section 4) and 

 
16 As detailed with Section 3.4.1, the number of FTE staff at a council may range from 31 to 1,741. 
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Organisational characteristics (Section 5) allowed responses to be placed within the 

ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÒÏÌÅȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÍÅÎÔ ÔÙÐÅ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ 

if required. 

 

Figure 3.2. Participation rate as percentage of FTE staff  

With the exception of the one council which agreed to participate in the survey on the 

understanding that only 20 employees would be invited to undertake the questionnaire 

(Council 3), the completion rate for the remaining 9 councils is significantly low.  Even at 

Council 3, only 5 of the 20 invited employees completed the questionnaire.  Indeed, 

across the breadth of councils, as the actual number of employees at each of these 

councils would be higher than the known FTE base, the response rate from each council 

is less than that depicted in Figure 3.2.  It could be inferred, therefore, that most council 

employees were less inclined to complete the questionnaire than those at Councils 4, 7 

and 8.  If reliance was placed on one or two councils alone, this may have a bearing on 

any outcomes.  However, across the sample of 10 councils, the sum of 197 completed 

responses invokes greater confidence in the findings; nevertheless, the low participation 

rates do highlight a significant limitation in terms of any capacity to make claims of 

representativeness (O'Rourke, 1999, p. 107).  While a greater proportion of councils 

were invited to participate, as discussed in Section 3.4.3, just under a third agreed to do 

so (see Figure 3.1).  If a greater number of councils participated, or if more councils were 

invited to participate, a higher response rate would have been likely; on reflection, this 

may have been a wise option to improve the response rate.  That said, there would be no 

guarantee of a greater response rate if more councils had been invited to participate.   
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The aggregated responses provided salient, attitudinal insights across local government 

in NSW, and this in itself helped to inform the focus of the follow-up semi-structured 

inter views, specifically around the meaning of corruption, organisational attitudes 

towards it, and appetite, or strategies, to manage it.  This is discussed further in 

Section 3.5.  Further, responses derived from this sample base would serve as credible 

and diverse examples that broadly reflected the demographic make-up of NSW.  In 

particular, 6 of the 10 councils were metropolitan councils, and 1 was on the 

ÍÅÔÒÏÐÏÌÉÔÁÎ ÆÒÉÎÇÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÌÉÇÎÅÄ ÎÉÃÅÌÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ 

population, with nearly two-ÔÈÉÒÄÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÒÅÓÉÄÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

Greater Sydney region (TCorp, 2013, p. 27).  

For the purpose of broader comparison, the 152 council entities that existed in NSW at 

the time of the study is presented in Appendix 16, as derived from data provided by the 

OLG (2020).  This assists in placing the sample of 10 councils within the broader 

framework of NSW council entities.  While there are some surface-level resemblances 

between the 152 councils, such as gender differentiation and average taxable income, 

there are also much greater divergences with regards to size, socio-economic status, size 

of population and the largest industry employer within any LGA.  Councils are 

geographically diverse, yet operate within the same regulatory parameters of corruption 

control, with ICAC, and other oversight bodies, placing mandatory obligations onto the 

local government sector as a whole.  This allows for some comparability, and a strength 

of surveying 10 different and diverse council entities.  However, this is also a limitation 

given that the sample should not be construed as representative of the entire network of 

councils. 

Given these, and in consideration of the relatively small sample base that has been 

examined in this thesis, it was conceded that it would be difficult  to state in 

generalisable terms that any particular difference or similarity between council type 

(e.g., rural/regional; affluency; professionalisation, gender differentiation or salary 

range of population served) would have a strong bearing on the general attitude or 

impressions towards corruption or corruption-management by the employees.  This 

would be an interesting and important avenue to consider and explore, but it is beyond 

the scope of this thesis.   
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3.4.9 Analysis of attitudinal survey 

While SurveyMonkey offered some analytical tools, the data generated was 

subsequently analysed using SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) as its 

functionalities offered a greater ability to analyse, compare and cross-tabulate 

responses than those provided by SurveyMonkey.  

Once the data was migrated to SPSS, it underwent an initial clean-up as a means of 

validating its trustworthiness, to ensure that comparisons could be made.  For example, 

ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ 3ÕÒÖÅÙ-ÏÎËÅÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÖÉÔÅÄ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÔÉÃË ȬÁÌÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÐÐÌÙȭ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄ 

ÂÌÁÎË ÓÐÁÃÅÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÄ ÔÏ Á Ȭςȭ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖely in SPSS.  This process 

ensured the integrity of the data with a view to ascertaining whether there were any 

invalid responses or obvious mistakes.   

The opportunity was also taken to consolidate some findings into a separate variable, for 

subsequent cross-tabulation.  For example, if a respondent had stated that they had 

either suspected or witnessed at least one of the corrupt practices listed, respectively, in 

Questions 8 and 9, the number of corrupt practices either suspected or witnessed was 

categorised under a separate variable for comparison with other social or demographic 

factors or data gained elsewhere.  This helped explain a number of contradictions, which 

are discussed in subsequent chapters of this thesis.  

The free text responses were migrated into NVivo, a computer-assisted qualitative data 

analysis software (CAQDAS) package.  The rich narrative provided by some of the 

respondents assisted in contextualising their responses to the quantitative component.  

The process of coding for the analysis is elaborated further at Section 3.5.6.   

3.4.10 Demographic analysis of questionnaire respondents (Phase 1)  

For the purpose of contextualising the analysis presented in the following three 

chapters, the demographic composition (gender, age and salary range) of public officials 

who participated in the quantitative component of this research project is described 

below.  For a more detailed breakdown and discussion, see Appendix 10.  

The demographics are based on the 197 respondents who completed the survey and 

therefore answered this question.  As such, it does not capture respondents who started 
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the questionnaire but did not complete it.  In summary, the following highlights the 

demographic composition of respondents:  

¶ A slight majority of them were male. 

¶ Two-thirds were over 40 years of age. 

¶ Half earned less than $90,000 per annum. 

¶ Respondents were evenly sampled from across local government functions. 

¶ Half had worked for more than one council. 

¶ Almost half had worked in local government for more than 15 years. 

The respondent pool is reflective of the ageing workforce in local government (Hastings 

et al., 2015, p. 9), with less than a quarter of all respondents being under 40 years of age, 

and nearly half of all respondents claiming to have worked within local government for 

more than 15 years.  The ageing workforce bears a degree of correlation with length of 

service, suggesting that many local government employees tend to spend their whole 

careers in public service, with many transferring their service between councils.  

Accordingly, the sector could be considered to be quite insular, with local government 

officials likely working wit h, and therefore knowing, one another.   

Across the sample base of councils, it was conceded that representation would not align 

ÔÏÔÁÌÌÙȟ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ×ÁÓ ÖÏÌÕÎÔÁÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÎÅÓÓ ×ÁÓ ÒÅÌÉÁÎÔ ÏÎ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ 

willingness to engage with the study and respond candidly to the survey.  As employees 

at each participating council had the option of completing the survey, without incentive 

or coercion, it is somewhat reassuring that a wide and well-balanced representation was 

obtained.  While this should not be taken to be representative of local government in 

general, nor of local government in the jurisdiction of NSW, it does inspire confidence in 

the significance of the findings.  

3.5 Qualitative interviews with anti -corruption figures 

The design of the interviews went through a similar process of testing and refinement 

following the analysis of the attitudinal survey, the literature review, and the sample of 

ICAC investigation reports.  This approach conforms with a mixed methods iterative 

design process, with findings attained from the former stage informing and influencing 

the next component of the study (Nastasi et al., 2010, p. 320).  This process also helped 
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determine the composition and suitability of interviewees, and the contributions that 

each was able to make to the research problem being investigated.  The rationale of the 

interviews was to correlate the perceptions and understandings of corruption by those 

who may encounter its incidence on the front line with those who are seeking to expose, 

reduce and address it.  These linkages, nuances and divergences are explicitly discussed 

in Chapters 4, 5 and 6.  

3.5.1 Concept and design 

Denzin and Lincoln (2011, p. 3) ÓÔÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÑÕÁÌÉÔÁÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÉÓ Á ÓÉÔÕÁÔÅÄ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙ ÔÈÁÔ 

locates the observer in the world [and] consists of a set of interpretive, material 

ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁËÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÖÉÓÉÂÌÅȭȢ  4ÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅȟ ÉÎ ÓÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÅÎÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȟ 

observations by Gubrium and Holstein (2001, p. 57) were noteworthy, in the sense that 

the qualitative interview needed ÔÏ ÅÌÉÃÉÔ ÔÈÅ ȬÎÕÁÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÐÔÈÓ 

ÏÆ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȭȢ  4ÈÅ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÓ ÏÂÔÁÉÎÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×Ó ×ÅÒÅ ÆÕÎÄÁÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ 

understanding: what meanings people ascribe to corruption as a concept; what their 

views and awareness were of acts that they construed as corrupt; and how meanings 

and understandings differ from person to person and context to context.  Not only did 

this dimension complement the previous stages of research, it presented an opportunity 

to delve deeper into such understandings and findings.  

The configuration of the interview can be somewhere between structured, semi-

structured and unstructured (Curtis & Curtis, 2011, p. 29).  In consideration of each, and 

in order to avoid any restriction put on the type or format of data acquired from the 

interview process, the interviews followed a semi-structured approach.  In this way, 

interviews had a loose structure, but were organic and collaborative in dynamic, 

allowing the interviewer the freedom to probe on issues of note and to seek further 

exploration via follow-ÕÐ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓȢ  %ÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙȟ ȬÔÈÅ ÇÏÁÌ ɍ×ÁÓɎ ÔÏ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÁÎÇÅ ÁÎÄ 

ÄÅÐÔÈ ÏÆ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇÓ ÉÎ ÁÎ ÁÒÅÁȭ (Gubrium & Holstein, 2001, p. 58).   

To develop the discussion within Section 3.3.4, the impact that the interviewer had on 

ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ×ÁÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅȢ  !Î ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÒ ȬÍÁÙ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÒÏÌÅ 

to play in the creation of knowledge during the interview, in so far as the interview 

process may stimulate the participant to reflect on or articulate ideas for the first time 

ÏÒ ÉÎ Á ÎÅ× ×ÁÙȭ (Curtis & Curtis, 2011, p. 48).  Such a concept aligns with the social 
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constructivist approach, in that new information is constructed through the interview 

process (Curtis & Curtis, 2011, p. 47).  

3.5.2 Purpose of interviews  

Warren (2002, p. 83) ÐÏÓÉÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅ ÏÆ ÍÏÓÔ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÁÔÉÖÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÔÏ 

derive interpretations, not facts or laws, from respondent tÁÌËȭȢ  )Î ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ 

ÓÔÕÄÙȟ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÍÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ 

corruption in the local government setting in which they had experience or were 

engaged, specifically from the perspective of their being tasked with controlling or 

overseeing the management of corruption in local government.  This notion had 

ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÃÅȟ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÏÎ 7ÁÒÒÅÎȭÓ (2002, p. 83) approach to qualitative interviewing, in 

ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÈÅÌÐ ȬÆÒÁÍÅ ɍÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓɎ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÕÂÓÔÁÎÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÁÎÄ interactionally, 

ÁÉÍÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÌÉÆÅ ×ÏÒÌÄÓȭȢ  0ÌÁÔÔ 

(2001, p. 51) insightfully reflects on the evolution of interviewing over the last century, 

claiming that interviewing has gone some way to breaking down barriers between 

ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȟ ȬÃÏ-ÏÐÔÉÎÇ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍȭȢ  4ÈÉÓ 

ÒÅÓÏÎÁÔÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ÅÎÔÁÉÌÓȟ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȬÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ 

Á ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅȭ (Gubrium & Holstein, 2001, p. 67; Mason, 2009, p. 67; Platt, 2001, p. 50) that 

ÉÓ ȬÁÃÈÉÅÖÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÂÙ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ 

ÉÓÓÕÅÓȟ ÔÏÐÉÃÓ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓȭ (Mason, 2002, p. 225).   

As denoted by Holstein and Gubrium (2011, p. 341)ȟ ȬÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÒÅÁÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ 

ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÃÔÉÏÎȭȢ  4ÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ 

worked or do work in the business of corruption governance, undoubtedly influenced 

their interpretations and opinions, and these may have arisen as a result of their social 

interactions, perceptions and exposure to corruption.  With this in mind, theoretical and 

purposeful sampling ensured that a broad spectrum of individuals were selected for this 

ÁÓÐÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙȟ ȬÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÐÁÒÔÉcipants who best represent or have knowledge of 

ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÔÏÐÉÃȭ (Morse et al., 2002, p. 18).  Key individuals, each of whom had 

significant experience and credentials in their respective field as anti-corruption 

practitioners, were purposefully selected on the basis that they would likely offer 

insightful perspectives on corruption practices in local government (Collins, 2010, 

pp. 357-358).  Snowball sampling (Warren, 2002, p. 87) was used to grow the 
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respondent base, so other suitable individuals could be approached and their expertise, 

experiences and contributions gleaned.   

The interviewees occupied roles that could be construed as having a formal, direct or 

indirect guardianship mandate.  The intention was not to seek and make empirical 

generalisations, such as those attained in the survey, but rather to illuminate and enrich 

data gained from that phase with deeper levels of understanding (Patton, 2015, p. 264).  

The interviewing of a GM was considered, but given the reaction to the survey invitation, 

and the low acceptance rate by councils, this course of action was not pursued on the 

likely basis that there would be some reluctance or even resistance.  If this course of 

action had been taken, and a GM agreed to participate, it was also considered that their 

view could be taken to be representative of the GM community and might even be 

construed as self-ÓÅÒÖÉÎÇ ÏÒ ÄÅÆÅÎÓÉÖÅȢ  'ÉÖÅÎ )#!#ȭÓ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÏÒÙ ÍÁÎÄÁÔÅȟ Á ÒÅÑÕÅÓÔ ×ÁÓ 

made to interview a Senior Corruption Prevention Officer from ICAC.  However, this 

request was declined as permission was not granted by the then Executive Director of 

Corruption Prevention.  While this is unfortunate, some of the interviewees who did 

participate had worked for ICAC previously or had real-time interactions with ICAC in 

their current capacity.  

Interviews were conducted with a range of individuals until a point of saturation was 

reached in terms of substantive and thematic insights and the eliciting of sufficient 

information (Morse, 2010, p. 347).  This transpired to be 11 interviews, but an open 

mind was kept to conducting further interviews if a suitable and interesting opportunity 

arose.  Each interviewee was informed on the interview participant information sheet 

(Appendix 12) that they would be given a pseudonym and not be identifiable in the 

results section and in any subsequent publications.  This was accompanied by a covering 

letter (Appendix 11) and an interview consent form (Appendix 13).  Prior to proceeding 

with these formalities, initial contact was made either by telephone, email, in person or 

via an introduction, and a synopsis of the question schedule was discussed in advance of 

ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×Ȣ  4ÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ ÏÃÃÕÐÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÒÏÌÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÂÉÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÏÕÔÌÉÎÅÄ ÉÎ 

Appendix 15.   
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Interviews were conducted between 8 January 2016 and 16 May 2016.17  While many of 

the interviewees worked in a council in NSW at the time of the interview or previously, 

their breadth of experience covered more than a dozen councils.  This was often 

augmented with work experiences in state and federal government, as well as current or 

ÆÏÒÍÅÒ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÍÅÎÔ ÁÔȟ ÏÒ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈȟ ÏÎÅ ÏÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÏÖÅÒÓÉÇÈÔ ÏÒ ÁÎÔÉ-

corruption bodies.   

3.5.3 Demographic analysis of interviewees (Phase 2)  

Demographic factors such as ethnicity and age were not sought from any interviewee.  

These features were not considered to be materially relevant to the topic under study, 

ÂÕÔ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÏȟ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ ÃÒÅÄÅÎÔÉÁÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÂÒÅÁÄÔÈ ÏÆ ÅØÐÅÒÔÉÓÅȢ  'ÅÎÄÅÒ ×ÁÓ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ 

evenly represented, with six of the interviewees being male, and five being female.  All 

interviewees were interviewed in Sydney, in person, with the exception of one who was 

interviewed over Skype due to geographical constraints.  

3.5.4 Compilation and analysis 

A semi-structured interview format meant that the nature and duration of the interview 

could be controlled and organised.  This allowed for questions to be asked, based on 

certain themes or framed parameters, in order to elicit meaningful accounts by probing 

on particular matters.  It also enabled the respondents to steer the conversation around 

issues that were meaningful for them.  In turn, this aided the subsequent analysis of the 

data.  

Ruiz Ruiz (2009, p. 4) identifies three levels of discourse analysis: (1) a textual level; 

(2) a contextual level; and (3) an interpretive level.  He goes on to state that while the 

third and final level is the aim of the analysis, each level takes place in a circular and 

bidirÅÃÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÍÁÎÎÅÒȟ ÏÎÌÙ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ Ȭ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÔ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ 

ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅÄȭ (Ruiz Ruiz, 2009, p. 5).  This approach was followed, with 

interpretation of the discourse informing the manner in which it was contextualised and 

presented.   

 
17 Approval to proceed with interviews was granted by the Human Research Ethics Committee 29 October 2015 
(Protocol number: 2015/654).  
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3.5.5 Transcription and analysis of interviews 

Each interview was fully transcribed in accordance with the conventions developed by 

Jefferson (1974), who advocates that notation should represent words as they are 

pronounced (Tracy & Mirivel, 2009, p. 155)Ȣ  Ȭ4ÈÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÄÁÔÁ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÉÓ 

referred to as codingȭȟ ÓÔÁÔÅ #ÕÒÔÉÓ ÁÎÄ #ÕÒÔÉÓ (2011, p. 44).  Hence, as a technique 

employed in textual analysis, the content of each interviewee was coded and categorised 

(Ruiz Ruiz, 2009, p. 7).  !Ó ÃÏÄÉÎÇ ÉÓ Á ȬÓÔÒÉÃÔÌÙ ÉÎÄÕÃÔÉÖÅ ÍÅÔÈÏÄȭ (Ruiz Ruiz, 2009, p. 7), 

the manner in which data was read was significant and required a systemic and 

conscientious approach to ensure that derived findings were credible and rigorous 

(Patton, 2015, p. 653).  Mason (2009, pp. 148-149) identifies three ways that data can be 

read: literally , interpretively or reflexively.  Making sense of the interview data was 

interpretative, in that meanings were based on what the data meant or represented 

(Mason, 2009, p. 149).  Yet, as the data was acquired through the framed environment of 

a semi-structured interview, reading it was also reflexive, owing to the nature of the 

interaction between the interviewer, and the interviewee (Mason, 2009, p. 78).  A 

limitation of this appÒÏÁÃÈ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇÓ ÃÁÎ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÓÈÁÐÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÒȭÓ ÂÉÁÓ 

ÁÎÄȭ ÐÒÅÄÉÓÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÓ (Patton, 2015, p. 653), resulting in skewed knowledge.  Cross-data 

consistency with the other methods employed in this research project sought to 

minimise the potential for such bias and predispositions to influence the analysis, which 

is more prone to occur in a single-method study, as Patton (2015, p. 661) suggests.  

Each interview transcript was read through, several times, with notes made as audio file 

were listened to.  This assisted in making sense of the data, to clarify any inaudible 

aspects, and to gauge whether what was being heard or seen contradicted or 

complemented the survey results attained during Phase 1.  

3.5.6 Coding and categorisation 

#ÏÄÉÎÇ ȬÅÎÁÂÌÅÓ ÇÒÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÓÔÓ ÔÏ ÄÉÓÃÅÒÎ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÏÔÈÅÒ×ÉÓÅ ÒÅÍÁÉÎ 

invisibleȭ (Charmaz, 2011, p. 372), with three types of coding available in grounded 

theory research: open, axial and selective.  These are described as follows:  

Open coding is the interpretative process by which data are broken down 
ÁÎÁÌÙÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ȣ )Î Axial coding, categories are related to their sub-categories, and 
the relationships tested against the data ȣ Selective coding is the process by which 
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ÁÌÌ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÕÎÉÆÉÅÄ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ Á ȬȰÃÏÒÅȱȭ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÎÅÅÄ 
further explication are filled in with descriptive detail.  This type of coding is likely 
to occur in the later phases of a study. (Corbin & Strauss, 1990, pp. 12-14)  

Axial coding best describes the analytical approach undertaken for the purposes of this 

thesis and this was done using the CAQDAS package NVivo.  NVivo allowed all 

transcribed interviews to be uploaded in word-processed form for subsequent sorting, 

summarising and determination of appropriate theoretical categories (Charmaz, 2011, 

p. 363).  Coding and analysis occurred in conjunction with each other, as per the process 

advocated by Glaser and Strauss (2008, pp. 101-102).  While reading and interpreting 

the data, several notes were made about the emerging themes and how they integrated 

with the findings of the survey, when data was coded.  Such notes were relatively 

undeveloped and unstructured, but assisted in the analytical induction of themes and 

how findings from each of the data sets might align with the four sub-questions.  Using 

NVivo, categories were created which provided the basis for subsequent analysis and 

integration with the questionnaire data.  All of the responses were analysed, and themes 

emerged within each of the categories proved to be quite extensive (a full list of the 

categories and subcategories is available within Appendix 17).  A variety of means were 

used to make sense of the data, such as annotation of key excerpts, colour-coding of 

themes to a sub-question and a review of the number of different instances that featured 

within any particular theme.  While many of the emerging themes were insightful, some 

did not concretely align to the sub-research questions or focus of the thesis in general, 

and as such, only the ones that had particular relevance to the study - and the questions 

pursued - ÁÒÅ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÂÓÅÑÕÅÎÔ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇÓȭ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ 

juncture. 

3.6 Triangulation of data 

The process of triangulating data acquired from mixed method studies aims to make 

sense of conflicting and inconsistent patterns, divergences, and potentially competing 

explanations (Patton, 2015, pp. 653-661).  In this project, data derived from each of the 

mixed-method stages was integrated and cross checked in order to seek corroboration 

between the quantitative and qualitative data (Bryman, 2006, p. 105), as a means of 

enhancing credibility in the findings than otherwise might have been achieved by a 

single-study alone (Patton, 2015, p. 661).  By converging and corroborating the results 
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attained during the two phases of the mixed methods study, many conflicting and 

inharmonious patterns became apparent.  As a means of negotiating such contradictions, 

comparisons were made between data acquired from each source, to ascertain the 

extent of any complementarity between them.  This process also assisted in prioritising 

and negotiating which data to present in this thesis; in some instances, the lack of 

complementarity was particularly noteworthy in terms of how each participant base 

saw corruption in their lifeworld.   

Through synthesis of these data sets, differences and divergences emerged. These 

themes are discussed in Chapters 4, 5 and 6, in accordance with the existing literature 

and the underpinning theoretical influences.  Paradoxical findings and rival explanations 

are indicative of the real-world nuances associated with understanding, interpreting and 

addressing corruption in local government, as a truly situated, symbolically loaded and 

messy phenomenon.   

3.7 Summary 

This chapter has detailed the methodology that was applied in this research.  As has 

been shown, the pragmatic paradigm informed the research methodology, with a 

grounded theory and mixed methods approach taken to the data collection and analysis 

processes.  The findings are presented in Chapters 4, 5 and 6, and a discussion of their 

significance and implications follows in Chapter 7. 
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CHAPTER 4: THE IMPLICATIONS OF SUCCESS 

4.1 Introduction  

This chapter explores what corruption means to those who might observe and respond 

to it within local government.  It is based on a broad snapshot of attitudinal perceptions, 

and synthesised with a richer exploration of key narratives drawn from respondents 

and interviewees.  Through an exploration of different perceptions, experiences and 

interpretations, there are distinctive contradictions and disconnects between the 

perception of corruption, its level and degree of pervasiveness, and the everyday 

realities of occupational corruption.  There is a general belief that corruption in NSW 

local government is declining, and does not exist to a great extent within the council 

workplace.  Many impressions are attributed to the perceived efficacy of the ICAC, as 

sensationalised by tabloid media.  Yet, there is an acknowledgement that this focus on 

high-level and high-profile matters, often seen to involve elected officials, does not 

capture the lower-level or less exceptional forms of corruption that may take place 

within the administrative realm of local government.   

This chapter highlights how such impressions have been formed, noting that much of 

this knowledge has been created by the structures that have been implemented to 

address corruption within local government and the broader public sector of NSW. 

4.1.1 Perceptions of corruption 

Based on the results of the attitudinal survey, Figure 4.1 sets the scene for this chapter, 

highlighting that over a third of respondents think that corruption has decreased in NSW 

in the last 5 years.  This is more than the sum of respondents who thought that 

corruption had increased or stayed the same.  
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Figure 4.1. 2ÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÃÏrruption in NSW in the last 5  years 
(n=249)  

This signifies that the majority of local government employees feel that corruption is on 

the decline or is stable while only a minority thinks that it has increased; a ratio of 

nearly 4:1.  This predisposition contrasts substantially with the views of respondents in 

other studies that have sought to measure the degree or level of perceived corruption.  

From a service/sector level perspective, a similar number of respondents within the VPS 

thought that the level of corruption within Victoria had increased (17%) yet a noticeably 

lower amount (9%) thought it had decreased (Australian National University, 2013, 

p. 5).  At a national level, 43% of surveyed participants thought that corruption in 

Australia had increased in the previous three years while only 7% thought that it had 

declined (Graycar, 2013, p. 5; McAllister et al., 2012, p. 12).  Accordingly, by way of 

comparison, less than 1 in 10 respondents from the Victorian survey (9%) and the 

national survey (7%) thought that the level of corruption is on the decline, but this 

figure is nearer 4 in 10 (a total of 37.8%) among NSW local government respondents. 

!ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ 4ÒÁÎÓÐÁÒÅÎÃÙ )ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȭÓ 'ÌÏÂÁÌ #ÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ "ÁÒÏÍÅÔÅÒȟ ȬÆÅ× ÐÅÏÐÌÅ 

[surveyed in the Asia PacifÉÃ ÒÅÇÉÏÎɎ ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÃÌÉÎÅȭ 

(Transparency International, 2017, p. 4), with 1 in 5 people believing that the level of 

corruption has decreased, and 1 in 3 people (34%) thinking that corruption had 

increased in Australia (Transparency International, 2017, p. 9).  Similarly, on a global 
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ÓÃÁÌÅȟ !ÕÓÔÒÁÌÉÁȭÓ ÒÁÎËÉÎÇ ÏÎ 4ÒÁÎÓÐÁÒÅÎÃÙ )ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȭÓ #0) ÓÈÏ×Ó Á ÄÅÃÌÉÎÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ 

2012 and 2015, from 7th to 13th (Transparency International, 2012, 2013a, 2014a, 

2015).  Noting that the CPI is corroborated by localised studies that extend a similar 

view, the local government findings seem confounding, as they are completely in 

contrast.  While it is not obvious at this stage why this might be, this is potentially 

noteworthy in terms of how corruption is viewed and managed in this particular sector.  

4.1.2 Influencing factors 

To elicit a deeper understanding of their predispositions, respondents were invited to 

provide an explanation for their views.  Diverse views were expressed, each indicating 

ÈÏ× ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÉÍÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÆÏÒÍÅÄȟ ÆÒÏÍ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȟ ÅØÐÏÓÕÒÅÓȟ 

experiences or encounters.   

/ÎÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÄ ȬÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ Á ÌÏÔȭȟ ÓÔÁÔÉÎÇȡ  

Ȭ9ÏÕ ÓÅÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁȟ ÌÉËÅ 46 ÁÎÄ ÎÅ×ÓÐÁÐÅÒ ÔÁÌËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔȢȭ  

(ID-127, Council 8) 

This response in particular highlights that corruption and its perceived degree of 

management and pervasiveness is linked strongly to external sources, especially the 

ÍÅÄÉÁȢ  )ÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ ÍÅÄÉÁ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÈÁÓ ÌÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÂÅÌÉÅÆ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÍÏÒÅ 

corruption now than 5 years ago; the level might not have changed, but this is the 

instilled perception that arises from anti-corruption campaigns and showcased 

corruption investigations (Sampson, 2010, p. 265).  Another respondent had the same 

ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÅ ÂÅÈÉÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÄ ȬÄÅÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ Á ÌÏÔȭȡ 

Ȭ)#!# ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁ ÈÁve been active in identifying and making public 

ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÔÏ ×ÈÉÃÈ Á ÂÌÉÎÄ ÅÙÅ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÕÒÎÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔȢȭ ɉ)$-34, 

Council 8) 

The same substantive phenomenon has informed two quite different responses; one 

respondent correlated increased media attention with significantly more corruption 

while another perceived that corruption has reduced for the same reason.  As observed 

within Chapter 2 (Section 2.3.9Ɋȟ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁȭÓ 

ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭȟ ÁÓ Á ÔÅÒÍ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÏÖÅÒÕÓÅÄȟ ÕÎÄÅÒ-

informed, or one that has the potential to distort public perception (Dormaels, 2015, 
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p. 596; Graycar & Monaghan, 2015, p. 592; Loves, 2015, p. 159; Masters & Graycar, 2015, 

p. 173; Osrecki, 2015, p. 348).  The above comments show that such factors can sway 

public perception in diverse directions. 

Two further respondents also cited ICAC as the reason that corruption had ȬÄÅÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ Á 

ÌÏÔȭȟ ÓÔÁÔÉÎÇȡ 

Ȭ3ÔÒÉÃÔ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÐÕÔ ÉÎ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÏÒÅ 

transparent, and this has occurred since ICAC has been involved in the 

ÎÅ×ÓȢȭ ɉ)$-209, Council 2) 

Ȭ)#!# ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÍÏÒÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÉÎ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÁËÉÎÇ ÏÆÆÅÎÄÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÕÒÔȢȭ  

(ID-224, Council 8) 

!ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇÌÙȟ Á ÖÁÒÉÅÔÙ ÏÆ ÆÁÃÔÏÒÓ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÉÎ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓ 

about any change in the level of corruption in NSW local government, with particular 

emphasis on: 

¶ the enhancement of policies and procedures; 

¶ the presence of ICAC; and 

¶ increased media interest. 

)ÎÄÉÒÅÃÔ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÓ Á ËÅÙ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÒ ÉÎ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ 

understanding of corruption and its prevalence in NSW local government, as found in 

other Australian studies (McAllister et al., 2012, p. 12).  ICAC and the media ɀ in general, 

ÏÒ ÁÓ Á ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÓÕÂÓÅÔ ɉȬÔÈÅ ÎÅ×Óȭȟ Ȭ46ȭȟ ȬÎÅ×ÓÐÁÐÅÒȭɊ ɀ were referenced by three of the 

four respondents referenced above, as a reason behind why they thought corruption had 

decreased.  Media interest in local government corruption is informed significantly by 

the work of ICAC, as opposed to other investigative or law-enforcement bodies, such as 

the police.   

It is broadly observed in the literature that opinions and perceptions of corruption are 

heavily informed by third-party accounts rather than through direct experience or 

observation (Abramo, 2008, p. 3; Johnston, 2002, p. 867; Van de Walle, 2008, p. 233).  

The media, in particular, is a most influential source of influence on public opinion, but 

ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁȭÓ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÔÅÎÄÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÁÎÄÁÌÏÕÓ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ (Anechiarico & 
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Jacobs, 1996, p. 15).  Only a small aspect of local government corruption is brought to 

the attention of the public, who then form a view about its perceived level and nature. 

In addition to these external factors, many of the respondents who considered that the 

ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÄ ȬÄÅÃÒÅÁÓÅÄȭ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÍÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓȟ 

greater vigilance or improved controls and governance arrangements.  These were 

ÃÏÄÅÄ ÕÎÄÅÒ ȬÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÏÓÕÒÅ ÁÒÒÁÎÇÅÍÅÎÔÓȭ ÉÎ .6ÉÖÏȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ 

ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÉÖÅ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÁÂÏÕÔ ×ÈÙ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÄ ȬÄÅÃÒÅÁÓÅÄȭȡ 

Ȭ4ÈÅÒÅ ÈÁÓ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÂÕÔ ) ÔÈÉÎË Á ÌÏÔ 

more is being done to prevent and address the issues through training etc., 

ÓÏ ÉÔ ÍÁÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÄÅÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ Á ÌÉÔÔÌÅȢȭ ɉ)$-104, Council 7) 

Ȭ)Ô ÉÓ ÎÏ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÁÃÃÅÐÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ councils and council employees who are 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÁÒÅ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÐÕÎÉÓÈÅÄȢȭ ɉ)$-202, Council 5) 

Ȭ)ÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÅØÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÁÕÄÉÔÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓȟ internal ombudsman, 

introduction of corporate plans and policies, anti-fraud and corruption 

ÎÅ×ÓÌÅÔÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅÓȢȭ ɉ)$-188, Council 2) 

! ÒÁÎÇÅ ÏÆ ÆÁÃÔÏÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÅØÐÌÁÎÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ 

corruption and the nexus between efforts to manage corruption with its level of change 

in the past 5 years.  This could be indicative of a change in cultural acceptance, as 

exeÍÐÌÉÆÉÅÄ ÂÙ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓȟ Ȭ)Ô ÉÓ ÎÏ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÁÃÃÅÐÔÅÄȭȟ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ 

observations that organisational attitudes to workplace deviances have changed in 

recent times (Anechiarico & Jacobs, 1996, pp. 5-6)Ȣ  4ÈÅ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓ ÏÎ ȬÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ 

and expoÓÕÒÅ ÁÒÒÁÎÇÅÍÅÎÔÓȭ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÓ Á ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÏÆ ȬÖÉÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙȭ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÉÎÇ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ 

done to curtail the incidence of corrupt conduct within organisations, more so now than 

in previous years.   

However, given broader observations in the literature that corruption ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ȬÏÎ ÔÈÅ 

ÒÁÄÁÒȭ ÏÆ ÍÁÎÙ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÁÇÅÎÃÉÅÓ (IBAC VIC, 2014, p. 1; Van der Wal et al., 2016, p. 3), one 

might wonder what these anti-corruption endeavours might look like, what they focus 

on, and how effective they are.  Noting the limited context, these comments are 

somewhat speculative, abstract and imbued with a degree of affectedness.  By way of 

example, one comment referred to an internal ombudsman, assumed as a form of 

capable guardian.  Yet, out of the 152 councils in NSW at the commencement of this 



94 
 

study, just a handful of councils employed someone in an internal ombudsman function.  

This indicates a limited appetite among councils for such a role, which is discussed 

further in Chapter 6. 

2ÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÄÅÃÌÉÎÅd omit to elaborate on which 

ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÆÁÌÌ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÂÒÏÁÄ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭȟ ×ÈÏ ÍÉÇÈÔ 

perpetrate such acts, and to what extent.  What is apparent, is that many respondents 

hold a view that efforts to address corruption in local government are effective, as a 

result of localised anti-corruption endeavours.  

The data in Figure 4.2 shows that the majority of respondents accepted that there was a 

degree of corruption within their council.  More than half of all respondents (a total of 

υωȢτϷɊ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ȬÌÉÔÔÌÅȭȟ ȬÓÏÍÅȭ ÏÒ ȬÁ ÌÏÔȭ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

council, yet 1 in 5 (20.8%) respondents said that no corruption exists within their 

council.  

 

Figure 4.2. 2ÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÅØÔÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÅØÉÓÔÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ 
(n=202)  

A similar study in Victoria, albeit with Victorian state government respondents, reported 

almost identical results in that 61% replied little or some, 22% said none and 16% did 

not know (Graycar, 2014, p. 275).  Notably, the findings suggested that respondents 

recognise the existence of corruption to a limited extent.  This potentially reveals a level 

of acceptance that corruption exists; mÁÙÂÅ Á ȬÓÏÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÏÐÔÉÍÁÌȭ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÓ 

Osrecki (2015, p. 343) puts it, where the costs of tackling corruption are balanced with 
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the costs incurred by corruption, thereby creating a tolerance of infractions which are 

deemed to be moderate or mundane. 

A respondent who thought that there was little  corruption in their council stated:  

Ȭ! ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÂÁÃËÇÒÏÕÎÄÓ ÖÉÅ× ÓÏÍÅ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÁÓ ÁÃÃÅÐÔÁÂÌÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ 

ÉÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÔÏ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÐÏÌÉÃÙȢȭ ɉ)$-114, Council 7) 

4ÈÉÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÁÃÃÅÐÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÓÏÍÅ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁÙ 

be tantamount to corrupt conduct.  A well-known example in this regard is the 

customary exchange of gifts (MacNaughton & Wong, 2007, p. 89).  

Immigrants to Australia have more than doubled in the past two decades, with the 

majority settling in NSW (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017b).  Considering 6 of the 

10 sampled councils were metropolitan, it seemed likely that increased reference to 

culture, ethnicity or custom would feature among respondents from these councils; yet, 

that did not transpire to be the case.  While the offer of a gift creates a sense of an 

obligation to receive, and consequently, an obligation to reciprocate (Mauss, 2002 

[1950] , p. 50), the practice of guanxi, which is commonplace within Chinese 

ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓȟ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÎ ȬÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÌ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓȭ (Smart & Hsu, 2008, 

p. 177) ÁÎÄ ȬÁ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÌÉÆÅȭ (Andvig et al., 2000, p. 74).  Once one 

understands these customs, it ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÃÌÅÁÒ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÃ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ȬÐÏÌÉÃÙȭ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ 

limited in its ability to change such long-established practices. 

A contrary perspective was identified during Phase 2 of the research study, presenting a 

ÂÒÏÁÄ ÄÉÖÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ ÖÉÅ×ÓȢ  4ÈÒÅÅ 

interviewees reflected on their experiences with ethnicity and culture as factors that 

ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÒ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÕÐÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÏÎ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓȭ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ 

to address corruption.  These perspectives are presented below:  

Ȭ)Î ÔÈÅ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÃÁÎ ÔÈÉÎË ÏÆ ȣ ÁÎ ÅÌÄÅÒÌÙ ɍ)ÔÁÌÉÁÎɎ ÇÅÎÔÌÅÍÁÎ ȣ ×ÈÏ 

ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÏËÁÙ ÔÏ ÏÆÆÅÒ ÍÏÎÅÙ ÔÏ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÓÔÁÆÆ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÈÏ× 

ÈÅȭÄ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÓÅÅÎ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÄÏÎÅ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÁÓÓÕÍÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ 

it waÓ ÄÏÎÅ ÈÅÒÅ ȣ 3Ïȟ ×ÈÁÔ ÏÎÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÓ ÁÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȟ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ 

ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÔÈÉÎËÓ ÉÓ ÎÏÒÍÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒȢ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÁÎ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÎÏÔ 

everybody has the same expectations, probably because it is a mixed society 

with mixed beliefs and mixed cultural backgrounds, what is considered 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ȣ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÁÌÓÏ ×ÏÒË ÃÌÏÓÅÒ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ 
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ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ȣ ! ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔȟ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓ 

×ÏÍÁÎ ×ÈÏ ÒÁÎÇ ÍÅȟ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ÔÈÒÅÅ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÏÆ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈ ×ÁÓ ȬȰcorruptionȱȢȭ  

9ÏÕȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÈÅ Ô×Ï ÓÉÄÅÓȟ ÏÎÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÌÅÁÒÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÆ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÁÙ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÏÒÄ ÔÈÅÙȭÌÌ 

ÇÅÔ Á ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÓÔÒÁÉÇÈÔÁ×ÁÙȟ ÔÈÅÎ ÙÏÕȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÉÄÅ ×ÈÏ ÄÏÎȭÔ 

ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ×ÈÁÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÁÔ ÁÌÌ ÁÎÄ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏ ÉÓ 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȟ ÌÉËÅ ÍÙ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ )ÔÁÌÉÁÎ ÍÁÎȢȭ ɉ)Îterviewee 11) 

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ×Å ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅÓ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ 

in situations where new migrants arrive into the area. They might be 

coming from a context where particular behaviours are accepted, tolerated 

or just are normal. Without identifying the specific ones there are cultures 

where simple parking arrangements are just completely foreign to them, 

where bribery is the norm, where providing gifts or giving gifts to officials 

who provide a service is accepted as the norm and ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÉÓ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄȢȭ 

(Interviewee 1) 

Ȭ3ÁÙ Á ÈÅÁÌÔÈ ÉÎÓÐÅÃÔÏÒ ÇÏÅÓ ÏÕÔ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÁÎ ÉÎÓÐÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÐÒÅÍÉÓÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÏÎÅ 

of the owners of the shop comes from a different cultural background or 

from a culture where a fee for service would be common from their 

bacËÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÉÌÙ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȢȭ 

(Interviewee 7) 

A disconnect is evident, in that out of the 251 respondents surveyed, only one 

respondent expanded on the issue of custom and culture as a factor that may influence 

the risk or incidence of bribery.  Yet, 3 of the 11 interviewees explored this notion more 

intricately, from a hypothetical standpoint as well as an experiential one.  Rothstein 

(2017b, p. 11) ÁÓÓÅÒÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÍÏÒÁÌÌÙ ÂÌÁÍÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ Á ÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÖÅÒÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ 

ÆÒÏÍ ÓÁÙÉÎÇ ȰÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÁÌÌ ÄÉÓÈÏÎÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ ÂÁÄ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȱȭ.  Yet, the above interviewees were 

ÓÅÅÍÉÎÇÌÙ ÃÏÇÎÉÔÉÖÅ ÏÆ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÁÌ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ !ÕÓÔÒÁÌÉÁȭÓ 

plurali stic society and how these might impact on corruption and its potential within 

local government.  They noted that different cultural impressions have a bearing on how 

corruption is understood.  It is feasible that there may be a broader conception among 

the respondent base that corruption cannot be written off as an excuse for differing 

customs and values (Johnston, 2005, p. 18), and hence custom and cultural backgrounds 

are not factors that affect the risk or incidence of particular practices of corruption.  

There may be a broader appreciation of the association between custom and culture, 

with less patience for cultural mitigation (Larmour & Wolanin, 2001, p. xi; OECD, 2003, 
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p. 135).  This may explain its absence in any commentary by those completing the 

survey. 

Without exploring what the concept of corruption means to people or expanding on 

ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ρ ÉÎ υ 

respondents (see Figure 4.2) believe that there is no corruption within their council 

suggests they believe that corruption does not exist in any form.  This seems 

inexplicable given the significant attention paid to corruption during the past three 

decades (Bjørnskov, 2011, p. 135; Kuris, 2015, p. 126; Wedel, 2012, p. 453); the 

increased attention paid to corruption by the media (Islam, 2014, p. 442; Rothstein & 

Varraich, 2017, p. 7); the number of complaints made to ICAC in relation to local 

government being three times more than the next most complained about sector (ICAC 

NSW, 2016, p. 17)Ƞ ÁÎÄ ÎÅÁÒÌÙ Á ÑÕÁÒÔÅÒ ÏÆ )#!#ȭÓ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÌÙ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ 

in relation to local government (ICAC NSW, 2016, p. 17)Ȣ  ȭ4ÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÃÏÍÍentaries 

from respondents at two different councils offer some insight into why they feel that 

corruption does not exist within each of their councils:  

Ȭ) ÆÅÅÌ ÔÈÅ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÔÏÏ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÉÃÔÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÈÁÐÐÅÎ ÁÔ 

ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÁÇÅȢȭ  ɉ)$-179, Council 1) 

Ȭ4ÈÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ) ËÎÏ× ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ council in good 

ÆÁÉÔÈȢȭ  ɉ)$-121, Council 10) 

Building on these narratives, two-thirds of respondents think that the level of corruption 

ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ×ÁÓ ȬÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅȭ ÁÓȟ ȬÌÏ×ÅÒȭ ÔÈÁÎȟ ÏÒ ȬÍÕÃÈ ÌÏ×ÅÒȭ ÔÈÁÎ ÉÎ ÏÔÈÅÒ 

councils (Figure 4.3).  



98 
 

 

Figure 4.3. 2ÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÏÆ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÅÙ ÆÅÌÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÅØÉÓÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ 
their  council, cro ss-tabulated with the perceived level of corruption at 
other  councils (n=202)  

The analysis indicates that respondents predominantly believe that corruption is more 

ÐÒÅÖÁÌÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓ ÔÈÁÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×Îȟ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÁÎ ȬÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÍȭ 

dualism (Bauman, 1990, pp. 40-41, 159).  Respondents feasibly view their own council 

as being superior to other councils, which are regarded with scepticism.  Similar findings 

were identified in a study of local government employees in Victoria, with only 12% 

believing that corruption was a problem in their workplace, despite more than half of 

them (56%) believing that corruption happens in other councils within the state of 

Victoria (IBAC VIC, 2017a, p. 5). 

4ÈÉÓ ÄÉÃÈÏÔÏÍÙȟ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȬÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÍȭȟ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ ÁÎ ȬÉÎ-group or out-ÇÒÏÕÐȭ 

scenario, and these imagined distinctions relate to an antagonistic relationship between 

workplace cultures on performance and identity grounds (Bauman, 1990, p. 41).  

Authoritarian personality styles were exemplified by comments that fell within the 

ÔÈÅÍÅ ÏÆ ȬÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÏÓÕÒÅ ÁÒÒÁÎÇÅÍÅÎÔÓȭ ɉ3ÅÃÔÉÏÎ 4.1.2), indicating that 
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some respondents were not amenable to the idea that corruption might manifest within 

their council (Bauman, 1990, p. 48).   

To explore the extent of any divergences between councils, responses within councils 

were compared.  Figure 4.4 ÒÅÖÅÁÌÓ ÈÏ× ÖÁÒÉÅÄ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÁÒÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÅØÔÅÎÔ 

of corruption within their particular council.  At least one person from every council said 

that there was no corruption within their council, with the exception of Councils 3 and 5.  

 

Figure 4.4. %ØÔÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÅÁÃÈ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ɉÎЀςπςɊ 

At Council 8, a metropolitan council with between 500 and 1000 staff, a fifth of all 

respondents (13 of the 63) said that there was no corruption at their council, but more 

ÔÈÁÎ Ô×ÉÃÅ ÁÓ ÍÁÎÙ ɉÁ ÃÏÍÂÉÎÅÄ ÔÏÔÁÌ ÏÆ σρɊ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ ȬÌÉÔÔÌÅȭ ɉςπɊ ÏÒ ȬÓÏÍÅȭ 

(11).  Noting the small number of respondents from Council 4, a metropolitan council 

with fewer than 200 staff, all six respondents stated that there is no corruption within 

ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȢ  7ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÅØÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȟ ÔÈÅ ÒÁÔÉÏ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓ ×ÈÏ ÓÁÉÄ ȬÌÉÔÔÌÅȭ 

ÏÒ ȬÓÏÍÅȭ ÉÓ ÈÉÇÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÏ ÓÁÉÄ ÎÏÎÅ ÁÔ all other councils.  Should this not 

indicate a level of tolerance, it might imply a degree of conservatism, cultural denial, 

even misplaced arrogance, any of which might be socially endemic to the extent that 

even mild forms of corruption would be ignored by choice or even by design (Cohen, 

13 1 1
8

2

9 11

1
8

10

4 3

7

4

16
20

2

9
5

3

6

4

6

13

1

41

2

1

5

1

8

18

21

1

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Council 1 Council 2 Council 3 Council 4 Council 5 Council 6 Council 7 Council 8 Council 9 Council 10

Prefer not to say

Don't know

None

Little

Some

A lot



100 
 

2001, p. 5).  Through the lens of one respondent, a richly elaborative statement was 

significant in terms of differences between councils:  

Ȭ-Ù ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ council deals with corruption very well and encourages staff to 

report any wrongdoings of staff. My previous council on the other hand was 

extremely corrupt and bullied staff into doing the wrong thing all the time. 

It was known that any resident could reverse any decision when asking the 

mayor directly. Quite a few staff were employed due to [the] favouritism of 

[the] senior executive or due to someone in their family already working at 

council. A contact person existed for staff to report corruption, but no one 

dared to go to this person out of fear. Staff friendly and loyal to the 

executive team received pay increases and other types of remuneration. 

Ȱ$ÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔȱ ÓÔÁÆÆ ×ÅÒÅ ÏÐÅÎÌÙ ÔÁÒÇÅÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÅÄȢȭ ɉ)$-31, Council 8) 

4ÈÉÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔ Á ÖÁÓÔ ÄÉÓÐÁÒÉÔÙ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ Ô×Ï ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓȟ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÉÎÇ 

that they can and do differ extensively, despite the regulatory framework and 

parameters of each council being the same.  The above comment indicates that an 

organisational arrangement and cultural system of their former council nurtured 

corruption, with cronyism and nepotism featuring, combined with other misfeasance, 

such as workplace bullying.  

Nepotism and cronyism ɀ practices of corruption which might be categorised as 

ȬÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÉÓÍȭ ɀ  ÁÒÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÑÕÉÔÅ ȬÁÎ ÏÎÇÏÉÎÇ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÁÌ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÏÆ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎ ÔÏ 

ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃȭ (Hudson et al., 2017, p. 1).  If respondents deem there to be either little or 

some corruption in their council, while at the same time having a view that it is at the 

same level as it was five years ago, its degree of tolerance could be affiliated with 

HeidenheiÍÅÒȭÓ (2009, pp. 152-154) colour-coded classification as being either white or 

grey, rather than black.  Likewise, the perceived level or degree of corruption could be 

sporadic, routine or rare (Johnson, 2004, p. 145), but again, based on the little  and some 

predominance, unlikely to be pervasive or systemic.  Corruption in this category may be 

ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÐÅÔÔÙ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ ÂÕÔ ÎÏÔ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÉÖÅ ÏÆ ȬÇÒÁÎÄ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ (Langseth, 2012, 

p. 9; U4 Anti-Corruption Resource Centre, 2016).  These observations are germane to 

*ÏÈÎÓÏÎ ÁÎÄ 3ÈÁÒÍÁȭÓ (2004, p. 2) ÁÓÓÅÒÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÃÁÎ ȣ ÂÅ ÒÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ 

ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÔÏÌÅÒÁÎÃÅ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÉÔȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÅÎÓÅȟ ÏÎÅ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ 

the degree of tolerance is quite high for many council-appointed employees.   
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The general view of respondents, that there is either little  or some corruption in local 

government, but that the overall level is lower than it was 5 years ago, supports the 

academic literature cited above.  If the level has declined, this indicates that respondents 

believe there to be more corruption 5 years ago.  Respondents are not necessarily 

concerned about it or are prepared to accept it at this level, as this marks an 

improvement in its perceived level of incidence: to below a threshold of tolerance or 

acceptability.  Respondents may be getting used to corruption and its normalcy within 

ÔÈÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÅ ÁÃÃÅÐÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÉÔȟ ÁËÉÎ ÔÏ +ÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 7ÉÌÓÏÎȭÓ (1982) broken 

window theory, as discussed in Chapter 2 (Section 2.2.1ɊȢ  4ÈÕÓȟ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÇÒÏ×ÉÎÇ 

tolerance of corruption has contributed to its unseen nature, with little  or some 

corruption being an everyday reality, akin to a mundane organisational or workplace 

ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȢ  4ÈÉÓ ÏÃÃÕÐÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÁÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ȬÌÉÔÔÌÅ #ȭ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÕÎÒÅÍÁÒËÁÂÌÅȟ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÉÎÇ 

ÉÎ ÓÔÁÒË ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÁÎÄÁÌÏÕÓ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÎ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒ ÎÅ×Óȡ ȬÂÉÇ 

#ȭ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȢ 

On the basis of this assumed ambivalence, the impact of the media and its ability to 

inform different perspectives about corruption, is explored at this juncture.  

4.1.3 Perceptions attributed to external factors such as the media 

!Î )#!#ȾÍÅÄÉÁ ÓÙÎÔÈÅÓÉÓ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÄ ÉÎ ÓÏÍÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÒÅÍÁÒËÓ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒȟ 

when asked if the level of corruption has decreased or increased in the past 5 years.  

Many respondents referred to the media as an outlet that has informed their thinking, 

and this presented as a distinct theme.  The following comments stood out as 

ÅØÐÌÁÎÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ 

local government: that corruption has increased, decreased or stayed the same.  The 

quantum of comments highlights the influence that the media has in driving perceptions 

about corruption and creating a knowledge base about what corruption is and its 

generalised prevalence and significance.  

A reason given for the existence of corruption in thiÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ×ÁÓȡ  

Ȭ2ÅÃÅÎÔ ÐÒÅÓÓ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎȢȭ ɉ)$-5, Council 5) 
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In comparison with the perceived level of corruption in other councils, this respondent 

claimed that they did not know if the level of corruption in local government had 

changed, but stated:  

Ȭ7Å ÈÁÖÅÎȭÔ ÈÁÄ ÁÎÙ ÍÅÄÉÁ ÓÃÁÎÄÁÌÓ ÌÁÔÅÌÙȟ ÓÏ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÙ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ 

some.ȭ ɉ)$-136, Council 1) 

2ÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓ ×ÈÏ ÆÅÌÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÈÁÄ ȬÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ Á 

ÌÏÔȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÓÔ υ years gave the following reasons:  

Ȭ9ÏÕ ÓÅÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁȟ ÌÉËÅ 46 ÁÎÄ ÎÅ×ÓÐÁÐÅÒ ÔÁÌËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔȢȭ  

(ID-127, Council 7) 

Ȭ0ÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 

ÍÅÄÉÁȢȭ ɉ)$-207, Council 8) 

Ȭ) ÈÁÖÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÂÅÅÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÆÏÒ ρψ ÍÏÎÔÈÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁ ÄÅÆÉÎÉtely 

ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÓ ÁÎ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÔÏÒȢȭ ɉ)$-38, Council 8) 

A respondent who thought that the level of corruption in local government had 

ȬÄÅÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ Á ÌÉÔÔÌÅȭ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÏȡ  

Ȭ-ÅÄÉÁ ÓÃÒÕÔÉÎÙȟ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÂÙ !"# ÊÏÕÒÎÁÌÉÓÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ×ÈÉÓÔÌÅÂÌÏ×ÅÒÓȢȭ 

(ID-65, Council 10) 

)Î ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔȟ Á ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔ ×ÈÏ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ ȬÓÔÁÙÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅȭ 

stated:  

Ȭ%ÖÅÎ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÉÔ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÐÒÅÖÁÌÅÎÔ ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ÍÅÄÉÁ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÏÆ )#!# 

ÅÎÑÕÉÒÉÅÓ ) ÓÔÉÌÌ ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÓÔÁÙÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅȢȭ ɉ)$-112, Council 7) 

Some respondents correlated increased media interest with an increase in corruption, 

while another respondent correlated media interest with a decrease in corruption.  A 

further respondent acknowledged that, despite increased media attention and coverage, 

the level of corruption may not have changed in 5 years.  Without drawing a correlation 

×ÉÔÈ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ 

ÃÏÍÍÏÎÁÌÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÉÍÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÌÏÃÁÌ 

government have been informed by the media, as opposed to first-hand experience, 

supporting observations in the corruption studies literature (Graycar & Monaghan, 

2015, p. 592; McAllister et al., 2012, p. 12; OECD, 2005, p. 26).   
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Such factors offer an insight into what corruption means to local government employees.  

Impressions of corruption, as a term, have been formed based on a priori knowledge, by 

indirect sources such as the media, as opposed to sensory experience and direct 

exposure.  Localised knowledge-building artefacts, such as training courses, codes of 

conduct and advisories from in-house personnel and management, did not feature as 

sources of information in this regard.  This has potential ramifications for how everyday 

practices might be construed in the workplace, indicating that some activities might 

ÁÐÐÅÁÒ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÎÏÒÍÁÌȟ ÁÃÃÅÐÔÁÂÌÅ ÏÒ ÉÎÓÕÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔÌÙ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓȟ ÁÓ ÕÎÄÅÒÐÉÎÎÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ȬÌÏ×ȭ 

ÁÎÄ ȬÓÏÍÅȭ ÐÒÅÄÉÓÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÓ ɉFigure 4.3ɊȢ  )Æ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ 

corruption was based on a posteriori knowledge ɀ in this sense, real-world observations 

and experiences of corruption and corrupt practices ɀ one might wonder whether 

corruption -related reporting to ICAC would be far greater that the 120 reports made 

each year.  

The creation of public knowledge is related to the observance of investigations and their 

outcomes, as highlighted by the media, but based on the work of ICAC.  If the propensity 

of media reporting in NSW is fixated on the work of ICAC, this assumes a somewhat 

synoptic view (Mathiesen, 1997, p. 219), where many viewers focus on a very small 

aspect of what is a far greater phenomenon.  By virtue of this, public knowledge is 

limite d to matters that: (1) ÆÁÌÌ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÒÖÉÅ× ÏÆ )#!#ȭÓ ÊÕÒÉÓÄÉÃÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÏÒÙ 

mandate, being matters which are assessed as potentially serious or systemic (or both); 

and (2) are influenced by newsworthiness, media drivers and media agendas.   

In PÏÐÅȭÓ ÓÅÍÉÎÁÌ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ 4) 3ÏÕÒÃÅ "ÏÏËȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÄ ÁÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ËÅÙ 

national integrity pillars (Pope, 2000b, 1996).  Yet, noting that just 0.5% of all matters 

referred to ICAC result in formal investigation (ICAC NSW, 2016, p. 9) and therefore 

result in public reporting, a significant degree of potential corruption flies beneath the 

ÐÕÂÌÉÃȭÓ ÒÁÄÁÒȢ  -ÏÒÅÏÖÅÒȟ Á ÓÏÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÅÎÇÉÎÅÅÒÅÄ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄȢ  4ÈÅ 

variety of opinion about what types of corruption feature in local government, to what 

extent, and in what form, is severely circumscribed.  Opinions about corruption are not 

reflective of the reality of corruption, as explored within Chapter 5, much of which is 

unattended to, if it is even identified and then reported.  There is no other mechanism of 

data capture.  This narrow focus results in a refining and redefining of corruption, which 
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in turn, has the potential to reify practices which do not frequently fall within the same 

base of comparison.  

As the media as Á ×ÈÏÌÅȟ ÁÌÏÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔÓ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÅÎÔÓ ɉȬ!"# ÊÏÕÒÎÁÌÉÓÔÓȭȟ ȬÎÅ×Óȭȟ 

ȬÎÅ×ÓÐÁÐÅÒÓȭȟ Ȭ46ȭɊȟ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ 

perceived corruption in local government, this was probed further in the semi-

structured interviewsȢ  5ÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÅÍÅ ÈÅÁÄÉÎÇȟ ȬÍÅÄÉÁȭȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ 

support the aforementioned views expressed by some survey respondents, correlating 

)#!#ȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÉÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȡ  

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÈÁÓ increased. Certainly, I mean, the level of media 

attention dedicated to corruption in particular, the scrutiny that our sector 

is under, local government in particular, has brought it to light. I mean, most 

of the headlines in the newspapers when it comes to corruption relate to 

ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 1) 

Ȭȣ ÃÏÍÅ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÓÃÁÌÅȟ ÓÅÖÅÒÉÔÙȟ ÓÏÍÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ 

×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÉÌÙ ÓÅÅ ÏÎÅ-ÏÆÆ ÓÔÅÁÌÉÎÇ ȣ ÁÓ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔ ÕÎÄÅÒ )#!#ȭÓ 

eyes. When they read the media articles about high level corruption, Eddie 

/ÂÅÉÄȭÓ ÁÎÄ "ÏÔÁÎÙ "ÁÙȭÓ18 and all of this kind of big scale stuff, do you think 

they affiliate all of these different things and say, well if I do this in my 

×ÏÒËÐÌÁÃÅ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔȟ ÏÒ ÄÏ ÙÏÕ ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÂÉÇ scale 

ÓÔÕÆÆ ÉÓ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ )ȭÍ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÉØȩȭ 

(Interviewee 7) 

Ȭȣ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÓÈÁÐÅÄ ÂÙ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁ ÐÕÔÓ ÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÒÅȢ !ÌÌ ×Å ÔÅÎÄ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ 

are the ICAC public hearings and the high-level serious cases where millions 

of dollars ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÁÃÃÅÐÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÂÒÉÂÅÓȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÙÐÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÎÏÔ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

ÁÖÅÒÁÇÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ×ÉÌÌ ÃÏÍÅ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ×ÏÒËȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 9) 

The above comments indicate that practitioners believe that the media and ICAC have 

dramatically influenced public knowledge about corruption, anti -corruption and the 

existence of each in local government.  However, the latter two comments above 

distinguish between the type of corruption pursued by ICAC and reported on by the 

media with the everyday practices that council employees engage in and may or may not 

ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȢ  0ÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙȟ )#!#ȭÓ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÂÉÇ ÓÃÁÌÅ ÓÔÕÆÆȭ ÏÒ 

 
18 4ÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅȭÓ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÉÎ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ )#!# ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÏÎ ÉÎ ςπρχȢ  4ÈÅ ÆÏÒÍÅÒ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ 
relates to an investigation involving Edward (Eddie) Obeid Sr, a former NSW Labor minister (ICAC NSW, 2017d) and 
the latter relates to the conduct of the former City of Botany Bay Council chief financial officer and others (ICAC NSW, 
2017b). 
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ȬÈÉÇÈ-ÌÅÖÅÌ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÃÁÓÅÓȭ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÃÏÎÇÒÕÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÌÏÃÁÌ 

government officials might observe or experience in the course of performing their 

duties.   

4ÈÅÓÅ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÒÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ )#!#ȭÓ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÏÒÙ ÅÎÄÅÁÖÏÕÒÓȢ  

The concept of corruption is fleetingly cited and linked to the regulatory efforts of the 

ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ Ȭ×ÁÔÃÈÄÏÇȭȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÎ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÓÏȟ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÃÏnnect between the perception of corruption 

and its reality is intensified.  Practices of corruption that are not brought to the fore 

remain hidden, but take place in full view: normal, everyday happenings that resides 

×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȭ ÔÈÒÅÓÈÏÌÄÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÆÏÒt (little, some, or even none, as indicated by 

Figure 4.2).  The commonness and relative tolerance of this degree of corruption is 

seemingly reasonable, according to those in the council, and accordingly, must be 

unchallenged (Chibnall & Saunders, 1977, pp. 139-141). 

Undoubtedly, only a marginal amount of corruption is exposed, as such focus is on a 

minuscule number of matters assessed and pursued by ICAC, without consideration of 

)#!#ȭÓ ÌÉÍÉÔÅÄ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÏÒ ÒÅÓÔÒÉÃÔÅÄ ÍÁÎÄÁÔÅȢ  /ÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ςυρ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÒÖÅÙȟ 

there was no indication that this was acknowledged by any respondent when accounting 

for their response.  One commonality in the accounts given by respondents and 

interviewees is that ICAC is the cynosure of corruption.  Publicity about corruption, being 

predicated on the work of ICAC, has increased awareness of it; however, an adverse 

effect of this purported success is the increased disconnect by those who are best placed 

to observe, and respond to, corrupt practices on the frontline.  

4ÈÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ ÆÒÁÍÅÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÎ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȭ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ 

and interpretation of corruption, as well as their level of tolerance:  

Ȭ4ÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÅȭÖÅ ÓÕÆÆÅÒÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁ ÃÏÖÅÒÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ 

bad stuff because I think what it allows people to do is absolutely that 

ɍÃÏÍÍÉÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎɎȢ 9ÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÎÏ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÃÁÌÌÉÎÇ )#!# ÏÎ ÍÅ ÓÏ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ 

ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȢ .Ï ÏÎÅȭÓ ÇÏÎÅ ÔÏ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅ ÓÏ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ 

ÁÕÄÉÔÏÒ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÈÏÎÅ ÔÏ ÍÅ ÓÁÙÉÎÇ Ȱ(ÅÙȟ ×ÈÁÔ 

ÁÒÅ ÙÏÕ ÄÏÉÎÇȩȱ ÓÏ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÎÁÌÔÙ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÓ 

the behaviour rather than the behaviour being recognised in and ÏÆ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȢȭ 

(Interviewee 4)  
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This comment suggests that the effect of media reporting on how corruption is 

addressed at the frontline is exacerbated by the absence of a capable guardian: a 

ÆÕÎÄÁÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔ ÏÆ #ÏÈÅÎ ÁÎÄ &ÅÌÓÏÎȭÓ (1979) routine activity theory.  

References to ICAC, ÔÈÅ ȬÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÁÕÄÉÔÏÒȭ ÏÒ ȬÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒȭ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÅÁÃÈ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÓ 

a capable guardian in this example (Hollis-Peel et al., 2011, p. 54).  The absence of a 

capable guardian in this sense strengthens the ability for any potentially corrupt actor to 

rationalise or justify their behaviour, as they are not being held to account.   

4ÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÉÎÇ ȬÐÅÎÁÌÔÙ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅ 

ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÁÎÄ ÏÆ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȭȟ ÁÌÉÇÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ +ÕÒÅÒȭÓ (2015, p. 36) salient 

assertion ÔÈÁÔ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÒÅ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÌÉÎËÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÐÕÎÉÓÈÍÅÎÔȟ ÎÏÔ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ 

ÔÈÅ ÁÃÔ ÉÓ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÏÒ ÎÏÔȭȢ  This notion somewhat assists in the understanding of different 

scales of corruption.  Once a threshold is culturally established, everything else is 

adjusted accordingly and that sets the bar of tolerance. 

The focus of media coverage was discussed further in the interviews, in the context of 

whether such focus was predisposed toward the elected representatives or the 

appointed officials.  The former are democratically elected by the community to 

represent their best interests (Dollery et al., 2003, p. 103) and are, therefore, the visible 

and legislative ɀ and thus newsworthy ɀ public face of a council.  These interviewees 

elaborated on the focus towards the elected level. 

Ȭ,ÅÔȭÓ ÆÁÃÅ ÉÔȟ ÙÏÕÒ ÅÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌÓ ÁÒÅ ÆÁÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃȢ )ÔȭÓ ÆÁÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÅØÙ ÆÏÒ 

a ÎÅ×ÓÐÁÐÅÒ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÏÎ Á ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÌÏÒ ×ÈÏȭÓ ÄÏÎÅ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ 

than it is on some low-level council staff officer, or even some more senior 

couÎÃÉÌ ÓÔÁÆÆ ÏÆÆÉÃÅÒ ȣ (ÁÖÉÎÇ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÉÆ Á ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÄÏÅÓ ÁÃÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÌÙ ÙÏÕ 

×ÁÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÅØÐÏÓÅÄ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÌÙȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÓÅØÙ ÆÒÏÍ Á 

ÎÅ×ÓÐÁÐÅÒȭÓ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÖÉÅ× ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁȭÓ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÖÉÅ×Ȣ *ÕÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÁÓ ÉÆ 

something hits ICAC and ICAC takes it ÏÎȟ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÓÅØÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁȭÓ ÐÏÉÎÔ 

ÏÆ ÖÉÅ×Ȣȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 2) 

Ȭ)ÔȭÓ ÔÁËÅÎ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÁÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ɍÅÌÅÃÔÅÄɎ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ÓÅÌÌÓ ÎÅ×ÓÐÁÐÅÒÓȟ ÉÔȭÓ 

ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ ÓÅØÙȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 5) 

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÅØÙ ÓÔÕÆÆ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÌÏÒ ÌÅÖÅÌȢ )ÔȭÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ 

embarÒÁÓÓÉÎÇȟ ÄÁÇÇÙ ÓÔÕÆÆ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ȢȢȢ councillors do 

ÍÕÃÈ ÃÏÏÌÅÒ ÓÔÕÆÆȠ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȢȭ 

(Interviewee 6) 
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As quoted by the last interviewee, corruption at the operational level was considered to 

ÂÅ ȬÄÁÇÇÙȭȟ Án Australian colloquialism meaning unfashionable or banal.  Each of the 

ÔÈÒÅÅ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÃÏÎÖÅÙÅÄ Á ÎÅÁÒ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÃÁÌ ÉÍÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎȡ Á ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ȬÓÅØÙȭ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÃÅÎÔÒÅÄ 

on the elected officials as opposed to the appointed officials, has the result of rendering 

reductionist frameworks of meaning vis-à-vis what corruption is and is not.  The 

propensity for attention to focus on various contemporary references to corruption, as 

misdemeanours within public office (Buchan, 2012, p. 89) ɀ especially featuring high-

profile  figures being castigated for past mendacities ɀ detracts from the operational 

dynamics of local government.  Such examples might be newsworthy, as the ideology of 

ȬÁÌÔÒÕÉÓÔÉÃ ÄÅÍÏÃÒÁÃÙȭ ÉÓ ÃÏÍÐÒÏÍÉÓÅÄ (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009, p. 44).  However, it 

means thaÔ ȬÄÁÇÇÙȭ ɀ read low-level bureaucratic ɀ corruption remains largely ignored.   

Media coverage, which focuses on the political economy of corruption, might focus on 

egregious incidents by public figures in positions of power, superficially imbuing them 

wit h a celebrity status.  One of the most common examples in recent times within NSW 

involved a deputy mayor of Auburn Council, a metropolitan council in the greater west 

Sydney region, who notoriously closed his own street to host an extravagant wedding 

(Munro & Saulwick, 2017)Ȣ  7ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÔÈÅÍÅ ÏÆ ȬÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÌÏÒÓȭ ɀ this being the 

elected public figures of local government ɀ the following comments were attributed to 

respondents from Council 8:  

Ȭ"ÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÃÁÓÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÔÔÅÒÓ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ )#!#. Mostly to do 

with the elected cÏÕÎÃÉÌÌÏÒÓȢ #ÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÔ ÓÔÁÆÆ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÈÁÓ ÒÅÄÕÃÅÄ Á ÌÏÔȢȭ  

(ID-23, Council ψɊ ɍ4ÈÉÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ×ÁÓ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ 

that the level of corruption in local government had increased a lot in the 

past 5 years.] 

Ȭ) ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÁÎÙ ÍÁÊÏÒ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÃÃÕÒÓ ÉÓÎȭÔ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÙ ÔÏ ÄÁÙ 

operations from staff but in the highest levels of council as has been proved 

ÒÅÃÅÎÔÌÙ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ )#!#Ȣȭ ɉ)$-28, Council 8) 

Ȭ.ÏÔ ÂÙ ÓÔÁÆÆȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒ ÂÙ cÏÕÎÃÉÌÌÏÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÆÉÇÕÒÅÓȢȭ (ID-26, Council 8)  

Ȭ%ÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÖÅÒÙ ÃÌÅÁÎȟ ȰcÏÕÎÃÉÌȱ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÈÁÎÄ ȣȭ  

(ID-32, Council 8) 

Ȭ!ÌÌ ÔÉÃËÓ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÅ ÔÏ cÏÕÎÃÉÌÌÏÒÓȟ ÎÏÔ ÓÔÁÆÆȢȭ ɉ)$-34, Council 8) 
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The above viewpoints indicate a stark contrast between the elected and appointed levels 

of local government; an observation that corruption by employees has reduced, or is 

relatively non-existent, while corruption by councillors remains active.  The first two 

respondents attributed their view to recent intervention by ICAC, supporting the 

ÄÅÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÁÎÄ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ 

are heavily shaped by what the media publicises, as based largely on the work of ICAC.   

7ÉÔÈ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ 3ÕÔÈÅÒÌÁÎÄ ÁÎÄ #ÒÅÓÓÅÙȭÓ (2004) differential association theory, and 

#ÏÈÅÎȭÓ (2001) denial theory, one might contend that the employment of socialisation 

techniques by respondents from Council 8 have resulted in a subconscious belief that 

corruption either does not exist, or is not in the same league as that reported on by ICAC.  

This point comes out in the comments quoted above Ȭ.ÏÔ ÂÙ ÓÔÁÆÆȭȟ Ȭ%ÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓ ÁÒÅ 

ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÖÅÒÙ ÃÌÅÁÎȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÎÏÔ ÓÔÁÆÆȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ Figure 4.4, 

where a fifth of all respondents claim there to be no corruption in their council.  The 

strong correlation of views from respondents at Council 8 suggest that this belief is more 

evident within this council than others in the sample, potentially reflecting the 

composition of elected representatives within this particular council.  Feasibly, the 

actions of the elected councillors are viewed so negatively by the employees, that their 

own actions, or those around them at the appointed level, are not even questionable.  

Some comments, again from respondents at Council 8, develop this assessment further, 

distinguishing between the prospect of employees committing corruption compared 

with councillors and the susceptibility or opportunity of each:   

Ȭȣ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÏÔÈ ÌÅÓÓ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÏÒ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȠ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒ ȰcÏÕÎÃÉÌȱ ÏÆÔÅÎ 

ÍÉÓÕÓÅÓ ÔÁØ ÐÁÙÅÒÓ ɍÆÕÎÄÓɎȭ ɉ)$-32, Council 8) 

Ȭ#ÏÕÎÃÉÌÌÏÒÓ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÇÉÖÅ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÓ ÔÏ ÁÎÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÄÅ ÏÆ 

conduct so more prone to corruption.  Staff, however, are bound by major 

ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌÓ ÐÕÔ ÉÎ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÁÎÙ 

ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ ɉ)$-23, Council 8) 

Many views expressed by respondents from Council 8 are contemptuous of the elected 

ÂÏÄÙȢ  4×Ï ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓȟ ȬÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÁÎÙ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ ÁÎÄ 

ȬÁÎÙ ÍÁÊÏÒ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÃÃÕÒÓ ÉÓÎȭÔ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÙ ÔÏ ÄÁÙ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÓÔÁÆÆȭȟ ÓÈÅÄ 

light on the spectrum of corruption, indicating that there is a form of threshold based on 

severity.  Given the above comments, any form of corruption engaged in by staff or 
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within the administrative jurisdiction, is categorised as lesser.  If an acceptance of 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ Á ȬÓÏÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÏÐÔÉÍÁÌȭ ÌÅÖÅÌȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅȟ ÁÓ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ 

ȬÆÅÅÄÓ ÏÎ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȭ (Osrecki, 2015, p. 343) and breeds more corruption; a term referred to 

ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÔÒÁÐȭ (Rose-Ackerman, 1999, p. 3).   

If petty corruption of this kind is entrenched within the organisational complexities of 

local government, any potential reporter of corruption might concede that there is little 

point in referring their concerns to ICAC, especially when 80% of matters assessed are 

ȬÃÌÏÓÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÁÌȭ (ICAC NSW, 2016, pp. 19-20).  In this regard, as argued by 

Osrecki (2015, p. 343)ȟ ȬÁ moderate, socially optimal level of corruption will produce 

ÔÏÌÅÒÁÎÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÁÎÄ ×ÉÌÌ ÓÌÏ×ÌÙ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒ ɀ more and more 

severe corrupt behaviour will be tolerated, ultimately resulting in a sub-ÏÐÔÉÍÁÌ ÌÅÖÅÌȭȢ  

In contrast with the abovementioned views conveyed by respondents in the survey, 

three interviewees each felt that corruption at the elected level is restricted, but at the 

operational level there is more susceptibility:  

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ÒÉÓËȟ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÍÕÃÈ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ÒÉÓË ÆÏÒ 

your ɀ ×ÈÁÔ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÃÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÂÕÒÅÁÕÃÒÁÔÓȭ ÓÉÄÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅ 

elected side, simply by virtue of the fact that most decisions made by the 

council effectively are made by the bureaucrats. Okay your policy decisions 

and that side of stuff are made by the councillors, but particularly given in 

ÍÏÓÔ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓ ÁÎÙ×ÁÙȟ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÆÁÒ ÌÅÓÓ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎÓ ÎÏ× ÂÅÉÎÇ ÍÁÄÅ ÂÙ 

councillors around development, which is where big corruption is always 

possible.ȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 2) 

Ȭ4ÈÅ ÅÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÌÅÖÅÌȟ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÓÏ ÍÕÃÈ ɀ I mean you control a lot of things, 

ÂÕÔ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓȢ 3Ïȟ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÌÉËÅ ÔÅÎÄÅÒÉÎÇ 

ÏÆ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓ ÅÔÃȟ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÌÅÖÅÌȢ 4ÈÅ ÅÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÁÓ ) ÓÁÉÄȟ ÔÅÎÄÓ 

to be conflict of interest issues. It tends to be developers from my 

ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȟ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 3) 

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÅÁÓÉÅÒ ÁÔ Á ÓÔÁÆÆ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÔÈÁÎ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÁÔ Á ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÌÏÒ ÌÅÖÅÌȟ ÓÉÍÐÌÙ 

ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÆÅ×ÅÒ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÆÏÒ Á ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÌÏÒȢ )Î ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙ 

ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ ÉÎÔÏ Á ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ-making process every now and then 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ Á ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÏÆ ÔÒÁÎÓÐÁÒÅÎÃÙ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÉÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÌÓÏȟ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÍÕÃÈ ÍÏÒÅ 

ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÆÁÃÉÎÇȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ËÎÏ×Ó ×ÈÁÔ 

ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÄÏÉÎÇȟ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ËÎÏ×Ȣȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 6) 
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The above comments observe that there are limited opportunities at the elected level, as 

there is greater transparency and scrutiny.  However, at the operational level, there is a 

broader and more dispersed decision-making remit, coupled with a range of 

opportunities which might allow corruption to flourish.  These views go some way to 

complementing observations in the literature, which predominantly refer to the fact that 

the operational nature of local government is infused with significant functions that 

pose high risks of corruption (ICAC NSW, 2010c).  From a review of the literature, there 

are few references to corruption at the elected level.  Hence, it is noteworthy that 

comments from survey respondents conveyed a commonly held view that more serious 

or pervasive forms of corruption would be predicated to the elected body over the 

appointed.  As one interviewee said:   

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÍÕÃÈ ÍÏÒÅ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÅÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌÓȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 3) 

This highlights the disconnect between perception and reality.  A range of corruption 

risks exist within the operational domain, yet if the focus is on the elected level, these 

become under-considered by those who work within the council.  This is potentially 

supported further by the scalability concept, the subjectively different degrees of 

severity and seriousness, and the newsworthiness of those who might be acting 

corruptly.  Adding to their above comment, Interviewee 3 stated: 

Ȭ7ÅÌÌ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÓÍÁÌÌ ÓÔÕÆÆȟ ÓÏ ×ÈÅÎ ×Å ÔÁÌË ÁÂÏÕÔ ÒÉÓË ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ 

×ÅȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÏ talk about likelihood and consequence so I think the likelihood 

around like council rangers is higher but the severity or the level of the 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÓÏÒÔ ÏÆ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÅÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌÓȢȭ 

(Interviewee 3) 

This same interviewee extended the above insight as an aspect of corruption risk, noting 

the difficulties with addressing corruption as a corporate risk:  

Ȭ)Æ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ×ÁÎÔÓ ÔÏ ×ÏÒË ÔÈÅÉÒ ×ÁÙ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÔÈÅÙȭÌÌ ÄÏ 

ÔÈÁÔ ÁÎÄ ÉÆ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÔÈÅÙ Íight go elsewhere and try and do it somewhere 

ÅÌÓÅ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÄÙÎÁÍÉÃȟ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÌÉËÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÒÉÓËÓȢ  7ÅÌÌȟ 

once you find a control for a risk the risk then reduces by a certain amount 

ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÙÏÕÒ ÒÅÓÉÄÕÁÌ ÒÉÓË ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÉÔȢ  7ÈÅÒÅ ÃÏrruption risk is quite 

ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÁÔȢ  4ÈÅ ÒÉÓË ÁÎÄ ÈÁÚÁÒÄ ÃÁÎ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ÍÏÖÅ ÁÒÏÕÎÄȢȭ 

(Interviewee 3) 
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As acutely remarked above, the risk of corruption differs from other corporate risks.  

The risk would be compounded if a council fails to accurately recognise the many ways 

that corruption could materialise or dismisses corruption at the operational level 

because of its perceived level of seriousness and low public interest.  

A focus on elected-level activities, attributed to their greater visibility, compounds any 

perception that the prospect of corruption within the operational domain is less existent 

or less significant.  However, despite the activities of the elected officials supposedly 

being independent of the administration, the two are unavoidably interlaced, as 

explored below.  

4.1.4 (Ï× ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÌÏÒÓȭ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒ ÃÁÎ ÎÅÇÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓ 

4×Ï ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓ ÅÌÁÂÏÒÁÔÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÌÏÒÓȭ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒ ÁÎÄ ÈÏ× 

such behaviour resonated with the operational side of council:  

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈere was visible corruption at the top [elected level]. It kind of 

ÐÁÒÁÌÙÓÅÄ ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÄÏ×Î ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ȣ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÍÂÉÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ 

ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÓÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ '-ȟ ÈÅȭÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÈÅÒÅ Á ÌÏÎÇ ÐÅÒÉÏÄ ÏÆ ÔÉÍÅ 

ÁÎÄ ȣ ÈÉÓ ÍÁÎÔÒÁ ×ÁÓ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÁÓ ÕÓÕÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ had been twisted into we 

ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÄÏ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÁÄÖÅÎÔÕÒÏÕÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÁÓ Á ÇÒÅÁÔ ÐÉÔÙȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 10) 

Ȭ! ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÍ ɍÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÌÏÒÓɎ ×ÅÒÅ ×ÅÁÒÉÎÇ ÉÔ ɍ#ÏÄÅ ÏÆ #ÏÎÄÕÃÔ ÃÏÍÐÌÁÉÎÔÓɎ 

like badges of honour ɀ ÏÈȟ )ȭÖÅ ÈÁÄ τω ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÍÅ ɀ why are you here ɀ this 

is my fifth.  Some people had over 40 against them.  So that says to me if the 

×ÏÒÓÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÍ ÉÓ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÓÅÎÔ ÏÆÆ ÔÏ Á ÃÌÁÓÓȟ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÎÏ ÒÅÁÌ 

ÒÅÐÅÒÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ȣ 4ÈÅ ÓÔÁÆÆ ÔÏÏ ÍÕÓÔ ×ÏÎÄÅÒ ÈÏ× ÍÁÎÙ ÔÉÍÅÓ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÇÅÔ Á×ÁÙ 

with things before something is takÅÎ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓÌÙȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 11) 

Visible corruption with impunity on the part of the elected officials signifies that the 

actions and behaviours were brazen, as evidenced in Interviewee ρρȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔȟ ȬÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ 

ÎÏ ÒÅÁÌ ÒÅÐÅÒÃÕÓÓÉÏÎȭȢ  4ÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅȭÓ ÌÁÓÔ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔȟ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÓÔÁÆÆ ÔÏÏ ÍÕÃÈ ×ÏÎÄÅÒ ÈÏ× 

ÍÁÎÙ ÔÉÍÅÓ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÇÅÔ Á×ÁÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÔÁËÅÎ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓÌÙȭȟ ÉÓ 

indicative of issues that may exist within Council 8, noting the disdainful remarks made 

about councillors. 

Notably, one interviewee considered that corruption was easier to perpetrate at the 

appointed level but perceived it as more prevalent at the elected level:  
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Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÅÁÓÉÅÒ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÌÅÖÅÌȢ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÈÁÒÄÅÒ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

councillor level, which then started me thinking then, my god, why do they 

keep doing it. Like why is there so much more councillor stuff than there is 

ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÔÕÆÆȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 6) 

4ÈÉÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÂÙ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÌÏÒÓ ÔÈÁÎ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ 

the operational domain, is unsupported, since significantly more ICAC investigations 

have been orientated to the appointed officials (see Appendix 1).  However, it highlights 

that, even to this interviewee, it must seem that way because of the public visibility of 

regulatory endeavours.  The interviewee considered corruption to be more difficult to 

perpetrate at the elected level, but this view was not shared by many of the respondents 

in the survey, further highlighting a variance of understanding.  People often fail to see 

corrupti on (Graycar & Prenzler, 2013, p. 134), and these divergences highlight how 

corruption perceptions differ from everyday realities.  From the perspective of symbolic 

interactionism (Blumer, 2007, pp. 68-69), any meanings ascribed to corruption by those 

best placed to experience it will undoubtedly impact or influence any action or inaction. 

The following five comments, with four from respondents at Council 8, expand on these 

divergences, highlighting a perceived degree of superiority by the elected councillors 

which imbues them with a sense of impunity:  

Ȭ3ÔÁÆÆ ÈÁÖÅ ÓÔÒÉÃÔ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌÓ ÉÎ ÐÌÁÃÅ ȣ ÂÕÔ councillors think there are no one 

ÁÂÏÖÅ ÔÈÅÍȢȭ ɉ)$-23, Council 8) 

Ȭ%ÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÖÅÓ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÔÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÈÅÌÄ 

accountable and punished ɀ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ Ô×Ï ÓÅÔÓ ÏÆ ÒÕÌÅÓ ÒÕÎÎÉÎÇȢȭ ɉ)$-111, 

Council 7) 

Ȭ!Ó ÏÕÒ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÈÁÓ ÓÈÏ×Îȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÖÅÒÙ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÌÉÎÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ 

the actions of councillors and staff. The former have caused us grief, 

derailed a major project and subsequently taken pernicious action towards 

staff in, it turned out, a corrupt attempt to furthering individual interests. 

[Name of CÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÒÅÄÁÃÔÅÄɎ #ÏÕÎÃÉÌȭÓ ÒÅÐÕÔÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÁÓ ÄÁÍÁÇÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÆÆ 

suffer for that despite there being, within council, a strong work and probity 

ethÉÃ ÁÎÄ Á ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÒÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÈÁÎÄÌÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÒÉÓËÓȢȭ  

(ID-34, Council 8) 

Ȭ#ÏÕÎÃÉÌÌÏÒÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÓÅÅÍ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÇÏÏÄ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ 

ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅÓ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȢȭ ɉ)$-21, Council 8) 
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Ȭ7ÈÉÌÓÔ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÂÅÅÎ Á ÆÅ× ÈÉÇÈ ÐÒÏÆÉÌÅ ÃÁÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÔÁÆf acting in a 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÆÁÓÈÉÏÎȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÐÒÅÔÔÙ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ 

within a cÏÕÎÃÉÌȟ ÉÔȭÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÅÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÏÖÅÒ×ÈÅÌÍÉÎÇ 

majority of corruption within councils has been and will continue to be at 

that level, if onlÙ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÓÏ ÍÁÎÙ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÍÁÄÅ ÔÈÁÔ 

impact upon vested interests, particularly developers, where decisions are 

made that can be worth well into the hundreds of millions range.  Sadly, that 

tends to not be addressed because politicians are treated like modern 

ÁÒÉÓÔÏÃÒÁÃÙȢȭ ɉ)$-36, Council 8) 

The quantity of comments from respondents at Council 8 demonstrate the divergence of 

ÖÉÅ×Ó ÆÒÏÍ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȟ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÁÎ ȬÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÍȭ 

dualism (Bauman, 1990, pp. 40-41).  The actions and conduct of some elected 

representatives in Greater Sydney have received notoriety in recent times ɀ for example, 

at City of Ryde Council (ICAC NSW, 2014d), Hurstville Council (OLG NSW, 2016) and 

Auburn Council (Munro & Saulwick, 2017) ɀ and these comments indicate that some 

respondents believe that councillors are held to a different standard of accountability.  

Within Queensland, similar examples of alleged corrupt conduct or misfeasance in 

public office have implicated a few elected-level officials, and in doing so, have publicly 

tarnished the local government sector, resulting in a supposed perception that local 

ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ Á ȬÈÏÔÂÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ (Solomons, 2018). 

The public spectacle of these infamous instances does little to explain what conditions 

contribute to the incidence of corruption.  Notably, while the comments above from 

respondents at Council 8 are somewhat derisive, respondents from the remaining nine 

councils did not express similar views in such magnitude.  However, two comments 

alluded to the blurred boundaries between elected and official functions.  In particular, 

how councillors have exerted influence on their council employees, irrespective of 

prohibitive clauses within the NSW Model Code of Conduct (OLG NSW, 2015, pp. 13-14) 

which exist to ensure a clear delineation between the elected and administrative realms 

of local government:  

Ȭ5ÎÄÕÅ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÂÙ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÌÏÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌÓȭ ɉ)$-143, 

Council 1)  

Ȭ4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ȰÊÕÓÔ ÄÏ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÉÁÎÓ ×ÁÎÔȱ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÌÅÓÓ ÏÆ 

legislation, EEO etc.  If you want to keep your job AND thrive/progress you 

ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÂÅÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÒÕÌÅÓȱȢȭ ɉ)$-3, Council 5)  



114 
 

The second of the two comments identifies how pressures and power differentials can 

compel public officials to capitulate to the social pressure of complicity in practices 

which might be construed as corruption (World Bank, 2014, p. 60).  As Mills (2000 

[1956] , p. 343) ÐÕÔÓ ÉÔȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÍÅÎ ÉÎ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÓ ɍȣ 3ÕÃÈɎ 

ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÎÇ ÍÁÎÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÎ ×ÈÏ ÌÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ ÔÈÅÍȭȢ  4ÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÒÅÅ 

traits of power ɀ authority , manipulation and coercion (Mills, 2000 [1959], p. 41) ɀ the 

social pressure to capitulate becomes difficult to resist.  If the above comments have 

ÓÕÂÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÁÎ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÁÔÔÅÎÕÁÔÅÄ ÉÆ ÔÈÅÙ ÆÅÅÌ ÐÒÅÓÓÕÒÅ ÔÏ 

ȬÂÅÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÒÕÌÅÓȭ (Chibnall & Saunders, 1977, p. 144), but equally, there may be a 

subconscious, or even conscious, willingness to acquiesce.  By putting self-interest above 

personal morality, integrity diminishes and the organisation nurtures a structural and 

institutional immorality  (Mills, 2000 [1956], p. 343).  Noting this, and the perceived 

exertion of influence by councillors, the organisational and architectural composition of 

local government is explicated further below in view of its ability to facilitate or hinder 

the incidence of corruption.   

4.1.5 The architecture of local government 

The distinctive architectural composition of a council was described by this interviewee:  

Ȭ7Å ÃÁÎȭÔ ÉÇÎÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅÓÅ Ô×Ï ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÐÈÅÒÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÇÒÁÖÉÔÁÔÉÎÇ 

around the administration.  I mean, the administrative body, of the council, 

while at times ×Å ×ÏÕÌÄ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎË ÏÆ ÉÔ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÉÓÏÌÁÔÅÄ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÉÔȭÓ 

ÎÏÔ ÉÓÏÌÁÔÅÄȢ  )ÔȭÓ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÓÉÍÐÌÙ ÔÏ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍ Á ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÓÅÒÖÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

elected members to deliver on the aspirations and the needs expressed by 

the community and the stakeholders and deliver on that vision that they 

ÄÅÍÏÃÒÁÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÓÅÔ ÏÎ ÂÅÈÁÌÆ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ×ÈÏ ÅÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÈÅÍȢȭ 

(Interviewee 1). 

This interviewee addressed the inevitable difficulties that exist within local government, 

focusing on relations between the elected councillors and appointed staff.  While elected 

councillors are prohibited from influencing operational decision-making, the 

administrative body exists to accommodate the councillors in the course of their civic 

duties.  An architectural contradiction is created which places all council officials in a 

ÐÒÅÃÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÆ ÔÈÅÙ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÅ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÄÕÒÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÅÅÌ ÃÏÍÐÅÌÌÅÄ ÔÏ ȬÂÅÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÒÕÌÅÓȭȢ 
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Several interviewees provided these insightful perspectives about the nature and 

structure of local government and its features, noting differences to other institutions or 

industries. For example:  

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÕÎÉÑÕÅ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÌÅÃÔed officials and the 

ÃÌÏÓÅÎÅÓÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 9) 

From a spatial, supervisory perspective, this view was put forward: 

Ȭ,ÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ 

the work that gets carried out haÐÐÅÎÓ ÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÒÅȟ ÓÏ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÉÎÇ 

ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÎÏ ÌÉÎÅ ÏÆ ÓÉÇÈÔ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÒÅ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÄÏÉÎÇ 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ Á ÂÉÔ ÏÆ Á ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 3) 

The above two statements highlight the personalisation of local government and its 

tendency to create conditions for corruption.  They indicate that corruption would not 

be as inherent within other sectors or industries, as they do not have the same degree of 

interaction with a client base.  In the first comment, councillors are the face of council, 

elected by their constituents, but operating with a closeness to the day-to-day 

operations.  The second comment acknowledges the inherent degree of autonomy that 

many frontline officials have in the course of day-to-day operations.  This elaborates on 

the notion of discretion, but with reduced oversight, thereby conforming, to some 

ÄÅÇÒÅÅȟ ×ÉÔÈ +ÌÉÔÇÁÁÒÄȭÓ (1988, p. 75) formula for corruption.  Council employees 

conduct health inspections, tend parks and recreation services, and inspect and regulate 

business premises.  All councils have service locations detached from their head offices, 

and these might include community centres, libraries, leisure centres, theatres and 

airports (ALGA, 2019).  

To extend such considerations, following are some comments from interviewees who 

ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÄ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓȭ ÐÒÏØÉÍÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÌÉÅÎÔ ÂÁÓÅ ÁÓ Á ÆÁÃÔÏÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÔÏ 

generate conditions for particular types of corruption:  

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏØÉÍÉÔy to its 

ÃÌÉÅÎÔ ÂÁÓÅȢ 3ÔÁÔÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȟ ×ÈÉÌÓÔ ÙÏÕ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÌÙ ÇÅÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÓ 

close to its client base as local government is by definition. I think that can 

lead to a problem particularly in terms of inappropriate gift giving, making 

decisions for friends and neighbours. All of these sort of low-level 

corruption  ȣȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 2) 
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Ȭ) ÇÕÅÓÓ ÁÎÙ ÌÅÇÉÓÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÏÒ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÏÒÙ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÈÁÓ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÌÙ ÁÎ ÏÂÓÔÁÃÌÅ 

that we have human beings or government place in front of customers or 

people that are obviously trying to get something from us.  Whether it is a 

permit to build a house or an extension or build a tower or close a road or 

get a parking permit, we are putting hurdles effectively and creating a 

system that creates barriers. The system is obviously created to create 

equality and accountability but it certainly can be viewed by some people as 

ÏÂÓÔÁÃÌÅÓ ÔÏ ÏÖÅÒÃÏÍÅȢ  3Ï ÉÆ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ Á ÓÈÏÒÔÃÕÔ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÁÎÄ Á 

profit or an advantage that you might be getting from our organisation, for 

example, ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÂÅ ×ÉÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÏÁÄȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 1) 

4ÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔ ÓÁÌÉÅÎÔ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÓÕÓÃÅÐÔÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ 

to corruption: that the administrative functions serve to support the elected function; 

ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ȬÃÌÏÓÅÎÅÓÓȭ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÌÉÅÎÔ ÂÁÓÅȟ ÔÈÅÒÅÂÙ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÉÎÇ ÁÌÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÕÃÈ ÐÒÏØÉÍÉÔÙ ÉÓ Á 

causal factor; and that a lack of supervision is coupled with comparatively high levels of 

discretionary decision-making.  These structural features are worthy of reflection while 

ËÅÅÐÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÍÉÎÄ 7ÅÂÅÒȭÓ (1947) ideal type configuration of bureaucracy, which 

contends that there should be a clear delineation between formal and informal life 

(Bauman, 1990, pp. 79-83)Ȣ  )Î ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÏÆ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȟ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȭ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ 

identities and private interests are taken to be detached from the official roles that 

employees play in the council, which are formalised and centred around controls and 

hierarchies and are governed by an array of policies and procedures (Adler, 2012, 

p. 246).  In reality, it is not possible to create this depersonalisation, because beyond the 

formal veneer there is always an informal institution (Mungiu-Pippidi, 2017, p. 10) with 

different interpersonal relationships and degrees of human interaction (Bauman, 1990, 

p. 85)Ȣ  .ÅÖÅÒÔÈÅÌÅÓÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÃ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ȬÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÏÓÕÒÅ 

ÁÒÒÁÎÇÅÍÅÎÔÓȭ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍÁÌ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÓÅÅÎ ÉÎ Á ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÌÉÇÈÔ 

by many frontline employees (see Section 4.1.2).  However, these employee perspectives 

potentially neglect to consider the informal, interpersonal and relational influences that 

can facilitate more mundane forms of corruption, which may be perceived and 

experienced by frontline employees as entrepreneurialism, a means of providing job 

satisfaction, or ways to make formalised work repertoires more subjectively meaningful. 

(Ditton, 1977, pp. 173-174). 

The strength of relationships plays a fundamental role within the formal structure of any 

organisation (Walton, 2005, pp. 569-570), albeit they are often intangible and 



117 
 

unsolidified.  Human bonds, self-interests, loyalties and inherent prejudices are 

examples of factors that may impact upon the dispassionate, objective or meritorious-

based decisions that public servants are expected to enact.  This may be why the 

following interviewees felt this way, albeit the second comment highlights the 

unreliability of controls:  

Ȭ) ÄÏ ÆÅÅÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÖÕÌÎÅÒÁÂÌÅ ÂÕÔ ) ÈÁÖÅÎȭÔ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÐÕÔ ÍÙ 

ÆÉÎÇÅÒ ÏÎ ×ÈÙȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 3) 

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔ ÉÆ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÓÔÁÆÆ ÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÉÎ ÏÕÒ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÁÓ ÏÆ Á ÍÉÎÄ ÔÏ 

engage in corrupt conduct, I think that there would certainly be 

opportunities for a lot of people ÔÏ ÄÏ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÄÁÍÁÇÅȢ  4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÅÒÒÉÆÙÉÎÇ ȣ 

In ÍÙ ÒÏÌÅȟ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ) ÃÏÕÌÄ ÄÏ ÁÌÌ ÓÏÒÔÓ ÏÆ ÓÈÉÔ ÁÎÄ ÎÏ ÏÎÅ ×ÏÕÌÄ ËÎÏ×Ȣȭ 

(Interviewee 6) 

Noting that proximity of council services might explain why some forms of corruption 

exist more than others, the latteÒ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔ ÁÃÃÅÎÔÕÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÅØÔÅÎÔ ÏÆ 

opportunities ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓȭ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÊÕÒÉÓÄÉÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÒÅÅ 

ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ #ÒÅÓÓÅÙȭÓ (1973) ÆÒÁÕÄ ÔÒÉÁÎÇÌÅȢ  -ÏÒÅÏÖÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÎÏ ÏÎÅ 

×ÏÕÌÄ ËÎÏ×ȭ ÉÆ ÓÕÃÈ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ exploited highlights the potential for corruption 

to manifest in the absence of appropriate oversight or scrutiny.  This risk would be 

compounded if any anti-corruption focus is skewed towards the elected function over 

the appointed, or if operational corruption is dismissed as being insignificant.  The 

opportunities and skills that one might acquire during the course of their employment, 

or as a result of their occupational status (Dormaels, 2015, p. 596), highlights a key 

vulnerability to the possibility of corruption; environmental conditions within the 

organisation bring offender and target together, without oversight or effective 

guardianship (Clarke & Eck, 2003, p. 27).   

4.2 The disconnect between perceptions and reality 

The media and ICAC together set and define the tone of what corruption is and what is 

means, but the consequence is that the focus is on manufacturing and prosecuting the 

spectacle of corruption, and not its practice.  This has the potential to widen the gap 

between what citizens understand corruption to be and how they might encounter its 

incidence in their workplace.  This is acutely captured in the excerpt below.  



118 
 

Ȭ4ÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÏÒÓ ÓÅÅÍ ÔÏ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÅØÃÌÕÓÉÖÅÌÙ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÇ-ticket items 

e.g. bribes or salacious activity ... In reality these two kinds of corruption are 

a) fairly contained i.e. involving one or three persons and b) not really that 

huge in terms of actual impact on outcomes. What is ignored in the 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÄÅÁÔÈ ÂÙ Á ÔÈÏÕÓÁÎÄ ÐÁÐÅÒ ÃÕÔÓȱ ÓÔÕÆÆ ɀ the 

nepotism that may result in an informal network of people who subtly 

control the place, the leadership culture that may subtly punish compliance 

with norms/power, lack of systems or skills resulting in lots of small 

financial losses etc. I think the focus on the bigger, more dramatic, one-off 

stuff actually works against you in terms of helping organisations 

understand that corruption can actually be an aggregate of seemingly minor 

things and this cluster can be far more damaging to an organisation over 

time than a councillor dancing on a table with a stripper or someone 

stealing $10k from kitty. This is my biggest frustration in general as 

someone who has worked in public sector systems for 20 years. Finally, I 

ÔÈÉÎË ȰÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȱ ÉÓ ÁÎ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ Á ÂÒÏÁÄÅÒ ÉÓÓÕÅ ȣ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓ ÔÅÎÄ ÎÏÔ ÔÏ 

have good systems in general ɀ lots of regulation but not great systems. The 

other thing I think is that when corruption is found (e.g. someone dancing 

on a table after stealing $10k) the media and public punish the whole 

organisation even though the corruption actually only involved one or three 

people. This is manifestly unfair/damaging to organisational 

culture/wellbeing as well as then discouraging people from reporting the 

small things that happen in every organisation and need to be rooted out 

ÁÎÄ ÄÅÁÌÔ ×ÉÔÈ ȣȭ ɉ)$-126, Council 10)  

This enlightening commentary alludes to several issues that are worthy of exploration.  

The introductory part of the comment builds on the aforementioned reference to the 

ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁ ÁÎÄ 

regulators seem to focus exclusively on the big-ÔÉÃËÅÔ ÉÔÅÍÓȭȢ  4ÈÅ ÁÇÇÒÅÇÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÓÅÅÍÉÎÇÌÙ 

innocuous corrupt practices does not fall within the same spectrum.  Mundane 

corruption is vastly distinct from exceptional forms of corruption that attract ICAC and 

media interest.  

4ÈÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÉÇÎÏÒÅÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÎÅÐÏÔÉÓÍȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÅØÉÓÔÓȟ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ 

a cultural norm of corruption that is unaddressed.  Mungiu-Pippidi (2017, p. 8) argues 

ÔÈÁÔ ȬÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÌ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÉÓÍȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÅÅÍÉÎÇÌÙ 

features as a causality behind the resultant aggregation of less significant forms of 

corruption.  As indicated by several phrases within the above comment, different 

degrees of furtiveness become enmeshed within the daily working life of local 
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ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȟ ÆÏÓÔÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÐÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÒÔÉÁÌÉÔÙȡ ȬÔÈÅ nepotism that 

may result in an informal network of people who subtly control thÅ ÐÌÁÃÅȭȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 

ÅØÔÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÒÍÁÌÃÙ ÏÆ ÓÕÃÈ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÒÅÉÆÉÅÄ ÂÙ  ȬÔÈÅ leadership culture that may subtly 

punish compliance with norms/powerȭ ɍÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓ ÁÄÄÅÄɎȢ  4ÈÅÓÅ ÉÌÌÕÍÉÎÁÔÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÓ 

foster the acceptance of corrupt behaviours; a structurally normative situation is 

created within the organisational subculture, which conflates everyday business with 

occupational deviance (Ditton, 1977, pp. 173-174). 

While it might be prudent not to confine corruption to a suite of practices that are 

perpetrated by individuals (Buchan, 2012, p. 73; Hindess, 2001, p. 7; 2012, p. 11), the 

ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÏÆ ȬÎÅÐÏÔÉÓÍȭ ÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÇÒÁÄÕÁÌ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÕÐ ÁÎÄ 

infiltration of corruption throughout an organisation.  This highlights how social 

relations of corruption can foster a cultural conformity.  While nepotism is traditionally 

defined as a practice where a person in a position of power or influence favours a 

member of their family, usually to provide a job, the expression is used more widely now 

(Pope, 2000a, p. 197).  It is a practice that features within the contemporary language of 

corruption (Andvig et al., 2000, p. 14; Graycar & Prenzler, 2013, pp. 3-9; Mulgan, 2012, 

p. 25) but also one that is often deemed to be acceptable or legitimate by employees 

(Hudson et al., 2017, p. 12).  This is explained further within the next chapter.  

As contended by the above respondent, a potentially unintended consequence of the 

ÍÅÄÉÁ ÁÎÄ )#!# ÎÅØÕÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÒÅ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÁÇÅÄ ȬÆÒÏÍ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÍÁÌÌ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ 

that happÅÎȭȢ  4ÈÉÓ ÁÃÃÅÎÔÕÁÔÅÓ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÁÎÔÉ-corruption 

agenda: a focus on elected officials or the more scandalous forms of corruption that are 

pursued by regulatory bodies has contributed to a corruption disconnect that remains 

studiously under-considered and under-researched.  Such examples may be 

newsworthy for their sensationalistic properties, but the implications are that the 

normative framework and meaning of corruption is established.  As contended by 

Ashforth and colleagues (2008, p. 675)ȟ ȬÅÖÅÎ ÉÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÕÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÅÎÔÉÒÅÌÙ 

ÓÙÓÔÅÍÉÃȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÅÑÕÅÎÃÅÓ ÁÒÅȭȢ  4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅÄ ÂÅÌÏ×Ȣ 

4.2.1 The implications of increased awareness 

In seeking to thematically examine the nature of the publicity implications, the theme 

ȬÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓȭ ×ÁÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÄÅ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓȢ  7ÈÅÎ ÁÓËÅÄ ÉÆ ȬÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÁÎÄ 
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ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÈÉÇÈÅÒ ÎÏ×ȭȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓ 

stated:  

Ȭ9ÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÂÏÄÉÅÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ )#!# ȣ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔ ÍÁËÅÓ Á ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ 

having statutory obligations and that oversight and the media attention. 

(Interviewee 9) 

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÅØÐÏÓÕÒÅ ÔÏ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÓÔÉÅÒ ÓÃÁÎÄÁÌÓȟ ÁÎÄ 

not just in local government of course but across a range of public agencies, 

) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ Á ÍÕÃÈ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ public awareness of the problem and the 

ÃÏÎÎÏÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 8) 

Ȭ9ÅÓ ȣ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÒÇÅ-scale news items to do with 

corrupt behaviour ɀ the Auburn [Council] example being one. Various 

politicians and whatever that have been ÄÒÁÇÇÅÄ ÉÎ ÆÒÏÎÔ ÏÆ )#!#Ȣȭ 

(Interviewee 11) 

Ȭ9ÅÓȟ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÌÙ ÉÓȢ  ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅ )#!#ȭÓ ÄÏÎÅ Á ÇÒÅÁÔ ÊÏÂ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȢ  

Although now I think certainly in New South Wales people are more aware 

with these type of recent issues ...  But people certainly have a good 

understanding of corruption and I think David Ipp19 did a good job sort of 

really bringing it into the everyday conversations of people by going after 

really high-profile politicians and not being afraid to make examples of 

ÔÈÅÍȣ 3Ï ÉÔ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÅØÁÃÔÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÁÓ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ςπ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÁÇÏ ÂÕÔ 

)#!#ȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÁÎÄ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÈÁÓ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÈÅÉÇÈÔÅÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓȢȭ 

(Interviewee 3) 

The last sentence of Interviewee σȭÓ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÅÖÅÎ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ 

corruption may be higher now, that does not necessarily mean that the level has 

changed, jusÔ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÈÅÉÇÈÔÅÎÅÄ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÉÓ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÏ )#!#Ȣ  4ÈÅ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ȬÈÉÇÈ 

ÐÒÏÆÉÌÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÉÁÎÓȭ ÈÁÓ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ Á ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÔÁÒÎÉÓÈÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÄÅÍÏÃÒÁÔÉÃ 

legitimacy, but also that ICAC is symbolically more than the organisation it actually is.  

)#!#ȭÓ ÉÎvestigative pursuits imbue citizens with a perception that it is a law-

enforcement agency, not a commission of inquiry, or as Kuris (2015) puts it, a guard dog 

not a watchdog.  Hence, public perception is influenced by the range of matters that ICAC 

chooseÓ ÔÏ ÐÕÒÓÕÅȢ  7ÈÅÎ )#!#ȭÓ ÌÉÍÉÔÅÄ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÁÉÎÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÁÌÓÏ 

taken into account (ICAC NSW, 2016, p. 3), there is a viable probability that ICAC is set 

up to fail in the eyes of the public, which seems focused on its investigatory endeavours.  

 
19 Former ICAC Commissioner ɀ November 2009 to January 2014. 
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4ÈÅ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ )#!#ȭÓ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÍÉÔ ÎÅÇÌÅÃÔÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÉÔÓ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ 

corruption prevention and education (Gorta, 2006, p. 206), which accord with 

-ÏÎÁÇÈÁÎȭÓ (2014) ÖÉÅ× ÔÈÁÔ ȬÆÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÌÅÓÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÇÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÒÕÎÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 

ÂÏÁÒÄ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÒÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓȭȢ   

)#!#ȭÓ ÌÉÍÉÔÅÄ ÍÁÎÄÁÔÅ ÉÓȟ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅȟ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔ ÔÏ ÍÉÓÁÐÐÒÅÈÅÎÓÉÏÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÁÓ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ 

for how corruption is discursively constituted within councils.  If the symbolic grandeur 

of public hearings remains focused on high-profile figureheads, there is a risk that lesser 

forms of corruption will be treated as exempt from consequence because they are 

considered too small or innocuous and will not warrant ICAC intervention.  The 

following comments show how interviewees think that ICAC has changed the landscape: 

Ȭ7ÅȭÒÅ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÍÉÌÅÓ ÁÈÅÁÄ ÏÆ ×ÈÅÒÅ ×Å ×ÅÒÅ ÂÁÃË ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρωψπÓ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ )#!# 

ÅØÉÓÔÅÄȢ /Æ ÃÏÕÒÓÅȟ ÁÔ ÌÅÁÓÔ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔȟ ×ÈÅÒÅÁÓ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÏÐÅÎ ÓÌÁÔÈÅÒȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 2) 

Ȭ3Ï ×Å ÈÁÖÅ ÁÌÌ ÈÅÁÒÄ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÏÆÆÉÃÅÒÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÖÅÎÔÉÅÓ 

ÒÅÃÅÉÖÉÎÇ ÂÉÇ ÇÉÆÔÓ ÆÏÒ #ÈÒÉÓÔÍÁÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÐÐÌÉÅÒÓȢ 4ÈÅÒÅȭÓ 

widespread acknowledgement and awareness now within the employees 

that that is not acceptable, even amongst the community and some of the 

ÓÕÐÐÌÉÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔÏÒÓ ȣ 3Ï ÉÎ Á ÓÅÎÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅÄȟ ÂÕÔ ×ÈÉÌÅ 

those were fairly obvious situations of, you know, a case of beer coming to 

ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÏÆÆÉÃÅÒÓ ȣ ÁÎÙ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÈÉÄÄÅÎ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÇÏÉÎÇ 

ÁÈÅÁÄȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 1) 

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÇÏÏÄ ÁÔ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÙÉÎÇ ÏÒ ÇÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÁÔ 

ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÙÉÎÇ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔȢ ) ×ÏÎÄÅÒ ÉÆ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÁÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÁÔ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÙÉÎÇ 

other forms of wrongdoing because they now have this lens of is it corrupt 

conductȟ ÄÏ ) ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÉÔ ÔÏ )#!#ȩȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 9) 

)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ ς ÓÔÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ȬÏÐÅÎ ÓÌÁÔÈÅÒȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ ρωψπÓ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ )#!#ȭÓ ÉÎÃÅÐÔÉÏÎȢ  

The latter two comments, however, highlight how the discourse on corruption has 

transitioned.  Overt practices aÒÅ ÎÏ× ȬÎÏÔ ÁÃÃÅÐÔÁÂÌÅȭȟ ÂÕÔ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÓÏÍÅ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ 

designated as corrupt appear in the spotlight, others potentially disappear.  The 

interviewees do not elaborate on what those behaviours may be or how they might be 

explicated, but there is a sense ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ȬÈÉÄÄÅÎȭ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÌÅÓÓ ÐÒÏÎÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÌÁÂÅÌȡ ÔÈÕÓȟ ÉÔ ÆÅÁÓÉÂÌÙ ÆÁÌÌÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÄÁÒË ÆÉÇÕÒÅ ɍÏÒ ÚÏÎÅɎ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ 

(Zimring & Johnson, 2005, p. 802). 
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It is debatable whether regulatory endeavours by the likes of ACAs such as ICAC have 

ÂÒÏÁÄÅÎÅÄȟ ÉÎ Á ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ×ÁÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃȭÓ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÁÎÇÅ ÏÆ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ 

might influence these efforts or pigeonholed them.  A reductionist attitude to corruption 

seems evident, with anti-corruption endeavours construed as ideological remedies (see 

Section 4.1.2).  Efforts seem less concerned about unpacking corruption to understand 

more about the conditions that contribute to its situatedness, which is perhaps why anti-

corruption strategies are not working as well as they could and might be thought of, in 

ecological terms, as unsustainable (Clammer, 2012, p. 124).   

)#!# ÉÓ ÄÅÅÍÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ȬÇÏ ÔÏ ÐÌÁÃÅȭȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ Áugments the above 

ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÄÉÓÃÏÎÎÅÃÔȭ ÆÒÏÍ Á ÇÕÁÒÄÉÁÎÓÈÉÐ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȡ   

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÃÏÎÎÅÃÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ )#!# ÉÓ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ×ÁÔÃÈÄÏÇ ÂÕÔ 

ÔÈÅ ×ÁÔÃÈÄÏÇ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÎÙ ÔÅÅÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ 

doesÎȭÔ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄȢ  )Æ ÁÎ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÔÏ ÐÏÉÎÔ Á ÆÉÎÇÅÒ ÁÎÄ 

do a whole investigation but then have no power to actually enact anything, 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÅØÁÃÔÌÙ ×ÈÁÔ )#!# ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÍÁËÅ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

ÐÕÂÌÉÃȢ  )Æ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÉÎÇ ÙÏÕ should be able to bring a charge or 

penalty for doing the wrong thing, not hand it all over to the police who 

ÔÈÅÎ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÓÔÁÒÔ ÁÇÁÉÎȢ  4ÈÁÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÍÁËÅ ÓÅÎÓÅȢ  ɍ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÒȡ )#!# 

ÍÉÇÈÔ ÓÁÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÔÏ ÅØÐÏÓÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÎÏÔ ÐÒÏÓÅÃÕÔÅ ÃÏÒrupt 

ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓɎȢ  ȣ 4ÈÅÎ ×ÈÙ ÉÓÎȭÔ ÉÔ Á ÊÏÉÎÔ ÔÈÉÎÇȩ  /ÎÅ ÓÅÎÓÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÅÓ ÉÔ ÁÎÄ ÂÒÉÎÇÓ 

ÉÔ ÏÕÔ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃȭÓ Á×ÁÒÅȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÎ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÓȢȭ 

(Interviewee 11)  

4ÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÒÅÍÁÒË ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓÅÓ ÈÏ× ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÓÅÎÓÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÂÙ )#!#ȭÓ ÉÎÖÅÓÔigative 

ÕÎÄÅÒÔÁËÉÎÇÓȢ  4ÈÉÓ ÍÉÇÈÔ ×ÅÌÌ ÂÅ )#!#ȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ɀ to raise the awareness of corruption 

while simultaneously promoting the ICAC brand ɀ but, as contended by Loves (2015, 

p. 242), it would be prudent for ACAs, and those charged with governing their mandate, 

ÔÏ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÓÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×Î ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÌÉÍÉÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȢ  ! ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ×ÁÔÃÈÄÏÇ ɍÔÈÁÔɎ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ 

ÈÁÖÅ ÁÎÙ ÔÅÅÔÈȭ ÉÓ Á ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅÄ ÂÙ +ÕÒÉÓ (2015, p. 127), who asserts that many 

Ȭ×ÁÔÃÈÄÏÇȭ !#!Ó ÔÈÁÔ ÌÁÃË ÌÁ×-enforcement or investigative powers could be perceived 

ÁÓ ȬÔÏÏÔÈÌÅÓÓȭȢ  )#!# ÈÅÁÒÉÎÇÓ ÁÒÅ ÈÅÌÄ ÉÎ ÐÕÂÌÉÃȟ ÂÕÔ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ )#!# ÉÓ Á ÃÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

inquiry and not a law-enforcement body, the burden of proof is not to the criminal 

standard, which means evidence can be heard that would not be admitted in a criminal 

court of law.  The public airing of evidence that cannot be acted upon potentially 

ÄÉÍÉÎÉÓÈÅÓ )#!#ȭÓ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇȢ .ÅÖÅÒÔÈÅÌÅÓÓȟ Á ÐÒÏÐÏÒÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔ ÂÁÓÅ 
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×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÔÔÉÔÕÄÉÎÁÌ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÃÏÒÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ )#!#ȭÓ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÏÒÙ ÅÎÄÅÁÖÏÕÒÓ ×Éth a decrease in 

corruption. 

Hitherto, the anti-corruption rhetoric fuels a speculation among respondents that 

corruption has been reduced (see Section 4.1.2).  The ramifications of this resultant 

perception include: circulation of corruption discourse infused with embellishment and 

creation of limited views about corruption: what it is, who perpetrates it, how it is 

addressed, where it might be and, by default, where it might not be.  At a practical level, 

there may be latent ramifications.  For example, if ICAC is not taking punitive action, 

then rationalised actions of any corrupt actor are reinforced, on account of the fact that 

ICAC is seen to set the agenda.  When 0.5% of all matters subject to assessment by ICAC 

result in full investigation (see Figure 2.1), this reinforced rationalisation might be a 

factor that contributes to organisational ambivalence about corruption and that tempers 

imputations of corrupt behaviour.   

4.2.2 Ambivalence about ICAC  

Such perspectives might indicate why only a minuscule number of matters are referred 

to ICAC.  As argued by this interviewee, many corrupt practices, especially those that 

ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÅÄ ÁÓ ÐÅÔÔÙȟ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÆÁÌÌ ÓÈÏÒÔ ÏÆ )#!#ȭÓ ÒÅÍÉÔȡ  

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ×ÈÅÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÔÈÉÎË ÏÆ )#!# ÔÈÅÙ ÔÈÉÎË ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÇ-ticket items.  Like 

they think kickbacks, they think consents that shoulÄÎȭÔ ÂÅ ÇÉÖÅÎȟ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÁÔ 

kind of ɀ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÂÒÉÂÅÒÙ ȣ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ÓÔÁÆÆ ÁÔ ÁÎ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÔÈÉÎË 

ÉÔ ÃÁÎ ÈÁÐÐÅÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÍȢ  ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅÙ ÔÈÉÎË )#!#ȭÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÇ ÐÌÁÙÅÒÓȢȭ 

(Interviewee 3) 

This is another example of the disconnect between regulatory impression and 

ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÏÒÙ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅȢ  ! ÖÏÉÄ ÅØÉÓÔÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȬÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙȭ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ 

experienced by local government employees and those that meet the ICAC criteria for 

intervention.  Several interviewees reflected on their experience in referring matters to 

ICAC, and the subsequent ICAC response:  

Ȭ4ÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ) ÓÅÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ .37 ÉÓ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ Á ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅ ÌÁÃË 

of enforcement.  Because yes, you have the oversight agencies; however, 

time and time again, in my experience, you go to one of the oversight 

ÁÇÅÎÃÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÔÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÇÅÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÈÅÌÐ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÁÙ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÂÉÇ 

enough for us. Now ICAC ɀ ÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÒÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÅÄ ÒÅÃÅÎÔÌÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 
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clarification around their powers ɀ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÏ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÉÃ ÁÎÄ 

endemic corruptionȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÆÉÎÅȟ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÆÏÒȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ 

is, who looks at the non-systemic corruption? Or who looks at the 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÁÇÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÉÃ ÂÕÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÇÅÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÆ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ 

ÃÈÅÃËÅÄȩȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 2) 

This comment develops on the ȬÄÅÁÔÈ ÂÙ Á ÔÈÏÕÓÁÎÄ ÐÁÐÅÒ ÃÕÔÓȭ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅȟ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ Á 

void in anti-ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓÅÄȡ ÔÈÅ ȬÎÏÎ-systemic 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÍÅÅÔ ÔÈÅ )#!# ÔÈÒÅÓÈÏÌÄ (Yates & Graycar, 2020, p. 89).  Such 

instances either do not reach ICAC, as indicated by the mere 120 reports made by 

councils themselves (ICAC NSW, 2016, p. 20), or if they do get reported, 80% are closed 

without referral (ICAC NSW, 2016, pp. 19-20)Ȣ  4ÈÅÓÅ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ ȬÎÏÔ ÂÉÇ 

ÅÎÏÕÇÈȭ ÔÏ ×ÁÒÒÁÎÔ )#!# ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÉÌÌ ȬÇÅÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÆ ɍÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅɎ ÎÏÔ ÃÈÅÃËÅÄȭȟ ÃÌÁÉÍÓ 

the above interviewee.  If low-threshold corrupt acts remain unchecked, they continue 

in perpetuity.  There appears to be a lack of recognition at the frontline that this may be 

the case, with 1 in 5 respondents claiming there to be no corruption within their council 

(see Figure 4.2).  

Wide-ranging references in the literature indicate that studious attention has been paid 

to oversight/integrity agencies or ACAs.  It is notable that eminent scholars have argued 

that ACAs have only a marginal impact on the reduction of corruption (Anechiarico, 

2009b, p. 85), if any at all (Heilbrunn, 2004, p. 1).  Some scholars are dubious about their 

success (de Sousa, 2010, p. 20; Huberts, 2014, p. 182), while others believe their success 

is largely attributed to factors such as political acceptability and will (Brown & Head, 

2004, p. 23; Huberts et al., 2008, p. 276; Pope & Vogl, 2000, p. 7; Recanatini, 2011a, 

p. 565), and staff resourcing (Anechiarico, 2009b, p. 80; Brown & Head, 2004, p. 23).  

7ÉÔÈÉÎ .37ȟ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÆÁÃÔÏÒÓ ÈÁÓ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ )#!#ȭÓ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÅÆÆÉÃÁÃÙ (Nicholls et al., 

2016; Robertson, 2016).  Despite such studies, there seems to be little appreciation of 

)#!#ȭÓ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȢ   

Expanding this point, there is a lack of cogent theoretical or empirical research 

examining the extent or impact of strategies to address organisational corruption 

(Osrecki, 2015, pp. 337-338) or the cultural conditions which might facilitate 

occupational fraud and corruption (Shepherd & Button, 2018, p. 2).  Rather, some 

scholars contend that there is little need for any local integrity model in NSW because of 
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the supposedly strong oversight network (Huberts et al., 2008, p. 276).  However, a 

ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ )#!#ȭÓ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÉÖÅ ÅÎÄÅÁÖÏÕÒÓ ËÅÅÐÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃȭÓ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ȬÓÅØÙȭ 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ Á×ÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ ȬÄÁÇÇÙȭ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÕÓ ÁÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ Ány forms of unexceptional 

corruption to continue without intervention.  This misplaced assurance within the 

scholarly domain, and a tendency to examine the efficacy and remit of the ACA, 

potentially neglects to assess a fundamental aspect of administrative and operational 

corruption within a sector that is inherently disjointed.   

4ÈÅÓÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔ ÏÎ )#!#ȭÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ 

brought to their attention:  

Ȭ4ÈÅ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ )#!# ÉÓ ÕÎÌÅÓÓ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÔÁËÉÎÇ ÂÒÏ×Î ÐÁÐÅÒ ÂÁÇÓ through 

ÙÏÕÒ ÃÁÒ ×ÉÎÄÏ× ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÐÁÒÔÌÙ ) ÔÈÉÎË 

ÁÎÅÃÄÏÔÁÌ ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÐÁÒÔÌÙ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÃÏÍÅ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ×ÈÏȭÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÏ )#!# ÁÎÄ )#!# ÊÕÓÔ ÇÏ Ȱ7ÅȭÒÅ ÔÏÏ ÂÕÓÙȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÂÉÇ 

ÅÎÏÕÇÈȢ 7ÅȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄȢȱȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 4) 

Ȭ)ȭÍ ÎÏÔ ÓÕÒÅ ×ÈÁÔ ÙÏÕÒ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÉÓȠ )#!# ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÒÅÖÉÅ× ÁÌÌ ÍÁÔÔÅÒÓ ÏÆ 

corruption, and how many have they ever come and taken over, from your 

ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȩ -Ù ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȟ ÎÏÎÅȢ )ȭÖÅ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÅÄ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÍÁÔÔÅÒÓ ÔÏ 

ICAC. )#!# ÔÅÎÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅ ÉÎ ÏÎ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅ ÁÓ Á ÈÉÇÈ ÐÒÏÆÉÌÅȟ ÁÎÄ )ȭÍ 

ÓÕÒÅ ÔÈÅÙȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÃÒÉÔÅÒÉÁȟ ) ËÎÏ× ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅȢ "ÕÔ ÏÎÃÅ ÁÇÁÉÎȟ 

ÉÆ ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÇÅÔ )#!# ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÒÏÎÔ ÐÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÐÅÒÓȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÅÎÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ 

ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 5).   

4ÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ )#!#ȭÓ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ-making process on investigations is 

influenced by political, organisational and symbolic interests.  To some extent, through 

the lens of their guardianship mandate, interviewees conveyed different views from 

those of many respondents from the sample base of councils.  The interviewees may 

have biases or prejudices towards a particular way of thinking, having been immersed 

within roles that are accustomed to the notion of corruption.  Notwithstanding, the 

contrast in views is notably evident.  ICAC is seen to be the panacea by some 

respondents, who attribute low levels of corruption to the visibility of punitive sanctions 

against high-ÐÒÏÆÉÌÅ ÆÉÇÕÒÅÈÅÁÄÓȢ  ! ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÏÆ ȬÃÅÌÅÂÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȭ ÉÓ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÔȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÕÂÌÉc 

figures transformed into personalities on the scaffold of public opinion and 

accountability (Driessens, 2012, p. 641).   
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The spectacularising of corruption, generated by ICAC and the media, has constructed a 

dual reality of the corruption problem and the anti-corruption solutionȟ ×ÉÔÈ Ȭɍ)#!#Ɏ 

going after really high-ÐÒÏÆÉÌÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÉÁÎÓȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÌÁÒÇÅ ÓÃÁÌÅ ÎÅ×Ó ÉÔÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÄÏ ×ÉÔÈ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ 

behaviour [and] various politicians and whatever that have been dragged in front of 

)#!#Ȣȭ  )#!# ÁÒÇÕÁÂÌÙ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÓÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔs success and reputation is contingent on the 

positive attention paid to it by the public (Davenport & Beck, 2001, p. 3).  Survey 

respondents do not necessarily have first-hand knowledge of ICAC, only a symbolic 

perception.  Their perceived reality of ICAC is largely shaped by media messages and 

ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÏÒÙ ÉÍÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎÓȟ ×ÈÅÒÅÁÓ ÍÁÎÙ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÓÔÅÍ ÆÒÏÍ ÆÉÒÓÔ-hand 

ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓȢ  7ÈÅÎ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÁÒÅ ÓÙÎÔÈÅÓÉÓÅÄȟ ÔÈÅ 

reality of the corruption problem and the reality of the anti-corruption solution are at 

odds.  There is greater scepticism among many interviewees of ICAC, its mandate, and 

choice of investigative selection than among many respondents, who hold a somewhat 

idealistic view.  This interviewee commented on the differential way that ICAC is 

perceived as operating: 

Ȭ9ÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ×ÅȭÒÅ Á ÂÉÇ ÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȟ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÓÔÕÆÆ ÁÎÄ )#!# 

×ÏÕÌÄ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÔÁËÅ ÕÓ ÏÕÔȢ 9ÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ×ÅȭÄ ÂÅ Á ÎÏÔÃÈ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÂÅÌÔȢ 

7ÈÅÒÅÁÓ ÉÆ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ Á ÓÍÁÌÌÅÒ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ Çoing to care so much, unless 

ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÈÏÒÒÅÎÄÏÕÓȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 4) 

Any choice to investigate corruption within a particular council on the basis that it 

×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ Á ȬÎÏÔÃÈ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÂÅÌÔȭ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ )#!# ÃÈÏÏÓÅÓ ÔÏ ÐÕÒÓÕÅ ÏÒ 

reject matters for self-interested reasons.  Public confidence in ICAC was referred to by 

this interviewee: 

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ɍÍÉÓÐÌÁÃÅÄɎ ÃÏÎÆÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ×ÅÒÅ 

ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÙÏÕ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÇÏ ÔÏ )#!# ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕȭÄ ÂÅ ÔÁËÅÎ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÁÎÄ the 

ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÅÄȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 8) 

Irrespective of political, organisational or symbolic factors which might influence their 

ÃÈÏÉÃÅ ÏÆ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÉÖÅ ÐÁÔÈ×ÁÙȟ )#!#ȭÓ ÍÁÎÄÁÔÅ ÉÓ ÒÅÓÔÒÉÃÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÉÃ 

corruption, which by default ÁÓÓÕÍÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÔÈÒÅÓÈÏÌÄ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÍÅÔȢ  4ÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃȭÓ 

confidence that reports will be taken seriously and investigated by ICAC is largely 

ÕÎÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÂÕÔ ÉÓ ÒÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÅÄ ÂÙ )#!#ȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒ ÎÅ×ÓȢ  )Î ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙȟ 

if and when corruption reports are made to ICAC, but then subsequently rejected, these 
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rejections arguably could disincentivise future corruption reporters and allow the 

tolerance of corruption to continue.  This consideration is explored more intricately in 

the subsequent chapters.  

Quite possibly, ICAC is regarded as a paragon of anti-corruption best practice and 

oversight.  Its regulatory endeavours have been influential in setting the agenda for anti-

corruption within local government, establishing a paradigmatic stance on what 

corruption is , and ÂÙ ÖÉÒÔÕÅ ÏÆȟ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔȢ  7ÉÔÈÉÎ )#!#ȭÓ ÐÕÒÓÕÉÔ ÏÆ ÓÏÍÅ ÍÁÔÔÅÒÓ ÏÖÅÒ 

others, a semblance of corruption has been constructed and staged, but one that is not 

necessarily aligned with everyday realities.  The vocabulary of corruption has been 

defined and conceptualised by ICAC, but there have been unintended consequences 

(Hao, 1999, p. 406), namely that routine forms of corruption fall short of the current 

anti-corruption focus; employees do not necessarily associate their perceptions of 

ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÉÌÙ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÏÒ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÅÄ ÁÓ 

ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȭȠ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÓ ÔÏ )#!# ÆÒÏÍ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓ ÁÒÅ ÌÏ×ȟ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÒÅÁÓÏÎÓȢ  4ÈÅ 

supposed threshold that must be attained for ICAC to intervene means that lower 

threshold corruption is potentially dismissed or disregarded by virtue of its lack of 

seriousness.   

The discourse of corruption is often metaphorically infused with medical terminology.  

"Ù ×ÁÙ ÏÆ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ ÁÎ ȬÕÎÄÅÒÌÙÉÎÇ diseaseȭ (Clammer, 

2012, p. 124); an infection of the body politic (Hindess, 2012, p. 5; Mulgan, 2012); a 

moral decay (Buchan, 2012, p. 89); and a cancer or contagion (Bhargava, 2006, p. 341; 

Byrne, 2017; World Bank Group, 2016).  Such references indicate that corruption has 

started off small but has then metastasised and taken hold; thus, it is taken to be 

systemic or serious, such that it might warrant ICAC intervention, if ICAC chooses to act.  

However, by then, corruption has become intertwined within the very fabric of the 

organisational architecture; this does not happen overnight, but over time.  To develop 

'ÒÏÅÎÅÎÄÉÊËȭÓ (1997, p. 207) observation, the identified corruption at that stage might 

be perceived as a social phenomenon, but the actions to that point have been made by 

individuals.   

Through a limited prism of information and anti-corruption performativity, some 

corrupt practices have come into focus, and a capable guardian in the shape of ICAC, 
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visibly active in the public domain.  When ICAC was established in 1989, Australia did 

not have an ACA, and corruption was a relatively new concept in the discourse of public 

administrati on (Andvig et al., 2000, p. 6; Bhargava, 2006, p. 341).  At that time, 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ×ÁÓ ȬÏÐÅÎ ÓÌÁÔÈÅÒȭȟ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÏÎÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÂÌÅ 

acclaim for the increased awareness about corruption that has developed in the last 

three decades.  Undoubtedly, the emergent implications of establishing ICAC would have 

been unforeseen and incalculable (Karapin & Feldman, 2016, p. 441); yet, there is a 

notable absence of academic or practical literature exploring any implications, such as 

how selectivity in corruption investigations and prosecutions have symbolic effects on 

the wider social body or how corruption is meaningfully understood as a lived and 

environmental phenomenon.  Overt forms of corruption may have been addressed, but 

more surreptitio us and richly nuanced forms of mundane corruption fall out of focus 

altogether.   

4.3 Summary 

This chapter has not sought to engage in the discussion about what corruption is, but to 

establish a baseline spectrum of how those on the frontline might see the issue of 

corruption from their situated position and how they might respond to it.  Notably, any 

ÄÁÉÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÎÓÏÒÙ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÔÅÎÄÅÄ ÎÏÔ ÔÏ ÉÎÆÏÒÍ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ 

views about the assumed level of corruption within their council or its degree of change 

in the past 5 years, these being informed predominantly by the accessibility of indirect 

information or supposed anti-corruption remedies. 

This chapter augments how subjective and abstract corruption is when those who work 

within local government are invited to identify with  it.  The everyday reality of 

corruption, in terms of its prevalence within  the council environment, is disassociated 

from its perception as a phenomenon that is well addressed and adequately governed.  

Anti-corruption perfor mativity is visible at different levels and in different ways.  From 

artefacts that supposedly manage and control corruption (policies and procedures), to 

the increased attention by the media and their likening of the term corruption  to the 

work of the ICAC, a socially engineered understanding of corruption and anti-corruption 

has been created.  The disconnect and lack of association between perception and reality 

is one that emerges as quite significant within this chapter.  This is important within the 
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scholarly study of corruption as it  highlights that corruption is imagined in a very 

different way to how it is potentially enacted. 

The different ideas about corruption ɀ in terms of what it is, what it is not, where it may 

manifest, and by whom ɀ have been informed largely by symbolic ideas about ICAC as an 

organisation designed to address corruption within NSW local government, but with 

little comprehension of its actual size, scope and mandate.  One of the key implications 

highlighted in this chapter is that administrative or occupational corruption is seen to be 

ÉÎÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÃÏÎÇÒÕÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ȬÓÅØÙȭ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÐÕÒÓÕÅÄ ÂÙ 

ICAC, and then popularised by the media.  These are seen to involve elected officials 

rather than appointed officials, and vastly different in nature to the administrative 

context, which is potentially unconcerning, unremarkable or within a socially-optimal 

threshold of tolerance.  Subtler forms of corruption risk being overlooked, but may be 

just as insidious, or more so, as they gradually build up and become entrenched within 

an organisation.  In the broader context of this thesis, this chapter has salient 

implications.  Namely, a formal effort to control corruption by a prominent and popular 

body, such as the ICAC, has latent risks and indirect costs that have not been explored to 

date.  As one aspect, it is clear that the much broader existence of corruption in local 

government is potentially disregarded unless it  aligns to a formal or legalistic notion, or 

matters are akin to those that are popularised in the media.  

Chapter υ ÐÒÏÃÅÅÄÓ ÔÏ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÉÓÓÕÅÓȟ ÂÙ ÅØÁÍÉÎÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔÉÎÇ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ 

daily, sensory experiences of, and direct exposure to, conduct of a potentially corrupt 

nature. 
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CHAPTER 5: THE INSTITUTIONALISATION OF CORRUPTION 

5.1 Introduction  

This chapter explores the degree of potential corruption within local government, and 

how corrupt tendencies, as framed by regulatory definitions, become hard-wired into 

the organisational and cultural lives of councils.  Building on Chapter 4, this chapter 

highlights how more complex and nuanced practices of corruption have become 

institutionalised, and explores the nature and extent of these within the sample of 

council environments.  Many of these practices are hidden from view, as they are more 

ÁÂÓÔÒÕÓÅ ÏÒ ÌÅÓÓ ÐÒÏÎÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÂÅÌ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȠ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÂÒÉÂÅÒÙ ÃÏÎÊÕÒÅÓ ÕÐ ÔÈÅ ȬÂÒÏ×Î 

ÐÁÐÅÒ ÂÁÇȭ ÉÍÁÇÅÒÙȟ ÉÎ ÆÁÃÔ ÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ 

within NSW local government.  This chapter further explores thresholds in the perceived 

ÕÎȾÁÃÃÅÐÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÒ ÈÁÒÍÆÕÌÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÁÓÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ ÍÁÎÙ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȭ 

disinclination to report their suspicions of corruption. 

5.2 The normalcy of corruption 

Survey respondents were asked for their views on nine different practices, each of which 

might be construed as, or potentially constitute, corrupt conduct within the purview of 

)#!#ȭÓ ÊÕÒÉÓÄÉÃÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÍÁÎÄÁÔÅȢ  4ÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÏÆ 

respondents, as to whether: (1) they believe that an opportunity exists within their 

council for the act to take place; (2) they have ever suspected any of the acts take place 

within their council; and (3)  they have directly witnessed any of the acts taking place 

within thei r council.  This is illustrated by Figure 5.1, with each category reflected as a 

percentage of total responses, on account of the different response rates. 
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Figure 5.1. Comparison between opportunity for, suspected and witnessed corruption 
within e ÁÃÈ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔȭÓ #ÏÕÎÃÉÌ 

The four most frequently witnessed forms of corruption were: (1) conflict of interest; 

(2) preference to hiring friends or family for council jobs (particularism); (3) misuse of 
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information or material; and (4) abuse of discretion.  These were also the four most 

common acts that were suspected, albeit not with the same corresponding weighting.  

These matched the four most frequently observed acts in the study of Victorian public 

servants (Graycar, 2014, pp. 278-279) and also of local government employees in 

Victoria (IBAC VIC, 2017a, p. 8).  

Despite the fact that nearly half of all respondents thought that the opportunity existed 

for bribery to take place (47.7%), just over 1 in 10 respondents have ever suspected an 

act of bribery (11.8%) and less than 1 in 50 have ever witnessed bribery (1.6%).  

A similar finding was identified in the Victorian study, with only 2% of Victorian public 

servants claiming to have directly observed bribery (Graycar, 2014, pp. 278-279).  One 

might think th at the observation of bribery within local government might be higher 

than that at the state level, as there is a greater deal of interaction between councils and 

members of the community who may be more sensitive to the decisions of their local 

council (ICAC NSW, 2015, p. 17), such as developers, residents, ratepayers and local 

contractors, to name a few.  However, comparisons between state and local government 

in Victoria suggest that this is not the case (IBAC VIC, 2017a, p. 8; 2017b, p. 8).  Despite 

the rare observance of bribery in both studies (NSW and Victoria), many respondents 

thought there was an opportunity for it to occur.  This may viably be attributed to the 

fact that the term bribery is often deemed to be synonymous with the term corruption 

(Johnston, 2005, p. 6).  This limited focus detracts attention from other more 

clandestine, less delineable, forms of corruption (Kurczewski, 2004, p. 163).  In NSW, 

conflict of interest and preference to hiring family or friends for public sector jobs 

(part icularism) have been witnessed by nearly a third of respondents (32.3% and 29.1% 

respectively).  These results reinforce the argument that perceptions of corruption do 

not correlate with direct experience and measurable realities (Masters & Graycar, 2015, 

p. 173).   

The level of claimed witnessing of conflict of interest (32.3%) shown in Figure 5.1 is 

slightly higher than that identified in the IBAC report, which noted that 20% of local 

government employees in Victoria have observed a conflict of interest (IBAC VIC, 2017a, 

p. 8)Ȣ  4ÈÅ )"!# ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÁÐÔÌÙ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÆÁÉÌÕÒÅ ÔÏ ÄÅÃÌÁÒÅ ÏÒ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÌÙ ÍÁÎÁÇÅ 

conflicts of interest is not, of itself, corrupt but can represent misconduct or be an 

ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔȭ (IBAC VIC, 2017a, p. 7).  However, the TI Source Book states 
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ÔÈÁÔ ȬÁ ÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÁÒÉÓÅÓ ×ÈÅÎ Á ÐÅÒÓÏÎȟ ÁÓ Á ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÓÅÃÔÏÒ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅ ÏÒ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌȟ ÉÓ 

influenced by personal considerations when doing his or her job.  Thus, decisions are 

ÍÁÄÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ×ÒÏÎÇ ÒÅÁÓÏÎÓȭ (Pope, 2000a, p. 195).  Arguably, there is a slight lack of 

cohesion between the two definitions, with the TI Source Book taking a more resolute 

view.   

Each of the top four frequently witnessed and suspected behaviours are not criminal 

violations, but may be considered as ethical ones, and as such, their perpetration may be 

permitted as long as they are not unlawful (Gorta & Forell, 1995, pp. 316-317; Philp, 

1997, p. 441; Zimring & Johnson, 2005, p. 797).  The extensive complexities around their 

ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔ ÐÁÒÔÓ ÍÁËÅÓ ÌÁÂÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȭ ÌÅÓÓ ÌÉËÅÌÙ ÔÈÁÎ ÍÏÒÅ ÏÖÅÒÔ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ 

corruption with more tangible forms of exchange (Heidenheimer, 2009, p. 142), and this 

might explain why they are suspected and witnessed in vast quantities or more prone to 

acceptance.  

Divergences between different practices reinforces how richly nuanced corruption is.  

Notwithstanding, this does little to assist everyday practitioners, policymakers or 

academics to develop their understanding around the existence of corrupt practices, 

×ÈÅÎ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȭ ÉÍÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÐÒÅÄÏÍÉÎÁÎÔÌÙ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÂÙ ÍÅÄÉÁ 

publication of high-profile cases.  It is argued that corruption tends to be more visible at 

the lower levels (Gupta, 1995, p. 384)ȟ ÂÕÔ ÁÎÙ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÏÆ ȬÖÉÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙȭ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔ 

to a degree of administrative normality, considering the claimed observances of 

ȬÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÐÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ ÈÉÒÉÎÇ ÆÒÉÅÎÄ ÏÒ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȭȢ  /ÔÈÅÒ ÁÄÍÉÎistrative 

ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÎÁÍÅÌÙȟ ȬÁÂÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÄÉÓÃÒÅÔÉÏÎȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÍÉÓÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ 

ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌȭȟ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ×ÉÔÎÅÓÓÅÄ ÂÙ ρ in 5 respondents (20.5%), further highlighting their 

commonness.  Each of these four practices would feasibly fit within the typology of 

ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭȟ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ )#!#ȭÓ ÌÅÇÉÓÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÍÁÎÄÁÔÅȟ ÂÕÔ ÁÒÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÔÏÏ ÍÕÎÄÁÎÅ ÔÏ 

warrant any form of interventionist response.  

Whether these observations indicate that the acts are designated as corrupt by those 

who claim to have suspected or witnessed them is not conclusive.  It may be that those 

who suspected or witnessed these infractions did not necessarily see them as corrupt, or 

that those who were committing the acts, did not either (Ashforth & Anand, 2003, p. 15; 

Rosenblatt, 2012, p. 241).  This highlights the contingent and situated nature of 
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corruption: any practice designated as corrupt is influenced by definition and context, 

factors which shape in what light and significance acts are regarded. 

These figures support the notion that there is a degree of cultural normalcy when one 

ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÊÏÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÏÎÌÙ ȬÌÉÔÔÌÅȭ ÏÒ ȬÓÏÍÅȭ 

corruption within their council (see Figure 4.2).  Of particular note is the close 

correlation between the perceived opportunity for particularism to take place 

(preference to hiring friends or family) with the levels suspected and directly witnessed.  

This furthers the observation in the previous chapter about the potentially embedded 

roots of particularism, resulting from power-based inequalities and discrimination 

(Rosenblatt, 2012, pp. 239-240), but the close correlation further highlights its 

habituation (Cohen, 2001, p. 46).  Mungiu-Pippidi (2017, p. 12) ÒÅÍÁÒËÓ ÔÈÁÔ Ȭ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ 

dominant norm is particularistic, the distinction between grand and petty corruption is 

about as meaningful as remarking that a crime happens in a train or an apartment 

building [in ÔÈÁÔɎ ÎÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÃÈÁÎÉÓÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÉÍÅȭȢ  !Ó Á 

means of examining this idea, the machinations of particularism are explored later in 

ÔÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒȟ ÁÐÒÏÐÏÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÏ× ÄÁÍÁÇÉÎÇ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÉÓÍ ÉÓ 

perceived to be (Section 5.3.2).  At this juncture, it is worth exploring the interesting 

disconnect between what respondents claim to have observed with what is actually 

reported.  

5.2.1 The vast amount of under-reporting  

While based on a relatively small sample of local government employees in 10 councils 

in NSW, the data behind Figure 5.1 indicates that 156 acts of corrupt conduct have been 

ȬÄÉÒÅÃÔÌÙ ×ÉÔÎÅÓÓÅÄȭ ÂÙ ρςχ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÍÁÎÙ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓ 

claiming to have witnessed more than one act.  

If this sum of 156 witnessed acts of corrupt conduct from employees at 10 councils is 

used to extrapolate its prevalence across all 152 councils in NSW, then this figure would 

amount to 2,371 witnessed acts of potentially corrupt conduct by just 1,930 employees.  

In June 2016, when there were 54,300 local government employees in NSW, 1,930 

employees equated to 3.6% of the local government workforce in NSW (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics, 2017a)Ȣ  )Æ ÔÈÅ ȬÓÕÓÐÅÃÔÅÄȭ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙ ×ÅÒÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÏÒ ɀ 
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which is the basis on which referrals to ICAC should be made ɀ then the extrapolated 

degree of suspicion would be much higher.  

On the basis that just 120 referrals were made to ICAC by councils in 2015ɀ16, this data 

highlights a significant discrepancy between suspected corruption and those cases 

ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ )#!# ÆÏÒ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÁÔÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȭȢ  )Î ÐÁrticular, the extrapolation 

indicates that less than 5% of local government employees may have witnessed 20 times 

more than that referred to ICAC.  It is not possible to know when each of the 

respondents witnessed or suspected each of the different practices identified in Figure 

5.1, whether each practice was unique, a one-off incident, or a sequence of events over a 

period of time.  As such, this extrapolation cannot be directly cross-tabulated with 

)#!#ȭÓ ÁÎÎÕÁÌ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÆÉÇÕÒÅÓȢ  .ÏÔ×ÉÔÈÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ this, when one considers that just 

πȢυϷ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ )#!# ÍÁÔÔÅÒÓ ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓ ÔÏ ȬÆÕÌÌ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÉÏÎȭ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÌÙ ËÎÏ×Î ɉÓÅÅ 

Figure 2.1Ɋȟ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÐÏÓÉÔÅ ÍÅÔÁÐÈÏÒÉÃ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅȟ ȬÔÉÐ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÃÅÂÅÒÇȭ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÁÐÐÏÓÉÔÅȡ ÍÕÃÈ 

suspected corruption remains submerged from view.  

As a means of exploring why such a disconnect is evident, respondentÓȭ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

corrupt practices was cross-tabulated with their perception about the level of 

corruption within their council.  The results identified salient disparities.  As noted 

within Chapter 4 (Figure 4.2), 1 in 5 (20.8%) respondents believe that the level of 

corruption within their council is none.  This is a strong assertion and signifies that 

respondents do not consider corruption to be present in any way, shape or form, within 

their own locality.  However, of this portion of respondents who stated that corruption 

does not exist within their council, nearly a third (a total of 30.1%) claim to have 

suspected at least one corrupt act (see Figure 5.1), while nearly 1 in 6 respondents (a 

total of 16.1%) claim to have directly witnessed at least one act (Figure 5.2).  Hence, in 

spite of denials that corruption exists within their own council, many respondents have 

suspected or witnessed a corrupt practice.  This data was not categorised by council 

ÔÙÐÅȟ ÁÓ Á ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÏ Á ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÒȢ 
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Figure 5.2. Crosstabulation of respondents who stated that there is no corruption at 
their council but claim to have either suspected or witnessed a corrupt act  

To elucidate the factors which might explain the disconnect between perceptions of 

corruption in the workplace, on the one hand, and the realities of encountering it, on the 

other, it is worth noting the moral dimensions of corruption and its escalatory potential.  

One interviewee phrased it this way:  

Ȭ#ÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ× ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÄÏÉÎÇ 

ÔÈÅ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÔÈÉÎÇȢ )ÔȭÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÅÁÓÙ ÔÏ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÌÉËÅ ÉÔȭÓ Á ÂÒÏ×Î ÐÁÐÅÒ ÂÁÇȢ 

)ÔȭÓ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÄÏ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÙÏÕÒ Ï×Î ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ Óhould 

ÂÅ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÁÃÃÅÐÔÉÎÇ Á ÇÉÆÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÓÈÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ 

ÁÃÃÅÐÔ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ Á ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÓÈÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÂÅ ÍÁËÉÎÇȢ 3Ï ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ 

capital C corruption, ICAC corruption. But I think that in reality it all comes 

from the same sort ÏÆ ÐÏÏÒ ÊÕÄÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÒ ÅÁÒÌÙ ÂÁÄ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎÓȢȭ 

(Interviewee 6)  

4ÈÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÌÉÇÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÁÌɀagent model 

referred to in more contemporary literature (Holmes, 2015, p. 1), as an individually 

perpetrated act or misdemeanour within public office (Buchan, 2012, p. 89), more so 

than the societal or institutional language of corruption that formerly predominated 
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(Buchan, 2012, p. 73; Hindess, 2001, p. 7; 2012, p. 11)Ȣ  )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÇÁÒÄȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔȟ ȬÉÔȭÓ 

ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÅÁÓÙ ÔÏ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÌÉËÅ Á ÂÒÏ×Î ÐÁÐÅÒ ÂÁÇȭȟ ÍÁËÅÓ Á ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÃ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ 

bribery.  This supports the purported indistinctness between the terms bribery and 

corruption (Johnston, 2005, p. 6; Kurczewski, 2004, p. 163), and is feasibly disregarding 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÒÅ ȬÓÕÂÔÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÄÄÅÎ ÁÂÕÓÅÓȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÁÌÌ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÄÁÒË ÆÉÇÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ 

(Zimring & Johnson, 2005, p. 802).   

4ÈÉÓ ȬÖÉÓÕÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȭ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÁÌɀagent lens, focuses on the more 

identifiable transgressions which result in a tangible exchange of benefit.  This level of 

compartmentalisation has the potential to inhibit views of what corruption is and how it 

might manifest in different ways, resulting in a failure to see corruption and its many 

layers.  At this juncture, there are evident tensions between mundane, everyday forms of 

corruption (as suspected and witnessed by some respondents), and those practices of 

corruption that have been designated and prosecuted as corruption by ICAC and 

reported in the media. 

4ÈÅ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ȬÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ # ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȟ )#!# ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ 

significant in this regard, because it supports the previously alluded-to summation that 

there are varying degrees of corruption, with those higher on the scale of seriousness 

being associated with the work of ICAC.  By default, forms of corruption that fall within 

the lower end of the spectrum risk abandonment.  As noted within Chapter 4, many 

respondents referred to matters undertaken by ICAC, and reported by the media, as the 

basis of their reason for thinking that corruption had decreased (see Section 4.1.2).  This 

implies the existence of a subliminal threshold that exists within the local government 

culture, similar to concepts and theories about the threshold at which a stimulus is 

noticed, derived from the psychology discipline (Carpenter, 2012, p. 125).  Such a 

threshold might apply to sensory experiences of corruption, with any degree of 

ambiguous or attenuated corruption being unnoticed or misattributed.  This might go 

ÓÏÍÅ ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÖÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȬÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ # ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭȟ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÁÎÄ 

systemic corruption investigated by ICAC, and more mundane, everyday forms of 

corruption that might fall beneath public notice.  

At any stage of intervention, if intervention is indeed forthcoming, the acceptable 

language which supposes a subliminal threshold has, by its very nature, mitigated and 
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neutralised any taint of moral defect (Mills, 1940, p. 906).  Within the organisational 

realm, corrupt practices have become quotidian, even automatic thinking for some 

individuals, who previously might have viewed the perpetration of such practices with 

derision or contempt (World Bank, 2014, p. 60).  This process may unfold for many 

reasons, but in this case, there has been a spiral of divergent norms, with council 

employees potentially failing to see anything wrong (Den Nieuwenboer & Kaptein, 2008, 

p. 137).  Any motivation is not only neutralised by the corrupt actor (Weber, 1947, 

pp. 98-99), but habitually perpetrated by otherwise decent people who become less 

sensitised to the nature of the conduct as they have accepted an account that justifies 

their actions as permissible or even legitimate (Rorty, 1998, p. 105).  

5.2.2 The scalability of corruption ɀ from unexceptional to exceptional 

As indicated in Figure 5.1 and discussed in Section 5.2.1, various practices that may be 

construed as corrupt appear to be prevalent in many NSW councils.  Many of these 

practices have been suspected or witnessed by respondents who concurrently maintain 

that corruption does not exist within their council (Figure 5.2), signifying a degree of 

inertia and acceptance on the part of the respondents.  To illustrate the inferred 

threshold, following are some insightful perspectives from interviewees:  

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÓÅÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ Á ÂÉÇ ÓÃÁÌÅ ÔÈÉÎÇȢ  4ÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÓÅÅ ÉÔ ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ 

ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ) ÄÏ ÄÁÉÌÙȟ ÃÁÎ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÅ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔȱȢ  ) ÄÏÎȭÔ 

ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏ ÁÎÄ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ×ÈÏȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÏÆÆÉÃÅÒ 

ÍÉÇÈÔ ÎÏÔ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÓÅÅ ÉÔ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÁÙ ÅÉÔÈÅÒȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 7) 

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ɍdifferences in scale and type of corruption] not understood 

very well, I have to say, a lot of the less serious forms of corruption. I think 

people tend to think it is the brown paper bag, cash in hand; where really 

timesheet fraud, technically, is corrupt ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔ ÁÎÄ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ÍÁÎÙ 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 9)  

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÉÔȢ  ) ÔÈÉÎË ×ÈÅÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÔÈÉÎË ÏÆ 

corruption they think of the big end of town, but they forget other things 

like pinching the stationery and who knows whatever else, which of course 

ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÙ ÉÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÖÅÒÙ ÍÉÎÏÒȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÆ ÙÏÕȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ Á ÔÈÏÕÓÁÎÄ ÓÔÁÆÆ 

doing that then that makes a big difference.ȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 11) 

These perspectives go some way to explaining why various corrupt practices are 

ÓÅÅÍÉÎÇÌÙ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌÉÓÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÃÃÕÐÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓȢ  4ÈÅ ȬÂÉÇ ÓÃÁÌÅȭ ÏÒ ȬÂÉÇ 
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ÅÎÄ ÏÆ ÔÏ×Îȭ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÃÏÎÆÏÒÍ ×ÉÔÈ (ÅÉÄÅÎÈÅÉÍÅÒȭÓ (2009, p. 152) colour-coded 

classification of black corruption as well as the concept of grand corruption (Langseth, 

2012, p. 9; U4 Anti-Corruption Resource Centre, 2016); that is, acts significant enough 

that they may be investigated by ICAC or attract media interest.  A focus on such  

high-profile corruption ɀ that which attracts media interest following investigative 

action by the ICAC ɀ has generated a cultural disregard of low-level corruption, which 

could be construed as unexceptional or mundane; viz, the everyday is distinctly different 

to the exceptional.  

If local government employees neglect to reconcile everyday workplace activities with 

corruption, the tolerance of everyday corrupt acts not only continues but it potentially 

metastasises ɀ to use the medical metaphor of corruption as a cancer ɀ to the point of 

becoming endemic.  This process was infamously identified at RailCorp, following 

investigation by ICAC (ICAC NSW, 2008a, p. 5)Ȣ  )Î ÓÕÃÈ Á ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȟ ÅÖÅÎ ÉÆ Á ȬÇÕÁÒÄÉÁÎȭ 

were to be present, being the third component of the crime triangle (Clarke & Eck, 2003, 

p. 27), it ×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÉÌÙ ÂÅ Á ȬÃÁÐÁÂÌÅȭ ÏÎÅȠ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÉÎÅÆÆÅÃÔÕÁÌȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ 

ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÓÏ ÅØÔÅÎÓÉÖÅÌÙ ÍÅÄÉÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ȬÕÎ-

ÖÉÓÉÂÌÅȭȡ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÅØÉÓÔȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÉÎ ÏÒ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅÍ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅÍ 

or would consciously choose not to.  

One interviewee stated it this way:  

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ Á ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÂÉÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÏÌÄ ÂÒÏËÅÎ ×ÉÎÄÏ× ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ 

ÔÏÌÅÒÁÔÅ ÍÉÎÏÒ ÉÎÄÉÓÃÒÅÔÉÏÎÓ ÂÙ ÙÏÕÒ ÓÔÁÆÆȟ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÄ ÔÏ Á 

culture that breeds a worse form of corruption and a tolerance for this 

misbehaviour.  I think councils need to address it at all levels, regardless of 

how minor or major it seems to be. (Interviewee 8) 

In a scenario such as this, a tolerance of unexceptional corruption would viably nurture 

an environment in which lay observers fail to see anything wrong with the environment 

around them.  This interviewee associated this concept with the broken windows theory 

(Kelling & Wilson, 1982), a metaphor that advocates that minor discretions and 

violations are important and should not be ignored, and one of the theoretical influences 

behind this study (see Section 2.2.1ɊȢ  !ÎÙ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ȬÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÁÃÔÓȭȟ ÁÓ ÁÄÖÏÃÁÔÅÄ 

by Graycar and Villa (2011, p. 422), would be challenging, if those observing the acts 

ÄÉÓÒÅÇÁÒÄ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÓ ÉÎÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÏÒ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÁÔÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÓ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȭȢ 
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The above interviewee acknowledges that, over time, the organisational culture will 

decline if small acts of corruption are unchecked, but it may be that such practices keep 

the organisational culture operating, as observed by Ditton (1977) in his ethnographic 

ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ Á ÂÁËÅÒÙ ×ÈÅÒÅ ȬÆÉÄÄÌÉÎÇ ɍ×ÁÓɎ ÎÏÒÍÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÇÅÎÔ ÕÐÏÎ Á ÓÕÂÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȭ 

(Ditton, 1977, p. 173). Several scholars consider that corruption will continue to exist as 

it is an integral part of the social, economic and cultural organisational dynamic of any 

organisation (Clammer, 2012, pp. 123-124; Gupta, 1995, p. 376; Hasty, 2005, p. 272).  

This might explain the apparent acceptance of many forms of corruption as normal, as 

illustrated by Figure 5.1; many council officials do not notice activities or behaviours 

which might be construed as everyday, minor infractions.  However, one might wonder 

whether structural, architectural or hierarchal conditions are created that facilitate or 

hinder the degree of pervasiveness of corruption (Zimring & Johnson, 2005, p. 801).  Do 

these conditions contribute to the degree of social, economic or cultural organisational 

dynamics at some councils more so than others (such as at Council 8, based on the 

aforementioned analyses) or is the regulatory structure of oversight and governance a 

facilitator in this regard?  At this juncture, the ICAC categorisation of corruption is 

explored, as a potential influence on the prevalence and normalcy of corruption within 

local government.  

5.2.3 The ICAC categorisation of corruption 

The ICAC Act is part of the legislative framework that governs all public officials in NSW 

and therefore defines how corrupt conduct is understood and categorised, investigated 

and prosecuted.  It is, therefore, a foremost point of reference.  As argued by Andvig 

(2006, p. 337) ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÔÒÁÎÓÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ȣ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ Á ÓÅÔ ÏÆ ÒÕÌÅÓȭȠ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÓÕÃÈ 

rules have the potential to detract from the broader concept of corruption, which has 

implications for how local government employees understand and interpret different, 

potentially corrupt, scenarios.  As explained by one interviewee:  

Ȭ4ÈÅ )#!# !ÃÔ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ Á ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÉÓÓÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ categorised as 

corruption. Sometimes we tend to limit that view to a few specific 

behaviours. I take a broader view, so more almost like a social issue, rather 

ÔÈÁÎ ÊÕÓÔ Á ÌÅÇÁÌÉÓÔÉÃ ÌÉÓÔ ÏÆ ÉÓÓÕÅÓ ÏÆ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒÓȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 1)  

This is a noteworthy observation in that it highlights how the legislative definition 

compartmentalises corruption and corrupt acts or behaviours, focusing on the 
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individual, rather than the system, and inhibiting any broader view of corruption.  

Moreover, the legislative definition is not concerned with understanding why any 

person might choose to engage in corrupt activity, but even on this basis, it assumes that 

any decision was by conscious choice.  

The regulatory framework and parameters of ICAC, together with its governing 

legislation, decree whether certain behaviours constitute corrupt conduct in the NSW 

public sector.  While this framework undoubtedly exists for good reason, it abstracts 

corruption from its socially situated context, despite the facÔ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÓÙÓÔÅÍÓ ÁÎÄ 

ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓ ÁÒÅ ÍÕÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÒÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÉÎÇȭ (Ashforth & Anand, 2003, p. 1).  There is a risk that 

regulations presume that the environment, as Buchan (2012, p. 73) ÐÕÔÓ ÉÔȟ ÉÓ Ȭun-

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÅÄ ȣ ×ÉÔÈ ÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÉÅÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ ɍÐÒÅÖÅÎÔɎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÁÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭȢ  

4ÈÅÓÅ ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÃ ȬÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÉÅÓȭ ÁÒÅ ÓÏÍÅ×ÈÁÔ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÁÓ 

being effective remedies to corruption (see Section 4.1.2).  Taking individuals out of the 

social, structural or cultural context heightens the disconnection of understanding, yet 

the existing anti-corruption discourse compounds this problem when the main source of 

information available to local government employees and the public alike is ICAC.  Any 

existing or proposed typology of corrupt practices fails to account for the complex and 

convoluted nature of corruption, when it is classified in such a fashion:  

Ȭ) ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÓÏÍÅ ÔÈÉÎÇs that are in [the] definition of 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÓÈÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÂÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ȣ ÉÆ ÉÔȭÓ ÃÁÐÔÕÒÅÄ ÕÎÄÅÒ 

ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÕÍÂÒÅÌÌÁȢ 3Ïȟ ÉÆ ÉÔȭÓ ÔÈÅÆÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÔÈÅÆÔȢ ȣ 3ÁÍÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÆÒÁÕÄȢȭ 

(Interviewee 6) 

4ÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ  ȬÕÍÂÒÅÌÌÁȭȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ Á ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ Òeferred to by 

Varraich (2014, p. 3) when describing relationships between different corrupt types.  

The two acts cited by the above interviewee (fraud and theft) are categorised as 

examples of corrupt conduct under section 8(2)(e) and (f) of the ICAC Act, but are both 

criminal infractions also.20  This has the potential to confuse and conflate understanding, 

especially when criminal violations are grouped with ethical ones, such as the four acts 

most frequently suspected and witnessed by council employees (see Figure 5.1).  One 

interviewee built on this notion, but furthered this by illustrating how some corrupt 

ÁÃÔÏÒÓ ÕÔÉÌÉÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÆÉÎÅÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÏÆ )#!#ȭÓ ÌÅÇÁÌÉÓÔÉÃ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÊÕÓÔÉÆÙ ÉÎÁÃÔÉÏÎȡ  

 
20 As an example, fraud is a criminal offence in NSW under section 192E of the Crimes Act 1900 (NSW). 
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Ȭ) ÍÅÁÎȟ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ Á ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔ ÌÅÇÁÌÌÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ 

jurisdiction because of the ICAC Act. Now that has its uses absolutely, but I 

ÔÈÉÎË ÉÆ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÁÌË ÁÂÏÕÔ ÅÔÈÉÃÁÌ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÒÁÔÈer than corruption ȣ 

I personally hold the view that we should have a much broader definition of 

what is corrupt. Because the problem is that the ICAC Act is there to govern 

ÔÈÅ )#!# ÁÎÄ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÅÁÌ ×ÉÔÈȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÐÅÒÆÅÃÔÌÙ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁÔÅȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ 

to haÖÅ ÐÁÒÁÍÅÔÅÒÓ ȣ 9ÏÕ ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÅÍ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÔÈÏÓÅ 

parameters. The problem, however, is that those who wish to act in their 

own interests ɀ shall I put it that way ɀ now use the ICAC definition of 

ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÓÁÙ ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÆÁÌÌ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÆÉÎÅȢ !ÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ) 

ÔÈÉÎË ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 2)  

Extant literature refers to the rationalisation of corrupt practices by corrupt actors 

(Ashforth & Anand, 2003, p. 15; Granovetter, 2004, p. 3; Gray, 2013, p. 535).  However, 

ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅȭÓ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ )#!# ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÁÖÏÉÄÁÎÃÅ 

ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÍÉÌÉÅÕȟ ÌÅÎÄÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ÆÏÒ 3ÈÅÐÈÅÒÄ ÁÎÄ "ÕÔÔÏÎȭÓ 

(2018, p. 18) contention that corporate managers employ similar avoidance 

rationalisations to justify their decision not to tackle occupational crime or deviance.  In 

ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅȭÓ ÒÅÍÁÒËÓȟ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÍÏÒÅ ÆÒÏÍ Á ȬÌÅÇÁÌÉÓÔÉÃȭ 

point of view if the person has a higher social status (Dormaels, 2015, p. 12).  In this 

sense, reference is made to the legislative jurisdiction of the ICAC Act.  This would assist 

in keeping the focus away from the higher echelons, where corruption may be complex 

and richly nuanced, instead focusing on single public service agents and easily 

designated forms of corruption (Kurczewski, 2004, p. 163).  This comment goes some 

way to providing one explanation as to why suspected corruption in local government 

might not be referred to the ICAC, and therefore fails to come to light.  

On the basis that some potentially corrupt practices may be suspected or witnessed 

frequently (Figure 5.1), it can be posited that these practices are more likely to continue, 

with a third of employees who suspect these infractions conceiving there to be no 

corruption in their council.  Moreover, the reporting of corruption, by anyone who 

observes such a practice and wishes to speak up, is potentially inhibited if such practices 

are deemed to be the social norm (Dormaels, 2015, p. 606).   
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5.3 Eye of the beholder 

The observance of corruption and its degree of normalcy is further influenced by its 

perceived scale and severity, as remarked on by this interviewee: 

Ȭ9ÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÇÅÅȟ ÉÓÎȭÔ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÇÒÅÙ ÓÃÁÌÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÓÅÅ ÉÔ ÆÒÏÍ 

different sides like that, too. So, what one person perceives as being corrupt, 

ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÔÈÉÎËÓ ÉÓ ÎÏÒÍÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 11)  

This comment highlights how the socially situated and contingent nature of corruption 

affects perceptions and understanding, adding context to the view that corruption is in 

ÔÈÅ ȬÅÙÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÈÏÌÄÅÒȭ (Anechiarico & Jacobs, 1996, p. 3; Holmes, 2015, p. 2; Olsen, 

2014, p. 187).  Johnson and Sharma (2004, p. σɊ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ ȬÒÉÇÉÄ ÌÉÎÅ 

ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÉÎÇ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁÔÅ ÆÒÏÍ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔȭȢ  (ÅÉÄÅÎÈÅÉÍÅÒȭÓ (2009, pp. 152-154) 

colour-coded scale offers a form of classification in this regard: what one person views 

as permissible (white, or on the lighter shade of grey), another person may view as 

deplorable (black, or on the darker shade of grey).  This highlights the complexities of 

classification, but also the importance of locating corruption culturally and socially, as 

any miÓÆÅÁÓÁÎÃÅ ÉÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÁÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ȬÂÅÈÏÌÄÅÒȭȢ  /ÎÅ 

interviewee stated:  

Ȭ)ȭÍ ÓÕÒÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÓÓÅÒ ÃÒÉÍÅÓȢ ) 

ÔÈÉÎË ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ɀ ×ÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÅÁÕÔÉÆÕÌ ÐÈÒÁÓÅ ɀ Ȱ)#!#-ÁÂÌÅȱȟ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ 

woulÄ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÓÁÙ ÉÓ ÆÁÉÒÌÙ ÓÅÖÅÒÅȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 4)  

4ÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ Ȭ)#!#-ÁÂÌÅȭ ÅÎÒÉÃÈÅÓ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÒÅÓÈÏÌÄȟ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ 

ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒȟ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÒÅÓÈÏÌÄ ÉÓ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÄ ÂÙ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÓÅÖÅÒÉÔÙȟ ÂÕÔ ÁÌÓÏ )#!#ȭÓ 

designation of corruption in accordance with its regulatory jurisdiction.  In this sense, 

the designation is set at a very high bar, with just 2% of matters receiving any form of 

preliminary investigation by ICAC and 80% closed without referral (ICAC NSW, 2016, 

p. 23); the continuum of tolerance is somewhat facilitated by this high threshold.  

Specifically, there would be little incentive for councils to report matters to ICAC if the 

ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÓÃÁÌÅ ÏÒ ÓÅÖÅÒÉÔÙ ÆÁÌÌÓ ÓÈÏÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȬÂÌÁÃËȭ ÏÒ Ȭ)#!#-ÁÂÌÅȭ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȢ  

Further, this offers councils an avoidance rationalisation and a supposed rationale to 

cover up the corrupt transgression(s).   
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This subliminal threshold compounds difficulties with cataloguing corruption based on 

severity and seriousness.  It possibly supports a focus on everyday corrupt acts (Graycar 

& Villa, 2011, p. 422) as a means of breaking down the concept of corruption: from a 

single problem, which is too large and amorphous to address, to one that can be 

examined systematically.  This may form part of a tutelage remit within any 

guardianship role, as remarked on by this interviewee:  

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÒÅÍÉÎÄÅÄ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÒÌÙ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÔ 

[corruption] actually is and where the level of black and white actually 

stops. There are always goÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÒÅÁÓ ÏÆ ÇÒÅÙ ÁÎÄ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ 

ÇÕÙÓ ɍÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÏÍÂÕÄÓÍÅÎɎ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÖÅÒÙ ÈÁÎÄÙ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÆ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ 

ÓÕÒÅ ÙÏÕ ÎÅÅÄ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ÔÏ ÁÓËȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 11)  

This interviewee considered that the role of an in-house point of contact, such as an 

internal ombudsman, is pivotal to educating employees on corruption and its varying 

ÄÅÇÒÅÅÓ ÏÆ ÓÅÖÅÒÉÔÙȟ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÒÅÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÒÅÁÓ ÏÆ ÇÒÅÙȭȢ  

Another interviewee made a similar comment, correlating this degree of understanding 

×ÉÔÈ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌÓȭ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÒÅÁÃÔ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄȡ  

Ȭ4ÈÅÙ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÌÉËÅÌÙ ÔÏ ÒÁÉÓÅ ÉÔ ÁÓ Á ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÉÔ 

×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÕÐ ÔÏ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ÌÉËÅ ÍÅ ÔÏ ÓÁÙ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ȣ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ Á ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓÓÕÅȢȭ 

(Interviewee 3)  

In the absence of an in-house point ÏÆ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ Á ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ȬÃÁÐÁÂÌÅ 

ÇÕÁÒÄÉÁÎȭȟ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ ÎÏÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÁÃÔÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÖÉÅ×ÅÄ ÁÓ Á 

ȬÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÓÓÕÅȭ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÔ Á ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÓÓÕÅȭȟ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÅÓÓ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓ ÉÎÆÒÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ 

would not be designated as corrupt or might be moderated.  In the absence of any 

standardised and accredited awareness or education in this space, knowledge is attained 

through indirect sources.  In Western Australia, it was identified that many councils lack 

the internal capacity to manage the risk and reality of misconduct and corruption (CCC 

WA, 2013).  This lack risks tempering the degree of perceived significance. 

Consequently, it is likely that such matters would not be reported, or otherwise attended 

to appropriately.  If dealt witÈ ÁÓ Á ȬÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÓÓÕÅȭ ÁÓ ÏÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ Á ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ 

ÉÓÓÕÅȭȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÌÉËÅÌÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÄÅ ÏÆ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÉÓ 

would have implications for the person reporting it who did construe the act of 

behaviour to be corrupt and might have expected a more punitive sanction to apply.  As 



145 
 

a result, this might further disincentivise reporting.  This is explored further in 

Chapter 6.  At this juncture, it is worth elaborating on the issues associated with the 

designation of some practices as corrupt, on the basis that any degree of interpretation 

has implications for how it is addressed.  

5.3.1 The designation of corruption 

Within a review of the literature, it was considered that the community set the bar for 

×ÈÁÔ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÓ Á Ȭ×ÒÏÎÇÆÕÌ ÅØÅÒÃÉÓÅ ÏÆ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÄÕÔÙȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÏÆ ÔÏÌÅÒÁÎÃÅ 

(Johnson & Sharma, 2004, p. 2; Philp, 2009, p. 47)Ȣ  9ÅÔȟ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÅÁÃÈ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȟ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓȭ 

interpretation of corruption, in its various guises, forms and degrees of extensiveness, 

determines what comes to liÇÈÔ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ Á ÓÕÂÌÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÔÈÒÅÓÈÏÌÄ ÏÒ ȬÂÁÒÏÍÅÔÅÒȭȢ  )Æ 

particular acts of corruption are not considered to be damaging, then the prospect of 

them coming to light would arguably be lesser than other corrupt acts that might be 

considered more severe; namelyȟ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ Ȭ)#!#-ÁÂÌÅȭ ÅÎÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÒÏÍÅÔÅÒȢ  4ÈÅ 

ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÓ ÏÎ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÄÁÍÁÇÉÎÇ 

forms of corruption that their council could harbour.  

5.3.2 Harbouring corruption  

As illustrated within Figure 5.3 below, the most damaging act of corruption was 

ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ Ȭ-ÉÓÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÆÕÎÄÓȭ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÂÙ Ȭ#ÏÎÆÌÉÃÔ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔȾÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔȭ ÁÎÄ 

Ȭ"ÒÉÂÅÒÙȭȢ  Ȭ.ÅÐÏÔÉÓÍȾÕÎÆÁÉÒ ÒÅÃÒÕÉÔÍÅÎÔȾÐÒÏÍÏÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓȭ21 were considered to the 

least damaging acts of corruption that councils could harbour, despite being the second 

most frequently suspected and witnessed act of corruption and having the closest 

correlation between opportunity, suspicion and direct witnessing (see Figure 5.1).   

 
21 Interchangeably referred to as particularism to incorporate all favouritism-type acts of corruption, as the salient 
features of this corrupt act are coterminous. 
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Figure 5.3. 2ÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÄÁÍÁÇÉÎÇ ÁÃÔÓɉÓɊ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ 
council could harbour (n=200)  

When considering how different practices of corruption may be categorised within the 

spectrum of severity, one argument might be that they are influenced by the perceived 

harm, or lack thereof, of the offending act (Becker, 2003, p. 70).  In this regard, it is 

notable that particularism, which includes all forms of favouritism in personnel decision-

making (Hudson et al., 2017, p. 2), as listed in Figure 5.3, is perceived as the least 

damaging act for local government officials to perform.  

This supports the notion that not all corrupt practices are considered in the same way 

and highlights the importance of distinguishing between different forms of corruption as 

opposed to viewing all forms as a homologous group (Porter & Graycar, 2016, p. 426).  

On the basis that particularism stands out at the bottom of this scale as being the least 

damaging, it is deduced that this practice is more permissible than others, supporting 

observations that many respondents perceive it to be acceptable or legitimate (Hudson 

et al., 2017, p. 12).  Particularism does not have an economic benefit or immediate 

exchange or obligation in the way that bribery might (Heidenheimer, 2009, p. 141; 
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Masters & Graycar, 2015, p. 165), which was viewed as more damaging by twice as 

many respondents (Figure 5.3).  When this is contextualised with the fact that 

particularism features as one of the most suspected and witnessed corrupt acts (see 

Figure 5.1), it reveals a degree of  routineness and institutionalisation (Ashforth & 

Anand, 2003, p. 3)Ȣ  !Î ÅØÃÅÒÐÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÏÎÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔȟ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒȟ 

illustrates this:  

Ȭ7ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÉÇÎÏÒÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÄÅÁÔÈ ÂÙ Á ÔÈÏÕÓÁÎÄ ÐÁÐÅÒ 

cuÔÓȱ ÓÔÕÆÆ ɀ the nepotism that may result in an informal network of people 

who subtly control the place, the leadership culture that may subtly punish 

compliance with norms/power, lack of systems or skills resulting in lots of 

ÓÍÁÌÌ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ ÌÏÓÓÅÓ ÅÔÃȢȭ ɉID-126, Council 10) 

4ÈÅ ÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÁÐÐÒÅÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÃÕÓȭȟ ÁÓ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓÅÄ ÂÙ 

this respondent, is feasibly attributed to the supposed lack of recognition of its 

potentially damaging effects (see Figure 5.3), yet conflictingly, its rather malleable 

nature and ubiquitous presence (see Figure 5.1).  

4ÒÁÉÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ×ÅÒÅ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ )#!#ȭÓ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÉÎÔÏ ÆÒÁÕÄÕÌÅÎÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÁÔ 

Botany Bay Council, perpetrated by the chief financial officer and others, which took 

place over the period of nearly two decades (ICAC NSW, 2017b).  The report noted that 

ȬÕÎÄÅÒ-skilled staff were able to obtain their positions at the Council because 

recruitment processes were informal and often subject to influence by senior Council 

ÓÔÁÆÆȭ (ICAC NSW, 2017b, p. 75).  Several staff, including the main protagonist, were 

ȬÅÎÇÁÇÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ Á ÇÅÎÕÉÎÅ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÖÅȟ ÍÅÒÉÔ-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÓÅÌÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȭȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÎÅ 

ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅ ÑÕÏÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÓÁÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÓÔÁÆÆ ÊÕÓÔ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÍÁÔÅÓ ÔÏ ×ÏÒËȭ (ICAC NSW, 2017b, 

p. 75)Ȣ  7ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ )#!# ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÎÏÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÓÔÁÆÆ ÌÁÃËÅÄ the requisite skills and experience 

ÔÏ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÒÏÌÅÓ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙȭ (ICAC NSW, 2017b, p. 74), the focus of 

recommendations was on governance and audit failures, with just one of nine 

recommendations touching upon the inherent cronyism that was evident at Botany Bay 

Council.  Accordingly, this form of corruption is not widely accentuated in terms of its 

significance in general or within the industry of local government.  This may have a 

ÃÏÒÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔÓ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓÎÅÓÓ És at the lower end of 

the spectrum. 
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5.3.3 2ÅÃÒÕÉÔÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȡ Ȭ! ÃÌÏÓÅÄ ÓÈÏÐȭ 

During the interviews, the practice of particularism was elaborated on as an 

omnipresent feature of local government administration:  

Ȭ)Ô ÃÏÍÅÓ ÄÏ×Î ÔÏ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐtion in local government more 

broadly as well ɀ about having open recruitment processes and encouraging 

new blood to come into an organisation, rather than this internal nepotism 

that goes on, because if you have essentially a closed recruitment system as 

I saw at [name of Council redacted], where your senior managers are all 

being promoted from underneath within the organisation. And again, the 

ÐÏ×ÅÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÅ ÊÕÓÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÎÄ )ȭÖÅ ÈÅÁÒÄ ÉÔ ÊÕÓÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÉÓȟ ȰÏÈ ÂÕÔ 

we want to give our good people dÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓȢȱ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÈÏ× 

they justify it and therefore ethical recruitment practices can go out the 

×ÉÎÄÏ×Ȣ "ÕÔ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅÙ ÊÕÓÔÉÆÙ ÉÔȢ .Ï× ÁÐÁÒÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

practice in itself in my view is completely unethical, the downside from an 

ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÉÓ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÇÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÙÏÕÒ ÆÒÅÓÈ ÂÌÏÏÄ ÉÎȢ 9ÏÕ 

ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÇÅÔ Á ÆÒÅÓÈ ×ÁÓÈ-in of water into the culture and therefore 

any bad cultural aspects you have are emboldened and further embedded 

into the organisation, and at Á ÍÏÒÅ ÓÅÎÉÏÒ ÌÅÖÅÌȢȭ  ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 2) 

It is worth exploring this issue in terms of the cultural and structural organisational 

dynamics that foster this practice.  Its prevalence, as a corruption risk, was elaborated 

further by the same interviewee:  

Ȭ3Ï ) think that the closed shop, if I can use that phrase for it, although it has 

other connotations of course, but the closed shop organisational approach, I 

think, is a big factor for corruption risk. I think the lack of understanding 

ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌÌÙ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ×ÈÁÔȭÓ ÅÔÈÉÃÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÁÔȭÓ ÎÏÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÏÖÅÒ-reliance on the 

)#!# ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔȢ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍȢȭ 

(Interviewee 2) 

Ȭ"ÕÔ ÁÇÁÉÎȟ ÙÏÕ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÓË ÆÁÃÔÏÒÓ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÌÏÓÅÄ ÓÈÏÐ 

ÍÅÎÔÁÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÌÏÓÅÄ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ȣ Á ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ×ÈÉch is ethical by definition 

will never be a closed culture. A culture which is corrupt by definition will 

ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÂÅ Á ÃÌÏÓÅÄ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȢȭ  ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 2) 

4ÈÅ ȬÃÌÏÓÅÄ ÓÈÏÐȭ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÉÓ ÌÉËÅ Á ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ȬÊÏÂÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÙÓȭȟ Á ÓÅÍÁÎÔÉÃ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ 

cronyism, ÁÌÂÅÉÔ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ ÐÈÒÁÓÅÓ ÔÈÉÓ ȬÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÎÅÐÏÔÉÓÍȭȢ  4ÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 

ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÁÂÌÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÁÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ Á ȬÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ɍÁÎÄɎ ÏÖÅÒ-

ÒÅÌÉÁÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ )#!# ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔȭȢ  !Ó ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÂÙ 'ÒÁÎÏÖÅÔÔÅÒ (2004, 
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p. 11), anÙ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÅÎÔÒÅÐÒÅÎÅÕÒ ÉÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÐÌÁÃÅÄ ÔÏ ȬÃÈÏÏÓÅ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÃ ÔÁÒÇÅÔÓ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ 

ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌÌÙ ÌÏÃÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒËÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȣ ÂÅÓÔ ÓÅÒÖÅ ÈÉÓ ÇÏÁÌÓ ȣ ɍÁÎÄɎ ×ÉÌÌ ÍÏÓÔ ÌÉËÅÌÙ 

ÌÅÖÅÒÁÇÅ ÈÉÓ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓȭȢ  4ÈÉÓ ÁÐÐÏÓÉÔÅÌÙ ÓÕÍÓ ÕÐ ×ÈÙ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÁÔ "ÏÔÁÎÙ "ÁÙ 

Council (ICAC NSW, 2017b) were permitted to flourish. 

4ÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÂÁÄ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ȣ ÁÒÅ ÅÍÂÏÌÄÅÎÅÄ ÁÎÄ 

ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÅÍÂÅÄÄÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȭ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ Á ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÓÕÃÈ 

actions are not even being perceived as corrupt.  In the eyes of those who influence or 

observe such practices, the institutionalisation of socially constructed accounts 

rationalise and legitimise particularism, to the extent that it continues unconsciously 

and automatically without any comprehension that anything is wrong (Ashforth & 

Anand, 2003; World Bank, 2014).  

These interviewees reflected on their experiences with forms of particularism within 

particular councils:  

Ȭɍ.ÁÍÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÒÅÄÁÃÔÅÄɎ ÈÁÓ Á ÖÅÒÙ ÈÉÇÈ ÔÏÌÅÒÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÌÉËÅ 

nepotism, you get families and generations that have worked for the same 

employer.ȭ  ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 10) 

Ȭ) ×ÏÒËÅÄ ÁÔ Á ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÈÁÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÓÕÒÎÁÍÅȢ 

,ÉËÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÅÒÅ ÊÕÓÔ ÁÒÅÁÓ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÆÕÌÌ ÏÆ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ 

was a very big employer and it was a very big employer of unskilled labour. 

So, it actually had quite a key role in that community. It was a council where 

a lot of, particularly the outdoor labour force, were local, local to the local 

government area and it was almost a rite of passage or a way that people 

who came from quite disadvantaged backgrounds got a foot into the 

×ÏÒËÆÏÒÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÅÒÅ ÌÏÏËÅÄ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒËÆÏÒÃÅȢ  3Ïȟ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ 

ÔÁÌËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÇÕÙÓ ×ÈÏ ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÄÏ ÖÅÒÙ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÔ ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÏÒ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÆÉÎÉÓÈ 

their schooling.  It was a council that managed all of its own outdoor 

functions, so it serviced all of its own trucks.  There was lots of opportunity 

for at the time unskilled labour and I think there was a very long tradition of 

nephews, sons, brothers, cousÉÎÓ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÉÒ ×ÁÙ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÏÒËÆÏÒÃÅȢȭ 

(Interviewee 4) 

These comments refer to nepotism in the sense of family members being recruited into 

the same council, not as a result of their competences, but instead as a consequence of 

their kinship and social capital.  Noting that the meanings of corruption have changed 

over time and place (Wedel, 2012, p. 454), it is feasible that the tolerance of these more 
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overt forms of nepotism have decreased or are not as prevalent as they once were, but 

that this practice has evolved:  

Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÂÅÅÎ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÎÅÐÏÔÉÓÍȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ 

ÇÅÔ ÔÁÌËÅÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ Á ÌÏÔ ÁÓ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÂÕÔ ÕÌÔÉÍÁÔÅÌÙ ÉÓȟ ÁÎÄ )ȭÖÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÌÌ 

the way through my local government career.  Both nepotism in terms of 

long-term employees but also nepotism in terms of relatives of elected reps, 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÔÏÄÁÙ ÐÒÅÖÁÌÅÎÔȟ ÎÏÔ ÁÓ ÐÒÅÖÁÌÅÎÔ ÁÓ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ×ÈÅÎ ) ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ 

working in local government which was, oh gosh, a long time ago: I think 

ÁÂÏÕÔ ρωωωȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÒÉÆÅȢȭ  ɉ)ÎÔÅrviewee 4) 

/Æ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÎÏÔÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅȭÓ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÎÅÐÏÔÉÓÍ ȣ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÇÅÔ ÔÁÌËÅÄ 

ÁÂÏÕÔ Á ÌÏÔ ÁÓ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎȭȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÇÏÅÓ ÓÏÍÅ ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÉÎÇ ×ÈÙ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ 

one of the least harmful acts of corruption (Figure 5.3).  The evolution of this form of 

favouritism in the appointment or recruitment of personnel is a concept alluded to by 

Bellow (2003, p. 19)ȟ ×ÈÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÎew nepotism [is] not the return of something 

tribal and archaic but the transformation of an ancient practice into a new and more 

ÁÃÃÅÐÔÁÂÌÅ ÆÏÒÍȭȢ  %ÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓ ÉÎ ÁÄÖÁÎÔÁÇÅÄ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÌÉËÅÌÙ ÔÏ ÁÄÖÁÎÃÅ ÔÈÁÎ 

those who do not have such social capital or networks, attributed to factors such as 

status, gender, and socioeconomic origin (McNamee & Miller, 2014, p. 83).  Key factors 

nurture this informal practice of social exchange, with intangible, yet well established, 

degrees of trust, and reciprocal factors featuring predominantly (Popczyk, 2017, p. 50).  

Accordingly, noting the long service of many survey respondents, it can be deduced that 

some of them may have been appointed or promoted favourably, and were therefore 

inclined to respond in a particular way.  This was kept in mind when looking at the 

results of cross-ÔÁÂÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÌÅÒÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÉÓÍ 

(Figure 5.3) with demographic data.  Thus, more than two-thirds of respondents (25 of 

the 36) who claim to have directly witnessed a preference to hiring friends or family for 

council jobs, have managerial or supervisory responsibilities some (16.7%) or all 

(52.8%) of the time (Figure 5.4).   
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Figure 5.4. Correlation between direct witnessing of particularism and whether 
employees have managerial or supervisory responsi bilities (n=36)  

The findings above suggest that employees in supervisory and managerial roles can and 

do recognise the commonness of potentially corrupt practices when invited to.  To place 

this in the context of a NSW baseline, the last census of local government employees 

highlighted that about a quarter (17%) of local government employees had supervisory, 

managerial or executive responsibility (DLG NSW, 2011, p. 16).  This was comparable 

across metropolitan, regional and rural councils.  Accordingly, this highlights that a 

small portion of the workforce ɀ those with managerial or supervisory roles ɀ have a 

greater tendency to see, but simultaneously accept, the practice of particularism.   

As identified within Chapter 3, managers and supervisors play a key role in the 

development of integrity frameworks and practices within local government (Hoekstra 

& Kaptein, 2013, p. 20) and can facilitate the institutionalisation of corruption (Ashforth 

& Anand, 2003, pp. 6-7).  However, the purported lack of concern regarding the impact 

of nepotism and cronyism arguably compounds its degree of visibility.  Its perceived 

degree of severity is at the lower end of the spectrum, when compared to other forms of 

corruption such as bribery (see Figure 5.3); this focus on more severe forms continues 

to undermine any attempt to expose or govern the less tangible forms of corruption that 

may be committed by the elite (Kurczewski, 2004, p. ρφσɊȢ  )Æ Á ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌȭÓ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÉÓ ÂÁÓÅÄ 

on particularism, advancement can very easily be based on connections rather than 

merit (Mungiu-Pippidi, 2017, p. 9).  One respondent reflected on this:  
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Ȭ-ÁÎÁÇÅÒÓ ÁÔ ÍÙ council reward favourite, yet incompetent, staff with 

promotions, upgrade to higher duties and salaries.  My council has a culture 

of bullying, harassment and intimidation by certain managers (who are then 

ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ (2ɊȢȭ ɉ)$-231, Council 8)  

4ÈÅ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ȬÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÂÕÌÌÙÉÎÇȟ ÈÁÒÁÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÉÍÉÄÁÔÉÏÎȭ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÔÈÅÒ 

insidious practices are intrinsically linked to particularism within this council.  The 

antecedents of workplace bullying and corruption are somewhat similar, in that the 

cultural environment either fosters ethical or unacceptable behaviour, through the 

various in/actions of management (Stouten et al., 2010, p. 18).  While there is an 

absence of empirical research linking workplace bullying with corruption (Hutchinson 

et al., 2009, p. 213), the nexus between the two is becoming stronger, to some extent, in 

recent studies (ACFE, 2018, p. 46).  To some scholars, bullying is, in and of itself, a form 

of corrupt behaviour (Hutchinson et al., 2009, p. 213), though frequently unrecognised 

as such (Vickers, 2013, p. 95). 

This interviewee reflected on the interpersonal dynamics which might result in partial 

treatment towards one person or group over another, for self-interested reasons:  

Ȭ)ȭÖÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÉÎ ÐÌÅÎÔÙ ÏÆ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒȟ ÁÎÄ 

probably local government worse than anywhere else in the government 

ÓÅÃÔÏÒȟ ȣ ÔÈÉÓ ÎÅÐÏÔÉÓÍ ÁÎÄ ȣ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÏ ÙÏÕ ×ÁÎÔȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ 

ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÙÅÓ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȟ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÇÉÖÅ ÙÏÕ ×ÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ×ÁÎÔȟ ÁÎÄ 

circumventing processes around that. That is corruptioÎȢȭ ɉ)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅ 2)  

The impetus behind this practice in councils is, as alluded to by the above interviewee, 

ÔÏ ÅÎÓÕÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÙÅÓ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭ ÁÒÅ ÆÁÖÏÕÒÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȢ 4ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÓÁÙȟ 

favouritism is shown to employees who acquiesce and conform instead of challenging 

the status quo.  As they advance within the organisational hierarchy, they are more 

prone to a higher immorality, as a consequence of their biographies, but also (relatedly) 

because they have less conscience about their decision-making practices, argues Mills 

(2000 [1956] , p. 343)Ȣ  !Ó ÏÎÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔÓ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒȟ ÁÎ 

obligation to reciprocate is inherently created, impacting upon the ongoing and 

pervasive nature of corruption with agents appointed and promoted to protect each 

other (Andvig et al., 2000, p. 132).  Rose-Ackerman (1999, p. 3) contends that corruption 

breeds more corruption, yet the reciprocity may be elusive and immaterial.  Indirect and 

intangible forms of reciprocity, such as complicity in decision-making, enhance the 
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social norm of particularism (Jones, 2016, p. 10).  These subtle, yet potent practices and 

realities rarely feature on popular news channels.  Even though ICAC referred to this 

practice within its investigation into Botany Bay Council in 2017, it paid scant attention 

to its prevalence as a key structural and cultural contributor to the corrupt practices 

which continued for nearly two decades (ICAC NSW, 2017b).   

Clearly, respondents perceive and interpret practices of corruption differently, and there 

ÉÓ Á ÄÉÖÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÏÒ ÌÅÓÓ ÈÁÒÍÆÕÌȢ  Ȭ)#!#-ÁÂÌÅȭ 

forms of corruption ɀ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÁÌÌ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ )#!#ȭÓ ÊÕÒÉÓÄÉÃÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÍÁÎÄÁÔÅ ɀ are 

extensively distanced from the mundane forms of corruption that are suspected and 

witnessed routinely.  This not only reveals that much suspected corruption is failing to 

come to light, but also highlights its degrees of institutionalisation.  Such 

irreconcilabilities underpin the ambiguity of corruption.  To elucidate this point, the next 

ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÁÃÔ 

upon them, depending on any perceived degree of wrongfulness, scale or severity.  

5.4 Unspoken corruption 

Out of 201 respondents surveyed, 1 in 5 respondents (39 out of 201) have declined to 

report corruption that they either suspected or witnessed.  A further 16 respondents 

(8%) preferred not to say, which may indicate that they too have likely declined to 

report suspected corruption (Figure 5.5).   




























































































































































































































































































































































































