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Abstract

With the development and transformation of China’s econ-
omy, “anti-corruption” has become the top priority of the
Communist Party of China in recent years. Corruption is
a kind of unethical behavior that the public power loss the
public nature because of private using, it deviates from the
value of public power and the goals of the value. Here, we
review both experimental evidences documenting acts of
small corruption and recent evolutionary cognitive models
based on surveys of corruption. These studies show that
corruption and the crime of corruption is a phased develop-
ment process based on psychological development theory
and game theory. This unethical behavior can be a crime by
the unconscious cognitive processes begins with the sim-
ple reciprocity behavior to slip into large illegal acts or be a
transition process by the subject of corruption from the initial
compliance with corrupt group of standards or requirements
to becoming unconscious acts of corruption or norm. These
researches present different commentary and results, and
sometimes even contradictory views.
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Introduction

Corruption, a common system problem, is the most
common phenomenon especially in the developing and
transforming of social system [1,2]. With the continuous
development of China’s economy, efforts of economic
system reform have been stepped up. While China is
experiencing unprecedented economic development,
there is inevitably experiencing corruption in the en-
suing that have become increasingly rampant in the
government and enterprises and institutions at all lev-
els as white-collar economic crime [1,3]. In China, eco-
nomic crime and corruption crimes have been widely

concerned, anti-corruption is a focus issue of the work
of the government since the reform and opening up,
especially in recent years. The data showed that from
November 2007 to June 2012, the discipline inspection
and supervision organs filed with 643759 cases, closed
639068 cases, give disciplinary sanctions to 668429 per-
sons, 24584 persons as suspected of a crime were trans-
ferred to judicial organs for handling, the investigating
cases of commercial bribery were 81391, the amount
involved in these cases was 222.03 billion yuan (close to
3.38 billion US dollar) [4]. In 2014, the government an-
nounced to be used without penalty area, full coverage,
zero tolerance attitude, and severely punish corrupt el-
ements.

From the individual level, the corruption is a kind of
unethical behavior, and the economic crimes caused by
corruption (Crime of corruption) is often a kind of be-
havior that public power loss the public nature because
of the non-public use, it deviates from the foundation
value of the public power and the goal of the value [5].
The crime of corruption is described as one or a series
of implementation of intentional crime of a government
officer that “embezzles or misappropriates to violate
the property” or “trading the power” or “abuse of pow-
er” and so on [6].

The whole process on the tiny unconscious corrup-
tion rise to criminal behavior is an issue that academic
researchers pay close attention to research from the
aspects of jurisprudence, criminology, social science,
psychology and so on. These important social science
disciplines in commentary corruption and the crime
of corruption has many different on main theoretical
mechanism, many theoretical assumptions are based on
rational man, such as economic man hypothesis, Becker
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theory hypothesis. However, for psychology in research
of unethical behavior, it found that unethical behavior
was not always rational choice [7]. It is obviously differ-
ent results of different social science research, some-
times even have conflicting views.

Corruption and Crime of Corruption

Corruption is recognized as a kind of typical unethical
behavior, Aristotle, Machiavelli and Meng Desi sound it
as a signal of moral decay in the society. Corruption, a
harmful social phenomenon and criminal behavior, de-
fined on Roman law as a kind of behavior that public
officials take or ask for some benefits to impact his own
behavior and options. However, because of its changing
form and its multilayer during the development pro-
cess, it is hard to give a clear definition [8].

Three typical types of corrupt criminal acts commit-
ted by public officials were described according to “the
United Nations Convention against corruption” [6]:

* Embezzlement, misappropriation or other means of
infringing upon property. Public officer for their own
interests or other personnel or organizational inter-
ests, corrupt, misappropriate or any other means to
infringe upon any entrusted property or total capital,
private capital, public vouchers, private vouchers or
any other valuables.

e Influence transaction. Public officer or any other
person get any undue benefit directly or indirectly
for himself or any other person, as the officer or the
other personnel abuse his or her actual impact or in-
fluence obtain any unfair advantage condition from
administrative department or public authority of a
Contracting State.

e Abuse of power. Public officers violate the law in the
performance of their duties to implement or not to
carry out an act due to obtain unjustified benefits for
himself or other personnel or entity.

Researches on Cognitive Process of Corruption
and Crime of Corruption

According to the literature of cognitive researches
on corruption, the psychological processing of corrupt
criminals can be divided into two types: one is the pro-
cessing from inward to external, can be used “morali-
ty decay” to describe, the criminal always begins from
small unconscious corruption, gradually slip into the
large illegal acts. The whole process is “impulse” in the
role; the other is the processing from external to in-
ward, the criminal start from the initial compliance with
the standards or needs of the corrupt group, eventually
have an unconscious or normal behavior towards cor-
ruption, the whole process is the distortion or destruc-
tion of “integrity” by “obedience” [8,9].

Based on moral psychological literature, the process
of corruption from internal to external can be explained
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by bounded ethicality [10], ethical fading [11], and mor-
al seduction [12]. A large number of social psychology
researches advised that from the aspect of individual
psychology there is general decision making bias and
framing effects to support and explain the whole pro-
cess more basically, specifically there are three paths of
this psychological process: self-serving bias, inability to
judge outcomes and framing effects [8].

A large number of empirical evidences showed that
persons with high social status (such as the authorities)
are often prone to self-interest [9,13,14]. Moreover,
human prefer to choose those decision scheme with
obvious results in decision-making, the most corrupt
behavior can bring benefits, which is spot, intuitive and
can be determined (i.e., increase direct personal prop-
erty, access to direct political interests and so on), oth-
erwise most corrupt behavior risk is more hidden and
difficult to determine in a long period of time (i.e., pun-
ished, exposure and potential risk for criminal liability).
Therefore, in the state of nature human often make
unconscious choice of corruption [15-17]. In addition,
Kahneman (1979) proposed framing effect of decision,
namely at uncertain conditions in income situation
(positive framing) people prefer to deterministic choice,
while people’s choice exist risk preference in loss situ-
ation (negative framing). A large number of empirical
studies have proved that corrupt criminals tend to ex-
hibit the characteristics of risk preference [9].

In the researches on individual corrupt criminals,
some researchers put forward specific personality traits
relate to the occurrence of corruption, after investi-
gated personality traits of this kind of crime criminal
they result that such criminals tend to have selfishness,
greed and lust, consciousness of strongly carving rights
or power, inhibited guilt on their own corruption, and
low integrity characteristics. Whether the personality
trait is the core of the crime of corruption is still contro-
versial. In this paper, through interpreted three paths
on psychological process of corruption from the internal
to external, we extend to support the view of Suther-
land that there is no relationship between personality
traits and economic crime [18]. The personality traits of
the corruption criminals mentioned before, is further
evidence that the crime of corruption occurrence in
the unconscious state by the petty corruption gradual-
ly slide into the abyss of crime of corruption, through
these three paths of the mental processing. These traits
are just the results that the changes of individual crim-
inals’ cognition, evaluation or sensory are probed after
the occurrence of acts. Certainly, the whole process is a
natural occurrence process without the intervention of
the outside world, that is, occurred without supervision
and environmental moral constraints. However, some
researchers pointed that economic crime is not from
the physical or psychological characteristics of crim-
inals, but from the individual’s context and social ties
with the organization [19].
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The view of Alalehto described another type of men-
tal processing of the occurrence and development of
corruption, which was the process of corruption from
external to internal. This process is driven by two exter-
nal forces from the outside and within the role of the in-
dividual, so that it tends to corrupt behavior. One force
comes from bending over right, and the other is from
the contract in the process of socialization.

Some studies showed that the key factors influenc-
ing unethical behavior are behavioral regulation [20,21].
We can think that if a person is put in the following sit-
uation, in which an authority indicates him to involve
in a number of acts of corruption, the person may sim-
ply act, and believes that he is just a loyal subordinate
and do not take into account the legality and morality
of the act itself. In addition, Sutherland (1939) also pro-
posed a social learning theory of criminal behavior, in
the process of interaction between the individual and
peer, corrupt behavior of peer will encourage and ratio-
nalize corruption. Furthermore, there are experiments
to prove that when the authority effect and peer effects
worked on the corrupt behavior at the same time, their
influence will be amplified [22], in fact this is the process
of individual socialization.

In that way, how to make the corrupt behavior norms
to become their own social behavior norms during the
process of socialization? In the discussion of corruption
and organization attitude to the corruption, Fein and
Weibler used related theories of moral development of
Kohlberg [23], proposed that corruption or unethical be-
havior existed a phased development process, that low
level of behaviors and their corresponding state were
coordinated and integrated into a high level of behavior
through accumulation of quantity, as changes in the be-
havior of the individual is also accompanied by chang-
es in the attitude [7,24]. According to the description
of the corrupt behavior, the individual can be regarded
as the “corruption” just as enter the stage of general-
ization, in which individual clarify social norms (such
as honesty, to provide fair services) and roles (such as
leadership, subordinates) and ignore the contradiction
between role and social norms. This is the focus of most
discussions - where did the corruption start?

Researches on Corruption and Crime of Cor-
ruption from the Perspective of Behavioral
Economics and Game Theory

Many economic and social researchers use the basic
theory of economics to discuss the causes of corruption
and the occurrence of corruption crime. Economists
explain the behavior of corruption of public officials by
economic man hypothesis, they pointed that “the gov-
ernment officials are economic man, that is the pursuit
of maximizing their own interests in the specific system
constraints” [25]. Famous economist Becker (1968) an-
nounced that “cost-benefit” model of the crime is also
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used for interpretation of the crime of corruption, for
example public officials in the implementation of eco-
nomic crimes can get three kinds of benefits: directly
acquired material interests from the crime, political
interests and psychological gratification caused by the
crime; simultaneously, corruption consume three kinds
of costs: the direct cost, opportunity cost and penalty
cost [26]. Under normal circumstances, behavior does
not occur when there is a balance between the cost and
income. However, when any kind of cost reduces, it will
lead to the occurrence of behavior. Wu implemented
theory of Rent Seeking to analysis opportunities for
corruption and infer the source of corruption that the
occurrence of corruption is most officials seek the mon-
etary value of the lease for authority [27].

Behavioral economists simulate the occurrence of
bribery (typical corrupt behavior) in a laboratory envi-
ronment, which has been confirmed that influence brib-
ery law enforcement system by the top-down [28] and
bottom-up [29-31], and effectiveness of different mone-
tary reward [32], and also prove that bribery occurred in
the presence of gender [33-35] and cultural differences
[28,31,36,37]. In addition, there is experimental study
of repetitive bribery game reveal that and the intrinsic
motivation related to the violations have a significant
impact on decision-making of corruption, and there is
no evidence that the framing effect and external effect
influence decision-making of corruption [29,38]. In the
simple, disposable bribery game, it found that breaking
social norms and/or hurt others moral cost significantly
influences bribery decision, there was no relationship
between corrupt behavior decision and trust and reci-
procity [36].

In sum, the literature of social psychology clarifies
psychological processes play into the dynamic nature
of corruption, while computer simulation of small cor-
ruption in the research of behavioral economics lost the
sight of the whole psychological process of subject of the
crime. In the process of occurrence and development of
the whole criminal behavior, it involves the complicated
mental process such as awareness, intrinsic motivation,
socialization, judgment and decision making. Thus, al-
though there is considerable research on the process
of corruption, the conceptual and methodological lim-
itations of the extant research make it difficult to make
definitive conclusions and a clear model regarding the
dynamic process of corruption.
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