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ABSTRACT. Objective/Context: What could lead some individuals to be more prone
to lie about engaging in corruption? We contend that a psychological approach to the
study of corruption can be employed to understand who lies about corrupt behavior
and why. Since social desirability bias (SDB) is related to the appropriateness of
behavior, conflicting social norms in a context where corruption is widespread—
like in several Latin American countries—can result in SDB in the context of surveys
that directly ask for past corrupt behavior. Moreover, due to conflicting norms, some
subgroups of the population might be particularly affected by SDB. Methodology:
Together, focus groups, list experiments, and survey data provide evidence that
supports our psychological approach. Conclusion: Overall, we confirm that SDB is
at work even in a context in which corruption is widespread like Peru. Statistically
speaking, we only find evidence in support of the existence of gender socialization
as an important source of SDB when directly reporting past bribing behavior in
Peru. However, other substantive—not statistically significant—differences related
to age merit further discussion and research. Originality: This work has two main
contributions; first, it highlights the importance designing unobtrusive measures
when studying the prevalence of corrupt practices in Latin America; and second,
it shows that policy interventions to fight corruption may not be equally effective
across different groups of the population.

KEYWORDS: Corruption; bribery; focus groups; list experiment; psychology;
behavior; Latin America.
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Sobornos y aceptacion social en Perti: una aproximacion
con métodos mixtos

RESUMEN. Objetivo/contexto: ;qué puede llevar a algunas personas a ser mads
propensas a mentir sobre su participacion en la corrupcion? Sostenemos que un
enfoque psicoldgico para el estudio de la corrupcion es importante para comprender
quién miente sobre el comportamiento corrupto y por qué. Dado que los sesgos
de deseabilidad social (SDB, por sus siglas en inglés) estin relacionados con el
caracter apropiado del comportamiento, en un contexto donde la corrupcién estd
muy extendida las normas sociales pueden entrar en conflicto y dar lugar a SDB
en encuestas con preguntas directas sobre comportamiento corrupto en el pasado.
Ademas, debido a la existencia de normas contradictorias, algunos subgrupos de la
poblaciéon pueden verse particularmente afectados por este tipo de sesgo. Por lo tanto,
las diferencias en la exposicién a los niveles de corrupcion entre los grupos sociales
y las diversas expectativas sobre el comportamiento apropiado entre los referentes
sociales podrian explicar las variaciones en las actitudes y los comportamientos
dentro de la sociedad. Metodologia: los grupos focales, el experimento de lista (list
experiment) y los datos de encuestas en conjunto brindan evidencia que respalda
nuestro enfoque psicolégico. Conclusién: en general, confirmamos que el SDB
funciona incluso en un contexto en el que la corrupcién estd muy extendida, como
es el caso de Perd. Estadisticamente hablando, encontramos evidencia de que
la socializacion de género es una fuente importante de SDB cuando se informa
directamente sobre comportamiento de soborno en el pasado. Sin embargo, otras
diferencias sustantivas, no estadisticamente significativas, relacionadas con la edad
merecen mayor discusion e investigacion. Originalidad: este trabajo tiene dos
contribuciones principales. Primero, destaca la importancia de disefiar medidas
discretas al estudiar la prevalencia de practicas corruptas en América Latina.
Segundo, muestra que las intervenciones de politica para combatir la corrupcion
pueden no ser igualmente efectivas en diferentes grupos de la poblacion.

PALABRAS CLAVE: corrupcidn; soborno; grupos focales; experimento de lista;
psicologia; comportamiento; América Latina.

Subornos e aceitacio social: uma abordagem mista
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RESUMO. Objetivo/contexto: o que pode levar algumas pessoas a serem mais
propensas a mentir sobre sua participagdo na corrupgao? Argumentamos que
uma abordagem psicoldgica para o estudo da corrupgdo ¢ importante a fim de
compreender quem mente sobre o comportamento corrupto e por qué. Tendo em
vista que os vieses de desejabilidade social (SDB, em inglés) estdo relacionados
com o caréter apropriado do comportamento, num contexto em que a corrupgao
estd muito propagada, as normas sociais podem entrar em conflito e abrir espago
a SDB em pesquisas com perguntas diretas sobre comportamento corrupto
no passado. Além disso, devido a existéncia de normas contraditérias, alguns
subgrupos da populacido podem ser vistos particularmente afetados por esse tipo
de viés. Portanto, a diferente exposi¢do aos niveis de corrupgdo entre os grupos
sociais e as diferentes expectativas sobre o comportamento apropriado entre
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os referentes sociais poderiam explicar as diversas atitudes e comportamentos
dentro da sociedade. Metodologia: os grupos focais, o experimento de lista (list
experiment) e os dados de enquetes oferecem evidéncia que apoia nossa abordagem
psicologica. Conclusdo: em geral, confirmamos que o SDB funciona inclusive
num contexto no qual a corrupgdo estd muito propagada, como no Peru. Quanto ao
aspecto estatistico, evidenciou-se que a socializagao de género é uma fonte importante
de SDB quando ¢ informada diretamente sobre comportamento de suborno no
passado. Contudo, outras diferencas substanciais, nao estatisticamente significativas,
relacionadas com a idade, merecem maior discussio e pesquisa. Originalidade: este
trabalho tem duas contribui¢des principais: primeira, destaca a importancia de
elaborar medidas discretas ao estudar a prevaléncia de praticas corruptas na América
Latina; segunda, mostra que as intervengdes de politica para combater a corrupgao
podem nao ser igualmente efetivas em diferentes grupos da populagao.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: corrupg¢ao; suborno; grupos focais; experimento de lista;
psicologia; comportamento; América Latina.

Introduction

Corruption is one of the most prominent problems in Latin America as of today.
The Odebrecht and the Panama Papers scandals that have swept the region since
2016 showed a part of the complex “social life” of corruption in Latin America
(Goldstein and Drybread 2018). However, the attention given to grand corrup-
tion must not make us ignore petty corruption and its role in citizens’ daily life.
Neither should we ignore the psychological mechanisms that make countries fall
into a “corruption trap” where corruption is normalized (Klasnja et al. 2018). That
is precisely our aim: to put upfront the study of petty corruption and its relation
to the concept of social desirability. We seek to explore how social desirability
bias (SDB) affects reports about past bribing behavior among different groups of
citizens. Could SDB be affecting the results obtained through direct questions
about bribing behavior such as the one used by the Latin American Public
Opinion Project (LAPOP), the World Values Survey (WVS), Latinobarémetro,
and other regional surveys? Overall, what drives citizens into admitting having
committed an act of corruption? Do some citizens feel ashamed to report that
they have engaged in bribing behavior when asked directly despite corruption
being widespread? These questions are important both by themselves and because
they make us rethink previous findings about the incidence of corrupt behavior.

We contend that a psychological approach to the study of corruption can
be fruitfully employed to understand who lies about corrupt behavior and why.
At its core, corruption is a question of morality, understood in a thick sense as
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quandary ethics (Durkheim 1925), where the main question is what is the right
thing to do. And, thus, it can be approached from a moral psychology perspec-
tive: by exploring when and why people conceal their engagement in corruption
we are falling into the domain of moral cognition, which is the “reflection of the
social appropriateness of people’s actions” (Bzdok et al. 2012, 789). Furthermore,
since SDB is related to the appropriateness of behavior, the existence of conflict-
ing social norms in a context where corruption is rampant—like in several Latin
American countries—can result in SDB in the context of surveys and in variation
in SDB among different subgroups.

Moral psychology focuses on how individuals resolve quandaries (Haidt
and Kesebir 2010) and offers two complementary explanations for this. On the
one hand, it is possible that the social norms that lead to an individual engaging
in corruption are different or operate differently than the ones that lead to admit-
ting or concealing this engagement. Importantly, these norms may be different
or behave differently across subgroups of the population. On the other hand, it
is also possible that in a context of high corruption some individuals become
unable to perceive their actions as instances of corruption, even though they
have internalized the moral norm that would condemn such behaviors (Feldman
2018). Thus, different exposure to levels of corruption across social groups and
variant expectations about appropriate behavior among social referents might
explain different attitudes and behaviors within society.

To address these questions, we focus on Peru, a case with widespread
corruption within the region. According to LAPOP, in 2016-2017 Peru ranked the
highest in the region in terms of corruption, which was considered the coun-
try’s main problem. Moreover, since 2016-2017, perceptions of corruption have
increased in Peru. At the same time, bribing behavior is above the regional aver-
age (Carridn et al. 2018; Zechmeister et al. 2017). This makes Peru an interesting
case to explore the workings of SDB and corruption: even though it is considered
a problematic aspect of politics, it is also a common and widespread behavior
amongst citizens. Therefore, Peru represents a contrasting case to explore this
puzzle, since previous literature on the subject has focused on cases such as Costa
Rica (Oliveros and Gingerich 2019), in which perceptions of corruption are com-
paratively low and bribery is an uncommon behavior.

To understand how SDB affects reports about past bribing behavior among
different groups of citizens in Peru, we follow a mixed methods strategy. We begin
with the analysis of six focus groups conducted to gain in-depth information about
how Peruvians think about bribing and its acceptability to solve daily problems.
This allows us to assess how social desirability works in a context where corruption
is widespread. Subsequently, we estimate the degree of SDB through an original
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list experiment (LE) and analyze these results, comparing them with responses to
an equivalent direct question about bribing behavior included in the same survey.

This methodological strategy is a contribution in and of itself. In most of the
political science literature on SDB, list experiments and other unobtrusive survey
techniques are the sole methods used. This is striking considering that focus groups
are more likely to elicit useful feedback on sensitive topics (Madriz 1998; Cyr 2019).
Likewise, this method allows the researcher to grasp the mental processes under-
lying a preference or judgment (Bratton and Liatto-Katundu 1994) and generate
information related not just to individuals, but also to the group interactions (Kidd
and Parshall 2000). Indeed, few studies to this date inform survey experimental
results on corruption perceptions with original focus group analyses (Pavao 2018)."

Both focus groups and survey results provide substantial leverage to our
psychological approach. Overall, we confirm that SDB is at work even in a context
in which corruption is rampant. The LE estimate of respondents who engaged in
bribery is higher than the proportion obtained when asked directly. The statis-
tical analysis of these results reveals that gender plays an important role in SDB
when it comes to reporting corruption: men tend to overreport the extent of their
bribing behavior when asked directly compared to when asked anonymously
through the LE. We do not find any significant differences based on socioeco-
nomic status (SES) and age, and this on itself is interesting, since other studies
have found these factors to be possible sources of SDB. These results underscore
the importance of designing unobtrusive measures when studying the preva-
lence of corrupt practices in Latin American societies like Peru. Furthermore, by
exploring the role that SDB plays for different groups in the population, this study
emphasizes the need for a more thorough understanding of the factors that affect
the willingness to admit to having participated in corrupt behavior.

1. Theoretical Discussion and Argument

We are concerned with understanding what drives citizens into admitting having
committed an act of corruption in contexts where corruption is widespread. It
is well documented how sometimes people lie when asked about normatively
charged behaviors, given the pressure of face-to-face surveying or concerns about
anonymity (Bradburn et al. 1978; DeMaio 1984). Since corruption is socially repre-
hensible in most societies, asking directly about participation in corrupt acts could

1 Indeed, focus groups have been somewhat absent in the literature about corruption in general,
with some notable exceptions (Gingerich et al. 2015; Guerrero and Rodriguez-Oreggia 2008;
Walton 2013; Pavao 2018).
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generate biased estimates about its incidence (Gingerich et al. 2015; Oliveros and
Gingerich 2020; Gueorguiev and Malesky 2012; Pavédo 2015). In particular, the de-
sire to avoid embarrassment and to project a favorable image to others could lead
respondents to overreport the socially desirable behavior (Fisher 1993).

But not all individuals hide their truthful answers when asked about their
bribing behavior upfront. What makes some individuals more likely to lie about
petty corrupt behavior? Existing studies of SDB in the face of corruption-related
survey questions in Latin America have pointed to one important empirical find-
ing: SDB is likely to be associated with concern about social class status (Kiewiet
de Jonge 2015; Oliveros and Gingerich 2020). However, the direction of this
association is not clear. While in Costa Rica the less educated were more inclined
to lie about corruption (Oliveros and Gingerich 2020), the more educated across
eight Latin American countries turned out to be more likely to lie about receiving
gifts during electoral campaigns (Kiewiet de Jonge 2015). Moreover, these studies
are not conclusive about other individual characteristics, such as gender, either.

While these behavioral findings point out important directions, they do not
explain why individuals lie about socially sanctioned behavior. More specifically,
we still do not understand why some individuals are more likely to lie than others
under some situations. We contend that a psychological approach can help fill this
void. As mentioned previously, corruption behavior and the report of this behavior
is innately related to quandary ethics or to the question of what one should do or
say to have done. Moral psychology focuses on how individuals resolve these quan-
daries (Haidt and Kesebir 2010). Instead of taking a normative view of morality
with a focus on the content of morality, recent moral psychology approaches have
taken a more descriptive approach to morality, focusing on moral systems that are
“interlocking sets of values, virtues, norms, practices, identities, institutions, tech-
nologies, and evolved psychological mechanisms that work together to suppress
or regulate selfishness and make cooperative social life possible” (Haidt 2008, 66).

In these moral systems, beliefs about how others act in society are an
important piece of information that individuals take into consideration to form
their attitudes and make behavioral decisions. Corruption may corrupt because
both the decision to engage in corruption and to lie about it may be heavily
dependent on how we expect others to behave, or how we believe others expect
us to behave in each context (Andvig and Moene 1990; Bicchieri 2006; Ganegoda
and Bicchieri 2017; Karklins 2005). Regardless of the legal framework, moral and
social anti-corruption norms may also exist. In contexts where corruption is low,
anti-corruption norms have likely been internalized as moral norms by most
individuals. Moral norms are “practice independent” and followed regardless of
the majority’s view (Brennan et al. 2013, 72). When universalistic norms such as
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equality before the law are internalized, individuals are less likely to engage in
bribery. But even when anti-corruption norms are internalized, some individuals
might fall into corrupt behavior without even being able to realize it when doing
so,* falling into “moral blindness”

When corruption is widespread, anti-corruption norms might not be inter-
nalized as moral norms but merely be present as one of the multiple social norms
that may or not influence behavior.? In contrast to moral norms, “social norms are
shared understandings about actions that are obligatory, permitted, or forbidden”
(Ostrom 2000, 143-144) and depend on external enforcement through sanctions
(Elster 2011). This conflict among different types of norms can lead to the disregard-
ing of formal norms or social norms that condemn corruption in favor of others
that, for instance, may justify the act based on helping kinfolks in need (Dungan
et al. 2014). Even if corrupt practices may be seen as acceptable problem-solving
strategies (Darley 2005; Ferreira et al. 2012; Huber 2008), or even unavoidable
(Pavao 2016), engaging in a corrupt act may still generate stress or discomfort in
individuals who acknowledge that other existing social and moral norms condemn
it.# Thus, individuals could decide to lie about past bribing behavior because it is
expected of them to behave according to a different set of norms.

Considering this plausible conflict among norms, our psychological frame-
work would expect to find some degree of overall SDB when asking about past
corrupt behavior even in contexts where corruption is rampant (Hz1), such as Peru.
When prompted to talk about bribing in focus groups, people prone to lying
might discount their amoral behavior altogether or experience some degree of
discomfort that leads them to justify their past actions. An alternative rational
choice approach would expect neither blindness towards one’s amoral behavior

2 One of the central tenets of behavioral ethics is precisely that people vary in the awareness they
have about the unethicality of their own behavior (Feldman 2018; Monin and Merritt 2012;
Monin et al. 2008).

3 Moral cognition studies take on and develop key tenets from older anthropological, while
sociological perspectives highlighted the importance of normative social configurations and
contended that social sanctions and rewards are based on rules of appropriateness that are context
specific (Ekeh 1975; Husted 1999; Lipset and Salman Lenz 2000; de Sardan 1999; Singer 2011;
Huber 2008). While contributing by stressing the difficulties for the enactment of universal rules
in developing societies, these approaches lack a model of individual moral decision making.

4 In fact, findings of studies in moral cognition show that moral people frequently act immorally
(Batson and Thompson 2001; Batson 2011; Ariely 2013), or are, as Feldman (2018) puts it,
“situational wrongdoers” who deliberately justify their immoral actions while maintaining
an image of themselves as moral individuals. Psychologists have identified a series of internal
mechanisms that allow people to either deceive or justify themselves when engaging in immoral
and unethical behavior. These include decision framing, ethical fading, and rationalization of
negative externalities (Tenbrunsel and Messick 2004; Bandura 1999; Bandura et al. 1996), and
mechanisms of self-deception as denial or the use of euphemisms.
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nor discomfort-prompted justifications, but instead would expect rationalizations
that point to some sort of cost-benefit assessment.

Moreover, varying expectations about appropriate behavior among social
referents might explain different propensities of lying about past bribing behavior.
Since normative expectations are typically formed based on a reference group, the
desire to avoid embarrassment and project a favorable image to others (expressed
in SDB) may operate differently according to socialization processes and con-
cerns for social standing associated with on€’s situation.

In summary, it is important to acknowledge that social stigma can be asso-
ciated with bribing even in contexts where corruption flourishes, thus leading to the
emergence of SDB during survey interviews. Nonetheless, rejection of corruption is
plausibly one of several competing social norms; it can be reframed or re-signified
under specific circumstances allowing individuals to circumvent the moral sanction
associated with it. Normative and empirical expectations about corrupt behavior,
informed by referent groups, may make a difference. Thus, to further specify testable
expectations about possible group sources of SDB, we should first delve into the
Peruvian context, by discussing the discussions held in the focus groups conducted.

“Bribery is what we see every day”®

Since beliefs about how one should act are context dependent, we must start by
identifying what Peruvians associate with “corruption,” how they evaluate it and
why. To do so, we take advantage of six focus group sessions conducted in the city
of Lima between June 12 - 22, 2017. Each of them consisted of eight participants
and a moderator, making it a total of 48 participants. Groups were composed of an
equal number of males and females, and participants were recruited according to
two control variables: SES (three categories corresponding to low, medium, and
high SES) and age (two cohorts: 25 years or younger and 26 years or above).®

5 Focus Group Adults-Low SES.

6 The recruitment of participants with the selected profile was done by the Public Opinion
Institute of the Pontificia Universidad Catolica del Peru. Gifts and transportation fees were
provided to participants as incentives. Each session began by giving the participants a visual
stimulus, for example, a picture of a policeman and a common citizen with an envelope be-
tween them and the phrase “thank you very much” being said by the citizen. The picture was
purposely ambiguous and neutral. After the stimuli, participants were asked to describe what
was happening in the image, why could this be happening, to relate it to their own experiences,
to discuss how acceptable these situations are, and collectively assign a score to each one. Next,
participants were asked for their definition of corruption and its components. They were then
presented with a series of situations and asked to determine whether they fit into their concept
of corruption. Finally, participants were asked to evaluate the prevalence of corruption in the
national context. We can send a copy of the questionnaire upon request.
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While discussing what corruption is, participants were inclined to asso-
ciate this practice with “bad” behaviors. Adjectives that were repeated were
“wrong,” “illicit,” “amoral,” “double moral” Participants also condemned corrup-
tion since they saw it as a practice associated with “selfishness” or “convenience”
Indeed, for many people, all the “wrongs” seemed to go together; thus, the limit
between corruption and other common offenses, such as theft or scam, did not
always appear clear. The image of corruption appears also blurred in the sense
that any type of abuse of power by public officials or companies (entities with
power) was perceived as corruption. Moreover, when asked about the necessary
ingredients that create corruption, it was clear for all that there is always some
kind of transgression of norms involved. So, for corruption to exist we need first,
“bad people,” “criminals,” “selfish” or “lack of awareness.” All these terms indicate
that corruption is morally condemned in Peru.

Second, all participants agreed that corrupt situations need some type of
authority: someone with power of decision, who can change norms or ignore
their enforcement. Although most discussions typically referred to public offi-
cials, all groups concluded that corruption is not limited to the public sector
since one can have authorities who abuse their power in the private sector too. A
common example given referred to situations in private educational institutions
where corrupt teachers or directors ask for bribes. Furthermore, although there
was not a complete agreement on this, many view money (or any other tangible
good) as a necessary component of corrupt transactions, an element that would
help distinguish corruption from other “bad” behaviors. Furthermore, money helps
distinguish bribing from less socially stigmatized and prevalent social practices
such as undue influence.

Additionally, the visual stimuli shown encouraged participation and the
sharing of experiences. We learned, first, that bribing is one of the main situations
that come to mind when participants are prompted to think about scenarios that
involve a (possibly) police officer thanking someone after receiving an envelope.
Around 39% of the interventions (across focus groups) described that they saw a
bribing scene involving a police officer and a citizen. When discussing the plau-
sibility of the scene, participants also mentioned that policemen are perceived to
be more corrupt than their female peers, which coincides with previous findings
about preconceived ideas about female security forces (Karim 2011; Flores-Macias
and Zarkin 2021). On the other hand, 6% of the interventions characterized the
interaction using a euphemism such as “gratitude,” “favor;” and “fixing up” Other
situations identified included having a citizen asking a police officer about an
address, a police officer giving back some lost documents to a citizen, and other
exchanges of personal nature, such as the payment of a personal debt.
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These discussions also confirmed that bribing is a morally charged behav-
ior, expected to be publicly condemned. Before describing what they saw in the
picture, each participant wrote (anonymously) a title for it. When contrasting the
collective debates and individual written responses, we noticed that the use of
euphemisms decreased in public interventions to more than half (6%) to what was
used in written notes (15%). Moreover, during group interactions, a slightly higher
proportion of participants (39%) identified the picture as representing a bribing
scene than they did so on paper (35%). This could indicate that collective discus-
sion with peers makes some people change their mind and identify a situation
that is known to be morally condemned at large in Peruvian society as bribery.

Bribes involving police officials are, according to participants, extremely
common in Peru. The mean frequency score assigned collectively across focus
groups is 8.8 (out of 10). When asked to list typical situations in which a police
officer may be offered or could ask for a bribe, two main categories emerged
very early in the discussion across all groups: bribes for expediting procedures
and bribes for avoiding traffic infractions. For most participants, these constitute
the core of everyday interactions with police authorities. One interesting differ-
ence to highlight is that more men than women admitted having participated
in corrupt exchanges with police officers, and more than half of the women
who admitted being part of a bribing encounter mentioned that they were not
the protagonists of these exchanges, since these were led by men accompanying
them. Additionally, participants identified that paying a bribe to release someone
from prison was also a common situation. Other types of bribing encounters were
closer to experiences of specific groups, such as buying food for a prisoner (lower
SES) or to pressure someone (higher SES).

The widespread nature of corruption in everyday interactions is even more
evident when participants are asked about their experiences with bribery beyond
interactions with the police. Some of the most common situations reported
involve educational institutions, municipalities, and health centers. Although
initially participants discussed their indirect experiences with corruption, they
later began to reveal instances in which they had paid bribes. Interestingly, partic-
ipants from lower SES considered bribery more acceptable than participants from
middle and high SES. This is particularly noticeable when contrasting discussions
from young respondents from high and low SES.

In addition, we find some evidence that shows that corruption might be
associated with social status in Peru. When participants were asked to describe
the embodiment of a typical corrupt businessperson and politician, all partici-
pants agreed that it would be a man from high or middle to high SES. During
these discussions, we also identified some negative stereotypes associated with

30



Bribing and Social Desirability in Peru: A Mixed Methods Approach
Viviana Baraybar Hidalgo ¢ Yamile Guibert ¢ Paula Muiioz

lower SES citizens. For instance, we detected some condescending comments
about bribery being connected with “ignorant” people that “lack education or
knowledge,” who bribe authorities instead of demanding respect for their rights.
On the other hand, participants also mentioned the idea that lower SES people
would be less able to engage in grand corruption. One participant from low SES
commented that “an ignorant” will never become a corrupt official; the subtext
being that you need to be a resourceful person. This resonated with a conversa-
tion held by high SES young participants who made clear that to participate in
corruption you must “play your cards,” “you have to know, you have to be feared,
you have to move, you have to be friendly, reliable.”

Despite some differences in perceptions between SES subgroups, there
was a general agreement about the unacceptability of paying bribes to avoid a
traffic fine. In contrast, participants found it more acceptable to bribe for expe-
diting procedures.” In terms of gender, it is important to highlight that it was the
male participants who led the discussion about different levels of acceptability of
corrupt situations, and mostly emphasized the relativeness of the acceptability
of these actions. For the most part, men mentioned the need to relativize the
judgment depending on the seriousness of the offense/crime committed. In their
interventions, some women presented instead a less nuanced position, stating
that the use of bribery is generally unacceptable.

Two types of rationale emerged to justify these collective evaluations. The
first one—more prevalent—consists of a rationalization of the negative external-
ities of bribing: situations considered less acceptable are the ones that result in
harm to others. The following exchange among young participants from low SES
is illustrative of this point:

Bribing when drugs are involved would be acceptable?
—;Bribing?
— No.

Why not?
— Because it’s wrong.
— Because it’s wrong, because many people die while consuming drugs.

Because there are consequences for other people?
— Yes.

7 Later on, in another exercise, “giving money or a gift to expedite a public procedure” was
consistently classified as one of the most acceptable types of behaviors from a list of items
provided by us, along with “filling a document with false information for convenience.” The
least acceptable were having a “public official favoring his/her relatives and friends” and, again,
“paying a tip to forgive a fine.”
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This reasoning was behind the agreement on assigning lower scores to
transit bribes: a lot of people are killed or injured in Peru due to transit acci-
dents, most of which are caused by reckless drivers that bribe public officials to
avoid being caught.

The second rationale that emerged looks closer to what Pavdo (2018)
found in focus groups conducted in Brazil: a justification that points to inevitable
system failures; a system that is inefficient and corrupt and cannot be fought by
an individual. Most participants with rationalizations that blame the system for
corruption are men, and when women intervened was to comment or reaffirm
the opinion expressed by the majority of male participants. As a young male from
high SES explains,

It is not only the security sector that is affected by bribery but several
ones. For example, I am doing research on formality and one of the main
obstacles to foster formality is the system. The system imposes very long
procedures for informals; and this makes informals pay under the table
to complete their paperwork and legalize their business. This [system]
forces them to bribe, but at the same time it is wrong. So, what is wrong
and what is right?

In general, women labeled diverse acts of corruption and bribery as unac-
ceptable more often than men. Women were also the first to bring up the topic
of the unacceptability of the acts of corruption, and when this happened, they led
the discussion towards this position. As one young woman clearly stated when
talking about bribery related to traffic tickets, “the fact that these are frequent and
common situations in Lima does not mean that they are acceptable for any reason.
Small actions can have big repercussions” On the contrary, more men tended to
qualify and relativize their valuations to justify more some types of situations.

Another form of this rationale is a denouncement of an unfair system that
works in favor of those with money or influence. It is a system that is supposed to
work impartially, granting universal rights; but, in practice, it does not. This is espe-
cially true for lower SES citizens, who see money as an unfair advantage in contexts of
widespread corruption. As one participant from the older low SES group mentioned,

If you have money, you can speed up bureaucratic procedures. If you want

a particular information, you have to pay. Sadly, this is the way it works in

Peru: those with money are those who end up winning.
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This reinforces findings from a qualitative anthropological study con-
ducted in Ayacucho, Peru: the sense of exclusion from public institutions can
lead citizens to justify corruption as a fact of reality (Huber 2008). While these
were the more prevalent justifications, others also stand out. More than a few
interventions tried to justify corrupt behavior through mechanisms identified in
moral relativism studies. For example, some participants describe police officers’
behavior as “extortive” (Mishra and Mookherjee 2013) or “abusive,” which in their
eyes justified paying bribes. Examples included threats of incriminating citizens
with false evidence to charge them with more serious offenses than the ones com-
mitted if they did not pay a bribe. In other cases, participants referred to moral
competing claims to justify the choice to bribe or tolerate bribing. Particularly,
following Huber’s findings (2008), bribing was sometimes justified as a legiti-
mate way of helping their family, which relates to loyalty to the members of the
in-group as a value (Dungan et al. 2014). Finally, it is worth mentioning that we
find very few references to a cost-benefit calculus as a rationale for the justifi-
ability of bribing. Coincidentally, these few interventions come from participants
of middle and high SES.

In a nutshell, focus groups provide us with evidence showing that, despite
being prevalent, bribery is a morally charged behavior, expected to be publicly
condemned. Second, some participants who spontaneously use euphemisms
to describe a situation feel pressured not to do so in public. Third, behavioral
expectations refer to bribing as a ubiquitous practice, but participants distinguish
between more and less acceptable bribing situations. A rationale that emerges
from the discussion points to public system failures as a common justification
for bribing; an unfair system that works in favor of those with money or influ-
ence. However, this reasoning does not apply to situations that could be harmful
to others, which are less tolerated. Finally, we find preliminary evidence of an
association between corruption and social status in Peru, as well as interesting
variation between male and female responses. For example, participants from low
SES overall considered the bribing situations more acceptable than participants
from middle and high SES. At the same time, women were less open when dis-
cussing their experiences with corruption and in some cases adopted a less active
role in the situations they mentioned. Male participants focused on discussing
the nuances surrounding the acceptability of some corrupt acts, while women
expressed more strictness when discussing this topic.

How can this contextual information help us predict group heterogeneity
in SDB in the survey context across social groups? What else can we expect fol-
lowing the existing literature? We address these issues in the following section.
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2. Hypotheses About Sources of SDB Heterogeneity
in the Survey Context

Following our framework, we could expect that different exposure to levels (or
types) of corruption across social groups and variant expectations about appropri-
ate behavior among social referents might explain different attitudes and behaviors
within society. Since social norms are subject to individual interpretation, reference
social groups become important for defining the normative frames for individuals.

Focus group discussions have shown that, overall, participants from lower
SES considered different types of bribery exchanges more acceptable than partic-
ipants from middle and high SES. Or at least they felt more comfortable talking
about their acceptability within their social group. In unequal societies, the poor
are generally more dependent on the state to access basic services such as edu-
cation and health (Kaufman and Nelson 2004; Huber and Stephens 2012). This
closer contact with state institutions leaves lower-class citizens more exposed to
bribing encounters and, possibly, more prone to normalizing it.

However, at the same time, focus group discussion subtexts show a plausi-
ble association of corruption and social status in the collective imaginary. While
corruption is condemned, one of the rationales that emerges to justify bribery
situations points to the existence of a profoundly inefficient and unfair system
that pushes individuals to bribe. In fact, the prototypical corrupt person involved
in grand corruption is collectively perceived as someone skillful from the middle
to upper classes. Some condescending interventions also related lower education
(empirically conflated with class in Peru) as the motivation for engaging in brib-
ing and as an impediment for becoming a (successful) corrupt officer.

Given these associations related to class, the social distance between the
survey interviewer and interviewee might spark a socially desirable answer and
distort reports of past corrupt behavior when asked directly. Considering that
interviewers in polling firms are usually from a middle-class background, a social
status concern might be salient for low and high SES respondents. On the one
hand, low SES respondents may be reluctant to admit to paying a bribe in a direct
question because this will signal interviewers that they are poor enough to need it
when dealing with state institutions (Oliveros and Gingerich 2020, 10). According
to this interpretation, respondents from low SES might be more prone to lying than
middle-class respondents when interviewed directly about past corrupt behavior in
the survey context (Hz2a).

On the other hand, higher SES respondents might also be tempted to lie
if asked directly by middle-class interviewers. Being aware that they are part of
a social group that is perceived as being advantaged and powerful, able to easily
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“navigate” the unfair system, they might care more about being “discovered” as
bribers and seen as selfish and amoral persons. They might suspect that it will be
more difficult to empathize with them and understand their unethical behavior.
Thus, respondents from high SES might be more prone to lying than middle-class
respondents when interviewed directly about past corrupt behavior in the survey
context (Hzb).

Concerns about social standing might also affect male and female respon-
dents as they seek to conform to gendered behavioral expectations that go in
different directions, producing a gap in gender differences in reported corrupt
behavior when direct questions are asked (H3). The expectation would be that
women underreport bribes when asked directly because of social pressure to
engage less in corrupt actions, while men, due to socialization, will overreport
corrupt behavior when asked directly.

These expectations are based, first, on previous literature on the subject
that shows that gender socialization leads to females being more likely to be
influenced by social norms to create a favorable impression (Chung and Monroe
2003), making them more likely to overreport favorable behavior on surveys
(Bernardi 2006). Women are also generally believed to be more honest as well
as less egoistic (Fink and Boehm 2011; Borkowski and Ugras 1998), and these
expectations could lead them to underreporting behaviors seen as unacceptable.

Second, these expectations also conform to what we know in Latin
America about gender and corruption. In Peru, there are rooted normative
expectations concerning women’s propensity to supposedly engage less than men
in corrupt behavior. Consequently, women might feel socially pressured to follow
these normative expectations. However, they do live in a social context where
corruption is everywhere, so they might not easily avoid bribing. This could lead
women to lie more when asked about having paid bribes in the past. In con-
trast, gender socialization in Latin America constantly puts pressure on men to
“demonstrate” their masculinity (Vasquez 2013), including being bold and able to
engage in risky behavior. Indeed, as focus group discussions showed, there was
a consensus across social classes and age cohorts that the prototypical corrupt
person in Peru is male. Hence, contexts of high prevalence of corruption, where
most peers usually “dare” to bribe could lead men to overreport their past corrupt
behavior when asked directly in the context of a survey.

Additionally, according to 2019 LAPOP data, younger age cohorts are
more likely to be tolerant of bribery across Latin America. But it is not clear
whether, as a cohort, the youngest would be prone to lying about past cor-
rupt behavior if asked directly. Hence, although we control for age, we do not
develop any specific expectation for the youngest cohort. However, focus group
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discussions did reveal an interesting contrast related to social class. Young par-
ticipants from high SES collectively qualified bribing situations as less acceptable
than young participants from other classes, but also from high SES adults.
Given that it may be particularly important for this subgroup to stand up as
moral persons in front of others, higher SES youngsters could lie more when asked
directly (more SDB) in the survey context (Hg).

3. List Experiment

We designed and conducted a LE—a sensitive survey technique that increases the
anonymity of respondent’s answers to measure the extent of SDB. As an unobstruc-
tive measure, the LE is expected to circumvent the SDB expected when asked
directly about the prevalence of socially sensitive phenomena (Gonzalez-Ocantos
et al. 2012; Kiewiet de Jonge 2015; Fergusson et al. 2018; Gueorguiev and Malesky
2012; Pavao 2015). This approach allows us to identify sources of bias related to
respondent factors by conducting a difference in proportions test between the
percentages elicited from the LE and the direct question. We also provide an
analysis of an item-count technique regression for the LE and logistic regression
for the direct question.

A LE was applied to a nationally representative sample of 1,215 Peruvian
citizens living in cities between May 20 and 23, 20175 We will focus our analysis
on data collected outside Lima, Peru’s capital city—a sample of 713 citizens—to
consider the application method of the survey® From those cases, we focus on
a sub-sample of 465 respondents who received the control and the treatment of
“bribe” The list of activities shown to a respondent (Control or Treatment) was
chosen randomly (Figure 1).”° After showing respondents the list of activities, they
were asked how many they had partaken in during the last 12 months. It was
stressed that they should not focus on which ones, but how many. Aside from the
LE, respondents were also asked a direct question about corrupt behavior later in

8 'The survey, conducted by Growth from Knowledge (GFK), has a multi-stage, stratified sample
design with a margin of error of +2.8 percentage points and a 95% confidence level.

9 GFK conducted interviews to middle and high SES sectors in Lima by phone. This made it
impossible to disentangle the effect on SDB produced by the interviewing technique vis-a-vis
SES. Consequently, we decided to proceed analyzing the rest of the data, generated through
face-to-face interviews.

10 For the design of the LE and the selection of the items included we followed the recommenda-
tions present in Gonzalez-Ocantos et al. (2012), Imai (2011), and Tsuchiya et al. (2007). For the
analysis, we follow Lax et al. (2016), Pavao (2015), and Gonzales-Ocantos et al. (2012). The LE shows
no design effect and avoids ceiling or floor effects. For the statistical analysis, we dropped the
missing values.
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the survey: “In the last 12 months, did you give a bribe to an official of a state insti-
tution, such as police, court, prosecutor, municipality, school/UGEL (Unidad de
Gestion Educativa—Educational Management Unit), health center/hospital, etc.?”™

Figure 1. Items from the list experiment

Control Treatment
Sought out a public official (police, Sought out a public official (police,
regional government, municipality, public | regional government, municipality, public
school, hospital, etc.) to favor relatives school, hospital, etc.) to favor relatives
and/or friends and/or friends
Gave his or her seat or shift in a queue Gave his or her seat or shift in a queue
to an elderly person, a person with a to an elderly person, a person with a

disability, pregnant woman or with a baby | disability, pregnant woman or with a baby

Gave bribes to a public official (police,
regional government, municipality, public
school, hospital, etc.)

Submitted an assignment late in his or her
work or study center

Donated money for the fight against Submitted an assignment late in his or her
cancer work or study center

Donated money for the fight against
cancer

To test the expectations of H1, we focus on the global results of the LE
and then compare them to the direct question. The difference between the means
of the control and treatment group is interpreted as a proportion (since the dif-
ference between the two can be interpreted as the percentage that admits having
participated in bribery). We also calculated the percentage of respondents from
the direct question that had admitted to having engaged in bribery.

Figure 2 provides the estimated percentage of respondents that admit hav-
ing participated in bribery through the LE, as well as responses to the direct ques-
tion. The differences between these two measures are interpreted as an estimate
of SDB. We observe that the experimental proportion for treatment is higher
than the percentage obtained through the direct question, and this difference
is statistically significant. Thus, confirming Hi, we find evidence that SDB does
take place when asking respondents directly about their past corrupt behavior in
Peruvian cities outside the capital.

11 The direct question had only two possible answers: yes (1) or no (0). We followed this dichoto-
mized measurement for the analysis of the logistic regression of the direct question.
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Figure 2. Participation in corruption: unobtrusive and direct measures

LE Direct question
Control 1.23 [233]
Treatment: Bribe 1.47 [232]
Estimated % of participation in bribe-giving 24.0% [465] 7.2% [656]*

Note: The number of respondents is in brackets.

* The result is significant at p<o.os for the difference between proportions of LE and direct
question. We used a two-tailed difference of proportions test.

However, are there differences across subgroups in the way they answer
the experimental and the direct question about their bribing behavior? To ana-
lyze whether this is the case, we compare the substantive results between the
estimated effects through the item-count technique regression for the LE and
the min-max scaling of the effects in a logit regression with the direct question.

For the LE regression, the results are divided between the effects of the
variables of control and the sensitive item. We will focus on the effects of the
variables on the likelihood to support the sensitive item about bribing. Even
though we can observe that none of the variables appear as statistically signifi-
cant, we will focus on the substantive findings that emerge from the regression.
For the logistic regression, which models the direct question of experience
with corruption, we calculate the average marginal effects, and more specif-
ically the min-max change. This question carries the weight of SDB, so this
could help us identify specific groups in which social desirability is affecting
the results of the direct question, especially if we compare them with previous
results from the unobtrusive measure. In this way, the LE regression allows
us to uncover the truthful effects of the sociodemographic covariates for the
sensitive item, while the logistic regression is affected by SDB. We focus our
analysis on contrasting the results of the unobtrusive model (LE regression) and
the SDB model (Logistic regression).

12 For the statistical analysis, we included variables that could help us test our theoretical ex-
pectations: gender, age, and SES. For gender, we have male (1) and female (0), where the latter
is the reference category. For age, younger respondents from ages 18-25 (1) are compared to
older respondents with ages higher than 26 (0). For SES, we created three dichotomic dum-
mies for levels A/B, C, and D/E. The reference category is SES C (middle).
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Figure 3. List experiment regression
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Figure 4. Direct question logit regression
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Consistent with H3, male respondents report more bribe-giving than
females when asked directly, but this difference disappears when using the LE
technique. This implies that men overreport their past corrupt behavior when
faced directly with the question, while women also underreport their actual
bribing behavior in a direct question scenario. This finding is particularly rel-
evant since this is the only covariate that is significant in the logit regression.
As mentioned previously, this important finding could be linked to gendered
socialization processes in Peruvian society, in which males are keener to project
an image of “daring” and women of “honest” and “strict”>

13 In the case of Costa Rica, Gingerich and Oliveros (2019) find that while men are in fact more
likely to express a willingness to bribe, women are not more likely to lie about engaging in
corrupt acts than men.
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Second, although not statistically significant, we observe an interesting
substantive pattern with age: younger respondents, in contrast to older ones,
appear to report less bribe-giving in the direct question, while in the LE regres-
sion (sensitive item) they are more likely to report having participated in bribery.
This could indicate that youngsters bribed more than older respondents but lied
about it, underreporting their behavior. Even though we did not specify expec-
tations for this covariate, this finding provides more evidence for observational
studies that identify that younger age cohorts in Latin America are more tolerant
towards bribery (Blake 2009; Corbacho et al. 2016).

Third, we do not find any conclusive evidence about the role SES plays in
SDB. Both in the LE and in the direct question, compared to the baseline cate-
gory of SES C, respondents from SES A/B and SES D/E were less likely to report
having engaged in bribery. But this difference is neither big nor significant. Thus,
although interesting, this finding is not enough to reject the null hypothesis.

Figure 5. Item-count technique regression

Est. SE
Sensitive item
(Intercept) 0,276 0,228
Gender -0,072 0,188
Age 0,138 0,236
A/B 0,01 0,374
D/E -0,058 0,228
Age*AB -0,283 0,601
Control items
(Intercept) 1,388 0,151
Gender 0,018 0,127
Age 0,117 0,165
A/B -0,253 0,275
D/E -0,256 0,152
Age:A/B -0,007 0,412
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Figure 6. Logit regression (direct question)

Est. SE
(Intercept) -3,066*** 0,384
Gender 1,1849%** 0,345
Age -0,177 0,392
A/B -0,197 0,671
D/E -0,260 0,338
Age:A/B -0,167 1,264

*** The result is significant at p<o.oo1 for the logit regression.

Finally, results remain mostly unchanged after introducing an interaction
term between young age and high SES (A/B), as we can see in Figures 5 and 6.
There is not enough evidence in favor of H4, since there is not a substantive nor
significant difference in the way young high-class respondents report their brib-
ing behavior. Nevertheless, when the interaction term for young from the high
SES is introduced, the coefficient for SES A/B in the LE regression turns positive,
although the coeflicient is still not significant and close to zero. This may indicate
that the slight underreporting of past bribing behavior originally attributed to
high SES may be driven by the younger cohort of that social group.

Discussion and Conclusion

This article sought to understand the reasons why certain individuals lie about
past corrupt behavior when asked directly in a survey context. We contend that in
contexts with widespread corruption, conflict among different types of social norms
is likely, and norm compliance becomes situation dependent. Corrupt practices are
prevalent and may even be considered relatively acceptable social practices or
unavoidable. Nonetheless, engaging in corruption still generates discomfort in in-
dividuals who acknowledge that some existing social and moral norms condemn
it. Moreover, different levels of exposure to corruption and varying expectations
about appropriate behavior across social groups might also explain different
individual attitudes and behaviors towards bribing, as well as the propensity of
lying about past behavior.

14 The coefficient of the interaction term is negative in both models and close to zero in the LE
regression. Because of length restrictions, the results have not been further discussed. However,
they can be submitted upon request.
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Together, focus groups and survey data provide evidence that supports
our psychological approach. Through focus groups, we find that participants
displayed a complex relationship with corruption: even though they were aware
of the moral negative weight of corruption, they were also comfortable enough
to detail their experiences with it. Considering the vast information that partici-
pants possessed and their willingness to share their experiences, it is not surpris-
ing that close to 40% of them identified a bribing situation when prompted with
the visual stimuli of an (apparent) police officer receiving an envelope in front of
a police station. In addition, participants admitted that some bribing situations
(bribes for expediting procedures) are much more acceptable than others (bribes
to avoid traffic infractions). Bribing is morally condemned in Peruvian society,
but this stigmatization can be reframed or re-signified under specific circum-
stances, especially through the system failure rationale discussed in focus groups.
This allows individuals to circumvent the moral sanction associated with it to
lessen psychological discomfort.

This may explain why some individuals lie about their past corrupt behav-
ior when asked directly in a survey context. Overall, we confirm that SDB is at
work even in a context in which corruption is widespread like in Peru (Hz1). The
LE estimate of respondents who engaged in corrupt behavior is higher than the
proportion obtained when asked directly. Despite being so prevalent, bribing
behavior is morally condemned in Peru. Focus group discussions showed this
clearly when participants collectively discussed how to define corruption. Across
groups, they portrayed corruption as one kind of “bad” behavior, using mostly
negative adjectives to highlight it. Most participants also condemned corruption
as a practice associated with “selfishness” or “convenience”

Two main types of rationale emerged collectively to justify why, some-
times, engaging in bribing might be acceptable. First, we found a rationalization
of the negative externalities of corrupt behavior. The only limit to the accept-
ability of bribing was explicit harm to third parties (like in corruption related
to traffic infractions). This reasoning was the more prevalent one, though others
also pointed to inevitable failures of a corrupt (and unfair) system that cannot be
fought by an individual alone.

Some emerging literature in moral cognition points to the same direction
as our research: there are cases in which unethical behavior can be motivated by
moral concerns or these can be used as a mitigation rationale for the unethical
behavior (Wiltermuth 2011).” In many cases, this type of “benevolent dishonesty”

15 Wiltermuth (2011) shows that people are more willing to cheat when they can claim that the
benefits of that action would be split with others.
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(Gino and Pierce 2009) can occur when the beneficiaries of “dishonesty” induce
sympathy or guilt. This resonates with our finding about the appraisal of the
effects of bribing in different situations. Participants in the focus groups were
mostly in consensus about the fact that the effect of bribing was more severe
when it directly brought harm to others. This made it harder to empathize with
this hypothetical briber."

Hence, social desirability does exist and plays a role in contexts in which
corruption is part of everyday life. However, social desirability does not work
uniformly across subgroups. Different exposure to levels of corruption across
social groups and variant expectations about appropriate behavior among social
referents seem to explain the propensity to lying about past corrupt behavior of
certain subgroups.

Most importantly, gender socialization is an important source of SDB
when reporting past bribing behavior in Peru. Men actually overreport their past
bribing behavior, while women lie by underreporting it. This finding is important
because gender was the only statistically significant covariate in the logit regres-
sion, using the direct question. Pressure to comply with gendered normative
expectations results in an important SDB gap when asked about past corrupt
behavior. The focus group discussions also pointed to the existence of interesting,
gendered differences in tolerance for bribing. In general, women qualified diverse
acts of corruption and bribery as unacceptable more often than men. While male
participants focused on discussing the nuances surrounding the acceptability of
some corrupt acts, women expressed more strictness when discussing this topic.
Moreover, most participants with rationalizations that blame the system for cor-
ruption were men. Women were also less open when discussing their experiences
with corruption and, in some cases, they made clear that they had a less active
role in alleged bribing situations, led by men.

Opverall, these results underscore the importance of designing unobtrusive
measures when studying the prevalence of corrupt practices in Latin American
societies like Peru. Notice, for instance, that the Global Corruption Barometer
(GCB), the most frequently cited measure of individual-level responses on cor-
ruption across countries, is based on direct questions. If SDB varies across soci-
eties, the GCB is distorting the behavior that it purports to measure. The GCB
may also be underreporting the incidence of bribing in services in which women

16 Additionally, as we discuss elsewhere (Baraybar et al. 2020), participants from other sets of
focus groups seemed to find it harder to empathize with a richer person in situations of need.
Wealthy individuals were harshly evaluated in situations in which they engaged in undue in-
fluence, even when the situation was life or death.
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are already more likely to pay bribes for, such as health services and public-school
education (Transparency International 2019). Furthermore, direct measures of
sextortion—one of the most significant forms of gendered corruption highlighted
recently by the GCP—may suffer from greater SDB.

These results also have important policy implications. For starters, it
means that a gender-neutral intervention to fight bribery would not be effective,
as it will simply reproduce gendered expectations regarding corrupt behavior.
To design more effective policy interventions, future studies should thus deepen
our understanding about this gender source of SDB when reporting past corrupt
behavior. To begin, it would be important to assess whether women are more
likely to underreport bribery across other countries with higher levels of cor-
ruption in Latin America. Recall that Gingerich and Oliveros (2019) find that
women are not more likely to lie about engaging in corrupt acts than men in
Costa Rica, a country with lower overall levels of corruption in the region. It may
be that contextual levels of corruption are what drive gender SDB. Moreover, an
experimental survey design could be developed to test whether men actually feel
rewarded in some of their circles by overreporting bribery.

In addition, although not statistically significant, we find substantive evi-
dence regarding age that merits further discussion and research. Other things
equal, young respondents bribed more than older ones but lied about it, actually
underreporting their behavior. Although not theoretically expected nor statis-
tically significant, this finding confirms what some observational studies have
noticed in the region. As corruption becomes more widespread and normalized,
younger citizens, who have been socialized in this context, become more tolerant
or even willing to engage in bribing (Blake 2009; Corbacho et al. 2016). Finally,
our lack of substantive and significant results regarding the role of SES on SBD
does match the uncertainty highlighted in previous studies, where SES (or close
proxies like education) had a mixed role when it came to the report of past
engagement in bribery. This finding is important considering that existing studies
about bribing in Peru are based on direct measures of victimization and conclude
that citizens from higher SES are more likely to bribe than citizens from low SES
(Hunt 2007; Yamada and Montero 2011).
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