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Beyond Experience: Interpreting Corruption Perception Through Qualitative and
Representational Lenses. This qualitative case study examines how individuals without any
subjectively perceived personal experience of corruption in the Czech Republic perceive
corruption, based on 20 semi-structured in-depth interviews. The research offers insight into
how people form their views on corruption and identifies key sources shaping these percep-
tions. The study reaffirms the media's dominant role as an information source on corruption
and underscores the importance of extrapolation in individual assessments. Grounded in
Social Representation Theory, the study views perceptions of corruption not as isolated opi-
nions but as part of shared symbolic and cultural meaning structures. The concept of
‘corruption’ is anchored in familiar categories—such as mistrust, political misconduct, and
systemic unfairness—and reinforced through recurring media narratives and political scan-
dals. These socially embedded processes shape how individuals make sense of corruption,
even in the absence of personal experience, and highlight the importance of social represen-
tations when personal experience is absent.
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Introduction

In many countries around the world, including the Czech Republic, the belief
that corruption is widespread among politicians and public officials is a signifi-
cant factor influencing elections, policymaking, and the overall functioning of
the state. Understanding how perceptions of corruption are formed, what
shapes them, and what they are based on is therefore highly important in its
own right.

In recent years, the academic community has devoted considerable attention
to the issue of corruption perception, though primarily in connection with the
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measurement of corruption.? However, relatively little attention has been paid
to the phenomenon of corruption perception as such. The discrepancy between
the proportion of people with actual experience of corruption and the propor-
tion who view corruption as a major societal problem (as discussed later in the
text) suggests that people’s beliefs about corruption can shape political out-
comes regardless of actual corruption levels — levels that, in any case, we are
not reliably able to determine. As we will show, these beliefs are often formed
in the absence of first-hand experience, emerging instead from shared narra-
tives and media-driven representations of corruption rather than personal
encounters.

Explicitly exploring the perspectives of people without personal experience
of corruption is a unique angle of our study. None of our respondents reported
personally giving or receiving a bribe, highlighting how their perceptions are
socially constructed through the media, cultural frames, and political discourse,
rather than lived experience. This is not a marginal group; in the European
context, the majority of citizens report no direct experience with corruption.®

It is, however, important to emphasise that this is the respondents’ own
perspective. We cannot rule out that they themselves may engage in certain
forms of corrupt behaviour which they do not classify as corruption; Basna et
al. (2023), for example, show that certain everyday practices are often not seen
as “corruption” by some participants, but rather as informal norms — “how
things get done”. By situating individual responses within a collective context,
we aim to demonstrate how concepts of corruption are anchored in shared
understandings and stereotypes, and objectified through concrete examples in
public discourse. Our analysis is grounded in Social Representation Theory
(SRT), which offers a framework for interpreting such shared perceptions.

Corruption in the Czech Republic

For international readers, a brief overview of the Czech corruption landscape
helps contextualize our findings. The Czech Republic occupies a mid-range
position on global corruption indicators: in recent years, it has consistently

2 Prior research has long debated the use of perception as a proxy indicator for actual corruption. Despite well-
known limitations (Andersson — Heywood 2009; Knack 2006; Lambsdorff 2006), perception-based measures remain
widely used, ranging from early composite indices to contemporary surveys that combine experience- and percep-
tion-based questions (e.g., the GCB or Eurobarometer). Understanding how these perceptions are formed, and how
individuals translate them into survey responses, is crucial for assessing whether perception-based surveys genuinely
reflect the extent of corruption. Although not the primary aim of our study, this article may also be seen as a contri-
bution to the “know your data” approach to corruption measurement (see also Hawken — Munck 2009; Heywood
2018; Razafindrakoto — Roubaud 2006).

3 According to the latest Barometer study (2025), 69% of EU citizens consider corruption to be widespread in their
country, but only 5% have experienced or witnessed corruption in the past 12 months. Corrado et al. (2023) discuss
this issue in depth, pointing out that the discrepancy is not universal, with some countries—such as the Nordic
states—consistently showing a significantly smaller gap between reported experience and perceived levels of
corruption. That is, however, not the case for the Czech Republic and many other European states.
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scored in the mid-50s on Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions
Index and typically ranks between 40th and 50th place worldwide. This
performance places the country above many Eastern and Southern European
states, yet still below the average level of Western Europe. International indices
suggest that perceived corruption in the Czech Republic has remained rela-
tively stable in recent years. Since 2019, its CPI score has fluctuated between
54 and 57 points, with the 2024 assessment placing the country 46th out of 180
states (Transparency International 2024). Although the Czech Republic is far
from the worst performers, it has not managed to move beyond an essentially
average European standard.

Eurobarometer (2019; 2023; 2025) surveys point to a modest improvement.
The share of citizens who consider corruption to be widespread decreased from
87% in 2019 to 75% in 2025. At the same time, perceptions of corruption
within public institutions remain persistently high: in 2025, 81% of respondents
agreed that corruption occurs in public bodies. Personal experience with cor-
ruption, however, remains consistently low — around 7% of the population re-
ports direct contact with it.

At the institutional level, the Czech Republic has been relatively active.
Within GRECO (see Csuri 2024), it implements most recommendations, even
though reforms in civil service, lobbying regulation, and whistleblower protec-
tion advance more slowly. Public attitudes, nevertheless, reflect a strong and
enduring sense that corruption is a significant problem and a routine feature of
state functioning. Reliance on personal connections in dealing with public
services also remains above the EU average. Perceptions of oversight institu-
tions, particularly the police, are somewhat more favorable. Public trust in the
police’s ability to address corruption is comparatively high, and only a small
share of citizens consider it to be systemically corrupt. Overall, the Czech
environment combines a relatively robust formal anti-corruption framework
with persistent public distrust and entrenched informal practices, which con-
tinue to hinder progress toward higher standards of integrity in public admin-
istration.

Contemporary Qualitative Perspectives on Corruption Research

In corruption research, experimental and quantitative methods have long pre-
dominated, with the latter relying heavily on perception-based indicators (for
an overview, see Wysmulek 2019). These indicators have been widely criti-
cized, partly because — despite the growing number of studies on the topic — we
still do not fully understand all the factors that shape perceptions or how
perception formation unfolds. Qualitative studies motivated by a desire to
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understand how perceptions are constructed and what they actually represent
remain relatively rare.

One of the key areas in which qualitative and quantitative approaches
intersect is the perception—experience gap. Corrado et al. (2023) use European
survey data to examine the extent to which citizens’ perceptions of corruption
align — or fail to align — with their direct personal experiences. Gutmann et al.
(2020) employ a very large sample of microdata to quantify this gap. They find
that perceptions often “overshoot or undershoot” reality, demonstrating that
factors beyond personal experience are at work. These studies identify several
contextual drivers of perception bias, including media exposure (Brown et al.
2010; Corrado et al. 2023; Rizzica — Tonello 2016; Bratu — Kazoka 2018),
general social trust (Corrado et al. 2023; Gutmann et al. 2020), and variables
such as education or a country’s level of economic development (Gutmann et
al. 2020; Maeda — Ziegfeld 2015; Melgar et al. 2010; Rose 2018). Qualitative
research on these drivers often appears in ethnographic case studies, such as
Adeniran (2019) on Nigeria, Witsoe (2012) on India, or Benlahcene and
Awang (2025) on Malaysian students. By contrast, Poeschl and Ribeiro (2010)
move more deeply into the question and view everyday experiences as one of
the core anchors (together with media representations) of the public under-
standing of corruption. A major contribution of qualitative studies in this area
is the emphasis on the fact that perceptions of corruption have a distinctly so-
cial character and are not merely reflections of actual events.

It is increasingly clear that perceptions of corruption are highly contextual
and closely intertwined with social norms and cultural settings. Kobis et al.
(2020) note that corruption research has shifted from looking exclusively at
institutions to examining corruption as a socially embedded phenomenon.
Research on the social embeddedness of corruption is often linked to the study
of effective anti-corruption strategies, with particular emphasis on the role of
social norms — either acknowledging them or intentionally seeking to change
them — as an essential component of successful interventions (Kubbe et al.
2024; Mungiu-Pippidi 2013; Mungiu-Pippidi — Dadasov 2015; Adeniran 2019;
Urinboyev 2019). A shared message across these studies is the importance of
context, as social norms and labels attached to corrupt acts vary across settings
and scales (Mengzhen et al. 2025). A comprehensive review of recent research
linking social norms to corrupt behaviour can be found in Kd&bis et al. (2020),
and in a more practice-oriented anti-corruption framing (such as Department
for International Development 2015).

Corruption itself is framed in diverse ways. Most contemporary studies
move away from the traditional principal-agent framework that draws a binary
distinction between virtuous principals and self-serving agents (see Mungiu-
Pippidi 2013; 2015). In this view, corruption is not an individual failure but
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rather a natural outcome of systemic conditions and societal functioning.
Yusoff et al. (2023) conceptualize corruption as a cultural phenomenon;
Torsello (2015) argues that many corrupt practices can be understood as forms
of social exchange regulated by cultural norms of reciprocity and gift-giving.
Mungiu-Pippidi (2013, 2015), Persson et al. (2013), Hoffmann and Patel
(2023), and others conceptualize corruption as a collective-action problem,
closely linked to prevailing social norms — particularly descriptive norms (see
Kubbe et al. 2024).

A growing strand of research uses Social Representation Theory (SRT) to
examine in depth how individuals contextualize corruption. Many empirical
SRT studies focus on the cognitive images and language people employ.
A substantial share of this research comes from Latin America. Garcia Gonza-
lez et al. (2006), for instance, highlight perceptions of institutionalized corrup-
tion, while Arenas et al. (2011) identify themes in narratives about the causes
of corruption, such as particular individual or cultural mentalities combined
with structural factors. They also show that corruption is widely perceived as
an inevitable social adaptation practice in Peru, deeply rooted in everyday
social interactions.

In the European context, Poeschl and Ribeiro (2010) demonstrate that, in
matters of national corruption, respondents often anchor their evaluations in
highly publicized scandals, while also showing that public understandings are
grounded in everyday experiences, media discourse, and context-specific moral
evaluations. Mengzhen et al. (2025) focus on perceived definitions of corrup-
tion and bribery among young adults. Their results show that corruption is
strongly associated with negative terms and linked to “the government,” where-
as bribery does not carry such consistent connotations.

Social Representation Theory

Our analysis is guided by Social Representation Theory (SRT), originally de-
veloped by Serge Moscovici (1961, 1984), which offers tools for understanding
how societies collectively construct and share meanings of complex phenome-
na. Social representations are essentially the common-sense understandings,
images, and narratives that people draw on to make unfamiliar or abstract
concepts more concrete and familiar. If, according to Moscovici (1988: 231),
social representations are “ways of world making,” then investigating the social
representation of corruption constitutes a crucial step toward understanding this
phenomenon. Howarth, Andreouli, and Kessi (2014: 19) emphasize the im-
portance of studying social representations, which they conceptualize as
a system “of common-sense knowledge and social practice.”
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As such, Social Representation Theory is particularly well-suited for exam-
ining complex and elusive phenomena such as political participation (e.g. in
Howarth et al. 2014), democracy (as in Espinosa et al. 2024), or corruption
itself — although relatively few studies have applied this framework to the field
of corruption so far (see e.g. de Sousa 2008; Poeschl — Ribeiro 2010 or Garcia
Gonzales et al. 2006 for exceptions).

According to Moscovici, two key processes enable individuals to assign
meaning to new phenomena and make them intelligible: anchoring and objec-
tification. These processes are interrelated and jointly enable the emergence of
shared knowledge. Anchoring refers to the process by which unfamiliar or
novel phenomena are interpreted through existing categories and cultural
frames (Moscovici 1984). It involves the "domestication" of new ideas by
placing them within known cognitive and symbolic structures. The second core
process is objectification, which refers to the transformation of something
abstract or unfamiliar into a concrete, tangible, and communicable form. This
allows the unknown to become understandable and talked about in everyday
terms (Moscovici 1984; Markova 2023).

Although corruption is not a new or unknown phenomenon, the study of its
perception can be productively approached through the lens of objectification.
A focus on anchoring would require a historical analysis of how perceptions of
corruption have developed over time — something that is not feasible given the
nature of the available data. Instead, it is more appropriate to examine the im-
ages, metaphors, and symbols associated with corruption, as these are central to
how it is represented in public discourse. From the interview data, we can
determine whether these metaphors, symbols, and images are truly shared —
that is, whether they appear repeatedly and consistently across the interviews -
or whether, on the contrary, they are diverse and varied.

Understanding Corruption Perceptions Through the Lens of SRT

Social representations are deeply contextual and collective. They arise from
communication within a society — through media, conversations, education —
and become the taken-for-granted backdrops of our thinking (for more detailed
analysis, see Bauer — Gaskell 1999). Thus, investigating individual interviews
can reveal the collective frameworks that people use. When a Czech inter-
viewee talks about corruption, for instance, referencing well-known political
scandals or using common sayings about corruption, they are tapping into
a shared social representation rather than a personal, idiosyncratic notion. This
is why SRT posits that individual representations are not purely subjective;
they are “generated at the collective level but psychologically appropriated by
individuals”. In line with this, our study treats each respondent’s narrative as
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awindow into broader societal narratives about corruption. Every research
design requires a decision on the level at which the phenomenon will be stud-
ied (see Wagner 1995). In our case, as in many studies drawing upon Social
Representation Theory (SRT), the chosen level is the individual level of
assessment. This is in line with the assumption that individual representations
are not purely subjective but are shaped in the interplay between social struc-
ture and the individual (Moscovici 2000; Hoijer 2011). According to Mosco-
vici (1984), representations are generated at the collective level but are psycho-
logically appropriated by individuals. Therefore, analyzing how individuals
perceive corruption simultaneously reveals broader collective frameworks that
structure these perceptions.

Our study is based on a qualitative analysis of interview data, and in this
differs from most papers on the topic of corruption and its measurement
published to date, which tend to be synoptic or based on guantitative methods
(e.g., Chabova 2016; Heinrich — Hodess 2011; Heywood 2018; Lambsdorff
2006; Rose 2018). Our approach affords a deeper and more detailed under-
standing of how people perceive corruption, yet it also has its limits, the chief
being the fact that it primarily reflects only the conscious decisions of respond-
ents. A certain limitation—but also a strength—of our study lies in its depend-
ence on the specific social and linguistic context in which the research was
conducted. This, however, is inevitable when studying social representations,
as these always emerge, persist, and are investigated within particular socio-
cultural contexts (for a detailed discussion, see Jovchelovitch 2007; see also
Howarth et al. 2014).

From the perspective of SRT, this contextual embeddedness is not
a methodological flaw but a theoretical imperative. Representations are situat-
ed, and their meaning is co-constructed through local communicative practices.
As Bauer and Gaskell (1999: 170) state, 'social milieus are the functional locus
of representations'. The Czech linguistic context, in which the term ‘corruption’
is frequently conflated with 'bribery," illustrates how semantic frames can chan-
nel the representational field.

Our data are derived from individuals, and it is therefore primarily indi-
vidual perceptions that we examine. However, it remains essential to keep in
mind that individuals' perceptions are shaped not only by their personal expe-
riences but also — and perhaps even more fundamentally — by shared narratives,
norms, and values. It is precisely this shared understanding that allows us to
use abstract concepts such as "corruption” in the first place — because there
exists some common awareness of what these terms are generally understood
to mean. In SRT terms, this corresponds to the anchoring of abstract social
phenomena in pre-existing symbolic frameworks. Through anchoring, the
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unfamiliar is rendered intelligible by comparison with the known (Moscovici
1984).

The idea that perceptions are socially embedded is well-grounded in social
constructivist theory. As discussed extensively by Berger and Luckmann
(1966), knowledge and meaning are constructed through social interactions and
sustained via shared symbols, language, and norms. When individuals report
their perceptions, they do so not in a vacuum, but against the backdrop of col-
lectively constructed realities. Thus, shared narratives about what constitutes
corruption — whether influenced by media, political discourse, or institutional
culture — can deeply shape individual perceptions.

Hence, one of the central contributions of our study lies in interrogating the
semantic coherence of corruption as a concept within the studied population.
By doing so, we aim to assess the methodological robustness of relying on
subjective perceptions in contexts where objective measures are difficult or
impossible to obtain.

Methods

Our source data are semi-structured, anonymized interviews that we conducted
with Czech citizens aged 18+. It is therefore the same population from which
respondents are sampled for public opinion surveys such as the Global Cor-
ruption Barometer (GCB) and Eurobarometer. It was a sample of convenience,
but we tried to achieve the greatest possible diversity in four criteria (age, gen-
der, education, and municipality size) to cover as broad a spectrum of positions
on corruption as we could. The interviews were conducted in two rounds, sepa-
rated by several months. In the first round, carried out at a time when a corrup-
tion scandal was peaking in Czech media (at the turn of June and July 2022),
we conducted 15 interviews, and reached saturation.* In the second round, con-
ducted in October 2022, we carried out five additional interviews, all of which
confirmed saturation. Although none of the interviewees reported direct per-
sonal experience with corruption, data saturation was still achieved in this
gualitative study. By the 12th interview, no new conceptual themes were
emerging — each additional interview (seven altogether) merely reinforced the
patterns already identified. In qualitative inquiry, saturation is defined by the-
matic exhaustion (the point at which further data collection yields no new in-
sights) rather than by the inclusion of particular respondent profiles. Moreover,
the complete absence of direct experience among respondents proved to be

* We understand saturation to mean the situation in which no new codes are needed when coding the interviews or
where existing codes do not appear in new contexts. In the first round +2 saturation was confirmed in our model,
meaning that two more interviews are conducted after reaching saturation to confirm that it is indeed the case. In our
case, three confirmatory interviews were conducted in the first round, as one of the originally planned interviews
was the shortest of the entire set and thus was not optimal to confirm saturation.
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a meaningful advantage for our research: it indicates that people’s under-
standings of corruption are being shaped through indirect exposure (e.g. media
reports, social discourse and assumptions) rather than personal involvement,
and this insight remained consistent and well-substantiated across the inter-
views.

The research constitutes a non-interventional study that does not necessitate
ethical approval. All participants provided consent for the utilization of inter-
view data, and none of them can be identified in the paper (all interviews were
conducted anonymously, and the first hames mentioned in the article were
randomly assigned).

Respondents were first asked five closed questions adopted from GCB and
Eurobarometer (slight variations of these questions often appear in other sur-
veys). These questions served merely as the starting point for the interview, and
we did not code the answers, unless the respondents expanded upon them spon-
taneously (which we did not suggest at this stage in the interview).

Table 1: Introductory questionnaire with closed-ended questions

1. How much of a problem, if at all, is corruption in 1 No problem at all
the national government in the Czech Republic? 2 A fairly small problem
3 A fairly big problem
2. How much of a problem, if at all, is corruption in 4 A very big problem
the local government in your municipality? 5 Don’t know
3. How many of the Members of Parliament in the 1 None
Czech Repubhc do you think are involved in 2 Some of them
corruption?
3 Most of them
4. How many of the members of local governments
in the Czech Republic do you think are involved 4 All of them
in corruption? 5 Don’t know
5. Over the past three years, in your opinion, has the 1 Decreased

level of corruption in the Czech Republic...? 2 Stayed the same

3 Increased

4 Don’t know

Once respondents had answered these questions, we posed another eight
questions that asked how people decided when choosing answers to the closed
questions, the measure of their certainty, their understanding of the term ‘cor-
ruption’, the perception of corruption and how it arises.
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1. Letus look at these questions one after another. Please try to tell me for

each why you have chosen a particular answer.

How certain are you about your answer?

3. Do you think you would have chosen the same answer three months ago
or a year ago?

4. When answering the questions, did you have to think about what we
were actually asking — what we meant by corruption; or was it obvious?

5. What comes to mind when you hear the word ‘corruption’?

6. Often corruption is understood more broadly than bribery, as any abuse
of office benefitting the office holder. If you were to understand
corruption so broadly, would your answers change?

7. How corrupt do you think the Czech Republic is, compared to other
countries?

8. Do you think there is a difference in how you establish a view on the
level of corruption in the Czech Republic and in other countries?

N

The questions we selected enabled us to examine not only how respondents
understand corruption and what the substantive content of their representations
is, but also, to some extent, the very process through which these representa-
tions are formed and disseminated: an aspect that Bauer and Gaskell (1999)
regard as a key task of qualitative research on social representations. The ana-
lysis was undertaken using the ATLAS.ti 19 software package, and the follow-
ing tools were used: code groups, networks, memos, Co-Oc tables, and Co-Oc
Explorer. The coding system was based on inductive (data-driven) coding with
phrases as the fundamental units of analysis. Neighboring phrases with the
same code were merged using the ‘Merge Quotation’ function. Intercoder
agreement between two coders was 86%. The resulting coding system encom-
passed 62 codes, including nine category codes that were not grounded in the
data but were used to organize the codes.

Findings from the Interviews

Even before we analyzed the data obtained, the interviews yielded several
interesting findings. The first was that the validity of measurements obtained
by means of questions formulated as ‘How much of a problem do you think
corruption is in...?” was problematic, at least in the Czech wording used. While
most respondents understood it as asking about the extent or frequency of
occurrence of corruption in the institution specified, some in their answers
assessed how serious a problem any occurrence of corruption was in the
institution.
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‘No, no. I don’t assess that, I can’t even make a judgment about it. But I think if
it turns out there’s some corruption there, then it sheds light generally on all the
events and all the activities, including those of government, yeah. Because then
you don’t have so much trust, even if there were only one corrupt person there.
So I can’t assess the extent of corruption’ (Petra, who answered ‘A very big
problem’ to the first question).

Many respondents were unhappy with the scales of available responses,
seeing them as too generic. One respondent, when asked about how many local
government officials were involved in corruption, answered ‘most of them’
simply because he felt the need to differentiate his answer from the previous
question, which asked about corruption among members of parliament (MPs).
Because he had responded that ‘some’ MPs were corrupt, he answered that
‘most’ local elected members were corrupt, although he did not necessarily
believe that more than half of the members of the local assemblies were
involved in corruption. However, he wanted to make it clear that he believed
corruption was more prevalent in local government than in parliament.

‘It’s a big jump from some to most, isn't it? So to differentiate it from parlia-
ment, I answered ‘most’, but I hope it is not a majority’ (Tomas).

The last finding was that, despite a high degree of uncertainty expressed by
respondents, only a few chose the answer ‘don’t know’. Perhaps, in contrast to
a questionnaire survey, respondents chose answers other than ‘don’t know’
because they knew they would be asked later to talk about their choices in
detail.

Results of the Analysis

The analysis of the codes produced two concept maps, ‘Characteristics of cor-
ruption’ (Figure 1) and ‘Perception’ (Figure 2). The ‘Perception’ map was
planned, as it stemmed from the interview questions. However, the interviews
produced a lot of information about the perceived causes, impacts, and actors
of corruption, which we did not explicitly ask for. Therefore, in addition to the
primary ‘Perception’ concept map, we created a second map to reflect aspects
not directly linked to perception and its formation. ‘Perception’, therefore, is
a map linked to the process of forming notions about corruption and selecting
answers to questions in the survey. ‘Characteristics of corruption’ is a map of
concepts providing additional information on how people perceive various
aspects of corruption. Although it is not directly aimed at the process of form-
ing a perception of corruption, it reflects information that allows us to grasp
this process better and to identify possible symbols, metaphors, and images
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through which people talk about corruption. Let us start by describing this
concept map.

Anchoring Corruption Causes

Figure 1 summarizes the identified themes into a single network. At the center
of the map is the node “corruption,” from which three densely interconnected
clusters radiate: “causes of corruption,” “impacts of corruption,” and “actors.”
Within the “causes” cluster, we find codes referring to individual moral quali-
ties, which are closely linked to codes reflecting structural opportunities. The
“impacts” cluster connects corruption with a loss of trust and dissatisfaction
with politics. In the “actors” cluster, topics related to politicians and govern-
mental institutions dominate, while private actors are notably absent. The map

thus reveals how corruption is cognitively organized around public officials.

Figure 1: Characteristics of corruption

One of the key findings of our work is that none of the respondents used
metaphors when discussing corruption. This is visually evident in Figure 1,
which contains no nodes representing metaphors or symbolic imagery, high-
lighting that corruption was discussed in direct, literal terms. This may be ex-
plained by the fact that corruption is not a new phenomenon, and metaphorical
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objectification is more common in the early representational stages of unfa-
miliar phenomena. It is interesting to see what people perceive as the causes of
corruption. Two closely linked main themes appeared here. The first concerns
the character traits of people who commit corrupt acts. One group of respond-
ents assumed that, due to their character traits or moral qualities, some people
commit corrupt acts if they have an opportunity to do so. ‘Here | believe that
that role is concentrated in the role of the mayor, and the mayor is either a
respectable person, or is a crook, and then this or that manifests itself accord-
ingly’ (Jifi). A second group of respondents considered susceptibility to cor-
ruption a generic human trait that always manifests itself under certain circum-
stances. ‘As | said. In fact, anyone who holds power has a tendency to favor
himself or someone else, and misuse his position, or at least push through his
views’ (Lenka). Interestingly, the causes of corruption were often anchored in
assumptions about human nature or personality traits. Respondents frequently
emphasized the idea that, given the opportunity, anyone might be tempted to
act corruptly.

From the standpoint of SRT, these views illustrate the anchoring process:
respondents interpret corruption through well-known cognitive categories, such
as 'greed,’ '‘power," or 'human weakness." These categories provide an abstract
but familiar structure that stabilizes the concept and enables it to function in
everyday discourse. In other words, rather than viewing corruption as a sys-
temic or structural issue, it is anchored in essentialist understandings of indi-
vidual morality or human nature. Linked with these views is the perception of
corruption as a part of society or politics that cannot be entirely eradicated. In
this respect, our conclusions converge with those of other studies. For example,
Yusoff et al. (2023) identify greed, abuse of power, and weak moral values as
fundamental drivers of corruption. By contrast, Arenas et al. (2011), in their
study of the social representations of corruption among Peruvian youth, found
that the most salient theme was corruption as a social adaptation practice:
a pragmatic strategy used to navigate the system. Their findings thus fore-
ground the role of the system rather than human nature or individual morality.
This divergence may stem from the different functioning of the respective
political systems and societies; among our respondents, such a pragmatic adap-
tive framing of corruption did not emerge.

The second theme in this area is the opportunity for corrupt behavior.
Perceived opportunities for corruption were another central theme, especially
regarding public procurement and pandemic-related emergency procedures.
There are two main views of what constitutes such an opportunity: the amount
of money that a person or group of people may make decisions about under
their discretionary powers, or opportunities in the sense of lacking (social)
control. The latter was repeatedly mentioned as a reason why, in small munici-
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palities, where the degree of social control is substantial, corruption is not
widespread (or so our respondents believed). Issues linked with Covid-19 were
often mentioned in this context, as the pandemic, according to many of our
respondents, created new corruption opportunities as the media turned their
attention away from potentially corrupt acts. The emergency measures intro-
duced were seen as a source of practical opportunities for corruption, due to the
use of non-standard purchasing procedures and the like. ‘Well, we have had
Covid here, which means that, with the emergency measures in force, in some
public procurement [...] there was either an expedited tendering procedure or
no tender at all’ (Pavel). An estimate of the opportunities for corruption also
served as a foundation for making extrapolations when assessing corruption
levels, which is something we discuss below.

Here we observe partial objectification: abstract institutional failures are
made concrete through examples of Covid-related tenders or under-regulated
decisions. By linking corruption to visible instances in media or public life,
respondents transform an otherwise vague concept into tangible events and
scenarios. This supports Moscovici’s (1984) notion that objectification enables
the unknown to be transformed into something thinkable and communicable.

Cognitive Anchoring of Impacts and Levels of Corruption

Respondents frequently spoke spontaneously about the impacts of corruption,
chiefly in connection with trust. Correspondingly, Figure 1 shows 'trust' as a
central node linked to corruption’s consequences, reflecting this emphasis. In
some cases, they made direct references: corruption scandals decrease trust in
the state or politics. Most frequently, however, the impact of corruption was
assessed in connection with responses to cases of corruption, as people pointed
out what they saw as either an insufficient, or, contrariwise, an adequate,
response to uncovered cases of corrupt behavior. If they thought the response
was insufficient, they logically thought of the impact of corruption on trust in
the state as negative. ‘No, because when one sees what is going on, with some
case always appearing somewhere, then it is stirred up, but nothing ever gets
resolved. Another case appears [...] One feels a distrust of sorts’ (Lenka).’On
the other hand, there were frequent positive assessments of the response by the
incumbent government coalition to a corruption affair in late spring 2022.° The

® The theme of trust also features prominently in other analyses of the consequences of corruption. For example,
UKAID (Department for International Development 2015) notes that when people perceive officials to be corrupt,
they lose confidence in government, creating a vicious cycle in which low institutional trust further enables corrupt
exchanges. Similarly, Poeschl and Ribeiro (2010) concluded that representations of certain types of corruption are
anchored in specific scandals.

® The Dozimetr case is a major corruption scandal ongoing in 2025, involving an alleged network of actors who
manipulated public procurement processes in the Prague Public Transport Company. It has implicated several
politicians from the STAN party, which was part of the government from 2021 to 2025.
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resignation of the suspects from their public offices and the perceived absence
of political interference with the law enforcement authorities strengthened
some people’s trust in government. ‘I do believe that there has probably been
a major shift in the actions of those who should take responsibility’ (Milan).

In terms of assessing levels of corruption, when asked about its develop-
ment, the overwhelming majority of respondents compared successive govern-
ment terms. In answering other questions, comparisons were made with the
communist era and the 1990s era of economic transformation, both perceived
as significantly more corrupt than today. In international comparisons, the East-
West dichotomy was raised repeatedly (in nearly all interviews), with the ‘East’
seen as more corrupt than the “West’. These comparative frames are also evi-
dent in Figure 1, which includes references to past eras and the East-West di-
vide, suggesting that respondents situate current corruption levels within
broader historical and international contexts.

Perceived Actors of Corruption

In terms of the actors of corruption, no interview mentioned the people paying
the bribes. Respondents talked about specific politicians, parties, and
governments, but not, for example, about influential entrepreneurs or other
private sector actors. This emphasis on public-sector perpetrators is mirrored in
Figure 1, where political figures occupy the center of the 'actors' cluster and
private-sector actors are absent. This perception aligns with widely accepted
definitions, a perspective that gains significance within the Czech linguistic
context. Here, corruption and bribery are often treated as interchangeable
terms, implying that both those offering and accepting bribes should be
identified as participants in corrupt activities.” This is particularly noteworthy
given the prevalence of corrupt networks involving influential business figures
in Czech media. Notably, interviews consistently highlighted corrupt practices
in public procurement. It seems, therefore, that Czechs see a fundamental
problem when people in elected or appointed positions favor their own interests
over those that they are supposed to represent. Yet, on the other hand, they do
not express indignation at their fellow citizens who bribe those elected or
appointed. This indicates that corruption is primarily objectified through the
figure of the corrupt politician, despite respondents’ broader attribution of its
origins to universal aspects of human behavior.

We do not find a direct explanation for this pattern in our data; nevertheless,
several possible interpretations suggest themselves. The first, more pragmatic
one can be sought in the already noted discrepancy between direct experience

" The interchangeable use of the terms “corruption” and “bribery” is by no means specific to the Czech context, as
documented, for example, by Batrancea et al. (2018), Mengzhen et al. (2021), and Nichols — Robertson (2017).
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and perceptions of corruption. Survey evidence shows that while the vast ma-
jority of Czechs regard corruption as a widespread problem, only a very small
share report any direct personal experience with it. It is therefore plausible that
respondents who have no first-hand experience of corruption, but are repeat-
edly exposed to information about corruption scandals, will logically conclude
that corruption is highly prevalent not in “ordinary” society (of which they see
themselves as part), but primarily in politics, a sphere with which the average
respondent has little direct contact. This perception—experience gap (Corrado et
al. 2023) may have multiple causes, as described above in the literature review.

Interestingly, however, none of these studies seriously engages with the pos-
sibility that in some countries street-level corruption is simply not widespread,
so that ordinary citizens (and hence the average survey respondent) genuinely
do not encounter corruption in their everyday lives. At the same time, corrup-
tion may be relatively common in other arenas, such as public procurement,
political deal-making, and similar processes. In such cases, the perception—ex-
perience gap need not necessarily be the result of bias; it may instead offer
a reasonably accurate reflection of social reality.

Another possible explanation for the view that the primary actors of corrup-
tion are politicians may be linked to the ways in which corruption is perceived
and framed. Although this understanding did not emerge explicitly in our own
material, Mengzhen et al. (2025), in their study of how young adults concep-
tualize the notions of “corruption” and “bribery”, identify among their respond-
ents a conception of corruption as a broader, more malign phenomenon
involving those in positions of power.

Moreover, public discourse has traditionally centred on public-sector cor-
ruption. Even corruption surveys—whose results are often widely publicized
and may shape public perceptions—have long focused almost exclusively on
the public sector. Only more recent survey instruments have begun to include
guestions about corruption in the private sphere, including the business sector
(Wysmutek 2019). This, too, may shape respondents’ perceptions.

Cognitive and Symbolic Foundations of Corruption Perceptions

In the ‘Perceptions’ concept map, based on answers to questions in the inter-
view guide, three broad thematic areas can be identified: how respondents
understand corruption (nodes with “definition” or “concept” in the name); the
basis on which they form their corruption perceptions (hodes associated with
“INFORMATION” with the exception of “EXTRAPOLATION)”; and the
process of forming a perception of corruption and the subsequent choice of
answers to closed questions based on selected questions asked in opinion polls
(dark grey nodes) . Media-related codes occupy a central position within the

204 Sociolégia 58, 2026, No. 2



“bases” cluster, whereas “personal experience” sits at the periphery, which
makes sense given that the respondents did not have any.

Figure 2: ‘Perception’ concept map

I <*media interest I \ JSources | saprope
1\'_\0_‘

<> Definition: clear

< Definition: unclear N < /CREDIBILITY
5
& s
> U
5 £ s
: — o 2 e
I 3 - ) o
l e
*—— ] > inFormaTION
Con, _ I <> impact: response
o S s
T, \% < n Lo
AN e TSI
<> Concept of corruption: broad g i e,
"* as50Ciated ywig,
< Concept of corruption: bribery I
I perceptions =
S & < *lack of information
%

g
&
&

%

s kS
o b
%)

%

By

5 2 property of

s of

Respondents’ answers were based on assumptions, general impressions, or
extrapolations. Figure 2 corroborates this: in the perception formation cluster,
‘assumptions' and general impressions form a dense nexus, whereas direct
personal experience appears only at the fringes of the network. This supports
the SRT perspective that representations are not formed in a vacuum or based
solely on factual encounters. They are co-produced through social discourse
and stabilized by dominant cultural narratives, which provide the symbolic
material individuals use to make sense of phenomena like corruption.

In terms of understanding corruption, we focused on two aspects: what
people think corruption is, and whether they consider the concept of ‘corrup-
tion’ unambiguous and obvious. As noted above, in Czech the concepts of
corruption (korupce) and bribery (uplatkarstvi) are used interchangeably, and
the narrow conception of corruption as bribery appears in the Czech scholarly
literature.® We therefore assumed that this understanding of corruption would
prevail among our respondents. But here our data were quite surprising: alt-

8 Vymétal (2006: 13) defines corruption as ‘abuse of position to attain private (family, personal or small group)
financial, status or other gain, services or reciprocal services, which may take various shapes and forms, but always
with the participation of at least two sides’ [emphasis added]. While the broader conception of corruption requires
a minimum of just one actor, the narrower definition involves at least two actors—the briber and the bribee.
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hough the narrow concept of corruption was apparent, a broad understanding of
corruption as some form of misuse of power for personal benefit was more
frequent. Respondents who first defined corruption as bribery, in the course of
further conversation (even before they were asked Question 6), often changed
their opinion and adopted the broader definition of corruption. ‘What I mean by
corruption is when someone in politics takes a payment or promise of some
benefit to promote something’ (Jiri). ‘So if someone does it out of their own
free will — for an acquaintance, for instance, so that their acquaintance benefits
[...] — well, that is the same thing as if they were paid by someone [to do it]’
(Jiti later in the interview).But even in this case, respondents without exception
were convinced that their responses to the closed questions would have been
the same if, when choosing them, they’d had the broad concept of corruption in
mind. (Correspondingly, Figure 2 indicates that whether corruption was
defined narrowly or broadly made little difference to the pathways leading to
answer selection.) This is an important point that could support the argument
that, in choosing their responses, respondents apparently did not think too
much about particular known cases of corruption (of which there are doubtless
more if corruption is understood broadly). This might indicate that their choices
tended to be influenced by other factors, as discussed below. How the scales
are constructed might also have an impact here; but given their breadth, the
scales do not allow too much differentiation in the answers.

In choosing their answers to survey questions, no respondents deliberated
over what corruption or a corrupt act was, although they knew they would later
be asked about this issue. Thus, we can assume that in an actual survey re-
spondents do not think about this issue either. It is important to highlight that
certain surveys (like the GCB) precede inquiries about the perception of cor-
ruption with questions regarding personal experiences. Traditionally, these
queries focus on incidents related to paying bribes. Consequently, respondents
might interpret corruption solely through the lens of bribery. However, our
data, along with findings from a prior study (Pinkova — Jusko 2021), indicate
that this does not appear to impact the respondents' choice of responses.

As we might expect, the media provided the predominant source of infor-
mation about corruption, showing the already well-documented role, they play
in assessing corruption (Rizzica — Tonello 2016; Akech 2015). This is reflected
in the way Figure 2 places media at the core of perception formation. The issue
of their credibility — in both the positive and negative sense — often arose.
Without being prompted, respondents expressed their doubts, or were uncer-
tain, about the credibility of the information gleaned from the media. Typically,
they did not explicitly express a belief that the media were not credible, but
there was uncertainty over whether they might be. ‘To what extent someone did
or did not pull this out — we could talk about that, as no one among us has first-
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hand information and with the media, you know [...]’ (Tomas). Some respond-
ents noted that they received their information from specific periodicals or
other types of media which they considered trustworthy. ‘Then there are other
independent media, which I trust. I'd list Czech Television, Respekt [...] About
that. And | do trust these institutions and investigative journalism’ (Pavel).
Beyond the media, information sources listed included hearsay, personal expe-
rience, the mediated experience of someone else and, very occasionally, the
opinions of others and the internet. Yet the personal experience did not in any
case involve direct personal experience of corruption. The code ‘personal expe-
rience’ concealed, in some cases, the proclamation that the person had no
personal experience of corruption (similarly with the code ‘experience of
others’, in half the cases it was mentioned that none of the people close to the
respondent had experience of corruption). In the remaining cases, respondents
referred to ‘experience’ mediated by the media, or, in most cases, their life ex-
perience broadly understood.

The third thematic area is linked with the process of forming an opinion on
the level of corruption and selecting answers to survey questions. Interestingly,
while the perception of corruption is characterized by much uncertainty, most
respondents did not hesitate when choosing their answers and expressed the
belief that they would have chosen the same answer if they had been asked
a few months before, for instance (and therefore this was not a transient state of
mind). Here again, the design of the scales in questionnaires might play a role,
as it does not allow for much nuance in perception. Certainly, in most cases,
selecting one of a few very broadly formulated answers helps respondents in
the process of choosing an answer; but it is also detrimental to the information
value of the survey results. It is possible that, if they’d had more differentiated
answers to choose from, respondents would have been more uncertain in
choosing answers to the closed questions or would have chosen ‘don’t know’
more often.

Perhaps the most important finding of our study is concerned with the im-
portance of assumptions, desires, and extrapolations in the assessments of the
level of corruption. Many respondents based their assessments of the measure
of corruption on their feelings, impressions or unsubstantiated assumptions.
‘Well, corruption certainly is here too, but | hear less about it from the media
than about big politics [...] and | think to some extent corruption is here too’
(Monika). ‘At least that’s how it seems to me. And I think it’s a big problem’
(Petra). Desires and personal preferences projected themselves strongly into
some respondents’ assessments of the level or situation of corruption. ‘I still
want to believe that there are more honest people than swindlers’ (Marie).
A clear link between the perception of corruption and social trust appeared
here. Whereas traditionally this link has been examined in the literature in
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terms of how social trust influences the actual level of corruption or its per-
ception (see Rothstein 2013 for an overview), our data suggest that trust
(probably in combination with other factors such as character traits and opti-
mism) directly influences the selection of answers in public opinion polls. It
also reconfirms that the perception of corruption is not primarily linked with
empirical knowledge or the personal experience of corruption.

The issue of extrapolation deserves elaboration. In a way, the perception of
any phenomenon can be considered an extrapolation, in the sense that, based on
limited information, we form a notion about the phenomenon in its entirety.
But in the case of the perception of corruption, the whole process seems some-
what more complicated, given the respondents’ lack of information about the
true level of corruption. Thus, we encounter an interesting combination: the
significant importance of extrapolation connected with a perceived lack of
information, often resulting in high levels of confidence in the choice of an-
swers. In not a single case in the interviews was there the logical inference of
creating a notion about the level of corruption based on available information
on actual cases of corrupt acts. By contrast, respondents based their notions on
their estimates of opportunities for corruption, their life or professional expe-
riences (not corruption experiences — or at least they did not say so explicitly)
or purely abstract reasoning. ‘When one considers, using common sense [...] it
is often successful entrepreneurs or distinctive figures who join these parties,
and with them, | believe, there is always a greater likelihood of corruption’
(Anna).

Sometimes the inference was based on perceptions of how society or politi-
cal system operated, especially in an international comparison. ‘I tend to
consider this with the rationale that there is certainly corruption in other
countries too, whether | receive news about it or not, and my subjective impres-
sion is that our country is in the top half of European countries that are less
corrupt’ (Marek). In terms of opportunities for corruption, respondents based
their answers on the amount of money that was subject to a decision being
made at the given level (local or national) and on the degree of social or media
control. The role of social control (or its absence) was mentioned mainly in
connection with local politics. Respondents (with one exception) viewed social
control as a deterrent to corruption in small municipalities, whereas in larger
municipalities (which do not attract much media attention either) they saw
insufficient social control as a factor facilitating corruption. As noted above in
connection with the causes of corruption, Covid-19 was also mentioned in this
context, as during the pandemic corruption was not a priority for the media.
‘For instance, nobody was at all interested in corruption in the regions during
Covid, so there was no control over it’ (Daniela). Marginally, respondents
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linked the level of corruption with current economic developments, without
specifying how exactly they perceived this nexus.

The last area of note is the perceived change in the level of corruption over
the previous three years. We do not analyze the actual assessments of the
respondents (i.e., whether they believed corruption had been increasing or
decreasing), because assessing the level of corruption and its development is
not the subject of this study (which is not even suited to do so in terms of
method). Similarly, the predictable fact that in this context most respondents
mentioned corruption scandals (generally and specifically) as something that
influenced their assessments probably does not need a closer analysis. How-
ever, in analyzing the answers to this question, a more important finding ap-
peared, which is related to both perception and the interpretation of question-
naire answers. When respondents talked about this question, the overwhelming
majority related their answers only to changes of governments or prime
ministers. It is difficult, therefore, to infer from their answers their perceptions
of a trend, because in our case there was a change of government in the period
in gquestion (the previous three years). Some respondents compared the current
government with the previous (in terms of whether they considered this change
to have been positive or negative in terms of the development of the level of
corruption) and did not compare the level of corruption three years prior with
that at the time of the interviews. By contrast, other respondents sought to
assess the entire period, and the answer ‘increased’ could mean, for instance,
that they believed that there was a higher level of corruption than three years
before (because it increased in the long term under the previous government)
but that the current trend was positive (corruption decreased once the new
government came into office). It is difficult to interpret these answers in
a meaningful way. ‘I think it remained the same. | think that the previous
government was the most corrupt; it was outrageous. Whether the current lot
are trying to set it vight [...] I don’t know, I can’t really assess that’ (Petra). Be
that as it may; in interpreting the answers to this question, we need to bear in
mind that respondents related them to the governmental level and not to the
evolution of corruption in the entire country.

As already stated, when examining how respondents spoke about corrup-
tion, it is notable that they did not employ metaphors. Looking at these findings
through the lens of SRT, their representations of corruption were often tied to
specific politicians or political scandals. A significant, though unsurprising,
finding is that respondents consistently identified political actors as the primary
agents of corruption, completely disregarding other forms such as business-to-
business or private sector corruption.

This selective focus illustrates the anchoring of the corruption schema in the
domain of formal politics. While SRT posits that metaphors and symbolic im-
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agery often play a role in objectifying abstract concepts, in this case, objecti-
fication occurs through repeated association with familiar public figures and
well-known political events. The exclusion of non-political actors, such as pri-
vate firms or corporate networks, reflects the limited representational field
within which corruption is made intelligible. This suggests that social represen-
tations of corruption are shaped less by empirical variety and more by domi-
nant narrative frames circulating in public discourse.

Conclusion

It is a well-known fact that perceptions are not the ideal proxy indicators for
measuring the level of corruption. The perception of the level of political
corruption does not necessarily correspond to reality, because of the extensive
media coverage of major corruption scandals (Golden — Picci 2005). Connected
with this is the fact that measurements of the level of grand corruption are
probably quite uncertain, not least because neither the public nor experts have
direct personal experience of it (Fazekas — Kocsis 2015). We also know that
corruption perceptions are influenced by the level of economic growth in the
country (Kurtz — Schrank 2007).

Our research confirms that perception-based measurements of corruption
are inherently ambiguous. This is particularly true in contexts where citizens,
like our respondents, lack any direct experience with corruption. However, this
ambiguity is not merely a methodological flaw but a reflection of how corrup-
tion is socially constructed. Using the lens of Social Representation Theory
allows us to understand corruption perception as a process of anchoring and
objectifying symbolic meanings in each cultural context. Among respondents
without personal exposure to corruption, these symbolic anchors are especially
important, as they help give structure to an otherwise abstract and distant
phenomenon. This helps explain why individual responses appear stable de-
spite a lack of direct experience or consistent definitions. Moreover, it demon-
strates that understanding corruption perception requires more than improved
survey questions—it requires attention to the symbolic and communicative
processes through which corruption is made socially real.

Unfortunately, perception is one of the few options we have to measure
corruption. It is therefore critically important to understand how these percep-
tions are formed, as well as the limitations and risks that are entailed in using
them. The problematic aspects of composite indices are well known (Heinrich
— Hodess 2011; Kurtz — Shrank 2007; Razafindrakoto — Roubaud 2006). There
is plenty of information about perceptions (see, e.g., Maeda — Ziefgeld 2015)
but most of this information is concerned with the connections among the
various variables and does not provide a detailed account of how the perception
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of corruption is formed. This lack of focus on the formation process is particu-
larly limiting in contexts like ours, where perceptions are detached from lived
experience. Yet this is precisely an area that needs to be studied in greater
depth if we are to interpret correctly the data on corruption perception. In this
paper, we have attempted to contribute to mapping this area.

The interviews confirmed that perceptions of corruption are very dependent
on the attention media give to the issue and are only minimally influenced by
the (direct or indirect) experience of corrupt acts. Yet we can assume that the
results of the analysis were significantly influenced by the environment in
which we obtained our data. In other words, the Czech Republic is a country
with a low level of petty bribery. Had our respondents regularly experienced
corruption themselves, such experiences would most likely have played
a (greater) role in forming their perceptions. The small role of experience in
forming perceptions explains the well-known discrepancy between the results
of surveys focused on experiences of bribery and the overall perceptions of
corruption in many countries.
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