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1. Introduction

The rule of law is not a fixed achievement but a fragile 
ideal that requires continuous safeguarding. Corruption 
poses a significant threat to the resilience of the rule of 
law, undermining institutions, distorting democratic pro-
cesses, and eroding public trust. To protect the rule of law, 
anti-corruption policies must go beyond reactive enforce-
ment and aim to enhance public integrity.

This Snapshot paper examines how various forms of cor-
ruption – including institutional and political corruption as 
well as the discourse on corruption itself – undermine the 
primary resilience resources of the rule of law itself and 
subsidiary resilience resources of its social environment. 
It also argues that targeted anti-corruption reforms can 
boost institutional resilience, democratic legitimacy, and 
social cohesion. Drawing on recent evidence from Ukraine 
and other countries involved in the RESILIO-ACCESS pro-
ject, this analysis shows how anti-corruption policies must 
be integrated into a broader framework of public integrity 
in order to effectively help uphold the rule of law even dur-
ing times of crisis and geopolitical pressure.

2. Corruption as a stressor to the rule of law 

Corruption is a significant threat not only to the core char-
acteristics of the rule of law but also to the social envi-
ronment it is embedded in. It is essential to differentiate 
specific forms of corruption to analytically grasp the un-
dermining effects on different resilience resources and to 
address those vulnerabilities through targeted policies.

2.1. Institutional corruption as a stressor to the rule of law

Primary resilience resources lie at the core of the rule of 
law, which is understood by the RESILIO-ACCESS project 
as a “durable system of laws, institutions, norms, and 
community commitment.”1 They entail the rules, norms, 
and institutions tasked with safeguarding the proper func-
tioning of the legal and political order. Institutional corrup-
tion is the main threat to this systemic rule of law dimen-
sion2 . Unlike conventional forms of corruption that aim 
for private, material enrichment (e.g. bribery), institution-
al corruption entails that individual or collective actors 
illegitimately (not necessarily illegally) exercise systemic 
and strategic influence, which diverts institutions from 
their purpose or weakens their ability to achieve their ob-
jectives.3 For example, so-called oligarchs – individuals 
with economic monopolies, media ownership, and polit-
ical influence – can use their influence to place loyal in-
dividuals in decisive positions in politics or the judiciary, 
thereby distributing public resources or judicial decisions 
in favour of the oligarch who promoted them. 
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On a large scale, political parties that depend on financial 
or media support from influential individuals make de-
cisions in favour of their “patrons” and not in the public 
interest. In such cases, we speak of state capture as one of 
the most destructive forms of corruption.4 Moreover, insti-
tutional corruption can be performed in the geostrategic 
interest of another state. In this case, the concept of strate-
gic corruption is helpful to analyse the security and foreign 
affairs dimension of corruption.5 

In the countries studied by the RESILIO-ACCESS project, 
Russian strategic corruption is a well-known practice: 
pro-Russian presidents have in the past diverted coun-
tries from their citizens’ aspirations to join the EU, like 
in Georgia 20246 or Ukraine 20137. The corrupt capture 
of Ukraine’s judiciary through domestic organised crime 
networks (e.g. the case of the Kyiv District Administrative 
Court or Supreme Court) or individuals with links to Rus-
sia (e.g. judges in the Constitutional Court) systematically 
undermined reforms in Ukraine and even led to a constitu-
tional crisis, while hindering the EU integration process.8 

To tackle institutional corruption systemically, Ukrainian 
civil society prioritised the judiciary and anti-corruption 
reforms after the Revolution of Dignity in 2014. The focus 
was on the transparent and competitive selection pro-
cess of the leadership and judges, with thorough integrity 
checks conducted on every candidate. Thus, the sophis-
ticated system of specialised anti-corruption bodies – in-
cluding the National Agency for Corruption Prevention 
(NACP), the National Anti-Corruption Bureau of Ukraine 
(NABU), the Specialised Anti-Corruption Prosecutor’s Of-
fice (SAPO), and the High Anti-Corruption Court (HACC) – 
represents an island of progress functioning despite the 
Russian war. And this approach should be mainstreamed 
into other policy fields.9 The slow progress of the judicial 
reform, however, and the attacks of July 202510 against the 
specialised anti-corruption agencies indicate how chal-
lenging it is to reload the system once corruption begins 
to fight back.

2.2. Political corruption as a stressor to the rule of law

Subsidiary resilience resources primarily focus on how 
the rule of law is recognised and realised within society, 
including by the media, civil society, and academia, as 
well as through democratic participation and public delib-
eration. Political corruption – this is when large amounts 

of money or high-level politicians are involved, as well as 
electoral corruption and media capture – are crucial fac-
tors that lead to the shrinking of civic space and ultimate-
ly foster mistrust in society itself.11 Notably, immediately 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, most post-Soviet 
states have failed to sustain a political party system that 
genuinely represents diverse societal views. Instead, po-
litical parties have heavily depended on oligarchic or for-
eign funds, with minimal contributions from the public 
or citizens.12 Consequently, political parties exhibit very 
low levels of public trust. For instance, in Ukraine, politi-
cal parties and the parliament are traditionally among the 
least trusted public institutions, second only to the courts 
and civil service.13 

The main problem is that different forms of political cor-
ruption, such as clientelism and patronage, lead to in-
stitutional corruption or state capture as an outcome,14 
because they create a system that favours individual, 
wealthy actors, instead of serving public interest. In par-
ticular, clientelism leads to parliamentary voting in favour 
of those who informally dominate. If the legislator lacks 
citizens’ trust, so do the laws they adopt. Laws made with 
corrupt motives are perceived as formalities enforceable 
for some but not all. Furthermore, citizens question po-
litical appointments as potential patronage – a form of 
corruption that renders bureaucracy no longer impartial, 
and specifically serves political interests in exchange for 
appointments.15 In such a case, we speak of input legiti-
macy, meaning that citizens have limited opportunities to 
influence the law that is supposed to rule over them. 

The input legitimacy is worsened if the media is captured 
by oligarchs or foreign disinformation, and the public’s ac-
cess to truthful information is limited. This directly affects 
the legitimacy of elections, which are the primary instru-
ment of democracy. If genuine political parties without 
oligarchic finance cannot access the public discourse or 
become targets of disinformation and misinformation at-
tacks, even free and fair elections are insufficient, as dem-
ocratic representation becomes skewed. This mechanism 
has become a dangerous weapon in Russia’s hybrid war-
fare. Russia’s strategy is to support pro-Russian parties by 
any means in a foreign country’s elections, as this is a less 
resource-intensive way to subordinate another nation, 
compared to conventional warfare. This mechanism has 
been extensively used in the Moldovan elections 2025.16 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/delegations/en/joint-statement-on-the-georgian-governme/product-details/20241129DPU39689
https://www.dw.com/en/ukraine-scraps-plan-to-sign-historic-pact-with-european-union/a-17244405
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To address the deficit in input legitimacy caused by polit-
ical corruption, societies sometimes adopt open govern-
ment (OG) tools.17 OG reflects a participatory democracy 
perspective. Unlike representative democracy, which 
views citizens as passive “clients” of public services, the 
participatory perspective expects citizens to be actively 
involved, particularly in the implementation of policies – 
so-called output side. In practice, this means citizens can 
co-create public services, oversee their quality, and use 
mechanisms to give ad hoc feedback in decision-making 
processes. Notably, in Ukraine, systemic reforms of decen-
tralisation and digital transformation have created favour-
able conditions for OG to develop since 2014, serving as 
an alternative to traditional democratic practices beyond 
elections.18 Ultimately, these practices have been vital for 
sustaining democratic resilience, even amid the 2024 elec-
tions having been halted in the second year of the Russian 
invasion and subsequent martial law.

2.3. Weaponisation of anti-corruption discourse as a 
stressor to the rule of law 

Anti-corruption policies are an important resource of resil-
ience of the rule of law. However, anti-democratic actors 
have also been able to exploit the discourse on corrup-
tion to weaken political opponents or attack public offi-
cials.19 Moreover, perceptions of corruption, often shaped 
by scandal-driven media rather than legal outcomes, are 
easily weaponised for emotional manipulation, fuelling 
distrust in institutions and calls for radical change. This 
creates fertile ground for both populist forces20 and infor-
mation warfare21. 

Worryingly, the belief that corruption is widespread can it-
self foster corrupt behaviour22 in a self-fulfilling narrative. 
While some investors, politicians, and citizens are able to 
adapt to corrupt systems and thrive nevertheless, the re-
sulting unfair competition and inequality erode social co-
hesion on the whole and weaken the very foundations of 
democratic governance. Although corruption is undenia-
bly a structural and institutional issue, its perception is of-
ten just as impactful as its actual occurrence. Therefore, a 

politicised discourse on corruption, when separated from 
fact-based accountability, poses a significant threat to the 
rule of law.

To keep the discourse on corruption fact-based and eth-
ical (e.g. by maintaining the presumption of innocence), 
journalists and editors in Ukraine have established the 
Commission on Journalism Ethics to strengthen trust in 
the media and uphold freedom of speech when handling 
complaints and capacity building. Additionally, the EU 
Anti-Corruption Initiative in Ukraine conducts discourse 
analysis, which is utilised by the National Agency for Cor-
ruption Prevention, and among other issues, this identi-
fies the use of corruption in Russian information warfare.23 

3. The role of public integrity and anti-corrup-
tion policies in strengthening rule of law re-
silience

Thus, various forms of corruption undermine resilience re-
sources and must be tackled to reinforce the resilience of 
the rule of law. Anti-corruption policies, often in the form 
of national anti-corruption strategies and programmes, 
show national commitment and dedicate resources to the 
fight against corruption. Institutional frameworks with 
specialised anti-corruption agencies must ideally be de-
coupled from national law enforcement systems to enable 
impartial detection of corruption, including at high politi-
cal levels, the judiciary, and law enforcement.

However, the challenge is that anti-corruption policies 
can arise as an arm of the captured system.24 In the worst-
case scenario, anti-corruption law enforcement can be 
used for the selective prosecution of political opposition, 
or otherwise hindered through limited resources, corrupt 
court decisions, and targeted disinformation campaigns. 
Thus, it is not the nominal presence of anti-corruption 
policies and institutions that strengthens the resilience of 
the rule of law. 

Instead, a comprehensive public integrity framework is 
necessary, one comprising three aspects to address pri-
mary and subsidiary resilience resources: (1) impartial 
and effective anti-corruption policies and a culture that 
promotes integrity in civil service and judiciary; (2) acces-
sible public information and integrity in political finance; 
(3) a whole-of-society approach to public integrity, involv-
ing a compliant private sector, ethical media, and engaged 

“Worryingly, the belief that corruption is 
widespread can itself foster corrupt behaviour 

in a self-fulfilling narrative.”

https://scholar.cgu.edu/robert-klitgaard/wp-content/uploads/sites/22/2017/02/Corruption-and-the-Rise-of-Trump.pdf
https://euvsdisinfo.eu/kremlin-disinformation-attacking-the-legitimacy-of-ukrainian-authorities/
https://euvsdisinfo.eu/kremlin-disinformation-attacking-the-legitimacy-of-ukrainian-authorities/
https://nazk.gov.ua/pdfjs/?file=/wp-content/uploads/Pages/c4/35/c4354b4cab2de006c09aee412fd031ded5b8a08269a10140f2011b953d1c73301219161.pdf
https://nazk.gov.ua/pdfjs/?file=/wp-content/uploads/Pages/c4/35/c4354b4cab2de006c09aee412fd031ded5b8a08269a10140f2011b953d1c73301219161.pdf
https://nazk.gov.ua/en/news/disillusionment-information-attacks-and-attention-to-the-authorities-how-ukrainian-media-and-social-networks-covered-the-topic-of-corruption-in-the-second-quarter-of-2025/
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civil society. All these are established as core principles in 
the OECD legal instrument – the Recommendation of the 
Council on Public Integrity from 2017, and are measured 
through the OECD Public Integrity Indicators (PII).25

3.1. Anti-corruption policies and culture of integrity 

This aspect requires a coherent, risk-based anti-corruption 
strategy supported by clear objectives, dedicated resourc-
es, and coordinated implementation across public institu-
tions. Effective anti-corruption policies rely on robust legal 
frameworks, internal control systems, and independent 
oversight bodies to ensure enforcement and compliance. 
Equally important is fostering a culture of integrity within 
the civil service and judiciary ‒ one that promotes ethical 
behaviour through merit-based recruitment, ethical lead-
ership, regular training, and mechanisms that encourage 
accountability and prevent conflicts of interest.

For example, Ukraine is one of the top performers in the 
OECD PII assessment of the quality of the anti-corruption 
and integrity strategic framework.26 This is directly asso-
ciated with the resilience that the anti-corruption sys-
tem has shown during the Russian war. The specialised 
anti-corruption agencies have not only continued and 
improved their functions since the Russian full-scale inva-
sion in 2022,27 but they have also elaborated a system of 
effective sanctioning of Russian influence (e.g. the HACC 
deals with confiscation cases). Despite the severe political 
attacks against the anti-corruption system, the special-
ised anti-corruption bodies (NABU and SAPO) enjoy broad 
support from society.28 At the same time, the culture of in-
tegrity in the civil service and judiciary in Ukraine requires 
significant improvements; thus, the civil service and judi-
ciary systems have increased vulnerabilities under martial 
law due to limited transparency, halted public selection 
procedures, etc.

3.2. Integrity of public information and political finance 

Transparency begins with ensuring that government data 
– including on budgets, procurement, and decision-mak-
ing processes – is published proactively in accessible, ma-
chine-readable formats. Citizens, journalists, and watch-
dogs must be given timely and meaningful access to this 
information to hold authorities accountable. Further-
more, integrity in political finance requires clear rules on 
donations, spending limits, and disclosure obligations for 

political parties and candidates. Independent oversight 
bodies must monitor compliance, publish data regularly, 
and impose sanctions for violations to prevent undue in-
fluence and promote fair political competition.
For example, the Republic of Moldova is one of the top 
performers in the OECD PII assessment of the political fi-
nance regulations, not only in legislation but also in prac-
tice.29. This framework provided the legal foundation and 
procedural mechanisms to ban a pro-Russian political 
party from participating in parliamentary elections due 
to investigations into illegal party financing30 – a decisive 
action to resist foreign influence. Many other countries, 
lacking such an institutional framework, will have no legal 
instruments to protect their rule of law order. For example, 
we observe strong foreign influence in Serbia, where po-
litical finance and transparency of public information are 
the weakest points in the public integrity system, despite 
a good anti-corruption strategy.31. 

4. Conclusions: a whole-of-society approach 
to public integrity

Public integrity relies on active contributions from all 
parts of society. This calls for specific measures such as 
corporate compliance programmes in the private sector, 
ethical standards and fact-checking practices in journal-
ism, and inclusive civic engagement mechanisms that 
allow citizens to co-design and oversee public policies. 
Promoting integrity education, protecting whistleblowers, 
and involving civil society organisations in oversight roles 
help cultivate a culture where integrity is expected, visible, 
and collectively maintained.32 

In summary, corruption by institutional, political, and dis-
cursive means weakens primary and subsidiary resilience 
resources of the rule of law. Tackling the threat of cor-
ruption requires more than isolated reforms. It demands 
a comprehensive, integrity-driven approach. As demon-
strated by experiences in Ukraine, Moldova, and other 
countries in the RESILIO-ACCESS project, the resilience of 
the rule of law depends not only on formal anti-corruption 
measures but also on the broader ecosystem of integrity. 
This includes impartial anti-corruption bodies, transpar-
ent political processes, and active societal actors capable 
of resisting both internal capture and external interfer-
ence. Strengthening this integrity framework is therefore 
essential for safeguarding democratic governance during 
both peaceful and crisis situations.

https://legalinstruments.oecd.org/en/instruments/OECD-LEGAL-0435
https://oecd-public-integrity-indicators.org/
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/topics/policy-sub-issues/public-integrity/country-fact-sheets/OECD-Public-Integrity-Indicators-Ukraine-Country-Fact-Sheet-2025.pdf
https://euaci.eu/en/news-and-events/nabu-and-sapo-increase-efficiency-in-investigating-high-level-corruption/
https://kyivindependent.com/parliament-votes-on-bill-restoring-nabu-sapo-independence/
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/topics/policy-sub-issues/public-integrity/country-fact-sheets/OECD-Public-Integrity-Indicators-Moldova-Country-Fact-Sheet-2025.pdf
https://www.dw.com/en/moldova-bars-pro-russia-party-from-parliamentary-elections/a-74153073
https://www.dw.com/en/moldova-bars-pro-russia-party-from-parliamentary-elections/a-74153073
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/topics/policy-sub-issues/public-integrity/country-fact-sheets/OECD-Public-Integrity-Indicators-Serbia-Country-Fact-Sheet-2025.pdf
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