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INTRODUCTION 
BACKGROUND 

hile a number of studies have been conducted on corruption 

within the South Asian region none have attempted to bridge the 

gap of a South Asian regional portrayal of corruption reflecting 

cross-national perspectives.  The dearth of information on corruption blinds 

civil society in their struggle towards good governance.  

 

In order to strengthen and empower the civic society curb corruption, 

Transparency International commissioned a survey within the South Asian 

region. This survey was to help ascertain the extent to which corruption 

prevails in the countries of South Asia – India, Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladesh 

and Sri Lanka.  

 

Social Indicator (SI) was commissioned to conduct the study in Sri Lanka by 

Transparency International - Sri Lankan Chapter. 

 

METHODOLOGY  

The study was carried out using a semi-structured questionnaire 

administered through face-to-face interviews amongst 2278 households. 

The questionnaire was developed using the regional questionnaire, which 

was developed by the steering committee comprising of members from all 

five countries, and making alternations and formulating new questions in 

order to capture the Sri Lankan context.  The questionnaire covers several 

aspects, individual’s perceptions towards corrupt sectors, their social 

attitudes towards corruption in society and mainly their household 

experiences with regard to corruption in public service delivery within the 

last year.  

 

Fieldwork was conducted from 14th to the 31st of December 2001 in 

seventeen administrative districts of seven provinces excluding the North 

and the East.   The questionnaire was administered to the head of 

household and in order to minimise the number of “no responses”, 

interviewers were instructed to start fieldwork in the afternoon.   

The results of this study are subject to a 3% margin of error. 

 

W
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Limitation of the Study 

 

In order to understand the findings of this study it is important to be aware 

of its limitations.   

 

At a meeting with the steering committee, a consensus was reached to 

carry out the fieldwork simultaneously, in all five South Asian countries.  

This time period clashed with the aftermath of unexpected elections and 

conditions of post election violence.  One cannot ignore the negative 

impact of this on the outcome of the survey.  

 

Due to the complexity of the issue of corruption, this survey was based on a 

definition of corruption and limited to a framework of inquiry, based upon 

it.  Corruption has been defined as involving: the behaviour on the part of 

officials in the public sector, whether politicians or civil servants, in which 

they improperly and unlawfully enrich themselves, or those close to them, 

by the misuse of public power entrusted to them.”  In addition, only 

incidents of corruption that have been experienced within the last year 

have been taken into account. 

 

The framework restricted the survey to service delivery. 
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PERCEPTION OF CORRUPT SECTORS 
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As indicated in the “Top of Mind” graph, it is the “Police” sector that 

comes to mind for a majority (30.5%) when they hear the word 

“Corruption”.   When people are asked to state the “Most corrupt” sector, 

again a majority state the “Police” (39.2%) sector. It should not however go 

unnoticed that 5.2% and 4.1% of the population respectively state “Health” 

and “Education” as being “Most Corrupt”.   A majority (40.8%) of the 

population is unable to name a sector as the “Least Corrupt”, while 13.8% 

and 11.2% list the “Education” sector and “Health” sector as the “Least 

Corrupt” sectors respectively.   
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Have you had any experience of bribery or 
corruption within the last year?
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EXPERIENCE OF CORRUPTION DURING THE PAST YEAR 

As the graph depicts, over 30% say that they have had some experience of 

bribery or corruption in receiving a public service during the last year.  

Furthermore, the survey also reveals that people living in the Colombo, 

Kandy and Galle districts are more vulnerable to experiencing corruption 

when compared to those living in other districts. (Colombo- 43.3%, Kandy – 

41.1% and Galle - 49.4%)     

 

 

 

 

Though corruption is not an 

exclusively urban 

phenomenon, there seems 

to be twice as many 

corruption experiences 

within the urban areas than 

within the rural areas 

(47.1% urban and 27.5% 

rural). 
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CAUSES OF CORRUPTION IN SOCIETY 
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When asked reasons for the existence of corruption in society, responses 

varied depending on the experiences and/or the general perceptions of 

corruption.  20.5% of Sri Lankans seem to believe that “Low Salaries” is the 

major cause of corruption in society. The causes “Loopholes in the law” 

(16.1%) and “Faulty social system” (15.3%) follow close behind.  In addition 

to this “Selfishness” (13.4%) too seems to be a factor that concerns people. 

 

In the urban areas, 23.4% of the people believe that “Low salaries” is the 

main cause of corruption in society.  A large proportion, 19.1%, seem to 

think that the “Fall in the standard of living & breakdown of the economy” 

(Multiple Answers possible) 
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also add to the problem of corruption.  With regard to the rural areas, here 

too “Low salaries” (19.8%) seems to top the list.  However the other major 

causes of corruption are “Loopholes in the law” (16.3%) and “Faulty social 

system” (15.3%). 

 

The higher the income, the more the people believe “Low salaries” to be 

the cause of corruption.  As income rises the percentage for “Faulty social 

system” also increases.  The higher the income the less they believe that 

corruption is the “Fault of the leaders”. 

 

 

CURE FOR CORRUPTION IN SRI LANKA 
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It is interesting to see that although a majority believe “Low salaries” to be 

a major cause of corruption in society, only 10.6% seem to have chosen the 

remedy “Provide a fair and adequate payment/salary”.  In fact, the cure 

that has over half the responses is to “Implement the laws that are already 
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in place” (58.6%).  Other cures that are of a notable percentage are that of 

“Encouraging ethical/principled living” (6.1%), “An accountable 

governance” (6.1%), and “Train people to work efficiently” (4.3%). 

 

 

Societal Reform 
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It is intriguing to see that 38.9% of the responses are pro educating 

people/making them aware.  Another interesting response, which receives 

28.1%, is that of reducing the cost of living/increasing welfare.  This 

somewhat corresponds to the cause of corruption being “Low salaries”.  

Creating a moral society (16.6%) and ensuring equal rights (8.5%) are two 

responses the people believe might play a role in reducing corruption 

 

 


