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Framing corruption in Ukraine: a two-decade scoping review 
of academic and organizational perspectives
Demyan Belyaev, Jean-Patrick Villeneuve and Giulia Mugellini

Institute of Communication and Public Policy, Università della Svizzera italiana, Lugano, Switzerland

ABSTRACT
This article aims to understand how corruption in Ukraine has been 
framed in the academic literature during the last two decades and 
to identify the main gaps in researching this phenomenon. It con
ducts a scoping review of available scientific literature produced by 
academics and by international organizations. Each article is exam
ined in terms of types of corruption covered, definitions and metrics 
of corruption used, data collection and data analysis method, and 
some other characteristics. Based on the gaps identified, it is recom
mended that future studies better integrate Ukraine-based ana
lyses, use standard definitions of corruption, combine research 
techniques and theories in an interdisciplinary approach, draw on 
more recent and regionally disaggregated data, and compare 
Ukraine with other post-socialist countries that share similarities in 
terms of corruption risks. This will allow for a more robust under
standing of corruption in Ukraine and pave the way for stronger 
and more effective public policies.
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Introduction

This paper analyses the production of available scientific evidence on corruption in 
different sectors of the Ukrainian economy and society, with special attention to research 
gaps and open questions.

The topic of corruption in Ukraine has increasingly attracted the interest of the Western 
academic community and policymakers as a consequence of the growing political impor
tance of Ukraine as a country on the most Eastern frontier of Europe and the “Western 
world” (USAID 2022).

Since 2014, when Ukraine committed itself to becoming a fully fledged member of this 
Western world, Western politicians and scholars have increasingly praised the country for 
assuming a crucial role in protecting the European democratic values from post-Soviet 
authoritarianism (Snyder 2018).

At the same time, concerns have often been raised about the absence of a solid, 
reliable and transparent governance framework in the country (OECD 2022). The future 
need for a collectively funded reconstruction of Ukraine, likely to become the biggest 
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post-war reconstruction endeavour in Europe since 1945, makes it essential to prepare 
this framework well in advance. A crucial aspect of such framework will be the develop
ment of effective mechanisms to prevent potential diversions of significant parts of the 
funds dedicated to reconstruction towards the private consumption by potentially cor
rupt members of local, regional or national elites in Ukraine and beyond.

The prerequisite to guarantee effective anti-corruption mechanisms is to understand 
the peculiarities of corruption in Ukraine.

Purpose

The aim of this paper is to analyse how corruption in Ukraine has been framed in the 
academic literature during the last two decades. The research questions are as follows:

What is being done on this topic in academia? What can we learn from the academic 
viewpoint(s)? What are the gaps in its academic study? What kind of disciplinary or 
methodological lens is still missing?

In addition to providing a better understanding of corruption risks in Ukraine and the 
next steps in preparing for a more robust governance framework, this research will also 
provide benefits in better understanding the challenges to global integrity and the nature 
of the threats to democracy in countries with authoritarian past.

Method and data

This article presents a scoping literature review of the studies that provide an evidence- 
based analysis of the problem of corruption in Ukraine and its impact on different sectors 
of the economy and society. The present review covers only English-language studies and 
only studies published in the last two decades (2000–2022).

The focus on English-language studies is one of the selection criteria and is due to the 
fact that the majority of research on corruption written in Ukrainian has a descriptive legal 
focus, and do not provide any evidence-based analysis of the situation with corruption.

In Ukraine, the number of higher education establishments is close to 1,000 (Osipian  
2017), and most of them have a school of law. In those schools, the faculty, PhD and 
sometimes even Master's students often need to demonstrate an academic publication, 
and thus will pick a “very common” crime, such as corruption, and publish a paper 
enumerating the laws and administrative bodies which are meant to fight this type of 
crime. These papers usually would not however present any new data or scientific 
analysis.

The thorough examination of the identified publications shows that they never cite any 
evidence-based academic studies in Ukrainian language. Given that they are often written 
by native speakers of Ukrainian, and given that they do rely on primary sources in 
Ukrainian such as legal texts or media reports, but not on academic studies in that 
language, it is not likely to be an artefact of a potential language barrier. Rather, the 
absence of such references might be explained by the fact that there has been no major 
study on this subject in Ukrainian that would go beyond the typical descriptive, legalistic 
and non-evidence-based character as mentioned above: otherwise it would have been 
cited in some of these articles.
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The focus on the period from 2000 to 2022 is due to the fact that the first decade of 
Ukraine’s independence is widely known as the “post-Soviet transition” period. The 
national Constitution was adopted only in June 1996, replacing the Soviet one from 
1978 which had still been in force until then. Similarly, the legal system was still based 
on Soviet laws which were gradually replaced by national ones during the 1990s. Some 
time needed to elapse since the end of Soviet “stability” before a new socio-political order 
(“system”) could be established and stabilized. This has clearly taken place, according to 
most accounts, by the late 1990s (Bazaluk 2016). Given the usual temporal gap of several 
years between the publication of an academic article and the collection of the data it is 
based on, academic studies published in the 1990s are not only very few but also mainly 
rely on the evidence from early 1990s, i.e. a historical period not yet representative of the 
independent Ukraine in terms of social, political and economic organization of the society; 
many elements of the latter were still either Soviet-inherited or clearly transitional in 
nature.

The main method used in the present review has been the identification of available 
scholarly assessments of the manifestations of corruption during the last 22 years, in 
terms of definition, methodological challenges and impact of corruption on society.

The search strategy involved online databases (Google Scholar, Scopus, Web of 
Science) using keywords “corruption” and “Ukraine” (usually the articles whose authors 
choose a different term for this phenomenon still do include “corruption” among their 
keywords by which the article can be found in databases), as well as the “snowballing” 
method (checking the references in the articles retained). Both articles in academic 
journals and working papers were considered, but since they usually overlap in contents 
(a working paper is very often followed by an article of the same author(s) with similar 
content), in case of multiple publications with nearly the same contents by the same 
author, only the latest one was considered: working papers were included in the final 
sample only when no journal article by the same author with similar content was found.

On the basis of the above-mentioned selection criteria, the final sample includes 56 
publications, including 52 academic articles in peer-reviewed journals from a wide variety 
of countries and 4 working papers.

For the sake of completeness, 15 reports are equally taken into consideration for this 
review, even though, due to the nature of their contents and general approach, they are 
not comparable to academic publications. These reports have been prepared and pub
lished at the request of West-led international organizations such as OECD (2015, 2017,  
2022), Council of Europe (2007, 2017) Transparency International (Zimmerer 2012); 
Western national governments or government-affiliated think tanks such as the Atlantic 
Council of the United States (Neutze and Karatnycky 2007), UK’s Chatham House (Lough 
and Dubrovskiy 2018) and Swiss Ministry of Defense (Fluri and Badrack 2016); Western 
development assistance agencies such as USAID (USAID (2006), Roberts and Orttung  
2015, USAID 2022), Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (Emerson 
et al. 2017), UK’s Westminster Foundation for Democracy (De Vrieze and Glusac 2020); and 
the Open Societies Foundations (Marusov 2017). All these reports are of non-scientific 
nature in that they do not pursue a specific research question but seek to describe the 
situation with corruption “in general,” with a particular descriptive focus on the enumera
tion of anti-corruption measures already in place and on policy recommendations for 
further improvements of those measures.
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In addition to that, a series of public opinion polls on perceptions of and experiences 
with corruption are available. They were initially funded by USAID and carried out locally 
by KIIS – Kyiv International Institute of Sociology (2007, 2009, 2011, 2015, 2018), and later 
funded by the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs and carried out by a private polling 
enterprise Info Sapiens (2020).

Finally, three monographs (Bazaluk 2016; Huss 2020; Kuzio 2015) are also taken into 
consideration.

The identified studies have been analysed on the basis of two main types of character
istics: those related to the publication and its author(s), and those related to the research 
contents itself.

Publication-related characteristics include year of publication, author(s)” main 
field of study, author(s)” country of work, and ways in which authors cross- 
reference each other.

Content-related characteristics can be subdivided in generic (those applicable to most 
research topics) and specific (applicable only to corruption studies). The generic ones 
include main data collection method used, data size, data age, geographical scope and 
level of the data (country/city), sector of the society studied and main data analysis 
method used. The specific ones include types of corruption analysed as well as definitions 
and metrics of corruption used.

Key findings: publication-related characteristics

Year of publication

Even though the topic of corruption in Ukraine was already studied by the English- 
language academia in 2000s, it is not before 2015 (the year after the Euromaidan 
revolution, an event which led to the manifest adoption of a pro-Western political 
course by Ukrainian elites) that most (73%) of the available articles on this topic 
have appeared. Therefore, it is clearly the Euromaidan events and the aspiration to 
join the EU and the NATO maintained by Ukrainian leaders ever since that have 
probably been the main reason of the academic interest in the corruption in 
Ukraine in the West.

Author(s)’ main field of study

This parameter has been derived from the author’s academic affiliation at the moment 
of publication. Scholars from political science and public policy studies account for 
a half of all publications, the rest is written by economists, lawyers and social geo
graphers. One article is written by an anthropologist (Polese 2008) and presents 
a strikingly different approach to the evaluation of subject matter in that it highlights 
that when doctors, professors and policemen are only paid a minimal wage on which 
they cannot make a living, then de facto (anthropologically speaking) they are not 
public servants anymore (as the state does not take over their cost-of-living) and 
therefore when they charge for their services, this is not to be seen as corruption (a 
point of view supported also by Mungiu-Pippidi 2017).
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Author(s)’ country of work

The majority of authors worked in Western countries, and a small minority in Ukraine. At 
the same time, 70% of all articles have at least one person of either Ukrainian or other 
post-Soviet origin among their authors.

Ways in which authors cross-reference each other

An important and interesting question is whether the publications on corruption in 
Ukraine are mainly results of atomized research by isolated individuals, or they rely on 
each other in some ways. To establish in what ways the authors of these publications 
collaborate with each other, an analysis of the frequency of mutual cross-referencing has 
been conducted.

The result of this analysis is that 75% of publications cite no one else from among the 
56 encompassed by the present review (excluding other publications of their own), even 
though some of them list as many as almost 100 references: most of the references 
present are on corruption research either more generally or in several other countries, 
often with a limitation to the specific sector targeted in the research questions.

Only thirteen (i.e. less than one in four) articles do cite someone else from the list: five 
of those cite only one from the list, further five cite only two, two cite three and one cites 
six (absolute maximum) out of the 56 publications considered in this review.

If we look at the authors cited, they appear almost never more than once. The only 
exceptions to that are Grødeland (2010) and Čábelková and Hanousek (2004) quoted by 
three other authors each, Markovskaya, Pridemore, and Nakajima (2003), Shaw, Katsaiti, 
and Pecoraro (2015) and Osipian (2009) quoted by two others each.

The nature of these cross-citations is such that, for example, Shaw, Katsaiti, and 
Pecoraro (2015) and Osipian (2008, 2009) mutually cite each other; Teichmann, Falker, 
and Sergi (2020) cite two articles by Denisova-Schmidt who works in the same city; 
Bondarenko et al. (2021) cite Shcherbakovskyi et al. (2020) who work in a city nearby. 
Understandably, working in the same region does increase the probability of the emer
gence of reasons to cite, e.g. becoming aware of the others’ work, and developing an 
interest to cite them.

This “unwillingness” to cite other fellow researchers working on corruption in Ukraine is 
rather paradoxical and seems to affect almost all of the authors reviewed independently 
of their country of origin and/or work. As most of them at the time of writing their works 
were employed at major Western universities, it could be reasonably expected that they 
had free access to international journal databases. Thus, it is unlikely that the main reason 
for so rarely citing each other was the lack of physical access to the others’ publications.

What they do cite instead in large numbers are usually either very broad theoretical 
books on development of highly referenced (and usually not recent) authors, or various 
laws and official documents from Ukraine, or short publications by journalists from/on 
Ukraine, or more rarely, academic articles on the same type of corruption they are 
analysing but in countries other than Ukraine. An attempt of looking at previous research 
focusing on other types of corruption but in the same country has not been made by 
anyone so far.
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Key findings: contents-related characteristics (generic)

Main data collection method used

Twenty-five publications base their analyses on primary data: eleven develop ad- 
hoc quantitative surveys, and fourteen use qualitative interviews. Two articles (in 
each case) use secondary data, such as surveys done by others or media reports. 
One article (in each case) analyses election candidate profiles, court cases, an 
experiment, images, legislation, state purchases, official statistics, World Bank and 
IMF statistics. The remaining papers use a “generic” approach to data collection 
that resembles “grounded theory” and is based mainly on media reports and 
anecdotal evidence.

Data size

The size of used data sets varies significantly depending on the type of methodology 
preferred and financial and time resources available to the authors. For interviews, some 
articles are based on 10, 12 or 14, while others have reached out to as many as 84, 138 or 
242 knowledgeable individuals. For surveys, sample sizes range from 513 to 3034.

Data age

The data analysed come from as early as 1998 and as late as 2020, but mostly from 2010s. 
This might indicate that data on corruption in Ukraine are not up to date: there might be 
a need for more periodical, systematized data collections. While it is true that academic 
papers take a long time to publish, the data from before 2014 in the Ukrainian case would 
refer to the pre-Maidan political regime (i.e. without any major involvement of Western 
governments or NGOs), which was very different in this regard from the one in place from 
2014 onwards.

Geographical scope (country, city)

Most data refers to Ukraine as a country, but four articles target specifically the city of Kyiv 
(Bilotkach 2006; Grødeland 2010), three Kharkiv (Batyrgareieva, Babenko, and Kaija 2019; 
Markovska 2019Markovskaya, Pridemore, and Nakajima 2003), three Lviv (Denisova- 
Schmidt and Prytula 2017b, 2018; Grødeland 2010), one Mykolaiv (Onoshchenko and 
Williams 2014), and one Zhytomyr (Psota et al. 2020). The choice of the city for data 
collection is often linked to the author’s previous place of activity. Most articles focus just 
on Ukraine, but three compare it with Russia (Markovska, Serdyuk, and Sokurenko 2019; 
McAllister and White 2015; Zaloznaya, Reisinger, and Claypool 2018), three to Georgia 
(Gricius 2019; Kupatadze 2011; Spirova 2008), one to Belarus (McAllister and White 2015), 
one to Lithuania (Kulish, Andriichenko, and Reznik 2018), one to UK (Markovska, Serdyuk, 
and Sokurenko 2019), one to Iceland and Romania (Gisladottir et al. 2021) and two to the 
USA (Khalymon, Puzyrov, and Prytula 2019; Kuzio 2017).

114 D. BELYAEV ET AL.



Sector of the society studied

The articles identify significant (as per authors) corruption in Ukraine across a wide 
variety of sectors: civil service (Gricius 2019), civil society (Bader et al. 2019; Blatt 
and Schlaufer 2021; Khambekova 2021; Harasymiw 2019, Huss et al. 2019; 
Marchevska 2020; Zaloznaya, Reisinger, and Claypool 2018), customs (Kulish et al.  
2020), economic activity in general (Cherviakova and Cherviakova 2020; Denisova- 
Schmidt and Huber 2014; Denisova-Schmidt and Prytula 2017b, 2018) as well as its 
specific areas (Gisladottir et al. 2021; Leipnik and Kyrychenko 2013; Teichmann, 
Falker, and Sergi 2020), education (Denisova-Schmidt and Prytula 2017a; Denisova- 
Schmidt, Huber, and Prytula 2019; Osipian 2007, 2008, 2009, 2017; Shaw, Katsaiti, 
and Pecoraro 2015), electoral system (Herron and Sjoberg 2016; Herron, Boyko, and 
Thunberg 2017; McAllister and White 2015), employment (Onoshchenko and 
Williams 2014), finance (Markovskaya, Pridemore, and Nakajima 2003), governance 
(Nasuti 2016, Blavatskyy 2021; Bondarenko et al. 2021), norms and institutions 
(Khalymon, Puzyrov, and Prytula 2019; Králiková 2022; Mushak 2016; Rusin, 
Dubinskiy, and Kharytonov 2021; Shostko 2020), judiciary (Shcherbakovskyi et al.  
2020), law enforcement (Kuzio 2016), media (Dryomin 2004), medicine 
(Batyrgareieva, Babenko, and Kaija 2019), political culture (Kupatadze 2011; Kuzio  
2017), political parties (Kulish, Andriichenko, and Reznik 2018; Spirova 2008), 
incoming (Markovska, Serdyuk, and Sokurenko 2019) and outgoing (Lapshyna  
2014, Duvell & Lapshyna 2015) migration, public procurement (Psota et al. 2020) 
and taxation (Bilotkach 2006). Five further articles focus on the perceptions of 
“corruption in general,” without focusing on any specific sector (Čábelková and 
Hanousek 2004; Cifuentes-Faura 2024; Grødeland 2010; Penska 2015; Richter 2023).

Main data analysis method used

Most articles use a data analysis method that can be characterized as descriptive. The 
exceptions to this include five that have used use content analysis, five that have sought 
for some statistical correlations, five have used econometric models and two claimed 
grounded theory as their main method of analysis (even though more articles can be 
attributed to this method, but it was not stated explicitly).

Key findings: contents-related characteristics (specific)

Types of corruption analysed

One of the key distinctions by type of corruption is administrative (involving civil servants) 
versus political (involving legislators, regulators and policymakers) (Mugellini 2020). 
Among the articles reviewed, some cover both “types” of corruption, while others focus 
exclusively either on political or on administrative corruption.

The type of corruption analysed in each article depends mainly on the research 
question(s) addressed and the corresponding type of data and/sector of interest. 
The table summarizes the central research question of each article and indicates 
the type of corruption studied, while the sector of interest is indicated in the first 
column:
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Sector Main research question(s) Publication

All corruption

All What elites think of AC measures? Solutions? Grødeland (2010)
Regional differences in CPI vs. various factors Penska (2015)
AC measures for post-war reconstruction? Richter (2023)

Foreign aid during the war and corruption Cifuentes-Faura (2024)
Finance Impact on financial markets and investments? Markovskaya, Pridemore, and  

Nakajima (2003)
Norms/institutions Whistleblower protection good? Khalymon, Puzyrov, and 

Prytula (2019)

Whistleblower protection legislation good? Shostko (2020)
Import of EU norms or reform imitation? Králiková (2022)

What of EU-prescribed measures implemented? Rusin, Dubinskiy, and 
Kharytonov (2021)

How to improve AC measures to “please” EU? Mushak (2016)
Media How media coverage encouraged corruption? Dryomin (2004)

Migration 
(outgoing)

What role of corruption in Maidan and emigration? Duvell & Lapshyna (2015)
Is corruption a driver of migration? Lapshyna (2014)

Political corruption

Civil service Transitional justice (lustration) Gricius (2019)
Civil society (CS) What factors make activism effective? Bader et al. (2019)

Has CS influenced policymaking? Blatt and Schlaufer (2021)
Can CS control political corruption? Harasymiw (2019)

In what regions are CS activists more successful? Huss et al. (2019)
Participatory practices work against corruption? Marchevska (2020)
Fake CS, non-collaborative CS co-presence? Zaloznaya, Reisinger, and Claypool  

(2018)

Education Corruption in academia encouraged by state? Osipian (2008), (2009)
Electoral system Candidates from business buy votes? Herron and Sjoberg (2016)

What is public perception of electoral unfairness? McAllister and White (2015)

Governance Are anti-corruption bodies effective? Bondarenko et al. (2021)
Decentralisation supports corruption? Nasuti (2016)

Political parties Is party financing related to corruption? Kulish, Andriichenko, and 
Reznik (2018)

Is party competition related to corruption? Spirova (2008)
Specific industry Large companies in agriculture use corruption? Gisladottir et al. (2021)

Political culture How Ukrainian kleptocrats use Western lobbyists? Kuzio (2017)

Administrative corruption

All Is corruption perception a factor in bribing? Čábelková and Hanousek (2004)
Customs What measures to overcome smuggling? Kulish et al. (2020)

Economic activity Is corruption linked to shadow economy? Cherviakova and Cherviakova 
(2020)

What kinds of informal practices exist? Denisova-Schmidt and Prytula 
(2018)

How perceived corruption varies west to east? Denisova-Schmidt and Huber  
(2014)

How informal practices serve as base for trust? Denisova-Schmidt and 
Prytula (2017b)

(Continued)
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While both petty and grand corruption are covered in the papers reviewed, a clear 
relationship emerges between the type of corruption and the sector of interest of each 
paper analysed.

For example, papers entailing an analysis of the education, health care or law 
enforcement sector focus on “petty” corruption. When the sector under scrutiny is 
procurement, lobbyism, media or the civil society, then it is the “grand” corruption that 
comes into focus. When the research subject is the party system, elections, political 
culture or the elites, than the focus is on vote-buying and “state capture”-like 
corruption.

Definitions of corruption used

It is not easy to structure the definitions of corruption explicitly or implicitly used in the 
articles analysed, because most authors do not formulate any clear definition (be it own or 
cited) but rather use the term “corruption” as a common word which is widely understood 
without any precise definition. They might have chosen to do so because, as some openly 
admit, there is no consensus on the definition of corruption in the current academic 
literature.

(Continued).

Sector Main research question(s) Publication

Education How students cheat and bribe for better grades? Denisova-Schmidt and 
Prytula (2017a)

How videos deter students from cheating? Denisova-Schmidt, Huber, and 
Prytula (2019)

Do students improve grades by offering money? Osipian (2007), Polese (2008)
Does university autonomy matters for corruption? Osipian (2017)

Bribing on exams and for university admissions? Shaw, Katsaiti, and Pecoraro 
(2015)

Electoral system Are election administrators corrupt? Herron, Boyko, and Thunberg 
(2017)

Governance Minister body mass and Swiss watches vs. WB stats Blavatskyy (2021)

Judiciary Typical errors in investigations of corruption Shcherbakovskyi et al. (2020)
Law enforcement Why nobody punished even after Maidan? Kuzio (2016)

Extortion by traffic police Polese (2008)

Extortion from migrant workers by police Markovska, Serdyuk, and  
Sokurenko (2019)

Medicine Bribes patient-to-doctor; in tenders for medicines Batyrgareieva, Babenko, and 
Kaija (2019), Polese (2008)

Public procurement What foreign experience can be used? Psota et al. (2020)

Taxation Experiment on incentives to bribe a tax official Bilotkach (2006)
Specific industry Extractive industries: how to prevent bribing? Teichmann, Falker, and Sergi  

(2020)
Political culture Why petty bribery persists despite Maidan? Kupatadze (2011)

Private corruption (favouritism or fraud in private sector)

Employment Non-monetised form of friendly help or corruption? Onoshchenko (2014)

Specific industry How public utilities system loses money? Leipnik and Kyrychenko (2013)
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Among those who do provide a definition, the majority sticks to the one used by 
Transparency International or a close one, usually not of their own, but cited from some 
other scholar (always a different one, i.e. no single scholar is cited in 2 two different 
articles for the purposes of defining what “corruption” means). If the definition is taken 
from a scholar and not from an international organization, usually this is a scholar from 
the same socio-cultural situation as the author (e.g. same country of origin, or somehow 
else connected).

While it is true that the broader Transparency International’s definition from a certain 
point of view encompasses all the other definitions the authors use, our interest here lies 
precisely in capturing the specific ways in which each author operationalizes the concept 
of corruption.

For example, Ukraine-based scholars seem to feel “obliged” to formulate their 
own, quite long but clearly expressed and necessarily “original” definition as this was 
customary in the Soviet scientific tradition (Batyrgareieva, Babenko, and Kaija 2019; 
Khalymon, Puzyrov, and Prytula 2019; Kulish et al. 2020; Kulish, Andriichenko, and 
Reznik 2018; Rusin, Dubinskiy, and Kharytonov 2021). Duvell & Lapshyna (2015) 
choose instead to use the statement by one of their interviewees as a (quasi-) 
definition. Harasymiw (2019) affirms to be using definitions by Cockcroft (2010) 

Definition used Source cited

Similar to that of Transparency International

Abuse of entrusted power for private gain Transparency International

Abuse of public office for private gain World Bank
Abuse of authority for personal as well as material gain Heyneman (2004)

Abuse of official position for personal gain Grødeland (2010)
Abuse of public office for private gain Teichmann, Falker, and Sergi (2020)

Misuse of public office for private gain Rose-Ackerman (1975)
Use of the public function for a private advantage Palmer (1983)

Violation of the law by officials to secure private financial gains Light (2010)
‘Twisting’ of something public into something private Denisova-Schmidt and Huber (2014)
Misuse of public power, office or authority for private benefit – 

through bribery, extortion, influence peddling, nepotism, fraud, 
speed money of embezzlement

UNDP

A social phenomenon that is characterized by the venality of state or 
other employees and the mercenary use of official powers and 
related opportunities in personal or narrowly grouped or 
corporate interests

Vorontsov et al. (2018)

An act that is committed with the intent to provide some benefits 
that are incompatible with duties of an official person and rights 
of others; acts of an official person who improperly uses his 
position or status to obtain any advantage for himself or another 
person for purposes that contradict the duties and rights of others

Ovchinsky (1996)

A socially dangerous illegal phenomenon, which is a consequence of 
blackmail, bribery, venality of officials that use their authority for 
personal enrichment, disregarding the interests of other members 
of society

Rusin, Dubinskiy, and Kharytonov (2021)

System of negative attitudes, instructions and actions aimed at 
satisfying personal, group or corporate interests through the use 
of power or official position by some officials in spite of the state’s 
and society’s interests

Golіna (2014)

(Continued)
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and Rothstein and Varraich (2017) without actually citing what exactly they con
sist in.

In sum, fifteen articles use a definition of corruption whose meaning can be reduced to 
the sense and/or wording proposed by Transparency International. Eleven articles use 
a definition which is either much broader (e.g. includes academic cheating in exams, 
which is arguably not a form of abuse of public power for private gain) or narrower (e.g. is 
limited to free banquets only, which is only one small and perhaps insignificant type of 
such abuse) than TI’s definition. The remaining 30 articles do not contain any clear 
definition of corruption.

(Continued).

Definition used Source cited

A social relationship that arises between direct participants in 
political activity or between a direct participant in political activity 
and a third party in order to meet private interests through the 
use of powers granted by the state, as well as state and private 
material and intangible resources and which violate the principles 
of democratic, legal and social state

Kulish, Andriichenko, and Reznik (2018)

Broader or narrower than that of Transparency International

A variety of practices for cheating the system Ledeneva (2006)
A way of getting things done Ledeneva et al. (2017)

Student academic misconduct: bribing, cheating during exams and 
tests; writing papers by copying and pasting without 
acknowledging their sources; downloading papers from internet 
and submitting as own; purchasing papers from ghostwriters; 
asking faculty for preferential treatment

Denisova-Schmidt & Prytula  
(2017a)

Bribery, embezzlement, extortion, fraud, nepotism, cronyism, 
favoritism, kickbacks, transgressing rules and regulations, bypass 
of criteria in selection and promotion, cheating, plagiarism, 
research misconduct, discrimination, and abuse of public property

Osipian (2007)

Bribery, misrepresentation, improper rule application, misuse of 
public funds or information, abuse of power, and other activities

Karklins (2005)

Overt corruption, or the abuse of public office for private financial 
gain; clientelism, or the exchange of a wide variety of benefits for 
electoral support; and patronage, or the discretional allocation of 
state positions to supporters and friends

Spirova (2008)

Use of personal networks to circumvent formal procedures Onoshchenko and Williams (2014)
Common property management gone bad Robbins (2000)
Acts of cheating at the hand of individuals or larger entities that act 

in an illegal manner that serves to undermine the resource itself, 
as well as responsible local stewardship of it

Sumaila et al. (2017)

[Corruption is a situation when] few, if any, legal rights—whether 
going to the hospital, school, university, or the tax office—are 
realized without paying unofficial fees; state officials, including 
police officers, constantly extort extra payments . . . everything can 
be bought either for money or for big money

Duvell & Lapshyna (2015)

Inviting governmental officials to lavish banquets with excessive 
consumption of food and drinks

Köbis (2015), Wang & Yan (2019)

An important tool of governmental crime that permits, and even 
encourages, wrong-doing

Markovskaya, Pridemore, and  
Nakajima (2003)

A negative social and economic phenomenon, which in various 
amounts is inherent to all countries of the world

Bondarenko et al. (2020)
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Metrics of corruption used

The articles used different metrics, depending on their main data collection method. 
While almost all used perception-based metrics to some extent, only those who employed 
surveys could also gather experience-based evidence of corruption. Hence, those who 
based their research on expert interviews necessarily dealt only with perceived corruption 
(even though some of the experts interviewed could possess a direct knowledge of 
corruption cases), those who relied on sample surveys have also obtained experience- 
based evidence. By contrast, no article used administrative statistics as data, since it is part 
of common knowledge that most corruption cases are never prosecuted. A further 
distinction that can be made as to the metrics used is whether they are direct or indirect. 
Those who used surveys applied perception-based and experience-based direct metrics, 
while those who analysed media report contents applied experience-based indirect 
metrics, and those who used TI and similar indexes or expert assessments applied 
perception-based indirect metrics.

Solutions proposed for the problem of corruption in Ukraine: peer-reviewed 
articles vs. analytical reports prepared for developmental organizations

While both academics and international organizations may often afford to limit them
selves to the description of “status quo” in one or several aspects related to the problem 
studied (i.e. corruption), policy makers, on the contrary, do require a clear understanding 
of causes of the problem, which will then entail the choice of solution(s) which look(s) 
most promising to prove effective. Studying corruption in Ukraine simply as a “naturally” 
existing phenomenon can be misleading both in terms of interpretation of the evidence 
collected and of the policy recommendations (when such are made).

Most of the academic articles reviewed here, unlike the reports prepared by 
international and non-governmental organizations, do not contain any elaborate 
recommendations or predictions for the future development of the phenomenon 
studied, with only a few exceptions. More often they say what should have been 
done after the break-up of the USSR and, while the wording used by the various 
authors analysed is always different, the common idea in that regard is perhaps 
well summarized in the following quotation: “Rule of law must come before 
privatization [. . .] Grasping that in a post-communist context it matters a great 
deal who the first capitalists are [emphasis ours], [for example Estonia’s first govern
ment] prevented the communist-holdover networks of enterprise managers, secret- 
police bureaucrats, and other nomenklaturists from emerging as the transition’s big 
winners and controllers, thereby sparing Estonia the crony capitalism that has 
blighted Ukraine and Russia for the past twenty years” (Mungiu-Pippidi 2017). By 
contrast, reports for international organizations usually sound more optimistic in 
their outlook and mainly advocate for a stricter application of anti-corruption 
legislation and similar measures.

Academic articles, when they do provide any outlook at all, sound much more pessi
mistic in their prognosis and advice than the reports. A notable example is as follows: “An 
alternative [to the otherwise pessimistic scenario of the future situation with corruption in 
Ukraine . . . that would be] perhaps most useful and viable in the long run will be foreign 
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influence. This foreign influence will fall into the realm of external influence from abroad 
and imply technical assistance, expert advice, and in many instances direct management 
and governance [emphasis ours]” (Osipian 2017, 241). A very similar opinion is voiced by 
Richter (2023, 620): “Just as with the fight on the military battlefield against Russia, 
Western assistance seems decisive to tip the scale on the battlefield against corruption 
in Ukraine, regardless of the intentions of the post-war Ukrainian leadership.”

The scholarly consensus therefore goes – unlike the “collective” opinion of experts 
commissioned by international organizations – in the direction of a general conclusion 
that now, after over 20 years of solidified “crony capitalism,” a change in the situation with 
corruption can only happen after a replacement of corrupt elites by new, non-corrupt 
elites. The latter in its turn can hardly take place endogenously, without substantial 
exogenous influence of a larger power. In this connection, a potential impact of the EU 
on corruption in Ukraine, for example, through direct monitoring and management of its 
post-war reconstruction and eventual preparation for EU accession, looks like an inter
esting and useful direction of further research in this field.

Results and discussion

What is the significance and impact of the findings of the scoping literature review 
presented above for academic research in the field of public policy?

First of all, it has shown that the state of the art is somewhat contradictory. On the one 
hand, there exists already a non-negligible body of academic studies on corruption in 
Ukraine addressing a wide variety of types and subtypes of corruption and employing 
diverse sources and types of data. On the other hand, this body of studies as a whole 
demonstrates a series of important gaps and weaknesses, which allows to conclude that 
the scope of the existing peer-reviewed empirical studies focusing on corruption in 
Ukraine and its impacts on the country’s development is still rather limited.

The first gap identified consists in lack of a scholarly community on the topic: out of the 
54 papers considered, at most only six are quoted together in one single paper, and most 
papers cite none by any other author from among those reviewed. This phenomenon is 
difficult to explain, and might be due to the willingness of each author to “pioneer” in the 
field, or to the unawareness of the other papers, or both.

The second gap is the failure of using a common operational definition of 
corruption: most articles avoid stating any definition and refer to corruption in 
general, and those which do define it vary a great deal as to what they treat as 
such. For some authors, for example even academic cheating by students constitutes 
a corruption case. This lack of definition might have affected also the quality of their 
input data as each respondent would have relied on their own understanding of the 
term “corruption.” A further consequence is an apparent imbalance between the 
coverage of political and administrative corruption which often are not clearly 
distinguished as two different types of the phenomenon studied. Private corruption 
(abuse of power entrusted e.g. by an enterprise) is almost entirely disregarded in the 
available research. Its predominant focus on corruption perception rather than 
experience which is due to that most articles are based on expert interviews or 
media reports, means that studies using experience-based metrics of corruption are 
underrepresented.
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The third major gap consists in that although the authors of the papers 
reviewed represent a variety of academic disciplines, the ways in which they 
apply their disciplinary “lenses” are either too schematic (when for example an 
economist starts the article by building a mathematical model to explain 
a potentially corrupt behaviour) or too unspecific (when a group of scholars from 
different disciplines jointly design a survey on corruption practices but it remains 
unclear what contribution each discipline has brought to the survey design and 
interpretation). No explicit combination of disciplinary perspectives has been 
observed in the papers reviewed. Thus, a need for interdisciplinary approaches is 
clear.

The fourth gap reflects a lack of attention to the fact well known from human 
geography that all human-related phenomena are strongly influenced by the so- 
called “spatial context,” a specific set of historical, political, economic, social and 
cultural features which is unique to each territorial unit of analysis (Meusburger  
2017). The present review has established that solid empirical data are still only 
available at national level and not disaggregated at regional level. The few articles 
that are based on surveys data disaggregated by region show inconsistent results. 
For example, while bribing professors by students for obtaining a better grade 
seems to be equally widespread in cities so distant and different from each other 
as Lviv (west) and Kharkiv (east), bribing officials by businessmen apparently 
decreases from East to West. It has not, however, been discussed whether the 
latter observation reflects a real interregional difference in corruption levels (e.g. 
due to the varying proximity to the EU and Russia, the two major neighbouring 
“poles” of political culture), or rather it reflects a difference in the readiness of 
entrepreneurs to acknowledge their engagement in such practices (which can also 
be a consequence of the EU/Russia proximity, but a different one).

The fifth gap observed consists in that although the studies reviewed include some 
examples of comparison between Ukraine and one or two other countries, but first, such 
attempts still remain a tiny minority, and second, almost no attempt (with one exception 
of Lithuania) has been made to systematically compare Ukraine to countries from the 
same region and with similar historical experience that are known as more successful in 
curbing corruption, such as, for example, Estonia or other Central and Eastern European 
countries.

What do the gaps identified above mean for academic research and policy 
makers?

For academic research, there is a clear need for further studies, in particular 
such studies that would: a) build upon previous studies on the same country; b) 
use a clear and standardized definition of corruption in their research approach; c) 
combine research techniques or theories from several academic disciplines; d) draw 
on more recent and regionally disaggregated data; e) compare Ukraine with other 
post-Soviet and post-socialist countries that are more advanced with regard to the 
challenge in question.

For policy makers, there is a need to develop in advance a solid, reliable and transpar
ent governance framework for Ukraine, a crucial aspect of which should be the creation of 
effective mechanisms to prevent corruption, in particular during the prospective collec
tively funded reconstruction of the country after the war. This work should draw both on 
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the existing and future academic research which would close the gaps identified above, as 
well as on the analysis carried out in the reports prepared through Western develop
mental organizations.

Limitations

The present review has two limitations: it focuses only on English-language studies and 
only on studies published in the last two decades (between years 2000 and 2022). 
Therefore, it should not be regarded as systematic, but rather as a scoping literature 
review based on the keywords “corruption” and “Ukraine.”
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