
The Targeting Natural Resource Corruption (TNRC) 
project collaborates with ten World Wildlife Fund 
(WWF) offices around the world to test approaches 
to anti-corruption and generate learning for the 
benefit of all. We are appreciative of their reliable 
partnership as we jointly problem solve through the 
sometimes-messy work of learning and adapting. 
The learning in this guide is a direct result of their 
innovative thinking in addressing the world’s 
biodiversity challenges. See their work on the  
TNRC Knowledge Hub. 

This short quick reference is intended to assist 
conservation practitioners who are considering 
undertaking an anticorruption project or adding  
an anti-corruption component to their work. 

One of the key messages that the TNRC project has 
been keen to stress is that anticorruption projects 
tend to be most successful when they respond 
to specific corruption problems from a systemic 

perspective, in a manner that is appropriate to a given 
context. Simply trying to deliver a one-off solution  
(e.g., introducing technology, passing new legislation) 
that worked in one setting to address what may 
appear to be the same problem (e.g., corruption in the 
timber supply chain) rarely works in other contexts. 

Based on learning from supporting six pilot projects 
with WWF practitioners in widely varying contexts 
using widely varying approaches, we suggest these 
eight principles for teams to consider when starting 
or adapting projects. They can be used by teams by 
themselves as well as by teams with the resources  
to bring in external expertise. 

As a starting point for practitioners not familiar with 
corruption issues and anti-corruption programming  
in natural resource management, take this free,  
self-paced e-course that will provide a good 
introduction to these issues.

Guide |  January 2022

Targeting Natural Resource Corruption

Anti-corruption Programming 
in Conservation and Natural 
Resource Management: 
Principles for Getting Started

This TNRC Guide is based on experience and insights from WWF staff implementing projects that target corruption’s impact on conservation.
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PRINCIPLE 1:  
Understand what 
corruption is and what it 
is not within the situation 
you are working 

Although there is one definition of corruption that is 
broadly accepted in the world of practice – “the abuse 
of entrusted power for private gain” – corruption 
can often be understood differently by people with 
different professional backgrounds or lived experience, 
even within one country (see this TNRC resource for 
more on this). This is especially true if corruption 
is not defined in the local criminal code. So, you 
should unpack and clarify the specific definition your 
project will use. Doing so can often help avoid a lot 
of confusion about what problem the project is trying 
to address and what it is trying to achieve, and it can 
help develop concrete and realizable interventions.

While there are types of activities, particularly in 
public administrations – like bribery, nepotism, 
theft of public resources – that most people would 
instantly recognize as corruption, the term can also 
blur into issues of good/bad governance, inequality, 
justice, or violations of civil and political rights. Who 

has the power to define what is or is not corrupt, and 
what sanctions flow from that definition, can be an 
important reason why people will disagree about the 
types of corrupt actions that should be addressed.  
One way to help narrow your focus if you’re dealing 
with a lot of competing ideas about corruption is to 
ask, as a team, “which of these behaviors is creating 
critical negative impacts on our goals?” (this question 
is similar to the recommendations in Principle 3 
below) and also, “which of these might be better 
addressed if we call them something else (like 
exclusion, injustice, criminality, etc.)?” Remember also 
that corruption doesn’t happen just in the public 
sector; private actors can also undertake corrupt acts 
individually or collectively and create or drive corrupt 
schemes.

If a team decides to use a consultant as part of 
their assessment, it is vitally important that a clear 
understanding is developed within the team and with 
the consultant about how the project is interpreting 
the idea of “corruption.” If the team is uncertain about 
how to frame the corruption problem, it can work 
with a consultant to help them define the corruption 
problem through an analysis process. Where a 
team does not have the funds to hire external help, 
expanding your professional networks to governance 
NGOs, anti-corruption professionals at development 
banks, or academics, can be a useful way to 
understand how others familiar with the context are 
thinking about corruption. 

Ready to get started? Review documents from a 
range of stakeholders in your context to understand 
how those already working on the issue think about 
corruption. Talk with your colleagues to hear their 
views and the views of those you work with. Don’t 
automatically assume you have the same ideas as 
everyone around you, especially those with different 
access to power. 
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https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-blog-definitions-matter-what-do-we-mean-when-we-talk-about-corruption-in-conservation-and-what-difference-does-it-make
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-topic-brief-natural-resources-human-rights-and-corruption-what-are-the-connections
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PRINCIPLE 2:  
The best corruption 
assessment is the one 
you have the time and 
resources for and that 
you will use to inform 
programming or  
strategic thinking 

What is the broader state of knowledge on your 
corruption issue?  A thorough literature review (of 
project reports and studies, academic research, and 
grey literature) should be carried out to create a solid 
starting point. The perfect foundational review for your 
project likely won’t exist, and the resources the review 
turns up may not align completely with the focus of 
your project. But a thorough review helps identify key 
parts of the picture that may not already be apparent 
to the people on your team. 

In terms of sources, the regional development banks, 
and especially the World Bank, usually have analyses 

on aspects of poor governance or corruption in a given 
country. These are sometimes stand-alone reports, but 
they may also be contained within country strategy 
documents (including IMF Article IV reports) or project 
appraisal or evaluation documents. Additionally, 
academic journals and other specialized institutions, 
such as the U4 Anti-Corruption Resource Centre and 
the Basel Institute on Governance  produce relevant 
reports and analyses, often from researchers with 
many years engaged on corruption and governance 
failures in specific countries, regions or localities. And 
TNRC’s own Knowledge Hub is a source for information 
on various aspects of corruption and conservation. 

Bringing in external expertise, from anti-corruption 
NGOs or individual consultants, may be required 
to assist a team in understanding and thinking 
through corruption problems. However, paying for an 
expensive international consultant’s report to simply 
sit on a shelf adds little value to a program. Instead, 
any external expertise should include facilitating, 
supporting, or coaching the organization’s existing 
staff to understand core concepts in anti-corruption 
and draw out and structure the team’s existing implicit 
knowledge. That would increase the team’s capacity to 
use the assessment the consultant produces. 
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http://www.tnrcproject.org/


Teams that think they lack the expertise to deeply 
understand corruption and also lack the resources 
to hire an expert still have options. Political economy 
frameworks or systems mapping activities (see Annex 
1 and 4) are approaches for thinking through your 
own knowledge about the institutions and systems 
you have worked in. They can help determine where 
smaller, cheaper gaps of understanding exist that 
could be more affordably filled via a consultant or 
other enquiries like discussions with local partners, 
journalistic coverage, desk reviews, and personal 
meetings. 

Corruption assessments at the sector level can 
be particularly useful. They can inform a range 
of project interventions across the organization’s 
portfolio. Some of those interventions may focus 
explicitly on anticorruption activities, but others can 
be “regular” conservation efforts informed by the 
identified corruption risks. An assessment’s goal 
could be to provide evidence about key corruption 
issues, help understand any assumptions, and/or 
identify pathways for reform, and assessments can 
be undertaken at any level (country, sector, project, 
etc.). Integrated into a project’s monitoring, evaluation, 
and learning, all of these assessments could form 
part of a corruption assessment. (See Principle 6) for 
important considerations regarding assessments and 
government stakeholders.

Still, an anticorruption assessment will never give 
the full picture; it will only be a starting point. By its 

nature, corruption is intended to be hidden, although 
in some contexts it can be an “open secret.” There 
are some guides that attempt to be a complete and 
comprehensive approach for teams, for example these 
guides from USAID: here, here, and here. But they are 
usually fairly long, and many teams find they may not 
be directly relevant to the issues they are working 
on. Additionally, many of them have been developed 
from the perspective of the “external” (foreign) donor 
who needs to learn about the country/context from 
scratch with limited prior knowledge. Still, many of 
the principles may be useful, as even those working 
in a country for a long time will have a particular 
perspective and biases. If teams have time, these 
handbooks may therefore be worth reviewing as part 
of a desk review/orientation to determine the best 
assessment approach.

Ready to get started? The table in Annex 1 provides 
an overview of different common approaches to 
assessments. It is a good place to start thinking 
about what type of assessment you want. TNRC’s 
webinar on corruption risk assessments also has 
great information on the different types, important 
considerations and three examples. It also provides 
insights on using assessments. You can find the 
recording here. You can find an example terms of 
reference for procuring an assessment here. Annex 
4 will also walk you through a basic PEA in about an 
hour.
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https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/pa00jp37.pdf
https://rmportal.net/biodiversityconservation-gateway/projects/current-global-projects/bridge/bridge-resources/supplemental-guide-4-technically-strong-and-politically-savvy-enhancing-thinking-and-working-politically-when-practicing-the-conservation-standards-at-usaid/view
https://www.usaid.gov/opengov/developer/datasets/Practitioner%27s_Guide_for_Anticorruption_Programming_2015.pdf
https://www.dlprog.org/publications/research-papers/donors-doing-political-economy-analysis-from-process-to-product-and-back-again
https://www.dlprog.org/publications/research-papers/donors-doing-political-economy-analysis-from-process-to-product-and-back-again
https://vimeo.com/631994925
https://files.worldwildlife.org/wwfcmsprod/files/Publication/file/12o7yrjfy_ToR_Template_for_Procuring_a_Corruption_Assessment_.pdf
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PRINCIPLE 3:  
Identify what the real 
binding constraint to 
reform is
 
Corruption is a “wicked,” “complex” problem. The 
complex systems that underpin wicked problems 
mean that the effort to solve one aspect may reveal or 
create other problems. (Annex 2 provides additional 
information on how to consider the various aspects 
of “wicked” versus “tame” problems.) To work on 
a wicked problem, teams will need to identify the 
root cause: break down as many of the problem’s 
component parts as possible to determine what a 
feasible entry point and set of interventions might be. 
Unfortunately, there is no easy menu of “what works” 
in anticorruption approaches, and copying a model 
from one context and pasting it to another without 
adaptation does not work. Similarly, international data 
sets or anecdotal discussions may not be enough to 
point to an obvious entry point.

Instead, teams should take a problem-driven 
approach. Think through what the specific biodiversity 
problem is, how corruption does or does not relate 
to that problem, and the politics (see Principle 4) 
that underpin both. There are many approaches to 
problem-driven work but the guidance from Harvard’s 
(free) Problem Driven Iterative Adaptation (PDIA) 
framework is a good starting point. 

Investing time to challenge assumptions around the 
“problem” is critical for any project and particularly 
so in anticorruption. Standardized theories of 
change from other agencies or organizations may 
give you a starting point to consider, but they should 
not be utilized wholesale and without appropriate 
adaptation/localization. (See this resource from TNRC 
for important considerations in developing theories  
of change). 

Ready to get started? Annex 3 provides an example 
of the PDIA approach. View this handout showing 
the range of possible anti-corruption approaches 
across the categories of prevention, detection, and 
enforcement.

PRINCIPLE 4:  
Technical interventions are 
critical, but you need to 
understand the politics

Technical reforms usually seek to “upgrade” 
some aspects of an institution (or government, or 
policy) to make it look more “modern” or to align with 
“best practices.” These reforms are often driven in 
part by a preference for simple, straightforward, 
noncontroversial approaches. Such approaches 
might include introducing technology, changing a law, 
introducing new regulations, revising human resources 
procedures, or building a road. Anticorruption 
reforms often involve these approaches, but such 
reforms alone often fail. Corruption may itself block 
or undermine the reform, or corruption may just 
disappear and reemerge in other processes because 
the root cause was not addressed. 
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https://odi.org/en/insights/navigating-wicked-problems-in-development/
https://globalcommonsalliance.org/news/science-based-targets-network/transformations-lab-publishes-first-report-safeguarding-our-global-commons/
https://www.odi.org/publications/9652-corruption-matters
https://www.odi.org/publications/9652-corruption-matters
https://bsc.cid.harvard.edu/PDIAtoolkit
https://bsc.cid.harvard.edu/PDIAtoolkit
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-blog-whose-reality-counts-understanding-actor-perceptions-in-project-development-to-better-target-natural-resource-corruption
https://files.worldwildlife.org/wwfcmsprod/files/Publication/file/zpw7mordq_Handout_2_TheAntiCorruptionToolbox_1_.pdf
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-introductory-overview-building-accountable-resource-governance-institutions
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-introductory-overview-building-accountable-resource-governance-institutions
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This is where undertaking a political economy analysis 
(PEA) as part of your assessments is critical. PEAs 
are intended to get below the surface of an issue 
and delve into understanding why things are the 
way they are and what might be effective pathways 
to support change. An effective PEA shows us not 
only the constraints to action (“everyone is corrupt, 
and the government does not care”) but also the 
potential paths forward (“the Parliamentary Committee 
on Finance is run by a powerful person willing to 
challenge the government. If we can get data to them 
on the diversion of funds from park management, 
they may be able to support change by holding the 
government to account publicly”). PEAs can also 
further highlight the risks of pursuing purely technical 
reforms without understanding the political nuances. 
Even if all the best practices in the world are followed, 
institutions can still be undermined by political incentives. 

Conservation has been using PEAs for more than ten 
years, as this analysis of hydropower in the Eastern 
Himalayas from 2012 shows. Recently, experts have 
developed a variation of the approach specifically 
for conservation, known as political ecology analysis, 
which places nature more central to the framework. 
TNRC has developed multiple resources on this 
topic, which you can find here, here and here. Be 
aware, however, that some of these terms are used in 
different ways by different sectors or professionals. 
This makes it additionally important for teams to be 
clear about what they want when assigning tasks to 
external partners or consultants. Ask many questions 
to be sure that what you will receive is what you need.

Of course, there are occasions where a technical 
reform can be appropriate, usually where the 
problem is “tame” (see Principle 3). But even work 
on tame problems can have political implications. 
For example, a technology upgrade to better survey 
animal populations or monitor timber trucks seems 
straightforward. But officials may prefer the old 
technology precisely because its weaknesses give 
them opportunities to benefit. The team should also 
verify that the technical reform will not create new 
opportunities for corruption, such as the misuse of 
more accurate data for better poaching.

Many people dislike politics, and many 
conservationists or natural resource managers may 
feel it is outside of their field. Fundamentally, however, 
“politics” is about shaping how finite resources will 
be used (or preserved). This makes politics inevitable 
for anyone working in development or conservation. 
At the same time, TNRC’s work with project teams has 
shown that practitioners have ample understanding 
of the politics of their work. They just might not have 
thought about it in a structured way, or believed that 
they could or should address the politics. This is a 
strong foundation on which any team can build. 

Ready to get started? Annex 4 provides an overview of 
initial PEA type questions that teams can run through 
in an hour. 

PRINCIPLE 5:  
Utilize a “risk-based 
approach”

A “risk-based approach” to a project asks stakeholders 
to outline the results the project hopes to achieve and 
discuss, strategically, what may or may not be possible 
in the context. For example, a donor may want to 
immediately fund a project to address the corruption 
that facilitates timber trafficking in a remote province. 
A conservation NGO may agree corruption is a 
problem and believe an institutional reform approach 
could have impact but will be difficult to implement. 
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Potential partners in the province agree institutional 
reform is needed, but their knowledge of provincial 
politics and connections to crime syndicates indicates 
that any intervention will pose substantial physical 
risk to staff and threaten relationships they have 
developed in order to conduct their work. In other 
words, these three stakeholders have differing 
perspectives on what is possible and what risks are 
worth taking based on their different positions, roles, 
experiences, and expertise. 

Putting risk at the center of discussions from the start 
of the project (and throughout) can be a particularly 
helpful approach for anticorruption projects, because 
identifying and responding to corruption issues 
can be fraught with difficulties. Donors may have 
different risk tolerances; many have institutionalized 
rules around ‘do no harm’ (a good thing!), and 
many also have political reasons why they must 
take extra care to avoid supporting activities with 
certain potentially negative outcomes. But risk is as 
much about identifying appropriate opportunities 
as identifying what cannot or should not be done. 

Proper understanding of the technical and political 
issues around the project is, ultimately, the best way 
to manage risks, identify reform opportunities, and 
anticipate where and when it might be necessary to 
make an adaptive decision. Try to establish a clear, 
shared understanding with the funder from the 
beginning about what results might be achievable 
within a given context and how projects need to 
strategize regarding foreseeable risks. This will improve 
collaboration and increase the chances of a successful 
project.

Ready to get started? Annex 1 includes information 
about risk assessments, but as the examples above 
show, local stakeholders have valuable knowledge 
of their context, so intensive, costly assessments are 
not always necessary to get an outline of the risks 
and opportunities. The only requirement is open and 
honest conversations and respect for the concerns 
that emerge, even if they conflict with different 
interests.

IWT in Country X: A team submits a proposal to address wildlife trafficking through a port in Country X. There is ample 
anecdotal evidence to convince the donor that a particular port procedure creates an opportunity for corruption. The 
team proposes a tech solution that would close that opportunity, and they have data to show it has worked in other 
countries. Furthermore, they have buy-in from some government officials to test the approach. Configuring the tech will 
require team members to conduct activities in secret, in order to prevent corrupt officials alerting criminal actors who 
may resort to violence to protect their illegal activities. Team members have conducted these activities in the past and are 
willing to take on this risk again. Further discussion reveals, however, that officials have ample additional opportunities 
to engage in corruption that the tech would not address. Though the tech approach is appropriate to one corruption 
problem, and the team is willing to take on the risk, the donor concludes the risk greatly outweighs the gains that 
could be made with just this one approach. The donor at this point can ask the team to propose additional or different 
solutions or choose to fund a different proposal.

IWT in Country Y: After winning an award, a team collaborates with the donor to finalize project design. The donor 
requests a set of activities developing an evidence base for corruption and wildlife crime that can be shared with the 
government of Country Y, as well as regional governments. Through extended conversations, the team lays out the risks 
in collecting the data (physical violence) and in openly discussing the data (damaged working relationships and possibly 
losing certification to work in the country). The donor explains further its strategic priorities and reasoning for requesting 
the work. The team and the donor develop a shared understanding of the nature of the risks involved in the work. They 
agree to pursue some activities, but others are scaled back or eliminated. The donor understands it will need to pursue 
its objectives in a different way in light of the agreed measures, while the team understands they may need to bring in 
additional capacity to navigate some of the agreed activities. Despite the changes in expectations, everyone is satisfied 
valuable work has been identified, within budget, at an acceptable level of risk.

Further examples of considering risk in project design
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PRINCIPLE 6:  
Determine early how to 
engage with government 

Whether or not a team is able to engage with government 
authorities in relation to an anticorruption program 
will have a significant effect on the design and 
approach of a project. If a team is able to engage 
with an agency, it may open possibilities: obtaining 
government data to inform analysis, leveraging 
internal political relationships to support reforms, 
ensuring good relations between the team and 
government, and increasing the chances of project 
success. This is especially important for projects that 
teams hope to scale up in the future. For teams that 
have no funds to implement anti-corruption initiatives 
now, building relationships with government actors 
and finding palatable ways to discuss the impact 
of corruption (or “good governance” objectives) is 
valuable work to strengthen the foundation for later 

success when funding becomes available. For more 
information on how this “soft work” of relationship 
management matters for anti-corruption work, please 
see this resource on thinking and working politically, as 
well as this practical follow-up resource on the same topic. 

There may be situations where a collaborative 
relationship with the government (or certain agencies 
within the government) is not yet possible. In these 
cases, projects will need to keep possibilities open. 
There may be ways to discuss corruption issues 
without threatening relationships or larger work. 
Certain departments may be willing to support or 
accept an assessment or a project under certain 
conditions, such as that the results will not be made 
public. Sometimes, extra time must be designated to 
develop different messages for different stakeholders 
to increase the chance they will be receptive to 
assessment or project findings. In all cases, an 
effective strategy can be to focus on developing 
“guidelines” or “recommendations,” identifying 
common goals, and avoiding placing blame on any 
individual or agency.

https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-blog-thinking-and-working-politically
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-blog-how-can-i-integrate-thinking-and-working-politically-into-my-day-to-day-programming-on-natural-resource-governance
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PRINCIPLE 7:  
If you cannot monitor 
it, then you cannot 
effectively program for it  

Since directly measuring corruption is often impossible, 
monitoring anti-corruption results can be equally 
problematic. Well-known international surveys may 
be tempting to use as indicators, like Transparency 
International’s Corruption Perception Index. But these 
have significant time lags from action to change, and 
the power of any one project to create changes that 
would register at the scale of the CPI is doubtful.

Given this, teams should use their problem analysis 
to identify corruption opportunities or vulnerabilities 
that are driving a specific biodiversity threat. 
Changes in those opportunities or vulnerabilities 
can then become the anti-corruption result that 
can be monitored in combination with changes to 
the biodiversity threat. If other possible causes for 
the changes are effectively ruled out, a team can be 
reasonably certain they have achieved useful results 
in anti-corruption and biodiversity.

For example, if the biodiversity threat is illegal logging, 
corruption is likely involved in some way. There may 
be bribery to rangers and inspection officials, land 
grabbing, or fraudulent harvesting permits. Surveys of 
those affected by corruption may provide useful data 
to compare before and after the intervention. However, 

perception-based indicators require triangulation with 
more objective indicators, and the project may not be 
able to measure corruption problems directly in the 
objective way needed. As mentioned below, it may 
even not be safe to do so. 

In those cases, the vulnerabilities that enable those 
incidents include things than can be monitored. 
Bribing inspection officials is enabled by social norms 
of integrity. Land grabbing is enabled by exclusionary 
planning processes. Permitting fraud is enabled by 
lack of transparency. Indicators of these factors are 
more feasible to monitor. 

These proxy indicators could be something small, such 
as a) the percentage increase in on-time payments to 
park rangers, b) the number of timber harvesting plans 
verified by the inspection agency, or c) the proportion 
of a sample of permits that show signs of fraud. 
Changes in those areas – based on an evidence-based 
theory of change – may suggest that fewer public 
funds are being diverted, fewer inspections are being 
corruptly avoided, and more harvesters are following 
regulations. You may not be able to conclusively 
demonstrate that your project reduced corruption 
risks. But with the right indicators and theory of change, 
and an adaptive mindset and project design, you 
will be able to estimate whether your project made a 
reasonable contribution to the desired outcomes.   

Your assessment to inform project design should 
include a few questions to explore whether the 
corruption problem can be monitored and, if not, the 
team should revisit the problem statement further.  
At the same time, while smaller measurable indicators 
may be ones that can be tracked and linked to reform 
interventions, you should still keep an eye on the 
higher-level outcome, what is often known as the 
“most significant change.” A higher-level outcome is 
critical in order to ensure that reforms are actually 
having an impact, rather than there being not simply 
the illusion of reform. 

Ready to get started? TNRC is developing a resource 
that summarizes important aspects of monitoring, 
evaluation, and learning for anti-corruption in 
conservation to be released in early 2022. 
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https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-event-behavior-change
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-event-behavior-change
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-partner-resource-tgnr-corruption-and-criminality-behind-biodiversity-loss-in-colombia-s-forests-land-grabbing
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-partner-resource-tgnr-corruption-and-criminality-behind-biodiversity-loss-in-colombia-s-forests-land-grabbing
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-topic-brief-accessing-harvesting-and-trading-in-wildlife-corruption-in-the-use-of-permits-and-allocation-of-access-rights
https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/plan/approach/contribution_analysis
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PRINCIPLE 8:  
As much as you want to, 
you may not be able to 
work on corruption
 
Even if you have absolute certainty of corruption 
occurring, through your personal observations, 
the collective experience of many stakeholders, or 
respected international or national studies, roadblocks 
may still stand in your way. You may not have a lot of 
available funding for anti-corruption projects. It may 
not be safe, or your existing work may rely on close 
working relationships with powerholders that might be 
undermined. Principle 7 may not be feasible, where it 
is just not possible to adequately monitor change in 
any relevant indicator.

Even in these cases, you may be able to find 
productive ways to move forward on corruption 
issues. Using risk-based approaches (Principle 5) and 

conducting PEAs (Principle 4) can help identify new 
partnerships and promising avenues that you may 
be able to open over time. Implementing a strong 
safeguards review that includes assessing the impact 
of corruption can identify important social risks, which 
can inform wider project and partnering decisions. 
The value of systematically generating evidence of 
corruption issues in your work cannot be overstated. 

Even if you cannot directly work on corruption issues 
now, deepening your understanding now can set you 
up for greater success later. Likewise, beginning to 
have conversations about the ways that corruption is 
undermining shared objectives (perhaps using terms 
like “good governance” if necessary) with partners 
or government contacts, or even improving your 
understanding of corruption risks and how they might 
undermine your conservation project, are all good 
uses of your time. Even for projects that face no major 
obstacle to working on corruption, durable change will 
come in the long term, not the short. Any action you 
can take today will support those long-term efforts.
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A situation analysis is a process that helps the project team create a 
common understanding of the project’s context – both the biological 
environment and the social, economic, political, and institutional 
systems that affect the biodiversity targets the project seeks to conserve. 
Understanding issues related to corruption can form part of the situation 
analysis. Many multi-lateral development banks and bilateral donors  
make aspects of their situation analysis available online, often as part  
of country strategies. See, for example, USAID’s FAA 118/119 analyses. 
This link will take you to further training materials developed by the 
Conservation Standards for situation models.

A context assessment (as the term is used by USAID, for instance) is 
actually a series of assessments (environmental, gender, conflict, social, 
etc.) that are combined to create the situation analysis or model. Some 
organizations are required to undertake specific types of analysis before 
they can mobilize investments. Each of these context analyses could also 
include subsets of questions related to corruption. For example, “To what 
extent does government corruption fuel instability and conflict?” or  
“How do different genders experience corruption differently?”

Per USAID’s risk management plan, this assesses possibility that 
something harmful or undesirable may happen. Harm could include 
injury or abuse to your organization’s clients, volunteers, board members, 
employees, property, or reputation. Risk management is therefore 
the procedure that an organization follows to protect itself and its 
stakeholders. It is an ongoing process. Many organizations have  
developed useful guidance - for example, this resource from the OECD.

As part of a risk assessment, an organization will generally consider the 
risk of fraud and corruption in the system it is working in, and the impact 
of that fraud and corruption on its objectives. Appropriate mitigating 
actions should then be applied, which might (or might not) include 
specific anticorruption programming or activities. The more information 
the organization has on the corruption risk, the better mitigating actions 
it can take. Undertaking sector-wide corruption risk assessments when 
an organization is reviewing its strategy can be a useful way to ensure 
integration of corruption issues across projects. There is a large degree  
of overlap between this type of assessment and the institutional 
corruption risk assessment set out next.

Situation Analysis
Conservation Standards 
Definition

Context Assessment
USAID Definition

Risk Assessment
USAID Definition

Annex 1: Overview of different assessments

https://biodiversitylinks.org/projects/completed-projects/measuring-impact/how-to-guides-for-usaid-biodiversity-programming/biodiversity-how-to-guide-1-developing-situation-models-in-usaid-biodiversity-programming/view
https://www.usaid.gov/environmental-procedures/biodiversity-tropical-forest-analyses
https://conservationstandards.org/library-item/360932/?swpquery=situation+analysis&swpengine=resources_main
https://rmportal.net/biodiversityconservation-gateway/projects/closed-global-projects/measuring-impact/how-to-guides-for-usaid-biodiversity-programming/biodiversity-how-to-guide-1-developing-situation-models-in-usaid-biodiversity-programming/view
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-introductory-overview-reducing-corruption-s-impact-on-natural-resources-how-does-a-gender-lens-help
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1864/Developing-a-Risk-Management-Plan.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/conflict-fragility-resilience/docs/2014-10-30 Approaches to Risk FINAL.pdf
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Institutional Corruption  
Risk Assessment
UNODC Definition

Political Economy  
Analysis
USAID Definition

Annex 1: Overview of different assessments

An institutional corruption risk assessment is a systematic tool that can 
be used by public organizations to a) identify corruption vulnerabilities 
within their policies and operations, and b) devise efficient, cost-
effective strategies to mitigate those risks. The goal of any risk 
assessment is to identify a realistic set of potential areas or scenarios 
that may be vulnerable to corruption, determine which should be 
prioritized, and develop and implement mitigation measures. Sectors 
usually have their own risk assessment guides, see here, here, here and 
here for example. 

Whether or not you can undertake an institutional corruption risk 
assessment will depend on the level of access and relationship with 
the government agency. Undertaking institutional assessments of 
this nature usually requires deep technical understanding as to how 
institutions are supposed to function – payroll, human resources, 
procurement – and therefore how gaps in the institution might create 
corruption risks. Undertaking reforms in this area requires skill sets 
related to public or corporate governance reform and usually take a 
long time to deliver results. A surface assessment of the institution may 
be possible based on publicly available data (laws, regulations, budget, 
policies, audits, development bank reports). Your understanding 
from outside may be limited, although such an understanding may 
be sufficient to inform an effective advocacy project. Corruption risks 
might also be gleaned from reports such as public expenditure and 
institutional reviews, even if the corruption is not overtly referred to. 
Truly understanding institutions also requires a more nuanced political 
understanding, as TNRC has set out in an Introductory Overview. 

PEA is a structured approach to examining power dynamics and economic 
and social forces that influence development (or conservation). A PEA 
is a core part of any governance programming regardless of the sector. 
This resource from Oxfam GB has a wealth of resources for conducting a 
PEA at national and sector levels, as well as tools and frequently asked 
questions. An approach to political ecology analysis can be found here. 

Many of the most intractable “problems” that practitioners deal with 
are fundamentally political ones. A PEA might look at a law and rather 
than just suggest it needs to be amended, also ask why the law has 
not previously been amended, which groups may not want it to be 
amended, who benefits from the status quo, and what a revised law 
may mean for power dynamics going forward.

https://www.unodc.org/documents/corruption/Publications/2020/State_of_Integrity_EN.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/corruption/Publications/2019/19-08373_Scaling_Back_Corruption_ebook.pdf
http://www.unredd.net/index.php?option=com_docman&task=doc_download&gid=8322&Itemid=53
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/2496/Tools for Assessing Corruption %26 Integrity in Institutions PDF.pdf
https://www.environmental-auditing.org/media/2945/2013_wgea_fraudcorruption_view.pdf
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/2109
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/2109
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-introductory-overview-building-accountable-resource-governance-institutions
https://www.usaid.gov/documents/1866/thinking-and-working-politically-through-applied-political-economy-analysis
https://oxfamapps.org/fp2p/what-is-political-economy-analysis-pea-and-why-does-it-matter-in-development/
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-blog-implementing-a-political-ecology-approach
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Characteristic

Problem 
Formulation 

Testability

Annex 2: Understanding tame vs. wicked problems (reproduced from ODI)

Tame Problem
Vaccinating a Population

Wicked Problem
Reducing Landslides

The problem 
can be clearly 
written down. 
The problem 
can be stated as 
a gap between 
what is and 
what ought to 
be. There is easy 
agreement about 
the problem 
definition.

Potential 
solutions can be 
tested as either 
correct or false.

People are 
getting sick and 
dying. A vaccine 
is needed.

Laboratory tests 
can show if 
vaccines work.

The problem 
is difficult to 
define. Many 
possible 
explanations 
may exist. 
Individuals 
perceive 
the issue 
differently. 
Depending on 
the explanation, 
the solution 
takes on a 
different form.

There is no 
single set 
of criteria 
for whether 
solutions are 
right or wrong; 
they can only 
be acceptable 
relative to each 
other.

Some people are at risk 
of landslides destroying 
their homes. Some 
blame climate change 
and recent increases 
in rainfall; some blame 
corrupt infrastructure 
development. Some 
stakeholders blame the 
people who are losing 
their homes for choosing 
to live in a high-risk 
area and others are 
blaming the government 
for ignoring indigenous 
management practices 
of the local forests that 
would have improved soil 
retention.

While everyone agrees 
it’s bad that people 
are losing their homes, 
everyone involved has a 
different opinion about 
what solutions are worth 
investing in to protect 
those homes. Some 
stakeholders believe the 
homes are the number 
one concern, others think 
homeowners should be 
relocated.

continued
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Characteristic

Finality

Level of Analysis

Annex 2: Understanding tame vs. wicked problems (reproduced from ODI)

Tame Problem
Vaccinating a Population

Wicked Problem
Reducing Landslides

Problems have 
a clear solution 
and end point.

It is possible 
to bound the 
problem and 
identify its root 
cause. There 
is no need to 
argue about the 
level at which 
to intervene; 
the parts can be 
easily separated 
from the whole.

If a vaccine is 
found to be 
effective, then 
the government 
can decide to 
set a goal of 
100%.

Scientists 
identify that 
the disease 
transferred from 
a farm animal 
to humans.

There is always 
room for more 
improvement 
and potential 
consequences 
may continue 
indefinitely.

Every problem 
can be 
considered 
a symptom 
of another 
problem. 
There is no 
identifiable root 
cause, and it 
is not possible 
to be sure of 
the appropriate 
level at which 
to intervene; 
one cannot 
easily separate 
parts from the 
whole.

Not all homeowners 
follow indigenous land 
management methods 
so if they stay some 
stakeholders still feel 
bad management of the 
forests will continue. If 
people are moved, the 
effects on their wellbeing 
(economics, happiness) 
may be long lasting. 
Economic effects of 
infrastructure projects 
include the salaries of 
workers involved.

The infrastructure 
decisions were based on 
economic development 
needs. Those needs are 
due in part to a history 
of colonization and 
dependence on foreign 
aid. Similarly, loss of 
indigenous methods is 
due in part to individuals 
moving to the cities to 
find work. The increase  
in homeowners is due to 
a refugee crisis caused 
in a neighboring country. 
The climate change 
affects are caused largely 
by the behavior of other 
countries.

continued
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Characteristic

Replicability

Reproducibility

Annex 2: Understanding tame vs. wicked problems (reproduced from ODI)

Tame Problem
Vaccinating a Population

Wicked Problem
Reducing Landslides

The problem may 
repeat itself many 
times; applying 
formulaic 
responses 
will produce 
predictable 
results

Solutions can 
be trialed and 
excluded until the 
correct solution is 
found.

Methods for 
detecting 
diseases and 
testing vaccines 
are large the 
same.

Lab testing is 
itself a process 
of reproducing 
results. Setting 
up a supply 
chain and 
delivering 
vaccines is less 
reproducible 
but supply 
chain experts 
have some 
strong lessons 
to work from.

Every problem 
is essentially 
unique; 
formulae are of 
limited value.

Each problem 
is a one-shot 
operation. Once 
a solution is 
attempted, you 
cannot undo 
what you have 
already done.

The community arrives 
at a solution with the 
government where 
infrastructure projects 
are halted, and local 
land is put under control 
of tribal leaders. This 
is only successful, 
though, because tribal 
leaders have a lot of 
experience engaging in 
politics with state and 
local officials and the 
country in general has 
increasing expectations 
for engagement of tribal 
governments. It was 
also important that a 
progressive government 
won recent elections. 
These conditions are not 
true for every community.

While it’s possible to 
reverse the decision for 
tribal governments to 
control the land, doing 
so would create new, 
potentially worse political 
problems. Likewise, 
alternative solutions 
such as moving families 
away from their land will 
have largely irreversible 
political, economic, and 
social implications.
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Questions to ask as the 
team breaks down the 
“problem”: What is the 
strength of the evidence 
I have for this statement? 
What evidence can I get 
with the resources I have? 
What sort of assessment 
will provide me with the 
right evidence about 
the problem? Does the 
evidence support the 
statement, or do I need to 
revise it? Should I do an 
assessment to:

●  Increase the data 
showing the problem 
(financial records, 
HR systems, etc.) to 
develop a more targeted 
approach for reform? For 
ministries and other large 
organizations, use an 
institutional corruption 
risk assessment

●  Review the literature  
of what has been  
tried before?

●  Understand who else is 
working on the problem 
and what they are doing?

●  Increase my awareness  
of the politics and  
power interests at play?  
Use a PEA

Annex 3: Iterating a “problem-based” approach to  
corruption analysis and programming – an example adapted  

from a PDIA based approach

■  The problem is that governance is weak and this creates  
opportunity for corruption

Because we have a lot of corruption and this is well known
■ Why Does It Matter? Because it undermines conservation efforts
■  Why does this happen? Because funds that are supposed to  

pay conservation actors are diverted to other things

■ Issue: Funds budgeted for payroll are disbursed elsewhere
■ Why: Loopholes in disbursement allow for diversion
■ Why: Disbursement processes are missing key controls
■ Why: There has been little investment in the systems over the years
■   Why: investing in the system is not a priority 

Note - a similar approach to breaking down “the problem” can be  
to ask “who”, “what” “when” “where” and “why” is involved in the  
corruption problem. This can be particularly useful to ask once you  
have drilled down into the speciifc problem

■  Frontline staff not being paid properly. They complain that since  
they are not paid, they often take bribes to pay for their living  
costs and family.

■  Local communities have to confront illegal actors on their own, 
putting themselves in danger because conservation actors do  
not turn up to support them, because they are not paid.

■ Decision makers who control finances
■  Donors who have been putting a lot of money into the protected  

area system but not seeing returns
■ GEF focal/contact point

■  By showing them that lack of payment is leading to critical 
conservation loss and thus undermining other investments.  
For example, conduct surveys about non-payments or do  
interviews with conservation actors.

■  Actors being paid more frequently which will lead to a  
reduction in illicit activities in protected areas that undermine 
conservation effort

■  This could be measured by actors reporting consistent payments,  
increase in frequency and area of patrolling, and local community  
score cards reporting improved government activity

What is the 
problem

Why does 
it matter

Why does 
this happen

To whom 
does 

it matter

Who needs  
to care 
more

How do we  
get them to 
give more 
attention

What will 
the problem 

look like
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Annex 4: WWF PEACI approach to political economy

STEP

STEP

STEP

STEP

Think about what you know and share it with 
colleagues. 

For example, in a team meeting, ask everyone 
to take five minutes to write down one 
physical, one demographic and one social 
structure they think is important in the 
context. 

STEP

Following this, in discussion, compare the 
factors written down and identify assumptions 
that might have been made and the 
differences. 

Take time to unpack these.  

Sense check what you- as a team -think you 
know, together with partners and beneficiaries. 

Use these conversations to refine what the 
team considers important in the context.

‘Find new friends’ and ‘have new 
conversations’ with colleagues or partners 
where there are structural factors you think 
may exist or you know might exist, but need to 
understand better.

Reconvene as a team and look at whether the 
new factors you have identified might affect 
planned activities or interventions. 

Adapt your plans to reflect the new 
information.

4

3

2

5

The physical and social structures 
that shape the systems underlying 

a context.

The way things are done. The formal 
and informal rules that influence 
and incentivise the behaviour of 

people and organisations.

The different individuals, 
organisations and groups of 

stakeholders that you work with 
or have an influence over those 
you work with. Their positions, 

interests, needs and relative 
power in relation to Conservation.

WHY?

Protected Areas are underfunded, and park guards are 
not equipped to address illegal gold mining

WHY?

WHY?

Increased mercury in water as by-product of process of 
artisanal gold mining operations  

WHY?

Catfish are an important food source for river 
dolphins, and can store high levels of mercury

PROBLEM:
River dolphin population is declining

WHY?

Mercury pollution is increasing in river dolphin 
habitats and affecting their health

Artisanal gold mining is 
illegal /unregulated

Governance structures in 
Protected Areas are weak

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS:
•   Advocacy with Ministry of Environment to 

increase funding to protection measures in 
Protected Areas

•   Work with local communities to raise awareness 
of the negative impact of gold mining on 
freshwater systems

PEA BUILDING BLOCKS
PEA approaches share common features or building blocks. This PEACI framework combines DFID and USAID approaches 
in three core building blocks (as shown below). The PEACI framework draws particular attention to the political economy 
dynamics (represented by the blue arrows). The dynamics are the multiple relationships between the building blocks and the 
ways they might combine and impact conservation work.

“’So often at WWF, we don’t have space or 

time to think about the ‘why’. We only 

concentrate on the ‘what’. The ‘why’ is the 

thing that you do on the side....PEA helps us 

to understand the world, to work more 

smartly in a way that helps advance the 

conservation agenda” 

Social Development Expert and Anthropologist, WWF

MORE ON DYNAMICS
A focus on PE Dynamics reminds us that change is not 
linear.  It asks that you dive into one building test block, 
dive into the next and then look at how they relate. Then 
add the next building block and look at how all three 
relate. 

The next step is to apply what you know to your challenge 
and current strategy or activity plans against it by asking:

Have we assumed something that is not the case? 

Did we target the right decision maker? 

Did we anticipate how our issue intersects with 
others and the impacts in both directions?  

Depending on the answers, PEA can help a team map 
and adapt strategies as well as pathways for action 
(implementation) as well as to anticipate unintended 
consequences (the ripple effects and risks associate with 
any action). 

?

?

?Foundational Factors Rules of the Game People and Organisations

How important is the actor, and the 
conservation agenda, relative to 
other decision makers/ priorities 
for the actor and her/his context?

Is the actor's formal power 
undermined or strengthened by 
informal power they derive from 
networks or connections?

What other actors outside the 
conservation sector play a role in 
the sector?

What incentives (rewards or 
sanctions) would the actor perceive 
they would achieve from enhancing 
or frustrating conservation 
objectives in their space?

Q 1

Q 2

Q 3

Q 4

1

2

3

4

5

1

You can try a 5 Whys exercise to unpack the 
rules of the game. See the example below.

A guide to begin analysis of the foundational 
factors is outlined below

In order to incorporate power in your 
stakeholder analysis, you can ask different 

questions as outlined below

Political Economy Dynamics Causal relationships and the feedback loops between building blocks in order to understand 
how change happens as well as the implications of that change within the context.
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Governance structures in 
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freshwater systems

PEA BUILDING BLOCKS
PEA approaches share common features or building blocks. This PEACI framework combines DFID and USAID approaches 
in three core building blocks (as shown below). The PEACI framework draws particular attention to the political economy 
dynamics (represented by the blue arrows). The dynamics are the multiple relationships between the building blocks and the 
ways they might combine and impact conservation work.

“’So often at WWF, we don’t have space or 

time to think about the ‘why’. We only 

concentrate on the ‘what’. The ‘why’ is the 

thing that you do on the side....PEA helps us 

to understand the world, to work more 

smartly in a way that helps advance the 

conservation agenda” 

Social Development Expert and Anthropologist, WWF

MORE ON DYNAMICS
A focus on PE Dynamics reminds us that change is not 
linear.  It asks that you dive into one building test block, 
dive into the next and then look at how they relate. Then 
add the next building block and look at how all three 
relate. 

The next step is to apply what you know to your challenge 
and current strategy or activity plans against it by asking:

Have we assumed something that is not the case? 

Did we target the right decision maker? 

Did we anticipate how our issue intersects with 
others and the impacts in both directions?  

Depending on the answers, PEA can help a team map 
and adapt strategies as well as pathways for action 
(implementation) as well as to anticipate unintended 
consequences (the ripple effects and risks associate with 
any action). 

?

?

?Foundational Factors Rules of the Game People and Organisations

How important is the actor, and the 
conservation agenda, relative to 
other decision makers/ priorities 
for the actor and her/his context?

Is the actor's formal power 
undermined or strengthened by 
informal power they derive from 
networks or connections?

What other actors outside the 
conservation sector play a role in 
the sector?

What incentives (rewards or 
sanctions) would the actor perceive 
they would achieve from enhancing 
or frustrating conservation 
objectives in their space?

Q 1

Q 2

Q 3

Q 4

1

2

3

4

5

1

You can try a 5 Whys exercise to unpack the 
rules of the game. See the example below.
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