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1. Framing the research problem 

1.1 Overall research interest 
 

People tend to get excited when being told that the author is researching 

corruption, expecting business crimes, mafia and grand corruption. 

Interest and excitement usually wanes upon hearing that the author deals 

with plain everyday corruption, i.e. corruption that ordinary citizens meet 

in their encounters with public officials, scientifically termed 

administrative, petty or low-level corruption. But although not being the 

kind of corruption that makes it into the headlines, petty corruption, if 

systemic, affects the lives of each and everybody at every turn. For those 

not accustomed to all-pervasive corruption it is hard to imagine the extent 

to which it rules life. It can take as absurd and sad forms as ambulances 

operating on the basis of bribes and leaving the person in need up to 

him- or herself if the amount asked for cannot be paid – an example from 

Moscow illustrating the dimension of petty corruption in contemporary 

Russia.1  

Russia and other post-soviet countries alike regularly score in the lower 

third of Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index.2 

Extraordinarily high levels of corruption have been well documented for 

the whole post-soviet region by a number of other surveys and reports 

 
1 Vladimir Rimsky, head of the Sociology Department of the INDEM Foundation – a 
Moscow-based think tank, leading in conducting research on petty corruption in the 
Russian Federation – offered this example from Moscow in order to demonstrate 
how heavily plagued contemporary Russia is by systemic street-level corruption and 
to illustrate what this means for the people living in the country in the framework of 
the conference “19th German-Russian autumn talks: Quick advantage – never-
ending consequences” in Berlin on 7 November 2011 (See chapter 2.2 and 
Appendix 3: Information on experts for more detailed information on expert 
interviews). 
2 In this aggregated index Russia was ranked 138th of a total of 180 countries in 
2018 and its score – indicating the perceived level of public sector corruption on a 
scale of 0 (highly corrupt) to 100 (very clean) – vacillated between 27 and 29 points 
during the past 6 years. Ukraine reached scores between 24 and 32 points, Belarus 
between 29 and 44 and  the whole region of Eastern Europe and Central Asia 
(former Soviet Union countries and countries of the socialist block excluding EU-
members) reached an average score of 35 with only Georgia securing more than 50 
points  (See Transparency International: “Corruption Perception Index 2018” (2019). 
(https://www.transparency.org/cpi2018, last accessed 29 January 2019)). 
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that are being released on a regular basis.3 At the same time, qualitative 

studies on the post-soviet region have established that certain common 

patterns of corrupt practices are noticeable throughout all formerly Soviet 

countries.4  

The overall research interest guiding this study is therefore: Why is 

corruption so pervasive and persistent in post-soviet countries? What role 

does the shared Soviet legacy – the attitudes and patterns of action 

passed down from Soviet times – play in explaining this persistence? Or 

is it the pervasiveness itself that creates a situation from which there is 

no way out?  

On a more systemic level (and following the logical line of these two 

questions), this study also takes an interest in the influence these low-

level informal practices have on the institutions in the post-soviet states: 

If attitudinal orientations and patterns from Soviet times guide today’s 

practices – in an environment in which political and economic conditions 

are supposed to have undergone fundamental changes – doesn’t their 

lasting impact pose obstacles to the development and quality of state 

institutions based on democratic principles? 

 

1.2 Situating the study in corruption theory and research 
 

The question of how to assess the effects of corruption on development 

is a recurring and disputed topic in corruption research that a large 

number of contributions are devoted to. This study, too, touches upon 

this question and therefore this section opens with giving an overview on 

the long and contested history of this topic in corruption research. It then 

moves on to highlight the importance of incorporating historical 

considerations for researching corruption and gives an overview on 

modelling strategies, emphasizing the specific demands of modelling 

systemic corruption. It closes with situating the research interest in the 

 
3 This includes the World Bank series “Anti-Corruption in Transition” from 2000 to 
2006 and various regional and national investigations by Transparency International 
(Transparency International’s Annual Report, having been published annually since 
1999, the Global Corruption Report, annually since 2001, and the National Integrity 
Systems Reports that are published periodically on individual countries). 
4 See Karklins, Rasma: The System Made Me Do It. Corruption in Post-Communist 
Societies. Armonk, N.Y 2005. 
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theory of informal institutions, paying particular attention to the post-

soviet context, and in democracy theory with a special emphasis on the 

role of trust and social capital.  

 

 

How to assess the effects of corruption on development 
 

Influenced by different functional and normative conceptions, research 

dealing with the question of how to assess the effects of corruption can 

be classed into two main schools: One arriving at a view underlining its 

positive effects – at least at a certain stage – and one that suggests the 

effects of corruption are mainly negative ones. 

The view that the positive effects outlive the negative ones has been 

predominantly put forward by studies in the framework of modernisation 

theory in the 1960s and 1970s. Research pertaining to this school 

regards corruption primarily under functional aspects and classifies it as a 

mechanism for acceleration. Corruption is seen as a natural feature of 

every state at an early stage of modernization and development.5 The 

most prominent representative is Samuel Huntington who termed 

corruption as a “welcome lubricant easing the path to modernization”.6 

He argues that corruption can contribute to maintain a political system in 

the same way that reform is by improving economic efficiency and 

political stability.7 Other authors point out that low-level corruption may 

help to speed up processes when dealing with inefficient bureaucracies8 

and promote development by introducing a certain amount of flexibility, 

“humanizing” government and softening the relations between officials 

and people.9 So given certain circumstances this school, the so-called 

 
5 See Mungiu-Pippidi, Alina and Hartmann, Till: “Corruption and Development”. In: 
Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Economics and Finance (forthcoming), 1–47. 
6 See Huntington, Samuel P.: Political Order in Changing Societies. New Haven 
1968. 
7 E.g. by delivering immediate benefits to groups that might otherwise become 
completely alienated from society, by serving as a tool through which newly formed 
social groups can take part in the political process in cases where it has not been 
possible to provide legitimate means of participation or by strengthening political 
parties (See ibid., pp. 59–71). 
8 See Leff, Nathaniel H.: “Economic Development Through Bureaucratic Corruption”. 
In: American Behavioral Scientist 8 (1964:3), 8–14. 
9 See Shils, Edward: “Political Development in the New States (II)”. In: Comparative 
Studies in Society and History 2 (1960:4), 379–411, quote taken from p. 385 and 
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“revisionists”, acknowledges that corruption may have positive effects on 

economic and political development and thus on society at large.  

The second school, by contrast, advances a solely negative reading of 

the outcomes of corruption and regards corruption as a “political 

pathology”.10 It assesses the effects of corruption against the objective of 

a state functioning according to the principles of democracy and 

(neo-)liberalism. Corruption is identified as a symptom of failed 

governance that negatively affects economic growth, development and – 

an important dimension with regard to our research interest – confidence 

in the state and its institutions.11 Consequently, suggested reform 

measures to reduce corruption emphasized on deregulation, privatisation 

and institutional reform.12 The school is closely connected to World Bank 

and IMF economists and is in line with the neoliberal spirit of Washington 

consensus reforms promoted by these organisations at that time.13  

Since these reforms did not deliver the results expected in the 1990s, 

research has gradually withdrawn from the “less state means less 

corruption” paradigm and has moved to concentrate on institutions and 

institutional quality.14 This approach of the so-called “institutionalists” is 

based on the argument that the institutional environment matters more 

 
McMullan, M.: “A Theory of Corruption”. In: The Sociological Review 9 (1961:2), 
181–201. 
10 Cox, Michaelene D. (ed.): State of Corruption, State of Chaos. The Terror of 
Political Malfeasance. Lanham, Boulder, New York et al. 2008. 
11 See Shah, Anwar M.: “Corruption and Decentralized Public Governance”. In: 
Policy Research Working Paper, The World Bank (2006:3824 (January)). and Gray, 
Cheryl W. and Kaufmann, Daniel: “Corruption and Development”. In: Finance & 
Development 35 (1998), 7–11. In this context, Susan Rose-Ackerman summarises 
that “cross-country empirical work has confirmed the negative impact of corruption 
on growth and productivity” (Rose-Ackerman, Susan: Corruption and Government. 
Causes, Consequences and Reform. Cambridge; New York 1999). For studies on 
corruption and economic growth see Abed, George T. and Davoodi, Hamid R.: 
“Corruption, Structural Reforms, and Economic Performance in the Transition 
Economies”. In: IMF Working Paper 132 (2000), 1–48 and Mauro, Paolo: 
“Corruption and Growth”. In: The Quaterly Journal of Economics 110 (1995:3), 681–
712, on corruption and development see World Bank: Mainstreaming Anti-
Corruption Activities in World Bank Assistance. A Review of Progress Report since 
1997 2004.  
12 See Gray, Cheryl W. and Kaufmann, Daniel 1998, as footnote 11. 
13 It is thus rooted in a policy set that was widely in use during the time of post-
socialist transformation and that contributed considerably to the chaos in the reform 
years following the collapse of the Socialist block by reducing the capacities of state 
control to a minimum – a view put forth elaborately by Martin Myant and Jan 
Drahokoupil in Myant, Martin and Jan Drahokoupil: Transition Economies. Political 
Economy in Russia, Eastern Europe, and Central Asia. Hoboken (NJ) 2011. 
14 See Wickberg, Sofia: “The Fluctuating Boundaries of Corruption”. Hamburg 2018 
and Mungiu-Pippidi, Alina and Hartmann, Till (forthcoming), as footnote 5, p. 16. 
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than policies do and that institutional development has primacy over 

economic development.15 This turn led research into a new direction and 

new possible interrelations have been researched. In his seminal article 

Paolo Mauro found strongly negative correlations between corruption and 

political stability.16 Other studies showed that corruption weakens central 

government, negatively affects public revenues and causes inefficiencies 

in public service provision, thus limiting the state’s ability to carry out its 

functions.17 Our research interest, enquiring about the impact of Soviet 

informality and the general attitudinal orientations connected with them 

on the development and functionality of today’s democratic institutions, 

follows this institutionalist turn and is concerned with institutional quality.  

As the recent publishing dates of studies pertaining to the latter 

school suggest, the current academic discussion goes along with the 

institutionalists’ view and agrees on the negative effects of corruption for 

development, acknowledging negative correlations between corruption 

and important development factors and contending the primacy of 

institutions and politics.18 Nevertheless modernization theory still 

influences the discourse and some of its considerations continue to have 

important insights to offer.  

That institutional quality is an important measure for controlling corruption 

has been argued by Alina Mungiu-Pippidi in the first place. Building on 

the theory of Douglass North, she showed that if societies “do not 

manage to create open access and impersonal, merit-based relation to 

govern both the market and the state-citizen relation […] their state 

 
15 See Dani Rodrik (2006) and Joseph Stiglitz (1999) as quoted in Mungiu-Pippidi, 
Alina and Hartmann, Till (forthcoming), as footnote 5, p. 16. 
16 See Mauro, Paolo 1995, as footnote 11, p. 687. 
17 See Shleifer, Andrei and Vishny, Robert W.: “Corruption”. In: Quarterly Journal of 
Economics 108 (1993:3), 599–617 on central government, Besley, Timothy and 
Persson, Torsten: “Why Do Developing Countries Tax so Little”. In: Journal of 
Economic Perspectives 28 (2014:4), 99–120, IMF: Current Challenges in Revenue 
Mobilization. Improving Tax Compliance. Washington DC 2015 (= IMF Policy Paper) 
and Aghion, Philippe, Ufuk Akcigit and Julia Kerr William R. Cagé: Taxation, 
Corruption, and Growth. Cambridge, MA 2016 (= NBER Working Paper; 21928) on 
public revenue and Reinikka, Ritva and Svensson, Jakob: “How Corruption Affects 
Service Delivery and What Can Be Done About It”. In: Susan Rose-Ackerman (ed.). 
International Handbook on the Economics of Corruption. Cheltenham; 
Northhampton MA 2006, 441–456 on public service provision (as quoted in Mungiu-
Pippidi, Alina and Hartmann, Till (forthcoming), as footnote 5, p. 18). 
18 The term “primacy of politics” has been coined by Acemoglu and Robinson in 
Acemoglu, Daron and James A. Robinson: Why Nations Fail. The Origins of Power, 
Prosperity and Poverty. New York 2012. 
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remains captured by particular interests, and does not evolve to ethical 

universalism”.19  

Mungiu-Pippidi and many other scholars, both institutionalists and 

modern theorists, support the view that corruption emerges as a reaction 

to dysfunctional institutions and concentrate their research on this 

direction of causality.20 This study, in contrast, regards the opposite 

direction and advances the view that (dysfunctional) relics of behavioural 

patterns can seriously harm institutional quality, e.g. by contradicting the 

spirit in which the institutions have been conceived, and can even render 

institutions dysfunctional.   

 

 

Why a historical view of corruption matters 
 

Naturally, this different angle on the direction of causality influences the 

approach taken when explaining people’s behaviour. Whereas the 

common modelling strategy of scholars seeing corruption as the result of 

dysfunctional institutions is to focus on explaining behaviour in functional 

and economic terms, this study will take into account what can be called 

the “human” (and at times irrational) dimension of why people resort to 

corruption. This includes their history, their set of experiences as well as 

patterns of behaviour passed down from their elders – in short the role 
 

19 See Mungiu-Pippidi, Alina: “Corruption. Diagnosis and Treatment”. In: Journal of 
Democracy 17 (2006:3), 86–99 and Mungiu-Pippidi, Alina: The Quest for Good 
Governance. How Societies Develop Control of Corruption. Cambridge; New York 
2015 as quoted in Mungiu-Pippidi, Alina and Hartmann, Till (forthcoming), as 
footnote 5, p. 7). Douglass North put forth the theory that the increased 
interdependence of human beings necessitated the development of “institutions that 
will permit anonymous, impersonal exchange across time and space”, but that the 
success in creating the right institutions varied due to diverse local experiences (see 
Douglass North (1993), p.3 as quoted in Mungiu-Pippidi, Alina and Hartmann, Till 
(forthcoming), as footnote 5, p. 7). In a similar vein, but on the quality of government 
see Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan: “What Is Quality of Government? A Theory of 
Impartial Government Institutions”. In: Governance 21 (2008:2), 165–190. 
In terms of corruption control it has to be stated that neither the view of the 
modernization theorists – that economic development takes primacy over institutions 
– nor the one of the institutionalists running into the opposite direction is supported 
by available data (e.g. China has grown despite being corrupt, but the quality of 
governance has not followed suit), see Mungiu-Pippidi, Alina and Hartmann, Till 
(forthcoming), as footnote 5, p. 29 (for exceptions from this rule see Mungiu-Pippidi, 
Alina and Michael Johnston (eds.): Transitions to Good Governance. Creating 
Virtuous Circles of Anticorruption. Cheltenham; Northhampton MA 2017). 
20 See Shah, Anwar M. 2006, as footnote 11, p. 2, Bracking, Sarah (ed.): Corruption 
and Development. The Anti-Corruption Campaigns. Basingstoke, Hampshire 2007 
and earlier Huntington 1968, as footnote 6, p. 59. 
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the legacy of behavioural patterns plays in contributing to the use of 

corrupt or informal practices.21  

This study argues that in order to fully understand why people resort to 

corrupt practices, the importance of the past in shaping today’s behaviour 

has to be taken into account as an explanatory dimension of human 

behaviour.22 This holds even more so in times of radical and far reaching 

change, when many certainties and beliefs crumble and people are lost 

for orientation.23  

No doubt this study – examining patterns of corruption that have 

emerged in the transformation period from communism to a market 

economy – deals with behaviour that has emerged in a period of radical 

change. Therefore the assumption that informal practices influenced by 

Soviet habits continue to play a role is not advanced in spite of these 

changes, but because of them. It is supported by the findings of scholars 

trying to explain current informal patterns in post-soviet countries by 

incorporating historical and sociological considerations (as opposed to 

those scholars that disregard the impact of the past and focus on the 

chaotic transition and the ensuing loss of regulative power of state 

institutions as the (sole) source of today’s high levels of corruption24). 

 
21 While bearing in mind that legacy as an explanatory parameter of corruption may 
of course be the result of patterns of behaviour that have been shaped as a reaction 
to institutional dysfunctionalities in the past. 
22  I therefore strongly agree with Michael Johnston who pointed to the need for a 
“richly comparative and historical view of corruption, built upon diverse kinds of 
evidence and theory” as a desideratum for further research (See Michael Johnston 
as quoted in Debiel, Tobias and Andrea Gawrich (eds.): (Dys-)Functionalities of 
Corruption. Wiesbaden 2013 (= 7)). 
23 At the same time this study does not take a deterministic view. I do not contend 
that the habits of the past exclude the possibility of changes, rather do I argue that 
history does have a decisive impact on today’s practices in the sense of Miller, 
Grodeland & Koshechkina’s “fading legacy” model that suggests “evolutionary 
change as new experiences overlay historical experience and gradually change 
thinking and behaviour” (Miller, William L., Ase B. Grodeland and Tatyana Y. 
Koshechkina: A Culture of Corruption? Coping with Government in Post-Communist 
Europe. Budapest 2001). Between the deterministic model and a view that denies 
the impact of the past it is also the most logical one since it acknowledges that the 
conditions of the past could mould minds and behaviour while not excluding that the 
present may do so, too, as Miller, Grodeland & Koshechkina aptly observed (see 
ibid., pp. 17–18.). 
24 The latter follow the mainstream in corruption research, i.e. interpreting it as a 
reaction to dysfunctional institutions, in this case the seriously challenged capacity of 
state institutions in enforcing the law, in extreme cases even the complete collapse 
of regulatory control following the collapse of the USSR. For studies following this 
line of reasoning see Kaufmann, Daniel: “Corruption. The Facts”. In: Foreign Policy 
107 (1997: Summer), 114-131, Hellman, Joel S.: “Winner Takes All. The Politics of 
Partial Reform in Postcommunist Transitions”. In: World Politics 50(2) (1998), 203–
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Central to the former line of reasoning is that post-soviet times saw the 

transformation of a specific system of informal practices typical of the 

Soviet Union.25 These practices had been an adaptation mechanism to 

the realities of the planned economy with which people tried to relieve the 

ubiquitous shortages of everyday commodities. It was an elaborate 

system of helping each other out, mainly by using the resources offered 

by the work place as well as by fostering a network of connections for 

trading favours and securing the use of “pull” when necessary (famously 

grasped by the Russian term “blat”).26 It also helped to alleviate the 

inflexibility and over-bureaucratisation of the political regime by 

humanising the relations between citizens and authorities.27 In the course 

of the transformation from state socialism to a market economy money 

regained its importance as a means for exchange and, consequently, this 

“economy of favours”, as it has been termed by Alena Ledeneva, 

underwent its monetization.28  

By following this argumentation, this study does not deny the effects of 

the chaotic transition from state socialism to the development of 

democratic institutions and a market economy on corruption intensity – 

 
234, Hellman, Joel S., Geraint Jones and Daniel Kaufmann: "Seize the State, Seize 
the Day". State Capture, Corruption and Influence in Transition. Washington DC 
2000 (= World Bank Policy Research Working Paper), Varese, Frederico: “Pervasive 
Corruption”. In: Alena V. Ledeneva and Marina Kurkchiyan (eds.). Economic Crime 
in Russia. London; Boston 2000, 17–30 and to some extent Miller, Grodeland and 
Koshechkina 2001, as footnote 23. 
25 See Ledeneva, Alena V.: How Russia Really Works. The Informal Practices that 
Shaped Post-Soviet Politics and Business. Ithaca (NY) 2006, Ledeneva, Alena V.: 
“Informal Networks in Postcommunist Economies. A "Topographical" Map”. In: 
Thomas Lahusen and Peter H. Solomon, JR. (eds.). What is Soviet Now? Identities, 
Legacies, Memories. Berlin 2008, 57–77, Karklins, Rasma: “Typology of Post-
Communist Corruption”. In: Problems of Post-Communism 49 (2002:4: July/August), 
22–33, Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, Stykow, Petra: “Der Fall Russland. Korruption 
als Kollateralschaden der Transformation?”. In: Vierteljahreshefte zur 
Wirtschaftsforschung 73 (2004:2), 247–262 and Stykow, Petra: Staat und Wirtschaft 
in Russland. Interessenvermittlung zwischen Korruption und Konzertierung. 
Wiesbaden 2006. 
26 For a detailed treatment of the characteristics of Soviet informal institutions see 
section 1.3, which is mainly based on the seminal and admirably comprehensive 
study of Alena Ledeneva on Russian blat (see Ledeneva, Alena V.: Russia's 
Economy of Favours. Blat, Networking and Informal Exchange. Cambridge 1998). 
27 See Miller, Grodeland and Koshechkina 2001, as footnote 23, p. 9 and p. 17 who 
describes the Soviet regime as an autocracy tempered by corruption, in which 
“citizens could expect neither serious consideration nor fair treatment without some 
means of ‘interesting’ the official in their case” (quote taken from p. 17). 
28 Thus transforming blat, i.e. the system of trading favours, into corrupt practices. 
For the use of the terms informal and corrupt in this study, refer to section 1.4. On 
the transformation of blat and other informal practices see Ledeneva 1998, as 
footnote 26, pp. 175–214 and Ledeneva 2006, as footnote 25. 
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certainly these processes multiplied the opportunities for corruption and 

offered new forms and dimensions particularly in the course of 

privatisation. But it would be wrong to disregard the influence of the past, 

particularly when examining low-level corruption. As Rasma Karklins has 

shown in her study on petty corruption in post-soviet states mainly based 

on the case of Latvia, even in countries that have made good progress 

with regard to the development of democratic institutions and the 

introduction of a market economy (and have consequently lived a less 

chaotic reform period), people continue to resort to informal practices 

from Soviet times. She concludes that “established structures and 

procedures retain influence both through inertia and as a safety net in 

confusing times”, aptly summarised in the saying that “old habits die 

hard”.29 

Therefore this study takes less interest in the question if (and in which 

way) corruption has been caused by dysfunctional institutions, but rather 

enquires into the importance of learned or passed down patterns of 

behaviour in the corruption process. It will attempt, in a first move, to 

describe today’s informal practices in order to establish which elements 

of former Soviet practices have been preserved in today’s informal 

institutions. Having investigated this influence of the past and having 

established the peculiarities of the emerging behavioural patterns of 

corruption, will yield a clearer picture in which way it is those Soviet 

elements that account for the ubiquity and persistence of low-level 

corruption in post-soviet countries or whether there are other causes 

accounting for the pervasiveness of post-soviet informality.  

  

Modelling strategies in contexts of systemic corruption 
 

As mentioned above, with the turn to the institutionalists’ interpretation of 

corruption, the common modelling strategy – particularly of those 

scholars regarding corruption as the result of dysfunctional institutions – 

has been to explain corrupt behaviour in functional and economic terms, 

 
29 Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 89. See also Ledeneva, who asserts that “a 
dehistoricized notion of corruption is unusable in societies with patrimonial legacies.” 
(See Ledeneva, Alena V.: “From Russia with Blat. Can Informal Networks Help 
Modernize Russia?”. In: Social Research 76 (2009:1: Spring), 257–288, here 
p. 259). 
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predominantly by resorting to the principal-agent models originating from 

the field of New Institutional Economics.30 In two seminal studies that 

evoked a lot of response in public policy circles, Susan Rose-Ackerman 

and Robert Klitgaard extended this economic principal-agent model to 

the study of corruption and adapted it to the principal-agent-client model 

(PAC) which has shaped most of corruption research since then.31 When 

regarding administrative corruption the three groups of the model are: the 

principal, i.e. the head of an institution, his agents – the public servants –, 

and the clients or citizens.32 Exchange relationships between client and 

agent are not allowed and if they occur, they qualify as corrupt actions. 

The analysis of how corrupt transactions come about is based on 

rational-choice theory, i.e. it is assumed that individuals act rationally and 

aim to maximise their benefits. If the benefits – the sum of the bribe – 

outweigh risks and costs, the agent will act corruptly.33 The risks and 

costs are mainly modelled by the probability to get exposed and by the 

expected severity of punishment, as in Gary Becker’s crime and 

punishment model, 34 but can also include the moral cost of acting 

corruptly.35  

The underlying assumption is that a goal conflict exits between principals, 

who are supposed to embody public interest, and agents, who are a) 

 
30 Pech, Birgit: Korruption und Demokratisierung. Rekonstruktion des 
Forschungsstandes an den Schnittstellen zu Institutionenökonomik und politischer 
Transformationsforschung 2012 (= INEF-Report; 99/2012). The principal-agent 
theory evolved in the context of New Institutional Economics and attributes a 
decisive role to the surrounding institutional framework in shaping individual 
behaviour by establishing the rules of the game. 
31 See Rose-Ackerman, Susan: Corruption. A Study in Political Economy. New York; 
San Francisco; London 1978 and Klitgaard, Robert E.: Controlling Corruption. 
Berkeley 1988. 
32 When examining political corruption, rulers are modelled as agents and citizens 
take the role of principals (see Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan: “Why 
Anticorruption Reforms Fail—Systemic Corruption as a Collective Action Problem”. 
In: Governance 25 (4) (2012), 1–23, here p. 4). 
33 Oswald, Ingrid: “Elemente einer Theorie der offenen Hand. Zur Verbindung von 
Korruptions- und Gesellschaftsanalyse am Beispiel Russlands”. In: Harald Bluhm 
and Karsten Fischer (eds.). Sichtbarkeit und Unsichtbarkeit der Macht. Theorien 
politischer Korruption. Baden-Baden 2002, 41–65.  
34 See Becker, Gary S.: “Crime and Punishment. An Economic Approach”. In: 
Journal of Political Economy 76 (1968:2), 169–217. 
35 See Klitgaard 1988, as footnote 31. For a comprehensive overview on modelling 
strategies belonging to the wide family of principal-agent models, see Shah, Anwar 
M. 2006, as footnote 11, pp. 5–10. For a summary of the use of PAC models in the 
study of corruption see Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as 
footnote 32, pp. 3–6 and Mungiu-Pippidi, Alina and Hartmann, Till (forthcoming), as 
footnote 5, pp. 19–20. 
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trying to maximise their benefits and b) have more information than 

principals, resulting in an information asymmetry between the two groups 

of actors. Thus, through the lens of the principal-agent framework, the 

problem of corruption lies exclusively with the agent and it occurs when 

“an agent betrays the principal […] in the pursuit of his or her own self-

interest”.36 

However, the use of the PAC model is recently no longer uncontested in 

corruption research. Since it has been the dominating model to explain 

corruption for the past 40 years, the large majority of anti-corruption 

efforts, too, consequently followed the logic of the principal-agent theory 

and it fundamentally shaped international anti-corruption policy.37 

However, there seem to be few successful cases where countries have 

significantly reduced corruption and the majority of “systemically corrupt 

countries are considered to be just as corrupt as they were before anti-

corruption interventions were rolled out.”38  

Recent criticism of the principal-agent framework takes this failure as a 

point of departure for arguing that the theoretical underpinnings of the 

PAC model are inappropriate, especially in settings with rampant 

corruption. As has been put forth very clearly by Anna Persson, Bo 

Rothstein and Jan Teorell, in settings with systemic corruption one of the 

main assumptions of the PAC model – that there are principals who 

embody public interest – does not hold. In an environment with systemic 

corruption the majority of potential principals is part of the game and will 

therefore not sanction the behaviour of the corrupt agent. This means 

 
36 Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, p. 4. 
37 See ibid., p. 3 and Marquette, Heather and Caryn Pfeiffer: Corruption and 
Collective Action. Birmingham 2015 (= Research Paper; 32). Typical policy 
interventions based on the PAC model were either attempting to raise both the cost 
and the risk of corruption for agents or to decrease the level of discretion among 
agents, i.e. they were aiming at manipulating the individual cost-benefit analysis: 
expanding monitoring mechanisms, increasing penalties, raising public sector 
wages, limiting the monopoly of agents, but also increasing accountability by 
supporting democratization and bureaucratisation, improving the rule of the law so 
that corrupt officials can be prosecuted and punished, encouraging greater 
transparency by independent media and the creation and encouragement of civil 
society watchdogs (see Mungiu-Pippidi, Alina and Hartmann, Till (forthcoming), as 
footnote 5, p. 20 and Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as 
footnote 32, pp. 4–5.). 
38 Marquette and Pfeiffer 2015, as footnote 37, p. 1 and Persson, Anna, Rothstein, 
Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, p. 2 and 5. See also Mungiu-Pippidi, Alina 
2006, as footnote 19, Hough, Dan: Corruption, Anti-Corruption and Governance. 
New York 2013 and Mungiu-Pippidi 2015, as footnote 19. 
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that all anti-corruption measures deducted from the PAC model – 

reducing the agent’s discretion, increasing his risk or lowering his 

motivation for corrupt actions – are bound to fail, since they are based on 

the wrong prerequisite.39  

Instead the authors suggest the conceptualisation of corrupt behaviour in 

thoroughly corrupt settings within the framework of collective action 

theory. They argue that in a setting where corruption is the rule and not 

the exception, the costs of being honest are disproportionately high, 

since this will not change the rules of the game. If the common 

expectation is that everyone is going to play foul, the short-term benefits 

of joining in are higher than the expected cost of playing by the rules. 

This is true even if the majority dislikes and disapproves of corruption and 

is well aware that as a collective entity it will lose out with continued 

corruption and would profit from erasing it. But for a person who is not 

willing or not capable of bearing the cost of refraining from corruption, it 

will be rational to join in no matter what his or her opinion on corruption 

is.40  

Attempting to cure this collective action problem with policy interventions 

suggested by principal-agent theory makes the situation a collective 

action problem of the ‘second order’, a term coined by Elinor Ostrom, in 

which the incentives to break with the system (monitoring devices and 

punishment regimes) are undermined by the collective action problem 

itself – the shared expectation of being in an unfavourable minority 

position when refusing to play the game. 41 As predicted by the 

assurance game – a prototypical model in collective action theory – this 

 
39 See Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, pp. 6–7. 
For an overview on the recent critical discussion of principal-agent theory see also 
Mungiu-Pippidi, Alina and Hartmann, Till (forthcoming), as footnote 5, pp. 21–28. 
40 See Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, pp. 
8-10. Simone Bohn’s evidence stemming from a study in 25 American countries 
supports this theory concluding that the more experience individuals have had with 
corruption the more likely it is that they will justify their occasional use of bribes (30% 
higher odds ratio) and that the perception of corruption as widespread has a 
negative effect on the sense of wrongdoing when engaging in it (see Debiel and 
Gawrich (eds.) 2013, as footnote 22, pp. 7–8 as well as in greater detail Bohn, 
Simone: “Justifying Corrupt Exchanges. Rational-choice Corruptors”. In: Tobias 
Debiel and Andrea Gawrich (eds.). (Dys-)Functionalities of Corruption. Wiesbaden 
2013, 159–182 (= 7)). 
41 See Ostrom, Elinor: “A Behavioral Approach to the Rational Choice Theory of 
Collective Action”. In: American Political Science Review 92 (1998:1), 1–22, 
referring to collective action problems in general, and Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo 
and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, p. 9. 
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game of corruption is locked into the suboptimal “corrupt” equilibrium: 

Everybody would prefer the outcome of the game where no one cheats 

as compared to everyone playing foul, but as long as the shared 

expectation is that everybody else acts corruptly, the negative payoffs of 

being the only one who plays fair are too high.42  

Two aspects are important to note: When treating settings of systemic 

corruption in the framework of collective action theory, Persson, 

Rothstein & Teorell focus on the influence that group dynamics have on 

the decisions of the agents, i.e. the public officials. We argue that the 

same deliberations can be applied to the perspective of the client/ the 

citizen respectively and that this can offer important insight in interpreting 

the client’s behaviour that seems to play an important role in perpetuating 

corruption.43 After all citizens, too, are trapped in a “vicious circle of 

corruption”44, of which no one alone can afford to break out.  

The second aspect to note is that Persson, Rothstein & Teorell contend 

that there is a “decisive moral disapproval of corruption in the majority of 

countries, including the most corrupt ones”.45 This is surprising since 

there is increasing consensus among social scientists that “particularism, 

and not ethical universalism, is the humanity’s default condition”.46 

Contrary to the common line of reasoning why some countries remain 

more corrupt than others – which argues that the public acceptance of 

what is understood as corruption is culturally contingent and thus varies 

significantly across countries47 – Persson, Rothstein & Teorell’s 

argument is that the majority of individuals is not corrupt, but corruptible 

by being trapped in a collective action problem.48 

 
42 Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, pp. 9–10. 
43 Persson, Rothstein & Teorell do refer to the role of the citizen at one instance, 
however, they do so by interpreting citizens as another instance of principles that 
are not interested in embodying public interest (see ibid., pp. 6–7.). 
44 Ibid., p. 12. 
45 Ibid., p. 7. 
46 See Mungiu-Pippidi, Alina and Hartmann, Till (forthcoming), as footnote 5, pp. 8-9, 
quote taken from p. 8. On the discussion of the role of morals in corruption research 
see Miller, Grodeland and Koshechkina 2001, as footnote 23, pp. 8–10. 
47 See Heidenheimer, Arnold J.: “Perspectives on the Perception of Corruption”. In: 
Arnold J. Heidenheimer, Michael Johnston and Victor T. LeVine (eds.). Political 
Corruption. A Handbook. New Brunswick et al. Reprint 1993, 149–163. 
48 See Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, pp. 7–8. 
A similar reasoning is put forward by Alina Mungiu-Pippidi in Mungiu-Pippidi, Alina: 
Contextual Choices in Fighting Corruption. Lessons Learned. In: 2011 (= Norwegian 
Agency for Development Cooperation). 
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Interestingly, studies on post-socialist countries support this view 

(without, however, deriving theoretical implications from it). They term the 

dilemma of citizens engaging in corrupt actions while acknowledging that 

their actions are morally wrong “victims of circumstances” model (Miller, 

Grodeland & Koshechkina) or “the system made me do it” (Rasma 

Karklins).49 Many of the post-socialist countries also display what 

collective action theorists criticised as the result of principal-agent-

oriented policy interventions: the concurrence of state-of-the-art anti-

corruption institutions and persistently high levels of corruption. Thus the 

Global Integrity Report of 2011 characterises Ukraine’s legal anti-

corruption framework as “strong”, i.e. attesting the country a legal and 

institutional framework that should be up to the challenge to battle 

corruption, however it has to concede that the country’s actual 

implementation of anti-corruption measures qualifies as “weak”.50 So it 

seems that in these countries – as in many other countries with endemic 

corruption – the political will to enforce existing laws and policies is 

decidedly lacking, pointing towards an “absence of stakeholders willing to 

act as ‘principals’” in the logic of collective action theorists.51 

So getting back to the research interest of this study, collective action 

theory offers a powerful alternative explanation – besides the impact of 

post-soviet informality – as to what accounts for the pervasiveness of 

low-level corruption in post-soviet states.  

After having shown which elements of former Soviet practices have been 

preserved in today’s informal institutions, this study will therefore, in a 

second move, try to establish what makes people resort to these 

practices: Do they engage in informal practices out of inertia, reproducing 
 

(https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2042021, 26 November 
2018). 
49 See Miller, Grodeland and Koshechkina 2001, as footnote 23 and Karklins 2005, 
as footnote 4. In a similar vein, see also Miller, William L.: “Corruption and 
Corruptibility”. In: World Development 34 (2006:2), 371–380. 
50 See Global Integrity: Global Integrity Report. Washington DC 2011. For Russia, 
similar results can be found in the Global Integrity Report 2010 that attests the 
country a strong legal framework (with a score of 90 as compared to 83 for Ukraine 
a year later) and an even lower score with regard to the implementation level (“very 
weak” with a score of 56 as compared to “weak” with a score of 48 for Ukraine in the 
following year), see Global Integrity: Global Integrity Report. Washington DC 2010. 
51 See Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, p. 6. At 
the same time political actors may well speak of accountability and integrity – as it 
has been the case in almost every presidential address in Russia over the past 15 
years – which does not have to translate into a real commitment to take action 
against corrupt behaviour and structures. 
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what has been habitual in Soviet times? Or does the pervasiveness itself 

create a situation that makes them feel forced to act corruptly, i.e. do they 

act that way because they are trapped in a problem of collective action?52 

While the former explanation might entail that these practices are 

less functional than they used to be, the latter would describe a rational 

and efficient solution.53 In that case citizens pragmatically accept the 

necessity to act that way and corrupt institutions become efficient in the 

sense that for “each particular actor […] the perceived relative (and 

sometimes even absolute) short-term benefits of sustaining the corrupt 

status quo outweigh the perceived costs of breaking the existing rules of 

the game”.54 

Finding an answer to this question is essential for devising the right anti-

corruption interventions. As argued by Karklins, only if one understands 

the motives and incentives for engaging in corrupt actions, it will be 

possible to arrive at effective strategies to fight corruption.55 Reform 

efforts based on the wrong prerequisites or reform efforts that are not 

tailored to the specific situation in a particular country will not only fail to 

be effective, but can even be harmful and provoke the opposite of what 

was intended.56 Particularly in contexts with systemic corruption, 

 
52 While the former might entail that these practices are less functional then they 
used to be, the latter case would be a rational decision, since in the case of a 
collective action problem resorting to informal practices maximizes efficiency in 
achieving objectives. This makes citizens pragmatically accept the necessity to act 
that way and renders corrupt institutions efficient in the sense that for “each 
particular actor […] the perceived relative (and sometimes even absolute) short-term 
benefits of sustaining the corrupt status quo outweigh the perceived costs of 
breaking the existing rules of the game” (see Rothstein, Bo: “Anti-Corruption. The 
Indirect 'Big Bang' Approach”. In: Review of International Political Economy 18 
(2011:2), 228–250 as quoted in Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 
2012, as footnote 32, p. 16 and Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 
2012, as footnote 32, pp. 12–13.). 
53 If citizens perceive the situation as a collective action problem, resorting to 
informal practices maximizes efficiency in achieving their objectives. 
54 See Rothstein, Bo 2011, as footnote 52 as quoted in Persson, Anna, Rothstein, 
Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, p. 16 and Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo 
and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, pp. 12–13. 
55 This is why Karklins argues for a “culturally framed approach”, taking into account 
attitudes, values and expectations, see Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 58. 
56 E.g. several interventions inspired by principal-agent theory can backfire when 
applied in contexts with epidemic corruption: Increasing transparency for instance 
can increase public perceptions that corruption is pervasive and thus may induce “a 
sense of ‘corruption fatigue’” – in the words of Marquette & Pfeiffer – in both 
potential reformers and the general public or it might encourage former non-corrupt 
actors to participate in corrupt activities (see Marquette and Pfeiffer 2015, as 
footnote 37, p. 0 and Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as 
footnote 32, pp. 16–17). Likewise, attempts to fix the incentives, e.g. by raising 
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unsuccessful reform efforts risk to make people cynical and further 

reinforce the feeling of being trapped in a corrupt game.57 

In finding answers to the question of whether it is the legacy of Soviet 

informality or the feeling of being forced to go along with ubiquitous 

corruption because everybody else does, this study’s aim is to contribute 

to the scientific foundation for conceiving the right reform efforts for the 

post-soviet region by incorporating the individual-level motives of why 

people participate in corrupt transactions.58 Is Soviet legacy found to be 

the main driver for pervasiveness of low-level corruption in post-soviet 

states, then measures like early childhood anti-corruption education will 

be efficient, if only in the long term perspective. If people predominantly 

justify their participation in corrupt practices by blaming corruption’s 

ubiquity, reform efforts have to follow the logic of collective action theory. 

For real change, it will thus be vital to find ways how to influence 

individual actors’ expectations of what all other actors are likely to do – in 

order to move from the shared belief that everyone plays foul to the belief 

that the majority of actors can be expected to play fairly.59  

 

 

Functionality and the theory of informal institutions in the post-
soviet context 

 

Before moving on to explain the study’s third area of interest in greater 

detail, it is necessary to discuss what the theory of informal institutions 

contributes to analysing the effects of informal practices. As mentioned 

above, the question whether it is legacy or considerations along the lines 

of collective action problems that make someone participate in corrupt 

activities is followed by the question about the efficiency of these 

practices. Departing from what Guillermo O’Donnel defined as informal 

institutions, i.e. political and societal rules that are nearly as powerful as 
 

salaries in a setting with systemic corruption, may be harmful for the development of 
non-corrupt institutions (see Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as 
footnote 32, p. 16).  
57 See ibid., who refer to the conclusions of Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, Mungiu-
Pippidi, Alina 2006, as footnote 19 and others. 
58 As called for by Rasma Karklins (see Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 58) and 
Persson, Rothstein and Teorell (see Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 
2012, as footnote 32, p. 7). 
59 Ibid., p. 16. 
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formal institutions, but came into being outside officially sanctioned 

channels,60 the existing research distinguishes between informal 

structures that enhance the efficiency of formal institutions and those that 

erode formal rules and structures.61  

Focusing on clientelism and corruption as examples of informal 

institutions, Michael Brie has put forth a classification specifically for the 

Eastern European transformation societies. He describes the late 

socialist period as a stage in which both the functional shortcomings of a 

bureaucratised society and an essentially illegal political regime were 

being compensated by informality (“hybrid state socialism”), followed by a 

“hybrid democratic and market-oriented society”. The latter hybrid form is 

characterised by a blend of the logic of the liberal, market-oriented 

democracy with relics of state-socialism resulting in the co-existence of 

conflicting formal and informal institutions. Consequently, the informal 

institutions contribute to weakening the formal institutions that are not 

efficient in themselves. According to Brie’s theory, the dysfunctional 

effect continues as long as the cost-benefit calculation is in favour of 

using informal arrangements. Only when reaching a stage in which a 

liberal democracy and a functioning market economy have been 

established and are effective, this relation tilts and informal actors will 

adapt their parallel structures to the formal functional logic.62 

With the help of Brie’s considerations this study’s approach in answering 

the third research interest can be systemised. If people engage in 

informal practices out of inertia, reproducing what has been habitual in 

 
60 See O'Donnell, Guillermo: “Illusions about Consolidation”. In: Journal of 
Democracy 7 (2) (1996), 34–51, here p. 46, who first coined this term and Helmke, 
Gretchen and Levitsky, Steven: “Informal Institutions and Comparative Politics. A 
Research Agenda”. In: Perspectives on Politics 2(4) (2004), 725–740, here p. 726. 
The term “informal institutions” has found ample adaptions and has been used to 
describe a number of different phenomena since then – ranging from personal 
networks, clientelism, corruption and clan structures to traditional culture and 
diverging norms in legislation and jurisdiction (see Steinsdorff, Silvia von: “Gute und 
schlechte Informalität? Informelle Politik in West und Ost”. In: Osteuropa (2005:10), 
5–16, here p. 8). 
61 See ibid. who uses the German terms “unterfütternd“ (“enhancing“ or “supportive”) 
and “untergrabend” (“eroding” or “subversive”) to explain the two main lines of 
reasoning in the theory on informal institutions. 
62 See Brie, Michael: Transformationsgesellschaften zwischen Institutionenbildung 
und Wandel des Informellen. Berlin 1996 (= Publikation 8/96 der Arbeitsgruppe 
Transformationsprozesse in den neuen Bundesländern an der Humboldt-Universität 
zu Berlin) and Brie, Michael: “Formal Institutions and Informal Institutional 
Arrangements”. In: BISS public. Beiträge zur sozialwissenschaftlichen Diskussion II 
(2000). as quoted by Steinsdorff, Silvia von 2005, as footnote 60, pp. 9–10. 
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Soviet times in an environment that has fundamentally changed, this 

might be functional on an individual level, but – in line with Brie’s 

reasoning – risks to be harmful to the development of effective 

institutions following the logic of liberal democracy and market economy.   

 

 

Soviet attitudinal orientations 
 

But whereas Brie has in mind the harmful effect of informal institutions 

themselves, this study takes a wider focus and asks about the effect 

today’s practices and the Soviet attitudinal orientations and patterns 

connected with them have on the development and quality of these 

institutions. 

So speaking of the “human dimension” or Soviet legacy does not merely 

translate in the special cultural imprint post-soviet countries have with 

regard to informal practices, but encompasses a broader range of 

attitudes that are by-products both of the communist ideology and of the 

practical reality of state socialism.63  

Most important of all seems to be the overwhelmingly negative attitude 

towards the state and its authorities, which was to a certain degree 

connected to the weak legitimacy of the Soviet state.64 The state was at 

best perceived as an incapable, if not unfriendly or even hostile entity that 

only partially fulfilled its declared responsibility – providing its citizens with 

protection, secure living conditions and social well-being. On the other 

hand, it disposed of great power to interfere with people’s lives. This 

contributed to a general wariness towards the state and made people try 

to organise their personal affairs with as little exposure to state agencies 

as possible. The negative view of the state meant that the line between 

 
63 So this study does not argue that this broader set of attitudes is a product of a 
“continuing communist domination of ‘hearts and minds’”, as Miller et al. suggest 
and discard as not applicable (see Miller, Grodeland and Koshechkina 2001, as 
footnote 23, p. 20).  
64 See for example Max Weber, who identified three sources of political legitimacy – 
the charismatic, traditional and rational-legal one. To which extent the Soviet rule 
was based on charismatic or traditional authority is debatable, but having been a 
de facto dictatorship where rules could and would be bent by the authorities and the 
transfer of political power by popular suffrage was reduced to mere window-dressing 
made rational-legal authority a very weak source of political legitimacy. For Weber’s 
transforming study see Weber, Max: Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft. Grundriß der 
verstehenden Soziologie. 5th revised edition (first edition 1921), Tübingen 2002. 
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the state and the people was clear-cut and the relationship was 

predominantly thought along the categories of “my”, the people, as 

opposed to “oni”, the state structures or nomenklatura.65  

Naturally, a mind-set that sees the state in an enemy position positively 

influences the willingness to engage in semi- or non-legal behaviour and 

shapes a specific legal culture.66 When the binding power of contracted 

norms is weak, while competing norms – moral ones governing personal 

relations – can help to compensate for the failing state protection, these 

will develop their strength. They create a setting that facilitates corruption 

by counteracting and/ or reducing the sense of guilt – the mens rea in 

legal terms.67 So contrary to the claim of Marxist-Leninist ideology, the 

Soviet system had not only failed to overcome traditional deviance, but 

created systemic circumstances that made deviant behaviour necessary, 

promoting it even further. This included the shortcomings of the economic 

system that made theft in the workplace an everyday occurrence. This 

behaviour, in turn, hardly met sanctions as demand for labour was high 

and the feeling of responsibility for state property low, both again 

outcomes of the planned economy. As a result, the notion of deviance 

virtually collapsed, the acceptance of deviant behaviour was high – 

Andrea Sanjian speaks of a “legacy of acceptance” – and non-

conforming practices were hardly concealed, if only before the 

authorities.68 This absence of a sense of guilt with regard to practices 

that clearly contradict the letter and the spirit of the law is the second 

important attitude to note.69  

 
65 On the negative view of the state as a result of the Soviet legacy see Karklins 
2005, as footnote 4, particularly pp. 59, 69 and 92, Rose-Ackerman, Susan: “Trust 
and Honesty in Post-Socialist Systems”. In: Kyklos 54 (2001:2/3), 415–444, 
Ledeneva 2006, as footnote 25 (who uses the term “disregard for the state”), 
Sanjian, Andrea Stevenson: “The Social Construction of Deviance and the 
Transition from Communist Rule”. In: James R. Millar and Sharon L. Wolchik (eds.). 
The Social Legacy of Communism. Cambridge, MA 1994, 111–129, particularly pp. 
124-125 in which she speaks of the “communist-era alienation from authority”, and 
Steinsdorff, Silvia von 2005, as footnote 60, p. 12.  
66 Some authors attribute this attitude towards set law/ legislation and the state not 
only to the particularities of the Soviet period, but date it back a lot further. For an 
introduction to the particularities of Russian legal culture see Nußberger, Angelika: 
“Rechts- und Verfassungskultur in der Russischen Föderation”. In: Jahrbuch des 
öffentlichen Rechts der Gegenwart N.F. 54 (2006), 35–55. 
67 See Oswald, Ingrid 2002, as footnote 33, p. 46. 
68 See Sanjian, Andrea Stevenson 1994, as footnote 65, p. 120. 
69 It led to a structure of well-functioning reciprocal networks of personal relations 
that stabilised local settings by securing survival in the face of faulty or failing state 
services (for further details on the particularities of these Soviet reciprocal networks 
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Two more aspects are specifically connected to the influence and legacy 

of socialist ideology that permeated values and patterns of thought 

despite the general negative attitude towards the state. This includes a 

prevailing rejection and scepticism towards the legitimacy of individual 

interests as opposed to collective ones (notwithstanding the apparent 

contradiction of this conviction by the use of personal networks to obtain 

what is needed) and contributed to a political culture that emphasizes the 

subordination of individual interests to the common welfare.70 

Equally connected to socialist ideology is the fact that post-socialist 

societies accentuate slightly different aspects as being at the core of 

democratic values. Thus legal and social equality is perceived as the 

most important characteristic of democracy. Accordingly, social and 

economic rights are regarded as the decisive part of the rights and 

liberties granted by the constitution. Freedom is being perceived as the 

liberty to live one's life without any external interference, whereas the 

conception of freedom as part of a group or nation and of rights granting 

a citizen the possibility to be an active member of society is much less 

pronounced.71 

Finally, another specific feature of the Soviet polity was the way the 

relation between the political and economic sphere was organised. The 

lay-out of the Soviet state – including a centrally planned economy – 

inevitably ruled out autonomy of those two spheres and combined both of 

them under the absolute primacy of politics.72 At all times the policy 

process was characterized by a mixture of political and economic 

 
and informal practices, see the following section (section 1.3)). This situation is 
reflected in the common rhetoric of “being forced to do so by the circumstances”, 
often used when engaging in semi- or non-legal practices that were being perceived 
as indispensable in order to alleviate a personal exigency which typically was 
connected to an economy of shortage. 
70 See Stykow, Petra 2004, as footnote 25, p. 259 and Stykow 2006, as footnote 25, 
p. 20. 
71 See Meyer, Gerd: “Formal and Informal Politics. Questions, Concepts and 
Subjects”. In: Gerd Meyer (ed.). Formal Institutions and Informal Politics in Central 
and Eastern Europe: Hungary, Poland, Russia and Ukraine. 2., edition, Opladen, 
Farmington Hills 2008, 15–142, referring to the example of post-soviet Russia. In a 
similar vein, Bohdan Krawchenko established for post-soviet Ukraine that the Soviet 
system contributed to a political culture which turned people into “dependants 
pleading for benefits” rather than emancipated citizens consuming services paid for 
by the taxpayer (see Krawchenko, Bohdan: Administrative Reform in Ukraine. 
Setting the Agenda. Budapest 1997 (= Discussion Papers) as quoted in Miller, 
Grodeland and Koshechkina 2001, as footnote 23, p. 19). 
72 See Stykow 2006, as footnote 25, p. 14. 
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matters. This so-called “fusion” accounted for the fact that having access 

to political resources also meant having access to economic resources 

and that exclusion from one entailed exclusion from the other. Hence 

political survival was closely connected to economic success and access 

to economic resources was in turn linked with political influence.73 

This latter aspect may also account for the fact that, as a legacy to Soviet 

times, the line between public and private sphere is blurred.  This aspect 

is pivotal to the study of corruption, since all attempts to define corrupt 

practices revolve around the central terms of public and private, including 

the most common and succinctly worded one used by the World Bank 

and Transparency International: Corruption as the "misuse of public 

office for private gain".74  A clear conception of the dividing line between 

public and private is therefore essential for being in a position to make a 

conscious choice whether to engage in corrupt practices or not. 

Taking this broader set of attitudes as a point of departure, a number of 

attitudes can be identified that conflict with the demands of a 

democratically constituted polity. Namely the first two particularities – a 

negative view of the state and the absence of a feeling of guilt when 

deceiving it, both of them closely connected to the use of informal 

practices – may have been unproblematic in the political system of the 

USSR which de facto had not been in need of popular support. In a 

political system based on democratic principles, which essentially build 

on participation, support and legitimisation by its citizens, the effect of 

such attitudes, however, might prove highly problematic on the 

aggregated/ systemic level. This is why, in a third move, this study leaves 

the level of individual motivations and asks about the impact of these 

attitudes connected to the use of informal practices on the development 

and quality of state institutions based on democratic principles. As has 

been stated above, it thus reverses the common direction of analysis of 

the functionalist school of corruption, examining what repercussions 

these relics of behavioural patterns (and the soviet-style informality that 

goes along with them) have on the surrounding political system and what 

this means for the relation between citizen and state.  
 

73 See Bunce, Valerie: “The Political Economy of the Brezhnev Era. The Rise and 
Fall of Corporatism”. In: British Journal of Political Science (1983:13), 129–158, here 
p. 131–132. 
74 See Shah, Anwar M. 2006, as footnote 11, p. 2. 
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Corruption and the theory of democracy and trust 
 

Clearly, the political system reality in many post-soviet states is closer to 

autocracy than to real and effective democracy. Yet since the regime 

transition in 1991, the Russian Federation and other post-communist 

countries formally have linked their legitimacy to democracy and the rule 

of the law. These norms are codified in their constitutions and constitute 

their legal foundation. 75 Furthermore, democracy and the rule of law 

became the normative public good that the population came to expect, in 

many cases having taken to the streets for them in the period of regime 

transition. 76  

Democracy theory offers a number of criteria for a functioning and 

effective democracy revolving around the themes of legitimacy, public 

trust and political participation as well as around vital prerequisites within 

society, such as social trust, a concern for the whole and an active and 

participatory citizenry.77  

Studies on the nexus between corruption and democracy point to a range 

of conflicting issues.78 Endemic corruption has been identified to 

negatively influence the development of the rule of law as well as 

institutional trust.79 Eicher/ Beichelt emphasize that diverging formal and 

informal institutional arrangements result in functional defects of the 

political system and may lead to the development and consolidation of 

 
75 For the case of Russia, see Bos, Ellen: “Verfassunsgebungsprozeß und 
Regierungssystem in Russland”. In: Wolfgang Merkel, Eberhard Sandschneider and 
Dieter Segert (eds.). Systemwechsel 2: Die Institutionalisierung der Demokratie. 
Opladen 1996, 179–211. 
76 See Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 92, who points to the importance of people’s 
expectations. If the transformation to a democratic policy can be disputed, the 
fundamental changes to the economic framework are uncontested. Clearly, the 
(European) successor states of the USSR have left the command economy with its 
ubiquitous shortages behind, which played a decisive role in the development of 
informal practices as an adaptation mechanism to these shortages, and moved to a 
market-oriented organisation of the economy. Nevertheless, informal practices and 
the attitudes connected with them persist, posing a threat to the reformation of the 
new governments (see ibid.). 
77 For a detailed treatment of these preconditions within democracy theory, please 
refer to chapter 5.1. 
78 For a comprehensive overview on the research of the relation between corruption 
and democracy, see Pech 2012, as footnote 30. 
79 See ibid., p. 25. 
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democratic deficits.80 It has also been shown that the more corruption 

(along with other informal institutions) shapes patterns of interaction 

between elites and society at large, the more difficult it is for emerging 

formal (democratic) institutions to take hold.81 Moreover, a number of 

studies pointed out that “corruption violates the fundamental principles of 

democracy such as equality, transparency, accountability and fairness 

and threatens regime stability”, which holds particularly for low-level 

corruption.82 For the post-soviet context, Marc Morjé Howard proved that 

– among other factors related to the soviet past – it is the persistence of 

informal networks that accounts for the weakness of civil society in post-

communist countries. He showed that continuing informal networks 

reduce the readiness of people to join other organisational contexts, thus 

making it less likely that people engage in voluntary organisations.83  

There is academic consensus, that high levels of grand corruption, on the 

other hand, pose a decisive threat to effective governance, since the 

formal democratic rules of the game are challenged in their validity by 

other, competing rule systems and thus erode the rule of law.84 Our 

research, however, builds on the more recent findings of Daniel 

Stockemer and Aksel Sundström. They analysed the effects of both petty 

and grand corruption on democracy asking which of them plays a bigger 

role in influencing citizens’ satisfaction with democracy. Contrary to 

established academic opinion, they arrive at the conclusion that 

 
80 Eicher, Claudia and Beichelt, Timm: “Russland. Stabilisierung einer delegativen 
Demokratie”. In: Wolfgang Merkel, Aurel Croissant, Hans-Jürgen Puhle and Peter 
Thiery (eds.). Defekte Demokratie: Band 2: Regionalanalysen. Wiesbaden 2006, 
297–365. On the same topic see also O'Donnell, Guillermo 1996, as footnote 60 and 
Helmke, Gretchen and Levitsky, Steven 2004, as footnote 60. 
81 Merkel, Wolfgang: “Embedded and Defective Democracies”. In: Democratization 
11 (2004:5), 33–58, here p. 40. 
82 See Anderson, Christopher J. and Tverdova, Yuliya V.: “Corruption, Political 
Allegiances, and Attitudes Towards Government in Contemporary Democracies”. In: 
American Journal of Political Science 47 (2003:1), 91–109, Sandholtz, Wayne and 
Koetzle, William: “Accounting for Corruption. Economic Structure, Democracy, and 
Trade”. In: International Studies Quarterly 44 (2000:1), 31–50, Warren, Mark E.: 
“Democracy and Deceit. Regulating Appearances of Corruption”. In: American 
Journal of Political Science 50 (2006:1), 160–174, Chang, Eric C. and Chu, Yun-
han: “Corruption and Trust. Exceptionalism in Asian Democracies”. In: Journal of 
Politics 68 (2006:2), 259–271 as cited by Kubbe, Ina: “Corruption and Trust. A 
Model Design”. In: Tobias Debiel and Andrea Gawrich (eds.). (Dys-)Functionalities 
of Corruption. Wiesbaden 2013, 117–135 (= 7) and the introductory considerations 
of William Miller in Miller, William L. 2006, as footnote 49, p. 14. 
83 See Howard, Marc Morjé: The Weakness of Civil Society in Post-Communist 
Europe. Cambridge 2003, in particular the chapters 5 and 6. 
84 See Eicher, Claudia and Beichelt, Timm 2006, as footnote 80, p. 322. 
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“perceptions on the micro level have a more decisive influence in 

comparison with those on the macro level”.85 

As mentioned above, trust – both interpersonal and institutional – plays a 

decisive role in democracy theory. It has been shown that a high level of 

trust contributes to a positive image of the democratic institutions: It 

makes individuals more active in politics, civil society and the economic 

sphere, it makes them more likely to contribute to charity and also more 

tolerant towards minorities.86 The relationship between corruption and 

trust, in turn, is also a well-established area of investigation within 

corruption research, although theoretical assumptions are contested and 

empirical evidence is inconsistent.87 Whereas studies on the relation 

between corruption and interpersonal trust arrive at contradictory 

conclusions, a large number of studies devoted to analysing the effect of 

corruption on institutional trust establish a negative correlation. They 

show that a high level of corruption contributes to a low level of trust in 

political institutions and that this in turn may even erode general trust in 

the whole community.88 This can have devastating effects on the 

legitimacy of a political system, particularly for young democracies.89  

With regard to the post-communist area Ina Kubbe made an interesting 

quantitative contribution, analysing the relation between corruption and 

trust for a set of European countries while distinguishing between 

 
85 Stockemer, Daniel and Sundström, Aksel: “Corruption and Citizens' Satisfaction 
with Democracy in Europe. What Is the Empirical Linkage?”. In: Tobias Debiel and 
Andrea Gawrich (eds.). (Dys-)Functionalities of Corruption. Wiesbaden 2013, 137–
157 (= 7), quote taken from Debiel, Tobias and Gawrich, Andrea: “(Dys-
)Functionalities of Corruption. Comparative Perspectives and Methodological 
Pluralism”. In: Tobias Debiel and Andrea Gawrich (eds.). (Dys-)Functionalities of 
Corruption. Wiesbaden 2013, 1–11 (= 7). 
86 See Rose-Ackerman, Susan: “Trust, Honesty and Corruption. Reflections on the 
State Building Process”. In: Archives of European Sociology 42 (2001:3), 526–570 
and Rothstein, Bo and Uslaner, Eric M.: “All for All. Equality, Corruption, and Social 
Trust”. In: World Politics 58 (2005:1), 41–72 as quoted in Kubbe, Ina 2013, as 
footnote 82, 120.  
87 For an overview on the research on corruption and trust, please refer to Kubbe, 
Ina 2013, as footnote 82, 118–122. 
88 See inter alia Mishler, William and Rose, Richard: “What Are the Origins of 
Political Trust? Testing Institutional and Cultural Theories in Post-communist 
Societies”. In: Comparative Political Studies 34 (2001:1), 30–62, Anderson, 
Christopher J. and Tverdova, Yuliya V. 2003, as footnote 82, Catterberg, Gabriela 
and Moreno, Alejandro: “The Individual Bases of Political Trust. Trends in New and 
Established Democracies”. In: International Journal of Public Opinion Research 18 
(2005:1), 31–48 and Richey, Sean: “The Impact of Corruption on Social Trust”. In: 
American Politics Research 38 (2010:4), 676–690 as quoted in Kubbe, Ina 2013, as 
footnote 82, p. 119. 
89 See Rose-Ackerman 1999 as quoted in Kubbe, Ina 2013, as footnote 82, p. 119. 
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Western Europe and Central & Eastern Europe. She shows that a low 

level of interpersonal trust nurtures corruption and that in turn a high level 

of corruption negatively influences institutional trust.90 With its third part 

dealing with the legacy of soviet behavioural patterns connected to 

informal practices which include a distinctly low interpersonal trust, this 

study aims to make a qualitative contribution to this topic.91 

 

1.3 Characteristics of Soviet informal practices 
 

As outlined in the previous section, the specific conditions of both the 

command economy and the inflexible political system of the USSR 

shaped a unique system of informal practices as an adaptation 

mechanism. As Rasma Karklins points out, “the necessity to evade 

pressure from the state and obtain social and economic goods through 

personal contacts” was a “fundamental socializing experience” shaping 

habits and attitudes that focused on “unofficial methods of accomplishing 

things”.92 It was an elaborate system of helping each other out, mainly by 

using the resources offered by the workplace as well as by fostering a 

network of connections for trading favours and securing the use of “pull” 

when necessary, which can largely be summarised with the Russian term 

“blat”.93 

In her seminal sociological study “Russia’s Economy of Favours”, Alena 

Ledeneva draws a comprehensive picture of the specifics of Soviet blat, 

networking and informal exchange.94  For a better understanding of the 

complex concept of Soviet informal practices, it is helpful to contrast it 

 
90 See Kubbe, Ina 2013, as footnote 82, pp. 130–131. Kubbe derives two more 
conclusions: That corruption reduces interpersonal and institutional trust throughout 
the examined European countries and that a rise in interpersonal trust results in a 
promotion of institutional trust, particularly when a low level of corruption is 
maintained at the same time (See ibid.). 
91 This includes taking a closer look at the nature of interpersonal trust with regard to 
attributions of in- and out-group effects on trust that Kubbe herself identifies as a 
desideratum for further research (see ibid.). 
92 For all quotes see Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 59. 
93 For a comparative analysis of blat and (other) corrupt phenomena, emphasizing 
connections and contrasts, see Ledeneva 1998, as footnote 26, pp. 39–59. 
94 See ibid. Ledeneva’s study is mainly based on the status quo of the 1980ies. 
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with other phenomena of corruption, in particular with what has become 

the modern, “Western” or monetized understanding of corruption.95 

As the latter attribute suggests, the most easily grasped distinction 

between the two is the role that money plays in these practices. While in 

the majority of conceptions of corruption the transfer of money in the 

course of the transaction is pivotal,96 the use of money in Soviet informal 

practices did practically not occur. Naturally the reason for this lies in the 

different role that money has in the market economy on the one hand – 

being a means of exchange with which it is possible to purchase 

whichever product one desires – and in the centrally-planned Soviet 

economy on the other hand, characterised by a condition of constant 

shortage particularly with regard to consumer goods, a condition that 

deprived money of its usefulness and function. Why strive for money, if 

no amount of money can buy things that are not on sale? In exchange, 

however, other things acquired tremendous importance: having 

information and a sufficient number of acquaintances that owe a favour 

and therefore can be asked for a favour in return.97  

This is why Ledeneva calls these Soviet informal practices “economy of 

favours” as opposed to the term “corruption economics” or “market 

corruption” for the Western type abiding by market mechanisms. Petra 

Stykow is another author that bases her terminology on money as a 

distinctive feature between Soviet type and Western corrupt practices 

using the terms monetized and non-monetized corruption. 98 

 
95 On the development of the modern conception of corruption that narrows it down 
to transfers including money, i.e. bribery, vs. a broader understanding see also the 
following section, p. 31-32.  
The following contrasting comparison is largely inspired by Ledeneva’s 
comprehensive and precise discussion of connections and contrasts between blat 
and (other) corrupt phenomena, see Ledeneva 1998, as footnote 26, pp. 39–59. 
96 See for example the definition of Huntington 1968, as footnote 6, p. 59. 
97 A situation that is captured by the common Russian phrase “On mne dol’žen.”. 
98 See Stykow, Petra 2004, as footnote 25, p. 253. In this article, Stykow challenges 
the theoretical framework mainly established by a widely recognized World Bank 
study (Hellman, Jones and Kaufmann 2000, as footnote 24) on state capture, which 
classifies state capture as corrupt practice on the one hand, in contrast to the 
exertion of influence as legal practice on the other hand. Stykow, however, contends 
that both of them qualify as corruption and introduces the distinction of monetized 
and non-monetized corruption with the latter playing an important role in Soviet 
times and therefore also in post-soviet societies, thereby strongly arguing for the fact 
to that in such a setting the exertion of influence might still be a form of exchange, 
with the sole difference that it is not in money, that a favour is being paid back (see 
Stykow, Petra 2004, as footnote 25, p. 249 in particular). However, opposed to her 
view on exchanging favours on the elite level, she refrains to classify the exchange 
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The fact that under the conditions of a planned economy people in 

privileged positions – be it as shop managers99 or in central allocation 

functions – had power over the distribution of scarce goods, yet to whom 

they would distribute them was up to their own discretion, created a 

gateway for informal practices.100 Networks of contacts dealing reciprocal 

favours were an adequate reaction to this situation and accounted for a 

fundamentally different structure of such corruptive relations: While 

western-type corruption essentially is a phenomenon following a vertical 

structure – from public official to citizen –,101 the exchange of favours 

follows a horizontal structure – from friend to friend or from acquaintance 

to acquaintance. Whereas in the former the direction of exchange from 

public sphere to private sphere is constitutive, in the latter the formative 

quality of the transaction lies in the personal relationship (and the fact 

that it is by way of the acquaintance’s public position that the favour is 

obtained is a means to an end).102 

The way in which the corrupt relationship is structured is also connected 

to the conditions that govern the timeframe in which compensation is 

due. In the Western case in which no particular personal relationship 
 

of favours in the context of blat as corruption (which is even more surprising since 
she motivates this by referring to the clientelistic character of blat, while at the same 
time suggesting the using the term corruption in the context of “parochial corruption” 
which she defines as including clientelistic practices, see Stykow, Petra 2004, as 
footnote 25, p. 255). In general the question should blat be called corruption is 
contested. Among those rejecting to equal blat with corruption are Ledeneva, 
Oswald (calling blat a “preliminary stage of corruption”) and – as has been 
mentioned above – Stykow (see Ledeneva 1998, as footnote 26, pp. 42–47, 
Oswald, Ingrid 2002, as footnote 33, p. 56 and Stykow, Petra 2004, as footnote 25, 
p. 255), while Jowitt, Mildner and Karklins in turn do regard blat as a corrupt practice 
(see Jowitt, Kenneth: “Soviet Neotraditionalism. The Political Corruption of a Leninist 
Regime”. In: Soviet Studies 35(3) (1983), 275–297, Mildner, Kirk: “Korruption in 
Rußland. Wurzeln, Effekte und Strategien”. In: Hellmut Wollmann, Helmut 
Wiesenthal and Frank Bönker (eds.). Transformation sozialistischer Gesellschaften. 
Am Ende des Anfangs. Leviathan Sonderheft 15. Wiesbaden 1995, 346–364 and 
Karklins 2005, as footnote 4). 
99 A person working for example at a butcher’s could also be called privileged as he/ 
she had access to meat and to the information when it was available. 
100 See Oswald, Ingrid 2002, as footnote 33, p. 57 and Ledeneva 1998, as footnote 
26, p. 179. 
101 See Shah, Anwar M. 2006, as footnote 11, p. 6 and Oswald, Ingrid 2002, as 
footnote 33, p. 58. Oswald emphasizes that calling this structure vertical does not 
imply a social gradient, but stresses the direction of exchange, i.e. from public 
sphere to private sphere. 
102 The distinction in “vertical” and “horizontal” has been coined by Ledeneva (see 
Ledeneva 1998, as footnote 26), whereas Oswald introduces the additional term of 
“diagonal corruption” for favours dealt out by an acquaintance in a public position. 
However in my view this overstates a detail that is not constituent to the essence of 
the relation (being one between friends or acquaintances, i.e. a vertical one). 
Therefore I prefer the distinction in “vertical” and “horizontal” following Ledeneva. 
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supports the transaction, compensation is typically provided without 

delay. In the horizontal structure of an “economy of favours”, 

compensation is not even perceived as such and a return favour can be 

granted at a considerably later moment in time.103 

Finally, and partly because of the particularities already evoked, the 

perception of the practice is fundamentally different. Soviet informal 

practices had a positive connotation of personal warmth, since they were 

understood as friends and acquaintances helping out one another in 

times of need.104 In contrast, the predominant quality when assessing 

western-type corrupt practices is determined by the fact that it is 

considered a breach of norms governing the relationship between public 

official and citizen, which makes the transaction morally reprehensible.105 

The positive assessment of blat as helping out was, however, 

closely connected to informal practices employed within one’s own circle 

of friends and acquaintances. If recognized in the dealings of people to 

whom there was no personal connection, the same practice was 

condemned and had a clearly negative connotation. This paradox attitude 

towards the same practice depending on who was engaging in it has 

been coined “misrecognition“ by Alena Ledeneva.106 Andrea Sanjian 

uses the psychological term of “cognitive dissonance” for the same 

phenomenon.107 

On the whole it was the networking on mass levels, i.e. everyday blat 

networks for mutual assistance in overcoming red tape and shortages of 

goods, combined with the networking on elite levels including the 

illegalities committed for the sake of fulfilment of the economic plan that 

were essential in making the Soviet system based on a planned economy 

work.108 Because these practices helped to make the system work by 

achieving economic objectives or by making it more responsive to 

household demand, they were largely tolerated. This contributed to a 

 
103 See Ledeneva 1998, as footnote 26, 40. 
104 See ibid., pp. 39-41, 52, stressing the fact that blat is a very special form of social 
relationship that is particularly based on the quality of “helping each other out”. 
105 See ibid., pp. 44, 52. 
106 See ibid., pp. 59–72. 
107 See Sanjian, Andrea Stevenson 1994, as footnote 65, p. 120. 
108 See Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, pp. 75–77. See also Robert Service, who 
describes the Soviet system as “unworkable” without corruption (Service, Robert: A 
History of Modern Russia. From Nicholas II to Vladimir Putin. Cambridge, MA 2005, 
as quoted in Miller, Grodeland and Koshechkina 2001, as footnote 23, p. 19).  
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“dualistic legacy” of corruption, which was formally refused but informally 

tolerated, and played a “foundational role in shaping practices and 

perceptions of corruption among the people who grew up and lived under 

communist regimes”.109 The fact that the authorities tolerated illicit 

activities, many of them taking place in plain view of police and public 

officials, contributed to a pervasive general sense of impunity.  Moreover, 

the fact that one was dependent on the quality of one’s network 

undermined the credibility of formal institutions, showing a gap between 

useful private and dysfunctional public structures. So the political cost of 

blat and other informal practices was high, since “to the extent that these 

practices were illegal, they distorted popular attitudes toward law, equal 

opportunity, merit and fairness”.110 

Summarizing the particularities of Soviet informal practices described in 

this section, the following attributes were constitutive of them: 

- Money did not play a role in them, subject of exchange were 

favours on one side and the feeling of being obliged on the other 

side. 

- The deficit of goods was also decisive for the specific position of 

the person on the supply side, since it gave him/ her the 

opportunity to decide on the allocation of scarce goods on the 

basis of personal preferences and not on objective rules 

(monopoly position). 

- The favours were granted at the expense of the common good, 

taking advantage of the institutional resources offered by one’s 

job. For this reason, information about who could be of use in 

which matter also played a decisive role. 

- Despite its exploitative nature (with regard to the resources of the 

workplace), Soviet informal practices had a morally positive 

connotation, as they were understood as the unselfish support of 

a good friend or acquaintance in times of need. 

 
109 Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, pp. 76–77, quote taken from p. 77. 
110 See ibid., pp. 79–80, quote taken from p. 80. See also Ledeneva who explains 
today’s patterns of informality as having developed in the Soviet system of 
governance in which “the workings of formal institutions required informal leverage 
and loyalties created by a personalized system of recruitment” (Ledeneva, Alena V. 
2009, as footnote 29, p. 273). 
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- They were based on a reciprocal relationship based on trust, in 

which the time span between granting a favour and paying it back 

could amount to a considerable  

- Generally these actions were subject to an interesting paradox called 

“misrecognition” or “cognitive dissonance” by the academic 

community – the fact that blat and other informal practices were 

heavily criticised and had a clearly negative connotation when 

recognized in the dealings of people outside one’s group, whereas 

they were not recognized as such and interpreted as granting a 

favour to a friend with a correspondingly positive connotation when 

effected by oneself or someone considered to be part of one’s own 

group. 

 

1.4 Analytic framework and organisation of the study 
 

Taking the eminent and extraordinarily high levels of corruption in post-

soviet states as a starting point, this study’s central research interest is 

twofold: 

 

1) To explain and understand what accounts for this pervasiveness 

by focusing on the role the “human” dimension or legacy of 

behavioural patterns of why people resort to corruption plays. 

2) To examine the repercussions these behavioural patterns have on 

the development and quality of state institutions based on 

democratic principles. 

 

More specifically, this study focuses on the so-called petty or low-level 

corruption, i.e. the corruption that occurs during administrative 

encounters between ordinary citizens and public officials and is located at 

the implementation level of norms. Consequently it excludes all corrupt 

practices in the process of forming these norms (i.e. the process of policy 

formulation) including the phenomenon termed state capture.111 It equally 

largely excludes what is being called grand corruption, i.e. corrupt 
 

111 For a constructive differentiation of corrupt practices at the level of 
implementation of norms vs. corrupt practices in the process of forming those 
norms, see Stykow, Petra 2004, as footnote 25, pp. 250–253. 
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transactions organised on a large scale mainly by members of the 

political or administrative elite, except insofar as grand corruption may 

have an impact on the corrupt actions of ordinary citizens by encouraging 

them and by being used as a justification.112 Abundant literature exists on 

the deforming effects of state capture and grand corruption, particularly in 

connection with the chaotic reform aftermath following the dissolution of 

the USSR.113  This study, however, follows the line of recent 

contributions on the nexus between corruption and satisfaction with 

democracy by arguing that, from a democratic perspective, low-level 

corruption might have an even more dysfunctional effect, since it is 

distorting the relationship between citizen and state. 114 It is for this 

reason that low-level corruption forms the research subject.  

While not wishing to enter the interminable discussion about the definition 

of the concept of corruption, some clarifications on the use of the term 

corruption in the framework of this study have to be made.115 Contrary to 

the modern narrow conception of corruption that is almost exclusively 

understood as material or money-based (and has been coined by 

 
112 See Shah, Anwar M. 2006, as footnote 11, p. 4 and Miller, Grodeland and 
Koshechkina 2001, as footnote 23, pp. 12–13. Neither will it deal with such forms of 
corrupt practices as electoral fraud, embezzlement and exerting undue influence. 
113 For further reading see Hellman, Joel S. 1998, as footnote 24 and Hellman, 
Jones and Kaufmann 2000, as footnote 24. 
114 See Debiel and Gawrich (eds.) 2013, as footnote 22, p. 7, examining the 
influence of petty and grand corruption on the satisfaction of citizens with their 
democracy, who established that “perceptions on the micro level have a more 
decisive influence in comparison with those on the macro level”. See also Bohn, 
Simone 2013, as footnote 40. On a theoretical level, Miller et al. have argued: 
“Democracy is founded on the principle of political equality, and public sector 
corruption is founded on the principle that the state will treat its citizens arbitrarily 
and unequally.” (see Miller, Grodeland and Koshechkina 2001, as footnote 23, 
p. 13). 
115 Vito Tanzi, a renowned IMF corruption scientist, complains that the question of 
defining corruption uses to absorb an unprofitably large proportion of the time at 
conferences and that “like an elephant”, corruption is “difficult to describe [but] not 
difficult to recognise” (Tanzi, Vito: “Corruption Around the World. Causes, 
Consequences, Scope, and Cures”. In: IMF staff papers 45 (1989:4), 559–594, here 
p. 564 as quoted by Miller, Grodeland and Koshechkina 2001, as footnote 23, p. 2). 
He is supported by Michael Johnston, who claims that “no issue is more enduring in 
the corruption debate, and none has so frequently pre-empted promising 
discussions, as that of definitions” (Johnston, Michael: “Fighting Systemic 
Corruption. Social Foundations for Institutional Reform”. In: The European Journal of 
Development Research 10 (1998:1), 85–104, here p. 89). In a similar vein, Bo 
Rothstein calls corruption an “essentially contested concept” (Rothstein, Bo: “What 
Is the Opposite of Corruption?”. In: Third World Quarterly 35 (2014:5), 737–752 as 
quoted by Wickberg 2018, as footnote 14, p. 2). Finally, see Wickberg 2018, as 
footnote 14 who argues that ambiguity in the conceptualisation of corruption can be 
an asset, since it “allows some flexibility and adaptability to new practices in a 
transforming world” (ibid., p. 15). 
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economists associating corruption predominantly with bribery),116 this 

study follows a broader understanding of corruption, as it is better suited 

to capture the essence of post-soviet corrupt practices and of their 

predecessor, the mainly non-monetary soviet-type practices.117  

I will therefore use the term corruption for practices of monetary and non-

monetary exchange being resorted to as an incentive to decide 

administrative acts and other issues coming about in encounters between 

ordinary citizens and public officials in a way that is not in compliance 

with the applicable laws and regulations, i.e. a qualified, privately 

motivated violation of norms. This also applies to instances, in which the 

client is being made to show gratitude or pay for services that he/ she is 

entitled to get for free. In contrast to the wide understanding of corruption, 

the definition of informal practices used in this study is rather narrow. 

Building on the research of Ledeneva et al. on informality in a post-soviet 

context, informal practices are understood as “sets of strategies used for 

getting things done” while circumventing formal rules and legal 

constraints.118 Thus in the terminology of this study, the wide notion of 

corruption and the narrow understanding of informal practices ultimately 

refer to the same set of practices and the terms corruption and informal 

practices are therefore used interchangeably. If in the course of the study 

it will be necessary to emphasise that an exchange was money-based, I 

will do so explicitly by referring to “monetary corruption”.  

Specifying the research interest further, this study deals with post-soviet 

administrative corruption while focusing on the perspective of the citizen 

(or on the client in the terminology of principle-agent models). This 

perspective is a lot less researched for the post-soviet region than the 

side of the public official. Moreover, researching the side of the client can 

also serve as a corrective to studies focusing on the agent-side that run 

the risk to depict a biased picture of reality with corrupt, extorting 
 

116 See Johnston, Michael: “Reflection and Reassessment. The Emerging Agenda of 
Corruption Research”. In: Paul M. Heywood (ed.). Routledge Handbook of Political 
Corruption. Oxford 2015, 273–287 and Wickberg 2018, as footnote 14, pp. 6–7. For 
an overview on the development of the concept of corruption, see ibid., pp. 2–8. 
117 On the specifics of Soviet informal practices, see section 1.3. 
118 Shekshnia, Stanislav, Alena Ledeneva and Elena Denisova-Schmidt: How to 
Mitigate Corruption in Emerging Markets. The Case of Russia 2014 (= Edmond J. 
Safra Working Papers; 36), referring to the terminology used by Ledeneva in 
Ledeneva 2006, as footnote 25. Ledeneva’s definition of informal practices is again 
slightly wider than the one of this study, see her introductory remarks in Ledeneva 
2006, as footnote 25, pp.3-4. 
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government officials on the one side and innocent citizens on the other 

side.119 While this interpretation is wide-spread,120 existing data opposes 

this view and suggests, on the contrary, that the majority of informal 

transactions are being initiated by the side of the client.121 This is why 

this study deems it necessary to examine this perspective – not only as 

supplement to the existing research on the agent’s side, but as a 

research topic in its own right that may be offering a decisive key to 

understanding corruption in the post-soviet region. 

As has been set out in section 1.2, this study argues that in order to fully 

understand why people resort to corrupt practices, the importance of the 

past in shaping today’s behaviour has to be taken into account as an 

explanatory dimension of human behaviour, even more so after radical 

and far reaching change. It therefore follows the school in post-soviet 

corruption research that emphasises the importance of the specific 

system of informal practices typical of the USSR in explaining the high 

levels of corruption in this region.122 By following this argumentation, this 

 
119 See also the thoughts of Shekshnia et al. on this topic, who caution that the 
image of “corrupt government officials” extorting from their innocent counterparts 
who in turn “suffer from bureaucratic red-tape and are forced to engage in shadowy 
practices” may be the result of how the perception of corruption and bribe-taking are 
measured (Shekshnia, Ledeneva and Denisova-Schmidt 2014, as footnote 118, 
p. 5).  
120 See for instance Miller et al. who in explaining their distinction between a 
situation dominated by a “culture of corruption” and one in which participants of 
corrupt transactions are “victims of circumstances” jump to the conclusion that the 
real world is likely to be a structured mix of the two situations with “a ‘culture of 
corruption’ model for the behaviour of officials and a ‘victims of circumstances’ 
model for the behaviour of citizens, excluding the possibility that citizens might also 
have a share in perpetuating corruption (see Miller, Grodeland and Koshechkina 
2001, as footnote 23, p. 16). Interestingly, the classification in guilty official vs. 
innocent citizen was also the first reaction of Ivan Ninenko, Deputy Director of 
Transparency International Russia, when introducing this study’s research interest to 
him, showing how deeply engrained it is in justifying people’s behaviour. 
121 See the representative survey on Russian low-level corruption carried out by 
Moscow-based INDEM Foundation between 1999 and 2001, which established that 
in 77.5% of the cases the initiative for corrupt transactions came from the side of the 
client (See Satarov, Georgij (ed.): Diagnostika rossijskoj korrupcii. Sociologičeskij 
analiz. Moscow 2001, 397.). See also Christian Höffling’s study on administrative 
corruption in Germany, which illustratively shows the clash between agents, 
adhering to the existing norms and regulations in processing the clients’ requests, 
and clients with origins in the post-soviet successor states who routinely attempted 
to solve the administrative acts as they were used to from their home countries by 
making informal proposals (see Höffling, Christian: Korruption als soziale 
Beziehung. Opladen 2002 (= Forschung Soziologie; 156)). 
122 See Ledeneva 2006, as footnote 25, Ledeneva, Alena V. 2008, as footnote 25, 
Karklins, Rasma 2002, as footnote 25, Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, Stykow, Petra 
2004, as footnote 25 and Stykow 2006, as footnote 25). For a detailed treatment of 
the characteristics of Soviet informal institutions see section 1.3. 



34 
 

study does not deny that the effects of the chaotic transition from state 

socialism multiplied the opportunities for corruption, as the second school 

following the mainstream of corruption research and holding 

dysfunctional institutions responsible argues.123 But it contends that 

particularly regarding low-level corruption behavioural patterns influenced 

by the Soviet past must not be disregarded as an important – possibly 

partly irrational – part of the explanation.124 

Yet as has been stated at the outset of this section, this study also takes 

an interest in the nexus between corrupt practices and dysfunctional 

institutions. It does so, however, by approaching this nexus from the 

opposite direction, advancing the view that dysfunctional relics of 

behavioural patterns can seriously harm institutional quality by 

contradicting the (democratic) spirit in which these institutions have been 

conceived.  

In short, based on the existing research on low-level corruption in the 

post-soviet region, my research is grounded in the following observations 

and assumptions:  

• Informal practices strongly influenced by the Soviet past are still 

common practice in places where citizens are in need of 

administrative services by the state organs notwithstanding a 

certain monetization of these relations.  

• In Soviet times these behavioural patterns had positive effects for 

the individuals (they could get the goods and services they 

needed) and for the functionality of the political and economic 

system itself (they compensated defects and shortages of the 

command economy and an inflexible bureaucracy). 

These two observations lead to the following dynamic puzzle: Since at 

least formally the majority of the USSR successor states adopted 

systems based on democratic principles, the rule of the law and a 

market-oriented organisation of the economy, the political and economic 

framework have radically changed.  

 
123 See Miller, Grodeland and Koshechkina 2001, as footnote 23, p. 21 and 
Ledeneva 2006, as footnote 25, p. 265. 
124 That might be complemented by other, rational considerations offered by the 
theory of collective action. 
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If informal practices shaped by Soviet informality are still abundant and 

common place where citizens are in need of services administered by the 

state organs, then: 

a) What accounts for their pervasiveness – is it an irrational element 

connected to the persistence of behavioural patterns in times of 

radial change? Or are there other, rational, reasons that make 

clients engage in those practices, because to them they continue 

to be efficient and functional? 

b) What does their persistence mean for the development and 

quality of state institutions based on democratic principles with 

these practices being founded on a feeling of mistrust towards the 

state and a lacking sense of guilt when bending the rules whereas 

democratic institutions are in need of a participatory and 

supportive citizenry and are based on transparency and 

legitimacy? Are thus – in contrast to the prevalent view in 

corruption research – informal practices and the attitudes that go 

along with them not the result of dysfunctional institutions, but, 

partly, their cause? 

In order to approach these two principle areas of interest, the study is 

organised around the following research questions: 

1) Which elements of former Soviet practices have been preserved 

in today’s informal institutions and to which extent? 

2) What makes people resort to these informal practices? Do they 

engage in them out of inertia, reproducing what has been habitual 

in Soviet times or do they so for rational reasons – because the 

pervasiveness itself creates a situation that makes them feel 

forced to act corruptly (i.e. do they act that way because they are 

trapped in a problem of collective action)?  

3) What is the impact of these practices and of the attitudes that go 

along with them on the development and quality of democratic 

institutions? 

The aim of this study is to find answers to these research questions that 

give insight for the whole (European) post-soviet region. In order to arrive 

at viable conclusions, it will, however, be necessary to control country-

specific experiences that might influence the decision to engage in 

corrupt practices. Namely these include the legal framework, the actual 
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application of law and country-specific experiences following the 

breakdown of the USSR. Therefore the empirical research will focus on 

one country and will take Russia as an example. It will be the task of 

further studies to apply and validate the insights obtained to other post-

soviet countries. 

Russia is selected, because it offers a maximum of similarity regarding 

the country-specific factors while at the same time allowing for a wide 

variety with regard to living conditions. The study’s empirical research 

attempts to incorporate the whole spectrum of different living realities and 

draws on Natalia Zubarevich’s typology of four very distinct Russias.125 

Since the influence of the Soviet legacy on today’s informal practices is 

central to this study, I use this heterogeneity in identifying research 

locations according to the extent to which they have left Soviet realities 

and a Soviet way of live behind. The selection has been based on three 

criteria: economic structure (monolithic/ pluralistic, state-owned/ private 

entrepreneurs), political expression of opinion (effective party presence, 

concentration of NGO’s, civil society activities) and foreign contacts 

(students, tourists, foreign direct investment, mobility). This resulted in 

five research locations (Moscow, Volgograd, Tyumen, Perm and 

Magnitogorsk) with a sixth dimension added by a rural perspective (little 

towns and villages, mainly in the Western-Siberian part of Russia).126  

Methodologically, this study approaches the research interest by way of 

qualitative analysis. This decision is based on the consideration that 

quantitative studies have their limits where informal institutions and 

processes have strong validity since they are difficult to quantify.127 Since 

the study’s objective is to arrive at a thorough understanding of today’s 
 

125 See Zubarevich, Natalia: “Four Russias. Rethinking the Post-Soviet Map” (2012). 
(http://www.opendemocracy.net/od-russia/natalia-zubarevich/four-russias-rethinking-
post-soviet-map, last accessed 23 January 2019). 
126 For more detailed insight into the case selection and the set-up of the empirical 
research, see the following section (section 2.1). 
For the sake of better readability, the names of the research locations which the 
reader will meet throughout the study are presented in the common English 
orthography, setting aside the scientific transliteration of Cyrillic names and 
expressions that is being followed for the remainder of Russian words (following the 
latter, Moscow, Perm and Tyumen would read: Moskva, Perm’ and Tjumen’). 
127 See Pech 2012, as footnote 30, p. 20. Notwithstanding this insight, the 
predominant approach in corruption research is quantitative. Besides the fact that 
much research is conducted by economists, there is a strong tendency towards 
quantification that is connected to the institutionalisation of anti-corruption measures 
and the desire to make results comparable (see Wickberg 2018, as footnote 14, 
p. 13). 
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practices and to grasp the underlying attitudes, values and expectations 

of why clients engage in corrupt transactions and not to come up with 

statistically significant findings, the analysis is based on a qualitative field 

research conducting problem-centred interviews with ordinary citizens as 

the approach most aptly suited. These interviews are supported by 

selected statistical data, expert interviews and secondary literature.  

The case selection and the experimental set-up of the empirical research 

as well as the way the data has been analysed will be treated in greater 

detail in the first section of the following chapter (chapter 2.1). In a 

second step, an introduction to the empirical data sample will be given, 

covering both the way it was collected and a brief description of the 

sample (chapter 2.2). 

Following this chapter on methodology, the study will approach the three 

research questions outlined above, addressing each question in a 

separate chapter: 

Chapter 3 sets out with describing today’s informal practices and distils a 

catalogue of properties describing post-soviet informal practices. The 

catalogue is based on the findings derived from the empirical data 

collected within this study, and supported by complementary research 

findings on post-soviet informal practices in the published literature. In a 

second part, the chapter establishes which elements of former Soviet 

practices have been preserved in today’s informal institutions, contrasting 

changes and continuity. 

The aim of chapter 4 is to examine the reasons for which people resort to 

informal practices. It attempts to establish to which extent the Soviet 

legacy can be held responsible for the pervasiveness of today’s informal 

practices or whether the pervasiveness itself creates a situation that 

makes people feel forced to act corruptly by creating a problem of 

collective action. Since the absence of a sense of guilt is characteristic of 

Soviet informal practices and having a sense of wrongdoing is typical for 

interpreting corruption as a problem of collective action, the chapter 

commences by examining the attitude with which the interview partners 

engage in corrupt transactions. Subsequently, six different attitudes 

towards informal behaviour are mapped based on the interviewees’ 

general stance and moral considerations, their relation to the public 

official, the reasons and willingness to engage and further aspects. The 



38 
 

rationale behind this mapping is to understand the interview partners’ 

readiness for informal actions, their full motivational set and their 

behaviour in the course of the transactions. In a final step, the role of 

legacy and rationality is examined. To this end, criteria typical for a Soviet 

mind-set and criteria characteristic for rational behaviour in an 

environment of systemic corruption (drawing on collective action theory) 

are defined and applied to the interview sample. 

Chapter 5 leaves the level of individual motivations. It examines the 

impact of informal practices and of the attitudes that go along with them 

on the development and quality of state institutions. It commences by 

setting out the main preconditions for a well-functioning democracy and 

then analyses the interviews with regard to the preconditions established 

before. Finally, it studies the individual attitudes of two interview partners 

sticking out from the sample in a principled way, comparing their stances 

and comportment with the established preconditions for a well-functioning 

democracy in order to enhance the understanding of possible 

correlations.
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2. Research methodology 

2.1. Case selection, set-up of field study and data 
analysis 

 

As outlined in the section on the analytical framework in the previous 

chapter, Russia was selected as the case to be studied in order to 

answer the specific research questions of this study. Two considerations 

guided this decision:  

In order to arrive at viable conclusions that give insight for the whole 

(European) post-soviet region, it is necessary to control country-specific 

experiences that might influence the decision to engage in corrupt 

practices. These include the legal framework, the actual application of 

law and country-specific experiences after the breakdown of the USSR. 

Therefore empirical research should focus on one country. It will be the 

task of further studies to apply and validate the insights obtained to other 

post-soviet countries. 

Since the study’s main research interest is closely connected to 

individual-level motivations for engaging in informal practices, its aim is to 

incorporate a wide spectrum of living conditions in its empirical research. 

Therefore Russia lends itself as the case to be studied, as it allows for a 

wide variety with regard to living conditions, while offering a maximum of 

similarity regarding the country-specific factors indicated above. 

As the influence of the Soviet legacy on today’s informal practices is a 

central element of this study, I use this heterogeneity to identify research 

locations according to the extent to which they have left Soviet realities 

and a Soviet way of live, while at the same time making sure to reflect the 

spectrum of different living conditions in the Russian Federation in a 

more general way, too. Partly inspired by Natalia Zubarevich’s typology 

of four very distinct Russias, the selection is based on three main 

criteria:128 economic structure (monolithic/ pluralistic, state-owned/ 

characterized by high activity of private entrepreneurs), political 

expression of opinion (effective party presence, concentration of NGO’s, 

 
128 See Zubarevich 2012, as footnote 125. 
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civil society activities) and foreign contacts (students, tourists, foreign 

direct investment, mobility). This yielded five research locations with a 

sixth dimension added by a rural perspective.  

One end of the spectrum is embodied by Magnitogorsk as a town that is 

still firmly rooted in Soviet realities, “having retained a strong Soviet ethos 

and way of life”.129 It is a medium-sized industrial town and belongs to the 

category of so-called “one-company towns” or “mono-cities” – cities in 

which the economic structure is dominated by one company. This makes 

them largely dependent on the well-being of that company, since it is the 

main source of employment and also runs a high number of community 

facilities.130 In Magnitogorsk this defining company is the “Magnitogorsk 

Metallurgical Kombinat”. It is the largest iron and steel works of the 

country and its origins are closely connected to Soviet industrial policy of 

the late 1920ies, when the city was modelled after the two most 

advanced steel-producing cities in the United States at that time (Gary, 

Indiana and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania). The town has a large share of 

blue-collar workers and public sector employees, most of these in lower 

grades, since it is not an administrative centre.131 Civil society activity is 

low and the party “United Russia” gets twice as many votes as the party 

scoring second.132 As an addition to the monolithic economic structure 

and a largely unified political opinion, Magnitogorsk is also defined by its 

remoteness in the Southern Urals, not far from the border to Kazakhstan. 

The other end of the spectrum is embodied by Moscow, 

representing the centre of the Russian post-industrial economy with a 

high level of economic development and a strong private sector being 

 
129 In Zubarevich’s typology it belongs to the category of “Second Russia”, which she 
defines as industrial towns characterized by a high percentage of blue-collar 
workers, representing as much as 25 percent of Russia’s population (see 
Zubarevich 2012, as footnote 125, 4–6, quote taken from p. 5). 
130 In Russian this is captured by the expression “gradoobrazujuščee predprijatie”, 
which can be translated as a “company that defines the city” and indicates the high 
degree of dependence. 
131 See Zubarevich 2012, as footnote 125, p. 5. There is also a variety of small 
businesses, but demand for their services is closely connected to the well-being of 
the iron and steel works. According to Zubarevich, 10 percent of Russia’s population 
live in such company towns (See ibid.). 
132 In the legislative elections in 2011, the year preceding this study’s empirical 
research, “United Russia” scored 43.5 percent in Magnitogorsk followed by “A Just 
Russia” scoring 18 percent, the CPRF (Communist Party of the Russian Federation) 
scoring 16 percent and the LDPR (Liberal Democratic Party of Russia) scoring 15 
percent. 
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part of the globalised economy.133 It has a high concentration of NGOs – 

connected to its special status as capital – and an active and well-

educated middle class that is increasingly committed to political 

participation and is actively formulating its political opinion.134 

Between these two extremes the following research locations have been 

chosen: 

- Volgograd: The city is the administrative centre of the Volgograd 

oblast with a population of about 1 million. It has been 

industrialised in Soviet times and is still struggling with this 

economic legacy, having a number of non-profitable state owned 

enterprises that have not been closed.135 Since it was never a 

centre of regional government, its urban environment is not very 

developed and the population is reported to be influenced by an 

industrial mind-set. It has, however, recently seen some dynamics 

on the societal level.136 

- Tyumen: A city with a population of around 600,000 that is 

politically widely passive which corresponds with a local 

government that is much more authoritarian than in other regions. 

However economically, the city has seen a strong development in 

recent years, profiting from high tax revenues from oil and gas 

production. It invests much of these into the development of 

higher education institutions, thus raising the number of students 

in the city, and has a strong presence of foreign oil companies.137 

- Perm: The city of a population of around a million has a history as 

a closed city during the Cold War and remains economically 

dependent on large-scale Soviet heavy industry. However, the 

economic structure is changing and these are no longer the city’s 

largest employers. The proportion of white collar workers has 

risen and there are more medium size businesses. Politically, 

Perm has been strongly influenced by a long period in which a 

 
133 See Zubarevich 2012, as footnote 125, pp. 2–3. 
134 See ibid. 
135 Another legacy is of course its importance as the site of the battle of Stalingrad, 
the pivotal battle in the Second World War in which the Soviet army – after a long 
struggle with immense casualties – defeated the German army. 
136 See Zubarevich 2012, as footnote 125, p. 3. 
137 See ibid., p. 4. 
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liberal governor was head of the region, leaving the city a very 

active civil society and a high number of NGOs.138 

To balance the urban character of these five research locations, a sixth 

dimension has been added by including interviewees from rural areas, 

mainly from little towns and villages in the Western-Siberian part of 

Russia. Placing the rural areas in the logic of the spectrum outlined 

above, describing to which extent the living conditions have left Soviet 

realities behind, they, too, are expected to have retained a rather Soviet 

way of life and to have undergone fewer changes from Soviet times than 

an average town and city.139 

Methodologically, this study approaches the research interest by way of 

qualitative analysis, conducting problem-centred interviews with ordinary 

citizens. The decision for qualitative analysis is based on the 

consideration that quantitative studies have their limits where informal 

institutions and processes have strong validity, since these are difficult to 

quantify.140 Notwithstanding this insight, the predominant approach in 

corruption research is quantitative. It also largely relies on perceptions, 

as most cross-national statistical indices are based on surveys of 

perceptions and impressions, be it on those of the general public, or 

those of experts.141 

However, in order to arrive at a thorough understanding of today’s 

practices and to grasp the underlying attitudes, values and expectations 

of why clients engage in corrupt transactions as it is the aim of this study, 

not only individual-level data is essential, but also data that focuses on 

actual experience rather than on perceptions.142  

 
138 See Zubarevich 2012, as footnote 125, p. 3. 
139 After all, following Zubarevich, rural and semi-urban Russia is home to a third of 
the Russian population (See ibid., p. 7). The interview partners in this category have 
been interviewed either in one of the other research locations or while travelling from 
one research location to another. 
140 Pech 2012, as footnote 30, p. 20. 
141 E.g. Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index or The New 
Economics of Corruption by Alberto Ades and Rafael Di Tella. On the shortcomings 
of these cross-national statistical studies, see Miller, Grodeland and Koshechkina 
2001, as footnote 23, p. 25. 
142 See William Miller et al. whose findings indicate “a large but variable gulf 
between gossip and general perceptions on the one hand, and actual personal 
experience on the other” as well as that “the gulf between perceptions and 
experience varies systematically with the level of corruption.” (ibid., p. 28). As 
Persson argues, in order to explain why individuals continue to engage in corrupt 
activities although they often possess both the means and the information needed to 
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Therefore, this study’s analysis is based on a qualitative field research 

conducting problem-centred interviews as the approach that is most aptly 

suited. In the continuum between “fully structured” and “open/ 

unstructured” interview techniques, narrative in-depth interviews with little 

structure have been chosen.143 The interviews followed thematic blocks 

that were covered in their course, permitting to grasp the nature of post-

Soviet informal practice, but also allowing for considerations on the 

quality of state services, the relation towards the state and changes to 

Soviet times. In correspondence with the explorative nature of the study, 

the main aim was to get information from the interview partner beyond 

defined answer categories.144  

This study does not share the common apprehension that survey-based 

studies of corruption cannot be used to study personal experience, 

because respondents will be unwilling to incriminate themselves.145 First 

of all I agree with Miller et al. that this fear might be exaggerated and 

would add that this might be particularly true for the post-soviet region.146 

When relating about my research topic and the empirical research I 

envisaged, interlocutors socialised in the West frequently showed doubts 

about the readiness of potential interview partners to share information 

on this topic. Interestingly, to interlocutors from the post-soviet region this 

question did not occur at all. Since everybody is confronted with the 

same problem, there is very little inhibition to speak about corrupt 

experiences even including one’s own participation. The desire to 

communicate about this problem, on the other hand, is considerable. 

 
act differently, we need to incorporate also the individual-level motives (See 
Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, p. 7). 
143 See Diekmann, Andreas: Empirische Sozialforschung. Grundlagen, Methoden, 
Anwendungen. 18th edition, Reinbek b. Hamburg 2007. The choice for narrative 
interviews asking open-ended questions and avoid leading questions, which 
encourage people to say what they think the interviewer wants them to say, was 
also inspired by the standards of practice employed in oral history. 
144 Another advantage of a narrative method (as opposed to questionnaires) is that 
particularly with retrospective questions about self-reported behaviour, categories for 
answers may cause non-justifiably strong effects due to recourse to estimation 
strategies or problems to remember precisely, therefore open-ended questions are 
more purposeful (see ibid., p. 463). 
145 See Tanzi, Vito 1989, as footnote 115, p. 577 who suggests that surveys 
measure only “perceptions of corruption rather than corruption per se”. See also 
Shekshnia, Ledeneva and Denisova-Schmidt 2014, as footnote 118, p. 21 and 
Miller, Grodeland and Koshechkina 2001, as footnote 23, p. 27 on the same topic. 
146 See ibid. 
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Secondly, I argue that with the right interview strategy, by carefully 

choosing interview setting and cover story, it is possible to arrive at 

personal accounts of corruptive situations and experience 

notwithstanding the sensitive nature of the topic.  

The strategy employed was based on two main elements: 1) Making the 

interview partner feel at ease by creating an atmosphere of trust and 

familiarity. 2) Taking a very careful approach as to what to disclose as the 

aim of the research to the interview partner when devising the cover 

story.147  

In order to contribute to an atmosphere of trust, the interviews were 

conducted without an additional questionnaire on sociodemographic 

indicators and were not recorded. This was considered to have the 

potential to intimidate the interviewee and conflict with the intention to 

give him/ her the feeling to have a conversation that is not connected with 

any obligations. Nevertheless, certain socio-demographic indicators (age, 

origin, education, profession) were collected in the course of the 

interview, by leading the interview to certain biographical details or by 

asking straightforward questions depending on which stage of mutual 

trust was reached. In order to ensure validity of the interview data without 

recording them, detailed notes were taken during the interview148 and 

thorough memory protocols were drafted right after the interview with 

memories on the course of the interview and certain wordings still fresh. 

While drafting the memory protocols, I made sure to separate the 

interview data from my observations and opinions. 

Since attaining an atmosphere of trust is deemed essential, the 

interviewer allowed for certain elements of familiarity, contrary to 

common interview praxis that makes it clear that no lasting relationship 

will be set up.149 With the same objective in mind, the choice between a 

neutral interview technique and a soft, affirmative one was for the latter, 

while being careful not to exaggerate. 

An essential element in devising the cover story was to exclude 

mentioning informal practices or corruption as the topic of interest. The 

aim was to find a topic that would allow speaking about the necessary 
 

147 For a detailed account on how this strategy was employed and what it yielded, 
refer to section 2.2. 
148 With verbatim transcriptions of particularly memorable wordings. 
149 See Diekmann 2007, as footnote 143, p. 439. 
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issues, ideally making the interview partners bringing up informality as a 

topic themselves, while preventing an artificial concentration on it.150 

Bearing this consideration in mind, the decision for the proclaimed 

research was that the interviewer studied the way people build their lives 

in different regions of the Russian Federation, enquiring to which extent 

they feel to have support from the state. This proved to be a very 

productive topic both generally and in the way intended for the empirical 

research of this study. 

Clearly, conducting in-depth interviews in the way described has one 

decisive disadvantage along the advantages pointed out above: The 

number of interviews that can be conducted will be relatively small. But 

since the aim of this study is not to come up with statistically significant 

findings, but to find explanations for a certain type of behaviour, a small 

sample was not considered to be a restriction on this study.151 

In addition to the in-depth interviews, participant observation was an 

integral part of the research setting and had a supporting function for the 

interviews. The observed procedures, terms and practices provided 

helpful cues and keywords for conducting the interviews and secured the 

“recognition effect” that Shekshnia et al. hold to be an important factor in 

making surveys on informal practices successful.152 To this end, the 

offices of the General Administration for Traffic Services (GIBDD)153 as 

well as the local branches of the Registry of Deeds (BTI)154 were visited 

and observed at each research location. These two public services were 

chosen for the fact that a) they are services that most people are in need 

of in the course of their everyday administrative dealings, b) they are 

 
150 As Juliet Gole fears arguing that “corruption surveys may skew the results merely 
by asking the questions”, leading to answers that overstate the importance of 
corruption in the lives of the people asked (See Gole, Juliet S.: “Public Opinion Polls 
as an Anti-corruption Technique”. In: LGI Newsletter 1 (1999:1), 1–2, as quoted by 
Miller, Grodeland and Koshechkina 2001, as footnote 23, p. 22). 
151 Moreover, as Miller et al. have pointed out, other methods that would also be 
suited to catch the individual-level motives – ethnographic or  investigative studies – 
suffer from this disadvantage at a much greater extent and are additionally less 
systematic and more relying on personal impressions (see ibid., p. 23). 
152 See Shekshnia, Ledeneva and Denisova-Schmidt 2014, as footnote 118, p. 21. 
153 In Russian “Gosudarstvennaja inspekcija bezopasnosti dorožnogo dviženija” that 
runs the traffic police, oversees fines, issues driving licences (and used to conduct 
the vehicle inspection which was outsourced in 2011by President’s decree due to 
the high level of corruption to commercial structures). 
154 In Russian “Bjuro texničeskoj inventarizacii” that administers residential 
properties, maintains records of real estate and conducts privatisations of housing 
space. 
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accessible to the public and well visited (full waiting rooms providing 

ample opportunity to blend in and observe) and c) they represent 

institutions with very different levels of corruptibility. Both surveys and 

expert assessment attribute an extraordinarily high (and rising) 

corruptibility to the GIBDD.155 To balance the high level of corruption 

reported for the traffic police, the BTIs were selected, since they are 

considered to have an average risk for corrupt transactions, however with 

a (slightly) increasing tendency.156 

The interviews are supported by expert interviews157 and secondary 

literature as well as by selected sources of statistical data.158 

Since the empirical research was based predominantly on in-depth 

narrative interviews, it yielded data showing great heterogeneity and, as 

outlined above, detailed memory protocols instead of full verbatim 

transcripts. For both reasons, data analysis took the form of thematic 

analysis, using the empirical data collected as its repertoire.159 

In a first step, the material was categorized with regard to the thematic 

blocks covered in the interviews and subsequently, common traits were 

identified in the different areas.160 This yielded a general overview and 

 
155 Along with health services (due to their large market) and the education sector 
the traffic police reaches the highest scores when asking about how frequent 
informal practices are needed to obtain a service and with regard to the corruption 
volume (See Satarov, Georgij (ed.): Russia Anticorruption Diagnostics. Sociological 
Analysis. Moscow 2001, Ministerstvo ekonomičeskogo razvitija Rossijskoj Federacii 
and Fond "Obščestvennoe Mnenie": Sostojanie bytovoj korrupcii v Rossijskoj 
Federacii (na osnovanii rezul'tatov sociologičeskovo issledovanija, provedennogo vo 
vtorom polugodii 2010 g.). Moscow 2011 and the assessment of Ivan Ninenko 
(Transparency International)).  
156 See ibid., pp. 17−18 and 24−27. 
157 For details on the experts see the following section, p. 47. 
158 Only selected statistical data has been resorted to, bearing in mind that official 
statistics suffer from the fact that they are controlled by the authorities and may be 
manipulated for political ends as well as by the fact that no party in the transaction 
has much incentive to report corrupt incidents (see Miller, Grodeland and 
Koshechkina 2001, as footnote 23, p. 24, partially quoting Richard Lotspeich). Other 
sources, too, which have been compiled with participation of governmental 
authorities have been found presenting questionable findings, as the study 
Ministerstvo ekonomičeskogo razvitija Rossijskoj Federacii and Fond 
"Obščestvennoe Mnenie" 2011, as footnote 155 that had the tendency to underline 
positive developments and to disguise more shocking numbers in their interpretation 
of survey data and had been published during the period of Medvedev’s anti-
corruption initiatives. 
159 The analysis thus took recourse to methods employed by historians typically 
dealing with heterogenic sources. 
160 Technically, this process was facilitated by the software MaxQDA that allows for 
thematic categorizations of heterogenic material by offering the possibility to 
attribute various codes to the interviews. For more information see Dresing, 
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allowed for a systematisation of the heterogenic material, enabling in turn 

the ensuing interpretative qualitative analysis of the text borrowing from 

principles of the historical-critical method. Since the study is explorative 

and based on a small data sample, all indications from the empirical data 

were carefully double-checked with the existing research.161  

 

2.2. Empirical data collection and description of data 
sample 

 

The sample of empirical data collected during the field research stems 

from 24 interviews with ordinary citizens using state administrative 

services.162 One expert interview163 was conducted prior to the field 

study, in order to exchange views on the research approach and current 

developments of corruptive settings and two more expert interviews were 

conducted in the course of the analysis of research data to exchange 

views to countercheck the outcomes.164  

The empirical sample is made up of 4 interviews in Moscow, 5 interviews 

in Volgograd, 5 interviews in Magnitogorsk, 5 interviews in Perm, 2 

interviews in Tyumen and 3 interviews with people of little towns/ rural 

areas.165  

 
Thorsten and Thorsten Pehl: Praxisbuch Transkription. Regelsysteme, Software und 
praktische Anleitungen für qualitative ForscherInnen. 3., edition, Marburg 2011. 
161 For the same reasons, the study does neither pretend to come up with 
statistically significant findings nor with final and conclusive solutions. 
162 Both the memory protocols of the interviews and information on interview location 
and interviewees’ sociodemographic attributes are provided in the appendix of this 
study, see Appendix 2 and Appendix 4. 
163 With Ivan Ninenko of Transparency International Russia (Deputy Director, 
focusing inter alia on police corruption as a variation/ subcategory of administrative 
corruption) in Moscow on 8 November 2011. 
164 With Vladimir Rimsky, head of the Sociology Department of the INDEM 
Foundation – a Moscow-based think tank, leading in conducting research on petty 
corruption in the Russian Federation, and Andrei Kalikh, political activist and 
journalist active in the field of anti-corruption and human rights, member of the NGO 
coalition against corruption in Russia in the framework of the conference “19th 
German-Russian autumn talks: Quick advantage – never-ending consequences” 
held in Berlin on 7 and 8 November 2014. 
165 Finding interview partners in Moscow and Tyumen proved more difficult than at 
the other research locations (for further details on the reasons see page 49 et seq.). 
In Volgograd, on the contrary, the weather was mild which helped a lot in 
approaching people and conducting interviews. 
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Of the 24 interviewees, 15 were female and nine male. They were aged 

between 19 and 83, with the age cohorts between 26 and 55 being most 

intensively represented (see Figure 1 below). 

The educational background ranged from unfinished secondary school to 

PhD candidates, with 14 interviewees having graduated from university 

and three interviewees having finished secondary school followed by 

professional education (see Figure 2 below). Consequently, the 

professional background was equally diverse ranging from simple drivers, 

shoemakers and hotel clerks to teachers, lawyers and university lecturers 

(see Table 1 on the following page).  

Interviews were conducted between 1 November and 6 December 2012. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Age structure of interview partners 

 

Figure 2: Educational background of interview partners 
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Profession  Profession  

accountant 2 oilman 1 

broker 1 pharmacist 1 

chemist 1 plasterer 1 

computer scientist 1 primary school teacher 2 

driver 2 real-estate agent 1 

economist 1 shoemaker 1 

engineer 2 small business owner 1 

foreign language teacher 1 university lecturer/ historian 1 

hotel clerk 1 university lecturer/ lawyer 1 

lawyer 2   
 

Table 1: Professional background (and respective number) of 
interview partners 

 

Taking into account the sensitive nature of the topic dealt with, an 

atmosphere of trust and familiarity was deemed to be vital to have fruitful 

interviews, as already pointed out in section 2.1. To this end, great 

attention was paid to interview setting and a very careful approach was 

taken as to what to disclose as aim of the research to the interview 

partner, the so-called cover-story.  

The people contacted should be certain that their selection as interview 

partners was coincidental and not trackable and therefore their full 

anonymity was guaranteed.166 In order to achieve this anonymity while at 

the same time having a favourable atmosphere for the conversation, 

people were contacted in places where they had time on their hands and 

were open to talk and to exchange their views.167 Places included 

cafeterias at lunch time, playgrounds, popular meeting places, waiting 

rooms in train stations and libraries. In Volgograd weather was mild – a 

fact that was used to establish contacts with people enjoying the sun 

outdoors. So, for instance, the interviewee for interview 2/2 was 

 
166 This is why the initial arrangement to use participant observation at the 
respective authority to establish first contact was adapted after the first visits to 
public offices in Moscow – not only because people there were rather tense, but 
mainly to avoid the impression that their selection as interview partners might be 
somehow connected to their own behaviour, risking to make them feel uneasy or 
even mistrustful. 
167 Participant observation, however, was kept as an integral part of the research 
setting and procedures, terms and practices observed there provided helpful cues 
and keywords for conducting the interviews (see also the previous section, pp. 45-
46). 
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approached after having blended in for a while in the hustle and bustle of 

a local playground sitting on a bench close by.168 The elderly woman was 

looking after her grandchildren and some neighbours’ children and 

readily engaged in a conversation. Although she did have some critical 

questions as to what the aim of the study would be in the beginning, she 

relaxed upon hearing my answers and, subsequently, enjoyed the topic 

of the conversation to such an extent that when she had to leave she 

suggested to meet the next day to continue.169 To balance the 

overwhelmingly female and non-working clientele met outdoors, 

cafeterias at lunch time played a role to get in touch with the working 

population not only in Volgograd, but also at other research locations. 

The most convenient variant was a cafeteria in Magnitogorsk that was 

located right next to two important offices of the city administration. It was 

equipped with a screen connecting to the administration and showing the 

numbers of those to be called for a service. This made it a popular place 

to beat time for those waiting and these were particularly inclined to 

share their experiences with the authorities, since the topic was fresh and 

pressing to them. Besides cafeterias, approaching people in the waiting 

room of the main train station proved to be a good alternative in Perm. 

Since the atmosphere in the waiting rooms was generally less chatty than 

the one of playgrounds and cafeterias, approaching people for their help 

to keep an eye on the luggage when leaving one’s place for a few 

minutes was employed as a strategy to establish contact.  

It was a lot more difficult, however, to find interview partners in Moscow 

and Tyumen than at the other research locations due to different 

reasons. In Moscow approaching people was complicated by an obvious 

megalopolis symptom – huge distances across the city prompt people to 

be in a continuous rush which made finding people who could spare 

some time for an interview much harder. At the time of visit to Tyumen, 

the area was hit by a wave of extreme cold which made people either 
 

168 The classification of interviews follows the structure “number of research location 
/ number of interview partner approached at the respective research location” (1 = 
Moscow, 2 = Volgograd, 3 = Magnitogorsk, 4 = Perm, 5 = Tyumen; since the 
interviews with interview partners from a rural background was not attached to a 
specific research location, these interviews are termed “rural” followed by the 
number of the interview partner approached). 
169 Interview 2/2 in Volgograd. When meeting the next day, she even insisted to 
accompany her to the local pension fund in order to illustrate her story about the 
inefficient state authorities and her fight against them. 
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hurry from one place to the other in order to minimise the time outdoors 

or refrain from leaving their homes altogether and made them a lot less 

communicative on the whole. Here the solution to the problem (besides 

cafeterias and waiting rooms) was to turn to shopping centres and major 

malls, where it was possible to find the odd one out, shopping on his or 

her own or waiting for a film at the cinema to start.170 

When approaching potential interview partners, the following story was 

chosen as a cover: The interviewer introduced herself as a student of 

sociology, working on her master thesis at a Moscow university. The 

master thesis was part of a larger project researching the way people 

build their lives in different regions of the Russian Federation, enquiring 

to which extent they feel they have support from the state, what kind of 

changes they observe in their life and in the country. For this project 

groups of students were travelling different parts of the Russian 

Federation in order to conduct the necessary number of interviews. 

Further details about the interviewer were added at discretion, for 

example the fact that she grew up in Riga with a Russian father and a 

Latvian mother and moved to Moscow some years ago in order to explain 

possible queries about accent171 while at the same time evoking a 

country that feels very close. 

This way to introduce the interviews and to explain the research aim was 

based on the following considerations: 

• Reducing social distance/ making people feel competent: By 

speaking of a master thesis as well as by introducing a very broad 

and accessible topic, it was possible to avoid an interview 

situation in which the interview partner feels he has got nothing to 

say, because he is not sufficiently educated/ is just a simple 

person/ does not know anything about the topic. 

• Avoiding an in-/out-group-effect: introducing the interviewer as a 

person both living in Russia and having half Russian, half Baltic 

origins makes her someone from within, who is confronted with 

the same problems, so that there is no need to sugar-coat harsh 

 
170 However, among those four interviewees with which it was thus possible to 
establish contact and to conduct an interview, two turned out to be just visiting the 
city and were from a rural background, which is why they do not figure in the 
Tyumen category. 
171 That is indeed – if mentioned at all – mistaken for a Baltic accent. 
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facts out of patriotic reasons along the lines of “do not let a 

foreigner think badly about the country”, less inclination to feel 

being under the microscope and being studied by someone who 

will not be in a position to understand the Russian actualities of 

life and more of a common basis in general. 

• Creating complicity: Speaking of a group of students that have 

been assigned to this project to write their master thesis and who 

are therefore obliged to conduct a certain number of interviews, 

enabled the interviewer to distance herself from the task if 

necessary, pledging understanding for the fact that she has been 

made to interview people and enabled the interviewees to feel 

good by helping her fulfilling her obligations to her superiors. 

• Reducing bias: By not mentioning corrupt/ informal practices as 

the topic of interest when introducing the research aim an artificial 

concentration on the topic (where interviewees purposefully try to 

find things to say and possibly over-emphasize) could be 

avoided.172  

 

This approach proved to be an effective measure against the general 

reticence with which interview partners usually react to conversations on 

activities to which social and legal stigmas are attached.173 In general 

people did not react suspicious or wary and after exchanging a few initial 

words did feel increasingly at ease.174 Naturally, it was important to pay 

attention to the reactions in the initial phase in order to get a feeling about 

the person’s character and his or her particular personal situation. With 

those that were rather shy and hesitative by character, more time was 

invested in establishing a personal level and thus some trust in the 

beginning. So, for example, with a frail and slender young woman in 

Magnitogorsk that seemed to be quite shy by nature and initially might 

also have had second thoughts about an interview situation due to her 

profession as a teacher, it was important to make this a personal 
 

172 Instead the conversation was led to areas, where the interview partners start the 
topic themselves to ask then further according to the thematic blocs of interest. 
173 See Kraay, Aart and Murrell, Peter: Misunderestimating Corruption. Washington 
DC 2013 (= World Bank Policy Research Working Paper). 
174 Generally, only a small number of people approached refused to engage in a 
conversation altogether (6 people) and 2 interviews could not be completed because 
the interview partners had to leave. 
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conversation between equals with the interviewer sharing her 

impressions of Magnitogorsk and answering questions about herself in 

great detail. Here particularly mentioning Riga as the interviewer’s home 

town relaxed the atmosphere ultimately, since this happened to be a 

destination to which the young woman had longed to travel for a while. 

The conversation continued in a positive atmosphere and the young 

woman even asked to exchange contact details towards its end thus 

giving up her anonymity and proving that she felt she could trust the 

interviewer.175 This happened repeatedly, even though this young woman 

was the most impressive example given her nature and previous 

hesitation. Other interview partners that proved that an atmosphere of 

trust was successfully reached by voluntarily giving up their anonymity 

included interviews 2/2, 2/3, 3/1, 3/2, 3/5, 4/2, 4/3, 4/4, 5/4, rural/1 and 

rural/2. Of those, six interview partners even went one step further and 

offered their contact details at the end of the interview in case more 

questions should come up at a later stage, thus proactively showing the 

will and a personal commitment to make the interviewer and the study 

successful. 

In cases where people were more outgoing and self-assured by nature a 

less careful approach was needed and the topics of the interview were 

brought up with less preparation beforehand. The most extreme case 

was a small business owner, contacted in the conveniently located 

cafeteria in Magnitogorsk mentioned above, where he was having a meal 

after finishing his business at the office of the city administration. With 

him, only short questions on certain topics were needed to trigger 

extensive answers that brought abundant examples for informal 

situations which he described in great detail. Thus he completely lost 

track of time and came to realise after 1.5 hours of conversation that he 

had missed his next appointment at the other end of town.176 

In many cases it was the overall topic of the interview that made people 

engage readily in the conversation – they clearly enjoyed speaking about 

 
175 Interview 3/2. 
176 Interview 3/5. Other interview partners that devoted more time to the interview 
than their schedule allowed initially included interview 4/2, 5/1 and rural/1. 
Obviously, there were also those that had a train to catch or other obligations that 
could not be delayed, where the conversation was more focused on a question and 
answer pattern which did, however, not necessarily imply that the interview was less 
productive (see interview 1/1, 2/4, 4/3 and 4/5). 
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their relationship towards the state and the state organs, about what they 

thought did go wrong and what kind of changes they observed over time, 

and many voiced this positive feeling more or less directly. Most 

mentioned it at the end with the expression of having got something off 

their chest, but a young lawyer in Perm even stated her pleasure about 

the discussion repeatedly along the way, e.g. when discussing the role of 

personal relations as opposed to money in informal exchanges.177 Same 

holds for the elderly woman in Volgograd that openly expressed her 

delight of someone enquiring about these topics, because it shows that 

“there is a new generation that cares and […] that people are not 

indifferent to what is happening around them”.178 Moreover, by stating 

this and thus fully accepting the interviewer as being part of the Russian 

society, she also showed that the strategy to appear as someone from 

within was authentic and successful. 

So all in all it can be stated that the selected approach was successful 

and in the majority of cases both a connection and a feeling of group 

affiliation could be built in a short time span with the conversation taking 

place in an atmosphere of trust. This yielded the intended results and 

made the interview partners cooperative up to very cooperative and 

communicative even on the more sensitive parts of the interview.

 
177 Interview 4/4. 
178 Interview 2/2, para. 19. 
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3. Petty corruption and informal 

practices in the Russian Federation 
 

The first section of this chapter will give an overview of what the sample 

has revealed about informal practices in general and will focus on the 

central characteristics of informal practices – why people are ready to 

engage, how informal situations come about, the function of relations and 

the function of gifts, the currency of informal practices, and signs of 

institutionalization – while also informing about the distribution of the 

readiness to engage within the sample. It will combine the results of the 

empiric sample with information of the expert interviews and (selected) 

statistical data and reflect them against the background of the current 

state of research regarding Russian and post-Soviet informal practices.  

Based on this overview, the following section 3.2 focuses on the 

role of the Soviet legacy in today’s informal practices and follows the first 

central research question – which elements of Soviet practices are still 

present in the contemporary Russian informal institutions. In the first part 

of this section, I will compare today’s characteristics to the main traits of 

Soviet informal institutions set out in section 1.3, thus distilling a 

catalogue of properties describing post-Soviet informal practices. 

 

3.1. Characteristics of current informal practices in 
everyday life 

 

The present study follows a qualitative approach to the issue of informal 

practices and does not pretend to produce statistical results with regard 

to the level of corruption and informal practices in the Russian 

Federation. Nevertheless, it will still be helpful for the following chapter to 

have an idea about the tendencies in the empirical sample with regard to 

the distribution of interview partners regarding their exposure to informal 

practices and their willingness to engage in these. 
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Of those 14 respondents who stated that they had been in a situation, 

where informal actions would have been necessary,179 a large majority of 

13 interview partners also acknowledged to have given in and engaged in 

informal practices, only one interview partner reported to have refused.180 

When looking at those that made statements on their theoretical 

preparedness to engage in informal practices (a question asked either 

because they stated that they had not actually been in an informal 

situation before or because their preceding answers had been evasive or 

unclear) most of them confirmed that they would be prepared, although to 

varying degrees. While one interview partner openly admitted to be in for 

informal practices without specifying the circumstances,181 the majority 

stated to give in if the issue was important.182 Although some of those 

pointed out that they would feel uneasy about it, it was quite clear that 

once confronted with allusions or open extortion they would see no other 

way than to react on this to reach their goal, i.e. displaying the same 

preparedness as the previously mentioned interviewee.183 Three 

respondents,184 however, not only specified the circumstances under 

which they would be prepared to engage but also offered alternative 

scenarios, which makes their assertions more trustworthy.185 One of 

them, a young lawyer from Perm, stated that she would only engage if 

the demands of the public official did not exceed what she deemed 

reasonable (a gift or a small amount of money), reminding him of the law 

 
179 14 out of a total of 21 interview partners relating to informal situations stated to 
have been confronted with informal situations (Interview 1/1, 1/4, 2/3, 2/6, 3/1, 3/2, 
3/4, 3/5, 4/2, 4/3, 4/5, 5/1, rural/1, rural/3). If following a common practice in the 
assessment of informal actions (see Kraay, Aart and Murrell, Peter 2013, as 
footnote 173, p. 3) and interpreting statements along the lines of “I have heard of 
such practices/ Know them from friends’ stories” as a concealed admission of 
actually having been confronted with them, this number would rise to 19 
respondents out of 21 (Interview 1/3, 3/3, 4/1, 4/4, rural/2). 
180 Interview 2/3.  
181 See interview rural/2, para. 15. Asked what he would do if he was confronted with 
the situation to be in need of a new passport urgently and the public official asking 
him to pay, the driver from a rural area answered without hesitating “I would pay and 
I wouldn’t feel guilty for it […]” (interview rural/2, para. 15). 
182 See interview 1/2, para. 6, interview 1/3, para. 13, interview 3/3, para. 17, 
interview 4/1, para. 22. 
183 I.e. of those asked about their theoretical preparedness to engage in informal 
practices 5 out of 8 were prepared to give in when confronted with allusions or open 
extortion. 
184 Out of those eight interview partners. 
185 See interview 4/2, para. 19, interview 4/3, para. 14, interview 4/4, para. 14. 
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and threatening with sanctions otherwise.186 The other one – a young 

broker – would only give in, if it was something very important and there 

was no time to loose, otherwise she would refuse categorically and try 

her luck with a different civil servant.187 And the third one made it very 

clear, that he would refuse as soon as the demands would refer to a 

monetary payment.188 

 

How informal situations come about 
 

The respondents revealed a number of ways of how informal situations 

come about, depending on the approaches and attitudes of both citizen 

and public official and also depending on the area of public service. The 

most frequently mentioned way is that a citizen with a particular need for 

an administrative service meets seemingly unsurmountable obstacles to 

achieve his goal – the list of documents the public official is demanding 

grows continuously, particular documents – though correct – are not 

accepted and the like. Commonly this phenomenon is referred to as 

“stenka”, i.e. “wall”, illustrating that you are made to reach a point from 

which you cannot go further, while the message is conveyed that things 

will only move on, when the public official receives an adequate 

remuneration.189 

Another possibility is that the official makes quite transparent hints and 

allusions, making it clear that fulfilling the formal regulations will not be 

sufficient to receive the service sought, but that an informal payment is 

expected.190 A third possibility of how an informal transaction may come 

about, in which the citizen responds to the actions of the public official, 

 
186 Making it clear that she would file a complaint and that this would have 
consequences for him. Her account of an actual situation in the past shows that this 
is no idle threat and that she has a track record of filing complaints (see interview 
4/4, para. 14). 
187 See interview 4/2, para. 19. 
188 See interview 4/3, para. 14. 
189 Most illustratively this is put forth by the small business owner from Magnitogorsk 
who states that “when dealing with administration, you mostly reach a ‘stena’ [wall] 
at which things stop to move on and this is the moment when you have to bribe” 
(interview 3/5, para. 18). For other interview partners referring to this phenomenon 
see interview 3/4, para. 13, interview 4/3, para. 17 and interview 4/5, para. 16. 
190 See interview rural/1, para. 22 – a teacher from a rural area whose answer to the 
question how she knew how to proceed in a situation she recalled when she was in 
need of a medical service: “it’s either services that have to be paid for [officially] or 
people hint on making a [informal] payment.” 
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i.e. the citizen takes a passive role and the public official a more active 

one, would be open extortion. However, this form of initiating an informal 

payment proved a lot less prevalent in the empirical sample – none of the 

respondents mentioned it with an example.  

Besides the public officials taking the active part, there is of course also 

the possibility of the citizen taking the initiative in order to initiate an 

informal transaction. The empirical sample showed two different 

variations of this constellation. People who are frequently in touch with 

the authorities due to their profession will try to establish good and 

enduring relations with the necessary public officials well in advance – 

get acquainted, establish a personal level of communications. This can 

be achieved by finding common acquaintances or by being attentive and 

finding the right little presents. This will then help the clients to find an 

informal solution to their needs because the respective public officials 

count as “svoi ljudi”, i.e. “your people”, and it will be possible to come to 

an agreement with them which does not necessarily have to include a 

monetary remuneration.191  

There are, however, areas in which it is not necessary to establish a 

connection beforehand and in which the dominant approach is to offer an 

amount of money. As the lawyer and university lecturer from Moscow 

relates, this is the common approach when sorting out issues with the 

traffic police. In her words “informal deals with the traffic police are a 

given and their prices are common knowledge […]. The policeman will 

step back slightly when asking for your papers, so that you have the 

chance to put a banknote in them.”192 It is common to offer an amount of 

money quite unceremoniously when being stopped and this transaction 

does not need any preparatory moves – either the tariffs are known 

beforehand or the amount can be established by short and routine 

 
191 See the young broker from Perm, who relates about the time when she was 
working in the restaurant business: “What is important is the human factor, you have 
to speak with the official like with a normal person and it will be possible to find an 
agreement […] It is important to be acquainted, then they are ‘your people’ and it is 
possible to get things done informally, not meaning by way of paying bribes, but by 
circumventing the formal procedure.” (interview 4/2, para. 10-11) and the real-estate 
agent from Magnitogorsk who puts it like that: “I know how to negotiate, it’s not the 
first year that I’m doing it and I know the people.” (interview 3/1, para. 10). 
192 Interview 1/4, para. 5.  
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bargaining. 193 Another respondent, the elderly chemist from Volgograd 

reported a similar situation for the judiciary: “There even is a list 

circulating in the courts that tells you what to give to whom to receive 

certain results.”194 Academic literature confirms this phenomenon of 

pricelists in the Russian courts and even reports the existence of 

manuals for all parties on how to proceed when bribing in order to get the 

necessary verdicts.195 

Yet this approach seems to be restricted to only a small number of areas 

of public service with the traffic police and the judiciary being the most 

prominent ones. The standard approach seems to be very different in 

most other areas. 196 In these, people will be to try to find out in advance 

how to proceed, i.e. to get in touch with friends and acquaintances in 

order to find someone who can give some piece of advice (“podnimat’”, 

literally “raising” friends and acquaintances),197 someone who might 

know an official in the administration or who has been in a similar 

situation.198 Even without a real need in view, information about informal 

solutions is of high value and the question “komu dal?”, i.e. “who was the 

person you offered to?” will be the first reaction when someone will be 

telling about how he got something done informally.199 But to which 

extent it will be necessary to “raise” friends and acquaintances also 

depends on the occasion (the more important/ expensive the issue, the 

better to be well informed) and on the personality of the particular person 

– while some rely on their people skills and are confident that if the 

official is not hostile, it will be possible to find a solution even without prior 

consultations (thus not always seeing the need to consult their 

 
193 Fixed tariffs exist for example in Moscow for parking violations (see interview 1/4, 
para. 5). 
194 Interview 2/2, para. 15.  
195 See Gilinskij, Yakov: “Korruption. Theorie und russische Realität”. In: 
Monatsschrift für Kriminologie und Staatsrechtsreform (2007:6), 502–513, here 
p. 509. 
196 Specifically, respondents that included examples to illustrate what they were 
relating, mentioned the following areas of administrative activity: opening a business 
(interview 3/5), changing an entry in the cadastral register (interview 3/5), formalities 
connected with buying a flat (interview 4/5).  
197 The proverbial expression is used by the small business owner from 
Magnitogorsk when explaining how to find out what to do when issues with the 
authorities stall (interview 3/5, para. 16). 
198 See interviews 1/1, para. 8, interview 1/4, para. 7, interview 3/4, para. 19, 
interview 3/5, para. 16, interview 4/3, para. 17, interview rural/3, para. 8. 
199 See the account of the lawyer and university lecturer from Moscow, interview 1/4, 
para. 7. See also interview 3/4, para 19. 
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acquaintances),200 others emphasize the importance of being well 

informed in order to take the initiative and would never act “just like that, 

in the fog”.201  

But besides those variations that can be explained by character, many 

respondents pointed out that particularly lately when trying to engage in 

an informal monetary exchange, they would make sure to find someone 

who in turn knows the agent in order to establish the necessary level of 

trust which will make him accept the money. This is a very interesting 

point with regard to the function of relations and will be discussed in 

greater detail in the respective part (see p. 66). 

 

Risk 
 
For both the classical modelling strategy of principal-agent-models and 

the theory explaining corruption as a problem of collective action, risk is 

an important element and key differentiator. While principal-agent theory 

suggests to devise anticorruption reforms that make it more risky to 

engage in corrupt actions as one of the main levers to curb corruption, 

collective action theory argues that risk is virtually absent form corrupt 

activities since there are no principals enforcing the rules and corruption 

is the norm rather than the exception.  

Speaking about risk and tracing the level of perceived risk reveals a lot 

about the extent of institutionalisation of corrupt practices in a society, i.e. 

about how systemic corruption is and which model is suited best to 

address the needs.202 

In the present interview sample, most interview partners made 

statements referring to or allowing conclusions about their fear of risk or 

its absence when engaging in informal practices. Out of those 21 

interviewees, a broad majority of 18 respondents showed no signs of fear 

of risk, i.e. made it clear in one way or other that thoughts about possible 

 
200 The outgoing and proactive foreign language teacher from Magnitogorsk explains 
that “Sometimes others that have dealt with that place tell me, but most of the time I 
will act spontaneously according to the circumstances.” (interview 3/4, para. 13). 
201 This is the verdict of a rather shy and cautious engineer from Perm (interview 4/3, 
para. 17). 
202 Although particularly the principal-agent model focuses on the agent, the 
perspective of the citizen is equally telling in assessing the institutionalization of 
corrupt practices. 
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risks do not play a role when it comes to engaging in informal 

practices.203 The remaining interview partners did mention a certain fear 

in connection with informal practices, however only one of them making 

open reference to the fact that this would constitute an illegal action,204 

while the rest stated a general uneasiness when making offers to civil 

servants not knowing them.205 

So on the whole the interview sample confirms the absence of a feeling 

of risk206 which is in line with academic literature that characterises 

corruption in the post-soviet region as systemic, emphasizing that it is “a 

daily expectation among the mass publics”.207  

In this context one of the respondents – as wife of a traffic police officer 

familiar with both the client and the agent perspective – referred to an 

increasing risk for agents in connection with intensified efforts to fight 

corruption. She relates that: “now […] public officials are more afraid to 

get caught due to recent efforts to fight corruption – cameras etc. 

Therefore it’s much better to go via personal relations, then you have a 

common base of trust and you (respectively the official) can be sure that 

it is not a trap.”208 

So the political effort to increase the risk for agents – an anti-corruption 

measure following the logic of principal-agent models – is being felt but 

the post-soviet setting provided for a fast fix to this increase by 

 
203 Interview 1/1, 1/2, 1/3, 1/4, 2/2, 2/3, 2/6, 3/1, 3/2, 3/4, 3/5, 4/2, 4/4, 4/5, 5/1, 
rural/1, rural/2, rural/3. While in the majority of cases the interview partner’s account 
of informal practices allowed the conclusion that thinking about potential risk is not 
what they worry about in the course of corrupt transactions, some spelled this out 
quite openly when asked (see interview 1/4, para. 13-14, interview rural/1, para. 15-
16). A very telling case was interview 2/6, in which the interview partners 
misunderstood the question about risk and rather answered referring to the risk 
involved when reporting an incident of extortion (see interview 2/6, para. 9). 
204 See the accountant from Magnitogorsk who – when asked about the hypothetical 
case that a public official would made allusions for her to settle the issue by way of 
informal payment – stated that “This would be very difficult […] I would be afraid of 
the risk, it is against the law, after all.” (Interview 3/3, para. 18-19). 
205 See the shoemaker from Perm who emphasized that only if she knew someone, 
she would be able to “offer something […], with a stranger I’d never be able to do it.” 
(interview 4/1, para. 21). See also interview 4/3, para. 17. 
206 Being in line with what statistically representative surveys have established, see 
e.g. Ministerstvo ekonomičeskogo razvitija Rossijskoj Federacii and Fond 
"Obščestvennoe Mnenie" 2011, as footnote 155, p. 15, a representative survey on 
petty corruption conducted in the Russian Federation. 
207 See Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 60.  
208 Interview 3./4, para. 19. 
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supporting bribery with personal connections, thus minimising the risk of 

being set up.209  

 

Reasons for engaging in informal practices 
 

Quite in line with the relevant theory on informal practices, the interview 

partners revealed the classical reasons for engaging in informal practices 

– most frequently pointing to the effect of accelerating the necessary 

bureaucratic procedures.210 As the primary school teacher from 

Magnitogorsk explains: “[…] when I planned to change my subject [at 

university] it was faster not to go by formal rules […]. It is true that the 

decisive factor in favour of informal deals is that they always help you to 

gain time.”211 This is confirmed by the computer scientist from Volgograd 

who refers to a slightly different situation saying that in a situation making 

informal payments necessary, he chooses to pay, since it “it is much 

faster to pay, my time is too dear to me”.212 A number of other interview 

partners point to the fact that solving their administrative needs by 

resorting to corrupt transactions was either a way of shortening tediously 

long waiting times or making things easier quite generally.213 This is in 

line with the interview partners’ accounts on the overall effectiveness of 

bureaucratic procedures, offering a good explanation why this sort of 

acceleration corruption is necessary.214 Some of these are quite 

conscious about the potentially artificial nature of such bureaucratic 
 

209 If this was to be confirmed on a broader basis, it would mean that the effects of 
the reform are felt, but do not have the intended effect, since they do not result in a 
reduction of informal activities, but rather in an adaptation of corrupt practices to the 
new circumstances. In that case this would be contradicting the conclusions of the 
study Ministerstvo ekonomičeskogo razvitija Rossijskoj Federacii and Fond 
"Obščestvennoe Mnenie" 2011, as footnote 155 that interprets its data at several 
instances as a confirmation of a rising risk for corrupt practices as a result of 
Medvedev’s reforms (see pp. 10, 13, 28, 53). 
210 On this reason for engaging in informal practices, the so-called “acceleration 
corruption”, see also Oswald, Ingrid 2002, as footnote 33, p. 41. 
211 Interview 3/2, para. 14−16. 
212 Interview 2/6, para. 14. 
213 See interview 3/1, para. 15, interview 4/5, para. 22, interview rural/1, para. 20. Of 
these the real-estate agent from Magnitogorsk also evokes the economic effect this 
has saying: “This way I can speed it up, since going the normal way takes a lot of 
time and time is money in terms of my profession, that’s why I pay.” (interview 3/1, 
para. 15). 
214 Interview partners who commented, complained about or confirmed the 
ineffectiveness of bureaucratic procedures/ the public authorities: Interview 1/4, 
para. 2, 2/2, para. 4, 2/6, para. 26, 3/2, para. 8, 3/5, para. 37, 4/4, para. 8, 4/2, para. 
6-7, 4/5, para. 8, rural/1, para. 26, rural/2, para. 6-8. 
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problems, as the accountant from Perm explains: “[…] when things do 

not move on for no real reason and you are being given implausible 

explanations, you understand very well that you will have to offer 

something.”215 In a similar vein, the real-estate agent from Magnitogorsk 

muses that it “seems to me that many waiting times and other obstacles 

are artificial, so that you can ask for money in return for acceleration.”216 

Another reason for engaging in informal practices that was evoked 

by a number of interview partners is in line with what collective action 

theorists would expect, i.e. people pointing to the system that makes 

them act like that.217 The lawyer and university lecturer from Moscow 

formulates this positively and calls it a “system that serves everybody”.218 

The statements of the small business owner from Magnitogorsk are more 

clearly pointing to the feeling of helplessness that he thinks is the 

common verdict making people engage in informal practices. He refers to 

the concrete examples of going to court, which he calls a decision that 

people take only once since after “such an experience you are not 

prepared to go for it a second time”, and to the difficulties of finding a 

place in kindergarten that only allow for the informal way to solve this 

problem.219 This feeling of being forced to by the fact that everybody else 

acts like that also resonates in the statement of the computer scientist 

from Volgograd. He regrets that nothing can be done against bribery in 

the administration, since it would only work if everybody would stand up 

against it, yet “society isn’t like that”.220 

Others refer to mentality or a certain mind-set, as the foreign language 

teacher from Magnitogorsk who states bluntly that people bribe because 

“we were already born with such a mentality”,221 or the accountant from 

Perm who connects the prevalence of corrupt behaviour to a lack of 

 
215 Interview 4/5, para. 16. 
216 Interview 3/1, para. 21. See also interview 3/5, para. 16. 
217 Thus confirming the findings of Rasma Karklins in Karklins 2005, as footnote 4. 
218 See interview 1/4, para. 19. See also the real-estate agent from Magnitogorsk, 
who is convinced that the system cannot be changed since too many people are 
profiting from it (see interview 3/1, para. 21). 
219 See interview 3/5, para. 32 and para. 36. Another interview partner’s reason for 
engaging in informal practices is also systemic, but for a different reason. Interview 
partner 1/1 lives in Moscow without registration forcing here to solve practically 
every administrative issue informally and quite generally avoid being in touch with 
the authorities (see interview 1/1, par. 4).  
220 Interview 2/6, para. 15.  
221 See interview 3/4, para. 11. 
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confidence in the future: “you try to secure as much as possible for 

yourself today, since you do not know what will happen tomorrow.” and 

adds the conclusion that “the state of awareness has to change and this 

will take a long time”.222  

 
The function of gifts 

 
Offering gifts in return for a favour has been an essential element of 

Soviet informal practices with the expression for these little 

acknowledgements that has been coined back then – “chocolate and 

cognac” – still being common knowledge. However, most interview 

partners agree that today such small gifts are only helpful when minor 

issues have to be solved, in all other cases money is referred to as the 

currency needed.223 The university lecturer and historian from Moscow 

cites as an example flowers or a good book that she offered to a doctor in 

return for his good work and efforts.224 As this example shows, gifts are 

generally offered after the service has been delivered as a sign of 

gratitude and are thus not considered to be an act of bribery. The afore-

mentioned historian, for example, is concerned to make clear that the 

example she gave should not be interpreted as bribing the doctor, since 

she gave the gifts “out of gratitude […] on my own initiative”.225 She adds 

that “I am careful not to give money, this would be bribery already.”226 

Another interview partner, the young broker from Perm, also makes sure 

to point out that the confectionary she gave was offered on her own 

initiative and after the service.227 To her this is nothing reproachable and, 

interestingly, she cites this example when explaining that she has never 

met monetary corruption or the need to offer presents while getting things 

done when she was working in the restaurant business.228 This fact of 

misrecognition is confirmed by Vladimir Rimsky, particularly for dealings 
 

222 Interview 4/5, para. 26. 
223 See interview 1/3, para. 11-12, interview 1/4, para. 11-12, interview 3/5, para. 23-
24. The foreign language teacher from Magnitogorsk, however, mentions that with 
older public officials that have been socialized in the Soviet Union, “you may be 
successful to reach your goal by offering chocolate, confectionary or cognac” 
(interview 3/4, para. 15). 
224 See interview 1/3, para. 12. 
225 Interview 1/3, para. 12. 
226 Ibid. 
227 See interview 4/2, para. 13. 
228 Ibid. 
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with physicians. He points out that the conviction that you have to say 

thank you to the doctor who treated you is deeply entrenched. People 

have been and continue to be raised like that and they do not classify it 

as corruption since the gift is offered after the service. Rimsky considers 

this attitude the main obstacle for conquering petty corruption in the 

public health system.229 

Besides the function to show one’s gratitude, the lawyer and university 

lecturer from Moscow also points out that offering little gifts is “an 

instrument that helps to enter a relation”, thus opening the possibility for 

informal dealings in the future.230 It is in this context, i.e. supporting 

informal dealings that came about thanks to personal connections, that 

two other interview partners mention offering gifts. The oilman from a 

rural background states that in his dealings with the authorities, he makes 

sure that “I always deal with people to whom there is a connection”.231 

When asked whether he does show his gratitude for this, he answers that 

he does so “along the lines of ‘chocolate and cognac’”.232  

The example of the small business owner from Magnitogorsk, registering 

his own business, shows that in some cases gifts do not only go along 

with personal connections, but can also be combined with paying a fully-

fledged bribe. He describes that he successfully established a connection 

to one of the official in charge via a common acquaintance training in the 

same martial arts club. Once this personal connection had been 

established, he used an additional bottle of cognac as a door-opener, 

while being well aware that he would be expected to pay a high bribe in 

order to successfully finish all procedures connected to opening his 

business, too.233  

 

 

 

 
229 Vladimir Rimsky in Berlin on 7 November 2011 in the framework of the 
conference “19th German-Russian autumn talks: Quick advantage – never-ending 
consequences” (See chapter 2.2 and Appendix 3: Information on experts for more 
detailed information on expert interviews). 
230 Interview 1/4, para. 12. 
231 Interview rural/3, para. 8. 
232 Ibid., para. 10. For another example of solving issues by way of personal 
connections followed by offering a sign of gratitude, see also interview 4/2, 
para. 13-14. 
233 See interview 3/5, para. 37. 
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The function of relations 
 

Given the extraordinary importance of personal relations for Soviet 

informal practices (and for blat in particular), it comes as no surprise that 

they continue to play an important role in today’s informal practices. 

Asked which of the two – money or personal relations – they deem to be 

more important, the overwhelming majority of interview partners pointed 

to personal relations.234  

According to the interview sample the function of personal relations is 

twofold. A number of interview partners emphasized that they serve as a 

means to secure access to the public official in charge of taking the 

necessary decision. This is being epitomized by the driver from Tyumen 

who states that thanks to him being a driver to “one of the directors of the 

city administration […] I have access to many people”.235 Consequently, 

he uses this professional advantage to “help friends and acquaintances 

to get things done”.236 The small business owner from Magnitogorsk 

confirms this, saying that only with the help of personal relations it is 

possible to get access to the right persons making it possible to offer a 

bribe, since “without connections they would not take the money in the 

first place”.237  

Other interview partners point to the fact that personal relations are 

essential to ensure an atmosphere of confidence in which the informal 

transaction can be effected. As the shoemaker from Perm puts it, “when 

you know someone, you can confide in him and then it is possible to offer 

something”.238 So for her, the pivotal aspect is that she can be sure that 

the transaction will be safe for her, i.e. the client.239 Others emphasize 

that it is the agents that make personal relations a precondition, so that 
 

234 13 out of 15 interview partners chose personal relations over money when 
assessing the importance of the two in informal transactions (interview 1/4, 3/2, 3/4, 
3/5, 4/1, 4/2, 4/3, 4/4, 4/5, 5/1, 5/4, rural/2, rural/3 chose personal relations, interview 
2/2 and rural/1 chose money), one interview partner held both of them equally 
important (interview 3/3). This is in line with the conclusion that informal networks 
continue to play an important role in the post-soviet region that other authors have 
established (see e.g. Howard 2003, as footnote 83, in particular chapter 5 and 6). 
235 Interview 5/1, para. 6. 
236 Ibid. See also interview rural/3, para. 8 for personal relations serving as a means 
to secure access to people that will help to solve things informally. 
237 Interview 3/5, para. 20. 
238 Interview 4/1, para. 21. 
239 See also interview 4/3, para. 17, who also points to the need to establish a 
personal connection for his own safety.  
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they can know they can confide in the client offering a payment and do 

not have to fear that they are being set up.240 So for both sides personal 

relations have the function of establishing a certain level of trust which is 

the necessary precondition for engaging in informal transactions. As has 

been mentioned earlier, this has become even more important at the time 

of interview, with Medvedev’s anti-corruption measures showing a certain 

effect.241  

But even if the aspect of trust is not what the parties engaging in the 

transaction are looking for, it is still the combination of money and 

personal relations that is the dominant way of informal transactions to 

come about. The lawyer and university lecturer from Moscow gives the 

example of having tried in vain to bribe in order to get a place in 

kindergarten for her son. She assumes that “the director did not want to 

share the bribe with the office for allocations, she probably had her own 

channels”.242 She is convinced that both personal relations and money 

are important, with the former being a necessary precondition in order to 

– again – get access (hence more important in this sense), but not 

because the public officials are afraid of the risk, rather because “they get 

enough anyway and do not want to spoil the reputation of their 

institutions”.243 And the latter are the necessary currency to effect the 

transaction.244 This is confirmed by the driver from a rural background 

who states that “relations are more important – they do not help you to 

avoid payment, but they make everything a lot easier”.245 

There are, however, also interview partners who attribute even more 

importance to personal relations than to establish access and to secure a 

common level of trust. As the accountant from Perm relates, personal 

relations “facilitate everything and in many cases they will be enough to 

 
240 See interview3/4, para. 19 and interview 3/5, para. 20.  
241 See what the foreign language teacher from Magnitogorsk refers to, emphasizing 
that as of lately agents act more cautiously, fearing the use of cameras or the 
general possibility of being set up, which is why they prefer to have a personal 
connection established so that “you have a common base of trust and you, 
respectively the official, can be sure that it is not a trap”. (interview 3/4, para. 19, see 
p. 61 earlier this chapter). See also interview 3/5, para. 20. 
242 Interview 1/4, para. 9. 
243 Ibid. 
244 See interview 1/4, para. 10. The only exception that she sees to this rule is the 
so-called “zvonok sverxu”, when someone higher up in the hierarchy uses his power 
to make his subordinates render a service “for free” (see interview 1/4, para. 10). 
245 Interview rural/2, para. 20. 
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get things done, or at least they will help to substantially reduce the bribe 

asked for”.246 Other interview partners point to the combination of 

personal relations and gifts (as has been dealt with in detail in the 

preceding section)247 and the youngest interview partner – for whom it is 

not clear whether she has already effected informal transactions on her 

own – refers to personal relations as the possibility to get things done, 

when you are lacking money, i.e. assuming that personal relations will be 

sufficient on their own.248 She is, however, the only one in the interview 

sample with this opinion. The majority of interview partners refers to the 

necessity to combine the instrument of personal relations and money in 

order to be successful. 

 

Rules of the game 
 

At many instances interview partners made reference to sets of rules 

they follow in the course of informal transactions, both explicitly and 

implicitly.  

First of all, there is the notion that there is a limit as to what is considered 

fair for the public official to ask for as a bribe. As the old saying goes “Ty 

ne po činu berëš’”, meaning you take more than your rank entitles you to, 

reproachable is not the fact that public officials ask for money, 

reproachable is when what they as for exceeds a certain amount deemed 

acceptable. As the driver from a rural area relates, he does not hold the 

public official responsible for demanding bribes, “as long as he is not 

exaggerating his demands”.249 When this happens, indignation and 

sometimes even refusal is the common reaction.250  

Indignation also follows when the public official does not abide by the rule 

to enter negotiations and to make what he expects graspable for his 

counterpart. This is how the foreign language teacher from Magnitogorsk 

 
246 Interview 4/5, para. 20. 
247 See interview rural/3, para. 8 and interview 4/2, para. 11. 
248 See interview 5/4, para. 6. 
249 Interview rural/2, para. 18. 
250 See interview 3/4, para. 21, interview 4/4, para. 14, interview rural/1, para. 30, 
interview rural/2, para. 18. The lawyer from Perm is the one who would refuse, when 
the payment asked for would exceed the symbolic amount that she holds acceptable 
and she describes her reaction quite illustratively: “I would stand up to the public 
official and would remind him of the law, would ask him whether he would like to find 
himself in a certain place.” (interview 4/4, para. 14). 
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describes her feelings when she could not understand what the public 

official expected, since she had “already proposed several options and 

he will still not go along”.251  

Another important aspect in the course of an informal transaction is to 

make sure to act in a way that allows the public official to save face. It is 

the foreign language teacher from Magnitogorsk again, who explains that 

when “it becomes clear, that there are hold-ups all the way, I will offer 

something as a sign of my gratitude, but will be careful to do it in a way 

that the public official can save face”, so that it can be interpreted as a 

gift and not as a bribe.252  

The lawyer and university teacher from Moscow points to another rule, 

one that takes account of the professional affiliation of the one asking for 

a service. She relates that as a child of a physician, she has always had 

a privileged position in health care since the rule “u svoix ne berut” – 

literally “from their own kind they do not take” or more idiomatic “birds of 

a feather stick together” – applies which is why she “never had to wait 

and never had to pay”.253 For her father, this privilege extended to other 

corruptive situations, since in that case, another rule applied: “[…] traffic 

police does not ask doctors and advocates for bribes for superstitious 

reasons”.254 

These quotes of references to the rules of the game when engaging in 

informal practices as well as figurative expressions and allusions when 

speaking of them is confirmed by other qualitative and quantitative 

studies in the post-soviet region.255 Their existence is frequently 

interpreted as a proof of the high degree of institutionalisation of corrupt 

practices, since they show that the “algorithms of corrupt behaviour” are 

quite well understood by practically anybody, no matter if he or she would 

resort to informal practices him- or herself.256  

 
251 Interview 3/4, para. 21. 
252 Ibid., para. 13. See also interview 3/5, para. 29. 
253 Interview 1/4, para. 4. 
254 Ibid. 
255 See Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, pp. 66–67 and Ministerstvo ekonomičeskogo 
razvitija Rossijskoj Federacii and Fond "Obščestvennoe Mnenie" 2011, as footnote 
155, p. 15. 
256 See ibid. (quote is translated from Russian, in the original: “algoritm[y] 
korrupcionnogo povedenija”). 
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3.2. The Soviet legacy – changes and continuity 
 

Comparing today’s informal practices with the typical Soviet properties a 

number of differences and similarities can be noted. Strikingly, the feeling 

of obligation, of owing someone a favour which has to be repaid, is still 

very much present when people engage in relations of all kinds.257 

Nevertheless, a monetization of the “payments” for informal services has 

occurred with regard to the principal-agent relation in public 

administration, as described by Stykow and Ledeneva.258 The collected 

data confirms this, showing that informal solutions are rarely reached 

without money being paid.259 However, it produces convincing evidence 

for the fact that this does not mean that money is more important than 

personal connections. Quite the contrary, many respondents emphasized 

the importance of personal relations and described them as a necessary 

precondition for engaging in a monetary informal exchange.260 They 

explained that in many cases it is necessary to know someone who in 

turn knows the agent and can establish a connection, so that the agent 

will feel safe enough to engage in the transaction.261 One respondent 

even pointed out that with the increase of anti-corruption measures being 

implemented lately, the importance of such connections is on the rise.262 

So the function of these personal relations is twofold – they provide 

access on one hand and are a means to secure confidence on the other 

hand. 

The role connections continue to play today also touches upon a different 

aspect of Soviet properties of informal interactions. They prove that those 

relations did not become completely impersonal as opposed to a high 
 

257 See interview 2/2, para. 10, interview 4/2, para. 10-11, interview rural/3, para. 8. 
258 See Stykow, Petra 2004, as footnote 25, pp. 254, 256, Ledeneva 1998, as 
footnote 26, pp. 176, 202, Ledeneva, Alena V. 2008, as footnote 25, p. 73. 
259 See interview 1/1, para. 6, interview 1/4, para. 10, interview 2/2, para. 15, 
interview 2/3, para. 10, interview 2/6, para. 17, interview 3/1, para. 11-14, interview 
3/5, para. 24, interview 4/1, para. 29−30, interview rural/1, para. 4, interview rural/2, 
para. 20. 
260 See interview 1/4, para. 10, interview 3/1, para. 10-14, interview 3/4, para. 19, 
interview 3/5, para. 20, interview 4/1, para. 21, interview rural/1, para. 4, interview 
rural/2, para. 20. Interview 4/5 comments that both variants are possible, relations 
“facilitate everything and in many cases the will be enough to get things done, or at 
least they will help to substantially reduce the bribe asked for.” (interview 4/5, para. 
20). 
261 See interview 3/4, para. 19, interview 3/5, para. 20, interview 4/1, para. 21, 
interview 4/3, para. 17. 
262 See interview 3/4, para. 19. 
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degree of personalisation in Soviet times, notwithstanding the fact that 

they have become monetized. In other words, although the currency of 

informal interactions switched from trading favours to exchanging money, 

it is the personal factor that offers the framework that allows the agent (to 

feel safe enough) to engage in informal exchanges and to use his/ her 

discretion for a decision in favour of the particular client. Opposing a 

widespread view, the amount of money is therefore not the decisive 

factor for the transaction to come about. 

What has changed, however, is the time-frame of the transaction – 

whereas in Soviet times favours could be repaid at a considerably later 

point in time, the monetization of the currency obviously led to an 

immediate compensation for the informal services delivered.263 

One aspect of the nature of today’s informal practices in Russia that is of 

special importance to the research interest of this study is the attitude 

with which people engage in them. In Soviet times those practices had 

the positive connotation of “helping someone out”. If at all, they were 

deemed morally wrong and condemned only when others were engaging 

in the identical transactions that were judged positively when engaging in 

them themselves.264 It is this lack of mens rea that the author holds to be 

an important cause for the pervasiveness of informal practices in post-

soviet countries. Interestingly, the collected data shows that even though 

the majority of respondents engaged in informal practices, many of these 

reported to feel morally uncomfortable with their actions.265 As a reason 

for engaging in them despite of this, this group offered a very pragmatic 

explanation: Everybody is doing it (i.e. the system is coherent and works) 

 
263 See the general accounts about corruptive situations in the interviews 1/4, 2/6, 
3/4, 3/5, 4/5 and rural/1. 
264 As already mentioned in chapter 1.3, Sanjian uses  the psychological term 
“cognitive dissonance“ to characterise this phenomenon (Sanjian, Andrea 
Stevenson 1994, as footnote 65, p. 120), Ledeneva calls it “misrecognition“ 
(Ledeneva 1998, as footnote 26, pp. 58–60). 
265 Of the 23 interview partners that made statements relating to this question, 14 
had experiences with informal situations and another six stated they would engage, 
if needed. Of the 19 interview partners who spoke about how they would feel in such 
a situation, eight (or nine, if including those making a difference between bribes and 
personal relations) made more or less clear statements showing that they felt these 
actions are something reproachable (Which the author would only marginally 
attribute to the fact of trying to look good in the eyes of the interviewer, since in that 
case it would have been easier for them to negate their informal activities 
altogether). 
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and not to play the game will not change anything on the whole, but will 

make me personally a lot worse off (because I will not get what I need). 

This last aspect has important repercussions regarding the theoretical 

base of anti-corruption research. Although the respondents show rational 

behaviour, the situation cannot be adequately represented by the popular 

and widely-used principal-agent-client model (PAC-model). The 

respondents’ behaviour shows that in an environment where corruption is 

systemic, the most important lever in making people engage in corrupt 

actions is their expectation of being in an unfavourable minority position 

when refusing. This means that the vital precondition of the PAC-model, 

which defines the risks of corrupt actions in terms of exposure and 

discretion of ones actions before a principal who will hold the agent 

responsible, literally does not exist. In an environment with systemic 

corruption the majority of potential principals is part of the game and will 

therefore not sanction the behaviour of a corrupt agent.266 

The findings thus support the recent criticism brought up by Persson, 

Rothstein et al.267 and the conceptualisation they suggest – treating 

corrupt behaviour in a thoroughly corrupt setting within the framework of 

collective action theory. The respondents’ answers highlight that what 

Persson, Rothstein et al. have shown for the agent’s behaviour in 

settings with systemic corruption268 equally applies to the perspective of 

the citizen/ the client. For him, too, the benefits of acting corruptly are 

higher than the respective short-term costs and the costs of acting by the 

book are non-proportionally high. Since no one in the triangle of principal, 

agent and citizen believes in non-corrupt actions this creates a powerful 

expectation of actors choosing corrupt behaviour and makes it highly 

unfavourable to act against this expectation in the short-run. 

Nevertheless the parties involved are very much aware that their 

behaviour is harmful for all of them in the long-run – a constellation that is 

well known from other problems of collective actions (e.g. in global 

climate protection). 

 
266 This means that all anti-corruption measures that aim to reduce the agent's 
discretion, to increase his risk and to lower his motivation for corrupt actions (that 
can be deduced from the PAC model) are bound to fail, since they are based on a 
wrong prerequisite. 
267 Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32. 
268 Ibid., pp. 8, 9. 
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4. Factors for pervasiveness – Soviet 

legacy or rational considerations? 
 

The aim of the following chapter is to examine the reasons for which 

people resort to informal practices. It attempts to establish to which 

extent the Soviet legacy can be held responsible for the pervasiveness of 

today’s informal practices or whether the pervasiveness itself creates a 

situation that makes people feel forced to act corruptly by creating a 

problem of collective action.  

 

The chapter opens by focusing on the mens rea of those engaging in 

informal practices. As established earlier, the existence of a mens rea is 

one of the key aspects in which a Soviet approach to informality differs 

from the one commonly met in monetized markets of corruption including 

those in which people have the feeling to be trapped in a problem of 

collective action, i.e. feel forced to engage in corrupt transactions: The 

absence of a sense of guilt is characteristic of Soviet informal practices 

and having a sense of wrongdoing is typical for interpreting corruption as 

a problem of collective action.  

Therefore, this chapter commences by differentiating the interview 

partners’ approaches to informality based on three conceptions of mens 

rea. Subsequently, six different attitudes towards informal behaviour are 

mapped based on the interviewees’ general stance and moral 

considerations, their relation to the public official, the reasons and 

willingness to engage in informal practices and further aspects. The 

rationale behind this mapping is to understand the interview partners’ 

readiness for informal actions, their full motivational set and their 

behaviour in the course of the transactions. In a final step, the role of 

legacy and rationality is examined. To this end, criteria typical for a Soviet 

mind-set and criteria characteristic for rational behaviour in an 

environment of systemic corruption (drawing on collective action theory) 

are defined and applied to the interview sample. 
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4.1. Conceptions of mens rea in informal practices  
 

The interview partners’ approaches to informality can be differentiated 

based on the following three conceptions of mens rea:  

a) All-encompassing conception of mens rea: takes a principled 

stance against all forms of informality, i.e. would feel an equally 

pronounced feeling of guilt regardless of whether an informal 

solution is facilitated by informal payments or personal relations. 

b) Soviet conception of mens rea: shows a feeling of guilt strictly 

regarding monetary bribes, but displays no mens rea regarding 

relations-managed informality since it does not qualify as deviant 

behaviour. 

c) Lacking conception of mens rea: regardless of whether informal 

practices are based on monetary compensation or on personal 

relations there is no feeling of wrongdoing. 

 

Naturally, this categorisation is more easily applied to those interviews 

where the interview partners show a clear stance towards informal 

behaviour, either against or in favour of it, and harder to apply when they 

remain more vague.269 

Interestingly, the Soviet conception of mens rea and the one in which 

mens rea is lacking proved to be roughly equally frequent in our sample. 

A demonstrative example of the latter, i.e. a lacking mens rea, is the 

university lecturer and lawyer in Moscow (interview 1/4), displaying an 

 
269 Four interviews offered no direct clues, but could be categorized using work-
arounds: Interview 2/2, interview 3/2, interview rural/1, interview rural/2. Interview 
2/2 was placed in the category of an all-encompassing conception of mens rea 
because of a general disapproval of both monetary corruption and informal practices 
(para. 13). Interview 3/2 was placed in the category of a lacking conception of mens 
rea, since the young teacher relates about how she has been using relations in 
order to reach her objective without any signs of feelings of guilt (para. 14) and 
speaks about monetary corruption very matter of fact albeit not stating personal 
involvement (para. 14-18). Interview Rural/1 and interview rural/2 both figure in the 
category of a Soviet conception of mens rea for the following reasons: Interview 
rural/1 shows a clear uneasiness about using monetary corruption (para. 8-20) on 
the one hand, however does not take up a stance about relations-managed 
informality on the other, but speaks about using relations in other, non-corruptive 
situations (para. 24). Interview rural/2 equally clearly shows that using monetary 
corruption makes him uneasy (para. 16), while speaking quite matter of fact about 
how relations facilitate informality (para. 20). For two interviews (interview 2/1 and 
interview 2/5) a categorization was not possible, since they did not show any stance 
on this topic, neither directly nor indirectly. This section thus bases its conclusions 
on a total of 22 interview partners. 
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overall cynical approach towards the authorities, who readily discloses 

that she has ample experience with informal situations. She has never 

met the famous “stenka”, since it was always her who had an interest in 

solving the issue and who took the initiative.270 Her account clearly 

shows no moral inhibitions with regard to informal practices, no matter if 

monetary (paying a certain amount for a place in kindergarten) or through 

relations (enjoying the privileges from the fact that her father is a 

physician when using medical services).271 

Similarly obvious is the attitude of the real-estate agent in Magnitogorsk 

(interview 3/1), who, when asked about informality and solving problems, 

relates with a clear note of pride and self-confidence and no signs of 

moral uneasiness that “I know how to negotiate, it’s not the first year that 

I am doing it and I know the people”.272 When enquired about his 

methods, he adds that it is necessary to say thank you with money as the 

expected currency.273  

Quite telling is the example of the foreign language teacher in 

Magnitogorsk (interview 3/4), to whom informality is the norm to such an 

extent that when asked about her reactions on a public servant obviously 

demanding some service in return, the answer is “sometimes [I feel] 

indignation, when you just cannot grasp what exactly he wants, you have 

already proposed several options and he will still not go along”.274 It is 

quite clear that not even for a single moment a thought about a possible 

moral reprehensibility of these actions lingers in her mind, which is further 

emphasised by how she feels about reporting an incident of extortion: “I 

myself would never do it [report extortion], out of moral reasons, I would 

be worried to harm someone’s career.”275 Reporting seems to her 

something that is only acceptable in the extreme case of when there is no 

other way out and the situation is life-threatening.276 

 
270 For an explanation of the phenomenon of “stenka“-situations, see chapter 3.1, 
p.57. 
271 See interview 1/4, para. 1-4. 
272 Interview 3/1, para. 10. 
273 See interview 3/1, para. 11-14. 
274 Interview 3/4, para. 20-21. 
275 Ibid., para. 22-23. 
276 See ibid. 
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Not all interview partners were quite so clear and comprehensive on 

monetary and non-monetary practices in their accounts,277 nevertheless 

quite a large number – a total of nine interviews (out of 22) – was 

classified as completely lacking mens rea.278  

 

The category of a Soviet conception of mens rea, i.e. a feeling of guilt 

when it comes to monetary payments while being comfortable with non-

monetary forms of informality, has been equally frequently represented. It 

is displayed by the university lecturer and historian from Moscow 

(interview 1/3), who clearly has a conception of wrongdoing, when 

speaking about monetary corruption in the context of the hypothetical 

situation of being in need of a passport: “Usually my husband takes care 

of these things and he is very principled, would never agree with this […]. 

I wouldn’t want to, either, but probably would at least find out the amount 

asked for and decide then according to how urgent the situation is.”279 

When asked about how she deals with doctors, however, the stance she 

displays is different.  In this case she is prepared to offer something “out 

of gratitude, without it being asked for, but on my own initiative, as a 

reward for […] his efforts. It can be flowers, once I gave a special edition 

of a book which the counterpart had been looking for. But I am careful not 

to give money, this would be bribery already.”280  

Later in the conversation a man that has studied at the same faculty joins 

in and they are reminiscent about the dean who helped many people in 

getting student accommodation, pointing out that he did not expect 

money for this – thus using this as an example for the fact that corruption 

is not everywhere and ignoring the fact that this behaviour is equally not 

conform with the rules.281 So there is a very clear duality in the 

perception of what is reproachable and what is not that is exclusively 

connected to the fact whether or not money is exchanged – with the latter 

 
277 In five more interviews more or less strong indications of no mens rea towards all 
forms of informality could be found: Interviews 1/1 (para. 4-6), 1/2 (para. 6-7), 2/6 
(para. 13-15), 3/5 (para. 18), 4/5 (para. 13-16). One more interview, 3/2, is placed 
here for the reasons stated in footnote 269. 
278 For an overview of the distribution of conceptions of mens rea over the data 
sample see Table 2, p. 82. For an explanation on the interview base for this section 
see footnote 269. 
279 Interview 1/3, para. 14. 
280 Ibid., para. 12. 
281 Ibid., para. 30. 
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being condemned while all other forms of informality, be it gifts or 

personal relations, are not recognized as deviant behaviour. 

Another example for this specific perception is found in a young broker 

from Perm (interview 4/2), who emphasizes the “human factor”282 – if the 

civil servant is treated like a human being, it is always possible to come 

to an agreement. She relates that when working in the restaurant industry 

in the past, she had to come to terms with the authorities on a regular 

basis and it was essential “to get acquainted, then they are ‘your 

people’283 and it’s possible to get things done informally”.284 It is 

important to her to point out that this does not mean paying money, but 

merely circumventing the formal procedure by establishing a relation as a 

means. “Everything without bribes”285, she emphasizes. But gifts along 

the lines of the proverbial chocolate and cognac, offered to show one’s 

gratitude, she classifies as not reproachable. She holds them as 

something normal to human nature, stating that “this is something that 

comes naturally everywhere, in other countries, too”286, while at the same 

time making a very clear difference between small gifts and monetary 

bribes, from which she would refrain.287  

Other interview partners’ accounts go along very similar lines, e.g. the 

engineer from Perm (interview 4/3) who clearly rejects giving bribes,288 

but would, when meeting a “stenka”, start asking around and try to 

circumvent it “via connections”289 or the oilman from a rural area (rural/3), 

who states that “after all, we are all human beings, and managing things 

on a personal level is so much more natural.” when speaking about the 

importance of relations.290 

In addition to those refraining from bribes and feeling no moral inhibitions 

regarding the use of relations there are also those who do engage in 

monetary exchanges (or rather have been forced to), but clearly see this 

as deviant behaviour and feel uneasy about their own actions, thus 

 
282 In Russian: “čelovečeskij faktor” (interview 4/2, para.10). 
283 In Russian: “svoi ljudi“ (interview 4/2, para. 11). 
284 Interview 4/2, para. 10−11. 
285 Ibid., para. 13. 
286 Ibid., para. 15. 
287 See Interview 4/2, para. 13. 
288 See interview 4/3, para. 14. 
289 In Russian: “čerez svjazi” (interview 4/3, para. 17) 
290 Interview rural/3, para. 12. Less comprehensive, but still showing a Soviet mens 
rea are the interviews 5/1 and 5/4. 
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displaying the same mind-set. This holds for the shoemaker from Perm, 

who speaks of her feeling of deep indignation when she cannot avoid 

using a bribe, and is less clearly displayed in two more interviews. 291 

Summarizing, the specific Soviet mens rea was identified in a total of 

nine interviews.292 We should note that the instances in which a Soviet 

conception of mens rea was followed and those in which a mens rea was 

completely absent were both numerous, being displayed by almost half of 

the total number of interview partners each.293  

 

The stance of those strongly against all forms of informal behaviour, i.e. 

showing an all-encompassing mens rea, is clearly less common.294 It is 

found, for example, in the principled attitude of a young lawyer in 

Volgograd, who uses her legal knowledge to help people in her 

surroundings fulfil their needs following the formal procedures. So she 

applied for a playground at the local authorities or fought against a real-

estate company that was building next to her apartment block and did not 

adhere to the legal regulations, thus violating the rights of neighbouring 

tenants and causing them harm. Being well informed about the measures 

possible, she categorically refuses all propositions or hints suggesting 

informal solutions, both when dealing with the authorities in everyday 

administrative issues and in court, and rather files an application or turns 

to the civil servant’s superior every time her rights are being violated or 

the rules not followed.295 

Similar to her attitude is the one of another young lawyer from Perm. 

Even though she has never personally encountered indirect or direct 

extortion, she makes it quite clear, that she would not give in in such a 
 

291 See interview 4/1, para. 22-25 as well as the interviews rural/1 and rural/2 (for 
further details why the latter two figure in this category see footnote 269). 
292 For an overview of the distribution of conceptions of mens rea over the data 
sample see Table 2, p. 82. 
293 Both have been identified in nine interviews of the 22 interviews forming the base 
for this section. Given the non-representative nature of the empirical data base, the 
fact that both conceptions were evenly distributed does naturally not allow for any 
conclusions. 
294 It is represented in the minority of four interviews out of 22. Again, given the non-
representative nature of the empirical data base, this fact should not be overrated, 
however, given the clear difference in frequency of occurrence and since it is 
confirmed by other research, I feel safe to derive the conclusion that this conception 
of mens rea is a lot less common.  
295 See interview 2/3, para.7-8: “I would categorically refuse when someone 
suggests an informal solution and would file a complaint as an answer.”  as well as 
para. 4 and 30. 
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case.296 Similarly adverse is her attitude towards getting things done via 

personal relations, since “relations […], in my opinion, […] form the fabric 

that is usually called corruption.”297 She also shows a very clear 

perception of the division between professional and private ends with 

regard to her professional powers, expressing an honest feeling of guilt 

when disclosing one instance in which she used them to obtain a piece of 

information that she was trying to get in a private function, after all 

attempts to obtain it according to the rules had been in vain.298  

Finally a clear feeling of guilt with regard to all ways of informality is also 

displayed by an accountant interviewed in Magnitogorsk. For her, the 

relations-managed informality is connected solely to the Soviet era and 

her feelings are clearly not approving: “I do not feel nostalgic – in contrast 

to the people who back then had many possibilities to get things done ‘po 

blatu’.”299  

When asked about her reaction to a case of indirect extortion, i.e. the civil 

servant hinting at the advantages of a little side payment, her answer is 

“this would be very difficult – morally it’s reproachable, but I would 

probably start thinking if I could afford the amount asked for.”300 

Nevertheless she would be afraid of the risk, since “it is against the law, 

after all”.301 Thus her mens rea regarding such a payment is clearly 

palpable, notwithstanding the fact that she would be prepared to consider 

engaging in the transaction. 

Another elderly lady, a chemist from Volgograd (interview 2/2), made less 

clear statements, but a general indirect disapproval both of monetary 

corruption and of relation-facilitated informality can be detected. 302 

Including her, the interview partners showing an all-encompassing mens 

 
296 See interview 4/4, para. 13: “Maybe there is a mark on my forehead signalling 
that I would not give anything anyway.” 
297 Interview 4/4, para. 16. 
298 Ibid., para. 10-11. 
299 Interview 3/3, para. 6. 
300 Interview 3/3, para. 17-18. 
301 Ibid., para. 19. 
302 It was in particular her remarks in para. 13 that suggested this classification, in 
which she states her pleasure that relations have lost their mercantile character 
nowadays (as compared to Soviet times) and that in Soviet times she was forced to 
pay to get her children placed in kindergarten (although to the outer world it was 
presented as if there was no corruption in these times). Generally, she shows an 
approach trying to fight for her rights the formal way. For the difficulties in 
categorizing her see also footnote 269. 
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rea add up to four out of 22, and are thus clearly less frequently 

represented than the other categories.303  

 

Having identified the personal mens rea (and notwithstanding the 

restrictions in attributing the different conceptions of mens rea in some of 

the interviewees), this section now proceeds to analyse who is found in 

which category. Of particular interest will be to look for similarities 

regarding the interview partners grouped in the category of a Soviet 

conception of mens rea, since the question guiding this analysis will be to 

determine what links these interview partners and what this discloses 

about possible Soviet behavioural patterns.  

As influential factors that could make interview partners take a particular 

stance towards different forms of informality we consider: 1) Region, i.e. 

place that the interviewees call their home, as it is an indicator of how 

regional specifics might have influenced them (bearing in mind that the 

different research stations have been selected to cover the diversity of 

Russian living environments as best as possible). 2) Age group, since the 

age of the interview partners allows to establish when they have lived 

their formative years, i.e. when they have been socialised with regard to 

their value structure. 3) Education and 4) Professional background, as 

both of them are a measure to understand to which extent the 

interviewees’ attitude is connected to a specific level of education or 

professional ethical code.  

 

Table 2 on the following page gives an overview on the distribution of the 

interview partners in the respective categories including the above-

mentioned influential factors. 

Analysing the table allows for several observations. With regard to 

region, it can be noted that two cities – Moscow and Magnitogorsk – are 

predominantly well represented in the category of a lacking conception of 

mens rea. This is surprising, at first glance, since when recalling the logic 

of selecting research locations – the extent to which the research 

locations have left Soviet realities and a Soviet way of live behind or not –

 
303 Since this is confirmed by other research and given the clear difference in 
frequency of occurrence, I feel safe to derive this conclusion, notwithstanding the 
non-representative nature of the data sample. 
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 those two cities are at the opposite ends of the spectrum. The interview 

sample seems to indicate that no matter whether your home is in the 

cosmopolite, strictly capitalist mega polis Moscow or in the mono-city 

Magnitogorsk, that has not undergone all that many changes since Soviet 

times,304 the tendency to use both monetary corruption and relations to 

reach one’s ends with no moral inhibitions is the same. Clearly, looking at 

these two cases, Soviet legacy can be excluded as an explanation for 

this phenomenon.305  

 

The table also shows that interview partners from Perm and from rural 

areas more frequently display a Soviet-type mens rea than others. Taking 

into account the considerations that have led to the choice of research 

stations, the accumulation of interviewees from rural areas aligns with the 

initial expectations.306 They were included precisely because the 

assumption has been that in those areas fewer changes from Soviet 

times have occurred than in the towns and cities and the interviewees 

from those areas seem to confirm this at least with regard to their specific 

mens rea on informal practices. Perm, however, was chosen as a city 

that has left behind its past as a closed city and where an active civil 

society has since taken root. It is therefore unexpected to find that the 

majority of respondents from Perm shows a Soviet conception of mens 

rea, however, taking into account the non-representative nature of the 

empirical data sample this fact should not be overrated.  

 

 
304 See Zubarevich 2012, as footnote 125, p. 5. 
305 What connects those two cities is that both of them are extreme, Moscow being a 
highly corrupt and uncontrollable giant (Moscow usually rates highest with regard to 
corruption volume and probability, see e.g. Ministerstvo ekonomičeskogo razvitija 
Rossijskoj Federacii and Fond "Obščestvennoe Mnenie" 2011, as footnote 155, 
pp. 19-20, 31-34, 36) and Magnitogorsk being a very volatile city due to its 
dependence on the well-being of one enormous factory. If this, however, might be a 
hint to explain this phenomenon by, for example, contributing to a certain moral 
cynicism cannot be established in the framework of this study. 
306 The choice has been based on the extent to which the research locations have 
left Soviet realities and a Soviet way of live behind (or not), following criteria 
pertaining to economic structure, political expression of opinion and foreign contacts. 
For more detail, see chapter 2.1, pp. 39-42. 
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Mens rea Region Age Group Education Profession 

none (9) 

 

1/1 Moscow 

1/2 Moscow 
1/4 Moscow 

2/6 Volgograd 

3/1Magnitogorsk 

3/2Magnitogorsk 

3/4Magnitogorsk 

3/5Magnitogorsk 

4/5 Perm 

 

46-55 years  

26-35 years 
36-45 years 

19-25 years 

36-45 years  

26-35 years 

26-35 years 

46-55 years 

46-55 years 

9 years formal 

university 
PhD 

university 

university 

university 

university 

university 

university 

Plasterer 

Pharmacist 
U. lecturer/ lawyer  

Computer scientist 

Real estate agent 

Prim. school teacher 

F. language teacher 

S. business owner 

Accountant 

Soviet (9) 1/3 Moscow 

4/1 Perm 

4/2 Perm 

4/3 Perm 

5/1 Tyumen 

5/4 Tyumen 

 

rural/1 
rural/2 

rural/3 

26-35 years 

46-55 years  

26-35 years 

36-45 years 

46-55 years 

19-25 years 

 

26-35 years 
36-45 years 

36-45 years 

PhD 

9 years formal 

university 

university 

polytechnikum 

9 years formal 

(plans to study) 

university 
Sch. drop-out 

polytechnikum 

U. lecturer/ historian  

Shoemaker 

Broker 

Engineer 

Driver 

Hotel clerk 

 

Prim. school teacher 
Driver 

Oilman 

All-

encompassing 

(4) 

 

2/2 Volgograd 

2/3 Volgograd 

3/3 Magnitogorsk 

4/4 Perm 

56-83 years 

36-45 years 

46-55 years  

26-35 years 

 

polytechnikum 

university 

polytechnikum 

university 

Chemist 

Lawyer 

Accountant  

Lawyer 

 
Table 2: Categories of mens rea 307

 
307 Abbreviations used in the table: F. language teacher = Foreign language teacher, 
Prim. school teacher = Primary school teacher, Sch. drop-out = School drop-out, S. 
business owner = Small business owner, U. lecturer = university lecturer. 



83 
 

Regarding the column of age groups, the question of feeling guilty or not 

does not seem to be connected to age. The age groups range from 19 to 

55 years both in the category of no mens rea and of Soviet-type mens 

rea. The age groups also seem to be quite widely spread in the group of 

an all-encompassing conception of mens rea, however little the small 

absolute number of interviews in this category allows for generalisations. 

Striking is what a closer look at the educational background 

reveals. With the exception of a plasterer from Moscow (interview 1/1) all 

other eight interview partners classed in the category of no mens rea hold 

a university degree or higher. Similarly erudite are those interview 

partners that display an all-encompassing conception of mens rea, 

having either graduated from polytechnikum or from university. The 

interviewees classed in the category of Soviet mens rea, however, show 

a wide spectrum of all possible educational backgrounds – ranging from 

a school drop-out working as a driver to a university lecturer and historian 

holding a PhD. 

 

Summarizing, the analysed factors cannot conclusively explain what links 

people holding a Soviet conception of mens rea with the only exception 

being that it is displayed more frequently by interview partners of rural 

origin. For all others no common link can be established. Holding a 

Soviet-type mens rea seems not to be connected to having received little 

education or being well-educated, neither is it more common in a certain 

profession nor in a particular age group. The analysis of the last factor 

allows us, however, to establish something else: The fact that a Soviet 

conception of mens rea is evenly distributed along all age groups and 

that even a girl aged 19 states without hesitation that “relations are 

important, they help when you do not have the money – you call on all 

friends and acquaintances and a solution will be found”308 is a strong 

proof of how entrenched the Soviet behavioural patterns are in Russian 

society no matter if you were born before or after the disintegration of the 

Soviet Union. In other words it shows what an important role the legacy 

of behavioural patterns plays and how effectively they seem to be passed 

 
308 She uses the idiomatic verb “obzvanivat’”, see interview 5/4, para. 6. 
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down to the next generations from parents and surrounding elders, who 

themselves have been shaped by the Soviet living conditions.309 

 

Focusing solely on the interview partners’ mens rea proved to be a useful 

starting point but also has its restrictions. It is an important, albeit narrow 

category disregarding a number of aspects that play a role when 

engaging in informal practices: What makes me stick to my principles or 

relent, although I feel that solving my problem informally is not the proper 

way? How dire does the situation have to be for me to give in and 

participate in informal practices – from a mere hassle to incurring 

financial loss to being life threatening?  

Therefore, in a second step, I broadened the analysis for a more 

comprehensive understanding of the overall attitude that people display 

towards and with which they do (or do not) engage in informal practices. 

 

4.2. Mapping of attitudes towards informal behaviour 
 

This broader analysis is based on the interview sample and carried out 

combining all traits that demonstrate the general attitude of the interview 

partners towards informal behaviour.  

This includes taking a closer look at the following aspects: 

 

- Initiation: How the informal deal comes about, i.e. the approach 

the interviewee takes when initiating the transaction (or refraining 

from initiating it). 

- How: The way he/ she usually proceeds in informal situations. 

- Relation to civil servant: The quality of the relationship to the civil 

servant in the course of the transaction. 

- Actions: What he/ she would undertake when being confronted 

with an informal initiative on the part of the public official. 

- Stance: What the interviewee thinks about different forms of 

informality and how he feels about the fact that they exist. 

 
309 As opposed to Inglehart’s theory of socialization and intergenerational value-
change (see Pickel, Susanne and Gert Pickel: Politische Kultur- und 
Demokratieforschung. Grundbegriffe, Theorien, Methoden. Eine Einführung. 
Wiesbaden 2006). 
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- Morals: What kind of mens rea does the interviewee show 

regarding monetary corruption and to relations-managed 

informality, i.e. the aspect dealt with in greater detail in the 

preceding section.  

- Why prepared to engage: Specific motivations or justifications as 

to why he/ she is prepared to engage in informal actions, in case 

the interview partners shared these. 

 

The rationale behind these categories is to understand the interview 

partners’ readiness for informal actions, their full motivational set and 

their behaviour in the course of the transactions. 

Subsequently, the interview partners’ attitudes are grouped according to 

the approaches they displayed to the afore-mentioned aspects. This 

resulted in a mapping of six relatively clearly defined approaches which I 

call the “Proactive attitude”, the “Pragmatic attitude”, the “Responding 

attitude”, the “Apprehensive attitude”, the “Principled attitude” and the 

“Personal relations attitude”.310  

 

I will describe these attitudes in a first step followed by an analysis of how 

the interviewees are distributed among the different approaches, again 

looking for a common link between them based on geographic, age-

related, educational or professional aspects. 

 

People showing a “Proactive attitude” are the ones that are most 

inclined to engage in informal practices. 311 They will resort to them when 

reaching an obvious “stenka”, i.e. dead end in their administrative 

proceedings, but will also – and this is one of their characterising traits – 

engage in informal practices on their own initiative. An approach that is 

particularly explicitly demonstrated by the reaction of the foreign 

language teacher from Magnitogorsk who laughed out loud when asked 

 
310 Some attitude are more interconnected than others and could also be interpreted 
as subtypes of a more general attitude, i.e. “Proactive” as a subtype to “Pragmatic”, 
or “Apprehensive” as a subtype to “Responding” (which is why they have been 
grouped adjacently). 
311 In our sample these are: a plasterer from Moscow (interview 1/1), a lawyer from 
Moscow (interview 1/4), a foreign language teacher from Magnitogorsk (interview 
3/4) and a small business owner from Magnitogorsk (interview 3/5). 
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about her experience of officials alluding to informal payments and 

countered: “Why allusions? It’s us who offer.”312 

To engage in informal practices, interviewees following the “Proactive 

approach” routinely use their acquaintances to build up necessary 

connections for informal transactions. As the lawyer from Moscow puts it, 

the question “who did you bribe?” is usually the first reaction when 

speaking about informal deals and, in her opinion, to know who to turn to 

is of great value.313 The foreign language teacher is of a similar opinion 

and points out that particularly with the recent efforts to fight corruption it 

has become much more important to have a personal connection to the 

official so as to be sure that it is not a trap.314  

Yet with all the importance interviewees in this category attribute to 

personal relations, when asked about what enables the transaction, the 

answer is very clear: “Things are fixed with money exclusively” is the 

unambiguous reply of the plasterer from Moscow.315 It is therefore 

important to note, that for those displaying a “Proactive attitude” personal 

relations only serve as the facilitative framework, while money clearly is 

the currency needed.  

When going into further detail about how the transactions are effected, it 

is interesting that the interviewees following this approach have a very 

clear notion of a moral codex with regard to informality – e.g. they will 

make sure that in the course of the informal transaction the public official 

will be able to save face316 – and frequently refer to a set of unwritten 

rules. For instance “U svoix ne berut” – as a rule that will not make a 

doctor ask a bribe for someone of the family of another doctor317 or 

policemen refraining from extorting bribes from advocates or doctors for 

superstitious reasons.318 

 
312 Interview 3/4, para. 10-11. 
313 In Russian “Komu dal?“, see interview 1/4, para. 7. 
314 See interview 3/4, para. 19. 
315 Interview 1/1, para. 6. See also interview 3/5, para. 37 and interview 1/4, para. 
10-12. 
316 See interview 3/4, para. 13 (“[…] I will offer something as a sign of my gratitude, 
but will be careful to do it in a way that the public official can save face […]”) and 
interview 3/5, para. 29 (“[…] in order not to lose face and to get out of the stalemate 
they [the traffic police] start to negotiate”). 
317 See interview 1/4, para. 4. 
318 See ibid. See also Y. Gilinskij and A. Ledeneva who argue that such linguistic 
idioms are a strong indicator for the importance of competence in unwritten rules 
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The “Proactive attitude”’s relation to the civil servant suggesting an 

informal deal is predominantly marked by indifference, with statements 

along the lines of “I do not feel outraged – why should I? It wouldn’t make 

a difference.” as the lawyer from Moscow put it.319 They all share a 

feeling of understanding for the fact that he/ she resorts to informal 

actions with the small business owner’s reflections on this topic being 

symptomatic: “When I think about it more thoroughly […], I do not 

condemn the public official – those people are put in this framework and 

then they act this way [i.e. take bribes], this is how the system is devised. 

If they didn’t do it […], they wouldn’t stay in this position […]. Power has a 

negative influence, the person sees that there is the possibility to act like 

that, he feels powerful and takes advantage of this.”320 

Obviously people showing the “Proactive attitude” would not think of filing 

a complaint when informal situations come up and even condemn those 

clients that would take such actions.321 “Those who report informal 

practices […] cease to exist for me, since they have betrayed the 

community” is what the plasterer from Moscow has to say on this topic 

and she does it with strong emotional emphasis.322  

So reporting informal practices is considered the unmoral act, whereas 

using them when dealing with administrative issues is considered to be 

the normal way to get things done. Accordingly, those following the 

“Proactive approach” do not feel any guilt when engaging in them.323 

Quite frequently they explain their behaviour by referring to the fact that 

the system is like this and that those at the top are no better. Thus the 

foreign language teacher from Magnitogorsk quotes the popular Russian 

proverb “The fish rots from the head down” to illustrate why things cannot 

be working by the rules on the lower levels of the administrative 

hierarchy.324 Even more outspoken is the lawyer from Moscow who says 

she is “perfectly aware of the large-scale kickbacks at the higher levels” 

 
and informal practices (Gilinskij, Yakov 2007, as footnote 195, p. 503, Ledeneva, 
Alena V. 2009, as footnote 29, pp. 8–9. 
319 See interview 1/4, para. 18. See also interview 1/1. 
320 Interview 3/5, para. 26. 
321 See interview 1/1, para. 17-18 and interview 3/4, para. 23. 
322 Interview 1/1, para. 18. 
323 See pages 74 et seq. for a more detailed, general overview on a lacking 
conception of mens rea and interview 1/1, para. 4-6, interview 1/4, para. 1-4, 
interview 3/4, para. 20-21 and interview 3/5, para. 18-26 in particular.  
324 Interview 3/4, para. 25. 
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and therefore “bid[s] farewell” to her tax money and does not expect 

anything from the authorities.325 In return she does not feel obliged to 

play by the rules herself and presents this as her way to become even 

with the state.326 

 

Sharing some of the traits but being less proactive are people that belong 

to the category of the “Pragmatic attitude”.327 They usually embark on 

informal actions only after having reached the famous “stenka” of 

problems in the course of dealing with administrative issues. In the words 

of the accountant from Perm: “When things do not move on for no real 

reason and you are being given implausible explanations, you 

understand very well that you will have to offer something.”328  

They are quite flexible in their approach, but will predominantly arrive at a 

solution with the same instruments as those following the “Proactive 

attitude”, i.e. using money as the currency and a human base as the 

facilitative framework. So the real-estate agent from Magnitogorsk points 

to his negotiation skills but confirms that money is always needed to say 

thank you.329 The primary school teacher from Magnitogorsk on the other 

hand relates with a note of wonder about how she changed her main 

subject at university when relations were sufficient and she did not even 

have to pay or show her gratefulness in some other way – which she 

would have been prepared to do.330 So on the whole the major difference 

between the “Proactive attitude” and the “Pragmatic attitude” in how the 

informal deals come about is that the latter do it less routinely, particularly 

with regard to how the former use their acquaintances to build up the 

necessary connections. 

Their feeling towards civil servants that create situations which make 

them pay oscillates between contempt and routine indifference. “I don’t 

have any feelings with regard to this” is what the computer scientist from 

Volgograd replies when asked about corrupt or informal situations and 
 

325 Interview 1/4, para. 21. 
326 In the original: “My v rasčëte”. See interview 1/4, para. 21.  
327 In our sample these are: a pharmacist from Moscow (interview 1/2), a computer 
scientist from Volgograd (interview 2/6), a real-estate agent from Magnitogorsk 
(interview 3/1), a primary school teacher from Magnitogorsk (interview 3/2) and an 
accountant from Perm (interview 4/5). 
328 Interview 4/5, para. 16. 
329 Interview 3/1, para. 10-14. 
330 Interview 3/2, para. 13-14. 
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adds “Still, I do not have a high opinion of public officials, I would say I 

condemn their actions.”331 The real-estate agent’s statement goes along 

very similar lines: “I got used to it” is his answer, although he, too, does 

feel contempt and even admits indignation towards the civil servant 

himself.332 The pharmacist from Moscow is even more indifferent – asked 

about how she would react if she needed her new passport faster than 

the usual delay and the public official expected a payment for this, her 

answer is: “In my opinion there is nothing strange with this – […] if I need 

it earlier, it is quite normal that I will have to pay.”333 On the other hand, 

interview partners following the “Pragmatic attitude”, too, show an 

understanding for the high temptation public officials are exposed to. The 

accountant from Perm shared his thoughts on this in detail, stating that if 

someone managed to arrive at a good position, it is quite understandable 

that he will accept offers or take the initiative himself. Moreover, it is likely 

that this person is not even free in his decision, but has to pass on a 

certain amount of “grey” returns to his superior if he wants to stay in his 

position.334  

Since they are prepared to engage in informal practices themselves, they 

show no inclination to take actions against corruptive public officials 

either. However, they do not explain this with moral reasons, but motivate 

it rationally: “My time is too dear to me” argues the computer scientist 

from Volgograd pointing to the fact that getting things settled informally 

will be much faster. 335 The pharmacist from Moscow on the other hand 

motivates not taking action by the risk this invokes: “It’s every man for 

himself, you’ll only get into troubles” is her clear reaction.336 All in all the 

reasons of those showing the “Pragmatic attitude” sum up to the following 

picture: filing a complaint is burdensome, might create problems, while 

there is no guarantee that it will produce the desired outcome. Therefore 

going along with the corrupt servant is deemed both faster and safer. 

Generally people following the “Pragmatic approach” do not like the fact 

that they have to use informal ways to get things done, but agree that 

 
331 Interview 2/6, para. 11-12. 
332 See interview 3/1, para. 18-20. 
333 Interview 1/2, para. 6-8. 
334 See interview 4/5, para. 24. 
335 Interview 2/6, para. 16 (in Russian: “cenju svoë vremja”). 
336 Interview 1/2, para. 10 (in Russian: “každyj sam sebe dorože“). 
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they very much got used to the situation. As the computer scientist 

explains with a sense of frustration: “I got used to it a long time ago, it’s 

the same all over the place.” 337  

This does also mean that generally they display no feeling of guilt.338 

However, some do muse on the fact that the problem is connected to too 

many people benefitting from the advantages this system offers them and 

that everybody would be better off, if all of them decided to fight 

informality, thus unconsciously or consciously interpreting the situation as 

a problem of collective action.339 

 

The approach of people displaying a “Responding attitude”340 differs in 

a greater number of aspects. First of all, there is no initiation of informal 

practices as such, each action is a response to monetary extortion by the 

public official in which they will engage341 (or consider engaging342) when 

there is no other way to achieve a solution. So the university lecturer from 

Moscow shares that confronted with the passport situation she would 

prefer not to go along with propositions to offer an informal payment in 

order to accelerate the process, but would try to find out how much is 

expected and act according to how urgent the situation is – if for example 

her vacation was fully booked already, she would give in and pay.343 The 

accountant from Magnitogorsk is even more hesitant, stating that to react 

on obvious hints about informal payments “would be very difficult344 […], 

but in the end I would probably start thinking, if I could afford the amount 

asked for.”345 

Their reluctance with regard to monetary informality does, however, not 

exclude that they might offer little presents as a sign of their thankfulness 
 

337 Interview 2/6, para. 11. See also interview 3/1, para. 18 and interview 4/5, para. 
22. 
338 See pages 74 et seq. for a more detailed, general overview on a lacking 
conception of mens rea and interview 1/2, para. 4-8, interview 2/6, para. 8 and 13-
14, interview 3/1, para. 9-15, interview 3/2, para. 13-14, interview 4/5, para. 13-16 in 
particular. 
339 See interview 2/6, para. 15 and interview 3/1, para. 21. 
340 In our sample these are: a historian from Moscow, working as a university 
lecturer (interview 1/3), an accountant from Magnitogorsk (interview 3/3), a primary 
school teacher from the village Nikol’skoe, Astrakhan Oblast (interview rural/1) and a 
driver from a village in Sverdlovsk Oblast (interview rural/2). 
341 Interview 1/3, interview rural/1, interview rural/2. 
342 Interview 3/3. 
343 See interview 1/3, 12-14. 
344 In Russian: “tjaželo”. 
345 Interview 3/3, para. 17-18. 
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on their own initiative after having received a service. An example for this 

is the university lecturer, who accounts of several cases when she gave 

presents to a doctor after successful treatment – “flowers, once I gave a 

special edition of a book which the counterpart had been looking for”. 

She does, however, emphasize that she is careful not to give money, 

since she would not want her actions to qualify as bribery.346  

So the interview partners showing the “Responding attitude” feel either 

uneasy or outright guilty when effecting informal monetary payments. 

They all share their dislike of monetary corruption, but are prepared to 

give in, at least in important situations, since it is the easier way to reach 

their goal.  

With some, this feeling does not extend to presents offered after the 

service, which they consider something completely different. With regard 

to relations-managed informal deals the “Responding attitude” is not 

clear-cut – the accountant from Magnitogorsk for example is happy that 

relations now are a lot less important than during Soviet times,347 while 

the university lecturer from Moscow shows a very positive attitude to 

precisely this way of informal deals, sharing with great enthusiasm how 

the dean of the historical faculty of her university informally organised 

placements in student accommodation and categorically refused to 

accept payments for this – in her eyes a proof that corruption is not as 

omnipresent as one would think.348 

Since those showing a “Responding attitude” participate in informal deals 

either as a reaction on open extortion or on obvious allusions, the way 

they usually proceed in informal situations is easily summarised – they do 

not have a special procedure themselves. 

Their relation to the civil servant during informal deals is marked by a 

feeling of uneasiness and they generally do not like the fact that he/ she 

forces them to not play by the rules. They might condemn him/ her,349 but 

most prevalent is a feeling of understanding and tolerance as long as the 

demands are reasonable. This is illustrated by the driver from Sverdlovsk 

Oblast who emphasizes that he would not condemn the public servant, 

 
346 See interview 1/3, para. 11-12. 
347 See interview 3/3, para. 6. 
348 See interview 1/3, para. 30. 
349 See interview 1/3, para. 16. 
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but the system, as long as he/ she does not exaggerate unduly.350 Along 

the same lines and quite telling in historical perspective is the primary 

school teacher’s reaction on this question. She quotes the ancient 

expression “Ty ne po činu vorueš’”, meaning that you – literally – steal 

more than you are entitled to by your rank, with which she intends to 

show that there are (and always have been) commonly established limits 

to what the civil servant can ask as a bribe without being considered 

greedy or insolent.351  

But although people following a “Responding approach” feel uneasy with 

the informal situation, they would not think of reporting the official – partly 

not even knowing what procedure to choose – thus opting for the easy 

way regardless of their feeling of guilt. In the words of the accountant 

from Magnitogorsk: “I have no idea [what to do]. But I also would not take 

any actions.”352 However, notwithstanding the fact that they personally 

will not choose to file a complaint they see reporting the violation the 

public servant committed as something positive and desirable – “I do 

have respect for someone who fights and takes up the hassle to go to the 

very end” adds the accountant on this topic and the primary school 

teacher from Astrakhan Oblast even admits that not taking action was 

“probably not the right thing, that if everybody filed a complaint, things 

might change”.353 

 

Again, some of the characteristics of the “Responding attitude” are 

shared with the “Apprehensive attitude”354 which can be seen as partly 

overlapping with the former, partly with the “Personal relations attitude”. 

People showing an “Apprehensive attitude” not only refrain from taking 

the initiative regarding informal practices, but even show a fear of doing 

so. Illustrative is the account of the shoemaker from Perm, who tells the 

interviewer about her niece and her nephew, who both drive very well, 

however cannot pass the driving test – she concluded that an informal 

payment is expected but is desperate, “if I only knew someone, we would 

 
350 See interview rural/2, para. 18. 
351 See interview rural/1, para. 30. 
352 Interview 3/3, para. 21. 
353 Interview 3/3, para. 23 and interview rural/1, para. 20. 
354 In our sample these are: a shoemaker from Perm (interview 4/1) and an engineer 
from Perm (interview 4/3). 
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find a solution, but I do not know anybody there”.355 So she is obviously 

afraid to enter an informal – and in her eyes risky – situation without 

knowing the counterpart. This is the main characteristic trait of people 

following an “Apprehensive approach” – they will reject open monetary 

extortion, when there is no personal connection with the public official, 

since they will not feel safe enough to do it. 

Consequently, they will respond to monetary extortion, when they know 

the person and feel they can confide in him or her – in the words of the 

same shoemaker: “when you know someone, […] it is possible to offer 

something […], with a stranger I’d never be able to do it”.356  Therefore 

their procedure upon reaching an obvious “wall” will be to try to find 

someone whom they know, who has information or in turn knows 

someone in the respective department. The engineer from Perm explains 

this in very descriptive words – he’d never act “just like that, in the dark”, 

but “will discuss it with my friends and acquaintances, ask their advice, 

try to find out who knows whom […] or who has been in a similar 

situation.”357 Only after having successfully established this connection, 

those showing the “Apprehensive attitude” will be prepared to offer a 

payment. 

The feeling towards the public servant can therefore take a number of 

different forms: Upon open extortion by a stranger they will feel anger of 

being put in such a situation, as worded by the shoemaker: “I would be 

outraged, of course.”358 When there is a personal connection however – 

the official is either someone they know or someone who was 

approached by a friend or an acquaintance for help – the relationship will 

be marked by an atmosphere of trust – “when you know someone, you 

can confide in him” states the shoemaker visibly relaxing while explaining 

this sort of situation.359 

Yet as angry as they might be about extortion by a stranger, asked if they 

were prepared to take actions in such a case, they are hesitative – “I 

wouldn’t really know how and what is more – what would be the chances 

 
355 Interview 4/1, para. 30. 
356 Ibid., para. 21. 
357 Interview 4/3, para. 17. Literally in Russian: “ne prosto tak, v tumane”. 
358 Interview 4/1, para. 25. 
359 Ibid., para. 21. 
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to prove the extortion?”360 So they, too, opt for the way of letting it 

happen and do not take an active position, which is in line with their 

overall apprehensive behaviour. 

As has already been shown, their stance towards monetary ways of 

informal practices is either marked by a feeling of uneasiness or of 

condemnation. This does not necessarily mean that in moral terms their 

sense of wrongdoing is very pronounced, but they do have a notion of 

guilt and feel that it is not right to engage in those practices. So the 

engineer’s reaction on the hypothetical passport situation is very definite 

– he would not be prepared to bribe he states very clearly.361 Less clear-

cut, but also hesitative is the shoemaker who answers that she would not 

like the situation, but if it was really urgent, she would probably give in 

and pay.362 However, when a connection to the person who extorts 

exists, this feeling of guilt is effectively mitigated. They will then feel safe 

on the one hand and morally less charged on the other, since their mens 

rea concentrates on monetary forms of informal practices and sees 

reaching goals by personal relations as less reproachable. Thus the 

shoemaker from Perm does not have moral inhibitions to search for 

connections in order to solve the problem of her niece and nephew, but 

on the other hand left it to her daughter to settle the demand for a 

monetary payment by a stranger in connection with her daughter’s 

admission to university, explaining that she was not “capable of doing it 

for moral reasons”.363 

But although the relations-managed way seems less reproachable to 

people showing the “Apprehensive attitude” they will only use it as a last 

resort. In the words of the engineer from Perm: “When nothing works and 

nothing moves on, then I’ll try to go via relations […]”.364 So the reason 

for which they are prepared to enter informal deals by using or 

establishing connections is that they are sure that this is the only way to 

solve their problem. 

 

 
360 Interview 4/1, para. 26-27. 
361 Interview 4/3, para. 13-14. 
362 Interview 4/1, para. 22-25. 
363 Ibid., para. 19. 
364 Interview 4/3, para. 17. In Russian “čerez svjazi”. 
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Within the approach termed “Personal relations attitude”,365 the 

special role personal connections play is even more pronounced. The 

oilman from a small town in the Khanty-Mansi Autonomous District for 

example explains that if he needs something in a public office where he 

does not know anybody, his standard approach would be to ask around 

among his friends and acquaintances, so that he will “always deal with 

people to whom there is a connection”.366 This is also typical for the 

driver from Tyumen who states that he only “gets in touch via 

connections” and is very relieved that he continues to have a “circle of his 

people” in the health sector.367 The broker from Perm illustrates very well 

how essential it is for people following this kind of approach to establish 

links like that well ahead. She speaks about the time when she was 

working in the restaurant business and emphasizes that it was important 

“to get acquainted, then they are ‘your people’” and it will be possible to 

get things done informally, which does not mean to pay bribes, but to 

circumvent the formal procedure. Most important is the “human factor […] 

– you have to treat the public officials like a human being, then it will be 

possible to reach an agreement”.368  

So each time people displaying the “Personal relations attitude” have to 

deal with the authorities, they will start with their friends and 

acquaintances, asking around and trying to find a connection that will 

help them solve their issue on a “human basis”, i.e. with the support of a 

personal relation. Sometimes their profession puts them in a position that 

helps them having those connections naturally and they will use them 

routinely for themselves as well as for their friends and acquaintances – 

like the driver from Tyumen, working for a high-ranking official of 

Tyumen’s city administration and therefore being well connected. He is 

very frank about the comfortable position he has and explains that it 

 
365 In our sample these are: a broker from Perm (interview 4/1), a driver from 
Tyumen (interview 5/1), a hotel clerk (in training) from Tyumen (interview 5/4) and 
an oilman from the small town Megion, Khanty-Mansi Autonomous District (interview 
rural/3). 
366 Interview rural/3, para. 8. 
367 Interview 5/1, para. 10. In Russian: “po znakomstvu obraščajus’” and “krug 
svoix”. 
368 Interview 4/2, para. 10-11. In Russian: “svoi ljudi”. 
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gives him the possibility to get things done for himself in a number of 

departments and naturally also allows him to help his friends.369  

After having successfully reached their goal, people showing the 

“Personal relations atttitude” frequently proceed with offering small gifts 

to show their gratitude. This was routine behaviour for the broker from 

Perm when dealing with the authorities in the food sector. Although she 

emphasizes that everything was done without money or presents, buying 

confectionary on her own initiative upon conclusion figures as an 

important element and is described by her as the natural human way of 

saying thank you.370 Similarly goes the account of the oilman from 

Khanty-Mansi Autonomous District who speaks of showing his gratitude 

by gifts using the proverbial “chocolate and cognac”.371  

It is therefore important to note, that people following the “Personal 

relations approach” do not even think about using money in their dealings 

with the authorities. Neither do they hold money very useful when trying 

to get things done – asked about what they think is more important, 

money or relations, the answer will always and very clearly be 

relations.372 Small gifts along the lines of the proverbial “chocolate and 

cognac” handed over after the service, however, are not perceived as a 

form of non-monetary bribe, but solely as a sign of their obligation – their 

“blagodarnost’”. 

Accordingly their general stance is twofold – using relations to solve 

problems feels to them as the normal and logical way to get things done 

– “managing things on a personal level is so much more natural”, as the 

oilman puts it. 373 They understand it as helping out and see it as 

something positive,374 while it helps them to reach their goals significantly 

faster and is more reliable.375 Monetary corruption, however, is 

something they do not like and will try to avoid – on being confronted with 

 
369 See interview 5/1, para. 6.  
370 See interview 4/2, para. 13-15. 
371 See interview rural/3, para. 10. 
372 See interview 4/2, para. 12-13, interview 5/1, para. 7-8, interview 5/4, para. 5-6, 
interview rural/3, para. 11-12. 
373 Interview rural/3, para. 12. 
374 See interview 4/2, para. 10-11, interview 5/1, para. 6 and 10, interview 5/4, 
para. 6, interview rural/3, para. 8 and 12.  
375 See interview rural/3, para. 8. 
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an open demand, the broker, for example, explains that she would 

categorically refuse to give in and try a different public official.376  

The distinction between relations-managed informality and monetary 

corruption is equally clear in moral terms – generally no feeling of guilt is 

attached when managing administrative issues by personal relations,377 

while they do have a sense of wrongdoing in case of a monetary bribe 

(although they might give in when the issue is very important).378 

Analogous to the “Apprehensive approach”, their relation to the civil 

servant is similarly varied: When they are using their personal 

connections, obviously a common link between them and the public 

official is felt and their relationship is marked by trustfulness. In case of 

extortion and their subsequent refusal it goes without saying that this link 

is not felt, yet they might still not condemn the official since they 

understand the high temptation he is exposed to: “I understand that they 

make use of the possibilities that their position offers to them” is how the 

broker from Perm expresses this.379 

 

Categorically different is the approach that is characteristic for people 

showing the “Principled attitude”.380 As the name suggests, for these it 

is a matter of principle to refuse to take part in any kind of informal deals. 

The lawyer from Volgograd for example explains that her education helps 

her to know how to proceed when the rules are not being followed. She 

categorically rejects all informal propositions by public officials, not being 

afraid to file complaints and contact the public officials’ superiors.381 Her 

account of the fight for her neighbours, who suffered due to the 

construction of a new adjoining building whose constructor ignored a 

number of regulations by bribing the officials, shows how serious she is 

about not tolerating any corruption around her.382  

 
376 See interview 4/2, para. 18-21. Only if there was no other way and the issue was 
of great importance, would she accommodate the demand. 
377 See ibid., para. 10-15, 5/1, para. 6, interview 5/4, para. 6, interview rural/3, para. 
8-12. 
378 See interview 4/2, para. 18-21. 
379 See ibid., para. 23. 
380 In our sample these are: a chemist from Volgograd, now retired (interview 2/2), a 
lawyer from Volgograd, working in the small family enterprise of her husband 
(interview 2/3) and a lawyer from Perm (interview 4/4). 
381 See interview 2/3, para. 4-8. 
382 See ibid., para. 11. 
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Another lawyer from Perm holds similar convictions – she would not 

accept extortion and would confront the official with his wrongdoing: “I 

would remind him of the law [and], would ask him whether he would like 

to find himself in a certain place.”383 She would, however, tolerate a 

certain moderate informal gesture, if it symbolically served to establish a 

human relation between her and the public official.384 

So whether making an exception for symbolic gestures or not, people 

displaying the “Principled attitude” will generally reject informal 

propositions by the public official, and would not take the initiative for 

informal deals themselves. 

Consequently, they have hard feelings when they are confronted with a 

corruptive situation and condemn the civil servant for his corrupt actions, 

since they want him to play by the formal, legally established rules and 

procedures. They are prepared to confront the official with his violation 

and are ready to oppose extortion and to take actions against him. This is 

demonstrated by the above-mentioned lawyers, who use their legal 

knowledge to file complaints or at least threaten the civil servant with the 

law. It is, however, also shown by the chemist Volgograd, who lacks the 

knowledge how to complain effectively, but still takes action: She funnels 

her indignation regarding venal public officials in the unlawful 

construction case into a letter that she addresses to Putin asking him to 

prove by his actions that the constructor’s statement that money decides 

everything is not true.385 

In moral terms they have a pronounced feeling of guilt with regard to all 

forms of informality. A very good example is the young lawyer from 

Volgograd who is convinced to such an extent that corruption should not 

have a place in the public sphere that she not only categorically rejects 

and opposes informal deals for herself, but is very active to oppose all 

kinds of wrongdoing and misappropriation by the extended state 

authorities in her surroundings. She therefore tried to organise the 

parents in her daughter’s class against the practice to make them pay for 

their children’s school books although they should be provided free of 

 
383 See interview 4/4, para. 13−14. 
384 See ibid., para. 14. 
385 See interview 2/2, para.7. 
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charge according to federal law and is very proud to have won a case 

against the tax authorities.386  

But not only do people showing the “Principled attitude” have a 

pronounced mens rea with regard to monetary payments and 

misappropriation, this equally applies to relations-managed forms of 

informality – after all relations “form the fabric that is usually called 

corruption” as the lawyer from Perm states disdainfully.387  

This is frequently connected to an overall mind-set that makes them take 

a proactive stance and try to change things around them for the better. 

Thus the chemist from Volgograd is filled with the desire to stand up for 

her rights and tells the interviewer full of enthusiasm of her fight against 

the unlawful construction project – how it inspired her and gave her the 

feeling that she can do something (although she was not successful).388 

This determination is also the reason behind her participation in the 

interview, of which she made sure at the outset that its aim is to work 

towards a general change.389 

Another illustrative case can be found in the ample activities of the lawyer 

from Volgograd who, on top of the examples mentioned above, leads the 

house council, successfully fought for the construction of a playground 

and convinced the inhabitants of the block to improve the courtyard by 

planting bushes and trimming trees on their own initiative and rather not 

wait for the administration to do this.390 

 

 

 
386 See interview 2/3, para. 8, 15 and 18. 
387 Interview 4/4, para. 16. The feeling of guilt does moreover even extend to using 
one’s professional powers for private ends as is illustrated by the lawyer from Perm 
who expresses an honest feeling of guilt when disclosing one instance where she 
used her professional powers to obtain a piece of information that she was entitled 
to after all attempts to obtain it according to the rules – including filing a complaint, 
that was decided in her favour but did not yield the necessary effect – had been in 
vain (see interview 4/4, para. 10-11). 
388 See interview 2/2, para. 5-6. 
389 See ibid., para. 1. 
390 See interview 2/3, para. 13-14 and 20. 



100 
 

 Proactive attitude Pragmatic attitude Responding attitude Apprehensive attitude Personal 
relations attitude 

Principled attitude 

Initiation 

 

Engage on own 

initiative or after 

having reached 

“stenka” 

Engage after having 

reached “stenka” 

Respond to monetary 

extortion when there 

is no other way 

Reject open monetary 

extortion when there is 

no personal connection; 

Fear taking initiative 

Always start through 

friends and 

acquaintances to find 

a connection 

No initiative;  

reject all kinds of 

informal 

propositions 

How 

 

Routinely use 

acquaintances to build 

up connections; 

Relations as 

facilitative framework, 

money as currency 

Flexible in approach;  

Relations as 

facilitative 

component, money 

as currency 

No special procedure;  

Reacts on open 

extortion/ allusions 

On reaching obvious 

“stenka” try to find 

personal connection, 

only in this case 

prepared to engage 

Manage 

administrative needs 

via personal relations, 

offer small gifts to 

show gratitude 

Do not pay/ engage 

as matter of 

principle 

Relation to civil 

servant 

React sympathetically 

to them extorting; 

Indifference 

Understand 

temptation; 

Contempt or 

indifference 

Do not like to be 

forced not to play by 

the rules; 

Feel anger on open 

extortion; 

Atmosphere of trust 

when connected 

Trustfulness/ 

common link when 

connected; 

 

Condemn official; 

Want him to play 

by the rules 

Stance 

 

Normal way to get 

things done 

Do not like it, but got 

used to it 

Do not like it, but feel 

forced to use it 

Feel uneasy with/ 

condemn corruption 

Do not like corruption, 

relations as normal 

way to get things 

done 

Condemn all kinds 

of informality 

Morals 

 

No feeling of guilt No feeling of guilt Feeling of guilt w/ 

regard to bribes; 

Feeling of guilt w/ regard 

to bribes 

No feeling of guilt w/ 

regard to relations-

managed informality 

Pronounced feeling 

of guilt 

 
Table 3: Overview on the mapping of attitudes towards informal behaviour
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So all in all broadening the categories and trying to grasp the overall 

attitude which people display towards informality yielded the intended 

outcome: the described six approaches show a comprehensive picture of 

the multi-faceted aspects that guide people in contemporary Russia when 

acting and reacting in informal and corrupt situations, of what influences 

their decisions and determines their actions (For an overview on the most 

important traits of their different attitudes towards informal behaviour, see 

Table 3 on the previous page.). 

 

It offers ample material to approach the main question of this section: 

Why do people resort to informal practices – are their actions triggered by 

force of habit or are there other rational reasons that make people act 

that way? 

 

4.3. The role of legacy and rationality 
 

This section starts with taking a more holistic view of the six attitudes that 

the mapping of approaches towards informal behaviour yielded. Looking 

at the distribution in absolute numbers, four of the six approaches seem 

to be roughly evenly represented in the empirical sample with five 

interview partners classed in the “Pragmatic attitude” and four interview 

partners each in the “Proactive”, “Responding” and “Personal relations 

attitude”.391 Less numerous are the “Principled attitude” with two 

interviewees and the “Apprehensive attitude” with two interviewees 

attributed to them. 

When arranging them in an order indicating their inclination to engage in 

informal practices the “Proactive attitude” is at the top of the list, 

embracing all forms of monetary and non-monetary informality on his or 

her own initiative. Second to it is the “Pragmatic attitude” followed by the 

“Responding” and the “Personal relations attitude”. Not very prone to 

engage in informal practices, particularly in monetary ones, are interview 

partners displaying the “Apprehensive attitude” and at the other end of 

 
391 Of the 24 interviews 22 were used in devising the typology, excluding interview 
2/1 and interview 2/5 both of which were not sufficiently comprehensive – 2/1 
because the interview partner was more concerned with the life after her death and 
2/5 because the interview partner was rather monosyllabic in his answers. 
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the spectrum are those showing the “Principled attitude” that refrain from 

any informality. When correlating the tendency to engage in informal 

practices with the distribution over the different approaches, it becomes 

obvious, that the majority of interview partners can be found on the end 

of the spectrum that is quite inclined to use informal practices – a total of 

nine interview partners holds this either normal or does not like it, but got 

used to it. On the other end of the spectrum there are only three 

interviewees that refrain from informal practices and – if taking an even 

closer look – only two of these reject informal practices altogether.392 If 

adding the two interview partners that displayed the “Apprehensive 

attitude”, being generally hesitant and – if at all – only giving in when 

there is a personal connection established, this yields a total of not more 

than five interview partners who are more or less opposed to engaging in 

informal actions. 

So in this regard, the empirical sample is in line with the evaluation that 

corruption in Russia is systemic, as we have outlined earlier.393 The 

theory put forth by Persson et al. suggests that in such a thoroughly 

corrupt setting a typical individual will perpetuate corruption rather than 

punish it, even if not being inherently corrupt him- or herself.394 This is 

clearly reflected in the approach that interview partners following the 

“Responding attitude” show, which can be summarised as “does not like 

corruption, but feels forced to use it”. The four interview partners showing 

this attitude are therefore typical representatives of individuals in settings 

with systemic corruption – they are not corrupt, but highly corruptible.395  

When examining the different approaches on their degree of 

“Sovietness”, i.e. Soviet elements in attitude and behaviour, it is the 

“Personal relations approach” that shows the most intense accumulation 

of these Soviet attributes. Preferring to manage its administrative needs 

via personal relations and giving small gifts to show its gratitude, it 

performs the Soviet way of getting things done as if nothing had 

changed. Elements of this Soviet-type approach to informality were also 

 
392 Interview 2/2 and 2/3, with interview 4/4 allowing for moderate informal gestures 
(see 4/4: 14). 
393 See section 3.1, p. 61 and Karklins 2005, as footnote 4 as well as Miller, 
Grodeland and Koshechkina 2001, as footnote 23 for Russia. 
394 See Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, pp. 7-8. 
395 See ibid.  
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displayed by interview partners showing the “Responding” and the 

“Apprehensive attitude”: both have a sense of wrongdoing with regard to 

(monetary) bribes and either dislike corrupt situations (“Responding 

attitude”) or feel uneasy in them (“Apprehensive attitude”).  

Particularly the behaviour of those following the “Personal relations  

approach”, fully representing what has been defined earlier as the Soviet-

type approach to informality, raises the question of functionality. When 

people act the way they did in Soviet times, do they get what they need? 

Or is their behaviour rather triggered by habit, not yielding the desired 

outcome?  

The analysis of the interview data shows that their approach is indeed 

functional. When the broker from Perm relates about how she was 

getting things done when working in the restaurant business – taking 

care to have a circle of her people at the authorities and offering small 

gifts – she does it with a clear note of pride of how she was successfully 

managing what had to be done.396 The same applies to the driver from 

Tyumen who is obviously using his connections in the city administration 

effectively to such a degree that it makes him a very valuable point of 

access even for his circle of friends and acquaintances.397 And the 

oilman from the rural Khanty-Mansi Autonomous District even spells it out 

himself that he is satisfied with his dealings with bureaucracy and gets 

what he needs.398 So for those showing the “Personal relations attitude”, 

which is the one that is closest to the Soviet approach to informality, this 

behaviour is clearly functional. For those displaying the “Apprehensive 

attitude”, however, the picture is different – appreciating the soothing 

presence of connections and feeling uneasy with monetary corruption, 

they also display important elements of Soviet informal practices as 

stated above, but they are not very successful in reaching their goals in 

bureaucratic encounters.399 Yet if taking into account the overall 

apprehensive character of those grouped in this category, the fact that 

they cannot make the system work for them is very much connected to 

 
396 See interview 4/2: 10-15 and for more detail in this study p. 77 and p. 95. 
397 See interview 5/1: 5-6 and for more detail in this study p. 95 et seq. 
398 See interview rural/3: 8. The reason why we cannot include the hotel clerk from 
Tyumen with a positive statement is not because her account proves her approach 
to be dysfunctional but is due to the fact that the interview with her does not provide 
sufficient insight to assess this aspect correctly. 
399 See interview 4/1: 16-17, 29-30. 
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their natural apprehension for crossing red lines and little to other 

circumstances. So the fact that in their case the approach is not working 

does neither contradict that Soviet practices still can be functional nor 

does it offer an explanation as to how this is possible. 

To get a better idea of what might account for a specific attitude I will now 

move on to analyse how the interviewees are distributed over the 

different attitudes. I am again looking for a common link between those 

grouped in one category and will pay particular attention to the interview 

partners displaying the “Personal relations attitude” as the ones showing 

a clear Soviet-like approach in order to find out more about the origins of 

an accumulation of Soviet elements.  

As before, I am looking for patterns along the influential factors of 1) 

region, i.e. place that the interviewees call their home, 2) age group, 

giving an indication about generational cohorts and intergenerational 

value-change, 3) education and 4) professional background, both of 

which allow conclusions to be drawn about the influence of a specific 

level of education or professional ethical code. 

Table 4 on the following page gives an overview on the distribution of the 

interview partners in the respective categories. 
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Attitude Region Age Group Education Profession 
Proactive 
(P-A) 
 

2x Moscow 

2x 

Magnitogorsk 

26-35 years 

36-45 years 

2x 46-55 

years 

 

9 years formal 

2x university 

PhD 

 

Plasterer 

F. language teacher 

U. lecturer/ lawyer 

S. business owner 

Pragmatic 
(PM) 
 

1x Moscow 

1x Volgograd 

2x 

Magnitogorsk 

1x Perm 

 

19-25 years 

2x 26-35 

years 

36-45 years 

46-55 years 

5x university Pharmacist 

Computer scientist 

Real estate agent 

Prim. school 

teacher 

Accountant 

Responding 
(Res) 
 

1x Moscow 

1x 

Magnitogorsk 

2x rural 

2x 26-35 

years 

36-45 years 

46-55 years 

Sch. drop-out 

polytechnikum 

university 

PhD 

Driver 

Accountant 

Prim. school 

teacher 

U. lecturer/ 

historian 

Apprehensive 
(App) 
 

2x Perm 36-45 years 

46-55 years 

9 years formal 

university 

Shoemaker 

Engineer 

Personal 
relations 
(PR) 

1x Perm 

2x Tyumen 

1x rural 

19-25 years 

26-35 years 

36-45 years 

36-45 years 

9 years formal 

2x 

polytechnikum 

polytechnikum 

Driver 

Hotel clerk 

Broker 

Oilman 

Principled 
(Prin) 
 

2x Volgograd 

1x Perm 

26-35 years 

36-45 years 

56-83 years 

polytechnikum 

2x university 

Chemist 

2x Lawyer 

 

Table 4: Distribution of attitudes 
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Looking at the geographic distribution two observations can be made. 

First of all, the “Apprehensive attitude” is solely met in the city of Perm. 

Yet it is hard to draw conclusions from this fact for two reasons: The 

specific nature of the “Apprehensive approach”, which is – more than the 

others – shaped by a certain, “apprehensive” personality innate to the 

interviewee rather than by external factors as the ones mentioned above. 

And secondly the small absolute number of interview partners following 

this approach both of which preclude overrating this fact. 

The second observation is connected to the origin of the interviewees 

displaying the “Proactive attitude”. Similar to the distribution that we 

found for the lacking mens rea – and obviously connected to a non-

existing sense of wrong-doing being a constitutive element of the 

“Proactive attitude” – it is Moscow and Magnitogorsk that figure in this 

category. However, we cannot add any more explanatory value to this 

fact than we did in the analysis of the distribution of mens rea.400 For all 

other approaches including the “Personal relations attitude” no significant 

pattern with regard to origin can be identified. 

 

Even less indicative is the distribution of the different attitudes over age 

groups. Similar to the result with regard to people’s mens rea there is no 

significant accumulation of one specific age group showing one of the 

approaches. If, however, taking a closer look at the “Personal relations 

attitude” displaying a Soviet-like approach to informality, the outcome of 

the previous analysis confirmed: The age span of interview partners 

showing this attitude is particularly wide, ranging from 19 to 55 years (de 

facto from 19 to 51 years, if taking into account the exact age of the 

interview partners), and thus supports the conclusion drawn earlier: 

Behavioural patterns are passed down to the next generations that have 

not been shaped by the Soviet reality themselves notwithstanding the 

changes that have occurred since then, i.e. pointing to a strong element 

of Soviet legacy.401  

Looking at the distribution of educational background, there is a strong 

accumulation of interviewees with university diploma in the category of 

the “Pragmatic attitude” (5 out of 5). They are also well represented in 
 

400 See p. 80. 
401 See also p. 83. 
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both the “Proactive” (3 out of 4 if including the PhD) and the “Principled 

attitude” (2 out of 3) and underrepresented in the “Personal relations 

attitude” (1 out of 4). This might be seen as an indication that people with 

a university education are most likely to dissociate themselves from 

Soviet practices and either consciously embrace using monetary 

corruption (“Proactive attitude”) or consciously refrain from it (“Principled 

attitude”), most frequently, however, take a pragmatic stance not liking it 

but knowing it will facilitate their life.   

Those two extreme positions can also be deducted with regard to 

professional background and being a lawyer. Whereas the distribution of 

all other professions does not show any striking pattern, the lawyers are 

either found displaying the “Principled attitude” or the “Proactive attitude”. 

This seems to indicate that there are only two ways – either they stick 

with the law and with their convictions and choose the rare principled 

stance or they choose the other extreme bidding good-bye to adhering 

the law. 

 

Stepping back, the analysis of the distribution of interview partners over 

different attitudes did yield certain interesting aspects so far, however fell 

short of a comprehensive explanation (within the restrictions of the limited 

empirical sample). It gave little indication of what links people showing 

the most Soviet approach of the “Personal relations attitude” with regard 

to region, education and professional background. It did, however, 

confirm the conclusion drawn earlier, that sticking with Soviet behavioural 

patterns is not connected to having been shaped by a personal Soviet 

experience, since interview partners showing the “Personal relations 

attitude” are evenly distributed over all age groups. It therefore shows 

again how effectively Soviet behavioural patterns are being passed down 

from one generation to the next and is a strong indication for the 

important role that the Soviet legacy plays for Russian informality. On the 

other hand, the analysis has shown that resorting to Soviet practices is 

not just a blind habit but that it is rational to act this way, since those 

using Soviet practices are predominantly successful in getting what they 

need, thus proving the functionality of their approach. 

A restriction to this conclusion has been shown by the 

“Apprehensive attitude”, being an illustrative example of the fact that the 
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different approaches not only reflect attitudes and values but also mirror 

the personality of the respective individual.  This is an important aspect, 

since it points to character as an element that is often neglected when 

determining the influential factors that make people engage in corrupt 

practices. 

Finally, the analysis has shown that education, particularly a university 

degree and higher, seems to play an adverse role with regard to Soviet-

like informal practices. People with a university education are more likely 

to refrain from resorting to connections and gifts and most frequently hold 

a pragmatic stance with regard to predominantly monetary informality – 

they do not like it, but feel it is necessary to use it.  

Their attitude as well as the one of those following the “Responding 

approach” – whose stance can be summarised by “do not like it, but feel 

forced to use it” – is the rational answer to living in a setting with systemic 

corruption, a label frequently attributed to the Russian situation that has 

been confirmed by the absolute numbers of this study’s empirical data.  

 

In summary, the typology seems to suggest three drivers that make 

individuals engage or refrain from corrupt practices. These are: 

 

1) Soviet legacy 

2) Rational behaviour in an environment of systemic corruption 

3) Character. 

 

Setting aside character as a component that evades further analysis, I 

will now elaborate criteria for 1) and 2) and apply them to the interviews 

in order to move one last step towards an explanation for the underlying 

readiness to engage in corrupt practices in the present interview sample.  

Defining criteria for 1), the Soviet legacy, I do not only use characteristics 

pertaining to the informal behaviour itself (that have helped mapping the 

attitudes), but also more general differentiators of a Soviet mind-set that 

we have set forth at the outset of this study.402  

Of the latter, a decisive aspect is the perception of a dividing line 

between us, the ordinary people (“my”), and them, the state structures or 

 
402 See chapter 1.2, pp. 18-21. 
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nomenclatura (“oni”). As I have described in chapter 1.2, this goes along 

with perceiving the state as an unfriendly or hostile entity that should at 

best be avoided. Applied to the present study this includes statements 

that either show this dividing line indirectly, exploiting context, like “they 

up there only care about how they can live a good life […] I feel left alone 

with my problems and have my own state”.403 Or it figures in the 

affirmative answers to the question whether they feel as a part of the 

whole or make the division in “my” and “oni” as in statements like “They 

are they“ and “I rather feel there is a distance between us”.404 

Moreover, I include the Soviet peculiarity that getting things done via 

connections has the connotation of helping someone out and is 

perceived as something positive. “Lend a helping hand”405 is an 

expression used frequently in connection with this that can also be found 

in the interview sample in combination with the esteem for a dean and his 

help, when he found ways to informally organise places in student 

accommodation without taking money for it.406  

Another criterion, related to the previous one, is the cognitive dissonance 

that people display mainly with regard to gifts. Offering these is 

understood as a constitutive part of social interaction, as a gesture 

showing gratitude, and thus as something completely irreproachable. As 

with the previous criterion this is less likely to be expressed by one 

succinct quote, but rather by including more context like in the account of 

having managed everything without bribes and presents followed by the 

statement that “sometimes I was buying chocolate […] to show my 

gratitude”.407  

 
403 Interview rural/1, para. 26. See also interviews: 1/1, para. 14 and 18, 1/2, para. 
12, 1/4, para. 21, 3/4, para. 25, 3/5, para. 10, 12 and 39, 4/2, para. 7 and 24, 4/4, 
para. 23, 4/5, para. 27-28, 5/1, para. 12, rural/2, para. 21-22. In two instances – 
interview 2/2, para. 10 and interview 2/3, para. 24 – the division line is mentioned, 
but with a quite different connotation: 2/3 is rationally analysing the degree of 
understanding that civil servants have about life outside the state authorities and 2/2 
calls for self-determined citizens taking an active position and being well informed 
about his or her rights when dealing with the state, both with no bitterness and not 
seeing the public in the role of the victim as in the other statements. 
404 Interview 3/1, para. 26-27 (“Oni, èto oni”) and interview 3/2, para. 23. See also 
interview 1/3, para. 22-23: “I am doing so recently, yes. There are a lot of changes to 
the worse lately that make me think like that.“. 
405 In Russian: “Podstavit plečo”. 
406 See interview 1/3, para. 27 and 30 as well as similar attitudes in other interviews: 
1/2, para. 4-5, 5/1, para. 6, 5/4, para 6 and rural/3, para. 8. 
407 See interview 4/2, para. 13. See also interview 1/3, para. 30, 4/4, para. 14 and 
rural/3, para. 7-8. 
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Furthermore, I include a criterion that stands for a strong moral norm with 

regard to the community – the negative connotation that acts of 

whistleblowing have because of the Soviet past, immediately evoking the 

association of “donositel’stvo” and “stukačestvo”, i.e. of denunciation and 

of acting as an informer, that make people have moral constraints with 

regard to reporting an act of extortion.408 The interview partners that 

disclosed this moral norm, were rather outspoken about it, so in this case 

attributing this criterion was very straightforward.409  

And finally, of the characteristics pertaining to informal behaviour itself, I 

include the lacking mens rea with regard to non-monetary payments, as 

the most distinctive aspect differentiating Soviet-like informality from 

other corrupt practices.410  

 

Applying the criteria to the present interview sample (see  

Table 5 below) shows that most of the more general indicators of a 

Soviet mind-set apply to interviewee 1/3 displaying the “Responding 

attitude”, closely followed by five other interview partners all of which 

show three or more positive indicators. All of these form the category 

termed “fully entrenched legacy”.   

Three of these five interviewees showed the “Personal relations attitude”, 

the most Soviet approach towards informal practices, but the category 

also includes interview partners showing the “Proactive” as well as the 

“Pragmatic attitude”. 
 

408 An aspect that has been emphasised by Andrei Kalikh in Berlin on 8 November 
2011 in the framework of the conference “19th German-Russian autumn talks: Quick 
advantage – never-ending consequences” (See chapter 2.2 and Appendix 3: 
Information on experts for more detailed information on expert interviews). He 
pointed out that in the post-soviet region moral inhibitions with regard to whistle-
blowing are particularly high, as they are immediately associated with the negative 
image of the Soviet “donosčik”.  
409 The most drastic example was the plasterer from Moscow, saying “Those who 
report informal practices […] cease to exist for me, since they have betrayed the 
community” (Interview 1/1, para. 18). See also the foreign language teacher from 
Magnitogorsk (Interview 3/4, para. 23), who clearly states that she would refrain 
from reporting someone out of moral reasons, fearing to harm someone’s career. 
410 As has been dealt with in great detail at the outset of this chapter (see section 
4.1), a large number of interview partners displayed signs of a lacking conception of 
mens rea, predominantly with remarks directly relating to the topic, less frequently 
exploiting context (see interview 1/2: para. 6-7, interview 1/3: para. 12, interview 1/4: 
para. 9&12, interview 2/6: para. 24, interview 3/1: para. 10, interview 3/2: para. 14 
(context), interview 3/4: para. 15, interview 3/5: para. 24 and 36-37, interview 4/2: 
para. 10-15 and 19, interview 4/5: para. 14-20, interview 5/1: para. 5-6, interview 
5/4: para. 6, interview rural/3: para. 7-12 for quotes pertaining to a lacking sense of 
guilt with regard to non-monetary forms of informal practices). 
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Attitude 
&  
interview 
[17] 

“My”/ 
“oni” 

Informality 
seen as 
helping 
out 

No mens 
rea non-
monetary 
informality 

Moral 
reasons 
forbid 
reporting 

Cognitive 
dissonance 

 

Res   
1/3 

yes 

 

yes yes  yes 

fully entrenched legacy 

PM 
1/2 

yes 

 

yes 

(roughly) 

yes   

P-A 
3/4 

yes 

 

 yes yes  

P-R 
4/2 

yes 

 

 yes  yes 

P-R 
5/1 

yes 

(roughly) 

yes yes 

(context) 

  

P-R 
rural/3 

 yes 

(roughly) 

yes  yes 

P/A 
1/1 

yes 

 

  yes  

m
inor elem

ents of legacy 

P-A 
1/4 

yes 

 

 yes   

Prin 
4/4 

yes 

 

   yes 

PM 
4/5 

yes 

 

 yes 

(context) 

  

PM 
3/1 

yes 

 

 yes   

PM 
3/2 

yes 

 

 yes 

(context) 

  

P-A 
3/5 

yes 

 

 yes 

(context) 

  

P-R 
5/4 

 yes yes   

PM 
2/6 

yes 

 

    

Res 
rural/1 

yes 

 

    

Res 
rural/2 

yes 

 

    

 

Table 5: Soviet mind-set 
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Finding the “Personal relations attitude” here is not surprising as it 

confirms that a more general Soviet mind-set goes along with a Soviet-

type style of corruption. For the others, however, this analysis established 

that a general Soviet mind-set can also extend to interview partners that 

have embraced new forms of corrupt behaviour. To put it differently, this 

general Soviet mind-set does not prevent people from embracing new 

forms of corrupt behaviour, suggesting that there are also other factors 

influencing this choice. 

 

Interviews that show one or two indicators are grouped in the category of 

“minor elements of legacy” which comprises the large number of eleven 

interviewees for which the “Pragmatic attitude” dominates (four interview 

partners are displaying it), closely followed by the “Proactive attitude” 

(three interview partners) and the “Responding attitude” (two interviews 

partners). There is, however, also one interview partner showing the 

“Personal relations attitude” and one showing the “Principled attitude”. 

This category thus shows a mixture of interview partners with a higher 

and lower propensity for corruption, indicating again that Soviet legacy 

does play a role in enhancing the tendency to engage in corrupt actions, 

but is not sufficient to provide a comprehensive explanation. 

Five interview partners display no elements of legacy according to the 

criteria defined above – of which two interview partners display the 

“Apprehensive attitude”, one the “Responding attitude” and two the 

“Principled attitude”411, thus comprising interviews where the tendency to 

engage in corrupt practices is low to non-existent confirming a negative 

correlation between the absence of a general Soviet mind-set and the 

inclination to resort to the use of informality. 

In summary, applying the criteria for a more general Soviet mind-set, or a 

more general Soviet legacy to put it differently, proved a negative 

correlation between the absence of a Soviet mind-set and a propensity 

for the use of informal practices. It also showed a positive correlation 

between a strong Soviet legacy and a high tendency for corruption, which 

interestingly is not restricted to only non-monetary forms of corrupt 

practices. It proved to be inconclusive in the category of a lighter version 

 
411 Regarding the specifics of the latter two see footnote 403, page 109. 
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of a Soviet mind-set which was displayed both by interview partners quite 

inclined to engage in corrupt acts and those that would rather refrain, 

thus showing quite demonstratively that legacy alone cannot sufficiently 

explain the propensity to engage in corrupt acts. 

 

In defining criteria that allow specifying 2), i.e. rational behaviour in an 

environment of systemic corruption, I mainly draw upon collective action 

theory as it has been formulated for respectively corrupt settings by 

Persson, Rothstein and Teorell (as introduced in chapter 1.2).412 Persson 

et al. argue that in a thoroughly corrupt setting, the costs of being honest 

are disproportionately high, since this will not change the rules of the 

game. If the common expectation is that everyone is going to play foul, 

the short-term benefits of joining in are higher than the expected cost. 

This is true even if the majority dislikes and disapproves of corruption and 

is well aware that as a collective entity it will lose out with continued 

corruption and would profit from erasing it. But for a person who is not 

willing or not capable of bearing the cost of refraining from corruption it 

will be rational to join in no matter what her opinion on corruption is.413  

To illustrate this with a simple example – when it is common knowledge 

that getting a place in kindergarten is enabled by way of bribing the 

official in charge, the cost of sticking to ones convictions, playing fair and 

waiting his or her turn are very likely to be that the place will be available 

too late (possibly when the child has already started school). The system 

would not have changed by this act of bravery and the cost would have 

been to arrange one’s life without childcare. As in all collective action 

problems of the ‘second order’ the incentives to break with the system 

are undermined by the expectation of being in an unfavourable minority 

position when refusing to play the game.414  

 
412 See Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32 and 
chapter 1.2, pp. 9-16 of this study. 
413 See ibid., pp. 8–10. Simone Bohn’s evidence stemming from a study in 25 
American countries supports this theory concluding that the more experience 
individuals have had with corruption the more likely it is that they will justify their 
occasional use of bribes (30% higher odds ratio) and that the perception of 
corruption as widespread has a negative effect on the sense of wrongdoing when 
engaging (see Bohn, Simone 2013 as quoted by Debiel and Gawrich (eds.) 2013, as 
footnote 22, pp. 7-8). 
414 See Ostrom, Elinor 1998, as cited by Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, 
Jan 2012, as footnote 32, p. 9. 
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Accordingly, my first criterion comprises all statements indicating that 

corruption is the commonly expected behaviour and that this influences 

the actions to which people resort. This includes statements like “[offering 

bribes] is to such an extent common behaviour, everybody knows it”415 

as well as collective action argumentations along the lines of “if 

everybody did something against it [extortion], things would improve, but 

society isn’t like that.”416 or “I know that this [giving in to extortion] was 

probably not the right thing, that if everybody filed a complaint, things 

might change.”417 

My second criterion makes use of the observation that a common 

justification for one’s own lack of integrity is to refer to the rampant 

corruption on the upper levels of bureaucracy and of the elites in general, 

be it embezzlement or political corruption, i.e. the so-called grand 

corruption.418 This includes mere acknowledgements deploring the 

prevalence of grand corruption like “they [higher-level officials and 

politicians] are robbing the country, everything is driven by corrupt profit 

which leads to certain political decisions”419 or “people there [in the state 

administration] only care about how they can manage to grab something 

for themselves”420 as well as statements openly using this fact as a 

justification for one’s own deviant actions, like the following: “I am 

perfectly aware of the large-scale kickbacks at the higher levels. In return 

I do not declare the money I receive for letting my flat […].”421 

 
415 Interview 3/4, para. 11. 
416 Interview 2/6, para. 15. 
417 Interview rural/1, para. 20. Similar reasoning can be found in the following 
interviews: 1/4, para. 19, 4/2, para. 25.       
The incidence of this mind-set for the post-socialist societies is confirmed by other 
studies, i.e. Rasma Karklins, who asserts that “corruption […] is a problem of […] a 
daily expectation among the mass publics.” (Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 60) and 
cites similar justifications (“everybody else does it” and “would lose out by not 
participating”, ibid., p. 72) as well as by surveys, e.g. Valerij Fedorov referring to a 
survey in Russia who speaks of the “typical Russian ‘mindset of suspicion: 
everybody acknowledges corruption as general, calls on fighting it, but holds that 
conquering it is impossible.” (Vserossijskij Centr Izučenija Obščestvennogo Mnenija: 
“Graždane podderživajut antikorrupcionnuju iniciativu prem'era” (2011). 
(http://wciom.ru/index.php?id=266&uid=111567, last accessed 1 July 2013)). 
418 See Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, p. 14. 
419 Interview 3/5, para. 4. 
420 Interview 4/5, para. 28. Similar grievances can be found in the following 
interviews: 1/4, para. 21, 3/4, para. 25, rural/1, para. 26. 
421 Interview 1/4, para. 21.     
That this is a widespread justification in the post-Soviet context is shown (but not 
used in a collective action context) by Rasma Karklins who asserts that many in the 
general population think that their own dishonesty is acceptable because of the 
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As another criterion, I use expressions of desperation on the individual 

level that speak of having no other possibility to reach one’s goals than 

engaging in corrupt practices. Persson et al. have described this as the 

feeling of “being ‘trapped’ in a corrupt ‘game’” and have pointed out that 

efforts to “fix the incentives”, i.e. raising salaries, without changing the 

beliefs and expectations of the players will reinforce this feeling and tend 

to evoke a sense of cynicism among the population.422 I therefore include 

general expressions of being trapped along the lines of “the system 

cannot be changed – too many people are profiting from it”423 as well as 

negative comments about recent reform efforts like the depreciatory 

statement of “look at the reform of the police – new uniforms, higher 

wages, but nothing has changed” in combination with an overall 

pessimism about any changes for the better on the state level.424 

Moreover, to allow detecting behaviour following a collective action logic, 

I will use expressions that demonstrate a complete negation of risk when 

using informal practices. They are a good indicator showing to which 

extent corrupt behaviour is the norm (and not the exception from the 

norm), so that, contrary to the assumptions of conventional PAC-models, 

no one in the game has to fear detection or sanctions.425 I include very 

straightforward statements like a negative reply to the question whether 

the interview partner fears risk when resorting to bribes or gifts,426 but 

also more subtle manifestations of the absence of fear exploited from 

context as in “[using bribes] I can speed it up, since going the normal way 

takes a lot of time and time is money […] that’s why I pay” where the 

interview partner clearly has no second thoughts about potential risk as 

 
corrupt behaviour of the elites and that those that engage in petty corruption like to 
refer to the corruption at the top, of the power elites and “the system” (see Karklins 
2005, as footnote 4, p. 59). 
422 See Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, p. 16. 
423 Interview 3/1, para. 21. 
424 Interview 4/2, para. 17 and 25. Similar expressions can be found in the following 
interviews: 1/1, para 19-20, 4/5, para. 26, rural/2, para. 29.    
Rasma Karklins confirms this feeling of desperation for the post-Soviet countries in 
her study summarising that people feel frustrated and helpless having the feeling 
that they have to play the game to cope with their needs, that “the system” forces 
them (see Karklins, Rasma 2002, as footnote 25, p. 22. 
425 See Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, pp. 1-2. 
426 See interview 1/4, para. 13-14, interview 2/6, para. 9 and interview rural/1, 
para. 15-16. 
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well as instances like the interviewee pointing to the general impunity as 

a reason for corruption being endemic.427 

As the final indicator for corruption being a collective action problem I 

include the fact that reporting corrupt acts is being avoided since the 

relative and absolute cost of reporting are too high – being a whistle-

blower is connected with extremely high risks and small returns – which 

is why in countries with rampant corruption reporting as well as conviction 

rates of corrupt cases stay relatively low.428 I use this negative attitude 

towards reporting as another criterion which is found at many instances 

in our sample, quoting different explanations. Some interview partners 

are referring to the futility of such an endeavour as in “that would be like 

Don Quixote, tilting at windmills”429 and are convinced that you stand no 

chances, particularly with regard to the abundance of cases.430 Others 

point to the efforts it takes along the lines of “it costs a lot of time, causes 

much trouble”431, see it as something not rational432 or fear the risk.433 

Quite often more than one of these reasons is quoted by the same 

person and a lot of the interviewees feel very strongly about this. 

 

Applying the criteria for rational behaviour in an environment of systemic 

corruption to the present interview sample (see Table 6 on the following 

page) showed that interview rural/1, an interview partner displaying the 

“Responding attitude”, was most inclined to follow a collective action logic 

in his behaviour. 

 
427 See interview 3/1, para. 15-16 and interview 3/5, para. 7. This applies equally to 
the interviews: 1/1, para. 4-6, interview 1/2, para. 6-10, interview 3/4, para. 11 and 
interview 4/5, para. 22. 
428 See Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, pp. 7, 
12, 14-15. 
429 Interview 3/5, para. 39. 
430 See interview 2/6, para. 14, interview 3/3, para. 20-21, interview 4/1, para. 27. 
431 Interview 3/5, para. 39, as well as interview 2/6, para. 14, interview 4/2, para. 20-
21, interview rural/1, para. 19-20. 
432 See interview rural/1, para. 20: “If you’d try to go to court, you’d pay more for your 
lawyer than what you would have to pay the civil servant.” 
433 See interview 3/5, para. 38 and interview 1/2, para. 9-10.   
Again, Rasma Karklins confirms the reluctance to report corrupt acts for the post-
Soviet region deriving the wish to avoid trouble and the vain efforts both because 
people believe that no action will be taken and because corruption is just too 
widespread as the main reasons in her study (Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, 
pp. 64-66, 70). 
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Attitude 
& 
interview 

[14] 

Expecting 
corruption/ 
Collective 
Action 
reasoning 

Grand 
corruption 

Trapped in 
corrupt 
game 

No  
risk 

Refrains 
from 
reporting 

 

Res 
rural/1 

yes yes  yes yes strong evidence for a collective 

action problem
 

P-A 
3/5 

 yes  yes yes 

P-A 
3/4 

yes yes  yes 

(context) 

 

P-A 
1/4 

yes yes  yes  

PM 
2/6 

yes   yes yes 

PM 
4/5 

 yes yes yes  

PM 
1/2 

   yes 

(context) 

yes 

light evidence for a collective action 

problem
 

PM 
3/1 

  yes yes 

(context) 

 

P-R 
4/2 

yes 

(roughly) 

 yes 

(roughly) 

 yes 

Res 
rural/2 

  yes 

(roughly) 

  

P-A 
1/1 

  yes 

(roughly) 

yes 

(context) 

 

Res 
3/3 

    yes 

App 
4/1 

    yes 

 

Table 6: Collective Action behaviour 
 

It is closely followed by five other interview partners that exclusively 

follow the “Proactive” and the “Pragmatic approach”, i.e. the two attitudes 

of those mapped that figure at the top of the list when considering the 

inclination for corrupt behaviour. 

 

Grouping all interview partners with three and more positive collective 

action indicators, a total of three interviewees displaying the “Proactive 

attitude” and two interviewees displaying the “Pragmatic attitude” figure in 
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this category of strong evidence for a collective-action problem (with one 

“Responding attitude” as the odd one out), confirming a positive 

correlation between a high inclination for corrupt behaviour and strong 

evidence for perceiving the situation as a collective action problem. 

In the category of one or two indicators for behaviour following a 

collective action logic both the “Pragmatic attitude” and the “Responding 

attitude” are dominant, being displayed by two interviewees each, but 

there is also one interview partner showing the “Personal relations 

attitude”, one showing the “Proactive attitude” and one showing the 

“Apprehensive attitude”. This represents a mixture of interview partners 

with a high propensity to engage in corrupt acts – the “Pragmatic” and 

“Proactive approach” – as well as those that are less inclined – the 

“Apprehensive approach” and, to a certain extent, the “Personal 

Relations approach”. Similar to when applying the criteria pointing to 

legacy, the outcome is again inconclusive in the middle category where 

interviewees display only some elements of collective action evidence. 

Analogous to the conclusion drawn from analysing the influence of 

legacy, this confirms that rationality does influence the propensity for 

corrupt actions, but points to the fact that there are other factors playing a 

role, too. 

A large number of nine interview partners display no signs of perceiving 

the situation as a collective action problem, figuring in the last category. 

With all three interview partners displaying the “Principled attitude”, the 

majority of interview partners displaying the “Personal relations attitude” 

as well as one interview partner showing the “Apprehensive attitude” it 

comprises predominantly those that show no or a small inclination to 

engage in corrupt practices. It thus confirms once more the positive 

correlation between perceiving the situation as a collective action 

problem and the tendency to use corrupt practices.  

 

So applying both the indicators for legacy as well as those for rationality 

on the present interview sample yielded clear-cut results in the extreme 

cases – both those showing a fully entrenched Soviet legacy and those 

showing strong evidence of interpreting the situation as a collective 

action problem were very prone to corruption on the one hand and both 

those showing no signs of Soviet legacy and those not following a 
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collective action logic displayed no or a small inclination to engage in 

corrupt acts. It could, however, not explain the propensity for corruption 

of those showing only some criteria for legacy or for behaviour only partly 

following a collective action logic, respectively. 

When combining the two influential factors of legacy and rationality, 

however, this eliminates a number of question marks. Those in the 

middle category of legacy that have a high propensity for corruption – 

higher than the elements of legacy can explain – are found to score high 

in showing elements of interpreting the situation as a collective action 

problem, e.g. interview 1/4 showing the “Proactive attitude” or interview 

2/6 showing the “Pragmatic attitude”.434 The same is true for the opposite 

constellation – those in the middle category of legacy with a low 

propensity for corruption, like interview 4/4 displaying the “Principled 

attitude”, show no signs of feeling themselves trapped in a problem of 

collective action, thus explaining why their inclination to engage in corrupt 

actions is lower than the legacy elements would suggest. 

The same explanation resolves the puzzle of the middle category of 

rationality – as a rule those that have a high inclination for corrupt actions 

but only to a small extent feel there is a problem of collective action show 

an overall mind-set with a high degree of Soviet legacy.435 It also 

explains the inverse situation – interview partners like interview 4/1 

showing the “Apprehensive attitude”, who are rather hesitative about 

engaging in corrupt actions albeit showing signs of feeling trapped in a 

problem of collective action, display no elements of Soviet legacy in their 

thinking respectively. 

 

Thus the combination of the two influential factors of legacy and 

rationality explains the inconclusive outcomes of the middle categories by 

including a second measure and, most importantly, offers a conclusive 

explanation for the differentiation of propensities to engage in corrupt 

actions for the whole sample, both on the level of the different attitudes 

 
434 Same goes for interview 3/5 displaying the “Proactive attitude“ and interview 4/5 
displaying the “Pragmatic attitude“, and – although to a lesser extent – for interview 
1/1 showing the “Proactive attitude” and for interview 3/1 showing the “Pragmatic 
attitude”. 
435 Interview 1/2 showing the “Pragmatic attitude” and to a lesser extent interview 1/1 
showing the “Proactive attitude” and interview 3/1 showing the “Pragmatic attitude”. 
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mapped and even on the level of the individual interviews (for a graphic 

representation see Table 7 below).  

It shows an accumulation of the attitudes with the highest inclination to 

engage in corrupt acts – the “Proactive attitude”, followed by the 

“Pragmatic attitude” – predominantly in the fields of either full rationality 

combined with full or minor elements of legacy or full legacy combined 

with full or minor elements of rational behaviour in a collective action 

situation. Of these, interview 3/4 as the only one figuring in the category 

of both full legacy and full rationality indeed represents an interview 

partner with a particularly eager stance to embrace corrupt actions.  

At the other end of the spectrum, we find the two interview partners 

following a “Principled approach”, interview 2/2 and 2/3, in the field of no 

elements of legacy and no elements of collective action behaviour. The 

third interview partner with a “Principled attitude”, who allowed for 

symbolic non-monetary gestures while having a principled stance 

regarding corrupt practices (interview 4/4) accordingly figures in a field 

equalling a slightly higher inclination to engage in corrupt practices. 

 
 

Influential factors 
 

 

strong C-A 
 

minor C-A 
 

no signs of C-A 

 
full legacy 

P-A 

3/4 

 

PM  P-R 

1/2   4/2 

Res   P-R   P-R 

1/3    5/1    rural/3 

 
minor legacy 

P-A  P-A  PM 

1/4   3/5   2/6 

PM  Res 

4/5  rural/1 

PM  P-A    Res 

3/1   1/1    

rural/1 

PM    Prin   PR 

3/2    4/4     5/4 

 
no legacy 

 App  Res 

4/1   3/3 

 

Prin   Prin  App 

2/2     2/3   4/3     

 
Table 7: Matrix legacy-rationality436 
 

 
436 Abbreviations used in the table: C-A = collective action behaviour. For all 
abbreviations relating to interviews, please refer to the overview in the list of 
abbreviations, p. V. 
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So mapping the different approaches and their subsequent analysis 

proved that the factors that have been established as the main drivers for 

corruptibility have to be considered jointly. The answer that this section 

gives to the question guiding this chapter – why people resort to informal 

practices, whether their actions are triggered by the Soviet legacy or by 

other rational reasons – is therefore that it is a mixture of both Soviet 

legacy and rational behaviour in a situation resembling a problem of 

collective action. The highest propensity to engage in corrupt practices is 

found, when those two aspects coincide, showing that the two factors are 

mutually reinforcing each another. 
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5. The impact of Soviet legacies in 

informal practices on the relationship 

between citizen and state 
 

In the previous chapter I have shown that elements of Soviet legacy 

correlate positively with the inclination to engage in corrupt actions. Two 

of these elements, particularly the division between “my” and “oni” 

characterising the individuals’ relationship to the state, but also the 

lacking mens rea with regard to informal practices are connected with 

attitudes that are diametrically opposed to what academic discussion 

commonly defines as preconditions for well-functioning democracies. 

Both of them imply a negative relation to the state and its rules and 

institutions – thinking in the categories of “my” and “oni” shows a clear 

distance if not opposition to the state and the lacking sense of 

wrongdoing underlines that there is no feeling of obligation towards the 

state. These attitudes are in stark contrast to the democratic ideal of an 

active citizenry that is prepared to live and to defend its democracy of 

which it is the sovereign.  

In this chapter I will take a closer look at the persistence of the Soviet 

legacy in people’s attitudes and what this entails for the functioning of the 

Russian state institutions. In Soviet times informal practices served as 

enabling networks and helped to “beat the system” by compensating for 

the defects of the formal system.437 They were essential both for the 

survival of the Soviet citizens in an economy of shortages and for the 

functioning of the institutions and the planned economy, often rigid and 

over-bureaucratised. Since the regime transition in 1991, however, the 

new Russian state has linked its legitimacy to democracy and the rule of 

law. Notwithstanding the indisputable democratic shortcomings of the 

Russian Federation, these norms are codified in its constitution and 

constitute its legal foundation.438 Moreover, democracy and the rule of 

 
437 See Ledeneva, Alena V. 2008, as footnote 25, pp. 57 and 67. 
438 See Bos, Ellen 1996, as footnote 75, pp. 202–203. 
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law became the normative public good that the population came to 

expect, having taken to the streets for them in the revolutionary phase 

between 1989 and 1992.439 In a democratic setting Soviet informal 

practices might retain their enabling quality for the individual citizen 

coping with the obstacles of an imperfect transition, yet these informal 

practices and the attitudes that go along with them conflict with the 

preconditions for a functioning democracy in a number of ways and might 

therefore lose their enabling quality on the level of the Russian 

institutions and entail negative consequences for their formation and their 

functionality. 

This chapter will therefore open with setting out the main preconditions 

for a well-functioning democracy and then move on to analysing the 

interviews with regard to elements that contradict the established 

preconditions. In a third section I will take a closer look at individual 

attitudes of the two interviews sticking out from the crowd in a principled 

way, interview 2/2 and 2/3, examining where they stand with regard to 

the afore-mentioned preconditions in order to enhance the understanding 

of possible correlations.  

  

5.1 What a well-functioning democracy needs 
 

In an ideal democracy citizens represent sovereign power and entrust 

authority to public officials to serve their needs.440  

This conception entails identification with the state and a sense of agency 

which can only be achieved if certain qualities hold both for the state and 

for society or rather community. 

Starting with the qualities that are necessary for the sphere of the state, a 

first essential element is that the state enjoys legitimacy, i.e. that the 

citizens support its institutions. A state that enjoys legitimacy is not 

necessarily a democracy, but there is no democracy without 

legitimacy.441 In a democracy it is two forms of legitimacy that matter – 

 
439 See Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 92, who points to the importance of people’s 
expectations. 
440 See ibid., p. 90. 
441 For legitimacy as a concept existing independently of normative ideals of political 
institutions see e.g. Steinsdorff, Silvia von 2005, as footnote 60, pp. 14–15. 
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input as well as output legitimacy. Whereas the latter means that the 

results the state institutions produce are rated positively in public 

assessment and that the citizens are content with what they receive, the 

former relates to rules and mechanisms that translate citizens’ political 

will into political decisions or confirm political decisions by citizens’ 

consent, which in representative democracies is achieved by way of 

elections.442 The effects of legitimate rule are sizeable – citizens who feel 

that the authorities have a right to rule and do so in a way that promotes 

basic public goals are much more likely to observe the law, whereas in 

the opposite case their support wanes considerably and they tend to 

focus on their personal well-being. 443 Legitimacy therefore nurtures a 

vision of personal duty to the state as opposed to a private and 

instrumental view of it as an institution to be used to support one’s own 

personal benefit, an aspect that I will discuss in greater detail below when 

dealing with the importance of civic engagement as a vital aspect 

pertaining to the sphere of society.444 

Legitimacy also makes for a positive view of the state and is closely 

linked to another essential aspect – the so-called political or public trust. 

Public trust is a consequence of institutions performing satisfactorily if 

applying the view of institutional theories.445 It can be grasped in a 

broader way when turning to cultural theories that see trust in political 

institutions originating in long-standing beliefs about people, rooted in 

cultural norms and communicated through early-life socialisation. 

Contrary to institutional theory, cultural theory holds that these early 

beliefs in turn condition the performance capabilities of political 

institutions. 446 Mishler, Rose and Haerpfer combine both approaches in 

 
442 See Scharpf, F. W.: “Economic Integration, Democracy and the Welfare State”. 
In: Journal of European Public Policy 4 (1997:1), 18–36, here p. 19. For a 
comprehensive treatment of the topic of inputs and outputs see Easton, David: A 
Systems Analysis of Political Life. New York; London; Sydney 1965 and on 
legitimacy in general see Beetham, David: The Legitimation of Power. Atlantic 
Highlands 1991. 
443 See Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, pp. 91–92. 
444 See ibid., p. 99. 
445 See e.g. Coleman, James S.: Foundations of Social Theory. Cambridge, MA 
1990, Hetherington, Marc J.: “The Political Relevance of Political Trust”. In: 
American Political Science Review 92 (1998), 791–808. 
446 See Mishler, William and Rose, Richard 2001, as footnote 88, p. 31. For more 
detail on cultural theories see Almond, Gabriel A. and Sidney Verba: The Civic 
Culture. Princeton 1963 and Putnam, Robert D.: Making Democracy Work. Civic 
Traditions in Modern Italy. Princeton 1993. 
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the lifetime learning model arguing that early-life political socialisation 

produces initial predispositions to trust or distrust institutions that are 

subsequently reinforced or revised by individual performance evaluations 

of the political institutions.447 If the origins of public trust are subject to 

academic debate, the fact, however, that developing sufficient trust is 

vital for democratic institutions to survive and to function effectively is 

undisputed.  

Political participation, an aspect already touched upon with the concept of 

input legitimacy, links the qualities necessary for the state with those 

necessary for the community. Since the citizenry is the sovereign and 

has constitutive power this means that it exerts a form of collective self-

government. For a thriving democracy it is crucial that many citizens take 

an active part in this self-government – that they vote, join parties and 

movements, and participate in other forms of political activity. 448 This 

turns them from mere objects of state power as in authoritarian regimes 

to subjects being the source of power themselves, enjoying the right to 

shape the face of their polity, giving voice to relevant concerns and thus 

feeling a high degree of autonomy.449 

On the side of society this form of self-government requires a sense of 

community and belonging, which is more than choosing one’s goals and 

respecting other’s to do the same. As it is argued by the representatives 

of civic republicanism, a thriving democracy needs citizens that care 

about the common good, deliberate about it and have a concern for the 

whole.450  

How this feeling of community and the readiness to cooperate arise is 

subject to extensive academic debate. It is undisputed that not only 
 

447 See Mishler, William and Rose, Richard 2001, as footnote 88, pp. 31 and 37-38. 
This conception is helpful in the post-soviet context since the introduction of a new 
regime caused fundamental institutional discontinuities and therefore the regime 
whose performance is being evaluated today differs substantially from the regime 
into which individuals have been socialised throughout their lives. In such a situation 
public trust will be relatively volatile and cultural and institutional theories can 
provide different and even contradictory predictions about public trust (see ibid., pp. 
31-32 and 38). 
448 See Michael Walzer (1993) as cited by Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 97. 
449 See Pettit, Philip: Republicanism. A Theory of Freedom and Government. Oxford 
1997. 
450 See Sandel, Michael J.: Democracy's Discontent. America in Search of a Public 
Philosophy. Cambridge, MA 1996, Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 96 and 
extensively on republicanism Pettit 1997, as footnote 449 or Rodgers, Daniel T.: 
“Republicanism. The Career of a Concept”. In: Journal of American History 79 
(1992:1), 11–37. 



126 
 

common beliefs and the emotional and normative identification with one’s 

people, but also mutual trust play a decisive role.451 Similar to public trust 

there are two perspectives on the origins of social or interpersonal trust, 

i.e. trust in other people, commonly one’s fellow citizens: One that is 

emphasising the deep cultural and historical roots of interpersonal trust, 

calling it a habit formed during a centuries-long history of networks of 

association between people.452 And the other one being a rational choice 

perspective that sees trust moving together with the certainty of 

expectations, being based on the assumption that others will act in a 

predictable way.453 In any case a high level of trust correlates positively 

with a number of desirable variables – people with high levels of trust 

view their democratic institutions more favourably, take a more active 

part in civic, economic and cultural life, have a more optimistic view on 

their ability to change the course of their lives and are more likely to 

advocate strong standards of moral and legal behaviour.454 

Closely linked to the idea of social trust is Robert Putnam’s concept of 

social capital. With this term he describes features of social life that 

enable participants to act together more effectively to pursue shared 

objectives, i.e. social connections and networks that serve civic ends. 

Social capital is therefore related to political participation but in contrast 

to the latter it refers to people’s relations with one another and not with 

political institutions. It is created by people’s connections with the life of 

their communities, typically in movements and associations, which is 

Putnam’s definition of “civic engagement”. By connecting with other 

people in this way, he argues that trust and norms for reciprocity are 

created, making social capital essential both for individuals and for the 

democratic state.455  

The notion of civil society describes in greater detail what civic 

engagement can look like. It is defined as associations, movements and 

 
451 See Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 91. 
452 See Putnam 1993, as footnote 446 and Rose-Ackerman, Susan: “Trust, Honesty 
and Corruption. Reflections on the State Building Process”. In: Archives of European 
Sociology 42 (2001:3), 526–570. 
453 See Kubbe, Ina 2013, as footnote 82, p. 120. 
454 See Rose-Ackerman, Susan 2001, as footnote 452 and Rothstein, Bo and 
Uslaner, Eric M. 2005, as cited by Kubbe, Ina 2013, as footnote 82, pp. 120–121. 
455 See Putnam, Robert D.: “Tuning In, Tuning Out. The Strange Disappearance of 
Social Capital in America”. In: Political Science and Politics 28 (1995:4), 664–683, 
here p. 664–666 and Ledeneva, Alena V. 2008, as footnote 25, p. 64. 
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initiatives that work independently of state structures, giving voice to 

relevant concerns and thus complementing, enhancing and at times 

controlling official politics, mirroring the social pluralism of society. 

So we can conclude that the sense of community and belonging required 

for a thriving democracy is closely connected to the level of trust in a 

given society and to the level of civic engagement envisioning a common 

good.456 It is therefore opposed to the Soviet reality where communist 

ideology was based on the Leninist mistrust of the people and where the 

communist party was the sole source of defining the public good for 

supposedly voluntary labour in its support, mobilising subject citizens, 

often with highly repressive measures.457 

 

So on the whole we can summarise that a democracy requires the 

following qualities in order to be well-functioning:  

The state needs to enjoy legitimacy, which presupposes that the citizens 

are satisfied with how the institutions work, that they hold that the 

authorities have a right to rule and that they nurture a positive view of the 

state. This will make them more likely to observe the law and to develop 

a vision of personal duty towards the state.458 

Moreover, it is essential for the citizens to have public trust both in 

political institutions and in the people in power. 

And finally they need to participate in the political decision-making 

process at least by having the chance to take part in fair elections. 

Looking at the societal sphere, democracies “rely on the involvement and 

support of their citizens” and call for an active civil society and civic 

engagement for a common public good.459 Envisioning a common public 

good and having a concern for the whole stems from common beliefs and 

from mutual trust in one another. This in turn is enhanced by an active 

and participatory citizenry in the sense of Putnam’s social capital, 

constituting a positive vicious circle. 

All this contributes to a feeling of agency and of identification with the 

state and gives the citizenry a high degree of autonomy and the feeling to 

 
456 See Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 96. 
457 See ibid., p. 99. 
458 As opposed to an instrumental and exploitative view of the state, if its institutions 
are viewed as dysfunctional and illegitimate. 
459 Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 103. 
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influence the course of things. It also creates a sense of community and 

belonging with regard to the fellow citizens. In such an environment 

public spiritedness and a sense of duty both towards the state and 

towards the community can flourish and democracy will be functional and 

thriving. 

 

5.2 Trust in state and society vs. Soviet legacy 
 

This picture of an ideal democracy and its preconditions is in stark 

contrast to how reality was perceived in the communist era.460 In the 

present interview sample, thoughts about the state, the quality of its 

institutions and society at large were allowed to find expression 

throughout the conversation, while at the same time concrete questions 

about the relation to the state, the quality and importance of elections and 

civic engagement were asked at a given moment. The interviews 

therefore allow getting an impression about the general attitude towards 

the state and towards society 21 years after the end of the Soviet Union. 

My analysis of elements that contradict the preconditions set out above 

follows the same systematisation as the previous section. 

I will commence by elements that allow drawing conclusions about the 

perceived legitimacy of the state including expressions about the general 

view of the state and about the functionality or dysfunctionality of 

institutions. I will then move on to expressions of trust or mistrust towards 

the authorities and its officials and will close the analysis of necessary 

qualities relating to the sphere of the state with an examination of stances 

towards political participation. 

 

 

 

 
460 Cheng Chen and Rudra Sil call the Soviet modus operandi “‘getting by’ under 
formal institutions perceived to be self-serving and distant.” (Chen, Cheng and 
Rudra Sil: “Bringing Legitimacy Back In. The State of the State in 'Democratic' 
Russia and 'Authoritarian' China”. Boston, 2002 as quoted by Karklins 2005, as 
footnote 4, p. 94). 
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Generally speaking 17 out of the 24 interview partners report a bad, 
difficult or negative relationship to the state461 and only 3 point it out 

as positive462 with the rest assuming a neutral position.463 This is in line 

with the overall pattern established for the post-soviet region, which can 

be described as “severe scepticism bordering on outright distrust of 

current institutions”, perpetuating the negative Soviet attitude.464  

Among the motivations for the negative stance there is the view of the 

young girl from Tyumen that complains about the way the authorities fail 

to disclose important information465 therefore not treating the citizens as 

politically mature. There is also the devastating verdict of the lawyer from 

Perm who criticises the way the judicial sphere works saying that she is 

“under the impression that there is no justice – it is the state institutions 

that bend the law most of all” instead of protecting people’s rights.466 She 

might be expressing her assessment in a particularly radical way, but is 

not the only one voicing harsh criticism of the judicial system: The lawyer 

from Volgograd emphasises her disappointment and is convinced that 

the judiciary should be the first area for reform467 and the small business 

owner from Magnitogorsk calls it a “quagmire […] that means years of 

lawsuits and fight” for those that embark on a judicial settlement.468 He 

illustrates this with a personal example: “Once I tried to file a criminal 

complaint, I was able to describe and prove everything in detail, the guilty 

 
461 Interview 1/1, para. 13-14, interview 1/2, para. 11-12, interview 1/4, para. 20-21, 
interview 2/2, para. 9-10, interview 2/3, para. 23, interview 3/2, para. 22-23, 
interview 3/4, para. 24-25, interview 3/5, para. 10-11, interview 4/2, para. 25, 
interview 4/3, para. 18-19, interview 4/4, para. 21-24, interview 4/5, para. 27-28, 
interview 5/1, para. 11-12, interview 5/4, para. 7-8, interview rural/1, para. 25-26, 
interview rural/2, para. 21-22, interview rural/3, para. 15-16. 
462 Interview 2/1, para. 6-8, interview 3/3, para. 24-26 and interview 4/1, para. 33-34. 
463 Interview 1/3, para. 7-8 and 20-23, interview 2/5, para. 17-18, interview 2/6, para. 
20-21, interview 3/1, para. 24-27. 
464 Mishler, William and Rose, Richard 2001, as footnote 88, p. 41. See also Eicher, 
Claudia and Beichelt, Timm 2006, as footnote 80, pp. 339–340 for the problem that 
in the Soviet union laws could not be relied upon to produce certain, reproducible 
outcomes and thus where not the base for reliable expectations – a function that 
was filled by alternative informal mechanisms having a lasting impact on levels of 
trust towards certain institutions today. 
465 Interview 5/4, para. 8: “[…] you are not being informed about anything, any 
moment something can happen, like yesterday’s explosion in St. Petersburg […] and 
the population did not get any information [about it]”. 
466 Interview 4/4, para. 22. 
467 See interview 2/3, para. 10. 
468 Interview 3/5, para. 32. Particularly the latter statement is paradigmatic, which is 
why people do not even press charges against a public official openly extorting 
money, since there is no trust in the judiciary fighting corruption (see Luneev, V. V.: 
“Korrupcija v Rosii”. In: Gosudarstvo i pravo 11/2007 (2007), 20–27, here p. 24). 
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party was clear and still, after one month I received a refusal to initiate 

criminal proceedings – so what kind of chance do you have?”469 These 

statements are not surprising since the sad reputation of the Russian 

judiciary is well documented – e.g. an all-Russian telephone survey in 

2007 showed that only one third is satisfied with the way the courts work 

and more than 50 percent hold that judges and their decisions can be 

influenced by money.470 Even more devastating is another survey dating 

from the same year that came to the conclusion that only 4 percent were 

convinced that the judiciary has not been used for unlawful purposes in 

the past seven years.471  

Others complain about the quality of law enforcement, referring to the 

recent police reform as having not yielded any results, “new uniforms, 

higher wages but nothing has changed, only a lot of money has been 

spent”,472 or criticising the law enforcement agencies for having the 

wrong loyalties – “the police do not protect the people, but the 

authorities”.473 Their corruptibility may be bemoaned, but is treated 

almost as a self-evident fact: “raising the salaries is not an effective cure 

[…] – they get used to it too quickly and will [extort] even more 

money”.474 Again these frequent complaints about the police are 

supported by survey data on the Russian law enforcement agencies. 

Thus an all-Russian representative survey conducted in 2010 shows both 

the law enforcement agencies, i.e. the former militia (since 1 March 2011 

renamed police) and the Russian body of public prosecutors, and the 

traffic police at the very bottom of a scale measuring the corruptibility of 

 
469 Interview 3/5, para. 39. 
470 See Ledeneva, Alena V. 2009, as footnote 29, p. 275. With the reputation of the 
judiciary having been low and corruption the expected modus from the very outset of 
the Russian Federation (see Gilinskij, Yakov 2007, as footnote 195, p. 509), 
comparing survey data even shows a downward trend – in 2000 39 percent were of 
the opinion that judges’ decisions can be bought as compared to the more than 50 
percent in 2007 mentioned above (see Meyer, Gerd 2008, as footnote 71, p. 91) and 
in 2011 the World Value Survey established that roughly 60 percent have not very 
much confidence in the courts or no confidence at all (see World Value Survey: 
“Russia 2011”. (http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSOnline.jsp, 7 April 2017), 
Confidence: The Courts). 
471 See Ledeneva, Alena V. 2009, as footnote 29, p. 272. 
472 Interview 4/2, para. 17. The same criticism is voiced in interview 3/5, para. 30 
and interview 4/5, para. 25-26. 
473 Interview 3/5, para. 12. 
474 Interview 4/5, para. 26. The same matter-of-factness is displayed in other 
interviews relating about concrete incidents of extortion by the (traffic) police, see 
interview 1/4, para. 5 and interview 3/5, para. 28-29. 
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different Russian institutions475 while survey data comparing the police 

trust in 28 European countries sees Russia on the third last place with 

only 40 percent of victims of crime actually turning to the police for 

help.476 Speaking about the bad reputation of the law enforcement 

agencies in the post-soviet region, Rasma Karklins concludes that often 

they are viewed as repressive part of the state administration and not as 

fulfilling their official functions of fighting crime, protecting the population 

and providing security.477 

These are very disturbing verdicts since it has been proved that the 

negative perception both of judges and the police has a particularly 

disadvantageous effect on satisfaction with democracy.478 

Apart from the judiciary and the law enforcement forces, respondents 

also made comments about their satisfaction, or rather dissatisfaction, 
with the public administration. A total of 10 saw the administration 

working not effectively or being problematic,479 mainly complaining about 

how time-consuming dealings with it are: “Yesterday, for example, I spent 

the whole day here in the office – nobody can tell me that this is 

normal!”480 is the worked-up commentary of the primary school teacher 

from Magnitogorsk. The driver from a rural area gives more insight about 

what exactly takes up all the time - “You have to go from A to B, figuring 

out how things work.”481 –, i.e. unclear procedures. Others deplore the 

incompetency of the public officials, like the chemist from Volgograd who 

 
475 See Ministerstvo ekonomičeskogo razvitija Rossijskoj Federacii and Fond 
"Obščestvennoe Mnenie" 2011, as footnote 155, pp. 42–43. 
476 See data from the European Social Survey 2008 in Kosals, Leonid: “Russlands 
Polizei. Reform oder neues Geschäftsmodel?”. In: Russland-Analysen 2011 (219), 
5–8, here p. 5. Analysing the state of the Russian police, Leonid Kosals sees the 
reason for this in the police focusing predominantly on their own economic interest 
while ignoring their duty to ensure public safety. Only when being pressured from 
above they will work diligently, but even then there is a high risk of ineffectiveness 
and of presenting innocent people as guilty in an effort to demonstrate swift results 
(ibid., p. 8). 
477 See Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 69. 
478 See Stockemer, Daniel and Sundström, Aksel 2013, as footnote 85, p. 152. 
479 See interview 1/4, para. 1-2, 2/2, para. 4, interview 2/6, para. 25-26, interview 
3/2, para. 7-8, interview 3/5, para. 37, interview 4/2, para. 5-7, interview 4/4, para. 7-
8, interview 4/5, para. 7-8, interview rural/1, para. 26, interview rural/2, para. 6-8. 
480 Interview 3/2, para. 8. 
481 Interview rural/2, para. 8. Similarly interview 2/5, para. 10, interview 3/1, para. 8, 
interview 4/2, para. 5-6, interview 4/3, para. 9-10, interview 4/4, para. 8, interview 
4/5, para. 8. 
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invites the author to accompany her to the local pension fund, so that she 

can see for herself how appallingly the authorities work.482 

Many of these criticisms of the institutions resonate the problem of 

corruptibility – with explicit references in the comments on the judiciary 

and the law enforcement institutions and implicitly in the complaints about 

the over-bureaucratisation of public administration, where obstacles and 

hold-ups often create the famous “stenka”-situations that demand 

informal solutions. Many interview partners share situations in which they 

have been forced to resort to informal practices,483 but direct criticism of 

this fact is rare.484  

That the majority does not even deem it worth to bemoan the rampant 

corruption they meet in their everyday dealings with the authorities is 

rather disturbing, not only because it shows to which extent corruption is 

the norm and to which extent people got used to it. It is also disconcerting 

from a democracy theory perspective because recent findings support 

the view that perceptions on the micro level, i.e. citizens’ personal 

perceptions of petty corruption, have a decisive influence on their 

satisfaction with democracy and their regime evaluations, and impact 

them more than the perception they have about corruption on the macro 

level.485  

 

Summarising the analysis of statements pertaining to the output side of 

legitimacy, i.e. to the functionality of concrete institutions, stark criticism is 

articulated with regard to three vital areas for the rule of law and a 

functioning state – the judiciary, the law enforcement agencies and public 

administration. All three can be described as dysfunctional in varying 

degrees and there is ample evidence both in our sample and from a 

number of other studies and surveys that they are plagued by 

inefficiency, incompetence and corruption. But although the criticism 

voiced is based on current deficiencies, the way it is put forth in some 
 

482 See interview 2/2, para. 4. 
483 See interview 1/1, para. 4, interview 2/6, para. 7-8, interview 3/1, para. 10, 
interview 3/4, para. 10-11, interview 4/2, para. 10, interview 4/5, para. 13-16, 
interview rural/3, para. 8-10. 
484 The only exception being the chemist from Volgograd, who clearly condemns the 
local authorities for their corruptibility and is very keen to show how corrupt they are 
(see interview 2/2, para. 8). 
485 See Stockemer, Daniel and Sundström, Aksel 2013, as footnote 85 and Debiel 
and Gawrich (eds.) 2013, as footnote 22, p. 7.  



133 
 

cases very much reflects Soviet lines of thought. This is felt in the 

accusations that “there is no law”486 and that “the police do not protect 

the people, but the authorities”.487 Statements like these show continuity 

to Soviet times by viewing justice and law enforcement agencies as 

repressive parts of the state administration.488  

 

I will now move from evaluations of the functionality of concrete 

institutions to exploring expressions of trust towards the authorities in the 

form of institutions as well as in the form of people in power. Since trust – 

according to democracy theory – accumulates as a result of institutions 

being functional, i.e. competent to solve the issues at hand, efficient and 

trustworthy, it will come as no surprise that this rather means analysing 

expressions of distrust than expressions of trust. 

Starting with trust towards the authorities as a whole, i.e. institutions, it 

can be noted that there are some interview partners who differentiate 

between different authorities. Although being very critical of the local city 

administration – “[…] a nightmare, no one turns to them unless he really 

has to. There’s absolutely nothing to expect from them, they just sit and 

are paid for doing nothing, no one even takes notice of them”489 – the 

shoemaker from Perm is quite positive about the authorities as a whole: 

“It got better in comparison to Soviet times, I do like it [the authorities] 

now. They really try to do something for the people.”490 She is, however, 

the only one in the sample taking such a decidedly positive view of the 

authorities and the recent developments. The two other interview 

partners that restrict their criticism to one specific area of state 

administration do not deal out such compliments. One severely criticises 

the local authorities, yet displays trust in the federal ones, whereas the 

other one voices serious disapproval of the city administration against the 

backdrop of an overall sceptical stance towards the authorities.491 

 
486 Interview 4/4, para. 22. 
487 Interview 3/5, para. 12. 
488 This fully applies to the statements regarding law enforcement and partially to 
those regarding the judicial sphere. In the statements pertaining to public 
administration (and partly also pertaining to the judiciary) criticism is more 
straightforward and less generalising, aiming at over-bureaucratisation, 
incompetency and corruption, thus putting the current shortcomings in focus.  
489 Interview 4/1, para. 13. 
490 Interview 4/1, para. 34. 
491 See interview 2/2, para. 8 and interview 3/1, para. 8 and 26-27. 
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The great majority of the interview partners, however, is either sceptical 

or outright negative in its assessment of the authorities on the whole. The 

most devastating verdict is expressed by the lawyer and university 

lecturer from Moscow, who states that she does “not expect anything 

from it [the state], no services and no free health care” and makes it clear 

that this is her final verdict.492 Others are equally fatalistic like the broker 

from Perm who notes that many areas are not working as they should 

and is convinced that “in this country no change is possible”493 or the 

engineer whose only comment is that since he is living in Russia, he has 

to put up with the way the state authorities work.494 This again coincides 

with comparative studies on popular evaluations of the authorities in post-

communist societies that “reveal considerable scepticism toward public 

institutions”.495 It is also reflected in the latest World Value Survey on 

Russia showing that 55.3 percent of the Russian population have either 

not very much confidence in the authorities or no confidence at all.496 

When switching from expressions of (dis-)trust towards the authorities as 

a whole to these towards people in power, the most common criticism 

is referring to the phenomenon of grand corruption and thus is again an 

expression of distrust. All interview partners, that mention corruption on 

the higher levels as a problem, do characterise their relationship with the 

state as negative or difficult and are frequently establishing a direct 

connection between the two facts themselves. So the answer of the 

lawyer and university lecturer from Moscow, when asked about her 

relation to the state, is “I do not foster any illusions”, followed by the 

 
492 See interview 1/4, para. 21. 
493 Interview 4/2, para. 25. 
494 In Russian: “pridetsja smirit’sja“, see interview 4/3, para. 19. For other negative 
evaluations see: interview 1/1, para. 14, interview 3/4, para. 25, interview, 3/5, para. 
11, interview 4/4, para. 22, interview 4/5, para. 28, interview rural/1, para. 26, 
interview rural/2, para. 22. For a sceptical stance, see: interview 1/2, para. 12, 
interview 2/3, para. 23, interview 3/1, para. 8 and 26-27, interview 3/2, para. 22, 
interview 5/1, para. 12, interview 5/4, para. 8, interview rural/3, para. 16. When 
mentioning reform, the common attitude is that the system defies improvements 
(see interview 4/2, para. 25 and interview 4/3, para. 19 above). Only one interview 
partner of all those displaying a negative or sceptical attitude did indirectly allow for 
the possibility of reform saying that there is a lot left to be done (see interview 3/2, 
para. 22). 
495 See Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 69, mainly referring to studies of William 
Mishler, Richard Rose and Susan Rose-Ackerman. See also Karklins, Rasma 2002, 
as footnote 25, p. 23. 
496 World Value Survey, as footnote 470, Confidence: The civil service. The survey 
asked about confidence in “gosudarstvennye učreždenija” and uses the expression 
“civil service” in the English translation. 
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matter-of-fact statement that when she pays her taxes, she bids farewell 

to her money, since she is “perfectly aware of the large-scale kickbacks 

at the higher levels”.497 

The accountant from Perm is even more direct, summarising his feelings 

towards the state with the words: “Well, the state – people there only care 

about how they can manage to grab something for themselves and we 

are on our own with our problems.”498 Others do not link the two 

phenomena explicitly, but are equally blunt in criticising corruption on the 

higher levels while displaying low trust towards the state independently of 

their complaints about corruption.499 

The fact that endemic corruption has a negative effect on the 

development of trust in institutions is widely supported by quantitative 

research for regions all around the world.500 William Mishler and Richard 

Rose showed for ten post-communist countries including Russia that a 

higher level of corruption goes hand in hand with a lower level of political 

trust.501 Christopher Anderson and Yuliya Tverdova, researching 16 

mature and newly established democracies (including Russia) worldwide, 

demonstrated that citizens in countries with higher levels of corruption 

express more negative evaluations of the performance of the political 

system and exhibit lower levels of trust in civil servants.502 

When assessing the origins of the propensity of state officials to act 

corruptly the same interview partner can express quite contradictory 

opinions. The broker from Perm, for example, states at one instance that 

“civil servants work for themselves and not for us”,503 clearly showing that 

she does not think that in their decisions they are following 

considerations of the common good but rather “sectional or private 

concerns”, in the words of Philipp Pettit.504 On the other hand she 

 
497 Interview 1/4, para. 21. 
498 Interview 4/5, para. 28. 
499 See interview 3/4, para. 24-25 and interview 3/5, para. 4-6 and 10-13. 
500 For a quantitative analysis of European countries and a comparison between 
former socialist and “Western” countries see Kubbe, Ina 2013, as footnote 82, 
pp. 130-131 in particular. For Asia see Chang, Eric C. and Chu, Yun-han 2006, as 
footnote 82, for Latin America see Seligson, Mitchell A.: “The Impact of Corruption 
on Regime Legitimacy. A Comparative Study of Four Latin American Countries”. In: 
Journal of Politics 64 (2002:2), 408–433. 
501 See Mishler, William and Rose, Richard 2001, as footnote 88. 
502 See Anderson, Christopher J. and Tverdova, Yuliya V. 2003, as footnote 82. 
503 Interview 4/2, para. 7. 
504 Pettit 1997, as footnote 449, p. 210. 
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displays understanding for civil servants’ actions and the temptations of 

the office, excusing them by saying that “[…] we are all human beings. I 

understand that they make use of the possibilities that their position 

offers to them”.505 She is thus using both categories that Pettit offers to 

distinguish between: A cynic attitude towards those individuals that seek 

and get power that he considers the more harmful variant both in terms of 

containment and in terms of undermining public-spiritedness. And an 

attitude that he calls realistic as it takes into account what power can do 

to anyone who gets it.506  

The small business owner from Magnitogorsk, too, expresses his 

conviction that public officials and politicians are inherently corrupt by 

saying “back then [in the nineties] and now they are robbing the country, 

everything is driven by corrupt profit which leads to certain political 

decisions”.507 But he can also be benign and understanding – “I do not 

condemn the public official – those people are put in this framework and 

then they act this way [i.e. take bribes], this is how the system is devised. 

[…] Power has a negative influence, the person sees that there is the 

possibility to act like that […] and takes advantage of this.”.508  

While the broker really appears to be torn between two interpretations 

about the reasons for public officials’ corrupt actions, the small business 

owner’s statements are contradictory only at first glance. When taking a 

closer look he makes a careful distinction between higher level officials 

and politicians on the one hand, whom he obviously holds to be 

inherently corrupt, and street-level officials on the other, whom he deems 

to be corrupted by the system. The same distinction is made by the 

accountant from Perm, whose deprecatory evaluation of higher level 

officials has been quoted above509 and who is similarly sympathetic when 

it comes to street-level officials. 510 This attitude reflecting contempt for 

the self-serving elites in power that are held responsible for a system of 

corruption that penetrates all levels of public administration is probably 
 

505 Interview 4/2, para. 23. 
506 See Pettit 1997, as footnote 449, pp. 210–211. 
507 Interview 3/5, para. 4. 
508 Ibid., para. 26. 
509 See page 93. 
510 See interview 4/5, para. 24: “I do understand those that ask for bribes or take 
them – after all they have made it into a good position […], moreover it’s possible 
that they are not acting on their own initiative, but have to deliver a certain amount of 
“grey” returns to their superior.” 
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expressed most aptly by another interview partner who cites the famous 

Russian proverb referring to corruption on the macro level: “For me it’s 

very clear, the rot starts at the top – if things do not work at the top, they 

won’t work on the lower levels either.”511  

Interestingly, survey data shows that the power elites themselves share 

this popular opinion – a survey among legislators, top leaders from 

ministries, the judiciary and other high-ranking officials conducted in 

Russia showed that 61 percent agree with the statement that public 

officials are more interested in their own well-being than in the public 

good.512 It is therefore not surprising that a study asking about the most 

fitting adjectives to describe characteristic features of post-soviet rule in 

Russia produced “criminal, corrupt” as the most frequent answer. 513 This 

verdict is confirmed by other, more recent surveys in which Russian 

citizens routinely respond that they hold their government officials to be 

corrupt and self-serving.514  

 

Summarising, the exploration of expressions of trust both towards the 

authorities and towards people in power is indeed almost exclusively an 

analysis of expressions of distrust. The authorities in general have been 

assessed negatively or with great scepticism with rare cases of interview 

partners making exceptions for certain areas of civil service. This general 

assessment of the authorities is again very close to the scepticism 

 
511 Interview 3/4, para. 24-25. In Russian the proverb goes “Ryba gniët s golovy" 
(literally “The fish rots starting from the head”).  
The results of our sample regarding the different attitudes towards higher level and 
street-level officials are supported by other studies on the post-soviet region, see 
Miller, Grodeland and Koshechkina 2001, as footnote 23, p. 64. 
512 See Steen, Anton: “How Elites View Corruption and Trust in Post-Soviet States”. 
In: Global Corruption Report 2004. London, 323–325. Quite similar findings are the 
result of a discourse analysis of political elites conducted by Michael Urban: The 
state is the resource to drain, not the vehicle by which to provide for the public good, 
and the people are to be kept back by all means so that social demands do not 
overwhelm the private interests of state actors (see Urban, Michael: Cultures of 
Power in Post-Communist Russia. An Analysis of Elite Political Discourse. New 
York ; London 2010. 
513 See the national representative survey of 1,500 respondents dating from 1998 in 
Chen and Sil 2002 as quoted by Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 69.  
514 See Lipman, Masha: “Russia’s No-Participation Pact” (2011). 
(http://carnegie.ru/2011/03/30/russia-s-no-participation-pact/b16i, last accessed 25 
April 2017), inter alia referring to a survey dating from 2010 that established that 80 
percent of the Russian citizens believe that “many civil servants practically defy the 
law”. 
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prevalent in Soviet times and is symptomatic for the whole post-soviet 

region.515 

The outcome regarding the assessment of people in power is similarly 

dire. Of those interview partners that have made statements about 

higher-level officials and the power elites, all of them criticise their self-

serving behaviour, thus expressing an assessment that seriously conflicts 

with the development of trust towards them – a connection which two 

interviewees even point out explicitly.516 Although party elites in Soviet 

times have been far from blameless, the scale and frequency of grand 

corruption among high-level officials and the ruling elite is a problem that 

took a new scale after the fall of the Soviet Union. The criticism regarding 

distrust towards people in power is therefore largely based on current 

shortcomings and resembles the status quo described by Persson, 

Rothstein et al. studying countries with systemic corruption where they 

find that grand corruption is frequently used as an excuse to justify one’s 

own corrupt actions.517  

We should, however, note that criticism about people in power on the 

whole is rare, suggesting that there are more pressing issues that the 

interview partners wished to bring forth to discuss during the interviews.  

Interestingly, the stance towards corruption of public officials on the 

street-level is quite different: Although people are not happy with the 

widespread corruption, many of them exhibit understanding for the fact 

that the civil servants act that way which they explain with the temptation 

of the office,518 the corrupting effect of power519 or the demands of the 

system.520  

 

 
515 See Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 69. 
516 See also Manʹko, Aleksandr V.: Korrupcija v Rossii. Osobennosti nacionalʹnoj 
bolezni. Moscow 2012who confirms the correlation between corrupt officials and 
citizens that do not develop trust in them which in turn causes decreasing levels of 
support for state institutions in Russia. 
517 In their study Persson, Rothstein et al. tried to establish the reasons for 
corruption being pervasive in countries with systemic corruption using Kenia and 
Uganda as sample countries. Their finding is that in such a setting the decision of 
playing the corrupt game or not sums up to being a problem of collective action (see 
{Persson 2012 #155, in particular pp. 12-15}). 
518 See interview 3/1, para. 23, interview 4/2, para. 23, interview 4/5, para. 24. 
519 See interview 2/6, para. 12, interview 3/5, para. 26. 
520 See interview 2/2, para. 16, interview 3/5, para. 26, interview 4/5, para. 24, 
interview rural/ 2, para. 18. 
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Having analysed the statements pertaining to the functionality of concrete 

institutions as well as the expressions of trust or distrust towards the 

institutions and towards those in power I will now return to the more 

general motivations for a negative stance towards the state that the 

interview partners voiced in immediate connection to their evaluation of 

the relationship, since they allow us to draw conclusions about their 

overall concept of the state. 

In this context, by far the most common criticism was referring to the fact 

that the state fails to take care of its people. That this quality is being 

expected from the state has been proved a typical legacy of the Soviet 

era, since in these times the main function of the state was perceived as 

that of a “provider of welfare and social justice”.521 The provision of public 

goods like material welfare, social security and work for everybody 

remains an important part of the post-soviet conception of the main state 

functions to this day.522 This expectation resounds in the interview 

partners’ comments on the state not fulfilling his duties, e.g. when the 

driver from Tyumen complains that “the state does not care for its 

people”523 or when the primary school teacher from a rural area shares 

that “I feel left alone with my problems”.524 It is likewise reflected in more 

comprehensive criticism of the poorly developed system of social security 

as in “[…] there is hardly any social security, the only thing that I ever 

made use of was the child benefit.”525  

The concept of a caring state in a material sense goes hand in hand with 

a specific conception of freedom and of dis-involvement as the 

 
521 Meyer, Gerd 2008, as footnote 71, p. 119 who attributes this expectation as 
typical for post-soviet Russia based on the specific values and principles passed 
down from Soviet times. For more detail see ibid., pp. 88–92. For the legacy of 
expecting the state to care for the people by way of an extensive welfare state, see 
also Dobson, Richard B.: “Communism's Legacy and Russian Youth”. In: James R. 
Millar and Sharon L. Wolchik (eds.). The Social Legacy of Communism. Cambridge, 
MA 1994, 229–251. 
522 See Meyer, Gerd: “Formal and Informal Politics. Questions, Concepts and 
Subjects”. In: Gerd Meyer (ed.). Formal Institutions and Informal Politics in Central 
and Eastern Europe: Hungary, Poland, Russia and Ukraine. 2., edition, Opladen, 
Farmington Hills 2008, 15–142. 
523 Interview 5/1, para. 12. 
524 Interview rural/1, para. 26. Similarly: “I think the state should be there for its 
people, but in our case it’s the reverse” (interview 3/5, para. 12), “We are on our own 
with our problems” (interview 4/5, para. 28), “the state is not there for the people” 
(interview rural/2, para. 22). 
525 Interview rural/1, para. 26. Similarly: “ […] the minimal social security it [the state] 
offers can only be compared with Asian countries, not with the European level.” 
(interview 1/2, para. 12) 
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chemist from Volgograd shows comprehensively: “[…] it is the duty of the 

state to take care that the people can live in dignity; [the state] should 

ensure public safety […] and should not disturb us.”526 The latter demand 

is voiced repeatedly, e.g. by the small business owner from 

Magnitogorsk, who confirms with his statement that reality tends to be 

different: “The state never helped, it only annoyed. I would wish that it 

would not meddle with its idiotic laws. When it does not help, it should at 

least not disturb.”527 Even Mikhail Khodorkovsky articulates the same 

demand, if only somewhat more eloquently: “[…] we would have state 

authority as a blessing that would not disturb us”,528 showing that the 

wish of non-interference by the state is deeply entrenched and 

symptomatic for the post-soviet society. It is a wish that is quite 

understandable given the history of the obtrusive Soviet state, trying to 

re-educate its citizens and thus interfering with a number of areas of life, 

and is connected to a specific concept of “freedom” dominating in the 

post-soviet region: One that emphasises individual freedoms, i.e. 

personal and material independence, and is mostly related to a free 

private life and a lot less concerned with the freedoms as a group or a 

nation. 529  

This understanding of how the relationship between the citizen and the 

state should be organised (as opposed to what it is like in reality) is 

closely connected to an aspect that we have already dealt with in the 

preceding chapter – the conception of “us”, the people, and “them”, the 

state authorities, opposing each other.530 There is ample evidence for the 

perception of the state and the people as parallel spheres in our 

interview sample as in statements like “I rather feel there is a distance 

between us” or “they could not care less about us”. 531 In a study asking 

about the most characteristic features of post-soviet rule in Russia 41 

 
526 In Russian “ne meshat“, interview 2/2, para. 10. 
527 Interview 3/5, para. 11. See also interview 2/3, para. 23. 
528 As quoted by Luneev, V. V. 2007, as footnote 468, p. 21. 
529 Much less importance is given to the rights of the active citizen and its freedom 
as a group or a nation which would include the right to organise in groups, to protest 
openly and to have a choice in a system of organised pluralism, see Meyer, Gerd 
2008, as footnote 71, pp. 90–92. 
530 See chapter 1.2, pp. 18-19 for a general introduction and chapter 4.3, pp. 108-
109 for examples in the interview sample. 
531 Interview 3/2, para. 23 and interview 3/5, para. 39. See also interview 1/3, para. 
22-23, interview 3/1, para. 26-27, interview 3/5, 12, interview 4/2, para. 26, interview 
4/5, para. 27-28, interview rural/1, para. 26. 
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percent of the respondents chose “remote, alien” as the most fitting 

adjectives.532  

But someone speaking about a distance between him/ her and the state 

frequently also reports that “I do not have the feeling that I have any 

influence on what is happening.” 533 Whether this feeling is real or 

perceived, the effect it has is straightforward – it results in withdrawal 
from the public sphere and disengagement. In our sample, this is 

illustrated demonstratively by a fairly young pharmacist who stated that “I 

think nothing of politics and do not want to have anything to do with it” as 

well as by an elderly plasterer who made it quite clear that she wants to 

keep her distance to politics, as soon as the topic of elections was 

raised. 534 Gerd Meyer confirms this attitude as typical for the post-soviet 

region noting that power in the sense of the Russian “vlast’” is seen as 

existing parallel to the people and that it is deemed neither necessary nor 

natural for the citizens to have the right to influence or to control this 

power.535 Andrea Sanjian, too, sees an important result of legislation in 

the Soviet era to convey the message that it is the state that sets the 

standards for society, not vice versa.536 

So all elements of this specific post-soviet conception of the state are 

heavily imprinted by the Soviet past and point in a similar direction: The 

expectation of a caring state in the material sense emphasises an 

exclusive output orientation, which is predominating over a participatory 

input orientation.537 Seeing the ideal relationship to the state as one 

where the state does not meddle and conceiving freedom as the 

individual freedom to live one’s life without interference also speaks of 

dis-involvement of the citizens. This theoretical conception of a life 

without state interference finds its echo in the daily experience that the 

world is divided in us, the people, and them, the state authorities, as a 

result of seeing the state in an enemy position. It gives people the feeling 

that they have no power to influence the course of things and is, thus, 
 

532 Only “criminal, corrupt” was more widespread, see the national representative 
survey of 1,500 respondents dating from 1998 in Chen and Sil 2002 as quoted by 
Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 69. 
533 Interview 3/2, para. 23.  
534 See Interview 1/2, para. 14-15 and interview 1/1, para. 15-16. 
535 See Meyer, Gerd 2008, as footnote 71, p. 105, drawing on findings of Elena 
Šestopal in Šestopal, Elena: Psichologija Vosprijatija Vlasti. Moscow 2002. 
536 See Sanjian, Andrea Stevenson 1994, as footnote 65, p. 119. 
537 See Meyer, Gerd 2008, as footnote 71, p. 92. 
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again nurturing an attitude of disengagement. This attitude is in stark 

contrast to the active citizenry and to collective participation in the 

process of political decision-making, which we have established as a 

third area connected to the sphere of the state vital for a well-functioning 

democracy. 

 

To be able to gauge this third precondition more thoroughly, we will take 

a closer look at the stance the interview partners of our sample displayed 

towards elections – a crucial way to take part in political decision-making 

which at the same time consumes minimal time and effort and is open to 

everybody. To speak about their attitude towards elections was an 

integral part of the interview set-up and all but one interview partner 

expressed their opinion on this topic, some in more elaborate ways than 

others.538  

Naturally, the attitude towards elections reflects not only former legacies, 

but also today’s situation in a hybrid political regime, stuck between 

authoritarianism and democracy, for which categorizations range from 

defective or delegative democracy539 to competitive authoritarianism540 

with an increasing propensity towards hardening autocratic rule from mid-

2012 onwards.541  

At the time of interview in late 2012 the country had witnessed the 

repeated switch of power from Medvedev to Putin announced by 

Medvedev in September 2011, parliamentary elections accompanied by 

strong allegations of massive vote rigging in December 2011, the 

presidential election in March 2012 and Putin’s inauguration for a third 

presidential term in May 2012. It had also seen a surprisingly vital protest 

movement triggered by the highly controversial parliamentary elections 

and rekindling around the presidential elections in spring 2012 and the 

presidential inauguration in May of that year followed by a reactionary 

 
538 It is interview 2/5 with the monosyllabic young man from Volgograd that is the 
odd one out.  
539 Eicher, Claudia and Beichelt, Timm 2006, as footnote 80, pp. 341–343, with the 
term “delegative democracy” having been framed by O'Donnell, Guillermo: 
“Delegative Democracy”. In: Journal of Democracy 5 (1994:1), 55–69. 
540 Levitsky, Steven and Way, Lucan A.: “The Rise of Competitive Authoritarianism. 
Elections Without Democracy”. In: Journal of Democracy Vol. 13 (2) (2002: April 
2002), 51–65 
541 See Stoner, Kathryn: “Whither Russia? Autocracy Is Here for Now, but Is It Here 
to Stay?”. In: Perspectives on Politics 10 (2012:4), 969–977, here p. 969. 
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turnaround with laws severely cutting back civil liberties like the right to 

assemble. 

It is against this backdrop of authoritarian deterioration and in a setting 

with a non-democratic tradition dating from Soviet times that statements 

about elections have been made. Not surprisingly, a feeling of futility with 

regard to the effect of elections is shared by the majority of the interview 

partners, usually in combination with a negative attitude towards 

elections or at times with an indifferent one.542  

A young computer scientist from Volgograd characterises the situation as 

“vybor bez vybora”543 since he is convinced that the results are decided 

beforehand. The only reason for which he votes is that the polling station 

is organised in his old school and thus the elections are one of the few 

occasions for him to meet up with his old friends.544 The view is equally 

supported by the young broker from Perm, who states: “The elections 

have no importance to me, no matter on which level. The outcome is 

predetermined – now it’s Putin, the next time Putin, then it will be 

Medvedev again. At some time in the future this might change, but not for 

the moment.”545 Another young woman with a rural background calls the 

elections a mockery that does not reflect the intentions of the voters 

anyway.546  

We can note that it is particularly the young that show this feeling of 

futility with regard to elections. Of the eleven interviewees convinced that 

the elections offer no choice one is in the age group of 19-25 years and 

another four are between 26-35 years (see Table 8 below). Their attitude 

towards elections will have been predominantly formed by the experience 

of elections in the Putin years.547 According to the democratic theory set 

out before, this feeling of not having any impact would entail withdrawal 
 

542 Indifference was shown by 5 interview partners in interviews: 2/1, para.11, 3/2, 
para. 27, 4/3, para. 21, 5/1, para. 14 and rural/2, para. 25; A negative stance was 
exhibited by 9 interview partners in interviews: 2/6, para. 28, 3/1, para. 29, 3/3, para. 
30, 3/4, para. 26, 3/5, para. 41, 4/2, para. 29, 4/4, para. 26, 4/5, para. 32 and rural/1, 
para. 32. 
543 A pun playing with the Russian word “vybor” meaning both choice and elections, 
literally “elections without a choice” (interview 2/6, para. 28). 
544 See interview 2/6, para. 28. 
545 Interview 4/2, para. 29.  
546 See interview rural/1, para. 32. 
547 Considered to be the period between Putin first taking office as president in 2000 
through the time as prime minister up until taking office as president again, i.e. the 
period in which he has been the political figure defining the path of the Russian 
polity. 
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from the political sphere and, correspondingly, recent opinion polls show 

that it is particularly among the younger generations that political 

participation is declining in Russia. 548 However, even among the young 

we find statements that show a strong Soviet imprint as with the 

dismissive attitude towards politics on the whole that the pharmacist – 32 

years old at the time of interview – showed when the topic of elections 

was raised.549 

But it is not only the young that are frustrated. Interviewees of all age 

groups comment on the futility of elections and complain that they have 

no chance to influence political decision-making in their country (see 

Table 8 below).  

So the driver from Tyumen, 51 years old at the time of interview, asked 

about elections just retorts: “I really do not care about them, everything is 

determined in advance.”550 Even those that have once been inspired by 

the democratic awakening of the late Gorbachev era retreat – “when I 

was 18 [in 1988] and voted for the first time I thought it was important, 

that my vote really could make a difference, now I do not think so” the 

real-estate agent from Magnitogorsk states regretfully.551 He thus proves 

demonstratively, that the tendency displayed by him is caused by the 

degradation of electoral fairness during the Putin years. However – and 

not surprisingly – we also find the typical Soviet negative stance towards 

politics among the interview partners of the older age groups. So the 

elderly plasterer from Moscow makes it quite clear that she wants to keep 

her distance to politics and that elections mean nothing to her, showing 

that for her elections equal politics and implying that politics themselves 

are to be regarded as something bad, dishonest, something decent 

people will avoid being in touch with.552  

 
548 See Kravchuk, Natasha: “Culture, Democracy & the Child's Right to Express His/ 
Her Views (Russian Perspective)”. In: The Irish Review of Community Economic 
Development Law and Policy 1 (2) (2012), 63–82, here p. 65 and World Value 
Survey, as footnote 470, Vote in elections: National level broken down by age. 
549 As cited above (see p. 141) – when the pharmacist was asked about her attitude 
towards elections, her prompt answer was: “I think nothing of politics and do not 
want to have anything to do with it” (interview 1/2, para. 14-15). 
550 Interview 5/1, para. 13-14. 
551 Interview 3/1, para. 29. 
552 See interview 1/1, para. 15-16. As described above, p. 141, this view has been 
shown as prevalent among many in the post-soviet region as a Soviet legacy (see 
Meyer, Gerd 2008, as footnote 71, p. 105 and Sanjian, Andrea Stevenson 1994, as 
footnote 65, p. 119). 
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Interview Summarised quote Age 
group 

Education Profession 

2/6 do participate, but 

without faith 

19-25 university computer 

scientist 

3/1 vote does not make 

a difference 

36-45 university real-estate 

agent 

3/3 do participate, but 

without faith 

46-55 polytechnikum 

 

accountant 

3/4 there is no faith, 

they do what they 

want 

26-35 university foreign 

language 

teacher 

3/5 they do what they 

want with our votes 

46-55 university small 

business 

owner 

4/2 no importance, 

outcome is 

predetermined 

26-35 university broker 

4/4 there is no choice 

 

26-35 university lawyer 

4/5 elections do not 

decide anything, 

predetermined 

46-55 university accountant 

5/1 doesn’t care, 

outcome is 

predetermined 

46−55 polytechnikum driver 

rural/1 elections are 

mockery, do not 

reflect voters’ 

intention 

26-35 university primary 

school 

teacher 

rural/2 convinced that they 

have no effect 

36-45 school drop-

out 

driver 

 
Table 8: Interviewees convinced that elections have no effect 
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The opposite stance – a positive and affirmative attitude towards 

elections – is taken by only four interview partners (see Table 9 below). 

Interestingly, all but one were in their late thirties at the time of interview, 

thus having lived their formative years during the democratic awakening 

at the end of Gorbachev’s perestroika and in the beginning of the Yeltsin 

years. But contrary to the real-estate agent mentioned above they have 

stuck to their idealist convictions of these times notwithstanding the 

obvious degradation of democratic standards during the post-Yeltsin 

times. 

The historian and university lecturer from Moscow deems elections very 

important at every level and points out how much fighting had to be done 

to win the right to vote. She adds that when you refrain from voting you 

have no right to complain.553  

 

Interview Summarised 
quote 

Age 
group 

Education Profession 

1/3 elections are very 

important, on every 

level  

26-35 PhD university 

lecturer/ 

historian 

1/4 votes and 

encourages 

students to do so 

36-45 PhD university 

lecturer/ lawyer 

2/2 elections are 

important, have to 

show the state 

what we think 

56-83 university chemist 

2/3 elections are 

important and duty 

of the citizen 

36-45 university lawyer 

 
Table 9: Interviewees that show a positive attitude towards elections 
 

 
553 See interview 1/3, para. 34. 
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The lawyer from Volgograd emphasizes that elections constitute “one of 

the possibilities to really do something”, a view that is supported by the 

elderly chemist from Volgograd.554 

All of the aforementioned interview partners are certainly aware of the 

disputable fairness of elections in the Russian Federation, yet still deem it 

necessary to support the institution of voting as something highly 

valuable. They hold dear the idea of democratic values – values they 

embraced in their formative years that coincided with the democratic 

spirit of the late 1980ies and early 1990ies – notwithstanding the adverse 

conditions for their realisation they meet in today’s political context. This 

paradox position is explicitly pointed out by another lawyer and university 

lecturer stating that “I do vote and I also encourage my students to 

participate in elections, even if I do not foster any illusions as to the effect 

elections have”.555  

The widespread mistrust in the effectivity of elections in our sample 

corresponds with public opinion research that shows that the majority of 

Russians does not believe they can influence the decision-making 

process in their country. 556 This again has very palpable consequences 

that the primary teacher from Magnitogorsk demonstratively illustrates: 

“People aren’t stupid, when they see that they can’t change anything, 

they will just mind their own business,” she explains.557 Her observation 

is in line with what Petrov, Lipman et al. have called Russia’s non-

participation pact – a political alienation that is accepted by an 

overwhelming majority of Russians who willingly abandon the political 

realm and shift their interest to the private sphere.558 

So summarising the analysis with regard to political participation the 

statements in the present interview sample illustrate two factors that are 

provoking the same reaction. It is both the accumulated experiences with 

the political system of the Putin era as well as the Soviet legacy of 

 
554 Interview 2/3, para. 26. In a similar vein: interview 2/2, para. 11. 
555 Interview 1/4, para. 23. 
556 See Natasha Kravchuk referring to survey data of VTsIOM and the Public 
Opinion Foundation confirming that Russians do not think they can influence 
decision-making in their country (Kravchuk, Natasha 2012, as footnote 548, p. 65).  
557 Interview 3/4, para. 25.  
558 See Kravchuk, Natasha 2012, as footnote 548, p. 71 and Petrov, Nikolai, Lipman, 
Masha and Hale, Henry E.: “Overmanaged Democracy in Russia. Governance 
Implications of Hybrid Regimes”. In: Carnegie Papers - Russia and Eurasia Program 
(2010:106), here p. 13. 
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parallel spheres that make people disengage and withdraw themselves 

from the public sphere, feeling no or very little responsibility about what is 

going on in their country.559   

 

Stepping back from what has been covered so far – analysing what the 

interview sample reveals with regard to the state-related qualities that a 

democratic polity needs – a number of factors coincide. Legitimacy is 

indeed low, which is partly due to the legacy of disrespect for authority 

and of keeping one’s distance towards the state and state institutions, 

partly due to very palpable dysfunctionalities that impede output 

legitimacy to accumulate. According to the present interview sample, the 

latter are felt most severely in the sphere of the judiciary and of law 

enforcement and they are reinforced by another legacy marked by the 

Soviet past – the legacy of regarding the law enforcement agencies as 

repressive part of the state administration. 

Analysing public trust, a similar mixture of today’s and Soviet factors is 

found. When trying to establish the feeling displayed towards the 

authorities in general, the typical Soviet or post-soviet scepticism is the 

most prevalent attitude. When examining the relationship towards people 

in power, a more contemporary grievance is brought to the fore – grand 

corruption, i.e. the problem of rampant corruption among high-level 

officials and politicians, that impedes trust to build up. So summarising 

there is an overall lack of public trust based on both Soviet attitudinal 

patterns and current dysfunctionalities.  

Looking at the quality of political participation, the majority of statements 

shows that the interview partners do not have any faith that their vote will 

have an effect and see the elections as something futile, thus reflecting 

 
559 This is also being confirmed by survey evidence, see a Levada survey dating 
from 2006 that found that nearly three-fifths of adult Russian citizens felt “absolutely 
no” responsibility for what happens in their country, with an additional quarter feeling 
only a tiny amount of responsibility (Petrov, Nikolai, Lipman, Masha and Hale, Henry 
2010, as footnote 558, p. 12).  
Some authors hold even more ancient patterns responsible for this attitude – i.e. 
Natasha Kravchuk who sees not only a combination of current factors and the 
perpetuation of Soviet patterns at work, but connects it to the paternalistic legacy of 
state, orthodox church and family values. She points to the important influence of 
early-life socialisation with parents not allowing their children to participate in 
decision-making which is later transferred to the relationship with the state and 
results in what she calls infantilism of the Russian citizens (see Kravchuk, Natasha 
2012, as footnote 548, pp. 65, 70, 74, 79-80). 
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the ongoing derogation of democratic standards in today’s Russia.  

However, in the midst of the resignation about the current political 

situation, respondents also display the typical Soviet negative stance 

towards politics and the credo to hold one’s distance, interestingly 

independent of the age of the interview partner, i.e. showing that this 

conviction continues to be passed on.  

Two conclusions can therefore be derived: 1) all three state-related 

qualities that have been established in chapter 5.1 to be essential for a 

functioning democratic polity are found to be heavily challenged in 

contemporary Russia – (output) legitimacy is low, distrust is the prevalent 

feeling towards the authorities and to many, political participation does 

not seem to have any effect. 2) People’s statements present an overall 

combination of reacting to today’s deficiencies while displaying 

yesterday’s attitudes. These Soviet attitudes in turn reinforce the adverse 

effects of the current shortcomings and create a vicious circle. This holds 

particularly for the statements asserting a high degree of disregard for the 

state. Under these circumstances the number of interview partners 

speaking of a negative relationship towards the state (17 out of 24) 

mentioned on the outset is hardly surprising.  

 

I will now move on to analyse the elements necessary for a well-

functioning democracy that are related to society, starting with 

expressions about social trust or distrust. I will then look at the way 

respondents spoke about community bearing in mind the importance of 

having a feeling and concern for the whole and will close with an analysis 

of their ways of getting involved to establish to which degree we can 

speak of an active and participatory citizenry.560  

In their expressions touching the topic of social or interpersonal trust, 
the majority of the interviewees’ statements again reflects distrust. When 

interview partners were asked about what they would be prepared to do 

for society - many of them point out, that they would restrict their help to 

their circle of friends and acquaintances, to people they know or – even 

 
560 Obviously, what has been established earlier with regard to parallel spheres and 
disengagement already gives an idea which direction the analysis will point to. 
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narrower – their family and close friends:561 “I prefer to help those that I 

know” is the slightly uneasy answer of the driver from Tyumen.562 Why 

this is becomes clear from another interview partner’s reaction: “From 

time to time I give a pair of boots for free to someone who is hard up and 

whom I know. But I would not give anything just like that, without knowing 

if the person really is in need.”563 The shoemaker from Perm thus makes 

it clear that should she not know the person asking for help personally 

she would be highly wary of his or her honest intentions, showing a high 

degree of mistrust towards third persons. Very important is the 

categorization in “čužie” (“strangers) and “svoi” (“ours”) and helping 

strangers is something that is out of the question.564  

Others mention the same kind of thinking in their analysis of society, e.g. 

the young broker from Perm who criticises that there is no sense of 

community and that there are very little possibilities to do something 

meaningful for society, instead it’s “every man for himself”.565 The 

historian from Moscow attests the Russian society a period of 

indifference for the whole using the idiomatic “moja xata s kraju”, literally 

“my hut is far away from it all”, meaning that you can’t be bothered with 

matters of public concern.566 

These observations correspond with the findings the World Value Survey 

established with regard to Russia in 2011. Asked how much you trust 

“people you meet for the first time”, as the survey chooses to describe 

strangers, as much as 75.6 percent of the respondents answered with 

complete or partial mistrust.567 Correspondingly, trust in family was found 

 
561 See interview 3/3, para. 32, interview 4/1, para. 42, interview 5/1, para. 16. Very 
interesting is the stance of the lawyer from Volgograd – a person who is highly 
active and does a lot for the community of the block in which she lives. Asked if she 
would be prepared to do something for society, she negates this very decidedly. Her 
involvement and judicial help in fighting a murky housebuilding project that violated a 
number of regulations, in getting a playground built, in leading the house council of 
the block she lives in and other engagement she strictly interprets as helping out 
friends (see interview 2/3, para. 11-15 and 28). 
562 Interview 5/1, para. 16. 
563 Interview 4/1, para. 42. 
564 See ibid. 
565 In Russian "každyj sam za sebja“, see interview 4/2, para. 32. 
566 See interview 1/3, para. 24. 
567 See World Value Survey, as footnote 470, V105 – How much you trust: People 
you meet for the first time. 32.4 percent of respondents answered that people you 
meet for the first time cannot be trusted at all and 43.7 percent of respondents 
replied that they cannot be trusted very much amounting to 75.6 percent in total. 
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highest (87.1 percent replied that they trust completely).568 The next 

category, however following by a large margin (the gap is more than 60 

percentage points when looking at complete trust displayed), is trust in 

people you know (20 percent trust completely, 62.2 percent trust 

somewhat)569 and the neighbourhood (18.4 percent trust completely, 

66.2 percent trust somewhat).570 So the circle of people trusted is very 

narrow and as soon as the personal link gets weaker, distrust is the 

dominating position. In their analysis of 10 post-communist countries 

including Russia, Mishler and Rose confirm that post-soviet/ post-

communist societies are “divided into large groups of individuals who 

fundamentally distrust […] their follow (sic) citizens, or at least are deeply 

sceptical of them, and a smaller group who trusts institutions and people, 

if only superficially”.571 Hence the observed mixture of interpersonal 

distrust and scepticism as the prevalent attitude towards others is a 

phenomenon typical for the whole post-soviet region.  

Consequently, the question on its origins arises. Clearly the insecurities 

of the 1990ies that have been felt in post-soviet countries to varying 

degrees, have contributed to reinforce this attitude, however, its roots are 

to be seen in Soviet times. As we have shown in chapter 1.3, in a 

situation in which all institutions of society were controlled by the state, 

however failed to fulfil their most imminent functions, people formed 

close-knit ties with family and friends in order to get by obvious 

dysfunctionalities and deficits. These informal networks were used 

against the state and created what Max Weber described as the “‘inner 

morality’ of trust in those you know, as opposed to the “outer morality” of 

distrust in outsiders”.572 Analogous to the situation in today’s Russia, “the 

 
568 See World Value Survey, as footnote 470, V102 – How much you trust: Your 
family. 
569 See ibid., V104 – How much you trust: People you know personally. 
570 See ibid., V103 – How much you trust: Your neighbourhood. See also Meyer, 
Gerd 2008, as footnote 71, p. 94. 
571 Mishler, William and Rose, Richard 2001, as footnote 88, p. 55. See also 
Budraitskis, Ilya: “Konservative Ideologie und die Besonderheiten des politischen 
Regimes in Russland”. In: Russland-Analysen (2018:358), 12–17, here p. 13 who 
speaks of complete distrust of all forms of social life that goes along with the 
renouncement of participation in political decision-making and elections or Eicher, 
Claudia and Beichelt, Timm 2006, as footnote 80, p. 360. 
572 Mishler, William and Rose, Richard 2001, as footnote 88, p. 56. The effects of 
these two forms of morality, which have been termed “misrecognition” by Ledeneva 
or “cognitive dissonance” by Sanjian, have been described earlier (see chapter 1.3): 
Members of the out-group are condemned for behaviour that would have been 
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radius of trust in Communist societies was short, including the family and 

close acquaintances but excluding most others”.573 A result of this 

division and dual standards is, according to Sanjian, an “unstable society 

in which respect for authority and for individuals is degraded”.574 She 

sees this as a manifestation of a long-term trend that began to evolve 

before Gorbachev’s perestroika and has been subsequently accelerated 

by the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the following reform 

politics.575 

However, when people look back today, statements like the verdict of the 

accountant from Perm comparing today’s human relations to those in 

Soviet times are very common: “There used to be more comradeship 

[…]. Now […] everybody only thinks and fights for himself.”576 The lawyer 

from Perm, much younger and as opposed to the accountant not having 

firsthand information about life in the Soviet Union, assesses the relations 

in a similar vein: “there was no money and people used to live on friendly 

terms and cooperated.”577 Looking back, people only see the in-group 

part of this arrangement and thus tend to romanticise, while the division 

in “us” and “them” shows that distrust was widespread in Soviet times, 

too.  

So with regard to social trust as the first societal criterion for a functioning 

democracy established in chapter 5.1, the analysis revealed that the 

characterising feeling towards others is one of distrust. As a legacy from 

Soviet times, reinforced by the insecurities of the transition period in the 

1990ies, people rely only on a very narrow circle of friends and family 

whom they trust, building and using informal networks that help them get 

by.   

 

When moving on to the question what people feel towards the 
community – which is very much related to the question of social trust 

 
acceptable within the in-group or actions that would be deviant within the own group 
are not seen as reproachable when committed towards someone in the out-group 
(see Sanjian, Andrea Stevenson 1994, as footnote 65, p. 127). 
573 Mishler, William and Rose, Richard 2001, as footnote 88, p. 56 citing Fukuyama, 
Francis: The Great Disruption. Human Nature and the Reconstitution of Social 
Order. New York ; London 1999.  
574 Sanjian, Andrea Stevenson 1994, as footnote 65, pp. 128, 129. 
575 See ibid., p. 128. 
576 Interview 4/5, para. 6. 
577 Interview 4/4, para. 4. She uses the Russian word “družno” which implies 
friendliness and comradeship at the same time. 
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analysed above – and trying to establish to which extent there is a 

concern for the whole, the answers point in a similar direction. The 

pharmacist from Moscow does not see much of a community, she 

deplores the individualisation of society and comments that in Soviet 

times (that she only knows from her childhood) people had a better 

relation towards the state and towards one another.578  

This view is being confirmed by the young broker from Perm who speaks 

of a development within society which as a result made people live more 

by themselves, individually. She, too, correlates this observation with the 

comment, that in Soviet times this used to be different, that “the people 

and the state belonged together and were regarded common ground”,579 

whereas now “these spheres are absolutely separated”.580 

The driver from a rural area observes something similar and also has an 

explanation as to where this development comes from. In his opinion the 

origin is to be seen in the “lawlessness”581 of the 1990ies which had the 

effect that “people do not care about one another anymore”.582 Indeed, 

asked specifically about changes between Soviet times and today, 

people frequently point to a strong individualisation of society and 

emphasize that it is less important nowadays to help and support one 

another.583 Marc Morjé Howard confirms this sentiment in his study as 

 
578 See interview 1/2, para. 12. 
579 In Russian: "vse edinoe, obščee" (see interview 4/2, para. 26). 
580 Interview 4/2, para. 26. She, too, bases this comment on what she has heard 
from older people since she has been even younger than the pharmacist at the time 
of the collapse of the Soviet Union (6 years old; the pharmacist was 11 years old). 
581 He uses the Russian word “bespredel” (interview rural/2, para. 4). 
582 Interview rural/2, para. 4 (in Russian: “ne zabotjatsja”). The comparison of the 
1990ies and today is not spontaneous, however, it is a reaction to the question what 
kind of changes he can see between Soviet times, the 1990ies and today. 
583 A total of 8 respondents (of 16 who commented on this topic) made remarks 
regarding the complex of individualisation and less solidarity which predominantly 
had a negative connotation (interview 1/2, para. 12, interview 1/3, para. 27, interview 
4/2, para. 32, interview 4/4, para. 4, interview 4/5, para. 6, interview 5/1, para. 2, 
interview rural/2, para. 4; only one respondent worded his comment on more 
individuality neutrally, see interview rural/ 3, para. 4). The second most frequent 
comment was on commercialisation and on the fact that material goods obtained 
more importance (4 respondents: interview 1/3, para. 26, interview 2/1, para. 8, 
interview 2/6, para. 23−24, interview rural/1, para. 28; with one respondent 
combining both individualisation and commercialisation, see interview 1/3, para. 26-
27), followed by the observation that nowadays there are more liberties (3 
respondents: interview 2/1, para. 4, interview 2/2, para. 6, interview 4/5, para. 5) and 
less stability/ more insecurity (3 respondents: interview 3/4, para. 4, interview 4/5, 
para. 5, interview rural/1, para. 28; again with one respondent linking the two, more 
liberties and less stability, see interview 4/5, para. 5). 
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one of the key themes raised by respondents in Russia in their 

assessment of society.584 

So first of all the overall feeling is one of individualisation and of lack of 

solidarity – notions diametrically opposed to a sense of community. And 

although most of the interview partners deplore this development, it is the 

mode in which they operate, looking for individual rather than collective 

solutions to their problems, e.g. when solving a “stenka”-situation by way 

of paying a bribe rather than organising collective resistance. An 

illustrative example for this behaviour is given by the lawyer from 

Volgograd who tried to organise the parents in her daughter’s class in 

order to take some joint action, since the school demanded payment for 

textbooks that should have been provided free of charge. The parents 

refused to participate, “prefer[ring] to pay over claiming their right.”585 

This approach is also criticised by the young lawyer from Perm. She 

bemoans that the new liberties are not being used, that people are 

dissatisfied, but “without any collective action, their anger does not leave 

the privacy of their home […]”.586  

Other studies confirm this phenomenon, e.g. Ilya Budraitskis’ analysis of 

the Russian society, in which he points out the primacy of personal 

interest over public one, accompanied by a deep distrust towards all 

forms of public life.587 He points out that the common perception that 

state agencies are inefficient and corrupt does not lead to protests or 

demonstrations or other collective actions, but to the belief that the 

individual is in charge of finding a solution, not counting on the state.588  

This clear emphasis on an individual approach to solving one’s 

problems is in line with the general individualistic understanding of rights 

and liberties, attaching little importance to the liberties as part of a group 

or nation that we have described earlier and that has been established as 

symptomatic of the whole post-soviet region.589 

 
584 See Howard 2003, as footnote 83, p. 130. 
585 Interview 2/3, para. 15. 
586 Interview 4/4, para. 4. 
587 See Budraitskis, Ilya 2018, as footnote 571, p. 13. 
588 See ibid. 
589 See Meyer, Gerd 2008, as footnote 71, p. 90. This understanding is closely 
connected to the specific wish for non-interference and dis-involvement that we have 
described as deeply entrenched and symptomatic for the post-soviet society, see p. 
139. 
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Secondly, it is important to note – similar to what we have established 

with regard to trust towards others – that the conditions in Soviet times 

are perceived a lot more favourable with regard to solidarity within society 

and towards the state. Where the latter can be rated as retrospectively 

gilded memories – see chapter 1.2 on the negative stance towards the 

state during Soviet times and the legacy of acceptance towards corrupt 

behaviour that is harmful to the state590 – the former notion deserves a 

more scrupulous analysis. It is likewise connected to what I have called 

the in-group part of Soviet close-knit ties and to the supportive informal 

networks mentioned above that did indeed generate a strong feeling of 

security and solidarity.591 This feeling was heavily challenged by the 

near-collapse of state structures in the 1990ies and the introduction of 

market-oriented principles in their most radical form, so it is quite 

understandable why reminiscences of this solidarity are widespread and 

are even passed on to the next generation.  

Yet, although at first glance the presence of those tight-knit informal 

networks seems to point in the opposite direction, they did not represent 

a collective effort to overcome dysfunctionalities – rather they were an 

individual way of finding solutions to individual problems with the help of 

others.592 This goes along with the argument of Alena Ledeneva, who 

has worked extensively on informal networks in communist and post-

communist societies. She concludes that Soviet (as well as today’s post-

soviet) social networks account not only for enabling and compensatory 

functions, but also for an aggressive use with decisive repercussions for 

state and civil society. Due to their exploitative and parasitic nature they 

are detrimental to the development of a real civil society. 593 As has been 

set out in chapter 1.2, contrary to the interviewees’ perception scholarly 
 

590 See Sanjian, Andrea Stevenson 1994, as footnote 65, p. 116 who cites the 
famous Soviet-era adage – “He who does not steal from the state steals from his 
family.” – to illustrate this point. See also Ledeneva, Alena V. 2008, as footnote 25, 
p. 72 who speaks of a reciprocal parasitism between state and society in Soviet 
times. 
591 See p. 151. 
592 See Sanjian, Andrea Stevenson 1994, as footnote 65, p. 120 who describes a 
cultural affinity for communalism over self-interested individualism in Russian 
society, however states very clearly that this did not prevent people in Soviet times 
from acting egoistically, being remarkably adept at resisting cognitive dissonance. 
593 See Ledeneva, Alena V. 2008, as footnote 25, pp. 75–76. According to her, 
Soviet networks belong to the closed type and account for an anti-modern nature of 
institutions, for discipline imposed by ethics, etiquette and unwritten rules and where 
they hold those unwritten rules are followed more than laws. 
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discussion agrees that informal networks continue to play an important 

role in today’s post-soviet societies.  

Like in Soviet times, when the majority of interactions and transaction 

took place within carefully cultivated, private and clientelistic networks, a 

dualistic view of society is common that divides the world into “us” and 

“not us”.594  

According to Marc Morjé Howard the reason for this is that although 

people have a strong feeling that broader social relations have 

deteriorated, their own personal relations predominantly remained stable 

– they report to still have their circle of friends and show a general 

satisfaction with their own personal networks, not seeing all too many 

changes in their own interpersonal relations.595 This is confirmed by 

Rasma Karklins who concludes that “established structures and 

procedures retain influence both through inertia and as a safety net” and 

points out that this habit conflicts with the new political system. The 

exclusive role of these personal networks is not only dysfunctional in the 

new context, but also reduces the willingness of people to join other 

groups and thus prevents the development of a civil society with inclusive 

civic associations.596 

Therefore it can be concluded that the persistence of Soviet-like informal 

practices perpetuates the prevalence of individual over collective 

solutions characteristic for that time. Naturally, this pattern of behaviour 

counteracts the development of a feeling of community in the sense of a 

concern for the whole Russian society, which has been established as 

the second of three essential societal preconditions for a thriving 

democracy. Correspondingly, citizens that care about the common good 

and deliberate about it are a rare phenomenon in Russia and the whole 

post-soviet region. Yet on the other hand, people deplore the 

individualisation of society – which many see to be on the rise – and 

bemoan the absence of a sense for community contrasting it to Soviet 

 
594 See Schrader, Heiko: “Soziologische Überlegungen zur Problematik des 
russischen Transformationsprozesses von Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft”. In: Heiko 
Schrader, Manfred Glagow, Dmitri Gavra and Michael Kleineberg (eds.). Russland 
auf dem Weg zur Zivilgesellschaft?: Studien zur gesellschaftlichen 
Selbstorganisation in St. Petersburg. Hamburg 2000, 50–66. 
595 See Howard 2003, as footnote 83, pp. 130, 135-136 and 145. 
596 See Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 89. For an extensive analysis of this topic 
see Howard 2003, as footnote 83, particularly pp. 129-136. 
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times. However, as has been shown, this is a very subjective perception 

that does not take into account two things – that what felt cosy in Soviet 

times was based on a strong division of in-group and out-group including 

double standards and that people themselves continue to operate in the 

mode of finding individual solutions to their problems along the lines of 

their own personal networks that predominantly still exist. 

 

As already mentioned, having a sense of community is closely connected 

to an active and participatory citizenry – as well as the absence of the 

former is connected to a weak level of participation of the latter. Bearing 

this in mind, this section will now move on to the final aspect of the 

societal-level criteria established to be essential for a functioning 

democracy and will analyse the nature of civic engagement both in the 

present interview sample and in wider studies on contemporary Russian 

society and post-soviet societies on the whole. 

To speak about what people think of getting involved in public life and if 

they take an active part in society was an integral part of the interview 

set-up and so the majority of interview partners did contribute to this 

topic.597 Of these, four respondents reacted negatively and made it quite 

clear that they would not be prepared to engage.598 “Getting involved? 

No, I think nothing of it” is the drastic reaction of the shoemaker from 

Perm and – as we have heard before – she goes on to tell the interviewer 

that “on the personal level I help others, of course”.599 Quite similar in his 

refusal is the driver from Tyumen, who shares that he takes a negative 

view about charity and the like, is hesitative to give reasons for this and 

finally agrees that he prefers to help those that he knows.600 So to a 

certain extent the refusal of getting involved is connected to the overall 

feeling of distrust towards others.  

Yet, there is another note, too, for which the statement of the lawyer from 

Volgograd is quite enlightening. Asked whether she would do something 
 

597 In four interviews the topic has not been covered at all, sometimes due to time 
restrictions, since it was a topic that was approached in the last part of the interview 
(interview 1/1, interview 4/3, interview 4/5, interview rural/1). In interview rural/2 the 
respondent was confronted with the topic, however had difficulties to produce an 
answer (“I would defend my country in the event of war and other than that I try to 
live by the law”). 
598 Interview 2/3, interview 2/6, interview 4/1 and interview 5/1. 
599 Interview 4/1, para. 42. 
600 See interview 5/1, para. 16. 
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for society she retorts: “No, certainly not. Subbotniks and the like are 

nothing I would participate in.”601 So her first association of work for the 

community is the Subbotnik, the classical Soviet unpaid volunteer work 

that used to be organised on weekends mainly for cleaning the streets of 

garbage and other community services. However, the participation in 

these activities was not as voluntary as the name suggested, but rather 

obligatory and this goes for the majority of community activities and other 

forms of participation in communist organisations. In stark contrast to the 

idea of independent civic associations, all social organisations in Soviet 

times were controlled by the communist regime and participation was to 

varying degrees either forced, coerced or undertaken for instrumental or 

careerist purposes.602 

Marc Morjé Howard shows very convincingly that for many this resulted 

in a feeling of deep mistrust towards communist organisations which was 

subsequently transferred to the free and authentically voluntary 

organisations today and therefore negatively affects the readiness to 

engage in these organisations nowadays.603 The statement of the lawyer 

from Volgograd is indeed an excellent example for the bad reputation of 

(forced) community work in Soviet times and how this continues to have 

its effects today, because as a matter of fact – as we know from other 

parts of the interview – this lawyer is taking a very active role in her local 

community, more than anyone else in the sample: leading the house 

council in her apartment block, organising protest against a house-

building project, fighting for a playground and generally taking a very 

active and critical position. These manifold activities, however, she does 

not interpret as civic involvement, but as helping out friends, thus 

epitomizing how engagement for community has been discredited by the 

specific Soviet experience of community work.604 

Besides those respondents that were – at least in their own terms – 

strictly against civic activity, there are those that do not show any 

activities themselves, but are not averse to the idea of citizen 

 
601 Interview, 2/3, para. 28. 
602 See Howard 2003, as footnote 83, p. 105 and Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, 
p. 102. 
603 See Howard 2003, as footnote 83, pp. 92-93, 112-113 and 123. 
604 See interview 2/3, para. 28. 
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involvement.605 Among these, there are interview partners who have 

quite well-known reasons for not getting involved, among which lack of 

time figures prominently.606 The real-estate agent from Magnitogorsk 

words this illustratively: “I think this [getting active for the sake of 

community] is good and very important, but I have to say that I am not 

involved in any way at the moment. But I think everyone should do 

something for charity - for orphanages, for the veterans. Now I can only 

do very little, one only manages to help the family, the times are 

tough.”607  

Some also mention lack of financial possibilities in order to be able to 

make donations, as the pharmacist from Moscow who states: “I think it's 

good to do something for society, I try to donate to foundations, but, you 

see, you need to have an appropriate income for doing that regularly.”608 

Others doubt if it makes sense at all, after all working as a volunteer “is 

not advantageous. If everybody was doing something, this would be 

different, then the part every single one would have to shoulder would be 

smaller, too. But as it is now, there are too few who get involved and 

correspondingly they have to do much”,609 as the computer scientist from 

Volgograd puts it, pointing to a classical problem of collective action. The 

accountant from Magnitogorsk states another quite typical case, agreeing 

emphatically with the importance of getting involved but admitting that 

she “lack[s] the stimulus, there is no one among my acquaintances who 

could spark activity from my side”.610 All the above-mentioned reasons 

for not getting active while being generally supportive of civic 

commitment belong to universally common explanations for not having 

the chance to do something and are neither something specifically 

Russian nor Soviet nor post-soviet.611  

More revealing about the specific obstacles met by those who do want to 

get active or contribute is the young broker’s criticism: “But in general […] 

there are too little possibilities to get involved – no foundations for which 
 

605 A total of 8 interviewees (interview 1/2, interview 2/5, interview 3/1, interview 3/3, 
interview 3/4, interview 4/2, interview 4/4, interview rural/ 3). 
606 See interview 2/5, interview 3/1, interview 3/4. 
607 Interview 3/1, para. 31. 
608 Interview1/2, para. 17. 
609 Interview 2/6, para. 32. 
610 Interview 3/3, para. 32. 
611 Lack of time, poor health or insufficient exposure to organisations are typical for 
respondents in Western societies, too (see Howard 2003, as footnote 83, p.122). 
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you could donate […]. This used to be different and it is different abroad, 

too.”612 So she feels that the organisational framework for her to get 

involved is not sufficiently developed.  

In the same category of specific obstacles – and more frequently referred 

to – is the suspicion that donated money runs the risk to be 

misappropriated, most outspokenly worded again by the accountant from 

Magnitogorsk: “I do not want to give money for charity, no one knows 

where the money goes to in the end. After what you can read in the 

press, I do have great doubts whether the money will reach the intended 

beneficiary.”613 These doubts are – given the blatantly corruptive setting 

of Russia today and the experience of the privatisation scandals of the 

1990ies – if not justified then more than understandable. So apart from 

attitudinal patterns, today’s rampant corruption has very practical 

consequences in making people refrain from supporting civic initiatives or 

social causes by way of donations. 

Not surprisingly, the group of those that actually do commit themselves to 

public causes is smaller than the ones that are merely supportive of 

citizen involvement, however do not take an active part themselves.614 

But if the group of those that do get active is always smaller than the one 

that would like to engage but does not get around to it, Marc Morjé 

Howard’s research shows that in post-communist countries participation 

in voluntary organisations is significantly lower compared to other 

countries, both other post-authoritarian countries and older 

democracies.615 The variety of involvement of those in our sample, that 

actually do get active, ranges from supporting sports’ associations616 and 

community affairs617 to social activities618 and fighting for human rights.619  

 
612 Interview 4/2, para. 32. 
613 Interview 3/3, para. 32, see also interview 4/1 and interview 5/1. 
614 A total of 6 interviews (interview 1/3, interview 1/4, interview 2/3, interview 3/2, 
interview 3/5, interview 5/4) or 7 interviews, if counting interview 2/3 (feeling 
negative about public commitment yet being more active than anyone in the 
sample). 
615 See Howard 2003, as footnote 83, p. 11. 
616 The small business owner from Magnitogorsk is actively involved in a local 
association for martial arts and planned to volunteer for the Olympic Winter Games 
in Sochi (see interview 3/5, para. 43). 
617 Engaging for a playground (interview 2/2, para. 10, interview 2/3, para. 13), 
leading the local house council (interview 2/3, para. 14), cleaning the forest of 
garbage (interview 1/3, para. 32). 
618 Supporting orphanages (interview 1/3, para. 32, interview 3/2, para. 29) or the 
elderly (interview 5/4, para. 12). 
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But it is generally enlightening to take a closer look at what respondents 

associate with getting involved for community or civic involvement, no 

matter if they themselves engage in those activities or not (for an 

overview, see Table 10 below).  

First of all, none of the interview partners mentioned any form of political 

engagement. Only very few respondents came up with activities that are 

related to local self-administration such as house councils, lobbying the 

authorities for improving their local living conditions or, on a larger scale, 

advocating the authorities to comply with their human rights 

obligations.620 These activities belong to the range most commonly 

associated with a participatory citizenry – an active civil society, 

organising itself in grass root initiatives or organisations, getting involved 

with the aim to make a difference and to improve the way the local 

community or society lives. Its actions are based on the solidarity of 

individuals with similar interests that, however, mostly do not know each 

other who join for a common cause.621 

The fact that analysing the statements does not reveal much of these 

activities is in line with the findings on trust as well as on persisting 

informal networks as described above. With regard to the former, 

research on civil society has established that trusting your fellow citizens 

is an important precondition for the development of civil society structures 

and – as has been shown – social trust is a quality predominantly absent 

in contemporary Russian society.622   

 
619 Engaging in capacity building in the human rights area and presents cases to the 
European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg (interview 1/4, para. 25). 
620 See interview 1/4, interview 2/2, interview 2/3. 
621 See Schrader, Heiko 2000, as footnote 594, p. 63. 
622 See Eicher, Claudia and Beichelt, Timm 2006, as footnote 80, p. 360. 
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Interview 
 

Associated type of 
involvement 

Age 
group 

Education Profession  

1/4 advocating human rights 36-45 PhD university 

lecturer/ lawyer Societal and 

com
m

unity affairs 

2/2 engagement in the 

neighbourhood 

56-83 university chemist 

2/3 engagement in the 

neighbourhood 

36-45 university lawyer 

1/2 donate to foundations 26-35 university pharmacist 

Social causes 

1/3 helping orphanages, 

Subbotniks 

26-35 PhD university 

lecturer/ historian 

2/5 helping the retired, 

veterans 

19-25 university engineer 

3/1 helping orphanages, 

veterans 

36-45 university real-estate agent 

3/2 organising celebrations 

for orphanages 

26-35 university primary school 

teacher 

3/4 helping orphanages or 

the disabled 

26-35 university foreign language 

teacher 

4/2 open a foundation that 

helps children and 

women in difficult 

situations, donate 

26-35 university broker 

5/4 helping the elderly 19-25 9-years 

formal 

hotel clerk 

3/5 supporting sports clubs 46-55 university small business 

owner 

sports 

3/3 does not specify what 

she would like to do, just 

general approval 

46-55 poly-

technikum 

accountant 

unspecified 

4/4 general approval, 

regrets that due to her 

profession she is not 

allowed to engage 

26-35 university lawyer 

 

Table 10: Types of civic involvement associated by interview partners
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Equally detrimental is the existence of exclusive networks as which the 

Soviet-type informal networks classify. The published literature agrees 

that such networks reduce both the willingness to join other 

organisational formats and the development of a feeling of solidarity with 

like-minded individuals beyond one’s own networks, thus preventing the 

development of inclusive civic associations that are essential for an 

active civil society.623 

The wide majority of interview partners thinks of activities connected to 

social causes when asked about possible civic engagement or 

involvement in the community. The 35-year old university lecturer and 

historian from Moscow for example states that she is generally in favour 

of doing something for society and goes on straight away that “at 

university we have a group of volunteers that collects toys for 

orphanages”.624 Orphanages figure prominently in a number of other 

statements625 and are followed in frequency by statements referring to 

commitment for veterans and the elderly: “When I was a student, I was 

interested in doing something, to help improve the lives of the retired or 

of veterans”, is a typical statement, given by the young engineer from 

Volgograd.626 And even the youngest respondent, a 19-year-old hotel 

clerk from Tyumen, contributes to the topic with similar examples: “I think 

[getting involved for community] is something good – I myself have 

worked as a volunteer for the elderly, did their shopping etc.”.627 Whereas 

the majority of statements is about joining groups or donating to 

foundations, two interview partners speak of a way of engagement on 

their own responsibility, e.g. the primary school teacher from 

Magnitogorsk who shares that sometimes she and her friends “get active 

and collect money in order to organise celebrations for the children in an 

orphanage”.628 

 
623 See Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, p. 89, Eicher, Claudia and Beichelt, Timm 
2006, as footnote 80, p. 360 and Howard 2003, as footnote 83, pp. 129–136. 
624 See interview 1/3, para. 32. 
625 See interview 3/1, para. 31, interview 3/2, para. 29, interview 3/4, para. 29. 
626 Interview 2/5, para. 22. See also interview 3/1, para. 31 and interview 5/4, 
para. 12. 
627 Interview 5/4, para. 12. 
628 Interview 3/2, para. 29. The other one is the broker from Perm who admits that 
her childhood dream had been to open a foundation that would help women and 
children in difficult times (see interview 4/2, para. 32). 
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So taking a closer look at what kind of involvement is visualised by the 

interviewees reveals that the majority629 thinks of social causes. The 

foreign language teacher from Magnitogorsk even makes this explicit in 

her statement saying: “If I had time, I would like to help children in 

orphanages or the disabled. But I am not interested in areas other than 

the social sector […].”630 This is no coincidence – as in many 

authoritarian countries the social sector has been a classical arena for 

engagement in the Soviet era. Involvement in this area has been 

supported and encouraged since it did not pose a threat to the state and 

even helped to alleviate some of the dysfunctionalities of state 

administration. For the people getting active, too, it was a way of 

engagement that was not connected with any risks.  

But there is yet another, very straightforward advantage of engaging in 

such concrete social causes that has been true in the past and also holds 

true today: The effects of one’s actions are clearly palpable and easily 

realised as opposed to the more abstract and ambitious objectives of the 

political or societal arena in the achievement of which there is little faith in 

contemporary Russian society.631 This attitude is well-known from Soviet 

times where people were given the feeling that it is neither “natural nor 

necessary for the citizens to influence or control the power of the 

authorities and where the general message was conveyed that it is the 

state that sets the standards for society, not vice versa.632 This held even 

more with regard to deviations from official political positions – to 

demonstrate against official policies or any other form of expressing 

political opinions that were different from the ones’ proclaimed by the 

party was successfully labelled “unambiguously illegal” in collective 

consciousness.633 This attitude is used and reinforced by today’s 

authorities whose narrative is very similar – as long as the state is 

providing something beneficial, protest is unproductive and indeed 

impermissible.634  

 
629 Eight out of the total 20 interviewees elaborating on civic engagement. 
630 Interview 3/4, para. 29. 
631 See Eicher, Claudia and Beichelt, Timm 2006, as footnote 80, p. 362. 
632 See Meyer, Gerd 2008, as footnote 71, p. 105 and Sanjian, Andrea Stevenson 
1994, as footnote 65, p. 119. 
633 See ibid. 
634 See Kravchuk, Natasha 2012, as footnote 548, p. 70. 
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Getting back to Table 10 visualising the civic involvement that had been 

associated by the interview partners, two more aspects are noteworthy. 

The cohorts that have lived most of their live in the Soviet Union are less 

frequently represented in the table and tend to be vaguer about what 

civic engagement could look like.635 This confirms what has been 

established earlier in this chapter – that civic engagement is lower in the 

post-soviet region as a result of the Soviet past and in particular of the 

bad reputation voluntary organisations had in Soviet times. It is also 

interesting to note, that of the three interview partners that associate 

societal and community affairs (and actually also do take an active 

stance in these areas) two are lawyers.636 Their choice of profession 

seems to coincide with an attitude of public spiritedness and an active 

stance towards societal issues.637 

So with regard to the last societal-level criterion for a functioning 

democracy established in chapter 5.1 – an active civil society with a 

participatory citizenry – the following conclusions can be derived: The 

overall level of civic engagement is strikingly low and it is found to be so 

in the whole post-soviet region. Those that refuse to get involved at all 

show at least one of two factors for being averse to civic activity: One of 

these is high distrust of their fellow citizens and of their intentions, fearing 

deceit. The other is connected to a reluctance to join voluntary 

organisations due to the misuse of the then only nominally voluntary 

organisations during Soviet times, no matter if this is based on own 

personal experience or not. So it is social distrust stemming from Soviet 

times – as has been shown earlier – that has been reinforced during the 

insecurities of the 1990ies, and the Soviet legacy of suspicion towards 

civic organisations that prevents people from taking an active civic 
 

635 Of 8 interviewees older than 46 years at the time of interview only three 
contribute to the topic of civic engagement of which the accountant from 
Magnitogorsk is particularly vague, not specifying what kind of activities she bears in 
mind. 
636 Interview 1/4 and interview 2/3. This is more likely to be an explanatory category 
than the fact that they have lived their formative years during perestroika (as have 
four other interview partners, that are far from taking such an active position in 
changing the conditions that surround them). 
637 That the readiness to get involved (or to be at least supportive) might be 
connected to education cannot be confirmed by the study’s empirical sample - of 
those that refuse all sorts of civic engagement there are 2 interview partners with a 
university degree, one with a degree from polytechnikum and one who left school 
after 9 years of formation as opposed to 2x PhD, 3x university, 1x polytechnikum 
and 1x 9 years of formation among those that take an active stance. 
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position. Some also mention shortcomings that have their origins in 

today’s problems among which most prominently figures the hesitation to 

make a contribution by donating money to charity because of fear that 

the money might be misappropriated.  

Generally, there is little backing for civic organisations pursuing political 

or societal causes. The main area of engagement that respondents 

associate with civic involvement is the social arena. This has two 

reasons: First it is a legacy of Soviet times making people think that it is 

not their role to contribute to the way the state operates and of the 

outright criminalisation of critical political stances that Russian authorities 

continue to cultivate to this day. Secondly the development of true and 

inclusive civic organisations that could successfully advocate political or 

societal causes is hampered by two factors we have already 

encountered: The widespread social mistrust mentioned above and the 

persistent existence of the exclusive, Soviet-type informal networks that 

operate contrary to the principle of inclusive civic organisations in which 

individuals that do not know each other join for a common cause. 

 

So all in all, our interview sample reveals the following with regard to the 

societal-level qualities that are essential for a well-functioning democracy: 

As a legacy to Soviet times, and only reinforced by the insecurities of the 

1990ies, the radius of social trust, as Fukuyama termed it, is very 

short.638 People trust their family and close friends and show a 

pronounced feeling of distrust towards everybody else. They point to a 

growing individualisation of society but although deploring the absence of 

a sense of community, they continue to choose individual solutions – 

using their informal networks – over collective ones. An explanation for 

this contradiction is people’s perception of overall changes in society 

while retaining their own personal networks on the one hand, and the 

great ability for cognitive dissonance trained in Soviet times on the other. 

In any case, feelings of distrust, of individualisation and absence of 

community are the opposites of the first two criteria we established with 

regard to society.  

 
638 See Mishler, William and Rose, Richard 2001, as footnote 88, p. 56 citing 
Fukuyama 1999.  
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Most revealing has been to analyse what stances people display towards 

civil society and whether and in which way they are prepared to take an 

active part in it. As has been set forth earlier, compared to other countries 

around the world, civic engagement is strikingly low in the post-soviet 

region. This study’s interview sample revealed four main reasons that 

account for this low level of participation, three of which being closely 

connected to the Soviet past. First of all the overall social distrust 

discussed above and secondly the persistence of the exclusive Soviet-

type informal networks prevent people to get active and to join 

organisations that would unite like-minded individuals – who do not know 

each other – for a common cause. They rather stick to the informal 

organisational formats they know, in which they are sure not to be 

deceived. The third reason, equally strongly felt about in our interview 

sample, is the bad reputation so-called voluntary organisations have 

acquired in Soviet times that many transfer to today’s associations – an 

attitude that is even passed down from one generation to the other. The 

last reason concerns a different way to make a contribution – to donate 

money to charity or other causes that one deems worth to be supported – 

and is rooted in today’s setting of rampant corruption. This way to engage 

that is often preferred since it demands less time and energy is 

discredited in the eyes of many by the fear that the money might not 

reach the intended beneficiary, but will be misappropriated somewhere 

along the way.  

So summarising, two conclusions about the societal qualities essential for 

a thriving democracy can be derived. 1) Analogous to the state-related 

qualities all three qualities related to the societal level are equally 

challenged. There is an overall feeling of social distrust, sense of 

community is low and there are a number of reasons that conflict with the 

development of an active and participatory citizenry resulting in a 

devastatingly low level of civic engagement. 2) The reasons for this are 

predominantly found in the Soviet past – a narrow circle of trusted 

persons, organising one’s life by individual means, i.e. using one’s 

personal networks rather than finding solutions as part of a community of 

citizens with guaranteed rights, and being sceptical of all forms of 

voluntary organisations and associations. Today’s circumstances play a 

role to the extent that the overall corruptive setting makes people refrain 
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from making a contribution by donating to charity or other causes out of 

fear of misappropriation and embezzlement of the money. Taking into 

account the negative answers that the analysis of the elements pertaining 

to the societal sphere produced, it comes as no surprise that this study’s 

empirical data suggests that public spiritedness and feeling a sense of 

duty towards the state and towards one’s fellow citizens are rare 

phenomena in contemporary Russian society. 

 

So reviewing all the results of this section, both regarding qualities 

related to the state and to society, a number of reasons that contribute to 

the weakness of Russian democracy have been determined. Several 

elements coincide: There are very concrete dysfunctionalities in vital 

areas of state services, a hardening autocratic rule that continues to 

reduce the – already low – credibility of elections as well as pervasive 

corruption, particularly in the higher echelons of power, all of which are 

problematic for the development of a well-functioning democracy. These 

factors combine with the long shadow of Soviet legacies – a feeling of 

distance towards the state and the preference to organise one’s life with 

as little exposure to state organs as possible, a negative view of the state 

and its authorities, an aversion to politics and a sceptical stance with 

regard to elections, a reluctance to join voluntary organisations and a 

strong preference for individual solutions over collective ones as well as a 

strong feeling of distrust towards one’s fellow citizens, excluding only 

family and close friends.  
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5.3 How does a principled stance towards informality 
influence attitudes towards state and society? 

 

As established in the previous section, a number of the Soviet attitudinal 

orientations thwarting the development of democratic structures are 

connected to informality. In particular, this is a) the preference for 

individual solutions over collective ones that prevents people to develop a 

sense of community referring to a greater collective unity as it would be 

the community of citizens of a state, and b) the persistence of informal 

networks forming a serious obstacle to the development of civil society 

structures by reducing the willingness to join other organisational formats. 

In this section I will therefore take a close look at the interviews of 

two respondents that stood out in the interview sample by categorically 

refusing to engage in corrupt or informal actions and will analyse their 

individual attitudes relating to our catalogue of qualities essential for a 

functioning democracy with the objective to enhance our understanding 

of possible correlations. I am speaking of interviews 2/2 and 2/3 that the 

reader has already made acquaintance with in chapter 4. Interview 2/2 

was with a then 67-year old woman from Volgograd (born 1945) that 

worked as a chemist after having received a degree from a polytechnic 

institute. Interview 2/3 was with a much younger woman, 39 years old at 

the time of interview (born 1973), who holds a law degree from university, 

however is not practicing her profession, but helping her husband with 

accounting in his private business. Interestingly, the two women are 

acquainted, with the latter having helped the former in her struggle 

against the construction site next to her house. 

Starting with the way they assess how state institutions work, naturally, 

both of them criticise the endemic corruption around them, which is in line 

with their very principled position regarding corruption themselves. The 

chemist, for example, gives a long account of her struggle against the 

construction project next to her house in order to show me “how 

corrupted the local authorities are”.639 In a different context she notes 

quite frustrated that “concerning […] bribes it is all about money 

nowadays. […] There even is a list circulating in the courts that tells you 

 
639 Interview 2/2, para. 8. 
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what to give to whom to receive certain results.”640 Her view of the local 

pension fund is equally negative, however it is not corruption, but the 

incompetency of the office that she heavily criticises.641 The lawyer, too, 

comments critically on corrupted institutions, mentioning misappropriation 

of funds for the renovation of schools or for community services.642 But 

the area that she feels strongest about is the judicial system, and it is 

with a clear expression of disappointment that she relates that “it is 

completely corrupted, it is the one who pays who wins in court, [the 

judicial system] should be the first area of reform”.643  

But however critical they are of some parts of state administration, both 

of them also show signs of trust and belief in other areas. The chemist 

contrasts her utter contempt for the municipal authorities that built up in 

the course of the fight against the construction project by showing faith 

that “those problems [i.e. the problems with corruption] can only be 

solved on the federal level”.644 So the chemist does believe in the 

potency of the federal level, at least if compared to the corruptibility of the 

local level. 

The lawyer, on the other hand, shows belief in a different area. She 

asserts that it is the law that “is not that bad, you just have to claim your 

right and use it.”645 She is convinced that the system is effective, since 

with the help of the law and other regulations she can solve her 

problems. So her conclusion is: “In everyday life, I can achieve what I 

need.”646 She is, of course, aware that there are restrictions with regard 

to the application of the law – as she puts it, “everything is possible up to 

the point when it’s necessary to go to court. This is where the power of 

the law ends and money steps in and decides.”647 However, this does not 

change her general attitude and her deeply felt trust in the law. 

So all in all both interview partners mention serious shortcomings on the 

output side of state institutions, however also see elements, in which they 

trust and put their faith in.  
 

640 Interview 2/2, para. 15. 
641 See ibid., para. 4. 
642 See interview 2/3, para. 21 and 20. 
643 Interview 2/3, para. 10. 
644 Interview 2/2, para. 8. 
645 Interview 2/3, para. 16. 
646 Ibid., para. 18. She illustrates this with an example: “Once […] I won a case 
against the tax authorities.” (Ibid.). 
647 Ibid. 
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It is therefore interesting to take a look at the attitude they show towards 

the state. Throughout the interviews it becomes quite clear that they do 

not see themselves on good terms with the state. Both of them use the 

famous post-soviet expression of “ne meshat”, the wish that the state 

would not disturb, but at the same time advocate very strongly that 

people should fight for their rights.648 The chemist explains it like this: 

“Our generation is way too much what I call ‘gosudarčiki’649, we have not 

learned to defend ourselves, in contrast to people in the West, they know 

how to do it. But the state should not disturb us and we have to claim 

this.”650 So to her the expression does not mean dis-involvement – after 

all she suggests to get active – the emphasis is rather on non-

interference. So for her we can note a Soviet-like understanding of 

relations with the state on the one hand, combined with the conviction 

that people should be active citizens knowing their rights and standing up 

for them.  

As we have seen above, the latter is something that is in great contrast 

with the Soviet fear of non-conformity and hesitation to show a different 

opinion. 651 The chemist is quite conscious of this and continues with an 

undertone of admiration: “With the young generation, this is slowly 

changing, they are not afraid anymore.”652 So what she is convinced of 

and trying to drive home is that to overcome this particular Soviet fear is 

necessary and highly desirable. To her, it is an important difference to 

Soviet times that now you do have the possibility to claim your rights and 

you are safe to do so. It is from her own activities connected to the 

construction site next to her house that she has made this important 

conclusion: “[…] something has changed – we have written all these 

complaints and filed petitions, I wrote letters to the KGB and even to 

Putin […] and nothing happened. In the old times I would have been 

persecuted as state enemy [“vrag naroda”] straight away.”653  

The lawyer takes a very similar position with regard to being an active 

citizen, although she does not express it so pronouncedly, but rather lives 

 
648 See interview 2/2, para. 10 and interview 2/3, para. 23. 
649 Can be translated as “people obedient to authority” in the sense of loyal subjects; 
from “gosudar’“, Russian for “ruler” or “sovereign”. 
650 Interview 2/2, para. 10. 
651 See p. 164. 
652 Interview 2/2, para. 10. 
653 Interview 2/2, para. 7. 
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it. To her it is more a self-evident fact and to a lesser extent a revelation 

as for the chemist, who has lived most of her life under Soviet rule. Her 

manifold activities show that she is not afraid to challenge the authorities. 

Asked whether there was a risk in reporting informal propositions, as she 

describes she is doing, her answer is that with regard to minor 

administrative issues there is no risk at all.654 However, the fight against 

the housebuilding project next door, in which she has won many little 

victories, but could not prevent construction in the end, showed her that 

there should also be a limit to her activities: “Since then I have made it 

my rule to refrain from big issues. […] [this] fight […] was too nerve-

racking.”655 Consequently, this is her major point of criticism of the state: 

that it fails to provide its citizens with the possibility to realise their rights. 

And it is in this sense, that she expresses the wish that the state should 

not disturb, meaning that the law is good, if only the authorities would not 

interfere with its application.656 

This conviction also makes both of them very resilient to setbacks and 

defeats. This is particularly striking for the chemist, who – as a result of 

the construction works next to her house that they did not succeed to 

stop – now lives in an uninhabitable flat with no gas connection and yet 

her account of the struggle shows no bitterness. There is rather gratitude 

when she says with sparkling eyes that it has taught her that “you have to 

fight for your rights” and that it is most important to “save your dignity and 

respect yourself”.657 The lawyer is very positive about her activities, too. 

She calls them “mental hygiene” and considers them as something that 

gives her energy even if she is not successful.658 

So although they are at times choosing standard Soviet expressions, 

both the chemist and the lawyer show an attitude towards the state that 

does not see it as an enemy, but – and this is an important difference – 

as an adversary that it is necessary to keep at bay. To both of them it is 

of utmost importance to be active and to show the state its limits. The 

reward of their actions, no matter if successful or not, is a high degree of 

fulfilment. As a consequence of this attitude, their predominant feeling 

 
654 Interview 2/3, para. 6. 
655 Ibid., para. 11-12. 
656 See ibid., para. 23. 
657 Interview 2/2, para. 6. 
658 Interview 2/3, para. 29. 
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towards the authorities is not trust, but vigilance, combined with great 

trust in the law.659 

Taking a closer look at the input side, the chemist’s opinion on elections 

is very simple: “I think it is important to take part in them, how else can 

we show the state what we think?”660 The lawyer argues along the same 

lines, stating that elections are important and that she considers voting “a 

citizen’s duty”.661 In her eyes, elections “are one of the possibilities to 

really do something”.662 So both of them take a positive stance with 

regard to elections and do believe that they have an effect, at least to 

some degree.663 

Moving on to analyse the way they see society, it is interesting to note, 

that they do not use the word “society” at all. The lawyer, for example, 

classifies all her involvement for the neighbours and the local community 

as “helping out friends” – thus using a very Soviet term – and is upright 

dismissive of the idea to do something for society.664 However, in 

contrast to the Soviet notion she is using, her overall positive attitude and 

her readiness to help others show that the feeling that leads her in her 

actions certainly is not distrust towards her fellow citizens, but rather 

openness and trust.665 The chemist gives some more direct comments 

on what she thinks about society, speaking about how people have 

changed when compared to the 1990ies: “Now people live a better life 

and are therefore more at ease – I think there is a lot of potential for the 

better. Your project, too, and other things show me that things are 

changing […], that now there is a new generation that cares and shows 

 
659 See interview 2/2, para. 10 and 16, interview 2/3, para. 10. Besides this, the 
attitude towards public officials becomes clear from a statement of the chemist who 
says that “an honest person who treats others with respect […] will be in a difficult 
position against the others and will have a hard time” and thus shows her low 
esteem (Interview 2/2, para. 16). 
660 Interview 2/2, para. 11. 
661 Interview 2/3, para. 26. 
662 Ibid. 
663 This is also why the lawyer is quite critical of the latest developments that 
showed to her that “only one party rules and that is bad. Life – and my work in the 
monopoly authority [the Russian Antimonopoly Service] – has shown me that 
competition is something positive and desirable.” (Interview 2/3, para. 23.). 
664 See ibid., para. 28. 
665 One example for her readiness to help is her prompt reaction on the grievance of 
the lady working in the local library where the interview took place who shares that 
there are plans to close the library. She started thinking immediately where to turn to 
to prevent this from happening and offered her help in writing letters and other 
actions. 
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empathy, that people are not indifferent to what is happening around 

them.”666 She is thus very optimistic, almost enthusiastic, that societal 

developments are pointing into the right direction and displays great 

confidence in the future, expecting that society will be a friendly and 

caring one. So both the lawyer and the chemist show a positive attitude 

towards their fellow citizens and a high degree of social trust, 

notwithstanding the fact that they use certain notions that have been 

shaped in Soviet times to describe what they feel.  

Given this attitude towards society it will come as no surprise that there is 

also potential for a feeling of community. Again, it is the chemist, who is 

very outspoken in this regard and makes an observation that reveals a lot 

about her thinking: “You know, people in Russia like to criticise that 

abroad people meddle with the affairs of others, giving their opinion on 

what is wrong […], but isn’t this actually something positive? After all, if 

someone does something that is not allowed and you tell him so, this 

saves him a fine or some other form of punishment from the authorities, 

which would be much worse.”667 In other words, to her this practice 

speaks of a feeling of community – you and the other person are part of a 

whole in which the members show concern for one another – and she 

sees this as something highly desirable, quite in line with her vision of a 

caring society. And, as a matter of fact, to her, this is not only a vision but 

something that has been partly realised – as we have seen before she 

asserts that people became less indifferent to what is happening around 

them. So in her perception this feeling of a concern for the whole is 

already beginning to be felt.668  

Interestingly, this does coincide with another conviction of hers – that 

informal networks have ceased to exist: “[In Soviet times] the character of 

friendship […] used to be mercantilist and self-interested, since it was 

important to get as much information as possible or to get goods that 

were in shortage with the help of contacts. Now personal relations are 

perfectly immaterial – you meet because you have common interests, the 

mercantilism disappeared.”669 This correlation of a feeling of community 

with the perception that informal networks have ceased to exist should be 
 

666 Interview 2/2, para. 18-19. 
667 Ibid., para. 10. 
668 See ibid., para. 19. 
669 Ibid., para. 13. 
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noted, since it is the inversion of a causality described in the previous 

chapter – if informal networks exist, they counteract the development of a 

feeling of community and prevent people from taking an active position in 

civil society. 

The statements of the lawyer point in a similar direction. They, too, reflect 

the wish that people would see themselves as a community and act 

collectively. Illustrative of this is her account of how she tried to mobilise 

the parents in her daughter’s class for some joint action in order to 

enforce the right to free text books, which she closes with desperation 

over the fact that eventually the parents preferred to pay over claiming 

their right out of fear of possible negative consequences.670 But 

notwithstanding her verdict that “people don’t believe in the law, but 

believe in the public official” and that they are afraid to get active because 

“as soon as you do not conform to the standard behaviour and get active, 

you get into trouble”, she believes in them, tries to trigger their activity 

and helps with the necessary steps. 671 So her final statement, “many 

people are just ignorant of their rights and possibilities, that’s why they 

give in that quickly”, 672 probably gives a good explanation for her 

involvement: She has made it her mission to help and guide people 

towards a more active stance within society. 

So for both interview partners acting as a whole, tackling problems 

collectively and feeling oneself as a member of a community is of great 

value. In the chemist’s perception, the Russian society has already partly 

reached this stage and the lawyer, who is more sceptical in her 

assessment of today’s society, dedicated herself to working towards it. 

Having described how both the chemist and the lawyer value an 

active position and get involved in their community in order to change 

things for the better, we have already covered a number of aspects that 

allow an assessment of their attitude towards an active and participatory 

citizenry. Both interview partners are not active in the framework of an 

association or organisation and as has been shown in the previous 

section, the lawyer even displays a strong aversion towards forms of 

organised involvement in the sense of the Soviet tradition of 
 

670 See interview 2/3, para. 15. 
671 Ibid., para. 16 and para. 14-15 (“I […] advise friends and acquaintances where to 
turn to when they have a judicial or administrative problem.”). 
672 Ibid., para. 16. 
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Subbotnik.673 However, they both engage in the local community – the 

lawyer leads the house council and both of them stand up for issues 

related to their surroundings: a playground, the local library, school 

matters or fighting against the unlawful house-building project next 

door.674 They do not choose social causes – such as donating to an 

orphanage – with their instantly palpable effects that we have 

characterised as a typical Soviet way of getting involved, but go for 

issues that mean struggles with the authorities and where defeats are 

more likely than victories.675 It is interesting to note, that because they 

are not organised in any formal association, all their activities are based 

on their own initiative, as the lawyer points out in one instance: “[…] we 

revamped the green space behind our block of flats – planted bushes, 

trimmed trees all on our own initiative, although this was the responsibility 

of the property management […]”.676  

The reason for this is their conviction that there is a need to bring about 

changes, that it is essential to stand up for your rights, not to be mere 

loyal subjects, but rather, as has been shown above, live your life as 

active and responsible citizens. 677 

So essentially, the two interview partners demonstrate an attitude that is 

very close to the ideal of a politically mature citizen. However, 

summarising this chapter’s analysis of all qualities that have been 

established as essential for a democratic attitude, there are also areas 

that do not comply with the ideal picture. Both the lawyer and the chemist 

voice stark criticism regarding the output side of state institutions and 

they are convinced that it is necessary and important to keep the 

authorities at bay. So there is distrust of the authorities, however, it does 

not provoke their disengagement, but rather activates them. At the root of 

this behaviour is a deep trust in the law and a conviction that the law 

needs to be used. They also have a positive attitude towards elections 

and their feeling towards their fellow citizens is marked by trust and 

goodwill. This goes along with the belief that problems should be solved 

collectively and that people should act as part of a community. Not 

 
673 See interview 2/3, para. 28. 
674 See interview 2/2, para. 10 and interview 2/3, para. 11-15. 
675 See interview 2/2, para. 4-5 and interview 2/3, para. 11, 13, 15 and 18. 
676 Interview 2/3, para. 20. 
677 See interview 2/2, para. 1, 4, 5 and 10 and interview 2/3, para. 11, 13-15 and 16. 
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surprisingly, this also means that they endorse the idea of a participatory 

citizenry and get active in many respects in their local community. They 

do this although – at least for the lawyer – it is true that the bad 

reputation of Soviet forced voluntary activities has left its mark. In her 

case, however, the effect is not a complete withdrawal from civic activity, 

but wariness towards the famous social causes and organised activities. 

It does not prevent her to get active on her own initiative and do the 

things she holds to be right.  

So although there are shortfalls with regard to two preconditions 

connected to the sphere of the state – criticism with regard to output and 

a mistrustful attitude towards a great share of state structures, these are 

counterbalanced by the positive attitude towards the law and towards 

elections and by the fact that all preconditions for a democratic attitude 

connected to the societal side are fulfilled.  

So the example of these two interview partners shows that the feeling 

that you can influence the course of things (by elections or by your own 

actions) and a positive attitude towards your fellow citizens, combined 

with the belief in the law – as one element of the state setting that can be 

trusted – are decisive to develop a high degree of public spiritedness. In 

this constellation, shortfalls with regard to output and mistrust towards 

state institutions are easily outweighed and do not prevent them from 

showing civic virtue and acting as responsible and active citizens in their 

polity. 

Having analysed these interview partners’ public spiritedness and high 

degree of civic involvement, I will briefly recall the results of chapter 4 

with regard to these two interview partners to prepare the ground for 

examining how their principled stance towards informality and their active 

attitude towards state and society are connected. 

As shown in chapter 4, both the chemist and the lawyer follow the 

“Principled approach” that is classifying them as people displaying strong 

moral values with regard to informality and therefore showing a low to 

non-existent tendency to engage in corrupt practices.  

As such, they do not believe in using informal networks to reach their 

goals and even doubt the existence of such networks. Also, in refusing 

informal practices they are rejecting individual, solitary solutions to their 

problems and are instead embracing a collective, joint approach to 
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achieve what they need. We have seen that for the chemist and the 

lawyer those two factors facilitate a strong sense of community and go 

along with a careful concern for the whole. This is the foundation that 

makes them get active in matters that concern themselves or their 

community and to make them generally public-spirited. And although they 

avoid organised activity as a legacy to the bad reputation of the 

supposedly voluntary organisations in Soviet times, they show great 

involvement for local concerns and get active on their own initiative, thus 

in parts confirming, but also contradicting Marc Morjé Howard’s findings 

on factors accounting for low civic involvement in post-communist 

societies.678 

Furthermore, their strong moral inhibition to use corruption is a sign of a 

pronounced mens rea with regard to this particular breach of law. 

Looking at their comportment in wider perspective in the previous chapter 

revealed that this is part of a mind-set in which the law has a clear status 

of inviolability and all actions that defy the law are plainly deviant, which 

is very much differing from the common post-soviet attitude to deviance. 

For the chemist and the lawyer, the law has to be respected and this 

holds for them as well as for the public officials. This conviction is source 

both of their principled stance towards corruption and of their high level of 

civic activity, claiming their rights when the authorities or individual 

persons deviate from the rules.  

However, they do not see state institutions and the state itself as an 

enemy, as the common Soviet attitude would be, but as an adversary 

that can and should be controlled. 

So all in all, their active and responsible stance as citizens is very much 

based on the fact that their behaviour and attitudes are contrary to a 

number of Soviet legacies. This is in line with my findings from chapter 4 

that have established that interview partners showing the “Principled 

attitude” display no signs of what I have defined earlier as the Soviet 

mind-set.679 This section’s analysis, however, allows for the conclusion 

 
678 In line with Marc Morjé Howard’s findings is the fact, that the lawyer, as someone 
showing heavy contempt for Soviet organisations, does not show any involvement 
with civic organisations today, possibly transferring her negative stance to today’s 
associations. However, her overall civic activity contradicts the conclusion that this 
has to lead to a low level of civic involvement in general. 
679 My definition in chapter 4 was closely connected to informal dealings and 
included a division into we and them, the fact that informality is seen as helping out, 
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that their firm stance against corruption and informality is not the key to 

their role as active citizens, but that both their principled attitude 

regarding informal solutions and their civic engagement are rooted in the 

same attitudes:  

A strong mens rea with regard to deviant behaviour and a high esteem 

for the law, the preference for collective over individual solutions and the 

rejection of informal networks, and finally seeing the state as an entity 

that should be controlled and interacted with, not as an enemy that 

should be avoided. This shows, that the two – the stance towards 

informality and towards civic activity – are deeply interconnected and that 

it is no coincidence that a firm stance against informality and an active 

civic position are both present in the interviews 2.2 and 2.3. 

Both the lawyer and the chemist draw energy from having the feeling that 

they can make a difference and that their actions do have an impact 

(even if they might not always be in a position to change the course of 

things). This is in line with the results from chapter 4 that show that their 

behaviour gives no indication of them feeling to be trapped in a problem 

of collective action. Having now analysed their behaviour in a wider 

perspective allows concluding that the opposite is the case – they are 

convinced that they enjoy a high degree of autonomy, which also 

explains their positive attitude towards elections. As has been shown 

earlier, this feeling is quite opposed to the common Soviet perception of 

not having any influence on what is happening that is still prevalent in 

post-soviet societies.680  

So their attitude and the actions that follow this attitude help them to 

leave what I term the vicious circle of post-soviet informality: a Soviet 

mind-set that lowers the barriers to engage in informal actions resulting in 

a high level of informality which then contributes to the feeling of being 

trapped in a situation in which a corrupt majority dictates the rules of the 

game and in which there is no other way out then to do what everybody 

else does – i.e. being part of a collective action problem that again 

reinforces the inclination towards informality.  

 
the absence of a feeling of guilt with regard to non-monetary informality, the fact that 
you would not report a public official’s attempt to solve an issue informally for moral 
reasons and cognitive dissonance with regard to the use of informal means by 
oneself and by others. 
680 See chapter 5.2, pp. 141-142 and pp. 147-148. 
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5.4 Interim conclusion 
 

So having seen that a number of Soviet attitudinal orientations thwarting 

the development of democratic institutions are connected to informality in 

the section before, analysing the interviews 2/2 and 2/3, being very much 

opposed to the majority of interviews, yielded a more detailed picture. 

With their help it is now possible to approach our third set of research 

questions: Whether the lasting impact of Soviet attitudinal patterns, 

particularly those related to informality, conflicts with the development of 

well-functioning, democratic institutions and, more specific, what kind of 

repercussions the high degree of Soviet-style informality has for these 

institutions and what it entails for the relationship between citizen and 

state. 

First of all, it has been established that certain aspects directly connected 

to Soviet-type informality have a negative effect on the quality of political 

participation. So the persistence of informal networks is a serious 

obstacle to the development of civil society structures, since it works on 

an in-/ outgroup principle, thus nurturing mistrust towards strangers and 

reducing willingness to join other organisational formats. Also, resorting 

to informal or corrupt ways of solving a problem perpetuates a preference 

for individual solutions over collective ones, which is a pattern of action 

that conflicts with the development of a sense of community and a 

concern for the whole. 

In addition to these Soviet attitudinal orientations directly connected to 

informality, a number of other Soviet attitudes revolving around two main 

themes that conflict with the development of well-functioning, democratic 

institutions have been established. These attitudes have their origin in a 

mind-set that, at the same time, is at the root of engaging in informal 

practices. 

This is first and foremost a deep disregard for the state. It goes along 

with a strong division in “my”, the people, and “oni”, the state authorities. 

The notion of parallel spheres and of seeing the state in an enemy 

position makes people disengage and try to organise their life with as 

little exposure to the state as possible. This has very palpable, negative 
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consequences on their willingness for political participation. It has, 

however, very straightforward, positive effects on the readiness to 

engage in informal practices, too. Not feeling obliged towards the state 

entails a disregard for the rules it enforces, in short a disregard for the 

law and a contorted feeling of deviance, which, inter alia, accounts for the 

small or non-existent mens rea commonly displayed when engaging in 

informal practices. 

Secondly, there is the Soviet expectation of a caring state and a very low 

impetus for self-rule. In combination with the current authoritarian 

tendencies this accounts for the common feeling of not having any impact 

and not being in a position to make a difference, i.e. a low feeling of 

agency and autonomy. Not having the possibility to effect changes on a 

wider scale is one reason accounting for the attractiveness of individual 

solutions over joint, collective ones – after all, why should you unite for a 

cause when there is no chance to win. As mentioned above, this 

preference for individual solutions manifests itself in resorting to informal 

practices rather than joining efforts to take action against corruptive 

situations. At the same time it undermines public spiritedness and is a 

serious obstacle to the development of a sense of community. 

So the answer to the question whether the lasting impact of Soviet 

attitudinal patterns, particularly those related to informality, conflicts with 

the development of well-functioning, democratic institutions is clearly 

affirmative. Asking about the specific repercussions of widespread 

Soviet-style informality for these institutions and what it entails for the 

relation between citizen and state, it has been shown that this kind of 

informality has a very straightforward negative effect both on the quality 

of political participation and on the development of a sense of community. 

However, it is not only Soviet attitudinal orientations directly connected to 

informality that are thwarting the development of democratic institutions. 

Rather the latter are dysfunctional because a more general set of Soviet 

attitudes revolving around a deep disregard for the state and a low sense 

of agency are still prevalent. These are both at the root of soviet-style 

informality and contradict certain democratic preconditions at the same 

time.  

Putting the results of this chapter in a nutshell, it can be concluded that 

the above-mentioned elements of Soviet legacy, and in particular soviet-
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style informal practices that are being nurtured by this legacy, combined 

with today’s shortcomings regarding output quality, fairness of elections 

and obvious grand corruption account for the fact that overall legitimacy 

is low and democratic institutions, particularly an active and inclusive 

civic society, are weak. 
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6. Conclusion: Dominant factors for 

engaging in informal practices and 

theoretical implications 
 

This study’s overall research interest was twofold: Firstly, it intended to 

scrutinise why corruption in encounters between citizens and public 

officials is so pervasive and persistent in post-soviet countries by taking 

an interest in the underlying attitudes, values and expectations of why 

clients engage in corrupt transactions. And secondly, on a more systemic 

level, it asked about the influence of these low-level informal practices 

and the attitudes that go along with them on the development and quality 

of state institutions in post-soviet states, being formally based on 

democratic principles.681 

In approaching the first area of interest, special attention was paid to the 

historical vector of today’s informal practices, bearing in mind that in 

Soviet times, under the conditions of a planned economy and an 

inflexible and over-bureaucratised political regime, a very specific type of 

informal practices had come into being. Therefore, in a first move, this 

study attempted to identify which elements of former Soviet practices 

have been preserved in today’s informal institutions and to which extent.  

In a second move, it asked what makes people resort to these 

informal practices. The empirical data was analysed with regard to two 

possible explanations: Is it the legacy of informal practices that is at the 

root of the persistence of corruption in post-soviet countries, i.e. do 

people engage in this kind of practices out of inertia, reproducing what 

 
681 As a reminder, when speaking of “informal practices”, this study has a very 
narrow conception of these and understands them as “sets of strategies used for 
getting things done” while circumventing formal rules and legal constraints following 
the terminology established by Shekshnia, Ledeneva et al. on informality in a post-
soviet context (see Shekshnia, Ledeneva and Denisova-Schmidt 2014, as footnote 
118, p. 6 and the explanations in chapter 1.4, pp. 31-32 of the present study). This 
narrow understanding of informal practices corresponds with the wide definition of 
corruption being used in this study, including both monetary and non-monetary 
practices of exchange being resorted to as an incentive to decide administrative acts 
in encounters between citizens and public officials in a way that is not in compliance 
with the applicable laws and regulations. 
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has been habitual in Soviet times? Or does the pervasiveness itself make 

them feel forced to act corruptly, i.e. is it a rational decision to go along 

because they feel trapped in a problem of collective action?  

To approach this question, elaborating the attitude with which people 

engaged in informal practices was essential, paying particular attention to 

the aspect if people associated a sense of guilt to informal transactions. 

This was based on the consideration that a lacking mens rea points to a 

Soviet legacy682 and an existing feeling of guilt when engaging in corrupt 

practices is an indicator of people doing so not by their own decision, but 

because they feel forced to act that way: To them, it is the only way to 

solve their problem in a situation in which corruption is ubiquitous.  

In a third move, the study approached the impact of informal 

practices influenced by the Soviet past as well as of the attitudes that go 

along with them on the development and quality of democratic 

institutions. This was based on the consideration that contrary to Soviet 

times, when informal practices helped to keep a system functional that 

was characterised by constant shortages of consumer goods and political 

inflexibility, the same practices have a negative effect in a system based 

on democratic principles. In that case, institutions are in need of a 

participatory and supportive citizenry, while informal practices influenced 

by the Soviet past are based on a feeling of mistrust towards the state 

and a lacking sense of guilt when bending the rules.  

Methodologically, this study is based on exploratory research and 

approached the research interest by way of qualitative analysis of a small 

data sample. It does therefore neither pretend to come up with 

statistically significant findings nor with final and conclusive solutions. 

The qualitative approach, however, yielded insights that quantitative 

research examining informality cannot reach. Notwithstanding the small 

sample it was possible to generalise a number of findings. Thus this 

study was able to arrive at conclusions complementing the existing 

quantitative research, both adding detail and offering new perspectives 

on post-soviet informality and the theoretical framework used to approach 

the topic in the published literature. 
 

682 As shown in chapter 1.4 and chapter 4, in Soviet times, most informal 
transactions were not seen as corruption, but as showing one’s gratitude for a favour 
granted previously. Moreover, the state was considered to be in an enemy position 
and consequently, deceiving state structures did largely not induce a sense of guilt. 
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Elements of former Soviet practices in today’s informal institutions 
 

When analysing today’s informal practices against the backdrop of the 

specifics characterising Soviet informal institutions, a number of 

similarities could be noted. The feeling of obligation, of owing someone a 

favour, is still very much present when people engage in relations of all 

kinds. Nevertheless, the empirical data confirms that a monetization of 

the “payments” for informal services has occurred and that informal 

solutions are rarely reached without money being paid.  

This does, however, not mean that money became more important than 

connections. Drawing on the habit of fostering a network of influential 

acquaintances typical of informal practices in Soviet times, establishing a 

personal connection is still a vital precondition for engaging in an informal 

transaction today. First of all it ensures to get access to someone who 

will be prepared to effect the transaction with the help of a monetary 

payment and secondly, it guarantees a safe handling of the transaction 

for both sides – the client can be sure to receive the service looked for 

and the agent can rely on the “honest” intentions of the client, having the 

guarantee that the informal request is not a trap – a safety measure 

acquiring particular importance in the years after President Dmitry 

Medvedev’s anti-corruption campaign of 2008 to 2011.  

It can therefore be summarised that, in comparison to Soviet times, the 

currency of informal transactions has changed from trading favours to 

exchanging money. However, personal connections still provide the 

framework for the agent (and the client) to engage in informal 

transactions. Contrary to common (Western) monetary corruption, the 

decisive factor is not the amount of money offered, but the personal 

factor creating a sense of obligation and an atmosphere of confidence 

between the two parties of the transaction. 

What has changed, however, is the time-frame of the transaction – 

whereas in Soviet times favours could be paid back at a considerably 

later moment in time, the monetization of the currency obviously led to an 

immediate compensation for the informal service delivered. 
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Dominant factors for engaging in informal practices 
 

Analysing the empirical data with regard to the individual-level motives as 

well as to underlying attitudes, values and expectations that make people 

resort to informal practices, uncovered a wide array of influencing factors.  

Mapping the dominant approaches towards informal behaviour across 

the variety of geographical, educational, professional and age 

backgrounds showed that the main drivers that make individuals engage 

in or refrain from corrupt practices are indeed connected to Soviet legacy 

and to rational behaviour in an environment of systemic corruption. 

However, it also demonstrated that there is a third driver which is rooted 

in the character of the individual actor. This is an important aspect, since 

character is often neglected as an influential factor that makes people 

engage in corrupt practices. 

 

When arranging the prominent approaches distilled in an order indicating 

their inclination to engage in informal practices, the approach termed 

“proactive” is at the top of the list, embracing all forms of monetary and 

non-monetary informality on his or her own initiative. At the other end of 

the spectrum is what has been termed a “Principled attitude” with a 

“Pragmatic”, a “Responding” and an “Apprehensive attitude” filling the 

continuum in between. When examining the different approaches on their 

degree of “Sovietness”, i.e. Soviet elements in attitude and behaviour, the 

“Personal relations approach” is closest to Soviet practices. Preferring to 

manage its administrative needs via personal relations and giving small 

gifts to show its gratitude, it remains very close to the Soviet way of 

getting things done as if nothing has changed. Elements of the Soviet-

type approach to informality could also be found in the “Responding” and 

“Apprehensive approach”. Both have a sense of wrongdoing with regard 

to (monetary) bribes and either dislike situations of monetary corruption 

or feel uneasy in them. 

Particularly the behaviour of the interview partners following a “Personal 

relations approach” raised the question of functionality. Do people acting 

the way they did in Soviet times get what they need? The interview data 

showed that resorting to Soviet-like practices is not just a blind habit, but 
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that those using these practices are largely successful in getting what 

they need, thus proving the functionality of the approach.683 

 

Some conclusions could be drawn from analysing the distribution of the 

interview partners over the different approaches mapped. 

Interestingly, the influence of Soviet legacy in informal transactions’ – 

most profoundly present in the approach relying on personal relations – 

proved not to be connected to the age of the individual. The analysis 

showed that this influence is evenly distributed over all age groups and is 

not connected to the fact that the individual has been shaped by a 

personal Soviet experience. This fact proves how entrenched the Soviet 

behavioural patterns are in today’s informal practices no matter if a 

person was born before or after the disintegration of the Soviet Union and 

demonstrates how behavioural patterns are passed down to the next 

generations. The study therefore contradicts the assumption put forth in 

2001 by Miller et al. that corruption influenced by the Soviet past should 

be regarded as a “mere ‘season of corruption’” that will come to an end in 

the near future.684 In this case Ronald Inglehart’s theory arguing that 

changes in values and attitudes go along with the gradual exchange of 

age cohorts socialised in the respective period, does not hold.685 Instead, 

the results point to the longue durée of informal institutions, confirming 

that these undergo only very slow changes.686 

Geographic origin was similarly inconclusive in explaining an attitude 

towards informal practices influenced by Soviet legacy, when regarding 

interview partners from the different towns and cities included as 

research locations. However, individuals from rural areas displayed an 
 

683 An exception from this are interview partners showing an apprehensive attitude – 
they, too, prefer to act the way that was customary in Soviet times, appreciating the 
soothing presence of connections and feeling uneasy with monetary corruption, but 
are not very successful in reaching their goals in bureaucratic encounters. Yet the 
fact that in their case Soviet-like informal practices are not working does not 
contradict that these practices are still largely functional. Rather it is an illustrative 
example of the fact that besides attitudes and values, the personality of the 
respective individual plays an important role in shaping an approach towards 
informal practices: Their failure to make those practices work for them is 
predominantly connected to their overall apprehensive character. 
684 Miller, Grodeland and Koshechkina 2001, as footnote 23, p. 21. Obviously this 
assumption was made in a different context more than 15 years ago. At that time it 
was reasonable to assume that those practices influenced by the Soviet past were 
just a temporary phenomenon.  
685 See Pickel and Pickel 2006, as footnote 309, p. 136.  
686 As argued by Eicher, Claudia and Beichelt, Timm 2006, as footnote 80, p. 341. 



188 
 

approach to informal practices imprinted by the Soviet past a lot more 

frequently than others. This accumulation of attitudes influenced by 

Soviet legacy aligns with the initial assumption that in these areas fewer 

changes from Soviet times have occurred than in the towns and cities, 

making it more likely for people to stick to Soviet-like informal practices. 

Contrary to this, the results with regard to towns and cities suggest that 

no matter whether an individual is from cosmopolite and capitalist 

Moscow or from the mono-city Magnitogorsk, which has not undergone 

that many changes since Soviet times, the tendency to use both 

monetary corruption and relations to reach one’s end is very much the 

same. This may be explained by the fact that Russian towns and cities, 

no matter how much of the former Soviet ethos and way of life they have 

retained, have moved a lot further from the Soviet past than rural areas 

have. Or rural areas might be much more prone to resort to solutions 

based on personal relations simply due to the fact that these acquire 

much more importance in a rural setting than in an urban one. The 

answer to the question which of these explanations holds more is left to 

further research. 

A third conclusion can be made with regard to the correlation between 

education and the role of the Soviet legacy in informal practices. The 

results of the analysis indicate that interview partners with a degree in 

higher education are more likely to dissociate themselves from Soviet 

practices. Some of them consciously embrace monetary corruption 

following what has been termed the “Proactive approach”, others 

consciously refrain from it displaying a principled stance towards corrupt 

practices. However, most frequently, they are pragmatic with regard to 

monetary informality: They do not like it but feel forced to use it, knowing 

that it will facilitate their life – an attitude showing that the situation is 

perceived as a problem of collective action.  

 

This feeling is the second driver established in making individuals refrain 

from or engage in informal practices – rational behaviour in an 

environment of systemic corruption that can be explained by the theory of 

collective action. If the general expectation is that everybody acts 

corruptly, it is rational for the respective individual to go along, since 

refraining is connected with disproportionately high costs and no short-
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term benefits. This holds even if the person dislikes and disapproves of 

corruption, making the feeling to be “trapped in a corrupt game” a 

characteristic indicator of perceiving the situation as a problem of 

collective action.687  

Most frequently, it was interview partners displaying a “Proactive” or 

“Pragmatic attitude” towards informal practices that showed indications of 

following a collective action logic in their behaviour. At the same time, 

these were the attitudes connected to the highest inclination for corrupt 

behaviour. Interview partner showing no or only a small inclination for 

engaging in corrupt practices, on the other hand, displayed no signs of 

perceiving the situation as a collective action problem. The analysis thus 

confirms a positive correlation between a high propensity for corrupt 

transactions and strong evidence for perceiving the situation as a 

problem of collective action. 

 

However, analysing the readiness to engage in corrupt practices by 

making use of criteria pointing either to behaviour following a collective 

action logic or to Soviet legacy, could only shed light on parts of the 

picture each. It was conclusive with regard to the extreme cases, proving 

that those with a mind-set strongly imprinted by the Soviet past as well as 

those showing strong evidence of interpreting the situation as a 

collective-action problem are very prone to engaging in informal 

transactions. It also demonstrated that people that show neither of the 

two have only a small or no inclination at all to act corruptly. Yet it could 

not explain the high or low propensity to act corruptly of those in the 

middle categories of those two factors, showing conclusively that neither 

legacy nor interpreting the situation as a collective-action problem can 

sufficiently explain the propensity to engage in corrupt acts on their own. 

 

Combining the two factors of legacy and rationality influenced by 

collective action eliminated a number of question marks. It showed that 

those with a high propensity for corruption who only showed little signs of 

being influenced by the Soviet past were found to display strong signs of 

interpreting the situation as a collective-action problem and vice versa. 
 

687 An expression coined by Persson et al. in Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and 
Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32. 
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So mapping the different approaches and their subsequent analysis 

proved that the factors that have been established as the main drivers for 

corruptibility have to be considered jointly. This study’s analysis has 

demonstrated this for the factors of Soviet legacy and of rational 

behaviour as a reaction to a collective action problem (leaving character 

aside, being a category that evades political science analysis), showing 

that the reasons to engage in corrupt actions are a mixture of both Soviet 

legacy and of rational behaviour in a situation resembling a problem of 

collective action. The highest propensity to engage in corrupt practices 

could be found, when those two aspects coincided, showing that the two 

factors are mutually reinforcing each other.  

This is thus the answer that this study gives to the question whether it is 

the legacy of informal practices that is at the root of the persistence of 

corruption in post-soviet countries or whether it is the pervasiveness itself 

that makes people feel forced to act corruptly interpreting the situation as 

a problem of collective action: Both of them are important factors in 

shaping today’s informal practices and the degree to which they coincide 

largely determines the level of readiness with which the respective 

individual will engage, given that his/ her personality allows for such an 

endeavour. 

 

The impact of Soviet legacies on the relationship between citizen 
and state 

 
But it is not only the Soviet legacy with regard to informal practices that 

reinforces the rational reactions to a situation resembling a problem of 

collective action. It is Soviet attitudes more generally (including those that 

are at the root of Soviet-like informal practices) that either amplify the 

preparedness for corrupt transactions or prevent people from resisting 

them. As has been spelled out by the lawyer from Volgograd in this 

study’s interview sample, who – unavailingly – tried to motivate parents to 

take action in a situation in which the school demanded money for 

textbooks, although they should be provided for free: “They were afraid 

that this might have negative consequences for them and refused to 
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participate”, explaining this in the following with the strong urge to 

conform with standard behaviour – another legacy from Soviet times.688 

This example represents illustratively the second area of interest 

approached by this study – the impact of Soviet-like informal practices as 

well as the attitudes that go along with them on the development and 

quality of democratic institutions. 

 

Asking about the specific repercussions of widespread Soviet-style 

informality itself for well-functioning democratic institutions (i.e. 

commencing by the impact of behavioural patterns directly connected to 

Soviet informal practices), showed that it has a very straightforward 

negative effect both on the quality of political participation and on the 

development of a sense of community. The negative effect on political 

participation is connected to the persistence of informal networks. The 

analysis of this study’s interview sample confirmed that they reduce the 

willingness to join other organisational formats by working on an in-/ 

outgroup principle and by nurturing mistrust towards strangers.689 This is 

how they pose a serious obstacle to the development of civil society 

structures.  

 

The negative effect on the development of a sense of community is 

connected to the fact that resorting to informal ways of solving a problem 

perpetuates a preference for individual solutions over collective ones. 

Although at first glance the presence of those tightly-knit informal 

networks seems to point in the opposite direction (and it is with this 

positive connotation that their memory is cherished, as the interview 

sample confirmed in a number of instances), the informal practices 

associated with these networks did not represent a collective effort to 

overcome dysfunctionalities, i.e. to unite towards sustainably changing 

dysfunctional elements. Rather they were a way of finding solutions to 

individual problems with the help of others. Notwithstanding the 

communist rhetoric, this individual approach to solving one’s problems 

represented a behavioural pattern deeply entrenched in Soviet society 

 
688 Interview 2/3, para. 15-16. 
689 Consequently, interview partners who showed a high degree of civic activity 
displayed a principled stance against corrupt actions. 
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and was in line with the general individualistic understanding of rights and 

liberties that attached little importance to the liberties as part of a group 

or a nation.690 In a democratic setting, however, this preference for an 

individual approach over a collective one, being perpetuated by the 

persistence of informal practices influenced by the Soviet past, is 

dysfunctional in itself as it conflicts with the development of a sense of 

community and a concern for the whole – both qualities that are essential 

for the functioning of a democratic society.  

 

However, it is not only Soviet attitudinal orientations directly connected to 

informality that thwart the development of democratic institutions. Rather 

the latter are dysfunctional because a more general set of Soviet 

attitudes revolving around a deep disregard for the state and a low sense 

of agency are still prevalent. These are both at the root of soviet-type 

informality, i.e. indirectly connected to Soviet informal practices, and 

contradict certain democratic preconditions at the same time.  

So as much as seeing the state in an enemy position and having a notion 

of parallel spheres (“my”, the people, as opposed to “oni”, the state 

authorities) lowers inhibitions to engage in informal practices by entailing 

a disregard for the rules it enforces, as much it makes people quite 

generally disengage and try to organise their life with as little exposure to 

the state as possible with very palpable, negative consequences on their 

willingness for political participation. So not feeling obliged towards the 

state entails both – a higher propensity to engage in informal practices 

and a lower propensity to make a positive contribution to society.  

Similarly, the Soviet legacy of expecting a caring state and having 

a very low impetus for self-rule (reinforced by the current authoritarian 

tendencies) accounts for the common feeling of not having any impact 

and a low feeling of agency and autonomy. Not having the possibility to 

effect changes on a wider scale, again, makes individual solutions more 

attractive than joint, collective ones, because there is no impetus to unite 

 
690 See Budraitskis, Ilya 2018, as footnote 571, p. 13 and Meyer, Gerd 2008, as 
footnote 71, p. 90. Sociological surveys confirm that this holds for contemporary 
Russia and even prove that an individual approach and a pointed individualism are 
getting stronger over time (See Judin, Grigori: “Besondere russische Werte?!”. 
reprinted from: Republic (2018). (https://www.dekoder.org/de/article/judin-werte-
russisch-westen, last accessed 3 July 2018), p. 4). 
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for a cause when the chances to win are marginal. This preference for 

individual solutions over collective ones manifests itself, inter alia, in 

resorting to informal practices while at the same time more generally 

undermining public spiritedness and constituting a serious obstacle to the 

development of a sense of community.691  

So the answer to the question whether the lasting impact of Soviet 

attitudinal patterns, particularly those related to informality, conflicts with 

the development of well-functioning, democratic institutions is clearly 

affirmative. The study’s sample has shown that it is particularly the 

preference for individual over collective solutions and the continued effect 

of persisting informal networks combined with a deep disregard of the 

state and a low feeling of agency that pose serious obstacles to the 

quality of political participation and to the sense of community on the 

level of society, severely undermining public-spiritedness. Obviously 

these results have to be put into perspective with today’s shortcomings 

regarding the output quality of the political system, fairness of elections 

and the problems with grand corruption and are not the only factors that 

are to be held responsible for the overall low legitimacy and weakness of 

democratic institutions in post-soviet countries. But the study has shown 

that the impact of informal practices and the Soviet attitudinal patterns 

that go along with them has to be considered as an important element 

contributing to weak democratic institutions, particularly to a weak civil 

society. 692  

It has therefore established – contrary to the prevalent view in academic 

discourse – that the causality in the nexus between democracy and 

corruption is not a one-way road leading from weak democratic 

institutions to higher levels of corruption,693 but that certain forms of 

corruption, more precisely the specific type of post-soviet informality, 

have a negative impact on the development of democratic institutions. 
 

691 Accordingly, interview partners who made it clear that they do not have the 
feeling that they are in a position to make a difference, showed a high readiness to 
engage in informal practices. 
692 Thus confirming the assessments of Sanjian, Andrea Stevenson 1994, as 
footnote 65, particularly p. 129, and Karklins 2005, as footnote 4, particularly pp. 92-
94. 
693 For an overview on this school in the published literature, refer to chapter 1.2, pp. 
5-6 or see Mungiu-Pippidi, Alina 2006, as footnote 19, Mungiu-Pippidi 2015, as 
footnote 19, Pech 2012, as footnote 30, p. 17, Shah, Anwar M. 2006, as footnote 11, 
p. 2, Bracking (ed.) 2007, as footnote 20, p. 7 and Huntington 1968, as footnote 6, 
p. 59. 
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The relation between democracy and corruption should therefore not be 

interpreted as one of linear causality, but it has to be acknowledged that 

causality may follow a bidirectional path, constituting a vicious circle of 

informality. 

 

This study’s contribution to the theoretical base  
 

The findings of this study confirm the recent criticism of the PAC model 

and support the argument that conceptualising corruption in a setting of 

systemic corruption as a problem of collective action is a theoretical 

approach that is better suited to the circumstances. The analysis of the 

empirical data showed that what has been established by Persson et al. 

for the behaviour of agents, applies equally to the perspective of the 

citizen.694 For him/ her, too, the costs of acting fairly are much higher 

than the benefits of acting corruptly. Since no one in the triangle of 

principal, agent and citizens believes in non-corrupt actions, this creates 

a powerful expectation of corruption and makes it highly unfavourable to 

act against this expectation in the short-run, resulting in a typical problem 

of collective action.  

 

However, not all interview partners showed signs of following the logic 

suggested by this theory and consequently, collective-action theory could 

only partly explain their views on informality and their readiness for 

engaging in corrupt actions. Explaining interview partners’ inclination for 

corrupt transaction solely by the legacy of Soviet informal practices, i.e. 

by including historical considerations, was equally insufficient in 

explaining the incidence of corruption on its own. Combining those two 

factors provided a much stronger basis for understanding interview 

partner’s attitudes towards corrupt transactions and behaviour in 

corruptive situations and thus it was possible to explain the majority of 

cases.  

However, the empirical data indicated that there is a variety of other 

factors influencing a person’s individual attitude towards informal 

behaviour. It showed that the influential factor on par with interpreting the 

 
694 See Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32. 
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situation as a problem of collective action or legacy is character, but also 

educational background or professional ethics influenced the attitudes 

met throughout the interview sample.  

So in summary, the empirical data could show a wide variety of reasons 

for corrupt transactions. It was the individual access to each interview 

partner and the way of approaching the topic of informality – speaking 

about it while disguising this intention, broaching the related issue of how 

the interview partner felt the state institutions worked instead – that 

enabled the collection of this varied and comprehensive overall picture of 

attitudes towards informality and reasons for the propensity to act 

corruptly. This study has thus shown the limits of big theories in 

comprehensively explaining why people engage in corrupt transactions. 

What looks conclusive on the level of statistical indices using quantified 

data, is much less intuitive when entering the individual level of genuine 

qualitative analysis. Big theories can only grasp certain segments of 

reality, but the overall picture is much more complex. The spectrum of 

reasons for which people engage in or refrain from corrupt transactions is 

wide and varied, allowing for overlaps and even for contradictions. 

The merit of the present study and its empirical data sample is therefore 

to attribute some “flesh” to the existing theories by the empirical data 

collected695 as well as to show how these theories can and must be 

combined in order to gain a balanced and comprehensive picture of 

reality. 

 

Corresponding anti-corruption strategies 
 

This general insight and the more specific insights of the analysis 

establishing the combined effect of at least two important factors 

influencing the propensity to engage in informal practices in the post-

soviet region – one rooted in the Soviet legacy and one referring to 

collective-action theory – work towards an improved data basis allowing 

 
695 An expression coined by Silvia von Steinsdorff in the course of a very 
constructive discussion in the framework of her research colloquium. 



196 
 

for considerations on anti-corruption strategies that will correspond with 

the specifics of post-soviet administrative corruption. 696  

Having established that the Soviet legacy plays an important role in 

shaping the attitude towards informal behaviour and that this attitude 

continues to be passed on to the next generations, implies that one 

important field to fight the readiness to engage in corrupt practices is to 

be found in the minds of the young generations to come. As the expert 

Andrei Kalikh has put it for the case of Russia, there is a general 

education in corruption that people receive in their everyday dealings, 

starting from entering university.697 Yet for anti-corruption efforts to be 

effective, an education in anti-corruption has to take place before the 

“corruption education” Kalikh has in mind sets in. It has to become an 

integral element of school curricula, starting from the first classes using 

illustrative, simple examples and advancing to more complex approaches 

later on, including knowledge on the rights of each citizen and the legal 

and procedural possibilities of how to react to extortion in higher classes.  

The objective must be to establish integrity as a self-evident quality and 

accepted value among the younger generation, enabling it to call into 

question the self-evident move to informal practices of their parents and 

the establishment. 

Clearly, including anti-corruption education in school curricula and 

training teachers requires the political will to do so, however, it is less 

risky for the elites in the short-run than other anti-corruption measures 

that might be a direct threat to the rents they receive from corrupt 

schemes. 

The policy implications of the explanation of corrupt behaviour based on 

interpreting the situation as a problem of collective action are a lot less 

straightforward to realise. In that case the problem is situated in the 

shared expectation of everybody acting corruptly. Studies on other 

 
696 The necessity of devising anti-corruption strategies that are tailored to the 
specific country settings is undisputed among theorists and practitioners, however, 
as Persson et al. criticise, “the most frequent approach has until today been to use 
‘tool kits’ of ideas provided by the international community in line with the logic of a 
‘one-size-fits-all’ approach.” (Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, 
as footnote 32, p. 3). 
697 Andrei Kalikh in Berlin on 8 November 2011 in the framework of the conference 
“19th German-Russian autumn talks: Quick advantage – never-ending 
consequences” (See chapter 2.2 and Appendix 3: Information on experts for more 
detailed information on expert interviews). 
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collective action problems have shown that changing these shared 

expectations can only be reached by revolutionary change.698 

Analogously, Larry Diamond suggests the need for revolutionary changes 

in the institutions in contexts of endemic corruption, when corruption is 

considered the norm.699  

Empirical studies conducted in Sweden, Denmark, the USA, Hong Kong 

and Singapore confirmed that “a big push” including all major political, 

economic and social institutions is needed, so that people realise that 

wherever they turn, there is “a new ‘game in town’”.700 It seems that 

countries that have been successful in tilting the balance have in 

common that political actors have served as role models.701 

The odds for reaching such a situation are good if there is a “’critical 

juncture’ in a country’s political development” that makes people share 

the belief that from that point on they can be sure that the majority of their 

fellow citizens will play fair.702 For the post-soviet region, an example of 

how this can be achieved is what happened in the course of the so-called 

“Rose Revolution” in Georgia in 2003. Having started as an anti-

corruption movement against the wide-spread corruption of the 

Shevardnadze years, the change at the top of the country provided the 

“critical juncture” that helped the subsequent anti-corruption campaigns 

to be successful with regard to low-level corruption.703 This makes 

Georgia stick out from the rest of the post-soviet region (excluding EU-

 
698 See Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, p. 17. 
699 See Diamond, Larry: “A Quarter-Century of Promoting Democracy”. In: Journal of 
Democracy 18 (2007:4), 118–120, here p. 119. In a similar vein, Alina Mungiu-
Pippidi argues that it will be necessary to tilt the entire system from one equilibrium 
characterised by particularism to one characterised by universalism and open 
access (see Mungiu-Pippidi, Alina 2006 quoted by Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo 
and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32, p. 17). 
700 See Linz, Juan J. and Alfred Stepan: Problems of Democratic Consolidation. 
Baltimore, MD 1996 as quoted by Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 
2012, as footnote 32, p. 17. 
701 See Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, as footnote 32. 
702 See Debiel, Tobias and Gawrich, Andrea 2013, as footnote 85, p. 10. The new 
rules have to encompass therefore much more than formal monitoring and 
sanctioning mechanisms – they have to be a mixture of formal and informal 
mechanisms for control (See Persson, Anna, Rothstein, Bo and Teorell, Jan 2012, 
as footnote 32, p. 17). 
703 See Cox (ed.) 2008, as footnote 10, pp. 182–183. The reform efforts with regard 
to low-level corruption were successful, although grand corruption rose to pre-
revolutionary levels after a post-revolutionary dent, since it was only a question of 
time for new corruption networks to be formed (See ibid., p. 182). 
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members) in Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index, 

securing 58 points compared to the average score of 35 points.704 

Ukraine, with its “Revolution of Dignity” in 2013/2014, had the chance of 

reaching this “critical juncture” for changing the expectations regarding 

overall corruptibility, too. However, the popular assessment of the 

performance of the Poroshenko government suggests that the small 

window of opportunity that events like that offer to combat the perception 

of being trapped in a corrupt game has passed unused. 

For the rest of the region it remains to be seen whether it will be possible 

to fight corruption by breaking with traditions and changing both 

expectations and the influence of the Soviet past. With offering a better 

understanding of the particularities of post-soviet informality and of the 

reasons accounting for its pervasiveness, this study hopes that it has not 

only contributed to the empirical base for adequate anti-corruption 

strategies for the post-soviet region, but that these will also see their 

realisation in one or the other country of this region. 

 
704 See Transparency International 2019, as footnote 2. 
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Appendixes 

Appendix 1: Remark on Russian transliteration 
 

Throughout the study, the transliteration of Russian quotations, special 

terms and proper nouns conforms to the scientific transliteration of Cyrillic 

as the phonemic equivalent to the orthography of the language 

transliterated.  

For the sake of better readability, however, the names of the research 

locations met throughout the study are presented in the common English 

orthography (Moscow, Perm and Tyumen instead of Moskva, Perm’ and 

Tjumen’). The same applies to commonly known names in general, which is 

why the Russian president at the time of empirical research is spelled 

Dmitry Medvedev instead of Dmitrij Medvedev. 

Appendix 2: Information on interview partners 
 

Below is an overview with basic sociodemographic information about the 

interview partners of the empiric data sample. The first part of the code they 

are identified with refers to the research location: 1 – Moscow, 2 – 

Volgograd, 3 – Magnitogorsk, 4 – Perm, 5 – Tyumen and rural – interview 

partners from rural areas. The second part denotes the number of the 

interview partner. Where numbers are missing in the sequence, it was either 

not possible to conclude the interview or the person turned out to be only 

visiting the respective research location.  

 

Interview Gender Year 
of 
birth 

Age at the 
time of 
interview 

Educational 
background 

Profession 

1/1 F 1961 51 9 years of 

formal 

education 

plasterer 

1/2 F 1980 32 university pharmacist 

1/3 F 1977 35 PhD university 

lecturer/ 

historian 
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Interview Gender Year 
of 
birth 

Age at the 
time of 
interview 

Educational 
background 

Profession 

1/4 F 1974 38 PhD university 

lecturer/ 

lawyer 

2/1 F 1929 83 university economist 

2/2 F 1945 67 polytechnikum chemist 

2/3 F 1973 39 university lawyer 

2/5 M 1988 24 university engineer 

2/6 M 1989 23 university computer 

scientist 

3/1 M 1970 42 university real-estate 

agent 

3/2 F 1979 33 university primary 

school 

teacher 

3/3 F 1961 51 polytechnikum accountant 

3/4 F 1982 30 university foreign 

language 

teacher 

3/5 M 1963 49 university small 

business 

owner 

4/1 F 1958 54 9 years of 

formal 

education 

shoemaker 

4/2 F 1985 27 university broker 

4/3 M 1969 43 university engineer 

4/4 F 1985 27 university lawyer 

4/5 M 1965 47 university accountant 

5/1 M 1961 51 polytechnikum driver 

5/4 F 1993 19 9 years of 

formal 

education 

hotel clerk 
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Interview Gender Year 
of 
birth 

Age at the 
time of 
interview 

Educational 
background 

Profession 

rural/1 F 1977 35 university primary 

school 

teacher 

rural/2 M 1975 37 secondary 

school drop-

out 

driver 

rural/3 M 1974 38 polytechnikum oilman 

 

Appendix 3: Information on experts 
 

Expert interviews to support the empirical data collection and to 

countercheck the outcomes of the analysis were conducted with: 

 

1) Ivan Ninenko, Deputy Director of Transparency International Russia, 

spoken to on 8 November 2011 in Moscow. 

2) Vladimir Rimsky, head of the Sociology Department of the Russian 

INDEM Foundation, spoken to on 7 and 8 November 2014 in the 

framework of the conference “19th German-Russian autumn talks: Quick 

advantage – never-ending consequences” in Berlin. 

3) Andrei Kalikh, political activist and journalist active in the field of anti-

corruption and human rights, member of the NGO coalition against 

corruption in Russia, spoken to on 7 and 8 November 2014 in the 

framework of the conference “19th German-Russian autumn talks: Quick 

advantage – never-ending consequences” in Berlin. 
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Appendix 4: Memory protocols of interviews 
 

Interviews Moscow: 

1/1 

1 Q: What would you say is most important to you? 

2 A: Most important in my life is my daughter.  
3 Q: What is your experience with public authorities? How do you get things 

done? 

4 A: The situation with the public authorities is really not easy for me. I live in 
Moscow without official registration, that's why I have to get practically 
everything done the informal way. I try to avoid the public authorities as much 
as possible. 

5 Q: Are little gifts sufficient or do you need money to get things done? 

6 A: Things are fixed with money exclusively. 
7 Q: How do you proceed? 

8 A: Most of the time it will be my daughter who tells me how to do it and to 
whom to turn to. And she in turn finds out about it from acquaintances. 

9 Q: What is your memory of Soviet times? 

10 A: Everything was better in Soviet times, everybody had a job. I was given 
notice after having worked 29 years in the same workplace, when they had to 
cut jobs. 

11 Q: What was relation towards the public authorities like in Soviet times? 
Would you say it is different now? 

12 A: Back then everybody was afraid, now nobody is afraid any more. 
13 Q: How would you describe your relation towards the state?  
14 A: [in the first part of her answer she refers to Ukraine where she lived before 

she moved to Moscow a number of years ago] It's bad, everything will break 
down, it’s best to keep distance as much as possible. The situation in Russia 
is better - in Ukraine there are no jobs at all and since the crisis things have 
been going down the drain. 

15 Q: What do you think about elections? 

16 A: I would say the same thing, keep your distance, that's what I say about 
politics. I do not want to have anything to do with it, elections mean nothing to 
me. 

17 Q: What do you think of reporting informal practices? 

18 A: Those who report informal practices really are the pits, they cease to exist 
for me, since they have betrayed the community. [said with strong emotional 
emphasis; it can be felt that this is a  topic she feels strongly about] 

 

1/2 

1 Q: What is your experience with the public authorities, with services you 
should get from the state? 
A: Particularly in the sphere of education you have to pay for everything, there 
are a lot of services for which you are charged and at the same time their 
quality declines. 

2 Q: Do you know what to expect when you need a public service? 
3 A: I feel the system is based on rules - I know what to expect and how to 

proceed, when I have to deal with the administration. 
4 Q: How about informal solutions to issues with the administration? 
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5 A: Used to be easier, there were more possibilities for informality and more 
connections. 

6 Q: What would you do, if you needed a passport to travel abroad and the 
delay on when to get a new one is longer thаn you can wait? 

7 A: If I really need it, I will pay. 
8 In my opinion there is nothing strange with this - if there is a given waiting 

period and I need the passport earlier it is quite normal that I will have to pay. 
9 Q: Wouldn't you think about reporting the official? 

10 A: No, I wouldn't, it's every man for himself ("každyj sam sebe dorože"), you'll 
only get into troubles. I had a similar case in the pharmacy in which I work, 
there was an issue with forged money, but same thing here, wouldn't report 
the client who paid with it for all the trouble that follows. 

11 Q: How would you describe your relation to the state? 
12 A: (is having difficulties to answer the question at first) Well, what can I say, of 

course I feel a little grateful to the state, but on the other hand, the minimal 
social security it offers can only be compared with Asian countries, not with 
the European level. Just look at how they treat disabled persons, trying to strip 
them off their status in order to save expenses. The state only exists for 
himself, this used to be different. I think that in Soviet times people had a 
better relation to the state and towards one another. Now we have a negative 
form of individualisation, people have few true friends and all others are mere 
acquaintances. 

13 To be quite honest, I could imagine leaving the country for good. 
14 Q: What do you think about elections? 
15 A: I think nothing of politics and do not want to have anything to do with them. 
16 Q: What about civic commitment or charity, is that something where you can 

see yourself? 
17 A: I think it's good to do something for society, I try to donate to foundations, 

but, you see, you need to have an appropriate income for doing that regularly. 
 

1/3 

1 Q: When dealing with public authorities, do you know where to turn to? 

2 A: Not always. I will ask friends and acquaintances for advice, those that have 
had experience with the matter at hand.  

3 Q: Would you say that the decisions are predictable?  
4 A: Not always, but so far I have been lucky.  
5 Q: How do you feel turning to public authorities?  
6 A: Of course I won't get in touch more than I need to, but when it is necessary 

I will go there. 
7 Q: Would you say they work effectively, do you get what you need? 

8 A: [interprets the question on a more abstract level] Some things could be 
better devised by the state - you get maternity allowance only for 1,5 years, 
but maternity leave for 3 years, that doesn't make sense. But I also see 
positive changes, "centr odnogo okna" [single-window system] is good, makes 
things a lot more effective and saves you running from one place to the other.  

9 Q: What about informality, have you experienced officials alluding to informal 
payments? 

10 A: No, I haven't. But my impression is that the level of everyday dealings 
("bytovoj uroven'") is spared from this. [although at a later point she states 
examples at her university] Those things are too minor, I haven't met 
something like that. 
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11 Q: What is your experience with doctors, for example? 

12 A: With doctors it is different, I usually offer them something out of gratitude, 
without it being asked for, but on my own initiative. I mean it as a reward for 
the fact that he cared, for his efforts and for the good work. It can be flowers, 
once I gave a special edition of a book which the counterpart had been 
looking for. But I am careful not to give money, this would be bribery already. 

13 Q: Let's assume you urgently need a new passport and the public official 
makes hints that he expects a payment - what would you do?  

14 A: Usually my husband takes care of these things and he is very principled, 
would never agree with this - he is a soldier in the army. I wouldn’t want to, 
either, but probably would at least find out the amount asked for and decide 
then according to how urgent the situation is. If everything was booked 
already etc., then yes, I would pay. 

15 Q: What would be your feelings in this situation, what would you feel towards 
the public official? 

16 A: My first reaction towards the public official who makes such allusions and 
tries to extort money would be very negative. 

17 My husband is very different - once we had a problem with the roof, water was 
coming in. It could have been fixed with a small repair, but my husband wrote 
letters to the respective offices, went there, made pictures and uploaded them 
to the internet and the result was that we got a thorough overhaul ("kapital'nyj 
remont"). 

18 Q: What about corruption at university? 

19 A: It didn't exist in my times, but now at the university where I teach there are 
certain tendencies. There are no "bjudžetniki" [students for whom the state 
pays the study fees], everybody pays for his studies and that's why the stance 
is common that this also means to get the desired marks. I had the situation in 
which the student demanded a 3, however had not even attended the lecture. 
I refuse to do so - I feel sorry for those that attend the lectures and get the 
same mark. But I know from other lecturers that they let the students pay them 
for the exams. 

20 Q: How would you describe your relation towards the state?  
21 A: I am a patriot and am proud of my country, proud of the perseverance of 

Russians in the wars. 
22 Q: When you think of the state, are you thinking in categories of "they" and 

"me"?  
23 A: I am doing so recently, yes. There are a lot of changes to the worse lately 

that make me think like that. 
24 If I look at it from a general point of view, it seems to me that the Russian 

people know only two conditions, it's either revolution or indifference - "moja 
xata s kraju" [meaning "I can't be bothered by matters of public concern"]. 
Today many people are burdened with everyday problems ("zadavlennye 
bytovymi problemami") to such an extent that they do not manage to think 
about the state. 

25 Q: What kind of changes to you observe compared to Soviet times?  
26 A: People are now more interested in material things - Ipod, mobile phone etc. 

- when they used to go on excursions, visit the theatre and the like in Soviet 
times. Now the priorities are different, more commercial. My students for 
example tell me, that they cannot come to my course because their superior 
does not give them leave. They argue that they have to pay for their studies, 
but in reality it is their parents that pay and the only reason for which they 
have a job is to buy the next technical gadget.  



205 
 

27 People have a different relation to each other now. It used to be important to 
help each other, to lend one's shoulder to someone ("podstavit' plečo"). There 
was solidarity, trust, it was important to be a good person. Now there is no 
trust anymore.  

28 But I want to be positive. I am convinced that you can influence what is 
happening, but still: I only rely on myself ("rassčityvaju tol'ko na sebja"). 

29 In my opinion there is a big difference between Volgograd and Moscow - in 
Volgograd people are more open and cordial. In Moscow everything is a lot 
more commercial. 

30 [an old acquaintance joins the conversation and they are reminiscent of old 
times] I remember the dean of the Historical Faculty, who organised a place in 
student accommodation for many, but under no circumstances would have 
accepted money for this - for me this is an example that corruption is not 
everywhere. 

31 Q: Are you prepared to do something for society? 

32 A: Yes, I am prepared and am quite involved - at university we have a group 
of volunteers that collects toys for orphanages and organises Subbotniks for 
cleaning the forest of garbage. 

33 Q: What about elections? 

34 A: I think they are very important and this holds for each of them, on every 
level. People have fought so hard to have this right. If you don't vote, you have 
no right to complain. 

 

1/4 

1 Q: What do you think of the authorities' effectiveness? 

2 A: They aren't effective, I do not expect anything positive from them. 
3 Q: What about informal practices - have you met the famous "stenka", have 

public officials alluded to bribing them? 

4 A: I have plenty of experience with informality, but never had a situation of 
"stenka" or allusions. There were only cases in which I had an interest in an 
informal solution and thus took the initiative. For example when looking for a 
place in kindergarten for my daughter. Could evade the waiting list by paying 
80,000 roubles to the civil servant in the office responsible for the allocation of 
places. But on the other hand I am kind of special, because my father is a 
doctor and this is why I always had a privileged position in health care, since: 
"u svoix ne berut" [literally "from their own kind they do not take"] . I've never 
had to wait and never had to pay. My father felt the impact of this also beyond 
the health care system - quite often traffic police for example does not ask 
doctors and advocates for bribes for superstitious reasons. 

5 Other than that informal deals with the traffic police are a given and their 
prices are common knowledge, e.g. if you violate the parking regulations - 
something that is an everyday necessity in Moscow. The policeman will step 
back slightly when asking for your papers, so that you have the chance to put 
a banknote in them. Or the other day one policeman went back to his car to 
make change for my 500 roubles note. 

6 Q: If it is not the traffic police, how do you know what to do - do you speak with 
your acquaintances about informal deals? 

7 A: Yes, I definitely do, such information is of great value and the question 
"komu dal" ("who did you bribe?") is generally the first reaction when it comes 
to informal practices. 

8 Q: What is more important - money or personal relations? 
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9 A: (after having thought about it for a while) Relations are more important, 
because it is them who quite often will open up the possibility for informal 
solutions, not because the public officials are afraid, but because they get 
enough anyway and do not want to spoil the reputation of their institution. I 
had this situation when I tried to bribe for a place in kindergarten for my son - 
it didn't work and I think this was because the director did not want to share 
the bribe with the office for allocations, she probably had her own channels. 

10 Yet, even if you have a connection to the person in charge, money will still be 
necessary in the majority of cases. The only exception is "zvonok sverxu", 
when you know someone higher up in the hierarchy and this person uses the 
power of his position. 

11 Q: Does it work only with money or also with chocolate and cognac? 

12 A: By and large you will need money, chocolate and cognac are only enough 
when it is really little issues. Other than that it is an instrument that helps to 
enter a relation/ "čtoby nastroit' svjaz'". 

13 Q: Aren't you afraid of the risk? 

14 A: No. 
15 Q: Tell me some more about the health care system? 

16 A: It's awful - there are the commercial services, for which you have to pay 
officially and then there are the free ones, for which you'll have to bribe, so 
either way you will have to pay in order to get what you need. 

17 Q:What is your feeling towards the civil servant who makes you pay a bribe? 

18 A: I do not feel outraged - why should I? It wouldn't make a difference. 
19 In my opinion the problem is the immaturity of the citizens and the bad 

reputation of whistle-blowing ("stučat'") as denunciation. This is why in cases 
of bribery no one thinks of morally reproaching the one who is accepting the 
payment, as it is part of the system that serves everybody. On the contrary, if 
someone witnesses that bribery has been reported, he will morally reproach 
the one who reports as someone who has done something wrong and not the 
one who accepted the payment. 

20 Q: How would you describe your relation to the state? 

21 A: I do not foster any illusions - I do not expect anything from it, no services 
and no free health care. When I pay my taxes, I bid farewell to my money; I 
am perfectly aware of the large-scale kickbacks ("otkaty") at the higher levels. 
In return I do not declare the money I receive for letting my flat and this gives 
me the feeling that I am even with the state. 

22 Q: What about elections? 

23 A: I do vote and I also encourage my students participate in elections, even if I 
do not foster any illusions as to the effect elections have. 

24 Q: How do you feel about doing something for society, about getting involved?  
25 A: I might sound very cynical, but it is important for me to commit myself to the 

compliance of human rights - I engage in capacity building in the human rights 
area and I present cases to the European Court of Human Rights on a regular 
basis. 
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Interviews Volgograd: 

2/1 

1 Q: What is most important to you? 

2 A: I want to die in peace with god, want him to take me to himself. I am very 
religious, a protestant, my whole family is like that. My work was always very 
important to me. But I regret that I did not find more time to spend with my 
children. 

3 Q: What kind of changes do you see comparing Soviet times and today?  
4 A: The Soviet Union was a state that turned its back on god. Of course I had 

difficulties because of my faith - in my assessments at work everything was 
impeccable in professional terms, but there was always criticism with regard 
to my ideological shortcomings. In my opinion the Soviet Union was bound to 
come asunder. 

5 [in the following she speaks a lot about the changes since 1991, but the 
general impression is that for her personally things stayed very much the 
same (having retired as early as 1984)] 

6 Q: How would you describe your relation towards the state? 

7 A: The state is in the hand of god, no matter whether back then in Soviet 
times or now. God shall endow the government with reason, one should pray 
for them. 

8 I am very happy that the pensions exist, I praise god for this and feel gratitude 
towards the state. Thank god it is not like in some other countries, in which 
the retired do not receive anything and depend on their children. That would 
not work nowadays, the children have changed, they have other aims now. 

9 The younger generation does not find the time to grow fruit and vegetables on 
the dachas - it was not easy for me to find the time for that back then, too. 

10 Q: What about elections? 

11 A: I think they are very important, you should participate. But due to my age I 
have been voting less lately.  

12 Q: What is your experience regarding state services? 

13 A: To go there and claim benefits, that's not my thing. 
14 Q: What if you needed a foreign passport urgently and there was a problem 

with getting it in time, would you be prepared to pay? 

15 A: [cryptically] There was no need for me to turn anywhere and consequently 
I did not have to pay anything. 

16 Q: What about the public health care system? 

17 A: I am very fond of it, there is new equipment in the polyclinic that I go to. I 
am very satisfied, I get everything I need and never had to pay for anything. I 
guess this is thanks to my age and thanks to the fact that I have the status of 
a veteran's widow 

 

2/2 

1 [before consenting to participate in the interview, the interviewee has a 
number of questions to find out what will happen with the information but most 
important to her is to make sure that the aim of the research is to work 
towards both concrete and general change] 

2 Q: Can you tell me about Soviet times?  
3 A: You know, I have had more information than most people. My husband first 

worked in radio technology for the antimissile defence in Volgograd, after that 
at the Ministry of Interior in prisons - he knew a lot, compared to how little 
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people used to hear from within of this closed system. Have you heard of the 
"quiet intelligentsia"? There was none left in Volgograd after the war and all in 
all it was hard for them in the Soviet Union. 

4 Q: What do you think of how the authorities work? A: You know, I will take you 
to the local pension fund, so that you will see on a concrete example how the 
state authorities work ("kak vlast' rabotaet") [she says this with a clearly 
dissatisfied note]. To tell you the whole story - I had changed the bank details 
for my veteran's widow pension and still they transferred the money to the old 
account, that fortunately still existed. State authorities automatically send all 
pensions and allowances to accounts of the Sberbank and the recipients are 
told to open a bank account with them. In other respects, too, Sberbank uses 
the fact that it has always existed in order to present itself as the only bank to 
be trusted. But as a matter of fact the conditions are quite bad. I was a long 
struggle - I wrote applications and took the matter to the direction of the 
division - until I succeeded to be allowed to use an account in a different bank. 

5 But I know even better how the authorities work from the struggle against the 
construction of a high-rise building next to the block of appartments in which I 
live. We have tried to make the construction not happen - it was not lawful - 
turned to all possible authorities, even achieved a building freeze and the 
obligation to re-apply for the construction project. However, only one hour later 
they started with the groundwork - without a new project, without a permission. 
The construction works resulted in a problem with the gas supply line, gas 
leaked and my flat almost blew up. After this incident the gas supply line was 
pinched off and since then I have been living without a gas connection. I have 
then tried to force the constructor to buy my flat, so that I can move houses. 
My flat has been classified as not fit to live in, but in the end this was 
overthrown by a court and I was depicted as a woman that overreacted. 

6 [She relates of these activities and their struggle with no resignation or 
bitterness, but sparkling eyes and enthusiasm and adds] I have learned that 
you have to fight for your rights, the most important lesson was, that you have 
to save your dignity and respect yourself ("sebja uvažat'"). 

7 And although in the end we did not succeed, this fight shows me that 
something has changed - we have written all these complaints and filed 
petitions, I wrote letters to the KGB and even to Putin - citing the constructor 
who had said that money decides everything and that I write to him, because I 
am convinced that this is not true and would like to assure myself that I am 
right - and nothing happened. In the old times I would have been persecuted 
as state enemy ("vrag naroda") straight away. 

8 You see, the whole struggle against the construction of this house shows how 
corrupted the local authorities are ("mestnaja vlast'"). Those problems can 
only be solved on the federal level, I am sure. 

9 Q: How would you describe your relation to the state? 

10 A: My opinion is that it is the duty of the state to take care that the people can 
live in dignity ("dostojno žit'"); it should ensure public safety and the like and 
should not disturb us ("ne mešat"). But we have to learn to fight for our rights. 
Our generation is way too much what I call "gosudarčiki" [people obedient to 
authority], we have not learned to defend ourselves, in contrast to people in 
the West, they know how to do it. But the state should not disturb us and we 
have to claim this. With the young generation, this is slowly changing, they are 
not afraid anymore. You really should get to know the young lawyer in our 
block of flats - she is doing exactly this, claiming her rights, and she helps us 
with it. This is how we won the playground behind our house, now we are 
fighting for good sand and cleanliness. We wrote letters, even went to the 
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administration for consultation, but nothing helped until we tried to approach 
the local member of parliament. Same [as in "you have to fight for your rights"] 
goes for watching out what others do. You know, people in Russia like to 
criticise that abroad people meddle with the affairs of others, giving their 
opinion on what is wrong, but this means looking at it from the wrong angle - 
isn't this actually something positive? After all, if someone does something 
that is not allowed and you tell him so, this saves him a fine or some other 
form of punishment from the authorities, which would be much worse. 

11 Q: What is your view on the elections? A: I think it is important to take part in 
them, how else can we show the state what we think? 

12 Q: What kind of changes do you observe compared to Soviet times and also 
compared to the 1990ies? 

13 A: In Soviet times I managed to get a place in kindergarten for my two children 
by paying a bribe, this was the normal way to do it and it was very common, 
although officially everything was pictured as if nothing like that existed. 
Today's vocabulary does not know terms like blat, shortage ["deficit"], "where 
did you get it?" ["gde dostal?] while our mother back then made sure we were 
well aware of the meaning of such terms as "queue" ["očered'"]. Now the 
children ask as if it could not be different "in which shop have you bought 
this?". This shows how quickly things can change and how people adapt. This 
also changed the character of friendship - it used to be mercantilist and self-
interested ["merkantil’noe"], since it was important to get as much information 
as possible or to get goods that were in shortage with the help of contacts. 
Now personal relations are perfectly immaterial - you meet because you have 
common interests, the mercantilism disappeared. 

14 Q: What would you say is needed to get things done informally today? 

15 A: Concerning corruption or whom to give bribes it is all about money 
nowadays. Everybody knows it and there is no need to speak about it with 
one's friends, it's common knowledge anyway. There even is a list circulating 
in the courts that tells you what to give to whom to receive certain results. 

16 Attitudes among public officials have changed a lot - an honest person who 
treats others with respect no matter what - like my husband, who even treated 
prisoners decently and respected their dignity - will be in a difficult position 
against the others and will have a hard time. 

17 Q: What changes do you see if you compare the situation today to the 
1990ies? 

18 A: Back then people used to be very nervous, easily incited, the smallest 
provocation could cause an explosion. Now people live a better life and are 
therefore more at ease - I think there is a lot of potential for the better. 

19 Your project, too, and other things show me that things are changing and 
getting better, that now there is a new generation that cares and shows 
empathy, that people are not indifferent to what is happening around them 

 

2/3 

1 Q: What is most important to you? 

2 A: I worry most about the future of my children, particularly regarding their 
education. This used to be easier - you could pursue your studies as 
"bjudžetnik" [students for whom the state pays the study fees], you had to be 
bright and could be sure that things would work out. Now they are cutting the 
numbers of students who can study for free and I really hope that we will be 
able to secure our children proper higher education financially. 

3 Q: Do you know which office and whom to turn to when you have an issue? 
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4 A: Thanks to my law education I know where to turn to and I also know how to 
proceed. If someone does not comply with the rules and curtails my rights. Q: 
What would you do should an official hint at speeding up the process to 
receive your new passport the informal way? A: I would not pay but file a 
complaint ["zajavlenie"] and turn to his superior. 

5 Q: Is it risky to do so? 

6 A: With minor administrative issues there is no risk - the worst thing that can 
happen to you is that your complaint will be rejected, but at least you would 
have tried. 

7 Q: What about informal solutions to administrative issues quite generally? 

8 A: I would categorically refuse when someone suggests an informal solution 
and would file a complaint as an answer.  

9 But I try to be as little in touch with the public authorities as possible, only 
when it can't be helped. [the activities she relates, however, seem to point in a 
different direction] 

10 I am very glad that I decided to study law, because gives me the necessary 
tools to act. But I am very disappointed with regard to the judicial system 
("sudebnaja sistema") - it is completely corrupted, it is the one who pays who 
wins in court ("vsë tol'ko čerez den'gi"), should be the first area for reform 
(with the exception of labour law).  

11 I learned my lessons in the fight against a housebuilding project next to our 
block of flats that dragged on for years. We have won a few victories - could 
effect a building freeze for half a year, unveiled a lot of sloppiness and 
bangling in connection with the construction works, because we constantly 
claimed controls - but all in all we could not prevent the construction of the 
house and neither could we help the tenants that are now without gas 
connection in their flats as a result of the construction works. 

12 Since then I have made it my rule to refrain from big issues ("bol'šie kamni 
budu obxodit"). The fight against the housebuilding project was too nerve-
racking [however she is still very active, in the course of the interview she 
mentions:]. 

13 - We have fought for and won that a playground has been built behind our 
house - I have tried a lot of different things and in the end we were successful 
in turning to the local deputy ("deputat"). 

14 - I lead the house council and advise friends and acquaintances where to turn 
to when they have a judicial or administrative problem.  

15 - I have tried to organise the parents of my child's class in order to take some 
joint action - textbooks should be provided free of charge, this is a federal law, 
and in some regions this really is how it goes. But in our region not, although 
the governor has received money for this from Moscow. My plan was to write 
a complaint ("zajavlenie") and to collect the signatures of all the parents, but 
they were afraid that this might have negative consequences for them and 
refused to participate. They prefer to pay over claiming their right. [expressed 
with amazement and desperation] 

16 People don't believe in the law, but believe in the public official - and at the 
same time the law exists and is not that bad, you just have to claim your right 
and use it. But as soon as you do not conform to the standard behaviour and 
get active, you get into trouble, this is way few people do it and many are 
afraid to act like that. And on top of that many people are just ignorant of their 
rights and possibilities ("est negramotnost' ljudej"), that's why they give in that 
quickly. 

17 Q: Would you say the system is effective? 
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18 A: Yes, I do think the system is effective, it provides me with the instruments I 
need in order to solve my problems. In everyday life, I can achieve what I 
need. Once, for example, I won a case against the tax authorities. Everything 
is possible  up to the point when it's necessary to go to court. This is where 
the power of the law ends and money steps in and decides. 

19 In order to give you examples of when money is embezzled, ending up in 
private pockets or being used for different means: 

20 When we revamped the green space behind our block of flats - planted 
bushes, trimmed trees, all on our own initiative, although this was the 
responsibility of the property management and we had paid for this work to be 
down by our local rates - the property management only helped to get rid of 
the branches we cut, but gladly received money for all the work we had done. 

21 Same thing goes for renovations works at school - the school receives money 
dedicated for renovations from the budget, but she turns to the parents and 
asks for a contribution for renovations and repairs and the money disappears 
in other channels. 

22 Q: How would you characterise your relation towards the state? 

23 A: I am dissatisfied, because the state does not provide the possibility to 
realise one's rights. If the state would not disturb, everything would be all right. 
Only the latest political developments are bad, of course - it became obvious 
that only one party rules and that is bad. Life - and my work in the monopoly 
authority [the Russian Antimonopoly Service] - has shown me that competition 
is something positive and desirable. 

24 But after I got to know the perspective of the state and now that I am on the 
side of the entrepreneurs, I have to say quite generally: the public officials 
don't understand us ("činovniki ne ponimajut nas"), at least not the small 
business entrepreneurs. When working in the Antimonopoly Service, I did not 
understand some of the needs of the business community either. Those are 
completely separate worlds. 

25 Q: What do you think about elections? 

26 A: I think they are important and consider voting citizen's duty ("graždanskij 
dolg").In my eyes they are one of the possibilities to really do something ("odin 
iz sposobov real'no čto-to delat'"). 

27 Q: Would you do something for society? 

28 A: No, certainly not [surprisingly, seems to equate this solely to the classical 
Soviet forced voluntary work days and the like]. Subbotniks [unpaid volunteer 
work typical for the Soviet union] and the like are nothing I would participate 
in. Q: And all your activities and involvement for the community? A: But I am 
doing all this to help out my friends. 

29 I get energy from these activities, even if they are not successful. For me it is 
a sort of mental hygiene to deal with the problems around me and not to just 
sit and bottle it up. 

 

(2/4 turned out to be only visiting Volgograd) 

 

2/5 

1 Q: What is most important to you? 

2 A: Economic security ("obespečennost'").  
3 Q: When you have an administrative issue, do you know where to turn to? 

4 A: I usually find out on the internet.  
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5 Q: Would is your stance towards such issues, would you rather avoid being in 
touch with the public authorities?  

6 A: No, not particularly. 
7 Q: How do you rate the effectiveness of public authorities? Do you get what 

you need? 

8 A: I am quite satisfied with them so far. 
9 Q: Are there things you would like to improve?  

10 A: Openness/ transparency ("otkrytost'"). [on my enquiry what he means by 
that] In the sense of better access - I would appreciate to be able to get more 
done online and avoid the long queues and waiting periods that way. [it is as if 
his first answer seemed to bold to him and that he retreats with his addition to 
what he deems less risky to speak about] 

11 Q: Would you say the decisions are predictable? 

12 A: Yes, so far they have been predictable.  
13 Q: What about informality, have you experienced officials alluding to informal 

payments? 

14 A: No, I have never been confronted with allusions on informal payments. 
15 Q: What about getting registered or getting a new passport? What is your 

experience with doctors? 

16 A: I have never been confronted with informal situations. Regarding doctors, 
thank god I did not have any serious issues so far. 

17 Q: How would you describe your relation towards the state? 

18 A: So far it hasn't done me any wrong ("poka ne obidelo"). 
19 Q: When you think of the state, is it rather them and us or would you say there 

is a common base?  
20 A: I would say there is common ground ("vse obščee"). 
21 Q: How do you feel about getting active for the sake of society? Can you see 

yourself getting involved? 

22 A:  Now I don't have time for this any more. When I was a student, I was 
interested in doing something, to help improve the lifes of the retired or of 
veterans, but I never got around to doing something. 

23 Q: What changes to you observe, what is different now compared to how it 
used to be? 

24 A: Hard to say, I do not see any changes over time. But I would say that the 
way people interact and treat each other depends on the size of town or city - 
in Volžskij they are more polite than in Volgograd, in Volgograd they are more 
polite than in Moscow. [has been in Moscow personally, but has not travelled 
abroad]  

 

2/6 

1 Q: What is most important to you in your life? 

2 A: Self-realisation ("samorealizacija"). 
3 Q: Do you know where to turn to with administrative issues? 

4 A: I can say that I feel more or less well-informed. When there is something I 
don't know, I will find out. [unfortunately does not feel to go into further detail] 

5 Q: Are the decisions of the public offices predictable? 

6 A: Most of the time they are. I personally haven't experienced any major 
problems to get things done. But maybe I have been just lucky so far.  

7 Q: What about informal deals, have you ever had to effect payments? 

8 A: Of course attempts to receive informal payments happen - if it's not urgent, 
I will try with another public official, in all other cases I will pay if I have to. [the 
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latter seems to be the more honest answer judging from how the conversation 
continues]. 

9 Q: Any risk involved with this? A: Can be risky to try to report. [Judging from 
how he speaks about it he does not see any risk involved with informal 
payments itself] 

10 Q: What are your feelings towards the public official who makes you pay? 

11 A: I don't have any feelings with regard to this. I got used to it a long time ago 
("davno privyk"), it's the same all over the place ("vezde odno i to že"). 

12 Still, I do not have a high opinion of public officials, I would say I condemn 
their actions. No matter what kind of people they were before, power ("vlast'") 
makes them bad. [they are being corrupted] 

13 Q: Would you do anything against a public official asking a bribe? 

14 A: Theoretically I know what to do - submit a complaint ("zajavlenie") - but I 
don't do it, since the outcome is not clear. It's much faster to pay, my time is 
too dear to me ("cenju svoë vremja"). Moreover I do not have my base 
("baza") to take action effectively. [on enquiry he adds what that would be:] 
Money, status, respect ("den’gi, status, uvaženie") 

15 [Adds after a pause] I know that if everybody did something against it, things 
would improve, but society isn't like that. 

16 Q: What is needed to get things done informally? 

17 A: I would say it works only with money. 
18 Q: What role does the age of the official play?  
19 A: I can usually strike the right note with everybody. Others are often 

confronted with the problem that the elder do not understand the younger, that 
they do not find the right words. [apparently he understands the question 
differently and does not relate it to informality] 

20 Q: How would you describe your relation towards the state? 

21 A: I am not very interested in it ("ne sil'no interesuet"). I would say the relation 
is rather neutral. 

22 Q: What changes do you see comparing what you know of Soviet times and 
today? 

23 A: I am not very positive about what the market economy brought with it. This 
has changed many things and now money is of paramount importance. 

24 So I would not say that everything turned better. Back then, people used to 
have better relations, too ("lučšie čelovečeskie otnošenija"). It was possible to 
get things done from human being to human being, on a personal level. It was 
possible to speak with people and now you have to pay. 

25 Q: Would you say the public authorities work effectively? 

26 A: Obviously they don't! 
27 Q: What do you think of elections? 

28 A: I do participate, but I do not believe in them, they are elections without a 
choice ("vybory bez vybora"), everything is being decided beforehand. I vote 
because the polling station is organised in my old school and they are one of 
the few occasions on which I can meet up with my old friends. 

29 Q: Can you imagine to do something for society? 

30 A: [first reaction] For this, too, you need your base, have the necessary 
facilities.  

31 Q: But for example as volunteer? 

32 A: That is out of the question - what profit would I have from this? It is not 
advantageous ("ne perspektivno"). [adds after a pause] If everybody was 
doing something, this would be different, then the part every single one would 
have to shoulder would be smaller, too. But as it is now, there are too few who 
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get involved and correspondingly they have to do much. 

 

Interviews Magnitogorsk: 

3/1 

1 Q: What is most important to you? 

2 A: Health. 
3 Q: When you have an administrative issue, do you know where to turn to? 

4 A: I know about these things due to my profession. I know where to go with 
which issue, that's why friends and acquaintances often turn to me to find out. 
That's the main problem, that many people do not know where to turn to. An 
old woman can spend a whole day at a public authority not reaching anything.  

5 Q: Would you say that decisions are predictable? 

6 A: About 90 percent of them are predictable. 
7 Q: Would you say the authorities work effectively? 

8 A: Not all of them. The biggest problem is the city administration 
("administracija goroda"), the waiting times are horrendous. But I have my 
ways and know how to get what I need. 

9 Q: What about informal deals? Do they help you to solve your problems? 

10 A: I know how to negotiate, it's not the first year that I'm doing it and I know 
the people. 

11 Q: So how do you find solutions to your problems? 

12 A: It is necessary to say "thank you". 
13 Q: Along the lines of "chocolate and cognac"? 

14 A: No, from my experience people always expect money. 
15 This way I can speed it up, since going the normal way  ("obyčnym putëm") 

takes a lot of time and time is money in terms of my profession, that's why I 
pay. 

16 [from the way he relates about this he is clearly fearing no risk] 
17 Q: What do you feel in these situations?  
18 A: I got used to it, [after a small pause] but deep inside I feel indignation ("v 

glubine duši vozmušaet"). 
19 Q: What is your reaction, what are your feelings towards the public official? 

20 A: Contempt ("prezrenie"). 
21 It seems to me that many waiting times and other obstacles are artificial 

("iskustvenno"), so that you can ask for money in return for acceleration. This 
is exactly the reason why the system cannot be changed - too many people 
are profiting from it. 

22 Q: What kind of changes do you see, compared to the 1990ies or before? 

23 A: I do not see any changes, things improve and then they deteriorate again. 
Same goes for comparing today's situation to the 1990ies, nothing has 
changed, not in a positive direction [at least] ("ničego ne izmenilos', ne v 
lučšuju storonu"), the temptation is huge ("soblazn velik"). [he continues with 
an account of the 1990ies when he worked with the "Magnitogorsk 
Metallurgical Kombinat", from times when salaries weren't paid and products 
only were available on food stamps ("talončiki").]  

24 Q: How would you describe your relation to the state? 

25 A: I love my country ("rodinu ljublju"). To the current president I have a neutral 
relation. 

26 Q: And on the whole, would you say you feel as a part of it or do you feel like 
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there is you and them? 

27 A: The latter, they are they ("oni, èto oni"). 
28 Q: What do you think about elections? 

29 A: They are not important to me for the time being ("poka ne važnye"). When I 
was 18 [in 1988] and voted for the first time I thought it was important, that my 
vote really could make a difference, now I do not think so. 

30 Q: What do you think about getting active for the sake of community? 

31 A:I think this is good and very important, but I have to say that I am not 
involved in any way at the moment. But I think everyone should do something 
for charity - for orphanages, for the veterans. Now I can only do very little, one 
only manages to help the family, the times are tough. But I do of course help if 
someone needs something in my apartment block, we help each other in a 
neighbourly way ("po-sosedski"). 

 

3/2 

1 Q: What is most important to you? 

2 A: My family, my parents.  
3 Q: What worries you most? 

4 A: My material situation ("material'naja storona") 
5 Q: When you have an administrative issue, do you know where to turn to? 

6 A: Most of the time I know where to turn to. But it also happened to me that I 
went to office A, they send me to B and office B in turn told me that the issue 
is not within its competencies and responsibility - such contradictions you can 
meet quite often. 

7 Q: Would you say the authorities work effectively? 

8 A: No, they clearly don't. Yesterday, for example I spent the whole day here in 
the offices ("palata") – nobody can tell me that this is normal!  

9 Q: Would you say they work predictably? 

10 A: Probably yes. [there is reason to believe that she means to say predictably 
unpredictably and rather not that decisions themselves are predictable]  

11 Q: Do you try to avoid dealing with the public authorities?  
12 A: Yes, definitely! 
13 Q: What about informal deals, have you ever had to effect informal payments, 

maybe at university? 

14 A: I was admitted by passing the entry exam, but when I planned to change 
my subject it was faster not to go by formal rules. I managed to do it via 
personal relations exclusively - I did not have to pay or to show my gratitude 
by way of gifts. 

15 Q: In your opinion, what is the main function of informal solutions? 

16 A: It is true that the decisive factor in favour of informal deals is that they 
always help you to gain time. 

17 Q: What is more important, personal relations or paying money? 

18 A: [having difficulties with answering; after a pause] I'd say that personal 
relations are very important, after all. 

19 Q: What is your experience with the public health care system? 

20 A: I try to avoid it after the horrible experience with my mother. When she got 
sick, a number of different doctor's was not capable of a right diagnosis in the 
course of one year. 

21 Q: How would you describe your relation to the state? 

22 A: It's a difficult relation ("složnye otnošenija"), there is a lot of work to be done 
to improve the system. Q: Do you feel that you are a part of the whole or 
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would you rather describe it as "them" on one side and you on the other?  

23 A: I rather feel there is a distance between us ("distancija"), I do not have the 
feeling that I have any influence on what is happening. 

24 Q: What kind of changes do you see, regarding the people for example? 

25 A: Difficult to say. I would say it always depends very much on one's own 
stance - if you are positive, the people you are in touch with will be positive, 
too. Generally I would say the majority of people are friendly and good-
hearted ("dobrye").  

26 Q: What do you think about elections?  
27 A:I would say they are of moderate importance to me, sometimes I participate, 

sometimes I don't. 
28 Q: What do you think of getting involved for the sake of society?  
29 A: Sometimes my friends and I get active and collect money in order to 

organise celebrations for the children in an orphanage 

 

3/3 

1 Q: What is most important to you? 

2 A: That's difficult to say, I couldn't point to one thing that is most important - 
Money, family, health - all of these are important and to have one thing without 
the other is not enough. 

3 Q: What kind of changes do you see comparing Soviet times and today? 

4 A: The people haven't changed much, neither those that I call my friends nor 
those I meet in the streets. 

5 Regarding administration - I'd also say that there is not much of a change. 
Back then it was hard and you had to rush from one place to the other and 
today it's the same. 

6 I do not feel nostalgic – in contrast to the people who back then had many 
possibilities to get things done ‘po blatu’. I did not have these possibilities and 
therefore had to queue a lot. 

7 Q: When you have an administrative issue, do you know where to turn to? 

8 A: Although due to my profession [accountant] I have some more knowledge 
about this, I have to admit that it is not always clear to me where to turn to. My 
first step would be to call the office that could be responsible and try to find 
out. [on my enquiry if friends would also be an option to get information] No, I 
would not try to find out with the help of friends.  

9 [on my enquiry on changes from Soviet times] It's hard to say for me what it 
was like in Soviet times, back then my parents took care of all administrative 
issues for me. 

10 Q: When having an administrative issue, are the decisions of the public 
authorities predictable for you? 

11 A: Yes, I would say 75 percent of them are predictable.  
12 Q: What is more important today - money or personal relations? 

13 A: That's hard to say, I could not say that one has priority over the other, both 
are important. 

14 Q: What about informality, have you ever resorted to informal deals to solve 
your problems? 

15 A: Fortunately, I have never been in a situation in which the official made 
allusions suggesting an informal payment. But of course I know that it is very 
common, my friends tell me about it. 

16 If I had to pay, then it was the statutory fees for a particular service, e.g. a 
certain amount if you need your foreign passport earlier than within one 
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month, the period in which you are entitled to get it without paying. I think this 
is ok.  

17 Q: If you were in such a situation after all, what would be your reaction to this 
kind of allusions? 

18 A: This would be very difficult ("tjaželo") – morally it’s reproachable, but I 
would probably start thinking if I could afford the amount asked for. 

19 But I would be afraid of the risk, it is against the law, after all. 
20 Q: Would you know how to deal with such allusions or demands formally? 

21 A: No, I have no idea. But I also would not take any actions. 
22 Q: What do you think of someone who does take action? 

23 A: I do have respect for someone who fights ("molodec, kto boretsja") and 
takes up the hassle to go to the very end. But I also wouldn't condemn 
someone who pays ("ne budu osuždat', kto daet"). I understand that often 
there is no other way. 

24 Q: How would you describe your relation towards the state?  
25 A: It's positive, it's my home country ("rodina"), I have my roots here ("korni"), 

that means to me feelings like love and respect. I did have the possibility to 
leave the country and live abroad, but I decided against it. 

26 I do not feel that there are the public officials on one side ("činovniki"), and me 
on the other. [says this on her own initiative, without further enquiry]  

27 Q: What do you think, is the country moving into the right direction? 

28 A: It is not my task to think about this, that's a topic that the public officials 
should rack their brains about ("èto ix golovnaja bol'"), that's what they are 
paid for. I have to cope with my own personal problems.  

29 Q: What do you think about elections? 

30 A: I go and vote, but without faith ("uverennosti net"). And I do not think that I 
really am in a position to make an informed choice - you can only believe what 
the media shows you and there is no chance to form an opinion on the basis 
of non-partisan information. 

31 Q:  What about civic commitment or charity, can you imagine getting involved?  
32 A: I think it's great, when people are getting active in that way. However, I am 

not doing anything myself, I lack the stimulus, there is no one among my 
acquaintances who could spark activity from my side. On the other hand, I do 
not want to give money for charity, no one knows where the money goes to in 
the end. After what you can read in the press I do have great doubts whether 
the money will reach the intended beneficiary. 

 

3/4 

1 Q: What is most important to you? 
2 A: Most important is my child, his health and future, education in particular. 
3 Q: What kind of changes do you see comparing Soviet times and today? 

A: As far as I have learned from my parents - back then there was a lot of 
stability, this was positive. Now everything is uncertain and this uncertainty 
even increases. 

4 Q: When you have an administrative issue, do you know where to turn to? 
5 A: Most of the time I do not know it. I start with asking in the public office I 

think to be responsible and continue from there. 
6 Q: Are the dealings of the public authorities predictable to you? 
7 A: No, not always. 
8 Q: Would you say you avoid direct dealings with the authorities? 
9 A: No, why should I? When I have a question, then I will ask. It's better to ask 
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then to leave it undone. 
10 Q: What about informality - have you been in a situation when a public official 

made more or less clear allusions to it? 
11 A: Why allusions? It's us who offer. This is to such an extent the common 

behaviour, everybody knows it. I would say we were already born with such a 
mentality ("s takoj mental'nost’ju rodilis'") 

12 Q: How do you find out? 
13 A: Sometimes others that have dealt with that place tell me, but most of the 

time I will act spontaneously according to the circumstances. If a person has a 
positive, productive attitude, we will reach an agreement. When it becomes 
clear that there are hold-ups all the way, I will offer something as a sign of my 
gratitude, but will be careful to do it in a way that the public official can save 
face and that it will be interpreted as a gift and not as a bribe. 

14 Q: Does age play a role? 
15 A: Yes, the public official's behaviour is strongly dependent on his age. The 

younger ones are more shameless ("bolee naglye") and it is clear that they 
want money. The older ones are from the old system and with them, you 
might be successful to reach your goal by offering chocolate, confectionary or 
cognac.  

16 Q: In which area are informal deals most common?  
17 A: In education ("učëba"). With the traffic police I never had any incidents. 

[laughs] My husband works with the traffic police and that's why I do not have 
any difficulties with them. You'll also find a lot of informal deals in the city 
administration, in those offices that are in charge of issuing or accepting 
documents. 

18 Q: What is more important - personal relations or money? 
19 A: Clearly relations are more important, have always been important and 

continue to be, now they are even more important again, since the public 
officials are more afraid to get caught due to recent efforts to fight corruption - 
cameras etc. Therefore it's much better to go via personal relations, then you 
have a common base of trust and you - respectively the official - can be sure 
that it is not a trap  ("čto ne podstavjat"). This is why the first thing you do, 
when you need something is to ask around, who might know someone. 

20 Q: Reaction on civil servant, asking for something? 
21 A: Sometimes indignation, when you just cannot grasp what exactly he wants, 

you have already proposed several options and he will still not go along. 
22 Q: What do you think of a person that reports such an incident?  
23 A: That depends on the situation. If the person reporting really was in need of 

the service, if it was life-threatening and he/ she wasn't able to pay the money, 
then I understand. I myself would never do it [report extortion], out of moral 
reasons, I would be worried to harm someone’s career. 

24 Q: How would you describe your attitude towards the state? 
25 A: For me it's very clear, the rot starts at the top ("ryba gniët s golovy") - if 

things do not work at the top, they won't work on the lower levels either. No 
one has the feeling to be able to influence something and that's why nobody 
really cares. People aren't stupid, when they see that they can't change 
anything, they will just mind their own business. 

26 [moves on to speak about elections on her own initiative] A good example for 
this are elections - there is no faith, everyone knows they just do what they 
want, like with the elections for the local city council - 90 percent of the people 
where against the incumbent of the post, but still he miraculously won by a 
clear margin. 
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27 A: What expectations do you have regarding the future? I do not think there is 
much prospect of things improving, my impression is that everything is getting 
worse. 

28 Q: What do you think about getting involved, about doing something for 
society? 

29 A: In my opinion this is something positive. If I had time, I would like to help 
children in orphanages or the disabled. But I am not interested in areas other 
than the social sector. And I also would not want to help drug addicts. 

 

3/5 

1 Q: What kind of changes do you see comparing Soviet times and today? 

2 A: I appreciate the opportunities that one now has as an entrepreneur - in this 
respect a lot more is possible now. 

3 Q: What has changed since the 90ies? What changes do you observe 
comparing then and now? 

4 A: There are no changes - with regard to corrupt officials and politicians 
nothing has changed [raises the topic of corruption on his own initiative]. In the 
90ies there was the additional problem of criminality, but other than that, back 
then and now they are robbing the country, everything is driven by corrupt 
profit ("vorujut stranu, vezde korrupcionnyj interes") which leads to certain 
political decisions, e.g. the ban on selling beer at kiosks, which, in my opinion, 
is the result of bribes by people from the big supermarket chains;  

5 Same goes for the measure to rename the militia [former name of Russian 
police] - all the money that had to be paid for new stamps, stickers, 
letterheads, uniforms, someone has made an enormous amount of money 
with it.  

6 I am especially concerned by the state of the roads - every year a large 
amount of people die, because the roads are in a pitiable condition, people 
that we then lack for advancing the country. Money that has been assigned for 
the roads never gets there and disappears in the pockets of numerous officials 
[it can be felt that the interviewee sees corruption, i.e. grand corruption in the 
sense of embezzlement and political corruption, as a major problem].  

7 In my opinion, another important reason for corruption is impunity 
("beznakazannost'").  

8 Q: What is most important to you?  
9 A: I would wish to have predictability and stability, to live without the risk that 

from one day to the other a stupid law or an arbitrary administrative decision 
deprives you of your livelihood. I would wish to have the possibility to really 
live a life and not only be busy surviving ("vyživat'"). Just think of what I said 
regarding the ban on selling beer at kiosks - it's a big problem for me and it 
destroys jobs. I do not understand that nobody thinks about this beforehand.  

10 Q: What about the state? 

11 A: The state never helped, it only annoyed ("nikogda ne pomogalo, tol'ko 
mešalo"). I would wish that it would not meddle with its idiotic laws ("čtoby ono 
ne lezlo so svoimi zakonami idiotskimi"). When it does not help, it should at 
least not disturb ("ono ne pomogaet, no xotja by ne mešaet"). 

12 I would speak of myself as an patriot, I love my homeland ("rodina"), but not 
the state ("gosudarstvo"). I cannot say there is an equal sign between the 
people and the state ("ne mogu stavit' znak ravenstva meždu narodom i 
gosudarstvom"). [stated without any question hinting in this direction] I think 
the state should be there for its people, but in our case it's the reverse. Also 
the police do not protect the people, but the authorities ("vlast'"). They 
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consider the people idiots ("narod deržat' za idiotov"), this is what really 
annoys me. 

13 Q: When you have an administrative issue, would you say the decisions of the 
authorities are predictable? 

14 A: No, absolutely not. They are arbitrary, I sit there like a pupil and wait for the 
decision that might possibly ruin my existence as a small business owner. 
There is for example the "Green Commission" ["zelenaja komissija", panel of 
the local administration] that can vote against a renewal of the rental 
agreement for my premises, because the head of the commission feels that 
there is a lot of rubbish next to my kiosk. 

15 Q: Do you know where to turn to?  
16 A: No, quite often I don't, then I start manoeuvring [makes a sinuous 

movement with his hands].You start getting in touch with your friends and 
acquaintances ("podnimat'"). Even public officials are sometimes lost and do 
not know where to turn to. Right now I am busy to sort out the inheritance of 
my deceased mother - I managed to change the entry in the cadastral 
register, got the necessary passport for the building, paid all the fees, but they 
could not sign it over to me. At least not the building, which is what I had 
intended initially and they could not explain to me what was the problem 
either. In the end I withdrew my request. [on enquiry, whether many of these 
situations might not be artificially complicated in order to make people pay] 
Yes, I think that to a high degree there is this intention, to bring about 
situations in which people are prepared to pay.  

17 Q: What about informality, have you yourself had to deal with allusions or 
informal deals? 

18 A: When dealing with administration, you mostly reach a "stena" [wall] at 
which things stop to move on and this is the moment when you have to bribe 
[he uses the proverbial expression "podsunut'", literally "shove something on 
to someone"]. 

19 Q: What is more important, money or personal relations? 

20 A: Personal relations, definitely. It is with their help that you get access to the 
necessary persons ("vyjti"). Without connections they would not take the 
money in the first place, they would be afraid to be set up ("čto mogut 
podstavit'").  

21 Q: Does the age of the public official play a role? 

22 A: I wouldn't say that it plays a role. 
23 Q: What is more important, money or gifts? 

24 A: In most cases money will be needed, but sometimes offering cognac might 
be enough. 

25 Q: Your feelings towards the public official when paying a bribe?  
26 A: It's not a good feeling ("oščuščenie ne xorošee"), since you are paying for 

nothing. But when I think about it more thoroughly and if I am honest, I do not 
condemn the public official - those people are put in this framework ("čeloveka 
stavjat v takie ramki") and then they act this way, this is how the system is 
devised. If they didn't do it, didn't join in, they wouldn't stay in this position, 
would be out very quickly. Power has a negative influence, the person sees 
that there is the possibility to act like that, he feels powerful and takes 
advantage of this. 

27 [examples for informal transactions that he relates about in the course of the 
interview] 

28 - One incident I had with the traffic police: They stop me because I allegedly 
had violated a continuous line when overtaking, they threaten to revoke my 
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driving license. I offer them 500 roubles, they demand 3,000, I answer that I 
do not have that much on me and we agree on 1,500 roubles.  

29 - Another incident I had with the traffic police: claims that he overtook 
someone in a dangerous bent where there was a ban on passing, but I am 
sure that I accomplished the manoeuvre before passing the sign and therefore 
I start a discussion. I asked to see the picture they took, they countered that 
the picture is exclusively reserved for being used in court in order to argue for 
an increase in penalty in case I hold that I am innocent. In this case my 
driver's license would be revocated for 1.5 years instead of 1 year. For me this 
means they are openly threatening me and that makes me the case a matter 
of principle for me - I drive back, have a close look where the sign is situated, 
see, that my version is the right one, ask them once more to show me the 
picture telling them that if it really shows that I am wrong, then I will pay 
immediately. The GAI got already, that I am not prepared to give in, start to 
put up a fake protocol and in order not to lose face and to get out of the 
stalemate they start to negotiate ("načinaetsja torg"), they eventually let me go 
after having paid 500 roubles. 

30 My conclusion from this is: The police reform did not yield any results, nothing 
has changed except for the name. 

31 Q: What about the judiciary?  
32 A: The judiciary is one giant quagmire ("sudebnaja sistema - boloto"), when 

people embark on this path that means years of lawsuits and fight. After such 
an experience you are not prepared to go for it a second time. 

33 Q: What about the housing and community services ("ŽKX")? 

34 A: After they have been privatised things got even worse. You pay your fees 
to those commercial enterprises, they go up continuously, but they are not 
interested to make a thorough overhaul ("kapital'nyj remont").  

35 Q: What about places in kindergarten? 

36 A: To get a place in kindergarten is currently very difficult, it is only possible by 
blat, by personal connections ("sejčas tol'ko blatnoe, zakomstva"). 

37 Opening my business was also very burdensome: So many documents were 
necessary - I used to joke that I do not intend to build a nuclear power plant. I 
met so many obstacles ("stol'ko preponov") and got in touch with all my 
acquaintances, ran to and fro in order to get a personal contact to different 
persons ("podnimal vsex znakomyx, begal tuda-sjuda, čtoby najti vyxod na 
raznyx ljudej", literally "raised all my acquaintances "). Fortunately, one of the 
officials in charge was active in the same martial arts club, my acquaintances 
told him that I was a good lad and sports colleague, that's how they introduced 
me. To the first meeting I brought a bottle of cognac, I also had to pay a high 
bribe. 

38 Q: What about filing a complaint? 

39 A: That would like Don Quixote, tilting at windmills - it costs a lot of time, 
causes much trouble, if taking on the wrong guys it can be dangerous [added 
on enquiry about possible risk] and the outcome is unclear. Once I tried to file 
a criminal complaint [it's not clear whether he is referring to a case of 
corruption or fraud], I was able to describe and prove everything in detail, the 
guilty party was clear and still, after one month I received a refusal to initiate 
criminal proceedings ("otkaz v vozbuždenii ugolovnogo dela") - so what kind 
of a chance do you have? Complaints are not worth any attention, same goes 
for incidents of robbery and even for emergency calls - they couldn't care less 
about us ("my im ne nužny"). 

40 Q: What do you think about elections? 
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41 A: I go and vote but I am well aware that there are falsifications, particularly 
during the last [presidential] elections. The votes in favour rose from 30 
percent to 70 percent, at universities deans and the administrative structures 
exercised pressure. In short they do what they want with our votes. 

42 Q: Would you do something for society? Can you see yourself getting 
involved? 

43 A: I am active in the area of sports. I have encouraged and supported my 
daughter, who is now a member of the national biathlon team. I have 
registered to work as a volunteer for the Olympic Winter Games in Sochi. And 
I am involved in the Magnitogorsk Federation of Martial Arts [exact name 
might differ] 

 

Interviews Perm: 

4/1 

1 Q: What is most important to you? 

2 A: My children and my grandchildren, after all they are the base for everything. 
3 Q: What changes do you see when you compare Soviet times to today?  
4 A: From the time that Putin took power, everything has improved. I am no fan 

of Soviet times, but in my opinion they should have changed things step by 
step and not in a way that allowed everything to collapse. But now this 
process has been started and my impression is that things are improving 
every year. 

5 Q: What changes do you see in people?  
6 A: The young people just went to the dogs ("razvalilas'"). They are not 

interested in anything anymore. This used to be different in Soviet times. But 
now things are gradually starting to get better ("nalaživat'sja").  

7 Q: When you have an administrative issue, do you know where to turn to?  
8 A: Yes, I know where to turn to.  
9 Q: Would you say the decisions of the public authorities in these issues are 

predictable? 

10 A: Yes, I'd say they are predictable. 
11 Q: What about the quality and effectivity? 

12 A: With the exception of the city administration all state authorities work well 
(pension fund and other). I would even say that there is progress and that 
things are getting easier ("kak-to sejčas stalo poprošče"). You do not have to 
rush to and fro to different places, the public officials behind the counter now 
do the requests for references ("zapros na spravku") themselves. "Odno okno" 
[one counter for everything] is a good thing. When I applied for my pension 
recently, everything went well, without any major problems, now I only have to 
go there once more in April at the starting date of my pension and that's it. 

13 The city administration, however, is a nightmare, no one turns to them unless 
he really has to. There's absolutely nothing ("nol'") to expect from them, they 
just sit and are paid for doing nothing, no one even takes notice of them 
("nikto na nix daže ne obraščaet vnimanie"). 

14 Q: What about informal payments? Have you ever resorted to informal deals 
to solve your problems? 

15 A: I personally have never been confronted with them. I never experienced 
allusions to informal solutions either. [in the course of the interview, however, 
she discloses some situations, in which an informal payment would have 
helped, but she could not make herself to go along] 

16 For example my daughter's admission to university - it was necessary to bribe 
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for it, but I left it to my daughter to settle it. 
17 It is difficult for me to take the initiative myself and to offer a payment. 
18 Q: Why is it difficult for you, for moral reasons? 

19 A: Yes, I wouldn't be capable of doing it for moral reasons ("moral'no ne 
mogu") [even though the remainder of the interview reveals that this is not the 
only reason, the decisive element seems to be that she does not know the 
person and therefore does not dare to propose a payment] 

20 Q: What do you think is more important - money or relations? 

21 A: Relations, since when you know someone, you can confide in him and then 
it is possible to offer something on your own initiative, with a stranger I'd never 
be able to do it. [stated a lot more relaxed] 

22 Q: Imagine you would need a passport - it was meant to be ready, but the 
public official tells you it did not work out and makes quite obvious allusions as 
to how to solve the problem.  

23 A:  This will be dependant of how urgently I need the passport - if it is really 
important, I guess I would pay. 

24 Q: What kind of feeling would you have? 

25 A: I would be outraged, of course ("vozmutilas' by konečno"). 
26 Q: Would you try to file a complaint? 

27 A: I wouldn't really know how and what is more - what would be the chances 
to prove the extortion? 

28 Situations can differ very much:  
29 When trying to get a place for my grandchild in kindergarten, my daughter 

tried to shorten the waiting time by offering a bribe, but nobody wanted to take 
it.  

30 Then again both my niece and my nephew have problems in getting their 
driving licence, they both drive very well, but just cannot pass the driving test, 
have failed it several times. We think that it is expected that we pay, but there 
is now clear information and my niece says, it wouldn't help to know anyway 
since she does not have the money. If I only knew someone, we would find a 
solution, but I do not know anybody there! [sounds honestly desperate] 

31 Q: What do you think about the public health care system? 

32 A: Things are very difficult ("tjažëlye vpečatlenija"). There are not enough 
physicians, that's why there are a lot of problems. You wait for ages and 
cannot get your treatment. If you use the services that are charged for, this is 
different, but with the ones for free there is just no chance ("besplatno nikak"). 
I try not to go if I can avoid it. [explains in the following that in the suburb 
where she lives the situation is more difficult, in the city of Perm itself things 
would be easier] 

33 Q: How would you characterise your relation to the state? 

34 A: It got better in comparison to Soviet times, I do like it now. They really try to 
do something for the people ("starajutsja čto-to delat' dlja ljudej"). 

35 Q: What you say you feel a common link between yourself and the state or is 
it rather "we" and "them"? 

36 A: I would say that now actually something like a common link ("čto-to 
obščee") comes into being. This is not how it used to be earlier.  

37 Q: And in Soviet times, would about the feeling of "we" and "them" in those 
times? 

38 A: Yes, for Soviet times I would say that was definitely the common feeling. 
Now it is getting better every year. 

39 Q: What is your attitude towards elections?  
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40 A: I have no attitude towards them ("nikakogo otnošenija"). I do participate 
neither in the regional elections nor in the parliamentary elections. In the 
regional elections there is no one I could vote for ("golosovat' ne za kogo") 
and the parliamentary elections are too complicated for me. I only take part in 
the presidential elections and am proud to vote for Putin and "United Russia" 
[party supporting Putin].  

41 Q: What about society, would you get involved? 

42 A: Getting involved? No, I think nothing of it. On the personal level I help 
others, of course. But just like that, helping strangers ("čužie"), I think nothing 
of that. From time to time I give a pair of boots for free to someone who is 
hard up and whom I know. But I would not give anything just like that, without 
knowing if the person really is in need.  

 

4/2 

1 Q: What is most important to you?  
2 A: That is a difficult question - actually I think about it a lot: What is the right 

way to go and what should be most important in life. For me right now things 
like psychology, alternative healing methods, massage - they are almost more 
important to me than my job.  

3 Q: If you have administrative issues, do you know where to turn to?  
4 A: Most of the time I know where to turn to - there's always the possibility to 

call and find out. 
5 Q: What do you think of the quality and effectivity of the public administration? 

6 A: Everything takes a lot of time. 
7 And generally I'd say that the public servants work for themselves and not for 

us ("činovniki rabotajut dlja sebja, a ne dlja nas"). 
8 But all in all I can say that I get what I need. 
9 Q: How do you get what you need? What do you do when you get to a point 

where things do not move on, "stenka"?  
10 A: It's the human factor ("čelovečeskij faktor") that is very important - you have 

to treat the public officials like a human being, then it will be possible to reach 
an agreement. 

11 I used to work in the restaurant industry and quite often it was necessary to 
deal with public authorities and to get things done. It is important to get 
acquainted, then they are ‘your people’ ("svoi ljudi") and it’s possible to get 
things done informally, not meaning by way of paying bribes, but by 
circumventing the formal procedure. 

12 Q: What is more important, money or personal relations? 

13 A: Clearly relations are more important, knowing people. I have never 
experienced open bribe taking, not even at RosPotrebNadzor [Russian 
Federal Service for Supervision of Consumer Rights Protection and Human 
Welfare], everything without bribes and presents. But sometimes I was buying 
chocolate ["konfety"] out of my own initiative to show my gratitude, after the 
service of course.  

14 Q: So it was rather along the lines of cognac and chocolate? 

15 A: Well, yes [astonished about the question]. But this is something that comes 
naturally everywhere, in other countries, too. 

16 I know that things can also be difficult - when I was applying for my passport, I 
had to wait for 2.5 instead of 1.5 months. [does not give a clue about 
informality involved] 

17 Or look at the reform of the police - new uniforms, higher wages, but nothing 
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has changed, only a lot of money has been spent. 
18 Q: What would you do, if someone made rather transparent allusions 

prompting you to make an informal payment?  
19 A: That depends very much on the situation - if it was something really 

important, I would pay. If not or if it was only moderately important, I would 
categorically refuse. 

20 Q: What about filing a complaint? 

21 A: I would know how to do it - write a complaint to the Office of the Public 
Prosecutor, and I wouldn't have reservations about it. But it would still not 
come to my mind. In the cases that are not that important to me and in which I 
would refuse, I would simply try with a different public official. 

22 Q: What are your feelings on demands for bribes or allusions? 

23 A: I stay cool ("ja k ètomu otnošus' spokojno"), we are all human beings ("vse 
ljudi"). I understand that they make use of the possibilities that their position 
offers to them. 

24 Q: What about your relationship towards the state? 

25 A: I would make a difference between Russia as a country and the state, that 
is the bureaucratic apparatus. I am a patriot and love Russia, I would never 
want to live in another place. With the state things are completely different 
("gosudarstvo, èto sovsem drugoe"), I do not like everything, in many areas I 
would even say I dislike a lot of things. But in my opinion you can't do anything 
about it, in this country no change is possible ("v ètoj strane ničego s ètim 
sdelat' ne vozmožno"), and the bad thing is that everybody thinks like that. 

26 From what I have heard about the Soviet Union from older people I can see 
that this used to be different. The people and the state belonged together and 
were regarded common ground ("vse edinoe, obščee"). Now these spheres 
are absolutely separated. However, this goes along with a similar 
development in society, now everybody lives more by him-/ herself, 
individually.  

27 [quite generally her opinion is that in the Russian state everything works top-
down] ,  

28 Q: What do you think about the elections? 

29 A: The elections have no importance to me, no matter on which level. The 
outcome is predetermined – now it’s Putin, the next time Putin, then it will be 
Medvedev again. At some time in the future this might change, but not for the 
moment. It's also connected with how society is composed - there is almost no 
middle class, only the rich and the poor. 

30 The system changes the people that get there. Even if the person is good, 
once he gets into this environment, the environment will eat him ("kak 
popadaet v ètu sredu, sreda ego skušaet").  

31 Q: What about the community, can you imagine getting involved? 

32 A: I think this is something really good, I had always wanted to get active and 
do something and I am right now looking for something meaningful. When I 
was little, my dream was to open a foundation that would help women and 
children in difficult times. But in general too little is done and there are too little 
possibilities to get involved - no foundations for which you could donate, it's 
every man for himself ("každyj sam za sebja"). This used to be different and it 
is different abroad, too. 
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4/3 

1 Q: What changes do you see comparing Soviet times and today? 

2 A: The possibility of doing one’s own business is something that I like about 
post-soviet times. 

3 Q: What do you worry about most of all? [rephrasing the initial question "What 
is most important to you?", since he had difficulties in answering it]  

4 A: I am worried about the overall economic situation, the financial side of it, 
although it got better. But prices go up. [Off the topic he asks a lot about the 
economic situation in Germany, about how people live, unemployment, if 
people need to have several jobs at the same time etc.]  

5 Q: If you have to get something sorted with the public authorities, do you know 
where to turn to? 

6 A: Yes, I know where to turn to. 
7 Q: Would you say you know what to expect there? Are those dealings 

predictable?  
8 A: You know, there are some problems ("est' svoi njuansy"). [does not want to 

disclose much more than this]  
9 Q What would you say about the quality of their work, do they work efficiently?  

10 A: Sometimes there are very long waiting times. Or there are problems with 
the documents. But these things happened more in the past, I have to say. 
Now things are easier and procedures are faster. 

11 Q: What about informal ways of getting things done?  
12 A: Well, I generally have not that many administrative issues. I myself have 

not experienced a situation in which an informal payment was necessary.  
13 Q: You need a passport more quickly than the usual term, what would you do 

when asked for a payment? 

14 A: Well, if it's really important, urgent, I'd probably pay - there's probably a 
price-list for this, isn't there? Or do you mean the public official was asking for 
a bribe? [upon the confirmation of the interviewer his answer is:] No, a bribe I 
wouldn't give. 

15 [Ignores the question if this would change when it would be masked as 
showing one's gratitude ("blagodarnost'").] 

16 Q: What do you do, when you meet "stenka"? 

17 A: When nothing works and nothing moves on, then I'll try to go via relations 
("čerez svjazi") of course - I will discuss it with my friends and acquaintances, 
ask their advice, try to find out who knows whom there or who has been in a 
similar situation. Only then it will be possible to act, never just like that, in the 
dark ("ne prosto tak, v tumane"). Before you act, get advice. 

18 Q: What is your opinion of the state? 

19 A: [is having difficulties with finding an answer to the question and answers 
after a pause] Since I live in Russia I have to put up with it ("pridetsja 
smirit'sja"). [obviously referring to the state authorities 

 

4/4 

1 Q: What is most important to you? 
2 A: My own health and the health of those close to me. Stability. 
3 Q: What kind of changes do you see comparing the Soviet Union, the nineties 

and today? 
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4 A: From what I have heard from my grand-parents and other people I would 
say about the Soviet union, that there was no money and in return people 
lived on friendly terms and cooperated ("ljudi žili družno"), there was a 
different attitude to one another. If I compare the situation now to what I know 
from earlier times - people speak more openly about their political opinions 
("vyražajut graždanskuju poziciju"), new horizons open. But I do not like that 
people do this without any collective action, their anger does not leave the 
privacy of their home, they are backing their issue only morally sitting on the 
couch.   

5 Q: When you have an administrative issue, do you know where to turn to? 
6 A: Quite often I do not know where to turn to, although I have a background in 

law. I go to the respective authority and ask from where I should start. But this 
worked well for me, so far they always helped me.  

7 Q: Do you think the public administration works effectively? 
8 A: Well, it's bureaucracy. [sighing] You have to wait for ages, sometimes you 

lose a whole working day. For example I have tried three times to get my 
foreign passport. Each time I had all the necessary documents, but I never 
find the time to spend one whole day in the public office. I think it is really a 
shame that there isn't the possibility to have your documents checked online. 

9 Q: What about informality, have you ever experienced a wall, that things 
weren't moving on any further?  

10 A: Yes, I have had this experience when dealing with an inheritance and was 
trying to get the necessary documents and information connected to it. The 
public officials refused to allow me look at the account, although I was entitled 
to do so. I think they were just incompetent. I filed a complaint ("obžalovalas'"), 
the superiors proved me right but the public officials in charge were still not 
prepared to so. In the end the only way was to use my professional powers 
and to get the information via the courts. [clearly feeling uneasy about the 
latter way of solving the issue] 

11 But I felt uneasy when doing it, I know that it was not right to use my power of 
authority for private ends. [adds this without further enquiry]  

12 Q: What about informal deals, have you ever been in a situation when quite 
transparent allusions were made regarding an informal payment?  

13 A: Fortunately I have never been confronted with such a situation - neither did 
someone ask me for a bribe directly nor making allusions, but of course I 
know it from the accounts of my friends and acquaintances. [laughs] Maybe 
there is a mark on my forehead signalling that I would not give anything 
anyway. 

14 Q: How would you act, if you were in a situation in which the public official was 
asking for a bribe?                   
A: This would depend very much on the circumstances ("obstojatel’stva") - 
how important the matter is and what kind of bribe and how much the public 
official demands. If it is symbolic - a chocolate or a minor amount - I would 
give in and see it as supporting the human relations, since - as already the 
ancient Greeks knew - supporting such relations is important. If, however, the 
demand was more then symbolic, I would stand up to the public official and 
would remind him of the law, would ask him, whether he would like to find 
himself in a certain place ("xočet li on okazat'sja na opredelennom meste"). 

15 Q: What is more important - relations or paying the official money? 
16 A: Relations are more important and, in my opinion, they form the fabric that is 

usually called corruption. In many cases money would not help.  
17 Q: What about the public health care system? 
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18 A: I'd say that in Perm it virtually does not exist, even in the commercial clinics 
the equipment is bad and the quality is low - sadly, I have had to learn this 
myself recently. Even the pay-rise that they have received just recently has 
changed nothing. 

19 Q: Does the age of the public official play a role?  
20 A: To me it is important that the person has some experience, that's why I do 

not like to turn to the very young. With the elder ones, the soviet generation, 
my impression is that they are a lot more careful and tend to double-check 
things, they will rather ask for one more document than for one document 
less. 

21 Q: What do you think about the state? 
22 A: There are a lot of things I don't like, especially in the area that I am in touch 

with professionally: I am not satisfied with the legal sphere ("pravovaja sfera") 
- the protection of people's rights ("pravozaščita") is not effective. I am under 
the impression that there is no justice - it is the state institutions that bend the 
law most of all ("zakon naklonjajut imenno tam"). I am equally dissatisfied with 
the social services ("social'naja sfera"), there is no legal certainty there, 
people are not being supported. 

23 To say it in one word, I cannot speak of the state as mine. 
24 [her general stance is very critical and she sympathises with the opposition]  
25 Q: What about elections? 
26 A: Well, to take the word literally they do not exist, there is no "vybor" [choice, 

plural elections; "netu vybora"]. Still I do attend and vote, but this is because I 
need a clean slate for professional reasons. It really is tragic, there is so little 
transparency in the whole electoral process, particularly for the parliamentary 
elections. I can't believe what kind of candidates ran for office - for example a 
guy that was way too young, born in 1989 

 

4/5 

1 A: [First reaction on the interviewer introducing her project] You know, my 
story is quite simple - how I live? Bad. How the state helps me? It does not 
help at all - this is how I can answer your questions. [notwithstanding these 
words he is quite prepared to take part in the interview] 

2 Q: What would you say is most important to you? 
3 A: Being sure to know what the next day will bring you ("uverennost'"), 

stability.  
4 Q: What changes do you see comparing Soviet times to today?  
5 A: Now people have more liberties - freedom of opinion, they can have their 

own business - but there is more insecurity. Back then there was stability, 
stable prices, you had assistance from the state ("gosudarstvennaja 
podderžka"), a secure job.   

6 When speaking about the people - there used to be more comradeship back 
then. Now this has deteriorated, people feel more under pressure ("bolee 
zažatye"). Now it's every man for himself, everybody only thinks and fights for 
himself. People are more close-lipped then before. 

7 Q: What do you think of the public authorities? 
8 A: Terrible ("užas")! [spontaneous reaction] You usually wait for ages, have to 

go to and fro from one office to the other in order to secure all the necessary 
documents. If it's minor issues, you lose one working day. If it's something 
major, it will take you one week. 

9 Q: Do you know where to turn to?  
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10 A: It's not always clear to me. 
11 Q: What would you say, do you know what to expect? Are those dealings 

predictable? 
12 A: At least they are not completely unpredictable.  
13 Q: Have you experienced informal deals? Met the "stenka"? 
14 A: Yes, I have. In this case only one thing helps: "bribes" ("vzjatki"). 
15 Q: How did you know? Were there allusions? 
16 A: No allusions - when things do not move on for no real reason and you are 

being given implausible explanations, you understand very well that you will 
have to offer something. 

17 Q: Do you mean money or rather chocolate?  
18 A: It has to be money, chocolate won't do. And the amounts you are expected 

to offer are not that small - for all formalities relating to buying my flat I have 
paid a total of 1,000 $. 

19 Q: What would you say, are personal relations or money more important? 
20 A: In my opinion personal relations are more important, they facilitate 

everything and in many cases they will be enough to get things done, or at 
least they will help to substantially reduce the bribe asked for.  

21 Q: What are your feelings in such a situation?  
22 A: When dealing with bureaucracy I only have the wish that it will be over as 

soon as possible. And in order to get done with it as quickly as possible, you 
use all the means you have at your disposal. 

23 Q: What do you think of the public official who puts you in this situation? 
24 A: I do understand those that ask for bribes or take them - after all they have 

made it into a good position. I do not condemn them, moreover it's possible 
that they are not acting on their own initiative, but have to deliver a certain 
amount of "grey" ("seryx") returns to their superior ("dolžen polučat' pribyl’"). If 
they don't deliver them, they won't stay long in their position. 

25 Q: What do you think of the reform of the police? 
26 A: Nothing has changed, raising the salaries is not an effective cure in my 

opinion - they get used to it too quickly and will want even more money. I think 
this kind of behaviour is also connected to an uncertain future, at least to 
some respect - you try to secure as much as possible for yourself today, since 
you do not know what will happen tomorrow. The state of awareness will have 
to change ("soznanie dolžno izmenit'sja") and this will take a long period of 
time. 

27 Q: What are your feelings towards the state? 
28 A: Well, the state - people there only care about how they can manage to grab 

something for themselves ("uspet' xapnut'") and we are on our own with our 
problems ("čelovek so svoimi problemami sam po sebe"). [From what and 
how he says it, it becomes clear that to him the state apparatus seems to be a 
separately existing universe with which he has nothing in common]. 

29 Q: Would you say it always used to be like that? 
30 A: No, back then in Soviet times you would not speak of "them - us" ("my - 

oni"), they [the authorities] cared for you ("o tebe zabotilis'"). 
31 Q: What is your attitude towards elections? 
32 A: I have never voted, because I am convinced that elections do not decide 

anything "ničego ne rešajut") and are only staged to keep up appearances 
("vsë dlja vidimosti"). Everything is determined ahead of the actual elections 
("vsë zaplanirovano"). 
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Interviews Tyumen: 

5/1 

1 Q: What changes do you see comparing Soviet times and today? 
2 A: In the material sense things got better. But regarding people - I mean the 

relations among each other, even among relatives, these got worse. People 
feel envious of other people's wealth.  

3 Q: When dealing with state institutions, do you know where to turn to?  
4 A: I am quite well aware of where to turn to. [in the following it turns out that he 

works as a driver to one of the directors of the city administration] 
5 Q: What would you say is your assessment of how the public authorities 

work?  
6 A: I have no problems to get what I need. I work for one of the directors of the 

city administration and this is why I have access to many people. I also help 
friends and acquaintances to get things done. 

7 Q: What would you say, are relations or money more important? 
8 A: I would say relations. [at this point he asks where the data will be used - the 

interviewer repeats what has been shared at the outset, that she is from the 
Higher School of Economics and that the data will be used in the framework of 
her master thesis] 

9 Q: What do you think about the public health care system?  
10 A: I would say that now it is much worse than it used to be. I have had very 

bad experiences - my son died, because he was diagnosed correctly only 
when we went to a doctor in Moscow and it was too late. The doctors have a 
different attitude to their patients now than they used to have. Thank god I 
have a circle of people I know and I can turn to for help ("krug svoix"). I try to 
turn to doctors only by help of personal relations. And I try all I can to prevent 
that I fall sick, do sports on a regular basis and the like.  

11 Q: What about your relation to the state? 
12 A: I wouldn't say it's really positive ("ne sovsem položitel'noe"), the state does 

not care for its people. Like the pensions - you can't really live on them and 
they do not guarantee you a recreative retirement. 

13 Q: What about elections? 
14 A: I really do not care about them ("ravnodušno otnošus'"), everything is 

determined in advance ("zaranee uže zaplanirovano"). 
15 Q: What about getting involved for society?  
16 A: Well, that can only be the inner circle ("uskij krug"). [obviously 

misinterpreting the question and trying to answer, what he can do in the state - 
the interviewer tries to explain by mentioning charity and the like] I don't think 
anything of charity. Q: Why? A: Do not want to explain this. Q: Is it because 
you prefer to know who receives the perks? A: Yes, that is true, I prefer to 
help those, that I know 

 

(Interview partners 5/2 and 5/3 turned out to be only visiting Tyumen) 

 

5/4 

1 Q: What is most important to you in your life? 
2 A: To finish school and to pass the entry exam at university. Later on I imagine 

family will become the most important thing. 
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3 Q: What is your experience with the public authorities? When you have an 
issue, do you know where to turn to? 

4 A: [at first she is obviously at loss and answers] You know, I do not really have 
any experience with the authorities, it's my parents that deal with all this for 
me. [further questions on whether she has a passport or a driving licence, 
produce the answer that she has neither a passport, nor a driving licence and 
could therefore not produce any further insight]  

5 Q: Quite generally, what would you say is more important - money or personal 
relations?  

6 A: [she answers without hesitating] Relations are important, they help when 
you do not have the money - you call on all friends and acquaintances 
("obzvanivat' druzej i znakomyx") and a solution will be found. [Subsequently 
she asks for my contact details motivating this with the small number of 
interesting people she knows in Moscow and tries to recruit me for the 
pyramid scheme, for which she is trying to raise the necessary among of 
money to participate.] 

7 Q: Speaking of the state - what is your opinion, what can you say about your 
relation? 

8 A: It's rather bad ("nikakoe"), quite standard I'd say, rather negative 
("otricatel'no") than positive. I cannot explain why this is. But I can say that I 
really don't like how you are not being informed about anything, like 
yesterday's explosion in St. Petersburg - only a couple of people knew about it 
and the population did not get any information, I really don't like that. 

9 Q: What about elections?  
10 A: They are not particularly important to me. I don't like the fact that Putin wins 

and not the candidate I vote for, Zhirinovsky. 
11 Q: What do you think about doing something for society, getting involved as a 

volunteer or the like? 
12 A: I think this is something good - I myself have worked as a volunteer for the 

elderly, did their shopping etc. 
 

Interviews from rural areas: 

Rural/1 

1 Q: What would you say is the most important thing to you? 
2 A: I worry most about the future of my daughter, am trying to secure her a 

good education. I see with worries that money is taking on a role that decides 
everything, that it is the only currency that counts.  

3 Q: You wouldn't say that relations help to get things sorted? 
4 A: Most of the time, money and relations are located in the same places. I 

know what I am speaking about, since I am self-employed and there are a lot 
of administrative procedures connected to this. These are long and expensive, 
because everybody in the chain demands additional payments - if you are well 
connected it is the same, but at least you will not have to queue and wait.  

5 Q: What kind of cases can you recall when it has been necessary to bribe or 
to circumvent the formal procedures?  

6 A: There are lots of examples. Quite often you will be denied the service that 
you are entitled to and will be relegated to services you will be charged for.  

7 For example when I fell sick and went to hospital in Moscow, I was told that 
my Russian public health insurance is not valid - which is not based on any 
legal foundations - and that I will have to pay for an additional insurance.  
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8 Another example - during my studies my grades dropped all of a sudden 
during my third year of studies. The professor strongly advised me to make 
use of her private courses that she was offering for a fee ("komerčeskie 
kursy"). I did not want to see three years of studies go to waste and inscribed 
for her courses which made my grades improve again. 

9 A similar thing happened to my daughter in school - Maths is not her strong 
side and the teacher offered her private lessons. When I suggested that she 
could take private lessons somewhere else, her reaction is full of panic and 
she states that if she did that, she'd never had a chance with this teacher 
again.  

10 When my mother was diagnosed a cerebral tumour and had to be operated, 
the surgeon made hints ("namëki") suggesting that for a good operation it 
would be necessary to pay. 

11 There is another thing I would like to mention regarding higher education - the 
Unified State Exam [introduced in 2009] was supposed to serve egality, but it 
is a charade, you have to pay all the same. 

12 Also I know about fishing in the Volga of fish that are on the red list of 
threatened species, which is sponsored by public prosecutor's office that acts 
as a "kryša" (literally "roof") and takes 3,000 roubles per month off everybody 
taking part. 

13 Q: What about your experience in the hospital in Moscow - what did you feel 
in that situation?  

14 A: I had a strong feeling of injustice. 
15 Q: Would you say there was a risk attached to following the demand? 
16 A: No. 
17 Q: What kind of possibilities did you have to do something against it?  
18 A: I guess I could at least have turned to the senior physician to complain 

about it.  
19 Q: And why did you not choose to do so? 
20 A: My nerves ("nervy"), I didn't feel well anyway and it was easier this way. I 

know that this was probably not the right thing, that if everybody filed a 
complaint, things might change. But in the end: If you'd try to go to court, you'd 
pay more for your lawyer than what you would have to pay the civil servant. 

21 Q: How did you know how to proceed? 
22 A: It's always the same - it's either services that have to be paid for [officially] 

or people hint on making a [informal] payment.  
23 Q: What would you say is commonly used in these informal exchanges? 
24 A: Mainly it's money, but relations are important, too. I have got the job I work 

in currently thanks to an acquaintance and am sharing the position with a 
friend. 

25 Q: How would you describe your attitude towards the state?  
26 A: I am frustrated, disillusioned, they up there only care about how they can 

live a good life ("čtoby žit' xorošo"), how to make their children end up in the 
right places. The problem is that there is hardly any social security, the only 
thing I that I ever made use of was the child benefit (150 roubles a month, a 
ridiculous amount - when I was going to apply for it the officials tried to talk me 
out of it, "what do you need it for?", it was a big hassle, lots of different papers 
were necessary ("zajavlenie"), a confirmation, that my husband does not 
support me, a confirmation that I do not grow potatoes, my neighbours hat to 
give testimony of how I live, but in the end I won the fight and got it; for me this 
was a question of principle). I feel left alone with my problems and have my 
own state ("u menja svoë gosudarstvo"). 
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27 You know, back in Soviet times the state took more care - why does it not 
provide for sufficient employment opportunities, builds factories, so that there 
are enough jobs. 

28 I am afraid that things will get worse once more, I do not feel any stability - if 
there was stability and everybody had the possibility to make a living, then 
money would not be that important to everybody.  

29 Q: What do you think of public officials in general? 
30 A: There is the Russian tradition of the public official who steals for his own 

gain - as the old saying goes "Ty ne po činu vorueš'" [literally "You steal more 
than your rank entitles you to"], as long as you do not ask for more than is 
generally expected and acceptable, there is nothing wrong with it. 

31 A: What do you think of elections? 
32 Q: They are a mockery, they do not reflect the voters' intentions anyway. An 

example from my own experience - when I worked as a teacher, they tried to 
get everybody to become a member of "United Russia" and to vote for them. 
They did not control whether you complied, but the pressure to really do so 
was high. I am very much against Putin and I would say the general mood is 
like that now. When he came to power the situation of many people improved 
and things got better, but now this is no longer the case. 

 

Rural/2 

1 Q: What is most important to you? 
2 A: Stability in the country and for myself [in the course of the interview it 

becomes clear that the instability of the 1990ies has left his mark on the 
interview partner]. 

3 Q: What kind of changes do you see comparing Soviet times, the 1990ies and 
now? 

4 A: In the 90ies there was pure chaos and lawlessness ("bespredel") and now 
you can feel the consequences - people do not care about one another 
anymore ("ne zabotjatsja"). Q: In your opinion, is lawlessness still a 
dominating trait today? A: Yes, lawlessness ("bezzakonie") can still be felt.  

5 Q: When you have administrative issues, need to sort things out with the 
authorities, do you know where to turn to? 

6 A: Generally it's clear to me, but having issues with the authorities always 
means that it will take a lot of time and effort, too ("trudoëmko"). 

7 Q: Would you say these processes are predictable? 
8 A: No, they aren't. You have to go from A to B, figuring out how things work 

("pridëtsja xodit', vyjasnjat'"). 
9 Q: Have you ever been in a "stenka" situation, where you felt there is no way 

to get further? 
10 A: No, I haven't. 
11 Q: And have you been in a situation when the public official made allusions 

towards an informal solution of the issue? 
12 A: No, neither. But I have to say that I try to avoid to be in touch with them [the 

authorities] ("starajus', men'še s nimi obščat'sja"). I am sure those that are in 
touch with the administration more frequently, know all this. I only turn to the 
authorities, when I am forced to do so ("ja tol'ko vynuždenno").  

13 Q: What about the healthcare system? 
14 A: I am not on good terms with it. Everything has to be paid for ("vsë za svoj 

sčet"). I try to keep myself in a state in which I do not need it.  
15 Q: What would you do if you urgently needed a new passport and the official 
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would ask you to pay? 
16 A: I would pay and wouldn't feel guilty for it, but of course this is something 

very ambivalent ("dvojakoe").  
17 Q: What is your feeling about this, what do you think of the public official? 
18 A: I wouldn't hold him responsible but the system, as long as he is not 

exaggerating his demands ("naglo"). 
19 Q: What do you think is more important, relations or money? 
20 A: Relations are more important - they do not help you to avoid payment, but 

they make everything a lot easier. 
21 Q: What about your relation to the state? 
22 A: It's negative ("otricatel'no"), the state is not there for the people ("ne dlja 

ljudej"). 
23 Q: Have you always felt like that? A: No, it is only since the 1990ies that I feel 

like that. . 
24 Q: What about elections? 
25 A: I do not vote, since they are not important for me. I don't think that I can 

exert any influence by them. 
26 Q: What about doing something for society? 
27 A: I would defend my country in the event of war and other than that I try to 

live by the law 
 

Rural/3 

1 Q: What is most important to you? 
2 A: That's clearly family. 
3 Q: What kind of changes do you observe comparing today to Soviet times? 
4 A: On the whole I would say not that much has changed, but the framework is 

different today. I quite liked the Soviet Union. Now people have a more 
individual approach, everybody tries to find his or her way, the way to go is not 
as given as it used to be. 

5 Q: With administrative issues, when you have to sort something out with state 
structures, do you know where to turn to? 

6 A: That's rather clear to me, it's quite straightforward, since our town is small. 
7 Q: Do you know, what to expect? 
8 A: Yes, since I know the people. When I need something in an office, where I 

do not know anybody, I'll ask my friends and acquaintances and so I always 
deal with people to whom there is a connection. Like that it is possible to get 
things done a lot faster, instead of 2-3 days it will be 2-3 hours. I am quite 
satisfied and get what I need. 

9 Q: Do you show your gratitude for this? ("blagodarnost'") 
10 A: Yes, I do. [upon further enquiry relating to way in which he shows his 

gratitude - money involved?] No, no money, it's rather along the lines of 
chocolate and cognac. 

11 Q: What would you say is more important, relations or money? 
12 A: (instantly, without hesitating) Relations - after all, we are all human beings, 

and managing things on a personal level is so much more natural. 
13 Q: What about the public health system? 
14 A: I do not have that much experience with it, but when we needed something 

for my daughter, things always worked for us. So I can say that I am satisfied 
with the way it functions, in my opinion it is effective. But this might be 
connected to the fact that we live in a small town. 

15 Q: What are your feelings about the state? 
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16 A: My feelings are quite contradictory. [When trying to get a more precise 
answer about what is considered positive and what negative, the answer is 
evasive.] 

17 Q: What is your stance towards elections?  
18 A: I think they are important, I participate in all of them. Of course I aware that 

my vote might not have that much effect, but I feel it is my duty ("dolg"). 
19 Q: Would get involved for society? 
20 A: Yes, I would - why not? I think people should help each other. But I have to 

admit that I personally do not engage in any way, not more than the general 
helpfulness that you find in people living far up North. Up there the living 
conditions make people help each other, if someone's car broke down along 
the road, of course you will stop to help him. Not helping might have the 
consequence that the person dies. 
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Executive Summary (English) 
 

The explorative study uses qualitative interviews with ordinary citizens to examine 

the problem of pervasiveness and persistence of administrative corruption in the 

Soviet successor states. It analyses the problem on two levels, taking an interest in 

the underlying attitudes, values and expectations of why clients engage in corrupt 

transactions, and asking about the influence of these low-level informal practices 

on the development and quality of democratic institutions in post-soviet states. 

Regarding the former, the analysis established the combined effect of Soviet 

legacy and rational behaviour interpreting the situation as a problem of collective 

action. These two are the main drivers influencing the readiness for corrupt 

transactions. They mutually reinforce each other and the highest propensity to act 

corruptly is found when these two aspects coincide. 

The answer to the question whether the lasting impact of informal practices and 

Soviet attitudinal patterns going along with them conflicts with the development of 

well-functioning, democratic institutions was clearly affirmative. The study showed 

that it is particularly a preference of individual over collective solutions and the 

continued effect of persisting informal networks combined with a deep disregard of 

the state and a low feeling of agency that pose serious obstacles to the quality of 

political participation and to the sense of community on the societal level. Contrary 

to the common argument the study has therefore established that the causality in 

the nexus between democracy and corruption is not a one-way road leading from 

weak democratic institutions to higher levels of corruption, but that certain forms of 

corruption, more precisely the specific type of post-soviet informality, have a 

negative impact on the development of democratic institutions making causality 

follow a bidirectional path and constituting a vicious circle of informality. 

As a contribution to the theoretical base the study confirmed that in a setting with 

systemic corruption, conceptualising corruption as a problem of collective action is 

an approach much better suited than the common PAC modelling. The study’s 

overall results, however, show the limits of big theories in comprehensively 

explaining why people engage in corrupt transactions and suggest how the 

existing theories can and must be combined to gain a balanced and 

comprehensive picture of reality.  
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Executive Summary (German) 
 

Die explorative Studie nutzt qualitative Interviews mit einfachen Bürgern um das 

Problem der allgegenwärtigen und anhaltenden Alltagskorruption in post-

sowjetischen Staaten zu analysieren. Es wird zum einen nach den zugrunde 

liegenden Einstellungen, Werten und Erwartungen der Klienten gefragt, die diese 

korrupt handeln lassen, zum anderen wird der Einfluss dieser alltäglichen 

informellen Praktiken auf Entwicklung und Qualität von demokratischen 

Institutionen in post-sowjetischen Staaten untersucht. 

Die Ergebnisse des ersten Teils legen nahe, dass sich der größte Einfluss auf die 

Bereitschaft zu korruptem Handeln aus der Kombination der Effekte aus 

sowjetischem Erbe und rationalem Verhalten, das die Situation als ein Problem 

kollektiven Handelns interpretiert, ergibt.  

Bezüglich der Frage nach der Wirkung von informellen Praktiken und mit ihnen 

einhergehenden sowjetischen Einstellungen auf die Entwicklung von 

funktionierenden demokratischen Institutionen zeigt die Studie eine Reihe von 

problematischen Aspekten auf: Zuvorderst den Vorzug von individuellen vor 

kollektiven Lösungen sowie den anhaltenden Effekt von informellen Netzwerken, 

kombiniert mit einer tiefen Abneigung gegenüber dem Staat und einem schwachen 

Gefühl der eigenen Wirksamkeit. Zusammengenommen bilden diese ein 

schwerwiegendes Hindernis für politische Partizipation und die Entwicklung eines 

gesellschaftlichen Gemeinschaftsgefühls. Entgegen der gängigen Forschungs-

meinung hat diese Studie also gezeigt, dass bestimmte Formen von Korruption, 

genauer der besondere Typ der post-sowjetischen informellen Transaktionen, 

einen negativen Einfluss auf die Entwicklung demokratischer Institutionen haben 

und die Wirkungsrichtung zwischen Demokratie und Korruption nicht allein von 

schwachen demokratischen Institutionen zu mehr Korruption zeigt. 

Die Studie trägt außerdem zur Theorienbildung bei und bestätigt, dass in 

Kontexten systemischer Korruption die Modellierung von Korruption als Problem 

kollektiven Handelns weitaus besser geeignet ist als die gängigen PAC Modelle. 

Darüber hinaus zeigen die Ergebnisse der Studie die Grenzen großer Theorien zur 

Erklärung von individueller Korruptionsneigung auf und legen nahe, wie die 

bestehenden Theorien kombiniert werden können, um einem ausgewogenen und 

umfassenden Bild der Wirklichkeit näher zu kommen. 
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