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Abstract

Anti-corruption education is important in curbing corruption behavior. However, there is
limited evidence about what should be designed into the anti-corruption curriculum for young
people. Hence, this study intends to make suggestions about the development of anti-
corruption education in Malaysia based on Theory of Social Representation. A survey to
explore young people’s lay representation toward corruption was carried out. 232
respondents between 18 to 33 years old (M=19.79, SD=2.65) participated in this cross-
sectional survey performed in Malays Language and translated into English for report
purposes. The lay representation of the terms "“corruption” was obtained using the free
association and the rank-frequency technique. The result suggests five important
considerations for the development of anti-corruption education: (1) educate people about
the concept of corruption that includes not only money exchange; (2) continue to provide
examples of integrity and legal practices in politics; (3) educate people about all types of
corruption, (4) emphasize that corruption is not acceptable regardless of any situation or
circumstances and (5) educate people about the effects of corruption. This suggestion could
be used by the government, stakeholders, schools, and non-profit organizations who are
interested in educating the public or creating anti-corruption awareness among young people
in Malaysia.

Keywords: Anti-Corruption Education, Bribery, Lay Representations, Social Representation,
Youth

Introduction

Corruption is one of the most serious social problems faced by Malaysia (Satar, 2018). Over
the years, researches has been done to find solutions to curb corruption (e.g. Haw et al., 2020;
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Kasim & Hoesni, 2021). Besides that, the government also allocated funding for the Malaysian
Anti-Corruption Commission (MACC) as the sole agency to fight corruption, a national anti-
corruption plan, two government transformation programmes and national integrity plan
(Muhamad & Gani, 2020). However, most of the efforts to curb corruption failed to improve
the situation in an expected manner (Muhamad & Gani, 2020). Learning from the east, Japan’s
success in managing corruption can be attributed to their investment in anti-corruption
education (Assegaf, 2017). Therefore, there is still a high demand for anti-corruption
education that is widely supported by the general public who is forcing the government to
look into the matter (Bernama, 2020; Lee, 2018). Although research has been carried out to
explain corruption-related matters (e.g. Muhamad & Gani, 2020), there have been few
empirical investigations about the syllabus of anti-corruption education. As educational
matters are usually controlled (e.g. syllabus, funding) by the government (Gill & Berezina,
2020), developing a syllabus without proper research might result in waste of public funds
and failure. Without formal anti-corruption education to date, we must first explore how
much our young people understand corruption in order to design a syllabus that complements
the current knowledge and understanding. Hence, this research intends to explore how young
people understand and make sense of what is corruption.

Understanding is fundamental to act. However, corruption is difficult to define (Kollmannov3,
2013) as corruption incidents could be interpreted differently for different people from time
to time. Before the 2013 election in Malaysia, Mr. Najib Razak, the fifth Prime Minister of
Malaysia, received approximately $681 million into his private bank account (Wright & Hope,
2018). What words or phrases come to your mind after knowing this news? If it is the word
“corruption”, you might be wrong as he explained that it was a “donation” from Saudi Arabia's
royal family (Ngui & Wright, 2016). As a politician, he has grassroots supporters who might
support this interpretation, resulting in his great victory in the Pekan parliamentary seat
during the last election (Suruhanjaya Pilihan Raya Malaysia, 2021). This ambiguity in the
interpretation of corruption does not happen only in a political context.

In other real-life situations, people may also have different understanding of what corruption
is. For example, giving flowers to our beloved teacher during teacher’s day. Is this an act of
appreciation or corruption? Most people may rationalize it by interpreting it as a form of
appreciation instead of corruption. Appreciation is an act of reciprocity and it is one of the
main characteristics of Asian values. People give presents to teachers, clients, or government
servants as a token of appreciation and to show respect (Upton-McLaughlin, 2013). In Japan,
exchanging gifts seems to be necessary for business transactions (Lee & Yoshihara, 1997).
However, Alatas (1991) described it as investive corruption that is defined as the offer of
goods or services that has no direct link to a particular favour but in anticipation of future
occasions when the favor will be required. Only recently, the government and businesses
started a “no gift policy” (see Muhiudeen, 2018) as this may be interpreted as a form of
corruption. With all the ambiguity in defining corruption, exploring people to date
understanding of corruption could help to design a better curriculum to curb corruption.

This objective could be achieved by using the structural approach under the Theory of Social
Representation (TSR) to explore how young people lay represented corruption (Moliner &
Abric’s, 2015) . Lay representations are a system of communication and social influence that
constitutes the social realities of different groups in society (Sammut & Howarth, 2014, p.
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1799). As the social realities are shared by many people, they can affect people’s behavior
(Bidjari, 2011). Lay representation is common-sense knowledge worked out by people in
everyday communication to provide meaning to different objects, phenomena, events that
are new, strange, unknown, and threatening (Dvoryanchikov et al., 2014). Once lay
representation is established, we will act upon it (Voelklein & Howarth, 2005).

The usage of TSR to study corrupt behaviour is not new. Social Representation study in
Indonesia revealed that corruption is represented by people, money, steal or take, harmful
and country (Abraham & Pradipto, 2016); In Portugal, corruption is not only represented by
bribery but other behaviors as well (Sousa, 2008); “corruption, in general”, is represented by
practices and motives that reflect a moral judgment, and by illegal groups and activities
(Poeschi & Ribeiro, 2015) and Steklova & Steklov (2018) found that youths associated the
term corruption with bribe, money, power, the official and theft. However, no similar
research has been found that studied young people in Malaysia. In the current work, we
explore young people’s lay representation of corruption based on TSR to make suggestions
about anti-corruption education syllabus.

Methods

Ethical Considerations

This research was approved by the University Research Ethics Committee, reference SUREC
2020/083.

Study Design & Data Collection

This is a cross-sectional survey designed study. The lay representations of the terms
"corruption” was obtained using the free association and the rank-frequency technique, as
suggested by (Moliner & Abric, 2015). This is a common method used in studies to understand
the semantic content of lay representation (Chundu et al., 2021).

Respondents

Data was collected using opportunity sampling from 232 respondents between 18 to 33 years
old (M=19.79, SD=2.65). 53 (22.8%) were male, and 179 (77.2%) were female. This sample
size for social representation study can have a minimum sample of 106 (Dvoryanchikov et al,
2014), we deemed the sample size for this study is sufficient. The inclusion criteria were
Malaysians, 18 years old and above and currently residing in Malaysia. Most of the
respondents, n=199 (85.8%) are college or university students.

Measure

To understand the lay representation of “corruption”, respondents were asked “Think about
CORRUPTION. What words or phrases come to your mind? Please, write five words or
phrases.” The words and phrases written are the elements of lay representation. This research
was carried out in the Malays language and the report is written in English for knowledge-
sharing purposes. Translation from Malays Language and English was done using the
“Forward and backward” translation technique (Brislin, 1970; Kamaluddin et al., 2017) by
coders proficient in both languages.
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Procedures

Upon implying consent to participate in this study via survey platform Qualtrics, respondents
type the words or phrases that come to their mind in sequence in Malay’s language.
Respondents were then asked to answer demographic questions before exiting the study.
Three analyses were done, (1) Content coding was done to recode words or phrases of the
same meaning belonging to the same semantic class and translated into English. Software
Iramuteq was employed to run the (2) similarity and (3) prototypical analysis. The result was
presented and discussed.

Content Coding

Words or phrases of the same meaning belonging to the same semantic class were recorded.
For example: “wang” and “duit” (in Malay’slanguage) were recoded into “money”. The initial
recording was done by the researchers. After that, 10 independent coders were shown
original and recorded the word or phrase and indicated agreement on it. The average pairwise
percentage was 99.7%. Next, all the words were translated. Six independent participants who
self-declared to be native Malay language speakers were recruited for forward translation
and another three were recruited for backward translation purposes. The software Iramuteq
was used to perform the prototypical analysis and to reveal the content of lay representations
(Chundu et al., 2021).

Similarities Analysis

Similarity analysis is a technique based on mathematical graph theory (Danermark et al.,
2014). It is often used in lay representation because it helps us to understand the most
important elements in lay representation (Chundu et al., 2021); how its internal structure was
organized (Bouriche, 2003 as cited in Ferrara & Friant, 2016; Polli et al., 2021); and most
importantly it helps in describing the relationship between the elements (Mondragon et al.,
2021). Iramuteq software could be used to carry out similarity analysis by calculating the
frequency of co-occurrences. The data will be presented in a tree-shaped graph that
illustrates the elements that “go together” (Polli et al., 2021). The nodes in the graph
represent the frequency of the elements, where bigger nodes indicate the higher frequency
reported in that cluster (Chundu et al., 2021). High frequencies are the fundamental of the
representation and hold the representation together due to greater connection with other
elements (Bales & Johnson, 2006). The lines between the nodes illustrate the relationship
between elements, where thicker lines indicate a higher frequency or stronger relationship.

Prototypical Analysis

Verges’s (1992) prototypical analysis is used to categorize respondents’ social representation
into the central core and periphery system (Dvoryanchikov et al., 2014). This method
measures two parameters, association frequencies, and rank of their appearance. The
appearances that come first indicate its importance level. The result of the analysis usually
presents in a 2X2 table, see Table 1 (Chundu et al., 2021).

Box 1, the central core elements include elements with high frequency and high importance
levels. These are the elements that appear in the mind of the respondents when asked about
the main variables. The central core system consists of words that help us to manage the
meanings associated with the phenomena and strengthen non-negotiable beliefs. It consists
of elements that are stable and agreed upon by most of people in the group. Words that
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formed the central core system are deeply rooted in the collective memory of the social group
(Orosz, 2010). It consists of just a few unconditional beliefs that allow one to define the
group's values, norms, and history. Words in the central core system are also stable over time.
The primary function of the peripheral system is to protect the central core system (Moliner
& Abric, 2015). It consists of elements that are unique for each group member. Words that
formed the peripheral system are more anchored in momentary reality, unstable, developing,
and not concrete elements. It is closer to individual memories. Because of these
characteristics, it allows individuals to integrate potential contradiction, new information
without the need to transform the central core system.

There are two main peripheral groups, proximal peripheral systems (see Box 2 and 3 in Table
1), and far peripheral systems (see Box 4 in Table 1).

Box 2, the first periphery represents words that have high frequencies and low importance
levels. Words in this element are not easily evoked and changes are influenced by the
environment and everyday experiences (Chundu et al.,, 2021). Box 3, the contracting
elements, which includes words that have low frequencies but high in their importance level.
The associations in this box are easily evoked but not frequent. The words in this box indicate
a subgroup that prioritizes certain categories that are different from the majority (Chundu et
al., 2021). Box 2 and 3 are also considered as potential change zone. Potential change zones
could potentially bring the changes to the central system and change the representation as a
result of it (Granhag et al., 2017). Box 4 consists of second periphery elements; words that
appeared in this box are low in frequencies and low in importance level. Words listed in this
box are the least useful in defining lay representation (Chundu et al., 2021).

Results

Content Coding

A total of 1160 words or phrases were collected and were classified into 366 concepts. Words
and phrases that had less than 5% frequency were excluded from the analysis (Dvoryanchikov
et al.,, 2014). Table 1 shows the concepts that reach the threshold to be included in the
structure of lay representations of corruption. There are 19 elements of lay representations
for corruption.
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Table 1
Frequencies of 19 elements included in the lay representations of corruption
Element n %

1 |money 156 26.17
2 |dishonest 61 10.23
3 |politics 53 8.89
4 illegal 44 7.38
5 |cheat 36 6.04
6 |evil 30 5.03
7 |sin 23 3.86
8 |police 21 3.52
9 |crime 20 3.36
10 |unfair 19 3.19
11 |position 18 3.02
12 |responsible 18 3.02
13 |greed 15 2.52
14 |shortcut 15 2.52
15 |bully 14 2.35
16 |gift 14 2.35
17 |prison 14 2.35
18 |corruption 13 2.18
19 |selfish 12 2.01

Similarity Analysis

& cord@iion
po@on T
o
-

Figure 1: Results of the similarity analysis of corruption
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The tree-shaped graph generated using Iramuteq showed only one nucleus with the element
“money” in the central position and five representation clusters highlighted in different
shapes. See Figure 1. This indicates that “money” is one of the most frequently used elements
with high co-concurrence with the most significant elements (marked by the thickness of the
nodes) such as “politics”, “illegal”, “dishonest”, and “evil”. “Money” is the normative
character that represents corruption. The co-occurrence elements illustrate the thought
process of the respondents is primarily centered on the interconnection between these
elements.

In the main cluster, “money” is co-occurring with the most significant elements e.g. “cheat”,
“unfair”, “position”, “gift”, “shortcut” and “crime”. This demonstrates that respondents
understand that corruption is a form of cheating, crime, irresponsible act, and it is a shortcut
in problem-solving. Money that was used in the form of corruption creates unfairness and it
is usually done by people who hold positions because of greed. Corruption could also be in
the form of gifts. Prison was mentioned implying that the respondents understood the cost
of corruption. The second cluster shows co-occurrence between “money”, “politics” and
“police”. This representation is directed towards those who are holding public positions and
specifically police. This might be due to either personal experience or people who are close
to them dealing with police (e.g. see Singh, 2018) or influence from the media that report
corruption cases associated with politicians (e.g. see Wright and Hope, 2018).

The third cluster, “money” is co-occurrence together with “illegal” and “bully”. This could be
interpreted as corruption involving the illegal use of money to bully. The Fourth cluster
associates “dishonest” and “selfish” with money, which could be understood as people who
are involved in corruption are dishonest and selfish. The fifth cluster, “money” was co-
occurred with “evil” and “sin” indicating corruption is being considered from a moral
perspective. However, a small circle of the two elements indicating only a few people socially
represent corruption from a moral perspective.
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Prototypical Analysis
Table 2
Result of prototypical analysis of corruption

Average rank of importance <2.67 Average rank of importance >2.67
Elements # Rank Elements # Rank
Box 1: Central core Box 2: First periphery
Money 156 2.0 Dishonest 61 3.1
Politics 53 2.5 lllegal 44 2.8

Cheat/fraud/deceit 36 2.9
Box 3: Contrasting Box 4: Second periphery
Evil 30 2.0 Sin 23 2.8
Crime 20 2.6 Police 21 3.0
Position 18 2.1 Unfair 19 3.3
Corruption 13 2.6 Responsible 18 3.6
Shortcut 15 2.9
Greed 15 3.9
Prison 14 3.1
Gift 14 2.9
Bully 14 4.1
Selfish 12 4.0

Table 2 illustrates the result of a prototypical analysis of the social representation of
corruption among young people in Malaysia. The central core element for corruption is
represented by the two words in Box 1, “money” and “politics”. These are the elements that
appear in the mind of the respondents immediately when asked about corruption. It is stable
over time and agreed upon by most of the respondents. “Money” and “politics” explain how
our respondents understood corruption and it serves as their group values and norms about
corruption (Moliner & Abric, 2015). Besides that, the association between these two elements
with corruption is also non-negotiable. Moreover, these two elements could be considered
deeply rooted in the collective memory of our respondents (Orosz, 2010).

Prototypical analysis generates two main peripheral groups, proximal peripheral systems, and
far peripheral systems. Proximal peripheral systems represented by elements evoked from
Box 2: First Periphery and Box 3: Contrasting. The first periphery element is represented by
three words in Box 2, “dishonest”, “illegal” and “cheat”. Elements evoked have high
frequencies and low importance levels. Box 3, the contrasting element represented by four
words, “evil”, “crime”, “position”, and “corruption”. Elements evoked have low frequencies
and high importance levels. These are the elements shared by the minority within the group
(Abric, 2003). Typically, peripheral elements are numerous, many differences among group
members, varying and unstable (Moliner & Abric, 2015). The elements generated are related
to group members’ individual experiences, absorbs contradiction, and changes, also allows
for group heterogeneity (Moliner & Abric, 2015).

The main function of the proximal peripheral systems is to protect the central core system
(Moliner & Abric, 2015). This could be understood as e.g., dishonesty is cognitively used to
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protect the core, “money” that is used to define corruption. Besides that, respondents also
associate illegal money with corruption. Mazar et.al (2008) found that people can be more
dishonest when money is not involved. As “money” is the core of corruption, without the
involvement of money, cheating is not seen as a corrupt act. As the elements are flexible and
change easily based on environment and everyday experiences (Chundu et al., 2021) to
support adaptation to reality (Salés-Wuillemin et al., 2020), it serves as a potential change
zone (Aim et al., 2018) without needed to change the core. However, it could potentially
change the core system in the long term (Granhag et al., 2017; Menezes et al., 2021).

Elements of far peripheral systems also referred to as the second periphery, were presented
in Box 4. The second periphery element is represented by nine words, “sin”, “police”, “unfair”,
“responsible”, “shortcut”, “greed”, “prison”, “gifts”, “bully”, and “selfish”. Elements that
appeared in this box are low in frequencies and low in importance level. It is least useful in

defining lay representation (Chundu et al., 2021). Hence, it will not be further discussed.

Discussion

The results from both similarities and prototypical analysis allows us to make five suggestions
about anti-corruption education for young people. Firstly, young people in Malaysia socially
represented corruption with the term’s “money” and “politics” as the core of corruption. This
result is consistent with similar lay representation studies carried out in Russia (Steklova &
Steklov, 2018) and Indonesia (Abraham & Pradipto, 2016) where “money” was found to be in
the core element. Despite cultural differences, this association illustrates that “money” is the
deeply rooted reason why corruption happens (Orosz, 2010). Anti-corruption education must
educate people about the method of corruption that could be done beyond money.
Corruption could also happen when offered were done in form of e.g. gift-giving (Graycar &
Jancsics, 2016), sex (Jeffereys, 2006), favoritism (Truex, 2011).

Secondly, despite the cultural similarity, the lay representation study in Indonesia (Abraham
& Pradipto, 2016) does not find “politics” to be associated with corruption, while lay
representation in Russia listed “power” as its element. This may be due to the current political
instability in Malaysia and Russia. The elected government of Malaysia fell after less than 24
months in power (Ufen, 2021), making young people associate the fall with corruption in
politics. This belief might be further strengthened by the urge from the former Inspector-
General of Police, Hamid Bador, to investigate potential corruption that led to the fall of the
government (Goh, 2021). Besides that, not to forget, our politicians are involved in various
corruption and it is heavily reported in the media (Oxford Analytica, 2019). As politics
appeared in the central core, it is very difficult to change this belief as it has become the
“group identity” - association of corruption and politics. However, anti-corruption education
must continue to provide examples of integrity and legal practices in politics.

Thirdly, there are seven distinct types of corruption: transactive, extortive, investive,
defensive, nepotistic, autogenic, and supportive (Alatas, 1991). However, the social
representation does not show that our young people fully understand all types of corruption.
The elements such as “police” suggest that they might only understand the transactive types,
where mutual arrangement between donor and recipient is to the advantage of and actively
pursued by both parties using money. Therefore, anti-corruption must be educated about all
types of corruption.
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Fourthly, young people do not show favorable attitudes towards corruption. This could be
observed through unfavorable representation such as dishonesty, cheat, evil, and crime. The
element “dishonest”, despite high in occurrence frequency, respondents rank it in the lower
importance level. All of this representation only appears in the peripheral system, indicating
its flexibility in defining corruption and will change according to the social situation (Moliner
& Abric, 2015). This flexibility suggests that there is room for rationalization to act corruptly.
Similarity analysis highlighted that fewer people socially represent corruption with morality-
related terms such as “evil” and “sin”. This might result from years-long religious and moral
education in our education system (De Asildo & Yasin, 2021). Anti-corruption education must
not only focus on educating people that corruption is not acceptable behavior but emphasize
that corruption is not acceptable regardless of any situation or circumstances. To measure
the success of anti-corruption education, all the elements indicating it is unacceptable
behavior must fall under the core elements to form a strong group identity of anti-corruption.

Fifth, all the elements do not show our young people understand the costs of corruption. The
element “prison” only appeared in the second peripheral system which is not a significant
element according to the TSR theory (Chundu et al., 2021). According to the cost-benefit
analysis, understanding the cost of action could help to curb the action (Becker, 1968).
Moreover, other effects of corruption e.g. on the economy, country growth, inequality,
poverty, and undermining democracy were not part of the lay representation (Nichols and
Robertson, 2017). Anti-corruption education needs to educate our young people about the
effects of corruption.

The reader should bear in mind that the study gathered its data based on free association
techniques and should only be considered as an exploratory method (Moliner & Abric, 2015).
This is because although free association allows us to explore the frequency and level of
importance for each element, it does not provide a further understanding of e.g., the element
“money”. For example, money could be further interpreted as illegal money or corruption
allows us to gain more money. Besides that, this study reported results based on majority-
female respondents.

Conclusion

This study intends to make suggestions about the development of anti-corruption education
in Malaysia. A survey to explore young people’s lay representation toward corruption using
the Theory of Social Representation was carried out. The data was obtained in Malay language
and translated into English for reporting purposes. Three analyses; data coding, similarity, and
prototypical analysis were carried out to answer the research question. The result of this
study provides five considerations towards the development of anti-corruption education in
Malaysia; (1) educate people about the concept of corruption that includes not only money
exchange; (2) continue to provide examples of integrity and legal practices in politics; (3)
educate people about all types of corruption, (4) emphasise that corruption is not acceptable
regardless of any situation or circumstances and (5) educate people about the effects of
corruption. Suggestions from this study could be used by anyone including the government,
stakeholders, schools, and non-profit organizations who are interested in educating the public
or creating anti-corruption awareness among young people in Malaysia.
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