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Introduction

Administrative and economic corruption in Iran has become a chronic governance
challenge. Despite numerous laws, various oversight institutions, and repeated
administrative reform plans, corruption continues to reproduce itself in different forms.
The persistence and expansion of corruption despite existing formal anti-corruption
frameworks indicate that the problem cannot be reduced merely to weak laws or
inefficient formal mechanisms. The main issue is why formal anti-corruption policies
have failed to achieve sustainable results and how corruption has managed to adapt to
legal reforms and reproduce itself.
This study adopts an institutional-cultural perspective, assuming that a significant part of
anti-corruption policy failure stems from the dominance of informal institutions over
formal ones—institutions that operate through cultural norms, personal relationships, and
informal power networks, diverting the path of law enforcement. The importance of this
research lies in its focus on informal barriers to fighting corruption, demonstrating why
legal reforms without changes in cultural context and power structure fail to achieve
desired outcomes, and how understanding these mechanisms can help design more
realistic and effective anti-corruption policies.
The research employs the New Institutionalism framework (North, 1990; Helmke &
Levitsky, 2006), which distinguishes between formal and informal institutions and
emphasizes that the actual performance of political and social systems is more influenced
by informal institutions such as norms, values, and personal relationships than by formal
laws. The study addresses the main question: How does the interaction between the
culture of corruption and influence networks lead to the reproduction of institutional
corruption in Iran's governance structure?

Methodology

This research employed a qualitative approach based on the New Institutionalism
framework to deeply understand the complex and informal mechanisms of corruption
reproduction in Iran. Given the multi-dimensional and sensitive nature of the topic,
thematic analysis was used to extract data from interviews and official documents.
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Data were collected from two main sources. First, semi-structured interviews with 18
experts, and second, analysis of official documents and reports in governance and public
oversight. The interviews included questions about corruption experiences in various
organizations, the role of public culture in facilitating or combating corruption, and how
informal relationships influence decision-making. The target population included
governance experts and activists, managers of oversight institutions, investigative
journalists, civil activists, and legal experts. Purposive sampling with a snowball approach
was used to select individuals with direct or specialized knowledge of Iran's institutional
and oversight processes.

The composition of participants was designed to cover diverse perspectives on corruption.
Among the 18 interviewees, five were university professors and researchers in public
policy and governance, four were former managers or experts in oversight institutions
(Supreme Audit Court, General Inspection Organization, Ministry of Economy), three
were investigative journalists with experience reporting on corruption cases, four were
civil activists from NGOs focused on transparency, and two were public law attorneys and
experts. In terms of gender composition, 14 were men and 4 were women. The average
interview duration was approximately 75 minutes, and all conversations were conducted
with participants' written consent and guaranteed confidentiality.

The second data source comprised official and semi-official documents, including nine
parliamentary investigation reports, Transparency International annual reports (2019-
2024), and prominent media cases such as Mobarakeh Steel, Bank Sarmayeh, and
customs violations. Simultaneous use of these two data sources (interviews and
documents) aimed at data triangulation to increase result validity.

For data analysis, Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-phase thematic analysis method was
used. Data coding was performed manually and using MAXQDA software (version
2022). The coding process was inductive (bottom-up). After entering interview transcripts
into the software, "open codes" were extracted directly from interview content in the first
phase. After reaching theoretical saturation, these codes were organized into sub-themes
and then main themes in subsequent phases, and relationships between them were
mapped. MAXQDA's "cross-code search” capability was used to examine all code
occurrences and map relationships between themes.

To enhance validity, the following strategies were employed: peer review (codes and
themes were checked and confirmed by two independent researchers familiar with the
topic), and member checking (summaries of findings were sent to three interviewees for
confirmation). For reliability assessment, another researcher familiar with the research
framework independently coded 20% of the data (4 interviews). The "inter-coder
agreement coefficient" calculated using the percentage agreement formula yielded 85%,
indicating acceptable coding reliability. Findings were also compared with documented
data from official and media reports.

Results

The findings reveal that corruption in Iran, more than being caused by legal gaps or weak
regulations, results from the structural interaction between social culture and informal
power networks. In other words, formal anti-corruption institutions operate in a context
shaped from within by cultural rules and informal relationships. This causes any
administrative reform to become trapped in a cycle of institutional reproduction rather
than containing corruption.

Thematic analysis identified six main themes regarding informal barriers to combating
corruption in Iran:

First, normalization of corruption in administrative culture emerged as one of the
most important findings. Corrupt behaviors in the administrative system have become
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accepted norms, and many employees consider petty corruption as an efficient way to
navigate complex bureaucracy. One former government manager stated: "If you want to
do everything legally, you either fail or get eliminated from the system; ultimately, the
system itself pushes you toward corruption™ (Interviewee 4, 2025). This attitude reflects
that law violation in many situations is viewed as a problem-solving mechanism rather
than law-breaking. Norms have formed that legitimize corruption: bribery, gifts,
mediation, and favoritism are represented in everyday language with terms like
"expediting work," "administrative courtesy," or "informal service fee."

Second, concealment through personal relationships plays a significant role in
corruption continuity. Kinship, friendship, and personal relationships are effective in
evading oversight and creating immunity for individuals. In many cases, these
relationships replace formal laws, and influence networks, utilizing them, control
oversight and executive institutions. Findings indicate that from actors' perspective, the
main problem is not lack of law but weak enforcement. Anti-corruption laws exist at the
formal level, but in practice, their implementation is influenced by informal relationships,
political pressures, and personal considerations. This gap between written law and
implemented law is considered one of the main grounds for corruption expansion.
Analysis of corruption cases in Iran's customs demonstrates how the existence of clear
customs regulations, in the absence of effective implementation, fails to prevent
violations. Informal networks, utilizing personal relationships and organizational
influence, enable circumventing regulations.

Third, infiltration of power networks in oversight institutions was another key theme.
Data repeatedly emphasized the role of power and influence networks in weakening
oversight institutions' functions. Influence networks, with access to resources and
information, disrupt oversight processes and evade accountability. Actors believe that
formal oversight processes lose their effectiveness when facing powerful groups' interests,
and oversight is applied selectively. The Mobarakeh Steel case provides a clear example
of power network infiltration in oversight institutions. In this case, the existence of formal
laws and oversight mechanisms did not prevent widespread violations because a network
of political and economic relationships diverted the oversight path.

Fourth, political immunity and impunity emerged as a main factor in corruption
persistence. Another prominent theme was the widespread perception of powerful actors'
impunity. Participants noted that punishments mainly target lower levels, while the main
actors in corruption networks remain immune from accountability. This institutional
immunity increases motivation for committing corruption and strengthens public belief in
law ineffectiveness. The Bank Sarmayeh case shows how the link between economic and
political power can lead to institutional immunity. Despite widespread violation
disclosure, the lengthy and complex processing of this case was perceived in public
opinion as an example of powerful actors' impunity.

Fifth, path dependence of historical corruption indicates that corruption patterns have
repeated throughout Iran's contemporary history, and inefficient rules have become
entrenched over time. Formal reforms have mostly remained superficial and have not
created sustainable structural or cultural changes. As one political science professor
stated: "For every major corruption case in Iran, we've written a new anti-corruption law;
but because culture and relationships haven't changed, the new law has just become
another tool for the same groups” (Interviewee 3, 2025).

Sixth, structural weakness of formal institutions was identified as another fundamental
theme. Institutional inefficiency, dependence on personal relationships, and lack of
sufficient independence in oversight organizations have prevented formal mechanisms
from resisting informal networks. An investigative journalist noted: "In Iran, many
corruptions don't start with a signature; they start with a phone call from above"
(Interviewee 7, 2025).
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Table (1). Main Themes and Sub-themes Extracted from Data Analysis
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No. Main Theme Sub-themes Sample Quotes from Interviewees
! "In our office, if you want to be law-
Normalization of su)rsio\glugttr',g?eas abiding, ﬂéople's work remains
1 Corruption in b) Institutiongly undone. The system itself pushes
Administrative Culture distrust you toward corruption." (Former
government manager)
a) Kinship rent "If you have backing, your file moves
2 éorggﬁg""&%ﬁ‘;t%;gﬁ?hs b) Use of informal forward even with incomplete
P intermediaries documents." (Civil activist)
a) Appointment of ] )
Infiltration of Power dependent trllgspsﬁgaﬁlnl"lt?Lilr?\lllgs(tjiogttel'(T’g\g fm’g
3 Networks in Oversight managers are set from aboveg' (O(/ersi ht
Institutions b) Political ex ert)' 9
intervention in cases P
a) Dual justice " -
Political Immunity and system Cases are either shelved or closed
4 Impunity b) Symbolic by transferring the person.
punishment (Investigative journalist)
L "From Qajar era to today, only the
Historical Path a) Repeatlttttleormgf past form of corruption has chénged, but
5 Dependence of b) Entrenched its mechanism remains the same:
Corruption nefwork interests relationships replace law." (Political
science professor)
a) Fragmented "As long as oversight institutions
6 Structural Weakness oversight themselves aren't accountable, we
of Formal Institutions b) Lack of data can't talk about transparency."
transparency (Attorney)

The analysis reveals that the interaction between the culture of corruption and influence
networks forms a self-reinforcing causal cycle. On one hand, the "culture of corruption,”
by reducing the social-ethical cost of violations and creating an atmosphere of distrust
toward formal institutions, provides a legitimacy-granting and safe environment for the
formation and continuity of "influence networks" activities. On the other hand, “influence
networks," by weakening oversight institutions and creating impunity for violators,
convey the practical consequences of "impunity" to society, which in turn leads to further
strengthening and internalization of the “culture of corruption.” This cycle has
transformed corruption from an individual phenomenon into a "flawed institutional
equilibrium" that is self-sustaining.

Table (2). Relationship Between Research Questions and Main Extracted Themes

Analytical Explanation
Normalization of violations, reduction
of ethical costs of corruption, and
preference for informal relationships
over legal rules lead to continuity of
corrupt behaviors

Power networks, utilizing political and
economic relationships, weaken or
selectively apply formal oversight

Research Question Related Main Theme

How do informal
institutions play a
role in reproducing

corruption?

What impact do
influence networks
have on formal

Culture of corruption as
informal institution

Infiltration of power
networks in oversight

institutions' institutions
functioning? processes
. ) Gap between written law and
Why are anti Ineffectiveness of laws implemented law, formed under

in absence of effective
implementation

Institutional immunity
and impunity of
powerful actors

Institutional path

dependence and
corruption reproduction

corruption laws not
effective in practice?

What factors lead to
impunity for corrupt
actors?

Why don't anti-
corruption reforms
achieve sustainable
results?

influence of informal interventions and
political pressures
Concentration of power and weak
accountability create conditions for
impunity of main corruption actors

Formal reforms are absorbed into
existing informal rules, reducing
possibility of institutional rupture

Interaction of corruption culture and
influence networks has transformed
corruption from individual deviation
into dominant institutional pattern

Structural and
networked corruption

What is the nature of
corruption in Iran?
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Discussion and Conclusion

Analysis of this research’'s data within the New Institutionalism framework shows that
corruption in Iran is not a random or individual phenomenon but rather structural,
institutional, and cultural. The roots of this phenomenon should be sought in the gap
between formal and informal institutions—a gap that has caused anti-corruption laws and
policies to remain at the superficial level while being dominated in practice by personal
relationships, group loyalties, and informal power networks. This finding aligns with
North's (1990) argument that when there is inconsistency between formal and informal
rules, actors' actual behavior deviates from the legal path and follows those informal rules.
The theoretical distinction between "accidental corruption” and "structural or systemic
corruption” plays a key role in explaining this situation. While in efficient institutional
systems corruption has an exceptional and controllable nature, in Iran the dominant
pattern approaches structural corruption—a pattern in which influence networks and
cultural norms normalizing corruption operate simultaneously. In such an environment,
the culture of corruption as a social institution has created a survival logic (Mungiu-
Pippidi, 2015). For many economic and administrative actors, law compliance means
slowness, inefficiency, and even elimination from the system. Conversely, law violation
and use of informal relationships is considered a "practical” and low-cost method.

The key point in the findings is the bidirectional and reinforcing relationship between the
culture of corruption and influence networks. Public culture, by legitimizing corrupt
behaviors, provides the social context for power networks' activities, and power networks,
by infiltrating formal institutions, reproduce that same culture. This exemplifies what
North (1990) calls "institutional path dependence”—when inefficient rules become
entrenched, even new formal reforms are absorbed into the same old rules, and real
change does not occur.

In response to the main research question, it can be stated that the interaction between the
culture of corruption and influence networks leads to the reproduction of institutional
corruption in Iran's governance structure. The culture of corruption, by normalizing
violations and weakening legal norms, provides the social context for accepting
corruption, while influence networks, by controlling resources, infiltrating oversight
institutions, and creating political immunity, consolidate and strengthen this culture. The
result of this interaction is the formation of a flawed institutional equilibrium in which
corruption becomes part of the logic of governance.

The findings confirm that in Iran, the dominance of informal institutions over formal ones
has played a decisive role in the failure of anti-corruption policies. Legal and institutional
reforms, if they do not address cultural and structural dimensions of power, either remain
ineffective or themselves become new tools for corruption networks. Therefore,
corruption in Iran should be understood as a multi-level and institutional problem whose
confrontation requires a comprehensive and simultaneous approach at political,
institutional, and cultural levels.
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Figure (1). Synergistic Cycle Between Corruption Culture and Influence
Networks

|
~ o Structural Reproduction of
Corruption

Based on the research findings, effective and sustainable anti-corruption efforts in Iran
require a set of coordinated reforms at various levels. These reforms should not be limited
to administrative or legal actions but must target the institutional and cultural roots of
corruption reproduction. Key recommendations include: reforming political order
mechanisms and power distribution, targeted cultural change through anti-corruption
values education and public awareness, strengthening the independence and efficiency of
oversight institutions, designing a national institutional transparency index, and enhancing
government-civil society interaction.

The research faced several limitations. First, difficulty in accessing high-ranking officials
prevented interviews with some key decision-makers and known members of influence
networks due to the topic's sensitivity. Second, potential self-censorship among
interviewees existed; despite confidentiality guarantees, some may have refrained from
expressing complete details or referring to specific individuals and institutions due to
political or security considerations. Third, lack of official and transparent data was also
among the challenges; access to accurate and up-to-date information about pending
corruption cases and complete performance reports of oversight institutions was limited.
Fourth, the research's focus on expert perspectives could be another limitation; although
efforts were made to select participants from various fields, this research mainly reflects
elite and specialist perspectives and may not encompass all dimensions and public
perceptions of the corruption phenomenon.

Keywords: Corruption; Corruption Culture; Influence Networks; Informal Institutions;

New Institutionalism; Governance.
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