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Carrots and sticks alter corrupt behavior less than you might hope.

Economists like to think that corrupt behavior can be changed through punishment and reward. In this view, there's no such thing as a culture of corruption. Alter the legal incentives, goes the reasoning, and law-abiding behavior will follow. 

In an ideal test of this idea we would bring people from all over the world to a place where they faced no legal constraints. Then we would simply monitor their willingness to behave corruptly. As it happens, there did exist until recently such an anarchist fantasyland: the United Nations in New York. Diplomats at the UN enjoyed diplomatic immunity from prosecution for parking violations until 2002. This gave us an opportunity to study which diplomats racked up the most parking tickets and which observed the law despite the lack of punishment. 

Unpaid parking violations by diplomats totaled 156,775 between 1998 and 2005. With help from Edward Miguel, an economist at Berkeley, and from the city tax department, we matched the data with the size of each UN mission. Then we pulled in data from the Corruption Perceptions Index developed by Transparency International, an anticorruption nonprofit group in Berlin that uses opinion surveys to rank 158 countries. 

Our conclusion: A certain amount of corruption is grounded in culture and immune to carrots and sticks. 

Scandinavian countries, which perennially rank among the least corrupt in the corruption index, had the fewest unpaid tickets. There were just 12 from the 66 diplomats from Finland, Norway, Denmark and Sweden. Almost all of these tickets went to one bad Finn. 

Chad and Bangladesh, at the bottom of the corruption index, were among the worst scofflaws. They shirked 1,243 and 1,319 tickets, respectively, in spite of the fact that their UN missions were many times smaller than those of the Scandinavians. 

In fact, there is a remarkable concordance between the number of unpaid violations and a country's corruption ranking. This strongly suggests that one's background and experiences, what we might call culture, does indeed contribute to bad behavior. 

We wondered whether diplomats from places like Chad flouted the law immediately on arrival in New York and then absorbed local norms of obedience. Perhaps, that is, they gradually converged with the local culture? Not so. It was broadly true that diplomats committed more violations the longer they stayed at the UN, and this increase was even faster for diplomats from corrupt countries. 

This is certainly not to say that enforcement is irrelevant. In 2002 the Clinton-Schumer amendment gave New York City the right to tow the vehicles of delinquent diplomats and to recoup unpaid parking violations (plus a penalty) from U.S. foreign aid disbursements to offending nations. When this law went into effect, the rate of unpaid violations immediately dropped by 90%. However, postenforcement violations were still highly correlated with national levels of corruption. So incentives matter, but so does culture. 

We found another thing that matters. Diplomats from countries where high proportions of people hated the U.S. (according to a recent Pew Global Attitudes Project) were more likely to rack up unpaid parking tickets. Egypt and Pakistan lead this list. These were not just ornery people who hate everyone. The Pew survey asked about attitudes toward other countries, and only attitudes toward the U.S. were predictive of parking violations in Manhattan. 

Moral: Reformers of economic and social institutions must be aware that local values may undermine their efforts. Changing the law is helpful but not by itself sufficient to induce change in a corrupt world. This bleak message resonates with what ordinary people in less developed countries would say about reform: Eradicating corruption will be a difficult task indeed. 
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