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Abstract
As people’s interests and concerns on public safety have risen in Southeast Asia,
academia has witnessed the growth of public management research on police corruption in the region. Little effort has been made to systematically analyse police corruption
studies in Southeast Asia, therefore, we investigate what has been researched on police
corruption in Southeast Asia in the field of public management. We present what research
focuses there have been regarding anti-corruption measures and how they have changed
over the last two decades, and then we offer suggestions for future research on this topic.
Our analysis shows that political will was the most studied strategy in managing police
corruption in the region, while anti-corruption agencies, police institutional reform and
public participation have also been emphasized over time. Each Southeast Asian country
places different emphases on these themes depending on the country’s unique context
and experiences.
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Introduction
Corruption has been identified as one of the most challenging hindrances
for the well-performing public sector in developing countries in Southeast Asia
(Jain, 2001), which is in turn hampering the socio-economic development that
many governments in those regions are desperate to achieve. Among government institutions or organizations, the police department is typically known
as one of the most problematic institutions that public management reforms
should take strong actions on (Transparency International, 2014, 2019). Corrupt
police might even strengthen the perspective of the public that there is impunity
for crimes (Cho, 2017; Newham, 2000), which ultimately undermines the public’s confidence in the trustworthiness and reliability of the whole justice system
(Bruce, 2008).
Because corruption is a concern in most countries in Southeast Asia, many
researchers of the region have been looking for a suitable anti-corruption strategies
model (Graycar & Sidebottom, 2012; Huberts & Six, 2012; Johnston, 2005, 2013;
Lasthuizen, Huberts, & Heres, 2011; Quah, 2013; Zhang & Lavena, 2015). International organizations and international scholars have shown interest in corruption
phenomenon at a national level. For example, Johnston (2013) presented forms
of corruption many countries are facing and classified four syndromes of corruption. The World Bank (2000) presented an anti-corruption model that focuses
on multiple strategies which are enhancing political accountability, empowering
participation from civil society, encouraging competitiveness in the private sector,
and improving management practices in the public sector.
Southeast Asia has been of growing importance in international communities for its size and economic potentials (Sagarik et al., 2018), while corruption
and public safety have been one of the major barriers for transnational businesses and foreign investment in the region. There is a need for understanding what
we have already studied about police corruption in Southeast Asia. This research
aims to collect and analyse academic research on police corruption in Southeast
Asia in order to inform future researchers and policy-makers with a systematic
review of knowledge in the issue. This study will also analyse how studies have
approached the counter-corruption measures in police in Southeast Asian countries, based on an analytical framework drawn from the work of Quah (2013),
Vu (2017), Newburn (1999), and Transparency International (2012, 2018a).

Context: Police Corruption Status in Southeast Asia
Police corruption is a worrying issue among countries situated in Southeast
Asia. A TI survey from 2017 showed that 51 percent of respondents perceived
the police as corrupt (Transparency International, 2018b). Although this represented a small decrease in the number of people who believed the police institution was corrupt, it was still a pretty serious issue. Table 1 shows that police
institutions are perceived to be highly corrupt in some Southeast Asian countries, although data is not available for countries like Singapore, Timor-Leste,
Philippines, Brunei and Laos.
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Table 1

Percentages of perceived police corruption in Southeast Asia
Countries

Percentages of perceived police corruption, %

Singapore

N/A

Malaysia

20–30

Indonesia

30–40

Thailand

40–50

Timor-Leste

N/A

The Philippines

N/A

Vietnam
Brunei
Myanmar
Laos
Cambodia

50–75
N/A
40–50
N/A
40–50

Source: Transparency International.

Many measures have been proposed to reduce police corruption in Southeast Asia. These are usually centred on institutional reform, such as by introducing changes in the environment or organizational culture and the way the police
forces are recruited and trained (Bayley & Perito, 2011). There are other suggested strategies for combating police corruption. These include using integrity tests
in the police force (Prenzler & Ronken, 2001) to check for their complaint profiles (Prenzler & Ronken, 2003). The World Bank (1997) suggests that the public
should be involved in fighting corruption at all levels.
There is a mixture of measures used in different countries in Southeast Asia.
For instance, in 1952, Singapore was the first country to establish a single and
independent anti-corruption agency, called the Corrupt Practices Investigation
Bureau (CPIB). Indonesia encourages people and civil societies to be involved
in reporting police corruption cases (Allen et al., 2020). The government of the
Philippines uses quite extreme approaches in punishment for police who are
corrupt.

What is police corruption and how can we deal with that:
Concepts and framework
Corruption is commonly defined as “the abuse of public or corporate office
for private gain” (World Bank, 1997, p. 8). Transparency International (2015a)
extends this definition, and states that corruption could be categorized into
three types: grand, petty, and political corruption. This depends on the amounts
of money involved and the scope of corruption. Johnston (2013) emphasized two
keywords when he defined corruption: “public roles” and “resources”. Despite at11
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tempts to give definitions to the term corruption, there is no single agreed definition. Therefore, international organizations, such as the United Nations Convention against Corruption (UNCAC) and the OECD, instead of defining the term,
describe particular crimes regarded as corrupt practice (U4 Anti-Corruption Resource Centre, 2010).
The term “police corruption” is defined similarly to the term “corruption”
in general as it is a form of corruption committed by public bureaucracy. Nye
(1967, p. 416) defines police corruption as “behaviour that deviates from the formal duties of a public role (elective or appointive) because of private-regarding (personal, close family, private clique) wealth or status gains”. Therefore, police corruption is an act by a police officer (regardless of their rank) in providing information,
using his or her rights or power to offer any support to a third party without permission, or illegally disobeying organizational rules in exchange for money or valuable
goods or services from a third party.
The literature on corruption prevention is reviewed to guide this research with
an analytical framework. Researchers have conducted studies on police corruption
in different countries with different focuses, and this article employs an analytical
lens from previous works relevant to the region: Southeast Asia. Quah is an AntiCorruption consultant based in Singapore and his work focuses on how Singapore
has turned from a highly corrupt country to one of the least corrupt countries
in the world. Quah (2006, 2014) studied Singapore’s anti-corruption strategy and
describes how the country was successfully curbing corruption. Many researchers
in this field have followed his framework.
Quah’s work is mostly intended to show the reasons why Singapore has been
a successful country in controlling corruption, while Newburn’s five strategies targeted at police corruption could be more applicable in many other contexts. Transparency International (2012, 2018b) analyses the occurrence of corruption in different countries. The research of Transparency International is somewhat similar to the framework from previous researchers which could help frame a means
of police reform. Vu (2017) shows that Quah’s institutional framework in fighting
corruption should be revised in Vietnam because other factors play critical roles
in making corruption persistent in this country. These factors include history and
culture, economic management, and the administrative system of the country.
Buttle, Davies, and Meliala (2016) suggest a cultural constraint theory of police
corruption in Indonesia, which explained why corruption occurs in this country.
Gutierrez-Garcia and Rodriguez (2016) proposed that achieving reductions in police corruption also needs other social indicators, such as welfare and benefits,
to be improved. Zhang and Lavena (2015) analysed case studies of anti-corruption
strategies in different countries, namely Singapore, South Korea, Qatar, and the
UAE. They found that some anti-corruption strategies are effective because anticorruption laws are strictly enforced and implemented, anti-corruption institutions are empowered, and public engagement is involved.
In this article, we use an analytical framework inspired by Quah’s work
to analyse the research focus of police anti-corruption measures, but we modified
his model with the other research which complement each other. We analyse public participation, police institutional reform, anti-corruption agency, and political
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Ngich L.M., Cho W. Addressing Police Corruption in Southeast Asia: Politics, Participation, and Public Management Reform

will as counter-measures for police corruption in Southeast Asia. The framework
of this research integrates the critical points from multiple sources. The checklist for curbing police corruption is created with the four themes because the researcher believes that both internal and external institutions are required.
Political will
Transparency International (2015b) defines political will as politicians’
commitment to addressing problems society is faced with, namely supporting
reform nationwide and responding with well-planned policy. Political will from
the government and external pressure have been discussed to contribute to the
effectiveness of anti-corruption strategy design and implementation. Quah
(2013) argues that the success of effective anti-corruption strategies in Singapore are from a government that has a strong political will to curb corruption, which in turn placed enough resources for the anti-corruption institution
to use. Scholars have described political will as one of the most important elements in promoting good governance and reducing corruption. If there is weak
or a lack of political will, then anti-corruption reform cannot harvest the results
it is aiming for (Persson et al, 2013). Kpundeh and Hors (1998) state that political will is of crucial importance in strengthening transparency and accountability in practice because without authentic willingness to reduce corruption, there
will be only words and statements.
Senior (2006) points out that politicians will use their authority to reform,
adopt laws, and offer sufficient resources and funds for the implementation of designed strategies when they have the political will. In the same vein, Quah (2013)
asserts that there is political will when a country has introduced comprehensive
anti-corruption regulations, and the anti-corruption agency is independent and
equipped with adequate staff and funds.
As far as the external environment and external controls are concerned, it is believed that police are corrupt because of pressures from outsiders or the environment
around them. Therefore, rather than targeting change in police organizations, a policy aiming to restructure the social environment is of great importance (Newburn,
1999). Sherman (1978b) states that external pressure, mainly resulting from a rampant corrupt political setting, contributes to corrupt practice in police units.
Public participation
Public participation is defined as involvement of individuals/groups that are
affected by a proposed intervention subject to a decision-making process (World
Bank, 2006; Cho & Ho, 2018). According to Verdenicci and Hough (2015), when
citizens were encouraged to act as whistle-blower reporting any experiences of corruption through a participatory initiative, corruption may well be discovered.
For example, Bhargava (2015) presented the results of public participation in different countries and showed that a variety of citizens’ activities can have different effects at different levels and dimensions. These include better management of finance,
natural assets, and delivery of a public service with accountability by monitoring,
using citizen report cards and interest litigation. Ackerman (2004) suggested that
if provided opportunities, citizens can request accountability from state institutions
13
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and reduce room for corruption through different approaches by being involved
in promoting transparency. More access to public information encourages people
to punish elected officers and select those more accountable for the next elections.
Anti-corruption agencies
The OECD (2013) states that anti-corruption agencies (ACAs) are established
to solve and reduce corruption issues through their main functions. The five
functions of ACAs are to investigate and prosecute, prevent, educate and raise
awareness, coordinate, and monitor and research corruption. Roles of ACAs are
different in different contexts. Some ACAs are responsible for enforcing the law,
while others take on preventive roles or other roles simultaneously. Some countries do not have any specific ACAs, but the government agencies have divisions
to combat corruption (the OECD, 2013). UNDP (2011) focus on the capability of ACAs in performing their roles, including skills, expertise in investigation
and prosecution, and ability to use technical resources to solve corruption cases.
On the other hand, Quah (2011) argues that without law enforcement, ACAs’ roles
in detecting and punishing those found guilty is low. This is also a main justification for ineffective anti-corruption reform when law is not enforced strictly
in some Asian countries, while countries with strong law enforcement succeed
in controlling corruption to a satisfactory degree.
Police institutional reform
The last element is the effect of a country’s policy context on anti-corruption
reform. Enhancing the effectiveness of anti-corruption efforts requires a favourable policy context (Quah, 2013; Brinkerhoff, 2000). This is because the external
environment could contribute to the results of anti-corruption measures and initiatives. Policy context includes geography, history, economy, demography, and
politics of a country. All of these environmental factors can potentially affect the
decision-making of political leaders either positively or negatively (Quah, 2011).
The first strategy focuses on the methods used to recruit police, which include pre-employment screening (Arrigo & Claussen, 2003; Dantzker, 2011).
The selection has the aim of detecting a person’s character, which might influence their
integrity. Furthermore, the way police are trained to differentiate right and wrong conduct is also counted as a measure to prevent police from committing corruption (Lamboo, Lasthuizen, & Huberts, 2008). In addition to this, developing pride in the police
unit is regarded as a method of human resource management to prevent corruption.
This is based on the assumption that if police officials are in charge of law enforcement,
they will be more careful and prevent themselves from committing crimes and corruption since they are proud of their roles (Newburn, 1999). A higher level of measure
to regulate police corruption is holding police supervisors accountable for the conduct
of subordinate police officers under their control (Klaver, 2013).
The policies proposed by Newburn in anti-police corruption are involved
with endorsing the adoption of ethical codes in the police work culture. This policy is also supported by police units. For instance, the International Association
of Chiefs of Police (2014) introduced a set of standardized codes of conduct for
the police. Another strategy to combat police corruption is through the creation
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of more responsibility for police supervisors and the nature of ethics commissions.
This entails putting them in charge of endorsing the ethical code in their departments and offering a confidential consultation to police when they are faced with
ethical problems (Newburn, 1999; Punch, 1994). Additionally, as shown by Small
and Dickie (2003), providing rewards when police demonstrate high ethical behaviours can prevent them from becoming corrupt.
Regarding the internal control measure, this aims to improve the procedures
of police units internally. Namely, Newburn (1999) suggested a set of eliminating
corruption-prone processes. Furthermore, this strategy might lead to the establishment of supervision programs for police officials. This can be seen in the case
of Australia where the Victoria Police used reports recorded by citizens to create
an early warning scheme of police officials (Macintyre, Prenzler & Chapman, 2008).
By doing this, complaints filed by citizens about a particular police official accumulate to warn of potential and severe misconduct committed by that police officer.
A further successful technique under the internal control policy in reforming police
institutions can be seen in the case of Georgia. Di Puppo (2010) found that in Georgia, police corruption is reduced due to an increase in salaries, the restructuring
of the public image of the police unit, and the endorsement of a new governing
agenda. Another typical type of internal control for anti-corruption in the police
institution is using secret officials to supervise and inspect possible corruption practice (Girodo, 1998). In addition, tests for police integrity and polygraph tests are
widely used for internal control purposes (Prenzler, 2009).
Table 2

Summary of the relevant theoretical frameworks
Quah’s framework
on effective
anticorruption
strategy
–
–
–
–

Political will
Expertise
Enforcement
Policy context

Vu’s finding
on persistence
of corruption
in Vietnam

Newburn’s
five strategies
to curb police
corruption

Transparency
International
2020,
World Bank

– Quah’s
framework
– History
– Culture
– Economic
management
– Public
administration
– Political system

– Human resource
management
– Anti-corruption
policies
– Internal control,
and
– External
environment
and external
control
– Possible
unintended
consequences
of corruption
control

– Institutional
reform
– Community
policing
– Role of civil
society

Transparency
International
2018
Preventative approaches
– Human resource
management systems
– Management and
administrative systems
– Leadership
– Building ethical culture
and professionalism
– Engaging with
the community
Punitive approaches
– Stricter sanctions
and enforcement rules
– Internal accountability
– External oversight
– Effective complaints
mechanisms
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Figure 1: Relationship between relevant theoretical frameworks

Data and Method
To conduct a systematic literature analysis, this research used secondary published data from various sources. The timespan of the selected articles ranged from
2001 to 2019. However, the references therefore are mainly from peer-reviewed
journal articles, but we included handbooks, book chapters, working papers, and
theses if they were academically oriented. Web of Science is used as a systematic
way of collecting the data. The keywords used to locate the selected materials were
“police corruption,” “Southeast Asia,” “transparency,” and “police reform.” De Montfort University (1989) suggests using keywords to allocate relevant sources when
researchers use databases to find pertinent articles or information. Country names
are used as keywords to locate articles too. These are “Singapore, Malaysia, Brunei, Indonesia, Thailand, the Philippines, Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, and
Timor-Leste.” A total of 82 articles were collated for analysing. The articles then were
skimmed to assess against the themes and sub-themes in the conceptual framework.
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Figure 2: Number of articles on police corruption in Southeast Asia over time

Before 2001

Eighty-two articles were collected and analysed to examine the trends of police corruption-related articles in Southeast Asia. There has been an increase in the
number of published articles studying corruption related to police departments
or other fields in Southeast Asia. Before 2000, only seven articles relating to police corruption in Southeast Asia were published. From 2000 to 2005, ten articles
were published. This number has increased considerably over the last 15 years.
It is evident that researchers are more concerned about police corruption in these
countries, and more documents and data related to this issue are available.
Figure 3: Sources

j

Some articles were not published in journals but in other academic sources,
such as book chapters and handbooks. Because this study is concerned with academic research, journal articles are the most critical and typical source. As shown
in Figure 3, the majority of sources of this study are from journals (63 of the 82 articles are published in journals), while the remaining 19 articles are from handbooks, book chapters, working papers, and theses.
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S

Figure 4: Total number of police corruption articles by country

Figure 5 demonstrates the number of articles (out of 82 in total) in which
the name of the country appears. Most of these articles are single country-oriented; however, there are a few articles that include all of Southeast Asia. Other
articles compare two or more countries. From Figure 4, the most studied country
is the Philippines (11 articles) followed by Indonesia (8 articles). On the other
hand, Brunei, Myanmar, and Timor-Leste are the least studied by researchers.
Similarly, looking at Figure 5, the Philippines (21 articles), Indonesia (19 articles)
and Thailand (17 articles) are the countries that have been studied the most concerning police corruption among 11 countries in Southeast Asia.

Findings
Table 3 summarizes the main themes appearing in the articles collected. Besides the four themes in the conceptual framework, there are other themes mentioned in relation to police corruption in Southeast Asia. In the following sections,
graphs are used to show findings and descriptive statistics.
From the conceptual framework, our analysis focuses on four main themes
in anti-corruption measures: political will, ACAs, police institutional reform,
and public participation. As shown in Figure 6, 54 articles mention political
will or political commitment, while 43 articles present the concepts of ACAs and
police institutional reform equally, and 32 articles raised the concept of public participation. Political will is found to be the most-studied theme among the four
aspects, while public participation is the least discussed theme.
Figure 5 shows that in every period, political will has been the most studied
focus of the articles, although other topics have increased in proportion. Before
18
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2005, police institutional reform was the second most mentioned theme, followed by ACAs. However, the trend reversed after 2010 and public participation
started to appear in articles even more than ACAs and almost equally to police
institutional reform. Before 2001, not one article mentioned public participation.
The percentages rose considerably, to almost 27% from 2001–2005, making it the
second most mentioned theme. In subsequent time periods, the mention of public participation in journal articles has decreased considerably. Interestingly,
there were big gaps among the four themes in the first three periods. However,
these gaps started to narrow from 2011. This implies that the other three themes
are given more attention as with political will. Political will in most of the articles
is described as a prerequisite condition to fight police corruption. Quah (2013),
Vu (2017), and Gregory (2016) argue that countries that have governments with
strong political will who allocate resources and empower ACAs to educate, prevent and investigate corruption-related crimes are likely to succeed in reducing
police corruption. However, many scholars and international institutions suggest
that in addition to political will, multiple solutions should be employed, including reforming police institutions, educating the public, engaging the public and
civil society, and empowering ACAs as an independent institution (Ackerman,
2004; World Bank, 2006; Verdenicci & Hough, 2015; Transparency International,
2018a). This might be a reason for the gap becoming narrower and views becoming more balanced.
Table 3

Themes appearing in all 82 articles
Themes

Include the Words of

Police misconduct

Bribery, extortion, corrupt, ask for money, coercion, violence,
excessive use of force, false accusation, coercion of confession, unethical,
misconduct, crime, deviance, brutality, occupational fraud

Country comparison

Country names, patterns, trends, tendency

Factors affecting police
corruption

Justice system, legal system, social, patronage, political, political economy,
policy context, culture, social determinants, social norms, governance,
rule of law, administrative, local ideology

Public participation

Media, newspapers, watchdogs, civil society, public, people, citizen,
involvement, citizen review, citizen oversight, public awareness,
engagement, cooperative actions

Police reform

Institutional reform, recruitment and selection procedures, increase
salary, training program

ACAs

Law enforcement, capability, ability, measures, initiatives, law, strategies,
actions, whistle blower protection, committees

Political will

Politicians, willingness, commitment, wish, order, intend, attempt

Other emphasized
words

Ethics, accountability, transparency, integrity, governance, the rule of law,
opportunity

Note: The bold rows are the four themes on anti-corruption measures included in the conceptual framework.
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Figure 5: Number of articles by anti-corruption measures

As shown in Figure 6, public participation as an element of fighting police
corruption started to emerge after 2001. This is reflected in the paradigm of public
management in Southeast Asian countries. Solutions to social problems in Southeast Asia have been increasingly dealt with by various forms of partnerships and
cooperation among actors, including civil societies. The emerging public participation trend could be due to the growing influence of media, social media,
and non-governmental organizations (NGOs)/civil society. Mendelson (2015)
states that governments can no longer suppress information from the public due
to advanced technology in the region, because people have access to information
through different mediums.
Figure 6: Percentage of each theme in different periods
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ACAs as a research theme for anti-corruption measures for police began
to rise after 2005. This could be due to the late establishment of ACAs in some
Southeast Asian countries, such as Timor-Leste, Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia.
For instance, ACAs were established in 2009, 2010 and 2013 in Timor-Leste, Cambodia and Myanmar, respectively. A few articles studied the functions of these
agencies and the importance of having such agencies in general.
Public participation
Figure 7 shows the number of articles published in different periods about
police corruption in Southeast Asia that include the concept of public participation. In general, starting in 2001, scholars began to incorporate the idea of civic
engagement by citizens and/or non-governmental organizations. Articles about
police corruption in Indonesia mentioned public participation in almost every
period, while articles onTimor-Leste and Laos mentioned it the least. The graphs
show that before 2001, there was not a single article mentioning anything about
this concept in any of the countries. After 2001, there was at least one article stating
this concept in each country. No published police corruption articles on TimorLeste, Vietnam and Myanmar raise public engagement from 2006–2015. While
only one article about Laos and three articles about Indonesia were published
from 2006 to 2015, two articles were published for each of Singapore, Thailand,
and the Philippines over the same period. There were three articles about Vietnam
and Myanmar and four articles about Indonesia from 2016 to 2019. These figures
indicate that the concept of having public engagement in fighting corruption and
police corruption started to emerge only in the 21st century.
Figure 7: Number of public participation articles by country

Note: some articles cover more than one country; in this case, political will is counted based on the number
of nations mentioned in those articles. Therefore, the total number is over 82 articles.
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Public participation seems to appear in some of the 82 articles. Despite insufficient evidence to show the correlation between an increase in public participation and a reduction in police corruption, some researchers urge that the
public should participate or engage in fighting corruption in general and police
corruption in particular. This can be in the form of filing complaints and reporting corruption cases. Additionally, civil society plays a vital role in overseeing the way the police perform their tasks and whether corrupt practice occurs
in police institutions. Civil society can be watchdogs and reporters to better inform the public about police corruption in a country. For instance, Feinberg
(2009) states that the Cambodian government recognized the importance of reform in the judiciary and enforcement of the law. However, corruption committed by police officers and judges in Cambodia is still unresolved, although there
are reforms in place. About 30 non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are
working on such reforms. They are involved in training journalists, commentators and those working in the field of media to distribute information related
to police and judiciary corruption and other breaches of the law to the public.
These NGOs help coordinate donors’ funds to ensure that funds are not captured
by public officers. Correspondingly, Setiyono and Mcleod (2010) assert that civil
society organizations (CSOs) have pushed for the adoption of new laws and the
establishment of new institutions to work in eradicating corruption in Indonesia. There are also cases where corrupt officials have been punished for their actions after the engagement of CSOs.
Police institutional reform
From Figure 8, in general, there is an increase in the pattern of including
police institutional reform in articles about police corruption in Southeast Asian
countries. There are eleven articles about police corruption in the Philippines
which raise police institutional reform, and ten articles on this topic in both
Thailand and Indonesia. Police institutional reform has been least mentioned
in articles about police corruption in Timor-Leste – five articles. Before 2001,
there were a total of five articles mentioning police institutional reform in Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, and Indonesia. From 2016 to 2019, the number
of articles referring to police institutional reform in Indonesia and Vietnam
is six, followed by Brunei and Myanmar with five articles. Interestingly, there
were no articles published before 2010 discussing police institutional reform for
both Brunei and Myanmar. As can be seen from the graph, Indonesia is the only
country to have had at least one article discussing police institutional reform
in every period. Laos is next with at least one article raising the concept of police
reform in four of the five periods.
Some articles stressed that police institutions should be reformed to reduce
police corruption itself. Newburn (1999) and Gutierrez-Garcia and Rodríguez
(2016) state that how police institutions function and operate should seriously
be taken into account to prevent and control police corruption. There should
be thorough processes of recruitment to ensure newly recruited police embrace
the highest standards of ethics and integrity. This can be done through psychological screening at the pre-employment stage to detect signs of corruption. Ad22
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ditionally, training sessions can also reduce attempts to commit bribery by informing police about ethics, right and wrong, and how they will be punished
if found to be corrupt.
Figure 8: Number of articles raising police institutional reform
at different time periods in Southeast Asia

Furthermore, governments should increase police remuneration to reduce
corruption in police units. Some police are corrupt because of their low salaries
(Prateeppornnaronga & Young, 2019; Case, 2008; Vichit-Vadakan, 2011; Gonzalez, 2011). This is possibly due to the fact of low payment rates for police officers and
poor recruitment processes to select capable and ethical police officers. For instance,
in Indonesia, the lowest ranking police officers’ monthly salaries only increased
to 116.9 USD in 2015 (Parlina & Sundaryani, 2015). This is even lower than that
of Cambodian police officers. Police officers with the rank of staff sergeant were
paid 160 USD, and the lowest ranking police officers were paid 135.25 USD in 2015
(Hul, 2015). However, at the same time that more benefits are offered for police
officers, internal accountability should also be improved by introducing programs
that supervise police officers. Tests and polygraphs can be introduced in the later
stages to detect corrupt behaviour and practice in police institutions. Broadhurst
and Bouhours (2009) state that the Australian government’s technical and financial support in the police reform in Cambodia are targeted at preventing crimes,
maintaining prisons, and preventing police from being corrupt. They conclude that
police corruption continues to thrive and become difficult to solve because police
officers are underpaid, poorly trained, and led by patron style leaders.
Anti-Corruption Agencies (ACAs)
It can be seen from Figure 13 that overall, the trend of including ACAs has
fluctuated over time. Figure 13 shows that ACAs have been mentioned the most
23
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in articles on police corruption in Indonesia with 13 articles, followed by Singapore with 11 articles. Four articles about police corruption mentioned anti-corruption in these three countries from 2001 to 2005. However, the concept has been
discussed least in Timor-Leste and Laos articles. Timor-Leste had the fewest with
only two articles, from 2016 to 2019, and in Laos where there were two articles
for each period (2006–2010 and 2016–2019). There were four articles apiece for
Brunei, Myanmar, and Cambodia, about police corruption that mention ACAs,
from 2016 to 2019. There was at least one article mentioning ACAs in Thailand,
Indonesia and the Philippines in each period, while there were no articles at all for
some periods for the remaining countries.
Figure 9: Number of articles raising ACAs at different time periods
in Southeast Asia

There are articles mentioning the importance of having independent and
fully functioning ACAs. Quah (2014) argues that Singapore has been successful
in combating police corruption, not only due to the strong commitment of the
government but also their measures in establishing the independent ACAs. Police
corruption was rampant in this country before the time of the colonial period.
In 1937, the Singapore Anti-Corruption Branch (ACB) was established; however,
it was ineffective because it was under the control of the Criminal Investigation
Department (CID) of the Singapore Police Force (SPF). Ironically, this meant
those police officers were responsible for combating police corruption. Additionally, it had limited power and resources to combat corruption since there were
other priorities, such as dealing with felony and misdemeanour crimes. It was
challenging to have a small number of police officers to combat corruption within
their department and solve the many corruption cases (Quah, 2014; 2013). However, the story changed when the Corrupt Practices Investigation Bureau (CPIB)
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was created in 1952. CPIB, a single and independent ACA, had sufficient funds,
personnel, and power in operating and functioning.
Furthermore, Thalib, Ramadhan, and Djanggih (2017) found some internal
issues in investigating corruption practice in the Regional Police of Riau Islands
in Indonesia. First, there was the limited capacity and capability of human resources. They did not have enough expertise in investigating corruption cases.
Second, the facilities were of low quality and insufficient. This made it difficult
to support the process of investigating corruption cases. Third, there was a limited
budget for investigating corruption cases.
Likewise, Abdullah (2008) found that the Malaysian ACA has faced many
challenges since its establishment in 1967. First, the ACA police personnel were
incapable of investigating corruption. Additionally, police officers were unwilling
to be involved in investigations in police related departments due to their concerns
for their future. Although the ACA was reorganized, other issues such as incapability and lack of power to investigate and prosecute high-ranking officers existed.
For example, the ACA only investigated around 3,700 corruption cases among
38,000 cases filed with this institution between 2001 and 2004. Fundamentally,
the ACA only resolved small and medium-sized cases rather than the larger cases
that involved high-ranking officers and elite groups (Abdullah, 2008). Similarly,
Beh (2011) described the ACA in Malaysia as a powerless institution when it came
to prosecuting corrupt police officers. Although the ACA has different divisions
and comprehensive functions related to prevention of and fighting against corruption, it has limited power in investigating and recommending prosecutions. This
is because the attorney general is the one who has the authority to make final decisions regarding corruption cases. Therefore, ACAs are expected to be independent
and fully functioning with separate staff from police departments and resources.
Without powerful and independent ACAs, police corruption could be very difficult to address.
Political will
Figure 10 demonstrates the number of articles about police corruption
in Southeast Asia which mention the concept of political will in different time
periods. It is worthwhile to note that in Figure 14 political will appears to be
popularly mentioned in police corruption-related articles throughout the entire time period. Figure 15 shows that political will has been suggested the
most in articles on the Philippines with 16 followed by Singapore and Indonesia with 13 articles equally. However, there were only 6 articles about police
corruption in both Myanmar and Timor-Leste. Political will appears in three
articles discussing police corruption in the Philippines. Before 2000 and from
2001 to 2005, it appeared in one article in each of Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand,
and Indonesia. Conversely, there is no article about political will for the remaining countries. From 2006 to 2010, political will was mentioned most frequently
in the context of police corruption in Cambodia. From 2011 to 2015, it was most
frequently mentioned in Singapore. From 2016 to 2019, Vietnam is shown as the
country where the concept was most mentioned. However, political will appears
least in Timor-Leste and Laos in most of the periods.
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Figure 10: Number of articles raising political will
at different time periods in Southeast Asia

Political will, therefore, is the primary focus in combating police corruption.
Political will is regarded as a significant tool in combating both corruption in general and police corruption. For instance, in many articles, Quah (2006; 2011; 2013;
2014) argues that corruption will continue to exist at all levels if the government
of the country does not have the political will to combat corruption. This theme
has been emphasized increasingly after 2005 in most countries. For instance, Ear
and Leonard (2005), Vu (2017), and Gregory (2016) agree and add that without the
wish to reduce police corruption, governments will neither take effective measures
nor be held accountable in the fight against police corruption. That is, there will
be ineffective law, and insufficient human, financial, and technical resources to curb
police corruption. Ear (2016) argues that the pervasiveness of corruption, including
police corruption and the limited anti-corruption measures in Cambodia, are because the government does not have a strong enough political will to curb this issue.
Vu (2017) asserts that political will is of crucial importance in curbing corruption.
Political will ensures ACAs are provided with sufficient resources and institutional
arrangements, the willingness and support of politicians in the operation of institutions created, and reinforcement of the effectiveness of these institutions through
wise political decisions. Political will is described as a supporting factor that can reduce police corruption, while lack of political will hinders the process of combating
corruption. The extent of successfully combating police corruption depends on the
degree of political will that a government has.

Discussion and Conclusion
Although police corruption in Southeast Asia is getting more attention
from public management scholars, there are very few articles about the police.
Furthermore, Selth (2012) recognizes that police corruption issues are often un26
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der-documented in academic literature on Southeast Asia. Few facts and data
about police corruption and misconduct are revealed to the public. In the studies we analysed, police corruption issues are analysed as very general descriptions or only with anecdotal examples, rather than systematically examining the
whole public management system in the police or focusing specifically on any
significant corruption agenda. This might be due to limited data accessibility
and availability, or the issue might not be a priority area of public management
studies for scholars in the region, or local scholars might not be encouraged
to do research on this topic since police corruption is such a sensitive issue to be
freely studying and publishing. However, Singapore, Indonesia and the Philippines have been studied relatively more by scholars and compared to other
countries in the region, and they seem to have more sufficient information and
data to analyse and draw conclusions with.
Most of the articles are written by domestic scholars or international scholars
located domestically in the country of interest in their studies. Domestic researchers could have more understanding of the local contexts of the country or countries. However, it does not necessarily mean international scholars don’t have
enough knowledge to study police corruption in Southeast Asia. Rather, international scholars, although located domestically, tend to offer fresh perspectives
with some new insights about these corruption issues, and contribute to the body
of knowledge in different ways.
The realities of police corruption in Southeast Asia are quite complicated and
there is no simple solution to managing police corruption. A police workforce
is exposed to various bundles of contexts and practices, which creates different
pathways to approaching police corruption or misconduct. Previous research
in Southeast Asia offers analysis on strategies to combat corruption or examine
factors affecting the effectiveness of those strategies. Interestingly, while some researchers argue that the police should be empowered to handle corruption cases,
others suggest that police officers should be under stricter control by independent
entities. There are many articles suggesting police reforms to manage corruption
but McCusker (2006) states that the effectiveness of anti-corruption measures
needs persistent long-running efforts to change the culture.
This research aimed to collect and summarize articles about police corruption in Southeast Asia. Previous research that attempted in-depth analysis on the
phenomenon are appreciated, but we call for more research efforts to collect data
on what is happening in the region as to public safety, or apply rigorous methodology to gauge the understanding of the reality. Without appropriate understanding of the problem of interest, the suggestions for reforms or strategies may
be misleading. Because of the nature of corrupt behaviour and police misconduct,
office statistics or reported cases only offer an incomplete picture of what the realworld causes are. If quantitative data is limited, then researchers may approach
the phenomenon differently using qualitative analysis with purposive sampling
for accessing hard-to-reach groups of informants. In the research process, there
may be implicit or explicit risks and barriers to access, privacy, and confidentiality
when studying police corruption in Southeast Asia, but any research aimed at indepth understanding of the root cause of the problem is of great merit.
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