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Abstract 

This study examines how cultural norms sustain corruption within Malaysia’s civil service through the lens 
of New Institutional Theory (NIT). Despite successive legal reforms and anti-corruption initiatives; 
including the National Integrity Plan (2004), the National Anti-Corruption Plan (2019-2023) and the 
National Anti-Corruption Strategy (2024-2028), as well as multiple changes of government since 2018, 
Malaysia’s Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) has shown limited improvement since 2020, indicating that 
corruption persists beyond administrative and procedural shortcomings. This study argues that corruption 
in Malaysia’s civil service is deeply embedded in informal institutions and shared social logics that shape 
how integrity, loyalty and legitimacy are interpreted. Using a qualitative documentary research design, the 
study analyses academic literature, official policy documents, media reports and publicly available elite 
discourse related to governance and anti-corruption. Directed content analysis, guided by the regulative, 
normative and cognitive dimensions of NIT identifies three interrelated cultural dynamics that sustain 
corruption: collective sentiment prioritising harmony over accountability, hierarchical obedience 
discouraging ethical dissent, and leadership narratives that symbolically legitimise misconduct. The 
findings demonstrate that informal institutions frequently override formal rules, limiting the effectiveness 
of regulatory reforms. The study concludes that sustainable anti-corruption reform requires cultural-
institutional alignment in which moral beliefs and social expectations reinforce, rather than undermine, 
formal governance mechanisms.  

 
Keywords: corruption, cultural norms, informal institutions, Malaysia, New Institutional Theory, civil 
service  

INTRODUCTION  

Corruption remains a persistent challenge to governance 

and administrative integrity in Malaysia. Despite decades of 

institutional reforms, corruption within the civil service 

continues to erode public trust and weaken state capacity. 

Malaysia’s position in the Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) ranked 57th out of 180 

countries in 2023, reflects limited progress despite multiple reform cycles since 2018. The 

CPI score has remained between 47 and 50 since 2020, signalling institutional stagnation 

rather than substantive improvement. This persistence suggests that formal policy reforms 

have yet to address deeper sociocultural forces shaping bureaucratic behaviour. 

 

Major initiatives such as the National Integrity Plan (2004), National Anti-

Corruption Plan (2019-2023) and the National Anti-Corruption Strategy (2024-2028), 
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alongside legal instruments including the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission 

(MACC) Act 2009 and the Whistleblower Protection Act 2010 demonstrate sustained 

state commitment to integrity reform. While these measures have expanded enforcement 

capacity and investigative activity, corruption remains widely characterised as systemic 

and deeply entrenched within everyday governance practices. This paradox highlights the 

limitations of legalistic approaches that overlook how misconduct is socially rationalised 

and culturally legitimised. 

 

This paper argues that cultural norms such as balas budi (reciprocity), respect for 

hierarchy and communal loyalty, function as informal institutions that shape bureaucratic 

conduct as powerfully as formal laws. These norms influence how civil servants interpret 

integrity, loyalty and legitimacy in practice. Drawing on New Institutional Theory (NIT), 

the study contends that corruption in Malaysia’s civil service is sustained by misalignment 

between regulative institutions (laws and enforcement), normative expectations (values 

and social obligations) and cognitive frames (shared beliefs and cultural assumptions). 

While formal institutions prioritise procedural compliance, informal norms frequently 

preserve social harmony and patron-client relationships. 

 

Accordingly, this study examines how culturally embedded informal institutions 

continue to sustain corruption despite repeated reform efforts. By situating corruption 

within Malaysia’s sociocultural and institutional context, the paper offers a culturally 

grounded explanation of institutional failure and contributes to broader debates on 

governance reform in Southeast Asia. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Corruption and the Sociocultural Dimension 

 

The study of corruption has evolved from a predominantly legal concern into a 

multidimensional phenomenon encompassing ethical, economic and sociocultural 

dimensions. Conventionally defined as the abuse of entrusted power for private gain 

(Transparency International, 2023), early anti-corruption approaches emphasised legal 

enforcement and regulatory control. However, empirical evidence across developing 

contexts demonstrates that legal reform alone rarely produces sustained behavioural 

change (Siddiquee & Zafarullah, 2020). This limitation has redirected scholarly attention 

toward informal institutions, which are unwritten rules, social obligations and shared 

beliefs that structure everyday bureaucratic conduct. 
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In Malaysia, the contradiction between extensive anti-corruption frameworks and 

persistent administrative misconduct is well documented (Beh, 2011; Gomez, 2005). 

Studies highlight how patronage networks, deference to authority and communal 

obligations undermine formal accountability mechanisms (Jones, 2022; Quah, 2022). 

Comparative research similarly shows that corruption flourishes where societal norms 

conflict with institutional integrity (Ham & Heo, 2020; Hira, 2016). These observations 

align with comparative findings that corruption flourishes where societal expectations 

conflict with institutional integrity (Mungiu-Pippidi, 2017; Persson et al., 2013). These 

findings underscore the importance of examining the informal institutional environment 

that operates alongside formal bureaucratic structures. 

  

Asian and Malaysian Perspectives 

 

In the Asian context, sociological interpretations of corruption were pioneered by 

Syed Hussein Alatas (1995; 1968), who conceptualised corruption as a historically 

embedded and culturally mediated phenomenon rather than a purely moral or 

administrative failure. He argued that colonial legacies and post-colonial patronage 

systems created enduring exchange relations that normalised power abuse. In collectivist 

societies, loyalty to kinship networks and authority figures frequently supersedes 

adherence to impersonal rules.  

  

Malaysian scholars extended this argument, noting that bureaucratic ethics are 

shaped by cultural norms such as balas budi (reciprocity) and menjaga air muka (face-

saving), which discourage whistleblowing and prioritise social harmony over 

accountability (Ho, 2002; Lim, 2002).  Hofstede’s (2001) cultural-dimension framework 

further contextualises this dynamic, as Malaysia exhibits high power distance and 

collectivism. While these orientations promote social stability, they may also weaken 

ethical autonomy and constrain dissent within bureaucratic settings. Quah’s (2022) 

comparative analysis similarly identifies “cultural obedience” as a structural constraint 

on effective anti-corruption enforcement in Southeast Asian bureaucracies. 

 

Informal Institutions and Cultural Normalisation 

 

Informal institutions consist of socially constructed and unwritten expectations 

that regulate interaction and behaviour (North, 1990; Ostrom, 1990). These institutions 
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may complement, compete with or override formal rules (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991). In 

Malaysia, informal institutions manifest through patron-client relations, gift-giving 

practices and symbolic expressions of loyalty that blur the boundary between ethical 

conduct and social obligation. When such practices are framed as moral duties, corruption 

becomes culturally normalised rather than perceived as deviant behaviour (Syed Hussein 

Alatas, 1995). 

  

Scholars describe this process as cognitive normalisation, whereby repeated 

exposure integrates corruption into accepted social practice (Quah, 2022; Gomez & Jomo, 

1999).  Empirical studies support this interpretation. Lim et al. (2022) demonstrate how 

familial socialisation influences tolerance toward bribery, while Irma et al. (2022) find 

persistent acceptance of favour-exchange even among educated populations. These 

findings suggest that corruption is sustained less by weak enforcement than by collective 

expectations embedded in social life. 

 

Theoretical Lens: New Institutional Theory (NIT) 

 

To analyse the interaction between formal rules and cultural practices, this study 

applies New Institutional Theory (NIT).  Building on Scott (2008) and North (1990), New 

Institutional Theory conceptualises institutions through three interdependent pillars: the 

regulative (formal rules and sanctions), the normative (values and social obligations) and 

the cognitive (shared beliefs and cultural logics). Institutional behaviour emerges from 

the interaction among these dimensions rather than from formal design alone.  

 

In collectivist contexts, normative and cognitive pressures often outweigh 

regulative constraints, leading individuals to conform to culturally defined notions of 

legitimacy rather than written law. Within Malaysia’s civil service, this tension is evident 

when loyalty to superiors overrides procedural compliance. Practices such as duit kopi 

(facilitation payments) or preferential treatment in procurement are frequently reframed 

as acts of kindness or respect rather than corruption. 

 

Consequently, reforms that neglect sociocultural dynamics risk producing 

symbolic compliance, where institutional structures change but practices remain largely 

intact NIT therefore provides a robust framework for explaining the limited behavioural 

impact of formal anti-corruption reforms. 
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Analytical Gap and Contribution 

 

Although extensive literature examines Malaysia’s legal and institutional reforms, 

relatively few studies systematically analyse how cultural norms interact with 

institutional rules to sustain corruption  Existing works often emphasises policy failure or 

political interference (Jones, 2022; Siddiquee, 2011) while overlooking the micro-cultural 

mechanisms embedded within bureaucratic life  This study addresses that gap by 

integrating sociological insights with NIT to conceptualise corruption as an 

institutionalised cultural practice rather than a purely administrative deficiency. 

 

By drawing on comparative insights from Indonesia’s community-based integrity 

initiatives (Aspinal & Mada, 2016) and South Korea’s leadership-centred accountability 

reforms (Han & Shim, 2021; Hahm & Heo, 2020), the study further situates Malaysia’s 

experience within a broader regional context.  Overall, this literature establishes the 

foundation for a culturally grounded analytical model that explains why formal reforms 

often fail to translate into substantive behavioural change.   

METHODOLOGY 

This study adopts a qualitative library-based research design anchored in NIT to 

examine how cultural norms sustain corruption within Malaysia’s civil service. The 

qualitative approach is appropriate for exploring meanings, beliefs and social logics 

through which informal institutions influence administrative behaviour. Rather than 

generating primary interview data or conducting fieldwork, the study relies on systematic 

analysis of existing texts and publicly available materials. This design enables in-depth 

examination of institutional narratives and elite discourse surrounding corruption while 

remaining sensitive to historically embedded and culturally nuanced governance 

practices. As all data sources were publicly accessible, formal ethics approval was not 

required.  

 

Data were collected from multiple secondary and open sources between 2022 and 

2024. These sources include academic literature on  corruption, governance and 

institutional theory; official government documents such as the National Integrity Plan 

(2004), the National Anti-Corruption Plan (2019-2023) and annual reports issued by the 

Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission (MACC); as well as verified news archives and 

media transcripts that capture public and elite discourse on corruption in Malaysia. In 

addition, the study analysed publicly available statements, interviews and recorded 
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commentaries by prominent Malaysian figures associated with integrity and anti-

corruption efforts, including former senior officials of the MACC, the Inspector-General 

of Police, and senior representatives of Transparency International Malaysia. For 

analytical consistency, private documentary sources are anonymised and referenced as I-

1 to I-5. For prominent figures whose statements were made in publicly available media 

and official capacities; their names appear in the analysis. All materials originally 

published in Malay were translated into English by the researcher to ensure consistency 

in analysis. 

 

The data were analysed using directed content analysis, following the approach 

outlined by Creswell and Poth (2018). Analytical coding was conducted deductively, 

guided by the three institutional pillars of NIT: the regulative, normative and cognitive 

dimensions. The analysis began with identification of recurring phrases, narratives and 

statements that reflected culturally embedded interpretations of corruption, including 

themes related to loyalty to authority, balas budi (reciprocity) and shame avoidance. 

These codes were subsequently organised into broader analytical categories aligned with 

the NIT framework. Through an iterative process of comparison and refinement, three 

dominant themes emerged that structure the study’s findings: collective sentiment, 

hierarchical obedience and leadership narratives. This analytical process enabled 

systematic tracing of how informal cultural logics interact with formal bureaucratic rules 

in sustaining corrupt practices.  

 

To enhance analytical rigour, several strategies were employed. First, data 

triangulation was applied by cross-referencing evidence across academic sources, official 

documents and media materials to minimise interpretive bias. Second, transparency was 

ensured by contextualising quotations and narratives within their original documentary 

sources. Third, critical reflexivity was maintained throughout the analytical process, with 

attention to the researcher’s interpretive positioning during coding and synthesis. The 

credibility of the findings was further reinforced through comparison with established 

empirical studies on corruption and institutional culture in Malaysia and the wider 

Southeast Asian context. Overall, this methodological approach provides a robust 

foundation for analysing corruption as an institutionalised and culturally mediated 

practice within Malaysia’s civil service. 
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THE FINDINGS 

 

The analysis reveals three dominant cultural dynamics that sustain corruption 

within Malaysia’s civil service: (1) collective sentiment and emotional attachment to 

tradition, (2) hierarchical obedience and institutionalised complicity, and (3) leadership 

narratives that normalise misconduct through charisma and loyalty. These themes 

illustrate how normative and cognitive pressures within informal institutions often 

override the regulative dimensions of law and enforcement. 

 

NIT Pillar Formal Institution Competing Informal 

Norm 

Outcome: Cultural 

Override 

Regulative MACC Act; sanctions; anti-

corruption laws 

Duit kopi reframed as 

facilitation; selective 

enforcement normalised 

Symbolic compliance; 

impunity at senior levels 

Normative Whistleblower protections; 

transparency obligations 

Balas budi (reciprocity); 

rasa kasihan (pity); 

menjaga air muka (face-

saving) 

Harmony prioritised; 

wrongdoing not reported; 

collective silence 

Cognitive Integrity training; ethics 

education; institutional 

norms of accountability 

Hierarchical obedience; 

charisma-based legitimacy; 

loyalty as moral duty 

Reform perceived as 

disloyal; personal integrity 

substitutes for institutional 

safeguards 

Figure 1: New Institutional Theory Pillars and the Cultural Override of Formal Anti-

Corruption Rules in Malaysia’s Civil Service 

Source: Authors’ own conceptualisation based on Scott (2008) and empirical findings. 

 

Collective Sentiment and the Moral Ambiguity of Harmony 

 

One of the most salient findings concerns the tension between preserving 

communal harmony and enforcing accountability within the Malaysian civil service. 

Analysis of documentary sources indicates that reluctance to expose wrongdoing is 

frequently shaped by emotional considerations, particularly rasa kasihan (pity) and the 

fear of embarrassing colleagues or superiors. As reflected in a public statement by a senior 

official, “We sympathise, feel pity, and fear. In a way, we don’t want to air our dirty 

laundry. That’s why the problem persists until today.” (I-2, SelangorKini, 2024) 
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This expression reflects a deeply cultural logic in which public disclosure of 

misconduct is interpreted as betrayal rather than civic responsibility. Although such 

sentiment is often justified as a means of preserving unity, it simultaneously lowers the 

moral threshold for tolerating unethical behaviour. From the NIT perspective, this 

dynamic illustrates the dominance of normative pressures, whereby social obligations and 

emotional bonds take precedence over formal duties. 

 

Collective sentiment is further reinforced through historical and political 

narratives that personalise authority and moral legitimacy. National memory frequently 

valorises founding leaders and senior figures, while institutional principles and 

procedural accountability receive less emphasis. When moral integrity becomes 

associated with personal charisma rather than impersonal rules, accountability 

mechanisms are weakened. This process contributes to cognitive conditioning, whereby 

criticism of authority is perceived as disloyal or socially disruptive rather than as a 

legitimate component of governance.  

 

This pattern aligns with Hofstede’s (2001) characterisation of collectivist cultures, 

in which group harmony is prioritised over individual rectitude. Within bureaucratic 

settings, such orientation manifests as organisational risk aversion, where civil servants 

avoid challenging misconduct to prevent conflict or social sanction. As a result, anti-

corruption enforcement is often reduced to symbolic compliance, reinforcing the 

persistence of informal norms that undermine substantive accountability.  

 

Hierarchical Obedience and Institutionalised Complicity 

 

A second prominent finding relates to power distance and the institutionalisation 

of obedience within hierarchical bureaucratic structures. Documentary sources reveal that 

excessive reverence for authority fosters an environment in which subordinates 

internalise compliance, even when such compliance conflicts with ethical standards A 

public statement by a senior official illustrates this dynamic: “If the boss takes bribes, 

then the subordinates will do the same. Everyone conspires to take as much as they can 

before they die.” (I-2, Warta Oriental, 2024). 

 

This narrative suggests that corruption is not merely tolerated but reproduced 

through hierarchical socialisation. Within the framework of New Institutional Theory, the 

regulative pillar such as laws, rules and sanctions, remains formally intact, yet its 
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influence is weakened by normative expectations of loyalty and obedience. When senior 

leadership engages in unethical conduct, such behaviour establishes a precedent that 

legitimises misconduct throughout the organisational hierarchy.  

 

Official enforcement data further reinforce this pattern. Statistics published by the 

Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission (MACC) indicate that civil servants consistently 

constitute a significant proportion of corruption arrests, with cases increasing by 

approximately 23% from 2022 and 2023 (MACC Website, 2024). Despite this rise, 

enforcement is widely perceived as selective, as high-ranking officials are rarely 

prosecuted. Documentary accounts and elite discourse highlight that such selective 

accountability undermines morale and normalises impunity within public organisations. 

As reflected in a widely cited public remark “action is taken against those at the bottom, 

but if those at the top are left alone, those below will act with impunity.” (I-2, 

SelangorKini, 2024). 

 

This imbalance reflects a structural contradiction within Malaysia’s anti-

corruption framework, where the formal independence of institutions such as the MACC 

coexists with cognitive acceptance of hierarchical and political dominance. From an NIT 

perspective, this represents a misalignment between regulative constraints and cognitive 

beliefs that privilege authority over rule adherence. The persistence of top-down control 

not only limits organisational autonomy but also weakens ethical reflexivity among civil 

servants. 

  

In addition, documentary evidence indicates that religious and cultural narratives 

are occasionally mobilised to rationalise unethical conduct.  References that frame illicit 

political contributions as sedekah (charitable giving) blur moral boundaries and 

instrumentalise religious language to confer legitimacy on misconduct. A public rebuttal 

by a senior integrity advocate captures this concern: “There is no need for different 

interpretations. What is haram remains haram.” (I-2, Armada of Malaysia, 2024).  

 

Such statements reflect growing frustration among reform-oriented actors who 

recognise how moral vocabulary can be deployed to shield elites from scrutiny. When 

hierarchical authority intersects with moral and religious symbolism, the space for ethical 

dissent within the bureaucracy becomes further constrained.  
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Leadership Narratives and the Symbolism of Integrity 

 

The third theme identifies leadership as both a central reference point for 

institutional integrity and a key source of vulnerability within governance systems. 

Documentary analysis indicates a consistent emphasis on leadership behaviour as the 

primary driver of ethical standards within the public sector. A public statement by a 

former senior anti-corruption official illustrates this perception: “Leadership is a critical 

factor in strengthening governance, enhancing integrity, and combating corruption. The 

actions of leaders have a very significant impact on society.” (I-1, Muhammad Asri, 

2022). 

 

This finding aligns with NIT’s proposition that legitimacy is socially constructed 

and cognitively reinforced. Leaders function as symbolic and cognitive reference points 

whose actions signal what forms of behaviour are acceptable within an institution. When 

leaders act decisively against misconduct, they reinforce the regulative framework; when 

they rationalise or overlook unethical practices, they weaken institutional constraints and 

reshape normative expectations.  

 

Malaysia’s political administrative culture has long been characterised by 

paternalistic leadership norms, which personalise authority and blur the boundary 

between moral authority and institutional accountability  In such contexts, charisma and 

reputation may substitute for procedural integrity, rendering reforms highly dependent on 

individual leaders rather than institutionalised safeguards. As a result, integrity initiatives 

often struggle to endure leadership transitions. Documentary accounts further suggest that 

meaningful ethical leadership requires moral courage, particularly the willingness to 

uphold integrity despite political or social costs. As cautioned in a public remark by a 

former senior official,  “Don’t wait until it appears as though we are not being 

proactive.” (I-1, Muhammad Asri, 2022) 

  

Comparative evidence from other Asian contexts reinforce this interpretation and 

invites reflection on whether Malaysia’s cultural-institutional paradox is unique or 

reflects a broader pattern among collectivist bureaucracies in the region. In Indonesia, the 

early effectiveness of the Komisi Pemberantasan Korupsi (KPK) was widely attributed 

to leadership independence and strong public mobilisation, while subsequent decline 

followed increasing political interference (Aspinall & Mada, 2016). Crucially, however, 

Indonesia’s experience also illustrates how community-based integrity initiatives, such 
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as participatory social audits at the sub-national level, can partially offset elite-level 

corruption by mobilising normative pressures from below. This suggests that where top-

down reform stalls, civic mobilisation may provide an alternative source of institutional 

legitimacy. In South Korea, the impeachment of President Park Geun-hye demonstrated 

how societal norms of shame and equality before the law strengthened institutional 

credibility and public trust (Hahm & Heo, 2020). South Korea’s case is particularly 

instructive because reform gains were achieved not solely through legislation but through 

the alignment of public moral expectations with formal accountability mechanisms which 

is precisely the kind of cultural-institutional synchronisation that NIT identifies as 

essential. Taken together, these cases suggest that Malaysia’s challenge is not entirely 

unique; collectivist bureaucracies across Southeast and East Asia share structural tensions 

between hierarchical loyalty and institutional accountability. What distinguishes national 

outcomes is the degree to which normative and cognitive institutions are consciously 

reformed alongside regulative frameworks. The Malaysian context, shaped by its 

particular blend of ethnic communalism, paternalistic governance and patron-client 

reciprocity, may require culturally tailored strategies that go beyond the technocratic or 

leadership-centred approaches adopted in comparable regional contexts. These cases 

suggest that sustainable anti-corruption reform depends on aligning leadership conduct 

with broader social expectations that prioritise integrity over personal loyalty. 

 

In the Malaysian context, however, loyalty remains a double-edged institutional 

value. While it contributes to organisational stability, it also discourages whistleblowing 

and critical feedback. Documentary discourse indicates that although ethics education 

and integrity training programmes exist, cognitive change occurs gradually. As noted by 

a senior civil society figure, moral reorientation  “takes a long time to correct minds that 

react emotionally rather than reason ethically.”  (I-5, Astro AWANI, 2022). This 

observation underscores the importance of cognitive reform within NIT, emphasising the 

need to reshape collective understandings of integrity beyond symbolic leadership 

narratives. 

 

Interlinking the Themes: A Cultural-Institutional Paradox 

 

Synthesising these themes reveals a cultural-institutional paradox within 

Malaysia’s anti-corruption framework. While successive reforms have strengthened the 

regulative pillar through new laws, agencies and enforcement mechanisms, informal 

institutions continue to dominate the normative and cognitive dimensions of bureaucratic 
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life. This produces a dual institutional condition in which legality is formally emphasised, 

but legitimacy remains culturally contested. Such a configuration helps to explain the 

limited impact of reform efforts, as reflected in Malaysia’s relatively stagnant Corruption 

Perceptions Index (CPI) scores, which have remained within a narrow range since 2020 

despite repeated policy initiatives and political turnover. 

 

At the institutional level, collective sentiment sustains empathy and social 

harmony at the expense of accountability, while hierarchical obedience normalises fear, 

dependency and compliance. Leadership narratives in turn, function as symbolic cues that 

can either reinforce ethical reform or legitimise misconduct through personalised 

authority. From the perspective of New Institutional Theory, corruption persists not 

because of an absence of formal regulation, but because institutional change has remained 

largely technical rather than cultural. Regulatory adjustments are introduced, yet the 

moral grammar that governs bureaucratic behaviour remains largely unaltered. 

  

Effective reform therefore requires alignment across all three institutional pillars: 

regulative rules must be reinforced by normative expectations that value accountability, 

and by cognitive frameworks that normalise ethical dissent rather than loyalty-based 

silence. Without such synchronisation, formal reforms risk producing compliance in 

appearance while leaving underlying practices intact.  

 

Implications for Reform 

 

The findings suggest that sustainable anti-corruption reform in Malaysia requires 

a shift from predominantly legalistic enforcement toward cultural-institutional re-

alignment. Rather than treating corruption solely as a compliance failure, reform 

strategies must address the informal norms and shared beliefs that shape bureaucratic 

behaviour. From a New Institutional Theory perspective, effective reform depends on 

synchronising regulative instruments with normative expectations and cognitive 

understandings of integrity.   

  

First, loyalty and reciprocity, particularly balas budi, require reinterpretation 

within the civil service. Instead of functioning as personal obligation, loyalty must be 

reframed as commitment to public integrity and institutional responsibility. Recognition 

and reward structures that valorise ethical courage and principled dissent, rather than 
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passive compliance, may help recalibrate cultural expectations within bureaucratic 

organisations. 

 

Second, leadership development should move beyond managerial efficiency to 

emphasise ethical judgement and institutional accountability. As leadership behaviour 

operates as a cognitive signal within hierarchical systems, reform initiatives are unlikely 

to endure unless leaders consistently model integrity and reinforce procedural fairness. 

Strengthening ethical leadership at both senior and middle-management levels may 

reduce excessive power concentration and foster horizontal accountability. 

 

Third integrity education should be embedded as an ongoing professional practice 

rather than a symbolic training requirement. Culturally grounded approaches that draw 

on values such as amanah (trust), responsibility and communal obligation may enhance 

the legitimacy of formal ethics programmes and encourage internalisation rather than 

compliance-based adherence. 

  

Finally, transparency and public engagement remain critical in reshaping 

normative expectations. Mechanisms such as open data initiatives and citizen oversight 

can increase the social cost of corruption, reinforcing accountability beyond internal 

bureaucratic controls. Collectively, these measures highlight the importance of aligning 

informal cultural norms with formal institutional frameworks to achieve substantive 

reform. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

This study sought to explain why corruption remains persistent within Malaysia’s civil 

service despite decades of reform, legislation and institutional restructuring. Drawing on 

New Institutional Theory, the analysis demonstrates that corruption persists not because 

of weak laws, but because informal institutions, cultural norms and shared beliefs 

frequently override formal regulatory mechanisms.           

 

Three interrelated cultural-institutional dynamics were identified. Collective 

sentiment prioritises social harmony over transparency, discouraging the exposure of 

wrongdoing. Hierarchical obedience reinforces power asymmetries that normalise silence 

and compliance. Leadership narratives, meanwhile, shape the moral imagination of 

governance, functioning either as catalysts for integrity or as symbolic justifications for 
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misconduct. Together, these dynamics produce a condition in which extensive regulative 

reforms coexist with misaligned normative and cognitive foundations. 

 

Theoretically, this study contributes to NIT by illustrating how informal 

institutions in collectivist contexts can resist reform even under robust regulatory 

regimes. It underscores that institutional change is unlikely to be sustained unless 

coherence is achieved across the regulative, normative and cognitive pillars. Without 

cultural legitimacy, formal reforms risk devolving into symbolic compliance rather than 

behavioural transformation. 

 

While this study is based on documentary and secondary sources, it offers a 

culturally grounded explanation of reform limitations within Malaysia’s civil service. 

Future research may extend this framework through qualitative fieldwork to examine how 

informal norms are enacted, contested or resisted within specific administrative settings. 

Such inquiry would deepen understanding of how integrity reforms can move beyond 

procedural design toward meaningful institutional change. Ultimately, the findings 

suggest that combating corruption in Malaysia requires not only stronger laws,  but also 

sustained engagement with the cultural logics that shape everyday governance.  

 

Acknowledgements 

 

The authors would like to thank the anonymous reviewers for their constructive 

comments and suggestions, which have helped improve the clarity and quality of this 

article. Special thanks to scholars in Public Administration, Political Science and 

Sociology for their fundamental research. 

 

Funding  

 

This study was funded by the Endowment Unit, Universiti Teknologi MARA. 

 

Author contributions 

 

The first author contributes to writing and analysis while the second author supervises 

and checks accurateness of materials. 

 

Conflict of interest  



                                                                                      Journal of Administrative Science 
 Vol.23, Issue 1, 2026, pp.140-159 

Available online at http:jas.uitm.edu.my 

154 

eISSN 2600-9374 

© 2026 Faculty of Administrative Science and Policy Studies, Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Malaysia 

 

 

 

 
 

The authors declare no conflict of interest. 

 

References 

 

Ahmad Faiz Yaakob, Asri Salleh, Kamaruzaman Jusoff, & Mohammad Khairul Anwar  

Hussain. (2012). Malaysian civil service: Problems and challenges. Universiti 

Teknologi MARA (Terengganu). 

https://ir.uitm.edu.my/id/eprint/14080/1/14080.pdf 

  

Armada of Malaysian. (2024, December 5). Berani ke Jalan Allah [Video].  

TikTok. 

https://www.tiktok.com/@armada_0f_malaysian/video/7444776423610486023 

  

Aspinall, E., & Sukmajati, M. (2016). Electoral dynamics in Indonesia: Money politics, 

patronage, and clientelism at the grassroots. NUS Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00074918.2016.1236653 

  

Astro AWANI. (2022, June 7). Agenda AWANI: Integriti diajar di IPT: Mematikan  

budaya rasuah [Video]. YouTube. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u24GZZ59Oo8 

  

Banfield, E. C. (1958). The moral basis of a backward society. Free Press. 

  

Beh, L. S. (2011). Public ethics and corruption in Malaysia. In E. Araral et al. (Eds.),  

Public administration in Southeast Asia (pp. 1-21). Routledge. 

  

Case, W. (2009). Electoral authoritarianism in Malaysia: Maintaining power through  

coercion and manipulation. Routledge. 

  

Chang, H. J. (2006). Understanding the relationship between institutions and economic  

development: Some key theoretical issues. Revista de Economía Institucional, 

8(14). https://ssrn.com/abstract=914620 

  

Chang, P. (2018). Candlelight protests in South Korea: The legacies of authoritarianism 



                                                                                      Journal of Administrative Science 
 Vol.23, Issue 1, 2026, pp.140-159 

Available online at http:jas.uitm.edu.my 

155 

eISSN 2600-9374 

© 2026 Faculty of Administrative Science and Policy Studies, Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Malaysia 

 

 

 

 
and democratization. Ewha Journal of Social Sciences, 34(1). 

https://ssrn.com/abstract=3171550 

  

Cialdini, R. B., & Trost, M. R. (1998). Social influence: Social norms, conformity, and  

compliance. In D. T. Gilbert, S. T. Fiske, & G. Lindzey (Eds.), The handbook of 

social psychology (2), pp. 151–192). McGraw-Hill. 

  

Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative inquiry and research design:  

Choosing among five approaches (4th ed.). SAGE. 

  

DiMaggio, P. J., & Powell, W. W. (Eds.). (1991). The new institutionalism in  

organizational analysis. University of Chicago Press. 

  

Fernandez, K. (2024). Legal experts colluding with the political and economic elites in  

justifying corruption: The case of Malaysia’s Madani government. Humanities 

and Social Sciences Communications, 11, 1077. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-

024-03595-0 

  

Gomez, E. T. (2005). The state, governance, and corruption in Malaysia. In  

Corruption and good governance in Asia (1st ed.). Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203029343 

  

Gomez, E. T., & Jomo, K. S. (1999). Malaysia’s political economy: Politics,  

patronage, and profits. Cambridge University Press. 

  

Hahm, S.-D., & Heo, U. (2018). The first female president in South Korea: Park Geun- 

hye’s leadership and South Korean democracy. Journal of Asian and African 

Studies, 53(5), 650–667. 

  

Hahm, S.-D., & Heo, U. (2020). President Moon Jae-in at midterm: What affects public 

support for Moon Jae-in? Journal of Asian and African Studies, 55(8), 1128–

1142. 

  

Han, S., & Shim, Y. (2021). The two driving forces of populism and democracy in  

South Korea: A conceptual, historical, and empirical analysis. Journal of Asian 

Sociology. https://www.jstor.org/stable/2704027 



                                                                                      Journal of Administrative Science 
 Vol.23, Issue 1, 2026, pp.140-159 

Available online at http:jas.uitm.edu.my 

156 

eISSN 2600-9374 

© 2026 Faculty of Administrative Science and Policy Studies, Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Malaysia 

 

 

 

 
  

Hira, A. (2016). Broken windows: Why culture matters in corruption reform. Journal  

of Developing Societies, 32(1), 1–16. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0169796X15609710 

  

Ho, K. L. (2002). Reinventing the bureaucracy? Malaysia’s new administrative reform  

initiatives. Journal of Comparative Asian Development, 1(1), 87–104. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15339114.2002.9678351 

  

Hofstede, G. (2001). Culture’s consequences: Comparing values, behaviours,  

institutions, and organizations across nations (2nd ed.). Sage Publications. 

  

Irma Wani Othman, Saifulazry Mokhtar, & Mohd Sohaimi Esa. (2022). Corruption  

offences education literacy in preventing the loss of national treasures: A review 

of challenges and concerns. International Journal of Education, Psychology and 

Counselling, 7(47), 639–665. https://doi.org/10.35631/IJEPC.747049 

  

Jones, D. S. (2022). Challenges in combating corruption in Malaysia: Issues of  

leadership, culture and money politics. Public Administration and Policy, 25(2), 

136–149. https://doi.org/10.1108/PAP-01-2022-0002 

  

Kalsom Taib. (2010). The Shafee Yahya story: Estate boy to ACA chief. Kalsom Taib  

Publishing. 

  

Kosmo. (2023, September 26). ‘Jangan keluarkan fatwa baharu, rasuah tetap haram’ -  

Ayob Khan. https://www.kosmo.com.my/2023/09/26/jangan-keluarkan-fatwa-

baharu-rasuah-tetap-haram-ayob-khan/ 

  

Lim, H. H. (2002). Public administration: The effects of executive dominance. In F. L.  

K. Wah & K. B. Teik (Eds.), Democracy in Malaysia: Discourses and practices. 

Curzon Press. 

  

Lim, M., Sin, Y., Wan Munira Wan Jaafar, Azlina Mohd Khir, Hanina H. Hamsan,  

Yong, M. H., Wu, S. L., Ooi, P. B., Ong, D. L. T., & Ong, C. S. (2022). Curbing 

bribe-giving in Malaysia: The role of attitudes and parents. Public Integrity, 26(2), 

188–202. https://doi.org/10.1080/10999922.2022.2144017 



                                                                                      Journal of Administrative Science 
 Vol.23, Issue 1, 2026, pp.140-159 

Available online at http:jas.uitm.edu.my 

157 

eISSN 2600-9374 

© 2026 Faculty of Administrative Science and Policy Studies, Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Malaysia 

 

 

 

 
  

M. Kamal Hassan. (2022). Corruption and hypocrisy in Malay Muslim politics: The  

urgency of moral-ethical transformation. EMIR Research. 

  

MalaysiaKini. (2024, August 8). Zaman ini zaman semua orang perasuah, kata Ayob  

Khan. https://m.malaysiakini.com/news/714837 

  

Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission (MACC). (n.d.). Official  

website. 

https://www.sprm.gov.my/index.php?id=21&page_id=105&contentid=780 

  

Masykurotur Rizqi Aji Putri, Rutiana Dwi Wahyunengseh, & Didik G. Suharto. (2024). 

Comparative analysis of corruption handling in Singapore, Malaysia, and 

Indonesia: Lessons for bureaucratic reform in Indonesia from an ethical 

perspective. E3S Web of Conferences, 593, 01005. 

https://doi.org/10.1051/e3sconf/202459301005 

  

Mohamad Zulkurnai Ghazali, Mohd Syahrir Rahim, Azharudin Ali, & Shamharir  

Abidin. (2014). A preliminary study on fraud prevention and detection at the state 

and local government entities in Malaysia. Procedia – Social and Behavioral 

Sciences, 164, 437–444. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.11.100 

  

Muhammad Asri Ali. (2021, January 14). Isu governans di Malaysia Tan Sri Abu  

Kassim Mohamed, penasihat GIACC [Video]. YouTube. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V1_p6gGwa-w 

  

Muhammad Nurul Houqe, Muhammad Kaleem Zahir-ul-Hassan, Mohammad Arif  

Idrus, & Van Zil, T. (2020). Bribery and corruption: Assessing the fairness of the 

Malaysian judicial system. Crime, Law and Social Change, 74, 135–154. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10611-019-09882-1 

  

Mungiu-Pippidi, A. (2017). The quest for good governance: How societies develop  

control of corruption. Cambridge University Press. 

  

North, D. C. (1990). Institutions, institutional change and economic  

performance. Cambridge University Press. 



                                                                                      Journal of Administrative Science 
 Vol.23, Issue 1, 2026, pp.140-159 

Available online at http:jas.uitm.edu.my 

158 

eISSN 2600-9374 

© 2026 Faculty of Administrative Science and Policy Studies, Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Malaysia 

 

 

 

 
  

Nor Farizal Mohammed, Norziana Lokman, Norazida Mohamed, & Norsuhaily Abu  

Bakar. (2024). Exploring anti-corruption education in Malaysian educational 

institutions. Journal of Money Laundering Control, 27(2), 284–299. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/JMLC-02-2023-0037 

  

Nor Raihana Asmar Mohd Noor, & Noorhayati Mansor. (2018). Whistleblowing  

practice in the public sector and internal audit effectiveness. Proceedings of the 

International Conference on Islam and Global Issues (iCIGI). 

http://eprints.unisza.edu.my/id/eprint/1374 

  

Ostrom, E. (1990). Governing the commons: The evolution of institutions for collective  

action. Cambridge University Press. 

  

Persson, A., Rothstein, B., & Teorell, J. (2013). Why anticorruption reforms fail:  

Systemic corruption as a collective action problem. Governance, 26(3), 449–471. 

  

Quah, J. S. T. (2022). Leadership and culture in combating corruption: A comparative  

analysis. Public Administration and Policy: An Asia-Pacific Journal, 25(2), 193–

207. https://doi.org/10.1108/PAP-05-2022-0043 

  

Scott, W. R. (2008). Institutions and organizations: Ideas and interests (3rd ed.). Sage  

Publications. 

  

SelangorKini. (2024, December 3). Ayob Khan: ‘Rasuah punca negara rugi lebih  

RM40 bilion tiap tahun’. https://selangorkini.my/2024/12/ayob-khan-rasuah-

punca-negara-rugi-lebih-rm40-bilion-tiap-tahun/ 

  

Shamsul Amri Baharuddin. (1997). The economic dimension of Malay nationalism:  

The socio-historical roots of the New Economic Policy and its contemporary 

implications. The Developing Economies, 35(3), 240–261. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1746-1049.1997.tb00847.x 

  

Siddiquee, N. A. (2011). Approaches to fighting corruption and managing integrity in  

Malaysia: A critical perspective. Journal of Administrative Science, 8(1), 47–74. 

  



                                                                                      Journal of Administrative Science 
 Vol.23, Issue 1, 2026, pp.140-159 

Available online at http:jas.uitm.edu.my 

159 

eISSN 2600-9374 

© 2026 Faculty of Administrative Science and Policy Studies, Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Malaysia 

 

 

 

 
Siddiquee, N. A., & Zafarullah, H. (2020). Absolute power, absolute venality: The  

politics of corruption and anti-corruption in Malaysia. Public Integrity, 24(1), 1–

17. https://doi.org/10.1080/10999922.2020.1830541 

  

Syed Hussein Alatas. (1968). The sociology of corruption: The nature, function, causes 

 and prevention of corruption. The Other Press. 

  

Syed Hussein Alatas. (1995). Corruption: Its nature, causes and functions. Glower  

Publishing. 

  

The Star. (2022, August 25). When villagers paid for a  

nation. https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/08/25/when-villagers-

paid-for-a-nation 

  

Transparency International. (2023). Corruption perceptions index 2023  

report [PDF]. https://images.transparencycdn.org/images/CPI-2023-Report.pdf 

  

Wan Murshida Wan Murshida, & Mazlena Mohamed. (2019). Combating corruption in 

Malaysia: An analysis of the Anti-Corruption Commission Act 2009 with special 

reference to legal enforcement body. Journal of Administrative Science, 16(2), 

11–26. https://ir.uitm.edu.my/id/eprint/48653 

  

WartaOriental. (2024, August 9). ‘Kalau bos rasuah yang bawah bermaharajalela’ -  

Ayob Khan. https://wartaoriental.com/2024/08/09/kalau-bos-rasuah-yang-

bawah-bermaharajalela-ayob-khan/ 

  

World Bank. (1997). Helping countries combat corruption: The role of the World  

Bank. World Bank. 

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/799831538245192753 

  

Yoonkyung, L. (2019). Articulating inequality in the candlelight protests of 2016– 

2017. https://oak.go.kr/repository/journal/23049/kj_2019_59_01_16.pdf 

  

Yun, Y. (n.d.). Politics, family-run conglomerates, and corruption in South Korea.  

Cornell Policy Review. https://www.cornellpolicyreview.com/politics-family-

run-conglomerates-and-corruption-in-south-korea/?pdf=3507 


