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Dissertation Chapters

“Corruption in Public Good Provision: Measuring Theft and Bribery” (job market pa-
per).

Corruption in the provision of public goods can occur from both the revenue and the expenditure side
— a public official can steal government revenues or receive bribe payments in exchange for spending
those revenues. The marginal rents from theft and those from bribes can cancel each other out because
additional revenues that are stolen are therefore not spent on providing more public goods and services
from which additional bribe payments could have been extracted. Thus, without decomposing total
marginal rents into those from theft and those from bribery, it might appear that there is no change
in corruption, even when the rents from theft have increased. To provide evidence of this, I propose a
structural approach in which the direct effect of government revenues on the public official’s accumulated
wealth measures the marginal rents from theft, while its indirect effect through spending measures the
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marginal rents from bribery. I demonstrate the method using municipal-level data from the Philippines.
Results initially suggest that an increase in government revenues has a negative impact on corruption.
However, decomposition of this effect reveals that higher revenues actually increase marginal rents from
theft, but the foregone spending decreases marginal bribe payments to a sufficiently large extent such
that total marginal corruption decreases.

“Public Goods, Corruption, and the Political Resource Curse”

Does corruption increase or decrease with public goods spending? I develop a model of public good
provision by a rent-seeking political agent who can obtain rents by stealing government revenues and/or
extracting bribes from the private sector in exchange for public goods. I show there is a threshold level
of revenues below which the agent cannot steal, and therefore can obtain rents only from bribes. Higher
revenues unambiguously increase public spending because nothing is stolen, and can decrease corruption
(in the form of bribes) if the marginal social value of the public goods from which the bribes are extracted
is sufficiently high. Above this threshold, the agent can increase her rents by stealing revenues. Revenues
have no effect on public spending, but unambiguously increases corruption (in the form of theft). Hence,
a political resource curse always emerges when resources provide politicians with ‘too much’ revenues —
that is, beyond a threshold level that she could credibly spend on public goods.
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