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How should communicators approach the 
topic of corruption when trying to engage 
broad audiences to support change? Is 
it best to emphasize the damages from 
corruption? Emphasize successes in 
prosecuting some public officials? Focus on 
daily, petty corruption and alternatives to 
these practices?

This brief document summarizes results 
of research undertaken by Topos for the 
Open Society Foundation among the 
general public of North Macedonia, to 
understand how they currently think about 
topics related to corruption, and which 
communications approaches encourage 
regular citizens to engage with the topic 
and support anti-corruption work. 1

The core idea at the heart of the most 
effective communications is the following:

The important added element that makes 
this core idea compelling is one or more 
“success stories”:

Even without a specific focus on 
“corruption,” this type of communication—
organized around a particular takeaway, 
and at least one example that illustrates 
it—puts audiences in a constructive, 
engaged and hopeful frame of mind about 
making government more accountable and 
beneficial, and sets up conversations that 
can include explicit anti-corruption ideas.

Importantly, this approach does not imply 
a favorable view of current government 
practices—instead it is built on the 
premise that there are significant problems 
with government, but that these can be 
successfully addressed.
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Introduction

 1
 Research participants included a diverse group of over 180 Macedonian or Albanian speakers from around the country, who participated in either in-depth 

conversations or online surveys.  

Public systems and institutions  
can and do create the outcomes 
that people of North Macedonia 
want, when citizens effectively 
insist that they do their job well.

Specific public system(s) are 
changing, modernizing, and 
creating important benefits,  
partly because of public  
pressure to do so.
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There are several elements to keep in 
mind here that add up to a checklist for 
effective examples to illustrate the core 
theme.

Success in the real world—Concrete 
success stories are motivating because 
they show that the idea of effective 
government services that benefit 
the public is not a matter of wishing, 
hypotheticals or abstractions. People 
hear too much bad news on the topic 
and tend to be fatalistic and cynical.

Systems/institutions—It is important 
to focus on the successes of institutions 
rather than on individuals. There are 
many traps when people’s focus is on 
individuals and their behavior.

Outcomes people care about—People 
want corruption punished, but they 
are even more interested in things like 
timely healthcare, clean air, fair schools. 
Examples reinforce that all of these 
come from government that operates in 
the public interest.

Role for regular people—People do have  
an active role to play, as leaders of change  
or as crucial supporters.

Manageable challenges—rather than start 
with a focus on government and society  
as a whole.

Modernization—Examples that refer to 
new technologies or new developments, 
for instance, are a source of pride, and also 
reinforce that a generational shift in  
practices is possible.

Checklist



The following examples are similar to 
language that was effective in testing:

New ways of communicating are helping 
Macedonians push government in positive 
directions. In 2014, Gorjan Jovanovski launched 
“AirCare,” an app that shows real-time air 
pollution levels in different regions. As a result, 
thousands of people demanded government 
action, leading to the “Plan for Clean Air.” If 
people get actively involved like this, we can do 
more to make sure government is working in our 
interest, like it is supposed to. We could even 
push for other kinds of changes like, for example, 
how our trials are run, such as ….

The training and professionalism of medical 
workers has been improving in Macedonia. 
Recently, the first heart transplant operation was 
conducted in the country by our own surgeons 
and medical experts. The media likes to highlight 
corruption scandals, but what doesn’t make 
the headlines is recent progress in creating fair, 
effective training and evaluation in our health 
service. Citizens and good government groups 
have pushed hard to make sure medical training 
focuses on medicine—not on distractions like 
political influence and connections. Many other 
Macedonians are pushing for this in their own 
professions as well.
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Sample 
Language



It is also helpful to keep a number 
of points in mind regarding how 
communications can go wrong. 

Powerlessness, negativity, 
disengagement—Citizens of North 
Macedonia tend to feel there is nothing they 
can do about high-level corruption, no matter 
how much they would like to. The problem 
is vast—a perception reinforced by a steady 
stream of news stories emphasizing problems 
but not solutions—which encourages them 
not to engage or act. Communications  
can easily end up reinforcing this negativity.

Politicization—Given the perception of 
rampant public corruption, it is easy for 
people to either believe unsubstantiated 
accusations (“Of course, all politicians are 
corrupt!”) or to discount legitimate problems 
(“Opponents will say anything to gain a 
political advantage!”). This is one reason  
it is important to focus on systems, and  
on successes.

“Success stories” about people being 
punished—can actually confirm people’s 
cynicism about widespread abuse, even if  
one individual gets caught.

A primary focus on the public will—e.g., by 
insisting that people simply need to take back 
the government, or assert their demands—

Challenges and Traps
can lead back to putting blame on the public  
for “allowing” corruption to happen.

Focus on generational change—i.e., the idea 
that younger people want more honest and 
transparent government—can leave many  
feeling there is no role for them, or that history 
will naturally take its course without public effort.

Working against corrupt practices in daily 
life—is ineffective because it doesn’t address  
the problem that people still need to navigate  
these dysfunctional systems.

5Anti-Corruption Messaging: Recommendations Overview



Not simply a “positive” view
The recommended approach here is 
not about insincere or overly optimistic 
stories. Instead, successes convey that 
even in troubled, difficult, discouraging 
times, concerted action can have an 
effect and that there are real ways to 
move forward. Highlighting even small 
successes of citizen-led change—and 
acknowledging the reality that many 
government systems already DO  
produce good outcomes—helps  
create the energy for people to  
resume work on the challenge of  
making sure government does  
what it is supposed to.
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