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What is the best way to talk “effectively” 
with a diverse audience of Americans 
about political corruption? The question 
sounds simple yet presents communicators 
with difficult choices.

Part of the challenge is in the complexity 
of the topic. “Corruption” might relate 
to any level of politics from municipal 
to national, and might involve actions 
from straightforward graft to deeper 
manipulations of the political system, or 
even legal abuses of power. 

There are also multiple different ways 
communications might be helpful—
from boosting trust in government, to 
sharpening people’s sense of the harms 
of corruption, to inoculating against 
cynical election-time accusations. Adding 
to the complexity, prior research has 
demonstrated that talking about the topic 
at all can deepen audiences’ skepticism.

This brief document summarizes findings 
and recommendations from a research 
project exploring current dynamics in 

Americans’ thinking related to political 
corruption, and their responses to different 
communications approaches, one of which 
emerges as the most constructive way 
forward. 1 

We begin with an overview of the chief 
dynamic that makes the topic so  
challenging.
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Introduction

 1
 Research consisted of over 120 in-depth interviews, half conducted by phone with a national sample and half conducted in person in Illinois, Georgia and Colorado. 

An additional 50+ subjects took part in TalkBack testing of messages.



While there are numerous challenges 
inherent in the topic of political corruption, 
the research points to one deep dynamic 
that underlies many or all of them and 
makes communications difficult: a default 
view that everything about government 
is corrupt, in the deep sense that it is 
supposedly one thing, but actually another.

The whole domain of politics and 
government, by its nature, is based on 
falseness and hidden agendas.

We supposedly have a representative 
democracy/republic, but government 
doesn’t actually represent us or work on our 
behalf—it instead consists of elites who act 
in their own interest, or for their cronies, or 
with unknowable agendas. This perceived 
gap between what government is and what 
it is supposed to be means that everything 
about government can be seen as corrupt 
in the deepest sense. Even if they don’t 
believe it literally and fully, Americans easily 
default to a view in which legislative bodies, 
checks and balances, elections, etc., are 
all “for show,” and the supposedly public 
has actually been thoroughly hijacked by 
private interest.

This default starting point for 
communications means that most backfire 
by reinforcing familiar cynicism, alienation, 
and a sense of powerlessness. It makes it 
hard to imagine any possibility of “fixes” 
other than destroying the whole rotten 
system—and who better for that job than 
a reckless strongman? It makes it difficult, 
even pointless, to try to draw distinctions 
between some actors or actions and others, 
or to sort out genuine corruption from 
baseless accusations. 

3

Core Challenge:  
False by Nature
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There is an important missing piece in 
Americans’ thinking, and an effective focus 
for getting them on more constructive 
ground relative to political corruption and 
democratic government.

Importantly, this approach shifts 
attention from a disempowering focus on 
politics and politicians to a much more 
empowering focus on government as 
structures and institutions. People’s default 
focus on individuals (“social cognition”), 
and the partisan competition these 
individuals are engaged in, makes it much 
harder to focus on laws, structures, and 
institutions, where we are more likely to 
find common ground, and where we can 
actually make a positive difference. 

To create this shift, the approach includes 
a key takeaway idea, about “pro-public 
laws”: 2

2 This novel term is a convenient short-hand reference, but also does get traction with audiences.

3 Importantly, the notion of “the People” is problematic in that “government by and for the people” has historically excluded people of color, women, immigrants, 
Native Americans, as well as many others—and many rightly regard the term as exclusive rather than inclusive. Yet even so, there is a core principle that all 
Americans agree on, which is that government should be for all of us, and should be neither a machine for individuals or elites to exploit working Americans, nor a 
machine for white supremacists to exert power over people of color. If all Americans agree that government should benefit all of us, and should not be driven by the 
interests of leaders themselves, the core of the recommended strategy has to do with offering reason to believe that we can move in this direction.

We only have government that works 
for the people when we have the right, 
strong (pro-public) laws/structures that 
guide it in that direction. 
 
… plus a key narrative element that makes 
the takeaway clear and compelling: 
 
“Success stories” that prove how laws, 
structures, policies have led to government 
working on behalf of the people.

It is important for people to recognize 
that we (only) get government that serves 
the people 3 when we take seriously the 
mechanisms for keeping government on 
track. And the best or only way to make 
this idea engaging and plausible is to offer 
stories of proven successes.

Recommended Approach:
Put Strong Pro-Public Laws 
/Structures at the Center
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Examples of how the story can be told

The approach can play out in numerous 
ways and connect to a wide range of more 
specific topics communicators may wish to 
address. The following are a few illustrative 
examples.

Expressing the core takeaway:

When we have strong pro-public laws, 
we can make sure elected officials are 
working in our interest …

When we make and enforce strong pro-
public rules, we can keep government 
on track doing what we need …

Boston used to be famously corrupt, 
but now ranks as one of the cleanest, 
best-run cities in the country. What 
happened? Massachusetts has been 
enacting laws that places like Chicago 
haven’t …

Americans are aware of the laws that 
govern how we the public behave, but 
are usually less aware of the “governing 
laws” that determine how government 
operates, to keep it working in our 
interest. When we keep our eye on the 
ball, these rules can make sure things 
are done right. For example … [insert 
success story]

If we are really interested in “draining 
the swamp,” we do it by creating 
the laws and processes that keep 
government on track, serving our 
interest. And rules like these can work! 
[insert success story]
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Examples of pro-public laws and 
mechanisms that are helpful to mention:

One key idea is that government 
decisions have to get an extra strict 
review if they benefit any large political 
donors or legislators themselves. 
Another is that people who regulate 
specific industries can’t have ties to 
those industries.

Other effective pro-public laws are 
about things like full transparency for 
all meetings and communications, or 
protecting whistleblowers who report 
on wrongdoing.

In Massachusetts it’s a crime to accept 
a gift of more than $50—or to vote 
on issues where you have a conflict of 
interest.

State X has an “open checkbook” 
website where all state spending and 
purchasing information is available, and 
an “open meetings law” giving citizens 
and journalists a real view into how 
decisions get made.

Application to specific topics/issues:

One of the candidates in the upcoming 
election has stood up for the pro-public 
laws like an “open checkbook” rule that 
helps us make sure our government is 
working on behalf of you and me. The 
other candidate has ignored, or wants 
to weaken them …
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Good laws and procedures help 
protect the public when public 
leaders move into the business 
world, or vice versa. In case a 
former official is tempted to use his 
connections in government to get 
good deals for his new business, 
we have laws about transparency, 
and about who gets to be part of 
decision-making processes. When we 
follow it right, the system works:  
For instance …

Some of our most important laws for 
keeping government on track have 
to do with how voting and elections 
work, so we get representatives who 
prioritize what we the people need. 
For example, voting districts should 
be mapped in ways that give every 
community the voice and power it 
deserves. People should choose their 
representatives, not the other way 
around!  Insisting on requirements 
for fair districting can really work, as 
in …

To deal with a major challenge like 
the COVID virus, we need good 
leaders AND rules that guide 
government in the right directions. 
This means guidelines to make sure 
scientists and health experts are at 
the center of all decision-making, 
that information flows freely, and 
that the needs of all Americans must 
be taken into account. If we have 
rules like these in place, we can 
ensure that workers in all industries 
have safe conditions, that vaccines 
are eventually made available in  

all communities at little or no cost,  
and so forth.

A number of other tested approaches can 
lead to pushback or can even backfire. A 
main focus on “taking back government” 
can end up promoting a form of toxic 
populism, and support for measures like 
cracking down on immigrants. An emphasis 
on watchdogs and whistleblowers can feel 
inadequate to the fundamental problem, 
and reinforces an emphasis on individuals 
rather than structures. An emphasis on 
the Founders’ approach to ensuring good 
government can feel irrelevant in the 21st 
Century, and can trigger pushback based 
on slaveholding. A focus on individuals who 
have been caught and punished reinforces 
the image of rampant dishonesty. 

In the end, the recommended focus offers 
communicators the opportunity to create 
an engaged, hopeful conversation about 
government that serves the people. And it 
offers the public a role in shaping how that 
government works and what it prioritizes. 
Importantly, although this conversation 
begins with the effort to combat 
corruption, it serves as a foundation for a 
more far-reaching project with respect to 
the future of our collective work together 
through the public sector.

Finally, it is important to look more closely 
at the idea of “the people.” The term can 
be problematic in that “government by and 
for the people” has historically excluded 
people of color, women, immigrants, 
Native Americans, and others—and many 
rightly regard it as exclusive rather than 
inclusive. On the other hand, the current 
research establishes that Americans, 
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including Whites as well as people of color, 
agree in principle that government should 
be for all of us, and should be neither 
a machine for elites to exploit working 
Americans, nor for white supremacists to 
exert power over people of color. That 
is, the idea of “pro-public” laws and 
procedures—for keeping government 
on track serving the public—successfully 
backgrounds divisive racial dynamics and 
emphasizes a more unifying picture of the 
public interest. Nonetheless, research must 
continue to tease out the ways in which 
racial dynamics influence policy debates, 
and to identify ways of grappling with 
these dynamics in the interest of progress 
towards equity.
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