public administration and development
Public Admin. Dev. (2013)
Published online in Wiley Online Library
(wileyonlinelibrary.com) DOI: 10.1002/pad.1644

DANGER ZONES OF CORRUPTION: HOW MANAGEMENT OF THE
MINISTERIAL BUREAUCRACY AFFECTS CORRUPTION RISKS IN POLAND
PAUL HEYWOOD1 AND JAN-HINRIK MEYER-SAHLING2*
2

1
University of Nottingham, UK
University of Nottingham, School of Politics and International Relations, UK

SUMMARY
This article examines the relationship between management of the ministerial bureaucracy and the risk of high-level corruption
in Poland. Four danger zones of corruption in the ministerial bureaucracy are distinguished, comprising the personalisation of
appointments, the emergence of multiple dependencies, the screening capacity of the personnel system and the incentive of
bureaucrats to develop a reputation of honesty and competence. Empirically, the article investigates the case of Poland from
1997 until 2007 and sets the ﬁndings in a comparative East Central European perspective. The article shows that corruption risks
in the ministerial bureaucracy increased in most but not all danger zones after 2001 and, in particular, during the period of the
centre-right governments that were in ofﬁce between 2005 and 2007. The increase in corruption risks is reﬂected in Poland’s
deteriorating corruption record during the same period. The conclusion discusses the ﬁndings with regard to alternative causes
of corruption and the relationship between civil service professionalisation and corruption in other East Central European
countries. Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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INTRODUCTION
Over recent years, corruption has been at the centre of public debate in Poland. The political and media attention
reﬂects several high-proﬁle corruption scandals that have shaken the political system and parts of the political elite1
(Pitera, 2006, Walecki, 2007). This, although, is somewhat at odds with an initial assessment that emerged from the
World Bank. Its study in 2000, Anticorruption in Transition A Contribution to the Policy Debate, suggested that
the form of transition in Poland—built around social consensus, cross-party leadership, a vibrant media and strong
skills in public administration—‘placed certain limits on the extent to which state capture and administrative
corruption could emerge’ (World Bank, 2000: 30). Corruption was still a major concern, but Poland appeared
consistently at the lower end of the scale in the Bank’s comparative typological index of patterns of corruption
across Eastern Europe.2
Despite World Bank projections, the problem of corruption in Poland has grown in recent years. There are
strong grounds for concern that ‘state capture’ (i.e. the buying of legislation) has remained a real and present danger
*Correspondence to: J. Meyer-Sahling, University of Nottingham, School of Politics and International Relations, Nottingham, UK.
E-mail: J.Meyer-sahling@nottingham.ac.uk
1
Most notably, ‘Rywingate’ that involved the attempt in 2002 by leading ﬁlm producer, Lew Rywin, to bribe Adam Michnik, the editor of
Poland’s most popular newspaper, Gazeta Wyborcza, to alter a draft bill that would have prevented the paper’s parent company from expanding
into television broadcasting. The affair badly damaged the credibility of the Democratic Left Alliance (SLD) and helped provide a stimulus to
the Law and Justice Party (PiS) of the Kaczyński twins. Shortly afterwards, ‘Orlengate’ emerged as another major scandal, this time surrounding
the privatisation of the state-owned oil company, PKN Orlen.
2
More speciﬁcally, the aggregate index was based upon the risks posed by state capture, individuals, groups or ﬁrms that inﬂuence the formation
of laws and government policies to their own ends, and administrative corruption, the intentional distortion of existing laws to provide advantages to state or non-state actors.
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in contemporary Polish politics. Recent research has highlighted the sheer number of scandals, especially statebusiness and Ministerial level corruption (McManus-Czubinska et al., 2004, Schoenman, 2005). This escalation
of corruption—despite an apparent ‘limit’ in the Polish case—calls for reﬂection on how we analyse the issue.
The very same World Bank study (2000: 15) cautions that ‘the typology cannot replace the critical role that
individual country studies should play in identifying the extent and nature of the corruption problem’. To address
such concerns, this article proposes an empirical and methodological shift, focusing on the management of the
Ministerial Bureaucracy, not as a means to establish direct causal links but instead to explore potential issues that
lie behind corruption.3
Research has identiﬁed quality of bureaucracy as a key determinant of corruption. In newly industrialising
countries, it seems the more politicised (as opposed to meritocratic) a country’s bureaucratic staff, the higher
the risk of public sector corruption (Tanzi, 1998, Evans and Rauch, 1999). These claims are especially relevant
for the new European Union (EU) member states of East Central Europe (ECE), where corruption has been
widespread since the collapse of communism (Miller et al., 2000, Hellman et al., 2003, Krastev, 2004, World
Bank, 2006). Although politicisation has been identiﬁed as a characteristic feature of post-communist states
(see Kopecky, 2006, O’Dwyer, 2006, Grzymala-Busse, 2007, Meyer-Sahling and Veen, 2012), little attention
has been paid to the speciﬁc relationship between the management of the bureaucracy and corruption in new
members of the EU.
This article therefore investigates the relationship between the management of the ministerial bureaucracy and
corruption in Poland and sets its ﬁndings in a comparative ECE perspective. Poland is a paradigmatic case, in that
the discrepancy between the expected post-communist trajectory and the actual record of controlling corruption
was pronounced (cf. World Bank, 2000). We compare the link between bureaucracy and corruption during three
periods: the centre-right Buzek government from 1997 to 2001, the centre-left Miller and Belka governments
between 2001 and 2005, and the centre-right Marcinkiewicz and Kaczynski governments led by PiS from 2005
to the autumn of 2007. We deliberately begin our analysis in the second half of the 1990s, after the initial posttransition period of political, economic and institutional ﬂux. This focus also means that common determinants
of corruption such as cultural and social variables, type of political regime and key political institutions such as
the electoral system and the powers of the president remained stable (Raciborski and Wiatr, 2005). The same
applies to important aspects of public administration. Decentralisation reforms, for instance, were implemented
during the Buzek government with no major changes thereafter (Kulesza, 2002). The period under study also
coincides with the beginning of Europeanisation by conditionality (Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, 2005), as
the EU agreed to open negotiations in 1997 for Polish membership.
The analysis is based on over 50 interviews with current and former senior ofﬁcials, former ministers,
Members of Parliament (MPs) and observers from academe, the media and non-governmental organisations.
Interviewees were drawn from different ministries, different levels in the hierarchy and all governments that
held ofﬁce between 1997 and 2007. In addition, we examined formal-legal documents and engaged in media
content analyses of the Polish dailies, Gazeta Wyborcza and Rzeczpospolita. Finally, we collected quantitative data from the former Civil Service Ofﬁce and the Prime Minister’s Ofﬁce on staff numbers in senior
ranks of the ministerial bureaucracy.
The remainder of this article consists of three parts. The ﬁrst develops the concept of corruption danger
zones in the management of the ministerial bureaucracy. The second investigates corruption risks in Poland
in each danger zone over three periods. The third discusses Poland’s corruption record and explores its relationship to the management of the ministerial bureaucracy. The conclusion discusses these ﬁndings in relation
to other potential causes of corruption, identifying the management of the bureaucracy as an important determinant of Poland’s recent corruption record. We relate these ﬁndings to more general evidence of a link
between the professionalisation of the civil service and problems of public sector corruption in the new
member states of ECE.
3

Such an approach is in line with the recent call for a more reﬂexive account of the human factor in corruption studies, which was the theme of a
recent special issue of Public Administration and Development (Collins and Doig, 2012).
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DANGER ZONES OF CORRUPTION AND MANAGEMENT OF THE MINISTERIAL BUREAUCRACY
The dominant approach to analysing the causes of corruption tends to test correlations between systemic, economic
and/or political input variables, on the one hand, and indices that rank perceptions of corruption on the other.
However, this approach rarely examines the causal mechanisms themselves. Given the nature of corruption, it is
very difﬁcult (even impossible) to investigate precise causal mechanisms by means of tracing given corrupt acts
back to particular institutional arrangements, the constellation of actors or the incentives and identities of individuals. The presence of causal mechanisms must therefore remain implicit but, as we argue in this article, can be
inferred with reasonable plausibility through our analysis of corruption risks.
To complicate matters further, potentially contradictory mechanisms of corruption may apply to the same
variable. For instance, state decentralisation is often associated with enhanced competition between administrative
units and thus is claimed to lower incentives for non-central units to engage in corrupt activities (Fjeldstad, 2004).
By contrast, an alternative view emphasises the lengthening of the ‘chain of delegation’ from the central
government to local administrative units and, in consequence, the creation of more opportunities for public sector
corruption (Pranad and Mookherjee, 2005, Freille et al., 2007). To understand properly the relationship between
state decentralisation and corruption, we should seek evidence of each of the mechanisms, as they may reinforce
each other—but they may also balance each other and reduce the overall risk of corruption associated with a
particular variable.
This article’s methodological approach applies this logic to analysing corruption risks in the ministerial bureaucracy, particularly risks associated with the management of senior staff. In contrast to much of the literature, we
‘unpack’ the bureaucracy variable across a variety of corruption mechanisms. The points where these mechanisms
apply are equivalent to ‘danger zones of corruption’. Subsequently, we investigate and compare the extent to which
conditions for the emergence of different mechanisms of corruption are present. This allows us to construct a more
comprehensive picture of the vulnerability of the ministerial bureaucracy to corrupt activities.
Four danger zones of corruption are especially relevant for the management of ministerial staff:
1. Personal versus impersonal exchange relations. In the wider debate on the causes of corruption, some argue
that plurality electoral systems allow for the emergence of personalised networks, transactions and exchange
relations, which, in turn, provide conditions for corruption (Golden, 2003, Chang and Golden, 2007). Others
link personal exchange relations and corruption to low levels of development: in more developed societies,
with higher levels of education, there is a greater role for impersonal, formal rules as assumed by Weber’s
rationalisation thesis (Huntington, 1968).
In regard to the management of the ministerial bureaucracy, personalisation is related to the reach of politicians
into the bureaucracy and hence the depth of politicisation. The appointment of public ofﬁcials by ministers or
other politicians inevitably includes some kind of ‘personal’ element, as opposed to appointments being made
on an impersonal, rule-bound basis, as would be the norm in a ‘de’-politicised personnel system.
2. Mutual dependencies or multiple principals. Both the corruption literature and the principal-agent literature
on executive politics emphasise the dangers these situations generate (McNollgast et al., 1987, Klitgaard,
1988). The ‘multiple principals’ argument assumes that the potential for agency losses increases if an agent
has two principals who disagree, thereby allowing the agent room for discretion and thus the potential for
corruption. Similarly, the mutual dependency argument suggests that ofﬁcials with links to more than one
principal or, especially, direct and close contacts to outside interests may be subjected to improper inﬂuence
in the policy-making process.
For the management of ministerial staff, questions of single versus multiple dependencies relate to both the
selection process and career pathways of senior ofﬁcials. It makes a difference to ofﬁcials’ dependencies if a
minister or some independent civil service agency is responsible for their appointment: it can be assumed
that the intervention of outsiders diverts ofﬁcials’ sense of accountability away from the minister principal
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as much as it creates corruption risks owing to the emergence of ‘multiple principals’ constellations. Dependence on others can also be assumed to increase when senior ofﬁcials have special contacts with client
groups, for instance, because they have worked in the private sector prior to their appointment. The risks
stemming from multiple dependencies are therefore lower in classic career bureaucracies.
3. Screening mechanisms. An obvious danger zone of corruption concerns the extent to which recruitment
screening is able to detect potentially dishonest ofﬁcials and deter them from applying in the ﬁrst place.
The role of screening mechanisms has been researched by Evans and Rauch (1999) whose study of newly
industrialising countries ﬁnds merit recruitment systems are positively correlated with lower levels of
corruption. In addition, formal examination and qualiﬁcation procedures may help raise the competence
levels among ofﬁcials. This in turn may have a positive inﬂuence on the quality of public sector regulation,
identiﬁed as another important cause of corruption (Tanzi, 1998).
An additional logic concerns the positive effect of competition. In relation to elections, competition between
political parties may generate incentives to monitor each other so that corrupt parties will subsequently be
punished at the polls. The logic of monitoring induced by political competition is at the centre of studies
of the politicisation of the post-communist state (O’Dwyer, 2006, Grzymala-Busse, 2007; for a critique,
see Gwiazda, 2008). We assume, therefore, that corruption risks are related to the procedures and professional standards required to join the ministerial bureaucracy, as well as the extent to which appointments
are subject to effective competition.
4. Incentives to develop reputations for honesty. The logic here derives from the argument that presidential
systems, especially when combined with term limits, are more prone to corruption than parliamentary
systems because the impossibility of re-election generates a mentality of ‘I don’t care what comes after
the end of my term’ (Kunicova, 2006). Shorter time horizons for incumbents thus reduce the incentive to
develop a reputation for honesty and competence that could pay off at later stages of their career. For the
management of the ministerial bureaucracy, this implies that permanent tenure provides an incentive for
ofﬁcials to develop a positive reputation, whereas short terms in ofﬁce, uncertainty and the lack of safety nets
can be expected to raise corruption risks.
By comparing the corruption risks built into each danger zone, we see the relative importance of different
mechanisms for actual corruption in the public sector. Each danger zone relies on a different kind of indicator that
seeks to represent its main features as reliably as possible (Table 1).
To assess the risk resulting from personal exchange relations, we examine the formal-legal reach of politicians
into the bureaucracy and the actual proportion of appointments that can be associated with politicians. Corruption
risks are highest if there is no regulation such as a civil service law that formally classiﬁes the top layers of the
ministerial bureaucracy as non-political and if all ofﬁcials in the ministerial bureaucracy are de facto political
appointments. By contrast, corruption risks are lowest if appointment decisions in the ministerial bureaucracy
Table 1. Danger zones of corruption and empirical evaluation strategy
Danger zone of corruption
Personalisation of personnel policy
Multiple dependencies of senior ofﬁcials
Screening capacity of personnel system
Incentive to build reputation of honesty and competence
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Evaluation strategy
Depth of politicisation (formal-legal reach and number
of political appointments)
Career background of senior ofﬁcials
Selection process
Professional standards
Examination system
Competition for senior positions
Practice of dismissals—time in ofﬁce
Careers after departure from the ministries

Public Admin. Dev. (2013)
DOI: 10.1002/pad

CORRUPTION RISKS IN POLAND

are de-personalised by administrative rules and procedures, which implies that legislation prevents politicians from
interfering with the stafﬁng of the ministerial bureaucracy. The same logic of establishing a scale from high to low
corruption risks applies to the other danger zones. In reality, it is likely that corruption risks are located between the
two extreme ends of the scale, which nonetheless provides the opportunity to conduct relative risk assessments
within danger zones, within countries and across countries.
CORRUPTION RISKS AND THE MANAGEMENT OF THE MINISTERIAL BUREAUCRACY IN POLAND
In this section, we examine corruption risks built into the management of senior personnel in the Polish ministerial
bureaucracy, according to the four danger zones identiﬁed earlier.
Personal versus impersonal exchange relationships
To analyse the personalisation of senior appointments, we compared the formal-legal framework with actual
practice, paying particular attention to the number of posts that are ‘political’ in order to identify the reach of
politicians into the ministerial bureaucracy. The analysis shows that corruption risks increased between 2001
and 2007, in particular, after the civil service reform of 2006. This allowed formal politicisation to reach ﬁve levels
down the ministerial hierarchy, affecting more than 1000 senior posts. By contrast, between 1997 and 2001,
corruption risks had been reduced under the civil service reform implemented by the Buzek government. The
personalisation push is particularly evident in formal-legal procedures, although the extent of change has been
more modest when assessing actual turnover in the ministerial bureaucracy.
Between 1997 and 2007, the formal-legal position of deputy ministers and members of ministerial cabinets
remained unchanged, but the position of the three types of directors was changed in 1999 and again in 2006. In Poland,
deputy ministers and members of ministerial cabinets are routinely regarded as political appointments, their nomination and dismissal regulated by the 1996 Government Act. Deputy ministers are appointed by the premier on the
recommendation of the relevant minister. They are automatically dismissed when the government’s term of ofﬁce ends
but may be re-appointed under its successor. Ministerial cabinet members are unilaterally appointed by ministers. They
can be removed at any time and their term automatically ends when the minister resigns or is dismissed.
Between 1999 and 2006, directors-general, directors of departments and deputy directors were members of the
permanent civil service. Before 1999, they occupied what can at best be called a grey area. The 1996 Civil Service
Act had classiﬁed directors as non-political, permanent civil servants. However, the implementation of the law was
suspended when the Buzek government took ofﬁce in 1997, on the grounds that the outgoing government had
abused the law by turning (at least some) political appointees into permanent civil servants. A revised law was
introduced in mid-1999.
The legal status of the three types of directors changed again in 2006 after a new Civil Service Act was introduced by
the PiS-led government. The new law formally designated directors-general, directors of departments and their deputies
as political appointees and also established a so-called ‘state stafﬁng pool’ encompassing all persons eligible for appointment to high-ranking positions. Appointments to these positions were explicitly seen as a political prerogative.4
Thus, after the 2006 reform, head of unit became the highest-ranking regular civil service position. The appointment of heads of units is subject to ministerial regulation. Ofﬁcially the responsibility of the director-general, in
practice, decisions are usually devolved to directors of departments. The increasing politicisation of directorsgeneral and directors of departments, together with the vague appointment procedure, suggests that the appointment
of heads of units also became subject to politicisation pressures.
In formal-legal terms, the 2006 reform meant that the number of positions subject to political appointment quadrupled to more than 1000.5 Until 2006, the Civil Service Ofﬁce had managed the register of directors-general,
directors of departments and deputy directors. Thereafter, the task was assumed by a new department responsible
4

The Tusk government rescinded the law on the state stafﬁng pool in 2008.
On the basis of each ministry having around ﬁve to six deputy ministers, and ministerial cabinets being staffed by an average of ﬁve advisors
(actual numbers of course vary between ministries).

5
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Figure 1. Number of appointments to deputy minister positions.

for the new state stafﬁng pool. On the eve of the civil service reform in October 2006, the head count for directors
appointed to ministerial positions stood at 852.6 Given that the overall number of employees in the central
government ministries was just over 10 000 in 2007, it follows that roughly 10 per cent of the appointments were
subject to potential personalisation, all located at the very top of the ministerial apparatus.
Although these numbers are striking, especially when compared with the politicisation of the ministerial
bureaucracy in Western Europe (see Peters and Pierre, 2004, Page and Wright, 2007), in practice, not all these
appointments were political. In fact, appointment patterns after new governments took ofﬁce in 1997; 2001 and
2005 suggest that the personalisation shift was much more gradual and less dramatic than implied by the
formal-legal changes introduced during the same period. Data from the Prime Minister’s Ofﬁce indicate that the
number of deputy ministers newly appointed within 6–12 months after a change of government increased by
around 30 per cent between 1997 and 2005 (Figure 1). Most of the increase took place after the formation of
the Miller government in 2001. Yet, the actual turnover among deputy ministers was very high after all three
changes of government, estimated at around 90 per cent.
At the three director levels, the proportion of new appointments was typically lower than for deputy ministers.
Estimates by former ofﬁcials of the Civil Service Ofﬁce suggest that 75 per cent of directors-general were replaced
after the change of government in 2005, at least 50 per cent of directors of departments, and approximately 30 to 40
per cent of deputy directors. The turnover is estimated to have been lower in 1997, but it was at a similar level after
the change of government in 2001 (Czaputowicz, 2005, Majcherkiewicz, no date).
The high turnover among directors in 2001 was facilitated by an important amendment to the civil service law
passed by the Miller government. The amendment—the notorious Article 144a—allowed the government to ﬁll
positions at director level on a temporary basis with people who were not nominated civil servants, and without
a competitive appointment procedure.7 These temporary appointments were so-called ‘acting managers’. As a
consequence, director positions remained ofﬁcially within the scope of the civil service, but through Article
144a, the Miller government had opened the backdoor for the personalisation of appointments to director positions.
The practice of appointing ‘acting managers’ continued under the PiS-led governments after 2005. Data from
the former Civil Service Ofﬁce indicate that in 2006, just before the implementation of the civil service reform,
over 60 per cent of all directors were ‘acting managers’, most of them political appointees (Figure 2). The main
6
The overall number of directors also remained relatively stable between 2007, dropping below 750 for a short while in 2002 but then returning
to a level above 800 positions.
7
The 2001 amendment of the civil service law received considerable criticism from the EU Commission and the SIGMA-OECD group (SIGMA,
2003). For discussion of the implications of EU accession for the Polish civil service, see Czaputowicz (2002).
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Figure 2. Acting managers versus true vacancies at the ministries, October 2006.

difference between the centre-left Miller and Belka governments and the centre-right Marcinkiewiecz and
Kaczynski governments concerns the frequency of turnover. The two small coalition partners of the centre-right
PiS, Samoobrona and the LPR, not only made relatively more appointments but also reached further down into
the ministries under their control. As they were in the coalition for only a short period between 2006 and 2007,
some ministries were subject to extensive personnel changes up to four times in just over 2 years.
In sum, corruption risks, as measured by the personalisation of senior appointments, remained high during the
three periods under review. This ﬁnding resonates closely with the Gwiazda’s (2008) study of party patronage in
Poland. However, when comparing across time, the potential for personalisation was reduced during the period of
the Buzek government. From 2001 onwards, the personalisation of appointments grew again, reaching a new peak
during the government changes of 2005–2007.
Mutual dependencies or multiple principals
We evaluated this danger zone by examining the career pathways of ofﬁcials and the decision-making processes that
led to their appointment. In contrast to the personalisation of appointments, corruption risks in this area declined
between 1997 and 2007, in particular, after 2006. However, as we shall see, such a conclusion requires qualiﬁcation.
The legal restrictions on the choice of recruitment for deputy ministers and for members of ministerial cabinets
remained unchanged between 1997 and 2007. Apart from standard incompatibility rules for holding public ofﬁce,
there are basically no restrictions for these posts. By contrast, the legal restrictions on recruitment channels for
directors changed in 1999, 2001 and 2006, being largely lifted in 2001 and further loosened in 2006. The 1999 civil
service law had stipulated that director positions were reserved for so-called ‘nominated civil servants’, who in
contrast to civil service employees, are tenured, have undergone a preparatory service of at least 2 years and passed
through a formal examination and qualiﬁcation procedure.8 An important and select group, nominated civil
servants currently make up some 5 per cent of the entire bureaucracy. Civil service employees are also subject
to the civil service law, but important aspects of their employment relationship, such as dismissal rules, are
regulated by the general labour code.
The restriction of director positions to nominated civil servants after 1999 implied that outside recruits had
effectively no access to these positions. However, the 2001 introduction of temporary acting managers opened
the way to recruiting non-nominated civil servants from virtually any background. The 2006 reform of the civil
8
Graduates of the National School of Public Administration (KSAP) are an exception, in that they automatically gain a status as nominated civil
servant once they are employed at a civil service institution.
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service merely formalised this state of affairs, suggesting that 2001 was a more important date for this danger zone
than the 2005 change of government or the 2006 reform of the civil service.
The ‘practice’ of appointments to the ministerial bureaucracy has, however, moved in the opposite direction.
Although it was common during the Buzek, Miller and Belka governments to ﬁnd many deputy ministers and,
to a lesser extent, directors appointed from academe and the private sector, such channels were less typical during
the PiS-led governments between 2005 and 2007. Instead, PiS tended to promote senior ofﬁcials within the
ministerial bureaucracy. Many appointees came from other public administration institutions such as agencies,
the regional and local administrations, and, more speciﬁcally, the Warsaw municipality and the National Audit
Ofﬁce (NIK). Thus, even if the possibilities for outside recruitment remained very extensive, actual outside
dependencies declined during the PiS-led governments.
In relation to decision-making processes for the selection of senior staff, the potential for divided loyalties also
decreased under the PiS-led governments. Procedures for the selection of deputy ministers and ministerial cabinet
members remained unchanged, the former being ofﬁcially appointed by the prime minister on the recommendation
of the minister. In practice, ministers enjoy signiﬁcant discretion in choosing deputy ministers but have to take into
account the constraints resulting from coalition government. Deputy minister positions are allocated on the basis of
proportionality following negotiations between the coalition partners. In consequence, it is commonplace for the
minister to be from one of the governing parties and at least one of the deputy ministers from another. Moreover,
leading ministers, such as ﬁnance, tend to push for the appointment of deputy ministers who can act as de facto
delegates in other ministries. Ministers’ control over their senior staff is therefore inevitably limited, in that deputy
ministers may have divided accountabilities towards their minister, other ministers, the prime minister as well as
‘their’ party and ‘their’ MPs.
Selection procedures for directors did undergo important changes. The 1999 Civil Service Act stipulated that
directors are chosen through formal competition. Although the prime minister was responsible for the actual
appointment of directors, the head of the civil service had the right to appoint more members of the selection panel
and therefore inﬂuenced the outcomes. There was thus considerable potential for directors to develop multiple
dependencies towards the head of the civil service, the prime minister, ministers and also direct superiors such
as deputy ministers and directors-general. It should be noted that the objective of the selection procedure was to
help integrate the senior civil service and contribute to government cohesion.
The 2001 amendment of the civil service law weakened this model because the possibility of appointing temporary acting managers effectively marginalised the head of the civil service in the selection process. Ultimately,
both the civil service ofﬁce and the position of head of civil service were abolished in the 2006 reform.9 The
potential for multiple dependencies of directors therefore declined thanks to the delegation of appointment and
selection powers to ministers. Our interviews indicate that, in practice, ministers tend to delegate appointment
powers to their deputy ministers, resulting in a streamlining of the chains of delegation in the ministerial
bureaucracy. However, the price may have been a fragmentation of the ministerial bureaucracy and even individual
ministries, with loyalties established along departmental and, sometimes, coalition party lines. In sum, corruption
risks from multiple dependencies were generally high between 1997 and 2007, but the trend in this danger zone
moved towards fewer risks during the PiS-led governments, particularly after the 2006 civil service reform.
Screening mechanisms
The screening capacity of the personnel system improved under the Buzek government, mainly after the implementation of the 1999 Civil Service Act but worsened in 2001 and again in 2006—largely the result of lowering
professional standards for entry, hollowing-out the examination procedure at director level and ambiguities
surrounding competition for senior appointments.
The screening of deputy ministers and members of ministerial cabinets was rudimentary and remained
unchanged between 1997 and 2007. By contrast, the screening of directors changed considerably. The 1999 Civil
9

The minister in charge of the Prime Minister’s Ofﬁce formally became the new head of the civil service.
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Service Act envisaged a system based on high professional standards, thorough examination and effective competition. Because the director posts were reserved for nominated civil servants, the implication was that candidates
had satisﬁed appropriate qualiﬁcation criteria. Vacancies were publicly advertised and the appointment process
included oral and written exams. In terms of preventing corruption risks, the 1999 reform created a screening
system that was, at least on paper, largely exemplary.
The option to appoint temporary acting managers in 2001 made it possible for directors to avoid going through
the formal procedure. Many acting managers later applied to gain a ‘normal’ appointment, leveraging their
experience on the job in the competition against other candidates. The fairness of the competition was thus
seriously undermined. Yet, in regard to corruption mechanisms, the ex post screening of directors should still be
seen as better than the absence of any screening mechanisms.
The 2006 reform further watered down the screening capacity of the system. Directors were taken out of the
scope of the civil service and transferred into the state stafﬁng pool. In theory, membership of the state stafﬁng pool
meant having to pass a one-day examination at the National School of Public Administration. However, the
Kaczynski government did not apply these rules to its own appointees to director positions, a large proportion
of whom had never passed any exam. Figure 2 gives an indication of ofﬁcials in post who were admitted to the
state stafﬁng pool without having taken even the one-day entry exam. By 2006, the system’s screening capacity
had largely collapsed. From the perspective of corruption risks, this danger zone underwent a sharper deterioration
than the others, as risks shifted from a relatively low level during the second half of the Buzek government to a high
level after 2006.
Incentives to develop reputations for honesty
This danger zone also saw a decline in corruption risks between 1997 and 2001, followed by an increase from 2001
onwards and especially after the 2006 civil service reform. We examined the rules and procedures governing the
dismissal of senior ofﬁcials, turnover rates, restrictions on employment after leaving the ministerial bureaucracy
and the kind of jobs ofﬁcials secured after their departure (cf. Kudrycka (1999) who discusses a range of
regulations that inﬂuence incentives for Polish political ofﬁcials and civil servants to build reputations of honesty
and ethical behaviour).
There were no changes in the formal rules for deputy ministers and members of ministerial cabinets between
1997 and 2007. Deputy ministers can be dismissed at any time, and as seen previously, they rarely survive a change
of government. Given high government turnover in Poland—12 administrations between 1989 and 2007—the time
horizon of deputy ministers is inevitably short. In fact, data from the Prime Minister’s Ofﬁce indicate that deputy
ministers rarely manage to serve a four-year term. However, there are no speciﬁc restrictions on the kind of
employment deputy ministers can pursue after leaving a ministry. For members of ministerial cabinets, the
situation is similar.
For directors-general, directors of departments and deputy directors, there were important changes with regard
to job protection between 1997 and 2007. The 1998 Civil Service Act stipulated that directors would retain their
status as tenured and nominated civil servants, even if removed from a given department. However, those
appointed under the 2001 amendment as acting managers lacked such protection and were therefore subject to
signiﬁcant job insecurity. The 2006 reform reinforced this situation: director positions became political appointments through the state stafﬁng pool and could be dismissed at any time. Moreover, nominated civil servants
had ofﬁcially to take leave of absence from the civil service when appointed to a directorship, although their civil
service status was reinstated when their appointment ended. Directors who were not nominated civil servants were
therefore again subject to the largest degree of insecurity.
It is more difﬁcult to track the careers of appointees after they left the ministerial bureaucracy. Evidence from
personal interviews suggests that many deputy ministers intended to pursue a political career after their dismissal.
For directors and deputy directors who are not nominated civil servants, political careers after leaving the
ministerial bureaucracy are less common. Anecdotal evidence from interviews following the change of government
in 2007 suggests that deputy ministers and directors used the period between the elections and the formation of the
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new government to secure jobs in other public sector institutions, such as the central bank and the audit ofﬁce.
Whilst the private sector was a less typical recruitment ground during the period of the PiS-led governments, it
certainly remained an attractive arena after leaving the ministries, in particular, for younger appointees. Taken
together, the corruption risks in this danger zone were always relatively high, but they decreased between 1997
and 2001 and increased again thereafter.

Comparing danger zones
The analysis of the four danger zones indicates that, generally, corruption risks in the Polish ministerial bureaucracy decreased during the Buzek government (1997–2001) from a very high level to an intermediate level,
increased during the Miller and Belka governments (2001–2005) and further rose during the Marcinkiewiecz and
Kaczynski governments (2005–2007) back to a fairly high level. In addition to government alternations, the important
turning points were the implementation of the 1998 Civil Service Act, the 2001 amendment of the civil service law,
and the 2006 civil service reform. However, it should be noted that the general risk level was relatively high throughout
most of the period under study. The variation between the three periods should therefore not be overstated.
The four danger zones show different trends during the 10 years. The screening capacity of the personnel system
showed the clearest trend from a relatively low level of risk during the second half of the Buzek government to a
relatively high level of risk during the Marcinkiewiecz and Kaczynski governments. The danger zones addressing
the personalisation of appointments and the incentive of ofﬁcials to build reputations of honesty also showed a
negative trend. The danger zone referring to corruption risks resulting from multiple dependencies contradicts
the general trend, in that the risk level decreased. But again, problems of multiple dependencies did not disappear
in the Polish ministerial bureaucracy but were merely reduced from a high level. Overall, our analysis therefore
suggests that actual corruption in Poland should have been expected to decline at some point after 1998, followed
by an increase at some point after 2001 and a further escalation after 2005/2006.

CORRUPTION IN POLAND
The World Bank’s data on control of corruption provides a useful starting point for a consideration of the depth of
corruption in Poland between 1997 and 2007. The control of corruption ‘measures the extent to which public power
is exercised for private gain, including petty and grand forms of corruption, as well as “capture” of the state by
elites and private interests’. There are signiﬁcant caveats that need to be considered when interpreting the data;
however, it provides a useful ‘ballpark’ indicator of trends (see Table 2, where cells in italic show a worse score
compared with the previous years and cells in bold an improved one). Precise interpretation of scores are
impossible, but anything below a score of 80 could be taken as indicating that corruption is a problem, and a score
below 60 would suggest that it is a major issue.
Table 2. World Bank governance indicator for ‘control of corruption’: results for East Central Europe countries

Estonia
Slovenia
Hungary
Latvia
Slovakia
Czech Rep
Lithuania
Poland
Average

1996

1998

2000

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

57
84
77
28
71
74
51
70
64

66
82
73
59
56
68
64
71
68

73
77
75
58
64
64
65
69
68

75
78
73
59
60
68
63
67
68

78
81
72
61
67
70
63
69
70

82
84
75
62
70
68
66
61
71

81
80
71
66
68
68
65
62
70

80
82
71
67
68
66
62
63
70

81
78
71
66
65
65
62
61
69

Cells in italic show a worse score compared with the previous years and cells in bold an improved one.
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Table 2 indicates that there was a general improvement during the pre-accession period across the ECE
countries that joined the EU in 2004, after which most show a decline or stagnation in their corruption scores.10
For this article, it is especially relevant to examine the over-time development in Poland, where the long-term trend
from 1996/1998 to 2007 is clearly negative. In 1998, Poland had a score of 71, which at that time was only topped
by Hungary and Slovenia and was clearly above the average for ECE countries. In 2007, the score stood at 61, well
below the ECE average, bringing Poland in line with countries such as Turkey, Croatia and Romania.
In relation to our analysis of corruption risks, Table 2 shows that Poland’s corruption score did not improve
during the time of the Buzek government and hence in the aftermath of the implementation of the 1999 civil service
reform. However, the absence of a decline during the same period shows at least a stabilisation of the status quo.
The year 2000 saw the ﬁrst small drop, but in 2004 (when ‘Rywingate’ and ‘Orlengate’ hit the headlines), the
corruption score dropped by eight points. Following the analysis developed earlier, the timing of the deterioration
broadly correlates with increased corruption risks that were built into the management of the ministerial bureaucracy under the Miller government. Finally, the corruption score remained at a low level during the Marcinkiewiecz
and the Kaczynski governments. The relative stabilisation of the corruption score at just above 60 indicates
that corruption remained a major problem during the period of the PiS-led governments, lending further support
to our analysis.
Perceptions of corruption, of course, have to be treated with caution (Andersson and Heywood, 2009). Three
types of criticism can be made. First, the obvious question is ‘whose perceptions’? The World Bank indicator is
a composite index using a range of different surveys, but nearly all are directed at international business executives
in the developed democracies. It is therefore likely that the index primarily reﬂects how far bribes are seen as being
used to secure contracts or business deals—an important issue but just one aspect of the complex phenomenon that
is corruption. Second, the various surveys used by the World Bank operate with different (and often only implicit)
deﬁnitions of corruption, so we have no way of reliably standardising assessments of what ‘how much’ means to
different respondents. Third, the index suggests a degree of precision through its 100 point scale, which is of
questionable validity: it is difﬁcult, for instance, to draw a particularly meaningful distinction between Poland’s
2004, 2005, 2006 and 2007 scores, as they cluster very closely together. Also, it is difﬁcult to interpret the
difference between Poland’s score of 61 for 2007 and, for instance, Hungary’s score of 71—yet these scores led
to a difference of 20 places in their respective positions in the World Bank’s ‘league table’.11
Notwithstanding these caveats, the trend in the perception of corruption in Poland as revealed by the World
Bank is supported by other sources. The EBRD-World Bank Business Environment and Enterprise Performance
Survey (BEEPS) conducted in 1999, 2002, 2004 and 2005 in various transition countries cannot shed light on
the most recent development in Poland. However, for the period of the Miller and Belka governments, the BEEPS
identiﬁes Poland as a country in which ‘corruption as a problem for business’ increased between 2002 and 2005,
the ‘bribe frequency’ increased during the same period and, more speciﬁcally, ‘unofﬁcial payments to inﬂuence the
content of new legislation, rules, decrees, and so on’ increased, too (EBRD-World Bank Business Environment and
Enterprise Performance Survey, 2006). Especially, the last point directly addresses problems of state capture that
we identiﬁed as particularly relevant for the study of corruption risks in the ministerial bureaucracy.
The general evidence that we can derive from the various surveys on corruption in Poland and other Central and
Eastern European countries therefore indicates a general deterioration of corruption scores for Poland between the
mid-1990s and 2007. The trajectory and, in particular, the considerable decline during the periods of the centre-left
Miller and Belka governments supports our expectation that changes in the management of the ministerial
bureaucracy during that period of time increased risks for corruption.

10
McManus-Czubinska et al. (2004) have suggested that EU accession may reduce corruption while simultaneously increasing the perception of
corruption—because a moralising ‘culture that can resist corruption’ tends to also increases (not decrease) perception, suspicions and allegations
of corruption. This presents a conceptual and empirical conundrum, as both point in opposite direction.
11
It is worth noting that Global Integrity (2011) stopped publishing its annual index on integrity in 2011, arguing that ‘indices rarely change
things. (. . .) [A] single number for a country stacked up against other countries has not proven, in our experience, to be a particularly effective
policy making or advocacy tool’.
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CONCLUSION
We have explored how the management of the ministerial bureaucracy potentially affects corruption risks, by
distinguishing four danger zones that capture a variety of mechanisms through which corruption has a potential
to occur. The analysis of the Polish case showed that not all mechanisms pointed in the same direction. For three
danger zones, corruption risks increased between 2001 and 2007. This trend was particularly evident in regard to
screening capacity of the personnel system. By contrast, in the danger zone referring to multiple dependencies,
corruption risks declined between the early 2000s and 2007.
Even if there is a considerable correlation between risks and the actual corruption record between 1997 and 2007,
we should acknowledge caveats about the ﬁndings. The link between causes of corruption and actual corrupt activities
is extremely difﬁcult to demonstrate. Yet, by focusing on a variety of mechanisms built into one variable—the ministerial bureaucracy—and by further unpacking each of our danger zones during the empirical examination, we have
gained a relatively comprehensive picture of the risks that were created in the context of managing ministerial senior
staff. Moreover, by paying particular attention to problems of state capture and thus primarily the preparation of
legislation, we have concentrated on an outcome variable that is very close to senior personnel management as our
main independent variable. At least for the Polish case, our ﬁndings therefore enjoy a reasonable degree of plausibility.
At the same time, we are acutely aware that there are many other factors that may have been responsible for the
change in Poland’s corruption record over the last decade. When looking at some of the main causes of corruption
that are commonly identiﬁed in the literature, we would still argue that the quality of the ministerial bureaucracy
has had a telling impact on Poland’s recent corruption record. Key variables including the type of political regime,
and major political and administrative institutions did not change during the period under study (Raciborski and
Wiatr, 2005). Economic, social and cultural determinants did not change much either. To the extent that the level
of economic development matters for corruption, we would have rather expected a decline in corruption thanks to
the positive growth experienced in Poland during recent years.
The EU should also rank high on the list of third variables. The prospect of EU accession has so far received
little attention with regard to problems of corruption in candidate and new member states (however, see Beblavy,
2009). Conventional wisdom suggests that the prospect of EU accession is associated with less corruption. The
evidence from Poland, however, indicates that the corruption record deteriorated prior to EU accession and continued to do so afterwards. The list of important third variables is of course not complete here but this brief discussion
supports our argument that the management of the ministerial bureaucracy is an important variable when it comes
to explaining Poland’s recent corruption record.
It also remains to be seen how well our argument travels to other countries of ECE or whether the Polish
trajectory is a special case. Available evidence suggests that countries with a poor record of civil service
professionalisation also suffer a poor corruption record. World Bank data show that the three Baltic States,
for instance, have a much better corruption record than the Central European countries (Table 2). The ‘trend’
between the late 1990s and 2007 is not to be confused with the ‘level’ of corruption in 2007 as reported by
the World Bank indicator. Rather, the ‘trend’ since the late 1990s tends to be better for the three Baltic
States than for the Central European states, including Poland. This trend co-varies again with the civil service
professionalisation trends of the new member states. Research by the World Bank (2007) and OECD-SIGMA
(Meyer-Sahling, 2009) on the post-accession developments in the new member states identiﬁes positive
professionalisation trends for the Baltic States, whereas developments in the Central European states and also
Slovenia have either stagnated or gone backwards (see also Dimitrova, 2010, Meyer-Sahling, 2011). We
believe our analysis of danger zones of corruption may help to explain the corruption records of the other
new member states from ECE.
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