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Abstract

Corruption in the United States, while perhaps not as pervasive as in some other

nations, remains a persistent and multifaceted challenge across all levels of govern-

ment. This document provides a comprehensive overview of its historical manifes-

tations and contemporary patterns. It delves into various forms of corruption, in-

cluding bribery, embezzlement, nepotism, regulatory capture, misuse of public funds,

and lobbying/campaign finance abuses, illustrating these with landmark federal, state,

and local case studies such as Watergate, ABSCAM, the Jack Abramoff scandal, and

the convictions of prominent governors and mayors. The document further analyzes

systemic and institutional drivers that enable corruption, including weak oversight,

procurement complexity, campaign finance influence, judicial and ethical lapses, and

insufficient whistleblower protections. It examines sector-specific examples within law

enforcement, the judiciary, corporate regulation, healthcare, defense, and public con-

tracting, demonstrating the ubiquitous nature of these illicit practices. Utilizing open-

source intelligence (OSINT) and official data from governmental reports and research

groups, the paper discusses trends in prosecutions, audit findings, whistleblower disclo-

sures, investigative journalism, and international indices that collectively illuminate the

scope and impact of corruption. Finally, it outlines key anti-corruption measures and

reforms adopted over time, such as sunshine laws, lobbying regulations, and whistle-

blower protections, while acknowledging their mixed success. The profound societal

consequences of corruption on public trust, economic equity, and democratic integrity

are emphasized, underscoring the critical need for continuous vigilance, enhanced trans-

parency, and robust accountability mechanisms to safeguard the integrity of American

governance.
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1 Introduction

Corruption in the United States is a complex phenomenon, manifesting in various forms

that extend beyond overt criminal acts. It encompasses a spectrum of illicit behaviors,

ranging from direct bribery and fraud to more subtle yet equally corrosive abuses like crony-

ism, nepotism, and regulatory capture. Understanding these different types is crucial for a

comprehensive grasp of the issue.

A. Bribery: This involves public officials accepting payments or other illicit benefits in

exchange for favors, preferential treatment, or the alteration of official decisions. It

is a direct quid-pro-quo arrangement that fundamentally undermines the impartial

administration of justice and public services.

B. Embezzlement: Embezzlement refers to the misappropriation of public funds or re-

sources by those entrusted with their management. This can involve directly siphoning

off money, manipulating budgets, or diverting assets for personal gain.

C. Nepotism/Cronyism: These practices involve the awarding of jobs, contracts, or

other benefits to friends, family members, or political allies, often regardless of their

merit or qualifications. This not only compromises fairness and efficiency but also

perpetuates a system based on connections rather than competence.

D. Regulatory Capture: This occurs when regulatory agencies, which are ostensibly

created to act in the public interest, instead advance the commercial or political inter-

ests of special interest groups that they are supposed to regulate. This can lead to lax

enforcement, favorable regulations for specific industries, and a general subversion of

public good for private profit.

E. Misuse of Public Funds: Broader than simple embezzlement, this category includes

a range of improper payments, wasteful spending, and outright fraud in the allocation

and utilization of taxpayer money. It can involve inflated contracts, ghost employees,

or payments for non-existent services.

F. Lobbying and Campaign Finance Abuses: While lobbying and campaign contri-

butions are legal aspects of the U.S. political system, abuses arise when undisclosed

contributions, illegal quid-pro-quo arrangements, or undue influence peddling distort

legislative processes and policy outcomes. The line between legitimate influence and

illicit corruption can often be blurred.
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Example: The Jack Abramoff lobbying scandal of the 2000s serves as a stark

illustration of lobbying and campaign finance abuses. This intricate network in-

volved secret kickbacks, lavish gifts (including expensive trips and substantial cam-

paign donations), and other illicit benefits provided to members of Congress and

their aides. In exchange, Abramoff and his associates sought to secure specific

legislative actions and governmental favors, effectively demonstrating the illicit

use of public office for private gain abramoff˙pleads˙2006.

In essence, corruption in the United States, as globally defined, encompasses any illicit

use of public office for private gain. This can range from overt criminal acts that are easily

identifiable to more subtle forms of influence that erode public trust and distort democratic

processes.

2 Historical and High-Profile Case Studies

Corruption has been a persistent feature throughout American history, manifesting at all

levels of government. A review of landmark cases provides crucial insights into the nature

and evolution of these abuses.

A. Watergate (1972–74, Federal): The Watergate scandal remains one of the most

significant episodes of political corruption in U.S. history, becoming synonymous with

the abuse of power. It began with a break-in at the Democratic National Committee

(DNC) headquarters in the Watergate Hotel and escalated into a sprawling cover-up

orchestrated by President Richard Nixon’s administration. The scandal involved illegal

campaign activities, obstruction of justice, and numerous other illicit acts, ultimately

culminating in President Nixon’s resignation in 1974, the only U.S. President to do so

watergate˙legacy˙2014.

Insight: Watergate underscored the vulnerability of even the highest levels

of government to corruption and highlighted the critical role of a free press

and an independent judiciary in holding powerful individuals accountable.

B. “ABSCAM” (1970s–80s, Federal): ABSCAM was an elaborate FBI sting oper-

ation designed to uncover corruption in Congress. Posing as wealthy Arab sheikhs,

FBI agents offered bribes to members of Congress in exchange for political favors and

asylum. The operation resulted in the conviction of several members of Congress for

bribery and conspiracy, demonstrating the federal government’s commitment to rooting

out corruption within its legislative branch abscam˙fbi˙archives.
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C. Campaign Finance & Lobbying (2000s, Federal): The Jack Abramoff scandal,

mentioned previously, is a prime example of systemic corruption within the lobbying

and campaign finance ecosystem. Abramoff, a prominent Republican lobbyist, pleaded

guilty in 2006 to honest-services fraud, tax evasion, and conspiracy to bribe public

officials. He admitted to secretly splitting millions of dollars in fees with associates

and providing a wide array of gifts, luxury trips, and campaign donations to members

of Congress and their aides in exchange for legislative favors abramoff˙pleads˙2006.

This extensive scheme led to over a dozen guilty pleas and convictions, including that

of U.S. Congressman Robert Ney ney˙resigns˙2006. The conviction of U.S. Senator

Bob Menendez in 2024 on federal bribery and other charges, involving millions of

dollars in luxury gifts, gold bars, and campaign donations in exchange for political

favors, further underscores the persistent challenges of influence peddling and illicit

quid-pro-quo arrangements at the highest levels of government.

Insight: The Abramoff scandal exposed deep-seated vulnerabilities in cam-

paign finance regulations and lobbying ethics, prompting calls for significant

reforms to enhance transparency and accountability.

D. State Government Corruption: Corruption is not confined to the federal level.

State governments have also witnessed numerous high-profile cases. A notable in-

stance is the impeachment and conviction of Illinois Governor Rod Blagojevich in 2008

on multiple corruption counts. His most infamous act involved attempting to ”sell”

President Barack Obama’s vacated U.S. Senate seat, demonstrating a blatant disre-

gard for public trust and democratic principles blagojevich˙convicted˙2010. More

recently, in February 2025, former Illinois House Speaker Michael Madigan, one of the

state’s longest-serving and most powerful politicians, was convicted on federal bribery

and racketeering charges, stemming from a scheme to corruptly benefit from his public

office, including in connection with the state’s largest utility company, ComEd. Similar

bribery and influence-peddling charges have been leveled against governors from vari-

ous parties and states over time, highlighting a persistent problem in state governance.

E. Local/Municipal Corruption: Corruption is equally prevalent at the local and

municipal levels, often directly impacting citizens’ daily lives. Former Detroit Mayor

Kwame Kilpatrick and his associates were convicted in 2013 on charges of racketeer-

ing, extortion, and bribery. They systematically rigged city contracts for personal

profit, with Kilpatrick and a contractor extorting millions from municipal construction

projects, even holding up a $50 million sewer contract until a portion was paid to his

partner kilpatrick˙sentenced˙2013. More recently, in 2024, New York City Mayor
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Eric Adams faced federal charges alleging he took bribes and illegal foreign campaign

contributions in exchange for official favors, such as allowing a skyscraper to open with-

out required inspections. While this particular case was later dismissed by a judge, it

underscores the ongoing challenges of local government integrity adams˙indicted˙2024.

F. Healthcare and Fraud: The healthcare sector is a significant target for massive fraud

schemes, particularly those targeting federal programs like Medicare and Medicaid. For

instance, in 2023, the DOJ announced actions against 36 defendants for $1.1 billion

in fraudulent claims doj˙healthcare˙fraud˙2023. One egregious example involved a

$900 million scam billing Medicare for unnecessary wound grafts on vulnerable patients,

which netted actual losses of $600 million for federal healthcare programs. These

schemes siphon billions of taxpayer dollars from public health programs, compromising

the integrity and sustainability of critical services.

G. Defense and Contracting Corruption: The Department of Defense (DOD), with

its immense budget and complex contracting processes, is particularly susceptible to

corruption. The Government Accountability Office (GAO) reported that the DOD

identified nearly $11 billion in confirmed procurement fraud over a seven-year period,

a figure that likely understates the full extent of losses gao˙dod˙fraud˙2021. Examples

include contractors supplying defective parts, inflating costs, or bribing military officials

to secure lucrative contracts. The GAO has consistently urged stronger fraud controls

within Pentagon procurement, highlighting persistent vulnerabilities.

H. Campaign Finance and Ethics Violations: Beyond overt criminal cases, the U.S.

has experienced numerous controversies regarding campaign finance and influence-

peddling that erode public trust. Gallup polls consistently show that a majority of

Americans perceive Congress as corrupt, with over half in 2018 believing that most

members are beholden to special interests gallup˙congress˙corruption˙2018. The

”Operation Varsity Blues” college admissions case in 2019, where wealthy parents

bribed university officials to admit their children, and various lobbyist scandals, under-

score how money and relationships can illicitly skew official actions and decisions. Fur-

thermore, perceived loopholes in campaign finance regulations, particularly after the

Citizens United Supreme Court decision in 2010, have enabled large, often undisclosed,

contributions from wealthy donors, reinforcing the public perception that elected offi-

cials prioritize the interests of their funders over those of ordinary citizens.

Insight: These diverse case studies collectively demonstrate that corruption is

not confined to a single level of government or political affiliation. Investigations
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by the FBI and U.S. Attorneys’ offices routinely uncover schemes ranging from

local city halls to Capitol Hill. For instance, data from the Transactional Records

Access Clearinghouse (TRAC) at Syracuse University show that the federal gov-

ernment recorded 334 convictions for ”official corruption” in fiscal year (FY)

2023, with nearly a quarter involving local officials trac˙corruption˙2023. This

consistent stream of cases indicates both the ongoing challenge of corruption and

the sustained efforts to combat it.

3 Systemic and Institutional Drivers

Several systemic and institutional factors contribute to the persistence of corruption in the

U.S. government, creating vulnerabilities that can be exploited for private gain.

A. Weak Oversight and Enforcement Gaps: Government accountability offices, such

as the GAO and Inspector General (IG) offices, frequently document widespread im-

proper payments and fraud that federal agencies fail to adequately detect or prevent.

The GAO has noted that the federal government struggles to determine the full ex-

tent of its improper payments and suffers from significant weaknesses in its internal

controls gao˙improper˙payments˙2023. In FY2023 alone, over $236 billion in im-

proper federal payments were reported, a figure that the GAO warns likely understates

total fraud and waste gao˙improper˙payments˙2023. Without robust internal con-

trols and effective oversight, funds intended for public programs can be easily diverted,

misused, or stolen unnoticed.

Insight: The sheer volume of improper payments underscores a fundamen-

tal flaw in accountability mechanisms, creating an environment where fraud

and abuse can flourish with relative impunity.

B. Procurement Complexity and Lack of Transparency: The vast scale and com-

plexity of government contracting, particularly in defense and infrastructure, present

numerous opportunities for graft and corruption. GAO’s fraud risk assessments repeat-

edly emphasize that the DOD, for instance, spent approximately $445 billion in FY2024

on contracts but lacks a comprehensive and robust fraud program gao˙dod˙contracting˙2024.

The prevalence of sole-source contracts and classified agreements further limits trans-

parency and oversight, making it difficult to identify and prevent fraudulent activities.

Even when fraud is suspected or identified, the GAO indicates that only a fraction of

these cases are ultimately confirmed and the funds recovered.
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C. Campaign Finance and Lobbying Influence: The U.S. electoral system, which

requires immense sums of money for campaigns, coupled with the intricate system

of donations and ”dark money,” can significantly distort policy outcomes. Supreme

Court decisions and existing loopholes allow corporations, labor unions, and wealthy

individuals to contribute vast amounts to political campaigns and Super Political Ac-

tion Committees (PACs). In this environment, elected officials may feel beholden to

their major donors or influential lobbyists, potentially prioritizing their interests over

those of the broader public. As Noah Bookbinder of Citizens for Responsibility and

Ethics in Washington (CREW) has stated, record campaign spending and secretive

funding mechanisms have contributed to a public perception that government is ”not

working for them” gallup˙congress˙corruption˙2018.

Insight: The financial demands of modern campaigning create a powerful

incentive structure that can compromise the independence of elected officials

and lead to policies that favor well-funded special interests.

D. Judicial and Ethical Lapses: Even the judicial branch, a cornerstone of demo-

cratic governance, is not immune to ethical scrutiny. Transparency International has

noted that U.S. justices have faced increasing scrutiny for ethical conflicts, includ-

ing undisclosed luxury travel and questionable stock trades, which undermine public

confidence in the impartiality of the judiciary transparency˙international˙us˙2024.

The 2024 Corruption Perceptions Index specifically cited widely-publicized Supreme

Court scandals as a factor in the U.S. dropping four points to a score of 65/100

transparency˙international˙us˙2024. This highlights how a lack of enforceable and

transparent ethics rules, particularly at the highest levels of the judiciary, can erode

institutional integrity and public trust. Furthermore, a bipartisan bill, the ”No Gratu-

ities for Governing Act of 2024,” was proposed in August 2024 to address a Supreme

Court decision in Snyder v. United States that limited federal prosecutors’ ability to

charge state and local officials for accepting illegal ”gratuities” (payments made after

an official act without a prior agreement). This legislative effort aims to explicitly

clarify that such post-facto payments are covered under anti-corruption laws, closing

a critical loophole.

E. Political Patronage and Nepotism (historical): Historically, political patronage

and nepotism were rampant in the U.S. government. In the 19th century, govern-

ment jobs were often doled out to political supporters as rewards, a practice known

as the ”spoils system.” The Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act of 1883 was enacted

precisely to combat these practices by establishing a merit-based system for federal
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employment pendleton˙act˙1883. Its provisions specifically capped nepotism, pro-

hibiting more than two members of the same family from holding federal civil-service

positions. While modern rules are significantly stronger, echoes of patronage and the

influence of political machines persisted in some local politics throughout the 20th

century.

F. Insufficient Whistleblower Protections: Although a framework of laws exists to

protect whistleblowers, individuals who expose fraud, waste, and abuse still face sig-

nificant challenges. Congressional inquiries and OIG reports frequently lament under-

resourced whistleblower offices and the persistent risks of retaliation against those who

come forward. Weak incentives to report misconduct and bureaucratic hurdles can

allow fraudulent activities to fester and grow undetected within government agencies.

Insight: These systemic drivers are interconnected, creating cross-cutting vul-

nerabilities. Sprawling budgets with complex administrative processes, often cou-

pled with underfunded oversight mechanisms and intense political pressures, col-

lectively enable various forms of corruption. Addressing these underlying factors

is crucial for effective anti-corruption efforts.

4 Sector-Specific Corruption Examples

Corruption in the United States manifests distinctly within various public sectors, each

presenting unique vulnerabilities and patterns of abuse.

A. Law Enforcement Corruption: Ironically, agencies tasked with upholding the law

sometimes become perpetrators of corruption. The FBI and DOJ statistics consistently

indicate that public corruption, encompassing bribery, sex crimes, and election fraud,

remains a top priority for federal investigators. The FBI has reported thousands of

”public corruption” arrests since the early 2000s, reflecting an ongoing commitment

to addressing misconduct within governmental bodies fbi˙public˙corruption. At the

local level, police departments have faced numerous scandals, such as the Los Angeles

Police Department’s ”Rampart” case in the 1990s, involving widespread misconduct,

and documented abuses by narcotics units in cities like Philadelphia. These cases

highlight how unchecked power, coupled with inherent secrecy, can breed systemic

misconduct within law enforcement.

B. Judiciary and Courts: As previously noted, recent ethics breaches involving some

U.S. justices have intensified demands for reform within the judiciary. While less
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frequent than other forms of public corruption, cases of judicial corruption, such as state

judges accepting bribes to fix cases, do occur. A significant impediment to oversight

in this sector is the lack of public records for judges in most states, as judges are

often excluded from ”sunshine laws,” making it difficult for the public to monitor their

financial dealings and potential conflicts of interest.

C. Corporate Regulation and Financial Sector: Regulatory agencies, intended to

safeguard public interests, are susceptible to ”revolving door” employment practices

and intense lobbying efforts by the very industries they oversee. Famous cases in-

clude investigations into the Securities and Exchange Commission’s (SEC) handling

of Enron-era accounting issues, raising questions about regulatory effectiveness and

independence. The 2008 financial crisis also revealed instances of conflicts of inter-

est, such as political connections aiding executives during the AIG bailouts. More

recently, concerns are emerging about the potential ”capture” of cryptocurrency regu-

lation by industry insiders, as documented by open-source investigations, NGO reports,

and GAO audits, which have consistently pointed to cozy ties between regulators and

regulated firms.

D. Healthcare and Pharmaceuticals: Beyond the large-scale Medicare/Medicaid pro-

gram fraud mentioned earlier, pharmaceutical companies have paid billions in set-

tlements for illicit practices such as off-label marketing and kickbacks to healthcare

providers. The DOJ and the Department of Health and Human Services Office of

Inspector General (HHS-OIG) regularly announce major enforcement actions; for in-

stance, in 2023, the DOJ announced actions against 36 defendants for $1.1 billion

in fraudulent claims doj˙healthcare˙fraud˙2023. These schemes often involve doc-

tors or executives defrauding public health programs to enrich themselves, leading to

inflated healthcare costs and, in some cases, harm to patients.

E. Defense and Aerospace: The Pentagon’s massive budget for defense contracts makes

it an attractive target for fraud and bribery. High-profile cases have involved corruption

in foreign military sales and contractors paying kickbacks for no-bid contracts, such as

the former Boeing executive implicated in bribing foreign officials. The GAO has noted

that even seemingly minor fraud within the DOD, such as phantom travel expenses or

bid-rigging, can collectively cost billions of dollars annually gao˙dod˙fraud˙2021.

F. Public Contracting and Infrastructure: Public infrastructure projects at city and

state levels, including roads, schools, and housing, have been frequently marred by bid-

rigging schemes and ”pay-to-play” corruption. The conviction of Detroit Mayor Kwame
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Kilpatrick and other cases, such as bribery in school construction contracts in Chicago

or corruption in housing programs in Phoenix, underscore how government projects,

especially those involving large sums and multiple stakeholders, are ripe targets for

graft.

Insight: Virtually every major public sector in the United States, including

law enforcement, the judiciary, healthcare, defense, and infrastructure, has re-

ported instances of corruption or fraud in recent years. Open-source data from

FBI press releases, court records, GAO audits, and investigative journalism con-

tinually uncover new schemes, emphasizing the pervasive and adaptive nature of

corruption.

5 OSINT and Official Data on Corruption Trends

Open-source intelligence (OSINT) and official governmental data provide crucial insights into

the patterns and trends of corruption in the United States. These sources collectively paint

a picture of ongoing enforcement efforts, identified vulnerabilities, and public perceptions.

A. Prosecution and Conviction Trends: The Department of Justice (DOJ) and re-

search groups like the Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse (TRAC) at Syra-

cuse University compile valuable data on corruption convictions. For instance, TRAC

reported 334 new federal convictions for ”official corruption” in FY2023, representing

a modest 2.5% increase from 2022 trac˙corruption˙2023. However, data through

March 2025 indicates that significant declines are already occurring in these prosecu-

tions, partly due to the FBI’s diversion of resources to assist in immigration arrests.

Local officials constituted the largest share (41.7%) of convictions reported in October

2024. Federal law enforcement agencies, with the FBI leading 60% of these cases, re-

main at the forefront of investigating and prosecuting corruption trac˙corruption˙2023.

While these annual conviction tallies indicate sustained enforcement, experts often cau-

tion that many corruption schemes likely go undetected or unprosecuted.

Insight: The consistent number of annual convictions highlights that while

significant efforts are made, corruption remains a deeply entrenched issue

that requires continuous vigilance and robust investigative capabilities.

B. Fraud and Improper Payment Audits: Reports from the Government Account-

ability Office (GAO), particularly their ”Yellow Book” audits, and various Inspector

General (IG) reports, meticulously document massive financial losses due to fraud,
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waste, and improper payments across federal agencies. As noted previously, the GAO

estimates that between $233 billion and $521 billion of federal funds are lost to fraud

each year, based on data from 2018 to 2022 gao˙fraud˙losses˙2022. In FY2024, fed-

eral agencies reported an estimated $162 billion in improper payments, a decrease

of approximately $74 billion from FY2023’s $236 billion. This reduction is largely at-

tributed to the termination or winding down of certain COVID-19 pandemic-related

programs. However, the cumulative total of improper payments since 2003 has ex-

ceeded $2.8 trillion. The GAO consistently emphasizes that most agencies lack the

ability to fully quantify or eliminate these financial leakages, indicating systemic vul-

nerabilities. Such official reports serve as a de facto corruption watchdog, providing

critical insights into the pervasive nature of financial mismanagement and fraud within

government programs.

C. Whistleblower and Inspector General Reports: The offices of Inspector General

(OIGs) within each federal department publish semiannual and annual reports detailing

misconduct, fraud, and abuse. For example, the Department of Health and Human

Services OIG reported over $7 billion in expected recoveries from fraud in FY2022,

and the DOJ’s Health Care Fraud Strike Force regularly publicizes indictments and

convictions related to healthcare fraud hhs˙oig˙annual˙report˙2022. These public

disclosures are valuable OSINT signals that reveal emerging trends, such as organized

crime groups targeting COVID-19 relief funds (e.g., PPP loans or stimulus funds),

which were widely covered in DOJ press releases.

D. Investigative Journalism: Independent news outlets and non-profit organizations,

such as ProPublica, The New York Times, and local newspapers, play a crucial role

in exposing corruption and political influence through investigative journalism. Their

work often involves in-depth looks at issues like the opioid crisis and supplier fraud,

or data-driven reports on campaign contributions and their impact on policy. These

investigations frequently cite court documents, Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)

requests, and interviews to uncover illicit schemes that might otherwise remain hidden.

E. Indices and Surveys: International indices provide a comparative perspective on

the U.S. corruption landscape. Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions

Index (CPI) scored the U.S. 65 out of 100 in the 2024 index (published February

2025), placing it 28th globally out of 180 countries. This score represents a four-

point decline from the previous year, which Transparency International partly at-

tributed to judicial ethics concerns transparency˙international˙us˙2024. Domes-

tically, public surveys consistently reveal rising cynicism about government integrity.
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As of mid-2024, only 22% of Americans trusted the federal government ”most of the

time or always,” one of the lowest levels in decades pew˙research˙trust˙gov˙2024.

Furthermore, Gallup polls have found large majorities viewing Congress as corrupt

gallup˙congress˙corruption˙2018. Such data indicate that both real and perceived

corruption weigh heavily on public trust and confidence in democratic institutions.

Insight: The combination of prosecution data, audit findings, whistleblower dis-

closures, investigative journalism, and public opinion surveys provides a multi-

faceted view of corruption trends. While government agencies are actively pursu-

ing cases, the sheer scale of improper payments and the persistent public percep-

tion of widespread corruption highlight that existing measures, while important,

are not fully sufficient to address the challenge.

6 Anti-Corruption Measures and Reforms

Over the decades, the U.S. has enacted numerous legislative and administrative reforms

aimed at curbing corruption and enhancing transparency and accountability in government.

These measures reflect an ongoing effort to strengthen ethical governance.

A. Sunshine and Disclosure Laws: A cornerstone of anti-corruption efforts is trans-

parency. The Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) of 1966 grants the public access to

federal agency records, fostering greater oversight and accountability. Similarly, many

states have adopted their own ”sunshine laws” that mandate open meetings and public

access to government documents at the state and local levels. Furthermore, the Ethics

in Government Act of 1978 established mandatory financial disclosure requirements for

federal officials, compelling them to reveal their income, assets, and gifts. This measure

aims to deter conflicts of interest by making potential ethical dilemmas public.

B. Lobbying and Campaign Finance Regulation: To address the undue influence

of money in politics, various laws have been implemented. The Federal Election Cam-

paign Act (FECA) and the Lobbying Disclosure Act (LDA) set rules on campaign

donations, limits on contributions, and require lobbyists to register and disclose their

activities. Following major scandals, such as the Jack Abramoff case, Congress passed

the Honest Leadership and Open Government Act (HLOGA) in 2007. This act tight-

ened reporting requirements for lobbyists, banned certain gifts to lawmakers, and in-

creased enforcement mechanisms to curb illicit influence hloga˙2007. State and city

governments also maintain their own ethics commissions and campaign contribution

limits to prevent local corruption.
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C. Whistleblower Protections: Recognizing the critical role of insiders in exposing

corruption, federal statutes have been enacted to protect whistleblowers. The Whistle-

blower Protection Act of 1989, with enhancements in 2012, safeguards federal employ-

ees who report waste, fraud, and abuse. The Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002 extended

similar protections to corporate whistleblowers. Further supporting this, in April 2024,

the Department of Justice announced a Corporate Whistleblower Awards Pilot Pro-

gram, which can entitle non-culpable individuals to a portion of assets from successful

prosecutions. Concurrently, a Pilot Program on Voluntary Self-Disclosure for Individ-

uals offers discretionary grants of immunity or non-prosecution agreements to culpable

individuals who cooperate with DOJ investigations. Inspector Generals in each fed-

eral department also provide confidential hotlines for reporting misconduct. While

challenges remain in practice, these laws have significantly encouraged disclosures of

malfeasance within government programs and corporations.

D. Inspector General & Accountability Offices: The Council of the Inspectors Gen-

eral on Integrity and Efficiency (CIGIE) coordinates oversight activities across fed-

eral agencies. Specialized prosecutorial bodies, such as the DOJ’s Public Integrity

Section, are dedicated to investigating and prosecuting official corruption cases. In

response to high-profile ethical concerns, even the Supreme Court adopted a new

ethics code in 2024, although critics have noted its weak enforcement mechanisms

scotus˙ethics˙code˙2024. Historically, Congress has also formed investigative com-

mittees, such as the Senate committee for Watergate and the joint committee for

Iran-Contra, which often recommend further reforms based on their findings.

E. International Anti-Corruption Coordination: The U.S. plays an active role in

international anti-corruption efforts. The Foreign Corrupt Practices Act (FCPA) of

1977 criminalizes the bribery of foreign officials by U.S. firms. In 2024, Congress fur-

ther extended this reach with the Foreign Extortion Prevention Act (FEPA), which

penalizes foreign officials who solicit bribes from U.S. companies fepa˙2024. Beyond

legislation, the DOJ also launched the International Corporate Anti-Bribery Initiative

(ICAB) in November 2023, aiming to strengthen global anti-corruption efforts through

enhanced cross-border cooperation and data sharing. This is complemented by sig-

nificant FCPA enforcement actions in 2024, such as penalties against companies like

Gunvor S.A. ($661 million) and SAP SE ($220 million) for bribing foreign officials.

Domestically, similar laws criminalize extortion and bribery (e.g., 18 U.S.C. $$201,
666), reinforcing a robust legal framework against corruption.

Insight: While these anti-corruption measures have had mixed success, they
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represent a continuous evolution in the U.S. approach to governmental integrity.

Transparency International and other watchdog groups frequently call for stronger

enforcement, such as advocating for a binding code of conduct for the Supreme

Court or stricter ”revolving door” cooling-off periods for former officials. Never-

theless, reforms like FOIA and IG audits have directly led to hundreds of convic-

tions and significant recoveries annually, demonstrating the importance of insti-

tutional checks and balances in mitigating the abuse of power.

7 Impacts on Trust, Equity, and Democracy

The consequences of corruption extend far beyond the direct financial losses from stolen

funds. It profoundly erodes public trust, exacerbates economic inequities, and undermines

the fundamental principles of democracy.

A. Erosion of Public Trust: When public officials abuse their power for private gain, it

shatters public confidence in governmental institutions. As noted, survey data consis-

tently show historically low levels of trust: only about 22% of Americans trust the fed-

eral government to do what is right ”most of the time” or ”always” pew˙research˙trust˙gov˙2024.

Polls also reveal a strong public belief that corruption is ”widespread” in government.

This pervasive skepticism can fuel voter apathy, leading to lower civic engagement, or

conversely, ignite populist anger, potentially destabilizing social and political cohesion.

Insight: A crisis of trust not only discourages civic participation but can

also make populations more susceptible to disinformation and anti-democratic

narratives, creating a dangerous feedback loop.

B. Economic Inequity: Economically, corruption inherently favors the well-connected

and powerful at the expense of ordinary citizens and fair market principles. Public

funds diverted through fraud or graft directly translate into fewer resources available

for essential public services, such as education, infrastructure development, and social

welfare programs. For example, billions lost annually due to improper payments or in-

flated contracts directly increase costs for taxpayers and diminish the quality of public

goods. Economists widely agree that cronyism and undue lobbying influence distort

markets, allowing favored companies to secure contracts or subsidies without genuine

competition, which stifles innovation and exacerbates income and wealth inequality.

While the U.S. generally ranks high on global governance indices, the estimated hun-

dreds of billions of dollars in government-wide fraud losses, as reported by the GAO,

underscore significant economic drains gao˙fraud˙losses˙2022.
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C. Undermining Democratic Processes: Corruption directly undermines the integrity

of democratic processes. Illicit contributions, undisclosed ”dark money,” and influence-

peddling can drown out the voices of ordinary citizens in elections and policy-making.

Numerous studies on campaign donations have shown a strong correlation between

financial contributions and policy outcomes, suggesting that policies often tilt in fa-

vor of donors’ interests. When citizens perceive that ”the system is rigged” or that

their vote doesn’t matter against the influence of money, they lose faith in democracy

itself. Indeed, reports indicate that Americans overwhelmingly feel that Congress is

out of touch and corrupt, directly challenging the notion of representative governance

whyy˙congress˙corrupt˙2024.

Insight: The multifaceted impacts of corruption on trust, equity, and democ-

racy underscore its profound societal cost. It not only squanders valuable public

resources but also undermines the fundamental principles of fairness, equal op-

portunity, and the legitimacy of governance.

8 Conclusion

Corruption in the United States, while perhaps less pervasive than in some parts of the world,

remains a significant and persistent concern at all levels of government. From outright bribery

and embezzlement to the more subtle forms of regulatory capture and influence peddling,

the illicit use of public office for private gain continues to challenge the integrity of American

institutions.

The historical overview and contemporary patterns reveal a consistent presence of cor-

ruption, evidenced by landmark federal cases like Watergate and ABSCAM, as well as high-

profile state and local examples involving governors and mayors. Systemic drivers, including

weak oversight, the complexity of government procurement, the influence of campaign fi-

nance and lobbying, and occasional lapses in judicial ethics, create an environment where

corruption can fester. Moreover, sector-specific examples demonstrate that virtually every

major public sector, from law enforcement and the judiciary to healthcare, defense, and

infrastructure, has reported instances of corruption or fraud in recent years.

Open-source intelligence and official data, derived from DOJ prosecution trends, GAO

and Inspector General audits, whistleblower reports, investigative journalism, and interna-

tional indices, collectively underscore the ongoing scope of this challenge. While hundreds of

convictions are secured annually, and billions of dollars in improper payments are identified,

experts caution that many schemes likely go undetected, and public trust in government

institutions remains at historically low levels.
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Despite these challenges, the U.S. has a robust framework of anti-corruption measures,

including sunshine and disclosure laws, lobbying and campaign finance regulations, whistle-

blower protections, and dedicated accountability offices. These reforms, while having achieved

mixed success, are vital institutional checks that have led to numerous convictions and re-

coveries.

Ultimately, the societal cost of corruption is immense. It not only squanders valuable

public resources but also undermines the fundamental principles of fairness, equal oppor-

tunity, and the legitimacy of governance. Continuous vigilance, enhanced transparency

reforms (such as strengthening FOIA and audit mechanisms), and fostering a culture of ac-

countability are essential to mitigate the abuse of power. Citizen engagement in oversight

and unwavering commitment to rigorous enforcement are paramount in safeguarding the

integrity and legitimacy of American governance. The fight against corruption is an ongoing

endeavor, crucial for maintaining a healthy democracy and ensuring equitable public service.
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