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1. Background to the Ethical Challenges Raised by the Study

The broader background of the Democratic Republic of the Congo’s state at the time

of our study is crucial to inform discussions about feasibility and about the ethics of

experimentation and data collection. We thus begin with a description of the state in

the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). For more details, see Titeca and Malukisa

(2018).

Since the late 1970s, processes of state disintegration in sub-Saharan Africa have

strongly impacted the capacity of public administrations. Administrations have suffered

from material and technical under-resourcing, organisational deficits and a lack of funds

to pay its civil servants. Public services have been severely diminished (Bierschenk

(2010b): 7-8, Bates (2008), Van de Walle (2001)). The working resources for civil servants

seriously declined, civil servants had to “fend for themselves” by using their state position

to secure other sources of revenue, a process which Blundo (2006): 805, describes as

“informal privatisation.” These dual processes of disintegration and informal privatisa-

tion profoundly impacted the functioning of the state, leading to slow procedures and

bottlenecks, opacity, various form of negotiation at all levels of the state’s hierarchy,

embezzlement with impunity and personalisation strategies (Blundo (2006): 806-815).

This was particularly intense in the DRC. First, the disintegration of the DRC state has

resulted in practices of clientelism and patronage (Nzongola-Ntalaja, 1986, Schatzberg,

1991, Boyle, 1995, Lemarchand, 2001, Young and Turner, 1985, Zartman, 1995). The

DRC is widely seen as the “paradigm of informalisation and criminalisation of the state and

the economy” (Petit and Mutambwa, 2005), fuelled by over 30 years of patrimonialism

under ex-President Mobutu and six years of civil war. Callaghy (1987) described the

Congolese state as a “lame Leviathan,” which is simultaneously “soft, yet highly coercive.”

It is weakened by patrimonialism and corruption “such that the performance of key functions

slowly declined and in some cases disappeared completely,” but continues to be controlled

through military and external influence.

This decline in governance had an impact on the behaviour and functioning of in-

dividual civil servants. Gould (1980): 69, described the situation of civil servants in

the 70s as “abject impoverishment . . . Negligence of their social needs leaves them to their

own devices.” Ex-President Mobutu’s famous quote “Moto na moto abongisa” or “Let each
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person sort things out at his own level” had a marked impact on public administration and

society at large – it was “ironically” reinterpreted in relation to Mobutu’s kleptocratic

behaviour, as an invitation for “each and every one to steal at his own level of responsibility”

(Petit and Mutambwa, 2005: 482). In the words of Lemarchand (1988), what happened

was a privatisation of state positions or the drawing of “personal benefits . . . from the

appropriation of public office.” The state continued to hire civil servants but assumed that

they would “steal cleverly” (Titeca and de Herdt, 2011).

Although the state budget eventually increased over the years through the renewed

engagement of donors throughout the 2000s (Titeca and de Herdt, 2011), these practices

remained, termed by (Bierschenk, 2010a): 114, the “capacity of legal command.” Nzeza Bi-

lakila (2004) calls this “la coop” or the “Kinshasa bargain:” an agreement between two or

more parties that provides a return. It can be solicited by a beneficiary or imposed on

a victim. Examples of these are various: a civil servant asking for “something extra;”

someone trying to obtain a favour from a civil servant; negotiating a price with a trader

or taxi, and so on. In this situation, “all the state’s usual attributes have been influenced

by informal privatisation . . . public officials – or those pretending to be – have taken over the

customary functions and prerogatives of the state, selling their services to their ‘customers’ ”

(Petit and Mutambwa, 2005): 467.

In this context, civil servants continue to compete for the most profitable position,

where they have the best access to the opportunities for extraction from citizens. Ad-

ministrations were transformed into “parcels of power,” in which “each position in the

administration provid[es] not only a wage, but also an opportunity for appropriation” (De Herdt,

2015): 49. This aspect is particularly important when considering collaborations with civil

servants. In many cases (and the degree depends on the specific agency), the main source

of income for civil servant arises from appropriation opportunities and other advantages

offered by their position, rather than the government wage itself, and their activities

combine, and are often dominated by, activities that are not always socially beneficial.

In sum, while public administrations worldwide work with street-level civil bureau-

crats and intermediaries, this process is particularly pronounced in the DRC, where

individual relations are key in the provision of public services. As indicated above,

these personal relations are largely monetized, and are based on the exchange of money.
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Giving someone a position as a civil servant is largely beneficial due to the opportunities

the position gives for appropriation activities, additional sources of income, the creation

of new relationships and, in some cases, the opportunity to offer jobs. We can now

discuss the ethics of the study in the context in which it was conducted.

2. Policy Equipoise

An ethical dilemma arises in a clinical trial when the researchers believe that the treat-

ment is significantly outperforming the control or even that the treatment is clearly un-

derperforming the control. Specifically, if one assumes that researchers have therapeutic

obligations to their research participants, a normative dilemma would arise in clinical

trials in that case, as researchers would be withholding a benefit known to be effective

from the control group for the purposes of research.

The Ethics of Randomization of the Quota Reduction Level

The quota reduction experiment randomly allocates to given teams of agents-days the

instruction for the commander to decrease the selected team of agents’ quota level, and

compensates the supervisors for the financial loss the quota reduction generates in their

daily flow of income (see corresponding section in this appendix for a discussion of their

compensation).

Defining the treatment’s beneficiary population. In discussing whether randomization was

ethical, we consider three sets of possible direct or indirect beneficiaries. The presence

of possible externalities indeed expands the set of possible stakeholders impacted by

the treatment. First, the direct beneficiaries are the agents, who are also the human

subjects for this treatment as their response to the decrease of the quota is central to

our study. Second, the supervisors in the police stations are also beneficiaries: had no

additional compensation for the commanders been planned, the treatment would have

unambiguously diminished their income and thus they are also directly affected by the

treatment. Third, the drivers were also potentially impacted by the treatment, through

the change in agent behavior.

Roll-out design implies no violation of treatment equipoise across subjects. Each team of

agents of the study received the quota reduction treatment an equal number of days.

This was a roll-out study design, where we randomized, within team of agents, the set
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of days in which each team of agents would receive the quota level reduction. Stratifying

randomization by each team of agents, we ensured that all teams of agents received the

quota reduction treatment the same number of times over the study period. This ensures

that the study did not create imbalance between teams of agents through randomization

in their expected benefits.

The discussion on the ethics of randomization is thus confined to whether there are

ethical issues in using randomization to assign whether a team of agents receives the

quota reduction treatment on a given day vs. on another (randomization between present

and future periods of the study’s team of agents) or whether a certain team of agents vs.

another is selected on a given day, conditional on all receiving the treatment the same number

of times.

No equipoise within participants across days, nor within days between participants: clear

benefits of the treatment. From the perspective of the agents, clearly, policy equipoise

(within participants across days, within day between participants) for this treatment was

violated. The research team was confident at the time of the study design that the quota

exerted pressure on the agents, as it was a binding contract, hence a reduction of the

quota would also correspond to an increase in their stock of available time (for leisure, or

for income generation). Based on prior qualitative work (Baaz and Olsson, 2011, Titeca

and Malukisa, 2014), the research team also expected the quota to expose the agents to

higher risk, hence a decrease in the quota was unambiguously a benefit for the agents.

From the perspective of the supervisors, without appropriate compensation, there

would also clearly not have been equipoise (within participants across days, within day

between participants): the reduction in the quota would have resulted in a significant

loss of income for the supervisors. However, to enable this experiment, we compensated

the commanders for the loss created by our quota reduction. We first estimated the loss

that would be generated by that decrease, and compensated supervisors accordingly.

Therefore, policy equipoise was not violated considering the commanders: the quota re-

duction treatment did not have significant benefits or costs to the supervisors—although,

on net, our intervention amounted to a decrease in commander effort, were such effort

to be meaningful in profiting from the quota.

Finally, from the perspective of the drivers, policy equipoise was violated (within
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intersection crossings and across days, within days between participants): we believed,

at the time of the study, that the quota was a significant source of driver harassment,

and had informal knowledge based on qualitative interviews that the pressure the quota

created on the agents exposed drivers to potentially more time waste through harassment

but also through accidents. Therefore, we expected that drivers transiting through treated

intersections would enjoy a higher welfare.

With violation of policy equipoise, there are two necessary and sufficient conditions

for ethical randomization: scarcity of the treatment, and that, a priori, there was no

reasonable way to conclude that some participants had superior claims to receiving the

treatment than other participants. We now analyze these two requirements for ethical

randomization in the absence of equipoise.

Scarcity. There was unambiguously scarcity for the assignment of this treatment.

The cost of the quota reduction treatment was significant, and included not just the

value of the financial compensation to the supervisors for forgoing their main source of

income (an average of 80 USD per supervisor for each day that one team of agents was

assigned to receive a quota level reduction), but also the logistical costs of delivering

the compensation, and to monitor its implementation. With the budget available for

the study, any increase in the number of teams of agents who, in a given day, would

have received the quota reduction treatment would have come at the expense of a lower

magnitude of quota reduction in the future, or to other teams in the same or other days.

Symmetric claims to the treatment. All participants are selected from the same popula-

tion. Since the quota reduction treatment was delivered in a roll-out design where each

team of agents received it an equal number of times, the ethical question then is whether,

in any given day, the research team was aware of any asymmetry that would warrant

reallocating the quota reduction treatment across the days while violating randomization.

They are the universe of agents in the battalion we could study, excluding those that we

could not enroll in the study for security reasons (as described in the paper). At the time

of the study, we had no specific knowledge about any team-day characteristic that would

warrant a specific team-day receiving the treatment instead of another. There does not

appear to be this asymmetry ex-post either. It is therefore reasonable to conclude that,

given the information at hand at the time of the study, and that which could reasonably
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be accessed, there was no asymmetry in the legal or moral claims to the treatment by

specific days vs. others, within teams.

3. Role of Researchers With Respect to Implementation

The project was implemented by a research team consisting of networks of researchers

from around the country and Kinshasa-based field researchers. The researchers had di-

rect decision making power over whether and how to implement the randomly assigned

interventions. Thus, the researchers can be considered “active.”

The disclosure given to participants, and the informed consent process for participa-

tion in each of the interventions is described in the IRB protocols, which were approved

by the following three institutions: IRB approval for the data collection activities and the

experimental interventions was obtained from the University of Antwerp Ethical Advice

Commission Social and Human Sciences SHW1515, 05 May 2015; Harvard University,

Committee on the Use of Human Subjects, Protocol IRB15-1973 (May 22nd 2015) and

MOD15-1973-01 (June 5th 2015); University of Berkeley, Committee for Protection of

Human Subjects, June 30th 2015, Protocol 2015-06-7686.

In addition to the consent information provided and approved in those research

protocols, there are two important dimensions of the consent process for participation

to discuss.

For the quota reduction treatment, only commanders were asked to consent (and

compensated for the financial loss arising from the quota reduction). The commanders

were informed that the quota reduction was part of a project which aimed to improve life

conditions of police agents and that it would contribute to the dissertation of one of the

co-authors in this paper (Albert Nkuku Malukisa). The student is a Congolese national,

hence not his participation in the project did not give the impression that there were

foreigners or aid agencies behind it. The agents themselves were not informed of the

quota reduction intervention. The quota is part of their daily routine, and the level of the

quota changes from day to day depending on considerations by the commander. Hence,

from their perspective, there were simply some days with lower quotas than average.
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4. Potential Harms From The Interventions

For all interventions, it was reasonable to assume at the time of the study that partici-

pation in the study, or in the treatments, would have no effect on future benefits. This

problem may arise in contexts when NGOs or the government are deciding which village

or community to target for reforms. Here we are talking about one of the two battalions

of the city of Kinshasa, and reforms cannot discriminate between battalions – this would

be politically untenable. Any future police reform was thus almost certain to affect the

entire police agency of Kinshasa, so it would be implausible that such a reform would

discriminate based off of whether police staff took part in our intervention. It was known

to be implausible that future reforms would discriminate by whether participants took

part in our interventions. Furthermore, we included all of the staff of one battalion,

further reducing the risk that any authority or donor can decide to withdraw support to

the police staff on the basis that they belong to one of two battalions of the city that took

part in a study.

The remainder of the section focuses on the direct potential harms (that is, not arising

from possible loss of future policy benefits) to participants from the interventions.

In selected days, commanders were asked to reduce the quota for selected teams of

agents under their control in half. Hence, when a team has been selected for the quota

reduction treatment, the commander informs the team of the modified quota level during

his daily phone call.

a. Drivers and Agents

Possible Harms

A reasonable concern would be that, if our manipulation of the quota would have

resulted in a higher quota, this might adversely affect the welfare of drivers. This is

an important question, since the quota is a fundamentally extractive tool.

Strategies to Mitigate Possible Harms

At the start of the study, the research team was aware of qualitative evidence which

suggested that the quota may be costly to drivers (Baaz and Olsson, 2011, Titeca and
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Malukisa, 2014). We thus designed the treatment to encourage commanders to reduce

the quota level, rather than increase it. As the quota system is an inherently extractive

system, a reduction of the quota reduces these extractive pressures. And indeed, this

intervention created a range of positive effects: by reducing the quota number, traffic

jams and accidents were reduced, as shown by our quantitative analysis and confirmed

through our qualitative interviews.

b. Police Station Commanders

Possible Harms

Reducing the quota of some intersections unambiguously reduced the unofficial income

that the commanders could make each day. Without appropriate compensation, thus,

this treatment would directly harm one subject population.

Strategies to Mitigate Possible Harms

To mitigate this certain harm, we compensated commanders using our best estimate of

the amount of income they would lose. Prior to agreeing on the decrease, we asked

commanders to approve or disapprove of the compensation plan for each time we would

decrease the quota of a given team.

To determine the amount to be compensated, we estimated, at the start of the study,

the revenues each commander made per driver escorted from a given intersection on

average. In a first stage of the study that lasted 6 months, from January 2015 to June

2015, we did in depth qualitative work in the stations to estimate the loss. To prevent

commanders from over-reporting their loss, which they would have had an incentive to

do had they known about the experiment we intended to do, no one in our research team

except two of the co-authors (the principal investigators) were aware of this intention

during the period in which we estimated the commanders’ corresponding earnings. We

then designed the quota reduction plan, and sought the commanders’ consent for our

roll-out design with with the compensation set on the basis of that estimate, for each day

that the quota level was reduced.

9



c. Violation of Deontological Principles

Possible Violation of Deontological Principles

The research team disbursed cash to police commanders in a situation of general corrup-

tion. The main risk results from the fact that this cash may feed into a corrupt system,

and hence contribute to it.

This concern is relatively weak for the following reasons. First, our intervention is

based on, and builds on, existing anti-corruption interventions: it aims to understand

if financial incentives reduce corruption. Its main novelty is that this intervention takes

place at a higher level in the hierarchy, among the commanders supervising the agents.

This level has been excluded from in anti-corruption interventions, and – as we argue –

should be considered.

Second, the “quota system” is an extractive system at the heart of corruption: police

officers need to confiscate a certain number of cars and send them to the police office.

This number constitutes the “quota,” and puts pressure on both drivers and police

officers. The amount of the financial intervention is based on an estimation of loss in

illicit gains for commanders: during in-depth qualitative preparatory research in each

station, we estimated per police station and per driver, the average revenue made by a

commander through the “quota system.” Thus, our intervention amounts to a reduction

in corruption, while also necessarily compensating the actors that allows us to reduce

their main source of income, for the loss that our intervention causes them.

Third, our intervention amounts to us replacing this illicit income for the commanders

with a “clean” source of income, that is, income not obtained through the extortion of

drivers for questionable driving offences and based on whether they enjoy the protection

of someone who can threaten the commander.

It remains possible, however, that engaging with commanders on the basis of an

existing quota level amounted to a recognition of the legitimacy of said system. However,

commanders do not need the approval of foreign researchers or of students in order to

decide whether the system is legitimate or not. A huge umber of actors form a part of,

benefit from, and are aware of the system, and it is their participation and the reception

of society at large that determines in this community whether the actors perceive the
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system to be legitimate. Ascribing the power to legitimize or de-legitimize the system

to these five researchers, especially as we are not working with the government, would

hinge on an unrealistic understanding of the system and its relation to its social context.

Strategies to Mitigate Possible Deontological Violations

To mitigate these deontological risks, we applied the following strategies.

Strategy 1. We ensured that the compensation for the quota was presented as a

compensation for the loss induced by efforts to decrease corruption. That is, commanders

did not perceive that they were receiving payment for breaking the law, but instead it

was made clear that the objective of the support we were able to provide was precisely

to decrease the extent of corruption for some days in the system, and that this decrease

created a cost to commanders that had to be compensated.

Strategy 2. We ensured that the compensation received by commanders was as close

as possible to the loss created by the quota reduction. Since the amount of income

commanders would have received from the quota was estimated to be the same as that

they would obtain as compensation, this also ensured that our study did not amount to

an increase in the unofficial income tied to corrupt practices.

Strategy 3. We ensured that the commanders did not receive any communication from

the research team containing any approval of what (nor disapproval).

5. Data Collection: Possible Harms and Mitigation Strategy

In what follows, we analyze the risks created by data collection, and their mitigation

strategies, separately for the human subjects and for the research staff.

A. Human Subjects

Possible Harms

We designed a system of observation in 2015 that relied on reports by 160 observers, who

tracked the behavior and transactions of drivers and agents at the intersections they were

deployed to, as well as the JPOs, the commanders, and FCA agents in police stations. The
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behavior of individual agents (with regards to bribe-taking and their presence/absence)

is recorded.

The aspects regarding the protection of human subjects privacy, confidentiality, risk-

management and informed consent of human subjects are described in the IRB protocols

associated to these study. These were reviewed, and approved by the University of

Antwerp Ethical Advice Commission Social and Human Sciences SHW1515, 05 May

2015; Harvard University, Committee on the Use of Human Subjects, Protocol Number

IRB15-1973 (May 22nd 2015) and MOD15-1973-01 (June 5th 2015); University of Berkeley,

Committee for Protection of Human Subjects, June 30th 2015, Protocol Number 2015-06-

7686.

To observe the behavior and bribes taken in the street by the agents, as well as prop-

erties of public service at the intersections, we worked with 30 observers and deployed

them to each street intersection. At each intersection, for each team of agents allocated

to that specific intersection, each day, two observers tracked the behavior of the two

police agents that we randomly selected for observation for that day. From corners of

the intersections where the street observers could not easily be seen, and surrounded by

an array of economic actors of the intersections that made their presence non-intrusive

(such as phone credit sellers and currency exchange), the street level observers recorded

the following: bribe payments and escorts by the agents, the effort/absenteeism of the

police agents and public service outcomes (in particular traffic jams).

We also purchased a seat in 10 minibuses. One data collector traveled in each minibus

during the whole day across the study intersections to observe the properties of the

agent-driver interactions.

We also record the quota scheme of the commander and the way in which it is

impacted through our intervention through a number of data sources (documented

below). We received permission from the police hierarchy in order to do so. We obtained

this information from multiple sources. First, in each station we worked with the two

corresponding Judicial Police Officers (JPOs). They reported data on the individual

cars/drivers escorted into the police station (such as the length of the negotiation, bribe

paid, and so on), as well on the daily quota. This part of the data collection was approved

by their respective commanders, and did not result in any risk for the actors involved.
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Second, in each station, we worked with the two corresponding Fine Collection Agency

(FCA) agents to collect data on all the activities taking place in the police station. We

obtained permission from the FCA hierarchy to collect these data. Third, when possible,

an operations coordinator triangulated the JPO data with notebooks kept by the JPOs, in

which they detailed incoming cars and revenue. While we had permission to consult

these data, we did not have the permission to copy them. Fourth, the street-level

assistants, whose role is described in detail in Section 3 of the paper and who have

previously established trust relationships with the police, obtained information about

the daily quota level directly from the agents every day. Fifth, the wage auditor, whose

role is described in detail in Section 3 of the paper, independently obtained the quota

level from the agents every day.

Harm 1. The street-level operation and the operations inside police stations could

expose the agents and the police station staff to reputational risk if identifiable data was

intercepted or confidentiality was breached.

Strategies to Mitigate Possible Harms

Strategy 1. Our observations of agent behavior in the street come from naturalistic obser-

vations of publicly observable behavior on which there can be no reasonable expectation

of privacy. For this reason, agents did not require consent for this activity and were

also originally not considered human subjects by the relevant ethical review board in

the United States (although then, prior to the study, more protections were added).

Furthermore, requiring consent could have jeopardized the validity of this study. The

observers were non-intrusive, and were present at populated intersections taking notes

of this publicly observable behavior.1 We ensured that no agent was informed by our

team, nor by any police authority, about the activities of street observers. One major

was informed by the study’s coordinator and gave his assent to this activity. This

provided additional reassurance that the study was in compliance with the hierarchy

of this organization. However, no-one in the police force was otherwise informed of the

1In addition to this activity, we also asked agents to complete, in randomly selected days, a diary of
their day at work. Soon after the start of the study we noted that, as expected, the self-reported data would
be unusable, due to poor quality and poor writing. We received authorization from the battalion Colonel
for this component of data collection, and obtained consent from the agents.
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presence of non police observers at intersections, in the police stations, or in minibuses.

Based on our contact with the battalion, we could confirm that no agent was ever aware

that they were being monitored by observers in the street.

Strategy 2. The data were collected in a de-identified design: no link was maintained

between the identity of the agents and the data used for analysis. This was the case for

all research participants. This diminishes risks of confidentiality violations.

Strategy 3. Observations of behavior inside police stations come from two different

sources.

The first is the police officers at the police station themselves reporting on their own

behavior; the police officers are thus human subjects. For that task, they underwent

informed consent at the start of the study described in the IRB protocols. We obtained

authorization from the battalion’s highest authority (the battalion’s Colonel), as well as

from each police station commander for the activities that involved direct engagement

with his police staff.

The second is the fine collection agents inside the police station. They observed the

behavior of the police officers and reported it in their notes. For this activity, no consent

was sought from the police station officers, on two grounds. First, because their behavior

was observable to any observer in the police station, including to the fine collection

agents, who are not part of the corruption system. Discussions within the police station

are held in the open, irrespective of whether an actor is participating in the process

of unofficial extraction or not. No efforts are made to hide these conversations; which

are considered standard and legitimate practices; part of the system of “Article 15” (the

expression describing the collection of unofficial revenue dating back to a speech made

by ex-President Mobutu in 1973). Second, seeking consent would have jeopardized the

validity of the study, since it might have affected their behavior. The observation was

considered to involve minimal risk given the de-identifying precautions in place.

Strategy 4. For all data collection operations, we de-identified the data, but we went

a step further. Every single data collection tool was encrypted - including paper based

surveys. In the paper-based surveys, codes were used for the various categories of actors

(such as police officers, commanders, and so on), in order to allow for a maximum

protection of the identity of the actors, and hence, making the data de-identified. The
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transmission of the data was made through a password protected server, and the data

was saved in a password protected folder at the University of California, Berkeley.

Strategy 5. We spent immense amounts of effort to ensure that the study was tailored

to the cultural context and the norms of the relevant community. The research team spent

6 months preparing specifically for this study (and three years of prior qualitative work)

to meticulously assess, for each aspect of our data collection, what was appropriate and

what not. In that process, we discarded a significant number of research activities that

some of the researchers were considering on grounds that they did not respect the way

of living in this context.

B. Research Staff

The system of data collection posed a number of threats to the research staff that are

specific to each study branch. In what follows, we describe those risks and how the

design mitigated the risks a “naive” data collection design would have created. We

separately analyze the risk to observers in the street and in minibuses, staff inside police

stations, and supervisory research staff.

a. Street-Level Observers and Minibus Observers

Potential Harms

Harm 1. The 30 observers deployed to the intersections could be exposed, if detected, to

the risk of being detained, arrested, or their participation could even constitute a risk to

their physical integrity.

Strategies to Mitigate Potential Harms

Strategy 1. Rather than working with civilians to observe the agents, we worked with

agents of the Kinshasa’s Division of Transports, with permission from their hierarchy.

This agency, which is relatively innocuous, is external to the police networks (minimizing
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risks of collusion with human subjects) but its agents were, at the time of the study, very

much unoccupied, tendering to other occupations to generate income.2

Working with these agents, supervised by someone in an intern position that we

created inside the agency, and was approved by the agency (although we did not disclose

the specifics of the information we were collecting to the top of the agency) ensured the

observers’ protection. Indeed, intersections are strategic locations where multiple state

agencies operate, and suspicious activity can easily be subject to questioning. With this

strategy, we ensured that observers, if questioned, had an official state state card that they

could show, whose agency provided legitimacy to their mission at strategic intersections.

Strategy 2. The observers were randomly assigned to a different intersection each day.

This kept them from being noticed—and hence both reduced the risk of the Hawthorne

effect, as well as their personal risk. Moreover, the use of codes for the various categories,

did not only serve to maximize the anonymity of the various research subjects, but also

to protect the observers.

Strategy 3. We endowed the observers with a smart phone with the SurveyCTo

application installed. This allowed them to blend in - among phone credit sellers,

people exchanging currency, retailers of fruits and vegetables, simply hanging out and

sometimes taking a break to chat on their phone – while instead writing down their

observations.

Strategy 4. To protect the minibus observers, we paid the drivers for their seat,

guaranteeing them a steady stream of payment with no hassle. In this way, the minibus

observers also developed relations of trust with the minibus observers.

Urgency Protection Plan

In addition to strategies that reduce the likelihood of each harm, we also put in place an

urgency protection plan in case the harms under consideration were realized.

2A general problem in the Congolese civil service, irrespective of the sector, are that a significant
percentage of them are not on any salary lists - the so-called ’new units’ (nouvelles unités). They earn
their income through various ad-hoc activities - which supply bonuses - and hope to eventually become
part of a salary list (Titeca and de Herdt, 2011). The agents we worked with were part of this category. We
made sure that for the time they were engaged in this project in this project, their regular activities (and
sources of income) were not affected.
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If the observers were to run into problems, the research hierarchy would be informed,

via the study coordinator. Based on relationships previously established by the coordi-

nator, he would have the trust required to ensure that he could prevent any harm to be

done to study personnel.

Over the course of the 33 days of research, this was only necessary two times. First,

on the first day of implementation, notwithstanding the intensive and clear training

of the observers, one observer who was too motivated to do a good job had literally

been standing next to and following one police officer to observe their bribe-taking.

The police agents wanted to take him to the police office, but let him go after (i) the

coordinator called the Colonel, and (ii) the Colonel called the police agent and his

commander. Second, after a few days, one minibus observer had been drinking, which

caught the attention of an intelligence officer in the minibus. A meeting with the research

coordinator cleared the issue and appeased any suspicion of improper behavior. We

note that in those interactions, no bribe payment was made or necessary, because of the

respectable position of the research coordinator in society, notably his prior high-level

employment and his well-established status and legitimacy.

b. Staff Inside Police Stations

Possible Harms

We also worked wtih JPOs and non-police individuals (the FCAs) to collect data about

themselves and non police data collectors inside police stations to collect data about the

JPOs and about the FCAs.

Harm 1. Individuals whose illegal behavior is reported by JPOs could retaliate against

the JPOs. We already discussed the above risks to JPO as human subjects. This risk is

reduced by the fact that the JPOs are self reporting data on their own behavior rather

than on the behavior of others. To the extent that anyone would be incriminated by their

reports, it would be themselves. The JPOs also report on the behavior of the FCAs, whose

behavior was all legal.

Harm 2. JPOs, if seen reporting on practices inside the police station by their comman-

der could be accused of being disloyal, leading to retaliation. This risk was nonexistent,

due to the mitigation strategy we describe below.
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Harm 3. The non-police observers were reporting on illegal behavior by the JPOs,

hence if they were caught, commanders could report them and, ex-ante it was reasonable

to carefully analyze any type of retaliation that might have occurred. This could include

physical harm, even if physical harm was deemed very unlikely due to the fact that it

would be punishable by the national police—over which traffic police officers had little

influence.

Strategies to Mitigate Possible Harms

Strategy 1. Prior to launching the JPO data collection activity, we sought to inform

commanders of our proposed activity, and to obtain their consent. After six months

of preparatory work involving multiple meetings with the Albert Malukisa Nkuku, who

had a relationship with the police, the JPOs’ activities were approved by the police station

commander, the ultimate authority over their behavior, for each of the police stations in

the study. Those in which the commander did not approve of the activities were dropped

from the study.

Strategy 2. For the non-police observers (observers in the street and in the police

stations), we designed a strategy to work with state officials rather than civilians. Rather

than working with civilians observers inside police stations, which could have exposed

them to suspicion, we worked with the two fine collection agents in each police station

that were assigned to that police station. This ensured that their presence, and their

access to conversations was not suspect. If commanders had power over the FCAs,

could retaliate against the FCAs. However, this risk is limited due to the fact that police

commanders have no power over the FCAs. The FCAs do not take part in the corruption

system, and their work is allocated by the FCA, which is independent of the police.

Strategy 3. The fine collection agents we worked with entered the data on a blank sheet

of paper, not a survey paper or a survey on a tablet. The choice of a piece of paper made

its use innocuous inside the police station. Indeed, the FCAs have their own desk (note

that police stations are generally small and are the size of a container), and also take

notes as part of their work in various forms, such as paper booklets and blank sheets.

This helped keep their operations undercover, protecting their physical integrity. All of
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this was done with permission from the FCA hierarchy, and did not prevent the officers

from doing their regular job.

Strategy 4. The project employed researchers whose job it was to supervise and

monitor the fine collection agents. To obtain access by our supervisors inside the police

stations, we worked with supervisors directly inside the fine collection agency, who

would then regularly meet their staff around the police stations. The supervisors met

the fine collection agents in the evenings predominantly outside the police stations.

c. Supervisory Research Staff

The research project also worked with the supervisors of the fine collection agents,

the supervisors of the JPO officers, the supervisors of the street-level observers, the

supervisors of minibus observers, the research coordinator in charge of the relationship

with the police (one co-author), the research coordinator in charge of the data collection

system (one co-author), and the foreign researchers (two co-authors).

Possible Harms

Harm 1. Any agent of the data collection system could be detected and perceived to

operate under cover, raising suspicions regarding the data collection enterprise, trigger-

ing various forms of retaliation on members of the operation perceived to be responsible

for the operation. Even if the likelihood of this harm is mitigated by the strategies we

describe below, the consequences in case they were be caught would be relatively limited

and, had they been caught, would have likely amounted to them having to pay a small

bribe. The reason for our confidence in the low harm is that prior qualitative research

had already established the existence of the corruption system in the traffic police agency,

and the actors of the system did not have an understanding of the distinction between

quantitative studies and qualitative research, nor would they have noticed the magnitude

of the operations we were conducting, by the fact that each operation was entirely

independent and was managed through and entirely autonomous supervision structure.

19



Strategies to Mitigate Possible Harms

Strategy. Albert Malukisa Nkuku was the study coordinator. His status and network in

this community were crucial in providing reassurance to all study personnel that, were

any detainment to occur, there would be limited consequences. As described above,

networks are central to someone’s status and leverage in this context. In case any staff

were to run into problems, the research hierarchy would be informed, via the coordinator.

This system was set up to mitigate potential problems such as the questioning of the

research staff. However, this was not necessary throughout the study

Strategy 3. Research supervisors were re-deployed daily across different locations of

the staff they were supervising. This made their presence less regular, and thus made

their activity seamless to the police agents operating in the street.

6. Financial and Reputational Conflicts of Interest

A. Possible Reputational Conflicts of Interest

There is one obvious source of concern for possible a conflict of interest risk in this study.

The publication of “negative” research results that would paint a picture of corruption

as widespread and portray the agency as essentially organized to generate illegal revenue

could in principle be perceived by the government, or by the agency’s leadership, as an

embarrassment. It could contribute to could further weaken the legitimacy of the state

institutions and could make the authors of the study targets for retaliation for exposing

illegal practices that co-exist with public goods provision that are likely inefficient. There

is such an abundance of literature documenting the corruption of the Congolese state,

hence, nuancing this risk.

This could have different implications for different authors of this paper.

For the Congolese researchers, retaliation could mean negative repercussions from

the police (or other) authorities for publishing the study, and for having collaborated in

whistleblowing a well-organized system that amounts to theft. Without specific whistle-

blower protections one could be concerned that the expectation of possible retaliation

could have an impact on their neutrality, and thus, creating a conflict of interest that

would reduce the credibility of the research (for their own protection).
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For foreign researchers, the risks can be similar if they are allowed into the country as

part of their ongoing research projects. However, the most likely risk, one that has been

observed in the past for other researchers studying sensitive questions, is that they are

banned from the country and are no longer able to obtain a visa.

For the two co-authors who were founding members of a non-profit research orga-

nization, retaliation could mean sanctions against the organization and its members, if

the study is suspected of being politically motivated. One of the co-authors works at the

Catholic University of the Congo, and another has ongoing institutional collaborations

in place.

While the motivations for this study were entirely apolitical, it is reasonable to consider

this risk as being a potential threat to the independence of the researchers. Thus, in what

follows, we discuss the reasons why this threat is unfounded, and is disproved by the

very results of our study.

B. Assessment of Risks of Possible Reputational Conflicts of Interest

In reality, reputational risks from publishing these results are very low for the following

reasons (and if there were reputational risks, the scale of corruption revealed by this

study, which is very large, would have to be interpreted as a lower bound of an even

larger scale).

First, this form of corruption is well-known. These practices constitute an ‘open secret,’

in the sense that they have been often reported on, and also often published about – albeit

with different methods. While this study is the first to quantify these dynamics, we are

not the first to study them.

Second, the system had already been documented extensively in qualitative studies

(see, for instance, Baaz and Olsson (2011), Titeca and Malukisa (2014)). We are not the first

to document it, at least qualitatively. Second, and more specifically, one of the Congolese

authors (Albert Malukisa Nkuku) did publish qualitative findings on this system both

in his PhD (Malukisa 2017a) and in a range of articles (Malukisa 2017b, c). Also Titeca

published a range of articles documenting the ways in which corruption is organised in

Congo—none of these created a reputational cost.
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Third, the study is about processes, not about specific personalities. The anonymity

afforded by the project mitigates the potential risks of retaliation that could jeopardize

academic independence.

Fourth, no actor whose behavior we portray, or who has any stake in this system, made

any payment to any of the researchers of this study, nor to the research personnel. This

ensured also that we had academic independence as we are not tied to a quid-pro-quo

contract as is the case for privately funded research in some cases.

The lack of reputational conflict of interest is a main reason as to why (i) the study

documents pervasive corruption, and (ii) the location is not anonymized,and why all

authors, including the Congolese members of the team, freely chose to have their names

associated with the public version of the paper.

7. Intellectual Freedom

This section is concerned with contractual limitations on the ability of the researchers to

report the results of the study.

Who pays? The study was funded by the International Growth Center (IGC), the

Private Enterprise Development in Low Income countries (PEDL), unrestricted faculty

funding made available by the Haas School of Business at the University of California,

Berkeley, and the Research Foundation - Flanders (FWO). IGC and PEDL were funded by

the UK’s FCDO (formerly known as DFIC). The researchers had unrestricted intellectual

freedom to report the results of the study. All contracts with the funders and with the

respective Universities protect academic independence.

Who authorizes? The battalion Colonel authorized the study as part of a longstanding

relationship with one of the co-authors of the paper and did not expect results to be

published in any particular tone. As indicated in the previous section, these practices are

an open secret that are known to society, hence the leverage held by the Colonel and the

agency over the content we publish was nonexistent.
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8. Feedback to Participants or Communities

There are a number of stakeholders who can be considered when answering this ques-

tion: the police agency staff, the general population (and in particular the drivers), the

government, and the foreign aid agencies who play a central role in channeling resources

through the state and in supporting reforms. In fact, up to a few months before our study,

the FCDO (formerly called DFID) was supporting Kinshasa’s police agency reforms, but

stopped because the General of the police agency was suspected of using violent methods

against street-kids, among other issues.

Regarding DFID-Kinshasa, one of the co-authors presented the results of the study

at DFID’s Kinshasa headquarters in 2016 to an audience including Congolese as well as

British staff, all specialized in governance in the DRC. This ensured that one of the key

decision makers in/around the DRC’s government, and one of their main international

donors, received information that could be useful for the specific way in which policies

could be designed.

Regarding the general public, the agency and the government, there is currently a

plan to organize a public presentation at the the Catholic University of Kinshasa in 2023.

This has not happened by 2022, because the results of the study remained preliminary

until this version was released. We plan to invite actors of the police agency and of the

government. While the details of those practices are known to the government, albeit

in an incomplete fashion, we believe it can be useful to inform all actors. While the

behaviors we document are not technically legal, they are also not taboo, and we will

destroy any identifier before proceeding with public presentations.

9. Foreseeable Misuse of Research Results

This is a study on the functioning and impact of practices that are technically not legal,

a contentious topic. We have studied this issue as much as possible in an objective and

non-normative manner. But, given the continuous nature of the issue, it could potentially

be used in inappropriate ways. As an overall measure, the paper provides as nuanced

as possible a description of the dynamics at stake; and by describing these, we hope to

inform debate and policy.
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That being said, the following actions could potentially be taken by the following

actors.

First, international donors could decide to withhold aid to the Congolese police force,

given the practices documented in this paper. This would be quite severe for a country

partly dependent on foreign aid. However, this decision is quite unlikely. Indeed, the

presence of these practices among the police is known in policy circles, and has been

documented in previous studies (such as Baaz and Olsson (2011)). The contribution of

this study is foremost academic, and to offer avenues for better influencing incentives

of actors in the system. The descriptive results should not be surprising to Congolese

expert implementers. Furthermore, the paper provides a nuanced picture, which does

not suggest, or should not lead to, policy decisions such as aid cuts. On the contrary, it

offers a path to carefully think about how to target the incentives of supervisors and also

questions specific policies favoring others. Similar to our previous work, we intend to

present the results of this research to international donors and the government together

in the DRC, which should prevent misguided interpretations of the article.

Second, given that the article describes unofficial practices by police officials that are

technically illegal, the article could hypothetically be used by Congolese political leaders

to sanction the officials involved in this study. However, the authors have taken various

measures to protect the identity of the actors involved: these are completely de-identified.

The low risk to interested parties is reflected in the authors’ unanimous decision to

disclose their names, despite the fact that the study was not public for a number of

years as a precaution. Furthermore, the government has been replaced since the study

was implemented in 2015. With the associated change in personnel, the risk of retaliation

is further diminished.

Overall, given that the most pessimistic interpretation of this study has already been

made public by The Economist (Acland, 2018) and had no negative consequence as

expected, we are confident that this article will only nuance the functioning of the system.
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