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If you have ever wondered why the global fight against
corruption matters, consider this: It is estimated that
corruption costs the world economy 5% of GDP each
year equivalent to $3.6 trillion. In 2018, the GDP of

Germany was $4 trillion. Were corruption to be eliminated,
the costs of achieving the UN Sustainable Development
Goals would be covered, and we would see rapid
progress towards meaningful solutions for global
challenges such as climate change and the elimination of
extreme poverty.

Everyone is affected by corruption, from governments to
business to private individuals. It diminishes faith in
government and ultimately undermines public institutions.
Corruption affects the poor disproportionately as it
negatively impacts the provision of basic public services
and allows unequal access to public goods. Corruption
thus becomes part of the global debate on inequality.

Furthermore, corruption depresses domestic investment
and reduces tax revenues, and compromises business
efficiency. Smaller companies are particularly adversely
affected by the prevalence of corruption given the
disproportionate cost of bribes and reduced access to
public contracts, which in turn can stifle innovation.

Too often, however, we have seen governments and
businesses fail to take the challenge of corruption
seriously, with businesses blaming governments and vice
versa. What has become clear is that, for the global
struggle against corruption to be effective, we must adopt
a “whole of society” approach, meaning that governments,
businesses and civil society must all do their part, focusing
on what each can bring to the fight.

For these reasons, in November 2019, the World
Economic Forum drew together a core group of experts
on the issue to form a Global Future Council on
Transparency and Anti-Corruption. Building on work of the
Partnership Against Corruption Initiative (PACI), the council
launched a programme of work that asks what businesses
can contribute by improving their own integrity.
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This work will focus on four pillars of action. Business
leaders must:

1. Commit to ethics and integrity beyond mere
compliance

2. Strengthen corporate culture and incentives to drive
continuous learning and improvement

3. Leverage technologies to reduce the scope of
corruption

4.  Support collective action to increase scale and impact

The council is finalizing this Agenda for Business Integrity by
developing lines of work on each of these pillars. It will also
examine the role of “gatekeepers” — companies in the
financial, legal and accounting sectors that can be pivotal in
preventing corrupt practices in business.

The urgency of this work cannot be overestimated.
Companies must take action and do so quickly and
intelligently: experience shows that it is not enough for
companies simply to adhere to the norms and standards of
today; it is vital that companies go beyond compliance and
take proactive steps to diminish the risk of corruption in the
future. As one council member so succinctly put it:
“Companies will be judged by the standards of tomorrow.”

This is not an idle concern. People are more aware than ever
of corruption and more likely to punish companies that fail in
their integrity mission. The world’s business leaders must
commit to a more holistic, systemic and global approach to
building a corporate culture of ethics and integrity. If they fail,
corruption will continue to plague our societies and
economic systems, and our democratic institutions will be
severely weakened.
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