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Project title Reforming Kleptocracy through Shock Therapy: A Social 
Harm Assessment 

Project description: please provide a brief description, using the headings given below, of 
the project which will used as part of the advertising material and will be placed in the public 
domain. Please also indicate whether there are any confidentiality/sensitivity/IP issues of the 
research which should not be made publicly available.  
I. Scientific Excellence 
Kleptocracy is a term coined to depict regimes where organs of state power have been captured in 
order to loot assets, fix market activity, and swindle revenues. To counter kleptocracy, neoliberal 
reforms have been promoted bilaterally and multilaterally.   
 
Research conducted at Ulster University strongly indicates that kleptocracy cumulatively generates a 
series of macro social effects, that in fact are similar in character to those generated licitly through 
neoliberal regimes of governance.  

https://www.ulster.ac.uk/staff/kak-lasslett
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This discovery has prompted a range of new research questions on the relationship between 
kleptocracy, neoliberalism, and social welfare. The follow doctoral study will engineer a pioneering 
methodological and analytical scaffolding in order to explore this trilateral relationship, employing a 
multiple case study approach.  
 
II. Aim/Hypothesis 
Case studies will be selected where kleptocracies have experienced neoliberal ‘shock therapy’. Three 
non-exclusive hypotheses on the impact of shock therapy will be tested: 
  

1. Social networks organising and reproducing kleptocracy transition into legitimate spheres, 
where they can achieve the same economic ends without the risk of stigmatisation.  

2. Social networks organising and reproducing kleptocracy continue alongside a new set of actors 
who accumulate through opportunities opened up by neoliberal government, creating a 
bifurcated political economy. 

3. Social networks organising and reproducing kleptocracy colonise the spheres of activity 
opened up by shock therapy creating a worst of both worlds scenarios. 

 
The outcomes of shock therapy on kleptocracy for citizen welfare will be measures using a social harm 
lens.  
 
III. Methodology 
2-3 case studies will be selected employing purposive sampling. Intra-case analysis will be conducted 
through a three step approach: 
 

1. Measures will be developed to map the scope and defining features of kleptocracy on a 
longitudinal basis, which shall permit change to be identified.  

2. Process tracing will be employed to analyse the impact of neoliberal shock therapy on 
kleptocracy.  

3. A social harm lens will measure how longitudinal changes have impacted on the distribution of 
social assets and opportunities, essential to the realization of human capabilities.   

 
Generalisation between cases will be facilitated through pattern matching.  
 
IV. Strategic Relevance  
This study will generate new knowledge that advances understandings of:  

(i) kleptocracy by measuring how regimes of practice constitutive of kleptocracy react to, and 
engage with, shock therapy;  

(ii) social harm, as an analytical lens in social policy; and  
(iii) the impact of neoliberal governance reforms on kleptocracy.   
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V. Interdisciplinarity/DTA Fit 
Political theory and analytical method, has been synthesized with criminological investigative 
methodologies, the results of which will be viewed from a social policy perspective using a social harm 
lens. In so doing this study will produce cutting edge findings that will offer new understandings on a 
set of social processes, which will condition the futures of kleptocratic regimes experiencing shock 
therapy.  
Lay summary (max 200 words) to be used for reference as part of the selection process 
where non-specialists are involved 
Kleptocracy is a term coined to depict regimes where organs of state power have been captured in 
order to loot assets, fix market activity, and swindle revenues. International reform efforts designed to 
counter kleptocracy have focused on introducing neoliberal forms of governance. This doctoral 
project will examine case studies where this process has happened in a particularly condensed and 
explicit form, in order to test its impact on kleptocracies and the social welfare of citizens.  
 
To achieve this aim a multiple case study approach will be employed. Cases will be analysed using a 
three-step approach. First change in the kleptocratic regime over time will be measured. Second, the 
relationship between this change and shock therapy will be considered using process tracing, an 
analytical method for detecting causation. Third, social harm theory will be used to identify what the 
outcomes are of shock therapy on kleptocracy for citizens. Social harm considers how structural 
distributions of social assets and opportunities, impact on the capabilities of citizens to achieve their 
social, cultural and biophysical potential.  
 
It is anticipated that this study will generate new knowledge on dominant anti-corruption policies and 
their potential to facilitate meaningful forms of transition within kleptocratic regimes.  
Industrial/Employer placement opportunity please include details, where known, of any 
external placement opportunities or collaborations available as part of the project 
Ulster University currently co-organises an international civil society coalition whose activity is focused 
on research and advocacy in the area of grand corruption. Our collaborators in the coalition include 
Transparency International, Corruption Watch UK, The Open Society, Global Witness, and Public Eye. 
The doctoral student will be a member of this Working Group, and actively involved in its operations. 
Additionally, they will be able to participate in the UNCAC Civil Society Coalition, an international 
umbrella body for CSOs working in the area of anti-corruption.  
International placement opportunity please include details, where known, of any potential 
international placement opportunities or collaborations available as part of the project 
A number of international placement opportunities would be available with partners at the above 
organisations (TI chapters in the group include Netherlands, EU, and Republic of Ireland). In addition 
to the above cited organisations, there is the potential to be placed for a period – subject to partner 
approval – at the International Forum for Democratic Studies in Washington DC, which houses a 
kleptocracy research program.   
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Scientific, economic and societal impact of the project 
This project will have a range of important scientific impacts, including: 

➢ Advancing understandings of how resilient kleptocracy is when confronted with interventions 
engineered through a neoliberal policy cannon. 

➢ The construction of a social harm framework for understanding the societal impact of 
neoliberal shock therapy on kleptocracatic regimes.  

➢ Establish an analytical framework for understanding the relationship between kleptocracy, 
neoliberalism and social welfare, on a longitudinal and comparative basis.  

 
As a result of the new forms of knowledge this study will generate, it is anticipated this doctoral study 
will have a number of welcomed societal benefits: 

➢ Inform the policy tools used at a bilateral and multilateral level to confront kleptocracy.  
➢ Shape civil society advocacy on kleptocracy, including the policies promoted to counter 

kleptocracy.  
➢ Generate new strategies for facilitating transition in kleptocratic countries, more suited to 

securing social welfare in the long term. 
 
These benefits will be achieved through publications, and events organised through the working 
group and coalition cited above. Through these networks these will be opportunities to meet with and 
discuss the findings with influential policy voices in civil society, and government, including in the UK, 
US and EU.   
Additional admissions requirements: please state if there are any specific admissions 
requirements for this project i.e. subject specific degree qualifications or disciplines, relevant 
skills, experience etc. 
The successful candidate will be expected to have a degree in either criminology, social policy, public 
policy, sociology, law, business, finance or a cognate area. They should have experience or training in 
the use of qualitative and quantitative research methodologies. A desirable but not essential 
requirement is previous research experience in the area of corruption or kleptocracy.   
 
IELTS Academic Scores, Ulster requirement for PhD study is overall grade 6.0, with a minimum of 5.5 in 
each component. 

 

 


