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The research is aimed at in-depth study of the perception of conflict of 
interest among public servants of Kazakhstan and finding out how they tend 
to view this phenomenon as a manifestation of corruption. The objective 
is to understand how the level of awareness, and education affects the 
perception of conflicts of interest, and to propose approaches that will 
help improve regulatory measures. The study employs a mixed methodology, 
including quantitative, and qualitative data analysis. The research was based 
on a sociological survey of 10,255 public servants of Kazakhstan, the data of 
which were analyzed using regression models. According to the study, 82.8% 
of respondents indicated that difficulties in ensuring compliance with ethical 
standards contribute to conflicts of interest. At the same time, most respondents 
associate such conflicts with potential corruption threats. Moreover, regression 
analysis shows that perceptions of conflict-of-interest policies depend on 
respondents’ understanding and education level. More education leads to 
critical views on measures, while insufficient understanding impairs perception. 
The study contributes to the discussion of conflict of interest regulation 
in the public sector, emphasizing the importance of the educational level 
and awareness of public servants for effective regulation. The findings are 
useful for developing more effective anti-corruption and regulatory strategies. 
Practical implications of the research include updating regulatory policies to 
address conflict of interest perceptions, enhancing public service ethics through 
targeted training, and strengthening management and monitoring mechanisms. 
These measures will improve transparency and thereby increase public trust in 
government institutions. 
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Introduction 

The global economy loses over $2.6 trillion annually to corruption, which is equivalent 
to 5% of global GDP, according to a widely accepted estimate (Fleming, 2019). Considering 
the global GDP for 2022 is estimated at US$ 101 trillion, this would correspond to a 
global theft of $5 trillion annually (Global Infrastructure Anti-Corruption Centre, 2024). 
Corruption in the EU, for instance, results in losses that exceed the officially reported 
figures, totaling 323 billion euros annually (News.az, 2021). 

In this context it’s worth mentioning that conflicts of interest remain one of the most 
prevalent manifestations of corruption worldwide. Thus, a significant part of society holds 
the belief that a conflict of interest carries a substantial likelihood of resulting in corruption. 
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As evidenced by the norms and regulations of international 
organizations, while a conflict of interest may not be considered 
corruption in itself, it does contribute to its emergence. This is a 
scenario in which personal interests, whether they be related to 
family, business, or other matters, enable an individual to act in 
a way that goes against their official responsibilities or the best 
interests of the public. 

Transparent International defines a conflict of interest as a 
situation where an individual or the organization they serve 
must choose between their job duties and personal interests 
(Transparency International, 2009). 

The OECD divides conflicts into apparent and potential. An 
apparent conflict of interest arises when a public official’s personal 
interests seem to unduly impact their duties, whereas they do not. A 
potential conflict arises when an official possesses private interests 
that collide with their future official duties (OECD, 2005). 

The UN also recognizes conflict of interest as an urgent issue 
in Article 7, Paragraph 4 of the Convention against Corruption, by 
confirming the obligation of each State Party to take all appropriate 
measures to promote transparency and prevent conflicts of interest 
(United Nations, 2003). 

Any conflict of interest or the very realization of it in any 
case raises doubts on the part of society about the integrity of 
public servants. 

According to researchers there are mainly two strategies for 
effectively managing conflicts of interest (Demmke et al., 2020; 
Huberts and Van Montfort, 2020; Heywood and Rose, 2015; 
Treviño et al., 1999). One of the approaches is a regulatory method 
known as compliance-based, which relies on established rules 
and regulatory norms. The second approach is an integrity-based 
strategy, which is founded on the principles of values and common 
sense (integrity-based) (Demmke et al., 2020). 

Huberts and Van Montfort (2020) suggest that the optimal 
and preferable outcomes can only be achieved by integrating these 
two approaches. 

The OECD document outlines a set of measures that 
include both formal instruments—such as rules, procedures, 
and declarations—and organizational efforts aimed at promoting 
integrity and a culture of trust (OECD, 2024a). 

In Kazakhstan, conflicts of interest are formally acknowledged 
as a pressing issue at the governmental level. 

Thus, the Anti-Corruption Policy of the Republic of 
Kazakhstan for 2022–2026, approved by Presidential Decree 
No. 802, includes the prevention and regulation of conflicts 
of interest as important aspects of the anti-corruption strategy 
(Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2022). 

Based on Kazakhstan’s practical experience, it is evident that 
the issue of conflict of interest in the public service has not been 
thoroughly examined. Merely providing analytical resources is 
insufficient in addressing the need for effective methods to prevent 
and regulate conflicts of interest in the public service. Thus, the 
issue of addressing conflicts of interest is of utmost importance. 

In this context, the primary research questions of this study are 
as follows: 

1. What is the perception of public servants on the subject of 
conflict of interest in the public service? 

2. What are the factors that shape the public servants’ perceptions 
regarding the conflict-of-interest regulation policy? 

3. What is the most effective approach for addressing conflict of 
interest in light of the findings? 

This article examines the limited number of conflict-of-interest 
studies in public administration and the lack of theoretical research 
in this area. It focuses on the analysis of a sociological survey to 
identify what does a conflict of interest mean to public servants and 
what are the factors that contribute to understand how the degree 
of regulation is perceived. 

To address the research questions, quantitative and qualitative 
research methodologies are implemented, utilizing primary data 
from the survey analysis among the 10,255 public servants. This 
research is of significant importance and relevance, as it is expected 
to provide policymakers and other stakeholders with valuable 
insights into the effective conflict of interest regulation in the 
public service. 

Literature review 

While some researchers (Bergstrom, 1970; Davids, 1998; 
Carson, 1994; Davis and Stark, 2001; Di Carlo, 2013; Schindler, 
2013; Kennedy, 2013) consider inter alia the significance of the 
conflict-of-interest concept, others focus on its essence and view 
it as a matter of ethics (Walter, 1981; Werhane and Doering, 
1995; McMunigal, 1998; Argandoña, 2004; Boyce and Davids, 2009; 
Doig, 2014; Di Carlo, 2013; Mital, 2019; Suk Kim and Yun, 2017). 
Yet another group of researchers suggest that a conflict-of-interest 
issues could be examined in conjunction with corruption (Gong 
and Ren, 2013; Chapman, 2014; Doig, 2014; Cerrillo-i-Martinez, 
2017; Hue, 2020; Demmke et al., 2023; Strelcenoks, 2023). 

In addition to this, the conflict of interest in public 
administration is often examined through two main ethical 
frameworks: the compliance-based and values-based approaches 
(Anderson, 1997; Kaptein, 1998; Weaver and Treviño, 1999; 
Maesschalck, 2004; Roberts, 2009; Huberts, 2014). The first one 
focuses on rules, penalties, and ways to make sure they are followed. 
The second one, on the other hand, is more about organizational 
culture, moral motivation, and encouraging people to act in an 
ethical way. While both theories try to reduce ethical risks, some 
critics say that compliance-based systems might lead to a culture of 
minimalism and checking off the right boxes. In its turn values-
based models need strong moral leadership and well-developed 
institutions, which might not be present in transitional states. 
Because of this, a balanced hybrid method is often the best choice. 

Bergstrom (1970) asserts that a precise definition of conflict of 
interest is unattainable due to the fact that this notion varies in 
meaning across different contexts and circumstances. 

Davids (1998) acknowledges that the OECD provides the 
most precise description of the term of conflict of interest. This 
document presents several crucial mechanisms for identifying 
potential and specific conflicts of interest, including: a statement 
of interest, disclosure of assets and other financial interests, a 
declaration validated by an oath, and statements submitted to 
supervisory or relevant authorities regarding specific conflicts. 
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Notably, Carson (1994) highlights that conflict arises solely 
when personal interests contradict official responsibilities. 

Di Carlo’s analysis (2013) revealed that public servants either 
lack a precise understanding of the conflict of interest or 
hold entirely divergent opinions. Consequently, this concept is 
interpreted differently by each individual. Therefore, the author 
underscores the significance of recognizing the conflict of interest 
and providing examples assisting in its resolution, as well as paying 
particular attention to the concept of conflict of interest in the codes 
of behavior and ethics. 

The conflict of interest is contingent upon the specific nature of 
the work or activity. Conflicts of interest in the profession can come 
from the multitude of roles involved, but the underlying objective 
of the activity remains the same. Alternatively, conflicts may arise 
from the presence of many purposes in the work, irrespective of 
the number of roles. While certain conflicts pertain to the internal 
dynamics of the profession, others arise from external factors such 
as family or commercial connections (Davis and Stark, 2001). 

The most critical responsibility is to promptly identify a conflict 
of interest and differentiate it contingent upon the specifics of 
a given situation. A conflict of interest is a difficult endeavor to 
identify. The introduction of legal measures to combat a conflict 
of interest is contingent upon the recognition of the conflict. As 
a result, a clear definition of a conflict of interest and the items 
that do not fall under its scope improves its comprehension. 
Although there have been numerous studies conducted on the 
conflict of interest, there is no universally accepted definition of this 
phenomenon in both the literature and practice (Di Carlo, 2013). 

Noteworthy, Schindler (2013) states that a clear definition of a 
conflict of interest and methods of dealing with it are possible only 
within the framework of the national legal system. 

A conflict of interest does not necessarily have to be a personal 
one, which is another feature of the contemporary view of what 
constitutes a conflict of interest of interest. There is also the 
possibility of conflict arising from the self-interest of an institution 
or group (Kennedy, 2013). 

Demmke et al. (2023) found that member states of the 
European Union are making concerted efforts to improve their 
systems for dealing with conflicts of interest in the context of 
professional integrity. An expanded definition of a conflict of 
interest, including personal, spouse, and family interests, stricter 
disclosure requirements, and more restrictions are all part of 
this package. 

It is important to put conflict of interest in the context of 
a number of larger theoretical theories in order to make this 
research’s ideas more solid. Principal-Agent Theory (Ross, 1973; 
Jensen and Meckling, 1976; Moe, 1984; Eisenhardt, 1989; Thatcher 
and Sweet, 2002) underscores the difference between the interests 
of public officials (agents) and citizens (principals) and underscores 
the potential for ethical violations to arise as a result of information 
asymmetry and a lack of oversight. In this regard, conflicts of 
interest are perceived as predictable risks in agency relationships 
where incentives are not perfectly aligned. 

Second, formal rules may be separated from practice, as 
explained by Neo-Institutionalism (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; 
March and Olsen, 1989; Scott, 2013). Conflict-of-interest policies 
don’t always work when informal rules are in place or when 

official compliance is seen as more important than real change. 
In transitional nations, this viewpoint is particularly helpful in 
explaining the disconnect between stated anti-corruption initiatives 
and actual administrative culture. 

The Public Value Theory is a complementary lens that looks at 
governance results other than following the rules. It asks whether 
institutions provide services and policies that improve public trust 
and societal wellbeing (Moore, 1995; Bozeman, 2007; Bryson et al., 
2014). As part of reforms to public administration, this point of 
view pushes for more than just formal compliance. Instead, it 
stresses the importance of co-creating public value through ethical 
leadership, citizen involvement, and institutional responsiveness. 

In Kazakhstan, official integrity mechanisms don’t always have 
the support of the public. Focusing on public values may help 
change the way anti-corruption efforts are seen as legal exercises 
and instead as ways to build trust. This point of view is in line 
with the ideal of a values-based bureaucracy that encourages moral 
behavior not just through regulation but also through a shared 
purpose and principles. 

New critical studies question the limits of rule-based reforms 
in public administration. For instance, Saputra et al. (2025) 
examine Indonesia’s digitalization efforts and argue that, without 
strategic alignment and cross-sector collaboration, even ambitious 
initiatives may result in fragmented systems and limited impact. 
Their concept of a “digital service bubble” illustrates how rapid 
but uncoordinated technological adoption can lead to inefficiencies 
and erode public trust. Similar risks exist in Kazakhstan, where 
relying only on formal rules does not work well without 
broader coordination. 

Simultaneously, some researchers concentrate on the conflict-
of-interest nature and perceive it as an ethical concern. 

According to Walter (1981) the only parts of the ethics 
legislation that must be considered are the requirements pertaining 
to financial disclosure, the blind trust restrictions, and “the 
revolving bar” doors. 

McMunigal (1998) believes that the primary distinction 
between conflict of interest and corruption is that conflict of 
interest is a threat situation, whereas corruption is a behavior that 
causes harm. 

Furthermore, Doig (2014) highlights that corruption involves 
either taking action or refraining from taking action in order to 
benefit the person providing an offer or incentive. Engaging in 
corrupt practices when making contracts can also result in negative 
consequences such as financial losses or a decline in the quality of 
services. Both are commonly linked to a conflict of interest, which 
occurs when officials or council members exploit their position to 
obtain an advantage in pursuing either financial or non-financial 
objectives. It is also assumed that this conflict of interest influences 
their official behavior. 

According to Argandoña (2004), there are numerous situations 
where a conflict of interest arises, which might jeopardize the 
agent’s fiduciary responsibilities and potentially harm someone, 
even if the law does not explicitly prohibit such conduct. In this 
scenario, it might be asserted that activity resulting from a conflict 
of interest is morally wrong. 

Boyce and Davids (2009) also examine how conflict of interest 
affects society and emphasize the importance of fostering an ethical 
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and organizational culture as one of the three primary regulatory 
approaches to conflict of interest. 

In the same vein, Werhane and Doering (1995) earlier 
highlighted the moral dimension of the conflict of interest. 
Therefore, the authors have identified three distinct criteria for 
evaluating the ethical wrongdoing in the activities of individuals 
who disregard conflicts of interest. According to the authors, one 
way to analyze an activity is to consider it independently, without 
considering any conflicts of interest, and determine if it broke a 
moral rule. 

Some researchers emphasize the importance of ethics codes in 
the effective public service and conflict of interest management (Di 
Carlo, 2013; Androniceanu, 2013; Mital, 2019; Suk Kim and Yun, 
2017). 

However, on two fronts, attempts to outlaw even the 
appearance of a conflict of interest are misguided. To begin, 
the inclusion of the appearance criteria in this way expands the 
prohibition in an unjustified way. Since the very definition of a 
conflict of interest incorporates an appearance standard, expansion 
is needless. An apparent conflict of interest is already included in 
the definition of a conflict, which is a collection of conditions that 
could lead to the appearance of improper influence. Secondly, a lot 
more situations will probably be prohibited if “appearance of” and 
“potential” conflicts are considered as separate from actual ones 
(Fung and Thompson, 2025). 

Notably, many nations have been concerned about the 
corruption that might arise from conflicts of interest in public 
service. One school of thought holds that there are three distinct 
varieties of corruption: white corruption, which is obvious but 
sometimes overlooked; gray corruption, which is more difficult to 
spot in actual situations; and black corruption, which is widely 
known and punished. Conflicts of interest are one type of gray 
corruption among these three (Hue, 2020). 

Materials and methods 

The respondents in this survey included public servants from 
central state bodies in Kazakhstan, as well as local executive bodies 
from all regions. The research sample for the entire republic 
included 10255 public servants in managerial and executive roles, 
representing slightly over 10% of the general population of 90,000 
individuals (self-sampling). 

An online survey was administered in Kazakh and Russian 
through Google from November 2021 until February 2022. The 
participants came from diverse educational and socio-economic 
backgrounds. Table 1 displays the attributes of the complete sample. 
These socio-demographic characteristics offer important context 
for interpreting the empirical results presented in the following 
sections (Table 1). 

Table 1 indicates that males constitute the majority of 
respondents, with a 56% share. Out of the total, 44% were female. 
The survey generally encompasses the respondents aged 18 to 65 
and older. There are six primary age categories, with respondents 
aged 26 to 35 accounting for the largest percentage at 33.3%. The 
cohorts of 35 to 45 years and 46 to 55 years occupied the second and 
third positions, with 31.2% and 20%, respectively. The respondents 
aged 18 to 25 comprise the smallest cohort, accounting for 5.1%. 

TABLE 1 Socio-demographic data of the respondents. 

Category Percent (%) 

1 2 

Gender 

Female 44.0 

Male 56.0 

Age 

18–25 years old 5.1 

26–35 years old 33.3 

36–45 years old 31.2 

46–55 years old 20 

56–65 years old 10.2 

Over 65 years old 

Education level 

Secondary (school graduate) 

Secondary special (college graduate) 5 

Higher (bachelor’s degree, specialist) 87 

Master’s Degree (Master’s Degree) 7.5 

Doctoral study (doctoral study, postgraduate 
study, residency graduate) 

0.3 

Monthly family income remaining after pension and other 

payments 

Below 100 thousand tenge 34.5 

Below 200 thousand tenge 52.1 

Below 300 thousand tenge 8.7 

Below 400 thousand tenge 2.8 

Below 500 thousand tenge 1 

Below 600 thousand tenge 0.3 

Below 700 thousand tenge 0.1 

Below 800 thousand tenge 

Below 900 thousand tenge 

Less than 1 mln. tenge 

More than 1 mln. tenge 

Home region 

Astana city 8.1 

Almaty city 6.2 

Shymkent city 5.3 

Almaty region 2.6 

Akmola region 7.7 

Aktobe region 6.9 

Atyrau region 4.1 

East Kazakhstan region 11 

Zhambyl region 3.3 

West Kazakhstan region 2.6 

(Continued) 
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TABLE 1 (Continued) 

Category Percent (%) 

Karaganda region 7.9 

Kostanay region 5.2 

Kyzylorda region 2.1 

Mangistau region 4 

Pavlodar region 2.7 

North Kazakhstan region 9.8 

Turkestan region 10.4 

Experience in public service (years) 

1 6.6 

2 4.6 

3 6 

4 4.8 

5 5.3 

6 4.5 

7 5 

8 3.3 

9 3.2 

10 3.3 

11 3.3 

12 3 

13 3.1 

14 3.5 

15 2.8 

More than 15 years 37.6 

Source: Created by authors. 

The vast majority of respondents possess a higher education, 
as evidenced by their Bachelor’s degree (87%), Master’s degree 
(7.5%), and Doctoral degree (0.3%). Meanwhile, 5% of respondents 
possess a college degree. It is noteworthy that the majority of the 
respondents has more than fifteen years of professional experience. 

The questionnaire was divided into four main sections with 
respective questions regarding: 

- The socio-demographic data of the respondents; 
- The conceptual apparatus and key issues surrounding 

policy formation; 
- The challenges related to policy formation and 

implementation, particularly in preventing conflicts 
of interest; 

- Personal experiences to provide a comprehensive 
understanding of the topic. 

This survey questionnaire was approved by Committee of 
Ethics at National School of Public Policy of the Academy of Public 
Administration under the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan. 

The obtained data were analyzed using R-studio software. This 
made it possible to create several regression models that take into 
account the correlation of variables to determine the factors that 
influence the perception of conflicts of interest by respondents, as 
well as to assess the current situation in the field of prevention and 
regulation of conflicts of interest. 

All models were run using multiple linear regression. A 
stepwise methodology was used to select variables for each model. 
Output data for each model include the distribution of residuals, 
model coefficients, and measures of model reliability (F-test, 
degrees of freedom, and r-squared). 

Results 

The OECD attaches particular importance to issues of 
perception and regulation of conflicts of interest in the 
public service. 

In many OECD countries, a broader framework is in place 
for all public authorities to follow when it comes to managing 
conflicts of interest in infrastructure projects. 64% percent of 
OECD countries (18 out of 28) have a policy or institutional 
framework addressing conflicts of interest solely for individuals 
tasked with infrastructure management (OECD, 2023). 

In this context, it is essential to ascertain the precise nature 
of public servants’ associations and their comprehension of the 
conflict of interests in order to effectively prevent a conflict 
of interest. 

Below the finding results according to research questions 
are analyzed. 

1. Regarding the perception of public servants on the subject 
of conflict of interest in the public service 

Based on the findings of the research conducted, a sufficient 
number of respondents (22.8%) regard the conflict of interest as 
either outright corruption or a threat to corruption. 

Moreover, 61.9% of respondents believe that the reason for the 
assumption of a conflict of interest on the part of public servants is 
the low level of wage. 

It is evident that respondents view a conflict of interest as a 
corruption phenomenon since they point to low wages as the cause 
of such conflicts in the public service. In other words, the responses 
suggest that a public servant has a conflict of interest because, as 
a result of poor salary, they seek tangible benefits. While it may 
lead to corruption, a conflict of interest itself is not corrupt per se. 
This is the reason the declaration of interests was implemented as a 
measure to prevent corruption. 

As an illustration Scherf (2024) states that online personal 
financial disclosures as a conflict-of-interest disclosure reduces 
disclosure acquisition costs for enforcement agents, thereby 
supporting local corruption enforcement. 

Meanwhile, Demmke et al. (2023) argues that there are the 
tendencies toward politicizing ethical policies, ministers toleration 
of conflict of interest, and the unwillingness to oversee and penalize 
ministers’ conflict of interest. In this regard, the researchers stress 
that less democratic and less rule of law performing states are more 
likely to embrace conflict of interest than more democratic and 
more rule of law performing systems. 
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FIGURE 1 

Likert scale. To prevent conflicts of interest in public service, it is necessary to develop ethical values among public servants. Source: Created by 
authors. 

Meanwhile, the weakness of ethical values and self-awareness 
among public servants was indicated by 28.2% of respondents 
as a reason for conflicts of interest. This suggests that beyond 
formal rules, the ethical climate within public institutions plays 
a critical role in shaping behavior. At the same time, according 
to a Likert scale, 82.8% (8490) of public servants advocate 
for the development of ethical values in order to prevent 
conflicts of interest in the public service (Figure 1). These 
findings highlight a shared recognition among employees of the 
need to strengthen ethical foundations as part of conflict-of-
interest regulation. 

Odeh (2024) stresses that several profession-specific codes of 
ethics that are accessible to government employees at the local 
level reveals a harmony of public service principles, including the 
importance of building trust and working to advance the public 
interest. Though, there is a lack of consistency in the explanations 
of these values. 

It follows from the above that most public servants perceive a 
conflict of interest in two aspects: both as a fact of corruption and 
an ethical violation. 

2. Regarding the factors that shape the public servants’ 
perceptions in relation the conflict-of-interest regulation policy 

Kazakhstan has taken a number of steps in recent years to 
establish a framework of public service and anti-corruption laws, 
which encompasses the regulations regarding conflict of interest. 
Concerning that, public servants have been queried to assess in 
general the level of the conflict-of-interest policy. 

It is noteworthy that the legislative level of regulation is rated as 
low by the majority of public servants (61.5%) (below 6 points out 
of 10). 

The effectiveness of the policy measures implementation is also 
underestimated by 61.8% of respondents (below 6 points out of 10). 

2.1 The factor of respondents’ grasp of the concept 

The subject of conflict of interest is addressed in several 
regulatory legal texts in Kazakhstan, including the Law of the 
Republic of Kazakhstan on Combating Corruption (2015), Law of 
the Republic of Kazakhstan on Public Service (2015), and Law of 
the Republic of Kazakhstan on State Property (2011). 

The conceptual framework of the mentioned normative legal 
actions varies in terms of both subject affiliation and the typical 
composition of circumstances. 

Unlike the customary approach followed internationally, 
especially by international organizations, the conflict of interest in 
Kazakhstan is framed as a confrontation between private interests 
and official powers. 

In turn, official powers refer to the rights and responsibilities 
that are defined by a particular public post. These powers are 
designed to help state entities achieve their aims and objectives, and 
are exercised by public officials in the course of their duties (Law of 
the Republic of Kazakhstan on State Property, 2011). 

Figure 2 illustrates the wide range of public servants’ 
interpretations of conflict of interest. While 30% of respondents 
correctly identify it as a conflict between personal interests and 
official responsibilities, a significant share demonstrates confusion 
or misunderstanding: 18.6% are unaware of the concept, 12.1% 
equate it with direct corruption, 10.7% see it as a threat to 
corruption, and 14.1% perceive it as contrary to the public interest. 
These discrepancies highlight the lack of conceptual clarity 
and unified understanding, which can significantly undermine 
the effectiveness of regulatory and ethical measures aimed at 
preventing conflicts of interest. 

In reality, the proper perception and assessment of the current 
situation, as well as the effective prevention of conflicts of interest, 
are impeded by a lack of comprehension or a complete lack of 
understanding. These conclusions are derived from a regression 
analysis of the survey data. 
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FIGURE 2 

Conflict of Interest Perception by Public Servants. Source: Created by authors. 
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FIGURE 3 

Likert scale. It is necessary to clarify or modify the conceptual framework of the “conflict of interest”. Source: Created by authors. 

In addition, according to the Likert scale results, 75.6% (7757) 
of public servants consider it necessary to clarify or modify 
the conceptual framework of the “conflict of interest”. 18.9% of 
respondents are neutral, and 5.5% of respondents do not support 
clarifying or changing the conceptual framework (Figure 3). 

These findings collectively point to a widespread recognition 
among public servants of the need for conceptual clarity in 
the regulation of conflicts of interest. The fact that over 75% 
of respondents support changes to the existing framework 
suggests not only gaps in legal and institutional definitions, 
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TABLE 2 The result of the regression analysis (regarding the assessment 
of the regulation degree). 

Model 1 Coefficients p-value∗∗∗ 

Intercept 5.81 0.001 

Clarify/modify the concept −0.26 0.001 

∗∗∗ p < 0.001. Source: Created by authors. 

TABLE 3 The result of the regression analysis (regarding the assessment 
of the policy implementation degree). 

Model 2 Coefficients p-value∗∗∗ 

Intercept 5.53 0.001 

Clarify/modify the concept −0.23 0.001 

∗∗∗ p < 0.001. Source: Created by authors. 

TABLE 4 Regression analysis results (regarding the evaluation of policy 
formation). 

Model 1 Coefficients p-value∗∗∗ 

Intercept 6.5 0.001 

Education level −0.33 0.001 

Income level 0.14 0.001 

Work experience −0.03 0.001 

∗∗∗ p < 0.001. Source: Created by authors. 

but also a demand for more accessible and actionable 
guidance. Taken together with the results from Figures 1, 2 
this underscores the importance of strengthening both the 
normative understanding and the ethical foundations of 
public service. 

The influence of the independent variable on the dependent is 
observed by examining the regression-correlation relationship with 
respondents’ assessment of on conflict-of-interest issues. 

It is presumed that a 0.26 decrease in the evaluation of the 
regulation level will result from each increase in agreement with the 
statement of the need to clarify or modify the conceptual apparatus, 
while maintaining constant all forecast values (Table 2). 

This finding reflects a broader pattern: respondents who 
support the revision of the conceptual framework tend to be more 
critical of existing regulation. Thus, the lack of clarity around the 
term “conflict of interest” may reduce perceived legitimacy and 
trust in regulatory mechanisms. 

Table 3 shows that perceptions of policy implementation are 
also sensitive to conceptual clarity. Specifically, for each increase 
in agreement with the need to revise the definition of conflict of 
interest, the assessment of implementation decreases by 0.23 points 
(p < 0.001). This supports the conclusion that when the basic 
concept remains unclear, it undermines not only the regulation 
itself, but also how effectively it is carried out (Table 3). 

The main conclusion is predicated on the findings of regression 
analysis as follows: 

Respondents who believe that the concept of conflict of 
interest needs to be clarified or revised tend to evaluate both the 
quality of regulation and the effectiveness of policy implementation 
more negatively. This suggests that insufficient or inaccurate 

understanding of the concept directly undermines trust in 
current policy. 

2.2 The factor of respondents” education level 
Another crucial aspect that needs attention is insufficient level 

of knowledge and competencies of public servants. 
It is notably that the absence of pertinent knowledge and 

competencies was cited as the cause for weak regulation policy by 
42.5% of public servants. 

On top of that, a Likert scale was utilized to inquire how 
strongly people felt about the necessity of providing public 
servants with comprehensive training on how to avoid and handle 
conflicts of interest. Regarding this question, a significant majority, 
specifically 79% of respondents (8095) voted in favor. 

Moreover, findings from the regression analysis revealed the 
following outcomes. The respondents’ knowledge, as proxied 
by education level, appears to have a negative impact on the 
assessment of policy formation regarding conflict-of-interest issues. 
It also negatively affects the evaluation of the effectiveness of 
current policy implementation in Kazakhstan. 

As shown in Table 4, each incremental increase in education 
level is associated with a decrease in the assessment score of policy 
formation by 0.33 points (p < 0.001). While this might initially 
appear counterintuitive, the finding reflects a deeper, more critical 
perspective among more highly educated public servants. When 
public servants are better educated or receive more training, they 
may become more aware of high standards in governance — and 
more demanding of policy quality and integrity. 

This relationship can be interpreted in several ways. For 
example, Principal–Agent Theory suggests that better-informed 
public servants may be more aware of the gap between official goals 
and what actually happens in practice, especially when the rules and 
motivations don’t match. Similarly, if they’ve seen how things work 
in other countries or through ethics training, they may become 
more critical of local policies — especially when these seem more 
formal than effective. 

In addition, Neo-Institutional theory points out that in 
transitional governance systems, official rules about conflict of 
interest often exist alongside informal practices that weaken how 
those rules work in reality. Public servants with higher education, 
who better understand both the formal policies and how things 
actually happen on the ground, may be more aware of this 
gap. That can make them more critical or doubtful about the 
system’s effectiveness. 

The positive correlation with income level (β = 0.14, p < 0.001) 
may indicate that those in higher-level or better-paid positions 
perceive greater involvement, or satisfaction with policy processes, 
perhaps due to greater access or proximity to decision-making. 
Work experience, meanwhile, has a small but significant negative 
effect (β =−0.03, p < 0.001), potentially reflecting disillusionment 
over time among those who have witnessed multiple cycles of 
reform with limited long-term impact. 

Table 5 also shows a negative relationship between 
education and how respondents rate the effectiveness of policy 
implementation. With each higher level of education, the average 
score decreases by 0.34 points (p < 0.001). This suggests that 
more educated public servants tend to evaluate the system more 
critically when it comes to how conflict-of-interest rules are put 
into practice. 

Frontiers in Political Science 08 frontiersin.org 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2025.1640250
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org


Nauryzbek and Bokayev 10.3389/fpos.2025.1640250 

TABLE 5 Regression analysis results (regarding the assessment of the 
effectiveness of policy implementation). 

Model 2 Coefficients p-value∗∗∗ 

Intercept 7.42 0.001 

Education −0.34 0.001 

Income level 0.11 0.001 

Work experience −0.04 0.001 

∗∗∗ p < 0.001. Source: Created by authors. 

This result may be explained by several factors. First, cognitive 
dissonance may arise when well-educated public servants observe 
a mismatch between official commitments and what is actually 
implemented. Second, in systems where routine bureaucratic 
practices emphasize rule-following over meaningful improvement, 
individuals with higher education may see policy measures as 
inconsistent or insufficient. Third, education can increase ethical 
awareness, making such individuals more likely to recognize subtle 
risks or indirect conflicts of interest that may go unnoticed 
by others. 

The level of education plays a significant role in how public 
servants perceive conflict-of-interest policies in Kazakhstan. In 
both regression models, higher education is linked to lower 
satisfaction, more likely because educated officials tend to ask 
deeper questions and notice when real practice falls short of 
declared goals. This reflects Public Value Theory, which emphasizes 
that people inside the system care not only about rules, but about 
whether those rules work and whether they serve the public in a 
meaningful way. 

It is important to recognize that education and conceptual 
understanding are not strictly separable. How people interpret what 
they’ve learned often depends on the organizational environment 
they work in—including what’s expected of them, how leaders 
behave, and how ethics are taught in practice. So even if someone 
has a strong educational background, whether they become 
engaged or disillusioned with the system often depends on how 
their workplace supports ethical behavior day to day. 

These findings suggest the need to go beyond technical 
compliance and foster an ethically responsive public 
administration. Reform efforts should focus not only on rules and 
procedures but also on building institutional trust, and embedding 
integrity into the broader organizational culture. 

Discussion 

The findings of this study shed light on how institutional 
settings influence the perception and effectiveness of conflict-
of-interest regulation in Kazakhstan’s public service. A conflict 
of interest in public service is a situation that can lead to 
an offense. This is a risk of corruption, but it is not a 
corruption per se. If a public servant makes a decision in favor 
of his or her personal interests due to a conflict of interest, 
corruption has occurred. Additionally, the conflict of interest 
persists if the public servant opts to fulfill his obligations and 
moral responsibilities. 

According to the results of the analysis, the responses to the 
research questions as follows: 

1. What is the perception of public servants on the subject of 
conflict of interest in the public service? 

The analysis shows that public servants with higher levels 
of education are generally more critical of how conflict-
of-interest rules are written and applied. This supports the 
logic of Principal–Agent Theory, which suggests that when 
people are better informed, they are more likely to notice 
the gap between formal policies and how things actually 
work. These results also highlight the limits of relying 
only on rule-based approaches in settings where informal 
practices, weak oversight, and strong top-down control are 
still common. 

From the perspective of neo-institutional theory, this is not 
surprising. In countries like Kazakhstan, which are still going 
through institutional transition, formal rules often exist alongside 
informal habits and expectations. As a result, there can be a 
disconnect between what the rules say and how decisions are really 
made. In such systems, just having rules is not enough to build trust 
or ensure fair behavior. 

To start, there are two levels of perceived conflict of interest 
among public servants, according to the poll results. First, as 
unethical; second, as corrupt or conducive to corruption. 

Thus, the OECD recently has established public integrity 
indicators, which offer indicators in the following areas: strategy (8 
indicators), accountability of public policy making (17 indicators) 
and effectiveness of internal control and risk management (11 
indicators) (OECD, 2024b). Conflict of interest safeguards in 
practice are one of the indicators that point to accountability of 
public policy making (OECD, 2024c). 

The above implies that the conflict of interest always relates 
to the issue of public integrity and ethics. As stated by 
Boyce and Davids (2009), one of the main three elements of 
regulatory approaches for conflict of interest is development of the 
ethical culture. 

Demmke et al. (2020) emphasizes that the variety of codes 
demonstrates the importance of ethical systems and the need 
to fight and avoid corruption. This can be achieved not only 
by emphasizing strict legal punishments, but also by increasing 
awareness and providing ethical guidance. 

Concurrently, public servants, recognizing the ethical aspect 
of a conflict of interest, believe that this is directly related to 
corruption. The majority of public servants point to low wages as 
the reason for the conflict of interests. This implies that a conflict 
of interest can become an additional income for a public servant. 
A variety of approaches are being considered as a solution to 
this problem. 

As an example, Strelcenoks (2023) considers the artificial 
intelligence for the prevention of corruption and conflict of interest 
situations in the public service. 

Many countries use anticorruption measures such as disclosing 
interests in order to prevent conflicts of interests. 

Thus, Demmke et al. (2023) stress that EU member 
states are actively working to build more robust systems of 
professional integrity through the introduction of new regulations, 
stronger disclosure requirements, and broader definitions of 
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conflict of interest (such as personal/spouse/family interest and 
revolving door). 

2. What are the factors that shape the public servants’ 
perceptions regarding the conflict-of-interest regulation policy? 

Our analysis highlights two main factors that influence how 
public servants perceive the regulation of conflicts of interest: how 
well they understand the concept itself, and their level of education. 

First, the survey shows that there is no common understanding 
of what a conflict of interest means. Respondents interpret it 
differently — some as a normal situation where duties overlap with 
personal interest, others as an ethical or even corrupt practice. 
This lack of conceptual clarity also appears in the national legal 
framework, where different laws and regulations define the term 
in inconsistent ways. 

The results of our regression analysis support this observation. 
They show that a poor understanding of the concept is linked to 
more favorable evaluations of the existing system, whereas those 
with a clearer grasp of the issue tend to be more critical. In other 
words, the more precisely a public servant understands what a 
conflict of interest is, the more likely they are to see gaps and 
limitations in how it is currently regulated. 

Second, the data indicate that higher levels of education 
are associated with more critical views of the policy. For each 
increase in education level, the evaluation of both the design and 
implementation of current regulations becomes more negative. 
This may reflect not only formal education but also broader 
exposure to ethical standards, and professional expectations. 

This supports the logic of Principal–Agent Theory, which 
suggests that when people are better informed, they are more likely 
to notice the gap between formal policies and how things actually 
work. These results also highlight the limits of relying only on 
rule-based approaches in settings where informal practices, weak 
oversight, and strong top-down control are still common. 

From the perspective of neo-institutional theory, this is not 
surprising. In countries like Kazakhstan, which are still going 
through institutional transition, formal rules often exist alongside 
informal habits and expectations. As a result, there can be a 
disconnect between what the rules say and how decisions are really 
made. In such systems, just having rules is not enough to build trust 
or ensure fair behavior. 

Even when public servants know the rules, they may not 
feel encouraged or supported to follow them in practice. As 
Maesschalck (2004) notes, an integrity-based approach focuses 
on developing ethical judgment through ethics codes, training, 
discussions, and shared values. Our findings resonate with the view 
that although many public servants are aware of formal standards, 
the lack of educational measures and supportive ethical trainings 
often limits the practical effectiveness of values-based measures. 

Overall, our results show that both conceptual understanding 
and education level influence how public servants assess conflict-
of-interest regulation. When combined, these two factors shape a 
more demanding perspective. Respondents who both understand 
the idea clearly and have a higher level of education are more likely 
to notice shortcomings in current policies. As a result, they expect 
more effective and consistent approaches. This highlights the need 
to strengthen not only awareness, but also the quality of ethics 
education and the clarity of official definitions. 

3. What is the most effective approach for addressing conflict 
of interest in light of the findings? 

The entire world is divided into two conditional camps: 
those who adhere to the normative approach and policy of 
resolving conflicts of interest (restrictions, rules, sanctions) and 
those who adhere to a values-based approach (training, education, 
declaration). In general, modern trends imply as much decency 
(rules and standards) as possible (Demmke et al., 2020). 

Heywood and Rose (2015) also observe that ethical issues in 
the public service are regulated in a variety of approaches. The first 
is based on values, the second is based on ensuring compliance 
with requirements. The authors conclude that formal rules are not 
a mature mechanism for common sense in the public sector. It is 
necessary to have a set of measures. 

Similarly, Treviño et al. (1999) much earlier state that the 
combination of the two approaches is a decisive factor in 
effective activity. 

Our findings confirm that compliance-based approaches 
may not work well in settings where informal practices, weak 
enforcement, and top-down control still shape how institutions 
function. In Kazakhstan, formal reforms often exist alongside long-
standing informal arrangements, which leads to a gap between what 
the policies say and how they actually work in practice. When rules 
are enforced selectively or inconsistently, they lose their meaning 
and become more symbolic than effective. 

This highlights the importance of understanding the broader 
institutional setting in which conflict-of-interest policies operate. 
Organizational culture, leadership, and the design of control 
mechanisms all influence how such policies are perceived and 
whether they lead to real change. Without a culture that supports 
ethical behavior, and leadership that models integrity, even well-
crafted policies can fail to produce results on the ground. 

In this regard, there needs to be a transparent code of conduct 
for public servants that spells out the public’s expectations for 
how a public worker should act and makes it a disciplinary 
offense to declare and engage in a mismanaged conflict crisis 
(Commonwealth Secretariat, 2008). 

Moreover, effective conflict-of-interest management depends 
not only on clear rules but also on strengthening ethical capacity 
within institutions. This includes sustained efforts to build ethical 
awareness, promote internal accountability, and create learning 
systems that help public servants handle difficult situations. 

The findings of the analysis unequivocally suggest 
following measures: 

- To apply combined approaches to the regulation of conflicts 
of interest at the state level, both on the basis of value- and 
compliance-based approaches; 

- To conduct explanatory activities on the subject of 
fundamental nature and concept of the conflict of interest; 

- To train and educate public servants on the ways to effectively 
prevent and regulate conflicts of interests. 

Altogether, a hybrid strategy that integrates both formal 
legal mechanisms and values-based elements appears to be the 
most realistic and effective path forward for transitional systems 
like Kazakhstan’s. 
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Conclusion 

To summarize, this study examined how public servants in 
Kazakhstan perceive and respond to conflict-of-interest regulation 
in a system where formal requirements are in place, but where 
ethical values and practical understanding are not yet fully 
embedded. The findings show that while basic awareness of 
standards exists, perceptions of policy quality and fairness vary 
widely depending on education, conceptual understanding, and 
working conditions. 

Although formal rules are in place, their implementation is 
often inconsistent. When there is uncertainty about how rules are 
applied or when ethical expectations are not reinforced in daily 
work, these measures may lose their practical value. In such cases, 
the gap between written policies and real experience becomes a 
barrier to effective regulation. 

The findings also show that the effectiveness of conflict-of-
interest regulation depends not only on the existence of formal rules 
and procedures, but also on how public servants understand and 
relate to them. When ethical concepts are poorly understood, or 
when there is a lack of awareness and training, rules may remain 
formal requirements without practical meaning. In such cases, even 
well-developed policies have limited influence. This underlines the 
importance of building a professional environment that supports 
ethical thinking, and promotes shared standards of behavior. 

Managing conflicts of interest, therefore, requires not only 
formal procedures, but also a professional environment that 
supports integrity in everyday practice. This includes practical 
training, and an ethical culture that is consistently supported across 
different levels of the system. For Kazakhstan, a balanced approach 
that brings together legal tools and internal values appears to be the 
most promising direction for strengthening ethical behavior in the 
public service. 
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