
lockekdauch April 15, 2026

The Two-Layer Model of Corruption Vulnerability:

Chronic Depletion and Moral Violation in Extractive

Systems

siistrategic.com/the-two-layer-model-of-corruption-vulnerability-chronic-depletion-and-moral-violation-in-extractive-

systems/

David Humble

Sovereign Integrity Institute (SII)

Abstract

Corruption is widely recognized as a systemic socio-economic problem, yet the

neurobiological and psychological mechanisms that contribute to corrupt behavior remain

underexplored. This paper proposes a theoretical two-layer model of corruption

vulnerability.

Layer 1 – Chronic Depletion draws on research linking chronic stress, allostatic load, and

altered large-scale brain network dynamics—including the Default Mode Network (DMN)—to

impaired executive function and reduced capacity for long-term, norm-consistent decision-

making.

Layer 2 – Moral Violation examines the cognitive, affective, and neural processes involved

in engaging in behavior that conflicts with internalized moral standards, including findings

from neuroimaging studies of bribery and research on moral injury and self-justification.

We propose that chronic depletion may increase susceptibility to short-term reward seeking

and reduce resistance to unethical behavior, while repeated moral violations may be

reinforced through reward pathways and cognitive restructuring processes. The interaction of

these layers may contribute to the persistence of extractive behavior in high-stress or weak-

institution contexts.

The model is illustrated using publicly documented patterns of state capture in Laos as a

contextual example. All claims regarding causal pathways are presented as hypotheses

requiring empirical validation. Implications for research, prevention, and recovery are

discussed.
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1. Introduction

Corruption undermines institutional integrity, distorts economic development, and erodes

public trust. While extensive research has examined corruption from economic, political, and

sociological perspectives, comparatively less attention has been given to neurobiological

and intra-individual mechanisms that may contribute to vulnerability and persistence of

corrupt behavior.

This paper proposes a two-layer theoretical framework:

Layer 1 – Chronic Depletion: A physiological and cognitive state associated with

prolonged stress exposure and allostatic load, potentially impairing executive control

and future-oriented decision-making.

Layer 2 – Moral Violation: The psychological and neural processes associated with

committing acts that conflict with internal moral norms, including conflict processing,

valuation, and post-hoc justification.

The objective is not to reduce corruption to individual pathology, nor to exclude structural

explanations, but to complement existing models by introducing a biologically and

psychologically informed layer of analysis.

2. Layer 1 – Chronic Depletion

2.1 Allostatic Load and Decision-Making

Allostatic load refers to the cumulative physiological burden imposed by chronic stress

(McEwen, 1998). Prolonged activation of stress systems is associated with:

Impaired executive function

Reduced cognitive flexibility

Increased reliance on habitual or short-term reward-based decision-making

Empirical studies suggest that individuals under high stress are more likely to exhibit risk-

taking and ethically compromised decision patterns, particularly when cognitive

resources are constrained.

2.2 Large-Scale Brain Networks Under Stress

The Default Mode Network (DMN) plays a central role in self-referential processing,

autobiographical reasoning, and future simulation. Under conditions of chronic stress:

DMN connectivity may become hyperactive or dysregulated

Functional balance between the DMN and executive control networks may be

disrupted
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Energy allocation may shift toward salience and threat-processing systems

This shift may reduce the capacity for:

Long-term consequence evaluation

Perspective-taking

Moral reflection

Importantly, these effects are probabilistic, not deterministic.

2.3 Functional Implications

Layer 1 is characterized by:

Elevated physiological stress load

Reduced executive regulation

Increased sensitivity to immediate incentives

This state may increase susceptibility to unethical opportunities, particularly in

environments where corruption is normalized or weakly sanctioned.

3. Layer 2 – Moral Violation

3.1 Neural Correlates of Corrupt Decision-Making

Neuroimaging research (e.g., Hu et al., 2021) identifies several regions implicated in bribery

decisions:

Anterior insula: processing of norm violations and aversive moral signals

Right temporoparietal junction (rTPJ): representation of harm to others

Ventromedial prefrontal cortex (vmPFC): integration of value signals

Dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (DLPFC): cognitive control and norm enforcement

Notably, DLPFC engagement appears context-dependent, particularly sensitive to third-

party harm.

3.2 Moral Conflict and Adaptation

Engaging in behavior that violates internal norms may produce:

Guilt and shame

Cognitive dissonance

Motivated reasoning and self-justification

Over time, repeated violations may lead to:
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Norm recalibration

Reduced affective response to wrongdoing

Increased behavioral consistency with prior actions

This aligns with broader theories of moral disengagement and adaptive rationalization.

3.3 Reward Reinforcement

Dopaminergic systems implicated in reward learning may reinforce corrupt behavior when it

yields:

Financial gain

Power consolidation

Reduced immediate threat

This reinforcement may occur even when long-term consequences are negative.

4. The Two-Layer Interaction Model (Theoretical)

4.1 Proposed Interaction

We propose the following hypothesized interaction:

1. Chronic Depletion (Layer 1)

↓

2. Reduced executive control and increased short-term reward sensitivity

↓

3. Initial Moral Violation (Layer 2)

↓

4. Conflict processing (insula, rTPJ) and valuation (vmPFC)

↓

5. Partial or absent regulatory override (DLPFC context-dependent)

↓

6. Reward reinforcement and cognitive justification

↓

7. Increased likelihood of repeated violations

4.2 Feedback Loop

Over time, this interaction may produce a self-reinforcing loop:

Depletion increases vulnerability

Violation alters internal norms

Reinforcement stabilizes extractive behavior
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This model is conceptual and requires empirical validation.

5. Contextual Illustration: State Capture in Laos

Laos provides a relevant context for illustrating systemic corruption dynamics. According to

Transparency International, the country ranks low on global corruption indices, and World

Bank indicators reflect weak control of corruption.

Scholarly analyses (e.g., Sims, 2023) describe patterns consistent with state capture, where

political and economic elites consolidate control over institutional mechanisms for private

gain.

This environment may plausibly:

Sustain chronic stress among participants

Normalize extractive practices

Reduce perceived moral and legal constraints

The author’s personal experiences are not presented as empirical evidence but as

illustrative alignment with the proposed model.

6. Implications (Hypotheses)

6.1 Individual-Level Recovery

A staged approach may be required:

Phase 1 – Stabilization (Layer 1):

Reduction of stress load

Restoration of physiological regulation

Phase 2 – Integration (Layer 2):

Processing of moral conflict

Narrative reconstruction and accountability

These are hypotheses, not clinical prescriptions.

6.2 Policy Implications (Exploratory)

Conventional anti-corruption strategies emphasize:

Legal enforcement

Institutional design
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Economic incentives

The present model suggests—speculatively—that complementary approaches could include:

Stress mitigation in high-risk roles

Ethical reflection frameworks

Structured accountability processes

These proposals require rigorous testing before application.

7. Limitations

The model is theoretical and not empirically validated

Direct neurobiological data on corrupt actors is limited

Application of clinical constructs (e.g., moral injury) to perpetrators is conceptual

The case illustration is non-generalizable

Structural and cultural determinants are not fully modeled

8. Conclusion

This paper proposes a two-layer model of corruption vulnerability integrating

physiological stress and moral decision-making processes. Chronic depletion may increase

susceptibility to unethical behavior, while moral violations—once enacted—may be

reinforced and normalized through cognitive and neurobiological mechanisms.

The model is intended as a framework for future interdisciplinary research, bridging

neuroscience, psychology, and corruption studies. Further empirical work is required to test

its validity and practical implications.
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