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ABSTRACT

The present study aims to examine the multilayered and structured nature of network-based economic corruption, demonstrating
that this form of corruption is not merely the product of individual misconduct but rather the outcome of coordinated interactions
among a range of actors operating across different administrative and economic levels. The central question is why corruption
networks continue to reproduce themselves and adapt to changing circumstances despite the expansion of legal frameworks
and oversight institutions, and what mechanisms can effectively disrupt their concealed operational cycles. The findings indicate
that economic corruption networks function through informal relationships, intermediary actors, shell companies, and the
exploitation of regulatory loopholes. Their primary focus is on critical nodes whose identification requires data-driven analysis
and a network-oriented approach. The study further reveals that tools such as algorithmic transaction analysis, financial
transparency systems, and the integration of institutional databases demonstrate the highest levels of effectiveness in detecting
hidden patterns and tracing illicit financial flows. Comparative analyses show that countries that have successfully reduced
organized corruption have relied on a combination of interagency cooperation, intelligent monitoring technologies, financial
transparency regulations, and effective whistleblower protection mechanisms. Examination of real-world cases also indicates
that purely judicial responses, in the absence of structural reforms, merely result in the replacement of individuals within
corruption networks and fail to generate sustainable outcomes. The research employed a descriptive—analytical methodology,
utilizing network analysis, case-study examination, and comparative analysis of domestic and international models. The findings
suggest that the most effective deterrence strategy is one that simultaneously targets the structural, behavioral, and motivational
dimensions of corruption networks and employs intelligent interventions to disrupt their key nodes.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Economic corruption has increasingly moved

beyond isolated, individual-centered
misconduct and has become embedded in
complex, organized, and  networked
structures. In contemporary economic
systems, especially where administrative
discretion, financial opacity, regulatory
fragmentation, and institutional weakness
coexist, corruption is often generated through
coordinated interactions among multiple
actors rather than through the decision of a
single offender. The present study analyzes
this transformation by conceptualizing
network-based economic corruption as a
structured phenomenon in which public
officials, private economic actors,
intermediaries, accountants, shell companies,
financial institutions, and administrative
facilitators operate within interconnected
chains of benefit, concealment, and mutual
protection. This perspective is grounded in the
broader criminological understanding that
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economic and white-collar crimes are
frequently committed by actors who exploit
trust, organizational position, expertise, and
institutional loopholes to secure illicit
economic advantage (Clinard & Quinney, 1973;
Friedrichs, 2010; Sutherland, 1949). In such
cases, corruption does not merely reflect moral
failure or personal greed; rather, it emerges
from opportunity structures created by weak
oversight, ambiguous procedures, fragmented
databases, and ineffective accountability
mechanisms (Goodarzi, 2020; Habibi, 2016).
Accordingly, the main problem addressed in
this study is why corruption networks
continue to reproduce themselves despite the
expansion of criminal laws, supervisory
institutions, and formal anti-corruption
policies. The study argues that conventional
approaches remain insufficient because they
tend to focus on individual offenders and post-
crime punishment, whereas networked
corruption is sustained through relational
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structures, intermediary nodes, informal ties,
and adaptive concealment strategies.

The theoretical foundation of this research
rests on the distinction between traditional
economic corruption and network-based
corruption. In traditional corruption, the
corrupt exchange is often understood as a
relatively direct relationship between an
official and a beneficiary; however, in
networked corruption, the illegal process is
distributed across several layers of actors, each
of whom performs a partial but functionally
significant role. Some actors facilitate
administrative procedures, some transfer or
launder funds, some create legal cover through
contracts or companies, and others protect the
network through influence, silence, or
institutional access. This multilayered form of
corruption reflects the logic of organized
economic crime, in which continuity,
coordination, division of labor, concealment,
and unlawful profit are central features (Bageri
et al,, 2016; Hasanpour & Valizadeh, 2023;
Shams Nateri, 2004). From a criminological
perspective, this structure requires moving
beyond classical deterrence theories that
assume offenders are deterred primarily by the
severity, certainty, or swiftness of punishment.
Although punishment remains necessary, it is
not sufficient in cases where offenders
calculate  risk  collectively,  distribute
responsibility, obscure evidence, and operate
through formally legitimate economic entities
(Ardabili, 2020; Ashouri, 2017). Therefore, the
study adopts a network-oriented
criminological framework according to which
corruption must be analyzed through its
nodes, ties, flows, intermediaries, and points
of vulnerability. This approach makes it
possible to identify the central actors whose
removal, control, or monitoring may disrupt
the whole network more effectively than
merely prosecuting peripheral participants
(Buscaglia & van Dijk, 2003; van Dijk, 2012).

Methodologically, the study employs a
descriptive—analytical design supported by
network analysis, legal analysis, documentary
review, case-based examination, and
comparative assessment of domestic and
international models. The descriptive—
analytical component is used to clarify the
conceptual  foundations of economic
corruption, organized economic crime,
network-based  criminality, deterrence,
financial transparency, and institutional
accountability. The legal and documentary
component examines criminal laws, oversight
regulations, policy documents, judicial
experiences, and scholarly literature
concerning economic crimes and corruption
control in Iran and comparative jurisdictions
(Khaleghi, 2021; Mousavi, 2021; Zeraat, 2018).
The network-analysis component focuses on
the structural relationships among actors
involved in corruption networks, including
central nodes, intermediary circles,
operational bodies, shell entities, and
protective covers. Through this approach, the
study seeks to determine how corrupt
networks are formed, how they remain hidden,
and how they can be disrupted. The

comparative component draws on
international experiences, particularly models
emphasizing interagency cooperation,

financial intelligence, beneficial ownership
transparency, anti-money-laundering
frameworks, whistleblower protection, and
corruption risk assessment (European, 2021;
United Nations Office on & Crime, 2020, 2021).
The study also benefits from institutional and
governance-oriented analyses that stress the
importance of transparency, good governance,
and supervision in reducing economic crime
opportunities (Nouri, 2019; Shams, 2016;
Yazdanpanah, 2022). This methodological
design allows the research to connect legal
doctrine with criminological theory and
practical policy needs.



The findings indicate that network-based
economic corruption usually operates through
several recurring mechanisms: informal
relations,  intermediary  actors,  shell
companies, fraudulent contracts, collusive
transactions, rent-seeking, money laundering,
regulatory circumvention, and exploitation of
supervisory gaps. In many corruption
networks, the visible offender is not
necessarily the most important actor; rather,
the key node may be a financial intermediary,
accountant, middle manager, administrative
expert, company representative, or
commercial facilitator who connects several
otherwise disconnected parts of the network.
Such actors are crucial because they
coordinate information, conceal ownership,
design financial pathways, or maintain
communication between higher-level
beneficiaries and lower-level executors. The
findings further show that traditional criminal
responses often fail because they identify only
a limited segment of the network while leaving
the relational infrastructure intact. When
enforcement is directed only at individuals
rather than network functions, corruption may
continue through replacement, adaptation, or
relocation. This confirms the need for
structural deterrence, which targets the
operational architecture of corruption rather
than merely punishing isolated offenders
(Levi, 2015; Rose-Ackerman & Palifka, 2016).
The study also finds that financial
transparency, integrated institutional
databases, real-time transaction monitoring,
algorithmic anomaly detection, and cross-
agency information exchange are among the
most effective tools for detecting hidden
corruption patterns and tracing illicit financial
flows (Transparency, 2022; Zaring, 2020).
These tools become especially effective when
combined with legal reforms that define
network-based economic crimes more clearly
and establish liability for facilitators,
intermediaries, and beneficial owners.

The discussion of deterrence strategies
demonstrates that an effective response to
network-based economic corruption must be
multidimensional. Smart deterrence relies on
data  analytics, artificial intelligence,
transaction monitoring, and institutional data
integration to identify suspicious financial
patterns before corruption becomes fully
operational. Structural deterrence focuses on
disrupting central nodes, intermediary links,
shell companies, and strategic bottlenecks
within corruption networks. Behavioral
deterrence seeks to alter the incentives of mid-
level actors by increasing the perceived risk of
participation, reducing anonymity, expanding
whistleblower protections, and creating lawful
incentives for internal reporting (United
Nations Office on & Crime, 2020). Institutional
deterrence requires reforming transparency,
oversight, accountability, administrative
procedures, and decision-making systems so
that corruption opportunities are reduced at
their source (Rezaei, 2017; Soleimani, 2020).
Economic deterrence, finally, increases the
cost of corruption not merely for individual
offenders but for the entire network by
freezing assets, confiscating illicit gains,
restricting access to public contracts, and
imposing sanctions on connected corporate
structures (Bay, 2018; Sadeghi, 2019).
Comparative analysis shows that jurisdictions
that have achieved better results against
organized corruption have usually combined

criminal enforcement with institutional
transparency, financial intelligence,
interagency cooperation, international

coordination, and protection for reporting
actors (European, 2021; International & Global
Initiative against Transnational Organized,
2016). Therefore, the study emphasizes that
Iran’s criminal policy must move from a
predominantly reactive and individual-
centered model toward an integrated,
preventive, data-driven, and network-oriented
model.
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In conclusion, the study shows that network-
based economic corruption is a complex and
adaptive phenomenon that cannot be
effectively controlled through punitive
reactions alone. The most efficient deterrence
strategy is one that simultaneously addresses
the structure, behavior, and motivation of
corruption networks. Such a strategy must
identify sensitive nodes, disrupt intermediary
links, increase transparency, strengthen
institutional coordination, support lawful
reporting, and reduce the economic
profitability of corruption. The central
implication of the research is that criminal
policy should no longer treat economic
corruption merely as a collection of separate
offenses committed by separate individuals,
but as an organized relational system that
reproduces itself through institutional
weaknesses, financial opacity, and hidden
cooperation among actors. Therefore,
sustainable anti-corruption policy requires a
shift from offender-centered punishment to
network-centered governance, from delayed
reaction to early detection, and from
fragmented  supervision to integrated
institutional intelligence. Only through such a
comprehensive framework can the cycle of
reproduction in complex economic corruption
be weakened, the resilience of corrupt
networks reduced, and the foundations of
administrative = and economic integrity
strengthened.
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