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Executive summary and main findings

In this part of the report, the results of the Computer-Assisted Content Analysis (CACA) will be
illustrated. Studies conducted through dedicated software allow the analysis of a large body of data
with a low/medium level of in-depth investigation. This is exactly the case for our CACA study:
indeed, a total of 183.491 articles (Table 1) have been analysed in six countries: France, Great
Britain, Hungary, Italy, Romania, and Slovakia1. This is an extremely large number of articles
representing a central point of our study. All articles published between 2004 and 2013 in four
selected newspapers in each country have been extracted from the available sources and then
analysed if they contained one of the following keywords 2:
-

corruption

-

bribe

-

kickback

-

collusion

-

clientelism

-

embezzlement

-

favouritism

-

nepotism

-

familism

1

For Latvia, one of the partners in WP6, it was not possible to retrieve the articles published in the selected period with
the right format. Therefore, CACA data for Latvia are missing. As for Romania, articles were available only for the
period 2009 – 2013.
The following newspapers have been analysed: Italy: La Repubblica, Il Corriere della Sera, Il Sole 24 ore, Il Giornale;
Hungary: HVG, Origo, MNO, Nepszava; Slovakia: Hospodarske Noviny, Novy Cas, Pravda, Sme; Romania: Ziarul
Financiar, Libertatea, Journalul National, Romania Libera; France: Le Monde, Le Figaro, Les Echos, Ouest France;
Great Britain: The Guardian, The Financial Times, The Sun, The Times.
2
A tenth keyword, “solicitation” (concussione), has been added to the Italian data as this is a specific crime considered
to be a specific type of corruption in the Italian legal system. In the Slovak data, familism and clientelism have been
mixed together (as they are very rarely used) and another keyword has been added: “abuse of power”.
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Figure 1: Total number of articles per country containing the selected keywords
(period: 2004-2013; Romania: 2009-2013)

The articles have been analysed through T-Lab, a type of linguistic and statistical software for
content analysis and text mining (see methodology section). T-Lab essentially allows the study of
recurring words and the associations among them. Indeed, one of the main goals of our CACA
studies has been to investigate which words, family names, and names of institutions and countries
were more often associated with the selected keywords. More sophisticated analyses (text excerpt
retrieval, over- and underused words, etc.) have been carried out as well. This has allowed what
could be called “a contextual analysis” of the occurrences and situations with which our keywords
have been associated. Indeed, our CACA investigation must be intended as an exploratory study for
further analysis to be conducted by “human coders”. The CACA findings revealed interesting
features that were confirmed by the human-assisted content analysis conducted in the following
months and that have become subjects of in-depth analysis in this later study.
In this report, representations of corruption in the news media are investigated, as was done in
the HACA analysis. This is to say, as has been written in the executive summary of the content
analysis deliverable, that we do not investigate whether corruption exists, in which sectors it exists,
which persons are involved, etc. Rather, we study how the news media represent corruption as well
as the situations and the actors to which corruption is connected. In part, newspapers act as
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“mirrors” of the actual situation, but we know that they are also affected by different factors, both
internal and external, that can interfere with their representation in an important way.
All Computer-Assisted Content Analysis has several limitations that are strictly connected to the
specific software that is used. First, there are problems of translation, which is a general limitation
of every comparative content analysis study. Departing from the English language, translation into
other languages has presented several problems (English words with more than one correspondent
word in other languages, literal translation rarely used, etc.) that, in our cases, have been
accentuated by variations in grammar that our T-Lab software has not been able to consider. The
logic of T-Lab has forced researchers to make specific adaptations (for instance, in the choice of the
words not to be considered) that may have affected the final findings.
Nevertheless, we believe that we have reached important results stressing a more general picture
of the way in which corruption and related behaviours are represented in the observed news media.
This initial picture should become the subject of further studies conducted by human coders.
Main findings: differences and commonalities
The main findings that emerge from our study can both address and, at the same time, be
enriched by further human-assisted content analysis. The first finding that we wish to highlight is,
in some ways, an obvious one: the representations of corruption are locally seated. There are
conditions and specific cases that are strictly connected, depend on the surrounding contexts, and
obviously change country by country. Episodes, names, activities, and descriptions of contexts have
emerged, illustrating different social, political and cultural situations as well as different historical
processes. We have found that the word corruption (and the other related words) connects to many
other words, mostly names of persons and places, that differ country by country.
In spite of this high level of variability and difference that appears to be the primary logic behind
the way in which newspapers cover corruption, similarities also emerge that allow the construction
of typologies of situations. At least three types of representations of corruption emerge from our
CACA study: first, there are countries in which the representations of corruption are nationally
and regionally based. We find these types of representation in Central Eastern European countries
(Romania, Slovakia, Hungary). In these countries, the coverage of corruption focuses essentially on
national politics and national public administration, in particular covering prominent national
political figures. Both the cases of corruption and the interventions in the field of anticorruption
policies regard only the national context and, in minor measure, the neighbouring countries as well
(the Slovakia press covers Czech cases of corruption, etc.). Finally, an image of regional corruption
emerges: news stories on corruption address a restricted geographical area, mostly within the
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country. Along with cases of political corruption, there is great attention to cases of corruption in
sport but, as with political corruption, the focus is on national sport, not international. There are two
foreign figures (beyond other regional ones) that appear connected to the coverage of corruption:
Vladimir Putin and Silvio Berlusconi.
In these countries, the coverage of corruption is also marked by a high level of partisanship;
newspapers are either connected or close to political organizations and therefore are mainly inclined
to cover corruption instrumentally by attacking competing politicians and defending those who are
close to the specific news outlet.
A second type of corruption coverage is internationally based. This is the coverage that is
particularly prominent in the British newspapers. Corruption does not seem to be a British problem,
so the focus is either on foreign countries affected by corruption or corruption that may be observed
in the international arena. The only relevant case of national corruption is the one that involves
BAE (British Aerospace Enterprise) bribing foreign officials and businessmen. This is a case of
corruption involving a British corporation and foreign, corrupt officials.
When names of national politicians appear, it is because they are active in anticorruption
policies. Otherwise, the coverage of corruption is focused on foreign political figures and cases,
foreign corporations, the description of the level of corruption in foreign countries, etc.
International sport also is represented in a large number of news stories: there are many articles
focusing on the corruption cases involving Joseph Blatter and FIFA, Bernie Ecclestone and
Formula 1, the Pakistan Cricket Federation, etc.
The coverage of corruption seems to be affected not by the political affiliation of the newspapers
but by media market segmentation: when possible, the focus is placed on corruption cases involving
competing media conglomerates.
In France and Italy, we observe both nationally and internationally based corruption with a
major focus on political corruption and corruption in public administration in Italy and a
major focus on foreign and international corruption in French newspapers. The Italian
coverage of corruption is very close to what we observe in Romania, Slovakia and Hungary also for
its instrumental use that, in a minor measure is present also in the French coverage. One figure that
emerges above others both in France and especially Italy is Silvio Berlusconi and all the different
cases in which he has been involved. Much like the Central Eastern European countries, Italy also
features many cases of corruption taking place at a very local level and then assuming significant
national relevance, becoming occasions for a much larger political struggle. Both in France and in
Italy, the words clientelism and familism appear more often than they do in the other analysed
countries.
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There are commonalities among these three ways of covering corruption: first, we can observe
the main role of the judiciary as a central source for corruption coverage. Most of the investigated
articles developed from the actions of the judiciary and the different phases of judicial proceedings.
Words such as judge, trial, process, investigation, and charge are among the most associated with
our keywords. This is particularly evident in the Italian and Romanian coverage. It should be noted
that this prevalence of the judiciary also depends on the complexity and the length of the judicial
proceedings as they go through different phases and levels, often returning to newspapers’ front
pages.
The most evident similarity in the way that the observed newspapers in six countries cover
corruption regards the clear preference for the coverage of “grand corruption” and the very low
coverage of “petty corruption”. Clearly, newspapers address a sort of “educated readership”,
particularly when compared to TV audiences, as demonstrated by the larger attention devoted to
“grand corruption”. Indeed, readers of print press in most countries are those who have an interest
in public affairs, business and politics. This is where “grand corruption” takes place involving
important figures and large amounts of money.
A dictionary for the coverage of corruption
We have encountered several difficulties during our CACA study that were mostly related to
problems of translation and grammar. It has not been easy to find the right correspondence among
different languages, and therefore adaptations have become necessary. Nevertheless, some
interesting commonalities in what can be defined as a sort of universal dictionary of corruption have
been found. This issue will be developed further in the HACA comparative report as this ComputerAssisted Content Analysis has served as an exploratory study for further development. The most
frequent of our keywords is “corruption” (and its counterparts in other languages). It is used with
very general meaning: “that is a corrupted country”, “corruption is a plague” (a frequently used
metaphor), “politics is corrupted”, etc. The word corruption is not always associated with specific,
unethical behaviours: frequently, mostly in the UK press, it is associated with anti-corruption
actions and the actors initiating them.
By contrast, both bribe and kickback refer to very specific behaviours and cases. They are
primarily used when describing and reporting specific cases and specific amounts of money; often
both words indicate a limited amount of money and are especially used to cover cases of “petty
corruption”. Kickback has an even more negative connotation than bribe and indicates a behaviour
that is generally opposed.
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Collusion is a term that is used in connection to corruptive behaviours only in few cases, mostly
when it refers to collusion in sport. Otherwise, it is used to talk about collusion with terrorists, with
the enemy, etc.
Most of the dictionaries on corruption include clientelism, familism, and nepotism as possible
forms of corruptive behaviours. Our study shows that these terms are very rarely used. They are
almost absent in British coverage (and when they are used, they refer to situations abroad), while
they appear more often in Italian and Romanian coverage. These terms are also used in a very
general way, mostly applied as adjectives: “a clientelistic politics”, etc.
The word embezzlement raises some problems. While most widely used dictionaries on
corruption refer to it as a transaction both in private and public environments, in Italy there are two
words that indicate illegal appropriation of money: “peculato” (very frequently used in cases of the
appropriation of public money) and “appropriazione indebita” (in private business). Both indicate
two specific crimes under Italian law. We only considered the word “peculato” as translation of
embezzlement.
A universal concept of corruption?
We stated above that a sort of universal dictionary of corruption seems to emerge. We can
confirm this because there are some commonalities to the ways in which different terms referring to
corruptive behaviours are used. Nevertheless, there are also deep differences that are rooted both in
the political culture of the country and in the language itself. For instance, we observed that in the
Slovak language there are several terms that refer to corruptive behaviours that indicate specific
aspects and modalities of bribing. These different modalities are also reflected in existing
legislation. In Hungarian, it is not possible to identify a clear difference between bribe and
kickback: they are almost synonyms and are used interchangeably.
A good example of the difficulties one can encounter when looking for a universal concept of
corruption3 is the case dealing with the expenses of members of British Parliament that exploded in
20094. Our investigation retrieved very few stories devoted to this case that used our keywords.
Instead, it was largely covered and discussed in the British news media with different descriptive
words such as fraud, unlawful behaviour, false accounting, etc. By contrast, the word embezzlement
has been used in the Italian coverage to describe very similar cases of dishonest or illegal

3

See on this issue the discussion contained in ANTICORRP WP1 deliverable.
Several Members of the British Parliament were accused of having improperly used the money that was allotted to
them for expenses they could incur for a second house in London beyond the one in their constituency. The scandal
erupted following an investigation of the Daily Telegraph and caused the resignation of the Speaker of the House, the
arrest of some MPs and the resignations of others. It was thoroughly covered by the English news media.
4
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appropriation. The word embezzlement itself, as we have just observed, raises other problems
deriving from different legal systems and different political cultures.
It is not just a problem of translation: there are differences in the political culture, in the legal
system, in the public opinion itself and its relation to politics that explain why a specific, unethical
behavior is conceived differently in the countries we investigated stressing how difficult is to look
for a universal idea of what corruption is.
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