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Executive summary 

 

 

 

 
This case studies report aims to contextualize the key findings the previous content analysis of 

the coverage of corruption and related topics that are part of the deliverable WP6.1. The latter was a 

typical quantitative study conducted on a very large corpus of data. It offered, in a comparative 

perspective, very interesting insights into how the news media covers topics of corruption. It was 

mostly a descriptive study that has produced a number of more general interpretative hypotheses on 

the representations of corruption as well as on the possible uses of news media coverage as an 

instrument to curb corruption. 

With the case study, we follow a different path. We want to shed some light on what is defined 

in social science as “process tracing” that is, discovering the links that can be established between 

causes and consequences of social phenomena.  

We conducted our study in five countries: Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Romania, and Slovakia. The 

comparative perspective is an important part of our research design because it may stress even 

further the recurring combination of causes and effects when compared with different contexts. In 

the content analysis deliverable, we defined the countries that are the subject of our case study as 

“new democracies”: four of them adopted a democratic regime at the end of the ’80s; Italy is much 

older democracy but, mostly because of the dramatic transformations that took place in 1993 – 1994 

(as determined by a cycle of corruption scandals), has gone and is still going through a period of 

important transition. 

We chose cases to be analysed that could be defined as examples of “good” and “bad” 

journalism in which the reporter either brings to light episodes of corruption or is part of a 

corruption network. As it will be explained in the following pages, our study has demonstrated that 

these roles hardly exist separate from each other and that often they overlap and are dramatically 

blurred. 

While one of the main features of quantitative study is its representativeness, a case study 

approach may not be representative of a whole: it shows under which conditions something may 

happen but not how many times it happens. In other words, we do not pretend to say that the cases 

that we have analysed demonstrate that journalism works in that specific way in the investigated 
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country. We may say that when the same conditions recur, the described causes may determine that 

specific outcome, but our study does not allow us to say how many times this may happen. 

A complex, ambiguous and multifaceted coverage. Our case study shows that a large number 

of similarities exist among the investigated  countries that highlight a similar sequence of causes 

and outputs proposing a more general interpretative framework.  First of all the national case study 

reports clearly highlight the high level of complexity of the coverage of corruption. We could 

define this coverage as complex, ambiguous and multifaceted within which different competing 

interests and practices confront each other embodied by single figures who at the same time often 

perform different, contrasting roles.  

The main consequence of this complexity for our study is that it is very hard to distinguish 

between cases of good and bad journalism. Very rarely is it possible to distinguish between the role 

of the journalist as initiator and the role of actively corrupt/collaborator and/or other roles. This 

ambiguity is well demonstrated in the so called Italian “Villa di Montecarlo case” and in many 

Romanian and Latvian examples. 

Moreover our study shows that the coverage of corruption is very often prevented because it 

addresses complicated matters that a large portion of the readers can not properly understand. Often 

the journalist himself does not have all that knowledge necessary for a precise comprehension of the 

case in question and for its explanation to the public.  

Corruption as a system. The observed complexity of the coverage of corruption stresses 

another well-known characteristic of corruptive behaviours: they are not just individual actions and 

decisions. The case studies show that the corruption exchange does not involve only two persons, 

the corruptor and the corrupted; usually, a plurality of persons and organizations are involved. 

Journalists are also involved, mostly in cases of grand corruption together with politicians, members 

of the government, public officials and often secret services officials. A network of people is in 

action with each of them pursuing his own aims undermining, all together, the safeguards of the 

public interest and in the end, often contrasting with each other. 

Systemic corruption is diffused and rooted both in real practice and in the attitudes of the people: 

those who do not want to enter that systemic network often become victims of practices of 

retaliation. The practice of systemic corruption involving journalists also demonstrates that there 

exists a diffused culture of corruption that validates and even encourages behaviours that are clearly 

against the law and that are instead perceived almost as usual and diffused practices requiring (often 

forcing) a silent, if not an active adoption. This practice appears well diffused in journalism too. 

Ambiguous sources. The ambiguity of corruption coverage derives from the fact that in many 

cases news on corruption derives from some sort of leak whose sources are very rarely identifiable, 
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as they try to use the press coverage instrumentally for their own goals. The Slovak Babe case 

illustrates very well the dubious aims of a possible leak such as many other cases confirm.  

Very frequently, leaks consist of wiretaps, but it is rarely possible to know who did the tapping. 

Indeed, in many cases, corruption stories involve secret services. They are responsible for wiretaps 

that they produce and deliver with different and unclear aims. Secret service appears to be a 

constant presence in many stories of corruption in ex-communist countries, as many case studies 

demonstrate, but Italian journalism is also affected by its presence, as the story of “agent Betulla” 

testifies. The Slovak “Gorilla case” probably demonstrates more than other cases how the 

involvement of secret services can be both ambiguous and important at the same time. Hungarian 

journalism is also frequently affected by initiatives deriving from their secret service, as the country 

report demonstrates.  

The frequent use of wiretaps opens several difficult problems of regulation. Several attempts 

have been made to regulate and to limit the use of wiretaps with clear consequences on freedom of 

the press, which have been and are still discussed at length in a very harsh way. 

The situation in many of the ex-communist countries is further dramatized by the presence and 

initiatives of private “intelligence” services. Rarely is it possible to know to whom they answer 

while they circulate information that journalists use for different purposes. A clear example of this 

ambiguity is proposed by the Latvian “Kompromat internet portals”, “a mix of journalism, public 

relations smear campaign and citizen journalism”, as we read in the Latvia case studies report. 

These portals publish news (e.g., gossip, corruption stories, other PR initiatives) and often are also 

used by the mainstream news media. The ownership of these portals is, in most cases, unknown. 

Investments in advertising represent another occasion of ambiguity. In most cases, nobody is 

directly bribed, but positive coverage of a single person or institution may represent a sort of 

“insurance” for gaining large amount of advertising investment just as, in contrast, negative 

coverage may push away a possible investor. This is demonstrated in many examples stressed by 

the Hungarian report. It is very difficult to demonstrate the improper exchange because data, 

negotiations and information are not transparent. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that this is frequent, 

unlawful behaviour. 

 Investigative journalism vs judicial activities. Just as the content analysis has demonstrated, 

most of the corruption news stories derive from judicial initiatives. Our case studies confirm the 

importance of judicial investigations as a source of news on corruption and the relative irrelevance 

of investigative journalism. It cannot be denied that cases of investigative journalism have been 

observed, but they are rare and encounter numerous difficulties and obstacles.  
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Scarcity of resources is indicated as a major cause of the poor diffusion of investigative 

journalism in the observed countries. In most news outlets, it is not easy to keep a certain number of 

personal resources employed for a long time on just one investigation without any commitment to 

everyday reporting. Few newspapers can afford this. The economic crisis of the recent years has 

further worsened an already poor situation and therefore, resources devoted to investigate 

journalism have diminished. The Latvian report illustrates this point very well. 

There are other obstacles as well that are of different nature. As some of the investigated case 

studies demonstrate, often the coverage of corruption brings actions of retaliation. They can take 

place when the journalist decides to report a case of unlawful behaviour, receiving clear pressure 

not to do it. Retaliation may intervene when the journalist does not accept an offer to become part 

of some corruptive network, as happened in the Italian “Calciopoli” case. 

Journalistic investigations are often prevented by self-censorship and the fear of being 

prosecuted. On some occasions, this risk and, of course, its monetary implications are so large that 

the journalist (or the entire editorial team) decides not to proceed, while in some other cases, the 

discussion of possible judiciary implications delay the publication of the story to the point that it is 

no longer news. 

Unfortunately, as many of our case studies in different countries demonstrate, the judiciary itself 

(which in many cases replaces the watchdog function of the news media) is often part of the diffuse 

“system” of corruption; judges themselves are corrupt or act dishonestly. Therefore, corruption may 

expand without serious limitations and become a sort of dominant and diffuse culture. New 

democracies suffer a low level of institutionalization and weaknesses in their intermediary 

organizations (of which journalism is one); their culture, their professional and ethical standards are 

not well defined and set. Within this situation, the pursuit of private interests easily prevails over 

the general interest that is perceived as vague, not well defined and in any case, not unanimously 

shared. 

Between techno-optimism and techno-pessimism. Several of the cases we have investigated 

came to the light because of the Internet. There is no doubt that citizen journalism, blogs and all the 

opportunities deriving from the web are important mechanisms to check power holders and their 

unlawful behaviours. Our case studies demonstrate this very clearly. At the same time, the web may 

help in overcoming all those limits that the coverage of corruption may encounter and that have 

been discussed thus far.  

Nevertheless, a good portion of techno-pessimism also appears necessary. Indeed the web is the 

best place for manipulation. Everybody can circulate news attacking competitors, leaking the wrong 

information, or diffusing gossip. Checking of these posts are often difficult, if not impossible, and 
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once those posts have circulated, corrections do not have the same impact. Latvian “Kompromat 

internet portals” wonderfully illustrates this problematic aspect of the Internet and its ambiguous 

nature. 

In other words, the web is undoubtedly a good resource to curb corruption, but at the same time, 

it represents another occasion for further blurring an issue, such as the coverage of corruption, 

which alone is already complex and ambiguous. Our case studies offer good evidence to assume an 

attitude of prudence in face of this new media. 

A prevailing logic of instrumentalization. In the ideal model of western journalism, the 

investigation and disclosure of corruption cases represent the main ingredients of the so called 

“watchdog role” that the press is supposed to play. Through this role, it can carry out very tangible 

and immediate functions to work against corruption and bring to light behaviours that contrast with 

public ethics and interests, just as it may do in the face of any power. At the same time, the press 

may contribute to the diffusion of the shared idea of common good that may prevent the adoption of 

corruptive behaviours. Our case studies demonstrate that on some occasions, the press does play 

tangible functions by investigating and making public those behaviours that contrast with the public 

interest. Nevertheless, from our study, it becomes clear that most of the time, the coverage of 

corruption is directed by a logic of instrumentalization rather than a logic of fair control over 

power holders in defence of a shared public interest. At least, this is what emerges in the countries 

we investigated.  

The logic of instrumentalization means that journalism responds to interests that are particular, 

vested and partisan; corruption is covered because it allows the pursuit of specific goals that most of 

the time, favour private interest over the public. In this situation, in the countries we studied, often 

journalism is not intended as an activity to spread news and to foster an informed citizen; rather, it 

is an instrument to intervene in public decision making. Ideological and cultural dimensions do no 

direct media coverage in an important way. What is more important is the possibility of affecting 

the decision-making process to defend and promote partisan interests. News media become part of 

the political struggle and the decision-making process, reflecting the often-contingent interests of 

groups, individual politicians, and individual businesspersons. 

To conclude. The case studies highlight the prevailing lack of professional investigative 

journalism even if we detected good cases of reporting. On the one hand, editorial offices rarely 

provide the conditions in which journalists can elaborate on cases independently and thoroughly. 

The influences deriving from the ownership of media companies and the advertisers may be 

detrimental to investigative work, while insufficient human and financial resources can also be a 

barrier to investigative journalism. On the other hand, the public does not show much interest 
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towards detailed articles and reports about corruption, thus editors may prefer superficial, tabloid-

like content about such cases. 

The journalists’ behaviours cannot be classified into exact categories due to the heterogeneity of 

the circumstances influencing their work. News media instrumentalization seems to be a prevailing 

logic.  
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