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Abstract
This chapter investigates to what extent leading news media advocate investigative 
journalism and perform appropriately their watchdog function, assuming that in 
various media markets these core journalistic practices are currently adapting to 
an austere (compared with the past) media ecosystem, as well as to a differenti-
ated newsroom role against a background of digital revolution in the media field. 
By means of digital tools, journalistic investigation has been facilitated to a great 
extent. However, the acute crises afflicting the media industries have operated as 
a severe deterrent to costly investigative journalism. Given the prevalent financial 
constraints in media markets, testified to by journalists in most countries participat-
ing in the 2021 Media for Democracy Monitor (MDM), investigative reporting 
seems to have become a luxury process, despite it being a journalistic bulwark 
against fake news narratives and unethical standards in media organisations. We 
conclude the chapter with a discussion of the existence of investigative reporting 
being proportional to the financial strength that characterises the media organisa-
tions at the national level, and that targeted public subsidies, where applicable, 
seem to have proved effective during times of economic recession.

Keywords: investigative journalism, newsroom watchdog role, in-depth reporting, 
power control, fourth estate 

Introduction 
Investigative journalism and the newsroom’s watchdog role have traditionally 
been considered instrumental to the healthy functioning of democracy, since 
journalism and the democratic process are highly interconnected (Donsbach 
& Patterson, 2004). By fulfilling the watchdog role, journalists act as the 
fourth estate, disclosing wrongdoing and scrutinising elites in order to hold 
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the powerful accountable (Waisbord, 2000). Worldwide, the professional 
newsmaking process is characterised by research and investigation. These are 
core journalistic practices that do not remain static, but evolve following the 
evolutionary course of the media markets and communications technologies. 
They take new forms based on the emergence of new digital tools (Broussard, 
2015; Carlson, 2015; Stray, 2019) – for example, the artificial intelligence 
algorithmic processes converting data into narrative news texts. At the same 
time, they are being challenged within the participatory media culture where 
the speed of journalists in releasing the news has become a top priority (Ali 
& Hassoun, 2019). 

These transformations intensify the questions being raised as to whether 
journalism constitutes a profession based on conventional professional crite-
ria (Anderson & Schudson, 2019; Meyers et al., 2012) and bring to the fore 
the discussion which relates journalism to tendencies of professionalisation 
(Aldridge & Evetts, 2003) and deprofessionalisation (Witschge & Nygren, 
2009) or with professional competencies being at stake (Eide, 2010). How-
ever, despite the challenges encountered by contemporary media professionals 
across the various media systems, journalism has been associated with a great 
variety of values (such as truth and accuracy, independence, impartiality, and 
accountability) at a cross-national level. Particularly, the provision of political 
information and the monitoring of government actions and decisions have been 
identified as widely accepted elements of journalism’s role around the world 
(Hanitzsch et al., 2011). 

Based on that perception, traditional and contemporary discourse about 
journalism conceptualises investigative journalism as a distinct part within 
the field of news media (Bjerknes, 2020) and even as the spearhead of the 
journalism profession. Journalists engaged in this special strand of news re-
porting are portrayed as elite explorers or hunters of important news issues, 
whose experience gives rise to feelings of unquestionable trust. Working as 
an investigative journalist is usually identified with having a more intrusive, 
critical, or sceptical mindset, compared with the mentality or outlook adopted 
by professionals working in conventional or routine reporting (Lanosga et al., 
2017). These special attributes of investigative journalists set them apart from 
ordinary journalists and provide the practice of news coverage with prestige. 
Investigative journalism seems to embody the watchdog role of journalism and, 
despite current economic constraints, it is still viewed as having an important 
role in democratic governance (Carson, 2019). 

In theory, investigative journalism benefits democracies by notifying citizens 
of wrongdoing and holding political actors accountable for their actions (Car-
son, 2019; Chambers, 2000). However, this type of journalism is not always 
defined in opposition to officials (Protess et al., 1991). Moreover, while qual-
ity investigative journalism is usually associated with the provision of benefits 
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to democratic governance, its financial value is uncertain. It is no coincidence 
that the restricted budgets devoted to investigative journalism has led to the 
weakening of watchdog reporting worldwide (Houston, 2010; Li & Sparks, 
2018; Munoriyarwa, 2018; Saldaña & Mourão, 2018) as well as to reduced 
numbers of staff members (Knobel, 2018). However, research focusing on the 
watchdog function of journalism has revealed broad support from audiences, 
at least in the US, related to the concept of media organisations as scrutinisers 
of powerholders against a background of divergent evaluations among voters 
regarding the extent to which journalists are currently performing their watch-
dog role (Jurkowitz & Mitchell, 2020). 

This chapter addresses the extent to which the leading news media in 18 
countries around the globe advocate investigative journalism and, in particular, 
the extent to which they appropriately perform their watchdog function. We 
aim to provide a comparative portrait of the dynamics of media newsrooms 
performing their watchdog mission and infer the impact on their democratic 
role. Our investigation is based on secondary data derived from individual 
country studies and from interviews examining attitudes and perceptions among 
journalists and editors-in-chief working in leading news media in the different 
national media markets (Trappel & Tomaz, 2021b, 2021c). These data are part 
of the 2021 Media for Democracy Monitor (MDM) research project, leading 
us to comparative findings which are based on two indicators (C7 and C9), 
referring to the sufficiency of means available to leading news media in order 
to efficiently exercise investigative reporting. 

MDM Indicators and related research questions addressed in this chapter: 

(C7) The watchdog and the news media’s mission statement
Does the mission statement of the media company or the newsroom contain 
provisions for playing an active role as watchdog, for investigative journal-
ism, or for other forms of power control? Does the mission statement have 
any relevance in practice? (Trappel & Tomaz, 2021a: 50)

(C9) Watchdog function and financial resources
Are there specific and sufficient financial resources for exercising investigative 
journalism or other forms of power control? (Trappel & Tomaz, 2021a: 52)

The perceptions relating to investigative journalism among scholars and me-
dia practitioners are not identical, as the practice of investigative reporting is 
experienced differently in various parts of the world, depending on the special 
characteristics of the media environment (Adibah et al., 2014). Moreover, while 
digital tools have greatly facilitated data investigation, the financial crises af-
flicting the media industries have operated as a deterrent to costly investigative 
journalism. 



104

ACHILLEAS KARADIMITRIOU, TORBJÖRN VON KROGH, CHRISTIAN RUGGIERO,  
CECILIA BIANCALANA, MAURO BOMBA, & WAI HAN LO

Defining the watchdog function of journalism  
and investigative reporting 

Journalists, as watchdogs and investigators, perform similar – but not identi-
cal – tasks when trying to detect and describe corruption and abuse of power. 
The watchdog function of journalism was already present when the concept 
of a more thorough examination of facts – investigative reporting – began to 
evolve in the beginning of the twentieth century. Traces of the watchdog ideal 
are even found in the records of a libel trial against a journalist in Massachu-
setts in 1822 (Dicken-Garcia, 1989). Watchdog journalism has been defined 
as “(1) independent scrutiny by the press of the activities of government, 
business, and other public institutions, with an aim toward (2) documenting, 
questioning, and investigating those activities, in order to (3) provide publics 
and officials with timely information on issues of public concern” (Bennett & 
Serrin, 2005: 169). 

But watchdog journalism does not need to be investigative. The most im-
portant ingredient, according to Bennett and Serrin (2005), is the mindset of 
the reporter, exemplified by veteran Washington Post reporter Murray Marder 
(1919–2013):

It starts with a state of mind, accepting responsibility as a surrogate for the 
public, asking penetrating questions at every level, from the town council to 
the state house to the White House, in corporate offices, in union halls and 
in professional offices and all points in between. (Marder, 1998: para. 8)

William Thomas Stead, exposing child prostitution in London in the 1880s, 
muckrakers in the US at the turn of the century, and Ester Blenda Nordström, 
working undercover in Sweden as a maid on a farm in 1914, are pioneers in 
what is called – since at least the 1960s – investigative journalism. The term 
depicts reporting that goes further than routine gathering and evaluation of 
facts. Investigative reporting differs from daily news reporting in terms of the 
topics covered, the information-gathering techniques employed, and the degree 
of research depth leading to the final output. Investigative reporting embraces 
issues of public importance about wrongdoing, “affecting the citizenry” (de 
Burgh, 2003: 806), or “the public interest” (Waisbord, 2002: 277), usually 
topics that the authorities seek to keep in obscurity. When disclosed, these 
topics are presented in more extensive texts than other issues (Tong, 2011; 
Wang, 2016). 

Definitions of investigative journalism vary over time and by origin. A widely 
accepted definition is the one stated by Robert William Greene, reporter and 
editor at Newsday and one of the founders in 1975 of the American organisa-
tion Investigative Reporters and Editors (IRE), emphasising the component of 
revealing secrets:
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It is the reporting, through one’s own work product and initiative, [of] mat-
ters of importance which some persons or organisations wish to keep secret. 
(Greene, 1983: foreword)

This definition, inspired by IRE, was by and large adopted by the pioneering 
associations of investigative journalism, set up 30 years ago in Denmark, Fin-
land, Norway, and Sweden.1 The focus on secrets soon vanished, since neglected 
structural problems were also important to examine. 

Some scholars add a moral dimension to their definition of investigative jour-
nalism, incorporating the task of journalists to express moral judgment about 
potential misdoing or malefaction (Coleman & Wilkins, 2002). David Protess 
(1991: 5) called it “the journalism of outrage […] that probes the boundaries 
of America’s civic conscience” and felt kinship with the muckrakers from 100 
years ago. Ettema and Glasser (1988) describe investigative journalism as being 
characterised by a moralising impact, supporting virtues such as the value of 
justice by exposing news stories of terrible villainy with journalists often being 
in the context of “tensions between detached observation and active moral 
agency” (Glasser & Ettema, 1989: 15). 

The Flemish-Dutch association for investigative journalism started in 2002 
and declared that “investigative journalism is critical and in-depth” (van Eijk, 
2005: 22). The association wished to avoid discussions “on who is a ‘real’ 
investigative journalist and who is not” and shied away from the IRE defini-
tion (van Eijk, 2005: 22). They preferred a broader approach, adaptable to 
different cultures and countries and including the examination of institutions 
and changes in societal trends. 

This orientation can also be found in latter-day international organisations 
that cooperate in analysing vast amounts of data. The Global Investigative 
Journalism Network assents to “systematic, in-depth, and original research 
and reporting” (GIJN, 2020: para. 2). Moreover, investigative journalism has 
been conceived of as a means for media professionals to exert control over the 
mistakes and arbitrariness of those in power or the excesses of influential private 
interests. Disclosing infringements, namely wrongdoing or irregularities, that 
otherwise would remain unknown is a key practice of investigative reporters 
(de Burgh, 2000, 2008; Ettema & Glasser, 1998; Schudson, 2008). Investiga-
tive journalists, compared with journalists as a whole, are more inclined to 
maintain the view that media should be more influential on public opinion and 
that policy reforms are more often feasible through a cooperation plan between 
journalists and policy-makers, rather than through public mobilisation tactics 
implemented by journalists (Lanosga et al., 2017). 

Although Robert William Greene and IRE have proved influential in terms 
of how investigative journalism is traditionally perceived, there is no holistic 
model reflecting common practices in developed and developing democracies 
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(Waisbord, 2000). However, what is widely acknowledged by academics and 
practitioners, among others, is the systematic and time-consuming nature 
of this special type of journalism (Anderson & Benjaminson, 1976; Ettema 
& Glasser, 1998), which is considered to bear significant contributions 
to democratic governance monitoring the performance of the democratic 
institutions. 

The sociocultural context permitting journalists  
to act as watchdogs

In theory, media in democracies, especially in emerging ones, are in charge of 
bridging the gap between citizens and governments. This is reflected in their 
so-called social accountability role that includes adequately holding public of-
ficials to account through the timely coverage of relevant news stories. Fulfilling 
this role presupposes the provision of information to citizens that will enable 
them to become active citizens (Malila, 2019).

The watchdog role of journalists (Drüeke & Weber, 2016) is widely rec-
ognised as a structural function of the journalism profession; nevertheless, 
its concrete implementation requires certain socioeconomic conditions. For 
instance, dramatic changes in digital technologies and the rise of new con-
straints on journalism have resulted in collaborative approaches to investigative 
work (Carson & Farhall, 2018; Wahl-Jorgensen et al., 2016). Traditionally, 
the performance of the watchdog role has prerequisited journalists’ limited 
dependence from political or economic interests, as well as the detachment of 
journalists from their political orientation with the view to applying certain 
criteria of news values (such as monitoring the powerholders and presenting the 
deficiencies of democracy), depicting professionalism (Gerli et al., 2018; Hallin 
& Mancini, 2004). Additional conditions, necessary for watchdog reporting, 
are journalistic autonomy and assertiveness. The first one refers to the organi-
sational and institutional independence permitting journalists to scrutinise any 
public official, public body, or business player, while the second one concerns 
journalists’ capacity to investigate and bring to light information that would 
otherwise remain unearthed (Pinto, 2008).

According to Nord (2007), several factors influence the development of 
investigative journalism. For instance, in a country where the media sector is 
characterised by a strong market mechanism, the press industry may be prone 
to softer and less serious news stories that are inexpensive to cover. Equally 
important is the level of journalistic professionalism, which affects the alloca-
tion of resources among the news content options (i.e., mainstream news or 
investigative reporting). Relevant research has also proved that the performance 
of investigative journalism is influenced by the overall robustness and stability 
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of the media market. This is obvious in Central and Eastern Europe, where 
this genre of journalism has a stronger presence in rich and more stable media 
markets, such as Poland, Estonia, and the Czech Republic, where commercial 
media organisations appear more efficient in providing investigative reporting 
(Stetka & Örnebring, 2013). The size of the news media outlets constitutes 
another important determinant to how investigative reporting is conducted. In 
the context of regional news organisations, this is reflected in how constraints, 
such as economic pressures or the close attachment of journalists to the com-
munity, have proven to make news outlets less prone to investigative projects 
(Berkowitz, 2007).

Investigative journalism represents the essence of news media organisations’ 
fourth estate role, but unfortunately, it seems to be traditionally plagued by 
weaknesses. The major challenges impeding the performance of investigative 
journalism vary, but include clientelism (Yusha’u, 2009), lack of resources and 
autonomy, and various legal and political constraints (Waisbord, 2002).

The mainstream news media in Argentina is indicative of this. The Argentin-
ian media market exemplifies a series of common difficulties encountered in the 
watchdog role of journalism when it is practised in feeble political, economic, 
and business environments. The leading news media in Argentina is framed 
by low levels of journalistic autonomy and professionalisation within news-
rooms as well as by internal news production mechanisms under the influence 
of pressures, derived from business interests and from government strategies 
on news management (Pinto, 2008). Another deterring example is Australia, 
where investigative journalism in the printed media sector (both prior to and 
during the global financial crisis) has been unable to adequately perform its 
role of scrutinising and revealing transgressions of the corporate and financial 
sector on behalf of the public. This weakness was attributed to the inability of 
the Australian press to challenge the commercial model of the market, based 
on advertising, in the context of a precarious economic environment (Carson, 
2014). Overall, this imperfect kind of investigative journalism is what Stetka 
and Ornebring (2013) have called “pseudo-investigative journalism” (see also 
Gerli et al., 2018) as an existent practice in the media field, which is really 
concerned with generating profit for publishers and the interests that they 
represent. 

Despite the threats afflicting watchdog journalism in democracies – such 
as the transformation of truth into a “despised notion” (Leigh, 2019: 1), the 
instrumentalisation of the media, as well as the decline of the print press and 
the low level of professionalism (Gerli et al., 2018) – there is also optimism with 
regards to this particular strand of journalism (Lanosga & Houston, 2017). 
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Factors affecting investigative journalism  
and the watchdog function in news media 

Based on the previously discussed factors affecting investigative reporting, and 
hence the performance of the watchdog role of journalists, we provide an outline 
of country groups derived from the 2021 MDM research findings. Our aim is 
to provide insights into the key trends, differences, and similarities of how this 
special journalism genre is treated by the various leading news media organisa-
tions of the 18 MDM participating countries (see Table 5.1 in the Appendix).

Journalism as the fourth estate and the role of money
Arguably, there is a lack of criteria for defining investigative journalism, which 
takes on many forms (Drüeke, 2018). The leading news media in some countries 
of the 2021 MDM research sample that belong to the so-called Mediterranean 
type of media system (Hallin & Mancini, 2004) do not have, for example, a 
consolidated tradition of journalism perceived as fourth estate; they interpret 
their role in a different way with respect to the standard of providing a full, 
impartial, and accurate account of news as a vital part of democracy (Newton, 
1995). This is the case in Italy, where, with a few exceptions, various forms of 
“pseudo-investigative” journalism may be found (Padovani et al., 2021), and 
Greece, where “investigative journalism is the exception rather than the rule” 
(Papathanassopoulos et al., 2021: 224). This is also the case in Switzerland, 
where the role of watchdog is understood as “reporting things as they are” 
(Bonfadelli et al., 2021: 444), rather than being proactive and critical.

Among the participating countries, there are a few cases where watchdog 
journalism is a central feature and editorial offices attribute significant value 
to it (e.g., in Austria, Belgium, and Denmark). In others, this commitment 
of journalistic work seems quite implicit, dictated by the consideration and 
self-consideration of journalists as watchdogs (e.g., in Australia, Canada, 
Belgium, Greece, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom). Distinctive is the 
case of the United Kingdom, where the long tradition of watchdog journalism 
(Wahl-Jorgensen & Hanitzsch, 2008) remains unchanged and is treated as 
a major obligation, despite the economic crisis that has afflicted the media 
sector. The importance of the watchdog role is often specified in the mission 
statement of British newspapers; and even when only implicit, it is taken 
into particular account. As a result, the news media in the United Kingdom 
are committed to investigative journalism, and broadcast newsrooms invest 
significant resources in in-depth reporting despite the financial constraints 
adversely influencing particularly the commercial media sector (Moore & 
Ramsay, 2021).
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In the general European context, the role of journalism as the fourth estate 
is mainly acknowledged, explicitly or implicitly, as an objective of the leading 
news media organisations. However, only in few countries do media organisa-
tions possess a combination of features such as the availability of financial re-
sources and the tradition of investigative journalism. Indicative cases are Sweden 
and Denmark, where editorial offices often have at their disposal specific task 
forces dedicated exclusively to investigative journalism, and at the same time, 
considerable resources intended for assignments of in-depth reporting (e.g., 
up to 10% of the annual budget on average in Sweden; Nord & von Krogh, 
2021). In Denmark, media representatives state that “investigative journalism 
is highly prioritised, even more than in the previous years”, since most leading 
news media (such as the editorial department of the tabloid Ekstra Bladet) 
have created regular task forces engrossed in investigations (Blach-Ørsten et al., 
2021: 170–171). Moreover, in Sweden, editors even see a growth in allocated 
resources and estimate, for example, that about 10 per cent of the reporters 
working in the leading tabloid Aftonbladet and the leading morning daily 
Dagens Nyheter are now members of special units dedicated to investigative 
reporting. In the public television broadcaster SVT, it is estimated that as much 
as 20–25 per cent of reporters’ resources are devoted to in-depth investigations 
(Nord & von Krogh, 2021). 

Beyond Europe, and particularly in Hong Kong, journalists recognise the 
centrality of the watchdog role of journalists and consider it an objective of their 
profession. Media companies invest considerably in investigative reporting, a 
trend indicating that these news stories have a strong appeal for their (paying) 
readers. The example of Hong Kong implies that investigative journalism might 
be recognised by media professionals as important, even if there are no specific 
or explicit references to this type of reporting in news organisations’ mission 
statements. Hong Kong journalists participating in investigative reporting 
projects are provided with time and funds for travelling abroad, have at their 
disposal more flexibility and resources to work on their stories – compared 
with those engaged in conventional reporting – while, at the same time, they 
are not under pressure to provide content on a daily basis (Lo & Wong, 2021). 

Decreasing advertising revenues for commercial media have afflicted news-
rooms for many years and have led to less resources for quality journalism 
and investigative reporting in many countries (Kurtz, 1994; Squires, 1993; 
Underwood, 1995). However, there are some exceptions where shifted priori-
ties and redirected revenues have instead increased funds and possibilities for 
investigative journalism. It is not only tradition or a particular journalistic 
culture that favours investigative journalism. In Germany, for instance, where 
virtuous newsrooms, such as Die Zeit, produce up to 50 investigative reports 
each year, only 24 per cent of journalists perceive themselves as watchdogs 
(Weischenberg et al., 2006). However, the particularly favourable financial situ-
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ation of some media companies allows investments in specific teams dedicated 
to investigations. Combating the lack of financial resources in Germany are 
media organisations resorting to outsourcing investigative reporting to special 
units (Horz-Ishak & Thomass, 2021). 

A similar situation is found in Austria, the only country in the 2021 MDM 
research sample where both media organisations’ personnel and financial re-
sources seem to have increased in the last ten years (Grünangerl et al., 2021). 
Another exceptional case is the Netherlands, a country experiencing positive 
trends in the field of investigative journalism due to favourable conditions of 
the information market, summarised in the description of one of the journalists 
interviewed: “The profession is considered at its best phase”. This allows more 
than half of the publishing companies to establish ad hoc funds for the creation 
of task forces engaged in investigative journalism. This is feasible thanks to 
a system of subsidies in place from the Fund for Special Journalistic Projects 
(Vandenberghe & d’Haenens, 2021).

In Finland, the financial constraints faced by the media organisations have 
increased compared with the past; however, there are media outlets allocating 
provisions to investigative reporting according to ad hoc processes. Public service 
broadcaster YLE is an exceptional example in carrying out investigative journal-
ism, investing many resources in documentaries and current affairs broadcasts 
(Ala-Fossi et al., 2021). Ad hoc resource allocation to investigative journalism 
is also applied in Icelandic media organisations (Jóhannsdóttir et al., 2021).

A special case in the fight against the lack of resources is Chile, where 
investigative news articles have been given a less prominent status by being 
replaced by a system of outsourcing to production companies or by purchasing 
investigative articles from freelancers. Alternative models of financing investiga-
tive journalism are also in place here, such as the website Interferencia, which 
employs a financial strategy based on long-term subscriptions. Similarly, the 
Centre for Investigative Reporting operates a crowd-funding process aimed at 
financing in-depth reporting (Núñez-Mussa, 2021).

Job stability is also an important factor in fostering investigative reporting. 
The crucial role played by stable employment conditions is accentuated in coun-
tries in which investigative journalism and the role of fourth estate is in early 
stages. Competing flows of information and digital transformations afflicting 
most Western countries (excluding the already mentioned exceptions) have led 
to profound changes in the editorial production routines of newsrooms. Since 
the 2008 global financial crisis, many editorial offices have suffered cuts in staff, 
reduction of long-term contracts, and increased use of external collaborators, 
such as freelancers and trainees (Reinardy, 2012). These changes have caused a 
shortage of personnel qualified to do investigative journalism and has weakened 
the job security and stability of journalists in general.
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Redundancies and job insecurity  
at the cost of investigative journalism

The downsizing of editorial offices and a general reduction in positions are 
often associated with a decline in job performance and satisfaction (Kim, 2003; 
Reinardy, 2012). Moreover, cuts in staff lead to an increase in tasks and respon-
sibilities for the remaining news workers, a trend particularly evident in many 
newsrooms. As a result of digitalisation, more tasks are assigned to journalists, 
while, at the same time, they are required to cultivate new and more elaborate 
skills. In general, the key trend prevailing in the editorial offices of most of the 
participating countries is to “do more with less”. This situation naturally risks 
disadvantaging investigative journalism, which requires time, money, and quali-
fied personnel. The issues brought to light by interviewees in the 2021 MDM 
project confirm that this is the case. The reduction in newsroom staff has afflicted 
a wide range of countries – both those with a good state of financial health 
(such as Iceland or Switzerland), and those where the 2008 financial crisis had 
harsher implications (such as Greece, Portugal, Italy, and Chile). 

In Switzerland, a study on the working conditions of journalists reveals a 
very low level of satisfaction among print journalists and an even lower one 
for online journalists (Wyss, 2012). In Canada, an interviewee summarised 
the condition of the news workers with the emblematic phrase, “everyone’s 
kind of trying to stay alive and keep their job” (Taylor & DeCillia, 2021: 75). 
Similar narratives depicting job insecurity are provided by media profession-
als in Australia, Chile, Belgium, Iceland, Portugal, South Korea, and Italy, as 
well as in Hong Kong and the United Kingdom, countries in which, however, 
investigative journalism is still strong. 

In several countries, the uncertainty that dominates leading news media and 
the decline in job security are reflected in the increase in freelancers or journalists 
hired on a fixed-term basis. These working patterns are adopted in countries with 
different labour market contexts. While, for instance, in Germany, journalists 
and freelancers with fixed-term contracts have come to represent an important 
and recognised part of the media system (Horz-Ishak & Thomass, 2021), 
Icelandic media do not invest in freelancers and denounce the job insecurity 
associated with temporary contracts for media professionals (Jóhannsdóttir et 
al., 2021). While in the Netherlands there is a fierce battle over the fees paid to 
freelancers (Vandenberghe & d’Haenens, 2021), the National Federation of the 
Italian Press frames the issue as labour exploitation of the “information riders” 
(Padovani et al., 2021). Another key trend in the media sector is the policy of 
replacing experienced journalists with younger ones – for example, in Hong 
Kong (Lo & Wong, 2021) and Greece (Papathanassopoulos et al., 2021). Junior 
professionals in general cost less money for the media organisations and, at the 
same time, are more familiar with new digital technologies. 
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Notable exceptions are Austria, where journalists enjoy a high level of job 
security (Grünangerl et al., 2021), and the United Kingdom, where journalists 
are more likely to have stable rather than temporary employment contracts 
(Moore & Ramsay, 2021). It seems like no coincidence that in these countries, 
investigative journalism and the watchdog function of journalism are features 
treated with greater importance. 

The possibility of journalists to attend training courses can play an important 
role in promoting investigative journalism. In some countries, such as Portugal 
and the Netherlands, such courses are organised by investigative journalism net-
works, while in others, such as Denmark and Sweden, investigative journalism 
associations provide such courses in the context of annual conferences and, at 
the same time, these are mandatory in journalism studies within universities. The 
countries where these courses are most available are the same countries where 
investigative journalism is more productive (e.g., the United Kingdom, Germany, 
Denmark, Sweden, and Hong Kong). However, in all participating countries – 
with the exception of Italy, where refresher courses on investigative journalism, 
among other topics, are mandatory for members of the Order of Journalists 
(Padovani et al., 2021) – participation in training courses, whether organised 
by editorial offices or other types of organisations, remains optional. In reality, 
the lack of time and resources often prevent journalists from attending them. 

In conclusion, the main obstacles to the full implementation of the fourth 
estate function of the leading news media are a lack of adequate financial 
resources and personnel. These conditions in turn increase the workload of 
journalists and decrease the quality of journalistic work. In addition, they 
result in job insecurity, which endangers professionalisation within editorial 
offices. However, the overall image is not as negative as it may seem. Practices 
of investigative journalism exist in many national contexts, mainly related to 
the operational status of the public service media (for more on public service 
media, see Thomass et al., Chapter 9). This is the case, for example, in Australia, 
Finland, Iceland, Germany, Chile, and Italy. 

New patterns of news consumption 
Media scholars identify an “audience turn” in journalism in the last decade – that 
is, journalists have become greatly attentive to audiences, a feature reflected in 
their journalistic practices. This partly results from public reactions in the form 
of web metrics having become more visible to editors (Coddington & Lewis, 
2020; Costera Meijer, 2020). The importance attached to public preferences is 
also highlighted by interviewed media professionals in the 2021 MDM country 
reports. With advertising expenditure in decline, editors turn to media users as 
a potentially alternative source of revenue (Newman et al., 2020a). Journalism 
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needs to be “distinctive” against a backdrop of large volumes of free content 
(Vandenberghe & d’Haenens, 2021: 292) and “an asset in an overall highly 
competitive market” (Horz-Ishak & Thomass, 2021: 245). Journalism also 
must be able to turn into “a strategic asset when the business model changes” 
(Padovani et al., 2021: 375). Interviews with editors and executives in the 
United Kingdom, Denmark, Italy, and Sweden show that quality journalism 
is considered the best asset for getting media users to pay for editorial content 
online. As one editor said, “readers often convert after reading long-form pieces 
and investigations that force politicians to resign” (Suárez, 2020: 19).

Leading Swedish daily newspaper Dagens Nyheter is often referred to as a 
successful example in studies of strategies with regard to conversion from pay-
ment for printed journalism to payment for digital journalism. Dagens Nyheter 
has no fixed paywall, but offers several flexible options (Veseling, 2020). One 
strategy that has proven successful is to publish an article that attracts the atten-
tion of a large audience, at first available for free, but set behind a paywall after 
a few hours. The decision to turn a free-access article into subscription-based 
is made by an editor with the support of an artificial intelligence algorithm. 
Documentation related to which kind of articles may lead to the highest number 
of conversions from free-of-charge content to paid subscriptions shows that 
unique, investigative articles are at the top of the list.

Two factors that may have contributed to increasing investigative reporting in 
Denmark and Sweden are combined patterns of news consumption and a renewed 
tradition of investigative journalism. Denmark and Sweden belong to the top four 
countries in the European Union regarding daily consumption of written press 
and the top three countries regarding daily use of the Internet (Eurobarometer, 
2020). They also score high on the list of countries where media users are most 
willing to pay for news, with the average for the four Nordic countries included 
in the 2021 MDM being 26 per cent, whereas the average for France, Spain, 
Portugal, Italy, and Greece is 11 per cent (Newman et al., 2020b). In the Nordics, 
associations for investigative journalism were established 30 years ago, emerging 
from the bottom up by practising reporters aiming to build a tradition through 
education, sharing methods, and holding national seminars for students as well 
as veteran reporters (Sørmo Strømme, 2020). After 10–20 years of operation, 
these associations are accepted in the media ecology, receive funding from media 
organisations, and are institutionalised parts of the media system.

Conclusions 
The watchdog role of journalists is widely recognised as a cornerstone of the 
journalism profession in the majority of the countries participating in the 2021 
MDM research project, and it is mostly considered an important objective of 
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the journalistic mission by journalists themselves (e.g., in Australia, Austria, 
Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, and Sweden). The research data confirm 
that investigative journalism requires a considerable number of resources and 
time, as well as the opportunity to attend training sessions, combined with 
general job security.

In today’s legacy media organisations, the watchdog role played by inves-
tigative journalism is challenged by the declining revenues (e.g., in Australia, 
Belgium, Canada, Chile, Finland, Germany, Greece, Iceland, and Italy) coupled 
with a shrinking number of journalists working within newsrooms (e.g., in 
Canada). Financial strain and staff shortage detract journalists from conducting 
investigative reporting; on the other hand, investigative reporting seems to be 
prioritised by media organisations in a context where democratic, professional, 
and commercial values converge. Distinctive cases include the United Kingdom 
(Moore & Ramsay, 2021) and Canada (Taylor & DeCillia, 2021), where many 
news organisations’ editors-in-chief maintain that they are committed to in-
vestigative journalism and, at the same time, acknowledge a lack of resources 
that makes it harder to produce quality journalism. Among the countries that 
seem to retain a commitment to investigative reporting are Sweden (Nord & 
von Krogh, 2021) and Denmark (Blach-Ørsten et al, 2021). 

Overall, the MDM research findings reveal that investigative reporting 
– based on extensive procedures of conceiving ideas, in-depth research, and 
reporting results thoroughly – seems to be an exception rather than the rule. 
Nevertheless, in an era where fake news are gaining ground, and public trust 
in the media is in a state of flux, the watchdog function of journalism remains 
critical. Despite the challenging context, the 2021 MDM research project, as 
well as previous studies (e.g., Lanosga & Houston, 2017), show that there is 
still reason to be optimistic regarding the watchdog role of journalism. 

The journalists interviewed in Sweden stood out as those that most strongly 
endorsed the independent scrutiny of powerholders, the collection and dis-
tribution of information to citizens aimed at informed decision-making, and 
giving voice to the voiceless within democracies (Nord & von Krogh, 2021). 
Other positive examples are initiatives implemented in countries where ad hoc 
resources for investigative reporting is preferred as an alternative to system-
atic resources (in Finland, Iceland, and the Netherlands) or where subsidies 
policy has been set in place (in Beligum and the Netherlands) with the aim of 
strengthening the investigative function of newsrooms and promoting journal-
istic projects of a special quality. Last, but not least, there are distinctive cases 
in Australia (Dwyer et al., 2021) and Finland (Ala-Fossi et al., 2021) where, 
although journalism-related research investments have been reduced, public 
service media undertake initiatives to promote investigative journalism. 

Generally, the 2021 MDM research project reveals that the existence of in-
vestigative reporting is proportional to the financial strength that characterises 



115

INVESTIGATIVE JOURNALISM AND THE WATCHDOG ROLE OF NEWS MEDIA

the media organisations at the national level, with targeted public subsidies – 
where applicable – proving efficient during times of economic recession. 

Digitalisation of newsmaking, framed by disinformation, misinformation, 
and hyper-provision of news through social media, has induced opportunities as 
well as challenges for investigative reporting. The adoption of new digital tools 
for finding sources, analysing data, and disseminating news is indeed an asset 
(Hahn & Stalph, 2018). In this context, the watchdog function of journalism 
can continue to be carried out through an innovative and modified model of 
investigative journalism adapted to the digital age. This may entail large-scale 
synergies between media outlets and media platforms, crossing national borders 
and even including collaborations with non-media bodies. This adaptation 
process is further enhanced by the orientation of the media to data journalism 
and crowd-sourcing, with news workers placing emphasis on multimedia and 
digital engagement (Carson & Farhall, 2018). 

Also, despite having been accused of giving rise to a type of sloppy or 
fake news production, new technologies have likely offered opportunities for 
evidence-based journalism (Carson & Farhall, 2018). Therefore, enhancing 
the investigative reporting capacity can be assumed to be a primary aspiration 
of journalists, and new technologies, based on artificial intelligence software 
systems, can add value to investigative reporting practices (Broussard, 2015) 
and improve news production efficiency (Newman, 2021). 

It is advisable that sustainable investigative journalism be sought in alterna-
tive, but achievable, business models. Such is the case of the emerging digital 
investigative journalism non-profit start-ups, whose aim is to produce public 
interest journalism by means of support derived from subscribers, motivated 
mainly by their belief in the social and democratic benefits of investigative 
journalism (Price, 2020). Similarly, legacy media need to find alternative mod-
els of financing investigative reporting; otherwise, in many media markets, the 
watchdog role of journalists runs the risk of slowly disappearing.

Moreover, in 2020, the media sector was characterised by a favourable trend 
towards increasing subscription-based content, since publications based on a 
membership or subscription model proved more successful than those provided 
to the audience free of charge (Newman, 2021). The successful examples of 
American media outlets (such as the New York Times and Washington Post), as 
well as European media outlets (Helsingin Sanomat in Finland, Bild in Germany, 
and local newspapers owned by Amedia in Norway), have been argued to have 
paved the way for other media organisations to seriously consider the transition 
to a subscription model (Newman, 2018). Based on these findings, it is likely 
that in the future, high-quality news reporting will increase subscriptions from 
audience members prepared to pay for independent and trustworthy journalism. 

In view of these trends, the adaptability of the media industry to new par-
ticularities of the media market seems to be the only sustainable way forward 
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for investigative journalism, considering the backdrop of declining levels of 
this particular type of journalism in the leading news media. Acting as true 
watchdogs – rather than lapdogs – of power, journalists should not be content 
with sharing a general appraisal of investigative journalism, but should strive to 
implement this type of quality journalism in practice. Given that investment in 
quality investigative reporting has proved to be an efficient means of television 
stations’ enhancing their audiences (Abdenour & Riffe, 2019), and meaningful 
watchdog reporting has been regarded by newspaper editors as a considerable 
motivator for the audience to buy newspapers (Knobel, 2018), this type of 
journalism is worth being part of the journalistic normality. 

In theory, investigative journalism is exercised with the aim of serving the 
public interest (Goddard, 2006). In practice, its performance might not be 
successful or complete unless certain conditions are met; those are, apart from 
available resources, the existence of a journalistic culture free from undermining 
features such as clientelism. The importance of investigative journalism within a 
democratic system lies in its potential to increase political accountability, inform 
the citizenry, and encourage public dialogue by disclosing information to the 
public (Waisbord, 2002). This contribution is infeasible unless news organisa-
tions and journalists enjoy a working environment characterised by autonomy. 
Journalists must be free to conduct their reporting practices, based on an effective 
right to access public information, ensured by law. Another indispensable quality 
is the right to keep sources secret, safeguarding a journalist’s credibility against 
their sources (Waisbord, 2002). Practising investigative journalism presupposes 
that news organisations be financially viable and independent from government 
subsidies or government advertising. They should also employ sufficient staff, 
part of which may be devoted to the task of investigative reporting, incorpo-
rating ample time for research and newsroom autonomy, features that permit 
journalists to produce quality news disclosures.

It is not sufficient for investigative journalism to be recognised as important 
by only the journalists; an established culture is needed, free from the bureau-
cratic routines or any other constraints that might affect the operation of the 
media organisations as a whole. Investigative reporting in the form of ad hoc 
special projects based on targeted funding and a team-building process – as 
implemented, for instance, in the Netherlands (Vandenberghe & d’Haenens, 
2021) and Austria (Grünangerl et al., 2021) – may serve as an example for 
other countries. Moreover, the stable financial condition of the public service 
media sector can be perceived as a valuable asset for public broadcasters in times 
of crises, enabling them to play their role as servants of democracy through 
investigative news reporting. As for commercial media, given that investigative 
journalism is mainly undermined by the lack of financing and time in newsrooms, 
ad hoc resources – as implemented, for instance, in Iceland (Jóhannsdóttir et 
al., 2021) – may operate as a workable counterbalance.
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Maybe a redefinition of investigative journalism unrelated to the traditional 
ideals with which it is being associated, but adapted to the requirements of digital 
times, would mitigate or reverse the weakness of some media organisations in 
conducting investigative journalism. After all, democracy and investigative jour-
nalism are mutually interdependent: Democracy is served by well-implemented 
investigative journalism, which incorporates the accountability role of watchdog 
news workers, while, at the same time, the proper functioning of democratic 
institutions is a prerequisite for journalists engaged in the demanding task of 
investigative reporting. 

Note
 1. Transparency remark: One of the authors, Torbjörn von Krogh, took an active part in this 

process as a reporter some 30 years ago.
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