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Abstract

The purpose of this article is to explain the relationship between economic corruption
and media freedom and to provide a solution to reduce and control economic
corruption in the framework of the political economy of communications. According
to the purpose and nature of the research, the quantitative research method has been
used. The research samples include 30 countries, which were selected based on the
corruption perception index and the media freedom index in an 8-year period from
2012 to 2019, the method of data collection is descriptive and in the form of
correlational research and data analysis using the regression method. And it has been
done using the panel data model. The result indicates the acceptance of the "research
hypothesis" regarding the significant and opposite effect of media freedom on
economic corruption in different countries of the world. In this research, by using the
supervisory role of the media in the framework of the political economy of
communication and considering the media system that governs each country, the
situation of economic corruption can be analyzed and investigated. Economic
corruption will not have defensible achievements without considering the role and
influence of free media activity and without considering the media system ruling the
countries.

Keywords: Economic Corruption, Corruption Perception Index, Media Freedom

Index, the Regulatory Role of Media, the Political Economy of communication

! Faculty member and Associate Professor, Faculty of Social Sciences, Allameh Tabataba’i
University, Tehran, Iran Tatalebi@yahoo.com

% Faculty member and Full Professor, Faculty of Economics, Allameh Tabataba’i University, Tehran,
Iran — farshad.momeni@gmail.com

3 Ph.D. in Communications, Allameh Tabataba’i University; Television Producer; Media Consultant,
National Competition Center, Tehran, Iran(corresponding author) shojaei.eptv@gmail.com



Introduction

To analyze how media influence the reduction and control of economic corruption, it
is essential to consider the broader economic, cultural, and social conditions, as well
as the political management structure of a country. In Iran, the potential of media as a
practical tool to reduce and control economic corruption has not been fully utilized.
Effective anti-corruption efforts require a strong supervisory role for media, yet the
realization of this role largely depends on the degree of media freedom. In the absence
of such freedom, the oversight capacity of media is significantly limited. This study
focuses on the role and impact of media freedom in mitigating economic corruption,
especially considering the significant increase in corruption in Iran over the past two
decades (Transparency International, 2019) and the concurrent restrictions on
independent media activities (Reporters Without Borders, 2019). By adopting an
interdisciplinary perspective, this research seeks to analyze economic corruption from
a broader angle, utilizing global data to provide scientifically grounded insights. Using
the relationship between the Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) and the Media
Freedom Index across 30 countries, and grounded in the theoretical framework of the
political economy of communication, this study aims to demonstrate how a country’s
media system—shaped by its political and economic structure—can be leveraged to
combat corruption. The findings can provide a model for utilizing media power to

address complex socio-economic and political challenges and contribute to filling the

gap in applied interdisciplinary research on corruption.

Theoretical Background

Media’s supervisory function has been a focus of the political economy of
communication since the 1970s. Burnham (1977) emphasized that anti-corruption
efforts often require external triggers, typically provided by independent newspapers
and investigative journalism. Free media can raise public awareness, inform citizens
about corrupt practices, and stimulate institutional accountability. Stapenhurst (2000)
asserts that media exposure prevents the proliferation of corruption, while Daniels
(2011) demonstrates a strong, nonlinear correlation between media freedom and
corruption reduction, particularly in developing countries. Empirical studies further
illustrate this relationship. Guerke, Borba, and Minatti-Ferreira (2017) observed in
Brazil that publicly reported corruption often represents only the “tip of the iceberg,”
with many violations remaining hidden without active media investigation. Similarly,

Antonova et al. (2017) found that social media in Russia, although providing access to
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survey data on corruption, is rarely used effectively for anti-corruption advocacy or
influencing officials. Investigative journalism remains a critical tool for exposing
corruption and deterring impunity (Chin et al., 2018). In Iran, the state-controlled
media system historically limited the media’s supervisory role. However, since the
1990s, there has been gradual attention to this function. Barriers include government-
imposed red lines, insufficient training for media personnel, and limited institutional
independence (Sadati, 2010; Ghafourian et al., 2013). When operating with partial
autonomy, media can still increase transparency, expedite reporting, and expose
administrative corruption (Gheyran, 2012; Habibzadeh & Sharif Shari, 2015). The
presence of independent media raises the probability of uncovering misconduct and
enforcing accountability (Biabani & Zoghi, 2018; Mansour Saei, 2020). Political
structures and the level of democracy directly affect media oversight capacity. In many
developing countries, governments perceive independent media as threats to political
stability, which hinders its supervisory function (Buzan, 1983). Historical and
comparative studies show that in authoritarian systems, media independent of the
state faces severe operational constraints (Motamednejad, 1977). The “Fourth Estate”
concept underscores media as a pillar of democracy alongside legislative, executive,
and judicial powers (Motamednejad, 2007). Media can provide multi-layered
oversight, monitor the behavior of public officials, and enhance transparency.
Authoritarian regimes, however, typically establish media systems that serve state
interests rather than the public (Mahdizadeh, 2012). Classic typologies (Siebert,
Peterson, & Schramm, 1956) classify media systems as authoritarian, libertarian,
social responsibility, or Soviet-totalitarian, reflecting differences in autonomy and
oversight capacity. Therefore, understanding media freedom is essential to assess
supervisory effectiveness. This study uses the Media Freedom Index and CPI to
examine the relationship across 30 countries, providing a basis for testing the
hypothesis regarding media freedom’s impact on corruption.

Research Hypothesis

Based on the theoretical framework presented in this study, it can be argued that a
country’s media system is influenced by its prevailing political system, and the ability
of media to perform a supervisory role is fully contingent upon the political
conditions of that country. Economic corruption, as a significant political, social, and
cultural challenge, requires practical solutions, one of which is the supervisory
function of media. This supervisory role, in turn, depends on the level of media

freedom. Therefore, to examine the role of media freedom in mitigating economic



corruption, this study proposes the following hypothesis: media freedom contributes
to the reduction of economic corruption. To test this hypothesis, two major
international indices are utilized: the International Media Freedom Index and the
Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI). The relationship between these two indices is
analyzed to determine the impact of media freedom. In this context, a lack of media
freedom is assumed to weaken the media’s supervisory role and, consequently,
increase the level of economic corruption. « Null Hypothesis (Hy): “An increase in
media freedom has no effect on reducing economic corruption.” ¢ Alternative
Hypothesis (H,;): “An increase in media freedom contributes to reducing economic
corruption.” If the null hypothesis is rejected, it can be provisionally accepted that
media freedom has an inverse effect on economic corruption. Based on this
assumption, it becomes possible to analyze the issue of economic corruption in Iran
within the framework of the political economy of communication, grounded in the
theory of media systems. Research Methodology The present study is structured
within the framework of quantitative research, based on a descriptive research design
and conducted in the form of a correlational study. Since the primary objective is to
predict a dependent variable based on variations in independent variables, the panel
data model was employed to examine the relationship between media freedom and
economic corruption in selected countries. Regression analysis was applied to
estimate the effects, and ultimately, the research findings were analyzed based on
quantitative results, theoretical foundations, and the research methodology.
Population and Sampling Method « Population: The statistical population comprises
30 countries selected from 187 countries based on the Corruption Perceptions Index
(CPI) over an 8-year period from 2012 to 2019. To ensure variation in corruption
levels, 10 countries with the highest corruption, 10 countries with medium
corruption, and 10 countries with the lowest corruption were chosen. Subsequently,
the level of media freedom in these countries was assessed using the World Press
Freedom Index provided by Reporters Without Borders (RSF). « Sampling Method:
The quantitative section employed a systematic sampling method based on the
availability and quality of published country-level data. The final categorization of
countries was as follows: o Low corruption countries: Denmark, Finland, Sweden,
Switzerland, Norway, France, United Kingdom, United States, Germany, Japan o
Medium corruption countries: South Korea, China, India, Russia, Brazil, Turkey,
Argentina, Indonesia, Chile, Malaysia o High corruption countries: Sudan, North
Korea, Saudi Arabia, Vietnam, Turkmenistan, Egypt, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Nigeria,
Iran Quantitative Research Model Based on the research hypothesis regarding the
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influence of media freedom on economic corruption, the following functional form
was applied to each group of countries. The variables included in the function are: »
CPIL: Corruption Perceptions Index ¢ PFI: Press Freedom Index ¢« GDP: Gross
Domestic Product « Poverty Index: Measured by the logarithm of average income of
the lowest income decile « Income Distribution Index: Measured using the Gini
coefficient Data Analysis Method Data were analyzed using the panel data approach,
which was chosen due to the availability of both cross-sectional (country-level) and
time-series (2012-2019) information. The analysis was conducted using the EViews

software.

Analysis of Research

Findings To understand the concept that economic corruption may be a significant
consequence of the lack of media freedom in a country, we initially tested the null
hypothesis: “Increasing media freedom has no effect on reducing economic
corruption.” To evaluate and either accept or reject this hypothesis, it was examined
across different countries worldwide. For this purpose, the panel data model was
applied to three groups of countries: 1. Countries with low levels of economic
corruption 2. Countries with medium levels of economic corruption 3. Countries with
high levels of economic corruption, based on the Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI)
The media freedom index for each group was also considered. Two global indices—
the Press Freedom Index and the Corruption Perceptions Index—were used to test the
hypothesis and examine their mutual influence. The results of the analysis indicate
that the media freedom index in all three groups of countries significantly contributes
to reducing economic corruption. Specifically, in the first group (countries with low
corruption), this effect is stronger than in the other groups, indicating that economic
corruption control in these countries depends more heavily on media freedom.
Overall, a broader look at the global indices shows a negative relationship between
media freedom and economic corruption: countries with higher media freedom
generally have lower levels of corruption. Conversely, in countries where corruption is
minimal, media freedom tends to be greater, allowing media to operate more
independently. This demonstrates an inverse relationship between media freedom
and perceived economic corruption across various countries. In summary, media
freedom plays a significant role in limiting and controlling economic corruption
worldwide. Based on published data from these international indices, this inverse
relationship is also evident and applicable to Iran. Consequently, this study, by

analyzing the status of these two global indices in 30 countries during the second



decade of the third millennium, allows us to reject the null hypothesis and recognize
the existence of an inverse relationship between media freedom and perceived
economic corruption. Accordingly, economic corruption can be considered a major
consequence of the lack of media freedom. Within the framework of political
economy of communication, this research provides a scientific perspective for
researchers and policymakers, emphasizing that the role of media as the Fourth Estate
of democracy is not merely symbolic. The absence of media freedom to perform its
supervisory role can inflict irreparable damage on governance systems and even
undermine their legitimacy. Thus, this study draws the attention of all corruption
researchers, organizations, and relevant authorities to the crucial point that ignoring
the role of media may reduce anti-corruption measures to mere slogans. Without
media freedom, significant achievements in combating economic corruption cannot

be expected.

Proposed Media System

Model for Iran Persistent corruption requires attention to oversight mechanisms.
Media, due to its reach and impact, should occupy the highest supervisory role. In
democratic systems: Media complements civil society, unions, parties, independent
judiciary, and parliamentary oversight, ensuring transparency, protecting business
interests, exposing misconduct, and mitigating corruption. In non-democratic
systems: Media is controlled by the government, lacking independence and freedom,
thus unable to supervise effectively. Necessary condition: Media must be
institutionally superior to other government bodies to act as a public watchdog.
Sufficient condition: Judiciary must recognize media as a partner in anti-corruption
efforts, acting on reports rather than suppressing them. Iran’s current rankings
indicate that media cannot perform this role. Transforming Iran’s media system from
authoritarian to democratic is essential. Otherwise, economic corruption—as a
negative outcome of restricted media freedom—will continue to expand. Proposed
Theory: “Economic corruption in society is a negative consequence of limiting media
freedom. Anti-corruption programs that ignore media’s role will not achieve

defensible results.”

Conclusion
The study confirms a significant inverse relationship between media freedom and
economic corruption. Independent media is crucial for transparency, accountability,

and reducing corruption. In Iran, promoting media freedom and institutionalizing its
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supervisory role is essential for effective anti-corruption policies. Anti-corruption
strategies ignoring media’s role are unlikely to succeed. Strengthening media
oversight is thus both a theoretical imperative and a practical necessity for governance

reform.
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