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Abstract

Journalism has long been presumed to serve as a check on the powerful, shedding
light on wrongdoing; however, as local newspapers reach market failure, extant the-
ory pre- dicts corruption will go unchecked. We operationalize corruption as federal
prosecutions for public corruption, defined by theUSDepartment of Jus- tice as crimes
involving the abuse of public trust by government by federal, state, and local pub-
lic officials. We examine changes in the local news media ecosystems: first, whether
declines in legacy local newspaper employment and circulation are associated with
changes in prosecutions for public corruption; and second, whether efforts to sup-
plement watchdog journalism with non-profit journalism might mitigate associated
declines in federal prosecution for public corruption. Our findings suggest nonprofit
interventions in failing local commercial newsmarketsmay be an important safeguard
for keeping public officials accountable.

Keywords: corruption, local journalism, news nonprofits, watchdog journalism, news
philanthropy, public service journalism, public accountability

The connection between a free press and the ability to hold public officials to account is

one of the benchmarks of liberal democracy. Accountability journalism—understood to

encompass investigative and public affairs journalism—is seen as absolutely critical for

people to have the knowledge they need in order to participate fully as citizens (Schud-

son, 2018). One of the most important functions of accountability journalism is to hold

powerful people and institutions to account by publicizing and monitoring their activi-

ties, serving as a burglar alarm that sounds when something goes awry (Zaller, 2003).
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Newspaper Crisis and Public Accountability 2

From this vantage, journalism helps enable political and legal sanction, and without it,

scholars and policymakers alike worry that political corruption will go undiscovered and

unanswered, undermining democratic governance.

Globally, research supports the link between journalists’ ability to reveal corruption

and effective democratic governance; indeed, there is a long line of comparative research

that aims to empirically demonstrate this connection (see Mellado, 2015). Prior to the dig-

ital disruption of the 2010s, the cross-national literature demonstrates the link be- tween

a free press, diminished corruption, and political accountability (Stapenhurst, 2000; Char-

ron, 2009). Using a global data set from 1980 to 1995, Boix et al. (2003) find that even

controlling for all sorts of indicators of democratic well-being, newspaper circulation was

the single biggest predictor for creatingwell-informed citizens and improving government

accountability (see also Putnam, 2000, 218-220). Cross-national scholarship also suggests

a robust press can contribute to a culture of civic life and public governance that is more

effective, incentivizing politicians implicitly or explicitly through threat of sanction tomin-

imize corruption (Bruns and Himmler, 2011).

However, the economic instability of the news industry is a global problem (Newman

et al., 2021); in the US, this manifests as the market failure of local newspapers. Since 2004,

more than 2,100 newspapers have closed in the US (about 20 percent of all metro and com-

munity newspapers), leaving an estimated 1,800 communities without regular access to

local news and information, what some call “newsdeserts” (Abernathy, 2020). Local news,

especially the local newspapers that have long served as “keystonemedia” (Nielsen, 2015),

producing the largest quantity of original content about any one place, face significant

economic challenges, thanks in part to their smaller, geographically defined audiences

(Author, A; Hindman, 2018). Newspapers have been undercut by Google, Facebook, and

Amazon, which now dominate 70% of digital ad spending in the US; newspaper adver-

tising has declined from roughly 63.5 billion in 2000 to 14.3 billion in 2018 (Pew Research

Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=4096246



Newspaper Crisis and Public Accountability 3

Center, 2019), while US newspaper newsroom employees dropped by 57% between 2008

and 2020—from about 71,000 to 31,000 (Walker, 2021).

A flourishing of new, often digital-first nonprofit newsmedia, backed by philanthropic

foundations, individual donors, and even tech companies (Author, A; Konieczna, 2018)

has emerged as one effort to supplement decaying commercial news media. Foundation

funding for nonprofit news in the US grown significantly: from $84 million in 2009 to

$533.5 million in 2020 (Media Impact Funders, 2022); in 2020,1 the Knight Foundation,

Google, and Facebook each pledged $300 million over three years to support local jour-

nalism (Author, B). However, there has yet to be a systematic assessment to determine

whether news nonprofits, particularly those dedicated to public service and accountabil-

ity journalism, are associated with ameliorating the negative externalities of declines in

local journalism, including government malfeasance.

We consider how these challenges to the local news and information environment across

the US might impact the ability of journalists to hold public officials accountable. More

specifically, we examine 1) the relationship between declines in local newspaper journal-

ism and changes in federal prosecutions for public corruption across all 94 US district

court jurisdictions and 3,143 counties and 2) whether efforts to supplement decaying local

news infrastructure through nonprofit journalism might be associated with mitigating or

even strengthening the prosecution of public corruption. We expand on previous work

about the loss of local news and public corruption in the US, which thus far has explored

state-level or municipal concerns (Rubado and Jennings, 2020; Gao et al., 2020) and gener-

ally focuses on the impact of newspaper closures in topmarketsMatherly and Greenwood

(2021).

To address these questions, we turn to secondary data analysis, which relies on five

key sources of data and covers 2003-2019. We draw on government data: the annualized
1Media Impact Funders (https://bit.ly/3LtFHWZ)
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county averages of newspaper employment from the Bureau of Labor and Statistics’ Quar-

terly Census of Employment and Wages and the US Justice Department’s Public Integrity

Section’s prosecutions for public corruption, annualized at the district court level. We also

use data from academy and nonprofits: theUNCHussman School’sNewsDeserts dataset,

which contains data about newspaper circulation and closures at the county level; the In-

vestigative News Network’s (INN) member list;2 and theMedia Impact Funders’ database

of philanthropic support for journalism. Our findings suggest that declines in journalism

are not on their own terms strongly associated with decreases in prosecutions for pub-

lic corruption. However, the creation, presence, and funding of nonprofit accountability

and public service journalism does make a difference—and are positively correlated with

prosecutions for public corruption. This article provides some of the first empirical ev-

idence at scale that nonprofit news interventions can facilitate democratically beneficial

outcomes.

Journalism as a Check on Abuse of Political Power

Given how the US has long exported a vision of “watchdog” journalism around the world

as a cornerstone of press freedomandgoodgovernance (Waisbord, 2000;Márquez-Ramírez

et al., 2020), the current social and political context in the US and the extreme economic

crisis facing its local journalism prompts a reexamination of just how U.S. federal, state,

and local officials can be held accountable when there is limited journalism dedicated to

exposing their wrongdoings. As such, we focus on the US, in part because of the US’

hegemonic footprint in exporting this notion of journalism as a check on power (Simon,

2014), and in part because US journalism’s economic crisis often serves as a benchmark for

international comparison (Levy and Nielsen, 2010). Even as the institutional news media

experiences record levels of mistrust in the US and globally (Newman et al., 2021), the

connection between a free press and the ability to hold public officials to account may still
2Dataset provided courtesy of INN.
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be the “most hallowed” function of the press in a liberal democracy (Bennett and Serrin,

2005, 109).

Indeed, there remains a strong “folk theory” of what watchdog journalism is supposed

to embody (Palmer et al., 2020), “glorifying the image of investigative journalism tends to

mythologize vigilant reporters, the impact of this coverage upon an informed citizenry,

and the responsiveness of politicians to public outrage” (Protess and Gordon, 1991; see

also Norris, 2014). Despite deep asymmetric polarization on the right about trust inmedia

in the US (Benkler et al., 2018), there is broad acceptance of the watchdog role of journal-

ists. As of 2020, 73% of Americans agreed that in general, “it’s important for journalists to

function as watchdogs over elected officials,” although only 30 percent believe journalists

are “getting it about right,” with a roughly 20% more negative view among those who

identify as independents or Republicans (Jurkowitz and Mitchel, 2020).

Of course, there is no “one” global journalism (Hanitzsch, 2007) and the centrality

of accountability journalism varies across the globe (Hanitzsch, 2011; Waisbord, 2000).

Nonetheless, scholars, journalists, and those who worry about democratic life more gen-

erally tend to use the “metonym” of journalism to mean accountability journalism—or

investigative and public affairs journalism (Konieczna, 2018). Within this discourse, jour-

nalism’s roles include: informing the public of issues of public concern; functioning as

a watchdog; monitoring those in power; representing the public’s voice to the political

establishment; and mediating for political actors (Peters and Witschge, 2015). Our un-

derstanding of accountability journalism’s most important public role is to illuminate the

abuses of power by public officials, “shining the light” on wrongdoing (De Burgh, 2008)

so that corrupt politicians are not just voted out of office but also held legally accountable

for their actions—which we operationalize in this article as federal prosecutions for public

corruption.

This connection between journalism as a defense against corruption and as a check
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against power has become part of the central normative claims about why journalismmat-

ters for producing social knowledge and facilitating democratic participation (Schudson,

2018). Journalism functions as a political institution, serving as a check on political power:

the fourth estate, but also jockeying for its own power and influence (Cook, 1998). While

there is considerable fuzziness around how journalists themselves understand investiga-

tive journalism, particularly at a time when journalism itself is changing and uncertain

(Cancela et al., 2021), there are many who see it as a “vital part of self-identity” even if

they aren’t investigative journalists themselves (Harcup, 2015, 108).

Public affairs journalism, especially the sub-genre of investigative journalism, may be

seen as essential to liberal democracy but it is poorly supported by the market (Hamil-

ton, 2004). It is also costly to produce, requiring highly specialized skills, training, legal

protections, and perhaps the most valuable resource: time (Hamilton, 2017). As newspa-

pers provide the bulk of original information to a community (Napoli et al., 2018), and

newspaper journalists have conducted the most consequential investigative journalism at

national, state, and local levels in the US (Hamilton, 2017), it is unsurprising the sharp

declines in US newspaper employment prompt concern. Although changes in journal-

ism and technology newly enable forms of citizen journalism andwitnessing (Richardson,

2017), professional journalists still can claim specific jurisdictional knowledge and author-

ity when it comes to covering the kind of journalism that is thought to be most vital for

sustaining democratic life (Carlson, 2017). Not everyone can have a press pass, regular

access to those in power, or have the skills and support of a news organization to help

protect them from legal pressure (Cohen, 2015). In a televised interview at the National

Press Club, then-Washington Post executive editorMarty Baron summarized the prevailing

concern (Kalb Report, 2017):

There are school boards going uncovered. County commissions going uncov-

ered. City Councils going uncovered. A lot of things going uncovered, forget
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about the other powerful institutions and powerful individuals in town that

should be covered...overall it leads to a lack of accountability and a I think

degradation of basic civil society at the local, regional, and state level...and I

think that is hugely concerning. Who is going to step in to do the work?

Although “local” is notoriously conceptually fuzzy, especiallywhen it comes to journalism

(Ali, 2017), Baron’s general thrust remains clear: losing the news is presumed to have

significant consequences for communities’ ability to have knowledge about the way that

public and private power is deployed.

Evidence for (and Against) Journalism as a Check Against Corruption

Typically, the stand-in formeasuring the importance of journalism todemocracy is a bench-

mark of political engagement: voter turnout, election competitiveness, or political knowl-

edge, etc. For the US, research prior to the hybridized media environment finds a strong

association between public affairs journalism and political knowledge and civic engage-

ment in the US, although the causal connection is less clear (Peterson, 2021a; Thorson,

2005). Research on newspaper closures in the platform era, defined as post-2008, suggests

that newspaper closures can lead to modest but temporary drops in voter turnout—as

found in the case of Seattle and Denver, where secondary metropolitan dailies closed

(Shaker, 2014). In two studies, Hayes and Lawless (2015, 2018) finding that uncompeti-

tive U.S. House races and races covered by larger-circulation newspapers is weaker than

coverage of races in contested districts with smaller news outlets and leads to declines in

voter turnout. US Congress members with less press coverage are also less active repre-

sentatives and fewer federal dollars flow to their districts (Snyder and Strömberg, 2010).

Other indications suggest that less competitive elections result when newspapers shut

down (Schulhofer-Wohl and Garrido, 2013) and when private equity owners take over

newspapers and reduce staff (Ewens et al., 2022). Staff cuts caused some news outlets to

cover 300 to 500 fewer political news stories (Peterson, 2021b), suggesting the potential for
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significant gaps in public knowledge.

Scholars also are concerned that declines in local journalism are associatedwith the na-

tionalization of political behavior (Hopkins, 2018). Peterson (2017) finds that voters with

greater information about congressional elections rely less on partisan cues. Yet there

is also evidence that simply having a local newspaper does not actually increase local,

geographically-specific coverage about politics. Local newspapers with Washington cor-

respondents relied more on national rather than local sources when covering represen-

tatives from their home districts and were more likely to use syndicate services to cover

national politics (Fogarty, 2012). Similarly, chain ownership has also been associated with

more national and official sources and syndicated content (Dunaway, 2008).

In the US, the case for journalism’s role in stopping corruption may be more rhetori-

cally powerful than empirically substantiated (Starr, 2009). The connection between jour-

nalism and political corruption in the US, rather than as part of a cross-national sample,

has received surprisingly little empirical scrutiny, although it is a foundational premise of

framing and indexing theory (Bennett 1990; Author D). Within the present context, there

are several issues that complicate empirical support for accountability journalism. First,

the connection between journalism’s role inmaking corruption visible and actual sanction

by law enforcement is murky. Journalism cannot act on behalf of the public to sanction

bad actors; journalists can only expose wrongdoing and hope that the public, in turn, acts

accordingly—either voting someone out of office or hoping that other public stakeholders

exact criminal or civil sanctions. There are mixed results in the US as to whether voters

punish lawmakers due to corruption; corrupt members of the US House of Representa-

tives are generally reelected (Peters and Welch, 1980); more contemporary research finds

that members of Congress associated with a scandal still have a 59% chance of being re-

elected, only losing on average 5%of the general election vote share (Basinger, 2013). Some

research suggests direct democracy appears unrelated to incidences of corruption (Meier
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and Holbrook, 1992), while voters’ judgements of what constitutes corruption are highly

subjective (Redlawsk and McCann, 2005).

Nonetheless, there are dramatic examples of journalism holding powerful officials to

account. (Rubado and Jennings, 2020) specifically looked at cuts to newsrooms in Califor-

nia from 1994-2016 at eleven California newspapers; results from 246 elections in 46 cities

showed that lower staffing resulted in lower voter turnout and less competitive elections;

they suggest—but cannot fully support—that this decreased coverage might lead to in-

creased municipal corruption. In California, The San Diego Union-Tribune won a Pulitzer

in 2005 for “for their disclosure of bribe-taking that sent former Rep. Randy Cunning-

ham to prison in disgrace.”3 In Bell, California, a “news desert,” deep municipal corrup-

tion was only rooted out after the much larger Los Angeles Times investigated malfeasance,

winning a Pulitzer Prize for public service in 2011. In 2018, Buffalo NewsWashington corre-

spondent Jerry Zremski broke the news that Rep. Chris Collins had been part of dubious

investments in a drug company.4

Local accountability journalismmay bemore the exception than the rule, a formof jour-

nalism practiced by national and big city metropolitan newspapers from the late 1960s to

present, but rarely found outside this context. In research on Appalachia, Carey (2017)

found local newspapers intentionally ducked covering institutions that required account-

ability and avoided social issues because they worried about negative journalism under-

mining community cohesion. AsAuthor (A) has found, large swaths of theUS public have

long lived in a placewith limited access to professional local news and information, mean-

ing if journalism is essential to revealing corruption, many of these communities have long

been unaware of whether rampant corruption has gone unchecked.
3The Pulitzer Prizes. Staffs of The San Diego Union-Tribune and Copley News Service. Retrieved from

https://www.pulitzer.org/winners/staffs.
4Shortly thereafter, the SEC arrested Collins for insider trading, although Zremski cannot be certain

whether his reporting played a role or whether the SEC had already been conducting an inquiry (Author,
X).
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Economists have consistently demonstrated the strongest link between local news cov-

erage and corruption in the hybridmedia environment in theUS. Gao et al. (2020) find that

when newspapers close, the municipal borrowing rate for cities increases—e.g. that it is

riskier to offer easily accessible debt when a city lacks a newspaper to keep watch over po-

litical officials. The association between municipal bond rates and the loss of newspapers

is compelling, but this alone is not evidence that corruption then occurs. Other economists

linked the growth of corporate misconduct to the closures of local newspapers; however,

this conduct was reported, not hidden (Heese et al., 2021). An analysis of 69 of the largest

newspaper closures between 2004 and 2020 shows an association between newspaper clo-

sures and prosecutions for public corruption, however closures do not tell us much about

news provision or news supply, just that an outlet closed or merged (Matherly and Green-

wood, 2021). Thus, mixed findings from the literature lead to our main hypothesis that

empirically tests the conventional understanding about the importance of journalism on

political accountability:

H1: When local journalismdeclines in a geographically-specific area, we expect

to see decreases in federal prosecutions for public corruption in that area.

Newspaper employment gives a “supply” measure: an indication of the resources avail-

able to gather and to produce news. However, even if there is news available, it does not

mean that people are consuming the content. Studies with natural and field experiments

have found that respondents with a higher exposure to corruption information are more

likely to hold corruption politicians accountable (Winters andWeitz-Shapiro, 2013; Peters

and Welch, 1980). Thus, we look at newspaper circulation as an indicator of the take-up

of local news and information in a community [a “demand” measure]:

H1a: When local newspaper resources for news gathering decline [as mea-

sured by newspaper employment], we will also see an associated decrease in
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prosecution for public corruption.

H1b: When local newspaper availability declines [as measured by newspaper

circulation], we will also see an associated decrease in prosecution for public

corruption.

Nonprofit News Interventions

Nonprofit newsrooms supported by philanthropy have become an important strategy for

insulating journalism from some of the immediate commercial pressures and have been

a bright spot for those hoping to keep powerful government and business interests ac-

countable (Konieczna, 2018). The US has comparatively flexible regulatory statutes that

facilitate news nonprofits, with minimal prohibitions on what constitutes “political activ-

ity,” (Author, C). As such, as the global momentum for nonprofit news and cross-national

collaborative investigative journalism grows (Author, C; Carslon, 2017), it is important to

assess the efficacy of these US nonprofit interventions. While the bulk of philanthropic

funding for news in the US has flowed to public media, in 2021, 16% of pledged funds

flowed to non-profit investigative journalism (Media Impact Funders, 2021). The Insti-

tute for Nonprofit News, founded in 2009, is now a loose coalition of over 300 members

and reflects this growth–offering support for news organizations it describes as “holding

the powerful accountable and strengthening democracy,”5 although they do not all self-

define as primarily focused on investigative journalism. The audiences for nonprofit news

are often far smaller and more elite than commercial news media (Benson, 2018), raising

questions about whether these outlets improve public knowledge about politics and gov-

ernancewrit large. However, theirwork has significant influence due to their elite funders,

elite audiences, and their status within the field of journalism (Benson, 2018), including

Pulitzer wins.

Nonprofits are also increasingly collaboratingwith larger, established commercial news
5Institute for Nonprofit News. (2021). History. Retrieved from https://inn.org/about/history/.
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outlets to expand their reach. Thus, circulation and employment numbers may matter far

less than the presence of outlets dedicated to public service and accountability journalism.

Thus, we pose our second hypothesis:

H2: The presence of nonprofit public service and accountability journalism

will be positively associated with prosecutions for public corruption.

H2a. The presence of an INNmember in a US judicial district will be positively

associated with prosecutions for public corruption.

H2b. Growth in financial support of INN members will be positively associ-

ated with prosecutions for public corruption.

Measurements, Data, and Operationalization

We conduct secondary data analysis to test the suggested hypotheses on the relationship

between local journalism and political accountability. The main outcome variable, Cor-

ruption, is the number of public corruption prosecutions across the 94 US federal district

courts, which are reported annually to congress by the Department of Justice’s Public

Integrity Section (2003-2019). We use several indicators for measuring local journalism

change: 1) newspaper employment per county from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2003-

2019); 2) newspaper circulation by county from the University of North Carolina’s US

NewsDesert dataset, (2004, 2014, 2016, 2019); 3) the number andmembership year of local

digital-first nonprofits who are members of the Institute for Nonprofit News (2009-2019);

4) the funding flowing to investigative journalism, drawing from the Media Impact Fun-

ders database of philanthropic contributions (2010, 2014, 2016, 2018 and 2019). County-

level variables were aggregated to the district level by summing the values for all counties

within each judicial district. We include a table summarizing descriptive statistics of key

variables included in the main regression analysis in the Appendix.

Corruption: Public corruption is the “misuse of one’s public office and/or authority for
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personal gain,” and can include either elected officials or appointees (Rose-Ackerman and

Palifka, 2016). In the US, cases are brought by federal government attorneys against fed-

eral, state, and local officials, law enforcement, and other government employees; these

official corruption prosecutions include bribery, graft, conflicts of interest, and other mis-

conduct (Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse (TRAC), 2021). As the vast major-

ity of public corruption cases are brought at the federal level, the Public Integrity Section

is responsible for systematic oversight to ensure the quality of evidence and to reduce

chances of prosecutorial abuses (Artello and Albanese, 2020, 23). Despite concerns about

the politicization of US attorneys, scholars have been unable to show clear links between

partisanship and prosecutorial activity (Pavlik, 2017). While some have argued that this

data is problematic (Cordis and Milyo, 2016), the dataset is nonetheless the best reporting

of the actual, official cases under review (Artello and Albanese, 2020).

Newspaper employment assesses the newspaper employment in each county. This gives

an understanding of the supply of news in any one county, and therefore, any one US ju-

dicial district. Newspaper employment is a useful indicator because newspapers provide

the bulk of original coverage in an area (Napoli et al., 2018), and is a fairly coherent cat-

egory of labor employment captured by the US government that reflects newsgathering

capacities (as opposed to television broadcasting or internet publishing). While this cat-

egory does not break out reporters or editors from news assistants or printers, the count

can be taken as a proxymeasure of journalism resources, with different categories of news

employment representing at least some presence of a newspaper in a county (Napoli et al.,

2017).

Newspaper circulation is one measure of audience demand for local news, thus provid-

ing an alternate but complimentary understanding of the availability of local news and

information. The US News Desert dataset from the University of North Carolina includes

county-level newspaper circulation counts, which provides an alternative indicator for
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measuring the local journalism environment for limited data points and helps bolster the

BLS’ analysis. In addition, circulation data at the county level helps mitigate situations

where journalists might cover one countywhile employed in a proximate region. Wemea-

sure changes in newspaper circulation per capita to account for different populations in

each county. The UNC data is only available for 2004, 2014, 2016, and 2019; however, in

previous analyses (Author, A), we have found that the UNC data is highly correlated with

the BLS data, giving an additional support for our measure.

Nonprofit News: We use the membership data from the Institute for Nonprofit News

(2021) to derive a list of nonprofit news organizations by geography. This membership

list includes each member’s geographic location and year of joining the Institute, which

offer us a comprehensive list of the 300 or so public service and accountability journal-

ism news nonprofits that have the networks and intra-industry prestige, recognition, and

expectations for professionalism (Ferrucci and Alaimo, 2020).

Nonprofit Dollars: Media Impact Funders is a member-supported philanthropic organi-

zation that connects data on media funding and is affiliated with the larger Foundation

Center, which helps set standards for categorizing, tracking, and analyzing philanthropic

contributions across the globe. The grants are categorized by self-report and/or review

by the Foundation Council staff; the data are only as good as the data the nonprofits have

reported. Wemanually scraped the total funding data annually for each of the INNmem-

bers in our data set from 2009-2022, with the first funding year recorded for each outlet

matching the year the organization became an INN member, as well as the funding for

each outlet for five years between 2010 and 2019 (2010, 2014, 2016, 2018, 2019), allowing

convergence with other temporal data points.
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Operationalization

We employ several empirical strategies to test our main hypotheses. For the newspa-

per employment variable (H1a), we conduct a time-series-cross-section analysis with data

ranging from 2003 to 2019. The analysis of employment change and prosecutions for pub-

lic corruption estimates the following regression model:

Corruptionit = α + β1Employmenti,t + β2Employmenti,t−1 +X ′itγ + ui + vt + εit

where Corruptionit denotes the counts of public corruption charges per each US judicial

district i, in year t between 2003 and 2019. Employmentit indicates the newspaper em-

ployment in each judicial district, and we include a lagged newspaper employment vari-

able to examine the effects of past journalism employment on current employment and

corruption values. We account for several district level covariates in the model (X): we

include Population to account for more (less) densely populated areas reporting a higher

(lower) number of prosecutions and a larger number of employment. Districts with more

economic resources may accompany higher opportunities for involvement in public cor-

ruption, and we include GDP per capita to control for such positive effects of income on

the two key variables. Both population and income data are from the Bureau of Economic

Analysis6 and we employ log transformed variables. We include Judicial Court Efficiency

to account for general efficiency and capacity of each judicial district. We use the median

time from filing to disposition as a measure of court efficiency and retrieve annual data

from the U.S. Federal Courts.7 We further include two-way fixed effects across judicial

districts (ui) and years (vt) to control for unobservable district- and time-specific variables.

For the circulation analyses (H1b), we construct a pooled dataset from four years in-

cluded in the UNC dataset: 2004, 2014, 2016, and 2019. Due to limited data points, this
6https://www.bea.gov
7https://www.uscourts.gov
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analysis compares observations from the same data points and does not include lagged

variables. We construct a regression model of corruption on circulation with the same set

of control variables from the previous model:

Corruptionit = α + βCirculationi,t +X ′itγ + ui + vt + εit

We analyze the association between nonprofit accountability journalism and prose-

cutions for public corruption with INN membership and media funding datasets (H2a,

H2b) across US judicial districts. Our empirical analysis draws inference from observa-

tional data on prosecutions for public corruption and journalism, but since the central

arguments of this paper probe the directional relationship between the two variables, we

employ various empirical strategies to disentangle themain relationship between account-

ability journalism and public corruption.

First, we use lagged explanatory variables of the cumulative number of INN members

in our analysis to examine how the endowment of accountability journalism in the pre-

vious term is associated with corruption convictions in the current term. The regression

analysis employs the following form:

Corruptionit = α + βINNmembersi,t−1 +X ′dtγ + εdt

where variables are measured at each district i in year t. INNmembersit−1 includes the

cumulative number of INN members in a judicial district measured in the previous year

(t − 1). The model further accounts for the effects of the same set of potential confound-

ing variables from the models above: population, GDP per capita, and court efficiency.

Greater newspaper Employment can facilitate greater watchdog capacities and more cor-

ruption cases, andwe also include a laggedEmployment variable in ourmodel. We report

clustered standard errors since the key variables are correlated within each judicial dis-
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trict.

We employ a second empirical strategy, a difference-in-differences analysis (Angrist

and Pischke, 2014), to better investigate the divergent effects of nonprofit accountabil-

ity journalism across districts with and without INN member outlets. Figure 1 describes

the divergence in average corruption convictions between districts with and without INN

member outlets before and after an introduction of new INN membership (t = 0). The

trend lines first show parallel trends before the intervention of new INN membership.

They are relatively stable but increasing in the number of public corruption prosecutions

across the two types of districts, except for a sudden bump in t−2within districts without

INN members, followed by a decrease in public corruption prosecutions right before the

intervention. Such trends begin to diverge in t = 1, where prosecutions increase in INN

districts and decrease in districts without INNmembers. This divergence continues in the

following years, widening the gap between the two district types.

We estimate a difference-in-difference model to statistically estimate this divergence.

We first assign judicial districts that have ever had an INNmember within the eleven-year

period under study into a treatment group and those without any members into a con-

trol group. Within the treatment group, we treat the year in which an INN member is

introduced in a district as the intervention and code the Time variable as 1 on and after the

membership year (t = 0, 1, 2, ...), and 0 for pre-membership years (t = −1,−2,−3, ...). The

introduction of nonprofit accountability journalism may have delayed impacts on prose-

cutions for public corruption, and we estimate an additional model that codes one year

after new INN membership as 1 (t = 1, 2, 3, ...) and 0 otherwise (t = 0,−1,−2, ...).

To better investigate the proximate effects of nonprofit journalism,we isolate the dataset

within five years of the membership year (−5 ≤ t ≤ 5). The difference-in-differences
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Figure 1: Trend in corruption convictions across judicial districts: The plot depicts temporal
changes in the average number of corruption prosecutions before and after a new INN member-
ship (t=0, vertical solid line). The plot further compares the trend with that from districts without
any INN members.

analysis estimates the following form:

Corruptionit = α + βINNi + γTIMEt + δ(INNi × TIMEt) +X ′itσ + εit

where the difference-in-differences coefficient σ refers to the difference in pre- and post-
intervention levels of corruption prosecutions across districts with and without INN out-
lets:

δ = {E[Corruptionit|INN = 1, T IME = 1]− E[Corruptionit|INN = 1, T IME = 0]}−

{E[Corruptionit|INN = 0, T IME = 1]− E[Corruptionit|INN = 0, T IME = 0]}.

The key outcome of interest is σ, and we expect a positive coefficient, which indicates
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a higher number of prosecutions for public corruption in judicial districts with nonprofit

accountability journalism after their membership year. We further include district-level

covariates in the estimation to account for potential confounders of population, GDP per

capita, and newspaper employment. We report robust standard errors clustered at each

judicial district to account for potential serial correlation at the district level.

As a second instrument for measuring the impact of resources for accountability jour-

nalism, we probe the relationship between funding for INN journalism and prosecutions

for public corruption. The media funding data provide data entries for five years between

2010 and 2019 (2010, 2014, 2016, 2018, 2019), and we conduct regression analysis with a

pooled dataset from these five years and include year fixed-effects to account for time-

variant covariates. We take a log of the funding variable to account for its skewness and

scale both explanatory and outcome variables to have a mean of 0 and a standard devi-

ation of 1. We also include population, GDP per capita, and court efficiency as control

variables.

Results

Newspaper Employment and Corruption

Is there any relationship between newspaper employment and prosecutions for public

corruption across judicial districts? We first present temporal trends in the average lev-

els of corruption prosecutions and newspaper employment across all judicial districts be-

tween 2003 and 2019 in Figure 2. The figure shows that newspaper employment has been

decreasing throughout the entire period under study. The district-level average number of

newspaper employment has declined from its highest point of 231,000 in 2003 to the low-

est level of 79,000 in 2019. The number of corruption prosecutions had remained stable at

around 1,000 cases per year until 2013 when it started decreasing to 824 in 2017.

We examine the relationship between the two variables with a regression analysis. Re-
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Figure 2: Yearly trends in corruption counts and newspaper employment: the figure plots changes
in corruption (in blue, labels on the left axis) and newspaper employment (in red, labels on the
right axis) across the US attorneys’ districts.

sults in Table 1 show no discernible relationship between newspaper employment and

corruption convictions across US attorneys’ districts (H1a). Judicial districts with a larger

newspaper employment tend to have a higher number of prosecutions for public corrup-

tion with positive coefficients, but the results are not statistically significant at the conven-

tional confidence levels. The results correspond to the general trend in Figure 3, where the

steep decline in newspaper employment does not produce discernible changes in prose-

cutions for public corruption across judicial districts.

We included the main explanatory variable with different time lags in our regression

analysis. A decline in newspaper workers may be interpreted as a decrease in the jour-

nalism’s role as a watchdog against public corruption in the following year, but it may re-

quire a longer term to show changes in the prosecutions for public corruption. Similarly,

it might take a few years after a corruption scandal is first reported by local news media;
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Table 1: Newspaper employment and public corruption

Dependent variable:
Corruption

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Newspaper employment (t=0, log) 0.350

(0.253)
Newspaper employment (t-1, log) 0.073 −0.035

(0.239) (0.252)
Newspaper employment (t-2, log) 0.420∗

(0.241)
Circulation (t=0, log) 3.278∗∗∗ 10.838∗∗∗

(1.039) (3.248)
Population (log) −0.481 −0.599 4.432∗∗∗ 17.180

(1.350) (1.402) (1.156) (11.118)
GDP per capita (log) 12.312∗∗ 14.124∗∗ 1.201 −0.006

(6.157) (6.507) (2.158) (11.460)
Court efficiency −0.043 −0.033 −0.231 −0.196

(0.082) (0.081) (0.159) (0.286)

Fixed effects Y Y N Y
Observations 1,440 1,350 359 359

Note: Entries are regression coefficientswith corruption as the outcome variable and news-
paper employment (Models 1-2) and circulation (Models 3-4) as themain explanatory vari-
able. Models are from OLS estimation and include year and district fixed effects (Models
1, 2, and 4). Standard errors are in parentheses. ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

analyses with a longer time lag may represent the actual relationship between newspaper

resources and prosecutions for public corruption. InModel 1, we introduce a one-year lag

of the newspaper employment to account for the effects of a previous year’s employment

on the current year’s employment change and corruption prosecutions. In Model 2, we

replace the main explanatory variable with the one-year lag variable and further include

a two-year lag employment variable. Results in Models 1and 2 show that the effects of

newspaper employment changes may not have distinguishable effects on prosecutions for

public corruption except for the two-year lag in Model 2. We conducted additional anal-

yses with different lagged variables (t-2 and t-3; t-1, t-2, and t-3), but all the lagged vari-

ables failed to retain statistical significance. While the two-year lag suggests that declines

in news employment are associated with declines in prosecutions for public corruption,

the combined results show that the general associations between newspaper employment

and prosecutions for public corruption show minimal discernible effects.

We further use newspaper circulation change as another measure of local journalism
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change in addition to the employment analysis above (H1b). Models 3 and 4 in Table 1

show a strong positive association with newspaper circulation: US judicial districts with

higher newspaper circulation are likely to showahigher number of prosecutions for public

corruption. The results are robust after controlling for the population variable and two-

way fixed effect models to control for unobservable variables across districts and time.

Nonprofit News Outlets, Accountability Journalism, and Prosecutions

for Public Corruption

The weak findings from Table 1 indicate that a decrease in the general newspaper em-

ploymentmay not have direct impacts on prosecutions for public corruption. Rather, what

may matter is whether this journalism is focused on public service and accountability.

While circulation and employment trends in newspapers have been declining, the number

of nonprofit accountability news outlets has grown, at least as indicated by the growth and

scope of the INN. As such, we probe whether nonprofit accountability journalism is posi-

tively associated with prosecutions for public corruption: in other words, if there is strong

nonprofit accountability journalism, will we see more prosecutions for public corruption

(H2a, H2b). We present results from three empirical analyses: 1) regression analyses with

the cumulative number of INN members in a judicial district; 2) difference-in-difference

estimation with the INN membership as an intervention; and 3) analysis with funding

data.

Table 2 reports empirical results from OLS regression models in which the cumula-

tive number of INN members is the explanatory variable and the count of prosecutions

for public corruption is the main outcome variable. Results from a pooled dataset from

2009 to 2019 in Models 1 and 2 show positive associations between the number of INN

members and prosecutions. Districts with more INNmembers are likely to have a greater

number of prosecutions for public corruption. The coefficient for INNmembership is not
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Table 2: INN membership and prosecutions for public corruption

Dependent variable:
Corruption

(1) (2) (3)
INN members (t-1) 1.379∗∗∗ 0.008

(0.367) (0.402)
INN members (cross-section) 3.926∗∗

(1.541)
Population (log) 3.926∗∗∗ 5.775∗∗∗

(0.686) (1.580)
GDP pc (log) −1.798 2.527

(2.041) (6.404)
Employment (t-1) 0.003∗∗∗

(0.0004)
Employment (cross-section) −0.054

(0.776)
Court efficiency −0.314∗∗ −0.364

(0.124) (0.276)
Constant 9.142∗∗∗ −29.481 −101.018

(0.394) (25.844) (72.683)

Observations 990 990 90
F Statistic 42.893∗∗∗ 70.970∗∗∗ 10.613∗∗∗

Note: Entries are coefficients fromOLS regressionmodels with the number of cor-
ruption convictions as the main outcome variable. Models 1 and 2 are from a
pooled dataset with observations from 2009 to 2019, in which the main explana-
tory variable is the lagged cumulative number of INN members in a judicial dis-
trict. In both models, I report robust standard errors clustered at the district level
(in parentheses). Model 3 includes results from a cross-sectional analysis with
average values for the key variables in each judicial district. ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05;
∗∗∗p<0.01

significant at the conventional confidence levels after including control variables. Model

3 includes regression results with cross-sectional data across US judicial districts, exam-

ining the relationship between the total number of INNmembers and prosecutions across

districts. The coefficient for INN membership is positive and statistically significant, fur-

ther suggesting a positive relationship between INN membership and prosecutions for

public corruption.

Difference-in-Differences Analysis

We further analyze the effects of INN membership on prosecutions for public corrup-

tion with a difference-in-differences approach. Table 3 summarizes results from the dif-

ference in difference models. The coefficients of our interest are those from the interac-

tion term (Time ∗ INN ), showing the difference between districts with and without INN
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members before and after their introduction. Models 1 and 2 report results with binary

explanatory variables (TIME = {0, 1}), and the difference-in-differences coefficients are

positive and retain statistical significance. Districts with INN members tend to have a

greater number of prosecutions for public corruption after a new INN member is intro-

duced, compared to those districts without INN members. Results in Model 2 further

show that the results remain constant even after accounting for the lagged effects of INN

membership.

Model 3 further examine the effects of INN membership on prosecutions for public

corruption with a continuous explanatory variable recording five years before and after

the new membership (Time_trend = {−5 ≤ t ≤ 5}). The coefficient from this model con-

firms findings from the other models, reporting a higher number of prosecutions within

INN districts after a new INNmember is introduced. Judicial districts are likely to have a

larger number of prosecutions after an introduction of a nonprofit accountability journal-

ism outlet, corroborating the temporal trend found in Figure 1.

Nonprofit News Funding and Prosecutions for Public Corruption

We further examine the correlation between nonprofit accountability journalism and

prosecutions for public corruption by considering funding. Table 4 presents regression re-

sults with the Media Impact Funders philanthropic data from five years (2010, 2014, 2016,

2018, 2019) as the main explanatory variable. Coefficients show a positive correlation be-

tween funding for INN members and prosecutions for public corruption. Federal district

courts with greater philanthropic support for nonprofit news outlets are more likely to

report a higher number of prosecutions for public corruption. The results are robust af-

ter including district-level covariates in the regression model. Combined results indicate

the presence of strong accountability journalism can facilitate a greater check on political

corruption.
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Table 3: Results from difference-in-differences analysis of INN membership on corruption prose-
cutions

Dependent variable:
Corruption

(1) (2) (3)
Time (t=0) −2.810∗∗

(1.161)
Time (t=1) −2.322∗∗

(1.091)
Time Trend −0.373∗∗

(0.161)
INN −1.409 −1.149 0.196

(1.182) (1.086) (0.823)
Population (log) 7.229∗∗∗ 7.175∗∗∗ 7.164∗∗∗

(0.967) (0.963) (0.965)
GDP pc (log) 7.488∗∗∗ 6.808∗∗∗ 6.751∗∗∗

(2.328) (2.296) (2.322)
Employment (log) 0.008 0.022 0.024

(0.244) (0.243) (0.243)
Time (t=0)*INN 2.744∗

(1.431)
Time (t=1)*INN 2.954∗∗

(1.421)
Time Trend*INN 0.489∗∗

(0.236)
Constant −172.852∗∗∗ −165.542∗∗∗ −165.865∗∗∗

(26.993) (26.723) (27.059)

Observations 749 749 749
F Statistic 37.234∗∗∗ 37.071∗∗∗ 37.003∗∗∗

Note: Coefficients are from the difference-in-differences estimation from
OLS regression models. The main outcome variable is corruption convic-
tions and the explanatory variables are TIME and INN. The difference-in-
differences coefficients are reported in the interaction terms (TIME∗INN).
Model 3 replaces the binary TIME with a continuous Time Trend. Robust
standard errors are clustered at the district level (in parenthesis.) ∗p<0.1;
∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Discussion

Results from this paper show complex relationships between the journalism environment

and public corruption. Our aims were threefold: to complicate the presumed but rarely

empirically tested association between journalism and diminished corruption in the US;

to see how declines in news provision might impact prosecutions for public corruption;

and to assess whether efforts to intervene in the market failure of newspaper journalism

through nonprofit newsmight improve or halt the effect of a diminished legacy local news

landscape. We find that journalism employment (supply) matters less than circulation
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Table 4: Funding for investigative journalism and the number of corruption prosecutions

Dependent variable:
Corruption

(1) (2)
Funding (log) 0.312∗∗∗ 0.173∗∗∗

(0.067) (0.065)
Population (log) 0.545∗∗∗

(0.107)
GDP pc (log) 0.299

(0.385)
Court Efficiency −0.012

(0.016)
Constant 0.177∗∗ −10.600∗∗∗

(0.076) (3.940)

Observations 192 192
R2 0.080 0.298
Adjusted R2 0.075 0.267
Residual Std. Error 1.060 0.943
F Statistic 16.579∗∗∗ 9.699∗∗∗

Note: Entries are regression coefficients with the number of cor-
ruption prosecutions across theUS attorney’s districts as themain
outcome variable and the funding for investigative journalism
(logged) as the main explanatory variable. Both variables are
scaled to have amean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1. Standard
errors are clustered at the district level (in parentheses). (∗p<0.1;
∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01)

(demand) in a judicial district; further, our results suggest that that it is the type of jour-

nalism that may matter more than the number of journalists in any one place. In fact, we

find that nonprofit public interest journalism does facilitate government accountability:

judicial districts with INN members are positively associated with prosecution of public

officials for public corruption. While our fundingdata has limitations due to the input data

used for the Media Impact Funders’ database, the results are nonetheless robust: funding

for accountability and public affairs journalism is positively associated with prosecutions

for public corruption.

Thus far, there has been limited scholarship that considers at scale the efficacy of the

nonprofit news outlets to supplement or even improve local news ecologies. This article

provides compelling evidence to support the role of nonprofit news outlets and funding

for accountability journalism for curbing public corruption. But this work is expensive

and requires the kind of time that commercial newspapers no longer can support (Hamil-
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ton, 2017); funding for non-profit investigative journalism likely can and does fill that gap.

While not all INN members are all specifically focused on investigative journalism, they

share a public mission of serving as monitors of power. When a judicial district gets an

INN member, prosecutions for public corruption improve, suggesting an important asso-

ciation between high-quality journalism and the ability of law enforcement to prosecute

wrongdoers who are supposed to be serving the public.

While our variables are imperfect, in part because we did not derive them and instead

are vulnerable to the weaknesses of original data collection and in part because all vari-

ables are vulnerable to critiques of exclusion, overinclusion, definitional, or measurement

error, our variables nonetheless serve as critical proxies for assessing our main research

question. Certainly, media markets do not always map neatly onto judicial districts (con-

sider New York City, which has two district courts within the massive New York City me-

dia market)—however our inclusion of district fixed effects helps mitigate this concern.

Some statewide news outlets may cover public corruption more than locally proximate

outlets, which is why the newspaper circulation measure is helpful – it is linked to where

people are living, not where journalists’ employers are located.

Throughout, we presume that prosecutions for public corruption reflect signs of a

strong, functioning civic systemwhere there are appropriate and lawful checks on abuses

of power—which is a very Anglo-American normative presumption of what good gover-

nance looks like. From this vantage, statistically significant declines in prosecutions for

public corruption is a social problem, not as a sign of less corruption (or as the Wash-

ington Post’s motto notes, “democracy dies in darkness.”) This link between journalism

and public corruption prosecutions is also what we can measure: we cannot measure the

counterpoint–all the corruption that does not happen because either it is not exposed by

law enforcement or because public officials moderate any corrupt behavior because they

believe that they will be held accountable for wrongdoing.
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Still, the vast majority of US journalists are likely not doing accountability or public ser-

vice journalism that would hold public officials accountable, at least not in the way that

is imagined by the contemporary folk theory (Palmer et al., 2020). While newspaper em-

ployment did drastically decline from 2003 to 2019, the number of prosecutions for public

corruption stayed mostly stable during the same period. Our analysis with the newspa-

per circulation data indicates a positive correlation that districts with higher circulation

are more likely to have a higher number of prosecutions for public corruption, mirroring

earlier cross-national findings from a less complex digital environment. Circulation can

be seen as a proxy for demand or perhaps whether people are paying attention—which

might also mean more engaged political awareness and knowledge.

Our results suggest that journalists just doing journalism is not enough to serve as a

check on corruption. As a whole, our work provides compelling support from the US case

for the role of accountability journalism’s association with aiding prosecutions for public

corruption. This suggests that the boots on the ground covering the news may not matter

as much as the types of journalism boots on the ground. Nonetheless, we can measure

what we know: the prosecutions for public that do not occur, perhaps because the implicit

presence of journalists might compel would-be bad actors to avoid wrongdoing. And for

this reason, the role of journalism in curbing corruptionwill continue to remain a powerful

orienting myth in Anglo-American conceptions of the role of journalism in democracy.
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Supplementary Materials

Table A.1: Descriptive statistics for key variables included in the main regression analysis

Statistic N Mean St. Dev. Min Pctl(25) Pctl(75) Max
Corruption 1,530 10.389 11.728 0 3 13 83
Employment 1,530 1,713.692 2,083.298 0 346 2,255.5 13,008
INN members (cu-
mulative)

1,530 0.529 1.376 0 0 1 17

Population 1,530 3,515,680.000 2,913,774.000 564,487 1,409,817.0 5,193,000.0 19,441,046
GDP per capita 1,530 41,604.120 10,300.130 21,389.330 34,471.880 46,594.070 103,231.700
Court efficiency 1,530 9.412 3.727 1 7.1 11.2 81
Circulation 359 1,026,506.000 928,018.300 11,857 404,472 1,301,162.0 5,249,344
Funding 192 939,352.300 2,456,230.000 100.000 50,000.000 532,600.800 16,905,603.000

Table A.1 includes summary statistics of key variables included in the main empirical

analysis of this paper. Most of the variables are measured across 90 US attorney’s districts

from 2003 to 2019. Circulation and funding variables report a lower number of observa-

tions due to the limited data availability.

Figure A.1 presents the distributions of corruption prosecutions and newspaper em-

ployment variables included in our dataset. Of the 1,530 US judicial districts-years, the

average number of corruption prosecutions is 10.7 with a standard deviation of 12.1. The

corruption variable ranges from 0 to 83, with 114 district-years with zero corruption con-

victions and the Texas Southern district with 83 convictions in 2013. The average number

of newspaper employees is around 1,713 with a standard deviation of 2,083. The employ-

ment ranges from 0 to 13,008, with “California Central” employing the highest number of

newspaper workers in 2003.

The average number of newspaper employees is around 1,713with a standarddeviation

of 2,083. The employment ranges from 0 to 13,008, with “California Central” employing

the highest number of newspaper workers in 2003. As BLS data only capture organiza-

tions required by law to pay unemployment insurance, it may not reflect the smallest of

newspapers, but these are also likely too resource-constrained to conduct accountability

journalism. Thus, there are counties without any newspaper employment (“zero” coun-

ties) and counties without any data. Zero counties are analyzed with the numeric value
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Figure A.1: Distributions of corruption prosecutions and newspaper employment variables: the
panels show distributions of corruption counts (left) and newspaper employment (right) included
in the dataset. Both variables are skewed to the right with the mean corruption of 10.4 and the
mean newspaper employment of 1713.

of zero, while NA data includes both “private” data andmissing data, or counties that the

BLS does not have a value to report. Over the decade under study, around 78% of counties

did not report any newspaper employment; for this reason, we also use another indicator

of news availability.

Figure A.2 provides a geographic illustration of nonprofit news organizations across

judicial districts. The figure plots the total number of INN members measured in 2019.

The New York Southern District has the highest number of 17 INN members, followed

by the California Northern District with 13 INN members. Of the 94 total districts, 25

districts have not had any INN members between 2009 and 2019. The average number

of INN members across judicial districts is 2.21 with a standard deviation of 2.94. In our

analysis, for districts without INN outlets, the coding rule follows two steps: if one district

has an INNoutlet and another does not in the same state, we applied themembership year

of the former as the intervention year for the latter, considering the fact that the scope of

an INN outlet may expand to the entire state. For those states without any INN outlets, we

use the year of 2015 as the intervention, when the number of INN membership increased

significantly.
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FigureA.2: Total number of nonprofit news organizations across judicial districts: The figure shows
the geographic distribution of nonprofit news outlets across the US federal court districts.
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