Opportunities and Challenges of Investigative Journalism in Iran

Mohammad Gholi Minavand®*=

| Mohammad Mahdi Sohbati?
Khankeshzadeh?®

| Yasaman

1. Associate Professor, Department of Journalism, Faculty of Communication - Media Sciences, Broadcasting University (IRIB),

Iran, E-mail: minavand@iribu.ac.ir

2. Master of Social Science Research, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran, Email: momahdisohbati @ut.ac.ir
3. Master of Media Management, Department of Journalism, Faculty of Communications, Allameh Tabatabae'i, Tehran, Iran. E-
mail: yasamankhanil380@gmail.com

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research Article

Article history:

Received: August 13, 2024
Received in revised form:
September 10, 2024

Accepted: October 4, 2024
Published online: December 14,
2024

Keywords:
Investigative Journalism,
Right to Access to
Information,

Law of Press,

Media.

Objective: The primary issue addressed in this study is understanding the opportunities and
challenges of investigative journalism within the unique political, legal, and media structures
of Iran. The research examines key variables such as the political structure, government and
political forces, public opinion, legal frameworks, access to information, journalism
education, and the processes of gaining experience. The objective of this research is to
identify challenges, work towards overcoming them, and strengthen and utilize the
opportunities and positive outcomes of investigative journalism to achieve results such as
transparency and the reduction of corruption in the country.

Method: The study employs qualitative content analysis of interviews conducted with
journalists, editors, media managers, legal experts, media experts, and communication and
journalism scholars. The reliability of this research in the two main categories of challenges
and opportunities was 0.71 and 0.80, respectively.

Findings: The opportunities identified include the high reach of state television and radio
(IRIB), whistleblowing systems, the culture of promoting good and preventing wrongdoing
(Amr be Ma'ruf), modern technologies, public support on social media, and Iran's status as a
developing country. The challenges include weaknesses in journalism education, a weak
party structure, poor performance of IRIB, the absence of specialized theoretical literature,
slow and incomplete cooperation of organizations in providing information, the lack of
specific laws for investigative journalists and their protection, broader criminal liability in
Iran, the mis definition of journalism, the presence of disinformation in cyberspace, and the
underutilization of modern technologies.

Conclusion: The challenges facing investigative journalism in Iran outweigh the
opportunities. Addressing these issues begins with a unified definition of whistleblowing and
investigative journalism and extends to political and legal reforms and promoting
whistleblowing in public opinion. Like other Middle Eastern countries, Iran has significant
weaknesses in information disclosure, with political structures exerting greater control over
journalists. Investigative journalism in Iran, like in Saudi Arabia, has not yet matured.
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Introduction:

in the networked society, investigative journalism has experienced a different trajectory
over the years. Analyzing the challenges and opportunities facing investigative journalism
has become a crucial part of the global academic discourse on journalism. Each year,
numerous articles are published, and conferences are held to shed light on the future of
investigative journalism in different countries. The Global Investigative Journalism
Conference also accepts papers on this topic annually as part of its efforts in this field.

To examine investigative journalism in the country, it is essential to analyze it within the
political, legal, judicial, media, and educational contexts to gain a clearer understanding of
the investigative journalism landscape. This approach allows researchers to identify the
strengths and weaknesses that arise from and interact with these contexts. Such an analysis
is more thorough and precise, enabling a comprehensive assessment to identify useful
solutions by understanding the challenges and opportunities. Therefore, the primary focus
of this research is to understand the opportunities, challenges, strengths, and weaknesses
of investigative journalism within Iran's specific political, legal, and media frameworks. In
this process, we will examine key and related variables such as the political structure,
government and political forces, public opinion, legal and regulatory frameworks, access
to information, educational status, and training processes. Understanding these elements
aims to assist in identifying challenges, addressing them, and enhancing the positive
outcomes of investigative journalism, such as increased transparency and reduced
corruption in the country.

Methodology:

The methodology of this study involves qualitative content analysis of semi-structured
interviews with journalists, media managers, editors, legal and media experts, and
university professors, with a sample size of 22 participants. This sample was selected using
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convenience and snowball sampling methods. The reliability of the research, based on
Scott's Pi, was 71% for challenges and 80% for opportunities.

Result:

Initially, it can be said that the challenges facing investigative journalism in the country
outweigh the opportunities, necessitating efforts and planning to improve the situation.
First, Iran's status as a developing country presents numerous opportunities for
investigative journalists. These opportunities can flourish with greater access to
information and data. Additionally, the extensive reach of a large broadcasting organization
like the Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting (IRIB), which has a high penetration rate
across the country, provides a platform for raising public awareness and influencing public
opinion. Another unique asset in the country is the whistleblowing system, which should
serve as a bridge between investigative journalists and the public for reporting corruption.
This system forms a suitable foundation for participatory media. Moreover, the cultural
principle of enjoining good and forbidding evil (Amr be Ma'ruf va Nahi az al-Munkar)
offers a significant opportunity to strengthen and utilize the whistleblowing system among
the general public. Finally, new tools and technologies can enhance access to information,
increase trust and protection, and facilitate its dissemination, while also making the
formation of a public sphere easier through digital platforms.

Conclusions:

The primary issue is the lack of precise definitions for concepts such as investigative
journalism, whistleblowing, and exposure in journalistic discourse. This ambiguity leads
to inconsistencies in judicial practices, journalists' lack of awareness of their capabilities
and limitations, and the conflation of investigative cases. Part of this conceptual confusion
stems from the absence of indigenous theorization that aligns with the country's cultural
and legal structures. The initial recommendation is to clarify and refine these concepts
within the academic domain. This will help standardize party regulations, judicial
practices, legal frameworks, and the understanding of journalists, ultimately facilitating
investigative journalism.

The secondlissuelis/the weakness in the political and party structure. There is no special
legal protection for investigative journalism, and the legal system in Iran primarily focuses
on the non-disclosure of organizational information, with little support from IRIB and other
entities. Additionally, the country's party system lacks the legal cohesion found in other
countries, reducing the extent of party support. Party support is crucial for covering costs,
providing legal backing, and shaping public opinion. Recommendations in this area include
organizing the party structure, legal reforms (involving judges and information access),
and greater flexibility from IRIB in supporting journalists.

The third issue concern’s public opinion and social media. The poor economic situation
and widespread news of corruption and cronyism have led to public disillusionment, even



with investigative reports. Finally, these issues and recommendations require further
research to statistically document the impact of investigative journalism on public opinion.
Additionally, attending court proceedings and interviewing judges could provide insights
into the judiciary's overall approach to investigative journalism, helping address the
limitations of the current research.

The challenges facing investigative journalism in the country are more significant than the
opportunities. Addressing these challenges begins with a wunified definition of
whistleblowing and investigative journalism, leading to reforms in the political and legal
structures and the promotion of whistleblowing in public opinion. Similar to other Middle
Eastern countries, Iran has a serious deficiency in providing information, with the political
structure exerting greater control over journalists. Investigative journalism in Iran, like in
Saudi Arabia, has yet to mature (Al-Menia, 2017). Furthermore, the media ownership
structure in Iran, similar to that in Nigeria, weakens investigative journalism. A specialized
approach using modern technologies is essential for providing a better outlook for
specialized journalism in the country. Revamping journalism education in Iran, akin to
Nigeria, given the country's poor economic conditions and systemic corruption, will shape
public opinion as a future watchdog. Utilizing new tools and technologies to protect
information sources is also a significant gap in journalism in both Iran and Nigeria
(Oninankya et al., 2020).
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