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9. Data practices and informative
activism in the grassroots struggles
against corruption'

Alice Fubini

INTRODUCTION

Journalists and activists have been playing a critical role in uncovering corrup-
tion and misgovernance. Both use data in documenting, exposing and creating
public awareness on acts of corruption. However, journalists and activists often
work in silos. While journalists tend to focus more on exposing corruption to
public scrutiny, activists are directly invested in anti-corruption efforts. This
cleavage is also reflected in the extant literature on the subject matter. On the
one hand, scholars who study journalism and corruption look at how (almost
mainstream) journalists represent and politicise corruption, without attributing
an active role to them in terms of anti-corruption action, except in the case of
specific initiatives of investigative journalism (for example, Organized Crime
and Corruption Reporting Project (OCCRP), International Consortium of
Investigative Journalists (IC1J)). Although some authors recognise the central
role of free media and journalism in the fight against corruption, they do not
directly associate them with civil society organisations in a joint effort (see
Weder & Brunetti, 2003; Féardigh et al., 2012). On the other hand, those who
study civil society actors and their efforts to fight and prevent corruption do
not consider journalists as part of the grassroots anti-corruption arena, except
in the case of ‘cohesive’ coalitions in which journalists and the media are also
involved as active partners (Mungiu-Pippidi, 2010).

More specifically, if we look at the literature on the role of journalism in
the fight against corruption, a significant number of studies look at media as
a particularly relevant arena for the studying of the representations and social
constructions of corruption, starting from a critical conceptualisation of the
so-called ‘watchdog role’ of journalism (Ettema & Glasser, 1998; Norris,
2014; Tumber & Waisbord, 2004; Waisbord, 2000), or more in general of
the ‘social function’ of journalism (Allern, 2002). Notably there is a line of

181

Alice Fubini - 9781802202106

Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 07/03/2024 08:
via Open Access. This work is licensed under the Creative
Attribution-NonCommercial-No Derivatives 4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-

35:01AM
Commons
License
nd/4.0/



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

182 Digital media and grassroots anti-corruption

investigation that looks at the coverage of corruption by legacy media and
its effects, that reflects on the political role of media within the corruption
arena (Bratu & Kazoka, 2018; Mancini, 2018; Mancini et al., 2017). 2Scholars
point out the existence of the controversial role of journalism in (un)covering
corruption (Mancini et al., 2016; Skolkay, 2016) and the politicisation of
corruption and anti-corruption strategies at the level of politics, policy and
polity.® In short, the role of (mainstream) journalism seems to be relegated to
the issue of media coverage and its politicisation, while less attention is paid to
the potential contribution of hybrid forms of journalism and even less on how
data journalism combines with data activism to counter corruption.

Similarly, scholars that look at how heterogeneous grassroots actors might
contribute to curb corruption do not make any specific reference to the poten-
tial contribution of (data) journalism to the anti-corruption struggle. Corruption
scholars highlight a positive correlation between the high number of civil
society actors and a better control of corruption practices (Mungiu-Pippidi,
2015). Others point out that anti-corruption efforts seem to be less effective
with a high number of actors involved: a good balance occurs when just a few
professional civil society organisations obtain a leading role (Grimes, 2008).
According to Bader et al. (2018) and Fox (2015), the coalitions between civil
society organisations and other types of actors as governmental institutions
that fight against corruption seem to achieve better results. Only in those
studies that focus on whistleblowing,* framed as a process aimed at revealing
illegal, immoral or illegitimate institutional behaviour from below (see Near &
Miceli, 1995), is it possible to find projects that aim to empower civil society,
investigative journalists, and civil servants to combat public sector corruption.’
These three different actors may share the same tools, such as the digital whis-
tleblowing platforms (Di Salvo, 2020), and they might all collaborate with the
developers of the platforms, but there is still a lack of integration concerning
journalists’ and activists’ skills and practices.

Moving a step forward, this chapter seeks to investigate the role of journal-
ism within the anti-corruption arena from a different perspective by looking at
how data journalism combines with data activism. In so doing, it focuses on the
liminal spaces between journalists and activists, their practices, their logics (in
terms of technologies, norms, behaviours, and organisational forms) and their
sensibilities (Russell, 2016). More specifically, the chapter purports to expand
upon an emergent line of inquiry that deals with the liminal spaces between
journalism and activism with the use of digital media and (open) data (see
Ahva, 2017; Baack, 2017; Deuze & Witschge, 2020; Gray & Bounegru, 2019;
Milan & Gutiérrez, 2015; Powers, 2018; Russell, 2016). Ultimately, this
chapter is an attempt to understand what happens when activists create their
own innovative and resourceful digital informational material to fight corrup-
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tion, hence undertaking the role of anti-corruption journalists and becoming de
facto hybrid actors in the anti-corruption arena.

To reach this objective, this chapter draws on literature on data journalism
(see Bradshaw, 2014; Coddington, 2015, 2019; Gray et al., 2012; Lewis &
Usher, 2013; Parasie, 2015), and on data activism (see Baack, 2015; Gutiérrez,
2018; Milan, 2017; Hunsinger & Schrock, 2016; Schrock, 2016) to investi-
gate the case of the Italian civil society organisation Fondazione Openpolis
(Openpolis hereafter), that promotes access to public information, trans-
parency and democratic participation practices deploying data-driven web
applications and journalistic techniques. More precisely, this chapter employs
two specific of both concepts as heuristics through which to investigate this
Italian initiative. On the one hand, the concept of data journalism is intended
from a processual perspective, as highlighted by Veglis and Bratsas (2017).
The authors consider data journalism as a process of extracting information
from data, writing articles grounded on that information, and embedding vis-
ualisations that rest on spreadsheets and graphics. These visualisations might
be also interactive to help readers to understand the significance of the story
or allow them to retrieve the source of the data on which the article is based
and pinpoint more data on the same subject matter. Moreover, the authors
distinguish among different stages at the basis of ‘data journalism workflow’:
respectively data compilation, data cleaning, data understanding, data valida-
tion, data visualisation, and article writing.

On the other hand, the concept of data activism is understood as a form of
activism through which ‘people engage politically with big data and massive
data collection [...] [that includes also] the various databases generated by
governmental agencies in their functions, and sometimes released as “open
data (Milan & Gutiérrez, 2015, pp. 120-121). Considering this definition of
data activism as a critical starting point, this study adopts a broader conception
of data, going beyond the distinction between ‘big” and ‘small’ data (Mattoni,
2021) and focuses on the interplay between data journalism, data work, and
data culture (Baack, 2017).

The chapter is structured as follows: firstly, it presents the research design
based on the single-case study perspective, introducing Openpolis, a non-profit
foundation that promotes access to public information developing data-driven
web applications and producing its own articles to challenge the view that jour-
nalistic practices are used just to represent corruption. Secondly, it lists the data
gathered and describes the main method of analysis employed. The data col-
lection counts in-depth interviews with the initiators, and documents depicted
from Openpolis’s website and its data-driven platforms. All the data are ana-
lysed through the lens of Thematic Analysis. Thirdly, it presents Openpolis’s
main features that arose through a critical analysis of the key themes that
emerged from the empirical data: first, Openpolis acts as a watchdog through
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the development of data-driven technologies; second, Openpolis incorporates
journalistic hallmarks into activist actions to foster the social impact of its own
databases; third, Openpolis represents a data source for other actors that carry
out other types of anti-corruption practices. Moreover, it discusses the surfac-
ing of a new form of activism: the emblematic case of Openpolis illustrates
how an initiative created to use technology and data to act against corruption
increasing transparency and accountability enters the journalistic field and
engages in what is tentatively labelled ‘informative activism’. Finally, it offers
concluding remarks and potential directions for further research that look at
how collective actors situated between the realms of (data) journalism and
(data) activism might contribute to promoting anti-corruption from below.

CASE STUDY

This research is built around the emblematic case of Openpolis, an independ-
ent and non-profit initiative based in Rome (Italy) since 2006. Its main mission
is promoting free access to data and information, improving the culture of
transparency and participation, and therefore empowering citizens. Openpolis
tries to pursue all these goals through the collection and analysis of relevant
public data to build a freely accessible data repository capable of producing
and distributing data-based information. The main output of this effort is
represented by the creation of digital platforms (Gillespie, 2010), named by
Openpolis as ‘data driven web applications’ (DDWAs hereafter).® Moreover,
based on the DDWAs, this initiative produces its own articles and reports
following data-driven journalism practices. Beyond the development of the
DDWAs and the production of data-driven articles, it promotes heterogeneous
projects and campaigns: the main one was ‘Foia4ltaly’ related to the adoption
of the Freedom of Information Act within the Italian scenario.” This campaign
was created in 2014 by the union of several grassroots actors from Italian civil
society, including Openpolis.}

Openpolis’s collective identity and its organisational structure have evolved
over the last decade. Before becoming a non-profit foundation (in 2017) it
was an association and its earliest activities date back to 2006. Currently, it
supports itself through three main channels: the primary channel is repre-
sented by the acquisition of public funds (mostly from the European Union
or national funds) or private funds (for example, from other foundations) for
the development of individual projects. The second channel is constituted by
selling editorial services or providing databases and their analyses to different
actors (for example, Oxfam Italia, AcionAid Italia). The third channel consists
of direct donations and seems to be at the core of Openpolis’s evolution. This
is why, at the beginning of 2022, the initiative decided to launch a new and
more structured membership campaign, seeking to leverage membership to
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further consolidate its non-profit nature and its independence from other forms
of funding and to be able to devote itself increasingly to research and data
analysis and journalistic coverage of topics central to Openpolis.

Due to the centrality gained by the development of DDWAs in defining the
role played by this initiative within the Italian context, this study looks at each
of these applications created by Openpolis, considering also its main website,
openpolis.it. The following table (Table 9.1) summarises the main features of
each platform, highlighting the different issues monitored and the main forms
of corruption prevented.’ In fact, Openpolis might be considered an impor-
tant actor also within the Italian anti-corruption arena and can be framed as
a developer of technologies that promotes an upward transparency mechanism
through open data and transparency platforms as the main tools (Huss et al.,
2023).!° This mechanism, which implies the transfer of information from civil
society to different levels of government or public officials (Adam & Fazekas,
2021; Kossow, 2020), deals also with digital whistleblowing platforms as the
main tool!! or with the use of crowdsourcing in anti-corruption.'?

METHODS

This chapter presents the findings of an investigation based on a qualitative
research design, shaped by the single-case configuration (Yin, 2018). The
choice behind the selection of Openpolis as the empirical case study is related
to the fact that the case study per se represents ‘a pilot case that might be the
beginning of a multiple-case study’, instead of following other criteria, named
‘rationalities’. Yin (2018) distinguishes among five main rationalities that
guide the selection of a single-case research method: the case study might
be critical, extreme, common, revelatory, or longitudinal with respect to the
phenomenon under investigation.!?

The data collection is characterised by a multi-technique approach utilis-
ing four in-depth interviews with the initiators of Openpolis and different
types of documents retrieved within the DDWAs and the main website.
The semi-structured interviews were conducted online between December
2020 and November 2021."* The sample of documents includes the most
comprehensive internal report released (i.e., Impact Report 2019), which
tries to depict the main impact of the different types of activities carried out
by Openpolis during the first two years after the establishment of Openpolis
as a foundation. The report highlights the centrality of the data chain and the
main socially contentious issues at the core of Openpolis’s practices, includ-
ing issues of transparency and political power dynamics. This type of annual
report constitutes a unicum: the other reports are published monthly and focus
just on the main themes covered.'> The data collection regards also the content
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Table 9.1

Digital media and grassroots anti-corruption

The Openpolis (OP) data-driven web applications and the
website: main features

Data-driven web What OP aims to monitor/The main Forms of Status
application (DDWA) goal corruption
prevented by OP
VoiSieteQui Consists of an interactive tool (Not applicable) Available
(YouAreHere) designed as an electoral-political during each
questionnaire for citizens/voters that national electoral
returns as a result the party closest to campaign from
their own positions 2006 to 2014
Open Bilanci Collects the financial statements of all ~ — Public Ongoing since
(Open Financial Italian municipalities procurements 2006
Statements) — Conflict of
interest
— Misuse of public
funds
Open Politici Contains a history of careers on — Conflict of Updated until
(Open Politicians) around 130,000 Italian elected interest 2018
politicians
Open Parlamento Allows monitoring the actions carried ~ — Opacity within Ongoing since

(Open Parliament)

Osservatorio
Covid-19 (Covid-19
Observatory)

Legislative Process
Tool

out by MPs and senators every day

policy processes

2008

in Parliament (such as acts, votes, — Conflict of
individual MPs or specific topics) interest
Collects data on Italian public — Public Ongoing since
procurements related to Coronavirus procurements 2020
disease — Conflict of
interest
— Misuse of public
funds
Monitors the meetings of institutional ~ — Opacity within Ongoing since
representatives and their financial legislative 2020
interests processes
— Conflict of
interest
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Data-driven web What OP aims to monitor/The main Forms of Status
application (DDWA) goal corruption
prevented by OP

Open PNRR Monitors the development of the — Conflict of Ongoing since
(Open National National Recovery and Resilience interest 2022
Recovery and Plan based on the Next Generation — Misuse of public
Resilience Plan) EU funds funds
openpolis.it Hosts the majority of the contents (Not applicable) Ongoing since

produced by OP, as articles and 2006

thematic reports.

An additional domain (fondazione.
openpolis.it) contains general
information about OP, as people

involved, budget, statute.

included within the Q&A section, in which Openpolis describes and presents
the core features of each DDWA for potential users.

The empirical data briefly described above are analysed through the lens of
Thematic Analysis (TA hereafter). TA is a method for identifying, analysing,
and reporting patterns within data, through a recursive analysis that allows
the emersion of ‘data-driven’ codes, and the emergence of the ‘key’ themes
embedded in the empirical material, which represent the main units of analysis
(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017).!® Drawing on Braun and Clarke’s
(2006) analytic strategy in the framework of TA, the analysis of the empirical
materials proceeded following several steps, in which the production of infor-
mal analytic notes, called ‘memos’, connects data gathering with data analysis
process. Indeed, memo-writing prompts the researcher to analyse data and
codes early in the research process and to keep track of the various themes that
emerge during the analysis: for example, which codes are associated to each
theme, which themes are merged or discarded.

As a first step in the analysis, I transcribed the four interviews, reading
and re-reading all the data (as the internal reports, the Manifesto and the
Q&A sections of the different DDWAs) and produced initial memos. Through
these notes I was able to list common issues and related codes among the
different interviews, such as the tendency of all interviewees to speak about
the factors that fostered Openpolis to create its articles based on data-driven
platforms. Furthermore, memos were useful to note specific topics that have
acquired particular relevance to define the Openpolis’s agency going on with
the analysis process, even though they were not necessarily recurring across
the data collected. For example, just one interviewee highlighted how using
cutting-edge tools to update the dataset is crucial for Openpolis to produce
daily up-to-date articles.
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After a preliminary analysis of the whole data set, I began the coding
process, that consists in organising the data gathered into ‘meaningful groups’
(Tuckett, 2005). Through the first stage of coding, I was able to generate a long
list of codes that capture a variety of elements embedded in the empirical
materials. During the coding, I created several codes adopting words used by
interviewees or retrieved in some documents. Some of these ‘in vivo’ codes
(for example, ‘watchdogs of the system’, ‘data availability is not enough’),
have acquired relevance during the last stages of the analysis, during which
I had to choose appropriate labels for the final themes and for the findings.

As a third step, I analysed the list of codes looking at how different codes
might combine to form an overarching theme and sub-themes. For example,
the following codes depict directly or indirectly how the vacant role of the
institutions triggers the Openpolis’s agency: ‘collect data on public procure-
ment should be an institutional responsibility’, ‘Platform Bandi Covid was
created to overcome an institutional gap’, ‘watchdogs deal with uncomfortable
issues’. This third stage ended with a list of candidate themes and sub-themes,
and all extracts of data that I have coded in relation to them. Based on that list
I was able to draw the first version of a thematic map, an analytical tool that
allowed me to visualise the interconnections between themes and sub-themes.

Moving forward in the data analysis, I followed a process of reviewing
themes that meant combining, refining, separating, or discarding possible
themes and sub-themes. For example, the process of merging the follow-
ing themes ‘DDWAs allow a variety of practices outside Openpolis’ and
‘Openpolis as a reliable source for external actors’ allowed me to define one
of the final themes of this research. Then, I had to draw an updated version
of the thematic map based on the final list of themes: respectively ‘acting as
a watchdog’, ‘performing data journalism practices’, and ‘becoming a data
source for other actors’. Finally, I concluded the analysis trying to figure out
the main findings on the bases of the labelling process of the key themes. In the
following sections I present and discuss each finding, which represents a core
feature of Openpolis.

THREE MAIN DEFINING FEATURES OF OPENPOLIS

From the data analysis, we could observe three key features that suggest that
Openpolis has been merging elements from journalism and activism, mainly
towards the use of data to foster its anti-corruption struggle: first, it acts as
a watchdog through the development of data-driven technologies; second,
it incorporates journalistic hallmarks into activist actions to foster the social
impact of its own databases; third, it represents a data source for other actors
that carry out other types of anti-corruption practices. Next, each one of these
findings are explored in-depth.
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Acting as a Watchdog Through the Development of Data-driven
Technologies

One of the key elements of Openpolis’s action is the development of several
DDWAs over time. The creation and maintenance of each platform is made
possible by the fact that the Openpolis’s team also counts on developers moved
by the open data culture."” To a large extent, they can be considered ‘tech
activists’ (Hess, 2005) or ‘hacktivists’ (Jordan & Taylor, 2004) who are now
developing tools to monitor the activities of public officials and governments
and try to ensure that they are obeying the legislation. These additional moni-
toring actions undertaken by them lead to considering Openpolis as a ‘watch-
dog’ actor. It is Openpolis itself that uses the term ‘watchdog’ to define part of
its activities both on its website and in the Impact Report. Under the heading
‘Watchdog campaigns and data activism’ Openpolis adds ‘We monitor polit-
ical power, and we carry out campaigns to better understand its functioning’.
The report instead states ‘“We therefore became a watchdog of Italian political
institutions, surveilling on the rules of our democracy’ (Openpolis, 2019, p. 5).

If technological skills allow the development and maintenance of the
DDWAs over time, what triggers the creation of such new platforms is the
perceived institutional lack of public interest and political will on topics that
Openpolis considers relevant. This is the case of the Osservatorio Covid-19
(Covid-19 Observatory), created to browse data on emergency public pro-
curement related to the pandemic. The platform makes information easily
accessible and allows any citizen to monitor public tenders in the hope of
increasing accountability. Moreover, Interviewee 2 stresses that Openpolis is
also fulfilling a role that should be played by public actors:

This is not a reasoning that Openpolis should make, this is a reasoning that the State
should make, right? Am I the one who has to create the platform on Covid-19 public
procurements? This is the point.'®

Interviewee 1, in turn, not only points out the vacant role of the state but also
how the creation of a platform like the Osservatorio Covid-19 allows for
monitoring data and exerts pressure on, according to his point of view, these
absent institutions:

[Bandi Covid] is something that, in such a critical period as the one we are living
through, you would expect it to be an initiative coming from the public administra-
tion [...] Let’s say that, in part, the pressure that we have exerted since the beginning
on these issues has helped to disseminate a series of information on all these aspects
that was not available."”
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Overall, what interviewees consider a lack of state action can be seen as a lack
of transparency and accessibility in terms of public data. In the specific case of
Osservatorio Covid-19, Openpolis is organising and providing aggregated data
on public procurements related to the pandemic. To Openpolis, digital plat-
forms like the ones they have been developing should be offered by the public
sector. However, according to Interviewee 3, the ‘problem of transparency’ is
not exclusive of contracts related to the major global public health emergency.

Openpolis also curbed the lack of transparency and information on the work
of Italian MPs. In 2008, it launched Open Parlamento and since then it invites
users, according to the slogan on the initiative’s website, to ‘get information,
monitor and take part in the work of the Italian parliament’. This platform char-
acterises the role of Openpolis as a watchdog, as it has been filling a scarcity
of open and accessible data in the public sphere, increasing transparency and
capacity to monitor public activities, and fostering positive changes also at the
institutional level. According to interviewee 4 it seems that Open Parlamento
produces an indirect effect on the institutions that decide to create the official
websites of the Chamber and Senate in 2010:

Open Parlamento originates from the fact that, let’s say, at that time there was no
unique source for monitoring parliamentary work [...] And then, precisely, we
were interested in carrying out analyses, and we were the first ones to publish the
absences and presences of parliamentarians. Two years later, the official websites of
the Chamber and Senate were also launched.”

While the creation of a new data-driven platform by Openpolis seems to be
a response to a lack of institutions that emerged due to its role as watchdog,
the essence of this role finds its roots not only in the monitoring action per se
but in the consequences that the monitoring action entails. This is brought out
by interviewee 2 who, while describing the creation of the Osservatorio Bandi
Covid, emphasises that the actions carried out by Openpolis are by their nature
‘uncomfortable’.

Let’s start by saying this. If we perceive that an initiative is not uncomfortable,
we don’t make it. Otherwise there is no point [since] we are the watchdogs of the
system.?!

Although exposing and addressing issues is not an exclusive role of jour-
nalism, the data analysed here suggests that the watchdog role played by
Openpolis became more effective when the initiative opened more room for
journalistic practices in their daily activities, as highlighted by the second
finding presented above.
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Incorporating (Data) Journalistic Hallmarks Into Activist Actions

Openpolis not only makes public data available in its DDWAs — what can be
seen more as a form of pro-active data activism (Milan & Gutiérrez, 2015), but
also has started to gather and analyse data and convert them into information
based on its own databases. It could be observed that this initiative has been
intensifying the use of its own aggregated data to uncover, better explain and/
or provide context to texts produced and published by the Openpolis’s team
directly on the main website. In this sense, Openpolis’s work has incorporated
journalistic elements into its activist actions. In other words, it started to act
also as a (data) journalism initiative.

On openpolis.it it is possible to find multiple examples of texts produced
based on Openpolis’s consolidated databases that combine elements of data
journalism and data activism. In June 2022, for example, in the ‘Political
Power’ section, a text was published highlighting in the title the unbalanced
distribution of NextGenerationEU funds to the South of Italy by ministers of
the Lega Party.” The piece scrutinises the legislation, calculates the distri-
bution of public money to Italian regions, and brings animated infographics
showing, for example, how much money each political party (i.e. their corre-
sponding ministers) has allocated for the South in the National Recovery and
Resilience Plan (PNRR, in Italian). Not by chance, the piece, which resembles
a news article, was heard to be published a few days later by one of the leading
national newspapers Corriere della Sera.”

The incorporation of journalistic hallmarks into activist actions is carried
out by Openpolis on the basis of a specific remark: its members realised
that making data more accessible and easily available may not be enough to
promote their goals regarding improving accountability and citizen engage-
ment. As Interviewee 1 notes:

[...] This was a bit naive, the idea that it would be enough to make data available
in order that people start using them. [...] And so we started to do a job initially of
analysis and reporting and gradually more and more, instead, a job of storytelling,
more journalistic work, which would later be called data-journalism, journalism
based on data, but, basically, that’s what we started to do, I don’t know, around
2006, 2007, 2008.%*

To try to overcome these difficulties mentioned by Interviewee 1, Openpolis
decided to incorporate in a more systematic way new practices into its rep-
ertoire more related to journalism. The hybridisation process between data
activism and data journalism took place in several phases, according to the
already-mentioned internal report. The report explicitly states that Openpolis’s
contribution should not ‘be limited to the distribution of data’ and this is why
‘it was necessary to go beyond, and become not only data suppliers, but data
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analysts’ (Openpolis, 2019, p. 4). The report describes that this move was
made in two steps. First, Openpolis worked in collaboration with newspapers
and news agencies to publish reports and dossiers on data journalism. Then,
Openpolis launched its own space (the online magazine) to explore different
forms of data journalism in the many fields it engages with. As it is also stated
on its website, Openpolis makes explicit that it “use[s] data to tell stories and
carry out data journalism investigations of public interest’ (Openpolis, 2019,
p-4).

Between 2017 and 2019, the Openpolis’s production of journalistic content
increased, becoming a daily activity structured with similar routines of a news-
room. This became possible also thanks to the transformation of its main
website, which is considered by the interviewees as an effective online edito-
rial platform, i.e., an electronic system for the delivery of daily information.
Interviewee 2 explained they not only devoted a lot of time to develop their
website two years ago but also provided a publishing platform to the editorial
team. Since then, Openpolis has been publishing daily information, suggesting
that the incorporation of journalistic features into the activist activity is also
related to the creation of daily online content as many news outlets do.

The internalisation of journalism practices, however, does not seem to
be superimposed on Openpolis’s activism features. To Interviewee 3, for
example, this initiative still does data activism. He explains how the initiative
deals with data and how it becomes part of their communication and promotion
strategies:

I am convinced that we do data activism, in the sense that we are activists first and
foremost, as I mentioned earlier in relation [to access requests] to information, trans-
parency, and acquisition of records, information and data. So this is a starting point.
After that, however, once we have obtained those data, we use them to make civic
campaigns to change things that do not convince us. This can be found everywhere
in our activities [...] Then, in short, this is the motivation that drives us, then we
try to think all-round: we can use digital tools, articles, newsletter, [following a]
multi-channel communication.?

As reported by the interviewee, both communication and promotion strategies,
include, among other actions, the production of articles. Hence, it seems to
emerge that hybridisation does not only concern strategies but also the col-
lective identity of the initiative itself, characterised by a close intertwining
between activism and journalism, between communication and information.
Finally, findings also suggest that the process of hybridisation between data
activism and data journalism is still ongoing. The most significant example is
the launch, early in 2022, of a new membership campaign to provide financial
support, as highlighted on Openpolis’s website: ‘Participate with your opin-
ions and ideas in our way of doing journalism [...] join Openpolis, together
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we are stronger’. This is a call to action that emphasises the direct involve-
ment of new subscribers in editorial activities. The website mentions that
every new subscriber will have ‘a direct channel with the editorial staff’, and
spaces ‘where we can meet and exchange ideas’. Already in 2019, Openpolis
indicated among its aims the necessity to move towards ‘community-driven
journalism’, as stated in the Impact Report: ‘In the near future we want to
put in place a multifaceted involvement of readers in our work. We have
many ideas, but all go in the direction of community-driven journalism’
(Openpolis, 2019, p. 37). Again, the data gathered highlights how Openpolis
intertwines elements belonging to journalism with those belonging to activism
and participation: it promotes simultaneously independent data-driven and
community-driven journalism. Openpolis’s interest in its own community or
in a more general involvement of external actors emerges even more clearly
through the third result of this research, explained below.

Becoming a Reliable Data Source For Other Actors

The hybridisation process between activism and journalism, which affects
Openpolis’s internal practices, has also had an impact on the perception of its
role outside the initiative: Openpolis is firstly a data source. In fact, the initi-
ative’s contents have been used by other external actors, performing different
types of practices: from extracting raw data to producing new analyses and
carrying out monitoring actions or in-depth journalistic investigations to the
replication or mention in other media outlets.

Openpolis makes an effort to be a recognised source of quality information
by institutional actors as well as by the news media. As stated during an
interview, the initiative has been mentioned over 6000 times by both national
and local media. It wants to be perceived as a source in a spirit of synergy and
collaboration without competition, as highlighted in its Manifesto, available
on its website.?

Findings also show that Openpolis members are aware of how internal
practices may be impacted by external ones. This implies structuring data and
information considering their potential re-use by heterogeneous actors (mainly
ordinary citizens, journalists, and developers) who have different digital data
literacy. There is a clear concern to be offering Application Programming
Interface (API) to facilitate data extraction for developers; plain text formats
for journalists and citizens more used to spreadsheets and overall platforms
that are easy to understand and navigate, according to Interviewee 4:

When we deal with the disclosure of certain data, we basically set ourselves two
objectives [...] to make a platform that is as navigable as possible [and then] the
release of data for those who want to do analysis [...] we always try to do in two
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ways that reflect two different targets of reuse [...] the API for other developers [...]
and the release in CSV, which we say is aimed at that audience, typically journalists
and various citizens.?’

The engagement of external actors with Openpolis’s contents can also increase
the scope of transparency by making public data reach different audiences to
the point of speaking about an amplification of anti-corruption practices. To
Openpolis’s creators, this is particularly the case of the use of their data and
information by investigative journalists.

The fact that we have made this information available, that we are a recognised
authoritative source, has also allowed other media outlets to use our data and to
talk about it, to disseminate it, to carry out their own investigations or ask unusual
questions of public decision-makers.?

The re-use of Openpolis’s data and contents published respectively on the plat-
form Osservatorio Covid-19, and on Open Parlamento indicate that the spread
of information promoted debates in the news media and in the legislature.

What [Bandi Covid] has achieved are hundreds of press mentions and certainly
a few parliamentary interrogations.”

It happens that our publication [on Open Parlamento] is included in parliamentary
acts, because it serves as the basis for parliamentary inquiries, as well as proposals
for legislation.*

In sum, according to the interviewees it seems that Openpolis’s databases
and informative material have been used increasingly as sources of data by
a wide range of actors in the fight for more accountability and less corruption.
The actors who mostly reuse these data are journalists who mention articles
or reports made by Openpolis or perform further investigations on certain
topics directly involving the non-profit foundation or, instead, starting from
data available on DDWAs. Both citations and cases of collaboration are
listed in the press review’s section on Openpolis’s website, such as the case
of co-investigation realised in June 2022 by Report, an Italian television
programme of investigative journalism and Openpolis’s members on EU
Recovery funds.' The direct involvement of Openpolis’s members on that
issue can be traced back to the recent launch of the OpenPNRR platform on 20
May 2022 during an event at the Italian Chamber of Deputies.*
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OPENPOLIS AS AN INFORMATIVE ACTIVISM
INITIATIVE

The three main features of Openpolis presented in the previous section can be
seen as a starting point to discuss further how collective actors situated across
the realms of (data) activism and (data) journalism might contribute to foster
the fight against corruption from the grassroots. Indeed, the case of Openpolis
illustrates how an initiative created to use technology and data to counter
corruption and foster accountability also promotes the re-use of public data by
other actors incorporating roles and features which are more likely to be found
in journalistic endeavours. Findings suggest that Openpolis’s action reper-
toires and tactics in the anti-corruption arena combine the realm of journalism
with the one of activism, leading to a hybrid form of activism. This new form
of activism is here tentatively named ‘informative activism’, which is charac-
terised by the three main aspects discussed in the previous sections. First, when
civil society and social movement organisations engage in informative activ-
ism, they tend to act as watchdogs supported by digital technologies. Second,
informative activism initiatives tend to incorporate practices that are usually
found in the journalistic realm with those practices that usually characterise
more the realm of activism, hence combining within the same civil society
organisation skills and roles that would otherwise remain separate. Third, civil
society and social movement organisations that embrace informative activism
also enable other actors to engage in additional watchdog practices.

As illustrated in the previous section, Openpolis started acting as a watch-
dog through the development of data-driven technologies mainly to circulate
hidden or poorly accessible public information. In doing so, the goal of the
organisation was to enable the creation of opportunities to hold decision-makers
accountable and expose issues through the design of digital tools. This new
‘ethos’ was developed over time and has to do with the decision to incorporate
journalistic practices into its data activism repertoires. What Openpolis has
been doing is aligning with Norris’s (2014) definition of watchdog journalism
which is linked to investigating the powerful and decision-makers as well as
disseminating hidden information. It is worth mentioning that Openpolis’s
watchdog role has also characteristics of a pro-active data activism effort,
that ‘involves a series of practices at the intersection of the social and the
technological dimension of human action [with the aim to] actively pursuing
the exploitation of available data for social change’ (Milan & Gutiérrez, 2015,
p- 122). As it can be seen, the watchdog dimension of Openpolis combines
journalism and activism elements.

Findings, however, suggest that the incorporation of journalistic hallmarks
into activist actions goes beyond the watchdog practices. Aiming to foster
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the social and political impact of its own databases, Openpolis decided to
reformulate its website and to develop an editorial platform in which it not
only creates daily content but also uses its own databases following the data
journalism workflow. A clear frustration was evident from the interviews
while discussing the outcomes of Openpolis’s initial strategy, when it was
aggregating data, making it available in platforms that are easy to navigate,
but such effort was not accompanied by widespread reuse of those platforms.
Openpolis’s new journalistic practices seem to be focused on monitoring as
their main anti-corruption mechanism, while expanding to the creation of
journalistic content on corruption-related topics, such as public procurements,
power dynamics, and potential clientelism within the public authorities and
political actors. In sum, the production of data journalism contents integrates
well with the prevention strategy in which Openpolis collects, analyses, and
updates the data contained in its DDWAs, and then uses it as a starting point
for writing articles and reports to uncover facts.

Empirical evidence also supports the understanding that Openpolis’s data-
bases and published texts are a source of data for other actors, in particular
the ones that carry out other types of anti-corruption practices. In fact, the
non-profit foundation provides not just open data, but also a digital data infra-
structure (Gray et al., 2018), concretely represented by the development of the
DDWAs. These platforms allow monitoring of specific socially contentious
issues related to different forms of corruption by both Openpolis and external
actors, some of them also directly engaged in the anti-corruption arena. On
one hand, Openpolis’s work, therefore, has been able to raise awareness and
promote debates in the mainstream media and in the legislature due to its
hybrid approach that mixes activism with high-quality data-driven informa-
tion. On the other hand, its deliverables also allow other people to conduct
their own investigations and produce new analyses.

These three features can be seen as the core of informative activism (Fubini,
2023), which could hence be tentatively defined as a #ype of collective action
that combines (data) activism and (data) journalism hence revolving around
data-related practices sustaining both the monitoring of specific social prob-
lems and the production of contents on the related contentious issues. Used in
these terms, informative activism tries to highlight a specific nuance within
a continuum between data journalism’s and data activism’s fields of action in
the digital age, going beyond some similar but not complementary concepts
already discussed in the literature. Take as an example ‘information activism’
(Halupka, 2016), a form of political participation that does not take into con-
sideration the production of news content, but just the consumption and the
sharing processes made by activists. The other is ‘activist journalism’ (Olesen,
2008), which highlights how investigative journalism is a political act within
the boundaries of professional journalism.
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At the same time, the idea of informative activism allows for discovering
proximity relations with the concept of ‘data journalism’ from a processual
perspective (Veglis & Bratsas, 2017), adopting some of its practices, and
following hybridity dynamics (Chadwick, 2013). Looking at the literature on
journalism, scholars speak about ‘hybrid news practices’ (Hamilton, 2016)
to go beyond the dichotomy between legacy and alternative media (Atton,
2008; Bailey et al., 2007; Prehn & Jankowski, 2002; Rennie, 2006), but also
conceptualise the news as a ‘relational social practice’ (Ostertag, 2020) that
involve different forms of public connection in terms of ‘anchoring practices’
(Raetzsch & Liinenborg, 2020). However, this new form of activism seems to
overlap just partially with journalism, considering all the specificities related
to newsmaking routines, norms, and logics.

Proximity relations can be found also looking at the concept of ‘data
activism’ (Gutiérrez, 2018; Milan, 2017) and related theoretical (Milan
& van der Velden, 2016) and analytical developments (Beraldo & Milan,
2019). Informative activism, therefore, can be situated close to Milan and
Gutiérrez’s (2015) representation of data activism and neighbouring fields
of action. In their representation, data activism is at the intersection, among
others, of data journalism and media activism, civic hacking, and advocacy
data journalism. The case of Openpolis, however, provides evidence that there
is another form of activism that, as said, combines the dimensions of acting
as a watchdog, doing data journalism and being a veritable source of data and
information.

Framed in these terms, informative activism moves its path from the
interconnections between data journalism and data activism, offering a new
theoretical perspective that aims to capture these proximity relations that
characterised both fields of action also in the anti-corruption struggle. Indeed,
informative activism allows for going beyond the conception of the role of
journalists and activists as silos in the fight against corruption, attributing to
journalists an active role also in terms of anti-corruption actions, beyond the
media coverage of corruption and its politicisation. To conclude, informative
activism is a modality of action that belongs to collective actors situated across
the realms of (data) journalism and (data) activism. These hybrid actors, as
Openpolis, are playing a critical role in monitoring governmental institutions,
uncovering corruption and misgovernance.

CONCLUSION

This chapter explored the case of the Italian initiative Openpolis, that since its
first activities in 2006 has been developing digital content to, according to its
own website, ‘produce useful and quality information’. Openpolis has been
incorporating in its daily practices, repertoires, and tactics from journalism
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acting more like a watchdog, to produce data journalism content as well as
to be a source of data and information to other people, especially the ones
engaged in anti-corruption struggles. Given the combination of these three fea-
tures (acting as a watchdog, performing data journalism practices, and becom-
ing a reliable data source for other actors) Openpolis emerged as a specific case
of what I tentatively named ‘informative activism’, a concept introduced in
this chapter that combines elements of both data activism and data journalism.

Despite any possible limitation due to a single-case study analysis, the pecu-
liarity of Openpolis in combining data activism and data journalism to pursue
its goals allows us to state that there is room for innovation in the already
multifaceted anti-corruption field, particularly in the digital era. More specifi-
cally, the experience of Openpolis and the related formulation of ‘informative
activism’ highlights the necessity to go beyond the idea of data journalism and
data activism as two separate fields of action in the fight against corruption.
In fact, through the introduction of informative activism, this chapter assessed
how anti-corruption activists enter the journalistic field, hence transforming
both the activists and the journalist’s role in the fight against corruption. As
emerged from the analysis, actors who pursue informative activism tend to be
‘watchdogs of the system’ who put at the centre of their monitoring strategy
the development of data-driven platforms, following a pro-active data activism
approach. Furthermore, at the same time, these hybrid actors convert their own
dataset into public information: they use their aggregated data to uncover,
better explain and/or provide context to their contents, such as articles and
thematic reports. In this sense, informative activism initiatives tend to incor-
porate journalistic elements into their monitoring actions. In other words,
they start to act also as a (data) journalism initiative in the anti-corruption
arena, performing a variety of what scholars define as ‘instruments and
activities’ (or practices) for the fight against corruption (Bader et al., 2019;
Carr & Outhwaite, 2011; Holloway, 2006; Huss et al., 2023). Informative
activism initiatives such as Openpolis tend to combine ‘monitoring and report-
ing’ activities with ‘awareness-raising’ trying to foster ‘citizen engagement’
through the use of open data (Huss et al., 2023) and pursue advocacy actions,
largely fed by information that comes from monitoring (Holloway, 2006).
The main output of these anti-corruption activities is the production of their
own reports on specific topics, such as public procurement, asset declaration
of politicians, or public expenditure. Moreover, these hybrid actors are able
to strengthen their own technological and journalistic skills, performing
another key ‘anti-corruption activity’ defined by Carr and Outhwaite (2011)
as ‘capacity-building’.

In sum, looking at the role of Openpolis from the informative activism per-
spective, it seems that there is a tendency towards civil society organisations
that appropriate journalistic practices from an activist viewpoint, hence rede-
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fining the role of journalism in societies and activists’ expectations towards
the journalistic profession, its practices, and its ability to effectively support
anti-corruption efforts.

To conclude, defining how collective actors situated across the realms
of (data) journalism and (data) activism might contribute to foster the fight
against corruption from below as ‘informative activism initiatives’ has several
implications within the framework of anti-corruption. First, informative
activism brings out a more nuanced role of journalism in the fight against
corruption in the digital era, beyond the media coverage of corruption and
its politicisation (Mancini, 2018; Mancini et al., 2017; Skolkay, 2016). This
entails a redefinition of the role of journalism and its practices (mostly linked
to the processes of datafication, platformisation and hybridisation intrinsic to
the digital era), within the debate between corruption scholars that look at how
heterogeneous grassroots actors might contribute to curb corruption (Bader et
al., 2018; Fox, 2015; Grimes, 2008; Mungiu-Pippidi, 2015). Second, it fosters
the emergent line of inquiry that deals with the liminal spaces between jour-
nalism and activism (as Ahva, 2017; Baack, 2017; Gray & Bounegru, 2019;
Milan & Gutiérrez, 2015; Powers, 2018; Russell, 2016) also within Corruption
Studies. Third, it assesses how informative activism may enable the diffusion
of alternative narratives (Milan & Van der Velden, 2016) both inside and
beyond the legacy media, shedding light on the implications of these entangle-
ments not just in terms of content production.

Moreover, defining informative activism as a type of collective action that
revolves around data-related practices performed on public data, might chal-
lenge the broad debate on the role played by open data in curbing corruption.
The issue of corruption is very often relegated to the context of e-government
(see Gronlund & Flygare 2011; Shim & Eom, 2008). However simply
publishing open data will not necessarily result in a more open transparent
government. Opening data that has no adequate information quality leads to
less transparency and even less trust in the government (Janssen et al., 2012).
Informative activism plays an important role in making data truly open,
increasing its comprehensibility for those who are interested in corruption but
do not have the resources to collect the data, and turning it into stories that
matter for the fight against corruption.

NOTES
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tion program (grant agreement No 802362).
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10.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.
17.
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See the project co-funded by the European Commission under the Seventh
Framework Program: Anticorruption Policies Revisited (ANTICORRP), and in
particular its “Work Package 6’ which analysed the relationship between media
and corruption.

See MIUR PRIN 2017 — 2017CRLZ3F: ‘PolitiCanti. The Politicisation of
Corruption and Anticorruption Strategies in Italy’ and it follows the path of the
ANTICORRP.

See for example Chapter 7 in this volume.

See DIGIWHIST, an EU Horizon 2020 funded project that brings together six
European research institutes, with the aim of empowering society in the fight
against corruption through the development of digital tools based on open data,
and, simultaneously to increase trust in governments and improve the efficiency
of public spending across Europe. (http://digiwhist.eu/).

The expression ‘Data driven web applications’ appears in the Internal Report
(Openpolis, 2019, p. 4)

As regard the Transparency laws: Italy counts on the so-called Severino law
(1.190/2012), and the Law 97/2016 — Transparency Decree, that introduced the
institute of ‘generalised’ civic access (so-called FOIA).

http://www .foiaditaly.it/.

Voisietequi differs from the other platforms for two reasons: firstly, it does not
respond to the logic of preventing corrupt practices; secondly, it was conceived
as an interactive tool and was not supported by a database from which further
content could be produced.

According to Open Data Charter, data is open if it is: open by default;
timely and comprehensive; accessible and useable; comparable and interop-
erable; for improved governance and citizen engagement; for inclusive devel-
opment and innovation (National Open Data Charter, September 2015, https://
opendatacharter.net/principles).

For further details on the use of digital whistleblowing platforms as anti-corruption
technologies within the Italian context, see Chapter 7 in this volume.

For further details on crowdsourcing for anti-corruption purposes as in the Indian
case of I Paid a Bribe, see Chapter 5 in this volume.

Among the previous research on Openpolis, two comparative studies should be
mentioned: one on data journalism in Italy conducted by Porlezza and Splendore
(2019), in which Openpolis was classified as an example of data journalism
and broadly defined as a ‘data journalism agency’. The other study, instead,
compares the Italian case of Openpolis with the Spanish initiative Civio. Both
are defined as slightly different examples of ‘informative activism’ initiatives
(Fubini, 2023).

The fourth interview involved just one of the initiators that is also a tech devel-
oper, and was carried out one year after the others to collect up-to-date data on
the development of the different platforms: specifically Open Parlamento and
Osservatorio Covid-19.

At the time of data collection, there were no other reports available on openpolis.
it: later, the so-called ‘Activity Reports’ were published, one for 2021 and the
latest one for 2022.

Thematic Analysis can follow also a ‘theory-driven’ approach.

Openpolis’s team counts 15 members spread around three areas: the management
area (management and administration), a technical area (software development,
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data science, user experience), and the editorial area (data analysis, content
production).

18.  Interview 002, Initiator and Tech Developer, conducted on 08/12/20, online.

19. Interview 001, Initiator, conducted on 01/12/20, online.

20. Interview 004, Initiator and Tech Developer, conducted on 19/11/21, online.

21.  Interview 002, Initiator and Tech Developer, conducted on 08/12/20, online.

22.  The Lega Nord officially was founded at the end of 1989 with the union of
several regional autonomist movements in northern Italy. Since late 2017 it has
been called just ‘Lega’: from being an independence party in the north, the Lega
Party has become a nationalist and sovereigntist party close to local and foreign
far-right movements.

23.  https:// co rrieredelm ezzogiorno .corriere .it/ napoli/ economia/ 22 _giugno 26/
pnrr-mano-corta-lega-pd-meno-fondi-mezzogiorno-7e6¢58b2-f517-11ec-bb4f
-8b9052809¢54.shtml.

24.  Interview 001, Initiator, conducted on 01/12/20, online.

25. Interview 003, Initiator and Journalist, conducted on 16/12/20, online.

26. The Manifesto is available here: https://www.Openpolis.it/fondazione/manifesto/.

27. Interview 004, Initiator and Tech Developer, conducted on 19/11/21, online.

28. Interview 001, Initiator, conducted on 01/12/20, online.

29. Interview 004, Initiator and Tech Developer, conducted on 19/11/21, online.

30. Interview 003, Initiator and Journalist, conducted on 16/12/20, online.

31.  https://www.Openpolis.it/rassegnastampa/linchiesta-sul-pnrr-di-report-e-Openpolis/.

32.  https://'www.Openpolis.it/eventi/Openpolis-presenta-openpnrr/.
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