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This special issue addresses relevant and yet little-explored aspects in the extant literature: how 

digital technologies can help fight corruption and related behaviors and how they can reshape 

different dimensions of the anti-corruption sector. It also addresses public discourses on 

corruption and anti-corruption, the position and interactions of different types of social actors, 

and the way corruption can be measured with the help of digital technologies. Social media 

platforms, instant messaging applications, information crowdsourcing websites, blockchain 

technologies, and machine learning algorithms are just a few examples of the wide range of 

technologies involved in anti-corruption efforts. In this special issue, we present relevant 

empirical findings and advance theoretical reflections on the potential of these digital 

technologies, which could be a powerful lever for anti-corruption efforts. Even if these 

technologies do not directly reduce corruption, as it often happens, they may have far-reaching 

consequences for the anti-corruption sector. This is so because they reshape the roles and 

interactions of a wide range of actors who are part of the anti-corruption sector, including 

government agencies, international non-governmental organizations, grassroots civil society 

groups, and individual citizens motivated to fight corruption. 

In recent years, a growing body of research has focused on how civil society actors, government 

agencies, and international organizations incorporate digital media of all kinds into their anti-

corruption strategies (Adam and Fazekas 2021, Kossow, N., & Kukutschka 2017, Davies and 
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Fumega 2014). A systematic literature review on anti-corruption strategies in the public sector 

argues that social media and mobile phones are relevant for strengthening citizens' monitoring 

capacity (Inuwa et al. 2019). Essentially, digitalisation of government services is seen as the 

epitome of openness, transparency and accountability as opposed to the shady nature of corrupt 

direct human interactions. The preliminary evidence points to the fact that e-governance 

increases social inclusion and reduces corruption by giving access to more people to 

government services digitally. This is coupled with the wider societal trends of increased use 

of mobile devices, decrease in price for broadband and internet services and expansion of 

internet/network coverage which would presumably reduce the digital divide over time. The 

expansion of the anti-corruption repertoire of instruments is aimed at replacing discretionary 

decision making by public officials by introducing rule based automated decision making 

(Davies & Fumega, 2014), enhancing public access to information, monitoring officials’ 

activities and enabling corruption reporting.  

Similarly, in a review of the relationship between digital media and anti-corruption strategies, 

Kossow (2020) sheds light on digital media platforms that enhance crowdsourcing and 

whistleblowing activities from the grassroots, thereby supporting upward transparency. 

Kossow also suggests that activists could use digital media as part of broad anti-corruption 

movements, as has indeed happened in the case of movements and campaigns that have 

developed in countries such as Algeria (Mattoni and Sigillò 2022), Brazil (Mattoni and Odilla 

2021), and India (Mattoni and Chakraborty 2023). Other scholars argue that machine learning 

applications could enable government and civil society actors not only to see corruption at 

work when it is otherwise invisible (Odilla 2023), but also to predict the evolution of future 

corrupt behavior (Arvik 2019, Köbis et al. 2022). Amid the COVID-19 pandemic emergency, 

the U4 Anti-Corruption Research Center published a report discussing the potential of online 

collaboration to promote social accountability, highlighting that digital platforms could 

enhance digital citizen participation with a watchdog function (Mullard and Aarvik 2020). 

More recently, Mattoni (2024) edited a volume on digital media and grassroots anti-corruption 

in which she proposed to consider digital technologies deployed in the fight against corruption 

as socio-technical assemblages. Indeed, once designed, created and finally deployed, these 

technologies set in motion complex processes that can transform anti-corruption activists and 

practitioners, the social movements and civil society organizations to which they belong, and 

the broader anti-corruption landscape, especially at the grassroots level. 
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This special issue draws on and contributes to this growing body of literature by addressing 

three specific aspects that have not been yet systematically explored when it comes to digital 

technologies and anti-corruption and that merit further empirical investigation and reflection.  

First, the role that certain types of digital technologies play in shaping and reshaping the public 

debate on corruption. Digital technologies, such as social media and instant messaging 

platforms, enable many-to-many communication flows that support the rapid and sometimes 

viral spread of information and commentary. They also facilitate the mobilization and 

organization of collective action around various types of social problems, including corruption. 

Moreover, digital technologies cannot be seen as mere tools in the fight against corruption, as 

they have symbolic and transformative roles that go beyond their basic, practical uses. Second, 

how the use of digital technologies to combat corruption alters the relational dynamics between 

bottom-up actors who seek to address this societal problem - including social movement 

organizations, civil society associations, and groups of concerned citizens - and top-down 

actors who also address corruption, albeit from an institutional perspective, such as government 

agencies. These interactions result in different types of relationships, ranging from 

collaborative and cooperative partnerships to complementary or conflictual ones, always 

revolving around a certain level of contention. Third, the questions that digital technologies 

can raise when it comes to finding new ways to measure, identity and expose corruption. This 

is particularly important when thinking about grassroots anti-corruption initiatives that might 

use digital technologies to capture corrupt behavior, hence proposing novel ways to produce 

data on corruption independently from more institutional efforts to measure corruption.  

The special issue addresses these three aspects through a collection of five articles, which we 

describe and discuss in the remainder of this introduction. The opening article is an empirical 

investigation of a much-studied digital technology - social media platforms - but one that has 

been understudied when it comes to understanding how it contributes to the production of 

public discourse on corruption. As some literature on corruption studies suggests, corruption 

is a social problem and, as such, it is also discursively constructed through the intervention of 

multiple actors, including lay citizens (Tänzler et al. 2016). In this regard, social media 

platforms are an emblematic example and a privileged point of observation to understand how 

corruption is represented in public discourse and, more importantly, by whom. In this regard, 

the article by Rita Marchetti, Anna Stanziano, Roberto Mincigrucci, Simone del Sarto and 

Susanna Pagiotti explore the unique role of social media in shaping public debates on 
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corruption in Italy, with a particular focus on Facebook, the most popular social media platform 

in the country. By analyzing the content and participant dynamics of Facebook pages and 

groups from 2018 to 2020 in Italy, the article addresses a gap in the existing literature, which 

has mainly focused on how legacy media have participated in the social construction of 

corruption. The findings suggest that social media broadens the range of participants in the 

corruption debate, including diverse actors who are typically underrepresented in traditional 

media. Discussions on the social media platform show a wider variety of perspectives on less 

covered areas of corruption, such as petty corruption and local grand corruption cases, 

suggesting a richer, more localized engagement in public discourse. However, the overall 

corruption discourse found on Facebook is not as diverse, as the dominant topics mirror those 

often covered by traditional media. Furthermore, the article shows that corruption is often used 

on social media as a tool to tarnish the reputation of opposition politicians or parties, to defend 

affiliated politicians, or to highlight one's own party's achievements. This use confirms the 

hypothesis that social media platforms also facilitate the political instrumentalization of 

corruption, especially by political party actors. 

The special issue then continues with three articles that, from different perspectives, shed light 

on a crucial feature of digital technologies: the fact that they are far from being mere tools in 

the hands of those who want to fight corruption. They are not just tools because their 

significance extends their practical use, and this happens for at least two main reasons. First, 

they might be designed with specific agendas, often reflecting particular political positions on 

corruption, transparency and integrity. Whether developed by institutional actors to combat 

large-scale corruption or by grassroots organizations to promote individual engagement against 

corrupt practices, these technologies inherently embody a particular perspective on how 

corruption should be tackled and why it is important to do so. Second, the creation and 

subsequent existence of these technologies initiate a complex web of interactions between a 

wide range of social actors, as well as between different technological artifacts, ranging from 

low-tech to high-tech. This interplay is not only transforming the technological landscape but 

also reshaping the very dynamics of how society confronts corruption. As platforms for 

engagement, these technologies facilitate - or sometimes hinder - interactions among a wide 

range of actors, including those between top-down and bottom-up participants. And as 

frameworks for action, they help structure the diverse anti-corruption efforts of institutional 

actors, civil society, and concerned citizens. Both as platforms for engagement and as 

frameworks for action, digital technologies can suddenly and comprehensively reshape the 
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anti-corruption sector, the position of different types of social actors within it, and the types of 

interaction that characterize them.  

This is evident when considering how civil society organizations are increasingly turning to 

digital technologies to enhance their capacity to support whistleblowing actors, but also to 

advance their anti-corruption agendas and transform their role in the overall anti-corruption 

sector. The second article of this special issue, authored by Alice Fubini and Alessandra Lo 

Piccolo, addresses the under-researched area of how the use of digital technologies by these 

organizations affects their interactions with institutional actors within the whistleblowing 

process. Using situational and thematic analysis, the study examines three Italian 

whistleblowing initiatives: Linea Libera, the Advocacy and Legal Advice Center for 

Whistleblowers, and Whistleblowing PA. The findings suggest that these initiatives serve not 

only as tools, but also as comprehensive whistleblowing infrastructures that vary in their 

technological sophistication. The differential use of these technologies allows civil society 

organizations to assume roles as either low-tech or high-tech intermediaries in the 

whistleblowing process, influencing their relational dynamics with institutional actors and their 

ability to influence the whistleblowing regulatory framework. Moreover, the comparative 

analysis of these initiatives reveals that the development of civic digital technologies often 

supports a broader political agenda of these organizations, albeit with varying degrees of 

success. This variation in technological sophistication shapes their ability to influence 

institutional actors, highlighting the complex interplay between technology use and power 

dynamics in the whistleblowing ecosystem. 

Grassroots actors, such as civil society organizations and concerned tech-savvy citizens, may 

also decide to use digital technologies to support their anti-corruption efforts when they see 

that specific corruption-related behaviors are not being effectively addressed by law 

enforcement. In doing so, they develop and deploy digital technologies to address a lack of 

action on the part of more institutional actors, as Fernanda Odilla and Clarissa dos Santos 

Veloso illustrate in their article. The authors examine the challenges and benefits of grassroots 

anti-corruption initiatives that use a "naming and shaming" strategy via digital platforms. Their 

study focuses on two Brazilian initiatives - Operação Política Supervisionada, OPS (Operation 

Supervised Politics) and Operação Serenata de Amor, OSA (Operation Love Serenade) - that 

use different types of technology to audit congressional spending and then use social media to 

publicize their suspicious findings. The article shows that this aggressive approach to 
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transparency is adopted primarily when traditional law enforcement and anti-corruption 

measures fail to be effective, and suggests that corruption may become resistant even to more 

aggressive societal strategies such as "naming and shaming," especially in the absence of 

coordinated efforts at both the grassroots and institutional levels. Indeed, the article emphasizes 

that having systems of participatory accountability is not enough. They must be complemented 

by active governmental investigations and sanctions to avoid disillusionment among activists. 

In addition, the case studies of OSA and OPS illustrate significant challenges in funding these 

civic tech initiatives, maintaining activist and public engagement, and scaling up their 

activities. These challenges persist despite high expectations that digital technologies would 

reduce operational costs and facilitate broader collective action. However, an unexpected 

benefit of using digital technologies in these initiatives is the significant media coverage they 

attract, which in turn broadens their base of support.  

Civil society organizations are not the only type of actor that increasingly sees digital 

technologies as relevant to the fight against corruption. Anwesha Chakraborty and Ina Kubbe's 

article illustrates how State and government actors might also employ them considering the 

digitalization of public administration as a strategy to increase transparency and thus fight 

corruption in the public sector. Among other sectors, for example, the integration of digital 

technologies in the health sector has been advocated in recent years as a key anti-corruption 

strategy. However, even in this case, the use of digital technologies is not without 

consequences. Focusing on India's healthcare sector and drawing on interviews, participant 

observation, and official documents, the article critically examines the rollout of the National 

Digital Health Plan 2020. The authors reveal a pronounced dichotomy between the optimistic 

policy rhetoric promoted by government officials and the practical realities of policy 

implementation as observed at the grassroots level. It highlights a significant tension where 

official narratives are often positive about the expected benefits of digitization, while local 

stakeholders are more cautious in their expectations. While the government sees digital 

technologies as a remedy for problems related to inclusion, transparency and service delivery, 

other stakeholders express concerns about inadequate infrastructure, unclear privacy policies 

and non-transparent involvement of private entities. These challenges underscore the complex 

and often conflicting relationship between digital health transformation and the fight against 

corruption. The article provides a comprehensive overview of these multi-stakeholder 

perspectives, illustrating the critical need for a balanced approach that addresses both the 

promises and pitfalls of digital solutions in anti-corruption efforts. 
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The final article in this special issue focuses on the challenges of measurement and the methods 

used to facilitate such assessments. Dale Mineshima-Lowe's article explores the 

methodological challenges of designing anti-corruption initiatives using digital technologies, 

with a particular focus on the issues of measuring corruption and generating data on this 

societal problem. It proposes theoretical reflections on three well-known case studies: the 

Transparency Watch project in Northern Macedonia, the I Paid a Bribe platform in India, and 

the Tá de Pé monitoring project in Brazil. These three case studies serve as a basis for 

examining two key issues: first, to critically evaluate the assumptions that underlie the 

perceived utility of digital technologies in the fight against corruption; and second, to identify 

the motives and drivers behind these initiatives, concerning their ability to measure corruption 

and along with their impacts. As the use of digital technologies in anti-corruption efforts 

continues to expand, the article suggests a pause to reflect on how and why these initiatives are 

specifically designed with digital technologies in mind. It emphasizes the need for greater 

transparency about the methods used to select digital technologies, the link between technology 

choices and defined goals, and the critical role of measurement in achieving those goals. The 

conclusion underscores the need for greater clarity in determining the actual impact of anti-

corruption initiatives facilitated by digital technologies, and suggests that understanding the 

effectiveness of these tools is essential for their future development and application. With this 

article, hence, the concludes with a theoretical reflection on the use of digital technologies in 

anti-corruption initiatives led by civil society organizations. These initiatives are typically 

based on the implicit assumption that the use of digital technologies is an effective strategy for 

fighting corruption, and that involving citizens in the creation of data improves the 

measurement of this pervasive societal problem. However, these assumptions are rarely 

challenged. It is crucial to critically assess them, as they may overstate the role of digital 

technologies in anti-corruption efforts without adequately problematizing their use, particularly 

in detecting, quantifying and categorizing cases of corruption within a specific context. 

The contributions to this collection shed light on the cacophonies, assumptions and practices 

brought about by digitalisation to fighting corruption in different countries, online platforms 

and anti-corruption arenas. Inevitably, more remains to be done. One key area of further study 

remains the systematic development of a conceptual framework able to uncover the intricacies 

of tackling corruption in a world in which digital technologies play a central role. This is a 

challenging endeavour way beyond the scope of this special issue. However, despite not raising 

to this challenge, this collection presents new empirical evidence on this topic. This has the 
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potential to act as guidance and link new evidence to the existing body of literature on 

(anti)corruption. Another area of further investigation relates to questioning the tacit optimism 

surrounding the role of digital technologies in curbing corruption and strengthening anti-

corruption. While most research considers the positives, there are indications that digital 

technologies can also be captured and used for corrupt purposes. It is worth gathering empirical 

evidence on the ways in which digital platforms, artificial intelligence and machine learning 

can create new opportunities for corruption. Finally, this special issue starts uncovering the 

ways in which digital technologies reconfigures social and political relationships within the 

framework of anti-corruption. More work needs to be done to enhance our knowledge on this 

topic and understanding of the unexpected outcomes of such reconfigurations in order to be 

able to deliver more impactful anti-corruption reforms. While we may not have all the answers 

regarding the best ways to tackle corruption yet, we strongly believe that this collection 

provides new avenues and feeds into the new debates about the role of digitalisation in anti-

corruption.  
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