e-ISSN : 3026-0892

nternational Journal of p-ISSN : 3026-1422

Index: Harvard, Boston,

Humanities, Education, and Social Sciencesjt =5

https://doi.org/10.58578 /IJHESS.v4i2.9439

Challenges and Prospects of Investigative Journalism
in Nigeria: A Conceptual Approach

Umeugoji Blessing Uchenna
Federal College of Land Resources Kuru-Jos, Nigeria
blessingumeugoji@gmail.com

Atrticle Info:

Submitted: Revised: Accepted: Published:
Mar 28,2026 | Jun 25, 2026 Jul 7, 2026 Jul 12, 2026

Abstract

Investigative journalism plays a vital role in democratic societies by exposing
corruption, abuse of power, and systemic failures that threaten the public
interest. In Nigeria, where governance challenges, corruption, and weak
institutional accountability remain persistent, investigative journalism is both
indispensable and precarious. This conceptual paper examines the challenges
and prospects of investigative journalism in Nigeria through a critical synthesis
of scholarly literature, relevant legal frameworks, and contemporary media-
practice contexts. The analysis is guided by Social Responsibility Theory,
Agenda-Setting Theory, and the Political Economy of Media to explain how
structural, political, economic, legal, and professional conditions influence
investigative reporting within the Nigerian media environment. The findings
identify political interference, legal and regulatory repression, threats to
journalists’ safety, inadequate financial and institutional resources, media
ownership influence, and ineffective implementation of the Freedom of
Information Act as major constraints on investigative practice. Nevertheless, the
expansion of digital media, increasing public demand for accountability
journalism, professional training initiatives, civil society support, and the
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potential for legal and institutional reforms offer important opportunities for
strengthening investigative reporting. The paper concludes that the sustainability
and effectiveness of investigative journalism in Nigeria depend on stronger legal
protections, greater editorial independence, improved journalist safety,
enhanced professional capacity, and more effective implementation of access-
to-information legislation. It contributes to media and communication
scholarship by integrating theoretical and contextual perspectives on
investigative journalism and provides practical implications for policymakers,
media organizations, professional associations, and civil society actors seeking

to promote accountability, transparency, and democratic governance.

Keywords: Accountability Journalism; Investigative Journalism; Media
Freedom; Nigeria; Political Economy of Media

Introduction

Investigative journalism is a specialized form of news reporting that aims to uncover
matters of significant public interest that are deliberately concealed, misrepresented, or
neglected by power holders (Houston, 2010; Edegoh & Omenugha, 2016). Unlike routine
news coverage, investigative journalism entails prolonged inquiry, fact-checking, verification
from multiple independent sources, and often risks by journalists in pursuit of transparency
(Houston, 2010). Historically, this genre has played a central role in democratic societies by
lluminating corruption, human rights violations, environmental crimes, and abuse of public
office (De Burgh, 2008). In Nigeria, a country with robust constitutional guarantees for press
freedom but enduring political, economic, and institutional challenges, the potential of
investigative journalism to function as a “public watchdog” is both vital and contested

(Anyadike, 2013; Antai & Umoren, 2023).

Nigeria’s media landscape has undergone significant transformation since the return
to democratic rule in 1999. Traditional media—newspapers, radio, and television—continue
to shape public discourse, while digital and online platforms have expanded avenues for
investigative reporting (Ifeanyi & Nworgu, 2022; Akintayo, 2024). Despite this plurality,
systemic constraints have often impeded deep investigative work. According to Akintayo
(2024), Nigerian journalists frequently confront political pressures, inadequate institutional
support, and legal uncertainties that collectively limit the scope and impact of investigative

reporting. Similarly, Anyadike (2013) noted that newsroom resource limitations and
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ownership interests contribute to selective reporting and undermine journalistic autonomy

in pursuit of critical investigations.

The role of investigative journalism in consolidating democratic governance is well-
established in media scholarship. Under Social Responsibility Theory, media institutions are
expected to serve public interests by providing information necessary for citizens to make
informed decisions and hold power to account (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). This
normative framework underscores the expectation that a free press should function as a
watchdog over government and other powerful entities (McQuail, 2010). In Nigeria, where
corruption and governance deficits persist, the watchdog function assumes heightened
importance. According to Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index,
Nigeria has consistently ranked in the lower tiers of perceived public sector transparency,

signaling endemic governance challenges (Transparency International, 2023).

Yet, the practical realization of investigative journalism faces formidable obstacles.
Politically motivated legal actions, including the use of cybercrime and defamation laws
against journalists, have been documented as mechanisms for suppressing critical reporting
(Human Rights Watch, 2021; Reporters Without Borders, 2022). Journalists are often
subjected to harassment, arbitrary arrest, and even physical intimidation when their
investigations expose powerful interests (Etumnu et al., 2024). These pressures can engender
self-censorship and constrain media organizations from fully engaging in investigative

endeavors (Uche, 2021).

In addition to political pressures, structural and economic limitations significantly
affect investigative journalism in Nigeria. Newsrooms frequently operate under tight budgets
that prioritize routine reporting over resource-intensive investigative projects (Olawale,
2025). Investigative reporting—by definition—requires time, specialized skills, technological
tools, and legal support, which are often in short supply in the Nigerian media context (Kurfi,
2025). Moreover, ownership patterns in Nigerian media sometimes reflect broader political
and economic interests, leading to editorial interference and compromises in journalistic

independence (Aondover et al., 2024).

Despite these constraints, opportunities for strengthening investigative journalism in
Nigeria are emerging. The Freedom of Information Act (2011) provides a legal basis for
journalists to request access to government records, although implementation remains

uneven across agencies (Eze, 2024; Antai & Umoren, 2023). Furthermore, the proliferation
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of digital platforms and online media outlets has created new spaces for investigative
reporting to reach broader audiences beyond traditional media gatekeepers (Ifeanyi &
Nworgu, 2022). Notable digital investigations by outlets such as Premium Times and Peoples
Gazette have gained public recognition for exposing governance failures and corruption

(Independent Media Reports, 2023).

Scholars emphasize that strengthening investigative journalism in Nigeria requires
multidimensional strategies. Training and professional development, expansion of legal
protections for journalists, institutional reforms, and collaborations between media, civil
society, and international press freedom organizations have all been proposed as pathways
to enhancing accountability reporting (Anyadike, 2013; Akintayo, 2024; Etumnu et al., 2024).
Additionally, growing audience demand for credible, accountability-focused journalism
signals a shift in public media consumption patterns, with citizens increasingly seeking news
that probes beyond surface events into structural causes and governance implications (Smith,

2023).

In sum, investigative journalism in Nigeria occupies a contested terrain shaped by
both enduring challenges and emerging prospects. By situating the practice within broader
governance, media policy, and economic contexts, this paper secks to conceptually explore

the tensions and possibilities that define investigative reporting in Nigeria today.
Conceptual Clarification and the Nature of Investigative Journalism

Investigative journalism has been widely conceptualized as a distinct genre of
journalism that goes beyond routine news gathering to systematically uncover hidden truths
that are of significant public interest. Scholars generally agree that what distinguishes
investigative journalism from conventional reporting is not merely the subject matter but the
method, depth, intent, and degree of risk involved (De Burgh, 2008; Houston, 2010). It is a
form of journalism driven by public interest rather than official agendas, press releases, or
staged events, and it often involves exposing wrongdoing by powerful individuals,

institutions, or systems.

Conceptually, investigative journalism is rooted in the idea of journalistic autonomy
and moral responsibility. Ettema and Glasser (1998) define investigative journalism as a form
of reporting that constructs moral narratives about right and wrong, accountability and
abuse, through sustained inquiry and documentation. This definition emphasizes that

investigative journalism is not value-neutral. Rather, it is normatively oriented toward public
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accountability and social justice. In the Nigerian context, where governance deficits and
institutional opacity are prevalent, this normative orientation becomes particularly significant

(Anyadike, 2013).

Several scholars have attempted to clarify the core attributes of investigative
journalism. De Burgh (2008) identifies three defining characteristics. First, the subject of
investigation is typically something that someone in power wants concealed. Second, the
investigation is initiated by the journalist, not by official sources. Third, the outcome serves
the public interest. These elements underscore the proactive and adversarial nature of
investigative journalism, distinguishing it from beat reporting or interpretative journalism.
Similarly, Protess et al. (1991) emphasize that investigative journalism relies heavily on
documentary evidence, multiple sources, and rigorous verification to withstand legal and

political scrutiny.

In Africa, and particularly in Nigeria, investigative journalism has evolved within
complex socio-political and economic conditions. Oso (2012) observes that Nigerian
journalism historically developed under colonial and military regimes where press freedom
was severely restricted. As a result, investigative journalism emerged cautiously, often
practiced by a few courageous journalists operating within hostile political environments.
Although the return to democratic rule in 1999 expanded media freedoms, the structural

conditions for investigative journalism have remained fragile (Uche, 2021).

From a professional standpoint, investigative journalism demands specialized skills
that exceed those required for routine reporting. These include advanced interviewing
techniques, data analysis, document examination, legal literacy, and digital security
competence (Houston, 2010; Bradshaw, 2017). In recent years, the integration of data
journalism and digital forensics has further reshaped investigative practice, enabling
journalists to analyze large datasets, track financial flows, and uncover complex corruption
networks (Gray, Chambers, & Bounegru, 2012). However, access to these skills and tools
remains uneven in Nigerian newsrooms, contributing to disparities in investigative output

(Kurfi, 2025).

Investigative journalism also entails heightened professional and personal risks.
Scholars note that investigative reporters are more likely than other journalists to face threats,
harassment, legal action, and physical violence, especially when their work targets political

elites or criminal networks (UNESCO, 2018; Etumnu et al., 2024). This risk dimension is
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central to the conceptual understanding of investigative journalism, as it shapes newsroom
decisions, ethical judgments, and individual willingness to pursue sensitive stories. In Nigeria,
where journalists have been detained, assaulted, or prosecuted for investigative reports, risk
becomes a defining condition of practice rather than an exception (Human Rights Watch,

2021).

Within the framework of Social Responsibility Theory, investigative journalism is
conceived as a public service obligation of the media. The theory posits that media freedom
must be balanced with responsibility to society, including the duty to expose corruption,
protect the vulnerable, and promote democratic accountability (Siebert et al., 1956; McQuail,
2010). Investigative journalism operationalizes this responsibility by transforming hidden
information into public knowledge that can stimulate debate, reform, and civic action. In this
sense, investigative journalism functions as an institutional mechanism for enforcing ethical

standards in governance and public life.

The Political Economy of Media further enriches the conceptual understanding of
investigative journalism by highlighting how ownership structures, market forces, and state
power shape journalistic practice (Mosco, 2009). Investigative journalism is often resource-
intensive and commercially risky, making it vulnerable in media systems driven by profit
motives and political patronage. In Nigeria, where many media organizations are owned or
influenced by political elites, investigative journalism frequently encounters institutional
resistance, editorial interference, or outright suppression (Aondover et al., 2024). This
political economy context helps explain why investigative journalism remains

underdeveloped despite its recognized social importance.

Importantly, investigative journalism should not be conflated with sensationalism or
advocacy journalism. While both may expose wrongdoing, investigative journalism is
distinguished by methodological rigor, evidentiary standards, and ethical discipline (Kovach
& Rosenstiel, 2014). Sensational reporting may prioritize shock value without verification,
whereas investigative journalism prioritizes accuracy, documentation, and public
accountability. This distinction is crucial in Nigeria, where competitive media environments

and digital pressures sometimes incentivize speed over depth.
Theoretical Framework

The study of investigative journalism in Nigeria requires a theoretical grounding that

explains both its societal role and the constraints under which it operates. This paper adopts
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a multi-theoretical approach, integrating Social Responsibility Theory, and the Political
Economy of Media as analytical lenses to conceptualize investigative journalism’s challenges
and prospects. Each framework provides complementary insights into how investigative
journalism functions in a socio-political context characterized by corruption, weak

institutional enforcement, and evolving media landscapes.
Social Responsibility Theory

Social Responsibility Theory (SRT), first articulated by Siebert, Peterson, and
Schramm (1956) and later developed by McQuail (2010), posits that media institutions have
a moral and societal obligation to provide accurate, balanced, and timely information that
serves the public interest. Investigative journalism embodies this theory by performing the
watchdog function, holding public and private institutions accountable for their actions
(Anyadike, 2013). In Nigeria, investigative journalism is particulatly aligned with SRT because
it exposes corruption, governance failures, and systemic injustices that undermine democratic

accountability (Antai & Umoren, 2023).

SRT also implies that media freedom must be exercised responsibly, balancing
societal needs against commercial and political pressures. The ethical dimension of
investigative journalism, including rigorous verification and avoidance of sensationalism,
reflects this responsibility. However, in Nigeria, ethical practice is often challenged by
political intimidation, financial pressures, and legal constraints, illustrating the tension

between normative expectations and operational realities (Uche, 2021).
Political Economy of Media

The Political Economy of Media (PEM) provides a structural lens for understanding
constraints on investigative journalism. As articulated by Mosco (2009), PEM examines how
ownership, economic pressures, and state power influence media content, access, and
independence. In Nigeria, many media organizations are privately owned, politically
affiliated, or dependent on government advertising revenue, creating conditions in which

investigative journalism may be curtailed or selectively applied (Aondover et al., 2024).

This framework is critical for conceptualizing the challenges of investigative
reporting in Nigeria. The high cost of investigations, combined with political and corporate
pressures, can deter media organizations from pursuing stories that expose influential actors.
Additionally, PEM explains why the proliferation of digital and independent media platforms

has become a crucial counterbalance, as these outlets often operate with greater editorial
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independence and are less constrained by traditional economic dependencies (Akintayo,

2024).
Challenges of Investigative Journalism in Nigeria

Investigative journalism in Nigeria operates within a complex socio-political,
economic, and institutional environment that poses significant obstacles to its practice. While
it is widely acknowledged as critical for democratic accountability, exposing corruption, and
promoting transparency, multiple challenges undermine its effectiveness. These challenges
can be broadly categorized into political and legal constraints, threats to journalist safety,
resource and capacity limitations, ownership pressures, and systemic issues in information

access.
1. Political and Legal Constraints

Political interference represents one of the most formidable challenges to
investigative journalism in Nigeria. Despite constitutional guarantees for press freedom
under Section 39 of the 1999 Nigerian Constitution, journalists frequently face intimidation,
harassment, and punitive legal actions when their investigations expose powerful political
actors (Human Rights Watch, 2021). Legal instruments, such as the Cybercrime Act and
defamation laws, have been selectively enforced to target investigative reporters, creating a
chilling effect that discourages journalists from pursuing sensitive stories (Reporters Without

Borders, 2022).

Research by Antai and Umoren (2023) highlights how journalists encounter
bureaucratic obstruction and political pressure when attempting to investigate public sector
corruption. Similarly, Uche (2021) reports that self-censorship is increasingly common
among Nigerian journalists who fear legal retaliation or professional marginalization. This
climate not only undermines press freedom but also constrains the watchdog function of

investigative journalism.
2. Threats to Journalist Safety

Physical threats and harassment constitute another critical barrier to investigative
journalism in Nigeria. Journalists reporting on political corruption, security operations, or
organized crime frequently experience intimidation, assault, or imprisonment (Etumnu et al.,
2024). UNESCO (2018) reports that journalists in Nigeria are among the most vulnerable in

Africa, particularly when covering conflict-prone areas or controversial governance issues.
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Etumnu et al. (2024) emphasize that risk factors include the absence of institutional
protection mechanisms, lack of safety training, and the increasing targeting of journalists
through social media harassment campaigns. These threats not only endanger journalists
personally but also restrict their investigative scope, as some may avoid high-risk stories to

preserve their safety.
3. Resource and Capacity Limitations

Investigative journalism is inherently resource-intensive, requiring prolonged
research, data collection, document analysis, and corroboration from multiple sources
(Houston, 2010). In Nigeria, many media organizations operate under constrained budgets
that prioritize routine reporting over time-consuming investigative work (Olawale, 2025).
The lack of financial resources limits journalists’ ability to travel, access public records, and
employ advanced investigative tools, such as data analytics software or secure

communication technologies.

Kurfi (2025) observes that Nigerian newsrooms often lack the specialized skills
necessary for complex investigations, including legal literacy, digital forensics, and data
journalism. Consequently, investigative projects are frequently short-lived, under-researched,

or abandoned, undermining the credibility and depth of reporting.
4. Ownership and Editorial Pressures

Ownership structures in Nigerian media significantly shape the practice of
investigative journalism. Many media outlets are either politically affiliated or financially
dependent on government advertising, which can influence editorial priorities and limit
critical coverage (Aondover et al., 2024). Investigative stories targeting influential figures or

corporations may be suppressed to protect the owner’s economic or political interests.

This environment fosters self-censorship among journalists and editorial
gatekeeping, further constraining investigative reporting (Anyadike, 2013). The Political
Economy of Media framework illustrates how structural dependencies between media
organizations, advertisers, and political elites reduce newsroom autonomy and limit the

potential for investigative work to fulfill its democratic function (Mosco, 2009).
5. Ineffective Implementation of the Freedom of Information Act

The Freedom of Information Act (FolA, 2011) is a critical tool for investigative

journalists seeking access to government records. However, Eze (2024) and Antai and
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Umoren (2023) note that implementation remains inconsistent due to bureaucratic
resistance, corruption, and non-compliance by public agencies. Journalists often encounter
delays, incomplete responses, or outright denial of information requests, making it difficult

to corroborate findings or produce evidence-based reporting.

This systemic inefficiency creates additional hurdles, as investigative journalism relies
on verifiable documentation to withstand legal scrutiny and public skepticism. The limited
effectiveness of FolA illustrates how structural and institutional weaknesses undermine the

potential of investigative journalism to serve as a robust accountability mechanism.
6. Socio-Cultural and Ethical Challenges

Investigative journalism in Nigeria is also influenced by socio-cultural factors that
can limit public engagement or acceptance. According to Oso (2012), societal tolerance for
corruption, patronage politics, and distrust of media institutions can reduce the perceived
relevance or impact of investigative reports. Additionally, ethical dilemmas arise when
journalists navigate confidentiality, source protection, and public interest considerations

(Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2014).

These ethical and cultural complexities require journalists to exercise professional
judgment and navigate competing priorities, often under intense pressure, which adds

another layer of difficulty to investigative practice.
Prospects and Emerging Opportunities for Investigative Journalism in Nigeria

Despite the formidable challenges facing investigative journalism in Nigeria, there
are several emerging prospects that offer opportunities to strengthen its practice and enhance
its democratic function. These prospects are rooted in legislative reforms, digital and online
media expansion, professional development, civil society support, and growing public
demand for accountability journalism. By leveraging these opportunities, investigative
journalism can overcome structural and operational constraints to become a more robust

mechanism for transparency and governance accountability.
1. Legislative and Policy Reforms

The Freedom of Information Act (FolA, 2011) represents a landmark legal
instrument with the potential to facilitate investigative journalism in Nigeria. By granting
journalists the right to access government records and public data, FolA provides a structural

framework to uncover corruption, mismanagement, and policy failures (Antai & Umoren,
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2023; Eze, 2024). While challenges remain in its implementation, strategic use of the Act can

empower journalists to secure verifiable evidence for investigative reporting.

In addition, other policy measures, such as protections against harassment and legal
prosecution of journalists in the course of public interest reporting, are gradually gaining
attention from advocacy groups and media stakeholders (Human Rights Watch, 2021).
Strengthening these policies and ensuring their enforcement can reduce the chilling effect of

legal intimidation and encourage more journalists to pursue high-risk investigations.
2. Growth of Digital and Online Media Platforms

The proliferation of digital media has transformed the landscape of investigative
journalism in Nigeria. Online platforms, blogs, and social media have expanded both the
reach and speed of investigative reporting, bypassing some of the constraints associated with
traditional media (Ifeanyi & Nworgu, 2022). Outlets such as Premium Times, Peoples Gazette,
and Sabara Reporters have established themselves as leading investigative platforms, producing

reports that expose corruption, governance failures, and human rights abuses.

Digital media also facilitates interactive engagement, allowing journalists to
crowdsource information, solicit eyewitness accounts, and mobilize public support for
investigations (Gray, Chambers, & Bounegru, 2012). The ability to publish independently
online mitigates some ownership and editorial pressures found in conventional media,

enhancing editorial autonomy and investigative reach.
3. Professionalization and Capacity Building

Another key prospect lies in the professionalization of investigative journalism
through training and skill development. Programs focusing on data journalism, digital
forensics, legal literacy, and ethical reporting are increasingly available to Nigerian journalists

through local and international initiatives (Bradshaw, 2017; Kurfi, 2025).

Professional development strengthens journalists’ ability to conduct thorough,
evidence-based investigations while reducing exposure to legal and security risks. Moreover,
collaboration between media organizations, universities, and professional associations fosters
the exchange of best practices, mentorship, and access to resources for investigative projects.
Over time, this investment in human capital can elevate the quality and credibility of

investigative reporting in Nigeria.
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4. Civil Society and International Support

Civil society organizations and international press freedom bodies provide significant
support for investigative journalism in Nigeria. Organizations such as the Committee to
Protect Journalists (CPJ), Reporters Without Borders (RSF), and UNESCO offer legal
assistance, advocacy, and protective networks for journalists under threat (UNESCO, 2018;

Reporters Without Borders, 2022).

Collaborations with NGOs, anti-corruption agencies, and academic institutions also
facilitate access to research data, technical support, and protective mechanisms for high-risk
investigations (Etumnu et al., 2024). These networks are crucial in contexts where domestic

political pressures and resource limitations may otherwise inhibit investigative activity.
5. Audience Demand for Accountability Journalism

Public engagement and audience demand increasingly favor investigative journalism
that exposes corruption, governance failures, and societal injustices. Studies show that
Nigerian audiences are becoming more discerning and actively seek news that provides
context, evidence, and accountability (Smith, 2023). This demand creates market incentives
for media organizations to invest in investigative projects and enhances the societal relevance

of reporting.

Agenda-Setting and Framing Theories highlight the potential of investigative
journalism to not only inform the public but also shape civic discourse and policy priorities.
As audiences respond to credible investigations, there is a feedback loop in which media
influence public expectations for transparency, creating a supportive environment for

sustained investigative work (Olawale, 2025).
6. Integration of Technology and Data Journalism

Technological advancements provide new tools for investigative reporting. Data
journalism, satellite imagery analysis, and digital verification techniques enable journalists to
uncover patterns of corruption, environmental violations, and electoral malpractice that were

previously difficult to detect (Gray, Chambers, & Bounegru, 2012).

By leveraging these tools, Nigerian journalists can enhance the depth, accuracy, and
credibility of investigative stories. Digital platforms also allow investigations to reach wider
audiences, ensuring transparency and public accountability beyond the constraints of

traditional media channels.
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Conclusion

Investigative journalism in Nigeria operates within a paradox: it is both critical to
democracy and constrained by structural, political, and economic pressures. Its challenges,
ranging from legal threats and political interference to resource limitations, require strategic
adaptation, professionalization, and policy support. Simultaneously, emerging prospects such
as digital platforms, audience demand, civil society support, and legislative tools provide
avenues for strengthening investigative practice. The interplay between these challenges and
opportunities has significant implications for media practice and democratic governance,
reinforcing the normative and functional importance of investigative journalism as a

cornerstone of transparency, accountability, and civic empowerment.
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