
 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR23057336 Volume 5, Issue 5, September-October 2023 1 

 

The Impact of Paid News on Media Credibility 

in India 
 

Akansha Tripathi 
 

Student, Amity Law School 

 

Abstract 

This research paper aims to investigate the pervasive issue of paid news in the Indian media landscape 

and its profound impact on media credibility. Paid news refers to the practice of news outlets accepting 

money or other benefits in exchange for publishing or promoting specific content, often without disclosing 

the financial arrangements to the audience. This unethical practice raises critical questions about the 

integrity of journalism and the credibility of media outlets in India. 

 

Introduction 

India has one of the most exciting media landscapes in the world. It is a huge evolving market 

throbbing with activity, change, and experimentation. Ironically, it is also enveloped in anachronisms. 

Where else in the world would you find a landscape as rich and varied as India’s with nearly 900 

TV channels, over 550 radio stations, 100 million registered publications. 560 million people use the 

internet, 400 million are on WhatsApp, 260 million on Facebook, 200 million used TikTok before its ban 

in India. 80 million have Instagram accounts, Telegram has over 30 million active users, and 12 million 

Twitter accounts. 

Paid news or paid content are those articles in newspapers, magazines and the electronic media, 

which indicate favourable conditions for the institution that has paid for it. The news is much like an 

advertisement but without the ad tag. This kind of news has been considered a serious malpractice since 

it deceives the citizens, not letting them know that the news is, in fact, an advertisement. Secondly, the 

payment modes usually violate tax laws and election spending laws. More seriously, it has raised electoral 

concerns because the media has a direct influence on voters. 

 

History of paid news 

The 18th century saw the introduction of publications like "The Bengal Gazette" and "The Calcutta 

Gazette," which laid the foundation for India's long history of journalism. Particularly during the colonial 

era, when the press was an effective instrument for bringing political and social concerns to the public's 

attention, these early publications were essential for the spread of knowledge. 

Journalism grew in importance throughout India's fight for independence. Leaders like Mahatma 

Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru used newspapers as venues to spread their ideologies, rally support for the 

liberation cause, and denounce British colonial oppression. The public's perception and the development 

of a feeling of national identity were greatly influenced by the media. 

After India gained its independence in 1947, the media continued to be crucial to the growth of the 

country. It was believed that maintaining democratic principles, defending civil freedoms, and holding 

https://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR23057336 Volume 5, Issue 5, September-October 2023 2 

 

those in positions of authority accountable required a strong and independent press. During this time, the 

media was viewed as a reliable institution, and journalistic ethics and integrity were valued highly. 

However, the media environment started to undergo considerable changes in the latter half of the 

20th century. India introduced economic liberalisation measures in 1991, which allowed for the growth of 

private enterprise and opened up its markets to international investment. There were significant 

ramifications for the media sector from this economic liberalisation. Private media channels proliferated, 

especially in the television industry, which boosted competition for advertising dollars. 

A new age of electronic media domination began with the advent of 24-hour news networks in the 

late 1990s and early 2000s. The transition from conventional print to electronic media increased rivalry 

among media companies for audience share and ad income. Media companies started to experience 

increasing financial challenges as the rivalry become more intense. These demands, along with the need 

to thrive in a very cutthroat market, prompted unethical behaviour in the sector. By taking financial 

rewards in exchange for favourable coverage, certain media outlets began to compromise their journalistic 

integrity. 

Advertorials, sponsored content, and covert sponsorship are just a few examples of the paid news 

techniques that have proliferated. In these procedures, media outlets took payments from people, 

businesses, or political organisations in exchange for favourable coverage or the repression of 

unfavourable reports. Due to this blurring of the borders between editorial and financial interests, the 

integrity of the media was questioned. 

 

Repercussions of Paid News 

Paid news has far-reaching effects that significantly affect India's media landscape, social climate, and 

democratic process. 

 

Loss of credibility and trust 

The public's faith in the media is damaged by paid news. The credibility and integrity of news 

organisations are harmed when it is believed that they are representing the interests of those who pay for 

favourable coverage. This decline in confidence may cause people to question the objectivity and veracity 

of all news reporting. 

 

Absence of Objectivity: 

When media outlets place financial incentives above accurate reporting, journalistic objectivity, which is 

essential for producing fair and objective news coverage, is undermined. Paid news causes biased 

reporting when specific opinions or people are given preference. 

 

A decline in democracy 

A free and impartial media is crucial for helping people make informed decisions in a democratic society 

like India. Paid news that favours particular politicians or parties can skew the political landscape. 

 

Erroneous public opinion 

By giving an inaccurate representation of reality, paid news can sway public perception. The general 

people may not have access to the varied and accurate information required to make educated judgements 

when information is disseminated to suit the interests of those who pay for it. 
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Integrity and reputation of the media 

Paid news is a practise that compromises the credibility and reputation of media outlets and individual 

journalists. It may be difficult for journalists to rebuild their professional reputation after participating in 

or being affiliated with sponsored news. 

 

Press Freedom Under Economic and Ethical Pressure 

Professional journalists and members of the media may experience financial pressure to participate in 

sponsored news practises, particularly when media outlets are having trouble making money. They are 

forced to choose between monetary incentives and journalistic integrity, which puts them in a moral bind. 

 

Normalisation of Immoral Behaviour 

Paid news is common, which might normalise unethical behaviour in the media. It could be harder to 

uphold ethical norms and the tenets of responsible journalism when unethical behaviour becomes the 

norm. 

 

Media Independence Loss 

Relying on financial incentives from outside sources, such advertising or political parties, may cause 

media organisations to lose their independence. This may lead to self-censorship and a reluctance to cover 

contentious or negative topics. 

 

A case study 

Radia Tapes Scandal 

Background: A string of phone calls between corporate lobbyist Niira Radia and a number of well-known 

people, including journalists, were released in 2010. These discussions exposed the scope of media 

slanting and the impact of corporate interests on news coverage. 

Impact: The controversy brought attention to the close ties that some journalists have with business 

interests. It reduced confidence in the objectivity of the media and heightened worries about the 

overlapping interests of business and journalism. 

 

Cobrapost Sting Operation, Operation 136: 

Background: The news site Cobrapost ran a sting operation in 2018 named "Operation 136" that revealed 

a number of media outlets and journalists who were purportedly eager to further a Hindutva agenda in 

exchange for payment. Video and audio recordings of talks were used in the inquiry. 

Impact: The sting operation brought into question the credibility of some media outlets' reporting and the 

ethics of journalists in general. It increased worries about political bias and paid news in Indian media. 

 

Lok Sabha Elections in 2019: 

Background: Several political parties and candidates during the 2019 Indian general elections were 

charged of buying favourable press in print and electronic media. There were several claims of slanted 

reporting and the promotion of particular political storylines. 

Impact: Questions about the fairness and objectivity of media coverage were raised by claims of bought 

news during a crucial election. It also increased worries that media outlets would put profit before 

journalistic ethics during elections. 
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Obstacles and Challenges 

Due to a number of difficulties and obstacles, addressing the problem of sponsored news and enhancing 

media trust in India is a difficult task: 

 

Ineffective Enforcement of Current Laws: 

Despite laws and rules prohibiting sponsored journalism, enforcement has been patchy and sometimes 

inadequate. 

Effective enforcement may be hampered by a lack of funding, a lack of political will, and corruption 

among regulatory organisations. 

 

Ownership Concentration in the Media: 

The difficulty is that many media organisations in India are controlled by a small number of powerful 

companies or people, which can result in editorial meddling and conflicts of interest. It can be challenging 

to control media practises and guarantee ownership transparency because of the political and financial 

influence of media owners. 

 

Financial Strains on Media Companies: 

Media outlets frequently have financial difficulties, which leaves them open to taking compensated 

material or advertisements in exchange for favourable coverage. 

Media outlets have few viable money sources, and dwindling advertising revenues may make it more 

tempting to use sponsored news practises. 

 

Political party influence 

Political parties in India have been charged with influencing elections and pushing their agendas through 

the use of bought news. Unbiased reporting and investigative journalism may be hampered by the close 

links certain media organisations have with political parties. 

 

Insufficient media literacy 

A lot of people lack the essential media literacy abilities required to distinguish between trustworthy news 

and commercial material. In order to implement efficient media literacy programmes and reach a large 

audience, resources and time are needed. 

 

Political meddling in regulatory matters 

Political influences can sway regulatory agencies, compromising judgement and undermining 

independence. 

It might be difficult in practise to create completely independent regulatory organisations and shield them 

from political influences. 

 

Identification of Paid News is Complicated 

It might be challenging to distinguish between paid news and true journalism. It may be difficult to 

successfully oppose the practise when there are unclear definitions and standards for detecting sponsored 

news. 
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Recommendations and Solutions 

Improving Legal Frameworks 

Strict Enforcement- Ensure that current legislation and rules against paid news are strictly upheld. This 

includes sanctions for news organisations and anyone who are proven to have promoted or used paid news 

practises. 

Consider revising and altering current regulations to meet new types of paid journalism, such sponsored 

material and advertorials, which may not be appropriately addressed by existing legislation. Establish 

safeguards for those who reveal instances of sponsored news in media organisations.  

 

Self-regulation in the Media 

Encourage media organisations to develop and abide by thorough codes of ethics that specifically forbid 

the accepting of payment or other benefits in return for coverage. 

Establish independent ombudsman or ethics committees inside media organisations to examine and handle 

complaints about ethical transgressions, including sponsored news. 

 

Openness in Corrections  

Ensure openness in the disclosure of corrections to the public as well as the rectification of errors and 

inaccuracies in news reporting. 

 

Accountability and Transparency 

Require media companies to declare their financial interests, including ownership arrangements, financing 

sources, and any advertising alliances that could affect editorial judgements. 

 

Advertiser Information 

 Advertorials and sponsored material should be clearly identified to be distinguished from ordinary news 

stories. 

Create and implement conflict of interest regulations to stop journalists from having financial stakes in 

the organisations they cover. 

 

Knowledge of the media and education 

Introduce media literacy programmes to teach students and the general public the importance of critical 

thinking, fact-checking, and recognising reliable news sources. 

Civic Education: To assist citizens better grasp the role of media in democracy, incorporate media literacy 

and civic education into curriculum. 

 

Public education initiatives 

Launch public awareness programmes highlighting the value of critical media consumption and the risks 

of sponsored news in order to promote media literacy. 

Awareness of Whistle blower Protection rules: Inform the public about these rules and push people to 

come forward with proof of paid news practises. 
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Media ownership disclosure 

Require media organisations to declare their ownership arrangements, together with any political ties or 

affiliations that could affect editorial content. 

 

Limits on Cross-Media Ownership 

Limit cross-media ownership in order to avoid an undue concentration of power in the hands of a small 

number of people or organisations. 

 

Promotion of High-Quality Journalism 

Investigate ideas for offering public financing or incentives to promote excellent journalism and 

investigative reporting, easing the financial strain that may otherwise result in sponsored news. 

 

Collaboration 

Work together to monitor media ethics, look into complaints, and promote reforms with civil society 

organisations, watchdog groups, and media associations. 

Regular audits and evaluations 

 

Independent Audits 

Conduct routine, impartial audits of media organisations to evaluate adherence to rules and ethical 

guidelines on paid news. 

 

Conclusion 

As a result, the problem of sponsored news in India has had a significant negative influence on 

democratic process, journalistic ethics, and media trust. Accepting financial rewards in exchange for 

biased reporting is an immoral practise that has wide-ranging effects on several facets of society. 

Paid news has a negative impact on democracy by distorting election coverage, undermining 

journalistic neutrality, eroding public confidence in the media, and spreading false information about 

public sentiment. Additionally, it impairs the credibility and reputation of media outlets and individual 

journalists, putting pressure on individuals who work there on both an ethical and financial level. 

The escalation of unethical behaviour, difficulties with law and regulation, and the blurring of the 

borders between journalism and advertising are all made worse by these factors. . Paid news threatens 

media independence and plurality while also contributing to the consolidation of media ownership. 

Dealing with the issue of sponsored news is crucial for preserving the integrity of the media 

ecosystem and sustaining the values of democratic government in India, where the media is seen as the 

fourth pillar of democracy. To maintain journalism as a dependable and reputable source of information 

in the nation, media professionals, regulatory bodies, policymakers, and the general public must work 

together. 
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