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Necessity to Watchdog Media for Better Society:
A Study of the Philosophy and Methodology of Journalism NGOs
in the United States

OKUMURA Nobuyuki *

Abstract: While media have become more diverse in the era of information technology, people’s
trust in news media has increasingly deteriorated. Although there is no organization to monitor
how faithfully the press contributes to democracy, the media have somehow maintained support
due to the groundless feeling that journalists must be doing something right in good faith.
Without making efforts to maintain confidence among the public, the media industry instead has
been frantically competing for profits in order to survive during these two decades as the
economic prosperity of the news business came to a turning point.

Such a problem is not confined to the United States. Japan shares the same problem. The
Japanese public also has come to regard media as already corrupt, resting on their raison d’etre
of freedom of speech, and there have been numerous incidents in which media has disappointed
the public. Tokyo Broadcasting System (TBS), one of the six major national television networks,
for example, allowed leaders of the Aum Shinrikyo cult to check the interview footage which they
filmed with a lawyer who then directed a warning campaign against it, eventually leading to the
kidnapping and Kkilling of the lawyer’s whole family in 1989. Nihon Hoso Kyoukai (NHK), Japan’s
only public national broadcasting network, altered the contents of a documentary program on
history issues of World War II owing to excessive concern not to be blamed by powerful
conservative politicians in the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) including former Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe in 2001, which ignited a large movement advocating nonpayment of license fees
among Japanese viewers. Recently in 2007, it became evident that Mr. Tsuneo Watanabe,
Chairman and Editor in Chief of Yomiuri Shinbun, the newspaper with the largest circulation, tried
to mediate to create an alliance between the LDP and the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) by
personally persuading both Prime Minister Yasuo Fukuda, leader of LDP and DPJ] President
Ichiro Ozawa, as if he were a political mastermind.

Someone must start to provide the public with information and analysis on the state of news
media so that we become able to promote reform and healthy journalism. Some nonpartisan
media watchdog NGO’s in the United States could take the responsibility, as those organizations

have staff with professional journalist experience which enables them to pursue analysis of news
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content as well as the social and business background of news media and this should provide a
good example for Japanese media and society. In this essay, I introduce the Project for Excellence
in Journalism (PEJ), one example of this type of unbiased NGO, with commentaries on its
background, philosophy, news analysis activities and methodologies.

The origin of PEJ was a group of journalists and scholars who gathered at Harvard University
in 1997. They formed the Committee of Concerned Journalists (CCJ), a consortium aimed at
restoring the people’s trust. Their milestone document, “A Statement of Concern,” elaborated the
mechanisms whereby commercialism affects journalism and makes the quality of news worse.
After four years of interviews, public forums and deep discussions, the group published a book
titled “The Elements of Journalism,” which introduces nine principles that professional journalists
should be aware of, and that the public should expect of the press.

This pursuit for reform of the news media developed to PEJ, which is trying to “help both the
journalists who produce the news and the citizens who consume it develop a better understanding
of what the press is delivering” through content analysis out of rather conceptual work from CC]J.
My discussion of characteristics of PE]’s media analysis projects is supported by close study of
reports on its website as well as an interview with Mr. Tom Rosenstiel, Director of PE]. One of
the notable aspects of PE]’s news content analysis is its production of simplified or numerical
information that a non-academic audience can understand intuitively, while traditional analysis
rather tried to investigate tones or narratives of a single piece of news and discussed mainly
received impressions. PE] is also working hard to investigate how the business and management
sector of the media industry affect newsrooms, and has been publishing an annual report called
“The State of the News Media” which covers all of the trends of the media sector and proves that
management’s excessive demands for financial efficiency lead to personnel cuts in news sections
and that demand for “selling news” is severely hurting quality of the news.

Another distinctive attempt being made by PE] is its engagement with the issue of the whole
circulation of news information in society, fearing that news media are losing diversity so that they
frantically try to cover the most popular story for readership or ratings and ignore their role to
spotlight less sensational stories which are also important for people’s self-governing. They code
news stories with eighteen variables by picking up thirty-five news media from five categories
every weekday and issued a weekly report on what the biggest story is. Over a long period, this
process makes clear how news agenda ebbed and flowed. Although there are still many points for
improvement, such as leveling of coders, this project could provide various findings for us to

realize how news media should function for better journalism.

Keywords: media, news, journalism, NGO, watchdog, Project for Excellence in Journalism,
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