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1 Objective 
This study investigates the effects of watchdog journalism on public opinion in today’s post-truth era. 
Watchdog journalism is a key mechanism in democracy for safeguarding public interest against leaders abusing 
their power. The core of this mechanism lies on the assumption that news reports on wrongdoings of leaders 
will change public opinion (Norris, 2014). That said, scholars have been questioning its effectiveness, in 
particular with recent rise of post-truth politics and fake-news that has blurred the line between real and fake 
news (McIntyre, 2018).       
2 Methods 

This study focuses on the Japanese news media. Specifically, on the recent ‘Moritomo Gakuen 
Scandal’ – a cronyism scandal that involves the government’s selling of a land to a private entity at 
a heavily-discounted price exposed by Asahi Shimbun in 2017 (朝日新聞取材班, 2018). This study 
uses a natural experiment approach with data collected from two representative sample surveys 
(n=1000 each) on the public’s opinion on the news media, fake news, and government conducted on 
8-9 March and 19-20 March, 2018. The two surveys, coincidentally, was right between the climax of 
the scandal that was triggered by the resignation of the National Tax Agency chief on 9 March. 
During this period, the numbers of news reports and Internet searches about the scandal were at 
their peaks. Thus, it is believed that the result of the second survey might have been influenced by 
the news reports on the scandal.                                         
3 Results 
Initial results of a comparison of the two surveys using independent sample t-tests have revealed 
some intriguing findings. First, there are no significant changes in the respondents’ satisfaction 
towards the news media and trust towards the government. However, there are significant increases 
in the number of news reports related to the scandal that the respondents thought were not true and 
were totally fake on both traditional and Internet news media, while this phenomenon is not found 
on news reports on other topics such international politics and finance. 
4 Conclusion 
According to literature, news reports exposing wrongdoings of leaders shall increase the public’s 
satisfaction towards the news media and scepticism towards the government. With this in mind, do 
the results imply that watchdog journalism has no effects on the Japanese public? Or they are 
influenced by the rise of fake news and post-truth politics? In-depth analyses are now ongoing to 
answer these questions by exploring factors that may affect public opinion such as their political 
stance, age, gender, and media usage. 
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