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The	nuclear	accident	at	Fukushima	had	similar	and	
different	characteristics	to	the	accident	in	Chernobyl
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A Tsunami	– rapid	implementation	of	

protective	measures	 no	attributed	death	
from	radiation	exposure	 published	studies	
concluded	radiation	health	risks	are	
minimal.

Human	error	 slow	 in	 taking	protective	
actions					28	highly	exposed	died	in	some	
months	– experts	indicated	some	evidence	on	
increase	risk	among	workers	who	received	
higher	doses	in	recovery	efforts.
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The newspaper article contents are in many situations subjected to the influence of collective
memories, as shared pool of information present in the memories of a small group or of the
public community. Moreover when producing a news, the media present it within a frame
that guides the public on how this news should be seen.

Triandafyllidou (1995)
“Nuclear accident of Chernobyl acquires a prominent position in the collective memory “

Gamson and Modigliani (1989), about the use, in US, of narratives from Three Mile Island
(TMI, 1979) accident in framing Chernobyl accident:
“Visually, there were many repeats of imagery from TMI coverage but with several new
additions”

The	collective	memory	will	make	links	between	any	
nuclear	event	and	other	major	nuclear	accidents

Study		based		on		large		media		content		analysis	
(N=1340)	from	6	countries	(BE,	IT,	NO,	SI,	ES,	RU)
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H1: Chernobyl nuclear accident will appear in most of the newspapers coverage of the
present Fukushima nuclear accident, despite the fact that the Fukushima carried no direct
hazard for the newspaper’s audience and the environment.
H2: The collective memory on the Chernobyl accident is recalled in a mass media to the same
extend in countries with severe radiological consequences as in the countries with no or
limited consequences due to the Chernobyl.
H3: Smaller geographical distance from the place of a collective memory – Chernobyl (H3a)
and active status of a nuclear energy production (H3b)or public attitude towards NPP of risk
perception during (H3c) the present Fukushima nuclear accident increase the use of
narratives.
H4: The media in reporting about Fukushima referred to the Chernobyl accident to the same
amount before increasing the INES level from 5 to 7, as they did after the accidents became
comparable by using the scale, although is INES scale used for communicating to the public,
H5: The number of newspapers articles linking Fukushima and Chernobyl was boosted by
anniversary journalism during memorizing 25th years of the accident in Chernobyl.

4

Howmass	media	evoked Chernobyl	
accident to explain Fukushima
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Howmass	media	evoked Chernobyl	
accident to explain Fukushima
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Frequency of the word “Chernobyl” ‐ to explore whether historical nuclear accident
appears in most of the articles on the present nuclear accident, despite the fact that
Fukushima carries no direct hazard for the newpaper’s audience and environment.

Chernobyl	accident appeared in	
37%		of the	articles reporting
Fukushima

1	week	 40%

7	week	 57%
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“Chernobyl”		in	the	title	of	the	articles	from	the	first	days

The	ghost of Chernobyl		
(12	March	,	Belgium)

Fearing Chernobyl	disaster
(13	March,	Norway)

Chernobyl	casts its shadow over Japanese land
(13	March,	Spain)

Super‐fireman’s	fight,	with the	Chernobyl	nightmare
(13	March	,	Italy)

Chernobyl	will not happen again
(14	March,	Russia)

Howmass	media	evoked Chernobyl	
accident to explain Fukushima
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Frequency of the word “Chernobyl” per country ‐ to explore whether the collective
memory is recalled, in a mass media, to the same extent in countries with severe radiological
consequences, socio‐political and economical consequences, as in the countries with no or
limited consequences due to Chernobyl accident.

Percentage of articles about
Fukushima,	using “Chernobyl”

Spain 42	%
Russia	 32	%
Norway 31%
Slovenia 30%
Belgium 27%
Italy					 23%		

Spain referred to Chernobyl for 42 % and
in first week about in one article over two
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Japan fights againt the	clock	to prevent its
Chernobyl	

(El Mundo,	14	March)

Japan fights to prevent another Chernobyl																					
(El Pais,	16	March)

We did not learn from Chernobyl	mistakes
(El Mundo,	17	March)
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Among the	6	countries analysed

Spain used “Chernobyl” the most frequently in the newspaper about Fukushima, despite
the fact it was the less affected of the 6 countries due to the Chernobyl accident, since it was
not directly object of deposition of considerable amount of radioactivity, with respect to
Italy and Belgium.

Russia, well known as a country with higher radiological consequences, also frequently
involved past nuclear accident to explain the present one.

The	influence on	collective memory of
Radiological consequences from Chernobyl	

Moreover the comparison of nuclear risk were not of great importance : articles
presenting a radiological comparison of Fukushima accident with historical accident
(Windscale, Three Mile Island, Chernobyl, Toka Mura) is no more than 15% (Italy and Spain)
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Italy is a country with strong socio‐political and economic consequences due to
the Chernobyl accident and use this reference at lower frequency (23%). In
comparison Spain, with no significant socio‐political consequeces, used the same
reference most frequently among the analysed countries.

Remarkable, stronger socio‐political and economic consequences due to the
Chernobyl accident in a country seems that don’t add more attention in the
historical memory in media reporting about the present nuclear accident.

The collective memory on the Chernobyl accident is recalled in the mass
media reporting about the Fukushima accident without influence for the
level of radiological, socio‐political and economic consequences.

The	influence on	collective memory of
Socio‐political consequences from Chernobyl	
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The	influence on	collective memory from
geographical distance

The geographical distance from the place
of a collective memory “Chernobyl” does
not influence the use of narratives in
journalism when reporting about the
present accident.

Chernobyl
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Percentage of articles about
Fukushima,	using “Chernobyl”

Spain 42	%
Russia	 32	%
Norway 31%
Slovenia 30%
Belgium 27%
Italy					 23%		

Belgium ‐ Phase out status of nuclear energy, 2 operating NPP, and
Italy ‐ All NPPs closed down after the referendum, 1987

have a public opinion about NPP, before Fukushima, more
favourable among the analysed countries

Belgium ‐ 23% of the population sees NPP as not dangerous;
Italy ‐ 23% rather in favour to the use of nuclear energy.

Spain ‐ Operating 8 reactors; 11.1% of public sees NPP as not
dangerous
Russia ‐ Active 33 reactors; 5.5% sees NPP as not dangerous
Norway ‐ No NPP; 16% sees NPP as not dangerous
Slovenia ‐Active 1 reactor; 9.6 % sees NPP as not dangerous

The	influence on	collective memory of
Status	of nuclear energy production

Public	attitude towards NPP	of risk perception
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The	influence on	collective memory of
Status	of nuclear energy production

Public	attitude towards NPP	of risk perception

Countries where public has more negative attitudes to nuclear
energy or higher risk perception of NPP (Russia, Slovenia, Spain,
Norway) have more often used “Chernobyl” as a reference in the
Fukushima reporting, than countries with lower risk perception
on NPP (Italy and Belgium).

Back	into	the	collective	memory	to	communicate	about	and	explain	a	nuclear	accident	to	the	public	



16/06/2015 14

Themedia interest in	the tool for communicating	
the	safety	significance	of	the	nuclear	event	

INES level 5 ‘accident with wider consequences’ to
INES level 7 ‘major accident’ ‐ the same level as
the Chernobyl accident ‐ (Week 5 ‐ 12th of April).

The INES scale aims to facilitate communication
and understanding of nuclear events among
technical communities, the media and the public.

%	of articles with word	‘Chernobyl’in	week	5:			29%	BE,			35%	IT,				50%	NO,				38%	RU,				31%	SI,			48%	ES
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Themedia interest in	the tool for communicating	
the	safety	significance	of	the	nuclear	event	

Accident on the same level with Chernobyl
(12 April, Aftenposten)

Fukushima is already the Chernobyl of XXI century
(13 April, El Mundo)

Fukushima like Chernobyl, severity level 7
(13 April, Corriere della Sera)

Fukushima was given Chernobyl's level of risk
(13 April, Komsomolskaya Pravda)

Fukushima now on the level of Chernobyl
(13 April, Delo)

Is Fukushima as bad as Chernobyl ?
(13 April, De Standaard)
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Chernobyl	anniversary	journalism	
memorizing	25th years	of	the	accident	

%	of articles with word	‘Chernobyl’in	week	7:			
59%	BE,			22%	IT,			100%	NO,				86%		RU,			64%	SI,			44% ES

The number of newspapers articles linking Fukushima and
Chernobyl was boosted by the anniversary journalism
during memorizing 25th years of the accident in Chernobyl
in the week 7 and to some extent also in week 8.

In the anniversary week, 100% articles reporting the
Fukushima nuclear accident included the world
Chernobyl in Norway, and more than 50% in Russia,
Slovenia and Belgium.
To analyse the	way	of reporting the	anniversary,	the	type
of articles was coded.
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The media content analysis shows that at short news prevail. The media also offered an in‐depth look at
what was going on, published as a feature articles during the week 7 ‘Chernobyl anniversary’ with a
detailed description and analysis of the Fukushima nuclear accident and its consequences, comparing
with Chernobyl. They accompanied the information with an interview or quotes from various emergency
actors, local population and victims.

Chernobyl	anniversary	journalism	
memorizing	25th years	of	the	accident	
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• The memory on the Chernobyl accident is in more than one third article
reporting Fukushima articles in Belgium, Italy, Norway, Russia, Slovenia and
Spain.

• Severe radiological, socio‐political and economic consequences of the
Chernobyl accident did not influence the historical memory.

• Morever, a smaller geographical distance to the place of the collective
memory doesn’t influence the use of narratives when reporting about a
similar event.

• Journalists from countries where people has more negative attitude towards
nuclear (Russia, Slovenia, Spain) used the Chernobyl accident as a reference
more often.

Conclusion
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• Newspapers in countries with an active nuclear energy industry with many
reactors (Russia and Spain) referred, in media reporting, about Fukushima
more often to the Chernobyl accident than newspapers from countries
without nuclear energy industry (Italy and Norway).

• Similarly, the newspapers from country with phase‐out nuclear energy
program (Belgium) referred to the Chernobyl accident less often than the
newspapers published in the active nuclear energy industry countries.

• The announcement of INES level 7 –the same level as Chernobyl ‐ generated a
significantly high media attention and gave the start for discussions on the
comparison between the two accidents.

• The frequency of referring to the Chernobyl accident showed differences
between the countries with time after Fukushima accident; the largest
differences was in the moment of incresed attention, in week 8 and 9 when
the world commemorated the 25° anniversary .

Conclusion
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Some	Recommendations	

• When appropriate, use comparison of radiological risks
of previous nuclear accidents with radiological risks of
the present accident.

• Communicate contextual information such as evacuation
plan, stress tests results, basic knowledge (e.g. difference
between contamination and irradiation) and not only
radiological risks.

• Take specifics of the country where you communicate
into account (e.g. existence of nuclear installations, level
of public understanding of radiological concepts).

• Know your public: attitudes, risk perceptions, historical
memory and address these characteristics in your
communication.

for improved public	communication

Figure			
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