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I t is my privilege to be here with you today at the annual meeting

of the Canadian Nuclear Association. I come from the United States to talk

about fears of nuclear power. Such fears are not uniquely American. Never-

theless, they are widespread in the United States and they have, I believe,

now virtual ly paralized the American nuclear effort. The role of the media

in the generation and maintenance of this fear is of particular concern to

me because i t was through studying 11 years of TV news coverage of nuclear

power that I f i r s t became interested in public attitudes toward nuclear

power.

% earlier studies have been reported elsewhere ( 1 , 2, 3 and 4). In

addition, I have recently had the opportunity to extend my observations to

France where public attitudes toward nuclear power are conspicuously dif-

ferent from those found in the United States (5). Before commenting on

the French perspective, I w i l l summarize my thinking about the media and

perceptions of nuclear risk.

Many people active in the energy f ie ld think the media is purpose-

ful ly exaggerating the dangers of nuclear power. I disagree.

The primary explanation for the media's preoccupation with nuclear

fear is to be found in the public's general perception of risk. I t is also

true that the media exaggerates and perpetuates distortions in risk assess-

ment. More importantly, the media could play a role in helping the public

.learn to make more real ist ic risk assessments, including the real risks of

nuclear power. •

How is i t possible to explain the paradox that despite massive public

education, 50 million American cigarette smokers have not been scared out of

their habit which takes over 350,000 smokers' lives a year? Or that 50,000
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United States highway deaths and over 500,000 crippling injuries occur on our

roads each year and yet over 90% of the American public does not wear seat'

belts? Contrast this with the widespread fear of nuclear generation of

electric power which, after 25 years of commercial development, has caused

rw radiation-related fatalities. Even more dramatic was the finding of the

Presidential Blue Ribbon panel investigating the financially disasterous

accident at Three Mile Island in 1979. That independent panel found no health

damage to any worker or neighbor of the nuclear site, except for what they

called "mental stress," or what I call, more simply, "fear."

Similar paradoxes exist in the public's feelings toward driving a car

compared to flying in an airplane. Nearly 30 million Americans are afraid

to fly while comparatively few fear the automobile — even though automobile

accidents are the leading cause of death for every age group from 1 to 40

years old in the United States, and commercial air travel took only 13

American lives in 1980,

The answer to these paradoxes is found in the public attitude toward

risk, which itself is rooted in three simple psychological principles. These

principles ~ all irrational ~ govern risk assessment. The first, and most

important, is whether the individual thinks he controls the risk. Many

recreational activities are quite dangerous. Sky diving, skiing, and skate-

boarding are obvious examples. It is far more dangerous, for example, to

ride a bicycle around the block once a week than it is to live next to a

nuclear power plant. As anyone who has ever had an automobile accident knows,

the driver does not control his risk ~ or he would not be in the accident!

However, the risk is denied by the person anticipating driving a car or ski-

ing down a slope because he thinks he controls his risk. The same illusion

protects the cigarette smoker from fear: he has been manipulated into his
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habit by peer and commercial pressures and by the pharmacology of nicotine

addiction, but he thinks he controls his risk and therefore is not fearful.

This particular factor — the locus of control of the risk ~ is exaggerated

further for some when the "they" who control the risk are big, impersonal

and often mistrusted institutions. Thus, fear of nuclear power is exag-

gerated in part because the risk is perceived to be controlled by "big util-

ities" and by "remote bureaucracies" like the Nuclear Regulatory Commission.

Risks controlled by someone one knows are less feared. For many (but not

all!), driving with one's spouse is felt to be safer than flying in a plane

with a pilot one does not know.

The second principle of risk assessment is whether the health hazard

shows up as one big event ~ like an airplane crash — or whether it occurs

in separate individual events scattered over time and space — like automobile

accidents or cigarette-related deaths. Single big events are feared exces-

sively. Multiple separate dangers are more easily denied. Here the role of

the media is particularly important. Consider the news value of 130 people

dying in an airplane crash once a year with the news value of the 130 automo-

bile-related deaths which now occur every day in the United States. Similarly,

imagine the public fear if all 350,000 American cigarette smokers who die

each year came together in one place at one time to die every year!

The third principle of public risk assessment is whether the risk is

familiar or unfamiliar. Familiar dangers, almost no matter what the relative

danger involved, are hard to fear, while unfamiliar threats are almost impos-

sible not to fear. Cars and cigarettes are hard to fear while airplanes and

nuclear power plants are hard for many not to fear. This principle of famil-

iarity underlies the successful new treatment of the most extreme form of

fear, phobias. The treatment of an elevator phobia, which has kept the phobic
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person out of elevators for years, requires spending hours on elevators. When

that is done -- and it is not easy to get an elevator phobic in an elevator —

the fear withers away in the process known to psychiatrists as "desensitization."

When these three principles of risk assessment are put together, one

realizes that the deck is stacked against nuclear power. The risk of nuclear

power, as perceived in the public mind and as reflected in the media, is con-

trolled by someone else, it is thought of as related to one massive accident

~ like TMI -- and it is unfamiliar. The citing of nuclear power plants far

from urban centers insures this unfamiliarity as do the regulations which

restrict public visiting to nuclear installations.

When the impact of these factors is recognized it is not surprising

that many energy experts are paranoid about the media coverage, and the public

fear, of nuclear power. By contrast, consider how those same three irrational

psychological principles protect the alcohol, tobacco, and automobile industries

from public and media outrage over the hundreds of thousands of preventable

deaths caused each year by their products.

If these distortions in risk assessment were simply quirks of the public

psyche, they would be interesting, but hardly worthy of serious concern. How-

ever, the facts are otherwise. These distortions in risk assessment are built

into daily political and economic decisions with far reaching implications for

the nation's health and economy. Contrast the preoccupation (and cost) of

further improving the safety of nuclear power to the American inability to

either require wearing seat belts or the development of mandatory passive

restraints in cars. Or contrast our unwillingness to discourage cigarette

smoking as compared to our expensive and destructive preoccupation with nu-

clear waste management.

The media responds to risk assessment paradoxes by expressing, and
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even exaggerating, the fears of nuclear power partly because the media is

made up of people and i s , therefore, subject to the same psychological laws

as the rest of us. In addition, the media has other handicaps all i ts own.

The media needs to protect i t s integrity and any "pro-nuke" statements are

seen as potentially pandering to the "big money interests" at the expense of

the public welfare. The media is also drawn to the "big story" and has

trouble covering the "everyday" health risks. The media also tends to focus

on, and exaggerate, controversy in the name of balance; thus, any "pro-nuke"

statements must be balanced by "anti-nuke" rebuttals. This mechanism is

particularly hazardous when the "pro-nuke" side is "big business" while the

"anti-nuke" side is labeled "public interest." The media, despite i ts protests,

also must sell its product: fear is an upper — i t gets attention.

What can the media do about the role i t plays in risk assessment?

First, editors and reporters can become educated about what the dangers to

the public health really are, especially the dangers which are potentially

controllable.

Second, the media can separate "what is" from "what if." When cover-

ing dangers in the nuclear area, the media should highlight what happened,

rather than what "almost happened." From a health perspective, Three Mile

Island (TMI) was the ultimate "what if" story. How many people know that the

procedures designed to protect the public health worked at TMI and that no

one was injured?

Third, the media can compare actual and even potential risks in the

energy field and outside i t so the public has perspective on risks. When

covering the potential risks of nuclear power, the risks of alternative power

sources should be compared. When all these energy-related risks are discussed,

they should be compared with other, more familiar, risks -- like smoking
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cigarettes, eating peanut butter, and riding a bicycle.

If the media is to do more than reflect the common distortions in

risk assessment, it will have to overcome its own limitations. Meanwhile,

we should get off the media's back: they do not cause nuclear fears; they

are just victims of the same irrationality as the rest of us!

I will end by referring to the French experience with nuclear fears,

since this takes me back to the area of my most direct expertise: phobic

fear. Phobic fear is a relatively fixed, automatic fear reaction out of

proportion to the stimulus. Like fears of nuclear power, it often resists

rational evidence since the problem the phobic person faces is the feeling

inside himself, not the outer stimulus. Thus, arguments about air safety

will not induce a phobic person to overcome his fear of flying. On the

other hand, repeated exposure to flying will solve the problem, especially

if the experience is relatively prolonged and is repeated often. What, you

are by now asking, has this to do with the French?

France is technologically and politically sophisticated. It is

also virtually bereft of fossil fuels such as natural gas, oil, or coal.

Thus, for France to have any measure of energy independence, it has no

alternative but to use nuclear power. In 1974 the French committed them-

selves to stop building fossil fueled electric generating plants and to

increase nuclear power generation of electricity to 50% of total national

capacity by 1985 and to 70% by 1990. This commitment, honored by successive

governments and likely to be honored by the new French President, Francois

Mitterrand, is based on the widely held view in France that the nation "has

no choice." This has produced a markedly different climate of debate in

France including, apparently, a different media response. Minor nuclear

accidents with no health consequences are treated as minor news in France.
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In fact, the French attitude toward nuclear power is in many ways similar

to the American response to the crash of the DC 10 in Chicago a few months

after the TMI accident in 1979: necessity overcomes fear. Americans widely

believe they need air travel and many travel each day (15,000 take-offs and

landings of scheduled commercial planes per day), despite the risks of air

travel — many of which are irrational.

Canada: is it more like the United States or more like France, in

terms of the media and in terms of public fears of nuclear power? I'll

leave that question to you to answer. I suspect the only nations which

will be able to overcome their phobic fears of nuclear power will be those

which perceive the necessity of having nuclear power. If the nation thinks

it can get by without nuclear power, it will try. Thus, technologically

sophisticated nations which are energy poor (like France) will probably

assume the lead in the development of nuclear power. Meanwhile, other

nations, hiding behind the comforting illusion of energy sufficiency will,

I expect, do like most phobic people do: avoid facing their fears and pay

the price of lost opportunities.

Thank you.
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