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PSYCHOLOGISTS'STUDY ON HOW TO COMMUNICATE ON THE
THEME OF NUCLEAR WASTE

Christine GUILLOUX, SILLAGES, Paris
Psychologist-Psychotherapist, Trainer, Consultant Coach

You are curious about a "psychological" point of view on how to communicate on the theme of nuclear
waste and how psychologists could view the communication that is being made by EDF.

First, as a consultant and a trainer in communication, management and personal efficiency in France and in
other countries, more especially in the United States, I have been involved in several studies on
communication and environmental issues since 1980. More recently, I have specialized as a coach and a
psychotherapist, essentially in systemic analysis and brief therapy (model of Palo Alto) and in Ericksonian
approaches. These approaches have a common basis to utilize the realities of the system, the values, the
beliefs and the models of the world and to build from them.

In 1998, Jean-Pierre CHAUSSADE, EDF Senior Adviser, asked me to organize a study on how to
communicate on the theme of nuclear waste to help understand why communication on this theme seems
to be stuck. This study has involved many psychotherapists, psychologists and physicians from different
schools of thought. Afterwards a team of internal and external consultants continued the work in 1999 and
explored "the hidden aspects" of the communication that is made on nuclear waste. What are those
aspects? What has to be taken into account in such a communication on a theme that is "absorbing",
'.strong", "invisible"? How to build a more efficient and relevant communication towards the public and the
ecologists? How to buid a communication which opens up a dialogue and mutual understanding?

The first part of this qualitative study has been devoted to interviewing the psychotherapists in a non
directive way on what are the representations and befiefs about waste in general, then about nuclear waste.
The second part was centered on their reactions to a pamphlet "Nuclear waste in questions" (Les d6chets
nucl6aires en questions) and a video document (of a presentation of a paper given on the subject). What is
being presented below comes from this study and the work the team initiated afterwards. Gonzaque
MASQUELIER, one of the psychotherapist interviewed, participated in the team work and the writing of this
paper.

The most flagrant finding on this communication on the theme of nuclear waste is that we are at present in
a stuck situation. In what ways is it so?

1/ IN THE HUMAN PSYCHE, THERE IS A LARGE PART OF IRRATIONAL"

A artesian or scientific mind may critize against this view. Nevertheless, many scientific discoveries have
incubate and evolved while and because of dreaming. Do you remember how the famous "eurbka"
appeared?

In every communication is an hidden message. Or, it would be better to say it this way, every
communication is made of contents, what is so called the verbal language, the words, and of a package,
what can be called the non verbal language, made by the tonality, the rhythyrn of the voice, the gestures
and the postures that come with the words.

What is important is to take a step backwards to be able to understand why the communication is stuck:
that is called meta-communication ("meta" in ancient Greek means "above"). Meta-communicating is
11communicating on the communication itself".

Meta-communicating on the theme of nuclear waste doesn't mean to inform or to convince but to LISTEN. It
means to show to the person I am talking to that I listen to him/her, that I am open and able to accept and
welcome what he knows, what he doesn't know and what he doesn't want to tell me.

It is for us the only relevant position to unlock/release the communication on nuclear waste.

If we consider the proportion of "irrational" that fits in the hostility towards the current politics of running
nuclear waste, we have to consider some mass fantasies:
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1.1/ THE FANTASY OF THE "GROUP MACHINE"

This concept has been developped by Rend Kaess in order to illustrate how individuals fear that collective
life invades individual life. For example, we experience this fear when in a large crowd, we begin to be
conscious that, if there were a panic move, we could be trampled to death.

This fantasy seems to be well symbolized by nuclear energy: people know that, since Tchernobyl, in a
nuclear plant, a reactor can explode and then there is nothing else to do but run away or be a victim.

Here this fantasy relies on the fact that this invisible condensed waste could diff use in the air, in the water,
in the ground without visible trace. How not to be terrified by this lack of mastery of the machine?
Communicating on the storage of nuclear waste is more particularly difficult because it exceeds our
perception, our sense of time. It's difficult for us to represent an historical reality of several centuries and to
bury fissile material for several millions of years. - Can we dream of inventions or discoveries that could help
in dealing with material that is so explosive and mysteious as nuclear waste is?

When our rational left brain is overwhelmed, it is our right brain, the one of imagination and of creativity that
takes control. May be you are a parent. You know spontaneously how to take care and reassure your kid
when he or she is woken up by a nightmare: you know how that it isn't very relevant to start by explaining
that there is no wolf in the house or that witches doesn't exist. Spontaneously, we know that we have first to
listen to the kid, to let him express his fear, his terror and the emotion associated with it before reassuring
him and helping him to admit that there is no wolf under his bed.

Allowing ourselves to play with words, we can say that we have to let the emotion of the person you're
talking to ex-press itself so that he can im-press the reassuring content of your message in his memory.

1.21 THE FANTASY OF "IS THERE A PILOT IN THE PLANE?`

"Not only could the machine explode but is there a pilot mastering the plane?"

The public anxiety will remain, in our opinion, as long as the public has not clearly identified WHO IS
RESPONSIBLE FOR WHAT. Yet the question on nuclear waste is a nebula where the public is lost.

It is already lost in the forest of the acronyms of the companies that are involved. Messages have always
been focused on scientific and technical arguments and never focused on the human beings that are
responsible for it. As long as the public doesn't know who is responsible for what, it perceives that there is
an enormous bureaucracy without a head. On their part, ecologists are clearly identified, like Cohn Bendit,
Voynet...

Moreover, for innovations and inventions in the past we focus our attention on key figures such as Bldriot,
Mermoz, Lindberg... We had to bypass, to go beyond natural forces; we had to satisfy the myth of flying.
Those key figures show a pleasant picture of discoveries. What is there to bypass in creating a nuclear
energy. What are the key figures in the history of energy? We have the figures of pitworkers, of oil
prospectors that have been related by famous writers like Zola... What could be the key figures in the
discoveries about energy. Is there a myth to find, a myth to create? But a myth can't be created from
nothing.

Pierre and Made Curie discovered radioactivity but at what cost and who continues their work? The image
of the bomb is not positive. Today, who is responsible for what?

21 THE DIFFERENCE THAT, WE, PSYCHOTHERAPISTS, MAKE BETWEEN ANGUISH AND ANXIETY

Anxiety is a physical and psychological symptom which has a clear and identified object. For example, I am
anxious because I have to take an exam, this is of high value to me and I know I could fail.

Anguish is a phenomenon much more diff use, more diff icult to treat psychologically. Anguish can't be
defined by an object, by a clear source. I can suffer important physical symptoms ("angustus" in Latin
means "narrow"; when I suffer from a throat infection, I have a lump in my throat) and psychological
symptoms so that I never feel comfortable, relaxed. In other words, one can be overwhelmed by anguish,
only because one is in the world, mortal, responsible of one's act, etc.
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As professionals, we can say that ANGUISH IS MUCH MORE DIFFICULT TO TREAT THAN ANXIETY for
we can't grasp it, we don't know how to reach it.

Generally, nuclear energy has generated much anguish. It started when the atomic bomb was used in far
away countries. Every one has a diffuse fear of out of control forces.

Step by step, the public has gone from this diffuse anguish to an anxiety focused on certain themes like
nuclear waste. Most of the studies, at least in France, show that nuclear plants are well accepted as a way
to get less pollution in terms of carbon dioxyde than with fossil energies and that their security is well
mastered by EDF.

The public has evolved to an anxiety mainly focused on the nuclear accident, and incidentally on the misuse
of fissile material, from nuclear plants or nuclear storage sites, for terrorism.

It's not pleasant for you who work on nuclear waste for you are especially the target, the focus of this
anxiety. It isn't of any comfort to you. Nuclear plants are well considered, not nuclear waste. We have to
RECOGNIZE THAT IT IS A SERIOUS SUBJET and that it is taken seriously.

Although it's not comfortable to be the focus, the scapegoat of anxiety, let us explore on what base you
could rely on to diminish the level of this anxiety.

We see, as psychotherapists, three major ways to treat anxiety: LISTENING, PUTTING INTO
PERSPECTIVE, CHOOSING.

LISTENING is essential. If we aim at convincing, reassuring without listening, the system remains stuck.

When a person feels that he/she is deeply understood in his/her values and his/her anxiety, we can help
him/her to put things into perspective, to adopt a meta-position. This means to imagine what could happen if
the dreadful scenario really occured and what would be the consequences.

For example, while taking an exam, a student can imagine what could happen if he fails at his exam. He
visualizes himself not finding his name on the list of the successful students, he seeks on how and where
he could repeat his year, etc. It's important not to reassure him then but to let him find solutions himself, his
"creative adjustment" to a problemn that could occur. The student can build his success in preparing his
exam and also in considering different scenarii in case of failure: the student has the possibility to take
action.

PUTTING INTO PERSPECTIVE nuclear waste consists in giving to the public information on what could
happen if those anxious scenarii happened, like an earthquake, a nuclear explosion. Any aempt to
reassure or convince is of no help.

Imagine a father who couldn't listen to the anxiety of his kid the day before the exam and who would harass
him in saying that he will succeed, that it's easy, that, in his time, it was different, etc. This father would be of
no help for his kid.

As we have said before, the student can take action, he has the CHOICE to take action in different ways to
prepare himself for the exam and for the dferent scenarii of non success... and of success.

About nuclear waste, considering scenarii of non success would lead to taking into account the possible
accident... and the different possible actions that could be taken then. For example, could it be possible to
consider the range of first aid gestures?

Let us remember the experiments of Henri Laborit: rats that are submitted to electric shocks in their cage,
without possible action, develop ulcers; rats that are submitted to electric shocks in their cage and that can
action a control stick to stop the electric current are in good health; rats that are submitted to electric shocks
in their cage and that can action a stick which is disconnected are in good health. When rats can take a
possible action, rats don't develop ulcers.

Similarly, communities that have been interviewed on nuclear matters are much more open than the ones
that have been faced with a fait accompli. They have had the choice to act rather than suffer. The public
needs to be involved in taking action and in choosing. How do you involve the public so that people feel
concerned and find ways to act, and become conscious that there are some courses of action. 55



3/ A THIRD ASPECT IS: COMMUNICATION PRESUPPOSES RECIPROCITY

Reciprocity means that the people that are in charge of communicating on waste from all the involved
organizations like EDF, COGEMA, ANDRA, FRAMATOME, etc can be able to focus their atention on
THEIR OWN FEARS and can be able to communicate about them.

In fact, those fears exist although different from the ones of the ecologists. Those fears exist otherwise we
wouldn't be here to discuss about this theme today. What are your fears?

Our role is to invite you to bring those fears to light and to explore them. Maybe there is the fear that
ecologists have too strong an influence on public opinion and political power; maybe there is the fear to lose
your job, maybe the fear about a technology that is not so well mastered... Maybe the fear not to be
recognized in your research, in your convictions, in your good faith...

In the same manner as psychotherapists make "work well" their clients when they are regularly under
supervision, i.e. a process of control where they analyze their own resistances, their own affects towards a
specific client, we think that you can't really communicate with people that are hostile to nuclear energy
without an introspection of your own fears. Without it, you might project your own vision of the world, your
own reality, your own values, your ways to behave in the world and you might be unable to access and
understand other universes than yours. Then there are no ways to communicate.

4/ IN FRONT OF ANXIETY, ANY DEBATE IS A DISASTER

Whatever you say, whatever technical or scientific arguments you develop, they are unacceptable as soon
as you let yourself engage in a debate.

Why is it so? Because you already represent power, technocratic decisions, money, monopoly of
technology. It's David against Goliath in the imagination of the public.

As soon as your opponents bring you into the field of a debate, "they win every time" whatever your
arguments. The public is always on the side of the smaller, the more creative one.

It is true in politics and, ecology parties know it very well, it is the same phenomenon in military or
commercial strategy. See how Apple wins market share in front of the "big and nasty Microsoft". The public
11sponsor" ffectively the Mac computers although they don't buy them. But heart has its reasons that reason
ignores.

The aitude of those of you who communicate on the theme of nuclear waste has to be one of calmness
and listening. The speaker has to be pleasant, moderate, human; he/she has to show that he/she
understands the arguments of the opponents and there, can induce respect for his/her human qualities
more than by his/her aggressivity to castigate the opposite thesis. The "gestalt" is more important than the
content. The non verbal language is more important than the verbal language.

So, the politic to oppose "fear against fear" which consists of arguing on how fossils energies increase the
greenhouse effect, how windmill energy creates noise and aesthetic disturbances, is legitimate in a debate
between specialists and experts to question about what good choices there are. Nevertheless it is very
difficult to use in a public debate for it worsens aggresivity. Every one of us then imagines that each
specialist wants to sell his/her technique, is not objective and hides the real issues.

5/ AN EFFICIENT MESSAGE NEEDS TO GET TO A MULTIREFERENTIAL LEVEL

The world is never binary: nothing is totally black or white. The shadow has always some photons of light.
We know that since Tao, yin and yang.

Nuclear energy is not all bad or all good, as certain people would like to caricature.

The nuclear field, because of nuclear waste, leaves some ethical questions. We would consider the
definition of ethics as "to work on finding the least worst possible solution". This definition relies on the idea
that there is no perfect solution, that there are problems in all the possible options to produce electricity.
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Scientifist are here to help the public and their elected representatives, i.e. the politicians, to choose "THE
SOLUTION THAT IS THE LEAST WORST POSSIBLE". In other words, "THE SOLUTION THAT IS THE
BEST COMPROMISE".

If this position is not clearly perceived by the public, the public rejects everything altogether, as soon as the
tiniest difficulty appears.

If the people in favor of nuclear energy develop a binary communication policy such as "We have the only
possible solution, we have scientific truth", then they are in a binary perspective which will be swept away at
the first incident. If you place yourself on the ethical level, you present a range of different technological
choices with their advantages and disavantages, then you let people use their own judgement.

It is a well-known and well-used tactic to force one's opponent to leave a multireferential position for a
binary position. It's important not to get into this trap.

TO CONCLUDE

To conclude on this theme, let us remember that the communication of a company or an industial field is
not the business of the people in charge of communication, it's the business of everyone.

Communication is made day by day by all the personnel of a company so that every one supports the
project. How is communication on nuclear waste made in each company that you represent?
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