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Mental Models of Radioactivity and Attitudes towards
Radioactive Waste

g NADJA ŽELEZNIK Siting of a radioactive waste repository presents a great problem in almost
vi /47?J4O every country that produces such waste. The main problem is not a technical
^ Parmova 53, Ljubljana, one> but socio-psychological, namely the acceptability of this kind of reposito-

Slovenia ry. Previous research on people s perception of the LILW repository construc-
nadja.zeleznik@gov.si tion, their attitudes towards radioactive waste, their willingness to accept it,

indicated significant differences in answers of experts and lay persons, mainly
regarding evaluation of the consequences of repository construction.

Based on the findings of pilot investigations a mental model approach to the radioactivity, radioactive
waste and repository was used as a method for development better risk communication strategies with
local communities. The mental models were obtained by adjustment of the method developed by Mor-
gan and co-workers where expert model of radioactivity is compared with mental model of lay people
obtained through individual opened interviews. Additional information on trust, risk perception, role of
main actors in the site selection process and their credibility was gained with the overall questionnaire on
the representative sample of Slovenian population.

Results of the survey confirm some already known findings, in addition we gained new cognitions and with
analyses obtained the relationships and ratios between different factors, which are characteristics both for
the general public and for the public, which is involved in the site selection process for a longer period and
has been living beside a nuclear power plant for one generation. People have in general negative associations
regarding the repository, the perceived risk for nuclear facilities is high, and trust in representatives of gov-
ernmental institutions is low. Mental models of radioactivity, radioactive waste and the LILW repository are
mostly irregular and differ from the experts' models. This is particularly valid for the models of radioactivity
and the influences of radiation on people irrespective of the public which was involved in the survey. Among
the most important factors which influence public acceptability of the construction of the LILW repository
in the domestic location is perceived risk to the nuclear power plant. This factor is more important than
knowledge on radioactivity and radioactive waste for different groups, also for the local public with experi-
ence of living beside nuclear power plant. Although it can be seen that the factor of knowledge has higher
importance in the local community which means that communication activities among local citizens do
influence the acceptability. Based on the analyses of the results, the starting points for improvement of com-
munication plans were prepared, which should be used by the implementer of the site selection, and later
during the repository construction. These communication starting points have a broader validity, since they
could be suitable also for risk communications for other technologies.
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