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1. Preface 

Following the Great East Japan Earthquake on March 11, 2012, the media churned out 

extensive reports on the disaster in an unprecedented scale via television, radio and 

newspapers. As those media reports are examined from many aspects, we have reconfirmed 

that the media is a lifeline just like electricity, water and gas. While we learned what 

characteristic features each medium can demonstrate in disaster, its limits and problems are 

also manifesting themselves. (Fukuda Mitsuru, 2012; Endo Kaoru, 2011; Tokuda Takehiro, 

2011; The Ministry of Communications, et al, 2012, etc.) 

 One of the conspicuous problems of media coverage and communication in the 

disaster was the “vacuum of information” faced by so-called “information have-nots,” who 

are commonly found among disabled persons, the elderly, and foreign residents. After the 

earthquake, there were people who had trouble accessing necessary information or were 

misguided by inaccurate information, and as a result, suffered greater damages, physical 

confusion, trouble, or ended up in a panic state. 

 This report will introduce the result of the telephone survey conducted in March 2012 

on foreigners living in Japan to find out what kind of information activities they took at the 

time of the disaster and in the periods that followed, examine the “vacuum of information” 

they experienced, and clarify problems of the media. First, I’ll look at overall trends of 

foreign residents and sort out their basic problems relating to disasters (Chapter 2). Then, I 

will derive basic characteristics of foreign residents’ information environment and behavior 

from the result of the telephone survey (Chapter 3), and analyze their relations with the media 

and information at the time of the disaster from several aspects (Chapter 4), before 

considering future tasks(Chapter 5). 

 

2. Background and Outline of the Survey 

(1) Overview of Foreign Residents in Japan  
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As of the end of 2011, there are 207,000 registered foreign residents in Japan1). While the 

number remained constantly on the rise after World War II, the pace accelerated especially 

after the amendment of the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act in 1990. The 

influx of people from various countries, such as the South Americans of Japanese descent and 

Asians under the status of “technical Interns or trainees,” peaked in 2008 when the number of 

registered foreigners topped 221,000 hailing from 191 countries. After that, the number has 

been declining slightly for three consecutive years, partly with the influence of the economic 

slowdown triggered by the collapse of Lehman Brothers in the fall of 2008 and the Great East 

Japan Earthquake. 

 As it stands now, foreign citizens account for 1.6 percent of Japan’s total population. 

Compared with Western countries where the ratio ranges from 5 percent to more than 10 

percent, the figure isn’t markedly large and is unlikely to change drastically in the near future. 

As Japan faces falling birthrate and aging population, some believe continuous and extensive 

admittance of foreigners is necessary to maintain working population and bolster domestic 

demand. In fact, among political and business circles is a strong opinion that Japan should 

aim for a full-fledged “immigrant nation” and “multicultural society”2). 

 

(2) Disaster Information for Foreigners 

In Japan, which is prone to natural disasters such as earthquake and typhoon, information 

distribution in disaster and other emergencies has always been subject to debate and also 

important in considering cohabitation with foreign residents. 

 In 1995, when the Great Hanshin Earthquake struck the western part of Japan and left 

6,400 people dead or missing, 200 foreigners were among those who were killed. This 

prompted the launch of a community FM station that transmits information in multiple 

languages, and triggered full discussion of the media’s “multilingualization” and 

“multiculturization” (Junichi Hibino, 2002). In 2005, the Ministry of Internal Affairs and 

Communications formed the council on the development of multicultural coexistence, whose 
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2007 report categorized foreign residents as the people requiring assistance in the event of 

disaster along with the elderly, the disabled, expectant or nursing mothers and children, and 

pointed out the need for various support measures. The report said foreign residents are 

disadvantaged by the difference of language, culture and customs, as well as less experience 

of natural disaster in many cases. It also suggested, however, that foreigners, unlike the other 

groups requiring assistance, can likely evacuate on their own, if only they can obtain 

necessary and accurate information, and called for an individual support measures and 

guidelines for them (The Ministry of Internal Affairs, 2012). 

 The Great East Japan Earthquake occurred just when such discussion was taking place 

and many municipalities were drawing up support measures. As many experts point out, no 

other major disaster has hit a society with so prevalent digital media such as the Internet and 

mobile phones and so extensive information infrastructure. (iSPP, 2012; Endo Kaoru, 2012) 

 As in disasters in the past, however, the latest earthquake shed light on foreign 

residents’ information vulnerability. While the whole picture and details of their direct 

damages of the earthquake are yet to be unveiled, it’s been known that a lack of necessary 

information or diffusion of inaccurate information put them in great confusion and trouble, 

resulting in the exodus of foreigners after the disaster as witnessed at many airports around 

the country 3). It’s been also reported that post traumatic stress disorder(PTSD) of foreigners 

in the regions affected by the earthquake is more serious than the Japanese counterparts4). 

These issues suggest that a disaster’s subsequent impacts on people’s behavior or psychology 

can differ greatly depending on whether they have similar disaster experience and also 

whether they can access information as needed and appropriate. 

 With these into consideration, we carried out the survey, focusing on what actions 

foreign residents took to obtain information after the earthquake, and, as a premise for that, 

what sort of media environment they normally live in, with the aim to gather basic data for 

considering what measures must be taken in the future. 
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(3) Survey outline 

Following is the outline of the survey; 

Timing: March 2012 

Method: Telephone survey 

Target: 600 foreign residents in Japan (150 each from China, Korea, Brazil, and the 

Philippines)5) 

Number of questions: 28 (including those asking basic attributes) 

Commissioned party: NPO Information Center for Foreigners in Japan. 

 

The 600 people were chosen at random from the client rosters of ethnic media(newspapers, 

magazines and others whose main target is foreign residents and are published in languages 

other than Japanese), which are associated with the NPO entrusted to conduct the survey 6). 

The target of the survey wasn’t limited to the people living in the “areas affected by the 

earthquake in narrow sense,” such as Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima, but dispersed all around 

the country. 

 One reason we didn’t limit the target to the three prefectures was that the damage of 

the earthquake was so great and widespread that its impact reached people, including 

foreigners, in extremely broad areas. Another reason is the number of foreigners in the 

affected prefectures wasn’t great in the first place7). Moreover, the basic focus of the survey 

was not the emergency broadcasting itself, such as earthquake alert or tsunami warning, but 

on the way of disaster broadcasting and information in general.  

 As supporting materials to analyze and understand the survey result, we will use data 

of group interviews and hearings of foreigners as follows. 

(i) Group interviews 

Interviews were conducted in February 2012 in Kesennuma and Minamisanriku Town, 

Miyagi Prefecture, on women from the Philippines (2 groups, 5 members each). I mainly 
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asked what action they took to collect information after the earthquake, and what they want in 

the media. 

(ii) Hearings (door-to-door visits) 

I visited foreigners’ houses from January to February 2011 to hear their opinions. The target 

included Chinese, Koreans, Brazilians, and Filipinos living in and around Tokyo and in the 

Tohoku Region. The number per nationality ranges from 4 to 10. I asked about the media 

environment of their daily lives and how they usually contact with the media. 

 

3. Foreign Residents’ Media Environment and Information Behavior 

(1) Basic Attributes and Nationality Features 

Table 1 is the outline of major attributes of the respondents. It shows each nationality has 

different features concerning basic attributes.  

Table 1  Respondents' basic attributes
（%） China Korea Brazil Philippines

1．Ｍ 39 48 65 18
2．Ｆ 61 52 35 82
1．under 20 8 3 0 0
2．20s 46 37 5 15
3．30s 32 31 37 39
4．40s 8 21 39 37
5．50s 5 8 39 9
6．Older 1 0 0 0
1．Skilled labor 27 9 2 1
2．Trainee 21 0 0 15
3．Student 17 22 0 1
4．Spouse 15 22 10 37
5．Long term resident 6 9 79 15
6．Permanent resident 10 26 6 23

7．Nationalized 5 11 3 7

1．less than 1 year 0 3 0 0
2．1-3 years 24 11 2 17
3．3-5 years 24 17 9 15
4．5-10 years 29 27 39 31
5．10-20 years 17 26 37 29
6．20 years or more 7 17 14 8

sex

age

resident status

Duration of stay

 
 For instance, the ratio of male respondents was high among the Brazilians(65%), 

while the majority of the Philippine respondents was female(82%). Most of the Chinese and 

the Korean respondents were in their 20s and 30s, whereas the 30s and 40s age groups were 

the largest among the Brazilians and the Filipinos. In terms of the resident status, most 

Brazilians held the “long-term resident” status, while the majority of Filipinos were under the 
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“spousal” status. As for the duration of their stay, the Brazilians and the Filipinos had been in 

Japan longer than the Chinese and the Koreans in general. Those who were living in the three 

prefectures severely affected by the earthquake accounted for 18 percent of the respondents. 

The tendency of these features of basic attributes per nationality isn’t very different from that 

of the foreign residents in Japan as a whole.  

 Figure 1-1, -2, -3 are the results of the questions pertaining to linguistic abilities, 

including the skills of Japanese conversation, reading and writing, as well as English 

proficiency. The percentage of those who can speak Japanese or read and write in Japanese to 

a certain extent was relatively high among the Chinese and Koreans compared with the 

Brazilians and Filipinos. In the meantime, the percentage of those who can “read and write 

simple kanji characters and hiragana” was high among the Brazilians(66%). The Filipinos 

were relatively proficient in English, while most Koreans and Brazilians weren’t. 
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(2) Media Environment and Information Behavior 

Next, we’ll look at the respondents’ media environment and characteristics of their 

information behavior8). 

 Figure 2 outlines their Internet usage. The percentage of those who said they “use the 

Internet often” was high among the Chinese and Koreans(66% and 65%, respectively), and 

relatively low among the Filipinos and Brazilians. Only 27 percent of the Brazilians said they 

use often, while 40 percent said they “don’t use much or at all.” The Internet here doesn’t 

include e-mail. Whether they use Japanese, English or their native language wasn’t asked. 
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Figure 2 Frequency of the Internet Usage

Use frequently Use occasionally Don't use much Don't use at all

 
 Table 2 shows what media they use to learn about domestic news, i.e., the news and 

information about events taking place in Japan. The percentage of those who use “TV in 

Japanese” was the highest, ranging from 72 percent to 100 percent. The second highest among 

the Chinese respondents was “the Internet, i.e., portal sites or SNS, in Japanese(83%),” and 

“the Internet in their native language” among the Koreans(54%). As for the Brazilians and 

Filipinos, the second highest was “word-of-mouth information from friends, families and 

acquaintances(62% and 94% respectively).” The Filipinos were also using “newspapers and 

magazines in their native language” frequently(42%). It’s notable that the percentage of 
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Brazilians and Filipinos who use the Internet to learn about domestic news was fairly low, 

with 6 percent of the Brazilians and 22 percent of the Filipinos. The figures include the usage 

both in Japanese and native languages. 

Table 2  The Media used to obtain domestic news(multiple answers allowed)
（%） China Korea Brazil Philippines

TV in Japanese 99 72 100 95

TV in native language 1 19 1 0

Newspapers and magazines in Japanese 17 61 11 16

Newspapers and magazines in native language 9 48 0 42

Word-of-mouth from family, friends, and
acquaintances(including phone and email)

19 41 62 94

Radio in Japanese 0 36 1 13

Radio in native language 0 11 0 3

Internet portal sites or SNS such as Twitter
or Facebook in Japanese

83 48 1 21

Internet portal sites or SNS such as Twitter
or Facebook in native language

3 54 5 1
 

 Our next question was how much they understand the content of Japanese news on 

television. Figure 3 outlines their level of understanding of Japanese news on television and 

radio. 
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 The percentage of those who said they could understand “80 percent or more” was 

high among the Koreans(65%) and the Chinese(63%), followed by the Filipinos(51%) and 

Brazilians(22%). Those who said they could understand “50 percent to 70 percent” account 

for relatively high 59 percent of the Brazilians, and 41 percent of the Filipinos. About 20 

percent of the Brazilians and the Koreans said they understood 50 percent or less. Apparently, 

these results are closely related to the Japanese proficiency we looked at earlier. 

 

(3) Diversity and Disparity of Media Environment and Information Behavior 

Some of the characteristics of the respondents’ media environment and information behavior 

are consistent in many respects with the result of the hearings I’ve conducted with some 

dozens of foreign residents in the last 1-2 years. 

 As these data suggest, foreign residents are diverse, and we can’t simply bracket them 

together. Especially, their media environment and information behavior vary greatly 

according to such factors as Japanese proficiency, occupation, or academic background. Some 

take advantage of the latest media environment, and their information behavior is highly 

advanced even compared with average Japanese, while others don’t have easy access to the 

Internet and their main source of information is limited to mass media, such as the television 

and newspapers. 

 Let’s take A(male, early 30’s) from South Korea, for example. A is in the doctoral 

course at a Japanese university. Upon coming home, he immediately turns on his computer 

and television, which he uses at the same time(Picture 1). He mostly watches entertainment 

programs on television. He can understand 60 to 80 percent of the news programs, but he 

doesn’t watch them very often, because they require concentration. Instead, he checks Korean 

portal sites as needed. 
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Picture 1  Korean student using his computer and television at 

the same time at home 

 

 B(female, early 30’s) from the Philippines lives with her Japanese husband and three 

children in a public housing complex near Tokyo. On weekends, she calls her family in the 

Philippines with the free IP telephone called Skype, which is left connected almost all day. 

While she does housework or enjoys watching television placed next to the computer with her 

family, she talks with her relatives and friends in her home country via IP phone. She says it 

feels as if they were in the next room of a same house(Picture 2). She also uses the social 

network service, Facebook, to check news and information and to communicate with friends 

in Japan. 

 
Picture 2  Filipina(rightmost) talking with her family in the Philippines through 

the computer while enjoying television with her children 
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 C(male, late 40’s) is a Japanese Brazilian, living in Komaki City, Aichi Prefecture, 

with his Brazilian wife. As they don’t own a computer, with which they could access to the 

Internet, their main source of information is television. Since C was unemployed when I 

visited them, he was spending most of the day at home with the TV turned on all day. He 

wasn’t proficient in Japanese, and had trouble especially with reading and writing. He could 

understand only half of the news on television at most, and could hardly figure out what was 

written on the tickers. 

 As they illustrate, there are great variety and disparity in foreign residents’ media 

environment and information behavior, and they are closely linked with their attributes. It’s 

important to stand on such premise when considering the matter of disaster information and 

foreign residents. 

 

4. Information Behavior and Consciousness during the Earthquake 

Next, we look at the results on foreign residents information behavior and consciousness at 

the time of the Great East Japan Earthquake. 

 

(1) Television was the Primary Source of Information 

Table 3 shows what media they used to get information about the earthquake or tsunami on 

the day of the disaster. It indicates the three nationality groups except for the Filipinos used 

“television in Japanese” the most. The usage of “the Internet” in Japanese or native languages, 

and “word-of-mouth information from families and friends” was also high among the Chinese 

and Koreans, as well as the radio in Japanese among the Koreans. Twenty-one percent of the 

Brazilians said they used “word-of-month information,” the second most after television, but 

other media were hardly used. Among the Filipinos, the use of “word-of-mouth” was 

higher(95%) than “television in Japanese(86%).” They also used the radio in Japanese and the 

Internet to some extent.  

13 



Table 3  Source of emergency information such as earthquake early warning and

tsunami alerts(multiple answers allowed)

（%） China Korea Brazil Philippines
1．TV in Japanese 100 71 99 86

2．TV in native language 1 9 0 0

3．Word-of-mouth from family, friends, and
acquaintances(including phone and email)

27 44 21 95

4．Radio in Japanese 5 31 0 26

5．Radio in native language 0 11 0 0

6．Internet portal sites or SNS such as Twitter
or Facebook in Japanese

89 47 1 23

7．Internet portal sites or SNS such as Twitter
or Facebook in native language

20 49 0 1

8．Don't know/no answer 0 1 0 0  
Table 4  The media that were usefu l to get the information they wanted

in the few weeks following the earthquake

（%） China Korea Brazil Philippines
1．TV in Japanese 100 69 100 92
2．TV in native language 1 13 0 0

3．Newspapers and magazines in Japanese 17 48 4 15

4．Newspapers and magazines in native language 5 15 0 1

5．Word-of-mouth from family, friends, and
acquaintances(including phone and email) 37 33 19 89

6．Radio in Japanese 5 43 0 17

7．Radio in native language 0 15 0 3

8．Internet portal sites or SNS such as Twitter
or Facebook in Japanese 83 47 5 22

9．Internet portal sites or SNS such as Twitter
or Facebook in native language 21 47 0 1

11．Don't know/no answer 0 7 1 0  
 Table 4 is the result of the question about the media which they found useful to get the 

information they wanted in the weeks following the earthquake. All the nationality groups 

including the Filipinos said “Japanese television” was the most useful. The answers about the 

other media also show the same tendency as the answers on the sources of emergency 

information. Forty-eight percent of the Koreans said they found “Japanese newspapers and 

magazines” useful. The Internet was found helpful by the Chinese and the Koreans, while 

most Brazilians and Filipinos weren’t much benefited from the Internet. 
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 These results don’t show a great difference from the survey results conducted on 

Japanese people about the media usage after the earthquake. For example, the survey 

conducted by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the University of Tokyo from late February 

to March in 2012 revealed that all the age groups used the television the most to check 

earthquake warning and get information about the nuclear plant and radiation, with the 

percentage ranging from 80 to 100%. The Internet usage was higher among younger age 

groups, while older respondents used newspapers and radio more than the young. (The 

Ministry of Internal Affairs and other sources, 2012) 

 

(2) Sufficiency of the Information Needs 

Figure 4 shows what information they wanted the most in the weeks after the disaster. Ranked 

high on the list are “the status of damages,” “the situation of the nuclear power plant,” and 

“information about aftershocks.” The Chinese respondents also wanted to know “traffic 

information” and “whereabouts and safety of family, friends and acquaintances,” and the 

Filipinos were concerned about “whereabout and safety of family, friends and acquaintances” 

and “information about water, food, electricity and gas”.  
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 Our next question was whether they could obtain enough information they wanted via 

the media. Figure 5 is the result of the question whether they obtained the information they 

wanted. None of the Chinese said they “got information sufficiently; 71 percent said they did 

“to some extent,” and 29 percent said they “couldn’t get much information.” Among the 

Koreans, 42 percent said they obtained needed information “to some extent,” while 23% said 

they did “sufficiently,” and 21% said they “couldn’t get much.” The percentage of those who 

said they obtained information “sufficiently” was the highest among the Brazilians and the 

Filipinos at 95 percent and 65 percent, respectively. 

 While what caused such difference among the nationality groups is yet to be examined, 

it’s interesting to see that the Chinese and Koreans who have relatively higher Japanese skills 

than the Brazilian and Philippine counterparts and show more diverse information behavior, 

taking advantage of the Internet and other media, were actually less content with the level of 

information they acquired. 

 In the survey, we also asked whether they evacuated outside or within Japan. The 

percentage of those who said to have left Japan or moved elsewhere in Japan was the highest 

among the Chinese at 24 percent, followed by the Filipinos, 9 percent, the Koreans, 6 percent, 

and the Brazilians, 3 percent(Table 5)9). Details of their evacuation activities weren’t 
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investigated in this survey, but it’s worthy of further study whether their behavior was linked 

to the level of satisfaction of their information needs.  

Table 5  Evacuation actions

（%） China Korea Brazil Philippines

1．Left Japan 21 3 1 2

2．Moved elsewhere in Japan 3 3 2 7

3．Didn't evacuate 76 95 97 91  

 

(3) Adversity after the Earthquake and the Media 

Figure 6 shows the result of the question if they were having any difficulty or worries about 

their lives or work as a result of the earthquake. The percentage of those who said they were 

“very troubled or worried” accounted for 66 percent of the Chinese, 63 percent of the 

Brazilians, 49 percent of the Filipinos, and 16 percent of the Koreans. Aside from the Koreans, 

whose percentage wasn’t remarkably high, about half or more respondents had problems or 

concerns due to the influence of the disaster. 
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 We then asked whether Japanese newspapers, TV and radio were covering the 

problems they were facing sufficiently. As seen in Figure 7, about 90 percent percent of the 

Brazilians and 52 percent of the Filipinos said the media reports were “sufficient,” but only 2 

percent of the Chinese and 18 percent of the Koreans answered likewise, indicating not many 

them were content with the amount of information provided by the Japanese media about the 

problems they were going through. 
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 In Chapter 3, we looked at the close link between the media environment and 

information behavior with nationality and Japanese skills. Here, I’d like to touch on the 

relation of foreign residents’ information behavior in disaster and their Japanese proficiency. 

 Figure 8 is the cross reference graph of the Korean respondents’ answers to the 

question whether they obtained the information they wanted, which was shown in Figure 5, 

and their Japanese conversation skills. Considering the parameter was only 150, the result 

must be used as reference only, but the percentage of those who said to have obtained 

necessary information “sufficiently” or “to some extent” was 89 percent of those who can 

have “complicated conversation as required in work,” and 29 percent of those who can have 
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“everyday conversation.” In the meantime, 57 percent of those who can have “everyday 

conversation” said they “couldn’t obtain sufficient information.” It indicates that, even among 

the Koreans, who have relatively easy access to the information in their mother tongue 

through the Internet, the amount of the information they can obtain in emergency varies 

depending on their Japanese skills. 
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Figure 8 Whether they were able to get the information they wanted（Koreans,                                 

according to Japanese proficiency, N=150）
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 Figure 9 is the result of the Brazilians’ responses on the question whether they were 

having troubles or concerns due to influence of the earthquake, with cross-referenced to their 

Japanese conversation skills. It illustrates the relation between the seriousness of their trouble 

and their language ability. The percentage of the respondents who said they had “troubles or 

concerns” was 13 percent among those who could have “complicated conversation as required 

in work,” 66 percent of those who said they could have “everyday conversation,” and 83 

percent of those who had little or no Japanese skills. These outcomes suggest the language 

ability influences not only the amount and quality of their media usage and access to 

information, but also their everyday lives and works.  
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(4)Information Have-nots in the Affected Areas - Group Interview Results 

Since, as mentioned earlier, only 18 respondents, or 3 percent, lived in Iwate, Miyagi and 

Fukushima, the prefectures severely affected by the disaster, the results of the survey don’t 

necessarily represent the status of foreign residents who suffered directly by the earthquake 

and tsunami. As complementary data on their information behavior and media consciousness 

in disaster, I’d like to introduce the results of group interviews I conducted in the coastal areas 

of Miyagi Prefecture(Minamisanriku Town, Kesennuma City) in February 2012. 

 Unlike the Tokyo metropolitan area and the Tokai and Kinki regions, there aren’t 

many neighborhoods populous with foreigners in the Tohoku region including Miyagi, with 

exception of central areas of Sendai or other large cities. Many of the foreign residents in the 

region are technical trainees, interns, or migrant brides from China, South Korea and the 

Philippines. They live far apart from one another in cities and towns across the region.(Masae 

Omura, 2011; Yoko Matsuoka, 2007) 

 Minamisanriku Town and Kesennuma City, where I held the group interviews, were 

inhabited by women who had come to Japan as wives of Japanese men and were engaged in 

fisheries or seafood processing. I interviewed two groups of five women each. All of them 
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had lost their homes in tsunami and spent from a few months to half a year at evacuation 

shelters before moving into temporary houses. 

 The most notable of the characteristics of their media environment and information 

behavior was the extremely low dependency on the Japanese mass media, particularly on 

television. They could speak Japanese to some extent, but not very proficient in reading and 

writing. Only few of them were Internet users. Most said they use the computers of their 

husbands or children only occasionally. Almost all of them owned mobile phones, but used 

them only for calling and sending text messages. None of them had “Smartphones,” the 

multifunctional handsets which are becoming increasingly popular recently. In their towns 

were no magazines or papers in their mother tongue(ethnic media) that are often found in 

large cities with many foreigners. Some of them knew that NHK broadcasts news in English 

in the second audio channel, but they didn’t have a habit of watching them out of 

consideration for their children or parents-in-law living together. Thus, their media 

environment and information behavior show great difference from those of foreign residents 

in urban areas. 

 At the time of the earthquake, they encountered an extreme “vacuum of information.” 

Blackouts continued for several days, and they couldn’t use television or mobile phones. 

Newspapers started coming to evacuation centers only after one or two weeks. It took them 

one or two months to regain access to the television again. Until then, they could obtain 

information about evacuation centers, relief goods or soup-runs only from friends, 

acquaintances, municipality staff, or teachers of Japanese schools. 
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Picture 3  Group interview with Philippine women 

(Kesennuma City, February 19, 2012) 

 

 Once newspapers and television resumed service, they could get some information in 

Japanese about the scale of the damages or the situation of the nuclear plant, which they 

gathered with help of their families. However, information about temporary housing or 

consultation services, which were necessary for their daily living, was extremely limited and 

was only provided in Japanese. As many other embassies, the Philippine Embassy arranged 

chartered flights for its nationals who wished to evacuate Japan and also dispatched 

Philippine doctors to the affected areas, but they said such information never reached them. 

 From their experience of the vacuum of information in disaster, they said they wanted 

more broadcasting in plain Japanese or English, and that if news had been broadcast in 

Tagalog even for a short time, it would have been assuring. They also said more furigana 

readings on kanji characters in subtitles would have been helpful to understand news 

programs. 

 What they said with once voice was they wanted the Japanese television and 

newspapers to report their situation more. D(female, early 40s), who was acting as a 

facilitator for the Philippine women in Minamisanriku, said, having lived in Japan for more 

than 20 years, Minamisanriku had become her second home. Although she didn’t want to 
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leave the town where her family was, she said she was distressed by mounting anxiety about 

her life and work. She wanted their voices heard by more people in Japan. E(female, early 

40s) said the life in a small temporary house was stressful, making her worry how long the 

situation would continue, when the town would recover, or what would happen to her work or 

life. She said she was caught up in worries and that there were many things she would like to 

appeal herself via television or radio. 

 

5. Summary and Future Tasks 

(1) Summary 

Following is the summary of the results of the telephone survey and groups interviews. 

 Foreign residents’ media environments and information behavior vary, according to 

their nationalities, Japanese proficiency, occupation and background. There’s a great 

gap in the amount and quality of information they can access between those who are 

in advanced media environment and those who aren’t. 

 In disaster, as in peace time, foreign residents’ primary source of information is the 

Japanese television. As for the usage of the Internet and newspaper, the tendencies are 

different, depending on their nationality. 

 They made varied assessment on whether they were able to obtain the information 

they wanted sufficiently. The Chinese and Korean respondents gave relatively low 

marks than the Brazilians and Filipinos. The result indicated the possibility of a 

positive correlation between their evaluation and Japanese skills. 

 Quite a few foreign residents were having trouble with their lives or work due to the 

earthquake. As to whether the media coverage of their problems was enough, the 

Chinese and Koreans gave low marks compared with the Brazilian and Philippine 

counterparts. 

 Among the foreign residents in the areas affected by the disaster were large needs for 

information services provided other than in normal Japanese, such their native 
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languages, English or simple Japanese. They also have strong desire to let people 

know about their situation. 

 

Lastly, I’d like to discuss our future tasks based on these results in two aspects: practical tasks 

for the broadcasting media, and subjects of study and research. 

 

(2) Broadcasting Services for Foreign Residents 

In the phone survey, we also asked what they want from the media in the event of disaster in 

the future (Table 6). The percentage of those who wanted more information and news about 

the towns and areas they lived was the highest among all groups, except for the Filipinos, 

indicating high needs for information closely linked to their lives. It’s also striking that the 

demand for news and information in “simple Japanese” was higher than provision of 

information in their mother tongue among all nationalities, except for the Koreans. 

 

Table 6  Requests for the media reports in disaster in future
  (multiple answers allowed)

China Korea Brazil Philippines

66 19 55 97

0 5 0 51

3 33 38 55

89 61 77 59
0 49 0 0

（%）

No problem as it is

Provide more news and information
 about my town and region

Provide more news and information
 in "simple Japanese"

Provide more news and information
 in English

Provide more news and information
 in native language

 

 “Simple Japanese” is defined as the Japanese expression method that makes heavy use 

of hiragana and furigana readings with limited vocabulary for foreigners who can have 

everyday conversation to some extent but don’t understand difficult kanji characters or 

abstruse expressions or wording particular to Japanese. It’s attracting attention in recent years 

for being particularly useful at the time of disaster when it’s essential to convey information 

accurately and swiftly. Some groups have been working to draw up guidelines, while 

municipalities are starting to use it in their PR magazines or street signs. 
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 NHK, for its part, started experimental service of news and information in simple 

Japanese in April 2012 via the Internet10) Development and practice of more new approaches 

to provide foreign residents with information in various modes are awaited. 

 But providing those services is not enough. We asked in the survey about the usage of 

the multilingual services including English which NHK has been providing since before the 

earthquake to find none of the services were frequently used (Figure 10). One of the possible 

reasons is the low recognition of the services. In fact, only few of the foreigners I contacted in 

the group interviews and hearings knew about these services. Along with development and 

practice of new services for foreign residents, raising awareness of both new and existing 

services is an important issue.  
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Figure 10  Experience of using NHK's services in English and other languages 
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(3) Research and Study Subjects 

The findings also pose many issues for research and study. First, in order to develop new 

services for foreign residents and put them in practice, more basic research is needed. The 
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theme of this article, “disaster information,” can be wide-ranging in itself, depending on the 

time and space axes. 

 In terms of the time axis, emergency information such as early warning and alerts are 

needed upon occurrence of the disaster. In the several weeks following the disaster, 

information pertaining to evacuation centers, safety of family and friends, food and medical 

support is necessary. For a longer term, information about temporary housing, reconstruction, 

jobs, and other matters of daily lives is required. In terms of space axis, information is needed 

on the levels of municipalities and communities, which are close to the people, to those of 

prefectures and the country, and to overseas including their home countries. As to what media 

or devices should be used to provide the diverse information, we must consider the 

characteristics of each of the television, radio, newspaper, magazines, the Internet, and mobile 

information terminals to make best use of them. 

 No single medium can cover all the necessary information described above, nor is it 

necessary. What’s more important is the senders of information use appropriate media. It’s 

also useful to establish cooperative and collaborative relationship among those who provide 

information. 

 At the same time, detailed study of foreign residents’ information behavior at the time 

of disaster must be continued. For instance, we’ve only discovered one aspect of the 

confusion and panic that many foreigners reportedly faced after the massive earthquake. For 

instance, conducting surveys on a broader scale on people of various nationalities living in 

and around Tokyo would be useful to learn in more details what information they had at the 

time, what types and levels of information was lacking, as well as their information needs that 

must be fulfilled by the media. 

 Japan, which is gradually turning into a multicultural society, is also a disaster-prone 

country. In promoting cohabitation with foreign residents, the theme of disaster information is 

inevitable and urgent. 

 

Note 
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1)Immigration Bureau, The Ministry of Justice “The number of resistered foreigners as of the 

end of 2011(preliminary report)” February 22, 2011.  

http://www.moj.go.jp/nyuukokukanri/kouhou/nyuukokukanri04_00015.html 

2) For example, the Liberal Democratic Party’s Gaikokujin jinzai koryu suishin giin 

renmei[the board of diet members to promote exchanges of foreign human resources]. 2008. 

“Jinzai kaikoku - Nihongata iminseisaku no teigen [Opening of the country to human 

resources - Proposal on Japanese-model immigration policy]”; Nihon Keidanren[Japan 

Business Federation]. 2008. “Jinko gensho ni taio shita keizai shakai no arikata[The way of 

economic society responding to declining population], etc. 

3) Nikkei Business. 2 May 2011 issue. Feature article, “Kieta gaikokujin 

rodoryoku[Disappeared foreign workers)], etc. 

4) Japan Association for Migration Policy Studies. The 2011 Winter Conference. “Disaster 

Relief for Immigrants: Reporting from the Site of the Great East Japan Earthquake” Hirokazu 

Moriya of Tohoku University reported  that the rate of exchange students at Tohoku 

University with high risk of PTSD was 40%, much higher than the rate of Japanese 

counterparts, 15%. 

5) These are the top four nationalities of foreign residents in Japan. “China” includes the 

people from Taiwan and Hong Kong, while “Korea” includes South Korea and North Korea. 

They are abbreviated as “China” and “Korea” in this article. 

6) When conducting a survey on foreign residents, random sampling cannot be done as in 

normal opinion poll, because there is no list of foreign residents like the Basic Resident 

Register of Japanese citizens. Therefore, we selected targets from the client 

roster(approximately 35,000 members) of seven ethnic media which were associated with the 

organization entrusted to conduct the survey. 

7) According to the statistics of the Justice Ministry’s Immigration Bureau, the number of 

foreign residents registered in the three prefectures, Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima, was 

28,846, accounting for about 1.4% of the total number in the country(both as of September, 

2011). The number has been declining since the earthquake. 
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8) We conducted a phone survey two years ago on foreign residents’ daily information 

behavior. For the result and details, refer to Ritsu Yonekura, Masana Tani, 2010. 

9) According to the statistics of the Justice Ministry’s Immigration Bureau which compared 

the number of registered foreigners of December 2010, before the earthquake, and September 

2011, the nationalities showing the largest decline was Brazil at 6.7%, followed by 

South/North Korea, 2.7%, Peru, 2.4%, and China, 1.7%. 

10)  The experimental service is provided at the special Internet site, “NHK News Web 

Easy.” http://www3.nhk.or.jp/news/easy 

 

REFERENCES 

iSPP. 2012. “3.1 - Testimony of 3001 Victims - Loopholes of Disaster Communication in 

Digital Japan, from Information Behavior Survey after the East Japan Great Earthquake.”  

Impress Japan. 

Omura Masae. 2011. “Higashinihon Daishinsai, Hassei karano sankagetsukan o ima 

furikaeru” [The Great East Japan Earthquake, looking back the three months following the 

disaster], August 2011. 

Endo Kaoru. 2012. “Media ha daishinsai, genpatsu jiko o dou katattaka - hodo, netto, 

dokyumentari o kensho suru” [How the media related the major earthquake and the nuclear 

accident - Examine the media, the net, and documentaries], Tokyo Denki University press. 

Endo Kaoru. 2011. “Daishinsai go no shakaigaku” [Sociology after the major earthquake], 

Kondansha Gendaishinsho. 

The Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications Institute for Information and 

Communications Policy, The University of Tokyo Interfaculty Initiative in Information 

Studies. 2012. “Higashinihon Daishinsai o keiki to shita joho kodo no henka ni kansuru 

chosa kekka” [Survey results on the change of information behavior prompted by the Great 

East Japan Earthquake] 

28 



The Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications. 2007. “Tabunka kyosei no suishin ni 

kansuru kenkyukai hokousho” [The council on the development of multicultural 

coexistence 2007 report] 

Tokuda Takehiro. 2011. “Shinsai to Joho - Ano toki nani ga tsutawattaka” [Earthquake and 

information - what information was delivered then], Iwanami Shinsho. 

Hibino Junichi. 2002. “Taminzoku shakai o hiraku komyuniti hosokyoku, FMYY” 

[Community broadcasting station that paves the way to multiethnic society, FMYY]; 

Masao Tsuda, Chihiro Hiratsuka. “Paburikku akusesu o manabu hito no tame ni” [For 

those who study public access], Sekaishisosha. 

Fukuda Mitsuru. 2012. “Daishinsai to media” [The disaster and the media - lessons of the 

Great East Japan Earthquake], Hokuju Shuppan. 

Matsuoka Yoko. 2007. “Gaikokujin sanzaichiiki no jichitai ni okeru gengoteki shisaku” 

[Linguistic measures of municipalities with sporadic habitation of foreign residents];  

Matsuoka Yoko, et al. “Ijusha to ukeire jumin no tabunka togo o shiza to shita kyotsu gengo 

kyoiku” [Common language education for migrants and local citizens with the perspective 

of multicultural integration], Japan Society for the Promotion of Science, 2004 - 2007 

Grants-in-Aid for Scientific Research (B)(1) research report. 

Yonekura Ritsu, Tani Masana. 2010. 2Media Environment and Media Behavior of Foreign 

Residents in Japan - From a Telephone Survey of Foreigners(Four Nationalities),” The 

NHK Monthly Report on Broadcast Research, 2010. 

 

29 


