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1. Preface 

The Great East Japan Earthquake in March 2011 highlighted various problems 

concerning the provision of disaster information. Among them was the “vacuum of 

information” experienced by the socially vulnerable, such as the disabled, the elderly and 

foreign residents. Many foreigners, in particular, had trouble obtaining necessary information 

or took misguided actions because of inaccurate information. As the telephone survey of 600 

foreign nationals conducted by the NHK Broadcasting Culture Research Institute revealed, 

they suffered greater damages or ended up in a panic state, because of this vacuum of 

information. (Yonekura, 2012) 

To improve the provision of information to foreign residents it is essential to accurately 

understand their information behavior and what they need from the Japanese media. To this 

end, we conducted a group interview in March 2014 on the assumption that an earthquake 

occurs directly underneath Tokyo. Interview sessions were conducted with Chinese, Koreans, 

Japanese-Brazilians and Filipinos—the largest foreign national groups in Japan. All of them 

were medium- or long-term residents currently living in the Tokyo area. The interview was 

conducted in Japanese.  

Regarding the content and method of the interview, I consulted Ritsu Yonekura, former 

Senior Analyst of the NHK Broadcasting Culture Research Institute (present Nihon 

University Associate Professor) and Akiyuki Kawasaki, Project Associate Professor of the 

University of Tokyo School of Engineering. 

This paper introduces the result of the group interview, which revealed characteristics 

of foreign residents’ media use and information behavior in natural disaster and analyze what 

they require of the Japanese media. 

The structure of this report is as follows: First, I will look at the overall trends of 

foreign residents in Japan and sort out their basic problems pertaining to disasters (Chapter 2). 

Then I will introduce the characteristics of foreigners’ information behavior with the 

assumption that an inland earthquake strikes Tokyo based on the result of the interview 

(Chapter 3), and analyze their needs for information from the Japanese media (Chapter 4). 

The final section provides summary of the report and consideration of future tasks. (Chapter 

5). 
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2. Background and Outline of the Survey 
(1) Trend in the number of foreign residents in Japan 

Postwar Japan saw a constant rise in the number of foreign residents. The trend became 

even more conspicuous after the amendment of the Immigration Control and Refugee 

Recognition Act in 1990 with the influx of South Americans of Japanese descent and Asians 

under the status of “technical interns or trainees.” After hitting a peak at 2,210,000 in 2008, 

the number has been declining, partly with the influence of the economic slowdown triggered 

by the collapse of Lehman Brothers and the Great East Japan Earthquake. As of the end of 

2012, 2,030,000 foreigners are residing in Japan. (The 2013 White Paper, the Ministry of 

Justice) 

Following are the numbers of major foreign resident groups per nationality: Chinese, 

650,000 (32%), Koreans, 530,000 (26%), Filipinos, 200,000 (10%), Brazilians, 190,000 

(9.4%). Altogether, they make up nearly 80 percent of foreign residents in Japan. 

 Foreigners account for 1.59 percent of Japan’s population of 127.5 million. The ratio 

is not particularly high compared with major Western countries, for instance, the number is 

7.1 percent in the United States, 7.4 percent in Britain, and 9.0 percent in Germany (OECD, 

2013). As aging accelerates coupled with declining birthrate, some believe that we should 

accept more foreigners as nursing-care workers to make up for personnel shortage. Moreover, 

the construction and other sectors are expected to face labor shortage as demand increases 

with the reconstruction after the earthquake and the preparation for the 2020 Olympic and 

Paralympic Games in Tokyo. The Japanese government, for its part, has adopted the policy to 

extend the period of stay for foreign trainees from developing countries. The authorities are 

also considering designating the Tokyo metropolitan area as a Special Strategic Zone to 

increase the number of foreigners. 

Since more than 40 percent of the foreigners in Japan are living in Tokyo and 

surrounding areas, a major earthquake in the metropolitan area might cause much larger 

confusions and damages than the Great East Japan Earthquake. Improving the overall 

provision of disaster information to foreign residents is a pressing task. 

 

(2) Preceding survey after the Great East Japan Earthquake 

In March 2012, the NHK Broadcasting Culture Research institute conducted a 

telephone survey of 600 foreigners living in Japan (150 Chinese, Koreans, Brazilians and 
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Filipinos each) to understand their information activities at the time of the Great East Japan 

Earthquake. Let me introduce the survey’s findings here. (Yonekura, 2012:73). 

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

their nationalities, Japanese proficiency, occupation and background. There is 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 nationalities. 

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

they wanted sufficiently according to their nationalities. There was possibly a 

correlation with their Japanese proficiency.  

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

information services provided other than in normal Japanese, such as their native 

tongues, English or simple Japanese. They also have strong desire to let people know 

about their situation. 

 

(3) Purpose of the survey 

The previous survey focused on experience of the Great East Japan Earthquake gave us 

a general idea about foreign residents’ media environment and their information behavior at 

the time of disaster, but such quantitative survey was not sufficient to find out details, such as 

differences caused by nationality or language ability as well as what they need from the 

Japanese media. Moreover, there might be differences in foreign residents’ information needs 

and behavior in the event of an earthquake striking Tokyo from the time of the disaster in the 

coastal region in Tohoku, where major damages were caused by tsunami. 

The purpose of the latest survey was to delve further into foreign residents’ information 

activities based on the 2012 study on the assumption that an inland earthquake occurs in 

Tokyo. We aimed to find out about the awareness of foreigners in the capital area about the 

possibility of an earthquake in the capital, what kind of information they have to avoid 

confusion and panic, and what they expect from the local media, as a way to consider better 

provision of necessary information. 
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(4) Survey outline 

Following is the outline of the survey. 

Timing: March 2013 

Methods: (1) A questionnaire to understand the interviewees’ basic attributes. (2) Interview 

sessions with groups of five people (100 minutes for each session). 

Target: Fifty foreigners residing in the Tokyo metropolitan area (fifteen Chinese and Koreans 

each, ten Brazilians and Filipinos each). The group interview was commissioned to Seed 

Planning Inc., which advertised on the Internet for foreigners who can cooperate. The 

interviewees were chosen with the following conditions; 

- Those who came to Japan after the amendment of the Immigration Act in 1990 and 

currently live in Tokyo or surrounding prefectures, 

- More than half of each group have experienced the Great East Japan Earthquake. 

As the above conditions indicate, this survey was not targeted at tourists who stay in Japan 

only for a short time, but at people who make their livelihood in Japan. 

We selected a total of forty adults at various ages (two groups comprising five people 

for each country). Additionally, we also interviewed students of unspecified gender—ten 

Chinese and ten Koreans (two groups comprising five people for each country). We assumed 

foreign students use the Internet in their everyday lives with Smartphones, PCs and tablet 

computers and can access broader information network than other adults do. Even though 

they are categorized as the vulnerable in disaster as other foreigners, we thought their 

situation might be different. We only chose Chinese and Koreans, because students from these 

two countries are much larger in number than those from Brazil and the Philippines. 

 

 

3. Result of Group Interview 
(1) Basic attributes of the interviewees 

First, I would like to introduce basic attributes of the interviewees. Table 1 shows their 

major attributes. Each nationality group shows different characteristics; for example, the 

Brazilian group shows a high ratio of men, and eight out of the ten interviewees had been in 

Japan for fifteen years or longer. Meanwhile, the majority of the Filipino group were women. 

Many of Filipino interviewees had been in Japan for ten years or longer. This data roughly 

match the trend of the Brazilians and Filipinos in Japan as a whole. 
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Women also constituted the majorities of the Chinese and Korean groups. The length of 

stay of most Chinese and Korean interviewees was less than ten years. 

 

(2) Linguistic abilities 

The language for providing disaster information 

There was a marked difference in Japanese proficiencies among the interviewees. 

Charts 1.1 and 1.2 show the result of the questions about their language skills. The Chinese 

and Koreans possessed higher skill of speaking Japanese than their Brazilian and Filipino 

counterparts. The same was true with the skills of reading and writing, although most of the 

interviewees, regardless of nationality, seemed more proficient in speaking than in reading 

and writing. 
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Most of the Chinese and Koreans had qualifications of the Japanese-Language 

Proficiency Test, probably because they had received formal Japanese education. Most 

Brazilians and Filipinos, on the other hand, seemed to have acquired the language after 

coming to Japan through their work and living. Although many of the Brazilians and Filipinos 

had been in Japan for more than ten years, only about 30 percent of the Brazilians and 10 

percent of Filipinos were comfortable reading and writing Japanese, including Chinese 

characters. 

Chart 2.1 shows their awareness of the possibility of an inland earthquake in Tokyo. 

Most of them knew that Tokyo may be hit by a major earthquake in the future. 
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Chart 2.2 deals with the data about their preparedness for a large-scale earthquake. Sixty 

percent of the Chinese and the Filipinos each and 53.3 percent of the Koreans said they were 

prepared for an emergency. In addition to keeping extra stock of water and food at home, 

some were taking other kinds of precaution as follows. 

 

Many of the interviewees had first-hand experience of the 2011 earthquake. The high degrees 

of preparedness was probably because they had good knowledge about what a major 

earthquake is like and because they were aware of the possibility that Tokyo is struck by one 

in the future. 

 

(3) Flow of the interview 

The interview was carried out with a focus on following points. 

(a) Actions they took to collect information at the time of the Great East Japan Earthquake 

(b) Incidents and problems they expect to face in an inland earthquake in Tokyo. (*Video and 

pictures were presented.) 

• Collection of information immediately after the occurrence of the earthquake and 

required information (contents, sources, methods). 

• Collection of information in evacuation shelters (contents, sources, methods). 

Because I’m afraid of fire, I obtained a fire extinguisher for my home after the Great East 

Japan Earthquake (Chinese, female, 40s). I keep in my rucksack some tools, which I can use 

to break the window and get out of the room, as well as portable toilets and a helmet 

(Korean, male, 40s). 
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• Collection of information a week after the occurrence of the earthquake to take next 

action (contents, sources, methods). 

(c) Desired information and future requests for the media 

•  Recognition of the NHK’s broadcasting targeted at foreigners in the event of a disaster. 

•  Recognition and evaluation of the NHK News Web Easy provided in simple Japanese. 

•  Requests for Japanese broadcasters. 

Group interview 

 

First, we listened to their experience of the Great East Japan Earthquake, and then 

asked questions concerning an inland earthquake in Tokyo which might occur in the future. In 

the interview, we asked them to assume that the area they live was affected and their homes 

were damaged, and to think what actions they would take at the three stages: directly after the 

earthquake, when taking shelter, and when leaving the shelter. We also asked what they would 

need from the media as victims of an earthquake. 

As materials to picture damages of an inland earthquake in Tokyo, we showed them 

computer graphics created by the NHK, which included images of collapsing buildings and 

fires. We also used snap shots of people taking shelter in gymnasiums and community halls 

after the Great East Japan Earthquake to show them the situation in evacuation centers. 

 

(4) Experience of the Great East Japan Earthquake 

We recognized considerable influence of the Great East Japan Earthquake in their 

responses. Many of the interviewees reported confusion and fear that they had after the 

massive earthquake.  
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“Since cell phone was not working, I couldn’t contact my friends or family. I stayed at 

Shinjuku Station all night. I was so scared I kept crying at first, but seeing Japanese people 

acting calmly without panicking, I also calmed down. (Chinese, female, 20s)” “I didn’t know 

where I should go, so I went to a station. (Korean, male, 30s)” “ｚI thought TV and other 

media should tell us about safe places and what we needed to do. (Chinese, male, 20s)” 

“I evacuated to Osaka by Shinkansen three days after the earthquake. In Osaka, I called my 

family in South Korea, who told me to return. I went back two days later. (Korean, female, 

30s)” 

“I watched news on TV. I didn’t understand Japanese very well, but I could figure out what 

was going on by looking at the image. (Chinese, female, 20s)” “I didn’t watch TV so much. 

The NHK Radio was providing information in various languages, which I thought were 

helpful. I listened to Portuguese broadcasts. (Brazilian, male, 20s)” “I could not obtain any 

information for about a day following the disaster. In fact, people in the Philippines sent me 

information about the earthquake and tsunami. (Filipino, male, 40s)” 

 

 

(5) In the event of a Tokyo inland earthquake 

Their answers regarding the media they used to gather information varied. 
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“Lives are more important than information. I will protect my family. (Korean, female, 40s)” 

“I need to know the extent of the damage, the situation of my area, whether the trains are 

operating, and if I was injured, whether I could go to a hospital. (Brazilian, male, 40s)” 

 

Table 2 shows major opinions regarding their response to an earthquake. Assuming that 

a massive earthquake strikes Tokyo, we asked what information activities they would take 

right after the disaster.  

Regardless of their nationalities, they commonly said they would ensure safety of their 

own and their family, and try to obtain a full picture of the damages. 

Information to take specific actions, such as where to evacuate or whether they can go back to 

their countries was also desired. 

As for the method to obtain information, television was the most popular option, indicating 

that the television remains the major source of information as in the 2012 survey. 

They also said they will try to use multiple tools to gather information, instead of 

relying only on television.  

“If there is an earthquake, I will turn on the TV first. Information from the TV is the most 

reliable. (Chinese, female, 20s)” “TV is easy to understand. I might use the emergency radio, 

which I keep near my bed, but I think TV is easier because I can obtain information just by 

looking. (Brazilian, female, 30s)” “I will watch TV if it’s working. Even if it isn’t, people who 

can watch TV will post Tweets. (Filipino, male, 40s)” 

“I will turn on the TV and try to understand the situation first. I need to know what action I 

must take, what is happening and where it is happening, as well as the overall status of the 

damages. I will take action based on the gathered information. (Brazilian, female, 30s)” “I 

need to know basic information, such as the intensity and the epicenter of the earthquake. I 

don’t want to run toward the epicenter, so I will check and decide which way to go. (Korean, 

male, 30s)” “I think I will need information about the area I live. I need to protect myself. I 

will try to get the status of the train and what services the ward office is providing. The news 

media will focus on the areas with major damages. (Chinese, female, 20s)” 
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In finding out overall status of the damages, they seemed to find Japanese television, 

particularly the NHK, reliable. Among the television’s merits for them were the provision of 

up-to-date information and ease of understanding thanks to visual images. In the meantime, 

they seemed to think it is important to compare information of the Japanese and overseas 

media. It was a matter of course for them to use multiple sources to collect information. In 

addition to the television, they seemed to find Smartphones useful for gathering information, 

because they can carry them around. 

 

(6) Information gathering before going to a shelter  

Next, we moved on to the assumption that their neighborhood is damaged by the 

earthquake and it becomes difficult to remain in their homes. We asked them to imagine their 

information behavior when they take shelter. Table 3 is the summary of the result.  

“I will use TV, PC, tablet or whatever is available to gather information. (Korean, male, 30s)” 

“I need to know the status of the earthquake, whether there will be aftershocks, and whether 

trains are operating. Sometimes I cannot obtain the information I need from TV, but I can find 

exactly what I want by searching on the Internet. I will also check Twitter. (Korean, female, 

20s)” “I use my Smartphone to check Twitter and other services. At the time of the Great East 

Japan Earthquake, the American and British embassies were providing information. (Filipino, 

male, 30s)” 
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Most Japanese have some knowledge as to what to do when an earthquake occurs, for 

instance, to protect their head from falling objects, and to ensure fire has not broken out once 

the tremor subsides. If their homes are damaged, they will find an evacuation center to take 

shelter. But most of the foreigners participated in the group interview did not have such 

knowledge. Since it is hard for them to take appropriate actions to “protect themselves” or 

“evacuate,” they will likely get confused in a major earthquake. 

Some also voiced concerns about the life in evacuation facilities. At the time of the 

Great East Japan Earthquake, the media reported the Japanese evacuees acting in an organized 

manner. Because of such image, they seemed to feel nervous about getting into a shelter. 

 While in shelter, they have strong desire to confirm safety of their friends and families 

whom they got separated and to know how to contact families back home. Some were also 

interested in what kind of assistance their countries’ embassies provide to those who wish to 

go home. 

I would also like to note that there was an opinion, particularly among Korean 

interviewees, that they would not want to enter a shelter in the first place. This is probably 

because going back home is relatively easy for them, compared with foreigners from other 

“I don’t know where the shelter is or how to get there. (Chinese, female, 20s)” “I want to 

know where to go, where is safe. (Brazilian, male, 20s)” 

“I want to know how to let my family in South Korea know where I am. (Korean, male, 30s)” 

“If I get separated from my family, I would like to know which shelter they are. Since I’m a 

foreigner, I will also want information about how I can go back home and when. (Chinese, 

female, 40s)” “After the Great East Japan Earthquake, a rumor was going around that the 

embassy would make arrangements for the Chinese in the affected areas to return home as 

long as they have passports. I hope to obtain official information in emergency. (Chinese, 

female, 20s)” 

“If an earthquake occurs, I might panic and run into a shelter with little more than the clothes 

on my back, but I don’t know the rules of the shelter. I want to know what kind of behavior is 

considered unacceptable. (Filipino, male, 40s)” “Since Japanese are polite, they will not 

scramble for supplies. I think I should follow their custom at a shelter. It’s also important to 

teach foreigners about Japanese customs. (Brazilian, male, 30s)” “I wish there was a manual 

for foreigners on staying at shelters. (Brazilian, male, 40s)” 
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countries. It was also likely that the strained relationship between Japan and South Korea 

influenced their opinion. 

Many wanted to know rules and guidelines of evacuation facilities, probably because 

they were aware of cultural differences with the Japanese. Some of them said they would like 

to work as volunteer interpreters, if needed. 

During evacuation, they are anxious to know how long they will have to stay in the 

shelter, and whether they can go back to work. They also need names of evacuees including 

those in other shelters, status of train and flight operations, and information about the 

embassies’ assistance measures. One thing characteristic about the Filipino interviewees was 

that they would like to know the location of a church. 

 

(7) One week after the earthquake 

Next, we asked them to assume they have stayed in a shelter for a certain period of time 

and try to decide whether to leave the shelter or to stay longer. Their responses about 

information activities when they consider leaving the shelter are summarized in Table 4.  

“I would not take shelter. If an earthquake directly hits Tokyo, recovery and reconstruction 

will take a long time, so I will leave Japan. (Korean, male, 30s)” “Taking shelter is the last 

thing I want to think about. (Korean, male, 20s)” 
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Their major concerns at this stage include whether they still have a job, whether they 

can stay with their family, and if they can return to their original home. Their next action is 

determined by the situations regarding these matters. 

As it becomes more likely that they have to stay in shelter longer, difference in their behavior 

depending on nationality starts to appear. Chinese and Koreans tend to consider going back to 

their countries and start seeking information for that purpose. 

 

Chinese and Koreans tend to opt for going back home temporarily and wait until the 

situation improves. Some of them said they actually went back after the 2011 earthquake. 

Most Brazilians and Filipinos, on the other hand, do not consider going back home. Since 

most of them make their livelihood in Japan, paying high airfare to fly back home seems to be 

their last option. 

 “Since I work for a company, I will commute from the shelter if my company is still in 

business. Otherwise, I will go back to China. (Chinese, female, 40s)” “(My concerns will be) 

when I can leave the shelter, if we can get back to normal lives, whether my children can go 

back to the same school or will have to move to a new school. (Brazilian, female, 40s)” 

“Whether I will leave the shelter or not depends on the situation of transportation services. I 

need information about the conditions of roads and trains. If transportation is disrupted, I will 

stay and take part in reconstruction activities. (Brazilian, male, 40s)” 

“I will return to China to wait and see. Once things get back to normal, I will come back. 

(Chinese, female, 20s)” “I will move to the Kansai area for a short time or go back to China. 

Staying in shelter is difficult, because there will be great mental stress. (Chinese, female, 

20s)” “I will notify my whereabouts to people back home and see if I can get assistance from 

my country. (Korean, male, 30s)” 
 

“All of my nine siblings are in Japan. (Filipino, female, 20s)” “I have no relatives in the 

Philippines. (Filipino, female, 40s)” “If I can’t return home, I will stay in a shelter. I have a 

strong image that the Japanese people help each other in evacuation shelter. People help 

you when you are in trouble, and you can also help others. I would also seek information 

about the response of the Brazilian government, as well as how the Japanese government 

deals with foreign residents affected by the disaster. If I can’t work, what kind of support 

can I receive? (Brazilian, male, 40s)”   
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People who have been in Japan for a long time said they would rather need information 

about how to continue living in Japan safely, because it takes a major decision to go back to 

their countries after settling here with their families. 

As it becomes difficult for them to restore lives before the disaster, many foreigners 

start considering moving, either back to their countries or elsewhere in Japan, and this is why 

the status of transportation services is particularly needed among various lifelines. 

 

 

4. Foreign Residents’ Requests to the Japanese Media 
The latest survey indicated that foreign residents trust information provided by the 

NHK, but at the same time, it revealed their low awareness of NHK’s services, such as the 

simultaneous English broadcasts provided after the disaster. Only few knew that NHK’s 

international broadcasting service, NHK World, has become available for domestic viewers 

through some cable channels and that the NHK provided disaster information in multiple 

languages on Radio Channel 2 after the earthquake. 

During the group interview, we asked what they want from the media to make their 

broadcasts friendlier to foreigners. I will report the result in this chapter. 

 

(1) Requests for the Japanese media (broadcasting stations) 

Table 5 shows their requests for the Japanese media, especially broadcasters. 

 Regarding where and how they seek disaster information such as prevention measures 

and actions to take in a disaster, they said providing pamphlets at airports where many 

foreigners disembark, Japanese language schools, and government offices would be helpful. 

Some wished to have Smartphone applications for that purpose. They also advised that the 

NHK should provide information not only on television, but also through Facebook and 

Twitter. 

 Most of their requests were related to language, indicating that the language barrier is a 

major challenge for them.  

“Pictures and illustrations would be helpful for those who don’t understand Japanese at 

all, for instance, using a figure to describe emergency or adding photos to explaining the 

situation. (Chinese, male, 20s)” “I think animation and manga should be used. (Chinese, 

female, 20s)”  
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(2) How to overcome the language problem 

The target of the latest interview had a high education in general with ten out of the 

fifty interviewees being college students, while eighteen had finished university or graduate 

school. Many of them had a job in Japan, from which they had a stable income. They were 

fluent in Japanese and had adapted to life in Japan. Supposing they were affected by a disaster 

and have to evacuate, most of them said they would choose the same shelter as Japanese 

victims, even if there was a facility for foreigners. But the language barrier still remains to 

exist. 

 

 

“People who can read Chinese characters would understand information in Japanese, but 

it might be hard to stay calm and read information in Japanese in emergency. (Chinese, 

female, 20s)” “I have no problem in my normal studies, but I’m not sure if I can read 

Japanese calmly in an earthquake or other emergencies. I think it would be better if we 

can get information in some major languages, including English, Chinese and Korean. 

(Chinese, male, 50s)” “Most third-generation Japanese-Brazilians, like myself, can barely 

read hiragana and katakana. (Brazilian, male, 40s)” “Reading Japanese is difficult and 

tiring. I can only understand simple words used in emails. Listening is easier than reading. 

(Brazilian, male, 40s)”   
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In disaster or other life-

threatening situations, it is hard 

to obtain a sense of security by 

understanding the situation only 

vaguely. This is why they have 

a strong desire to obtain 

information in their native 

languages. 

Provision of information in 

“easy Japanese” 

In April 2012, the NHK started to provide some of the news stories of each day in easy 

Japanese on the Internet on an experimental basis, aiming to develop the service into a 

measure to provide disaster information to foreigners, but only few knew about this service.  

We showed the website to the interviewees and asked their opinions. Table 6 is the 

summary of their responses. 

While there were pros and cons about the NHK News Web Easy in general, they did not 

evaluate the service as a useful tool to obtain information at the time of disaster, even though 

they admit it might help their studies at normal times.  

Asked to provide opinions and ideas freely, they gave some ideas for improvement, 

such as the use of more visual materials to make the information easier to understand without 

reading carefully, as well as a layout that can be viewed on mobile terminals and 

supplementary audio in English and other languages. 

They also pointed out that honorific expressions make the sentences harder for them to 

understand, and that they don’t know, for example, what the phrase, “ki o tsukete (be 

extremely careful),” is advising them to do exactly. They also shared concern about reading 

Japanese calmly in emergency. Even if the news is provided in simple Japanese as in the Web 

Easy, supplementary images and explanation in their mother tongues and English were 

desired. 

 But that does not mean the News Web Easy is completely of no use. Since many 

interviewees said they seek information via SNS, if people proficient in Japanese see the 

website, translate the contents into their native languages and pass them to others through 

SNS, the information is disseminated in two steps, in which the website still has a role to play. 

“NHK News Web Easy” 
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 As a measure to provide disaster information to foreign residents, the authorities are 

considering establishing a system in the future to translate Japanese information into multiple 

languages automatically. For that purpose, it is important that the original information is 

written in simple, easy Japanese. (Meguro, Numada 2014). The News Web Easy might also be 

helpful as the basic source of information to be translated into various languages. 
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5. Summary and Analysis 
(1) Summary 

Finally, I would like to sum up the findings of the group interview. 

• Foreign residents have a high expectation for the television, particularly the NHK, as a 

source of information directly after the disaster. Many stated they would like to 

confirm the status of damages visually. 

• In a disaster, foreign residents not only try to learn about overall situation, but also 

seek information about the areas they live. They also need information that helps 

determine what action to take. 

• The Japanese take part in disaster drills since they are young, but people from other 

countries rarely hit by earthquakes might easily panic, because they don’t know how 

to deal with the situation. It can be difficult for them to stay calm and read information 

written in Japanese. To decide next course of action or where to evacuate, they require 

information easy to understand with the use of description in their native languages 

and illustrations. 

• Many foreigners feel cultural barrier in taking refuge at evacuation center and wish to 

know rules of shelters. While they hope to contribute to the reconstruction and 

recovery with the Japanese, they are also concerned that foreigners might be put on 

the back-burner when food supplies become short. They are also worried that they 

might receive discriminating treatment in hiring once reconstruction starts and people 

start looking for a job. 

• Since most of them have the option of returning to their countries, even if temporarily, 

there are higher needs for transportation information than for information on other 

lifelines. They are particularly interested in the status of flight and train operations, 

embarkation and reentry procedures, and the assistance provided by the embassy. 

• They use various measures to gather information. Especially when they make a 

decision on their lives after the disaster, they try to collect information from various 

sources, including television and other mass media as well as SNS. 

 

(2) Multimedia’s influence on foreign residents  

We cannot simply compare the result of the telephone survey of 600 people in 2012 and 

the latest group interview with 50 people, because the parameters and methods were different, 
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but as a reference, I would like to introduce the media environment of the foreigners we 

interviewed. 

 Looking at characteristics of the interviewees’ actions to gather information, we can see 

how the media environment can change the situation of those who were considered vulnerable 

in disaster. Chart 3 shows the result of the question about how many hours they use the 

Internet in a day. 

 

 More than half of the Chinese and Koreans said they use the Internet from one to three 

hours a day, while 20 percent of each group said they use five or more hours. The 2012 survey 

had also recognized that Chinese and Koreans use the Internet more than other nationals 

(Yonekura, 2012 : 66), but the recent interview highlighted a significant change in the 

behavior of the Brazilians and Filipinos. In the previous survey, 40 percent of the Brazilians 

and 13 percent of the Filipinos said they didn’t use the Internet very much or at all. In the 

latest survey, however, 60 percent of the Brazilians and 80 percent of the Filipinos said they 

spend one or more hours a day using the Internet, indicating that foreign residents are 

becoming increasingly familiar with the Internet. We can assume this is closely related to the 

spread of the Smartphone.  
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 Chart 4 shows the tools they use to collect information. In the 2012 survey, television 

was most favored by all four groups, whereas in the latest survey, Smartphone and PC were as 

popular tools as the television, or even preferred. 

  

In the previous survey, 54 percent of the Koreans said they use websites in their native 

language and SNS, while those who gave the same answer accounted for 5 percent or less of 

the other three groups. We inferred that their main sources of information were limited to 

mass media, such as television and newspaper, because some people did not have access to 

the Internet in their everyday lives. (Yonekura, 2012 : 67) 

 The prevalence of Smartphones among foreign residents and increasing use of the 

Internet are important elements in considering the provision of disaster information. 

 Asked what they think were reliable sources of information, all the groups showed high 

confidence in the Japanese media, but when they need to decide what action to take, they 

resort to various sources, including the news media of their home countries, other overseas 

media, such as CNN and the BBC, and the embassies and other public organizations (Chart 5). 

Many foreigners who work or study in Japan have access to the television, Internet, SNS and 

other media, indicating that their environment has changed significantly since the time when 

they were associated with “information disadvantage.” 
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 Before the interview, we had expected to see a large difference in the use of the media 

between students and adults, but as far as the result indicates, there was almost no difference 

between different age groups. All generations were using the Internet on a regular basis with 

their Smartphones and PCs. 

Under that circumstance, foreign residents are no longer likely to face a “vacuum of 

information” in a disaster, but their problem now is to decide what to rely on in the flood of 

information. 

After the earthquake in March 2011, the authorities remained cautious about disclosing 

information about damages, especially about the situation of the nuclear accident, so as not to 

cause panic. But foreign residents obtained information from US and UK broadcasts, in 

addition to the media in Japan and their home countries. This means that it is important in a 

disaster to provide information accurately, not only to people in the country, but also to 

overseas. According to the study of the NHK Broadcasting Culture Research Institute 

(Kowata et al., 2012), many foreign media used NHK’s news footage after the earthquake, 

indicating that the information provided by the NHK had an influence on the contents of 

overseas media. 
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 Amid continued globalization and diversification of news media, information 

dispatched from Japan to overseas might be gathered by foreigners back in Japan. Since 

information is conveyed extremely complicated routes today, it is important in providing 

disaster information to not only focus on the foreigners living in Japan, but also keep 

influence overseas in mind. 
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