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a b s t r a c t

Acknowledging that both ICT and mass media had played an influential role after the
Great East Japan Earthquake, this study explores if they can also contribute to longer term
post-disaster recovery. From the literature review, it is anticipated that the use of both
media can positively effect social capital and civic participation, which are essential for an
efficient recovery. However, as this can be questioned it is important to understand and
demonstrate how media can affect people's perception and behaviour in post-disaster
recovery, especially considering the current complex media environment. The two media
in consideration are very different, but at the same time are highly intertwined. Currently,
few previous studies on this question can be found because suitable case studies limited
as nature disaster of such a scale rarely occur and the media environment is rapidly
changing.

This study proposes a two-model approach to examine the effects of ICT and mass
media in post-disaster recovery from two different perspectives in media studies: the
active and passive audience perspectives. Using data collected from the three prefectures
that were directly hit by the disaster, the results of the two models demonstrate a
consistent pattern that the use of both ICT and mass media can create positive effects in
post-disaster recovery. They increase the level of social capital through building bonding
trust, network bridging and civic participation, as well as increase a person's intention to
participate in post-disaster related activities. Thus, it can now be argued that both ICT and
mass media can have positively contributed to the recovery. These findings have
important implications for NGOs as well as policy makers that are working on the
recovery. The two models also serve as the foundation for future studies that would
further explore the underlying mechanisms of the media's effect and role in post-disaster
recovery.
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1. Introduction

On the 11th of March 2011, the north-east coast of Japan was hit by one of the strongest earthquakes in history – the
Great East Japan Earthquake.1 The magnitude 9.0 undersea earthquake and the subsequent tsunami and Fukushima nuclear
power plant accident have claimed more than 15,000 lives and caused more than 16.9 trillion yen in damages
(Reconstruction Agency, 2013). On top of the unprecedented scale of the damage, another very remarkable aspect of this
disaster is the role information communications technology (ICT) in particular social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter) has
played. After the disaster, when the traditional telephony network was paralysed because of infrastructure damage and
network congestion, social media provided the critical communication platform for many people across Japan, and also
mediated the experience of the disaster across the world in an unprecedented fashion. As Slater, Nishimura, and Kinstrand
(2012) vividly depict ‘the generation of information and images occurred at such a fast pace, that social media not only
represented, but also directly mediated our experience of the quake more than any other natural disaster to date’ (Slater et al.,
2012, p. 94). One of the main reasons that social media could have played such a prominent role is the high level of ICT
diffusion in Japan. For example, at the time of the disaster in 2011, 79% of the Japanese population had access to the Internet,
and their mobile phone penetration rate had reached 94% with one third of them using smartphones (MIC, 2012). In
addition, there were more than 36 million social media users, with the numbers growing rapidly2 (Impress Japan, 2012).

The active role ICT and social media has played after the disaster has changed the way many people perceived them. For
example, many began to embrace social media as an important alternative information source and communication platform.
On top of that, social media became one the main driving forces for the series of anti-nuclear power protests after the
disaster (Manabe, 2013; Slater et al., 2012). That being said, while ICT and social media had attracted most of people's
attention, surveys, for example, MIC (2011) has found that traditional mass media, in particular television was still the most
used and trusted information source for the majority of the population after the disaster. Furthermore, a study by Tanaka,
Shineha, and Maruyama (2012) found that television had exerted a great influence on people after the disaster, and that the
number of volunteers and amount of donations went into the disaster area was directly related to the frequency of the
disaster reports being shown on television. In crisis situations, it is found that because of the high level of uncertainties,
people's dependency on the media tends to increase and often their influences are intensified (Lowrey, 2004). For instance,
after the Great East Japan Earthquake, a study by Mitomo, Otsuka, and Kimura (2012) found that information from both ICT
and mass media effectively motivated many people to carry out post-disaster actions even though they were not in the
disaster area themselves.

As more than three years have now passed since the disaster, most of the destroyed infrastructures such as roads, schools
and hospitals have been restored (Reconstruction Agency, 2014) and life for most people in Japan has returned to normal.3

However, for the disaster victims who are still living in the disaster area, especially the quarter of a million in temporary
housing, recovery is still ongoing. For example, a recent survey (NHK Newsweb, 2014) has shown that more than 70% of the
people living in the disaster area felt that there was no progress in the recovery or the progress was much slower than they
had expected. Indeed, experience from the Kobe Earthquake in 1995 shows that while the physical infrastructures can be
rebuilt within a few years; human and social recovery will take much longer (Shaw & Goda, 2004). Recent studies have
revealed many disaster survivors from the Great East Japan Earthquake are suffering from secondary damage such as
illnesses caused by stress and depression (Yabe et al., 2014; Yokoyama et al., 2014). Most importantly, in comparison with
previous disasters, one of the main challenges this time is the rapidly aging and shrinking population in the disaster area
(Deguchi, 2011). Thus, despite both the government and society having dedicated considerable resources to the recovery, it
is anticipated that the process will take up to 10 years or even longer (Reconstruction Agency, 2013).

Acknowledging the influential role both ICT and mass media had played after the disaster, one must then wonder, can
they also contribute to the long term post-disaster recovery, especially in a highly mediated society such as Japan whereas
media are ubiquitous. Currently, little research on this question can be found because suitable case studies are few and far
between as nature disaster of such large scale rarely occurs and the media environment is rapidly changing. For example,
although social media began to be influential in the 2008 China Sichuan Earthquake (Otani et al., 2012) and they had
become one of the main information channels during the 2010 Haiti Earthquake (Yates & Paquette, 2011). The scale and
complexity of these disasters, as well as the media environment such as the level of information openness and ICT diffusion
were very different when compared with the Great East Japan Earthquake. In fact, the Great East Japan Earthquake can be
argued to be the first time in history that such a highly mediated society has been struck by such a large scale natural
disaster. For example, the experience of the utilisation of ICT in the response and rescue phase this time has become a
reference case study for disaster management internationally (GSMA, 2013). Furthermore, although many studies on the
Great East Japan Earthquake are being carried out, until now most of the available literature related to ICT and media has
focused on the infrastructural and technological aspects, or on the applications in the immediate rescue and relief period.

1 Hereafter referred to as ‘the disaster’.
2 By the end of 2012, the number of social media users had already reached 50 million, approximately a quarter of the total population (Impress Japan,

2012).
3 For example, a survey in 2013 has found that 76% of the people in the Tokyo metropolitan area felt that their daily life had returned to normal after

the disaster (Dentsu Marketing Insight, 2013).
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